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Social Studies Exemplary Text 
Student Handout 

 

On January 14, two weeks into the New Year, George Washington wrote one of the 
most forlorn, despairing letters of his life. He had been suffering sleepless nights in the 
big house by the Charles. “The reflection upon my situation and that of this army 
produces many an uneasy hour when all around me are wrapped in sleep,” he told the 
absent Joseph Reed. “Few people know the predicament we are in.”  
 
Filling page after page, he enumerated the same troubles and woes he had been 
reporting persistently to Congress for so long, and that he would report still again to 
John Hancock that same day. There was too little powder, still no money. (Money was 
useful in the common affairs of life but in war it was essential, Washington would remind 
the wealthy Hancock.) So many of the troops who had given up and gone home had, 
against orders, carried off muskets that were not their own that the supply of arms was 
depleted to the point where there were not enough for the new recruits. “We have not at 
this time 100 guns in the stores of all that have been taken in the prize ship [the 
captured British supply ship Nancy],” he wrote to Reed. On paper his army numbered 
between 8,000 and 10,000. In reality only half that number were fit for duty. 
 
It was because he had been unable to attack Boston that things had come to such a 
pass, he was convinced, The changing of one army to another in the midst of winter, 
with the enemy so close at hand, was like nothing, “in the pages of history.” That the 
British were so “blind” to what was going on and the true state of his situation he 
considered nearly miraculous.  
 
He was downcast and feeling quite sorry for himself. Had he known what he was getting 
into, he told Reed, he would never have accepted the command. 
 
 
McCullough, D. (2005). Dorchester Heights. 1776. New York: Simon & Schuster.  
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Social Studies Exemplary Text 
Teacher Resource 

On January 14, two weeks into the New Year, 
George Washington wrote one of the most forlorn, 
despairing letters of his life. He had been suffering 
sleepless nights in the big house by the Charles. 
“The reflection upon my situation and that of this 
army produces many an uneasy hour when all 
around me are wrapped in sleep,” he told the 
absent Joseph Reed. “Few people know the 
predicament we are in.”  
 
Filling page after page, he enumerated the same 
troubles and woes he had been reporting 
persistently to Congress for so long, and that he 
would report still again to John Hancock that same 
day. There was too little powder, still no money. 
(Money was useful in the common affairs of life but 
in war it was essential, Washington would remind 
the wealthy Hancock.) So many of the troops who 
had given up and gone home had, against orders, 
carried off muskets that were not their own that the 
supply of arms was depleted to the point where 
there were not enough for the new recruits. “We 
have not at this time 100 guns in the stores of all 
that have been taken in the prize ship [the captured 
British supply ship Nancy],” he wrote to Reed. On 
paper his army numbered between 8,000 and 
10,000. In reality only half that number were fit for 
duty. 
 
It was because he had been unable to attack 
Boston that things had come to such a pass, he 
was convinced, The changing of one army to 
another in the midst of winter, with the enemy so 
close at hand, was like nothing, “in the pages of 
history.” That the British were so “blind” to what 
was going on and the true state of his situation he 
considered nearly miraculous.  
 
He was downcast and feeling quite sorry for 
himself. Had he known what he was getting into, 
he told Reed, he would never have accepted the 
command. 
 
McCullough, D. (2005). Dorchester Heights. 1776. 
New York: Simon & Schuster.  

Teacher introduces the text with minimal 
commentary and students read it independently.  
Teacher then reads passage aloud.  Give a brief 
definition to words students would likely not be able 
to define from context (underlined in text).  Teacher 
guides the students through a series of text-
dependent questions.  Complete the performance 
task as a cumulative evaluation of the close-
reading. 
 
Text-Dependent Questions  
 

1. Why did Washington write such a 
despairing letter? 
 

2. What was the letter about? 
 

3. Why did he consider the state of his 
situation ‘miraculous’?  
 

4. What was the real problem? 
 

5. Why did his army not actually match what 
they looked like on paper?  
 

6. Does this text do a good job representing 
the struggles of both Washington and the 
Revolution in general? Why or why not? 
 

7. Was Washington’s problem a new one or 
an ongoing problem?  Cite evidence from 
the text to support your answer. 
 

8. Evaluate Washington’s behavior throughout 
the siege. 
 

9. On January 14, 1776, George Washington 
wrote, “no one knows the predicament 
we’re in”.  Describe the “predicament”, of 
the Continental Army. 

 
Performance Tasks for Informational Texts 
Despite the glum view of his situation, Washington 
was a successful general and went on to be elected 
president. What traits in Washington’s personality 
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or experiences in his past helped him to overcome 
adversity? Cite the sources for your information. 
[RI.11-12.1] 
 


