George Washington’s Complaints

George Washington to Henry Laurens, Valley Forge, 23 Dec. 1777

Sir,

Full as I was in my representation of matters in the Commissary’s department
yesterday, fresh and more powerful reasons oblige me to add, that I am now convinced
beyond a doubt, that unless some great and capital change suddenly takes place in that
line this Army must inevitably be reduced to one or other of these three things. Starve—
dissolve—or disperse, in order to obtain subsistence in the best manner they can. rest
assured, Sir, this is not an exaggerated picture, and that I have abundant reason to
support what I say.

Yesterday afternoon receiving...l ordered the Troops to be in readiness, that I
might give every Opposition in my power; when behold! to my great mortification, I was
not only informed, but convinced, that the Men were unable to stir on account of
provision, and that a dangerous mutiny, begun the night before and which with difficulty
was suppressed by the spirited exertions of some Officers....

All I could do under these circumstances was, to send out a few light parties to
watch and harrass the Enemy, whilst other parties were instantly detached different ways
to collect, if possible, as much provision as would satisfy the present pressing wants of
the Soldiery—But will this answer? No Sir: three or four days bad weather would prove
our destruction. What then is to become of the Army this Winter?....Soap—Vinegar and
other articles allowed by Congress we see none of, nor have we seen them, I believe,
since the battle of Brandywine. The first indeed we have now little occasion for, few
men having more than one shirt—many only the moiety of one, and some none at
all....as a farther proof of the inability of an Army under the circumstances of this, to
perform the common duties of Soldiers, besides a number of Men confined to Hospitals
for want of Shoes, & others in Farmers Houses on the same account, we have by a Field
return this day made, no less than 2898 Men now in Camp unfit for duty, because they
are barefoot and otherwise naked; and by the same return it appears, that... no more than
8200—in Camp fit for duty. Notwithstanding which, and that since the 4th Instant our
numbers fit for duty from the hardships and exposures they have undergone, particularly
on account of Blankets (numbers having been obliged and still are, to set up all night by
fires, instead of taking comfortable rest in a natural and common way) have decreased
near 2000 Men...

But what makes this matter still more extraordinary in my eye is, that these very
Gentlemen, who were well apprized of the nakedness of the Troops from occular
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demonstration, who thought their own Soldiers worse clad than others and advised me
near a month ago, to postpone the execution of a plan I was about to adopt in
consequence of a Resolve of Congress for seizing Cloaths, under strong assurances, that
an ample supply would be collected in ten days agreeably to a decree of the State (not
one article of which, by the bye, is yet come to hand)... I can assure those Gentlemen,
that it is a much easier and less distressing thing, to draw Remonstrances in a
comfortable room by a good fire side, than to occupy a cold, bleak hill, and sleep under
frost & snow without Cloaths or Blankets: However, although they seem to have little
feeling for the naked and distressed Soldier, I feel superabundantly for them, and from
my soul pity those miseries, which it is neither in my power to relieve or prevent. It is for
these reasons therefore, I have dwelt upon the subject, and it adds not a little to my other
difficulties and distress, to find that much more is expected of me, than is possible to be
performed; and, that upon the ground of safety and policy, I am obliged to conceal the
true state of the Army from public view, and thereby expose myself to detraction &
calumny.

I have the Honor to be Sir Your Most Obedt Servant
Go: Washington
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