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Henry Knox, the Guns of Ticonderoga, and Diligence 
 

 Compelling Question 
o Why is diligence essential in achieving worthy goals?    

 Virtue: Diligence 
 Definition – Diligence is intrinsic energy for completing good work.   
 Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will review Henry Knox’s diligent actions in leading his troops to provide 
the weapons needed to force the British to evacuate Boston and end their eleven-month siege of the 
city.  Henry Knox and his brother, William, led a group of men on a roughly 500-mile round trip to 
recover artillery from Fort Ticonderoga, move it across land and water in the depth of winter, and 
position it to overlook the city and port of Boston.  

 Objectives 
o Students will analyze Henry Knox’s character as a military leader, and his diligent actions in leading 

his troops against overwhelming obstacles to move the artillery that forced the British to evacuate 
Boston in 1776.     

o Students will examine Knox’s demonstration of diligence.  
o Students will understand why diligence is an essential virtue in their own lives.   
o Students will act diligently in their own lives to protect freedom.  

 Background 
o As General George Washington looked out from the American lines at the British enemy occupying 

Boston and its harbor in the autumn of 1775, he was deeply frustrated.  He desperately wanted to 
attack the redcoats and drive them from Boston to win the war.  But, the army suffered from a 
shortage of gunpowder, and it had few guns to shoot anyway.  The answer to his problem came 
when the 6-foot, 280-pound Boston bookseller, Henry Knox, volunteered to march to Fort 
Ticonderoga in New York and retrieve the massive artillery guns there.  Most of Washington’s 
generals laughed and thought the feat was impossible.  They advised Washington not to divert 
precious resources for the foolhardy task.  Washington, however, was an excellent judge of 
character.  He was deeply struck by Knox’s determination and accepted the twenty-five-year-old’s 
brave offer.   

 Vocabulary 
o Howitzer 
o Mortar 
o Scow 
o Arduous 
o Jubilant 
o Augment  

 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 Henry Knox exercise diligence to enhance life, liberty, and the pursuit of 

happiness for himself and others?  
o Henry Knox was only 25 at the time of his participation in obtaining the guns from Ticonderoga. 

What did he understand his identity to be and how did that affect his contribution to the American 
Revolution?  

o What did Henry Knox understand his purpose to be in the events of the winter of 1775-1776?  
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 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 Knox’s oxen at Ticonderoga http://www.derekbeck.com/1775/info/oxen-at-ft-ticonderoga/  
o Siege of Boston – American Revolution http://www.history.com/topics/american-

revolution/siege-of-boston 
o Mass Moments: Henry Knox Brings Cannon to Boston 

http://www.massmoments.org/moment.cfm?mid=29 
o The Knox Trail – History http://www.nysm.nysed.gov/services/KnoxTrail/kthistory.html  
o Gilder Lehrman.org: Henry Knox http://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-by-era/war-for-

independence/timeline-terms/henry-knox  
o David McCullough.  1776.  New York: Simon and Schuster, 2005.   
o Mark Puls.  Henry Knox: Visionary General of the American Revolution.  New York: Palgrave, 2008.   
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Handout A: Henry Knox, the Guns of Ticonderoga, and Diligence 
 
Background 
 
As General George Washington looked out from the American lines at the British enemy occupying Boston and its 
harbor in the autumn of 1775, he was deeply frustrated.  He desperately wanted to attack the redcoats and drive 
them from Boston to win the war.  But, the army suffered from a shortage of gunpowder, and it had few guns to 
shoot anyway.  The answer to his problem came when the 6-foot, 280-pound Boston bookseller, Henry Knox 
volunteered to march to Fort Ticonderoga in New York and retrieve the massive artillery guns there.  Most of 
Washington’s generals laughed and thought the feat was impossible.  They advised Washington not to divert 
precious resources for the foolhardy task.  Washington, however, was an excellent judge of character.  He was 
deeply struck by Knox’s determination and accepted the twenty-five-year-old’s brave offer.   

