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The American Revolution . . . is fixed fovever.
Washington began it with eneryy,
and finished it with moderation.

—LOUISE FONTANES, 1800

Time, like an ever-volling stream,
Soon bears us all away;

We fly forgotten, as a dream
Dies at the op’ning day.

—ISAAC WATTS
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Preface

John Adams doubted that an accurate history of the great events of his
lifetime could ever be written. The story of those events would be “one continued
lie from one end to the other,” he once predicted in a not uncustomarily bilious
moment. “The essence of the whole,” he went on, “will be that Dr. Franklin’s
electrical rod smote the earth and out sprang General Washington. That Franklin
electrified him with his rod, and thenceforth those two conducted all the policy,
negotiations, legislatures, and war.” !

George Washington expressed greater confidence in the capabilities of
future historians, and he was even sufficiently realistic to imagine “the darts
which I think [will] be pointed at me” by those who would come to write of him
and his age. However, he did expect high standards of his biographers. He hoped
they would have a “disposition to justice, candour and impartiality, and . . . [a]
diligence in investigating” the source materials.?

Washington might have been surprised by what was written in the years
following his death. For a century or more his biographers were unable to cut
through the legends that had come to surround the man. If Adams’s ideas about the
folklore likely to surround Washington and Franklin were exaggerated, the human
Washington did indeed seem to be elusive, and he was handed from generation
to generation as a stylized, fanciful figure, as lifeless as the image of the man
that peers out from the myriad paintings suspended on quiet museum walls. In
a sense, it was as though Washington was too monumental to contemplate, save
in the most heroic terms. But in another sense it was as if Washington could not
bear scrutiny, for fear that he would prove to be all too human.

My introduction to Washington, fortunately, came after historians had begun
to penetrate the mists of heroic legend. A work by Marcus Cunliffe, which I
read while still an undergraduate, first made me aware that Washington was, after
all, arrestingly human, even though the author confessed his inability fully to
distinguish the man from the myth. Later, in graduate school, I read Bernhard
Knollenberg on Washington’s early years, as well as some cf the voluminous
works of Douglas Southall Freeman and James Thomas Flexner, each of whom
had played an important role in the mortalization of Washington.?

Still, something seemed to be lacking. Too often the engines that drove the
private man seemed out of sync with the forces that pushed the public figure.
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Illogically, there seemed to be two Washingtons, and the inclinations of the one
appeared never to intrude upon the actions of the other. This added another
intriguing element to the endless fascination of this man, but it was not until my
research led me rather circuitously into a study of early American military history
that I first began to try to come to grips with Washington. From that beginning I
was led to this study, drawn in the hope that I might fathom what I percelved to
be an incompleteness to the figure of the historical Washington.

From the outset it was my intent to write a one-volume biography. My goal
was to produce something less grand than a man-and-the-times study, yet to probe
Washington’s era in sufficient depth that I might draw on the explosion of studies
set off by the recent celebration of the American Revolution Bicentennial.

Not every reader will agree with my assessment of Washington, particularly
with those sections that are less than flattering in their judgment. In fact, in the
course of the years required to complete this study, some of my own assumptions
about Washington were changed, and I came to a greater admiration of many
facets of the man, particularly of his courage, his realization of his limitations, his
ability to make difficult decisions, his diligent striving for self-improvement, his
willingness to work, the gentle love and abiding steadfastness which he exhibited
toward his family, and, with one or two glaring exceptions over a long lifetime, the
sense of loyalty and constancy he manifested toward those who remained faithful
to him. Of course, there were “darts”—the harsh appraisal that Washington
anticipated—but I am confident that these arrows were unsheathed only after I had
adhered to the guidelines for fairness that Washington had asked of biographers.

This study could not have been completed without the assistance of many
others. Considerable financial support was provided by the Learning Resources
Committee of West Georgia College. Albert S. Hanser and Ted Fitz-Simons gen-
erously cooperated by providing teaching schedules that facilitated the completion
of the study, while the Arts and Sciences Executive Committee and Dean Richard
Dangle of West Georgia College assisted by granting my request for a reduced
teaching schedule.

I am indebted to numerous people who provided kind assistance in the
course of my research. Long days and nights away from home were made more
pleasant by the courteous and friendly aid I received from librarians and historians
in many libraries. I am grateful for the guidance and encouragement offered
by W.W. Abbot, Dorothy Twohig, Philander Chase, and Beverly Runge of the
George Washington Papers at the Alderman Library of the University of Virginia.
The cordiality with which I was welcomed at the Mount Vernon Library made
the hours I spent ini that bucolic setting all the more pleasurable. The same can
be said of my work at the National Archives, Library of Congress, Massachusetts
Historical Society, Connecticut State Library in Hartford, the New York Historical
Society, and the New York Public Library.

Several librarians at the Irvine Sullivan Ingram Library of West Georgia
College provided considerable assistance, beginning with Anne Manning who
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oversaw the purchase of the John C. Fitzpatrick edition of Washington’s papers
for my use. Charles Beard authorized the acquisition of additional items of im-
portance, and Diane Atwater, Genevieve Cooksey, and Nancy Farmer somehow
remained friendly and cheerful despite my repeated entreaties for still more ma-
terials through their interlibrary loan office.

Pat Giusto and Linda Wagner helped immensely in the preparation of the
manuscript, and over the years each remained a source of encouragement by dis-
playing a ready and unabated interest in the progress of this endeavor. Robert J.
Masek kindly read portions of the manuscript and offered valuable insight into
Washington’s character and personality. The manuscript certainly was strength-
ened as a result of the cogent written critiques provided by historians Paul David
Nelson and Dorothy Twohig.

I am indebted to Lee Campbell Sioles for her masterly attention to detail,
and I will always be grateful to Cynthia Maude-Gembler, who believed in this
project from its infancy.

I am especially indebted to two quite different confidants and friends,
R. Gregg Kaufman and Virginia Channell, each of whom provided sustenance
and a loving kindness that shepherded me through many moments of doubt and
despondency.
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PART ONE Qv

1
Young George Washington
“My willingness to oblyge”

In 1732 George II sat on the throne of England, a cardinal of the Roman
Catholic Church directed the foreign policy of France, and almost every member
of the Pennsylvania Assembly was a Quaker. George Frederick Handel’s operas
Esio and Sosarme were produced for the first time, while perhaps the most im-
portant scientific publication of the year was Jethro Tull’s New Horse Hoeing
Husbandry. Thirty days, or more, were required to cross the Atlantic in the best
sailing craft that could be built, though that was only a little longer than it took
to travel from Paris to St. Petersburg by land conveyance. An epidemic of yellow
fever ravaged New York City that year, just as smallpox had swept over Boston
a few months before, leaving more than two thousand dead in its wake. Johann
Sebastian Bach and Alexander Pope still were alive, but many of those who
now are remembered as among the most powerful and influential personages of
the eighteenth century were not yet born in 1732, people like Robespierre and
Marie Antoinette, George III and Lord North, Franz Joseph Haydn and Wolfgang
Amadeus Mozart.

That year, at 10:00 A.M. on February 22, a cold winter morning in the
Northern Neck of Virginia, George Washington was born. At a time when most
inhabitants of Great Britain’s American colonies were foreign born, Washington
was a fourth-generation colonist.

John Washington, George’s great-grandfather, was the first of the family
to settle in America. Like many of his descendants, he combined native acumen
with a tenacious zest for material gain, traits that served him well in the combative
wilderness of seventeenth-century Virginia. The son of an Anglican clergyman,
well educated and looking upon the world from a comfortable, gentlemanly social
stratum, he had seemed to have a bright future in England. Then the Puritan
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Revolution erupted, and his father was stripped of his parish. Cast adrift, John
tried his hand at several pursuits over the next half dozen years. By 1656 he was
a merchant seamen, and, on a cruise to the New World for tobacco, he landed in
Virginia.

Evidently he liked what he saw. Largely still a frontier wilderness, tidewater
Virginia offered a vista of opportunity to the dreamer and the adventurous. Land
was plentiful. Tobacco still fetched a good price. There were few restraints to
bridle a man bent on gaining wealth. With luck, and with an adequate supply of
labor, an iron-willed planter could prosper as he could never hope to in England.

Within a few rnonths of landing in the colony, John Washington took his first
important step. He married into a class above his own, an act that was to become
almost habitual among his descendants. Through his marriage to Anne Pope, John
acquired seven hundred acres and a loan of £80 from his affluent father-in-law. In
less than a decade he had parlayed his holdings into more than five thousand acres
and several lucrative public offices, one of which was a lieutenant colonelcy in
the Virginia militia. In no time he had replicated in America the social status the
family once had enjoyed in England. By the time he died he had been married four
times and had fathered several children, some of whom he had sent to England
to receive a formal education.

One of these children was Lawrence Washington. The first son of John
and Anne, he received the largest share of his father’s estate, a generous grant
of thousands of acres and a flour mill. But the law, not farming or business
endeavors, interested him. He represented English business interests in Virginia,
served as a justice of the peace, and, at age twenty-five, was elected to the House
of Burgesses. He died young, before his fortieth birthday, a fate that would haunt
many others in this clan.

Lawrence left behind three children, one of whom, Augustine, was to be
the father of George Washington. As the second child, Augustine—or Gus as
everyone called him—was due a more modest inheritance than his older brother;
even so, he received eleven thousand acres. Following his father’s untimely death,
Augustine’s mother remarried and the family moved to England, where the boy
attended the Appleby School in Westmoreland until he was nine years old. But
after his mother’s death, Augustine and his brother and sister were returned to
Virginia. They grew up in the plantation house of their cousin, John Washington
of Chotank, a prosperous farmer who lived on the south shore ot the Potomac.

Gus bore more traits of his grandfather than of his father. He married Jane
Butler, the sixteen-year-old daughter of a prosperous planter, and set about to
produce a family and a fortune. Three children, two sons and a daughter, were
born in rapid succession. Meanwhile, Gus traded and speculated in land, mostly
acquiring tracts along the Little Hunting Creek and Pope’s Creek, both tributaries
of the Potomac in the Northern Neck. In 1726 or 1727 he built a rude country
farm house on the Pope Creek site, a dwelling that he rather ostentatiously named
“Wakefield.”
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Tobacco was only one means to affluence for Gus. Like his ancestors, and
like many other planters, he accumulated sinecures from the friendly colonial
government, offices that required little work, paid a modest salary, and kept both
the benefactor and the beneficiary happy. Gus’s major source of income, however,
resulted from the discovery of iron ore on land he owned near Fredericksburg.
Seizing this heaven-sent opportunity, he entered into a partnership with the Prin-
cipio Iron Works, a company owned by English Quakers, to mine the mineral and
to erect a furnace on his lands.

By 1730 Gus seemed to be on top of the world. He lived comfortably,
affluently, in fact, by the standards of this primeval, backwater enclave. Certainly
he was wealthier than his father, and he enjoyed a coveted position in the society
of the Northern Neck. But that spring he returned to Wakefield from a business
trip in England to find that his world had changed drastically. His wife was dead,
he discovered when he reached Pope’s Creek, probably the victim of some fever
that had scourged the region during his absence. Unable now to manage the family
business and his commercial affairs simultaneously, he dispatched his two sons
to the Appleby School. Meanwhile, he set out looking for a new wife. He found
her a few miles upstream along the Potomac. Only a few months after he learned
of his first wife’s death, he remarried.

Mary Ball, his second wife, was the daughter of an English immigrant who
had arrived in Virginia in the 1670s and who soon accumulated a small fortune
as a planter. Joseph Ball waited until he was nearly sixty to marry, and Mary,
George Washington’s mother, was born less than a year afterward. Orphaned at
age twelve, she was raised thereafter by a family friend, a prosperous farmer who
lived at Sandy Point on the Potomac. She was twenty-three and still living there
when she met and married Gus Washington. In the early eighteenth century it
was unusual for a lady in Virginia still to be single at such an advanced age; for a
lady who already had inherited a modest estate to still be single past her twentieth
birthday was almost unheard of.

Augustine moved his new wife to his Pope Creek home, where her first
obligation centered about raising Gus’s nine-year-old daughter, Jane. Soon, how-
ever, Mary realized she would bear a child of her own, for by June, three months
after the marriage, she knew she was pregnant. The next February she gave birth
to a large, healthy boy.!

Neighbors dropped by in the weeks following the child’s birth to aid the
Washington family, to cook and tend to little Jane, to assist with the chores until
Mary was back on her feet. These were a frontier people, a group that the governor
only a few weeks earlier had labeled as the most disorderly and ungovernable of
his subjects.?

In this society wealth determined one’s status, and the Washingtons, owners
of several thousand acres and about twenty slaves, enjoyed a loftier perch than
their neighbors. But their wealth was too meager to permit them to live preten-
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tiously. The family dwelling was small, only about twenty-four feet square. Like
most others in the area their house probably was constructed of wood frame with a
shingled roof, and in all likelihood it was a two-room abode, partitioned down the
middle by a whitewashed mud wall. A few outbuildings—a barn and a stable, and
probably a hen house, as well as a corncrib, a detached kitchen, and a few squalid
cabins for the slaves—were scattered in a clearing to the rear. Because of Gus’s
overseas business interests, the house was more elegantly furnished than most in
this primitive area. The family owned a few nice pieces crafted in England, and
some of their clothing likewise had been purchased abroad.?

George lived on Pope’s Creek for only three years, long enough for him
to witness the arrival of a brother and another sister—Samuel and Betty—and to
watch helplessly as his half-sister Jane died before her twelfth birthday. Then his
father was ready to move. The Northern Neck was becoming a boom area and
Gus, always a speculator, hoped to locate in a more advantageous spot.

Up till now, colonists had trickled into this region at a snail’s pace since it
had been opened three-quarters of a century before. Everywhere else Virginia’s
frontiers were being besieged by restless citizens. Butnot the Northern Neck, this
region between the Rappahannock and the Potomac. For one thing, the earliest
title to the domain had been bestowed upon friends by a king in exile (Charles II in
1649), and such circumstances inevitably resulted in a wearying, protracted battle
over the legitimacy of the grant. Moreover, colonial authorities feared that the silk-
stocking friends of the Crown who claimed to have received the region someday
would use their influence to have the Northern Neck detached from Virginia and
made into a proprietary colony; Virginia’s rulers had only to look across the
Potomac to Maryland for proof that the Crown would tolerate such a colony. So
Virginia did nothing to facilitate immigration across the Rappahannock, and it
was not until about the time of George Washington’s birth that immigrants began
to flow in considerable numbers into this region. By then the land ownership
question at last had been resolved. About 6 million acres belonged to Thomas
Lord Fairfax, who still lived in England. Otherwise, the Virginia Burgesses had
finally completed a long overdue series of liberalizing land reforms that lowered
both sale prices and property taxes in this corner of the province.*

In 1735 Gus transferred the family upriver forty miles or so, to yet another
piece of his property, this on the Little Hunting Creek. Here, at Epsewasson,
as it was called, he moved the family into a larger, more comfortable domicile,
though it too was merely a one-and-a-half-story farmhouse. The house stood atop
a bluff above the Potomac. Invisible much of the year, the mile-wide river, a
languid highway that flowed from the unexplored West toward the Chesapeake
and the markets and the civilization of the East, could only be seen when the
dense wilderness foliage tumbled down in the late fall.

George lived here just three years before his father again yielded to the
urge to move. Learning of the availability of an estate known as Ferry Farm on
the west bank of the Rappahannock, Gus successfully negotiated the purchase
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of the property and the lease of three hundred adjoining acres. He thought it
too good an opportunity to let pass. He retained Epsewasson, of course, and he
left it in charge of Lawrence, George’s half brother, who had just returned from
school in England. The rest of the family moved south. Ferry Farm seemed to
occupy a felicitous site, close to Gus’s iron works, and just across the river from
Fredericksburg, a rustic village to be sure, but a place where Gus could arrange
for the formal education of his sons. His family had continued to grow. In addition
to George and Sam, there now were John Augustine and Charles, both born at
Epsewasson.

The family of seven, plus a domestic servant or two, moved to Ferry Farm
late in 1738. They found the new house larger and more accommodating than
their previous residence. This too was a frame structure, but with six rooms. Like
Epsewasson, it sat atop a knoll that sloped gently down toward the river, the artery
that would convey each year’s tobacco crop to market. The house bulged with
family treasures, the reward of Gus’s frenetic business endeavors. Thirteen beds
and twenty chairs mingled with a couch, two chests of drawers, a dining-room
table, dressing table, card table, and a desk; mirrors graced various rooms, and
expensive hardware adorned some of the six fireplaces. The family also owned
more than a modest amount of china and silverware. Scattered to the rear of the
house, in meager apertures carved out of the forest, stood the barn, dairy, kitchen,
toolshed, and three or four rude cabins erected by the twenty slaves.’

In many ways George Washington’s boyhood years were quite common-
place. He hunted in the enveloping woods around his home, and he fished and
swam and sailed in the narrow river nearby. He and his brothers—especially John
Augustine, to whom he was closest—played the perdurable games of young peo-
ple, and he frolicked with the children of the slaves until he was nine or ten. Then
the striplings were separated so that one could be taught the habits of the master
and the others could learn those of the bondsman.

But Washington’s youth was not identical to that of all boys in Virginia.
His proximity to Fredericksburg afforded the opportunity for frequent visits to
a bustling little town, and his wealth and status provided entrée to the elegant
mansions of other planters in the county; moreover, his father’s money bought
some formal education for him, albeit less than that provided his half brothers.
What scant training he did receive probably was intended to prepare him both for
the more intensive curriculum of the Appleby School and for the routine duties
faced by a Virginia planter. He learned to read and write, studied penmanship,
read poetry, and was schooled in the social amenities; in addition, half or more of
his training was in mathematics, including geometry and trigonometry, which his
teachers emphasized as a precursor to exercises in surveying. To his later chagrin
he never was introduced to the mysteries of Latin or other classical languages.
Some of his training was at the hands of private tutors (one of whom was a
convict indentured servant), although later he was enrolled in a small school in
Fredericksburg operated by an Anglican clergyman.®
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His reading habits as a young man were not much different from those
he exhibited as an adult. For him reading always was a utilitarian exercise, a
means to self-improvement and advancement. By nature an impatient sort when
inactive, Washington never enjoyed reading as a leisure pastime. As a boy he
read a little poetry, a bit of history, a few political essays; he was moved most
by the ancient story of Cato, which he encountered through Joseph Addison’s
blank verse tragedy, a drama that depicted the resolve of Cato to resist the tyranny
of Caesar, or to die. But George did not pursue any subject in a systematic
manner. The one book that he seems to have studied most conscientiously was the
Rules of Civility and Decent Behavior in Company and Conversation. Compiled
by sixteenth-century Jesuits for the instruction of young French noblemen, the
Rules listed over one hundred maxims for the proper conduct of a gentleman.
Some admonitions dealt with hygiene and appearance: keep fingernails and teeth
clean, maintain an erect posture. Some tips showed the way to an engaging
manner: neither lie nor flatter, do not laugh or talk too loudly, stand when meeting
a stranger, accept all advice graciously, control your temper, speak slowly and
distinctly, listen attentively when in conversation, and in public eat in moderation.
The most hopeless rubes were advised not to pick their teeth with their knives,
not to spit seeds into their plates, not to scratch their private parts while in public,
and not to stare at the blemishes of others.”

If young George was influenced by this book, he was even more profoundly
affected by Lawrence, his elegant half brother. In fact, he probably was lured to
read the Rules when he compared his own rustic manners to Lawrence’s urbane
demeanor. Polished and cultivated in England, Lawrence had been privy to a
world that George had never seen and could not imagine. Lawrence, with his
graceful, cosmopolitan habits, became the boy’s firstrole model, more influential
even than the youngster’s parents.

Gus was too busy to devote much time to George. He provided his son with
books and a tutor, and he planned to send him to England for his formal schooling.
But as a father of seven, and one who chose to spend his time shuttling between
his farm and his mines and his furnace, he did not overindulge this boy. The result
was that young George does not appear to have been especially close to his father.
In all the millions of words that he ultimately penned, George Washington never
mentioned his father. He neither praised him nor damned him. It was as if he had
never known his father, as if Gus, in his unremitting preoccupation with wealth,
had so ignored his offspring that he ceased to matter to his son; or, perhaps, that
his son, rather than live with an unpleasant reality, unconsciously repressed every
memory of the father.

His mother was a different matter entirely. Mary Ball Washington was a
tough, opinionated, selfish, overly protective, and possessive woman. One person
who met Mary described her as “majestic and venerable”; another spoke of her
“awe-inspiring air and manner” and went on to describe her as quiet, aloof, almost
imperious, and very strong. A nephew of young George, a lad who frequently
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came to Ferry Farm, confessed that he was “ten times” more afraid of her than of
his own mother. She exercised such dominion over her children that only George
would really break away from her, and he succeeded only after a painful and
drawn-out test of wills.?

Lacking a strong parental model, it was thus the example set by Lawrence
that George found enticing. When they first met, George barely got to know his
half brother. Living a substantial distance away, Lawrence seldom made the ride
over Virginia’s pitiful roads to Ferry Farm. Besides, his time was consumed by
the management of Epsewasson and by whatever minimal social opportunities
were available at that cloistered estate. Probably lonely and bored, certainly ambi-
tious, Lawrence was caught up in the excitement that gripped the colony in 1740
when news arrived that Britain sought to raise a three-thousand man colonial
army—four hundred of whom would be procured in Virginia—for an invasion
of Cartagena, part of Spain’s South American empire. Lawrence was the first
in his province selected to command a company in the “American Regiment,”
as Virginia designated its contingent. Lawrence was an unlikely looking soldier.
His face was soft, almost effeminate; round-shouldered, slightly paunchy, look-
ing neither muscular nor particularly hardy, he exhibited more the countenance
of the aesthete than that of a robust adventurer. In Douglas Southall Freeman’s
memorable phrase, he looked like the kind of person “to whom, in a crowd, a
stranger would go to make an inquiry.”®

Lawrence sailed in October, leaving behind parents and friends who waited
anxiously for nearly two years for his return, a wait that would have been even
more agonizing had they known of the pernicious ill-fortune that haunted the
expedition. Only about one in three of the colonial recruits survived the campaign.
Disease set in quickly, ultimately killing men by the score each day; the Spanish
defenders extirpated the others. Lawrence was one of the lucky ones. He made
it back in June, 1742, to tell all that “war is horrid in fact but much more so in
imagination” than in reality.'°

He returned to find that Augustine, George’s other half brother, had just
arrived from England. Now twenty years old, Augustine—Austin, he liked to be
called—had quit school, perhaps at the behest of his father so he could manage
either Ferry Farm or the iron works." Though closer in age to Austin than to
Lawrence, George never was close to this brother. The two were of strikingly
different temperaments. Not very ambitious or self-reliant, more sedentary than
George, and perhaps more certain of himself, Austin was content to live the life of
a planter, leaving soldiering and politics, as well as the adventure and uncertainty
of high-stakes financial speculation, to others.

It was to Lawrence, a man whom he perceived as a cosmopolitan adven-
turer, that little George was drawn, although, at first, the elder soldier-planter
scarcely had time for his ten-year-old brother. After a visit with his relatives,
Lawrence settled at Epsewasson. His first act was to give the place a new name,
Mount Vernon, so designated in honor of Admiral Edward Vernon, commander
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of the Cartagena expedition. Thereafter, he seemed to have time only for the
management of an estate that had been entrusted in his absence to an indifferent
overseer.

Lawrence was superintending the planting of his first crop when jolting
news arrived. Gus Washington was gravely ill, stricken with “gout of the stom-
ach.” Lawrence hurried south, but there was nothing he could do. Within hours
of his arrival his father, just forty-nine years old, was dead.

When the will was probated three weeks later, Lawrence, the eldest son, re-
ceived the lion’s share of the estate, including Mount Vernon. Augustine, George
later remembered, got the “best part,” the lush, fertile land along Pope’s Creek in
Westmoreland County. Among the children from Gus’s second marriage, George,
the eldest, received the largest portion. At age twenty-one he was to acquire Ferry
Farm, some land along the Aquia Creek that Gus had purchased nearly twenty
years before, twenty-one hundred acres in what was called Deep Run tract, ten
slaves, and three lots in Fredericksburg.!?

Now independent and totally self-supporting, Lawrence married Anne Fair-
fax just two months after Gus’s death. When he had returned to Epsewasson in
1742, Lawrence found that Colonel William Fairfax—of the same clan that owned
so much of the Northern Neck—had constructed Belvoir, a lovely manor house,
on the Hunting Creek property next door. The colonel, a cousin of Lord Fairfax,
had only recently arrived in Virginia, coming down from Massachusetts to act
as his uncle’s agent in the sale of his lands and the collection of his quit rents.
Lawrence soon knew his neighbors, and he and Anne, the colonel’s daughter,
sped through a whirlwind courtship. The wedding was in June 1743.

Having married well, Lawrence had doors opened for him that otherwise
surely would have remained closed. Nancy, as his bride preferred to be called,
bore a dowry of four thousand acres to the marriage, but more importantly she
brought along the prestige and the immense power of the Fairfax family. Soon
Lawrence not only added to his landed empire but acquired two important offices:
he was elected to the House of Burgesses, and he was appointed adjutant gen-
eral of the Virginia militia. Meanwhile, he commenced the rebuilding of Mount
Vernon, transforming it from a cottage to a small manor house; not yet a man-
sion, it nevertheless suited the status and habits of a rising young planter and his
fashionable new bride."

Only eleven when his father died, George still was many years away from
assuming the responsibilities of a small planter. He lived most of each year with
his mother, who saw that he continued his education, although now with Gus gone
and the estate fragmented all thoughts of schooling at Appleby were discarded.
He spent a little time each year with his cousins at Chotank on Pope’s Creek,
and even longer periods calling on Austin in Westmoreland County. Increasingly,
too, young George longed to visit Lawrence, for life at Mount Vernon and nearby
Belvoir was exotically different from any world he ever had known. An air of
power and influence, of sophistication, opulence, and gentility, of the mysteries
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Lawrence Washington, by an unknown artist (ca. 1738). Courtesy of the Mount Vernon
Ladies’ Association of the Union.
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of knowledge and of faraway places, pervaded the two estates. Lawrence, already
a hero to George, now must have seemed a grandee. Brave and intelligent to begin
with, Lawrence, in fact, was on the verge of becoming a great planter, a man
who seemed to be respected by everyone and who sat with those in the highest
seat of government in the province. To young George it must have seemed that
there were no worlds left for Lawrence to conquer. Indeed, that there were no
worlds that his half brother could not conquer.

When George visited Mount Vernon, he often was invited to Belvoir, close
enough to be visible through the dark, bare forests in the winter months. Life at
that elegant plantation took on a new dimension in 1744 when George William
Fairfax, the colonel’s son, arrived following fifteen years of schooling in England.
George William was seven years older than George, and with little in their back-
grounds to make for compatibility, the two initially were not close. Nevertheless,
young Washington observed that George William was a meticulous, urbane, sen-
sitive, and empathetic young man, much like Lawrence. Indeed, there were many
similarities in the demeanor and mannerisms of these two older men.

George continued to live with his mother in his early teenage years, but his
world now was inextricably bound to that of Lawrence and his elegant neighbors.
Between the ages of eleven and sixteen, in fact, his view of life changed. He grew
to desire something greater than that which seemed to await him—a station as
a modestly prosperous planter, albeit an unknown and a powerless one. He now
knew that he wished to escape both his mother’s iron grip and the acarpous soil
of Ferry Farm. He knew, too, that he yearned to be like Lawrence and George
William Fairfax: Lawrence, resplendent in his scarlet uniform, revered for his
courage, pandered to because of his wealth and status, the object of attention;
George William, rich and powerful, a graceful man whose educated habits and
tastes distinguished him from the common run of provincial planters. Young
Washington had observed the beauty and the style of their milieu, and he longed
to live in a world akin to theirs: to wear elegant attire, to express brilliant ideas,
to enjoy refined pursuits, and to bask in the deference of others. Lawrence and
George William seemed so cultivated in comparison to his own family that young
Washington could not but be keenly aware of his limitations in their presence.
He felt awkward and clumsy, painfully aware of his lack of refinement in the
drawing room and his inarticulateness in the company of the eloquent people who
gathered at these Potomac mansions.

But he did not shun the environment that made him uncomfortable, nor,
as others might, did he rebel against that which he did not understand. Instead,
he labored tirelessly to overcome his deficiencies. His fragile self-esteem under
siege, he sought to capture the attention of these older men by making himself
over in their image. His tactics were simple: he read, studied, attended, and imi-
tated. He fell into the habit of quiescence, watching, listening, seldom speaking,
and all the while discreetly preparing and polishing his behavior and expression
into an accommodating style. He quietly took music and fencing lessons back in
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Fredericksburg. He developed a passion for fashionable clothing. And he com-
pleted his education through a methodical study of The Young Man’s Companion,
another self-help book. It delved into etiquette, arithmetic, and surveying, the
latter a tool that he might put to good use since Colonel Fairfax already had begun
to make plans for charting the family’s domain.'

Like Lawrence and George William, Colonel Fairfax also exerted a pro-
found influence upon young George, becoming, in fact, a surrogate father to the
youngster. The colonel discovered many similarities in George’s background and
his own, for he too had received little assistance from his parents. Moreover, the
colonel, a forceful and enterprising man, was disappointed with George William,
a son he regarded as reticent and uninspiring. Young Washington possessed the
qualities that the colonel admired: he was strong and reserved, an excellent horse-
man, intelligent, and quick tempered. The boy wanted to get ahead; in fact, he
seemed to be impelled by a compulsive need to improve himself and his status.
Fairfax took the unsure youngster under his wing, instilling in him the lessons that
had led to his own success: observation and hard work were the virtues displayed
by those who succeeded, he advised, although it did not hurt to find and pander to
a powerful potential benefactor.!”> George was not unwilling to follow the advice.

The colonel, of course, became that benefactor, offering assistance and
opening doors that in only a decade led George to a plateau he otherwise could
neverhavereached. His patron first offered support when George was just fourteen
years old. The colonel procured an offer of a commission in the Royal Navy for
the youngster; within a couple days, if he chose to do so, George could become a
midshipman aboard a vessel docked in a Virginia harbor. Lawrence thought it the
best option facing George. If he refused the commission, Lawrence told him, he
probably faced nothing better than Ferry Farm for the remainder of his life, and
there he could anticipate only a long struggle with both unexceptional soil and his
intractable mother. On the other hand, a naval career offered the lures of travel
and adventure, not to mention advancement to a higher social level in England
than he ever was likely to attain in Virginia. Lawrence reminded George that this
was how the colonel himself had begun his career, for his parents had placed
him in the Royal Navy when he was about the same age. Trusting Lawrence’s
wisdom, George quickly agreed to join, if he could gain his mother’s consent.!¢

Mary Washington agreed, then disagreed, then decided to seek the advice
of her half brother in England. That put the final decision in limbo for more than
nine months. She and her son, both of them tenacious and headstrong, probably
clashed vehemently while they awaited Uncle Joseph Ball’s counsel. It is likely
too that she and Lawrence also discussed the matter acrimoniously. Finally, word
arrived from Stratford by Bow: George’s uncle denounced the idea. The youth,
he wrote, would be better served as an apprentice to a tinker, for a sailor’s pay
was inconsequential and his liberties were virtually nonexistent. “And as for any
considerable preferment in the Navy,” he added, “it is not to be expected [as] there
are always too many grasping for it here, who have interest and he has none.”
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That decided the issue. Mary Washington ruled against her son’s enlistment, and
he, not yet fifteen, complied."

Whatever George’s feelings about the final decision, he remained at home
for the next year, working on the farm and continuing his self-education, espe-
cially his persistent attempts to unravel the mysteries of surveying. His growing
knowledge soon stood him in good stead. In 1747 Thomas Lord Fairfax, legal
title to his millions of frontier acres at last safely in his possession, arrived at
Belvoir. He was in America to oversee the surveying and selling of a chunk of
his domain, beginning with a tract that lay across the mountains, along the South
Branch of the Potomac.

A surveying party was being assembled. George William was named to the
team, and sixteen-year-old George Washington was invited to come along. He
could serve as a chainman, and if time permitted he could even survey a bit.
Besides, he would be paid a modest salary. To this activity his mother agreed.'®

When the men left Mount Vernon the jonquils and the golden brillance of
the forsythia already had heralded the arrival of spring. They rode west, climbing
steadily upward into the mountains, past patches of unmelted snow and across
streams whose thin ice coverlets resembled glass table tops, on and on through
an unending forest yet in the thrall of the last lingering clutches of winter, then
back down the other side of the Blue Ridge and into the long rolling meadows of
the valley, which, as if by magic, already luxuriated in a new season’s flowers,
bathed in the warm sunlight of spring. At first the team had paused each night at
the plantations and farms of hospitable backcountry settlers, but once it reached
the South Branch the men slept outdoors for seventeen consecutive nights. By the
fourth afternoon the party was running surveys. Long, exhausting days of labor
followed. Hour after hour the men clambered through the wilderness thickets,
groping for footing on the slick, leaf-covered forest floor, as they felled trees so
that a line could be sighted. All the while they stayed alert for evidence of the
presence of rattlesnakes and other uncompanionable forest creatures. Once the
work was interrupted when they ran into a band of thirty Indians returning from
a war party, likely the first sizable batch of Native Americans that Washington
had encountered. The Virginians entertained their new acquaintances by sharing
their liquor, and the Indians, who seemed friendly enough, reciprocated with a
dance and a concert. Washington’s only brush with danger came one night near
the end of the expedition when the straw on which he was sleeping caught fire;
luckily, one of the men awakened and doused the flames before any harm was
done. Shortly after that incident, George William and Washington, both lonely
and tired, and lately—because of a breakdown in their victualing network—rather
hungry, decided to return home ahead of the rest of the party. They rode on alone.
Although they managed to lose their way once, going twenty miles in the wrong
direction, the two weary, homesick young men arrived at Belvoir, home at last a
little more than a month after the foray had begun."”

George William had an especially good reason to hurry home. On the eve
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of the expedition he had met Sally Cary. The two were engaged and planned a
late autumn wedding. His fiancee was from Ceelys, a mansion along the lower
James River near Hampton. She had grown up dividing her time between that
pastoral environment and Williamsburg, the lively little hub of Virginia culture
during the few weeks each year when the Burgesses was in session. George must
have believed immediately that Mr. Fairfax, as he still deferentially called George
William, had made a good catch. Slender and long-necked, her enchanting oval
face was dominated by wide, dark, alluring eyes and set off by her long, cascading
black hair; her manner was lively, and witty, and coquettish.20

George returned to Ferry Farm following his first western adventure. The
next fifteen months were to be the last he would spend as the dependent of
his mother. With some money in his pockets for the first time, he occasionally
took the ferry across to Fredericksburg to purchase new items for his growing
wardrobe. In September he enrolled under a dance instructor, this to refine his
talents for the approaching wedding ball. He slipped off to visit his cousins at
Chotank that summer, spent a few pleasant days at the downstream estate of a
family friend, and, of course, he occasionally rode over to Mount Vernon and
Belvoir. Mostly, though, he helped with the management of Ferry Farm, and he
looked after his self-improvement. He read the Spectator, perused a biography
of Frederick the Great, and read a translated edition of the principal dialogues of
Seneca, each a source for the many witty and profound comments that Lawrence
and George William made about the dinner table or before the hearth in the
drawing room. But Washington was enough of a pragmatist to spend most of his
time working on his surveying books, and those efforts paid immediate dividends.
In July 1749 he was commissioned a county surveyor in Culpepper County, a
post that paid £15 annually.! More importantly, the license was his badge of
independence from Ferry Farm and his mother.

Within two days of receiving his commission Washington was at work, and
for several weeks during each of the next three years he led his own surveying
teams into the west. Virtually all of his work was undertaken in the Shenandoah
and Cacapon valleys of Frederick County, tracts that fell within the Fairfax pro-
prietary domain. Washington’s fee was steep, about £1 per thousand acres above
the rate set by the colony’s assembly, but it does not seem to have adversely
affected the volume of his business. Operating out of an office that he opened in
Winchester, he undertook two hundred or more surveys in this period, averaging
about £125 in earnings each year, an income roughly equal to that of a skilled
artisan. But he also occasionally received land in lieu of cash payments, a kind of
deferred salary that offered the potential for spectacular payoffs far beyond those
to which any craftsman could aspire.

A rugged existence was imposed on anyone intrepid enough to undertake
one of these expeditions. A surveyor wore the same clothing for days on end,
“like a Negro,” Washington told a friend. The surveying team normally slept
outdoors, bedeviled, it must have seemed, by every species of vermin in North
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America, and buffeted by the chill mountain rains of spring and the raw, icy blasts
of late autumn. The men subsisted on adequate, but monotonous, diets of salt
pork and dried beef, although if they were lucky they might have a catch of wild
turkey or fish to roast over hot coals, gourmet fare washed down by the brandy
and rum they carefully hauled along.??

Soon the sound of money jingling in his pockets brought out the gambler
in Washington’s character, and he too joined in the western speculative fever.
He was just eighteen when he purchased his first western tract, over 450 acres
in the Shenandoah Valley, a place known as Dutch George’s. Soon thereafter he
acquired another parcel, over 1000 acres along Bullskin Creek, a tributary of the
Shenandoah River that meanders near the present boundary of Virginia and West
Virginia.??

If he was exhilarated at his new-found freedom, Washington was greeted
with ominous news shortly after his initial western expedition. Lawrence had
sailed for London. Plagued by a chronic cough symptomatic of tuberculosis, the
most dreaded degenerative disease of the age, he had been examined by physi-
cians at Mount Vernon and at Williamsburg, but the medicines they prescribed—
worthless compounds of herbs—were unavailing. Now quite ill, he requested a
leave of absence from the Burgesses. Anxious and exasperated, he sailed that
summer for the British capital, hoping that more skilled physicians there might
better treat his affliction. But he was no better when he returned to Virginia in
the fall, and by the next summer his condition had only deteriorated further. Des-
perate for succor, he persuaded George to accompany him to Berkeley Springs,
a highly acclaimed spa across the Blue Ridge Mountains. They made two diffi-
cult trips to the springs, but the waters were of no help, and, in fact, Lawrence
found the damp and chilly climate in the mountains to be more of a danger than
a palliative. Only one hope remained. Perhaps a winter in the mild Caribbean
might be rejuvenating. Besides, a commercial friend of Lord Fairfax had spo-
ken highly of a physician in Barbados, one with a good record in treating the
victims of consumption. Moreover, as if his luck had finally turned for the bet-
ter, his wife, Nancy, gave birth to a little girl, Sarah, not long after his return
from Berkeley Springs. And Sarah survived, the first of their four offspring to
live beyond infancy. Maybe little Sarah’s survival would prove to be a harbinger
of good fortune. At any rate, he now had something else to live for. Lawrence
induced George to accompany him on this trip too, and the young men sailed for
Bridgetown in September 1751.24

The voyage, the only extended cruise George ever took, was typical of
those in the age of sailing. The vessel was out for thirty-seven days. It was a
reasonably uneventful, if lengthy, trip. The vessel was assaulted by strong gales
and incessant rain for half a dozen days, and, added to the occasional dangers and
the prolonged monotony of the trip, there was a shortage of biscuit, a condition
that occurred when the ship’s bread was afflicted by weevils and maggots. But
Washington seemed to handle matters like an old salt, occupying much of his
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spare time conversing with the crew, powerful, coarse men with whom he quickly
established a rapport.?

The two Virginians disembarked early in November. The next day Lawrence
was examined by the physician who had been so highly recommended. His diag-
nosis sparked a ray of hope. While he too concluded that Lawrence suffered from
tuberculosis, he did not regard the disease as incurable, and he merely prescribed
rest in the bucolic countryside outside Bridgetown. Lawrence quickly found the
climate too harsh to venture out, except in the cool evenings. George, however,
spent his first two weeks on the island at the theater, or attending a bewildering
succession of dinner parties, or simply sightseeing. Then, suddenly, on his fif-
teenth day in Bridgetown, he was roused from his sleep with a blinding headache
and a burning fever. Not long thereafter pustules appeared over his body, and it
was evident that he had the smallpox, perhaps the most dangerous of the febrile
viruses then prevalent. In a strange environment, hundreds of miles from his
relatives—save for Lawrence, who was too weak to offer any real assistance—
George was bedfast for nearly four weeks, some of the time languishing in great
agony, always realizing that death might come soon. But by mid-December he felt
better, and soon his doctor pronounced him well, both cured and now, of course,
immune forever to the disease. Aside from the temporary loss of a few pounds, he
had only a slightly pockmarked face, hardly an oddity in the eighteenth century,
to show for his travail.?

During the last few days of George’s illness, while he still was confined
to his bedchamber, the brothers reached important decisions. Lawrence already
had concluded that the trip was a failure. He decided to sail as soon as possible
for Bermuda, forlornly hoping that its climate might prove a restorative. George,
undoubtedly more homesick than ever after his brush with death, and anxious to
get in one surveying expedition before the spring foliage burst out and obscured
the countryside, longed to return home. The brothers, thus, decided to split up.
Just ten days after he was allowed once again to venture outside, George booked
passage on a ship bound for Virginia.?”’

Washington was hardly at sea before he fell prey to seasickness, a precursor,
it turned out, to a thoroughly unpleasant return voyage. For days on end his
vessel, the Industry, was tormented by rain squalls and thrashing winds. After two
weeks at sea, moreover, he discovered that a thief had broken into his chest and
made off with £10 of his hard-earned surveyor’s wages. Finally, thirty-six days
out of Barbados, land was sighted, and three days later George debarked near the
mouth of the York River. Having brought ashore some letters for the governor of
Virginia, he rented a horse and rode to “ye great . . . polis” of Williamsburg,
as he referred to the provincial capital. The governor, Robert Dinwiddie, sixty,
wealthy, a graduate of the University of Glasgow, a resident of the Caribbean
most of his adultlife, greeted the young man cordially, and invited him to stay for
dinner. One can only guess at that evening’s table talk between the eighteen-year-
old and his eminent, stately host. That the governor was impressed by the young
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man’s initiative and fintiness, however, soon would be evident. The following
morning George rode to Yorktown to attend a cockfighting tournament, then he
rested for a few days at a distant relative’s plantation. Early in February, nearly
four and a half months following his departure, he returned to Mount Vernon.28

George spent several hours with Nancy Washington describing Lawrence’s
condition. It was a mixed report that brought his anxious sister-in-law some dim
hope, but no joy. Thereafter, George did not remain idle for long. He visited
with his mother briefly, then, barely a month after his return to Virginia, he sped
to the frontier and another surveying job. He clambered over and through the
wilderness for nearly two months on this trip, but he pocketed enough money
to purchase—for £115—an additional 552 acres for his growing Bullskin Creek
realm.?

Washington’s homecoming from this expedition in May was blighted by
various calamities. He had no more than reached Ferry Farm before he fell victim
to a debilitating pleurisy. While he was still bedfast, moreover, distressing news
arrived from Bermuda. Lawrence had reached the islands early in April, but upon
his arrival his illness had taken a turn for the worse. While a new physician
promised a cure if he abided by a strict regimen—a vegetarian diet, no alcoholic
beverages, and rigorous daily exercise—the melancholy tone of Lawrence’s letters
left little doubt that he had all but abandoned hope. He spoke of staying on
the island for the next several months, then of returning to Barbados or perhaps
even of sailing to southern France for the winter. Knowing that another winter
in Virginia “will most certainly destroy me,” he implored Nancy to come to
him, speculating that perhaps George would accompany her. “If I grow worse, I
shall hurry home to my grave; if better, I shall be induced to stay longer here to
complete a cure,” he disconsolately concluded in his last letter. When Lawrence
suddenly returned to Mount Vernon in mid-June there was no longer any doubt
that he was doomed. He hastily put his affairs in order, and six weeks later his
agony ended.®

George and Augustine spent the next several months helping Nancy tidy up
the loose ends of Lawrence’s affairs. The will was a confusing document, one
stack of contingencies upon another. George, albeit in “consideration of [his]
love and affection,” received only three lots in Fredericksburg; but, if he survived
Nancy, and if little Sarah died without issue, George was to have Mount Ver-
non and its plentiful lands. By December the Washingtons knew that Lawrence’s
wealth was not all it had appeared to be. Without adequate supervision for four
years or more, Mount Vernon had produced only meager yields of tobacco; in
addition, the expenses attending Lawrence’s quest for health had been extraordi-
nary. Faced with indebtedness, his survivors were compelled to sell every item
that could be sacrificed, including some of Lawrence’s personal effects. George,
in fact, acquired several head of livestock during the auction.’! About the time of
the sale, less than six months after Lawrence’s funeral, Nancy remarried, select-
ing George Lee, uncle of Lighthorse Harry Lee, and moved to his Westmoreland
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estate. For two years Mount Vernon was left to stand idle, a mute reminder of
the joys and tragedies it had witnessed during the past decade.

Washington, too, was busy during these months, and not just running sur-
veys. Driven by his acquisitive urge, he now even more assiduously pushed for
wealth and status, and for recognition as well. A younger son who had taken
a back seat to two older brothers, he hungered to be noticed, to be seen and
respected. Even while Lawrence was on his deathbed, Washington had quietly
initiated a campaign to secure the dying man’s position as adjutant general of
Virginia, once even journeying to Williamsburg to speak directly with Dinwid-
die. He did not permit the fact that he was barely twenty years old and without
military experience to impede him. The position aroused his interest, for not only
was it a sinecure worth £100 annually, it carried a modicum of prestige. In the
end his efforts succeeded—to a point. The governor and his council decided to
divide Virginia into four military districts. Washington was made adjutant of the
least desirable territory, the southernmost borough that sprawled from the James
to the North Carolina boundary, then west to the frontier. Obviously disappointed,
Washington did not even visit the counties of his adjutancy during the first year
and a half of his tenure, but he continued to press for the Northern Neck com-
mand, doggedly courting those who might be of assistance. In 1753 he got the
post he coveted.??

To this point Washington had displayed no interest in the major political
issues of the day, but it was a political matter that suddenly offered him a chance
for renown. By mid-century the ceaseless western movement of English colonists
verged on spilling over the mountains and into the Ohio Valley, a prospect that
whetted the appetite of speculators in the middle colonies. Those in Virginia were
among the first to act. In 1748 Lawrence Washington and several other planters
had joined to form the Ohio Company and to apply to London for an official grant.
The king obliged, investing the company with 200,000 acres along the Ohio
River, and promising an additional 300,000 acres in seven years if the proprietors
succeeded in erecting and maintaining a fort and in settling one hundred inhabi-
tants. Its first step a success, the Ohio Company next hired Christopher Gist, a
surveyor/explorer/Indian trader, to search the area for a site for a combination
trading post and fortress; in addition, he was to mollify the Indians who might
be uneasy at the sight of English settlers barging into their homeland. By 1750
the company had blazed a road through eighty miles of wilderness, and within
another two or three years, thanks to a heavy personal investment by Virginia’s
new governor, Robert Dinwiddie, company policy and government policy were
indelicately intertwined.

All this frenetic activity might have gone more or less unnoticed, just
another in the never-ending ploys of rich mento use their governmentto grow even
richer, except that the stakes had become international in scope. Great Britain and
France had been fighting one another for control of North America since 1689.
Already they had fought three wars, and the most recent one, which had ended in
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1748, had, like all its predecessors, been so inconclusive as to make yet a fourth
conflict almost inevitable. The earlier wars had been waged over territory in the
East, over islands in the Caribbean, and for the right of dominion over places like
Newfoundland and Nova Scotia. But now that the population was about to burst
over America’s mountain barrier, the Ohio Valley was very much on the minds
of Frenchmen and Englishmen. To demonstrate its interest Versailles dispatched
fifteen hundred troops south of Lake Erie in 1753, men whose orders were to
remove every English trader from the territory; moreover, every few miles they
were to plant iron tablets proclaiming France’s possession of this vast realm.
When Governor Dinwiddie learned of this he realized that Virginia’s—and his—
Ohio dreams were doomed unless he acted quickly. In June he wrote London of
France’s actions, and in October he received his orders: send an emissary to the
Ohio country, a messenger who would serve notice that the region belonged to
Great Britain; if the French did not immediately withdraw, Virginia was to “drive
them off by Force of Arms.”

When news of London’s orders reached George Washington, restive in the
isolation and obscurity of Ferry Farm, he made the decision that changed his life.
He raced for Williamsburg to volunteer to bear the message to the French. For
the third time in less than two years Dinwiddie greeted this enterprising young
man.

Dinwiddie was old enough to be Washington’s grandfather, but he did not
exhibit many avuncular or paternal ways. Short and fat, with a double chin that
protruded beneath his puffy, ruddy face, he exuded an air of entrepreneurial lust.
He had, in fact, grown wealthy through mercantile endeavors, accumulating a
fortune that had enabled him to live and travel extensively on both sides of the
Atlantic. Yet, despite his education and his urbanity, an inescapable coarseness
was visible through the noble front that he continually sought to maintain. Money
and power were the drives that propelled him .34

He must have recognized a kindred spirit in the young man who was ushered
into his elegant office that sunny autumn afternoon. But the governor also knew
that the mission he had in mind would be arduous, possibly dangerous. The mes-
senger that he chose would have to pass through Indian country, would have to
dwell, in fact, in the midst of Native Americans whose friendship was being
sought by the French. Nor could the French reaction be predicted. Indeed, Din-
widdie advised that already there had been several unpleasant incidents involving
French soldiers and luckless English traders. The man who carried the governor’s
message could not be just any young planter on the make.

Nationalistic lore has so canonized Washington that it is difficult to imag-
ine the young man who was shown into the governor’s presence on that Indian
Summer afternoon. The “real” Washington seems to have vanished for our age,
replaced by an icon that too infrequently bears scant resemblance to a human
being. But the youthful Washington that Dinwiddie officiously greeted that Octo:
ber day was very human.
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The strapping young man easily met the physical prerequisites for the diffi-
cult mission which Dinwiddie had in mind. At age twenty-one George Washington
was fully grown, and standing six feet and three inches tall he towered above
almost every contemporary. He was broad-shouldered, with long muscular arms.
His waist was small and flat, though he was rather wide across the hips. He tended
to stand ramrod straight on long, solidly developed legs. He moved about in a
fluid, agile manner, and word was that he was an excellent, graceful horseman.
There was no hint of softness in the youngster’s appearance, particularly not in his
face. He would not have been thought handsome, but he hardly was unattractive.
Instead, people thought they saw a kind of steely toughness in his features. It was
in his blue-grey eyes that this quality seemed most pronounced, for he had learned
to stare at—almost through—anyone with whom he spoke. Then, too, he seldom
spoke, as if to underscore that he was a man of action, not of words. Clearly, he
was not an ignorant brute. He did not bear the looks of a violent person, nor did
he convey a sense of viciousness. A little awkward socially, he nevertheless was
courteous, and it was apparent that he was familiar with the social code of the
planter elite. Tough, yet cordial and with a bit of polish, Washington must also
have struck Dinwiddie as being sensible and reliable .3

Still, the governor must have tried to learn something of the inner spirit that
drove this quiet young man, anxious to learn why any person would be drawn to
such a hazardous undertaking. In that endeavor, however, Dinwiddie surely must
have been frustrated. George Washington already was a private man, one who
carefully guarded his feelings from every intruder.

We cannot know exactly what Dinwiddie deduced about the character of
his young caller, but whatever reservations he might have harbored would have
been dispelled by the strong recommendation proffered by Washington’s power-
ful benefactor at Belvoir. In reality, Dinwiddie seems to have entertained few
doubts about the young man. Sketchy though it is, the evidence hints that the
governor’s reaction to Washington was based on an amalgam of emotion and
instinct. Curiously, Dinwiddie’s response was not without precedent; nor would
he be the last person to react in this manner to this complicated young man.
The governor seemed moved by Washington. A man without a son—Dinwiddie
had not married until he was past forty, then he had fathered two daughters—
perhaps Washington had stirred some paternal sense within him, some nebulous
feeling that transcended the normal relationship of officeholder and supplicant.
Washington may have awakened the same subliminal feelings in Dinwiddie’s
breast as he had in Fairfax’s. What is clear is that Washington possessed certain
qualities, attributes that quickened the imagination of others, that inspired their
confidence, that made some want to follow him, and that caused most men to trust
in him, some obscure capacity that has vanished in the impassivity of time and
that was never captured in the phlegmatic prose of his contemporaries. What also
seems likely is that this young man who had labored so long and hard to improve
himself would also have been capable of honing his skills at playing the role
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of surrogate son. Fairfax had advised as much, and in his aristocratic society—
where merit was a virtue, though it was secondary in importance to one’s wealth
and connections—ingratiating behavior was neither uncommon nor universally
displeasing.

At any rate, when Washington left Dinwiddie’s office that afternoon he
had been selected to bear the governor’s message. His orders: he was to depart
immediately for Logstown, an Indian village on the Allegheny, where he was to
procure an escort from among the Algonquins; he and his guardsmen then were
to proceed north until they met the French commander, whereupon he was to
present Dinwiddie’s letter; he was to wait no longer than one week for the French
reply, during which time he was to keep his eyes open, gathering information on
the strength, arms, intelligence, and plans of this potential adversary.*

Within two weeks the emissary was on his way, plunging deep into the
lonely wilderness near the Pennsylvania-Maryland border. He had hired Jacob van
Braam, once a lieutenant in the Dutch army, and his former fencing instructor, to
be his translator. Christopher Gist came along too; middle-aged but still rugged,
he was there to serve as a guide and to handle the diplomatic entreaties that were
to be made to the Native Americans. Washington also hired four additional men
to tend the horses and the supplies.

