Transcript of General Washington’s Letter to Henry Laurens (VAFO 64055)

Below is a letter written by General Washington to Henry Laurens, the President of the Continental Congress
and the father of Lt. Colonel John Laurens (one of Washington’s aides-de-camp during the winter at Valley
Forge). The letter discusses the conditions of the camp during the winter of 1777 and pleads with the
Continental Congress to send aide to the soldiers.

?affey ?m;ye Decemb. 23d 1777.

dir

j‘Fuff as f was in my rg]ore&entatz’on of‘ matters in the tommz'&mry s défartment ye&tertﬁz}/, ﬁe&/; and more
Jaow‘erfuf reasons oé'fzc'ye me to add, that f am now convinced b-eyontf a doubt, that unless some  great and caﬁitaf
cﬁanje Juz[clén‘f}/ takes Ja/ace in that fine this %rm}/ must z'nevitaﬁfy be reduced to one or other ojp these three tﬂan.

Starve—dissofve—or disperse, in order to ohtain subsistence in the best manner tﬁl%}/ can. rest assured, dir, this

is not an eﬂcajjeratet[ Jaz’cture, and that J fave abundant reason to JuJaJaort what ‘J say.

gf"te"[‘f}’ afterncon recetving information that the fnemy, in force, had Jeft the (Gz'@/, and were advancing
towards eﬁerlf}/, with apparent tléenc'gn to J%rzye and draw subsistence ﬁom that part of‘ the tountry, 1 f ordered”
the jﬁrog]a& to be in readiness, that j my/t% c71'1/9 every @Jg]oom’tz’on n my power; when behold! to my  great
mortz'ﬁcatz’on, j was 1ot on.{}/ z'nﬁrmer[, but convinced, that the :7‘2;1 were unable to stir on account t?f‘ Jaroﬁaion,
and that a dangerous mutiny, begun the nzjﬁ% 5ef€>re and which with lﬁﬁqcuft}/ was suppressed. é:}/ the spirited”
exertions (f sorme @ﬁchrJ, was stilf much to be zya(]areﬁdenzﬁecf ﬁr want of‘ this %rtz’cfe.

Tis Eroujﬁ% ﬁrt/f the onfy (Gommz'&smy in the Jaurc/zkn'ny Jine in this (Camja, and with kim this mefanc/kfg
an([afarmz'nj truth, That ke kad not a J“injfe /Rmf of‘tmy kind to Jfaujﬁvter, and not more than 25 ﬁarreff& (yp
?four/ ?rom fence férm an g]az'nz'on o]p our situation, when ff add, that ke could not tell when to expect any.

z;%f/ j could do under these circumstances was, to send out a féw fzj/ft ; parties to watch and farrass the
fnemy, whilst other - parties were z'mftantt/}/ detached tﬁ'ﬁérent ways to collect, ?f Jao&n’ﬁfe, as much proviston as
would. Jatz'JJS/ the  present pressing wants of' the 3ofdi'ery—~—£ut will this answer 7 W; Oir: three or ﬁur t[lzy& bad
weather would prove our destruction. W hat then is to become 9][‘ the %rm!}/ this Winter 7 and 1][‘ we are as ofien
without frow’m’on& now, as with them, what is to become of‘ ws in the 3frz'nj, when our ﬁrce will be collected, with
the aid perkaps ojp mz;)'fz'tia, to take advantage (gp an earrf}/ campaign Eefére the fnem}/ can be rez'nfércet[ 7 These

are considerations %yreat magnitude—meriting the closest attention, and will, when my own reputation is so
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z'ntimatefy connected and to be zﬁéctez[ b:}/ the event, juesvtyf‘}/ my thiﬂj that the > present Gomvmissaries are b:}/ 7o
means eyuaf to the execution ?f‘ the @ff?ce, or that the tﬂazﬁecﬁon of‘ the Jaeg]afe is past b-efe?'f.‘ The mz'.g%rtune
however does in my opinion Jaroceet[ ﬁom both causes, and’ tﬁoujﬁ j have been tender ﬁderetofére (y[‘ “giving any
opinion or fodjz’nj comffaz'nt&, as the c/t"anje in that dé(]aartment took Joface contrary to my(iz;cljement, and the
consequences t/fereo]p were Jaredi'ctet[f yet ﬁnt/i'nj that the z'nactz'vz'?}/ (yp the ;%rmy, whether fér want oJC provisions,
Gloaths, or cther essentials ts cﬁa;yef to my account, not on[y bj/ the common M, but those in  power, it is time
to goeaf plain in exculpation of m!}weff? With truth then I can declare, that ne ;“752271 in my opinion ever had kis
measures more tmpeded than I kave, by every department. Dince the month 9]21;(}/ we fave fad no assistance
ﬁom the marter aﬂzjwter Zz‘eneraf, and to want of‘ assistance ﬁom this cléfartment, the (Commzlnmrvy generaf

