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Washington’s Choice: The Crossing of the Delaware 
 

• Compelling Question 
o Why does courage make a difference when faced with a seemingly impossible task?   

• Virtue: Courage 
• Definition – Courage is the capacity to overcome fear in order to do good.  
• Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will review George Washington’s courageous actions in leading his troops to 
cross the Delaware River against overwhelming obstacles in order to attack and defeat the British 
army’s Hessian forces at Trenton, New Jersey. They will achieve the following objectives. 

• Objectives 
o Students will analyze George Washington’s character as a military commander, and his courageous 

actions in leading his troops against overwhelming obstacles to cross the Delaware River in order 
to attack British troops at Trenton, New Jersey.   

o Students will examine Washington’s demonstration of courage.  
o Students will understand why courage is an essential virtue in their own lives.   
o Students will act courageously in their own lives to protect freedom.  

• Background 
o After the American militia’s guerilla success in the Battle of Concord in April, 1775, Americans set 

their sights on ousting the British from their occupation of Boston. Minutemen besieged the city for 
eleven months, and finally forced the British to withdraw. During the siege of Boston, George 
Washington took command of the American troops—more an armed mob than an army. In 
skirmishes and battles throughout winter and spring of 1775-76, American forces alternated with 
the British in victory and defeat, but in July 1776, the Declaration of Independence gave the United 
States of America its identity. It was up to George Washington to lead his troops to secure it. 
 
The aptly named Continental Army was tested and resoundingly defeated at the Battle of Long 
Island in August. After several more battles, Washington was forced to retreat out of New York, 
across the Hudson River, into New Jersey and eventually across the Delaware River and into 
Pennsylvania. 
 
The re-crossing of the Delaware River by George Washington and the Continental Army on the 
night of December 24, 1776 has become iconic in American history. However, the colorful and 
symbolic images we have of the event gloss over the cold and bleak reality in which the action took 
place. The nation was on the edge of defeat, needing the hope that could only come from a victory. 
The courage of George Washington and his men, cold, exhausted and starving, restored hope that, 
against all odds, the young nation could survive.  

• Vocabulary 
o Militia 
o Guerilla 
o Ousting 
o Minutemen 
o Siege 
o Iconic 
o Novice 
o Demoralized 
o Destitute 
o Morale 
o Daunting 
o Hessian 
o Mercenaries 
o Renowned 
o Intimidating  
o Resounding 
o Exhorting 
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o Routed 
o Arduous 

• Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
• Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?  

• Observation Questions 
o In what ways did George Washington exercise courage to enhance life, liberty, and the pursuit of 

happiness for himself and others?  What other virtues did Washington demonstrate?  
o What is George Washington’s identity during this time? How do you know that Washington 

understood the significance of his personal involvement in the success of the American Continental 
army?  

o What did George Washington understand his purpose to be in the events of late December 1776?  
• Discussion Questions 

o Discuss the following questions with your students.  
 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
• Additional Resources 

o George Washington’s Mount Vernon:  http://www.mountvernon.org/george-washington/  
o George Washington Papers at the Library of Congress: 

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/gwhtml/gwhome.html   
o The Founders Online—The Papers of George Washington: 

http://founders.archives.gov/about/Washington   
o Washington Crossing the Delaware by Emanuel Leutze, 1851 (The Metropolitan Museum of Art) 

http://www.metmuseum.org/collection/the-collection-online/search/11417 
  

http://www.mountvernon.org/george-washington/
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/gwhtml/gwhome.html
http://founders.archives.gov/about/Washington
http://www.metmuseum.org/collection/the-collection-online/search/11417
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Handout A: Washington’s Choice: The Crossing of the Delaware 
 
Background:  
 
After the American militia’s guerilla success in the Battle of Concord in April, 1775, Americans set their sights on 
ousting the British from their occupation of Boston. Minutemen besieged the city for eleven months, and finally 
forced the British to withdraw. During the siege of Boston, George Washington took command of the American 
troops—more an armed mob than an army. In skirmishes and battles throughout winter and spring of 1775-76, 
American forces alternated with the British in victory and defeat, but in July 1776, the Declaration of Independence 
gave the United States of America its identity. It was up to George Washington to lead his troops to secure it.        
 