The party of seven set off from Gist’s residence near Wills Creek in mid-
November, plodding up Laurel Hill, moving steadily in a north-by-northwest
direction. Eleven days of toil lay between his cabin and Logstown, a trek made
no easier by an almost uninterrupted rain that pelted the men. A few day’s hiking
across intermittent Indian trails and through the defoliated late autumn wilderness
brought the party to the Youghiogheny, muddy and swollen from the incessant
storms. The men labored toward its junction with the Monongahela, skirting
the confluence, marching along the eastern bank until, only a few miles further
north, they forded the Allegheny. From there it was only about a dozen miles
to the Indian village, and at sunset the next day the sight of smoke from rude
lodgings told them they at last had arrived. Until then the only break in the band’s
wearisome advance had come when Washington, having canoed to the junction
of the Monongahela and the Allegheny, spent two days at the point, or the forks,
reconnoitering for the best site for the Ohio Company’s fort.

The Virginia party stayed at Logstown for five days while the Indians pro-
cured the guides who would lead them to the French. Washington rested, and he
spent a good portion of his time chatting with the Half King, a sachem of the
Senacas. Washington omitted a great deal in his discussions with the chieftan, ex-
plaining only that he was on a mission to deliver a letter to the French leader. But
the Half King probably guessed the real reason for the young man’s journey, even
volunteering that his tribesmen already had threatened to drive the French from
the region, a warning, he said, which the Gallic commander had only mocked,
claiming the Indians were a mere annoyance, like flies and mosquitoes.

Finally the party, augmented now by its Indian guides, set out for French
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headquarters at Venango. A cold, dreary rain continued to torment the men during
the five-day trek. On December 4 the small French outpost, located at the point
where the French Creek fed the Allegheny, was spotted, a rain-soaked fleur-de-
lis limply hanging above its gate. Captain Philippe Thomas Joncaire cordially
received his visitors, but he advised them to proceed north another fifty miles
or so to Fort Le Boeuf, where a French general was stationed. That evening the
French entertained the Virginians and their Indian companions. Over wine—more
than enough to “give license to their Tongues,” the abstemious young Washington
recorded in his journal—Joncaire told his guests that the French planned to seize
control of the entire transmontane West; his orders, he continued, were either
to drive out all English settlers or to seize them and send them to Quebec as
prisoners. Washington also noted with alarm that the Frenchman, the son of
a French officer and a Seneca squaw, adroitly courted the Half King and his
kinsmen, plying them with liquor and gifts.

After a brief stay, Washington’s swelling party, which now included four
French soldiers, pushed off. Four days of sloshing through rain, mingled now with
occasional snow, brought them to the remote pallisade near Lake Erie. Again the
French greeted the Virginians cordially, though behind his back these professional
soldiers snickered at Washington as “the buckskin general.” The commander had
been summoned, Washington was told, and should arrive late that afternoon.
The young messenger whiled away the hours fraternizing with his hosts. Finally
the commander arrived. He was Louis Le Gardeur de St Pierre de Repentigny,
an old, one-eyed gentleman, a warrior who, to Washington’s way of thinking,
comported himself with “much the Air of a Soldier.” Washington changed into
his Virginia militia uniform for the meeting, and the business of his mission at
last commenced. Major Washington presented Dinwiddie’s letter. A Frenchman
translated the missive, then the general convened a council of war to debate his
response. Forced to wait several more hours, Washington spent his time taking
copious notes on the layout of the fort, and he ordered his men to count the number
of Frenchmen present. Nearly twenty-four hours elapsed before the French were
ready with a reply. Would Major Washington ride to Quebec and formally present
the letter to the Governor of Canada? No! Such a trek was beyond the scope
of his orders. Another wait ensued as the French officers once again conferred.
That evening Washington finally was handed the written response of the general.
The French officer promised only to forward Dinwiddie’s letter to higher-ups.
At least Virginia’s ultimatum had been served, and that surely was as much as
Dinwiddie had hoped for. The French, meanwhile, could not have been more
friendly. Washington was féted while he was at Le Boeuf, and when he was ready
to depart the French, in the spirit of the season—Christmas was just a week
away—provided their visitors with two canoes and a plentiful supply of liquor
and food.”’

Washington and his party set out almost immediately after receiving the
French response. It was to be a treacherous return trip. For seven days the party
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canoed through icy streams, at times hampered by such jams that they were
obliged to drag their crafts ashore and carry them overland; at other times they
were sped along by swollen, frenzied rivers, losing one canoe and its cargo of
wine and meat to the furious surf. At Venango, north of present-day Pittsburgh,
the Virginians divided into two groups: Gist and Washington donned buckskin
garments and set out on foot, while the Dutch translator was placed in command
of the other men and of the enervated horses. Trampling through deep snow in
near zero temperatures, Washington and his partner walked eighteen miles the
first day, lodging that night in the cabin of a hospitable Indian.

Along the way a day or two later they fell in with another Indian who
offered to be their guide. He acted friendly enough, though there was something
unsettling about him, some inscrutable air that aroused their suspicion. Still,
Washington and Gist agreed that he could come along. By now Washington was
having a hard time. Too exhausted to carry his pack, he let the Indian shoulder it
for him. Then it was his feet. Blisters burst open, making each step sheer torture.
Washington begged Gist to stop and make camp, even though it was only mid-
afternoon. The Indian objected. There were dangerous Ottowa tribesmen preying
in these woods, he cautioned. Besides, his cabin was nearby. Why not spend the
night there? The two agreed, but two more miles of hiking still did not lead them
to his dwelling. Now angry as well as debilitated, Washington decreed that they
were stopping. Camp would be made right there. Suddenly, the Indian whirled
about and fired at Gist, obviously the man he most feared and respected, since
he aimed what would probably be his only shot at him. Somehow he missed.
For an instant Gist and Washington stared blankly, frozen in shock. Then they
sprang after their assailant, dragging him down. Gist would have killed him right
there, but Washington protested. They disarmed the Indian and sent him north,
while, under cover of darkness, they set out to the south, walking for twenty-four
consecutive hours until they reached the Allegheny.

Five days later they spotted the welcome sight of Gist’s cabin. Washington
had barely made it. Rafting down the Allegheny, propelled by swift currents,
darting precipitously between ice chunks, he lost his footing and cascaded into
the piercing waters. Gist could not help. It was all he could do to keep the raft
afloat; besides, his frostbitten fingers were too painfully sore to be of any use.
Somehow Washington managed to grab hold of the raft, clinging for dear life
until Gist could steer the beleagured vessel and its passengers to the haven of an
island .?8

Whenthetwo reached Gist’s residence Washington paused only long enough
to procure a horse. Nine days later he was at Belvoir, where he stopped to rest
and to have a good meal and a comfortable night’s sleep, and, of course, to
report on his adventures to Colonel Fairfax. In mid-January, a month and a half
after his departure, Washington was back in Williamsburg, delivering the French
response—such as it was—and an account of his exploits to Dinwiddie. The
governor was impressed. He also believed the young major might be used to
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further his schemes. In its last session, the Burgesses had refused to appropriate
even a cent for defense against the French. However, Washington’s eyewitness
account of the French efforts to woo the Indians, and his story of Joncaire’s
bellicose rhetoric, might convert the legislators to the governor’s way of thinking.
He asked the young man to return the next afternoon with an account of his
expedition suitable for publication. The ma jor worked far into the night compiling
a narrative of his adventure, a chronicle worked out from the sketchy notes he
had made along the way. Right on time, Washington delivered the manuscript
the next afternoon. Dinwiddie hurriedly looked it over, rushed it to the printers,
and issued a call for a special session of the Burgesses. Within the month a local
printer issued Washington’s narrative of his trek. Subsequently it was reprinted
in several American newspapers, and it was distributed in London as well.>*

Meanwhile, Dinwiddie moved quickly on various fronts. He dispatched
a party of workers to the site Washington had chosen for a fort, he called up
two hundred frontier militiamen, whose duty it would be to maintain the new
installation, and he asked the Burgesses to finance a supplemental force of four
hundred additional men. As adjutant of the Northern Neck District, Washington
was directed to raise a hundred of the troops. The time for playing at being a
soldier, of merely wearing a handsome uniform at balls and celebrations, was
at an end. Now Washington was an officer in the midst of an undeclared war.
There is no reason to suspect that he was disappointed with this turn of events.
Soldiers still were lauded and lionized throughout eighteenth-century America.
Soldiering, moreover, was a fast path to recognition, especially for a tough young
man without a formal education, a man who otherwise faced only the prospect of
a lifetime as a middling planter.4°

Washington’s first month as an actual soldier was exasperating. Recruiting
went slowly. This was a farming society, and one with little tradition of active
militia service; besides, the pay was low, and the men were compelled to furnish
their own arms and powder. Probably some agreed with those in the Burgesses
who muttered that the Ohio country legitimately belonged to France, and some
may have suspected that Washington’s report was a pack of lies designed to
facilitate Dinwiddie’s pecuniary interests rather than to further the welfare of
Virginia. Unable to secure many enlistees, Dinwiddie shaved his army to only
three hundred men, and he offered land bounties to those who would serve. The
governor also named Joshua Fry as commander. Fry was a college professor with
militia training but no fighting experience; Washington scorned him as old, fat,
and slow. Of course, Washington had longed for the appointment. In fact, he had
hung around Williamsburg while the Burgesses was in session actively lobbying
for the command. Disappointed in that respect, he nevertheless was promoted to
lieutenant colonel and made second in command. He was only twenty-two years
old, and unlike Fry he had never served in a military unit under the watchful eye
of a superior officer. When Dinwiddie received word that hundreds of French
troops were proceeding to the Ohio, he ordered Colonel Washington to push
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ahead without Fry; he was to attempt to beat the French to Virginia’s fortress at
the forks of the Ohio.*

Having spent a month engaged in endless paper shuffling at headquarters
in Alexandria, Washington was eager to move out. He debouched for the front
with a band of 134 ill-trained, poorly equipped, mostly “loose, Idle” men. He
retraced his now-familiar path to Winchester—the way he had taken on numerous
surveying excursions—where he was joined by a company of 25 men raised by
Adam Stephen, a bachelor physician who had immigrated recently from Scotland.
The small army spent a week there while its commander searched for additional
supplies. While at Winchester Washington learned that Virginia’s new fort on the
Ohio had fallen to the French.

He also learned that there were more than a thousand French troops on the
Ohio. A more experienced officer might have been inclined to await reinforce-
ments, but Washington pushed on, planning now to march to the junction of the
Red Stone Creek and the Monongahela, thirty-seven miles south of the Ohio,
and there await Colonel Fry or new orders. His principal aim, evidently, was to
impress the Indians with Virginia’s vigor and resolve. By mid-May he was deep
into the forbidding wilderness, the first transmontane road into the Ohio country
cut behind him, when good news arrived. Reinforcements were on the way. He
could expect assistance from the Independent Companies of New York. But there
was trouble too. His officers had carped about their low pay since the day they
began their service. Their complaints were not unjustified; their pay was far below
that of British officers who served in America. Despite their cries, however, word
now arrived from Williamsburg that the Burgesses had refused to increase their
wages. The officers exploded, drafting a strong letter of protest to Dinwiddie,
complete with veiled threats to resign. Washington refused to sign the document,
but he did transmit it to the governor, accompanied by a letter of his own in which
he announced that he would henceforth serve without remuneration rather than
accept his “shadow of pay.” 42

At times Virginia’s little army found the impenetrable forest more unyield-
ing than any human foe they were likely to encounter. Indian trails and deer paths
offered the start of a road, but these byways had to be widened for the army’s
supply wagons and cannon; hour after hour, sweating in a May heat made almost
unbearable in the airlessness of a thick, primeval forest, the men felled trees,
sawed limbs, hacked at the ubiquitous, recalcitrant underbrush. Two weeks of
this kind of work advanced them only twenty miles, to a place called the Great
Meadows, still twenty-five miles short of the Ohio. Washington paused there for
three days, sending out scouting parties each morning. One patrol after another
returned empty-handed. Then Gist rode in. He had seen French troops nearby.
Soon Indians arrived with similar reports. Though probably outnumbered, Wash-
ington wanted to fight. First, though, he sought out the Half King. A battle was
imminent, he told the sachem. Reinforcements were coming, enough to do the
job, Washington added, stretching the truth. Would the Indians join the Vir-
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ginians? Yes, the Half King responded, divulging his implacable hatred for the
French, whom, he now claimed, had murdered, then boiled and eaten his father.
Washington, thus, would fight. The fact that war had not been declared seemed
not to have bothered him. The French presence, he reasoned, was an act of war,
and, anyway, his orders were to “drive the French from the Ohio.” 43

Led by Indian guides, Washington set out at night with forty men, marching
single file along a narrow forest path. The men clattered along, often stumbling in
the darkness. At sunrise they rendezvoused with the Half King, who had shown
up with only fifteen braves. Though probably disappointed at this meager allied
force, Washington did not demur. He had the Half King send out some braves
to scout for the French. Now the minutes dragged by. The soldiers, forbidden to
talk or to smoke, nervously checked and rechecked their equipment. The com-
mander stood off to one side, alone, quiet, anxious. Finally, the scouts returned.
A party of French soldiers—only about forty—was camped about a half mile
ahead, resting, apparently unsuspectingly, in a little depression beneath a rocky
eminence. Washington divided the force into three groups. He took command of
a column that would approach from the right; Adam Stephen was placed in charge
of the left, and he directed the Indians to creep to the rear of the French. Slowly,
quietly, they stole to within a hundred yards of the enemy. Colonel Washington
studied the French position, checked the deployment of his men. The seconds
seemed like hours. Finally, he was ready. He lept up screaming the command to
attack. The Virginians fired. Caught completely off guard, the French scurried
for their muskets and dived for cover, but the surprise was too complete. They
got off only four or five shots; some did not even fire, but simply attempted to
flee, though most only succeeded in rushing into the arms of the Indians posted
along the escape route. The fight was over in a few minutes. Ten French soldiers
were dead, among them their commander, Sieur de Jumonville, an officer who,
the French later would insist with considerable justification, was only acting as
an ambassador, much as Washington had six months before. One Virginian was
dead, two or three wounded. Though he could not have realized it, Washington
and his men had just launched the French and Indian War—the Seven Years’
War, as the Europeans would refer to it. His immediate concern was his twenty-
two prisoners. He sent them back to Dinwiddie with the suggestion that they be
hanged.**

Washington hurried back from Laurel Mountain to Great Meadows in a
euphoric mood. For the first time, he subsequently wrote, he had “heard the
bullets whistle” and he had found “something charming in the sound.” He soon
learned, too, that Colonel Fry was dead, the victim of a fall from a horse; Din-
widdie had named Colonel James Innes to be his successor, and he had promoted
Washington to the rank of colonel. There was no time for exultation, however. A
French counterattack now was a certainty. Colonel Washington’s first act, there-
fore, was to write Innes urging that reinforcements be sent immediately. Then he
set his men to constructing a fort, a rude, jerry-built stockade that he dubbed ““Fort



Young George Washington 27

Necessity.” While this work proceeded about him, he wrote a long account of his
victory to Dinwiddie. He had something else on his mind too. When he returned
from his skirmish with the French he had found a letter from the governor awaiting
him. It was Dinwiddie’s response to his pleas concerning his officers’ pay, and the
governor had unsparingly upbraided the young warrior. Indeed, in Washington’s
adult life no other person ever dared be so directly critical or cavalier toward him
on so many occasions as did Dinwiddie. In this instance the governor confessed
his disappointment and suggested that perhaps he had misjudged the young com-
mander’s character. He noted that no such complaint had arisen from Colonel Fry
or his men. “The Hardships complained of,” he growled, “are such as usually
attend on a Military Life, and are consider’d by Soldiers rather as Opp’ties of
Glory than Objects of Discouragem’t.” Wounded deeply, Washington shot back
that his complaints were not frivolous or unfounded, but he also carefully heeded
Fairfax’s former advice: he did not wish to lose a patron. “I am much concern’d
that your Honour should seem to charge me with ingratitude. . . . I retain a true
sense of your kindness and want nothing but opportunity to give testimony to my
willingness to oblige. . . .”%

Meanwhile, trapped by his own obstinancy in this no man’s land, Washing-
ton awaited the French retaliation. Part of his time was consumed by diplomatic
overtures toward the Indians in the area. Using the Indian name “Conotocarious,”
an appellation meaning “town taker” or “devourer of villages,” a title the natives
had hung on his great grandfather during the Indian war of 1676, Washington
endeavored to persuade the sachems of several tribes to help resist the pending
French attack. The initial consequence of his labor, however, was that just enough
tribesmen—a fair number of whom, in reality, were French spies—moved into
Fort Necessity to assist in seriously depleting the Virginians’ provender. While
Washington was engaged with the Indians, reinforcements arrived, though far
fewer than the five hundred men that the Virginia colonel had expected. Three
companies of Virginia volunteers marched in, bringing his troop strength to nearly
three hundred men and officers. Shortly thereafter a spit-and-polish company of
buckskin-clad colonials and a few regulars under Captain James Mackay, a Scots-
man, reached the Great Meadows. Unfortunately, he arrived with precious little
food and no cannon. However, he did possess a commission from the Crown,
which meant that his captaincy outranked Washington’s provincial colonelcy. The
young Virginian was not about to take orders from anyone other than another Vir-
ginian, and he quickly wrote Dinwiddie that he simply proposed to treat Mackay’s
force as independent from his command. The following day Washington ordered
his men to resume the long-postponed trek to Redstone Creek, cutting a wilder-
ness trail along the way. This put some distance between the rival commanders,
for Mackay remained at Great Meadows.*¢

To add to Washington’s woes, news arrived during the march that the
Delawares and the Shawnees were siding with the French. Alarmed, he immedi-
ately summoned local sachems to a parley. For three days at Gist’s trading post on
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Chestnut Ridge, near present-day Mount Braddock, Pennsylvania, Washington,
assisted by the Half King and numerous respected traders, negotiated with forty
Indian leaders. “We have engaged in this War, in order to assist and protect you,”
Washington told them with a straight face. His pleas were not very persuasive.
The Indians that had defected—*“those treacherous Devils,” he called them in
private—could not be won back. Even the Half King seemed now to be wavering.
The size of the French force, and Washington’s pitiful shortage of supplies and
men, apparently convinced the recalcitrant native chiefs that the Virginians were
doomed.#

A week later more jolting news arrived. Reliable sources reported the pres-
ence of a Franco-Indian force of perhaps sixteen hundred men at Fort Duquesne
on the Ohio; all indicators pointed to an imminent march by this huge force to
flush the Virginians from the Ohio country. Oddly, Washington now decided to
make his stand here, at Gist’s trading post. He recalled his road-clearing troops
from the west, and he implored Captain Mackay to hurry to his assistance. By
June 29 everyone was in place, but on that day Washington, troubled by second
thoughts, called a council of war. Noting that Fort Necessity contained more
stores—which afforded a better chance for withstanding a siege operation—and
that the few remaining Indian allies preferred to take their chances inside that
citadel, the officers voted to return to the Great Meadows. The retreat began at
once, a hurried, forced, nightmarish trek on empty stomachs across twelve miles
of rugged Allegheny terrain. When his hungry legion at last reached its little
fortress, Washington discovered that one-third of his men were too ill for duty.*®

Throughout the night of July 1, and all the following day, the bone-tired
soldiers frantically tried to strengthen the stockade. There was no sign of addi-
tional reinforcements. Washington knew that he could not survive a siege, but
he refused to retreat. He obstinately clung to his little fort, apparently preferring
to die—and to sacrifice the lives of his men—rather than to retreat and live, and
face the possible invective and jeers of those on the home front. At daybreak the
next day, as his men sought shelter from a cold, unrelenting rain, the first reports
reached Washington that the French had been sighted just four miles away; a sec-
ond report a few hours later estimated French strength at 90o. Washington had an
effective fighting force of 284, all of them huddled inside the tiny, circular walls
of the fort, hoping against hope that its ten-inch-thick white oak walls would save
them. At 11:00 A.M. a sentinel first glimpsed the advancing Frenchmen; moments
later the blue-coated Europeans opened fire.

It took the French an hour or so to fight to within sixty yards of the fort.
From there the sharpshooters took over, killing not only Virginians but their horses
and cattle—and even their dogs. Washington was left without hope of retreat,
and without a supply of meat. During the remainder of the day the adversaries
exchanged potshots. Heavily outnumbered and exposed to a steady, deadly fire
from three sides, the Americans got the worst of it. By nightfall about one-third
of Washington’s army was dead or wounded, and, according to one of Virginia’s
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officers, half the others, convinced that they would be dead in a few hours, had
broken into the liquor chest and were proceeding to drink themselves into a state of
insensibility, perhaps the best condition to be in when one fell into the ungracious
hands of the Indians.*®

At twilight the French proposed surrender talks. Washington wavered, then
he sent van Braam, still his translator, to listen to their terms. It was raining
hard again when the Dutchman returned. He and the colonel huddled by a wildly
flickering candle, squinting to decipher the rain-soaked document. The terms
seemed generous: since France and Great Britain were not officially at war, the
Virginians would be permitted to surrender with honor; moreover, they would
be shielded from the Indians, and they would be allowed to return to Virginia in
exchange for the repatriation of the French prisoners sent there earlier by Washing-
ton. It took Washington three hours to make up his mind, then he accepted. Either
he was misled by van Braam—whom he later declared was “little acquainted with
the English tongue” (still later he changed his story and alleged that the interpreter
had willfully deceived him in order to save his skin)—or he was so relieved at the
Gallic munificence that he ignored the wording of the preamble to the surrender
terms. That short statement pronounced the English guilty of the “assassination”
of Jumonville. At any rate, Colonel Washington signed the articles of surrender
on July 4, and immediately thereafter departed for Virginia, unwisely leaving his
journal behind for the French to find and to publish, a document which, according
to his foe, demonstrated that the British were solely responsible for the outbreak
of hostilities.®

There was ample blame to spread about for the disaster at Great Mead-
ows. Virginia recruited too few troops and did not adequately supply those it did
raise. Only meager reinforcements were provided. North Carolina and Maryland
promised to augment Washington’s army, but neither honored its pledge; nor did
all the Virginia troops make an appearance. Although Washington performed
about as well as could be expected of a twenty-two-year-old soldier devoid of
military experience, he nevertheless blundered repeatedly. At times he was in-
decisive, for instance planning first to make his stand at Fort Necessity, then at
Gist’s, then again at his fortress. His pallisaded fort, moreover, was inadequate,
divulging his lack of martial training. He thought the installation strong enough
to withstand an attack by five hundred men, whereas an old hand like the Half
King scoffed at it as “that little thing in the meadow.” The Half King addition-
ally characterized Washington as a “good-natured” fool who would have secured
more Indian allies had he been more sensitive and dexterous in his dealings with
the Native Americans; the sachem’s appraisal must have been at least partially
accurate, for even though Washington labored diligently to win over the Indians
he was but a neophyte in the world of diplomacy.’’ No one could suggest that
Washington had not acted bravely. On the other hand, he also had behaved like
the ambitious young man that he was, so anxious and impatient for recognition
that he sometimes acted injudiciously and recklessly.
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Whatever Washington’s errors, his reputation amazingly survived unblem-
ished. Incredibly, official outrage for the debacle was focused not on the regi-
ment’s commander, but on George Muse, Washington’s lieutenant colonel, the
number two man in the army. A compatriot of Lawrence Washington in the Carta-
gena expedition, Muse was a man of some military experience. On the day of
the battle at Great Meadows, Muse, together with Mackay’s company, had been
posted outside the fort; their task was to lure the French into the open spaces
of the meadow, whereupon Washington’s men could gun them down. But seeing
that he was outnumbered by a ten-to-one ratio, Muse fell back into the fortress.
His action probably saved most of his men, but it garnered only vilification in
Williamsburg. Subsequently, he was the only officer not officially thanked for this
service by the assembly, and he resigned in disgrace.”

In addition, the “assassination” charge that Washington acknowledged in
the surrender document cast the province in a dishonorable light. Yet van Braam,
not Washington, was made to take the fall for this error. Responsibility for the
mistake cannot now be assigned, but that Washington took three hours to deliber-
ate otherwise exceedingly generous terms hints that the colonel might have been
aware of the meaning of the passage. Van Braam was not around to give his side
of the story; to guarantee the release of the French prisoners in Williamsburg, he
was taken to Quebec as a hostage and he did not return to Virginia for six years,
by which time the incident largely was forgotten.3 Whether Washington played a
role in the censure of Muse is not clear, but he did assist in belittling van Braam.
It would not be the last time that someone else bore responsibility for what could
as easily have been seen as Washington’s shortcomings.

The disaster in the Ohio country deterred neither Dinwiddie nor Great
Britain. Throughout the remainder of the summer the governor sought funds for
a fall campaign against Fort Duquesne, though in the end the assembly demurred
and nothing came of the plan. It was just as well, for in October directives
from London changed everything. Whitehall made Governor Horatio Sharpe of
Maryland a lieutenant colonel and placed him in command of all forces raised
for the Ohio theater. Meanwhile, Dinwiddie decided to reshape the Virginia
Regiment, to break it into companies with no officer commissioned above the
rank of captain.>*

Washington was disconsolate. This was tantamount to a demotion. Indeed,
most of his former officers now would equal him in rank. He would not even
consider such a disreputable offer, though he acknowledged that “My inclinations
are strongly bent to arms.” >

Harboring feelings of remorse at the end of his military activities, as well
as bitterness toward Dinwiddie for abolishing his command, Washington’s atten-
tion returned to planting. Mount Vernon stood available to him. Little Sarah,
Lawrence’s daughter, had died while Washington was in the wilderness, and
Nancy lived elsewhere with her second husband. Under the terms of Lawrence’s
confusing will, George could not formally own Mount Vernon during Nancy’s
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lifetime, but she could not sell it. Just after Christmas in 1754 she rented the un-
occupied estate to her former brother-in-law for an annual fee of fifteen thousand
pounds of tobacco. Along with that property Washington also rented eighteen
slaves owned by Nancy.*® His military career seemed at an end less than a year
after it had begun.

2

The Fvontier Wayrrior

“I have foibles”

Early on August mornings, before the sun climbed high into a pale blue sky,
when it had just peeked over the rolling hills to glitter off the dew, Washington
was up and riding over his estate—his Mount Vernon. It was the nicest time of
the day, still cool, bracing even, a strange time in a way, for the crisp dawn air
and the mist that coiled up from the river at the foot of the farm presaged the
autumn chill that soon would come, yet the warm sun foretold another morning of
parching summer heat. Washington rode about the undulating pastures, examined
the overgrown plowlands, leisurely toured the orchards, pondering and planning
as countless other farm proprietors were doing.

But for all his yearning during the past decade to become a planter, George
Washington’s heart was no longer in that endeavor. Not now at least. No one
had ever quit the military more regretfully than this young colonial. The Virginia
Regiment was no more than just behind him before he was speaking of his
“indispensable duty” to serve his province and expanding with longing upon his
“future Conduct in the Service of our Country.”!

There were good reasons why he still preferred the life of the soldier to that
of a planter. For one thing, he was hardly in a position to be much of a planter.
He had Mount Vernon, but without a sizable labor force that estate would not
yield much wealth. In 1754 Washington owned ten slaves and recently had rented
another eighteen bondsmen. Those he owned were at Ferry Farm with his mother
and three younger brothers; since he evidently preferred that his kinfolk remain
on the banks of the Rappahannock, he had little choice but to leave his slaves
there too—the labor supply to sustain his relatives. If carefully managed, the
slaves he had rented could make him more than comfortable at Mount Vernon,
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though it was doubtful that they could make a great planter of him. To be a
grandee in the Chesapeake was to own three times—or more—as many chattel
as Washington had at his disposal. There was another disadvantage to a life at
Mount Vernon. Washington still was single, with no prospect of marriage. Mount
Vernon would be a terribly isolated, lonely place for a twenty-two-year-old single
man. His disinclination to be a farmer just yet also was due to the simple fact that
he missed the army life, with its camaraderie, its splendid uniforms, its titles,
its attendant risks. His brief service, moreover, had left him with a sense of
accomplishment that he had not known previously. He had “opened the way”
for Virginia’s eventual conquest of the Ohio country, he believed. Still, there
was something else attractive about the military. By enduring the “heat and brunt
of the Day,” as he put it, an officer could win laurels, encomiums of the sort
that this chivalric society cherished.? Soldiering was a chance to be someone, to
be honored and deferred to, to capture attention, something which a middling
aristocrat and planter could hardly have in prospect, especially if that planter were
neither well educated nor particularly glib.

Nevertheless, fate seemed to have mustered him out of the army. Whether
his heart was in it or not, he assumed his planter’s role with zeal. He began
the renovation of Mount Vernon by moving into Belvoir, overseeing his farming
enterprises from Colonel Fairfax’s office, which had generously been made avail-
able to him. He had next to no furniture for his new house, and, besides, his first
project had been to undertake several major repairs on the dwelling, work that
was noisy and dusty, and that made Mount Vernon temporarily uninhabitable. He
purchased some slaves and a few head of livestock, and he was redeveloping the
tobacco fields for his initial crop when international politics once again touched
his remote corner of the world.3

In faraway London the British government, after an agonizing debate, had
resolved to dislodge the French from the disputed West. It had agreed to send
two infantry regiments and a train of artillery to America, where it was to join an
expeditionary force of seven hundred colonials raised by Governor Sharpe. The
force was placed under the command of General Edward Braddock. Washington
learned all this just as Braddock was landing in Virginia. The news immediately
plunged the young planter into a quandary over what was the best course to
pursue. There was no doubt that he wished to serve, but he knew he would never
accept a demotion. There were other considerations as well. To leave for the front
would be to permit Mount Vernon to continue in its state of disrepair. In addition,
his mother appeared at the estate—probably her first visit, since Lawrence had
never invited her to his farm—and pleaded with him not to reenter the army.
He wrestled with his choices for weeks before deciding that he would elect the
military, but only if he could land a post on favorable terms. As he later put it, he
would “striv[e] to merit . . . royal favor, and a better establishment as a reward”
for his service.* In other words, he would return to the military if he could secure
a royal commission.
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Through intermediaries Washington passed word to Braddock’s headquar-
ters of his willingness to serve. The general was interested in him too, for he
had heard of this young soldier who twice had journeyed to the Ohio, and in
mid-March he had his aide write Washington, inviting him to join his “family.”
Three weeks of negotiating followed. So bound by his sense of honor was Wash-
ington that he spurned a commission as a captain, telling an acquaintance that
it was not a rank “I wou’d accept of.” But so badly did he wish to soldier that
he finally accepted a face-saving position as a volunteer without pay. The deal
that was cut permitted Washington to remain at Mount Vernon until Braddock
finally was ready to move west, a bargain by which the young farmer could tend
to the planting of his first tobacco crop. It was not until mid-May 1755, therefore,
that Washington, accompanied by a white servant, rode to Will’s Creek to join
Braddock, and to resume his military activities.’

Washington found the general to be an imposing, though friendly man. A
soldier for forty-five years, Braddock had surprisingly little combat experience—
only one or two slight, unimportant engagements in the last year of the War of
the Austrian Succession. For most of his career his world had been the peacetime
army camp, an environment of routine and protracted inactivity. And that was
the world he had absorbed. Sixty years old now, large and paunchy, he had a
reputation for training men, for excelling at paperwork, and, from decades of
experience, for storytelling: he liked nothing better than to sit about and spin tales,
spicing them with the salty expletives common in the barracks, though he really
only felt comfortable doing this in the presence of younger men, chaps who posed
no threat to him. He could be brusque and undiplomatic too, traits that led him to
be, if not unpopular, certainly not the most beloved leader who ever wore a British
uniform. Many of the officers in this army seem to have made an effort to avoid his
company. Washington did not, however. Not surprisingly, Braddock seems also to
have taken a liking to this young volunteer. Only Washington’s rather braggartly
testimony remains as to the degree of intimacy in their friendship, but even if
he did overstate the matter, he seems to have been treated kindly by the general.
Braddock assigned Washington errands to run and made him responsible for the
orderly book. In the evenings, over wine and snacks, the two frequently chatted,
and, if Washington is to be believed, they sometimes argued vehemently over
strategy, the straightforward young provincial with all of three months’ service
under his belt advising the veteran commander to abandon his European ways in
this wilderness theater.6

Washington’s duties brought him into contact with numerous British offi-
cers. Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Gage, an older man, grew fond of him. He
developed a cordial relationship with Horatio Gates, a chubby, aggressive captain
of about his own age; and he must have gotten to know Charles Lee, atall, skinny,
talkative young lieutenant. Gage and several other officers shared their martial
knowledge with Washington, and some lent him copies of their military manuals,
in all likelihood the first such tracts he had ever read.’
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With light duties and considerably more time on his hands than in his days
as a colonel, Washington passed his leisure moments reading and listening to the
talk about the campfire. he also had plenty of time to think of home. Lonely
and faced with the possibility of danger, he not unnaturally dwelt on the pleasant
memories of his bucolic estate. He may have been surprised, too, to discover
that he could not get Sally Fairfax, the wife of his friend George William, off his
mind.

For all his success in inspiring men of power, Washington had been nota-
bly ineffectual in his relationships with young women. His interest in girls first
had been aroused when he was sixteen. About the time of his initial surveying
venture he had become infatuated with Frances Alexander of Fredericksburg, to
whom he sometimes spilled out his feelings in awkward, best-forgotten couplets.?
Apparently she was heedless of her suitor. He got over her quickly enough, but
soon he was taken by the charms of a “Low Land Beauty,” probably a lass he met
either at Chotank or in the Shenandoah. Next came an unidentified Sally, and still
later Betsy Fauntleroy, the daughter of a planter-legislator from Naylor’s Hole
in Richmond County. She, like all the others, was unimpressed by her taciturn,
stilted pursuer, rebuffing his overtures and abjuring him when he wrote pleading
for a “revocation” of her “cruel sentence”—which had been to terminate the
courtship even before it began.’

Butnone of these ladies had moved Washington as did Sally Fairfax. He had
known her now for seven years, but during the six months before he joined Brad-
dock he had lived close to her for the first time as an adult. He was infatuated by
her beauty and elegance, by her coy charms and coquettish glances. An inveterate
flirt—she could not even resist trying to tease and charm Braddock, whom she
met at a military parade in Alexandria—Sally playfully lured on this shy young
man. As a married woman, she represented dangerous territory for Washington.
But lonely, bewitched by all that Sally represented, and, as always, craving recog-
nition, he now tried to open a correspondence with her. He had been gone from
Belvoir barely twenty-four hours when he wrote to her for the first time, and he
followed that with two additional missives in the next six weeks. When she failed
to answer he wrote her sister and his brother, asking each to persuade her to write.
Sally still refused to be drawn into a correspondence, but George William’s sister
got wind of Washington’s epistles and she responded with a stiff message of her
own to the young soldier; she rebuked Washington and advised him not to write
again, then, more tenderly, she suggested that when he returned home he surely
would find waiting for him some “unknown she, that may recompense you for
all the Tryals past.” Washington was not easily dismissed, however. On an errand
to Williamsburg he stopped at Belvoir to see Sally, only to be gently reproached
once again by her. She pleaded with him not to write any further letters. He wrote
anyway, telling her that if she only would send him a letter it would “make me
happier than the Day is long.” But once again she discreetly declined to be drawn
into a correspondence.!®
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Washington’s sudden infatuation with Sally is not out of character. To this
point in his life he had given every indication of being a somewhat insecure
person in quest of personal identity. His were the actions of a young man who
was ashamed of what he saw in himself and who feared that others also would
discover his shortcomings. Since he first had encountered the dazzling worlds
of Belvoir and Mount Vernon a decade earlier, his behavior had been that of
the parvenu desperate to achieve recognition. Troubled by what he regarded as
his brutish, unpolished demeanor, uneasy in social situations, frequently feeling
rude and out of place, young Washington had sought through introspection and
through his continual schemes for self-improvement to become what he believed
he had witnessed in Lawrence and George William—a glib, urbane, enlightened,
genteel, heroic, and, above all, an attention-getting young man.

Although apparently smitten by this young woman, Washington actually
turned toward Sally Fairfax more as a source of self-fulfillment than from real
love. Whatever his feelings toward her were to become later, this young man
was too self-absorbed to have instituted the kind of warm relationship that he
believed he wanted. Instead, at this moment in his life he sought an object through
which he might cope with and ameliorate his perceived imperfections. Moreover,
dangerous as were his entreaties, they were, from an emotional viewpoint, rather
safe inasmuch as any failure in this quest would be less painful than the earlier
repudiations he had experienced. Sally was married, and she had made it quite
clear that she would not risk her position by even the most harmless liaison with
this enamored and seemingly guileless young man. Washington was perfectly
well aware of this, of course, so that in a sense he was shielded. If—when—she
rejected his advances it could not be perceived as a rejection due to any flaws
in his makeup; on the other hand, she served as a defense against his feelings
of inadequacy, for whatever attention she displayed toward him could only make
him feel more worthy.!"

Soon Washington was too busy, and too ill, to write to Sally or anyone else.
Early in June, Braddock’s force at last lumbered forward, moving from Will’s
Creek into the dark, labyrinthian forests, initially plunging ahead on the road
built by the Ohio Company, then clattering along the primitive thoroughfare that
Washington’s little army had constructed the year before. The pace, however,
was agonizingly slow, less than two miles each day. At this rate it would be
autumn before Braddock reached his objective, and another ten to twelve weeks of
supplying and maintaining an army in the midst of a primeval wilderness was not
to his liking. To hasten the trek he sent much of the baggage to the rear and divided
the army, sending ahead a force of twelve hundred men and all his artillery. Almost
every historian who has studied this fateful campaign has suggested that Braddock
acted on Washington’s counsel. That the young Virginian offered such advice
is beyond dispute, but so in all likelihood, did a council of war that Braddock
summoned at about the same time. Inasmuch as several British officers favored
such a tactic, Braddock surely would have been more swayed by their ideas than
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by those of a twenty-three-year-old provincial who had suffered defeat in his only
military campaign. At any rate, General Braddock took that unpropitious step
on June 18. By then young Washington had fallen sick, complaining of a high
fever and a splitting headache. For five days thereafter he struggled on with the
column, though by the last day he was delirious at times and forced to travel in
a wagon rather than on horseback. Fearing for the young man’s life, Braddock
finally ordered him to the rear for rest and medical treatment.'2

Washington remained behind at the British supply camp at George’s Creek
for a week, quite ill at first, then too weak and depleted to do much of anything
but lie in anguishing idleness. His servant cared for him during the initial period
of the illness, then he too fell victim to the malady and Washington was compelled
to hire a nurse. But the young Virginian wanted to be with the vanguard of
the army, and late in June he hitched a ride to the front; he got as far as the
Youghiogheny before an army physician examined him and refused to permit him
to go any further. He languished there for five more days, fretting that he might
be absent when the army reached the forks of the Ohio. All signs pointed to
July 10, perhaps a day earlier even, as the date by which Braddock’s men at last
would gaze upon Fort Duquesne. Washington wanted to be there when the French
fortress was taken. Early in July he set out again, departing in another wagon
on the slow, agonizing ride to rejoin the army. He caught up with Braddock on
July 8. The army was camped just east of the Monongahela, about twelve miles
from the Ohio. The mood at headquarters was buoyant. Despite their tortuously
slow progress—some days the army had advanced no more than half a mile—
the expedition had moved along rather safely, losing less than a dozen men to
isolated Indian ambushes. On the day that Washington returned, the army had
passed through a long, narrow valley, an excellent site for an attack. But nothing
had happened, and now that only one more day’s march would bring them to the
French bastion few any longer expected to meet stiff resistance en route. Many, in
fact, did not even believe the French would defend Fort Duquesne. Washington
was one of those who anticipated nothing more than a “trifling” resistance. Rather
than divide their army, he conjectured that the French would transfer most of their
troops to Canada, their most prized American possession.!?

Braddock got his army upat 2:00 in the morning on July 9, sending Colonel
Gage out with an advance party to secure the elevated points where the army
would ford the Monongahela. A work party followed, its task to slope the river
banks so the artillery and the wagons could make it across. Three hours later the
entire force was on the move. Washington, still weak, came too, riding a horse
for the first time in three weeks, though he had to strap pillows atop his saddle to
ease his discomfort.!4

By mid-morning Braddock’s army stretched out for almost a mile through
the wilderness, a force of some 1300 men and officers, augmented by about 200
wagoners, sutlers, and batmen, as well as by nearly 50 wives and mistresses of the
soldiers. Gage’s advance party consisted of almost 600 men. Scouts and guides,
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mostly Indians, were in the lead, followed closely by a van of approximately 20
men,; 50 yards further back came the main body of this contingent, a complement
that included the elite of Braddock’s army, and it in turn was followed by the
work party, several artillery pieces, and a few supply wagons. This gangling force
extended over 600 yards, all of it guarded on the flanks by small squads totaling
nearly 200 men. One hundred yards or so behind the rear of the advance party
came the main body of the army. A unit of light horse headed this contingent,
followed closely by British sailors on loan to Braddock, and by “pioneers,” colo-
nials whose job was road building. After another interval of almost 100 yards
came the general and his staff, riding in front of nearly 500 men, almost all of
them British regulars. This phalanx also extended over several hundred yards.
Finally, a small rear guard completed this cumbrous legion, a long line of soldiery
that crunched and rattled and clanged through the splendid woods. s

Throughout the morning all went well. The advance party crossed the river
without incident, and the main body followed an hour or so later, likewise experi-
encing no difficulty. Two hours later the lead party was about a mile beyond the
Monongahela. It had been a long day already; the men were hot and tired; and
many were hungry as well, since no one had eaten during the past nine hours.
Still, spirits were high. Word had filtered through the ranks that Braddock had
scheduled an end to the day’s trek in less than two hours. Everyone knew, too,
that Fort Duquesne would be reached the next day.

Suddenly, just after one o’clock, Washington and Braddock heard the crack
of musket fire a half mile ahead. But the forest was so thick they couldn’t see what
was happening: They must have suspected immediately that the advance party
had been ambushed, though, in fact, the forward elements of Gage’s advance
unit had stumbled into the advance units of a French and Indian force of nearly
nine hundred men—regulars, militiamen, and braves who had been sent out
from Fort Duquesne as a blocking force. Not unlike their adversary, the French
and Indians had been surprised, but they recovered more quickly. Unleashing a
merciless fire, much of it directed at the gaudily dressed officers, they struck down
a dozen, maybe fifteen British leaders before anyone knew what had occurred.
Gage and his men had returned the fire, but their losses were too heavy for them
to remain in such an exposed spot. Gage ordered his men to fall back, hoping
to regroup and to gain reinforcements from the principal force of the British
advance party. For a moment it appeared that the clash would end less than ten
minutes after it began. Instead, a panic set in among the redcoats, a frenzy that
resulted when Gage’s men, retreating and firing in good order, collided with the
principal force of the British advance party. All at once there was no place to
go. Men were bunched together, being shot at by a concealed enemy, sometimes
even shooting one another as the distraught men hurriedly ran first one way then
another. The Indians, moreover, seemed to take charge from the French once the
fighting began, and they raced down the British flanks pouring a devastating fire
into the terrified redcoats. In no time men “dropped like Leaves in Autumn,”
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a British survivor later remembered. Then, too, all the horror stories about the
savageness of the foe welled up in the minds of these men, especially when the
Indians immediately began to scalp some of the dead and wounded. By the time
Washington and Braddock reached the site of the attack, probably ten or fifteen
minutes after the assault began, a “deadly Panick, . . . nothing but confusion and
disobedience of orders,” as the Virginian put it, prevailed among the advance
party.'s

Braddock’s arrival did nothing to change the course of the battle. He,
too, was unable to restore order. He displayed great valor, and, according to
the accounts of several witnesses, so did his young aide. Both men rode about,
exposed to the deadly fire, vainly trying to restore order. Swinging their swords,
cajoling, shouting, each was an inviting target. Four, perhaps five, horses were
shot from beneath the general. Two of Washington’s mounts also went down with
wounds, one of them falling heavily upon him, for an instant trapping him until
he could kick and scramble back to his feet. Each man’s coat was in tatters, filled
with holes made by bullets that somehow missed. But Braddock could not stop
the carnage. Not long after his arrival, in fact, the French even seized some of
the British cannon, turning them on this trapped, forlorn army, increasing the
terror that now gripped every man. An hour elapsed, then another. The British
never counterattacked. They remained pinned down, taking heavy casualties.
Virginia’s troops did attack, however. They fought well, better than the British.
They scrapped the tactics of Europe and plunged into the woods to fight like the
Indians, seeing the dark forest as a haven, not a danger. But these provincials
received no assistance, and ultimately they died in droves. About two of every
three men who served that day under the British flag were killed or wounded.
Seven Virginia officers perished, while among the enlisted men “near all [were]
killed,” as Washington reported. At least, he added, they had “behav’d like Men
and died like Soldiers.” V"

About four o’clock, nearly three hours after the holocaust commenced,
Braddock was shot. A bullet slammed into his back, penetrating his lungs. Now
the defeat became truly Molochan, for soon after the general fell British soldiers
began to flee. The rout was on. Washington had helped to load the stricken general
into the relative safety of a wagon shortly after he was hit, but minutes later
the young Virginian also was forced to take flight. With three or four others, he
carried Braddock nearly a mile to the east bank of the Monongahela. Along the
way one of the officers tried to pay some British soldiers to help carry the wounded
commander. There were no takers. Washington and his compatriots labored with
their encumbrance and finally reached a safe place, but they succeeded only
because the French and the Indians did not pursue the absconding British. Had
the enemy given chase it is likely that almost all of Braddock’s army would have
perished. Later, in fact, some British officers claimed that what remained of the
army was so disorganized that it could have been overwhelmed by fewer than one
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hundred of the adversary. The story eventually circulated that young Washington
had directed the British retreat. That was doubtful. Still later Washington himself
claimed to have been the only person in the presence of Braddock who was not
either wounded or killed in this action. His recollection may have been correct,
for sixty-two of the ninety-six officers who fought somewhere or other during this
engagement either were killed or wounded. But some officers survived, and if
there was any order to this retreat it is likely that a redcoat directed the fleeing
Anglo-Americans.

As shadows lengthened over the smoky, debris-littered forest, the shooting
died down. The Indians—and enough French soldiers as well—had broken into
the captured British rum pots. This fight was over. Behind, on the west side of
the river, lay approximately five hundred British dead. Those who had not died
fell into the hands of the Indians, and a long ghoulish night of torturing and
slaughtering followed. East of the river, with Washington, were the survivors;
about four hundred of these men were casualties. Never before had a British army
met such an unmistakable disaster on American soil.'3

About sunset on this horrid day Braddock momentarily drifted out of a
coma and woozily surveyed the carnage. He ordered Washington to ride along
the path the army had taken that morning. He was to search for runaways, then
he was to hurry to the rear for reinforcements that would permit a retreat from
these black, ghastly forests. For twelve hours Washington rode, while waves of
nausea and anxiety and fatigue swept over him. He galloped past the screaming,
pleading wounded, and, alone, he raced on into the sable wilderness. It was a
terrifying scene that he never forgot. A quarter century later he still remembered
the “groans, lamentation[s], and crys along the Road of the wounded.” Late
the following morning he reached Dunbar’s camp, the British rear encampment,
where he painfully related Braddock’s orders. Then he collapsed, for twenty-four
hours slumbering as best a man could who had just lived through a nightmare.!®

Still weak and tired, Washington nevertheless returned to headquarters the
next day. There he found Braddock dying in great agony. Four days later the
commander breathed his last. Near the rotting embers of Fort Necessity, Wash-
ington and a few others close to the general oversaw his burial, secreting his body
beneath the road he had helped to blaze.?

With the death of his commander and the subsequent withdrawal of the
remains of the British army from western Pennsylvania, Washington’s volunteer
service was at an end. He slowly made his way home, a bitter young man. Two
years of martial service had netted nothing save the further deterioration of Mount
Vernon and his own near demise. As in the previous summer, Washington once
again presumed that his military career was at an end. But as black as was his
mood when he arrived home, his spirits suddenly were buoyed. Awaiting him
was a missive in the clear, familiar hand of Sally Fairfax. She rejoiced at his safe
return and proposed that if able and fit he should come to Belvoir the next day; if
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he was not up to that, she and two other ladies would come to his estate. The next
day he purchased some watermelons to add a festive touch to the happy reunion
and hurried to the Fairfax mansion.?!

Nor was it very long before Washington discovered that Sally’s effusive
welcome was not his only reason to rejoice. His brave conduct beside Braddock
had not gone unnoticed. The late general’s aide and several other British veterans
publicly lauded him as a valorous, resolute soldier. Moreover, by late summer it
was apparent that Dinwiddie would be compelled to abandon his independent-
companies scheme and to remodel the province’s army along the lines that had
served the Virginia Regiment during the previous year. Only a centrally directed
army could hope to pacify a frontier as vast as that claimed by Virginia; further-
more, the colony would have to do the work itself, for the remnants of Braddock’s
army lay immobilized at Fort Cumberland, soon, in fact, to retreat to Philadel-
phia. Once the Virginia Regiment was reconstituted, to whom but Washington
could the governor turn when he appointed a commander?

By mid-August Washington knew of “the good Opinion the Governor [and
the] Assembly &c” shared of him. He also had learned that “scarce any thing
else” was talked about in Williamsburg save for his heroic conduct alongside
Braddock. “I think ’tis unanimously agreed, you shall command our Forces,” his
cousin wrote him from the capital. Would he not come and volunteer his services?

No, he would not. Eager as Washington was to regain his former command,
he wanted certain things that he had not enjoyed in 1754. Most importantly,
he insisted on the right to advise and concur in the selection of all officers.
A leader, he thought, succeeded or failed according to the performance of his
subordinates; their selection required great care and should be left neither to
chance nor partisanship. In addition, he wanted more aidesthanhad been provided
the previous year, and he demanded a military chest. To venture to the capital
hat in hand, he said, would only weaken his bargaining power in securing these
needs.

Thus, until late in the month he sat at Mount Vernon, watching from a
distance while the assembly appropriated funds for a reorganized army of one
thousand men. He came to the capital only on August 27, and then only at the
urging of numerous friends. When he arrived he learned that his strategy had
miscarried. Dinwiddie did indeed offer him his old command, but the governor
already had named at least a dozen of the army’s sixteen captains. Washington
considered the executive’s offer, then to the surprise of everyone—and to the
vexation of Dinwiddie—he refused the terms. He would command only if the
conditions he had outlined were met!

During the next several days these two iron-willed men and their emissaries
met, haggling and negotiating. Finally, after nearly five days of what at times
must have been acrimonious bargaining, they came to terms. Washington would
command, he could name the two principal field officers (a lieutenant colonel
and major), and he received funds for a military chest and additional aides.?? In
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the end Washington’s pragmatic side had won out. He accepted half a loaf rather
than risk incurring the wrath of influential men who might see his obstreperous
demands as self-indulgent and inimical to the interests of Virginia; to persist,
moreover, was to see his military dreams end forever. Hence, in the fall of 1755
Washington became commander of Virginia’s army. En route, however, he had
stepped on the governor’s toes, further transforming what once had been a quite
cordial relationship into one that was troubled, verging even on the tempestuous.

The only person who objected to his reentering the service was his mother.
The fears that she had expressed earlier that year had come dangerously close
to realization. Now she wrote her son beseeching him to decline Dinwiddie’s
offer. He was unheeding, of course, brushing aside her intrusiveness with the
impatient comment that it would “reflect dishonour upon me to refuse” the call of
his province. “Honor” was a term that Washington and other Virginia gentrymen
used frequently. An ill-defined term, its meaning often lay in the eye of the
beholder. When Washington spoke of honorable conduct, he evidently referred
to a kind of behavior that in his estimation would embarrass neither himself nor
Virginia. In addition, he used the word “honor” to mean disinterested, even
sacrificial service. To enter the military, therefore, was “honorable” if one did
so selflessly, seeking neither profit nor advancement from the service. He no
doubt believed this, although, his rhetoric aside, Washington’s conduct points to
ends that were far more self-serving—and human. In fact, that summer he con-
fessed to his half brother that he would serve again only if he believed he could
“gain by it,” adding that for a “trifling Pay” his previous service had caused him
to squander his health and to “suffer . . . much in my private fortune.” 23

Washington plunged into his new command with vigor. While recruiting
proceeded, he rode off to inspect Fort Cumberland at Will’s Creek, then to Fort
Dinwiddie, a stockade 125 miles away in the southern part of the province. In
three weeks he completed a whirlwind examination, then rode to Winchester
where he established his headquarters. Imperturbably, he quickly fixed his con-
trol, winning the loyalty of his officers. It was no small feat. Only twenty-three,
Washington had won plaudits for his valor, but he had little experience as a com-
manding officer. Some of his officers were equally young and green, but Adam
Stephen was fifteen years his senior and Peter Hog was at least thirty years older
than Washington, and both had served in Europe.

Soon Washington was up to his ears in problems. The ranks were swelling,
but with exasperating slowness; after two months his force was only at one-third
prescribed strength, and the great majority of these men had been recruited earlier
in the year for Braddock’s campaign. In addition, there were not enough supplies
even for that number of soldiers. Ammunition was scarce, and many men were
without shoes, much less the ostentatiously romantic raiment that Washington had
designed for his army—a blue coat faced and cuffed in scarlet and silver for each
man, as well as a red waistband and a silver laced hat. These frustrations paled
beside the problem posed by the Indians, however. They seemed to rampage at
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will through settlements all over the northern Shenandoah. By dividing into small
parties, Lieutenant Colonel Stephen reported, the Indians had virtually rendered
the army of Virginia powerless. “They go about and commit their outrages at all
hours . . . and nothing is to be seen . . . but desolation and murder heightened with

. unheard of instances of cruelty.” Everywhere he went, Stephen continued
prosaically, he discovered the “Smouk of the Burning Plantations darken the day,
and hide the neighbouring mountains from our Sight.” 2

No one could have worked with greater diligence than did Washington in
the first months of his command. He seemed to be everywhere at once, riding
hard from the Maryland border to southernmost Virginia, then to Williamsburg,
and finally back to the beleagured West. He rattled off orders in all directions:
get shoes, blankets, and tents in Philadelphia; procure rum in the West Indies;
distribute supplies left behind by Braddock’s army; find additional men in An-
napolis; cut firewood now so it will be properly aged by winter! Orders were
issued to secure more powder, lead, flints, and paper. Purchase horses, wagons,
flour, and provender from the settlers, he directed; if the farmers refused to sell,
impress these commodities. On occasion he took command of squads engaged
in this unpleasant, at times hazardous, undertaking, for civilians who had not yet
been reimbursed for the property they had “sold” Braddock a year earlier were
understandably reluctant to part with still more of their possessions. On one such
foray Washington was confronted by angry yeomen who threatened to “blow out
my brains” before they permitted the confiscation of a neighbor’s property. The
colonel unsheathed his sword and called their bluff; he got the nag he had come
for. It was one of two close calls he experienced. Once he narrowly escaped an
ambush laid by Shawnees in the southwestern Virginia wilderness. Luck was with
him and nothing happened, for the Indians were momentarily indisposed just as
Washington rode past; he later learned that only minutes after he passed by a less
fortunate soldier had been gunned down on this same murky path.?