c/fage& ' great part of his déﬁdenc:}/dto this f am to add, that notw‘z’tﬁ}tantﬁnj itisa Jtan(ﬁnj order and (ﬁen
rg]aeated; that the y;og]m shall aﬁw{}/& fave two Jay& provisions l{}/ them, that t/:?ay my/ft be reac[j/ at any sudden
cafl, yet no g]a(]oortunz’é}/ fas Jcarcefy ever <ﬁéref gp tak;'nj acli/amttye <?f‘ the fnemy, that has not been either
tota/fy ohstructed, or jreatfy tmpeded on this account: and this the  great & wyinj evilis not afl. e@sog]o—— %myar
and ot/t?ar artz'cfew allowed l{}/ tonjreww we see none of: nor Rave we seen t/t‘ém, J b-efz'eve, stnce the lfatt/e OJC
ﬁranclj/u/z'ne. The ﬁr&t indeed we have now fittle cccasion ﬁr, féw men /ﬁzw':y more than one J/lﬂz'rtaman'}/ on/j/ the
M cyp one, and some none at afl. 3;1 addition to which, as a Joroojp ‘ff‘ the fittle Eemfﬁ't recetved ﬁom a Gloathier
g‘eneraf, and at the same time, as a ﬁrt/zder Jaroc_?f‘ cyp the z'naﬁz'fz'?}/ tf an ;%rmy under the circumstances (yp this, to
Joerférm the common duties of‘ 30/&'61*&, besides a number cf‘ :7‘2211 conﬁnec[ to %gn’taﬁf ﬁr want cf‘ 3/;095, &
others in Tarmers Houses on the same account, we kave by a Tield return this day made, no Jess than 2898 Men
now in (Camf unffit for t[u@/, because t/z?e(}/ are harefoot and otherwise naked; and, by the same return it appears,
that our Jtrenjtﬁ in continental jarog]m, z'ncfutﬁ'nj the Fastern ognc'yadés which have J’oz’netf since the surrender of‘
Z%enf oz:)’urjoyne, exclusive ?f‘ the az:lr}/fanz[ y’rog]w sent to Mfminjton, amount to no more than 8200—1in
tamf ﬁt ﬁr Ju@/.g W;tw‘it/t}tandi'nj which, and that since the Iftﬁ j;wtant our numbers ﬁt fx‘vr z[uif}/ ﬁom the
/ﬁznﬂfﬁé’]o& and exposures tﬁde:}/ fave unc[ér:jone, Jaartz'cufar[}/ on account of‘ ﬁftm;@et& &um/;enf Faw'n{y been oﬁfzjez[
and still are, to set up af nzj/ft b:}/ ﬁreJ, instead of‘ tak;'nj comﬁrtaﬁfe rest in a natural and common way, ) have
decreased near 2000 %n, we ﬁnt[ g‘entfemen without Enowinj whether the z;%rmy was rea/[}/ ' going into Winter
‘ggartenf or not (fér j am sure no gegwfution oJC mine would warrant the &mon&trance ) reprobating the
measure as much, as #‘ t/tde!}/ tﬁoujﬂ the gofcﬁei}/ were made o]p 3&70@9 or ggtonees, and eguaffy insensible ij E‘?Jﬂ