The aptly named Continental Army was tested and resoundingly defeated at the Battle of Long Island in August. 
After several more battles, Washington was forced to retreat out of New York, across the Hudson River, into New 
Jersey and eventually across the Delaware River and into Pennsylvania.   
 
The re-crossing of the Delaware River by George Washington and the Continental Army on the night of December 
24, 1776 has become iconic in American history. However, the colorful and symbolic images we have of the event 
gloss over the cold and bleak reality in which the action took place. The nation was on the edge of defeat, needing 
the hope that could only come from a victory. The courage of George Washington and his men, cold, exhausted and 
starving, restored hope that, against all odds, the young nation could survive.  
 
Narrative: 
 
The winter of 1776 was a miserable one. The wet and frozen ground over which the ill equipped men of America’s 
army marched left summer as a distant memory. Washington’s troops were mostly made up of farmers, merchants, 
and laborers—not professional soldiers. His generals too were novices. Many, like Nathaniel Greene of Rhode 
Island for instance, had no military experience at all. Even Washington himself had only experienced combat as a 
British militia commander during the French and Indian War, which had ended thirteen years before.  
 
Throughout 1776, the American army had suffered defeat after defeat. Hungry, exhausted, defeated and 
demoralized, the army trudged through the frozen Pennsylvania countryside. Adding to Washington’s difficulties 
was the fact that the government of the new nation he represented was destitute. The new Congress could not 
provide money or basic supplies for his troops. The soldiers’ original enlistments were ending and many more 
were deserting in hopes of receiving pardons from the British. The cause of independence stood on a knife’s edge.  
The burden of saving it fell to Washington. The pressures on him personally and professionally were immense. 
Doubts were certainly at the forefront of his mind. What could he do to turn things around? The veterans he had 
were exhausted. His generals, though they had gained some experience, were still relatively novices. How was he 
going to pay and supply his men? Was he truly the man best suited to command this army? Did he know himself 
whether he had it in him to see this task to completion? But this was no time for crippling doubt. Washington knew 
he had to act.  
 
Washington’s experience as a militia commander taught him what it meant to command an unprofessional and 
totally volunteer army. To this army, good morale and hope were as essential to its survival as arms and munitions. 
Supplies were extremely difficult to obtain. Washington wrote pleading letters to Congress begging for 
reinforcements, for supplies, for money to pay his troops, for any support the former colonies could provide. 
Maintaining hope would take courage.  
 
In a rhetorical move to boost hope on December 19, he had Thomas Paine’s pamphlet, “The American Crisis” read 
aloud to his men. “These are the times that try men’s souls,” it read, “…Tyranny, like hell is not easily conquered; 
yet we have this consolation with us, that the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph. What we obtain 
too cheap, we esteem too lightly: it is dearness only that gives every thing its value.” These lines were a call upon 
the manly spirit of the army; a call to remind them of the incredible daring of the cause they had taken up.  
But stirring words could only do so much. A bold move against the enemy was essential. The British had taken up 
their winter quarters outside the city of Trenton, New Jersey. Washington’s troops were just across the Delaware 
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River in Pennsylvania. If he could move his forces across the river and concentrate them against the British, a 
victory just might be possible.  
 
Though the position of forces was in his favor, everything else seemed to be against him. Before Washington could 
even come into contact with the British, he’d have to conquer his environment. Significant snow accumulation 
meant that concentrating his men, cannons, horses and supplies would be extremely difficult. Once they were 
concentrated, he needed dozens of boats to ferry his army across. Boats he did not have. Adding to this difficulty, 
the increasingly cold weather had created massive ice jams that choked the river. Crossing it would be heavy and 
dangerous work. But Washington knew what he must do. On December 25, they would cross the river.  
 
Washington decided to attack at night, using the darkness to mask his movements and surprise the British 
encamped at Trenton. Although the darkness would improve the chances of surprise, it also added a challenge to 
what was already a daunting task.  But the crossing was only the beginning of the day’s work for Washington. If he 
was able to successfully concentrate his men and lead them across the ice choked river, he would need to then lead 
them into combat. This fight would not be against British regulars, however, but against Hessian mercenaries in 
the service of the English King. These Hessian troops were from central Germany and were renowned for their 
extremely effective discipline and vast experience. Facing these soldiers was a truly intimidating prospect for the 
young and exhausted force of laborers and farmers and the General commanding them. 
 