Washington had no more than undertaken his duties before his letters reas-
sumed the pleading—even peevish—air that had characterized his missives during
his previous command. Twice he even threatened to resign if matters did not go
his way. Only three weeks after he arrived at Winchester he told the governor
that he would quit if the assembly did not redesign the military code so that he
might impose draconian punishments upon his recalcitrant and insolent (or so he
portrayed them) soldiers. Two months later a command problem elicited a simi-
lar threat. Upon his arrival at Fort Cumberland that autumn he discovered about
fifty Maryland soldiers under the command of Captain John Dagworthy. The men
were a welcome sight, but Colonel Washington was troubled by Dagworthy. Once
he had held a royal commission; did he now outrank a colonel whose commis-
sion came from a colonial governor? Washington was certain of only one thing:
he would not take orders from a captain. He hurried to Williamsburg to huddle
with Dinwiddie and the speaker of the House of Burgesses, John Robinson. Both
sided with their colonel. The governor quickly wrote Governor William Shirley
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of Massachusetts, the acting commander in chief of all British forces in America,
arguing that Dagworthy outranked Washington only if the king specifically had
ordered the Maryland captain to Fort Cumberland; Dinwiddie also requested that
Shirley issue George Washington a brevet commission in the British army. What
followed was confusing. Weeks, then months, elapsed without word from Shirley.
Finally, news arrived that he had directed Governor Sharpe of Maryland to resolve
the matter. Washington expected the worst, but Sharpe declared that Dagworthy
had no jurisdiction over the troops of Virginia. But neither Washington nor Din-
widdie saw Sharpe’s orders, and Dagworthy continued to act as though he still
was in command. His act fooled Washington. Thoroughly flustered, Washington
made two decisions: he would ride to Boston and urge Shirley not only to curtail
Dagworthy’s powers but to grant him a royal commission; if either appeal failed,
he resolved to resign upon his return to Williamsburg.26

Washington’s longing for a royal commission is not difficult to understand.
If he could procure a commission with at least the rank of major—and he would
accept no lower rank—he would outrank any colonial with whom he was likely to
come into contact. Besides, the salary would be about twice that he was receiving
from Virginia, and, in addition, a royal commission provided for half-pay for life
upon retirement.

Leaving his troops and a troubled frontier behind, Colonel Washington,
spiffily attired in the uniform he had designed, set out for New England in February
1756. He was accompanied by two servants and his aide, Captain George Mercer,
and for a time a British officer tagged along too. The redcoat, in fact, left the
earliest description of Washington, a curious depiction, in many respects at odds
with every account compiled during these years. He did portray Washington as
tall and strong, but he also characterized him as having dark hair with a swarthy
complexion, so much so that he looked “like a Forrener.” 7

This was a long and arduous trek for the men, spanning rore than a thou-
sand miles across a winter landscape. Once Washington was twenty-five miles or
so north of Mount Vernon, moreover, he was on unfamiliar territory. A ride of
several days, past the tiny hillocks of eastern Maryland, then over the Delaware
flatlands, across myriad creeks and rivers, each mile plunging the little party
deeper into the grip of winter, brought them to Philadelphia. There Washington
paused briefly to shop for clothing. The city was a new experience for him. He
had thought Williamsburg was a metropolis, but now he was in a city more than
twenty times the size of the little capital of Virginia. Colonel Washington must
have been struck by the vibrancy of this rambunctious urban center, although as
a resolute agrarian he must also have recoiled at its sprawl: by the standards of
colonial America Philadelphia was a huge, distended city, a place that splayed
out for almost twenty blocks from the docks and warehouses along the riverfront
to the forests on its western flank.

Washington did not linger long before he again was on his way. He crossed
the Delaware into New Jersey, then rode east to Perth Amboy, where he booked



44 The First of Men: A Life of George Washington

passage on a small sailing craft bound for Brooklyn. He paused for a few days in
New York, another big, energetic mercantile center, lodging there with Beverley
Robinson, the brother of the speaker of Virginia’s assembly. He spent some of
his time sightseeing and playing cards and backgammon with his host and his
merchant friends, but more than anything else his time was occupied by Robin-
son’s sister-in-law, Mary Eliza Philipse. It was not difficult to see why. Attractive
and single, Polly, as everyone called her, was quite a wealthy young lady. (She,
in fact, owned fifty-one thousand acres of prime New York real estate.) Wash-
ington escorted her to a dance, then to the Exhibition Hall to see a mechanical
contrivance that depicted aspects of men and women at work and at play since
antiquity. Soon, however, he was off for Boston. A cold, wet ride through the
Manhattan farmlands and on into Connecticut brought him to New London, where
he found space on a vessel bound for Massachusetts. He arrived in Boston four
weeks after departing Virginia, a fact noted by a local newspaper, which referred
to him as “a gentleman who had deservedly a high reputation for military skill
and valor, though success has not always attended his undertakings.” 28

Washington was reasonably confident that he would succeed in this mission.
Through Braddock he had met Shirley once before, at a military conference in
Alexandria. He had found him to be a “gentleman and [a] great politician,” and
he believed that Shirley had liked him as well .2 However that might be, stalking
men of influence was something at which Washington was quite skilled.

Two days after his arrival in town Washington was shown into Shirley’s
presence. As servants bustled in from time to time with tea and additional fire-
wood, the earnest young man and his host chatted for hours about a faraway war.
The governor questioned Washington about conditions on the Virginia frontier;
Washington made his pitch. The atmosphere was cordial, friendly even, certainly
a contrast with the icy mood that recently had prevailed in the governor’s office in
Williamsburg. Late in the day, when long shadows had begun to jut out over the
Boston snow, the meeting ended. Shirley would make a decision within a week,
he announced; in the meantime he invited the Virginian to stick around, and
he introduced him to some of his friends, with whom, on subsequent evenings,
Washington played cards. (The big city sharks clipped him for £5, roughly the
cost in those days of an expensive pair of shoes.) After a five-day wait, Shirley
summoned Washington back to the governor’s palace. His decision: he lacked the
power to grant Washington a royal commission, but he did hand him a document
declaring that Dagworthy could exercise no authority over the troops of Virginia;
indeed, if Captain Dagworthy remained at Fort Cumberland, he was to take orders
from Colonel Washington. The governor’s decision was both good and bad news
for Washington. He had gotten Dagworthy out of his hair, but he had failed to
secure the royal commission that he coveted. In addition, as he was leaving Shirley
told him that he had just learned from London that Governor Sharpe was to be
the commander of all troops raised by Maryland, Pennsylvania, South Carolina,
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and Virginia.*® After a long, difficult trip he had discovered that Shirley no longer
was in a position to help him.

As soon as the meeting ended Washington departed Boston. Once again he
paused briefly in New York, and again he escorted Polly Philipse on a couple
of outings. When he was ready to leave he also discovered that he was out of
money. In the course of his travels he had spent so much—trips to tailors’ and
hatters’ shops alone ran up a bill of almost £60—that he had to borrow nearly
£100 from Beverley Robinson to see himself home. He reached Williamsburg at
the end of March, sixty days after his departure from Mount Vernon.?' On the
long ride home he had reconsidered his decision to resign if he failed with Shirley.
As in his clash with Dinwiddie six months earlier, he was willing to accept half a
loaf. He remained in the army of Virginia.

Washington returned home just in time to find that the spring weather had
encouraged the Indians to again take up their tomahawks. He rushed back to the
frontier, where he found his army no more effectual than it had been in the last
campaign. Nor was their much hope that it could be made efficacious. He believed
he needed two thousand men to adequately staff Virginia’s frontier garrisons, yet
he had less than a quarter of that number. He pleaded with Dinwiddie to call up
militia units, and the governor responded by mustering the trainbandsmen from
ten western counties. More than a thousand militiamen reached the front, yet
that number was only a small percentage of the total summoned by the governor.
According to Washington many militiamen started west but soon returned home,
fearing to travel alone over roads that were infested with the enemy. Moreover, in
Colonel Washington’s estimation, many of the men who did reach the war zone
were marginal soldiers at best. In fact, he and his officers kept fewer than half
the militiamen who arrived, sending the remainder home. All along Washington
had hoped that his ranks might be filled with conscriptees, sturdy citizen soldiers
yanked from the trainband muster rolls. But that, too, proved illusory. Under
Virginia law a conscriptee could escape service by paying a £10 fee. Most men
chose that course over carrying a musket, and by midsummer only 254 draftees
were under arms. That left the young commander with a force composed primarily
of militiamen and volunteers, the first a “poor resource [and] a very unhappy
dependance,” while the other was hardly better. Still, Washington set to work
to make soldiers of the men who arrived, seeking to mold them through the
imposition of an iron discipline. Probably influenced by what he had seen in
Braddock’s army, Washington instituted brutal floggings—up to five hundred
lashes—for offenses as disparate as gambling and dereliction of duty. He hanged
two habitual deserters. And he promised Dinwiddie that in the future he would
act with even more “rigor.” In the meantime he dashed off letter after letter to
the governor complaining of his worthless soldiers and a multitude of additional
difficulties: the troops were inadequately trained; the men had no respect for
their officers; the militiamen were called up for too brief a period; the men were
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poorly paid, although if the government stopped squandering money and put
it into pay for the troops all would be well; he lacked the necessary tools to
construct fortifications; civilians refused to cooperate.3? On top of everything else
Washington disagreed with the strategy decreed by his government.

Washington, as well as the officials in Williamsburg, knew that only a
successful strike against Fort Duquesne would eradicate the Indian problem. Both
also knew that such a bold move was out of the question unless Virginia received
help from its neighbors, as well as from Great Britain. In the interim Washington
and the politicians agreed on the need to fight a defensive war, a design to be
facilitated by the construction of a string of forts in the frontier region. However,
the two disagreed on how to implement this strategy. Washington favored the
erection of several installations, built at intervals of fifteen to eighteen miles,
each garrisoned by about one hundred troops. The budget-minded politicians
wanted fewer forts, each staffed by only a few soldiers. Colonel Washington also
would have liked to dispatch his men periodically from these installations on what
today would be called “search and destroy” missions; the legislators—whom he
privately referred to as “ Chimney-corner politicians”—ordered a purely defensive
posture. Finally, Washington urged the withdrawal of Virginia’s troops from Fort
Cumberland, a citadel in Maryland which only siphoned off soldiers needed in
Virginia. The council, however, not only voted to maintain the fort, but to enlarge
its garrison.>3 Obviously, the colonel possessed little real power.

Six months after he took command (a period in which he had been with
his troops only about 25 percent of the time), Washington still was unable to
report any success in pacifying the frontier. Nor were there any particular accom-
plishments to announce after another six months elapsed. The Indians were “like
wolves,” he reported, a tough, resourceful foe, unequaled in their cunning or their
capacity for deprivation. He also had to tell Dinwiddie that they had surfaced in
greater numbers throughout the spring of 1756 than during the autumn following
Braddock’s defeat. Now Washington spoke of relocating the western inhabitants,
placing them in villages where they might be more easily guarded. He also called
on the government to resort to conscription, and he urged legislation that would
permit the use of indentured servants in his army. Remorsefully, too, he told
Dinwiddie that Virginia’s frontier now was at the Blue Ridge Mountains. The
Shenandoah was lost—at least for the time being. For all this Virginia had paid a
high price. Nearly one-third of the troops who served under Washington in 1756
had been killed or wounded fighting in twenty separate engagements. And that
did not take into account the province’s cataclysmic losses at the Great Meadows
or in the disaster that befell Braddock.**

Months of stinging reverses seldom are met with equanimity. Sooner or later
people begin to ask questions. Colonel Fairfax anticipated a backlash against the
young commander, and he had endeavored to prepare Washington. To forestall
the almost certain hostility it would create, Fairfax cautioned his young friend
about his habit of incessant carping. But to no avail. Washington’s orders and
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his correspondence in this period read as though they were penned by someone
who combined the unpleasant qualities of a pompous martinet and a whining,
petulant brat. Enough contemporaries apparently saw him in the same light, and
Fairfax’s prescience was borne out in the fall of 1756. The dam burst when the
Virginia Gazette published an essay anonymously authored by the “Virginia Cen-
tinel.” That writer blasted Washington—though he never mentioned the colonel
by name—as inexperienced and unsuited to command. He accused Washington of
having abused the militiamen, while vacillating between overly harsh and too le-
nient treatment of his volunteers; the officers, the essayist continued, had indulged
in “all manner of debauchery, vice, and idleness,” and, while the frontiersmen
suffered, a general air of revelry and debasement had enveloped headquarters.

That unidentified penman was not alone in criticizing Colonel Washing-
ton. Stories about the army and its commander crept through Virginia that year.
Though the frontier was in flames, it was whispered, Washington had lived and
entertained regally in a rented house in Winchester. The army was dispirited,
some said, and the low morale was due not only to its lack of military success.
Part of the problem arose from Washington’s frequent absences. In addition to his
long trip to Boston, several visits to Belvoir and Mount Vernon had kept him from
headquarters, as did jaunts to look after his property on Bullskin Creek. Even
when he was in Winchester, it was said, he lived apart from his troops, and he
frittered away his time with indulgences, such as his fencing lessons.’> To make
it even worse, there was more than a kernel of truth in each allegation. And, for
certain, morale was low in the army of Virginia.

Through Fairfax and Speaker Robinson, as well as from Dinwiddie, Wash-
ington learned of the gossip. The episode is significant mostly for what Washing-
ton did not do, and, presumably, for the lessons he must have learned from his
behavior. His initial reaction was to threaten to resign, a response that had grown
stale. He had made the same threat when he encountered Dagworthy, then again
both before and after his meetings with Shirley. Of course, he did not resign.
He did compose a response to the “Centinel,” but instead of publishing it he
forwarded it to his brother Austin, asking him to send it to the Gazerte only if he
believed such a move was advisable. Wisely, Austin destroyed the rejoinder.

The most visceral—and, from Washington’s perspective, the most menac-
ing—response to the “Centinel” came from his officers. Each of his company
commanders publicly pledged to resign if Dinwiddie did not publish an expression
of confidence in the army and its leaders. Their ire was raised less by what the
anonymous essayist had said than by their mistaken belief that the Gazerte’s editor
would never have dared to print the essay without Dinwiddie’s acquiescence.
Now Washington was vexed, for if his officers quit it was not likely that he
could survive as commander. But he handled the momentary crisis admirably. He
calmed his captains by promising to ride to Williamsburg where he could press
their demands, then over the next few weeks he simply watched as time and
second thoughts induced the officers to let their pique evaporate quietly.3¢
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In the damp chill of November Washington set out along his well-worn path
to Dinwiddie’s door. He paused at Belvoir, where he saw Sally and picked up
several shirts she had arranged to have made for him. Then he was on his way
to the capital. However, when he reached Alexandria he found an ill-tempered
letter from Dinwiddie awaiting him, a note in which the governor unequivocally
ordered the colonel to return to his army, and, in addition, directed him to move
his headquarters from Winchester to Fort Cumblerland. The letter stopped Wash-
ington in his tracks. He turned and galloped back to Winchester. Over the next
few weeks, while he seethed in a black rage, Washington supervised the transfer-
ence of his headquarters. Apprised in mid-December that the move was complete,
Dinwiddie, in a letter dripping with sarcasm, told Washington: “It gives me great
Pleasure [that] Y’r go’g to Ft Cumb’l’d is so agreeable to You, as with’t doubt its
the proper Place for the Com’d’g Officer.” 3’

The holiday period in 1756 was hardly cheerful for Washington. He was
ensconced in snow-covered Fort Cumberland, his loneliness broken only by a care-
free, energetic puppy he recently had acquired. In this morose state he decided to
vent his feelings to the new British commander in chief, John Campbell, Earl of
Loudoun, who had arrived in America only in the last few weeks. If he could meet
with Loudoun he might gain preferment, while at the same time he might mollify
the anger of his still disgruntled officers. First he wrote Loudoun a self-serving
letter that was perhaps the least admirable document for which Washington ever
was responsible. He recriminated about the faults of others, portraying himself
as blameless for the state of affairs on the frontier. He complained about the
inactivity of Virginia’s neighbors, and he maintained that his province had only
half-heartedly attempted to raise troops. Nor did London escape, for he attributed
the Indian’s loyalty to the French to the ministry’s indifference to the transmontane
West. He took aim at the quality of his troops, and criticized his government’s
strategy. Then he begged and groveled, broadly hinting that he hoped for a royal
commission. Had Braddock lived, he continued, he would have been commis-
sioned by now. “I had His Promise,” he told Loudoun. Shirley had made promises
too, but he had returned to London before he could act. Then, clumsily, he told
Loudoun: “I have exalted Sentiments of Your Lordship’s character. . . . I am so
happy . . . to have an opportunity of testifying how much I admire your Lordship’s
character. . . .”38

When Loudoun’s aide replied in noncommittal terms, Washington secured
permission from Dinwiddie to travel to Philadelphia, where Loudoun had sched-
uled a conference with several governors. Thus Colonel Washington embarked
on his second lengthy trip within a year. Riding through heavy winter weather he
reached the Pennsylvania city late in February, arriving, as it turned out, about
three weeks before Loudoun. When the British commander did arrive, Washing-
ton’s request for an appointment went unheeded for several days. Finally, after
Washington had whiled away nearly a month in the taverns and posh clubs of this
strange city, Loudoun consented to see him.
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Short, muscular, fifty-two years old, Loudoun was rich (it had taken nearly
an entire ship to transport his personal effects to America), well educated, and
an experienced soldier. To him Washington was merely a petty, provincial func-
tionary, and not a terribly successful one at that. Loudoun’s manner toward
the young colonel was inhospitable. He refused to allow Washington to speak,
brusquely rattling off a series of orders, the most important of which comported
with Dinwiddie’s notions of strategy, though he did order Washington to return to
Winchester. Loudoun gruffly asked two or three questions, then he abruptly turned
his back on the young man, a signal that the conference was at an end. Before
Washington had an opportunity to say another word, he was briskly ushered from
the room.* Washington had been treated with the same arrogance and contempt
that he might himself have directed at an unruly servant at Mount Vernon.

Both his pride and his ambition crushed, Washington returned to the fron-
tier. He did not quit. Toresign at this moment surely would end his public career
forever. He resolved simply to try to see it through. If he had harbored any illu-
sions that the military situation might improve, they soon were abandoned. He
received only a fraction of the troops for which the Burgesses had appropriated
funds. Most simply never were recruited, but many of those that were raised were
ordered by Loudoun to be sent to South Carolina. Moreover, short-handed to
begin with, he now was confronted by a stupendous desertion problem. At times
a batch of sorely needed recruits would arrive, and within a few days half or more
would be gone, frightened draftees who were loath to die on a frontier that had
no meaning for them. Washington ordered a forty-foot-high gallows constructed
to intimidate his soldiers, but it does not seem to have been much of a deterrent.
Late that spring he wrote of the gloomy prospects for suppressing the foe, and
in the fall he still was writing of the “horrid devastation” wrought by the native
tribesmen. Strangely, however, there were signs of improvement. Washington’s
army was augmented by forces from several southern Indian tribes, and colonial
diplomatic endeavors led some tribes to lay aside their weapons. By Christmas
Virginia’s Indians had been pushed onto the defensive %

Much of Washington’s time in 1757 had been spent in trading captious let-
ters with Dinwiddie. Now an ill old man (for years he had suffered from a chronic
ailment, probably gout or arthritis, and now some new affliction had rendered him
partially paralyzed), the governor simply longed to return to England. Certainly,
he was tired of Washington’s sniping. But there was more too. Their relationship,
frequently stormy in the past, had grown particularly sour during this year, per-
haps because of Washington’s friendly ties with Speaker Robinson, an implacable
foe of the governor, and a powerful politician whom the colonel used, without
Dinwiddie’s consent, to seek additional funding for the army. Dinwiddie also
was convinced that Washington had betrayed him, evidently believing the young
colonel had complained to Loudoun about his executive leadership. Washington
was no less angry, as he had concluded that the governor had refused to aid him in
his quest for a royal commission. Washington was partially correct. After meeting
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with Loudoun in Philadelphia early in 1757, Dinwiddie no longer importuned
for Washington; for the two previous years, however, he had spared no energies
in his attempts to serve Washington in this matter, and he desisted only when it
appeared certain that Washington would never attain what he desired.

The final straw in the clash between these two strong-willed men apparently
came when Washington complained one too many times. Dinwiddie listened to his
colonel carp about late pay, about the poor quality of the Indian scouts sent out by
Williamsburg, about the lack of chaplains, about the manpower shortage, about
the want of artillery, about supposedly inadequate instructions from the capital,
and even about what Washington—with justification—called a “stupid scandal,”
allegations circulating in the capital that he had fabricated stories of Indian attacks
in order to obtain additional funds from the legislature.* The irascible governor
no longer was in a mood for this.

His patience exhausted, Dinwiddie turned savagely on Washington, charg-
ing him with ingratitude. “You know I had reason to suspect You of Ingratitude,
which I’'m convinced your own Conscience and reflection must allow,” he wrote.
“I have foibles, and perhaps many of them,” Washington responded. He was not
perfect, but he took exception to the charge of ingratitude. He had been blunt,
he acknowledged, yet he had only been reporting factually. Never had anyone
discharged their duties more earnestly, more patriotically.*?

The final act came when Washington asked permission to come to Williams-
burg to settle some accounts with the governor. With brutal forthrightness Din-
widdie denied Washington’s request. Washington had been absent from his army
too frequently, said Dinwiddie. “Surely the Commanding officer Should not be
Absent when daily Alarm’d with the Enemy’s Intent’s to invade our frontiers,”
he went on. Washington was wrong to even file such a request. Besides, “You
have no Acco’ts, as I know of, to Settle with me. . . .74

The governor’s acrimonious tone was only one element in a wretched,
melancholy autumn for Washington. With Dinwiddie’s curt words still ringing
in his ears, Washington received news of the death of Colonel Fairfax. Soon
thereafter Washington fell ill too, his first serious ailment since his days with
Braddock. Dysentery had plagued him since not long after he returned from
Philadelphia, but he had continued on the job, hopelessly watching the steady
erosion of his vitality. By November he was too sick to walk, suffering still from
the “bloody flux”—dysentery—then from “Stiches & violent Pleuretick Pains.”
His army doctor, James Craik, a University of Edinburgh graduate, bled him
three times, then recommended that he return home for a rest. Washington did
not have to be told twice. He immediately turned over his command and headed
east.*

Washington did not proceed directly to Mount Vernon, however. He stopped
in Alexandria to consult a second physician, who, felicitously, also told Washing-
ton to return to his farm and torest. He did just that, and within thirty days he felt
much better, seemingly rejuvenated by the comforts of Mount Vernon. In fact,
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since early in the year his mind increasingly had drifted back to his estate. In April
he had taken the first steps toward remodeling and furnishing the mansion, order-
ing a marble mantel, wallpaper, two hundred fifty panes of glass, two mahogany
tables, and a dozen matching chairs; now, as he recuperated, he ordered a card
table, china, and glassware from London. During his years as a soldier he had
purchased six slaves (including a woman and her child that he acquired from
Dinwiddie), and now he bought five hundred acres adjacent to his estate.*’

The care and attention that Sally Fairfax extended to her ailing friend did
nothing to impede his recovery. As soon as Washington had arrived at Mount
Vemnon he wrote to let her know that he was ill and at home. She came quickly, and
soon she was back with the medicines prescribed by the physician in Alexandria—
jellies, hyson tea, and a special wine that was to be mixed with gum arabic.
With her husband in England at this time, one can only guess at how often she
visited. Certainly Washington begged her to come, and she probably rode over
from Belvoir frequently, though discretion would have required that she travel
in the company of other ladies. (Discretion was something that her husband had
advised her to employ in his absence, prompting one to wonder whether he was
aware of Washington’s feelings, or whether he simply was all too familiar with
Sally’s inclinations.)*¢

Early in 1758 Washington felt well enoughto attempt a trip to Williamsburg.
In January he set out on horseback, but he got only a few miles before the bloody
flux recurred. Weak and dispirited, he turned back to Mount Vernon. In the next
few days a persistent cough, alarmingly like the tubercular hack that slowly had
destroyed Lawrence, set in. That February, while rumors of his death circulated
in the capital, Washington languished in bed. It was the lowest point in his life;
he saw himself as less than successful as a soldier, and as a failure in his efforts
to secure British preferment; he knew that Dinwiddie thought him an ingrate; he
was not capable of having the woman he believed that he loved; and, now, he was
gripped with the fearful realization that he was dying. He had to know the nature
of his illness.

With great difficulty he once again set out for Williamsburg. It was a tor-
torous ride, and several times he was compelled to pause along the way. But his
pains were well rewarded. A careful medical examination in the capital led the
doctor to conclude that the cough was harmless, merely the result of a damp
winter. Free at last of that nagging worry, Washington seemed to recover instanta-
neously. But he did not return directly to Mount Vernon. He rode to the Pamunkey
River, crossing on Williams’ Ferry to the White House, home of Martha Dand-
ridge Custis, for nine months now a widow. Indeed, not just a widow, but the
wealthiest widow in all of Virginia.*’

Washington almost certainly knew Martha before he reined up at her front
door. High society in Virginia was not large. There was a chance that they had
met at a ball, or perhaps at a race; if not there, their paths in all likelihood would
have crossed in the capital, for Martha and her late husband usually attended the
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round of dances and parties that accompanied the sessions of the Burgesses, and
on occasion Washington had also attended these gatherings. If they had met it
would only have been the most fleeting of encounters however.

Nine years earlier, at the age of eighteen, Martha had married Daniel Parke
Custis, a man twice her age. While she came from a comfortable, middle-class
background, he was the son of a wealthy, eccentric planter. In seven years she
bore four children, though only two lived beyond infancy. When her husband died,
she was left with 100 slaves and 6000 acres valued at about £23,000; her liquid
assets were worth approximately £12,000. It was no accident that Washington
called on her.®

Martha Custis was only a few months older than her suitor. Short—she
was barely five feet tall—and plump, her comely face was dominated by great
hazel eyes. She was pleasant looking, not pretty, certainly not beautiful. Quiet
and reserved, even shy, Martha was not the least bit flirtatious. Nor was she
flamboyant in any way. More than anything else, a man could feel comfortable
with her, especially a man who was not overly confident of his own talents. She
knew her way around high society, she was reasonably polished, and she could
be downright flinty when it came to managing a family and an estate, though that
is not to suggest that she was either pushy or domineering.

George and Martha met in her parlor and talked of this and that. She proba-
bly gave him a tour of the mansion and the grounds, and she must have summoned
a servant to fetch her two children, three-year-old John Parke—Jackie, everyone
called him—and little Martha Parke, not yet two. George stayed overnight; then
he rode to Williamsburg after breakfast the next morning. A week later he was
back. When he departed the White House following that visit he was engaged to
be married. The two had spent only about twenty hours together, but that was
how marriages often were made in eighteenth-century Virginia.*

The marriage ceremony, however, would have to wait a few months. First
George intended to spruce up Mount Vernon a bit. (He spent £325 on the mansion
that summer, more than three times the annual wages of an unskilled laborer in
those days.) More than anything else, though, George wanted to see the war on
the frontier through that year’s campaign. He now believed that the war could
be won in 1758, for news had arrived recently of important changes in Britain’s
direction of hostilities. Loudoun had been recalled. Moreover, the new head of
the ministry, William Pitt, had announced plans for three simultaneous campaigns
in America, one of which was to be another operation aimed at seizing Fort
Duquesne. (The other expeditions were to be directed at Ticonderoga in northern
New York and at Louisburg, the great French fortress in Canada.) General John
Forbes was to command the army in Pennsylvania, a force that was to include
the army of Virginia under Colonel Washington, as well as a large contingent of
British regulars. George and Martha must have talked of all this, then decided to
schedule the wedding following that year’s military activities.’°
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Why Washington decided to marry is something of a mystery. Of course, he
had never been one to shun an attractive lady, and Martha was eligible and engag-
ing. The loneliness imposed by command, especially when one was marooned
on a remote frontier, probably caused him to think more and more of home and
hearth, and of companionship. By early that year, moreover, he must have de-
spaired at ever receiving a royal commission. Then, too, his brush with Loudoun,
as well as his long wrangle with Dinwiddie, not to mention the strain and the
anguish that came from presiding over a long, costly, ineffectual war, may have
led him to the realization that his plantation was his most fulfilling calling. Finally,
his bout with serious illness that winter must have reminded him of how short life
could be, prompting him to acknowledge the number of life’s pleasures he had
forgone while sitting at lonely martial outposts. To be alone, and ill too, often
quickens one’s longing for a mate.”' Then there was Sally Fairfax.

Unlike the young soldier who had taken up arms four years before, the
Washington of 1758—now an adult of twenty-six—was more certain of his tal-
ents, more comfortable with his identity. In the years since he had emerged from
Ferry Farm to serve as a courier for the governor, his world had expanded far
beyond Mount Vernon and Belvoir. He had been lauded by the assemblymen of
his province, welcomed into the offices and tents of powerful men, and treated as
an equal by important businessmen in northern cities; he had commanded on the
frontier, been entertained in Virginia’s elegant little capital, and lived for weeks
in three major urban entrepots. And he had grappled with life-and-death issues,
with grim problems that outdisdanced the confines of estates like Mount Vernon
and Belvoir, and which haunted the very halls of power throughout America and
western Europe.

Washington, in short, had acquired status as a person. No longer was he
compelled to seek his identity through a glamorous older brother or a rich and
powerful neighbor. Outwardly Washington was the same person; inwardly, how-
ever, he had weathered a kind of late adolescent normative crisis, emerging with
an enhanced sense of inner coherence. Now he was able to see both himself and
the world more accurately. One change that resulted was in his outlook toward
Sally Fairfax. He no longer needed her simply to assist in resolving his sense of
inadequacy. Now he wanted her because he was more deeply in love with her than
ever before. He had been very close to herrecently as she attended him during his
desperate sickness, then as she nursed him during his recovery. The experience
only solidified his feelings. Yet, it was Martha Custis, not Sally Fairfax, whom he
was about to wed. What occurred between George and Sally during those weeks
late in 1757 never will be known. What seems likely, however, is that somehow
he must have realized finally, unqualifiedly, that it was impossible for the two
ever to live together. Somehow that must have been made painfully clear to him,
either openly communicated by Sally, or imparted silently in a thousand repres-
sive glances and gestures. However the truth was conveyed, once he confronted
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reality with regard to Sally, he began to look elsewhere for a wife. By no means
did he forget Sally Fairfax. But the tug to marry, to leave the army shortly and at
last to become a planter was too strong to resist.

Early in the summer of 1758 Colonel Washington was back in Winchester,
writing to a British officer whom he knew, beseeching his assistance in attaining
favors from General Forbes. He hoped, he wrote, to be “distinguished from the
common run of provincial officers.” When Washington reassumed his command
after his five-month absence, he discovered that more Indian allies had arrived.
They performed competently, if savagely, and kept the foe so preoccupied that
Washington was able to devote most of his energies to courting Forbes. He did
slip off to the Pamunkey on one occasion that spring, but otherwise he remained
at Winchester, where he now took his orders from the British regular, Colonel
Henry Bouquet, a considerate, Swiss-born officer who had joined the British army
only three years earlier, after lengthy service in the Dutch, Sardinian, and his
native Swiss armies .’

Washington hardly had returned from his sick leave before a nonmilitary
matter competed for his attention. A vacancy for a Frederick County seat in the
Burgesses was announced. Although he had never lived in that county, and even
though he had lost an election bid for that same seat only a year earlier, he decided
to run once again for the post. Washington’s principal problem was that he could
not get away to campaign, but that proved only a slight annoyance. Several of his
officers beat the bushes for him, and so did George William Fairfax. Otherwise,
his strategy was simple: outspend his adversary. Washington spent more than £40
plying the electorate with rum, beer, and wine, and throwing bashes that one
observer called “dull barbeques and yet duller dances.” His tactics succeeded. He
outpolled three rivals, capturing nearly 40 percent of the votes and the legislative
seat.’?

Meanwhile, week after week Washington waited at Winchester. Early in the
spring he had been confident that the year would witness the fall of Fort Duquesne
to the British. Forbes had combined over sixteen hundred regular infantrymen
with his artillery corps, and the colonists had added their muscle to this force. Vir-
ginia created a second regiment, and four other colonies also raised new armies,
altogether an American force that exceeded twenty-five hundred men. By the
summer, however, Washington’s sanguine expections had vanished as the army
sat and sat, relentlessly inert.’*

Much of Washington’s energy during these weeks was spent over a pro-
tracted flap concerning the most advisable route to follow to the Ohio. The choices
were limited. From his base at Raystown, now Bedford, Pennsylvania, Forbes
could cut a road to Will’s Creek, then follow the route taken by Braddock. Or, the
British could cut a new road almost due west from Raystown. Because Washing-
ton was a veteran of two campaigns in this wilderness, his advice was solicited.
The episode that resulted was not his finest hour. Washington plumped for the
Braddock Road route, but he hardly acted dispassionately or scientifically. To
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his discredit, he acted like the acquisitive speculator that he was. After all, if
the Braddock Road was the only byway carved through the wilderness to the
Ohio, a Virginia speculator would have a leg up on his Pennsylvania competi-
tors; besides, the Braddock Road almost touched his Bullskin Creek property.
Washington’s arguments in favor of that route were not that candid, of course.
Instead, he contended that it was folly to build a new road when one already
existed; the route from Raystown, he argued, was only slightly shorter, anadvan-
tage that was offset by the difficult mountains that would have to be surmounted.
So much time would be consumed in cutting the road, he maintained, that it was
doubtful that an attack could be made that year. He managed to overlook the
advantage to the alternate route: from Raystown the army would not have to cross
the Youghiogheny. In addition, contrary to what Washington said, the Raystown
route would be forty miles shorter than the Braddock route, not eighteen miles
as the Virginian claimed. Bouquet asked for Washington’s opinion, and he lis-
tened to his importunate suggestions, then he investigated the matter himself. He
recommended the Raystown route. Now Washington acted as though he were des-
perate. He wrote a friend from his Braddock campaign days, a British major with
access to Forbes. If the Braddock Road was not used, he advised hysterically,
“all is lost! All is lost by Heavens! Our Enterprise Ruin’d. . . .” Forbes heard the
recommendations, chewed them over for a few days, then he, too, opted for the
Raystown route. “Poor Virginia,” Washington cried to Speaker Robinson when
he learned of Forbes’s decision. In fact, Colonel Washington continued to make
such a racket that Forbes was moved privately to question his integrity and his
suitability to lead an army. He also summoned the Virginian to his headquarters,
where in no uncertain terms he made it clear that the matter had been resolved.>

Not only had Washington’s lobbying failed, he must have realized that his
reputation had been damaged by his scheming. But if he was morose at this
turn of events, his mood surely must have brightened in mid-September when
the mail brought a letter from Sally Fairfax, his first contact with her since his
engagement to Martha.>® Sally congratulated him on his pending marriage and
gently kidded him about his likely anxiety at the prospect of becoming a husband.
Washington replied with as much circumspection as he could muster, but there
was no mistaking his feelings. He confessed his love for Sally:

"Tis true, I profess myself a votary of love. I acknowledge that a lady is in the case,
and further I confess that this lady is known to you. Yes, Madame, as well as she is
to one who is too sensible of her charms to deny the Power whose influence he feels
and must ever submit to. I feel the force of her amiable beauties in the recollection
of a thousand tender passages that I could wish to obliterate, till I am bid to revive
them. But experience, alas! sadly reminds me how impossible this is. . . .

You have drawn me, dear Madame, or rather I have drawn myself, into an
honest confession of a simple Fact. Misconstrue not my meaning; doubt it not, nor
expose it. The world has no business to know the object of my Love, declared in
this manner to you, when I want to conceal it. One thing above all things in this
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world I wish to know, and only one person of your acquaintance can solve me that,
or guess my meaning.5’

It was not difficult to guess the one thing above all others that Washing-
ton wished to know. He awaited her response with a mixture of solicitude and
buoyancy. It arrived two weeks later. Though just hearing from her must have de-
lighted George, Sally’s discreet refusal to spell out her feelings left him pensive.
He wondered whether he had misunderstood her letter. Or had she misconstrued
his? “I would feign hope the contrary as I cannot speak plainer without, But I’ll
say no more, and leave you to guess the rest,” he replied. Yet he did add one
last note. Sally had mentioned appearing in a production of Addison’s Cato, and
George responded that he would be “doubly happy in being the Juba to such
a Marcia, as you must make.” Translation: in the play Juba wonders what the
man who longs for Marcia’s love must do to win her heart, and Marcia responds
that Juba would make “Any of womankind but Marcia, happy,” for “While Cato
lives, his daughter has no right/ To love or hate but as his choice directs.” >

Between letters Washington sat idly at Raystown, watching the trees on the
surrounding hillsides turn in their autumn splendor. It was a brilliant contrast to
the drab and uninspiring army camp. All about, the lush forest had disappeared
before the redcoats’ axes, giving way to a muddy plain, from which tents every-
where sprouted like summer weeds. Down the road Forbes’s army was advancing
slowly, as fifteen hundred men in a woodsmen brigade wrestled with the almost
inpenetrable timberland and hills. Then they were through to Loyal Hannon fifty
miles further west, and Washington advanced his Virginians to that post. There he
lingered for another three weeks, until, abruptly, he was pushed into action. For
days the British had been plagued by French and Indian raids on their livestock
and baggage train, when patrols reported the approach of a large French force in
mid-November, Washington was ordered to gather a thousand men and to repulse
the foe. He divided his force into equal units (one under George Mercer, the
other under his command) and headed into the wilderness. Hours of weary and
fruitless slogging passed; then just as it appeared that the day had been wasted an
enemy party was sighted. A flurry of shots rang out from both sides, but the out-
gunned French and Indians scattered quickly, leaving one soldier dead and three
as prisoners in Washington’s hands. Interrogation followed, then the three-mile
trek back to camp. Both the evening light and the swirling dust stirred by so many
marching feet made it difficult for men to see. Suddenly someone spotted another
force. On reflex a shot was fired, then a volley; immediately cries in English
to cease fire pierced the air. To the horror of everyone, Virginians had fired on
Virginians. Each force had mistaken the other for a French army. Fourteen men
were dead, twenty-six had been wounded.>®

Whatever mortification Washington felt at this blunder—and it must have
been considerable—he did have the satisfaction of learning that his foray had pro-
duced significant intelligence. His prisoners revealed that the Indians had returned
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home and that many of the French troops had been reassigned. Fort Duquesne,
the captives insisted, was poorly defended.

Forbes made the decision to gamble on the veracity of the prisoners. He
would dart forward, risking everything. He selected twenty-five hundred men and
stripped them of all baggage save their weapons and a light backpack. This was
to be as much of a blitz operation as the wilderness would permit. He divided the
force into three brigades; one, consisting of the Virginia Regiment and provincials
from three other colonies, was assigned to Washington .6

Colonel Washington’s men pushed forward with gusto, throwing up jerry-
built bridges and clearing a path six-to-eight miles long each day. With a week
left on their enlistments everyone knew they were close to the Ohio. Scuttlebutt
had it that only seven or eight miles remained. Near dusk on November 24 an
Indian scout galloped into camp. Fort Duquesne had been sighted—in flames.
The French had scuttled their fortress and retreated. Miles of hard hiking re-
mained the following day, but that evening, just after darkness fell over the three
great rivers that mingled below the stockade, the weary British troops reached
their destination. Only a few lonely chimneys still stood. Everything else was a
smoldering ruin. The land that Virginians had craved for a decade was at last in
the possession of Englishmen.®

Washington did not stay at the point formed by those rivers long enough
to reflect on the triumph. Forbes immediately dispatched him to Williamsburg to
procure supplies for the provincial troops. The colonel did not require a shove. He
rode to Loyal Hannon to collect his possessions, then he turned toward Winches-
ter and, ultimately, Belvoir. Two weeks of customarily miserable winter travel
brought him to the Fairfax estate, where, weary and ill with a recurrence of
dysentary, he collapsed for a recuperative interlude of several days. Not until the
end of the month did he feel well enough to proceed to the capital .62

Often during the past four years Washington had contemplated leaving the
army. Now he had made up his mind to resign, though the war was not yet over.
The English had gained the Ohio, but France remained a powerful foe, and two
more years of hard fighting in America lay ahead before the French would agree to
parley. But one of the two objectives that had excited Washington—the acquisition
of the point where Fort Pitt now would be constructed atop the ruins of the French
citadel—had been realized. His other great aim, that of attaining rank through a
royal commission, had been dashed. Unconsciously, at least, the military’s grip on
Washington had begun to wane the moment he learned that his aspirations in this
regard had been thwarted. After he returned from his abortive trip to entreat with
Loudoun, his thoughts increasingly turned to Mount Vernon, and to matrimony.
He had decided to stay in the army of Virginia through 1758, and, had Forbes’s
army not reached the Ohio that autumn, he might have consented to remain in
the service for still another campaign. But now that Fort Duquesne had been
taken, he saw no reason—no gain that could accrue—for persisting in this way
of life. Thus, sometime around Christmas in 1758, while he was in Williamsburg
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to wheedle supplies for those men still on the Ohio, he resigned, the end for all
time, he must have presumed, of his military activities.5?

Washington had served with valor, though with meager success, for five
years. Barely twenty-two when he assumed command in 1754, he simply had
lacked the experience and maturity to cope with the duties for which he was
accountable. One egregious mistake followed another that spring and summer,
until the campaign ended ignominiously at Fort Necessity. From the late summer
of 1755 until he passed under the command of Forbes and Bouquet two and one-
half years later, he was charged with securing Virginia’s outlying frontiers. While
he sustained no such mortifying defeat as had befallen Braddock, he enjoyed
little success during that thirty-month period. In truth, though, Washington was
confronted with an impossible task. Even the best military leader, if furnished
with the scant and poorly supplied army that was allotted young Colonel Wash-
ington, would have been unlikely to have subdued the formidable adversary that
marauded in Virginia’s backcountry. But another leader might have served in a
more mature—even a more virtuous—manner than did the youthful commander
of Virginia’s forces.

Several very admirable aspects of young Washington’s character were much
in evidence during these years, most prominently his considerable personal cour-
age. Indeed, his bravery simply is beyond question. In addition, he possessed a
powerful and indefinable personal magnetism that enabled him to win the un-
abashed loyalty of his officers, a cadre that included men who were far older and
far more experienced than the callow young colonel. But there was another side to
Washington, a dimension far less laudable. He seemed in the grip of a disturbing
and unattractive obsession with his own advancement. No amount of protestation
that he soldiered only for patriotic reasons—and he made that claim regularly—
is quite convincing. He cannot be blamed for having carefully weighed all the
alternatives, then for having opted for this career as the one that offered the most
promise. Once in command, however, he seemed unable to harness his ambition,
and his lusts led him to excessive absences, to petulant outbursts, to deceitful
and irresponsible conduct, to an unsavory manner that vacillated between obse-
quiousness and a menacing heavy-handedness, and that, at times, verged even on
the treacherous.

If Washington was given to reflection during those quiet December days in
1758, even he must have been surprised athis steady ascent. Granted he had failed .
to win British preferment, yet only eleven years before he had been mired at Ferry
Farm without much prospect of escape. Many young men would have found his
situation at that time an attractive one. His inheritance of land and labor, though
meager by some standards, was more than adequate for a comfortable existence.
But, of course, Washington was not contented. He had seen the power and the
luxuries that wealth could purchase, and he wished to possess them. And he
yearned to escape the irksome restraints imposed upon him by his mother. Of the
three sons born to Gus and Mary Washington, only George seems to have been
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so driven; it was just as well, for of the three he alone had the enormous will to
realize the lofty goals that he had set for himself. Now, with five years of military
service behind him, his name was known throughout—and even beyond—his
province. Soon, too, by marriage he would acquire vast property holdings that
would solidify his status as a planter.

Matrimony aside, what was the secret of Washington’s success? Clearly he
was able to move other men, to inspire their confidence. With his native genius
Washington had learned a lesson only the most incisive ever grasp: how to identify
his natural strengths and adapt his behavior accordingly. He comported himself so
as to play on his forceful traits, attempting, meanwhile, to hide and to overcome
whatever he believed could be seen as a weakness or a blemish. Those men
who trusted Washington were impressed by his grave and resolute manner, by his
physical prowess, and by his natural acumen. On the other hand, he was keenly
aware of his shortcomings—such as his “defective education,” as he put it—and
these he sought to disguise.®* With his innate intuitiveness he had discovered that
a mixture of show and substance could produce success. Repeatedly, those men
who were moved by him were struck by his combination of easy affability with
resolution and courage.%

But Washington was far more than an actor. He was honest in cataloguing his
deficiencies, and he set about to correct those within his reach. By a combination
of keen observation and diligent study he sought to become polished and urbane.
He scrutinized those at Belvoir, he learned from Lawrence, he intently observed
the conversations of the powerful in Williamsburg and Barbados, in New York
and Philadelphia and Boston, and he carefully studied the mannerisms of the
cultivated British officers with whom he served. Eventually, he developed an air of
such earnestness and strength that he was able to induce subordinates to follow his
command. Likewise, he possessed an uncanny ability to convince the magistrates
and the powerful that he could lead, perhaps by impressing upon them that he
embodied the very traits that they longed to exhibit: strength, vigor, sobriety,
tenacity, virtue, maturity, decisiveness, a steely toughness, an icy remoteness.

Washington always knew how to win the interest and favor of the powerful.
He courted the Fairfax tribe assiduously. When he departed for the army he even
took the precaution of urging his brother, whom he left in charge of Mount
Vernon, to remain in “Harmony and good fellowship with the family at Belvoir,
as it is in their power to be very serviceable . . . to us, as young beginner’s. I
wou’d advise your visiting often as one step toward it. . . .” % Following his own
advice, he uxuriously beseeched aid from Dinwiddie and Shirley, from Braddock
and Loudoun.

Thus, the Washington of these years was not always an attractive figure:
callow, pompous at times, obsequious, and frequently self-pitying. He seems,
too, to have been singularly humorless. Not only are his letters during this period
devoid of wit or jocularity, but in the reminiscences of his acquaintances not one
ounce of whimsicality is ever attributed to him. Instead, what appears is a figure
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who marshalled all his vast energies in the pursuit of one end—the realization
of his fantasized goals: admiration, power, wealth. To attain these ends, he was
willing to be a flatterer and an actor, and he was inclined to attribute his every
failure to someone else’s ineffectuality. Some, like Loudoun, were not impressed
with him. Others, like Dinwiddie, may have ultimately concluded that he was
merely a dishonorable ingrate.

Young Washington established few, if any, warm, companionable relation-
ships. The handful of surviving postwar letters sent to Washington by the men who
had served under him were mostly cold and businesslike. Only rarely did a hint
of intimacy break through in these communications, as when Washington’s for-
mer aide, George Mercer, writing from Charle§ton, South Carolina, complained
of the “bad Shape of the Ladies [in that city], many of Them are crooked &
have a very bad Air & not those enticing heaving throbing alluring plump Breasts
comon with our Northern Belles.” Mercer immediately apologized for his brazen
manner.%’

Washington had permitted himself to be close only to older men, perhaps
unconsciously feeling that they would be more tolerant of his shortcomings. Con-
sequently, his most unrestrained filiations were with Lawrence and with elderly
Colonel Fairfax. But neither saw him as a friend: to one he was a kid brother,
to the other a surrogate son. With men his own age, there is no hint of a close
friendship. He drank and gambled and relaxed with many men, and while with
the British army, or on surveying jobs, or in command of the Virginia Regiment,
he must have sat about campfires engaged in informal conversations. Not one
letter of the scores he wrote in these years bears the ring of a communication to
a friend, to an equal; and, while many who knew him left behind descriptions
of this young man, none ever claimed to be anything more than a follower or an
admirer. He looked upon other men in terms of his superiors and his subordinates,
and toward him they reciprocated in kind.

With women, too, the pattern of remoteness is similar. He made repeated
attempts at a sustained and close relationship with only one person, Sally Fairfax.
Yet he knew from the beginning that he could never have her. As for Martha
Custis, the woman he was about to marry, whatever the relationship ultimately
became, it certainly began more as a business partnership consummated through
marriage than as a passionately romantic tryst.

In a sense his life during these years seems to have been empty. Later, when
much older, except for an occasional fond remembrance of Sally and the delightful
days he had spent at Belvoir, he seemed strikingly disinclined to reminisce about
the period. It was as if his past held no special charm for him, that he was
conscious only of planning for success in the future. He certainly seems to have
regarded his earliest years—those before he broke away from Ferry Farm—as too
painful to recollect. Nowhere in his voluminous writings is there testimony to his
tenderness or affection for anyone or anything from that period; the closest he
came to expressing love for his kindred was to refer to his brother John Augustine
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as his “intimate companion.” ¢ Absent, too, is any harkening to the carefree days
of youth. Life seems to have begun for him only when he at last could commence
his drive to rectify the omissions of those painful early years.

One can only guess at whether Washington reflected on the past decade that
holiday season as he rode up the isthmus from Williamsburg to the White House,
his mount cantering along effortlessly past the lonely, scraggly pines in the barren
winter forests. What must certainly have been on his mind was the stupendous
change that was about to occur in his life. Within days he would be a married
planter. Then he and his bride would be moving to Mount Vernon where they
would try to carve out a life in this “Infant Woody Country.” ¢

3

The Acquisitive Planter

“My unvemitting attention
to every circumstance”

A two-day ride over the sandy highway that sluiced through the damp wintry
forests brought Washington to Martha Custis’s estate. He arrived nearly a week
and a half before the scheduled date of the wedding, but he could use the time.
He and his fiancee had not seen one another for more than six months, since
long before he had rendezvoused the Virginia regiments with Forbes’s army at
Raystown. They had much to plan, from the details of the wedding ceremony
to the transfer of Martha’s estate and chattel to his control, the latter mandated
by Virginia law, which did not permit a married woman to exercise control over
property. Besides, the couple wanted to get to know one another a little better.
After all, since Washington first had ridden to the White House near the end of
1757, the couple had spent only about fifteen days together. In all likelihood, too,
Washington wished to become better acquainted with Martha’s children, Jackie
and Patsy, as everyone now called little Martha.

Nearly forty guests, friends from throughout Virginia, attended the cere-
mony. Weddings always were popular occasions, not just for the infectious joy
communicated by the happy couple, but because in a rural society opportunities
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for fellowship between friends were infrequent at best. On the evening before
the wedding, a bitterly cold night, winter winds nipped at the barren trees and
frosted the warm, candle-lit panes of the mansion’s windows, while inside part-
ners danced far into the late hours. The next morning the guests, mostly farmers
accustomed to rising early, slept late, tired from the unusual night of partying
that had gone before. When the guests did slip out of their beds that morning,
they must have scurried about their chilly rooms, dressing hurriedly in a mood of
blithe exhilaration.

A bit after 1:00 p.M. that day, January 6, 1759, George Washington and
Martha Dandridge Custis slowly, nervously, entered the drawing room of the
White House, each walking to the front of the chamber, each stopping beneath a
chandelier ablaze with four white candles. Martha wore a wedding gown recently
ordered from London, a “grave . . . suit of clothes,” as she put it. Actually, her
dress was voguish though not extravagant, a gown fashioned from yellow gros-
grain silk, and including both ribbons of a high-sheen pink silk as well as an
aigrette of white and deep red. If she hoped to appear sedate, Washington appar-
ently sought to strike a more celebrative chord. He, too, wore clothing ordered
from London, “acoat, waistcoat and breeches” made of the “best superfine blue
cotton velvet,” all bedizened with silk buttons.

The ceremony was brief. An Anglican priest presided, while the many
guests, among them the governor of Virginia, and a dozen or so curious servants
watched, tightly packed together in the stuffy room.

Following the ceremony the guests sat down to a feast, a long banquet of
epicurean delights prepared by the servants, for whom the festivities simply meant
a hard day’s work. Hours later, after everyone had rested and talked, another
evening of dancing ensued. Not until three days later did the last visitor depart,
regretfully bidding farewell and commencing the long, cold, bumpy ride home.!

When the last guest had departed, Washington and his bride must have
tried to unwind after days of anxiety, of whirlwind entertaining. During the next
six weeks the formality between the two began to lose its edge, and the out-
lines of a relaxed family routine took shape. Washington used the time to make
arrangements for the family’s move to Mount Vernon, a jaunt scheduled im-
mediately following the adjournment of the new legislator’s first session in the
Burgesses; a thousand decisions had to be made, but chiefly they had to decide
which possessions—including servants and slaves—would be relocated.

In mid-February the family repaired to the capital in Martha’s carriage,
where they lived for the next ten weeks in the house built by Martha’s first
husband. The Washingtons joined in the customary round of festivities, attending
balls and hosting dinner parties for other legislators and their wives, including
George William and Sally Fairfax.

