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According to Washington's aide Alexander Hamilton, the military strategy the General would 
[follow] throughout the Revolutionary War was as follows: "our hopes are not placed in any particular city, 
or spot of ground, but in preserving a good army . . . to take advantage of favorable opportunities, and waste 
and defeat the enemy by piecemeal." 

In order to "preserve a good army," one had to be created in the first place. It was a long and difficult 
road from the Continental Congress's [law] designating the militia around Boston as a Continental Army 
and creating such an army in [reality]. Although many colonials had some military experience in the French 
and Indian War, most had served in militia units, a far cry from service in a regular European-style army. 
The latter, Washington believed, was what the Continental Army needed to become if the colonies were to 
stand up to the British army. 
 As Washington put the matter shortly after he arrived in Boston to take command of the "army": 
"The course of human affairs forbids an expectation that troops formed under such circumstances [militia] 
should at once possess the order, regularity, and discipline of veterans." Washington rather optimistically 
added, "Whatever deficiencies there may be, will, I doubt not, soon be made up by the activity and zeal of 
the officers, and the docility and obedience of the men. These qualities, united with their native bravery and 
spirit, will afford a happy presage of success. . . ." How this opinion would soon change! 

When Washington assumed his duties in Boston, he saw no end to problems. "The abuses 
[problems] in this army, I fear, are considerable, and the new modelling of it [reorganization], in the face of 
an enemy, from whom we every hour expect an attack, is exceedingly difficult and dangerous." Although 
often dismayed by his charge, Washington set out to create an army that could stand up in the field to the 
best army in the world at that time. The documents included here will give you a sense of some of the 
problems and issues. These and other problems continued to plague Washington and his army throughout 
the conflict. Over time, Washington would come to believe that only the creation of a permanent standing 
army could save the revolution. 
 
-- 

General Washington Deals with Day-to-Day Issues in the Continental Army (Modified) 
 

General Orders, July 11, 1775 
The General knows that the Officers and soldiers are leaving their guard posts, under the pretense of going 
to get food. From now on, all Officers and soldiers must bring their food to their guard posts, and cannot 
leave until they are dismissed from their post. Ignoring the orders of Congress, some persons are so daring as 
to supply the soldiers with enormous quantities of rum and other liquors. Any tavern keeper or inn-keeper 
who sells any officer or soldier any liquor without an order in writing from the captain of the company will 
be severely punished. 
 
General Orders, July 14, 1775 
The health of any army depends upon cleanliness, therefore it is recommended in the strongest manner that 
the Commanding Officer be diligent in having the toilets filled in once a week and new ones dug, the 
encampments to be swept daily, the leftover animal meet to be burned daily, the officers quarters to be swept 
daily, and filth and dirt to be removed. The kitchen should also be inspected daily to see that the food is 
prepared in a wholesome way. 
 
 



General Orders, July 15, 1775 
The General hears with astonishment that not only soldiers, but Officers are continually conversing with the 
Officers and watchmen of the enemy. Any person whatsoever, who is found to be conversing with the enemy 
or carrying on any correspondence will be immediately brought before a General Court Martial, and 
punished with the utmost severity. Only the General can judge whether communication with the enemy is 
necessary. 
 
General Orders, August 30, 1776 
The constant gun firing in the camp, ignoring the repeated orders to the contrary, is very scandalous. Seldom 
a day passes without someone being shot by their friends. The General would like the officers to prevent this 
from happening. If there are guns that still have ammunition in them after a battle, the officers should tell 
the soldiers how and when to discharge their weapons and only at the command of the officer. 
 
General Orders, September 6, 1776 
The General has asked that the soldiers stop plundering and stealing public and private property for their 
own use. He asks that he officers please stop this and if they see, or know, of any horses, furniture, 
merchandise, or any other property in the hands of a soldier, please tell the Brigadier General. If they do not 
tell someone, they will be blamed as well, brought to a Court Martial and discredited. Let is be remembered 
that no plundering army was ever a successful one. 
 
Orders to Doctor William Shippen, Jr. (January 6, 1777) 
Dear Sir: the small pox has been spreading and fearing that there is nothing that can prevent it from running 
through the whole of our army, I have decided that the troops should be vaccinated. I’m sure this will be 
inconvenient and may have some disadvantages, but I think the good will outweigh the bad. It seems like 
this is required because right now the disease will wipe out our army faster than the sword of the enemy. I 
have directed Doctor Bond to start vaccinating the soldiers here, and am asking that you do the same for the 
soldiers in Philadelphia, keeping the matter as secret as possible. As soon as any have recovered from the 
disease they may proceed to camp. I hope they will soon be fit for duty and that in a short space of time we 
shall have an army that is not diseased and fit for duty. 
 
 

What problems did George Washington have with the Continental Army? 
What advice did he give to fix these problems? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