and dnow; and morecver, as %'][‘ tﬁvli:}/ concetved it eaﬁfy Jaracticaﬁfe ﬁr an z'nférz’or c;%m!}/, under the (/i'JaJvanttgeJ
j have described ours to be, whick is b:}/ no means extgjeratetl; to c«mﬁne a CSuJaerior one, in all’ respects well
zgojooz'ntec[ and Jarovz'tlét[ fc‘vr a Winters tamfmjn, within the Czty o]p g§ /ﬁ'faclé(f]oﬁ?a, and to cover from
depredation and waste the States of; Jaenef}/fvania,lém?}/, &ea. Dut what makes this matter still more
extraor(ﬁ'nm:}/ in my eye is, that these very Z%entfemen, who were welS ﬂEﬁﬁZeJ of‘ the nakedness ?f‘ the y;og]m
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ﬁom occular demonstration, who t/fouj/;t their own Soldiers worse clad than others and advised me near a month
age, to postpone the execution of‘ a Jafan j was about to ac[fv(]at n consequence of‘ a cgg&ofve ?f‘ ﬁonjre&f ﬁr J‘eiZl’nj
tfoat/l:f, under Jtronj assurances, that an am(]afe Juff{}/ would be collected in ten Jhyw ajreabYe to a decree of‘ the
State 6101,“ one article of‘ which, 3 /7:}/ the [:'ye, Zs yet come to Fanzlj should think a Winters tamfazjn, andthe
covering these tates ﬁom the invasion (_vf an fnemy so easy and; Jaractz'caﬁfe a business.4, j can assure those
g‘entfemen, that it is a muchk easier and Jess cfi&tre&n'nj tﬁ;'nj, to draw &mon&trance& na comfértaﬁfe room b:}/ a
j(?o([ ﬁre side, than to occupy a cold; bleak fiill, and. ere:]o under ﬁo&t §{ snow without Gloaths or ﬁftm;@t&:
%Wever, afl?/tdouj/zd t/;ey seem to have fittle féefz'nj ﬁr the naked and distressed’ qgoft[i'er, ﬁf féef Juperaﬁun(ﬁmtfv

fér them, and’; ﬁom my JoufJaz'@/ those miseries, which it is neither in my power to refetve or - prevent. Jt is ﬁr these
reasons tﬁ?}refére, f fave dwelt upon the Julct']'ect, and 1t adds not a fittle to my other zﬁﬁchftz'eJ and distress, to
ﬁnc[ that much more is expected. oj‘ e, than is Jao&n’ﬁﬁa to be Jae(]%rmed,-' and, that wpon the  ground oj‘ J@lé?}/ and’
Jaofz'c:}/, f am Oﬁfljet[ to conceal the true state of‘ the %rmy ﬁom Jaub-fz'c view, and t/fereb:y expose my&e[]p to

detraction & calumny.

The ?ﬁmﬁfe Gosmmittee gp (Conjregf& went ﬁom (Camf fuf[y Jao&JeJJeJ (_vf‘ my Dentiments regaectz'nj the
f&taﬁfi&ﬁment of‘ this %rmy——t/?e neceefen'@/ of‘ %urﬁ'tom (g[‘ %count&—-%af«n’ntment of‘ @ﬁcem—— %w
%rranjements é)[c. ff have no need’ t/;erefére to be Erofz'.x on these 3u€]’ect&, but shall refér to them, afiﬁer at[t[i'nj a
word or two to shew, i‘F;'rJt, the necessity of some better provision for binding the OB cers by the tye o C%merea"t to

Ly e 4 ety
the service 61& 7o t[lzy, nor Jcarce/y an Four passes without an @ﬂér (yp a resigned, Gommission )5 @t/:?erw‘i&e, j