The Burgesses convened on Washington’s birthday. Just twenty-seven years
old, the inexperienced, somewhat shy and uncertain young lawmaker played an
inconspicuous role in these sessions. Aside from pushing for the enactment of a
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few purely local bills, Washington sat back, listening and learning. Accustomed
as he was to giving orders he must have felt like a fish out of water during the
frequent tedious committee meetings and the tiresome, legalistic parliamentary
debates. By early April his impatience to return to Mount Vernon overcame his
sense of obligation to his legislative duties. He supervised the loading of crates of
furniture and clothing, tools and toys, then, like the baggage train of a small army,
the family with its servants set out for Washington’s estate. It was a long trek,
more than a hundred miles from the first blossoms of spring in the everpresent
forests about the capital back to the late winter dreariness that still clasped the
landscape to the north. The day before their arrival at Mount Vernon, Washington
sent along instructions to a servant to clean and air the house, and to procure
poultry and eggs for the family’s first meal on the Potomac. Late the next morning
the carriage rumbled over the last mile of the journey, softly squishing through
the muddy road, on and on through the unending forest, until finally the faint
outlines of the white farmhouse could be seen.?

Washington was proud of his plantation. It was home. During the last few
months he had arranged for some repairs and additional construction, and he also
had purchased new furnishings in anticipation of this moment. No record has
survived of Martha’s initial response to her new home, but chances are it was
mixed. The mansion was small and rustic compared to the White House, and the
grounds were rather unkempt; moreover, the estate sat in a sparsely settled region,
a district that bore the imprint of unrefined frontier coarseness. On the other hand,
important people—Ilike the Fairfaxes—Ilived in the neighborhood. The view, too,
could be breathtaking, particularly at this time of the year when, except for the
purplish-scarlet of an occasional flowering redbud or the newborn white of a fruit
tree, one’s gaze was unobstructed by the foliage. The terrain was more rolling
than on the Pamunkey, and in the rear of the house the land sloped gently down
to the wide, green-blue river that flowed past placidly.

The house that Martha first saw was little more than a country farmhouse.
George had inherited a one-and-a-half-story house. The bottom floor, which cov-
ered a space of thirty-three by forty-seven feet, included four rooms, two on each
side of a long central hallway; four bedrooms sat atop this space. The clapboard
structure had been built about great hand-hewn oak beams, each joined by oak
pins instead of nails. The living quarters stood above a cellar, whose outer walls
were fashioned from sandstone while its inner partition walls consisted of brick
held by oyster shell mortar. Only the previous year, as soon as he and Martha
were engaged, had Washington commenced his first extensive remodeling of the
house, a project that he planned without the advice of an architect. He wished not
only to have the work completed quickly, but in such a manner that the essence
of the structure—and its memories—would be preserved. He rebuilt the foun-
dation (using fifteen thousand bricks made in Mount Vernon’s own kiln), raised
the roof so as to add a full second story, added new clapboard, which of course
was freshly painted (actually, slits were cut at intervals in the board so as to
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resemble stone, and sand was mixed with the paint in order to give the surface
a rough, granite-like texture), reglazed all the windows, built additional closets,
and replaced the old staircase to the second floor with a new, but quite simple,
stairway. Workmen also hurriedly replastered some rooms, then they installed
a rich paneling and a new marble mantel in the west parlor. Four outbuildings,
meanwhile, were connected to the house by palisades mounted on brick walls.?

Whatever Martha’s reaction to her new home, no substantive alterations
were made to the structure for fourteen years. In 1773 work began on a three-story
addition; the Washingtons planned to add wings to each end of the house, but
the Revolution interrupted construction after only the western side had been com-
pleted. That wing had been added for pragmatic reasons. Inundated by overnight
guests, the family had sought escape. This new wing consisted of a large library
on the ground floor, a bedroom (connected to the lower floor by a hidden stair-
way) and adjoining dressing rooms on the second level, and another room, either
Patsy’s or Jackie’s chamber, on the third floor. But if Martha displayed little inter-
est in redesigning the structure of the mansion, she made her presence felt in
refurnishing the interior. The largely barren house soon groaned with the furniture
she had brought from the Pamunkey, and to this she gradually added beds, tables,
chairs, and miscellaneous objects d’art that she ordered from London.#

To build and furnish Mount Vernon as he wished required that Washington
have considerable financial resources. His land holdings were vast. Mount Vernon
consisted of about forty-five hundred acres, so divided that it really amounted to
five separate farms, some of which had (or soon would have) their own overseer’s
house, barns, and slave cabins. Washington also owned title to Martha’s Tidewater
acreage, he managed Jackie’s lands on the Pamunkey, and he still possessed
the Bullskin tracts that he had acquired with his initial earnings as a surveyor.
Before Washington could put the land to effective use, however, he had to learn
something about agriculture. Although he had grown up on Ferry Farm, he had
never directed its operations, and he had done precious little work in its fields. At
age sixteen he had left those jaded lands, and for the past dozen years surveying
and soldiering had preoccupied him. Now he would have to learn the ropes of his
new vocation as he had learned his other pursuits—by observation, by reading,
and by trial and error.

Like most Virginia farmers Washington planted tobacco that first year. He
also rented separate portions of Mount Vernon to nine tenant families, directing
each to raise the plant. Management of the crop had changed but little since early
in the previous century. Nor had the uncertainties associated with this mercurial
and vexatious plant vanished. At every step in the protracted cycle of producing
a tobacco crop the planter faced dangers. His success depended both on good
fortune and on making a series of correct decisions.

The planting process began early in the year, ideally twelve days following
Christmas. At that time seeds were planted in enriched beds, manured, and
covered by oak leaves or straw to protect them from the frost. Because the odds
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were long against a plant’s survival, large planters sometimes set out a crop
ten times as large as they could use. In May the burgeoning young plants were
transplanted into mounds that resembled molehills, each dome situated about
three feet from its nearest neighbor. A week or so later hoeing commenced, a
monotonous chore, but one that each mound required every five or six days. When
leaves appeared, normally about six weeks after transplanting, the plants were
topped. In this operation the top of the plant literally was pinched off, leaving five
to nine leaves on the stalk. Now the plant could not flower, and the vegetation’s
energy was free to surge into the leaves. Thereafter, the plant grew no taller,
but the leaves grew larger and heavier. For the course of the growing season—
about six or eight additional weeks—tobacco farmers were required to look after
both the weeding and the removal of suckers, or useless sprouts that inevitably
burst out.

In September the tobacco was cut. This was perhaps the most risky step in
the routine. To cut too early meant the destruction of a not yet fully ripe crop,
but to wait too long was to run the risk of ruination at the hands of an early frost.
Once cut, the leaves were left exposed on the ground for several hours so they
would wither and be less brittle. When ready, they were gathered and hung in a
barn to be air-cured. Curing required several weeks, terminating with still another
crucial decision by the planter, for leaves that remained too moist would rot before
reaching market in Great Britain, while leaves that had been allowed to become
too dry would crumble to dust during the Atlantic passage. Once cured, the leaves
were stripped from the stalk, and workers began “prizing” the crop. This was the
final stage, the actual layering of the leaves into large hogsheads, forty-eight by
thirty inch barrels that had been constructed by coopers on the plantation. When
packed, each hogshead customarily weighed close to a thousand pounds. At that
point, usually in the spring about fifteen months after the cycle had begun, the
tobacco at last was ready for shipment. In George Washington’s case this meant
that the hogsheads, secured by iron or hickory staves, were drawn by horse or
oxen to the Fairfax County warehouse, where the tobacco was inspected, graded,
and stored until a vessel arrived to carry it to market in Great Britain.

Washington exuberantly put in his first crop, confident of a booming trade
in the plant. Prices generally had been high in the 1740s, but the market had fluc-
tuated wildly in the 1750s, reflecting the dislocations imposed by the French and
Indian War, as well as the vicissitudes of the weather. With scarcity likely because
of the persistence of the war, Washington expected high prices if the weather was
advantageous. He expanded his tobacco production in 1760, although, as was true
with every planter, he had not yet learned how his previous year’s crop had fared
at market in England. In the summer of 1760 he received the bad news. The price
for his first crop had been low. By the time he learned of his misfortune, he also
suspected that his current crop was doomed by an overabundance of rain. Yet, the
destruction of that season’s yield led him to conclude that scarcity would drive
prices through the roof on his 1761 crop. That was not to be the case, however,
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and by the end of that summer he was nearly £1900 in debt to his British factor.
His problems continued. Capricious weather, damages incurred during shipping,
and oversupplies in Britain’s emporiums all seemed to conspire against him. So,
too, did a swarm of bugs and worms, prompting him to wonder why Noah ever
“suffer[ed] such a brood of vermin to get a berth in the ark.” His biggest prob-
lem, however, and one that he could neither understand nor acknowledge, was
that the soil at Mount Vernon simply was incapable of yielding either substantial
quantities of tobacco or the best quality leaf?

George Washington was mortified by his failure to produce good tobacco.
In his Virginia a planter was judged by the quality of his tobacco. To fail in
this endeavor was a blow to a planter’s self-esteem, and to a man who required
adulation and attention as much as Washington did such a failure was intolerable.
He first sought to overcome his humiliation by offering a financial incentive to an
overseer who could provide him with superior tobacco, but that ploy inevitably
met with failure. When that and every other expedient proved ineffectual, he
alleged that he had been cheated by his factors in Great Britain. He severed his
ties with one company, then he carped at the purported wrongdoing of a second.
His tobacco was of a superior quality, he exclaimed, yet other planters in the
neighborhood netted 12d per pound for their crop and he received only 11'2d.
Later he railed that some planters in the Northern Neck realized 30 percent more
per hogshead than he earned. His poor showing mystified him. “Certain I am no
Person in Virginia takes more pains to make their Tobo. fine than I do and tis
hard then [to comprehend why] I should not be well rewarded for it.” ¢

Washington’s greatest yields resulted from his earliest efforts. In both 1760
and 1761 he produced approximately 93,000 pounds of tobacco, but thereafter
his harvests declined. A planter in his time normally realized a cash return of
about 25 percent on the tobacco that he marketed, the remainder being lost to
taxes, shipping and insurance costs, and the commission charged by the overseas
agent. In his peak years, therefore, Washington likely made about £1200 from
his tobacco crop, although from that he still had to deduct his production costs.
Nevertheless, what Washington regarded as a bad showing amounted to an annual
income that was perhaps tenfold that earned by an urban-based skilled artisan in
the 1760s.

After 1762 Washington despaired that he could ever produce the tobacco
crop that he sought. Tobacco farming might be “an Art beyond my skill,” he
ruefully acknowledged, and in 1764 he allowed that he might not be able to
grow “even tolerable Crops.” Still, he was reluctant to blame himself or Mount
Vemon for the evident failures, and the notion lingered in his mind that the
agents in Britain favored some Americans over others. Why continue to grow
tobacco, he wondered, when the treatment accorded planters in London “only
suits the Interests of a few particular Gentlemen.” Thus exculpating himself for
his failures, Washington by 1764 had begun to substitute a wheat crop for his
tobacco, and within two years he no longer produced any tobacco. His yield in
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wheat, meanwhile, had leaped from a modest 257 bushels to 2331 bushels by
1766, and by the end of the decade he was reaping over 6000 bushels annually.
Washington never returned to tobacco production at Mount Vernon, although his
tenants continued to pay their rent with hogsheads of tobaccothey had grown, and
he insisted that it be planted annually on his and Jackie’s lands on the Pamunkey
and the York.

By the mid-1760s Mount Vernon had taken on the air of a diversified indus-
trial village. While flax and hemp sprouted in adjacent fields, the weavers hired
by Washington turned out increasing quantities of homespun cloth. By early in
the next decade a flour mill was in operation, permitting him to grind not only
his own wheat but that of his neighbors as well. The usual farm crops (corn and
turnips, for instance) were sown, but in portions just sufficient to feed the family,
the labor force, and the livestock. By 1766 he launched a fishing schooner, which
trolled the Potomac for shad and herring, while orchards of fruit trees lined the
rolling terrain. He bred and sold horses. In addition to oxen, hogs, and sheep, he
raised cattle, and before long a dairy and a smokehouse were functioning. The
construction of a still and a cider press added a varied dimension to the yield of
his orchards.?

By 1770 Washington had very nearly cut his indebtedness in half. His suc-
cess as a farmer was not due to happenstance. Agricultural tracts took up a sizable
portion of the shelf space in his library. Washington approached husbandry as a
scientist might conduct himself in a laboratory. He experimented constantly. He
tested new fertilizers, varied his planting times, tried new grasses and new seeds,
grafted in the hope of growing more lush fruit, sought larger, sturdier livestock by
innovative breeding practices, kept an eye out for novel, labor-saving equipment,
and he even invented a more suitable plow. Unwilling to delegate too much au-
thority to an overseer, he seemed to observe each and every occurrence at Mount
Vernon. He rose each morning at 4:00 and spent the initial two hours of his day
at his desk, reading, handling correspondence, and grappling with his accounts.
When the others in the family had awakened, he joined them for a substantial
breakfast. Regardless of the weather he was on horseback by 7:00 to make his
rounds, riding about fifteen miles each day, dropping in on each section of the
estate to scrutinize the previous afternoon’s labor and to issue commands to the
foremen for the new day.’

If Washington worked hard, the hands he supervised worked harder. Most
of his workmen were bonded laborers, and most of the bondsmen were enslaved.
Before the 1770s many in Washington’s slave labor force had been acquired
through purchase. At the beginning of 1759 he held just over a score of slaves.
During that year he spent nearly £600 on the purchase of thirteen additional
chattel. By the end of the following year his corps of slaves numbered forty-
nine, many of them having reached Mount Vernon via the auction block. A
census taken in 1770 showed that his slave population had risen to eighty-seven
persons. Sometimes Washington personally attended the sales to purchase slaves,
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while on other occasions he retained George William Fairfax’s brother-in-law, an
Alexandria merchant, to serve as his agent. To avoid the higher Virginia duties on
imported slaves, Washington and his agent often shopped on the Maryland side of
the Potomac. Between 1770 and 1775 Washington’s slave population more than
doubled, principally the result of natural increase, for he purchased no additional
slaves after 1772. By that time, however, he had spent well over £2000 on the
procurement of captive labor.!®

Washington’s attitude toward blacks was typical of his time. He was a racist.
No evidence exists that he was troubled by the existence of slavery at any time
before the American Revolution, nor does he seem to have ever questioned the
prevailing notion of white supremacy. It would have been extraordinary had he
puzzled much over these matters. He had never lived in a society that frowned on
slaveholding, no vocal antislavery movements existed in the colonies, and men
who were far better educated and more widely read accepted the institution with
no misgivings. He apparently bought and sold slaves without a second thought.
Purchase “Negroes, if choice ones can be had under Forty pounds Sterl.,” he
instructed his agent in the West Indies, but “if not, then [buy] Rum and Sugar . . .
or . . . Sugar and Molasses.” On another occasion he told his agent to sell a slave
for molasses, rum, limes, tamarinds, and sweetmeats. His diary entries frequently
refer to “My Negroes” or to “a Wench of mine,” passages that are devoid of
human feelings. He was not moved to express hatred or love or empathy for his
chattel. They were simply business propositions, and his comments regarding
these unfortunate people were recorded with about as much passion as were his
remarks on wheat rust or the efficacy of a new fertilizer.!!

Little information exists on the conditions in which Washington’s slaves
lived in the period before 1775.!2 But there is no reason to suspect that Mount
Vernon’s slave habitations were superior to those of neighboring plantations.
The quarters must have been cramped and drafty chambers, miserably cold in
the winter, frightfully hot in the summer. With their earthen floors, glassless
windows, and cheerless, shabby furnishings, these domiciles must have been no
more hospitable than the manger in which the estate’s cattle were sheltered.

If the accommodations were meager, so too was the slaves’ clothing allot-
ment. At one estate a slave received only one shirt for an entire year. In the midst
of winter one year an overseer informed Washington that the “little negroes” were
without clothing, and, incredibly, he inquired whether their owner “intended to
give them any thing er not.” On another occasion he mentioned that Washington
had provided no blankets for his slaves, though he had found some “negro Cot-
ton” for the pregnant women and small children. Letters from Washington’s farm
managers were filled with accounts of illness among the slaves, including the re-
port on a man who was forced to work even though he had contracted the measles
and was beset by a “Violent Pox and Vomiting.” Earlier in the year the same
manager had failed to call a physician to assist another ailing subject until it was
too late; that child died of the mange. When slaves ran away these overseers were
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dumbfounded. Coachman Jamey ran off, an overseer told Washington, “without
an angry word or a blow from any one.” The runaways were hunted down with
dogs and, when captured, were severely flogged.!3

Washington employed other laborers in addition to the men and women he
owned. He purchased a few indentured servants. Under this century-old system
a person sold himself for a specified period (usually five to seven years) in return
for free transportation to America. Because of his large unskilled labor force,
Washington bought only servants who were skilled artisans; he acquired a joiner in
1759, for instance, and, much later, a gardener. But most of Washington’s skilled
artisans were hired hands, some retained on a seasonal basis, some on yearly
contracts. He employed carpenters, millers, bricklayers, blacksmiths, weavers,
and metal workers, and at harvest time he engaged cradlers. Their contracts
stipulated salaries ranging from £25 per year to nearly double that amount. The
covenants additionally called for a full measure of work; the artisan was to labor
six days each week for a year, but any days lost to illness were to be made up
the following year. Washington also hired overseers for his scattered farms. Some
were efficient; others were indifferent. He once rode up to Bullskin to find “every
thing in the utmost confusion, disorder & backwardness . . . and not half a Crop
. . . prepared.” His most trusted managers were John Alton, a white servant who
worked for him for more than thirty years, and Lund Washington, a distant cousin
whom he hired in 1764 to oversee operations at Mount Vernon.'

If Washington was principally a planter, he also was a businessman and a
speculator. He invested in three commercial pursuits on or near his Mount Vernon
property. In addition to his flour mill, he constructed a saw mill, and in 1774 he
purchased a brigantine in order to expand his fishing enterprise. He contemplated
investing in an iron furnace in the Shenandoah, but nothing came of it."* His
real interest, however, was land, and following his marriage he plunged into this
uncertain market with almost unbounded zeal.

His initial foray into large-scale speculation had been fruitless. The Ohio
Company was to get its lands only if it had placed one hundred settlers in its
allotted domain within seven years; when the deadline was reached the French
and Indian War was blazing and there were no settlers on the company’s lands. In
1760 Washington cooperated in an endeavor to revive the moribund company, and
three years later, at the end of the war, the resuscitated Ohio Company dispatched
an agent—in fact, it was Colonel Washington’s former aide, George Mercer—to
implore the British government to renew its grant. Mercer remained in London
for five years, but ultimately he failed. In 1767 the English secretary of state
announced that all of the transmontane West belonged to the king. Twenty years
after its inception the Ohio Company was dead. Not one investor had made one
cent off the enterprise.

Washington was not the sort to put all his eggs in one basket, however. Not
when he believed that stupendous fortunes could be reaped from western land.
Indeed, he told a friend that he expected wilderness investments to yield a 500
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percent profit in twenty years. He bought into the Mississippi Company in 1763,
an enterprise that applied to the Crown for four thousand square miles between
the Wabash and the Mississippi rivers; later he employed an old military comrade,
frontiersman William Crawford, to search out tracts of “rich . . . and level” land
for him in western Pennsylvania, and still later he retained an agent to look for
promising river land in West Florida.

But Washington’s problem was not in locating good land, it was in securing
clear title to such tracts. His major obstacle arose from the absence of an effective,
omnipotent government capable of devising and implementing a comprehensive,
unambiguous, central policy toward the newly acquired western territory. Britain
commenced its control of the region with the Proclamation of 1763, a decree that
prohibited settlement west of the Appalachians. That was about the only unequiv-
ocal statement that London made in regard to the West, and it was not taken too
seriously in the colonies. Washington, for instance, was not in the least disturbed
by the edict, passing it off as a temporary expedient to mollify the Indians; he
ruminated that anyone who “neglects the present oppertunity of hunting out good
Lands . . . will never again regain it.” Washington was correct that this was
not London’s final word. What followed was an object lesson in a government’s
inability to formulate a coherent policy. It could not decide whether it wanted set-
tlers pouring into the transmontane West. Some secretaries to whom responsibility
for such matters fell endeavored to facilitate expansion, while others feared that
western settlements would be beyond the reach of England’s mercantile houses,
and still other ministers preferred to settle newly acquired Canada and Florida
first, then worry about the West. The result of all this was chaos. One ministry
contradicted another. Royal officials in America disregarded and suppressed royal
orders. Colonies accepted some treaties by which Indians ceded their hunting
grounds, while they ignored other, less favorable pacts. Britain’s rule was so
muddled it was unable to adjudicate the complexities of the colonists’ rival west-
ern claims, such as those between Pennsylvanians and Virginians over the same
prized real estate. Indeed, the British government could not even determine the
western boundary of Pennsylvania.

By 1773, ten years after the French and Indian War ended, Great Britain
still had not decided where—or even whether—to create a new colony across
the mountains. Late in the 1760s reports began to circulate that London was
about to create a new colony that would encompass the general region of present-
day western West Virginia and Kentucky. Yet that was the very region in which
Virginia’s veterans of the late war hoped to attain the bounty lands promised by
Governor Dinwiddie. Alarmed, Washington warned his governor that the rumored
colony would be a “fatal blow” to Virginia, meaning, of course, to himself.
Typically, the issue dragged on unresolved for years, until in 1773 the Board of
Trade, and then the king, granted the domain to a group of English speculators and
ordered preparations to commence for the establishment of a proprietary colony.
Typically, too, nothing else occurred in regard to this colony, leaving Washington
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in the dark as to Britain’s intentions.!¢ What he did know was that in the years he
had watched Britain vacillate in indecision over its western policies he had grown
from adolescence to middle age, and in that time his pertinacious, sometimes
dangerous, pursuit of a fortune in that realm had gone largely unrewarded.

Of course he had acquired some land, although even where a clear title
seemed to exist surprises had anuncanny way of occurring. Crawford had acquired
some property for him in Pennsylvania, and he had purchased nearly twenty-
seven hundred acres of the George Carter estate in Virginia. Moreover, during
the 1760s he had become intrigued by the possibility of developing a hitherto
inaccessible region known as the Great Dismal Swamp, a mélange of thickets and
trees, bogs and coves, that sprawled inland from south of the Chesapeake, lapping
over the Virginia border into North Carolina. Since much of the peripheral land
had been cultivated with considerable success, several speculators concluded that
beneath the forbidding morass of the swamp itself good, flat land suitable for
farming and timbering—and within reach of the Atlantic sealanes—Ilay waiting
to be exploited. The hitch was that the region would have to be drained before
it could be of any use. Washington first visited the area early in 1763, a fact-
finding excursion to determine whether investment was warranted. He concluded
that the area had abundant assets. He discovered that much of the soil was rich
and black, that the rivers that darted through these marshes could accommodate
ocean-going vessels, and that the area had plentiful stands of timber. Pleased with
the possibilities, Washington, together with several other planters, including his
brothers-in-law Fielding Lewis (husband of his sister Betty) and Burwell Bassett
(spouse of Martha’s youngest sister), invested in a company simply named the
*“Adventurers for Draining the Dismal Swamp.” Under its charter each member
was to receive title to one thousand acres, and each was obligated to furnish cash
and ten able-bodied laborers for the work force. Washington eventually made four
additional trips to the site during the decade to scout for good land, and, after one
trip, he and Lewis purchased over eleven hundred acres on the southern perimeter
of the swamp. But the company failed to open any lands before the Revolution,
although as early as 1768 Washington succeeded in marketing cypress shingles
that he procured from the area.!”

If Washington worked tirelessly to develop the swamp, he was like a man
possessed in his efforts to secure the bounty land he believed he had been
promised. In 1754, when Virginia raised its army to drive the French from the
Ohio country, Governor Dinwiddie had proposed to divide 200,000 acres among
the men who enlisted. Fifteen years after he had first donned his uniform, how-
ever, Washington had not received an acre of the land. First, the war had been
unexpectedly protracted; then, the Proclamation of 1763 had prevented the fulfill-
ment of the governor’s pledge. But late in 1768 Britain and several western tribes
negotiated treaties under which much of the eastern Ohio Valley was opened
for colonial settlement. Washington knew the time to act had come. In fact, he
realized that he had to act quickly, for not only were Virginians and Pennsylva-
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nians certain to vie for the land, but should that be the region in which Britain
chose to establish its long-rumored new colony good land would be even more
difficult to attain. And Washington knew that he faced one other sticky problem.
It was not at all clear that Dinwiddie had intended to give any land to the offi-
cers. The language of his proclamation, though vague, seemed to suggest that
he proffered the land as an inducement for men to enlist, not for officers who
accepted commissions. Washington began his quest by gathering enough of the
surviving officers to draft a petition to the government requesting that the land
grant at last be made, that lands be extended to officers as well as to enlisted
men, and that the lands be on one or all of the following bodies of water: the
Monongahela, the New River, the Great Kanawha, and Sandy Creek. A friendly
aristocratic governor, Baron de Botetourt (who had arrived in Virginia only the
previous year) and his council readily concurred with each point, stipulating that
they hoped one satisfactory tract of 200,000 acres might be located, but agreeing
to as many as twenty separate blocks. Typically, too, the government ultimately
allotted 15,000 acres for each general officer, but only 400 acres per private. The
government directed William and Mary College to appoint a surveyor.!3

The claimants met in 1770 and agreed to permit Washington, a surveyor and
an experienced frontiersman, to search the area for suitable tracts. That autumn
Washington departed for the West, undertaking his first junket over the mountains
in more than a decade. Traveling with several servants and his old army doctor,
James Craik, who had set up a practice in nearby Alexandria, he arrived at the
residence of William Crawford after eight days of hard walking and horseback
riding. The party lodged with Crawford for three days, while Washington and the
frontiersman inspected some other lands (and a coal mine) near the Youghiogheny
that seemed intriguing. Another day’s travel brought them to the forks of the
Ohio, guarded now by Fort Pitt. Washington stayed at a tavern in the “town” of
Pittsburgh, a rude village of twenty log cabins, and thatevening he dined with the
British officers garrisoned at the reconstructed stockade. A day or two later the
men, joined now by several Indian guides, shoved off down the Ohio, beginning a
month-long canoe trip that spanned over eleven hundred miles. Aside from some
early season snow and the anxiety provoked by news (false news, it soon was
happily learned) that Indians recently had murdered white settlers along the river,
the trip was pleasant. The men stayed on the Ohio, leaving it just once for five
days to explore the Great Kanawha River and the lands about it. Washington ran
no surveys, but he took copious notes and he marked off two corners of “the
Soldiers L[an]d (if we can get it). . . .” By mid-November they were back in
Pittsburgh, and a few days later, after an absence of nine weeks, Washington was
resting before his hearth at Mount Vernon."

He was not idle for long. He used his influence to secure the selection of
his old friend Crawford as the official surveyor of the bounty lands. Then, when
the tracts were located, he utilized his persuasive powers with the veterans to
attain Crawford’s appointment as the surveyor to divide the general tracts into
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individual portions. Meanwhile, Washington set about to gently persuade some
veterans to sell their shares to him; he told some men that their segments were
likely to be “very hilly and broken,” and he emphasized the uncertainty of ever
acquiring the land, observing that should Britain create a new colony in the West
it undoubtedly would include “every Inch of the Land we are expecting. . . .”
He also enlisted his brother’s aid, asking Charles to see some of the men without
letting them know whom he represented, and “if you would (in a joking way,
rather than in earnest, at first) see what value they set upon their lands.” By one
argument or another Washington, for a pittance, purchased lots totaling over fifty-
one hundred acres. After having met twice with the surveyor, Washington next
presented to the government a plan for the division of the bounty, a scheme by
which he proposed to keep the best lands for himself (why not, he told a friend,
for “if it had not been for my unremitting attention to every circumstance, not a
single acre of Land would ever have been obtained.”) The govemment, though
ignorant of the nature of each tract, gladly accepted Washington’s plan. Through
grant and purchase he received 20,147 acres. At the time, no one complained,
but later some of the men exploded when they actually saw their plots, venting
their wrath at Crawford. They were “a good deal shagereend,” the surveyor told
Washington, to learn that “you in Chief of your Surveys [and Dr. Craik] have all
bottom . . . Land.” None of the land “in that Country is so good as your Land
and his Land,” he added.?®

Only George Muse, the scapegoat for the debacle at Fort Necessity, dared
to complain directly to Washington of the bilking he believed he had received.
Washington’s response was crude and visceral, and worth repeating:

As I am not accustomed to receive such from any Man, nor would have taken the
same language from you personally, without letting you feel some marks of my
resentment; I would advise you to be cautious in writing me a second of the same
tenour; for though I understand you were drunk when you did it, yet give me leave
to tell you, that drunkness is no excuse for rudeness; and that, but for your stupidity
and sottishness you might have known, by attending to the public Gazettes . . . that
you had your full quantity of ten thousand acres of land allowed you. . . .2!

If Muse complained openly, other men apparently protested in private, and
when it was discovered in 1775 that Crawford had failed to take the oaths required
of a surveyor, his measurements were disallowed by Virginia’s governor. There
the matter rested until three years after the Revolution began, when the House of
Burgesses declared the original survey valid. Washington would get his land if
America secured its independence.??

For all his frenetic business and speculative endeavors, Washington hardly
exhausted his resources. He lived in an elegant, even opulent, manner, attended
at Mount Vernon by thirteen house slaves. He poured forth a steady stream of
orders to his overseas agents, purchasing guns and hunting paraphernalia, large
quantities of rum and larger amounts of wine, preferring Madeira, though he
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also ordered other varieties by the butt (150 gallons). He frequently ordered
delicacies not available in Virginia: several varieties of nuts, cheeses, candies,
teas, sweetmeats, and citrus products, plus refined sugar, spices, and soap. His
huge clothing purchases were staggering. He placed nine separate orders for shoes
(about two dozen pairs) and boots within a decade, and he often requested gloves,
trousers, hose, and suits. He acquired a new carriage (“in the newest taste, genteel
and light”) to replace Martha’s dilapidated buggy. A fancy saddle and an elegant
sword sent from London must have enabled him to cut an imposing figure. Of
course, much of what he requested was for Martha—fabrics, ribbons, clothing,
perfume, and snuff, for instance—and he also bought furniture, china, pewter,
and silverware from abroad for the mansion.??

Since the goods he bought had to be transported across the Atlantic, he
was forever tormented by shipping problems and other perplexities. Often the
clothing fit poorly, if at all; one time the ship’s crew broke into his wine and freely
imbibed. The merchandise often was damaged—broken, water-stained, moth-
eaten. Sometimes the company sent the wrong items. He once ordered small
busts of six famous soldiers for his mantel, but his factor substituted statues of six
nonmilitary figures from antiquity. The goods often arrived at the wrong river, or
they never arrived at all. Once, piqued by the futility of it all, he maintained that
the English merchants “palm sometimes old, sometimes very slight and Indifferent
Goods upon us,” and he complained to his agent that his goods were “mean in
quality but not in price.” Mostly, though, he seemed resigned to his fate and he
quietly submitted to the inconveniences.?*

Washington’s fifteen years as a planter-entrepreneur seem to have been a
period when happiness far outweighed sadness at Mount Vernon. Despite his
busy schedule and frequent absences, Washington found time for recreation. He
enjoyed bothhorse and boat racing, and like other roughhewn provincials he found
cockfighting to his liking. Exotic animals intrigued him too. He once paid to see
a lion and a tiger, and on another occasion he arranged to have an elk brought to
Mount Vernon; he even tried, without success, to acquire buffalo for his pastures.
He occasionally trekked to Alexandria to the theater, and he frequently took in
plays while he was in Williamsburg. He seemed to entertain incessantly at Mount
Vernon, chatting with friends over wine (he was not fond of other spirits, though
he stocked whiskey for his guests), or playing cards, backgammon, and billiards.
When he was in town he frequented taverns, and he seldom failed to spend some
time visiting friends at the Masonic lodge hall (he had become a member of the
order in 1753, quickly rising to Master Mason). Washington was a horse fancier
too; he loved these elegant animals and he enjoyed trading and breeding them.
Balls and wedding and dances afforded him an opportunity to visit with other
farmers, but if he was displeased with the rustic’s amenities he might grump to
his diary, as he did after a party in Alexandria when a maladroit hostess served
tea that tasted like hot water, provided an inadequate amount of food, and used
pocket handkerchiefs for napkins and a tablecloth.



The Acquisitive Planter 75

Washington worked vacations into his schedule when possible. He and
Martha occasionally slipped away to Eltham, Burwell Bassett’s estate on the
Pamunkey, not far removed from the White House. At other times the family
made the four-to-five-day journey across the mountains to Berkeley Springs, the
warm water springs where Lawrence vainly had sought a cure. Washington found
the summer heat militated by this environment, and with a cook and servants in
tow he came here often, residing for up to six weeks in a cottage that George
Mason, his Potomac neighbor at nearby Gunston Hall, kindly made available.

Washington loved the outdoors and his happiest moments came when he
plunged off into the forests. He was fond of searching out a mountain stream
and trying his luck with the fish, but more than anything he enjoyed hunting.
Nothing seemed so relaxing and invigorating as a day in the fields with his dogs
(to whom he gave names like Mopesy, Tarter, Jupiter, Trueman, Tiple, Truelove,
Juno, Dutchess, and Sweetlips) in quest of duck, pheasant, deer, or fox, sports
to which he often devoted ten full days or more a month. As with his horses,
Washington took great care in the breeding of his hounds, but woe be to any
offspring which through accident was not pedigree. He simply drowned those
unfortunate pups.?’

Something of Washington’s attitudes and manners also are apparent in what
he did not enjoy. He was not fond of leisure reading. He acquired many of the
better books concerning scientific agriculture, but, otherwise, in these adult years
he chiefly read military manuals and biographies of former martial leaders. He
was familiar with important literary works like Don Quixote and Tristram Shandy,
but he neither read the great works of the Enlightenment nor the principal tracts
of the political theorists of his age.? The natural world was an important part of
his life, yet his interest in nature was purely utilitarian; when he noted in his diary
varieties of trees or climatological trends it always was with an eye on speculative
or farming concerns. Collecting objects of art held no allure for him; and his
furniture acquisitions, while tasteful, were made more with the functionalism of
each piece in mind. While he loved Mount Vernon and carefully planned each
addition, he remodeled only for practical reasons, never from aesthetic inclination,
and he lived in the mansion for nearly twenty years before he employed a gardener
to formally design the grounds.

Washington was not particularly fond of attending church. His religious
interests were awakened for a time during Lawrence’s protracted illness, but
thereafter his faith was a rather private matter. He served for several years as a
vestryman (along with eleven other men) for Truro Parish, a post concerned with
collecting funds and constructing facilities. Yet he attended services only about
once each month, and when he did escort Martha to worship he did not partake
of the Eucharist. He was not a Deist, however. He believed in God’s intervention
in worldly affairs, and he anticipated a life after death.

He could be rather droll about his piety. Having learned that a friend had
not attended church, Washington whimsically chided him and, very much tongue
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in cheek, he added: “Could you but behold with what religious zeal I hie me to
church on every Lord’s Day, it would do your heart good, and fill it . . . with
equal fluency.” %’

Washington seemed even less eager to spend time with his mother than he
was to attend church. A domineering woman, she must have nagged at her son
when they were together, complaining and offering unsolicited advice that either
provoked a tempest with the quick-tempered young man or left him stewing.
Washington resolved the problem simply by seeing as little of her as possible.
The distance between their estates (Ferry Farm was a solid day’s ride away) was
a good excuse for only an occasional visit, and, besides, he was genuinely busy
with his farm and his own family’s obligations. He apparently did not invite her
to stay at Mount Vernon. Mary Washington remained at Ferry Farm until 1771,
grappling with its exhausted land without much success. Four times after 1765 she
called on her son for financial assistance, and each time he complied, giving her
more than £25 altogether. But in 1771 George, together with his brother Charles
and his sister Betty, decided the sixty-three-year-old woman could live more
comfortably elsewhere. True to form, however, this tough old lady negotiated a
deal: she was to be ensconced in a comfortable house on one of George’s lots in
Fredericksburg; George was to provide her necessities; and he was to pay her an
annual rent—apparently about £30—for Ferry Farm (which, in fact, he legally
owned and would now manage through an overseer). Her son agreed, but he was
a shrewd chip off the block too. Shortly after his mother had moved, Washington
sold the farm for £2000.28

If Washington scarcely saw his mother, he had plenty of other visitors. In
an age when travel was slow and inns were scattered or nonexistent, wayfarers
in the South expected to be lodged at the residences of others of their social
class. So many pilgrims stopped by Mount Vernon that at times it seemed certain
that George and Martha would never be alone, and once, in exasperation at the
ubiquitous guests, he remarked in his diary: “Mrs. Possey, & some young woman
whose name was unknown to any Body in this family, dined here.” %

The Washingtons’ best friends were the Bassetts and the Fairfaxes. Burwell
Bassett and Martha’s sister lived so far from the Potomac, however, that the
families saw one another only infrequently. But Washington wrote to Bassett
often, sending him gossip about mutual acquaintances and keeping him abreast of
affairs at Mount Vernon. George and Martha also developed an affinity for Bryan
Fairfax, George William’s half brother who had emigrated to America in 1751 and
settled (with Sally Fairfax’s sister) on Lord Fairfax’s estate in the Shenandoah.
About the same age as George, yet less sober and more of a madcap, Fairfax
served with Washington for years in the Burgesses and the two grew to be fast
fox-hunting chums .3

Sally and George William Fairfax were closer than anyone else to Washing-
ton and his wife. George and young Fairfax for years had maintained a cordial,
but distant, friendship. George William after all was older, a married man when
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Washington still was in his teens; for several years in fact young George persisted
in calling the master of Belvoir “Mister Fairfax.” But after Washington matured
the two men grew quite close, each admiring traits in the other which they believed
were lacking in their own makeup. The one urbane, polished, well educated,
something of a man of the world, the other athletic, graceful, courageous, a man
equally at home in the raw wilderness or in the domesticity of his dining room.
The two families had much in common: both were wealthy and powerful, and
everyone was about the same age, give or take a few years. Strangely, too, for
that time and place, neither family had produced any children. Yet, enough differ-
ences in temperament existed among all four to create an engaging diversity. Most
importantly, Martha quickly accepted these old friends of her husband, and even-
tually she too grew close to the Fairfaxes. The families visited often, sometimes
staying overnight at the other’s mansion. The men hunted together, contemplated
joint business deals, and sat side by side in the Burgesses. The women come to
us in more shadowy terms, and it is more difficult to understand the bond that
seemed to have developed between one who was so pert and flippant and one who
was so matronly. But they did grow close, whether in spite of or because they
were so different.

George and Martha had lived at Mount Vernon for only about a year when
family business called the Fairfaxes to England for several months. While they
were abroad George William did not write Washington, but Sally did. Yet Sally
seemed to have changed when they returned to Virginia, acting for a time as if
after experiencing the luster of Old World society everything about the provinces
had seemed to pale by contrast. What transpired between her and George in the
following decade can only be guessed at. His diary references about her were
curt. For instance: “Monday Feby. 25th . . . Colo. Fx & his Lady . . . dined
here. So[uther]ly Wind and remarkable fine clear day.” 3! In all likelihood nothing
happened between the two. If they still had tender feelings about one another,
they probably communicated them silently. Each had much to lose if matters went
beyond that. And Washington, shy and prudent, and inordinately proud of his
virtue, was unlikely to push things too far.

In the early 1770s Sally fell ill, requiring medical attention that could only
be found overseas. She and her husband sailed to England in 1773, never to return.
Permanent residence abroad had not been in their plans, but when the opportunity
to return to America arrived the colonies were at war with Britain, and Fairfax
proclaimed his loyalty to the Crown. If they did not come back to Virginia, they
were not forgotten. Washington continued to correspond with George William,
often alluding to the times he had spent at Belvoir as “the happiest moments of
my life.” A quarter century after he last had seen Sally, and not long after he
had learned of her husband’s death, Washington wrote to her for the last time. In
some ways it was a curious letter, alternately stiff and formal, yet breezily chatty.
He seemed, too, to make a special effort to impress her, inserting a passage in
French, one of the rare times he ever employed such a device. In two widely
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separated sections he spoke of his feelings for her. The “happiest [momentsj in
my life,” he wrote, were those “I have enjoyed in your company.” So often, he
admitted, he still looked toward Belvoir and thought of her. Then, at the end of
the missive, and rather obliquely, he suggested that she return to Virginia.*

Did his letter indicate that he had never abandoned his love for Sally?
Probably. To Washington she always would be an alluring woman, beguiling, a
bit mysterious, always able to ignite the emotions that he otherwise succeeded
in keeping so closely controlled. Moreover, she was about the only thing that he
ever had determined to pursue and attain that had eluded him.

But did his ineradicable feelings for Sally indicate unhappiness with Martha?
Washington was a private person, and in nothing more so than the very personal
relationship he shared with his wife. He simply was not the type to wear his
feelings on his sleeve. Yet some things seem clear. Their union began as a virtual
marriage of convenience. He was ready to marry, she was a widow ready to
remarry; economically it was a good match. Shortly after the marriage, at a
time when, as he later put it, most young men are caught up in the *“transports
of passion,” he quaintly referred to Martha only as an “agreable Consort.” But
regardless of his feelings when they married, his attitude changed as he grew
older. Love, he grew to believe, was too fragile a cornerstone for a marriage;
“like all delicious things, it is cloying,” he said, and likely to evaporate. Instead,
the qualities that made for felicity in marriage, he advised his step-granddaughter,
were “good sense [and] good dispostions.” 3 What Washington perhaps was
thinking was that he always had loved Sally Fairfax, but that with Martha he was
comfortable—and quite happy.

Washington hoped to have children of his own, but year after year slipped
past without issue. By the early 1770s he knew it was hopeless. Jackie and Patsy
were there, and he cared for and shepherded them with all the love he would have
given to his own. Jackie, without a father for half his five years before Martha
married George, was a spoiled and pampered child whose manner at times utterly
exasperated his stepfather. Nevertheless, Washington saw to it that the youngster
had opportunities that he himself had been denied. By the time he was eight years
old Jackie was studying under a tutor, and soon Washington was ordering Latin
and Greek readers for the boy. When Jackie was fifteen Washington purchased
nearly fifty books for him, a collection that included classics, religious tracts,
histories, and the musings of contemporary philosophers. About the same time,
too, George and Martha decided to pack Jackie off to school, to study under
Anglican clergyman Jonathan Boucher. Washington enrolled the lad, explaining
to the schoolmaster what Jackie had read, though acknowledging that he was
“a little rusty” in both Latin and Greek. Otherwise, he continued, Jackie was
a boy “of good genius . . . untainted in his morals, and of innocent manners.”
Jackie, chubby, fair, soft, departed in the summer of 1768, accompanied by
his personal slave and two horses. He spent the better part of five years under
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John Parke Custis (“Jackie”), by Charles Willson Peale (1772). Courtesy of the Mount
Vernon Ladies’ Association of the Union.
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Boucher’s tutelage, most of it in Maryland, first in Annapolis, then in Prince
George’s County. Jackie was not an impressive student. An idler to begin with,
the knowledge that he would inherit a fortune when he came of age did not
induce him to expend much effort on his books. Boucher found him to be one
of his most exasperating pupils, calling him the most indolent and hedonistic
person he had ever known, and asserting that the boy was better suited to be
an “Asiatic Prince” than a scholar. Nevertheless, sniffing the boy’s wealth, the
rector suggested that a European tour—led, of course, by Boucher and financed
by Washington—just might turn the lad around. Washington drew the line at that
point, genteelly demurring on the grounds that Jackie was “by no means ripe
enough for a travelling tour.” (At the conclusion of his stay, Boucher maintained
that the boy was deficient in the “knowledge befitting a Gentleman,” and, he
raged, Jackie’s only interests were guns and horses. )3

By 1773 Jackie’s parents decided the time had come for a change. He
should be enrolled in college. Washington—with Boucher’s accord—concluded
that William and Mary College was unsatisfactory, and he opted instead for King’s
College (now Columbia University) in New York. Not long before he was to
depart, however, eighteen-year-old Jackie dropped a bombshell. He was going
to get married. The girl: Eleanor Calvert (called Nelly by her friends), the beau-
tiful, sable-haired, dark-eyed daughter of the Benedict Calverts of Mount Airy,
Maryland. Martha and George were crushed. Not only was Jackie’s education
jeopardized, but he had not bothered to consult his parents. Nelly, moreover, came
from a more modest planting background than Washington would have preferred.
Washington fretted, too, at Jackie’s “fickleness,” fearing that the boy might back
out of his commitment and “injure the young lady.” Yet, other than to argue
and cajole, there was not much that could be done. With Martha’s consent—and
maybe after a push from her—George did write Nellie’s father hoping for a post-
ponement because of Jackie’s “youth, inexperience, and unripened Education.
. . . If the Affection which they have avowed for each other is fixd upon a Solid
Base, it will receive no diminution in the course of two or three years. . . .” Her
father agreed to “delay, not break off, the intended match.” That spring Nelly, her
parents, and some girl friends visited Mount Vernon, and the Washingtons later
called on the Calverts. In June, as planned, Jackie matriculated at King’s Col-
lege. George took him to New York, along the way meeting Benjamin Franklin’s
son William, the governor of New Jersey, and renewing an old acquaintanceship
with Sir Thomas Gage, now commander of all British troops in America. Jackie’s
college career lasted just six months. His stepfather wanted to force the boy to
stay on, but Martha at last gave in to his importunings for her consent to an im-
mediate marriage; Washington decided not “to push my opposition too far,” and
the couple were married in the winter of 1774.3

Martha’s change of heart was prompted by a terrible tragedy. Patsy had lived
acommon enough life for a planter’s daughter. Girlishly playful, she pampered the
dolls her parents ordered for her, was tutored by her mother, and received private
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music lessons. Then, on a mild summer day in 1768 she suddenly fell to the floor
in the grip of an epileptic seizure. Her frightened parents summoned a physician,
Dr. William Rumney, a native of England and former British army surgeon who
had settled in Alexandria; he bled her and prescribed valerian, “nerve drops.”
The next month he was back with more valerian and two capsules of musk oil,
thought to contain an antispasmodic agent. She had a second attack in November;
following this seizure Rumney administered purging pills, mercurial tablets, and
a decoction, that is, warm water in which a medicinal vegetable medly had been
boiled. Another seizure followed, however, and her doctor now recommended
an iron ring, or a “cramp ring” as they sometimes were called; worn on the
finger, these iron bands allegedly warded off fits. The next summer the family
tried the baths at Berkeley Springs, but Patsy was “unwell” while undergoing this
treatment. Late in 1769 her stepfather called in another physician, a University of
Leyden—trained doctor who had settled in Virginia. He examined her frequently,
yet in July 1770 she became seriously ill with both seizures and an “ague and
fever.” Dr. Rumney now showed up again, this time experimenting with various
powders and with cinchona, or Peruvian bark, thought to be a remedy for malaria
as well as for epilepsy. Six months later still another doctor was consulted, this
one a graduate of the University of Edinburgh. He prescribed ether, presumed by
many to be an effective antispasmodic; Washington obtained some in Annapolis,
and it was administered as an oral dose.*

Obviously nothing had worked. By her fifteenth birthday Patsy had grown
into an attractive young lady, with an altogether elegant, but friendly demeanor.
Her long ebony hair accentuated her somber eyes and dark, arching brows. Her
face was thin and delicate, with dainty lips, a graceful, slightly pointed nose, and
beautiful, somewhat melancholy eyes. Despite her illness she seemed so full of
life that neither Martha nor George were prepared for what happened. On June
19, 1773, Washington’s brother John and his family were at Mount Vernon for a
visit, along with Nelly and one of her girl friends. It had been an enjoyable day;
Patsy felt fine—as she had for several weeks, in fact—and she was very happy
to have company. Then, just as the family concluded a long Saturday afternoon
meal, Patsy fell to the floor without a sound, the victim of still another seizure.
She was dead in less than two minutes.?’

George was badly shaken by the child’s sudden death, and by the ineradi-
cable recollection of the events of those final brief, horrid moments. He undertook
no business for three weeks, and then it was only to write London to order
mourning garments. Martha, of course, was disconsolate, wracked by grief and
doubt and anger; as George put it, one could find it “an easier matter to conceive,
than to describe [his wife’s] distress. . . .” He postponed a trip to the West. For
weeks he stayed at Mount Vernon, trying to provide solace, and seeking comfort
in Martha’s company as well. He and Martha took several carriage rides alone,
solemn and solitary drives to nowhere in particular, something they rarely had
done before, and George withdrew for lonely and unattended walks in the nearby
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forest. Nelly stayed on too, refusing to return with her parents when they came to
pick her up three weeks after the funeral; her presence helped, for she was about
Patsy’s age, and she and Martha already had grown close. Except for a trip to the
Calvert’s home in late July, Washington did not spend a night away from Mount
Vernon for three months.?

A jaunt to the races in Annapolis in September signaled the end of the
period of mourning. Before he left, however, Washington faced the unpleasant
business of the probate of Patsy’s will. Her estate had accrued a value of over
£16,000; Jackie received half this amount, while Martha (meaning George, of
course) acquired the remainder. In November he notified his English creditors
that he was using the inheritance to eliminate his long-standing debts.?®

Although Patsy’s death continued to cast a pall over the Washingtons as
they traveled to Annapolis that September in their chic carriage, both George
and Martha must have felt that on balance fate had smiled on them during their
nearly fifteen years together. Washington had grown from a neophyte planter with
potential to one of the wealthiest and most respected men in his province. Mount
Vernon had been transformed, too, from a ramshackle, mismanaged farm into
a grand estate. Both George and Martha, moreover, had been generally healthy.
Only a brief bout with the measles in 1760 had really afflicted Martha. A year later
Washington had fallen ill, the only serious medical problem (except for chronic
dental problems) that he experienced for thirty years after his protracted army
related ailment in 1758. Washington’s troubles began with a cold, but eventually
some of the maladies of his soldiering years recurred. For several months he was
weak and haunted by fevers, left to worry that in this “very low and dangerous
State” he might contract some even more serious ailment. By the autumn of that
year, however, he once again felt fine.*

When he had recovered from that lone affliction, Washington joked to his
brother that although he felt fine his face looked as if he was “very near my last
gasp.” He no longer looked like that in 1773. Early that year he hired Charles
Willson Peale, a young artist (and former saddle maker) who recently had studied
his new trade in Boston and London, to come to Mount Vernon and paint the
family; Peale made miniatures of Martha and the children, and he completed a
large oil portrait of Washington. Aged forty-one, Washington was posing for the
first time. He wore the uniform he had designed for the army of Virginia; a musket
was cradled jauntily in his left arm, a sword dangled at his side, written orders
jutted from a waistcoat pocket. He was depicted as standing in the wilderness;
the theme must have been chosen by Washington, for he was conscious that the
artist was “describing to the world what manner of man I am.” Peale placed
Washington under dense foliage; in the background, toward the ascending western
mountains, a translucent sky gave way to uncertain and morbidly opaque clouds.
Washington looks paunchy, but strong and robust. His cheeks are slightly ruddy,
his beard rather dark. The most striking aspect of the painting, however, is that
Washington is shown to be contemplative. This may have been the way he saw
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George Washington, by Charles Willson Peale (1772). Courtesy of Washington and Lee
University. At age forty Washington posed for the artist in the uniform of the Virginia
Regiment.
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himself, or perhaps the way he wished to be seen. His eyes are looking to his
right, but they do not seem to be seeing anything. Instead, he is deep in thought,
the deliberative warrior, the soldier-philosopher.

Peale’s representation of Washington’s physical characteristics tallies with
the descriptions left by many eyewitnesses, although some who saw him main-
tained that no portrait ever really succeeded in capturing the man. He was about
6' 3" tall (he was listed as 6’ 3'4" tall by those who measured him for his coffin).
He must have seemed even taller to contemporaries than he would to us. For
instance, not one man in fifty who had served under him stood at six feet.*! Home
cooking apparently agreed with Washington. His weight increased by 40 pounds
to about 215 pounds within a few years of his marriage. Obviously Washing-
ton was a big and physically imposing man. His chest was broad and muscular,
though toward the center it was indented, “caved in,” the result, he believed, of
a childhood respiratory illness. Undoubtedly, his waist no longer was as thin as
it had been as it had been at age twenty-five, when George Mercer had referred
to it as “narrow.” On the other hand, according to his step-grandson, his legs,
particularly his thighs, were rather slender and not nearly as thick as almost every
artist tended to depict them.

Washington had large feet and quite long arms, so extended, in fact, that
he was self-conscious about them. His arms were “large and sinewy,” more so
than ever captured on canvas, according to that same grandchild. Washington also
was embarrassed by what he regarded as his abnormally large hands; they do not
appear in Peale’s rendering, nor would they in many subsequent portraits. Almost
everyone who saw him was struck by his posture. He stood not just without a
slouch but in a ramrod-straight manner, to use the metaphor of more than one
soldier who observed him. Thomas Jefferson referred simply to his “erect and
noble” bearing, and many who saw him commented not only on his dignified
walk but on the grace and athleticism with which he moved. Historian Garry
Wills has speculated that because of his long arms he was compelled to walk in an
exaggeratedly erect manner; otherwise, said Wills, “he would have looked like
an ape . . . about to scrape the backs of his knuckles along the ground.” Then
again, as a child he may simply have taken up this bearing out of mimicry of his
idol Lawrence, a soldier at the time of their initial meeting.