 
Narrative 
 
On November 16, with winter closing in quickly on New England, Knox and his nineteen-year-old brother, William, 
departed with Washington’s plea to move with the “utmost dispatch.”  The brothers and a servant rode out from 
Boston, headed for New York City, and then pressed up the Hudson Valley on this leg of the journey—over two 
hundred miles. They reached Fort Ticonderoga on December 5, three weeks after they set out.  If it was a 
challenging journey on horseback to reach the fort, it would be immeasurably more time-consuming and grueling 
to move its guns to Boston. When they arrived, they took stock of more than fifty howitzers, mortars, and field 
pieces. They secured assistance from locals who were willing to help them move the guns and barrels of flint and 
lead balls. Altogether the load weighed more than sixty tons.  
 
On December 9, Knox and his company were ready to begin their return trip. Knox realized that they had to 
purchase sleds because the “roads are so much gullied that it will be impossible to move a step.” They decided to 
row boats across the length of Lake George (almost forty miles) for the first leg of their journey, and William was 
left in charge of the crossing. Henry rode ahead to Fort George to arrange for the sleds.  The teams grunted and 
strained to load the massive guns on scows. Shortly after they pushed off, strong headwinds blowing across the 
lake impeded their progress. One of the boats foundered and sank. Incredibly, the men were able to drag the boat 
out of the water and muck, patch it up, and make it seaworthy again. They spent their nights ashore, and their days 
driving through patches of ice on the lake. They arrived eight days later at the southern end of Lake George where 
they unloaded the cargo. The company waited patiently for the countryside to be covered in snow so that they 
could move the gun-laden sleds. They were rewarded with a white Christmas in which to set off, though the day 
promised difficult labor instead of fireside festivities, as they made their way through the three feet of snow that 
was rapidly accumulating.    
 
The convoy pulled their massive loads slowly through the village of Saratoga and into Albany. They slid back and 
forth across the ice that covered the frozen Hudson River without a mishap, though a temporary thaw in the ice 
delayed the expedition until the ice was thick enough to make a safe crossing. Wintry weather came back to upstate 
New York with a vengeance on January 7. Knox and his men eased the sleds onto the ice very cautiously, measuring 
every step and looking out for any sign of danger. With painfully slow progress, they noted with satisfaction that 
nearly all the guns were across. Their elation was premature, however, as the ice cracked and sent shivers of fear 
into the group. One 18-pound gun suddenly crashed through the ice and into the river with a resounding boom. 
Amazingly, the men tied ropes to the cannon and their teams of overburdened horses strained and spent the entire 
day successfully pulling it out. The relieved team pushed on through the cold toward the Berkshire Mountains and 
their most daunting challenge on this arduous journey.   
 
Knox led the men to drive their animals up perilously steep and narrow mountain passes through deep snow. Man 
and beast struggled with every breath as they trudged up the mountains. The descents, however, were even more 
difficult because the speeds of the extremely heavy sleds would be difficult to control. They ingeniously tied their 
sleds to massive trees and put chains under the runners. The progress was painstaking but steady. Some men 
wanted to give up and quit but were persuaded to persevere. They succeeded through diligence and perfect 
devotion to fulfill their impossible mission.   
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Weeks later, on January 24, 1776, Knox rode ahead from Springfield, Massachusetts, to report their success to a 
jubilant George Washington. The next day, the artillery arrived in Boston to greatly augment the firepower of the 
Continental Army. The general immediately conferred with his officers on how to break the siege of Boston.  Soon, 
they decided to take the high ground at Dorchester Heights, much like the Americans did at Bunker Hill.  Because 
the ground was frozen solid and impervious to digging, the Americans built timber frames filled with bales of hay 
for their fortifications. They even painted logs to look like cannon. Under the cover of darkness, two thousand 
Americans marched up the hill and erected the defenses. Most importantly, with much greater ease than any part 
of his journey, Knox brought up the artillery, which threatened to pound British lines as well as the Royal Navy in 
the harbor.   
 
British General William Howe grasped the peril his entire force was now under and “judged it most advisable to 
prepare for the evacuation of the town.” On St. Patrick’s Day, March 17, the redcoats departed the city, boarding 
their ships and sailing to Nova Scotia. Henry Knox’s seemingly foolhardy and impossible idea had taken four 
months to carry out, but it succeeded against all odds. The daring expedition to recover the guns from Fort 
Ticonderoga and move them across more than three hundred miles was one of the most remarkable feats of the 
war and one of its greatest stories of perseverance and diligence.   
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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 diligently.  
2. To what extent are you currently demonstrating diligence? What other virtues are you cultivating and 

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

 
 