much dowbt the practicabifity of helding the Frmy together muck fenger. In this, I shall probably be thouqht
mere sincere, when J freely declare, that J do not myself expect to derive the smallest bencfit from any
establishment that Gengress may adspt, Otherwise than as a Member of the Gemmunity at Jarge in the good
which I wm persuaded will result from the measure, by making better Officers and better Troops; And Secondly,
to point out the necessity of making the appeintments, arrangements, §ea without Joss of time. W'e have not mere
than three months to prepare a great deal of business in—if we Jet these slip or waste, we shall be Jabouring under
the same difficultios all next Campaign, as we have done this, to rectify mistakes, and bring things to order for
Miifitary arrangements andmovements, in consequence fike the Mechanism of « Glock, will be ingperfoct, and’
disordered; By the want of a part. In avery sensible degree, have J experienced this in the course of the Jast
Summer— Several Drigades having no Drigadiers appeinted to them till fate § some net at all. by whick means
it follows, that an additional weight is thrown upen the Shoulders of the Gemmander in Gheif te withdraw kis
attention from the great fine of kis duty. Jhe Gentlemen of the Gommittee, when they were at Gamp, talked of an
expedient for adjusting these matters, whick J ighly approved and wish to see adspted; namely that two or three
HMembers of the Board of Wr—or a Committee of Gengress should repair immediately to Gamp where the
best aid can be kad, and with the Gemmanding Officer, or a Gemmittee of his appointment prepare and digest the
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rmost Jae(f;sct Jofzm, that can be divised for correcting all a/fuJeJ——mm@zy Wgw arranjementa——conait[én'nj what is
to be done with the weak & debifitated Regiments ( ﬁ the States to which t/t‘é}/ b'efonj will not c[}afi’ men to ﬁ//
them, ﬁr as to enfz'Jtz'nj Doldiers it seems to me to be totafef}/ out ij the question ) tojet/fer with many other tﬂnjw
that would occur in the course of‘ such a conférence.’ and’ afi‘er Jic'jewtz'nj matters in the best manner they can, to
submit the whole to the ultimate determination ‘7(‘ (Conjreaw. $ g'f‘ this measure is tgafrovet[ ‘ﬁ(: j would earne&tf]
advise the immediate execution cyp it. %nt[ that the ((;ommz'&fmy generaf of' furcﬁa&e&, whom rare[}l see, may be
directed to f(‘vrm ﬂzjazinees without a moments défay in the Wgéy/fﬁourﬁdmotf tf this (Camc]a in order to secure
provision fér us in case of‘ bad weather.7 The @arter ﬁjmter Z‘i‘eneraf oujfft also to be iuef}/ in his
(léfartment—-cfn short, there is as much to be done in  preparing fér a (Cmfazjn, as in the active part 9][‘ it. In ﬁne
every t/finj c[é]aend:s upon the  preparation that is made in the deveral défartment& in the course of‘ this Winter
and the success or mz'ﬁ%rtune& of‘ next tamfayn will more than Jaroﬁaﬁfy originate with our actz'w'gl or
31,(,21'716716&5‘ this ‘Winter. J have the %mor to e dir %ur :7‘2‘;% Oedt Servant

ZZ'O-' %&/fz’n 1gton
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Vocabulary:

aides-de-camp: the people tasked with helping General
Washington with his daily duties

capital: wealth, whether in money or property

dissolve: to undo; to break up (a connection or union)
disperse: to spread wildly; to scatter

subsistence: means of supporting life

mortification: a feeling of humiliation or shame

stir: to move briskly

mutiny: rebellion against authority

melancholy: a gloomy state of mind

hoof: refers to a “hoofed animal” or livestock

harrass: (in today’s English: harass); to disturb
persistently

provision: the supplying of something, especially food or
necessities

magnitude: great importance

meriting: excellence; worth

reputation: the estimation in which a person or thing is
held, especially by the community or the public generally
disaffection: disloyalty

vulgar: indecent; obscene

exculpation: to clear from guilt or fault

Quarter Master General: office in charge of supplies for
a particular part of the army

Commissary General: office in charge of supplies for
the entire Continental Army

obstructed: to block or close up with an obstacle

impeded: to slow movement or progress by use of an
obstacle

moiety: a portion, part, or share

resolution: decision or determination

remonstrance: a protest

reprobating: to disapprove

insensible: incapable of feeling or perceiving
depredation: the act of preying upon or plundering;
robbery

apprized: (in today’s English: appraised) to estimate the
value of

ocular (in today’s English: ocular); performed or perceived
by eyesight

assurances: positive declaration

superabundantly: excessive

detraction: the act of ruining the reputation of someone
calumny: a false statement intended to ruin a person’s
reputation

prolix: long and wordy

resigned: submissive

commission: a document granting authority

sincere: genuine or real

derive: to obtain from a source or origin

rectify: to make, put, or set right

expedient: fit or suitable for the purpose

debilitated: weak or feeble

supineness: inactive or passive

Reflection Questions:

1. What evidence does General Washington to support his claim that his soldiers will either “starve- desert- or disperse?”

2 According to General Washington what kinds of specific supplies is the Continental Army lacking?

3. Explain what General Washington means by his comparison of the army to the “Mechanisms of a Clock?

4. If the Continental Army does not receive the necessary supplies it needs, what does General Washington think will

happen to the soldiers? To himself and his reputation?

5. What is the overall tone of Washington's letter? Explain.
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