At middle age Washington’s hair still was dark brown, with no hint of
greyness or baldness. His eyes were a pleasant and striking blue, yet there was a
hard, penetrating glint to them as well. Pockmarks lightly dotted his face, and,
though Peale concealed the fact, persistent gum problems had robbed him of
some teeth and disfigured others.*2

Two men accustomed to judging character saw a side to Washington that
Peale—always his favorite artist—did not make evident. Gilbert Stuart, an artist
whose livelihood depended in part on his ability to capture the true essence of
his subjects, believed Washington’s “features were indicative of the strongest and
most ungovernable passions. Had he been born in the forests, ” Stuart added, “he
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would have been the fiercest man among the savages.” Jonathan Boucher, Jackie’s
tutor, thought that Washington “seems to have nothing generous or affectionate
in his nature.”*

Late in September 1773 Washington and his host in Annapolis, the gover-
nor of Maryland, played the horses in the afternoon and attended the theater in
the evening. On one of those days that he relaxed and gambled, a Philadelphia
newspaper carried an ominous letter. “Being a great schemer,” the writer warned,
the British prime minister, Lord North, had succeeded in the enactment of a bill,
the Tea Act, designed to procure a revenue from the American colonists. “It is
much to be wished,” the herald concluded, “that the Americans will convince
Lord North that they are not yet ready to have the yoke of slavery riveted about
their necks, and [that they will] send back the tea whence it came.” 44

Events were beginning to swirl about the colonies that autumn that would
change Washington’s life forever, but he seemed heedless of their course. He
remained preoccupied by his own small world. He managed his properties, and
the Custises’ too. He employed gardeners to spruce up Mount Vernon, hoping to
give it a gleam that might help to ease the pain caused by the loss of Patsy. He and
Martha—who was loath to stay alone at home now that both children were gone—
traveled frequently. They rode to Williamsburg in October, where Washington
tended to several financial matters. In November they visited the Bassetts. Later
Washington dropped in on his mother, and he visited with his brother for a spell.
There were visitors at Mount Vernon almost every day; sometimes his guests were
good friends, but often they were people that he had never before met. Frequently
he invited old cohorts to his estate for a day of hunting, and both he and Martha
spent some time preparing for Jackie’s imminent wedding. And on December 16,
at the precise moment of the Boston Tea Party a thousand miles to the north,
Washington, tired from a long day of riding and walking and inspecting two of
his outlying farms, rode back home in the gloom of evening, the end of a foggy,
unseasonably warm late autumn day.*

Throughout the fall of 1773, a tempestuous time when actions unfolded that
would shape the nation’s course for years to come, George Washington, typically,
had expressed no interest in the politics of the British Empire. For nearly fifteen
years the management of his estate and varied business interests had been very
nearly his sole concerns. Throughout that warm, pleasant Virginia autumn he
evinced no desire to alter his way of life. But sometimes the most important
changes in one’s life are neither planned nor anticipated.
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4

Patrician Revolutionary
“Our lovdly Masters in Great Britain”

January 19, 1774. London, bleak and sunless, lay in the grip of a damp
winter’s chill. Early that morning, the Hayley, an American three-master owned
by John Hancock of Boston, dropped anchor before the British capital. Before
any of the crew disembarked, the vessel’s captain, pausing amidst the stack of
bureaucratic papers that each entering ship’s master had to complete, described to
the pilots and customs people who had routinely boarded his craft the demonstra-
tion known as the Boston Tea Party which had just taken place in his native town.
Like a churning wildfire, the news raced through the city. By nightfall the prime
minister and most of his cabinet had learned of the events of the previous month
in Boston Harbor. Three days later a London newspaper published the story, and
the news began to course its way through the English hinterland. Within another
week London also knew that the incident in Boston had not been an isolated event.
In Charleston, South Carolina, radicals had confiscated the dutied tea rather than
permit its sale, while in Philadelphia and New York the captains of the tea ships,
faced by angry mobs that threatened to hold their own “tea parties,” had turned
for Great Britain without attempting to dock.

Ten days after the Hayley’s arrival the ministry, having now gotten enough
information to sort out a fair semblance of what had occurred during the previous
month in America, held its first meeting to deal with the crisis. Thereafter, the
cabinet met frequently to consider the matter, often even reassembling in one
another’s homes in the evenings to continue their deliberations. Slowly, they
arrived at a plan of response, and by mid-March the administration had prepared
four tough, unbending measures for Parliament to consider.

Frederick, Lord North, the prime minister, personally shepherded the bills
through the legislature. It was hardly an exacting task. There was some opposi-
tion, of course, but North and his ministers pooh-poohed the gloomy talk of those
who resisted the legislation. It was far more risky to do nothing than to act with
resolve, they argued. By early spring the measures, known collectively as the
Coercive Acts, were law. Despite the provocations elsewhere, only Massachusetts
was to be affected. The most objectionable—intolerable, the colonists would
say—portions of the acts concerned economic and political changes imposed in
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retaliation for the destruction of the tea. The Port Act closed Boston Harbor until
restitution was made for the despoiled tea. The Massachusetts Government Act
gave the provincial governor untrammeled powers to appoint members of the
judiciary and the upper house of the assembly. By that act Parliament presumed
to alter the charter of Massachusetts.

The North government did not want a war, but it knew that these acts raised
the specter of conflict. The ministry had gambled. By singling out Massachusetts
it had adopted a divide-and-conquer strategy, hoping thereby to force the other
colonies into line. If the policy failed and war resulted, the government was
wagering that it could win that war.!

Early that May, as Boston braced itself for Britain’s reaction to the “tea
party,” George Washington, at home at Mount Vernon, was more immediately
concerned with the weather than with political affairs. After a spate of warm, even
sultry, days, northern Virginia suddenly had been belted by a late-season snowfall
and a hard freeze. Washington had awakened on May 4 fearing the worst, and
late that afternoon his suspicions were confirmed. The frost had destroyed nearly
half of his one thousand acres of wheat, and it had been fatal for that year’s yield
from his fruit trees. That very day he was scheduled to be in Williamsburg for the
opening session of the House of Burgesses, a session likely to have to deal with
Britain’s response to the Boston Tea Party. But he had postponed his journey until
he could tend to the disaster at his farm. When he finally arrived in the capital,
the legislature had been sitting for nearly two weeks.?

Washington’s behavior in this instance was not uncharacteristic. In the six-
teen years since his first election to the Burgesses, he had displayed anything
but an overwhelming interest in the issues that concerned the legislators. He had
continued to be repeatedly reelected, first to the Frederick County seat, then after
1765 as one of the two delegates from Fairfax County. But his legislative perfor-
mance had been lackluster at best. In fact, in some years he had not bothered to
attend even a single assembly session.>

His disinterest should not come as a surprise. He had commenced his leg-
islative service without ever having enunciated his views on any public issue save
for those that affected him directly. There is not much evidence that he had ex-
perienced any transformation in this respect by the 1770s. What chiefly interested
him was amassing and protecting his personal fortune. Western lands made up one
part of that equation, but London and its colonial executives—not the House of
Burgesses—largely were responsible for the policy thattouched him in this realm.
The legislators did deal with matters relating to slavery and farming and local
taxation, but an assembly consisting almost solely of other planter-slaveowners
hardly was likely to make laws inimical to his interest. The staple of a routine
legislative session, the bills that proposed to tinker with county boundaries and
those that licensed river pilots, held little fascination for him. More than anything



88  The First of Men: A Life of George Washington

else, his actions imply that he saw the legislative seat simply as another feather
in the cap of the once middling planter who never tired of striving for additional
confirmation of his aristocratic status, or of ways to enhance that position.

Besides, Washington must have felt like a fish out of water in this envi-
ronment. He was always uncomfortable and anxious in the presence of men of
learning, and there were enough college graduates and lawyers in the legislature
to make him reluctant to speak out. He simply was not a loquacious person.
Through his youthful experiences in the company of urbane men like Lawrence
and the Fairfaxes, he had developed the custom of listening, pondering, but rarely
expressing himself, so that if he did speak his utterance reflected his carefully
considered best judgment. Thomas Jefferson, his colleague in the Virginia assem-
bly for half a dozen years, once recalled that he could not remember Washington
speaking on any issue for as long as ten minutes, although, he added, Washington
always seemed to address “the main point which was to decide the question.”
Moreover, Washington must have found parliamentary debate an alien format. He
was used to the military system: collect intelligence, on rare occasions summon a
council of war to deliberate collectively on strategy, then issue orders. It was an
arrangement that suited his disposition.*

Washington was only one of more than one hundred assemblymen, and
for more than a decade the leadership did not treat him as a preeminent figure.
They seemed to regard him as a reserved, indifferent legislator, a backbencher,
to whom they ladled out piddling committee assignments, delegating him chores
like looking after stray animals or overseeing ferry service. His reputation for
forbearance was deserved; during his initial fourteen assembly session he seldom
introduced any legislation, and unfailingly the bills that he did sponsor were local
or private in scope.’

Nevertheless, Washington’s presence in the legislature—listless as it cus-
tomarily may have been—was of crucial importance. As historian Bernhard Knol-
lenberg observed, the experience of those years taught him how to deal with men
of a legislative mentality, a lesson of subsequent usefulness in dealing with the
Continental Congress.® Moreover, his very presence in the Virginia assembly put
him in a crucial spot at a crucial time, for the Boston Tea Party and the Coer-
cive Acts were about to transform a strained Anglo-American relationship into an
armed confrontation.

As recently as a decade before there had been no hint of a conflict between
the colonists and the British government. Certainly differences between the two
had occurred from time to time in their 150-year relationship, but nothing
approaching rebellion. Even as late as 1763 there was no sign of a revolt brewing
in America. Indeed, Great Britain, at last triumphant over France and Spain, had
never enjoyed a warmer, more friendly connection with its colonial subjects. Its
government was widely regarded as the most benevolent in Europe, and many
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Americans took great pride in being part of the largest empire that had been
seen in the western world since the collapse of Rome more than a thousand years
earlier.

But beneath the glitter of success, problems nagged at this distended empire.
Britain had acquired its vast domain through a staggering cost in blood and
money; four wars had been fought in the space of seventy-five years to secure the
dominion. Then, when the final triumphant march in the last victory parade had
been played, Britain confronted reality. Its legacy from these chronic wars was a
staggering indebtedness, running in excess of £137,000,000. Ironically, too, the
last war and the splendid victory in 1763 only added to London’s mistrust of its
New World subjects. For years paranoid officials in London had been plagued
by the fear that the Americans yearned secretly to be independent of British
domination. The conduct of many colonists in the French and Indian War had only
intensified those suspicions, for few colonies had supplied their quota of troops,
and some provinces even had persisted in trading with the enemy while their
English brethren died on American battlefields. Moreover, the peace settlement,
which transferred all French and Spanish possessions east of the Mississippi River
to Britain, also removed the necessity for the American colonies to rely on Great
Britain for protection against the traditional foes.

In addition to these woes another difficulty existed. According to the ancient
precepts of mercantilism, the colonies were to exist for the benefit of the parent
state. The notion had been a byword in London’s ruling circles since before Sir
Walter Raleigh sent the first boatload of colonists to Roanoke Island two centuries
before. Almost from the beginning of America’s settlement, Britain’s rulers,
when permitted the luxury of peace, had tinkered with their kingdom, endeavoring
to make it run as the mercantile treatises declared it should; they had meddled
with crop production, sought to regulate manufacturing, tampered with trade,
scrutinized the currency, pried into the operations of the provincial governments.
And yet by 1763 British hegemony over its mainland colonies in America had
never seemed weaker. Hence the ink was hardly dry on the Treaty of Paris before
there was open talk in London of reforming the imperial relationship, fine-tuning it
once again so that Britain could not only secure greater economic benefits but also
tighten its grip on these allegedly recalcitrant, separatist colonists. Some printed
tracts appeared in which notions like the creation of an American nobility, or the
royalization of all the provinces, or even the merger of the separate colonies into
one “GRAND MARITIME PROVINCE” were bruited about. More than anything else,
however, the matter of the imperial indebtedness preyed on the mind of articulate
Londoners, and more than one writer suggested that the debit be eliminated by
taxing the colonists.

The open talk in London in 1763 only reflected what had been said there in
private for two decades. As early as the 1740s the government quietly had begun
to shift from a permissive to a more restrictive imperial policy, although before the
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new colonial policy could proceed very far King George’s War had been declared
in 1745, and the plans for reform had been suspended. What followed after 1763,
therefore, was the crystallization of a policy that had been envisioned for years.”
The new colonial policy fell into three broad categories: tightening the exe-
cution of the existing trade laws; taxing the colonists; and managing the newly
acquired territories. While George Washington was distracted by his recurrent
vexations with tobacco production at Mount Vernon, the news of the initial mea-
sures reached the colonies. Neither the Proclamation of 1763 nor the Sugar Act
of 1764 (which sought to raise a revenue from placing low duties on imported
foreign sugar) produced much of a ripple in Virginia. In the northern colonies
there were some minor demurrings, though nothing of the stuff of rebellion.
Then came the Stamp Act. The ministry had announced its inclination for
such a tax in 1764, but the measure’s final terms were deferred for a year until
the colonists could be heard from. By early in 1765 they indeed had spoken. Sev-
eral assemblies, including the House of Burgesses in Virginia, passed resolutions
decrying the proposition, and a number of pamphlets appeared which excoriated
Parliament’s right to tax Americans. But the colonists had not proposed an alter-
native levy. Without hearing the colonists’ petitions, Parliament easily passed the
tax early in 1765. The duties, something like a sales tax though far more en-
compassing, fell on much that was sold, as well as on nearly all publicly issued
documents and licenses.®
The ministry anticipated some colonial opposition, but nothing like that
which occurred. The tone of the American protest was set in Williamsburg. The
Burgesses was in session attending other business when news of the levy reached
the little capital. Supposedly moved to act by the fiery rhetoric of Patrick Henry,
the assembly wasted no time in responding. No one really knows what Henry
said, but it is clear that George Washington said nothing on the subject. He had
been in Williamsburg for a few days, then two weeks before the news of the
Stamp Act arrived, he had returned to Mount Vernon. In fact, on the day the
assembly acted he was at home hiring a gardener and, thus, was unable to vote
on the Virginia Resolves, four resolutions that maintained that only the colonial
assemblies possessed the constitutional right to impose levies upon the colonists.’
Had Washington remained in town he undoubtedly would have voted to
support the resolves. However, he seems not to have been deeply troubled by
the British legislation, seeing it as simply a mistake, an anomalous enactment,
and not as the product of any conspiracy against colonial liberties. He spoke out
on the act only once—in two letters penned on the same morning—and then he
cast his thoughts in the language of an impartial observer. He did not portray all
colonists as aggrieved by the tax; only the “speculative part of the Colonists,”
he suggested, looked upon the act as “a direful attack upon their liberties.” The
most immediate result of the legislation, he added, was that the colonists, with
less money left in their pockets, would disdain British products and purchase
American goods.!©
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But Washington was too busy with his farm to pay much heed to what he
had referred to as this “ill judged” legislation. Elsewhere, however, a protest
movement formed. Several assemblies adopted resolutions strikingly similar to
the Virginia Resolves, and that autumn an intercolonial congress met in New
York and protested in the same vein. In Philadelphia and Boston more violent
protests occurred; in August mobs assembled in Boston, attacking the property
of the stamp collectors and of those who sympathized with the act, and nearly
destroying the home of Massachusetts’s lieutenant governor. (At the height of
these disturbances, Washington’s daily diary entries read: “Sowed Turneps. . . .
Began to seperate the Male from the Female hemp. . . . [P]ut some Hemp in the
Rivr. toRot. . . . Seperated my Ewes & Rams. . . . Finish’d Sowing Wheat. . . .”)
Sporadic boycotts of English goods also occurred, making Washington’s remark
that ultimately the “merchants of Great Britain trading to the Colonies will not be
among the last to wish for a repeal” of the Stamp Act seem prescient. The next
spring Parliament rescinded the act.'!

Britain’s imperial problems remained, however, and in 1767 a new ministry
imposed still another tax. The Townshend Duties were a different sort of levy—
indirect taxes placed on imports of glass, lead, paper, and tea. But these were
taxes, nonetheless, and if the government had expected the colonials to acquiesce
in the legislation, it once again was mistaken. Newspaper essays and pamphlets
attacking the measures appeared before the end of that year. A Philadelphian,
John Dickinson, a London-educated barrister, penned the most influential tract,
the Letters from a Pennsylvania Farmer (a pamphlet that Washington purchased
two years after its publication). The “Farmer’s” argument was one from which
the colonial radicals never deviated. The only bodies which could impose taxes on
the colonists, he asserted, were the American assemblies; therefore, Parliament’s
taxes—whether direct or indirect assessments—were unconstitutional. Early the
following year Massachusetts appealed to the other colonial legislatures to petition
the Crown for repeal. The Burgesses in Virginia were the first to act, informing the
king in a remonstrance that they alone were “the sole constitutional representatives
of his Majesty’s most dutiful and loyal subjects, the people of Virginia”; it was
an act that the secretary of state for American affairs termed “more alarming than
those from Massachusetts.” Again the Virginia assembly acted without George
Washington, however. He had remained at Mount Vernon to meet with William
Crawford and complete the bargain by which the frontiersman would search out
good land for him in western Pennsylvania and the Ohio country.'?

Washington, in fact, evidently displayed no interest in the Townshend Duty
crisis until more than a year after his colleagues in the Burgesses had acted.
Once again he had been preoccupied by his farming and business pursuits; he
had traveled extensively during those months, journeying to Fredericksburg on
two occasions, and making trips to the Pamunkey, to the Great Dismal Swamp,
to Williamsburg and then on to Eltham to visit the Bassetts, and finally to survey
the George Carter tract on Opequon Creek.!?



92 The First of Men: A Life of George Washington

By April 1769, when he did speak out on British policies, the imperial
crisis had deepened. The colonial secretary had ordered the dissolution of the
Massachusetts assembly for its having protested against the Townshend Duties,
and the ministry had ordered General Gage to transfer a regiment of his army to
troublesome Boston. In response the three great northern port cities, New York,
Philadelphia, and Boston, had joined in an economic boycott of Britain. Virginia
had kept abreast of these activities through its newspaper, the Virginia Gazette,
but it had taken no action since its resolution a year earlier. Rather suddenly,
indeed quite surprisingly, Washington was among the first to suggest that the time
had come to act. On April 5 he dispatched a trenchant letter to his neighbor
George Mason, a missive that taken at face value reads almost like a revolutionary
manifesto. The communiqué also hints strongly that Washington now believed
British policy was not just ill-advised, but that it was a deliberate, concerted
attack on colonial liberty.

“[O]ur lordly Masters in Great Britain,” he began, “will be satisfied with
nothing less than the deprication of American freedom.” Something must be
done, he continued. He was prepared to take up arms in defense of his liberty,
he went on, but then he quickly exclaimed: “A-ms I wou’d beg leave to add,
should be the last recourse, the dernier resort.” Remonstrances, he said had been
ineffectual. But by “starving their Trade and manufacturing,” repeal perhaps
could be secured—and war might be averted.!4

Washington’s letter can be read in two ways, although whichever inter-
pretation is chosen, it is clear that this date marks a departure in his thinking.
Taken literally, his strident note can be seen as the outcry of a man genuinely
troubled by the constitutional tyranny of British actions. There is no evidence that
he yet had read any of the popular ideological tracts spawned by the crisis—he
would not purchase Dickinson’s famous Letters until six weeks after he wrote
Mason—though he must have perused a few of the somewhat similar essays that
had appeared from time to time in the Virginia Gazette, and he surely would
have heard some of his colleagues in the legislature address these points. His
thinking may also have been influenced by Mason. Like Washington, Mason was
a wealthy planter and land speculator, but chronic problems stemming from the
gout had disabled him, forcing him into a sedentary life at Gunston Hall, a splen-
did Georgian brick mansion just a few miles from Mount Vernon. Mason used
his enforced idleness to build an extensive library and to steep himself in the trea-
tises of eighteenth-century Whig philosophers. Much earlier than Washington,
Mason professed to see a plot in London to destroy American liberties, though
he carefully confined his public denunciation of British policies to constitutional
arguments. How much Mason may have influenced Washington is a matter of
conjecture, but the two often met socially and it is difficult to believe that their
conversations did not occasionally turn to political matters.!?

On the other hand economic considerations seldom were far from Wash-
ington’s consciousness. At least one person who knew him, Jackie Custis’s



Patrician Revolutionary 93

tutor, Jonathan Boucher, later attributed Washington’s patriotism solely to “avari-
cious[ness] under the most specious appearance of disinterestedness.” Boucher
was an exiled Tory when he reached that conclusion, and he undoubtedly was
prejudiced against Washington. Nevertheless, Washington himself told Mason
that there were “private as well as public advantages to result” from a boycott of
English goods. The personal advantages that he alluded to were twofold: Mount
Vernon’s manufactured commodities might replace the boycotted English goods;
moreover, with judicial proceedings suspended for the duration of the crisis,
Britain’s merchants would be prevented from suing planters (including Washing-
ton) for outstanding debts.!® If Washington might gain by a boycott, it was not
likely that he could be particularly harmed by a cessation of imperial trade; not
only had he long since largely converted from tobacco to grain production, but
Mount Vernon was virtually a self-sufficient little community.

To some it may be unpleasant to think that Washington could have acted
so crassly, yet, given his profoundly acquisitive nature and his long history of
tirelessly pursuing “private . . . advantage,” it would be unrealistic to imagine
that these forces may not have shaped his behavior. In his only reference to the
Stamp Act, for example, he had spoken of the tax as unconstitutional, but he also
had hinted at a crude class analysis of the legislation, obliquely identifying the
principal victims of the duty as the most affluent sector of colonial society, that
element with the cash in hand to consume the commodities upon which the tax
was levied."” However, it would be overstating the case to insist that economic
considerations alone motivated him. The sarcasm that dripped from his reference
to “our lordly Masters” in London, and his allusion to imperiled liberty (penned,
after all, in a private letter to a friend and neighbor, and hence not the sort of
document that might require embellishment or false statements), suggest that he
was moved by political and philosophical considerations as well.

Two aspects of Washington’s outlook in 1769 often have been overlooked
by historians. He already recognized that petitions to the British government were
useless, a lesson that many moderates in the protest movement still had not learned
five or six years later. Moreover, his statement about taking up arms is arresting.
In the papers of those thought to be more radical than Washington—men like
Patrick Henry, for instance, or the Adamses in Massachusetts—no reference to
hostilities settling the issue can be found at such an early juncture.

A few days after his letter to Mason, the two men—together with Richard
Henry Lee, the London-educated master of Chantilly plantation in Westmoreland
County—prepared a draft of a nonimporation agreement for presentation at the
next meeting of the Burgesses, scheduled to convene in the next few weeks. On
the last day of April Washington set out for Williamsburg, pausing in Fredericks-
burg, then detouring to Eltham, finally arriving in the capital a few days before
the assembly was gaveled to order. Lodging at Raleigh Tavern, he enjoyed several
days of socializing, dining twice with the governor and as often with the speaker
of the assembly, attending the annual spring horse races, and visiting friends who
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lived nearby. On May 16 the legislators got down to serious business. Washington
was up early and rode to York County to inspect his dower lands, but he was back
by 11:00 A.M. when the session began. That day the House of Burgesses adopted
several resolutions, including a denunciation of the Townshend Duties. An angry
Governor Botetourt immediately dissolved the legislature. “Your resolves . . .
augur ill,” he presciently told the assemblymen as he sent them packing. But
the burgesses did not go home. They tramped down the street and conducted
their official—though illegal—business at the Raleigh Tavern. For the first time
Washington played a major role in legislative deliberations; he unfurled the boy-
cott scheme and immediately was selected to a committee to prepare an embargo
plan. What resulted was a far less comprehensive boycott than many northern
colonies had adopted; with the exception of wine and slaves, only taxed com-
modities would be excluded, and no goods (certainly not tobacco) were banned
from exportation. The House promptly accepted the report, then it adjourned.
Washington stayed in town that night to attend a party celebrating the queen’s
birthday.®

A week before the House of Burgesses acted, the king of England had
been greeted by Londoners with derisive shouts as he rode from his palace to
Westminster to close a session of Parliament. London was seething, churning with
fury that spring, most of it brought on by a silly clash between the Crown and John
Wilkes, a scurrilous rascal who repeatedly had been denied the parliamentary seat
to which he had been elected. A radical reform movement had organized too,
protestors who questioned both domestic matters and the government’s American
policy. Under siege, the government had begun to retreat. Weeks before Whitehall
learned of Virginia’s resolutions or its boycott, ministers had begun to talk secretly
of a partial repeal of the Townshend Duties. They did not reach an immediate
decision, but on March 5, 1770—ironically the very day of the Boston Massacre—
a new ministry headed by Lord North moved to rescind each of the objectionable
duties, save for the tax on tea.'®

Revocation did not occur a moment too soon for the colonial radicals. By
late that summer the colonists’ economic resistance was in a state of collapse;
steps already were being taken in Philadelphia and New York to terminate the
boycott. When the reality of deprivation (or lost sales) caused by the boycott be-
came manifest, some—especially among the merchants and the largest consumer
class—began to lose their enthusiasm for continued opposition. Some lost their
zeal even earlier. George Washington, for instance, his own boycott notwithstand-
ing, placed two orders for British commodities in July 1769 that came close to
heartily violating the essence of the law he had helped to draft only two months
before. Boycott or not, he ordered a powder horn, a musket, sacks (“Markd
GW?”), three nutcrackers, and eighty-four books for Jackie.20

Harmony prevailed between the colonists and the parent state during the
next three years, shattered only by infrequent and always localized clashes—
an assault by Rhode Island hot-heads on the Gaspee, a British revenue cutter,
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for example, or the publication by Massachusetts’s radicals of purloined letters
between that province’s lieutenant governor and officials in London that purported
to demonstrate the existence of a conspiracy to extirpate American liberties. Even
the continued assessment on tea seems not to have bothered the great majority of
colonists. Indeed, relations were so good that most colonists may have presumed
that the tense days of the Stamp Act clash and the Townshend Duty crisis were
gone forever.

Washington certainly seems to have held to this view between 1770 and
1773. At least he went about his business as if he expected the Anglo-American
union to continue unabated. Even before the end of 1770 he once again exhibited
enthusiasm for an effort to make the Potomac navigable from Fort Cumberland
to Alexandria, a notion that he had mused over for a decade; think of the “im-
mense advantages” to be derived by making theriver the “Channel of Commerce
between Great Britain and that immense Territory Tract of Country which is un-
folding to our” west, he told an acquaintance. That August he ordered more
goods from London, although they were to be shipped only if the Townshend
Duties were “totally repeald.” Coming more than five months after Lord North’s
action, it is difficult to imagine that he did not know that the taxes had been only
partially rescinded; yet he evidently received the commodities that he ordered,
the result perhaps of couching his directive to the London mercantile house in
such artful terms. In November he arranged to purchase fifteen thousand acres
in the Ohio country, if Crawford liked the looks of the tract; and it was during
the next twenty months that he looked for an investment in Florida and that he
expended his inexhaustible energy in pursuit of his bounty lands. By 1773 he had
hired a team to build a mill on real estate that he owned on the Youghiogheny
(near the present site of Perryopolis, Pennsylvania), and throughout that spring
he made plans to accompany the governor of Virginia on a July land-hunting
excursion into the Ohio Valley; only Patsy’s death prevented him from making
the trip. That autumn, when the first essays on the Tea Act appeared in colonial
newspapers, Washington was looking into surveying lands below the Scioto River
in the transmontane region.?!

Indeed, that fall Washington seemed oblivious to the unrest generated by
the Tea Act in South Carolina and several northern cities. Although Virginians
apparently had adhered to the Townshend Duty on tea (it had paid duties on eighty
thousand pounds of the beverage in 1771 and 1772), tea smuggling had become
an art form in the North. The Tea Act was designed to end the contrabandage and
to finally reap some real revenue from the six-year-old levy. It succeeded only in
reviving the moribund protest movement, however, and in instigating a chain of
events that culminated in the Boston Tea Party and the less violent responses in
Philadelphia, New York, and Charleston.??

For weeks after Washington learned of these incidents it was business as
usual at Mount Vernon. To enhance his fishing enterprise he acquired a brig for
£175, and he concocted a scheme to settle a portion of his Great Kanawha lands
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with immigrants brought over from the Palatinate; in March 1774 he even sent
out an advance party of twenty servants and hired hands to lay the groundwork. It
seemed almost a carefree time for Washington. He hunted whenever business and
the weather permitted (at least eight times in late December and January); he spent
several nights at the theater in Alexandria, and he took in both horse and boat
races. In the weeks preceeding the convening of the House of Burgesses in May—
a session almost certain to deal with Britain’s response to the destruction of the tea
in Boston—neither his correspondence nor his diary betray the slightest evidence
that he suspected that America and Britain were on the verge of momentous
events. He and Martha visited the Calverts in Maryland for two days early in May,
then, when he was not absorbed by his losses in the late season cold snap, his
diary went on in the normal vein: “Went to a Boat Race & Barbicue. . . . We . . .
went to Pohick Church. At home all day alone. . . . I contd at home all day. . . .
At home all day alone. Set off with Mrs. Washington for Williamsburg. . . .”

The Washingtons rode into the tiny capital on May 16, a clear and cool
spring day. A serene atmosphere seemed to prevail in the city, but beneath the
surface more supercharged emotions bubbled. Historically, the native gentry who
dominated Virginia had been uneasy with the colony’s position. Virginia’s planter
aristocracy traced its social, economic, and political hegemony to the vast wealth
it derived from the fragile, mercurial leaves of the tobacco plant. Theirs was a one-
crop economy, which gave them only a tenuous hold on wealth and power. The
world tobacco market generally had boomed in the half century since the 1720s,
yet there had been occasional disquieting reminders of the precariousness of the
ruling class’s position. For instance, episodic wars over which colonials exercised
little direction had a way of playing havoc with their economic well-being, causing
prices to fall, credit to tighten. But, worrisome as such circumstances may have
been, so far these dislocations had always been temporary. Then came the sudden
intrusion of recent British statecraft, a departure in policy that was fraught with
disturbing psychological and socioeconomic implications for Virginia’s ruling
elite.

Since the 1750s, and especially after the Stamp Act, the substruction upon
which the authority of Virginia’s gentry was established increasingly had seemed
to be threatened by a faraway polity over which it exerted little or no control.
In the past twenty years Britain had interceded frequently to curtail Virginia’s
independence in economic matters, first nullifying legislation passed by the House
of Burgesses to relieve provincial taxpayers (an incident in the 1750s that came
to be called the “Parson’s Cause”), then in 1764 forbidding the colony to put
out paper money as legal tender. Those intrusions were followed by imperial
taxation, the suspension of provincial assemblies by royal officials, talk of London
designating a nobility for America, and prattle about arbitrary changes in colonial
charters. Then, too, there had been Whitehall’s muddled western land policies,
dictates that blocked an additional way to wealth and only added to the burden of
anxiety already borne by the gentry. That very year, in fact, authorities in London
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had directed the governor of Virginia to sell lands only at public auction and at
a much higher minimum price than previously. Thus, when Washington’s friend
Richard Henry Lee spoke of the “iron hand of power” that Britain exerted over
America, he expressed both the conscious and the subliminal perceptions on the
part of Virginia’s troubled rulers about their relation to the empire.

Britain’s manifest challenge to the political and economic autonomy of the
colonial ruling class threatened to further weaken, perhaps to destroy, the latter’s
tenuous preeminence. It was a threat that the gentry initially sought to resist by
appealing to constitutional rights, an argument through which the elite meant to
protect not only their class interests but what they understood to be their English—
and Virginian—Iliberties. British actions threatened the aristocracy’s self-image.
The ruling elite in Virginia had presumed itself to be an aristocratic class, apeing
the fashions and behavior of English noblemen, yet knowing somehow that to be
a valid gentry it must have full independence, free of the taint of subordination.
But now events and policies had made an impact on both the Old Dominion and
its colonial brethren in such a manner as to make it all too clear that the Virginia
elite’s claim to gentry status was seriously threatened. For a class conditioned to
think that a man must either be lord and master or a retainer, it was a revelation
with potentially devastating ramifications.?*

No one was likely to have been more aware than Washington of the poten-
tial consequences of Britain’s policies to Virginia’s ruling class, or of the likely
impact of these acts upon individual gentrymen. More so than almost any other
Virginian, this proud man already had experienced the haughty arrogance of offi-
cials who looked upon Americans as provincials, as rustic outlanders naturally
inferior to their more cosmopolitan English brethren. To get his way with these
officials he had been compelled to adopt the manner of a sycophant, servilely
importuning other men for favors. He no longer was inclined to act in such a
way. Indeed, it must always have been painful for him to play such a role, for
this was the same man who had made Herculean efforts to free himself from each
liability that had shackled him, from a domineering mother, from his own lack of
education and his unpolished manners, from his inferiority of station compared
to most elite planters, from a provincial command below that of junior officers
fortunate enough—or sufficiently obsequious and parasitical—to have obtained
a royal commission. Many scholars have searched in vain for signs that Wash-
ington responded to the policies of the parent state on the basis of principle or
ideology. He certainly agreed with the Whig philosophy expounded by the lead-
ing American protestors, but his reaction was less that of the ideologue than of
the individualist.

His response revealed his utter exasperation at foreign constraints, his sense
of outrage that other men might endeavor any longer to hold him in thrall. More
than almost any other statement Washington had made before 1774, his reference
to those in London who would presume to be his “lordly masters” divulged
the feelings of this independent man. Whatever sentiments had transported other
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men to this precarious moment, George Washington seems to have arrived at the
precipice of rebellion by interpreting British policy in terms of his personal well-
being. His path to sedition left him no less radical than other activists, however.
In fact, for a man with such ardent drives, the very personalness of his perceived
relationship to Great Britain may have caused him to react in terms that were far
more radical than those yet embraced by most colonists. For Washington, at least,
his opposition to the mother country ran far deeper than a constitutional objection
to ministerial taxes.

The assembly was in session when Washington arrived in Williamsburg.
Not much of consequence had occurred, nor did the legislature transact any
really substantive business during the next three weeks. Its most radical step
was to pass a resolution setting aside June 1 as a fast day to protest Britain’s
closing of the port of Boston. Had the governor, John Murray, Lord Dunmore,
not responded to this innocuous resolve in an ill-advised manner, the burgesses
might have returned to their homes having barely taken note of Boston’s woes.
But, like Governor Botetourt five years before, Dunmore responded to the fast day
declaration by proroguing the assembly. The burgesses in turn reacted just as they
had to Botetourt’s infelicitous decision: they gathered as a rump assembly in the
Apollo Room of the Raleigh Tavern and adopted resolutions threatening another
economic boycott. (Washington did not let this turn of events tarnish his relations
with the chief executive. On the evening of the rump assembly he attended a ball
given in honor of Lady Dunmore; in fact, he had dined with the governor and his
family twice—and spent the night with them once—since arriving in town, and
the previous morning he had ridden with Dunmore to the governor’s farm, where
the two had breakfasted, then toured the property.)#

By May 29 most of the delegates had departed for home. Washington still
was in the capital, however, tending to personal business (which for all the world
appears to have been fence-mending with a governor whose good graces might
be essential for attaining those elusive bounty lands). That morning Washington
was up early to attend worship services. That was relatively unusual in itself; in
fact, he had not been to church in three weeks, but this day he worshipped twice.
Late in the afternoon a dispatch rider galloped into town; his panting, sweaty
steed indicated that the rider was on a long, urgent mission. In fact, he carried
an appeal from Massachusetts, a plea for a united colonial boycott of English
goods. In his saddlebags, moreover, were documents showing that Philadelphia
and Annapolis already had agreed to stand with Boston. The next morning the
assembly’s leadership rounded up the 25 percent or so of the burgesses still in
town for an emergency meeting. That group considered the Bay Colony’s entreaty,
then ratified a vague motion to act in concert with other colonies. But it postponed
a final decision until the full membership could return again in sixty days; in the
interim the legislators were to ascertain the “Sense of their respective Counties”
as to the wisdom of a boycott.?

Whatever the thoughts of others, Washington’s views had crystallized. He
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deplored the destruction of the tea by Boston’s radicals, but he felt the ministry
must be shown that all America disapproved of taxation without consent. “They
have no right to put their hands in my pockets,” is how he put it. In addition,
he regarded the Coercive Acts as “an Invasion of our Rights and Priviledges,”
and he was especially troubled by Britain’s cavalier alterations of Massachusetts’s
government and charter. But how to respond to these depradations? Petitions were
useless, no better than wailing and crying for relief, he counseled; on the other
hand, now that he no longer was a debtor, he had concluded that it was unjust
to withhold the payment of debts. Thus, it was a boycott that he favored. It
had worked before, it might work again. Besides, it was morally defensible, for
repeal would come only if there was “public virtue enough left among us to deny
ourselves everything but the bare necessities of life to accomplish this end.” ?

Washington did not go directly home when the legislators finally adjourned.
He stayed around the capital for a few days more, dining once again with Dun-
more, then attending a fireworks display in honor of the colony’s First Lady.
When he did leave Williamsburg it was to ride to Eltham for a visit of several
days, a sojourn that included a long riverboat excursion with Martha and the Bas-
setts to look after some land he had purchased the previous year. Washington’s
schedule was hectic when he finally returned to Mount Vernon. He tended to his
farm, and he devoted an unusual amount of his time to political concerns. He
attended two citizens’ meetings in Alexandria so that he could report to and hear
from his constituents; the second meeting adopted twenty-four resolves, among
them a proposal for a nonimporation agreement if the Coercive Acts were not
repealed. The meeting also selected Washington to head an emergency governing
body for Fairfax County. In the midst of all this Washington was reelected to the
Burgesses. (To celebrate he gave a party at which he was careful to offer cof-
fee and chocolate, but not tea.) On August 1, this time accompanied by Jackie,
Washington was back in the capital for the extraordinary session of the assembly,
now called the Virginia Convention.?8

By this time—about sixty days after that dispatch rider had brought Mas-
sachusetts’s plea for concerted action to Williamsburg—the notion of holding a
continental congress in Philadelphia in September had taken shape, and several
colonies already had formally approved such a notion. Nor did Virginia hold aloof
from the idea. In fact, the convention met for less than a week, concluding its
business with a minimum of rancor. Almost all the assemblymen were prepared
to authorize their deputies to the national congress to vote for a boycott. The
only divisive issue was over whether the protest should include a nonexportation
agreement as well as a nonimportation ploy. Washington and many others resisted
a ban on selling goods to the mother country. If Virginia’s commodities were
not sold, it was said, debts could not be paid; of course, if that year’s tobacco
crop went unsold, many planters would suffer because of the lack of income.
In the end, the members compromised. Virginia’s congressmen were directed to
vote for nonimportation to begin as early as November I, but they were told that
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nonexportation must be postponed for one year. Before it adjourned the assembly
created committees in each county to enforce the likely embargo, modeling the
plan on the format outlined in the Fairfax Resolves. One of its final actions was
to elect seven delegates to the congress in Phildelphia. George Washington was
one of the seven.?’

Why was Washington one of those selected? Each of the men chosen by
the Burgesses had a long record of service in the legislature, and each had been
vocal in his support of resistance of Britain’s taxation policies, though the seven
reflected a blend of ideas, some having favored a total trade stoppage while others
had called for more moderate policies. Although Washington had never been a
legislative leader, he was a known quantity. His colleagues evidently saw him
as a moderate and level-headed man, a person of integrity, prudence, sobriety,
honesty, and personal independence. His record and his great wealth certainly
augured for responsible conduct in the congress. He was a soldier, too, something
to be considered in this hour of crisis. Besides, he had been very active in the
affairs of Virginia for twenty years. It simply was unthinkable that he could have
been passed over.

One last duty—one as poignant as any he ever had faced—remained before
he could set out for Philadelphia. During that eventful summer Washington had
learned that George William and Sally Fairfax no longer planned to return to
Virginia. At George William’s request, Washington had agreed to oversee the
selling of Belvoir and its furnishings. On August 15 the first of two auctions
was conducted, a vendue to clear away every elegant possession in the Fairfaxes’
mansion. Given his intense feelings for Belvoir and the memories it held for him,
this must have been a long, painful afternoon for Washington. Strangers roamed
the corridors he cherished, pawing over furniture, poking around in the rooms
where for nearly twenty-five years he and his friends had shared so many joys
and tragedies, where he and Sally Fairfax had talked and laughed, danced and
walked, where he had said so many goodbyes to her. Washington also purchased
numerous items that day. For nearly £170 he picked up curtains, a sideboard and
dining room chairs, a mahogany chest of drawers, a carpet and a mirror, and,
most intriguingly, the coverlets, pillows, and bolsters that had adormed Sally’s
bed .3

Late in the afternoon, as the cooling August shadows extended over the
vast green lawn of Belvoir, Washington climbed upon his mount to return home.
When he looked about he must have been touched by the sudden unfamiliarity
of the place, by the strange faces and the trampled, unkempt landscape, by the
forlomn silence even amidst the din. Then he turned to ride home to prepare for
the Continental Congress, a meeting, he told a friend, that had arisen more from
“the Effects of a seeming Necessity, than [from] Choice.” * As he cantered home
he may have realized that the gutting of Belvoir meant the end of a long, sweet
portion of his life. But no one, and certainly not Washington, realized that the
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impending imperial storm was about to change everyone’s life. And for no one
would the change be greater than for George Washington.

For a decade and a half Washington had lived as a Virginia planter. His
acquisitive manner and his fixation upon augmenting his wealth were not unique
for the time and place, but in Washington’s case such behavior seemed to derive
from a well-established psychological pattern. Driven by his compelling need for
affirmation, Washington seemed never to be contented. More and more slaves
were acquired; additional indentured servants were purchased; new rooms were
added to Mount Vernon; and, always, the search went on for still more land.
Moreover, a certain pretentiousness characterized his life-style. He procured vast
amounts of elegant clothing. He wanted to ride in the most handsome carriage.
He longed to breed the best dogs. There must be no equal to his stable of horses.
He seemed humiliated when Mount Vernon did not produce the best tobacco
crop in the neighborhood. He wished for the very best furnishings for his estate.
Washington’s was a grandiose style, lived by a man who thought in grandiose
terms, a man who lived in a society that admired wealth and power and who,
consequently, labored tirelessly to accumulate the tokens that would result in his
elevation.

The Washington of these years was not, temperamentally, a particularly
appealing figure. He tended to moodiness, to what Thomas Jefferson later called
periods of “gloomy apprehensions.” 2 His temper was combustible and given
to frequent explosions; his irascible side, furthermore, apparently was unmiti-
gated by much of a sense of humor. But perhaps the most striking oddity about
Washington was his interpersonal relationships.

With the exception of his ties to his brother-in-law, Burwell Bassett, Wash-
ington seems to have been close only to George William Fairfax, and evidence
concerning his affiliation with his neighborremains sketchy. Eight years older than
Washington and the product of a formal education in England, George William
likely differed considerably from his acquaintance at Mount Vernon. Yet, he
seems to have regarded Washington as a friend, and there is no reason to believe
that Washington felt any differently about him. Some scholars have regarded the
friendship as a natural occurrence, inasmuch as the two men were neighbors and
enjoyed an equally lofty status. But that is not quite true, for it confuses Wash-
ington’s pre-Revolutionary status with his more exalted position of later years.
In the 1760s and early 1770s George William Fairfax clearly was the wealthiest
and most powerful figure in his part of Virginia, an educated and cosmopolitan
descendant of the most illustrious family in the Northern Neck. He was precisely
the sort of friend whom Washington always sought.

In the real sense of the word Washington had no friends among men of
his own age and station. Indeed, as he once remarked in a moment of candor,
he was too consumed by mistrust to have—or to want—friends. “It is easy to
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make acquaintances,” he said, “but very difficult to shake them off, however
irksome and unprofitable they are found after we have once committed ourselves
to them. . . .” “Be courteous,” he advised, “but become a friend only after
the other person has been well tried.”3? It was the sort of advice he might have
given concerning the purchase of a horse: examine it, try it out, break it in, but
acquire it only if there is some profit in the endeavor. His outlook was that of
the utilitarian, one who was capable of seeking others only as objects, and, in
fact, his interpersonal relationships were meant to serve as a means to an end—to
fulfill a grand ambition or to elicit the approval for which he yearned.

Within a few years of becoming the master of Mount Vernon, Washington
again seemed to act as though something was missing in his life. His ceaseless
efforts to accumulate assets were one manifestation of his emptiness, but his
manner of posing for the artist Charles Willson Peale in 1772 was even more
revealing. For his first portrait Washington had chosen to be seen as a warrior
rather than as a planter, although he had not soldiered for fifteen years. The sense
of coherence in his life had seemed to vanish when he left the Virginia Regiment
in 1758. Neither the grandiosity nor the brilliance of Mount Vernon could gratify
his needs any longer. Now, in the tense summer of 1774, Washington seemed to
have identified his search for personal independence with his province’s drive for
cohesion, and he even had come to interpret Britain’s new colonial policies in a
very personal sense. London’s actions were a threat to his “character as a man.” 34
He would not submit to those who sought to become his “lordly Masters.”

At dusk on August 29 the Massachusetts delegation to the Continental
Congress reached Philadelphia, where they found half or more of their fellow
congressmen already in their lodgings and anxious to meet and size up their
colleagues. They found only two or three from Virginia’s delegation, however.
Washington was not among them. He still was at home at Mount Vernon, awaiting
the arrival of fellow deputies with whom he would share the long ride north.

Late the next day, a blistering hot August afternoon, Patrick Henry, tall and
slender, his acquiline nose and piercing grey eyes stamping his countenance with a
noble, dashing air, rode up the winding trail from the Potomac to Mount Vernon,
accompanied by Edmund Pendleton, a cautious veteran of more than twenty years
of political warfare. They remained at the mansion that evening, dining with
George and Martha, as well as with George Mason and another neighbor whom
the Washingtons had invited over. The men contented themselves with small talk
through the meal, but when they adjourned to a parlor they spoke with animation,
discussing options and sharing information on current events in their respective
counties. It was a conversation in which George must have seldom spoken, for the
pedantic Mason and the flamboyant Henry, not to mention Pendleton—a tough,
ambitious man whom many regarded not only as the most handsome man in
Virginia but as the best debater in the province—were the sorts who naturally
monopolized any gathering.*
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After breakfast the next morning the three congressmen set out, Martha
waving good-bye and, according to legend, telling her husband’s colleagues: “I
hope you will stand firm. I know George will.” They traversed the great river
by ferry, then, over the next five days they rode relentlessly until the rolling hills
gave way to the flat, desolate coastal region that splayed out from the west bank
of the Delaware River.

Like the party from Massachusetts, the Virginians also arrived in Philadel-
phia late in the day, and probably they, too, like their New England brethren,
were greeted by dignitaries four or five miles outside the city. Once in town, the
men stopped first at the City Tavern for a meal, then the weary travelers hurried
to their lodgings. Washington stayed that night with the family of Dr. William
Shippen, a University of Edinburgh—trained physician who taught at the College
of Philadelphia. But rather than impose on their kindness further, he rented a
room at a local inn the next day.’

Few congressmen knew anyone other than the members of their own dele-
gation. Only one or two were known by reputation outside their province. Almost
everyone had heard of Samuel Adams, and, because of his days as a soldier two
decades before, perhaps as many also knew of Washington. He was almost the
only former soldier in attendance, and no other delegate—no other resident of
Philadelphia, in fact—came close to rivaling him in years of martial experience.
It seems likely that he might have been quizzed by his colleagues about American
prospects in the event of war with Great Britain. What he told them is not known,
but that autumn he wrote a friend in the British army that “more blood [would] be
spilt” in an Anglo-American war than “history has ever yet furnished instances of
in the annals of North America.” Washington impressed his colleagues with what
Silas Deane of Connecticut called his “easy Soldierlike Air”; Deane thought him
a man with a “hard . . . Countenance,” but one who “speaks very Modestly,
& in cool but determined Stile & Accent.” Many of the delegates seem to have
regarded Washington as a terribly successful soldier during the French and Indian
War, and somehow the rumor was started that he had offered to pay for the cre-
ation of an entire army from his own immense fortune.’” He did nothing to scotch
either notion.

The other congressmen were unknown commodities. Indeed, Virginians
knew little of the state of mind of their northern colleagues on the subject of
Anglo-American difficulties. So they eagerly met one another, dining and drinking
together, talking about almost nothing but politics from morning to night. If
politics had a rival attraction it was the city itself, America’s largest metropolis
in 1774. Although Washington had been here five times before (he had passed
through only a few months previously when he had taken Jackie to college), he
too must have been anxious to really look at the town.

Philadelphia was big. Its twenty-five thousand inhabitants made it slightly
larger than New York, about half again more populous than Boston. Yet it was
a strikingly easy town to get about in. The thoroughfares in Philadelphia were
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straight and parallel, forming a gridiron pattern. They even had rational names,
those streets running east to west designated mostly after trees, while those that
intersected were numbered sequentially. These were busy byways too. There
seemed to be an endless stream of activity between the town and the docks along
the river, for this was the busiest harbor in America, a port that saw well over
a thousand ships come and go annually. A stagecoach line also operated out of
the city, funneling people and the mail to points north, and many local merchants
thrived by dispatching dray after dray of commodities over these streets, then out
to the large immigrant population that had flowed through Philadelphia south or
west, many eventually settling on lands in the Shenandoah that Washington once
had surveyed or fought for. The main streets in this city had a handsome, well-kept
look about them. They were paved, all were lined by illuminated lamps as well
as by trees that already had grown tall and stately. Brick sidewalks ran alongside
these arteries, pathways dotted with more than five hundred public water pumps.

The city was only twelve blocks wide and twenty-five blocks long, but over
six thousand houses were crowded into that space, most of them wedged into
the east end of town. Few of these residences were mansions. In imitation of the
English squires with whom they traded, the Philadelphia gentry had taken to the
countryside, preferring to build their elegant dwellings away from the malodorous
“vapors” of the city, removed from its ever-present noise and grime, its smoke
and oppressive summer heat. Here and there a stroller might glimpse the town
house of one who was affluent, usually a two- or three-story brick home, but it
was only in the suburbs that one could see the tree-lined estates of the grandees,
huge brick houses about which rolled the green, virgin acres of southeastern
Pennsylvania, places with names like Woodlands and Whitby Hall, Cedar Grove
and Hope Lodge.?®

The business district squatted amidst some of the more sumptuous town-
houses. Nearly three hundred mercantile establishments were bunched into the
first few blocks west of the riverfront, businesses that ranged from dockside ware-
houses to retail shops to the work sites of the city’s mechanics. Most were small
businesses run by a master artisan, a workplace in which the owner labored along-
side a young apprentice and one or more journeymen. Scores of craftsmen and
craftswomen, each plying his or her own specialized trade, could make a go of
it here. Cordwainers, coopers, tailors, and a variety of smiths (blacksmiths, tin-
smiths, silversmiths, gunsmiths) operated out of their own houses, anything but
elegant one- or two-story dwellings, abodes that always seemed cramped even
though they were usually only sparsely furnished. Men and women who special-
ized in morethan twenty separate crafts toiled in the ship-building industry alone,
and almost as many varieties of construction tradesmen were required to erect
one large house or building (and about five hundred dwellings were erected that
year in this city).*

If Washington chose to walk west, into those neighborhoods farthest re-
moved from the job sites, he saw a bruitish squalor that almost rivaled the loath-
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some conditions in his slave cabins. In fact, nearly 10 percent of Philadelphia’s
inhabitants were bonded laborers, slaves or indentured servants. They may not
have been much worse off materially than the free but unskilled workers, the
laborers who hauled goods and swept chimneys and dug ditches. Only one worker
in ten could afford to purchase a house; the remainder, mostly husbands with
families of six or seven or more persons, rented lodgings in dingy, drafty, wooden
firetraps, tiny apartments that seldom exceeded four hundred square feet, and
which were jammed side by side, abutting outhouses and even stables. Husbands
and wives, and frequently their children as well, worked six days a week from
sunrise to sunset, and, if lucky, the entire family earned a few pounds more than
they had to spend for their food and clothing, their rent and firewood.*0

How much of this Washington took the time to see is not known, but
he did mention in his diary that he received a guided tour of the Pennsylvania
Hospital. Together with John Adams and perhaps one or two other colleagues,
Washington was taken out to the hospital by Dr. Shippen. A three-story T-shaped
structure of brick and stone, the hospital sat in bucolic surroundings adjacent
to the city’s almshouse and workhouse, though it was segregated from these
abhorrent institutions by white picket fence and a grove of trees. Built only twenty-
five years before, this was the oldest hospital in the colonies. The facility existed
for the industrious poor, as opposed to the affluent, who were treated at home,
and the idle poor, who went unattended. It had been founded both by Quaker
benevolence and on the supposition that it was cheaper to keep impoverished
men alive and occasionally at work than it was to pay poor relief to their indigent
widows and children. Washington’s tour began in the basement where he looked
in on the mentally ill; in reality this section was little better than a dungeon where
these unfortunates were caged like criminals. Then it was upstairs to the wards,
long rooms housing row after row of beds, upon which lay the lame and the ill.
It was a “dreadfull Scene,” Adams told his diary; the “Weakness and Languor,
the Distress and Misery. of these Objects is truely a Woefull Sight.” Finally, the
guests were taken to Shippen’s laboratory, where the physician lectured briefly
on the subject of human anatomy, utilizing a plaster of paris model of the body
for a guide, as well as paintings of “the Insides of a Man . . . , all the Muscles
of the Belly being taken off [to reveal] the Heart, Lungs, Stomach, Gutts.” #!

Washington, who had arrived just as Congress was about to meet for the
first time, soon had leisure for all the sightseeing he could wish. Congress had
no more than convened before it created a committee to draft a statement of
American rights. Washington was not named to the panel, thus freeing him to
do as he pleased until the committee reported. For nearly two weeks he had no
duties to perform, save for reporting to Carpenter’s Hall each morning to learn
whether Congress would meet that day. During that period he may have explored
Philadelphia. Certainly he socialized with his colleagues; he probably spent some
time in the evenings at the gaming table; and for a fact he did attend at least
one Presbyterian worship service. He also met several Philadelphians during this
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period of enforced idleness. He dined at the home of Richard Penn, a former
governor of Pennsylvania, and he was the guest of Thomas Mifflin, a successful
young merchant, and of John Dickinson; he was hosted by the latter at Fairhill,
the “Farmer’s” elegant estate that overlooked the Susquehanna north of the city.*?
His most important encounter, however, was with Joseph Reed.