The key to success had to be effective planning. Washington’s strategy was to divide his army into three sections, 
each of which would cross the river in a different place.  Two would cross to the south of Trenton and one, 
commanded directly by Washington, to the north. These three parts of the army were then to converge on and 
attack Trenton. The password to identify friend from foe was to be “Victory or Death”. As preparation for the attack 
continued, the weather steadily worsened. Washington sensed a storm was on the way.  
 
The troops were drummed out of camp into line at 2 p.m. on December 25, and the mission was on. As the men 
marched down toward the river, the wind picked up and rain started to fall. The men struggled mightily to load 
cannon, horses and themselves into the slab sided boats that would take them across the river. As the evening 
wore on, darkness settled and the weather continued to worsen, changing to snow and hail with strong cold winds, 
freezing the wet men and equipment. The weather got so bad that the two parts of the army to the south were 
forced back from the river, unable to cross. If Washington were to lose courage and call off the attack, now would 
be the time. 
 
After a mighty struggle that Henry Knox, one of Washington’s Generals, described as being of “almost infinite 
difficulty”, Washington was able to get the men of his section across. The attack was now three hours behind 
schedule. Any chance of surprising the enemy seemed gone. Now with only one-third of his men in enemy territory, 
and with the river at his back, Washington again had to decide. Could he push his wet, cold and tired soldiers to 
attack an enemy that had been comfortably installed in their warm homes all night? Or should he turn back and 
risk being caught and attacked on the river by the enemy?  
 
After the battle, Washington would explain his decision in a letter to John Hancock. In it he said, “I well knew we 
could not reach it [Trenton] before day was fairly broke, but as I was certain there was no making a retreat without 
being discovered and harassed on repassing the river, I determined to push on at all events.“ 
 
Washington would drive forward, for victory or death. Not only were his life and lives of his men in the balance, but 
the fate of revolution. Ultimately, the attack proved a resounding success.  Against all odds, as the weather 
continued to worsen, Washington successfully marched his men, horses, guns, and wagons to Trenton.  After 
gaining the east bank of the Delaware River, the courageous, freezing army marched over nine miles to the Hessian 
camp at Trenton, while Washington himself rode up and down the column of men, exhorting them to press on.  
 
Astoundingly, they had somehow maintained the element of surprise, and routed the Hessian forces, resulting in a 
victory of extreme psychological impact. The army of rabble had a victory against the mighty British Empire.  
 
Washington’s courage had won the day. His soldiers were destitute, cold and exhausted. Yet he knew he had to 
motivate them and push on. His generals were inexperienced and demoralized, but he knew he had to inspire 
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them. The weather was cold and the river treacherous, but he knew he had to navigate it. Everything seemed 
against Washington, but he knew he could act. He knew he had to act. To overcome seemingly impossible 
situations, you need courage. Washington, in his crossing of the Delaware, exemplified this virtue.  
 
The war would drag on for seven more long and arduous years, until finally, in 1783, Independence was secured. 
Without Washington’s courageous decision to act decisively against the British, at the moment of the greatest 
danger for the colonial army, that may not have been the case.  
 
But it was not only Washington who was courageous that day. The men who forged a path across the icy river, who 
braved the elements on foot, who labored immensely in loading and unloading the boats and rowing against the 
wind and current of the river; an innumerable series of courageous actions helped seal the victory and save the 
cause. It is impossible to say whose actions are more important, but it is clear that Washington’s courage set the 
tone for the army.  
 
Writing shortly afterward to congratulate Washington on the victory, John Hancock wrote, “But troops properly 
inspired, and animated by a just confidence in their leader will often exceed expectation, or the limits of 
probability. As it is entirely to your wisdom and conduct, the United States are indebted for the late success of your 
arms.” 
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Handout B: Journaling 
 
Answer the following questions in your journal, as you prepare to voluntarily share some of your responses in a 
class discussion. 
 

1. Based on your purpose as a citizen, give two or three examples of ways you can act courageously.  
2. To what extent are you currently demonstrating courage? What other virtues are you cultivating and 

improving? How can you help others be courageous American citizens?  
3. How do courageous actions help you to achieve your purpose?  

 
 