Ten years younger than Washington, a Princeton-educated lawyer, Reed was
an opportunist. He hailed from a comfortable, but by no means wealthy family.
He had struggled through years of schooling (besides his graduate degree from
Princeton, he had a year of formal legal training at the Middle Temple in London)
to attain a measure of prosperity and status, yet his estate was valued at only
one-eighth that of Mifflin, one-seventieth that of Dickinson. Desirous of more
wealth, not to mention power and recognition, Reed long since had learned that
the most rapid way to the top was to hitch himself to someone already there. He
had married into the family of a wealthy London merchant, then he had become
something of a follower of the “Farmer” in the domestic politics of Pennsylvania.
Now he was industriously courting many of the most influential congressmen,
frequenting their haunts and entertaining them in his comfortable, though hardly
posh home. What no one knew was that he was sending accounts of much that
transpired to the American Secretary in London, playing that angle, too, in the
hope that he might be offered a lucrative post in the imperial bureaucracy. Yet
Reed was not a traitor. He preferred that the colonists be reconciled with Great
Britain, but on terms satisfactory to the American protest movement; thus, he had
been active in radical circles in Philadelphia, and he had played a major role in
helping the protest movement in Pennsylvania overcome a powerful conservative
resistance to the very notion of a national congress. Washington and Reed probably
met frequently during those weeks. The older Virginian, now forty-two, seemed
to feel comfortable with this younger man and took an immediate liking to him.
Reed was friendly and outgoing, polished and intelligent. In many striking ways,
in fact, his conduct was not unlike that Washington had exhibited when he too was
just starting out. More striking even, Reed bore a marked physical resemblance
to Washington, that is if the two paintings of him that exist—both by Peale—are
reasonably accurate renditions.*3

When the Grand Committee at last reported, Congress finally got down
to business, launching a month of six-day work weeks. Washington apparently
attended the meetings faithfully, but, typically, he seldom actually participated
and he contributed little to the actions finally taken by the conclave. After some
anxious moments in the early days of the meeting, the more radical delegates
assumed control. Congress went on to adopt a declaration of rights that, though
longer and more explicit, largely reiterated the stand taken by the Old Dominion
in the previous decade. The delegates also quickly agreed to boycott Great Britain
until the Tea Act and the Coercive Acts were repealed. Agreeing to the mechanics
of the embargo proved more difficult, however, for here the selfish interests of
various factions collided. Nonimportation posed few problems, but nonexporting
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colonies wished to immediately stop the shipment of commodities to the parent
state, whereas others, principally the tobacco and rice colonies in the South,
hoped to forestall a ban on the sale of their goods to England until that year’s crop
had been marketed. In the end the South won the clash; New England needed
allies badly enough that it was willing to settle for half a loaf. It was decided
to begin nonimportation in December, but to defer nonexportation for a year,
and it was agreed to create an enforcement mechanism known as the Continental
Association, locally elected committees to compel adherence to the boycott. The
Congress then smoothed over the rough edges by drafting a soothing letter to the
people of Great Britain, and, late in October, having been away from home for
sixty days or more, the delegates happily voted to adjourn, pledging only to meet
again the following May if the difficulties with the parent state still had not been
resolved.**

Washington sped home (he covered the distance between Philadelphia and
Virginia in a day and a half less than it had taken him to get to the Congress),
arriving on a cool, sunny October afternoon, doubtless delighted to be home to
witness the gaudy autumn colors the surrounding hills and forests had put on in his
absence. He immediately immersed himself in his business concerns. He sought
out his cousin Lund Washington, to whom he had entrusted the management of
Mount Vernon, and they rode here and there, inspecting the crops and the mill,
looking in on his livestock. He oversaw the auction of portions of the property of
a late friend and neighbor, and he attended the final sale of the Fairfax’s property
at Belvoir.* Now and then he hunted, and hardly a day passed without a visitor
appearing at his door.

Old friends and acquaintances dropped in, as did some folks that he knew
only in passing. William Piercy, a Methodist minister—George referred to him
as a Presbyterian in his diary—uvisited briefly. He was a man recently arrived
from London, one whom Washington probably had just met in Philadelphia.*¢
Charles Lee, styling himself as “General” though he had not risen above the
rank of major in the British army, was a guest too, staying for five nights. It
was the second recent meeting of the two men, for they had seen one another in
Philadelphia, getting together there for the first time since they had accompanied
General Braddock on his fateful trip to the Monongahela nearly twenty years
before. Lee had lived a very busy life in those two decades. Despairing for
advancement in Britain’s peacetime army following the conclusion of the French
and Indian War, he had fought as a mercenary with the Poles, commanding
Russian troops against the Turks in Moldavia. (He was a general in this army,
hence he had some claim to the title he used.) Late in the 1760s he was back in
England, dabbling in radical politics, publishing polemics against the Crown. He
also puttered with some land speculation schemes in America, and in the summer
of 1773 he came for a visit and an inspection of his investments. Like a bohemian
he had drifted through three or four colonies during the past year, availing himself
of the hospitality of one colonist after another, pausing only long enough to write
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a pamphlet that argued rather convincingly that America’s soldiers would be more
than a match for the redcoats should war break out.

Lee had a way of offending people. Part of it was due to his unconventional
life style. Not only was he prone to a nomadic existence, but there was a habitually
unkempt air about him as well. According to knowledgeable contemporaries,
both peculiarities were attributable to the fact that he had never married, though
the reverse may have been as likely an explanation. (Actually, he had “married”
and fathered a son by an Iroquois woman, but, however the Native Americans
looked on the match, he thought of it simply as a matter of convenience.)

His manner was acerbic and contentious. Well educated—after early train-
ing in England he probably was schooled in France and Switzerland—and well
read, he had an opinion on everything, and he was not the least reticent about
expressing his views. In fact, his conversations had a way of becoming mono-
logues, musings and dogmatic statements delivered in an odd mix of eloquence
and of the salty invective of the barracks and the barroom. Then, too, there were
his traveling companions. He went everywhere with a pack of dogs. Five hounds
accompanied him to Mount Vernon, and, as usual, they were huge oxlike crea-
tures, only slightly less disreputable-iooking than Lee himself, though probably
considerably less talkative than their master. Lee had one other unsavory habit,
one that he revealed just before he departed. He talked Washington out of £15 to
pay for his further travels.*’

For the first time in fifteen years Washington’s days also were taken up by
military concerns that autumn. Fairfax County had organized a volunteer military
company in September, even adopting as its uniform the old buff and blue design
that Washington had recommended years before. By mid-January the unit had
begun to drill under Washington’s careful gaze, training with powder and shot
purchased out of money that Washington and George Mason had lent the county.
From time to time during these months Washington also assisted the drillmasters
of other new companies, and he played an important role in organizing the local
enforcement of the economic boycott. In March, Fairfax County elected him
as its delegate to the Virginia Convention in Richmond, an ad hoc legislative
gathering necessitated by Governor Dunmore’s continued refusal to summon the
Burgesses. Washington landed on the committee to oversee the colony’s military
preparations, and just before adjournment he was reelected as one of Virginia’s
delegates to the second Continental Congress.*

When Washington decided that war was inevitable cannot be precisely deter-
mined. His fellow congressman, Richard Henry Lee, and many other leaders as
well, had left Philadelphia believing that Britain again would cave in when con-
fronted by the boycott. Some visionaries in America even expected a revolution
in England, an uprising by Old Country radicals to topple the allegedly tyran-
nical regime. Washington never went that far, but as late as February 1775 he
still seemed to doubt that war would occur, hinting that he believed the North
government would accede to the colonists’ demands. When he returned from



Patrician Revolutionary 109

Philadelphia, in fact, he resumed his normal speculative pursuits, making the
sorts of investments that do not suggest he believed a protracted war was immi-
nent. He secured two parcels of land, one by purchase and one in lieu of the
repayment of a loan he had made years before to a neighbor. He also purchased
several indentured servants.*® But Washington’s uncanny luck in business matters
deserted him during these months, as he suffered one substantial setback and
he was faced with the real possibility of a second loss, a stunning commercial
reversal.

The previous spring Washington had sent a team of servants and hired hands
to settle and commence development of his lands near the mouth of the Great
Kanawha River. The venture was a fiasco. The bonded laborers escaped at the first
opportunity, and the hirelings soon thereafter were driven away when the frontier
again exploded in still another of its episodic bloodbaths. Washington lost over
£300 on that gamble, though—in an action that admittedly bears marks of a man
racing against time—he immediately bought another labor party, dispatching that
team in April 1775. This group was more successful for a time, for by the next
spring it had cleared and planted twenty-eight acres; then fresh hostilities with
the Indians broke out and this settlement also was abandoned.®

At the same time that Washington was putting together his second team
for the Great Kanawha, he received ever more disconcerting news. Shortly after
he returned from the Virginia convention sessions in Richmond, one of his old
soldiers from his frontier days dropped by Mount Vernon bearing the tale that
Governor Dunmore was about to disallow all the land grants previously made to
the colony’s veterans of the French and Indian War; supposedly, the soldier added,
the surveyor of the tract, Washington’s old buddy William Crawford had not
been properly licensed. Washington listened with disbelief. He could lose twenty-
three thousand acres! He immediately contacted the governor, adducing evidence
and entreating the executive’s beneficence. But Dunmore dryly responded that if
Crawford was not properly certified “the patents will of consequence be declared
null and void.” !

Two days after he communicated with Lord Dunmore, Washington seemed
to indicate that he now believed war would occur with Great Britain. He reported
to George Mercer that he believed the people were ready to fight. One of those
who thought war was certain was Horatio Gates, the former British officer with
whom Washington had served on that trek to the Monongahela in 1755. Like Lee,
Gates had quit the peacetime army in Britain during the 1760s; he had searched
out a parcel of land in Virginia near Berkeley Springs, and he had moved there
in 1773. Now that war was a possibility Gates felt the itch for his old calling,
and he paid a visit to Washington in April to urge his old acquaintance to help
him secure a commission in case Congress created an American army. “General”
Lee dropped back by too, for another five-day stint, although whether he too was
looking for a commission or simply for a roof over his head is not clear.?

Lee had hardly ridden away to bring his brand of cheer to some other
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lucky planter when Washington received ominous tidings: Governor Dunmore had
directed the seizure of the colonists’ powder stored in Williamsburg. Moreover,
Washington learned that troops were being organized to march on the capital
where, according to some, the chief executive would be confined under house
arrest until the purloined powder was returned. The next day volunteer officers
from DumfTies dispatched a courier to Mount Vernon to learn whether Washington
would march with them. But before Washington could respond another express
arrived at his door. This messenger brought even more disconcerting news. Ten
days before British troops had clashed with colonial militiamen in two obscure
villages in Massachusetts; there had been many casualties on both sides in the
town of Lexington, as well as in a place called Concord. Everything now was
altered. War with the parent state seemed a certainty. It was best to defer bellicose
action in Virginia until the meeting of the second Congress, scheduled to meet in
less than two weeks.>

Washington’s last days at Mount Vernon—he would not see his treasured
estate again for more than six years—were hectic. Lund Washington was to be
left in charge, and he met often with the owner to plan every last detail of the
farm’s operations. Some sticky financial transactions also required his attention.
And a plethora of visitors seemed to descend like locusts upon Washington and
his wife just at this feverish moment when they most longed for privacy.>*

One of the guests was Richard Henry Lee, Washington’s congressional
colleague. He arrived on May 3 to accompany Washington to Philadelphia.
That afternoon, bright and hot for so early in the spring, Washington and his
company—Lee and his brother Thomas, and their old friend from the Virginia
assembly, Charles Carter of King George County, together with Gates, who had
lingered on—sat in the shade on the veranda, thankful for each breath of cooling
breeze that drifted off the great river below. They talked, in all likelihood rumi-
nating on political strategies and on military realities, on what Congress should
do and might do.%

That night after dinner, with the callers shown to their rooms, George
and Martha at last were alone to say their private goodbyes. They faced a long
separation, probably one of several months, Washington thought. But he should
be home by Christmas.>

The next morning was intolerably hot again, the oppressive stickiness of the
air adding to the unpleasantness of parting. A hurried breakfast was completed,
the carriage was loaded, and the teams secured to the car. Farewells again were
said. Washington and Lee clambered inside, their body servants following. The
driver was in his place.

Inside Washington’s baggage, just in case, were his military uniform and
his sword.
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“Imbarked on a tempestuous Ocean”

During the first Congress John Adams, who already had concluded that
only force could secure American rights, lashed out at his timid colleagues who
“Shudder at the Prospect of Blood.” As he rode from his home in Braintree, Mas-
sachusetts, to Philadelphia for the second Congress, all signs pointed to a trans-
formation in the thinking of the overwhelming majority of his countrymen. Rhode
Island was readying a force of fifteen hundred men to send to Massachusetts,
he reported as he passed through that colony. When he got to Connecticut he
found that colony mustering an army of six thousand. New York and New Jer-
sey “are aroused,” he discovered as he continued on. When at last he arrived in
Philadelphia he found militiamen training and parading in the streets.! But what
of Congress? Would congressmen from south of New England vote to assist their
brethren? Would Congress provide men and supplies to wage war against Great
Britain?

For weeks it was not clear which way Congress would lean. The more
conservative congressmen, led by John Dickinson as much as anyone, were a
powerful force. They desperately wanted to avoid hostilities, to once again petition
the Crown in the forlorn hope that the monarch would break with his ministers
and agree to the first Congress’s declaration of Americanrights. At the outset this
faction seemed to have the upper hand. It secured passage of the “Olive Branch
Petition,” another expression of colonial fealty, and when Adams suggested that
France and Spain be sounded out for military assistance his proposal elicited
looks of “horror, terror, and detestation.” 2

But the momentum of events was running against this conservative faction.
Congress had hardly been gaveled into session before it learned that New England
militiamen, together with a paramilitary force from Vermont, had seized Fort
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Ticonderoga from a small British garrison. Then New York requested advice on
how to treat the redcoats within its borders, and the New England colonies wished
to know how supplies for their defense could be procured. Congress created two
committees to study these thorny matters, and it appointed George Washington
to chair each committee. The very act of naming this man to head the panels—a
man who had not been named to a single committee at the first Congress—was
indicative of the winds beginning to blow over Congress.?

Actually, Washington’s committees made the most modest recommenda-
tions. One panel cautioned New York against provocative behavior, although it
did advise that colony to raise troops for six months’ service, a force that might
keep open the lines of communication between New York City and the hinterland.
As for supplies, the other panel simply proposed that New England alone supply
the army that was drawn up before Boston.*

There was still another question. What of the army itself? Since that day
in April when General Gage’s search-and-destroy force had retreated to Boston
from Lexington and Concord, the British army had remained under siege within
the city. All about Boston, in an arc from north of the town swinging around the
western periphery and on to the south of the Neck, the thin strip of land that
connected the city to the mainland, an army of nearly twenty thousand colonists
had gathered, resolved to resist any attempt by the British to leave the city. It
was an intercolonial army, but all the soldiers were New Englanders, and New
England was fully aware that it could not stand alone. On June 2, almost a month
after Congress had reconvened, Massachusetts asked the national legislature to
take command of the New England army.

By then the Adamses, John and Samuel, believed they had the votes to
win congressional approval for such a move. For weeks, over dinner and ale,
they and their compatriots quietly had taken soundings, and they had discovered
that a majority of the southern congressmen were ready for a national army—if
its commander was a southerner. They also had learned that Virginia’s George
Washington was their choice for the post, although a few delegates (including a
Virginian, Edmund Pendleton) were “very cool about [his] Appointment.” Most
of the opposition apparently was due less to reservations about Washington’s
ability than to the fact that his selection would mean that the present commander,
Artemas Ward of Massachusetts, would have to be dumped; some feared this
would destroy morale in the army, and others worried that New Englanders would
not serve under any commander save one from their own region.

But John Adams, the prime mover in this shadowy work, was more wor-
ried about New England’s present dearth of aid. What better way was there to
nationalize the struggle than to appoint a southerner as commander of the army?
Besides, Adams, a most sagacious judge of men, was enthusiastic about Wash-
ington. Quiet, temperate, earnest, reserved, prudent, yet with an air of toughness
about him, the Virginian seemed like the kind of man one could trust with such a
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burdensome responsibility; he seemed the very embodiment of those values that
Adams long had prized, that he had sought to foster and to display. Adams had
nothing against Ward, and he may not have even believed that Washington was
a more capable soldier. It was just that Ward had to be sacrificed for the general
good. So, quietly and with some effort Adams worked in private for Washington’s
appointment for nearly two weeks, talking and arguing primarily with others from
New England. Meanwhile, Washington, who knew full well what was going on,
discarded his civilian garments for his old buff and blue uniform of the Virginia
Regiment, a not so subtle way of indicating his ardor for the command post.’

The decision to go with Washington was made sometime during the second
week of June, and on June 14, a hot, sticky moming, John Adams was the
first congressman to be recognized by the presiding officer. Not a very good
orator, the short, stout New Englander nevertheless made a speech. The gist of
his address was that the army before Boston must be nationalized by the addition
of troops from outside New England. Then, after pausing for a moment, he
recommended that General Ward be replaced; he had in mind a man “among
Us and very well known to all of Us, a Gentleman whose Skill and Experience
as an Officer, whose independent fortune, great Talents and excellent universal
Character [will] command the Approbation of all America”—Colonel George
Washington. John Hancock, who earlier had been elected president of the body,
had presumed Adams was speaking of him. When Adams instead mentioned
Washington, Hancock’s face suddenly was contorted with rage; nor did Samuel
Adams’s second to his cousin’s motion “soften the President’s Phisiognomy at
all,” John Adams recalled years later.t

Washington fled the room the moment his name was mentioned, leaving
Congress free to express its feelings. In all likelihood the issue was never in
doubt, but the debate was fierce and protracted. After several hours of arguing
it was clear that a consensus existed for Washington, although it was equally
clear that Congress was deeply divided. At length the managers of the floor fight
called for an adjournment until “pains [could be] taken out of doors” to procure
a unanimous vote. The other portion of Adams’s motion had relatively smooth
sailing, and on that day Congress transformed the army at Boston into a continental
force, resolving that six companies of riflemen, two each from Pennsylvania,
Maryland, and Virginia, be added to the new Continental army. Congress also
named Washington to chair a committee of five to prepare articles of war for the
regulation of the American army, in itself virtually an act that indicated it soon
would confirm him to head that army.’

The following day, while Washington sketched a preliminary draft of the
military code in the privacy of his apartment, Congress resumed its fight over the
choice of the commander of the army. During the night some of the dissidents
had been won over to Washington, but not all the congressmen were in his cor-
ner, and the debate continued, sometimes acrimoniously, throughout most of the



114 The First of Men: A Life of George Washington

day. Finally, late in the afternoon some of Washington’s friends hurried to his
quarters with word of the vote. He was now General Washington, they told him,
commander in chief of the Continental army.

That night one congressman after another wrote home, breaking the news of
Washington’s selection and explaining their decision. More than anything else they
stressed the virtues of his character, pointing to qualities like modesty, amiability,
bravery, generosity, sobriety, and to his long record of military experience. These
attributes, they predicted, made Washington the kind of man that “youth [can]
look up to . . . as a pattern to form themselves by. . . .” But behind the rhetoric
was a hard-headed pragmatism. The cause required someone from south of New
England. Whom else could Congress have selected? Philip Schuyler of New York
had about as much experience as Washington and he too was a congressman,
yet his active support for the resistance movement had been muted, and since he
had not been a delegate to the first Congress he was not as well known as the
Virginian. Horatio Gates, Charles Lee, and Richard Montgomery (living now in
New York) were ex-British army officers, but that fact was as much a demerit
as a virtue in the minds of congressmen contemplating war with Britain. Beyond
those men there was no one else with Washington’s military background. Thus, as
Eliphalet Dyer of Connecticut reported, Congress “Esteem[ed] him well Adapted
to please A New England Army and much better Suited to the Temper & Genius
of our People than any other Gent. not brought up in that Part of the Country.” 8

What went through Washington’s mind during the evening of this most
momentous day of his life is not known. His diary entry that night was no less
mundane than for any other day: “Clear, and Cooler than Yesterday. Dined at
Burn’s in the Field. Spent the Eveng. on a Committee.” Remembering the “Vir-
ginia Centinel,” he was aware that his actions in such an exposed position could
invite criticism. He even melodramatically told Patrick Henry that he expected
his service to cause “the ruin of my reputation.”® If he paused to think of what
had transpired to bring him to this poirit, was he candid enough—or of sufficient
philosophical bent—to recognize therole played by sheer luck? Though not reared
in the highest stratum of Virginia society, he had had the good fortune to be born
into the planter class and to parents who saw that he received some education. By
the luck of the draw Lawrence had married into a rich and powerful family, thus
giving George access to their influence; then, in fairly rapid succession, not only
did Lawrence die at an early age, but so did his only surviving child. A middling
surveyor at age sixteen, Washington had become the virtual scion of Lord Fairfax
as well as the master of Mount Vernon before he was thirty. He had been lucky
in other ways too, having survived several brushes with death. Smallpox felled
him, twice he was struck down by camp diseases, and two years after his mar-
riage he again fell dangerously ill. He had not only lived through each malady but
recovered from each with no permanent damage. He had also escaped unhurt in
his fight with Jumonville and in the attack upor Fort Necessity and, miraculously,
had survived that horrible day on the Monongahela when Braddock and half his
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army perished. By happenstance, moreover, Washington was the right age when
the French and Indian War erupted, old enough to be a soldier, but not so old
as to be encumbered with a family or with physical infirmities. In retrospect he
had been fortunate that Dinwiddie and Braddock, Shirley and Loudoun had been
unable or unwilling to make him a British officer, and he was even luckier that
his Uncle Joseph Ball had counseled against letting him join the British navy.
In addition, as historian Douglas Southall Freeman observed, Washington might
not have been considered for the commander’s post by the second Congress had
he not attended the first Congress, for his colleagues had gotten to know him, at
least as much as one could become familiar with Washington in the space of a
few weeks. And, finally, by chance not only was he healthy in 1775, he looked
as men thought a soldier should—big, strong, robust, agile, hard.

It would be absurd, of course, to suggest that luck alone had led Washing-
ton to this moment. Other young men must have longed to soldier but had never
gone to war; surely, too, other young men with similar social and educational
deficiencies failed to work as assiduously as did Washington to overcome their
shortcomings. Whatever the reason for his appointment as Virginia’s commander
in 1755, moreover, he had passed the test of responsibility and he was remem-
bered as a good soldier. Washington had taken it upon himself, furthermore, to
play an active role in the protest movement, at least from 1769 onward. Thus,
although luck did play a role in the selection of Washington to command the
Continental army, his lifelong yearning for recognition was of crucial importance
too. And so was his vision, which extended outward to an incredible degree.
Where others were content with their lot, or assumed that their ascent was im-
possible, Washington always seemed to believe that nothing was impossible. And
once he fixed his sight on a goal he pursued it with a vigor and tenacity, almost
a ruthlessness, that set him apart from most men. It was this steely resolve that
most distinguished Washington from others. No obstacle, no limitation seemed
too great to be overcome. So he went where others would never have dared to
tread in quest of wealth and status and power, and once he gained each he wanted
still more. His cravings, his resourcefulness, his uncanny ability to understand
men and circumstances had brought Washington to this moment of opportunity,
and those qualities in his character that made danger and struggle seem alluring
compelled him to reach out for it.

On the night of his appointment, after dinner, he consulted Edmund Pendle-
ton for assistance in drafting the acceptance speech he would have to make the
following momning. He also asked Pendleton to prepare his will. That he should
have turned to Pendleton was in keeping with his personality. He really required
no help in the preparation of his brief remarks, and there were other lawyers
among the Virginia delegates with whom he was closer. But in availing himself
of the counsel of the man who had opposed his selection, Washington sought to
convert Pendleton into his staunch supporter. After he left his colleague, Wash-
ington worked with his committee on the formulation of the articles of war. Only
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Schuyler among the other committee members had been a soldier, so those two
probably wrote most of the draft. (The committee issued its report a day or two
later, though Congress did not adopt the articles until a week after Washington had
departed for Boston.) At the moment, however, what most interested Washington
was the selection of the other officers, and while he was anxious to see that both
Lee and Gates were among those chosen, he had not forgotten the lingering ill
effects that had resulted from his battle with Dinwiddie to name his subordinate
officers twenty years before. Still, he believed he needed these two experienced
soldiers, and he was prepared to push to assure their selection.!

The following morning the busy legislators made short work of the cere-
mony endowing Washington with his new post. Congress offered the command,
and he accepted it with a brief and modest speech, one that was memorable only
because he announced that he would refuse a salary, settling merely for com-
pensation for his expenses. It was a matter of honor, he said, for he did “not
wish to make any proffit” from his post. His commission came with a grant of
extraordinary power. He was vested with “full power and authority” to act as he
deemed necessary for the welfare of the united colonists. But he hardly was above
the law. His conduct was to be guided “in every respect by the rules and disci-
pline of war,” and, what is more, he was explicitly admonished to be “careful in
executing the great trust” bestowed in him."

Congress spent the remainder of the day wrangling over both the suitable
number of generalships to create and the appropriate pay for these positions.
By evening it was agreed that two major generals, an adjutant general, and five
brigadier generals would be named. Then came the difficult part—filling the new
positions.!?

The next day, a Saturday, Congress quickly named Artemas Ward as the first
major general. That much was easy. Not only was Ward reputed to be an excellent
soldier, but New England—and Ward—had to be mollified for the appointment
of Washington. The remainder of the day was spent in a squabble over the next
two positions, a protracted, petty, acrid quarrel, the most tortuous he had yet
experienced as a congressman, John Adams told a correspondent.'> What made
it worse was that no one pretended that one nominee was really better qualified
than another; congressmen simply wished to have favorite sons and their friends
selected. In the end, after six hours of squabbling, Washington used his influence
to secure Charles Lee’s appointment as the other major general and Horatio
Gates’s selection as the adjutant general. Congress then quit for the weekend, but
when it returned on Monday it was no more inclined to disinterestedly choose
the best men for these posts. In fact, so many names soon were in the pot that
Congress sought an escape by creating more generalships. Now there were to be
four major generals and eight brigadiers. But even so, four more days of debate
were needed to complete the list of thirteen general officers.

Philip Schuyler got one of the two top posts that remained. Israel Putnam of
Connecticut got the other, giving New England half the major generalcies. New
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England also attained seven of the eight brigadier slots. The exception was Richard
Montgomery, the former British officer who now resided in New York. The other
brigadier generals were Seth Pomeroy, William Heath, and John Thomas—all of
Massachusetts—John Sullivan from New Hampshire, Nathanael Greene of Rhode
Island, and Joseph Spencer and David Wooster from Connecticut. Most had some
military experience. Indeed, Pomeroy and Wooster had served in King George’s
War in the 1740s. Only Greene and Sullivan had never borne arms in wartime. '

Once these appointments were completed—and three days after his own
selection—Washington finally wrote Martha of the recent epic decisions made by
Congress. (And Congressman Deane thought it odd that Washington did not first
return home to visit his wife before he journeyed to Boston!) Martha must have
suspected that her husband would be made an officer, although she may not have
been prepared for the news that he was to be the army’s commander. His letter
to her was couched in a defensive, almost apologetic tone: he had not sought his
new post, it had been imposed upon him by “a kind of destiny,” he began. Were
he to have refused the assignment, he continued in language almost identical to
that he had employed twenty years earlier in telling his mother that he planned
to soldier, it would have exposed “my character to such censure as would have
reflected dishonor upon myself.” He realized that this turn of events left Martha
with the unpleasant prospect of living alone, and he encouraged her to move to
Alexandria or to move in with the Bassetts at Eltham. Finally, he worried whether
the job was not “a trust too great for my capacity,” though all that remained was
to put his reliance in God, who “has heretofore preserved and been bountiful to
me.”

Washington remained deeply troubled over Martha. He remembered how
she had suffered following the death of Patsy and the loss of Jackie through
matrimony. Now she was losing him as well. The next day he wrote his brother
and his stepson asking each to assist her, and he suggested that it would be wise
for Jackie and Nellie to return to Mount Vernon in his absence. And just before he
left Philadelphia he wrote his wife a second time, a missive in which he expressed
“an unalterable affection for you, which neither time or distance can change.” !¢

Washington also continued to fret over his abilities, and he turned to Bur-
well Bassett to pour out his misgivings. He knew his greatest shortcoming was
his lack of experience, only about five years of service, all of it in command of
a small force in comparison to the army besieging Boston, and most of that time
he had fought Native Americans, not a professional European army. Whatever
happened, Washington went on, he could promise three things—his belief in the
American cause, his unwavering devotion to his responsibilities, and a wholly
honest commitment to public service. He could pledge no more. He compre-
hended that he “now Imbarked on a tempestuous Ocean,” but he would leave
for the front comforted by the realization that he had “acted to the best of my
judgment,” and trusting that “some good to the common cause” would result
from his actions."’
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Joseph Reed, by Charles Willson Peale (c. 1776). Courtesy of the Historical Society of
Pennsylvania.
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Thomas Mifflin and his wife Sara Morris Mifflin, by John Singleton Copley (1773).
Courtesy of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania.
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He could not leave Philadelphia, however, until two matters were out of the
way. He had to await his orders, the document formally authorizing him to assume
command. Moreover, Congress had voted him a stipend so that he might select
two adjutants, a skelton staff that would partially ease the crushing work load he
was about to bear. He knew from his days with the Virginia Regiment that there
were not enough hours in the day for the commander in chief. Endless rounds
of appointments, daily inspections, and a staggering amount of correspondence
left a man with no time to think. He needed capable aides, men whom he could
trust and with whom he could be comfortable, for the adjutants would be privy
to his private thoughts and in attendance at confidential meetings. Washington
pondered the matter for days, then he requested the services of Thomas Mifflin,
his congressional colleague, and Joseph Reed, the young Philadelphian he had
met the previous autumn. Each man was nine years younger than himself, each
was well educated and quite experienced in Pennsylvania’s political wars. These
were men whose intellectual talents were beyond doubt, whose deft political
skills might help in navigating the troubled and murky—and partisan—waters that
surely lay ahead.’®

Washington’s offer came out of the blue. Mifflin accepted the post immedi-
ately, but Reed hesitated. Not only did he have no military experience, but to
take the position would be to abandon a lucrative law practice, his sole source
of sustenance. Still, to be an amanuensis to the general was nothing short of a
breathtaking opportunity, a chance to become known, to go places. It was a diffi-
cult decision, one with which he wrestled for four days before he agreed only to
accompany Washington to New York; then, he said, he would make up his mind
once and for all.®

Washington agreed to those terms and, at last, a week after his selection,
he was ready to head for the front. His final day in Philadelphia was a busy one.
There were last-minute meetings with congressmen, consultations with this and
that committee, farewells to new and old friends. Then, to add to this frantic
milieu, a courier astride a weary mount galloped up before the State House
with exciting news: another battle had been waged before Boston, an even more
important clash than those at Lexington and Concord: the colonists, he said, had
scored a great victory at a place called Bunker Hill.

In the weeks following the clashes at Lexington and Concord, General Gage
had remained inactive, bottled up in Boston by General Ward’s siege army, a
force nearly seven times greater than his own. Late in May British reinforcements
arrived, raising Gage’s troop strength to approximately six thousand men. But the
Americans still possessed a four-to-one numerical advantage. Too weak to assault
the American siege lines, Gage planned instead simply to occupy the elevated
points outside Boston, the heights in Dorchester to the south, Bunker Hill and
Breed’s Hill in Charlestown northwest of the city. Unfortunately for the British,
word of Gage’s scheme leaked out to the Americans, and on the night of June 16
General Ward seized the heights in Charlestown. American artillery now stared
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down on Boston and its lifeline to the homeland, the city’s harbor. Gage was in
an untenable position. He had to take the hill or relinquish Boston.

Two days after Washington was selected to replace Ward, Gage chose to
assault the hill. He selected Sir William Howe, who had arrived with the British
reinforcements, to lead the attack. Howe, the scion of a wealthy and influential
family, had chosen a military career, and he had risen quickly, making lieutenant
colonel before he was thirty. During the French and Indian War he had fought with
great courage, leading the victorious assault on the Heights of Abraham during
the campaign for Quebec. Tall and with an edge of toughness, callouness even, in
his countenance, he looked like a soldier. And he liked to fight, impressing some
in the colonial wars with his lust for battle. Besides, he liked the masculine envi-
ronment of an army, its camaraderie, adventurousness, and affable forbearance
toward man’s profligacy.

The British took Bunker Hill, but at a frightful cost. Nearly a thousand
redcoat soldiers were killed or wounded in the engagement; 42 percent of the
British troops who fought that day were victims, and eighty-nine British officers
were casualties. Although unscathed physically, Howe too was a victim that day.
Never before had he borne responsibility in an action that resulted in such cata-
strophic losses. Although Howe never acknowledged that he was moved one way
or another by what he subsequently would call that “unhappy day,” yet he did
seem to change from a daring and eager warrior to a soldier less prone to gamble
with the fortunes of his men. After Bunker Hill, Howe was a man reticent to act
until every ounce of intelligence had been gathered and exhaustively scrutinized,
until the odds were demonstrably in his favor.2

It was Bunker Hill’s impact on Howe that made the battle so important, for
when Gage shortly thereafter was recalled by London, he was succeeded by Sir
William. Thus, at perhaps the only time Britain could have won the war, the years
1775—77, a time when the Continental army still lacked military experience and
before the colonists had secured foreign assistance, General Howe, now rendered
irresolute and overly cautious, would be the commander of Britain’s forces in
America.

General Washington learned few of the details of Bunker Hill from the
courier who dashed into Philadelphia. If anything, however, the news of the battle
left him more eager than ever to set out for Massachusetts. At last, a week after his
selection as commander, everything was ready. Washington had used his expense
account to purchase a light phaeton and five new horses, sending his own carriage
and dobbins back to Mount Vernon, and on June 23, just as the first rays of sun
began to appear in the eastern sky, he was up to supervise the loading of the
vehicle. Soon Reed and Mifflin arrived to accompany him, then Schuyler, and
Charles Lee, who had come to the city to lobby for his own selection as a general
officer, joined them as well. In the half-light of the early morning several local
militia units assembled, prepared to lead the general’s entourage out of the city.
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Most of the congressmen had arisen to see them off too, as had several local and
provincial officials.?!

The horses pranced nervously. There was an air of excitement and appre-
hension among the men as well, a sense that Washington’s imminent departure
would symbolize the beginning of a change in America’s relationship with the
mother country. When everyone was present and all the baggage was loaded, the
men said their good-byes, wishing one another well. Washington joined Lee and
Schuyler on horseback. A martial band struck up a jaunty tune, and the procession
slowly began to rumble forward, bouncing and clattering along the cobblestones,
past the still dark stores, over the empty streets, then into the gloomy countryside.
The commander of the new American army at last was on his way, off to fight a
foe whose chances of victory were diminished by the events on Bunker Hill, off
to take command of an uncertain colonial military force.

Rattling along in their carriages, bouncing over dust-choked roads, wearied
by an oppressive June heat, Washington and his traveling mates were on the
road for ten long days. When he reached the Jersey shore the general draped
a purple sash over his uniform and donned a hat adorned with a vivid plume.
Looking properly dashing, Washington was ferried across the Hudson River to
Colonel Leonard Lispenard’s spacious estate, about a mile north of New York
City. Washington paused there for dinner, leaving his escort of nearly five hundred
soldiers to lounge about the host’s lawn in the hot sun.

While dining Washington at last received definitive word on the battle at
Bunker Hill. At New Brunswick, on the first day out of Philadelphia, he had run
across a courier bearing ill tidings, word that contradicted the previous messages
about the engagement. Now he saw a letter from James Warren, president of
the Massachusetts Provincial Congress, which described the American victory.
Ominously, however, Warren also reported that the army’s supply of powder was
“by no means adequate” for waging war. Washington told the others, including
the troops outside, of the great victory, then he rode into New York, through
streets jammed with an excited, festive multitude. Three hours later Governor
William Tryon, returning from fourteen months abroad, came ashore at the south-
ern extremity of the island, greeted by a small crowd that included many fickle
well-wishers who had cheered the American general earlier in the day.

Washington spent only twenty-four hours in town, much of the time in
conference with Schuyler. Two matters were on the commander’s mind. New
York had to be safeguarded from attack by the British fleet and the royal marines
who lay in the city’s harbor; before he left town Washington agreed to place
General Wooster in charge of the defense of the city. In addition, Washington was
concerned about Canada. Capture of the St. Lawrence River not only would be
an extraordinary morale-builder and negotiating tool, it would have real military
benefits. The colonists’ possession of Canada would close the back door to the
colonies, preventing a British invasion from that direction; moreover, the fall of
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Canada might be a powerful inducement to foreign powers to assist America,
should that expedient ever be required. Schuyler and his commander discussed
these matters far into the night, then again the following morning, sometimes
conferring privately, sometimes admitting the other officers. Forty-eight hours
later Congress sanctioned what the two generals had already decided, directing
Schuyler to take such steps as were necessary to prevent an invasion from Canada,
and, in addition, to invade Canadian soil if that step was “not . . . disagreeable
to the Canadians.”

Before departing the city Washington appeared at a brief ceremony before
the New York Provincial Congress. Speaking quietly and concisely, as was his
custom, the general assured the assemblymen that the struggle with Britain was
for reconciliation, and he pledged never to forget the supremacy of civilian rulers.
Those rites out of the way, he set off once again, hurrying to reach a war that
already was two months old. He paused only in New Rochelle, there to meet for
the first time with General Wooster (and, presumably, for the first time to hear an
officer complain of his rank, for Wooster had been demoted from a major general
in the Connecticut militia to brigadier general in the Continental army); from there
Washington proceeded to Massachusetts, along the way spending his nights in
New Haven (where he reviewed a volunteer company of Yale College students),
Wethersfield, Springfield, and Marlborough, before finally reaching Cambridge
on July 2. Surprisingly, for an age that loved martial pageantry, Washington’s
arrival to take command of the American army was accomplished without pomp.
He arrived in Cambridge in the midst of a Sunday afternoon rainstorm. Only the
sentries were present when the general reached the army’s lines, but one of these
men hurriedly rounded up a small escort to shepherd him to his new residence,
the home of the president of Harvard College.??

General Washington soon found his accommodations to be undesirable. The
college president, though shunted to a single room, was underfoot. Moreover,
some of Washington’s men fretted that the house was visible from the nearby
Charles River, and that it might make an inviting target for British gunboats. So
after less than two weeks on campus, Washington moved to the Vassall house, a
larger, more opulent mansion that had been built only fifteen years before by a
wealthy merchant, a man who had remained loyal to the Crown and who earlier
had fled to the safety of General Gage’s army. Washington paid £2 to have the
house thoroughly cleaned, then toward mid-month he moved in, occupying a
bedroom as well as a stark white chamber that he settled on for an office. A
large retinue followed him. He employed two cooks, a maid and a washerwoman,
four servants, and five slaves, one his long time body servant Billy Lee, who
soon “married” one of the servants. Both food and beverages were consumed
in abundance. The commander’s accounts indicated an expenditure of about £35
a month for wine, including an order for over two hundred bottles for October
alone.?

The general quickly found himself inundated with work. He spent long



124 The First of Men: A Life of George Washington

hours with the field officers who still were present. (Two were sulking at home,
incensed at their rank.) Undoubtedly in these guarded conversations Washington
probed for clues to the personality and disposition of each man. What he did find
was considerable rancor. Some of the displeasure was directed at Congress, which
in its wisdom had elevated a subordinate (Putnam) over his former superior officer
(Spencer); in addition, in three months of service inevitable petty jealousies had
arisen among these men. Between coping with these matters, Washington had
to inspect the fortifications that had been thrown up by the militiamen. He was
not surprised to find the facilities in good order; after all, the men were mostly
healthy, robust artisans and farm boys accustomed to physical labor. But to his
mortification Washington learned that no one knew the precise state of the army’s
manpower or its supplies. A rapid audit revealed that he had more powder than
he had been led to expect, though conservation still was essential. On the other
hand, instead of the twenty thousand men he thought he commanded, he found
to his dismay that he had fewer than fourteen thousand troops present and fit.

At times it must have seemed to Washington that there were too few hours
in the day to meet the requirements of his job. His precious time, moreover,
frequently was consumed by politicians who came pleading. (The Massachusetts
Provincial Congress, for instance, sent a delegation to complain about Pomeroy
and Heath outranking Thomas.) Curious civilians came too. Abigail Adams was
one of the earliest visitors, and she was swept off her feet by Washington. “I
was struck,” she gushed, by his ability to combine “Dignity with ease, and
complacency.” The “Gentleman and Soldier look agreeably blended in him,”
she added. “Modesty marks every line and feature of his face.” She also met
Charles Lee during her visit to headquarters, but she was not so taken by him,
characterizing the shaggy General Lee as “a careless hardy Veteran.” Lee was
bowled over by her, however. He fetched his dogs—one so huge that a civilian
guest swore he would have mistaken it for a bear had he seen it in the forest—and
had them perform for Abigail, making one sit and shake hands with her, an act
that this farm mistress probably found far less unpleasant than some historians
have imagined.?

Washington soon learned that every problem, no matter how big or how
small, inevitably was passed on until it stopped at his desk. His greatest immediate
problems arose from the army’s shortage of certain provisions. He discovered
deficiences of clothing, muskets, picks, shovels, and tents. Even more alarming
was the lack of money. And at the end of July he learned that he had less powder
than his hurried audit had revealed. Far less, in fact. The Continental army had
only ninety barrels of powder, one-third the amount he had been told was stored
in the colonists’ arsenals.?

The most painful shortage was the want of manpower. “Between you and
me,” Washington told a friend during that first month, “I think we are in an
exceedingly dangerous situation. . . .” During his first week in Cambridge, Wash-
ington called his officers together for his initial council of war. The subject: how
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to fill the ranks of the new army. The officers concluded that New England’s con-
tribution had about reached its optimum limit; henceforth, only “Boys, Deserters
and negroes” could be induced to enlist in that picked-over region. Everyone de-
plored the recruitment of children and turncoats, and Washington was opposed to
the use of black soldiers. He had countenanced the presence of mulatto soldiers
in his Virginia Regiment, but he did not want any black men in this army. His
racist outlook was not uncommon; in fact, each New England colony had forbid-
den black men to serve in its militia, although they had soldiered as volunteers in
the colonial wars and had fought and died at Lexington-Concord and at Bunker
Hill. When the siege of Boston commenced in April, blacks once again enlisted.
Nevertheless, Washington thought them inherently inferior, and the sight of an
armed Negro was too much for him to bear; so, with the consent of the other
officers, he prohibited the recruitment of “any stroller, negro, or vagabond.” (In
September Congress upheld Washington’s dictuin, although it turned back a move
by Edward Rutledge of South Carolina to expell all black soldiers already in the
army.) Washington thought provincial militiamen hardly more trustworthy than
blacks, though he did not yet feel free to be quite so candid; at this point he
obliquely attributed the “Defficiencies in . . . their Discipline” to the allegedly
long state of British oppression under which New England had groaned. Anyway,
there were not many militiamen left, so the officers called on Congress to gather
recruits from the colonies south of New England.?®

Not only were there too few men, Washington was shocked by the conduct
of those in camp. He found officers shaving their men, captains shining and
repairing the shoes of soldiers, commanders and subordinates hailing one another
on a first-name basis. He was appalled to learn that some soldiers had been
browbeaten into working on their officer’s farms. He discovered that soldiers
came and went as they pleased, that serious offenses—cowardice at Bunker Hill,
for instance, or falling asleep while on guard duty, or pillaging the property of
civilians—went unpunished, that the scruffy camp where the men had lived since
late April seemed devoid of measures for sanitations or hygiene. None of this
should have been too surprising. Few of the men had any military experience, not
even in their village militia units, for, as the French and Indian threat receded in
eighteenth-century New England, local trainband companies often assumed the
role more of a social than a martial organization. Moreover, these farmers and
artisans who were resisting British centralization sometimes were just as loath to
surrender their personal freedom and independence to an American officer.

Washington sought to counter these conditions by rigorously enforcing the
Articles of War that he had helped to prepare before leaving Philadelphia. He re-
stricted the men’s mobility to and from camp. As with the Virginia Regiment, he
punished swearing and drunkenness as surely as he disciplined slackers, thieves,
and deserters. He ordered that the camp streets be swept daily and the barracks
weekly, and he directed the disposal of “Offal and Carrion.” He required atten-
dance at worship services, certain, of course, that his frequent pronouncements
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would be echoed by the army’s chaplains. Punishment for violators was severe—
and certain. Men were made to ride the wooden horse, locked in the stockade,
or forced to wear some humiliating costume; but mostly they were flogged, ten
stripes for this offense, twenty for that, thirty-nine lashes for most indiscretions.
In moments of petulance and exasperation during those early days in camp Wash-
ington fumed that these New Englanders were “an exceedingly dirty and nasty
people,” the “most indifferent kind of People I ever saw,” a group characterized
by the most “unaccountable kind of stupidity.” But in his more dispassionate
moods Washington more correctly blamed their lack of discipline on “the prin-
ciples of democracy [which] so universally prevail” and on the “leveling spirit,”
the sense of egalitarianism, which infused the region.?”

Washington also believed that a better solution to the problem of an intem-
perate and unrestrained soldiery was to create an elite and aloof officer corps. He
was certain that only such a complement could command deference and fashion an
orderly and disciplined fighting machine. His first step was to weed out noticeably
incompetent and corrupt officers, and within two months he bragged privately
of having “made a pretty good slam among such kinds of officers.” In his daily
orders he endeavored to educate the officers, exhorting them “to show an example
of Bravery and Courage,” to comport themselves with dignity and always to act
with diligence. Meanwhile, he privately instructed his officers to be strict but not
unreasonable, to treat their charges with impartiality, and to be vigilant. He told
the officers that there must be a barrier between themselves and their men, and
he advised the senior officers to be “easy and condescending in your deportment
to your officers, but not too familiar, lest you subject yourself to a want of that
respect, which is necessary to support a proper command.” And since formal
uniforms were lacking he devised what he called “Badges of Distinction” for
his men of rank. Field officers were to wear red or pink cockades in their hats,
captains were to sport yellow or buff, green would identify lieutenants, sergeants
were to sew a stripe of red cloth on their shoulders, corporals a green stripe.
Moreover, to assess his officers, as well as to heighten their sense of elitism, the
commander invited each day’s adjutant, officer of the guard, and officer of the
day to dine with him at headquarters.?®

Still another problem Washington discovered upon his arrival in Cambridge
concerned the organization of the army. Although the force was called the “Con-
tinental army,” the term was incorrect, for this still was only an army of New
Englanders. In addition, since Congress had in effect decided to leave the appoint-
ment of all field grade officers to each colony in which a part of the army was
stationed, the officer corps, from top to bottom, was certain to be monopolized
by New Englanders. Washington had been in camp only a few days before he told
Congress of the need to “new model” its three-week-old army. Principally, he
hoped Congress would issue all field grade commissions, appointing meritorious
men from all colonies. But Congress was in no mood to act in this fashion. Most
congressmen still were confident of the army’s prowess, and many were alarmed
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by the centralizing tendency implicit in Washington’s suggestion. Congress did
instruct Washington to fill certain posts, however, and after Congress selected
Colonel Joseph Trumbull (another New Englander) as commissary general, the
commander pointedly named Mifflin and Stephen Moylan, both Pennsylvani-
ans, to be quartermaster general and mustermaster general respectively, and he
selected two Virginians, Edmund Randolph and George Baylor, as additional
aides.”

An army at war does not act in a vacuum. It was imperative, therefore,
that Washington immediately learn as much as possible about his adversary in
Boston. Using the reports of the resistance movement’s spy apparatus—somewhat
less trustworthy now that Boston no longer was an open city—and the carefully
appraised accounts of redcoat deserters, Washington quickly got a remarkably
accurate handle on Gage’s problems and plans. He wildly overestimated the size
of the British army (he reported it as having twelve thousand men when Gage
had fewer than half that number, of which at least one-quarter were unfit for
action), though he may have deliberately done so in order to pry more troops
from Congress for his army. On the other hand, his knowledge of Gage’s losses at
Bunker Hill were extraordinarily correct, and by early August he deduced that the
British were laying plans for their winter quartering needs, knowledge that led him
to surmise that an attack was not imminent. Although he could ill afford to relax,
Washington believed that his old friend Gage had found the American defenses
too formidable to assault, preferring to await reinforcements before attacking,
perhaps planning to abandon Boston and strike somewhere else.>°

But Washington could not rely explicitly on the intelligence reports. His
information might be incorrect. Thus, he continued to expand and improve the
army’s fortifications. For the first time, too, he began to think of a protracted
siege. That meant he had to plan for his own winter quarters. He renewed his
search for additional tents, made arrangements to have many of the men housed
in buildings on the Harvard College campus, and directed the construction of
wooden facilities; each company was left to devise its own architectural design
within the limits of guidelines prepared at headquarters. (The huts were not to
exceed one story, and each building was to be 108 feet in length.)3!

Despite his manifest problems, Washington must have been pleased with
the state of affairs after his first month on the job. His appointment as com-
mander had been well received, especially by Artemas Ward, who responded
to his sudden demotion without a trace of jealousy or wrath, betraying none of
the prideful biliousness that had charactered Washington’s behavior at his own
downgrading by Dinwiddie twenty years before. Although Washington’s efforts
to remodel the army had made little headway, Gage’s apparent inability to assault
the American lines would offer time in which some changes might be made. And
Washington continued to hope against hope that this would be a short war. It
still was possible that he might be reunited with Martha at Mount Vernon before
Christmas, although that notion was predicated on the assumption that the news
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of Bunker Hill would topple the North government, forcing Britain to capitulate
to the colonists’ demands.>> Meanwhile, just in case, Washington’s thoughts were
turning to offensive operations of his own making.

Canada had been on his mind since before Congress resolved to dispatch an
army into that forbidding region. With the British garrisons there startlingly under-
manned, he believed that Canada might easily fall into the colonists’ clutches.
Having discoursed at length with General Schuyler on that topic, he presumed
that an American attack was imminent. But Washington was largely ignorant
of the real state of affairs on the Canadian border. Schuyler’s missives, though
bulging with disapproval of the rag-tag army that he commanded, conveyed the
clear impression that an invasion was pending. Unfortunately, Schuyler, who was
a good and brave soldier, was an inept and dilatory commander, one whose
conduct bore a startling resemblance to that of young Colonel Washington on the
Virginia frontier in the 1750s. Schuyler did not join his men at Fort Ticonderoga
until two weeks after Washington reached his army, then he did not linger for
long, preferring to run his force either from Albany or from his palatial digs in
Saratoga. He detested the New England soldiers who comprised his army and
complained so mawkishly of their deficiencies that an exasperated New York
Congress finally told him: “It is vain to complain. . . . Use the bad troops at
Ticonderoga as well as you can.” But July and August dragged by and Schuyler
made no use of these men. Some obstacle inevitably presented itself: the men had
not been suitably trained before his arrival; the army was undersupplied; his force
was too small to attack entrenched troops; his intelligence reports (which were
in error) indicated that General John Burgoyne had entered Canada with a huge
army of reinforcements; he could not determine from Congress’s contradictory
orders whether it favored an incursion under all circumstances, or whether it
would sanction an attack only if the Canadians civilians welcomed the invaders;
finally, he convinced himself that the Tories and Indians in New York were a
greater menace than the British in Canada. In reality, Schuyler was a dawdler.
Washington ever so gently prodded him to move out, but his importunings were
unavailing, as were the entreaties for action both by General Montgomery, the
second in command, and Governor Trumbull of Connecticut.3

Ultimately, Schuyler was overwhelmed by events. Since shortly after his
arrival in Massachusetts, Washington had toyed with a plan of dispatching an army
of his own into Canada. Several New England leaders told him that it was feasible
to reach Quebec via a land and river route through the Maine wilderness, and the
more Washington studied the plan, the more he liked it. A two-pronged attack—
one through Maine, the other a thrust from the West commanded by Schuyler—
would mean that the British commander in Canada, General Guy Carleton, would
have to chose between defending only vital Quebec or dividing his already meager
army. But, cleverly, Washington intended to place the burden of the final decision
for such a venture on Schuyler’s beleagured shoulders. Late in August he wrote
his comrade, making it clear that he hoped Schuyler’s army soon would act—*I
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am sure you will not let any Difficulties not insuperable, damp your Ardour™—but
leaving the final verdict to the New Yorker.3*

By the time Schuyler received Washington’s communication, he could not
refuse. While Schuyler had sat passively in Albany, General Montgomery at Fort
Ticonderoga had taken matters into his own hands. He had received intelligence
on August 23 which indicated that urgent action was imperative. A small British
force of three hundred at Fort St. John on the Richelieu River, between the
border and Montreal, was about to complete the construction of two warships;
if the Americans did not act before the vessels were finished, the British would
have absolute control of Lake Champlain, thus enabling them, probably forever,
to prevent an American invasion, and at the same time imperiling the colonial
fortresses at Ticonderoga and Crown Point. Without waiting orders, Montgomery
moved out with twelve hundred men. Despite this rank insubordination, Schuyler
was not angry. Perhaps his mind was of such a bent that his underling’s act
was necessary. At any rate, Washington’s letter exhorting the army to act arrived
two days later. Stirred to action at last—symbolically anyway, since he did not
get around to joining Montgomery for another ten days—Schuyler agreed to
Washington’s scheme of a twin offensive.®

Washington was jubilant. Creating this new invasion force was not difficult.
Gage’s immobility freed the manpower. Conveyances were a bigger problem, but
after much effort he acquired schooners to transport the troops from northern
Massachusetts to Maine, and he arranged for the construction of bateaux, a kind of
wilderness craft used by northern Indian traders, vessels capable of hauling six or
eight men and substantial supplies. What Washington needed was a commander,
and for this he turned to Benedict Amold.*®

Almost thirty-five, Arnold had no military experience. He had received
only a miniscule formal education before he was apprenticed to two cousins to
learn the apothecary trade; for a long time he ran a drugstore in New Haven,
although through shrewd investments he ultimately acquired a small fleet and
commenced a profitable trade (much of it illicit) with the West Indies and South
America. On the eve of the war, he secured command of a New Haven militia
organization, which he marched to Concord within hours of the opening shots
of this conflict. Arnold could be charming and graceful, but that always seemed
to be a self-serving veneer he applied to disguise his unquenchable thirst for
power and wealth. Even as a child he had seemed to be aggressive and bullying,
intent on achieving his goals whatever the cost. As an adult there was a faintly
dubious quality to his behavior. It was difficult to pinpoint, but he gave people
the impression that something of the savage predatory beast lurked just beneath
his urbane surface. But societies in wartime often value brutes, finding in their
normally repellent traits the qualities suited to the times. Just days after the awful
scenes at Lexington-Concord, the Massachusetts Committee of Safety found in
Amold the kind of man it wanted, and he was commissioned to lead a force
to capture Fort Ticonderoga. Connecticut, meanwhile, had retained a man of
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similar ilk, Ethan Allen, who commanded the raucous Green Mountain Boys, to
lead his force against the same object. With fewer men than Allen possessed,
Arnold had to play second fiddle, a role hardly suited to a man of such pride and
vanity. Nor was he happy when the Green Mountain Boys got most of the credit
for the victory. Humiliated, Arnold quit and returned to New Haven, sulking
there until midsummer when he came to Cambridge to submit a reimbursement
claim for his services. While in town, however, he secured an interview with
General Gates, and he produced a plan for an invasion of Canada through the
wilderness of Maine. Gates was impressed. Knowing that Washington already
had begun to think in these terms, moreover, Gates passed along Arnold’s scheme
to headquarters.’’

Sometime early in August Arnold was ushered in to meet Washington. The
commander, who had an uncanny knack for assessing men, immediately was
taken by this would-be soldier. Here was a resourceful, tough, and ruthless man,
just the kind needed to lead an expedition certain to be filled with forbidding
obstacles. Perhaps he saw the same qualities in Arnold that Dinwiddie had seen in
him; perhaps he found in Arnold some reflection of himself. Whatever the cause,
within hours of the receipt of Schuyler’s letter sanctioning the mission, Arnold
was named its commander. He would plunge toward Canada with two battalions
totaling 1050 men, almost 10 percent of Washington’s army. Among his troops
would be three companies of recently arrived riflemen from Pennsylvania and
Virginia.

In dispatching the riflemen, Washington must have hoped that they would
finally serve some good purpose. Congress quickly had voted funds for the recruit-
ment of eight companies of these riflemen, hardy frontier types with a penchant
for deadly marksmanship. These men wielded firearms with grooved or rifled
barrels, weapons of far greater accuracy and range than the sturdy Brown Bess
muskets carried by most American soldiers. The story made the rounds that only
those who could hit the image of a human nose affixed to a board 150 yards down-
range were eligible to enlist. And, in fact, there was something phenomenal about
these men. En route, wherever an audience could be gathered, they provided
impressive exhibitions of their skills, sometimes from a distance of sixty yards
blasting the bullseye of a target that some foolhardy comrade held between his
legs. And they walked—they hardly marched—from Maryland to Massachusetts
in extraordinarily rapid time, one of the Virginia companies averaging an in-
credible thirty miles per day. Wearing Indian, or hunting, shirts, and sometimes
donning war paint, they looked ferocious, and by and large they comported them-
selves with a callous, sinewy combativeness, as if they feared nothing. The only
problem with these men was that they had little use for discipline. Some Pennsyl-
vania riflemen paused along the way in Litchfield, Connecticut, to liberate a girl
they discovered in the local jail, and a day or two later near Hartford they tarred
and feathered some outspoken dimwit whom they took for a Tory. Once they were
in Washington’s camp, they displayed a chronic inability to obey orders, they
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fought endlessly with the Yankee soldiers, and they wasted Washington’s precious
ammunition with continual—and largely ineffectual—potshots at distant British
sentries. Washington, in despair, finally admitted to General Ward that he wished
they had never come, a sentiment shared by Gates and Lee, the latter calling them
“dam’d riff raff—dirty, mutinous, and disaffected.” But if the commander could
not send them home, he could—and now he did—send them to Canada.?®

With the Canadian expedition at last readied, and with his army beginning
to take shape, Washington toyed with an offensive of his own. During the first
week of September he wrote his general officers and asked them to consider the
wisdom of an American attack on Boston. Three days later he called a council of
war to discuss the notion. According to Joseph Reed, who sat in on the session,
Washington was “very serious” about such an assault. Given the shortage of
tents and lodgings, Washington began, the winter was certain to provoke enough
anguish to try the mettle of veterans, much less these raw recruits. Moreover,
he went on, his powder and armament shortages were not likely to be remedied
by the spring, whereas Gage would then be better supplied. Finally, he said, his
troops’ enlistments expired in December; there was no guarantee that he would
have such a large army after this year ended, and even if he had a larger army, the
new force would have to be trained from scratch. A successful assault, particularly
if complemented by victories in the Canadian theater, almost certainly would
be a “decisive stroke,” perhaps ending the war by Christmas. Contrarily, the
commander acknowledged, to fail in such an attack would “be very fatal.” 40 As
the war later would demonstrate, there was a gambler’s audacity to Washington’s
makeup, a willingness to run great risks by attempting bold strokes rather than
waiting for his adversary to seize the initiative. Yet Washington was neither
suicidal, impulsive, nor reckless. And he was not about to make such a decision
unilaterally.

Only Charles Lee among the general officers supported Washington. He
believed the Americans were a match for the British regulars, especially when
they enjoyed a better than two-to-one numerical superiority. But the others opted
for the safety of inaction, fearing, probably correctly, that an assault might result
in a Bunker Hill in reverse—catastrophic colonial losses. Besides, some said, an
attack might be unnecessary; North’s government might have collapsed already.
Washington accepted their recommendation, although two weeks later he told
Reed that if the British were not defeated before reinforcements arrived from
London, the consequences to America could be “dreadful.” And he informed
Congress that in the future he might revive the assault plan. Whether he liked it or
not, the strategy he now would pursue presaged the design he largely would follow
throughout the war. It was a strategy that Alexander Hamilton later succinctly
summarized: “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.” 4!

If all notions of an offensive were scrapped, Washington took satisfaction in
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the knowledge that his army was safe—for the time being. The British, as Reed
put it, would have to be “more than madmen to think of breaking through the
lines we have thrown up.” Not expecting an attack, Washington told Reed that
he believed the British simply hoped to fortify Boston so that it could be held
by a small force. Then, he said, the redcoats “will land in different parts of the
country, and lay waste as far as they dare.” %

In September, when the Congress resumed its monotonous sessions follow-
ing a brief, late summer holiday, the delegates found the docket laden with plain-
tive letters from General Washington, each outlining the problems with which
he had wrestled since July. The congressmen hardly had begun to grapple with
these matters before still another communiqué arrived from headquarters. Now
the commander ominously suggested that his army faced extinction. Given the
army’s chronic supply shortages, few men were likely to reenlist. If the legion’s
troubles were not soon rectified, he added, “the Army must absolutely break
up.” ¥

Congress had heard these complaints since July, although to this point it
had only coped with the problem of the powder shortage. Approximately fifteen
tons of powder had been procured from New York and Pennsylvania and shipped
to the army, and at Congress’s urging Rhode Island provided Washington with an
additional three tons of the precious commodity. These reinforcements eased the
problem, yet by late August there was only enough powder on hand to provide
each soldier with thirty rounds and to supply the artillery for a single day’s
action. So desperately short was Washington that he used his powers to dispatch
an expedition to Bermuda, supposedly the site of a large powder magazine.
“Enterprises which appear Chimerical, often prove successful,” he forlornly told
a correspondent.**

Thoroughly alarmed by Washington’s dire missive, Congress acted quickly
to find a temporary solution to the army’s woes. Money was sent, to be used
for pay for the soldiers and to procure supplies. Clothing, pork, and flour also
were sent along, and Congress appointed a committee to seek out additional
amounts of powder. But the long-term solution to these myriad problems required
consultation with the commander, for which Congress created a committee of
three. Washington’s old friend from Virginia, Benjamin Harrison, was one of the
members, together with Thomas Lynch of South Carolina and Benjamin Franklin.
Congress could hardly have been more proud of itself. “I doubt not,” a New
England congressman told Washington, “but . . . that by the opening of the next
Campaign you will have the finest Army under your Command, which ever was
formed in America.” 4

By the time the congressional delegation reached Cambridge, the air had
an autumn nip to it, and all about the army’s encampment the forests had donned
their red and yellow attire as if to welcome the visitors in splendor. Washington
had never met the venerated Franklin. They apparently got on well enough, but
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the old sage, not unlike Washington, was surprisingly reserved, and the two
men must have found their attempts at light conversation to be awkward. The
commander had only a passing acquaintance with Lynch, having met him when
they both served in Congress. But he must have been delighted at the sight of
Harrison, not only a friend, but a Virginian who had just returned from a vacation
in that province. Finally, the amenities out of the way, the congressmen got down
to business. They opened with a bombshell. They made it clear that Congress
expected Washington to assault Boston by the end of the year; if he required
additional troops for the attack, they went on, he was authorized to summon as
many militiamen as he needed. Congress felt strongly about this. It was not angry
at Washington’s inaction, but as one legislator remarked, it was “very solicitous
that our Army . . . should make a resolute Attack upon the Rebels [sic] before
a Reinforcement to them shall arrive.” Then, before Washington could catch his
breath, the committee unleashed another blockbuster: the pay of all officers must
be reduced .

General Washington must have blanched at the first directive. Whatever
his feelings about the wisdom of an attack, the notion of civilians four hundred
miles removed from Boston dictating strategy to the army had to be galling. But
Washington had enough political acumen to know how to respond. He convened
another council of war to ponder the issue, and this time, their hackles rising,
the general officers unanimously rejected the notion of attacking an entrenched
British army. Moreover, to cut pay, they continued, would foreclose any chance
of raising another army for 1776. Their bluff called, the congressmen backed off,
and during the final five days of the conference they obsequiously accepted almost
every urgent request made by General Washington.*’

Early in November Congress received the committee’s report and quickly
granted the commander’s propositions. It was agreed that Congress would support
an army of 20,372 during 1776, a force that was “intended to lie before Boston,”
in the curious phraseology of the legislators. Strangely, Congress had never speci-
fied the size of the army it would support in 1775, although it was presumed that
Washington would inherit a force that ranged somewhere between 20,000 and
27,000 men. In fact, as Congress now realized, the army it agreed to maintain
for the next year would be substantially larger than Washington’s present army,
containing perhaps 25 percent more troops. Salaries in the new army were to be
the same as in the existing force, except for captains, lieutenants, and ensigns,
who averaged raises ranging from about 25 to 30 percent. Congress also assumed
responsibility for clothing the troops, and it took steps to standardize the manu-
facture of the army’s muskets. Washington was given extraordinary powers to
impress essential commodities (carriages, vessels, horses, for instance), and the
Articles of War were altered, giving the commander leeway to impose even more
harsh punishments upon erring soldiers.*®

Through the initial year of war, Washington was careful to practice what
he had preached to the New York Provincial Congress. He gave no hint of any
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inclination to undermine the authority of the civilian magistrates. That is not
to say, however, that he failed to exert his delegated powers, or that he did
not at times endeavor to redirect the thoughts of Congress or influential local
officials. By autumn Washington had launched an unauthorized invasion into
Canada, and almost alone he had succeeded in convincing Congress that the army
required refabrication. The reconstruction of the army, moreover, was fraught
with portentious implications for the emerging polity. In time the egalitarian army
that Washington had inherited in July would give way to a force much more
similar to the one with which it struggled, a military organization in which an
elite, imperious officer corps commanded a soldiery increasingly composed of
propertyless, long-term hirelings. But in 1775 no one could have comprehended
the magnitude of the changes that had been set in motion since that rainy day in
July when Washington first had arrived at headquarters.

Nor were these the only momentous changes initiated that fall. Just before he
departed Philadelphia for Cambridge and the meeting with Washington, Franklin
had written a friend in London that the Anglo-American crisis could be resolved if
both sides would just step back and allow passions to cool. But, he predicted, that
would not happen, and he added, “I see clearly we are on the high road to mutual
family hatred and detestation. A separation of course will be inevitable.” He was
correct. That autumn some congressmen began to speak openly of American
independence, and one or two provinces virtually extirpated their royal charters,
substituting for them new governments which no longer expressed any allegiance
to British authority. In addition, Congress renewed its year-old nonimportation
agreement, and it launched a boycott of shipments from America to the parent
state, a step the southern congressmen had been unwilling to take a year earlier.*

Moreover, to assist the war effort Congress created an American navy. Early
in September Washington, desperate for supplies, had channeled funds into a
small privateering venture, authorizing the use of soldiers recruited from port
towns like Marblehead and Salem. Soon six craft were employed in the under-
taking, a fleet that quickly was dubbed “Washington’s Navy.” Shortly thereafter
Congress—which had no knowledge of Washington’s actions—directed him to
outfit two vessels to intercept a shipment of supplies from Nova Scotia to the
redcoat army in Boston. From this act came the Cabot and the Andrew Doria,
and the birth of the American navy. Two additional ships were authorized before
the end of October, and by Christmas not only had the fleet swelled to seven
vessels (with thirteen more already scheduled to be constructed), but Congress
had appropriated funds for two battalions of marines and had prepared rules and
regulations for the new navy. At year’s end it was reported that the fleet had
garnered prizes totaling £20,000, including the capture of a British ordnance brig
laden with 2000 muskets, 100,000 flints, 20,000 round of shot, and 30 tons of
musket balls.*°

That fall Washington’s army remained immobile; General Washington,
however, was quite busy. A thousand details, some trifling, some of great moment,
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daily absorbed his attention. For some time he had presumed that a British attack
was unlikely before the spring, if it ever came. “Our Lines are so strong, we have
nothing to fear but a Surprise,” as Reed put it, echoing his commander. Early
in October General Washington learned that Gage had been recalled, replaced
by Sir William Howe. Many in Washington’s entourage believed the change in
command presaged a British attack, for Howe’s reputation was that of a resolute
fighter. Washington took the necessary precautions, but he was inclined to believe
that Howe’s elevation would not alter British strategy.”!

Sometime that autumn Washington realized that he would not be home by
Christmas, that this would be a protracted war, perhaps a very long war. What
changed his mind? Captured British correspondence indicated that the ministry
planned to send massive reinforcements for a campaign in 1776, and, in addi-
tion, intelligence suggested that the government intended to widen the war by
diverting its forces to New York, where it hoped to seize control of the Hudson
River. Moreover, Washington, like others, was aware of the shift in congressional
attitudes. The early aim of fighting for reconciliation was waning; a new mood
of sympathy for independence was growing, a goal likely to be achieved only
through a long, wearying war. Then, too, by late in the fall Washington knew that
the North government had survived the news of Bunker Hill; it would remain in
power, and it displayed no signs of attempting to appease the colonials.’2

Washington spent much of his time that autumn pondering the reorgani-
zation of the army, a subject he had broached in July and which Congress had
sanctioned in October. Time and again he summoned his generals to discuss the
issue, but each time he discovered “so many doubts and difficulties to reconcile”
that little headway was made. The troops, he was told, would serve only under
a man from their own province, and until these commanders were designated the
troops would refuse to reenlist. It was a double-edged sword. Without soldiers
the most capable officer was helpless, but a large army commanded by incompe-
tent officers was worthless. Caught in a bind, Washington agonized for nearly a
month, then he decided to act, to “new model” the officer corps. He could not
touch the general officers, for they were congressional appointees. But with their
assistance he painstakingly moved to find the best men to fill the lower grades.
Then he waited breathlessly to see if there would be an army left for the new
officers to command.’?

By late November the signs were ominous. Fewer than one thousand men
had reenlisted in an army that was projected to exceed twenty thousand troops.
The reality of this war had begun to sink in, brought home by the mounting
casualty lists. First there was Bunker Hill, a costly engagement for the Americans
too. Then camp diseases assaulted the army, taking a toll that the redcoats could
never have exacted. Moreover, like a dark stain spreading out on a white cloth,
these ailments inexorably seeped into the civilian sector, often claiming three or
four victims each day in New England’s once tranquil little villages. Soon the
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festive and patriotic spirit with which the region had greeted the onset of the war
was spent, replaced, at best, by an aura of grim, sullen determination.>

For a time that November Washington suspected that a British assault was
imminent. Surely, he reasoned, Howe would assail his rapidly thinning ranks.
But Howe did not attack. Indeed, he recently had received orders from London
directing him to abandon Boston. That he was still in the city was due to a lack
of transports necessary to facilitate his withdrawal.%

Washington knew nothing of this, but he did know that if he had faced
a deteriorating enemy he would have seized the initiative. He characterized the
British situation as a “disgraceful confinement,” hardly the words Howe would
have chosen. But, then, Washington presumed his adversary had not attacked
because he was “afraid of us.” By mid-December Washington no longer expected
an attack. In fact, he reported to Congress that the British were demolishing
the paved streets of Boston in order to use the cobblestones for breastworks in
expectation of an American assault.’® Even though his judgment was based on
faulty premises, Washington had fathomed much about the mettle of his foe.

Howe’s inactivity may have lessened Washington’s anxiety, but it did not
eradicate the morose spirits that had gripped the general throughout the fall.
Washington’s black mood stemmed from the recruitment crisis, and, in addition,
from the specter increasingly posed by signs of venality among his countrymen.
The enlistments of the Connecticut troops were the first to expire, and no ploy by
headquarters could induce a substantial number to reenlist. The 27th Connecticut
Regiment agreed to stay until the new army was raised and in place, but the
remainder marched home on December 12, quitting the encampment to a chorus
of hisses and deprecatory chants by those who had to remain behind. Neither
cajolery nor pleadings had availed, nor had the promise of an immediate furlough
for those who agreed to stay on. Most of these men were farmers who had been
away from their livelihood since April. Too poor to buy the labor of slaves or
indentured servants, their farms were imperiled each day they were absent from
the fields. Washington sought to plug the gaping hole caused by their departure
by calling up five thousand militiamen from Massachusetts and New Hampshire,
as well as various units of “Long Faces”—as the veterans promptly dubbed these
less than ecstatic new warriors—marched in as Connecticut’s veterans departed.’’
Later the militia would be severely criticized for its performance in this war, but
without its remarkable activities at Lexington and Concord, then again at Bunker
Hill, and now in perhaps saving Washington in this year-end crisis, the colonists
would have commenced this long war on a very different footing.

Washington watched nervously as the recruitment process dragged on at an
agonizingly slow pace. On December 4 he reported that 5900 men had reenlisted.
A week and a half later the figure stood at 7100, and by December 18 it had
climbed to 8500. By year’s end about one-half the allotted slots in his army were
filled. The remainder would have to consist of new recruits, men who would agree
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to enlist for only one year; Congress would authorize no other term of enlistment,
apparently thinking, as did John Adams, that a hitch of any longer duration would
entice only the “meanest, idlest, most intemperate and worthless” to offer their
services.” 8

The reluctance of New England yeoman and artisans to reenlist perplexed
and frustrated Washington. To toil at a small farm plot in order to support a
family was something he had never done. Nor had he ever experienced military
service from the perspective of an enlisted man; there was no wine with the
foot soldier’s evening meal, no cozy bed tucked under the roof of a warm, dry
house. Myopically, Washington found their unwillingness to remain in the army
incomprehensible. He described the conduct of those who would not stay on as
“extraordinary and reprehensible,” as “Scandalous.” Once he even suggested that
to demand pay for military service reflected “a dirty, mercenary spirit.” By no
means was such an attitude unique to Washington. Spokesmen for the ruling elite
never seemed to tire of trumpeting the virtue of self-sacrificing courage. But not
everyone was so short-sighted. General Greene, for instance, told Washington
that the union was too new to expect men to serve from sentiments of patriotism
alone; besides, a cash bounty would enable recruiters to select only the cream
of the crop, he naively added. Strangely, Washington did not find it incongruous
that officers should be paid, and that fall he wrote Congress to ask that they be
given a raise. In the meantime, he granted extra rations to his officers, in effect a
modest pay raise since they could draw the cash equivalent instead of the rations.
Before Christmas, Congress increased the pay of officers, while it cut the salary
of enlisted men by nearly 25 percent.”®

At times during that bleak autumn Washington wished he had not taken
his post. Had he forseen what he would have to endure, he confessed to Reed,
“no consideration upon earth should have induced me to accept this command.”
Within the week, however, he counseled a similarly dejected Schuyler not to
resign. In time, he reasoned, “Order and Subordination will take [the] place of
Confusion, and Command [will] be rendered more agreeable.—I have met with
Difficulties of the same sort . . . but they must be borne with,” he went on. “The
Cause we are engaged in is so just and righteous. . . .” %

By Christmas, Washington’s spirits had brightened. This was partly due to
the arrival of Martha, together with Jackie and Nelly Custis, two weeks before
the holiday. “Lady Washington,” as she was called at headquarters, had come by
carriage from Virginia, stopping in Philadelphia to stay with—and to meet for the
first time—Esther Reed. Upon reaching headquarters Martha discovered that she
was treated with “great pomp as if I had been a very great some body,” but it was
Vallance Gates, the adjutant general’s wife, who succeeded in raising eyebrows.
She alighted from the carriage wearing a masculine English riding habit.®!

Despite his brightened spirits, Washington still faced mountainous prob-
lems, not the least of which concerned the maintenance of the army’s health.
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Somehow, for instance, the men had to be kept warm and dry during the bitter
New England winter. Incredibly, each day the army consumed 117 cords of wood,
the yield of about four acres; supplies of this fuel already were growing scarce
within the vicinity of the camp, meaning that green firewood now had to be trans-
ported several miles each day, often across icy or muddy roads. (The British,
trapped in Boston, were in even worse shape in this regard, and they had begun to
tear down wooden houses to obtain this precious commodity.) With the assistance
of the Massachusetts Provincial Congress, which authorized the despoilation of
Tory-owned property, Washington carefully organized the procurement of fire-
wood, and the feared deficiencies did not materialize. The troops were fortunate,
too, that it was a relatively mild winter. The season began ominously, with the
first hard freeze occurring in mid-October and the initial snowfall striking just
thirty days later, but generally the autumn was pleasant, though wet. Washington
took no chances, however. He had some men in tents, others in handcrafted tent-
like lodgings constructed of sails requisitioned from coastal villages; most of the
soldiery lived in the barracks he had set the men to building while the weather
still was balmy.®?

While Washington took these steps, his army did not entirely escape the
visitation of diseases. Indeed, the problem existed even before Washington arrived
in Cambridge. Diarrhea, jaundice, arthritis, respiratory infections, and pleuriti-
cal disorders already had struck the camp before July. In the fall “autumnal
fevers”—that generation’s terminology for such maladies as dysentery, malaria,
and typhus—sortied into the encampment. By October nearly 15 percent of the
soldiery were on sick call. Always the unhealthiest months in New England, this
September and October witnessed the arrival of the riflemen from the South, men
who brought along strange viruses to disseminate among the Yankee warriors; in
addition, refugees from occupied Boston also transmitted diseases, and, in fact,
the situation seemed so perilous at one point that an anxious Washington even
convinced himself that General Howe was endeavoring to sow illnesses within
his army by dispatching sickly civilians into his midst. To keep his army fit
Washington decreed that any refugee behind American lines without a pass would
be jailed, an especially drastic mode of quarantine. After mid-October the threat
posed by disease abated, and by year’s end only about 7 percent of the soldiers
were incapacitated by illness.%3

All the while, however, Washington had prayed that his army would be
spared an outbreak of smallpox, a foe that he regarded as “his most dangerous
Enemy.” Luck was with him. The disease made only a mild appearance. Of
course, Washington’s good fortune was not due entirely to luck. He had shrunk
from requiring that his troops be inoculated, lest that preventive measure might
actually instigate an epidemic, but he did take other steps. He sealed entree to his
army to all civilians coming from infected areas, isolated those afflicted with the
illness, sought to maintain proper hygienic practices within the camp, and even
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ordered that all letters from Boston be dipped in vinegar before they could be
perused. The commander also supported the formation of an army medical corps,
and by late in July Congress had more or less complied.®*

The state of the medical art still was so primitive, however, that a citizenry
or soldiery in the grip of an epidemic was in great peril. Only a few—probably
less than one hundred of approximately thirty-five hundred—American physicians
had any formal training. Some of these men had studied in Europe at Leyden
or Utrecht, but most were graduates of the University of Edinburgh. The great
majority of practicioners had studied only as apprentices, and some had no train-
ing whatsoever. However they came to hang out a shingle, most doctors employed
one of two treatments both for those diseases they could identify and for those
that remained undetermined. They relied either on the humoral theory (bleeding,
sweating, or purging the victims) or the tension thesis (which dictated the use
of stimulants and narcotics, principally the derivatives of simple herb plants and
of minerals). Surgery had not progressed beyond amputation, the extraction of
teeth, and the treatment of wounds.®> While Washington would not have shared
today’s reservations about the medical practices of his age, he knew full well that
if his army was stricken by disease his doctors would shepherd precious few of
the unfortunates through their trial.

Cheered by the recent recruiting successes, the generally good health of
his ammy, and the blithe mood at headquarters, Washington radiated an increased
optimism by year’s end. In his exuberance, he even told Congress that he soon
expected to receive word of an American victory in Canada.®® On that score,
however, the commander was quite wrong.

General Montgomery had indeed reached Quebec, but not until the terrible
Canadian winter had struck. He arrived, too, with an army depleted by disease.
But Montgomery’s force was in better shape than that commanded by Benedict
Arnold, with which it rendezvoused early in December. Arnold’s little legion had
just completed a six-weeks’ trek through the Maine and Canadian wilderness,
a journey of almost unrelenting suffering. To no avail, the two American com-
manders threw up an immediate siege of the tiny British garrison overlooking
the St. Lawrence. By month’s end, the enlistments of most of their men due
to expire within a few days, Montgomery and Amold faced a Hobson’s choice:
attack Quebec, or lift the siege and retreat. They chose to storm the garrison, a
gamble that quickly failed. In the first moments of the assault Montgomery was
killed. Minutes later Arnold was wounded, hit in the leg by a ricocheting musket
ball. He fell, rose and tried to continue, fell again, was carried forward a few
steps, then, faint from shock and the loss of blood, was conveyed to the rear. The
fate of the two leaders extinguished whatever spark remained in the troops. The
attack began to fizzle, and before sunrise the shooting had ended.¢’

At the close of 1775 General Washington had every reason to be pleased
with his performance. His errors—indiscretions really—were born of frustration,
and they were both forgiveable and inconsequential. His pronouncements about
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the people of New England would have been better left unsaid. His venemous
assault on those citizen-soldiers who refused to reenlist was short-sighted, purely
and simply. His disapproval of the militiamen may not have been fair, but many
of his fellow officers shared his views.

In some ways Washington had merely continued to do what General Ward
had been doing, for he too maintained the siege of Boston without introducing
any dramatically new strategic moves. But, in fact, he had done much more. He
had displayed a certain flair for administration and organization, and the army
was the better for it. He had toiled to produce better officers, he had sought to
transform a motley band of patriots into something approaching an army; he had
ascertained what supplies he did and did not have and had carefully, tenderly
prodded Congress and the New England governments to remedy the deficiencies
he uncovered. Not surprisingly for a man who had watched Virginia’s armies
suffer for lack of neighborly assistance, he thought in broad, national terms,
pushing always to make this war a truly continental effort. The assault on Canada
that he concocted was a bold and imaginative stroke, and that he had begun a
navy revealed both his creativity and his intuitive understanding of the kind of
war this was to be. Washington had drawn on his command experience—and
perhaps on his recollection of his own history of sufferings from camp ills—to
see that his army remained generally healthy. Finally, Washington had set a good
example. He had remained with his army, industriously at work, maintaining a
low profile and winning good will by his sober and resolute conduct in the face
of multitudinous problems. Mature and self-confident, he had avoided the kind
of behavior that had proved such a source of trouble to him on the frontier of
Virginia.

He should have felt quite good about things, and, in fact, at year’s end
he did seem buoyant: “Search the vast volumes of history through, and I much
question whether a case similar to ours is to be found,” he jubilantly told Reed.
For more than half a year, he said, the American army had faced up to “the
flower of the British army,” even disbanding one force and creating another in
their presence. It was a breathtaking feat. But then, as if reality suddenly intruded
upon his optimism, he added: “How it will end, God in his great goodness will
direct. I am thankful for his protection to this time.” 68
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6
At the Brink
10 “vun all visques”

The “French & Spaniards do not seem inclined to furnish us with military
stores,” Francis Lightfoot Lee of Virginia grieved in the last half of January 1776.
“Their politics,” he continued, “plainly tend to drive us to extremity, that we
may be forced to break off all connection with G.B. and join with them, which
they know nothing but hard necessity can ever effect.”!

Hard necessity! The colonists were learning just how difficult this war would
be. Within recent weeks the port towns of Falmouth, Maine, and Norfolk in Vir-
ginia had been destroyed by royal warships, and in Virginia the governor, Lord
Dunmore, had promised freedom to all slaves who fled behind British lines. More-
over, the new year brought word of Montgomery’s death and the American failure
at Quebec. Those tidings arrived on the heels of the text of King George III’s
address at the opening of Parliament, a speech that seemed to strike like a sledge-
hammer blow, for the monarch had spoken in bellicose tones, threatening even
to hire foreign mercenaries to assist in the suppression of the colonial uprising.
General Washington was angered by the remarks, but he also was confident that
the king’s words of “rancor and resentment” would drive Congress toward in-
dependence and toward seeking foreign assistance.? But if the monarch’s message
did not have that effect, perhaps Common Sense would move the Congress.

Washington received a copy of Thomas Paine’s brilliant tract a few days
after its publication early in January. The general rejoiced at its call for indepen-
dence. The pamphlet expounded “unanswerable reasoning,” he thought, and one
way or another he must have made certain that the troops heard Paine’s ideas,
especially his notion that America could win this war. Common Sense was like
a brief stimulant for Washington, for although his army was warm and well
victualed—better off than the British army in Boston in this initial winter of the
war—he otherwise was laden with worries. The recruitment of his new army
proceeded, but at an agonizingly languid pace; in fact, such contradictory reports
reached his desk from his field officers that he was not even certain how many
men were under arms. In addition, if the Continental army possessed adequate
supplies of food and wood, it was woefully short of powder, and there was a
need for blankets and clothing as well. An arms deficiency also emerged suddenly
in January, the result of poor administration at headquarters. The commanders
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simply failed to confiscate the weapons of the soldiers who left the service in
December, realizing too late—when only about one hundred firearms were left
in store—that many of the men had departed together with their newly appropri-
ated, government-issued muskets. To compound matters the army’s treasury was
depleted, so that the purchase of arms and tents (for which the high command
anticipated a need when the army took the field in the spring) was out of the
question. “How to get furnished I know not,” Washington lamented to Reed.
“The reflection on my situation, and that of this army, produces many an uneasy
hour when all around me . . . are wrapped in sleep,” the general confided.?

To these worries was added the grim news from Canada, tidings which
reached his desk about mid-January. Washington immediately called a council of
war, to which he invited not only his generals but some members of the Mas-
sachusetts Provincial Congress. Augmentation of the army in Canada was the
first pressing issue. The officers advised against pruning any more troops from
the army besieging Boston, but they recommended that Washington urge Mas-
sachusetts, New Hampshire, and Connecticut each to raise a regiment to dispatch
to the north. Washington agreed, and he implemented the decision without con-
sulting Congress. Only later did he inform the legislators of his action, adding:
“do me the justice to believe that, my intentions were good, if my judgment has
erred.”

While Washington was conceined that Congress might question his pru-
dence in this matter, he knew full well that others—those he sardonically called
“chimney corner heroes”—doubted his resolve because he had not assaulted
Howe’s beleaguered army. Through Reed, who had taken leave of the army dur-
ing the previous autumn to return to Philadelphia, Washington knew that some
of the “wise ones,” as he and his young friend quite privately referred to the
congressmen, were unhappy with his passiveness. That realization, together with
the news of the debacle at Quebec, plunged Washington into a melancholy and
sullen temper. His mood swing can be discerned in two letters to Reed, missives
written ten days apart in January 1776. The commander was cautiously upbeat
and even self-congratulatory in his initial letter, but in his second he spoke of his
mistake in taking the command and seemed to harbor a morose presentiment of
failure, even speaking of retiring to the backcountry, there to live out his life in a
wigwam.’

Some may have seen Washington as dilatory, but in fact no one was more
eager than he to strike at Howe. The backstairs questioning of his strategy perhaps
played a role in his yearning to act, although he hardly needed any prodding,
for he had not extinguished that impetuous streak that at times had caused him
grief two decades before as a frontier warrior. After all, this was the man who
had preferred to fight rather than back off at Fort Necessity, who had spoken
of the sweet sound of the bullets whizzing by his head, who had chafed under
Dinwiddie’s defensive policies during the French and Indian War. Those qualities
that led an observant painter like Stuart to think of him as a man whose features
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were redolent of “the most ungovernable passions” and to dub him the most fierce
man among savages did at times seem to govern Washington. This barbarous un-
dercurrent was not his most pleasant side, a fact that Washington himself realized
well enough so that he struggled to keep these dark emotions reined in. But the
ferocity was there nonetheless, and it was one of the elements that separated
Washington from other men—and that made him the daring and remorseless sol-
dier that he was. The situation, he had said, required that he “run all risques.”
Yet, he did not make such a statement as a mere rhetorical flourish. It reflected his
deep inner sensibilities, and the emotions that lay behind that succinct comment
revealed him to be a warrior of the kind that his adversaries could not discover to
command their own armies in this war.®

Thus, while Washington was gathered with his officers at that council of
war he once again proposed an American assault on Boston, and this time his
arguments prevailed. His officers consented, but only on two conditions: such an
attack was expedient, they said, only if the army obtained both more manpower
and more firepower. The leaders could facilitate the acquisition of troops, and,
in fact, the field officers urged Washington to call up thirteen regiments of New
England militia for sixty days’ service, commencing February 1. The firepower
that the officers desired was additional artillery, and they knew it was on the
way. The previous fall Washington had dispatched Colonel Henry Knox, his head
artilleryman, to Fort Ticonderoga in quest of additional cannon and ammunition.
Three days before Washington convened the council of war he learned that Knox
was on the way and that he possessed substantial ordnance.’

The tempo of the commander’s work load increased immediately. His mood
soared too. At last something was happening. All brigade officers down through
the rank of major were summoned to headquarters for instructions. Washington
accelerated the construction of barracks, a ruse to convince Howe that he was
content to sit on the outskirts of Boston. He dispatched couriers to Philadelphia
in a desperate attempt to procure enough powder so that Knox’s efforts would not
have been in vain, and he immersed himself in the most minute details of recruit-
ment and the arming of his men. Quickly inundated by his suddenly enlarged
responsibilities, he wrote Reed on two occasions, almost pleading with him to
return to Cambridge.?

If Reed did not immediately return to Massachusetts, Colonel Knox did. He
arrived with a greater cache of weaponry than Washington had dared to expect.
Looking for upwards of fifty cannon altogether, the commander was pleasantly
surprised to learn that Knox had secured sixty-six pieces: fifty-two cannon of
various sizes and fourteen mortars. The Continental army’s park of artillery had
more than doubled, and with it Washington’s confidence in his ability to intuitively
judge men must also have swelled, for the mission he had assigned Knox was as
difficult as any he ever ordered. For nearly two months Knox had grappled with
execrable weather and forbidding terrain, first dodging treacherous ice floes on the
Mohawk River, then transferring the ordnance to sleighs to assail the Berkshires.®
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By mid-February everything was in place. The artillery, which had been
disassembled for its arduous trek, had been reconstructed; in addition, Washington
had sixteen thousand men at hand, slightly more than half of them enlistees
in the Continental army. But before he moved he called his officers together
again to consider the various alternatives. The commander perceived four options.
First, he could do nothing—beyond maintaining the siege. That, he said, was
no longer acceptable. Or he could attack Bunker Hill, hoping to dislodge the
British. Such a triumph would be “highly animating,” he allowed, but to succeed
the assault would have to be a carefully coordinated surprise. It would be a
risky operation, he continued, and a defeat—or inordinately high casualties in a
victory—could be devastating for morale. He did not recommend this tack. A
third choice was to endeavor to lure Howe out of Boston, possibly by securing
high ground in the Dorchester area southeast of the city, or by installing his
artillery either at Lechmere Point or on Noodles Island. He rejected this option
too, on the grounds that he lacked the powder and ammunition for a protracted
bombardment. That left only one choice, and Washington took it: a direct assault
on Boston, commencing with a one-half-mile charge across the frozen Charles
River. He knew the objections to such a tactic. Such an assault was certain to
result in “considerable loss.” Moreover, the fate of Montgomery and his men
demonstrated the folly of sending green soldiers against entrenched regulars, and
even Washington was compelled to admit that his men were not likely to “march
boldly up to a work, nor stand exposed in a plain.” Incredibly, however, this was
what he suggested should be done. Perhaps he wished only to display his bravado
to his subordinates, knowing that he could count on them to reject such an idea,
though such an explanation is not likely. He had too much pride and too much
political sense to engage in such foolishness. It is more probable that this was a
straightforward recommendation, prompted by the audacious side of Washington,
the bold, almost incautious man who was willing “to run all risques.” 10

Washington’s officers would not hear of such strategy. General Gates, for
instance, made two crucial points: the redcoats bottled up in Boston were doing
no harm; moreover, if the colonists waited long enough, Howe would be forced to
attack or to abandon Boston. Why not wait and fight on the defensive? Or perhaps
not have to fight at all? Regarding the chances for success in Washington’s plan
to be “excedingly doubtful,” the generals voted not to attack Boston. But Wash-
ington prodded them to do something, and this time his officers recommended
that the army invest the heights at Dorchester or some similarly suitable point.
Washington demurred, then he acquiesced in their counsel. Later, however, he
shot off a letter to Reed in which he aired his irritation with these men, and still
later he dispatched a softer missive to Congress, one in which he explained his
position. But Reed’s response echoed Washington’s thinking. Some “members of
your council never will concur in any measure which leads to danger,” he replied,
and he predicted that “you will make less and less use of them every day you are
with them.” Congress heard Washington with a judicious silence.'!
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Despite the intense cold, the commander immediately set the army to for-
tifying Lechmere’s Point. Meanwhile, he and his staff prepared plans for the
occupation of Dorchester Heights, an operation targeted for early March. A thou-
sand details required his attention. Endless conferences sapped his energy. At last
facing imminent battle—his first in nearly twenty years—he began to feel the
strain of command. If worse came to worse, he resolved, he would flee to his
lands in the Ohio Country. That was not the face his soldiers saw, however. On
the eve of the operation he exhorted them to act with resolution and vigor, and
he issued a blunt warning: “if any Man in action shall presume to skulk, hide
himself, or retreat from the enemy . . . he will be instantly shot down, as an
example of cowardice.” 2

Washington’s plans called for two, possibly three, steps. The operation
would commence with three nights of bombardment by Knox’s ordnance at Lech-
mere’s Point. On the third night, while the redcoats were preoccupied with the
shelling, the main force of the Continental army would steal to the ridges at
Dorchester. If Howe emerged for a fight, a third act would follow: a force of
four thousand under Putnam, which was to be secreted along the Charles River
in Cambridge, would be rowed across to Boston where it would try to enter the
west side of the city while the principal British force was fighting in Dorchester
to the southeast."

As always, the long wait before the operation began was the most stressful
aspect of the campaign. Curiously, however, Washington seemed to grow more
composed as zero hour approached. Just before the operation was to begin he
took to his desk to write Reed, drafting a chatty letter in which he discoursed
on horses and the sort of conveyance that he desired. Then the wait was over.
In the early hours of March 2, a sharp, dark night, the evening’s tranquility was
shattered by the sudden thunderous whomp of a colonial cannon. Rounds were
fired intermittently for several hours, then according to plan the shelling ceased.
The next evening a similar pattern was followed. But on March 4, about an hour
after sunset, Knox’s batteries once again sprang into action, this time spewing
forth ten times as many rounds as on the previous nights. Simultaneously, the
men moved out for Dorchester.

Infantry and riflemen led the way, taking up positions along the waterfront.
If the British discovered the American strategy and responded quickly, these men
would have to protect the colonial workers-soldiers on the hill. General Thomas,
with three thousand troops and about three hundred hired teamsters, came next.
They proceeded up the hill, their barricades in tow.

Expecting the earth to be too frozen to yield to a shovel, these men had spent
the past two weeks constructing fascines and chandeliers and parapets fashioned
from bundles of hay. At preassigned points these fortifications were deployed;
some men, meanwhile, were set to work felling trees from which ramparts would
be made, while still other soldiers, finding the night to be felicitously mild (though
the earth was frozen to a depth of eighteen inches) were ordered to dig earthworks
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after all. About 3:00 A.M. this stage of the operation was completed. In about
seven hours six separate fortifications had been built; if nothing else it was a stu-
pendous engineering feat. Those bone-tired troops then were evacuated, replaced
by three thousand fresh, anxious men who could only await the sunrise, wonder-
ing what it would bring, aware, but not much impressed by the knowledge, that
this day, March 5, was the sixth anniversary of the Boston Massacre.!4

Washington was certain that daylight would mean a British attack. They
would have to attack. It was unthinkable that an honorable British general would
withdraw without a fight. Certainly he would attack were roles reversed.!’

When General Howe learned of the colonists’ accomplishment his first in-
clination was precisely as Washington had imagined it would be. He ordered
an attack. But the prospect he faced was not a happy one. So extensive were
the colonists’ fortifications that the British presumed that Washington had more
than twenty thousand men on the heights. Nevertheless, Howe was coming. He
made his preparations, painstakingly, meticulously putting everything into place,
moving slowly. Hour after hour crept past. The only real British action was a
brief, ineffectual bombardment, all their missiles falling well short of the conti-
nentals’ installations. It is not clear whether Howe planned to debouch his men
that night or at flood tide the next day. Whatever the plan, they never came. By
late afternoon scudding wintry clouds appeared, and before nightfall they took
on a menacing black cast. That night a late winter storm hit, unleashing howling,
whirling winds that churned Boston Harbor and pelted the region with a cold,
drenching rain. Powder and flints temporarily were useless, all naval craft were
rendered inoperative. Given time to reconsider his initial decision, Howe opted
not to attack, a decision acquiesced in by a council of war that he summoned the
next morning.'® More than Washington yet realized, this was the likely choice
for a man who bore a terrible remembrance of Bunker Hill. It was a wise deci-
sion, too, for an onslaught against these two fortified ridges across Dorchester
Neck likely would have replicated the horror of Bunker Hill. Yet, while it was
to his honor that he cancelled what surely would have been an inexpedient sor-
tie, his immediate predicament was due largely to his own lethargy. He had had
nine months to appropriate these heights. Instead, he contrived one excuse after
another for inaction, leaving the prize to his more dauntless, spirited adversary.

Washington did not know of Howe’s decision until late on the fourth day
of the operation. In the meantime work had continued on the Dorchester installa-
tions, and by the time he discovered that Howe was not coming he was so confident
of success that he already had dismissed some of his militia personnel. On March
8 word of the British intentions was communicated by a committee of Boston
selectmen: Howe wished to abandon Boston, and if Washington permitted him to
depart unmolested—that is, if he did not use the cannon atop Dorchester Heights
to blow the British fleet out of the water—he would not harm the city; otherwise,
Howe pledged to raze Boston. Washington was uncertain. Was the note official?
It was signed and sent by men who had elected to remain in occupied Boston,
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men who might be in league with the enemy. Moreover, if the letter was genuine,
was the exchange of the inviolacy of Boston for the maintenance of the redcoat
army a fair bargain? The general resolved the second question first. It would be
an acceptable compromise. The destruction of Boston not only would establish a
frightful precedent, it was bound to strain morale in other urban centers, and this
on the eve of an almost certain struggle for New York City; besides, Washington
was confident that Britain would have to see Howe’s evacuation as a defeat, yet
with the redcoat army intact sufficient dignity might be left to the ministry that it
would end hostilities. As to the veracity of the note, Washington could only take
precautions, and wait.”

The next few days dragged slowly by. Evidence mounted that Howe did
indeed plan to abandon Boston, although a week elapsed before Washington told
Congress that he no longer doubted the departure of the British army. But that
made the wait for the redcoats’ exodus no less discomforting. March 14, then
another day, and yet another, came and went. The British still were in Boston. In
the more relaxed atmosphere the Continentals’ discipline waned; the army was
losing its fighting edge. Yetthe army might have to move quickly. No one knew
where the British were going. Was it to Halifax? Or to New York? To the end
Washington thought it was the latter, an eventuality that would require the hasty
redeployment of his army several hundred miles to the south.!

Shortly after sunrise on Sunday, March 17, came the sight the colonial army
had awaited. The men on watch atop the highest parapets saw it first. Squinting
into the low-lying, radiant sunlight, they could see British contingents in formation
at the city docks; soon other British troops were spotted abandoning their posts on
Bunker Hill and within the defensive perimeter about the city. After almost nine
years in Boston the British exit was imminent. Once the men began to file aboard
ships the operation proceeded with extraordinary speed. Before noon the fleet
had begun to move, gliding slowly and gracefully away from this city that had
witnessed so many Anglo-American triumphs and tragedies over the past century
and a half. Twenty-four hours later General Washington laconically told Congress
what it had waited long to hear: “It is with the greatest pleasure I inform you that
. . . the Ministerial Army evacuated the Town of Boston, and that the Forces of
the United Colonies are now in actual Possession thereof.”

When the last ship had weighed anchor Washington dispatched a force
of five hundred men (each of whom had to verify his immunity to smallpox)
under General Putnam for a look at Boston. The forward troops reached the
statehouse before noon, just minutes after the last British vessel had begun to
drift noiselessly toward the sea. Indeed, the British were gone, Putnam reported;
moreover, the city was in better shape than anyone had dared to hope. The next
day the commander crossed over from Cambridge, the first time he had set foot
in Boston since he had come to implore William Shirley to secure him rank in
the British army. He discovered that Howe had left behind thirty cannon and a
couple of mortars, some munitions, several baggage wagons, and nearly £30,000
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worth of porcelain, carpets, blankets, coal, and provender. He had not left many
Loyalists, however; dozens of frightened citizens who wished to remain loyal
to the British Empire had sailed off with the army. Washington prowled about
for a short time, mostly inspecting the fortifications that Howe had built. Then,
after only a few hours in this city that had occupied his thoughts for so many
months, he was gone, hardly pausing to savor the heady delights of his bloodless
conquest.?®

Whatever ecstacy the general felt at his prize, it was balanced by his concern
for Howe’s destination. Most of the fleet had sailed out of sight on the 17th. Some
ships had stopped at Castle William, two miles out, first to sequester its contents,
then to demolish the ancient fortress. The Boston lighthouse also was razed. Other
ships in the fleet endeavored to obstruct the harbor. For more than a week the
flotilla sat there, stretched over nine miles, from the harbor into Nantasket Road,
out beyond the clearance stations. Washington did not worry about their return; in
fact, during the week after his entrance into Boston he dispatched six regiments
to New York. But where would the British go? “The enemy have the best knack
at puzzling people I ever met with in my life,” he told Reed in exasperation on
March 25.2!

Two days later, March 27, came the word he had waited. Three weeks
and a day after he sent his men up Dorchester Heights a messenger arrived with
the news: the British at last were going, they were “standing out for sea,” as
Washington reported. The British departure from New England heralded a new
phase in this war. The struggle now was about to shift to another theater. The
next morning General Washington ordered contingents of the Continental army
to move out for New York.??

The humble George Washington who had assumed command in Boston in
1775 had not been at all certain that he was equal to his task. The triumphant
Washington who took leave of Boston in the spring of 1776 was less diffident. “I
resolved to take possession of Dorchester” and soon “the Flower of the British
Army” withdrew “in a shameful and precipitate manner out of a place the
strongest by Nature on this Continent,” he trumpted to his brother shortly after his
success. His victory, he added, had been accomplished against enormous odds;
indeed, he went on, “I believe I may . . . affirm, that no Man perhaps since the
first Institution of Armys ever commanded under more difficult circumstances.”
More than ever Washington now was certain that military victory was possible.
Divisiveness was his greatest foe, he reckoned, although he did acknowledge that
the unexceptional quality of some high officers made him uneasy. He had entirely
lost confidence in Ward and Wooster; Lee and Gates were the most reliable, he
still thought, but as for the others he was mostly impressed by what he regarded
as their overwariness.?

Washington had little time to relish his victory. It was something he would
muse over in his retirement years, he told a correspondent. New York now occu-
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pied his attention, as it had intermittently since January. As early as January
Washington had been convinced that his adversary was about to sail for New York.
How to respond? Washington still was sufficiently uncertain of his powers to find
himself briefly in a quandary. While he generally was responsible for defending
the colonies, his immediate charge had been to assume command of the army
in Boston. Charles Lee advised him that he possessed the authority “to take any
step” necessary in New York, but Washington knew his garrulous subordinate
well enough to take his suggestions with a grain of salt. Luckily, John Adams
still was enjoying his Christmas recess in Braintree, and the general invited him
to headquarters for a pot-luck dinner. How would Congress react, asked Wash-
ington after the meal, if he sent General Lee to take command in New York?
Adams did not hesitate for a moment. No friend of the resistance could question
such action, he responded; besides, “it is high Time that City was secured.” Of
course, the two men’s presumptions about an imminent British withdrawal from
Boston proved illusory, though General Henry Clinton had departed with a small
force for Charleston, South Carolina. Nevertheless, Lee was dispatched to Man-
hattan, where he spent two hectic months in a futile endeavor to disarm the local
Tories and to fortify the two islands that comprised New York.2*

As was his custom Lee seemed to be everywhere at once, blustering at the
Loyalists, noisily supervising the construction of defensive works, harshly drilling
his new recruits. But for all his activity Lee accomplished little with the Tories. In
fact, his severe, unyielding treatment of the Loyalists only aroused the moderate
Whig leaders, cautious, conservatives who resented the loss of their local authority
and who feared that the small British armada lying in the harbor might retaliate
against Lee’s methods by shelling the city. Faced with resistance from every side,
Lee ultimately backed off, having arrested and disarmed only a tiny fraction of
this unfriendly group, and having resettled none among this potentially partisan
corps; whenever the British arrived they would find this faction intact, ready and
willing to aid and abet the royal army in its efforts to suppress the rebellion. On
the other hand, Lee’s work on the fortification of Manhattan and Long Island
proceeded uninterrupted. A savvy professional, his choice of positions for gun
emplacements and garrisons was beyond question. But even as he carried out his
assignments, Lee sensed that the ramparts would be ineffectual. An island was
not a easy site to defend if your assailant possessed total naval superiority. Thus,
his plan was less one of saving New York than of making Britain pay dearly for its
conquest.” Yet Lee did not recommend against fighting for the islands, leaving
the historian to guess whether his silence arose from a fear of being branded
a weakling or whether, given political realities, he simply acknowledged that a
struggle for New York was inescapable.

The defense of New York was but one piece of the puzzle. Although Wash-
ington complained that Howe’s designs were “too much behind the Curtain” to
fathom, he quickly—and correctly—guessed his adversary’s strategy. Britain’s
first goal was to secure New York; not only would that keep communication open
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with London, but Manhattan and Long Island would offer engaging opportunities
for foraging, even for raising large herds of their own livestock. The next step
would be for Howe to unite his army with a British army moving south from
Canada. The two should meet somewhere along the long, curling route of the
Hudson River, a linkage that would effectively isolate New England, knocking it
out of the war.?

Although Washington did not set out from Boston until April 4, about ten
days after he ordered the advance units of his army to proceed to New York,
he did accompany the bulk of his troops to the south. He sent his wife and her
party west to Hartford, thence to New York, reputedly the most comfortable
route. Washington and the army took the fastest course, via Providence and
the coastal towns of Connecticut. The movement of an army was not a small
undertaking. A line of thousands of men seemed to stretch to infinity, and the
baggage train appeared to be even longer. Three hundred wagons, each drawn
by a team of four horses, were assembled at the Commons in Cambridge, this to
transport just the ammunition and stores of the regiment of artillery; nor could
these items be loaded haphazardly, for thought had to be given to placing the
most essential objects in the forward vehicles. More wagons were required for
hospital supplies, although, whereas Washington had carefully directed Colonel
Knox’s packaging activities, he told Dr. John Morgan, Director-General of medi-
cal services, that he would “refrain from giving . . . particular Directions, leaving
a Latitude to your Experience and Knowledge in your Profession.” The com-
mander placed responsibility for the deliverance of each van’s contents upon the
shoulders of its teamster, and he appointed an overseer, or “conductor” as he
called him, for every thirty wagons.?’

Leaving behind five regiments under General Ward, Washington and the
troops commenced the two-hundred-mile journey on a bitterly cold spring day.
The officers traveled by horseback; the men walked. An ambush or any sort of
encounter with the British was out of the question, of course, so the strict pre-
cautions that might ordinarily have attended such a trek were forsaken; moreover,
unlike those European forces which characteristically posted a large rear guard—
more as a means of forestalling desertion than as a safeguard against attack—the
American army could afford to be less wary. A quartermaster unit moved out well
in advance of the main force, spending its days searching for an agreeable site for
each night’s camp. The army followed, troops of dragoons, or cavalry, preceding
several infantry companies, followed by more cavalry, and so on. Next came the
vans bearing items for each night’s bivouac, then transports laden with weaponry
and accouterments; the baggage wagons followed, then came the artillery train,
and finally a small guard bought up the rear. The force was divided into squads of
six men, each furnished with a tent and a heavy iron pot, which the men carried
by turns. The soldiers were awakened before dawn, and were on the march again
before the new day’s sun had climbed very high, a march that continued—with
only brief rest stops—until about four o’clock in the afternoon, early enough for
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the latrines to be dug and the firewood gathered for that evening’s use, but late
enough for the army to have covered seventeen or eighteen miles during the day.?8

General Washington accompanied the army on the first day of the march,
sleeping in a tent somewhere south of Braintree. But with all going smoothly he
rode on to Providence, where he established his headquarters in the mansion of
Rhode Island’s governor, Stephen Hopkins. Three dayslater he rejoined the army
in Norwich, Connecticut, but after a few days he again seemed to grow weary
of its sluggish pace and he hurried ahead, reaching New York in mid-April. His
army marched into town three days later. It had been a cold, dreary, often wet,
transit, and at journey’s end almost everyone seemed plagued by “the itch,” a
skin disorder that arose from poor hygiene and from sleeping on the ground; a
variety of home remedies were prescribed, ranging from greasing one’s skin with
hog lard to painting the dermis with pine tar, but not surprisingly nothing worked.
Homesickness set in too. Almost to a man these were New Englanders, and the
march took most of them far from their homes for the first time in their lives.
In their melancholy state some soldiers lost their appetite, and many eventually
experienced the physical symptoms of illness. The high morale of March receded
somewhat in April as the realities of soldiering grew clear for these farm boys
and village mechanics.?®

Nor were the commander’s spirits raised by what he found upon his arrival.
The deployment of defensive installations had not proceeded very far before Gen-
eral Lee was reassigned by Congress, receiving command of the newly created
Southern Department. In his absence construction had virtually stopped, leaving
Washington with a problem that he had presumed to be solved. Moreover, Wash-
ington found New York’s political climate far different from that in New England.
John Adams once had remarked that the New England outlook toward popular
resistance was ten years ahead of that in the middle colonies, and Washington
must now have discovered that he had been quite correct. Compared to Boston this
city overflowed with Tories and fence-sitters; besides, so much contact subsisted
between city residents and the nearby British fleet that he feared his adversary
knew all there was to know of his army’s strength, its movements, its works, its
plans. This was a new problem, and one over which he exercised little control.

The city itself presented still another problem. During the siege of Boston
Washington’s troops had been stationed in rural areas and in rustic villages; now
they were in a city, with its fleshpots and gin joints and a thousand other forms
of merriment for bored and apprehensive young men. “It should be the pride of
a Soldier, to conduct himself in such a manner, as to obtain the Applause, and
not the reproach of a people,” the general lectured, but his speech did not halt an
avalanche of discipline problems. In addition, after being relatively well supplied
in Boston, his men faced a sudden dearth of many items, the result of rampant
thievery as well as of a simple breakdown in the delivery system that had accom-
panied the recent march. Nor had the chronic shortage of arms and the periodic
deficiency of payroll funds been eliminated. Yet, these were minor problems. His
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greatest challenge was to find a means of defending this indefensible city. Soon he
had time only for work. “I give into no kind of amusements . . . but are confined
from Morn’ ’till Eve” to Headquarters, he told the Congress in plaintive missive
in April, his unruffled calm of the previous month now sorely tested.>

After he dug his way from beneath these initial difficulties, Washington’s
mood shifted toone of assuredness. He did not despair at the obstacles to defend-
ing Manhattan and Long Island. Indeed, all along he seemed to have believed
that he possessed the means to rebuff the invaders. It was a naive supposition,
growing in part from his overly charitable expectation of untested troops, from
his ingenuous anticipation that his shore batteries could immobilize the British
navy, and from his reliance on General Lee’s skill in properly locating the gun
emplacements. As late as July he predicted that the redcoats “will meet a re-
pulse,” for his troops had “an agreeable Spirit and willingness for Action.” He
was so confident that he even detached ten regiments for the Canadian theater.’!

Washington’s plan for defending New York was based on a very optimistic
reading of General Lee’s report. Washington concluded that British troops might
land at four possible sites: on the southwestern point of Long Island, in Gravesend
or Brooklyn; somewhere along the eastern side of Manhattan; on the southern
tip of Manhattan; or at the northern end of Manhattan, the King’s Bridge area.
He ruled out a landing on the west side. Although Lee had concluded that it
was vain to believe that British men-of-war could be prevented from navigating
the Hudson River, Washington believed that by the artful deployment of chevaux
de frise (booby traps made of wire nets and spikes) and sunken ships in the
stream, the enemy would find the Hudson impassable; but even if the Royal Navy
could use the river, Washington doubted that Howe would order an assault up
the steep, high bluffs that looked down on the Hudson. Washington believed
he could defend each of the possible landfalls. The geography of western Long
Island was similar to that of Bunker Hill and Dorchester Heights, providing him
with a distinct advantage; moreover, even though Britain would have total naval
superiority, he concluded that the colonists’ shore batteries on both Long Island
and Manhattan could command the East River, the estuary that sluiced between
the islands, thus affording his army both a lane of supply to Brooklyn and a
route of retreat off Long Island. Moreover, he believed his well-entrenched army
militated against a British landing on either the eastern or the northern sides of
Manhattan. Washington radiated a cocksureness, even suggesting that the only
thing that could defeat his army was a shortage of entrenching tools, the spades
and picks necessary to construct ramparts and parapets.3?

After five weeks of toiling with these matters, Washington left Israel Put-
nam in charge and hurried to Philadelphia for consultations with Congress. The
legislators had requested the meeting, but he was no less eager to see them and
to press for additional troops and supplies. While there he also hoped to induce
Joseph Reed to return to the army. A year earlier when Reed had accompanied
the general from Philadelphia, he was uncertain whether he would serve as an
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aide; ultimately he remained at headquarters for four months, laboring as he sel-
dom had before, living what he called a “jog trot life.” Despite their hectic, busy
schedules, Washington and Reed grew quite close. Displaying complete trust in
Reed, Washington brought him into the most confidential meetings, and, late at
night when the day’s work at last was completed, the two men frequently relaxed
and talked, the general at ease, informal, sipping a glass of wine and indulging
his penchant for nuts, and revealing to Reed a side that he permitted few other
men to see. Reed probably grew closer to Washington than did any other person
during this war, nearer and more intimate perhaps than anyone other than George
William Fairfax. A strong bond evolved between the two men, a relationship that
must have mirrored Washington’s earlier affiliations with Lord Fairfax and Gen-
eral Braddock, only this time the commander played the role of the older man
of power and Reed took on the part of the surrogate son. But in the fall Reed
took an indefinite leave from the army, hurrying home in the hope of saving his
foundering legal practice, virtually his only source of income.*

Not many weeks passed before Washington was almost pleading with Reed
to return. He even used his influence with Congress to secure a pay raise for
the secretaries, hoping that would induce this gifted young man to hurry back to
Cambridge. Reed, however, always replied evasively to Washington’s entreaties,
explaining that he would return when his affairs were in order, or that he would be
there for the summer campaign in 1776, but never mentioning precisely when he
planned to leave home. In April Washington called again. The war was shifting
to New York, he said; he desperately needed Reed’s political savvy to deal with
the merchant-politicians in that city. This time Reed appeared ready to go, even
moving his wife from Philadelphia to a safe haven in New Jersey, but at the last
minute Pennsylvania’s tempestuous domestic political situation bubbled over, and
Reed begged off in order to serve his province. Left with no choice, Washington
dropped the Pennsylvanian and named Robert Harrison as his replacement.*

On the eve of the commander’s visit with Congress, however, another means
of securing Reed’s services presented itself. In mid-May Congress promoted Gen-
eral Gates, leaving open his post as adjutant general; Washington decided to sound
out the legislators about naming Reed to that position, hoping that, if they would
oblige, the young Pennsylvanian would find the higher pay and greater prestige of
that post a sufficient inducement to bring him back into the service. Washington
reached Philadelphia during the third week of May, and he must have immedi-
ately seen Reed at one or another social gathering; but ten days passed before
he formally tendered the adjutancy. Reed was as perplexed as he was surprised
by the offer, for he had neither command nor military experience. He remained
an opportunist, however. A “great revolution has happened in my prospects,” he
told his wife. The £700 annual salary *“will help to support us till these calamitous
times are at an end,” he assured her, adding that his sudden elevation to the rank
of colonel “must put me on a respectable basis” if the war ended favorably for
the colonists. As Washington expected, Reed accepted the offer.3s
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During his stay in Philadelphia, Washington appeared before the entire
Congress on two occasions. He also met with two special committees that Con-
gress empaneled after his arrival. The commander frankly told the congress-
men that the pending British attack in New York, together with that summer’s
campaign in Canada, “will probably decide the Fate of America.” He recom-
mended the strategy that Lee earlier had proposed: make the British pay dearly
for every inch of soil they secured. What he required to accomplish that objective,
he said, was manpower, a two-to-one superiority if possible. He proposed that
Congress fund additional enlistments—the recruits to be enticed by cash or land
bounties—and that the legislators raise more than thirty thousand militiamen from
the colonies for short-term service.*

Washington’s arguments were artful and persuasive, but Congress already
had been moved by news that preceded the commander to Philadelphia. Two days
before his arrival word reached Congress that Great Britain had signed treaties
with various German principalities to hire mercenaries. The Congress listened to
Washington, then it mobilized 6000 militiamen for Canada, and 13,800—whose
tour of duty was to extend until December 1—were summoned for the coming
clash in New York. In addition, Congress authorized Schuyler to hire 2000 Indian
allies, and it called up another 10,000 men from the middle colonies, a reserve
that was to be mustered and organized into a “flying camp,” a mobile force that
could be summoned on short notice. Although Congress failed to approve any
manner of bounty that might have facilitated recruiting, it believed it had done
all that was necessary. “I am in no doubt [that] our enemies will not be able
to support the war another year, said Congressman William Whipple of New
Hampshire, expressing the shortsighted but prevalent view.’

If Washington was happy at Congress’s generally obliging attitude, he must
have been equally delighted by another sentiment that he discovered in Philadel-
phia. Most congressmen now seemed prepared to proclaim America’s indepen-
dence from Great Britain. Through the winter and early spring months of 1776
many legislators rather timorously had held out the forlorn hope that London was
sending emissaries to negotiate a settlement. Gradually, as it became crystal clear
that the ministry was unwilling to make concessions, radical strength grew; in
April Congress threw open the colonial ports to trade with nations outside the
Empire, and the next month the legislators directed each colony to abrogate its
charters by instituting governments responsive to its own citizenry. When Wash-
ington arrived in Philadelphia, moreover, he learned that the House of Burgesses
in Virginia had resolved that his province should be “absolved from all alle-
giance” to Britain. Just after he left to return to New York, Congress took its
most decisive step. On June 11 a committee headed by Thomas Jefferson was
created to draft a declaration of independence.’®

Washington had to be gratified by these trends. Although silent on matters
of independence, he gave every indication of having cut his ties with the parent
state by the time he assumed command. Certainly his response to Common Sense,
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George Washington, by Charles Willson Peale (1776). Courtesy of the Brooklyn
Museum, Dick S. Ramsay Fund. Washington, age forty-four, sat for Peale during his
visit to Congress in 1776.
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Martha Washington, by Charles Willson Peale (1776). Courtesy of the Mount Vernon
Ladies’ Association of the Union. Martha Washington was forty-five when Peale made
this painting.
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as well as to British policies since 1774, suggests that his sympathies lay with
the separatists. His amicable feelings toward his “lordly masters” in London long
since had vanished, while his realization had grown that foreign assistance might
be crucial for American military success. And, like Paine, he knew that certain
European powers would extend a helping hand only if America altered its war
aims from reconciliation to independence.

Before he left Philadelphia Washington reluctantly agreed to sit once again
for Charles Willson Peale, a session commissioned and paid for by sycophantic
John Hancock. Martha’s portrait also was to be painted, but she refused; wan and
tired from having only recently completed the ordeal of a smallpox inoculation,
she was too weak to endure a protracted sitting. Rather than offend the president
of Congress, George consented, but whereas in 1772 he had told Peale how he
wished to be rendered, he now perniitted the artist a free hand. The result was
a stiff, artificial pose, fairly typical of that century, aside from the work of
a more adept craftsman, someone like John Singleton Copley, for instance.
With the scenes of the late siege of Boston forming a backdrop, Washington is
shown with his left hand thrust inside his buff and blue waistcoat, his right arm,
twisted in an awkward, affected manner, resting on a walking stick. Washington
is overweight, looking every bit like a man who had just completed a tour of
enforced inactivity behind a desk; his inelegant middle-age paunch endangers
the buttons on his waistcoat, a noticeable double chin gropes toward his collar.
His face—almost certainly drawn too long, too oval by Peale—is expressionless,
characterless, betraying neither smugness nor satisfaction, neither confidence nor
apprehension.*

Washington returned alone to New York immediately after Peale dismissed
him. Martha stayed behind for a brief spell until she had recuperated fully, then she
rejoined him at headquarters. Her trek to New York was pointless. On June 29,
Jjust a few days following her arrival, American officials glimpsed the lead ships
in the British invasion armada, their great white sails and majestic, multicolored
flags bobbing in the glistening waters off Long Island. One hundred and thirty-
two sails were counted, all lapping into view within the space of five hours. This
was it! The summer campaign at last was near. Washington did not hesitate. He
indicated that Martha must leave immediately, and less than twenty-four hours
after the first of the enemy’s vessels were spotted she set out by carriage on the
long, weary ride back to Philadelphia, where she intended to stay pending the
course of events.*

With Howe’s arrival Washington brimmed with fervor, giving every indi-
cation that he was keen for battle after a year of the tedium of headquarters. He
knew that he occupied center stage in a stirring historical drama, and he gloried in
it. The next few weeks would determine “whether Americans are to be, Freemen,
or Slaves,” he told his soldiers. “The fate of unborn Millions” depended on his
army, he continued, sounding more like Paine than himself. The choice was stark:
“conquer or die. . . . The Eyes of all our Countrymen are now upon us, and
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we shall have their blessings, and praises. . . .” Privately, however, Washington
acknowledged that he did not believe this campaign would end the war, but he
did think it probably would be the turning point, for the victor here would have a
decided psychological edge over his foe.*

The euphoria that Washington temporarily exuded upon the British arrival
soon was buried beneath a profusion of new troubles. On an almost daily basis,
reports crossed his desk that must have caused him to wonder at the capability
of his army. To his considerable alarm illness spread rapidly through his legion.
The new militia troops brought fevers with them, touching off an epidemic of
affliction.*> But that was only the beginning of his troubles. The rate of desertion
accelerated rapidly that summer, particularly after the men glimpsed the forbid-
ding sight of the huge British fleet; week after week, with monotonous regularity,
courts martial ordered thirty-nine lashes for offenders, but the punishments were
as ineffective as they were repetitive.*> Men sometimes vented their frustrations
and anxieties upon one another, and at times pointed sectional differences disinte-
grated into open fighting as men from one part of the country fought their brethren
from another region. Nor were the enlisted men the sole source of his difficulties.
In violation of his orders officers repeatedly led their men on pillaging forays,
stealing and plundering innocent civilians, and causing Washington to express his
concern that New Yorkers soon might fear the army sent to protect them more
than they feared the army about to invade them.**

Washington anticipated problems with the local Tories and he was not dis-
appointed, but when evidence was uncovered of Loyalist machinations within his
own army he was mortified. An alleged Loyalist plot against Washington was
discovered after an imprisoned counterfeiter grew suspicious of some of his fel-
low jailbirds. One of the inmates in New York City’s gaol was Sergeant Thomas
Hickey, not only a Continental soldier but a member of Washington’s guard. In-
carcerated for passing bogus bills, Hickey supposedly was overheard chatting with
visitors about his plans to kidnap or to assassinate the general. When Hickey’s
gaolmate snitched, an investigation was opened. Twenty or so presumed Tories
were seized, and under heavy pressure some offered incriminating testimony
against Hickey. New York buzzed with rumors of the plot. Hickey was doomed.
Still in jail, that unfortunate soldier suddenly found himself charged with mutiny
and sedition. In a court martial that lasted less than a morning, the defendant was
confronted by a parade of frightened suspects and obsequious plea-bargaining
prisoners; moreover, with a British assault imminent, some in the high command
thought this the perfect opportunity to provide soldiers and civilians alike with
an example of the fruits of disloyalty to America. The military tribunal found
Sergeant Hickey guilty and sentenced him to death. General Washington refused
to intervene. Before nearly twenty thousand spectators—most of them soldiers—
Hickey was hanged. Few men ever have been convicted or put to death upon such
flimsy, uncorroborated evidence. Whatever he was up to—if anything beyond
passing green goods, and, in fact, he was never convicted on that charge—Hickey
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was the victim of a churning hysteria, a frenzy that had penetrated headquarters
itself.4

Hickey soon was forgotten at headquarters, however. One ominous tiding
after another seemed to berolling in. On July 12 two British warships, a schooner,
and two tenders blithely sailed up the Hudson, effortlessly gliding past the snares
that Washington’s men had labored for three months to install, and easily evading
the Americans’s shore batteries. Washington’s cannoneers discharged nearly two
hundred rounds. More might have been attempted, but at least half the artillerists
failed to heed the call to arms, some because they were too intoxicated to respond,
although the poor marksmanship might suggest that some inebriated gunners
did report. “I am apprehensive,” Washington wrote that afternoon. That was an
understatement. He now knew full well how easily the British could cut off his
withdrawal from Manhattan, for he had presumed all along that should worse
come to worse he could escape across the Hudson or to the northeast via King’s
Bridge. In addition, he feared that the British could now sever his communications
with Albany, and thence with the army in Canada. Three weeks later Washington
was jolted by still more unfavorable news. Sir Henry Clinton, with a force of three
thousand men, sailed into New York harbor. His return from the South was an
eventuality that Washington had not considered. With Clinton present, together
with the foreign mercenaries who were expected daily, Howe would have an army
of thirty thousand, not to mention the stupendous fleet that would assist his every
move. Washington reported 10,514 as present and fit for duty.*¢

On top of this portentous intelligence was a steady flow of bad news from
the front in Canada. Part of the problem was Schuyler, who remained in Albany
while the war was being waged far to the north; this made as much sense as if
Washington had sought to direct the siege of Boston from under his rear portico at
Mount Vernon. Congress was part of the problem too, for it permitted this state of
affairs to continue, although the congressmen faced a predicament. The last thing
Congress wished to do was offend Schuyler and his fellow New Yorkers on the eve
of Britain’s invasion of that province. Schuyler aside, however, the most serious
problem confronting the army in Canada—as General Lee said—was simple: the
Americans lacked the manpower and the heavy artillery to win that war.*’

The manpower situation only grew worse. As soon as British reinforce-
ments arrived in the spring, Governor Carleton took the offensive. By early June
the American army had been sent reeling back toward the border. Even worse,
General Sullivan, whom Washington had earlier dispatched with six regiments
of reinforcements, suddenly found himself to be the ranking officer. Anything
but a slacker, Sullivan counterattacked. Predictably, his move failed, and with
disastrous losses. By July the “lifeless” army, as Sullivan called his force, was
back at Crown Point in New York, and with nothing to show for its ten-month
adventure—save for the loss of perhaps thirty-five hundred or so soldiers.*®

The legacy of this fruitless, ugly northern war persisted, however, even
after the last shot had been fired. Almost from the moment that Sullivan had
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assumed command in Canada, Congress had been anxious to replace him with
a more experienced officer. It was a notion with which Washington concurred,
for while he found Sullivan to be “useful and Good,” a man of probity and
knowledge, an “enterprizing genius” even, he also was aware of “his foibles.”
These he listed as “a little tincture of vanity, and . . . an over desire of being
popular, which now and then leads him into some embarrassments.” Washington
favored Gates for the Canadian command, although he did not lobby for his
appointment; albeit, with considerable skill Washington did use his influence to
prevent Gates’s appointment as the commander in Boston, thus keeping him open
for the Canadian slot. It was a masterful stroke, betraying Washington’s skill in
bureaucratic infighting. Ultimately, too, he got what he wanted. In the spring
Congress named Gates to the post in Canada. At the same time, General Ward
was assigned the command in Boston, a site no longer near the military front.*

As early as mid-May Washington knew that the American sortie into Canada
was almost over, and he dispatched no additional reinforcements to that theater.
His need for troops was greater. He directed Ward to send some of the artillery-
men left behind in Boston, then he issued urgent requests for state troops from
Connecticut and Pennsylvania, telling the governors of those two states that “at
such a time as this” he would not “scrutinize with the Terms of the Inlistment,”
or with much else for that matter.%

Washington got his troops in many ways. Some served because they were
conscripted, others volunteered more for the cash bounty offered by most states
than because of an overzealous sense of patriotism. Some men were bamboozled
into enlisting by glib clergymen and local luminaries, others were plied with
alcohol by ignoble recruiters who knew that elixir was more persuasive than they
ever could be. Some men volunteered to please their fathers; some joined to defy
their fathers. More than one man enlisted in the hope that some village maiden
would be impressed by his pluckiness. There were those who sought adventure,
and there were those who indeed were stirred by patriotic fervor.’® One way or
another General Washington’s army was assembled.

And then he waited. There was nothing else he could do. General Howe
would decide when the war would begin in earnest.
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7
Washington’s War Begins

“A Wilderness of uncertainties and Difficulty”

The “Enemy have made no movements of consequence:—They remain in
the same state” as they have been in for the past month, General Washington
reported to Congress in mid-August 1776. But he knew it would not be long
before the blow fell. The summer was vanishing rapidly, and in a hundred days
or so the British command would have to think of winter quarters.!

Washington had expected the attack for weeks. What he did not know was
that General Howe had been ordered to postpone his strike until reinforcements
arrived. The order had come down from the new colonial secretary, Lord George
Germain, who had succeeded Dartmouth the previous autumn. A discredited
former soldier (he had been convicted of disobeying orders on the battlefield
during the Seven Years’ War), Germain somehow had resuscitated his career
and landed this major cabinet office. One reason he got the post, perhaps, was
that he shared the prime minister’s myopic view of the American rebellion. Like
Lord North, Germain persisted in the belief that the great majority of colonists
remained loyal to Great Britain. Get enough troops to America, they thought, and
one sharp campaign ought to restore the pro-British governments to their rightful
places. Thus, Germain had wheedled redcoats from various and sundry remote
outposts, although the bulk of the reinforcements were to be German mercenaries,
about half of whom would come from the little principality of Hessen-Kassel.
The princes of that state had been in the business of hiring out their soldiers for a
century; the British had been renting their services for half a century. As soon as
the news of Bunker Hill reached London the government dispatched an emissary
to the Continent in search of troops, and, by Christmas, Whitehall had concluded
treaties that committed three German principalities to furnish seventeen thousand
troops. The Hessians had agreed to contribute eight thousand of these men, and
they sailed for America in the spring of 1776.2

While the Howe brothers awaited the arrival of these additional units, they
exchanged their military headdress for peace bonnets. Appointed peace commis-
sioners by the North government, the Howes had nothing new to offer. In fact, they
even were constrained from negotiating until the colonists had surrendered and
informally acknowledged the supremacy of Parliament. Nevertheless, the Howes
were anxious to test the waters, and two days after the admiral arrived in New
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York—and less than forty-eight hours after the men-of-war Phoenix and Rose
had glided provocatively past the American batteries and the Hudson’s chevaux-
de-frise—they sought an interview with Washington. Under a flag of truce they
dispatched a naval officer with their missive. Washington sent Reed to receive the
gentleman.

“I have a letter, sir, from Lord Howe to Mr. Washington,” the officer said,
after bowing graciously to the American adjutant.

“There is no such person in the army,” Reed replied coldly. “I cannot
receive a letter for General Washington under such a direction.”

Would he at least look at the letter? Yes, said Reed. But when he saw it was
addressed to “George Washington, Esq., etc., etc., etc.,” he refused to accept it
for the general.

What title would be acceptable?

“You are sensible, sir, of the rank of General Washington in our Army,”
Reed replied with acerbity.?

Within the week the problem of titles was resolved (the British now referred
to him as “General Washington”), and the general agreed to talk with Howe’s
adjutant general. Held at Knox’s headquarters on Broadway, the session was
cordial, though unproductive. The British officer, who throughout the interview
addressed Washington as “Excellency,” began with the remark that General and
Admiral Howe wished to open negotiations toward a peace settlement. Washing-
ton countered those tidings with the news that he lacked the power to conduct such
talks. He turned instead to the matter of American prisoners of war in Canada,
but as it turned out the Howes lacked jurisdiction in that quarter. So after a few
brief minutes the parley ended. Still, with Washington’s sanction Reed met three
times later in the week with Lord Howe’s emissaries; all that came of these ses-
sions, however, was confirmation that the British were unprepared to offer any
substantive new peace proposals.*

Washington had never expected much to come of such talks. Now he was
confident that Britain’s failure to offer more than a pardon in exchange for a
surrender would solidify public opinion behind the war effort. It was the second
event within a week that had served as a morale-builder. On July 9 he learned
officially of the Declaration of Independence, and that evening, while the still-
hot sun beamed down, he summoned the army to the parade ground to hear the
document read. Up and down the line brigades of men heard stentorian-voiced
officers read Jefferson’s stirring document; then they listened as the same officers
read a somber statement by the commander in chief. Independence, Washington
began, “will serve as a fresh incentive to . . . act with Fidelity and Courage.” And,
he cautioned, independence will depend “solely on the success of our arms.” 3

Buoyed by these developments, and hoping to strike before the mercen-
aries arrived, Washington briefly contemplated an assault against Howe on Staten
Island. Manpower shortages and a lack of naval craft soon forced him to abandon
such thoughts, however. But if it was action that he hungered for, Washington
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knew that he would not have a long wait. Early in August, Clinton’s army returned
from South Carolina, and a week later the initial batch of Hessians dropped
anchor below Long Island. Now Howe’s blow could not be far away.®

When a week passed without an attack, Washington attributed Howe’s in-
action to the chronically inclement weather of that August. In reality, the British
had delayed their assault because nearly eight hundred of their German auxilliaries
were afflicted with various ills, ranging from dysentery to fevers to scurvy, the
legacy of a baneful nine-week voyage to the New World.” These problems were
not unique to Washington’s adversaries. By mid-August he was complaining of
the “Sickly condition” of his own men, including an alarming number of field
officers. One of the most seriously ill was Nathanael Greene, in command of the
Continental troops in the Brooklyn sector; stricken by fever and nausea on August
15, he still was bedridden five days later when all signs pointed to an imminent
attack, and one now almost certain to commence in the vicinity of Brooklyn.
Greene had to be replaced. But by whom?

The two highest-ranking officers present were John Sullivan and Israel Put-
nam. It was an impossible as far as Washington was concerned. So certain was
he of Sullivan’s liabilities that he had taken the highly unusual step of divulging
to Congress his sentiments about the New Englander’s “foibles”; on the other
hand, despite the facts that “Old Put” was a veteran of the French and Indian
War who had commanded with valor and success atop Bunker Hill and that he
was familiar with the terrain of Long Island, Washington was not comfortable
with him. Finally, the commander leaned toward Sullivan, perhaps because he
was younger and because he burned with a desire to erase the stigma of his recent
setbacks in Canada.?

That same day Washington told his army to expect the British assault as
soon as the wind and tide were favorable. It was not an idle guess. Stirrings had
been detected in the British fleet lying at anchor in The Narrows. Forty-eight
hours later, at sunrise on August 22, the Americans could count an armada of
four hundred transport and thirty-seven men-of-war in Gravesend Bay south of
Brooklyn. This was it!®°

During the day vessel after vessel brought British and German troops to
Long Island. They came ashore unopposed. Inasmuch as Washington based his
plan of defense on the model prepared in the spring by General Lee, he never had
intended to challenge the British landing. Since April his men had been digging
an arcing line of five interconnected forts and entrenchments in the hilly Brooklyn
Heights area, a district about six miles inland from Gravesend Bay. The site was
ideal, for forward of these works, in the region where the British had moved into
Long Island, the topography was table-top flat (thus the name of villages like
Flatbush in that sector); immediately before the American lines a thick, virgin
forest posed a forbidding obstacle to men and an impenetrable barrier to horse-
drawn artillery. Hence, if the British reached these elevated abatis, they still could
look forward to assaulting a Bunker Hill-like parapet. Keeping the adversary from
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this string of forts, however, meant controlling the many roads that radiated from
the beach toward the hills. Lee and Washington believed they had planned for this
too, and throughout that hot, dry summer troops had toiled to scratch earthworks
out of the rock-hard soil in the zone where the littoral flatlands yielded to rolling
woodlands. Washington’s plan, therefore, was to fight where he could use the
terrain as an ally, and that was not on the beach.'

Throughout the long day of the landing Washington’s headquarters was kept
abreast of every British endeavor. The commander, however, did not cross over
to Brooklyn, for it was possible that Howe’s landing was merely a feint. Indeed,
Washington’s suspicions soon grew. For one thing, his agents told him that the
British had landed just eight thousand men on Long Island, too few, he reasoned,
to be their principal assault force. Daylight on the 23rd brought no strike. The
day passed, and the next as well; other than some small arms fire around Flatbush
Pass, the British remained inactive. By noon on the third day Washington was
virtually certain that the landing was a ruse, although he now decided to cross
to Long Island for a first-hand look. What he saw when he rode down to the
earthworks south of the heights was staggering: his intelligence network had made
a stupendous error: instead of eight thousand British and German troops, nearly
twice that many adversaries had come ashore.

Shaken by his discovery, Washington summoned reinforcements. He also
was seized by a fit of indecision, choosing this moment to second-guess himself.
With an attack likely at any moment, he removed Sullivan from command on
Long Island, placing Putnam in control. He moved Sullivan over to command
the left in the Continentals’ most forward line; Lord Stirling remained in charge
of the right. Stirling was a New Jersey grandee who claimed a Scottish earldom,
pretentiously affixing the title “Lord” to his more commonplace name—William
Alexander; Stirling had served as an aide to Governor Shirley in the French and
Indian War, but he had not become militarily active in the Revolution until months
after Bunker Hill, and even then his chief claim to fame was that he had led the
corps that captured New Jersey’s governor, William Franklin.!

Washington returned to Manhattan and waited. Two more days and still
Howe had not moved! But on August 26 information seeped into headquarters
that indicated the attack was imminent. Late that afternoon he returned to Long
Island. This time he did not have long to wait. That night, while Washington
slept, his war finally began.

About midnight a British column—ten thousand men strong—quietly
moved out. Led by three local Tories, they took a circuitous route to the front;
swinging far to the east of the Continental lines, their objective was the Jamaica
Road, which would convey them behind America’s most forward emplacements.
It was easier than ever they had dared imagine it could be. By 3:00 A.M. they
had overpowered the lone American guards on the highway—five men who sur-
rendered without firing a shot. At daybreak the British force back at The Narrows
opened up on the Americans, though their attack, of course, was a diversion to



166  The First of Men: A Life of George Washington

¥

~<——— British advance
~— — — Washington's retreat

T
[}
I
I
]
|
|
1

\\

Kingsbridge

f

*Fon Washington

Harlem

Heights

Kip's Bay g

New York
Brooklyn

-
P

*
Elizabethtown .Flatbush

Staten Island

Sandy Hook

=~ Brooklyn HCM
- L]

White Plains
¥

Pell’s Point

Long Island

Jamaica
L]

ATLANTIC OCEAN

moA A

The New York Campagn



Washington’s War Begins 167

draw attention away from the flanking brigades about to march down the Jamaica
Road. The callow American command fell into the snare, however, and in mid-
morning the trap slammed shut. Just as the Continentals were congratulating
themselves for their steely conduct in the face of this initial British attack, the
main British army waylaid them from the rear. It was worse even than the ambush
of Braddock twenty years before! How could ten thousand men, marching in a
column two miles long and felling trees along the way to clear a path for their
cannon, arrive unnoticed?

Sullivan took the worst of it. Attacked from the rear while simultaneously
under assault in front by blue-coated Hessians, his men had no chance. Their lines
collapsed. Soldiers fled into the woods or along the roads that led to the principal
American redoubts three miles away in Brooklyn Heights. Meanwhile, the British
sledge hammer methodically fell upon the American right under Stirling. Some
of his men fled the moment they saw a blue coat, so fierce was the reputation of
the Hessians. But generally he held his troops together longer than Sullivan, then
these men also broke and raced pell-mell to the rear; for many the only escape
route was through a swampy salt marsh, then across Gowanus Creek, deep and
more than a hundred yards wide. Scores did not make it to safety. In a half day
of fighting more than three hundred Americans were killed, and three times that
many were taken prisoner. Both Stirling and Sullivan were among the captives,
the latter apprehended as he hid in a cornfield.'?

It was a long, stressful day for General Washington. With Reed always at
his side, he had ridden here and there seeking accurate information, dispatching
orders. That hard day was followed by a difficult night. The commander expected
a British assault that evening, and he stayed up until early morning before he
finally gave in to a few hours of fitful sleep. He awakened to find that there had
been no attack. Indeed, the attack never came. Howe decided instead on a siege,
overruling several of his battalion commanders who were eager to immediately
storm the American redoubt. A siege would take longer, Howe knew, but he
was confident that the result would be the same, and without the heavy losses
that inevitably would accompany an attack. While he vainly sought sleep through
much of that long, troubled night, Washington had guessed that Howe would
opt for a siege operation. Sunrise brought confirmation. A British siege line was
visible only six hundred yards away.'?

Washington was in a box. Half his army was on Long Island, trapped there,
in fact, so long as his adversary’s navy patrolled the East River, his one conduit
to safety. Yet, incredibly, Washington ordered still more men over.'4

Luckily for Washington a cold, dreary rain fell all the next day, silencing
the guns. It still was raining the following day as well, when the commander
summoned seven generals to a war council. At last he had made up his mind.
Long Island had to be abandoned. Somehow the men had to be moved back
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to Manhattan. He had no difficulty convincing his officers of the wisdom of
retreating.'

He moved that night. The weather was favorable for that, if for nothing
else. Late in the afternoon the rain had tapered off, then quit, jeopardizing the
operation; at the mercy of the elements, Washington had waited anxiously. But
the murky, clouds had persisted, and as evening turned to night a fog stole in,
dropping a thin white curtain about the redoubt and the Brooklyn beach. It was
then that the operation commenced, a move to get twelve thousand men off Long
Island in about eight hours. And without being discovered.

The men were assembled and prepared to march. Sternly, they were ordered
not to speak, not even to cough. They treked mutely to the beach, there to wait
in silence for the vessels that would transport them across the broad river.'

The maneuver was a stupendous accomplishment. Little went wrong. Boats
were found. The men were moved stealthily, without panic. Meanwhile, Putnam
had some Native Americans in his detachment set about wailing and bellowing
war chants, which, in turn, seemed to induce every dog on Long Island to yowl
and yammer until such a clamor resulted that the British could not hear the sounds
made by their retreating foe.!” Howe awakened the following morning to discover
that his bagged quarry had fled. Bunker Hill had paid still another dividend.

The Continental army had survived its first battle, but its problems had not
disappeared. Disillusioned troops, fearing that the debacle on Long Island might
only be a cataclysmic preview of what was to come, deserted in droves. Moreover,
discipline verged on collapse among the men who remained in camp. Soldiers
seemed to come and go at will, the lawless plundering of civilians increased,
and an extraordinary degree of pilfering erupted within the army. (Someone even
took the opportunity of Lord Stirling’s captivity to burglarize his headquarters.)
Washington threatened and cajoled, but his position was so tenuous that he was
compelled to punish offenders in private, fearing that public floggings would
provoke further defections.'

Washington attributed these problems to the example set by the militiamen,
and he was partially correct. But he was all too willing to overlook the possibility
that the errors committed by the officers might have shaken the confidence of the
men. He dumped some blame on Sullivan’s failure to secure the Jamaica Road,
although that was as far as he was willing to go. He did not reproach himself."

Still, Washington had learned from his distasteful experience with Dinwid-
die two decades before. This setback was not followed by a string of whining,
complaining letters. Though his rancor toward the militiamen remained unaltered,
he now took pains to be tactful, almost magnanimous, in explaining their short-
comings. In addition, despite his feelings toward certain officers, not to mention
his exasperation at chronic supply shortages, he refrained from the irritation that
he had exhibited while he was the callow commander of Virginia’s army.

Defending Manhattan was his most pressing problem. An island just like
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the one he so recently had fled, Manhattan presented Washington with the same
problems he had faced on Long Island. In fact, said Reed, it was akin to being
“cooped up . . . between hawk and buzzard” all over again.? If things went badly
there were few escape routes to the mainland. One could cross King’s Bridge
at Spuyten Duyvil on the northern tip of the island, or one could traverse the
Hudson into New Jersey; then again, with Britain’s naval predominance egress
through either artery was problematic. The commander had known since April of
the adversities inherent in defending the place, yet he had remained the optimist,
even in the face of the successful voyages of the Rose and Phoenix. However,
the performance of his army on Long Island finally encouraged him to rethink
the matter, as did a steady stream of advice, particularly from Reed and Gen-
eral Greene. Nevertheless, his views on strategy that September appear to have
been muddled and confused, his thinking perhaps disjointed from fatigue and his
bewilderingly hectic schedule.

On the one hand Washington favored abandoning New York, then razing
the city in order to prevent his adversary from using it for winter quarters. On
the other hand, he denounced the notion of evacuating New York as likely to
“dispirit the Troops and enfeeble our Cause.” At the same moment, however, an
addled and uncertain—and obviously amateurish—General Washington spoke of
the need to “avoid a general Action, or [to] put anything to the Risque.” Instead,
he seemed to hint, he favored a Fabian strategy of cutting and running, of avoiding
a direct clash. “On our Side,” he remarked, “the War should be defensive. It has
even been called a War of Posts.” On September 7 the matter appeared to have
been resolved. Having learned that Congress expected the city to be defended, a
council of war voted to fight for New York.2!

Washington accepted his generals’ recommendation, only to reverse himself
five days later and summon a second council of war. He now urged the evacuation
of New York, but he continued to believe that he could win a pitched battle
with Howe—if his men “would behave with tolerable resolution.” He had “never
spared the Spade and Pick Ax,” he said, nor had he in the construction of the
installations in the hills of Harlem above the city. “We are a strong Post,” he
added. Harlem, not New York, was the place to fight.

The council agreed with Washington. General Greene, who had worked
tirelessly to convince both the commander and his colleagues to reconsider the
decision to defend New York, was partially responsible. In addition, just after the
initial meeting the British occupied Montressor’s Island at Hell’s Gate, thus per-
mitting their navy to seal off the escape routes east of the city. Most importantly,
however, word arrived that Congress had clarified its position. It now authorized
the abandonment, if not the destruction, of New York.?? There was only one
problem. The decision to quit the city was made too late.

Actually, the languid Howe brothers had given Washington ample time to
act, but in this instance it was the American commander who was indecisive and
sluggish. Two weeks elapsed between the American escape from Brooklyn and
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Sir William’s next move, a period the British utilized to launch additional peace
talks, nudging them into life by paroling General Sullivan, who agreed in turn
to ride to Philadelphia and urge the Congress to negotiate. In the end, nothing
came of the episode except that Stirling and Sullivan were exchanged and rejoined
Washington—and, of course, Howe lost fifteen days of good weather.

Finally, on September 15, Howe was ready. His plan was to invade Man-
hattan at Kip’s Bay, about a third of the way up the east side of the island and well
north of the city. Washington had expected the British to land about four miles
further north, on the Plains of Harlem, but he did have men entrenched at Howe’s
projected landing site. Howe anticipated a difficult fight. His men would have to
wade ashore, struggling slowly through waist-deep water, all the while braving
the fire of the Americans. Once on the beach, moreover, the invaders still would
be faced with surmounting a steep, rocky eminence before they actually reached
the entrenched defenders. The British knew that success was not guaranteed, and
on the eve of the attack anxious Hessian Jdgers, the cream of the assault force,
huddled together in the holds of the invasion armada quietly singing hymns.

The assault began on a Sunday, an unusually hot, muggy day for so late in
September. Just after daybreak five British warships—one of them the hyperactive
Phoenix—opened up on the coastal installations. The shelling did its work. Con-
vinced that no one could survive the awesome bombardment, America’s green
officers ordered a retreat. Soon, panic set in. No longer was anyone in control,
as the terrified soldiers rushed pell-mell for the apparent safety of a nearby, dark
forest. A few minutes later the Jédgers landed unopposed. “This on the whole
was an unfortunate Day to the American States,” a soldier from North Haven,
Connecticut, noted in his journal that night.??

Washington was several miles away in Harlem when the muffled blasts
of the flotilla were heard. He sped to the scene immediately, but by the time
he arrived the American panic was in full swing. No words could describe the
towering, purple rage that gripped Washington when he saw the troops—officers
as well as men—racing for safety. He rode among them, screaming, cursing,
pummeling the frightened men with his riding crop, but nothing could stem the
blind terror of the soldiers. Suddenly an aide spotted a party of seventy or so
Hessians approaching; in their preoccupation with stopping the rout, the general
and his men had forgotten the enemy. The aide shouted an alarm, but Washington,
stupefied, immobilized by his seething fury, was heedless. One of his men grabbed
the reins of his horse and hurried Washington to a safer place.

The Continental army’s second major battle in New York was a second
debacle. Still, the Americans were fortunate that the morning’s disaster was not
followed by an even more egregious calamity. With luck, and greater resolution,
the British might have immediately severed the island, isolating the Continental
force still in New York City. Certainly the British had the capability to do just that,
for there was nothing to prevent the invasion force from driving all the way across
Manbhattan to the Hudson. But Howe, expecting stiff resistance, had ordered Sir
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Henry Clinton, the commander of the incursionary force to secure the beachhead
and await reinforcements before moving inland. A daring, intrepid general might
have seen the opportunity and seized it. Not Clinton. He followed orders. Within
two hours of the initial landing the British had four thousand men ashore, but
none were more than a few thousand yards inland; by that time Putnam had
evacuated the city and was using a seldom-traveled road—thanks to a tip from his
aide, Aaron Burr—to retreat to Harlem. He brought out five thousand men and a
considerable portion of the Continental army’s artillery.?

The gloom that General Washington experienced that night probably was
unmatched on any other day of this long war. In less than twenty-four hours,
however, he was dramatically “inspirited,” as he put it. The commander spent a
busy night shoring up his lines on Harlem Heights, and early the next morning—
at almost the same moment that the redcoats paraded down Broadway to take
possession of New York—he dispatched patrols to discover what Howe had been
up to. Garbled reports of British movements soon filtered back to headquarters.
Reed, frustrated by his desk job amid all the action, volunteered to lead a party
in quest of definitive intelligence. Washington consented. Not long thereafter
the commander also rode out for a look. A few minutes later a contingent of
Continentals on the left encountered a British advance party of three hundred,
and a sharp fire fight erupted. Washington, joined now by Reed, hurried toward
the sound of the shooting, arriving in time to hear an insolent redcoat bugler
blow the call to a fox hunt. Reed was both enraged and embarrassed. The British
impertinence “seemed to crown our disgrace,” he said of their effrontery. But if
Washington was piqued, he did not show it. Instead, he reacted by busily hurling
reinforcements into the skirmish, and he watched with grim satisfaction as his
men stood and fought, and eventually compelled their foe to retreat. It had been a
small, insignificant encounter, but its effect on Washington was like a magic elixir.
At last, he thought, his untrained men had “persevered . . . with the greatest
Resolution.” 26

Reed, too, had fought well in his first taste of combat. He had thrown
himself into the fray, hoping—he later said—that his example would inspire the
troops. He was lucky to escape unharmed. His horse took a hit in its shoulder,
the bullet missing his leg by only an inch or two. But his closest call came in a
confrontation with an American soldier. In the course of the battle Reed ran upon
a Connecticut private who was heading for the rear. When Reed drew in front of
him to block his retreat, the soldier turned his musket on his interceptor and from
a distance of only about five yards attempted to shoot. His piece misfired. Reed,
in turn, tried to shoot him, but his weapon also failed; Reed then unsheathed his
sword, slashing his assailant about the head, even cutting off his thumb, before
arresting him. Later that unhappy soldier was court martialed and sentenced to
die, a judgment that aroused a fury of indignation among the troops; they were
convinced that the soldier had been ordered from the front in quest of additional
ammunition. Headquarters learned of “secret and open threats” to mutiny if the
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death sentence was carried out, and, at the last moment, with the soldier before
the firing squad, Washington ordered a reprieve, claiming he had done so because
Reed had intervened to spare the man.?’

The elevation of Washington’s morale that resulted from the Battle of
Harlem Heights nearly proved fatal. The events that followed Britain’s Kip’s Bay
landing made for a compelling argument to abandon Manhattan, lest Howe plug
all the avenues of escape. Washington, however, refused to consider such a step.
Instead, he chose to remain in his bastion at Harlem Heights with half his army,
while he stationed the remainder at King’s Bridge. He seemed mesmerized by his
craggy fortress, ever mindful of Bunker Hill, seemingly heedless of the lessons
of Brooklyn and of the potential scope of British naval predominance. Nor did
he seem to recall his recent dictum of avoiding a general action. Convinced that
his men would fight, the commander sat back and waited Howe’s assault.

But Howe had no intention of attacking these lines. Dorchester Heights and
Brooklyn Heights had demonstrated that he had no stomach for such a blood-
letting; besides, in this instance there was no need to send his men on such a
mission. His plan, instead, was twofold: he would land a force on the mainland
above Long Island Sound, cutting off Washington’s lane of retreat to the north-
east; meanwhile, his men-of-war would secure the Hudson north of Manhattan,
blockading the flow of supplies to the Continentals. Washington would be snared,
besieged in a giant trap fashioned by his own improvidence. Howe did noth-
ing quickly, however. A month disappeared while he awaited reinforcements and
secured New York City, his quarters for the coming winter.28

On October 8 Washington received a hint of the flaws in his strategy. The
British ran another batch of men-of-war up the Hudson, shutting that river to the
Continental army on Manhattan. Four days later Howe landed his army at Throg’s
Neck on the northern shore of Long Island Sound, about five miles southeast of
King’s Bridge. His operation to envelop Washington had commenced. Washington
now was in greater peril than he had faced six weeks before in Brooklyn, if for no
other reason than that he seemed unconvinced of the scope of his predicament.
His entire army stood on the precipice of entrapment, yet he was certain that it
could not happen. He did not think the redcoats could fight their way to King’s
Bridge. The ground between Throg’s Neck and King’s Bridge, he blithely told
Congress, was defensible—it was “full of Stonefences . . . which will render it
difficultfor . . . a large Body of foot soldiers to advance’—and, besides, his men
were in “good spirits.” %

British ineptitude rescued Washington from the scrape. The landing at
Throg’s Neck was a monument to poor planning. In reality, the Neck was a small
island from which the mainland could be reached only by traversing both a long
stretch of marsh and a wide creek. It was a nasty undertaking under any con-
ditions; it was murderous to ask a soldier to slowly wade through this exposed
swamp in the face of enemy fire. So deadly was such an undertaking, in fact, that
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twenty-five Pennsylvania riflemen, the entire American force posted in the sector,
stopped the redcoats cold, leaving Howe puzzled and inert for the next six days.
Then he reloaded his army and conveyed it to Pell’s Point—or Pelham—three
miles away on the mainland, the landing site he should have chosen in the first
place.

By then Washington had sent reinforcements to aid those Pennsylvania
sharpshooters at Throg’s Neck, but until four days after the initial landing he
took no additional action. Then he called a council of war. One new face was in
attendance—General Lee, back from his southern command. The officers conjec-
tured that Howe planned to drive to White Plains, about seventeen miles north of
Pell’s Point, thence west to the Hudson. If he succeeded he would have possession
of the high ground, from which he could block Washington’s northward advance
while the navy inhibited his escape in every other direction. At last the officers
voted to abandon Manhattan, with the exception of Fort Washington, which still
would be garrisoned.

Had Howe moved quickly and resolutely he still might have scored a decisive
victory—perhaps the pivotal triumph. But that would not have been Howe. Sir
William was slow, so slow. By October 22 Washington was at White Plains. Howe
arrived six days later. True, his force had encountered tenacious resistance en
route, enough at times to thwart the redcoats’ huge numerical superiority. At one
point, in fact, 4000 of the enemy were paralyzed for days by just 750 Yankees.
Chiefly, though, Howe himself was the problem. He continued to fight by the
maxims of European warfare, unmindful that his adversary was not a European
force, and seemingly oblivious to the fact that this was not a conventional war.
Thus, when he reached New Rochelle he paused for three days. When he got
to Mamaroneck, only two miles up the road, he stopped for four more days.
As a disgusted British historian later observed, in the sixty days since he first
had deployed his army on Long Island, Howe had progressed exactly thirty-five
miles.?!

The long-awaited collision of the two armies finally occurred at the end of
October, but it was a relatively small-scale clash involving only about 15 percent
of each force. Washington placed the bulk of his army in the hilly region behind
White Plains, detaching about fifteen hundred men behind stone walls at the foot
of these heights and another force of about equal size atop Chatterton’s Hill,
which overlooked his right wing. The British assault began in early morning,
just as the sun peeked over the ridges. To their surprise, these Americans did not
panic. They fought ferociously, stopping several Hessian charges before falling
back. Howe then turned his gaze on Chatterton’s Hill, an eminence that could
imperil Washington’s position. With tilled green fields and pastoral stone walls
ranging about the summit of the knoll, this bucolic rise seemed too idyllic for
the grim business at hand. The British opened with an artillery barrage that soon
shrouded the ridge with a layer of dust and smoke, the latter curling from fires



174  The First of Men: A Life of George Washington

ignited in the dry forests by the cannonade. The assault came in mid-afternoon.
Again the American forces fought well. Only when the British unleashed their
dragoons, or cavalry, did some panic set in, and the hill was lost.

Washington moved out his wounded—about 175 Continentals had been
killed or disabled in the long day of fighting—and laid plans for a further retreat,
if necessary. For the time being, though, he was prepared to fight again in this
spot. Few options existed. The British stood in front of him, and they quickly
sealed off his exists on the right and left. He still could fall back to the north,
unless Howe turned his flank and swept behind him, of course, though the terrain
rendered such a British maneuver highly unlikely.

A day passed. Then two more. From time to time intelligence of an immi-
nent attack reached American headquarters, harrying Washington, exacerbating
the crushing strain under which he already labored. By November 1 Howe had
received reinforcements. He had twenty thousand men, more than a four-to-three
superiority. But he did not move. Four more anxious days passed. Nothing from
the redcoats. After dark on November 4 a messenger arrived at headquarters.
The British were moving; the Americans had heard the unmistakeable sounds of
mobile wagons and the clattering rattlebang of marching soldiers. The comman-
der ordered an alert. An attack was likely at any moment. At headquarters men
strained to hear, awaiting the thunderous boom of artillery, the muffled clap of
distant musket fire. Nothing. Minutes dragged past. No gunfire was heard. More
minutes slowly ticked away. Then an unexpected sound, that of another courier.
He brought puzzling news. The British had broken camp. They were returning to
Manhattan.

The British have “made a Sudden and unexpected movement,” Washington
reported immediately to Congress. “The design of this Manoeuvre is a matter
of much conjecture and speculation,” he added laconically. The joy of their de-
liverance, thus, was muted only by their uncertainty at Howe’s intentions. Some
officers believed the British were retiring to their winter quarters; some antici-
pated a strike up the Hudson, northward toward the Highland passes. A few of
Washington’s advisors believed Britain was about to shift the war to the southern
states. Still others guessed that the British soon would attack Fort Washington
on Manhattan Island, then follow with an invasion of New Jersey. Washington
thought the latter option was the most likely, but no one could be certain. All
he could do was divide his army, a portion to protect the North, the remainder
to defend a more southerly sector. The commander posted Heath at Peekskill
with 4000 men, and he left Lee at White Plains with another 7000. He took
2000 men—1less than 20 percent of the Continental army—to New Jersey, but
he expected to be reinforced by 3500 men from the Flying Camp, and he had
been assured that he could expect considerable assistance from the New Jersey
militia.??

Before departing Washington reconnoitered the Highlands, then he rode
south to Fort Lee, on the Jersey side of the Hudson and almost directly across
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from Fort Washington. He arrived on November 13, and immediately met with
Nathanael Greene, the commander of the two posts. The bastion on Mount Wash-
ington was a pentagonal fortress, constructed entirely of earth. Defended by more
than twenty-five hundred men, thirty-four cannon, and two howitzers, it sat atop
very high, rocky ground; an attacker would have to surmount a steep incline, all
the while exposed to the fire of the defenders. But the citadel was flawed, too.
The British repeatedly had demonstrated their ability to navigate the Hudson,
from whence their vessels could pound the installation. In addition, a protracted
siege seemed certain to succeed. Fort Washington had no well. In fact, its com-
mander, Colonel Robert Magaw, already had reported that the unavailability of
water meant that he could not survive a siege of more than six or seven weeks.
Washington knew all this, and, additionally, he knew that Reed, whom he trusted,
advised against its retention.

On the other hand, General Greene, whom he also had grown to trust,
counseled that Fort Washington could be held, that the British could be kept even
from implementing a siege. Congress, furthermore, had unequivocally expressed
its desire that the Hudson should be obstructed; Fort Washington offered about
the last hope of answering Congress’s wishes.

Defend the bastion or abandon it? Washington vacillated indecisively. To
fight for the fort was to risk the loss of an army half as large as the one he would
employ in New Jersey, while to jettison the place was to enhance the size of his
army during the coming struggle in New Jersey. But to defend the fort and enmesh
Howe in a protracted fight would mean that Howe might have to forgo any other
offensives until the next summer.

Washington grappled irresolutely with these matters for three days, then he
made a decision of sorts. He would cross to the fortress for a first-hand inspection.
But it was too late. As his party was being transported across the river Howe
launched his attack. The decision had been made for Washington.3

For once Howe had shaken loose from the unsettling remembrance of
Bunker Hill, and with spectacular results. Within an hour or so of the opening
shots Washington realized his error, but nothing now could be done. Howe was
not even obliged to institute a siege. The supposedly impregnable bastion was
taken on the very day the assault was launched. The Continental army lost 2818
men, almost all as prisoners of war.34

The episode was not Washington’s brightest hour. Nor did his explanation
for the catastrophe do him honor. He refused to bear the blame for the decision to
defend the post, although the final responsibility was his alone. He had arrived at
Fort Lee more than forty-eight hours before the attack, ample time to have ordered
Magaw’s withdrawal. Moreover, as the commander under whose guidance the
fortress had been completed, he should have been familiar with its very real
liabilities. Instead, Washington reproached General Greene for the disaster.3

For two months Washington had survived largely by fortuity. But his provi-
dential luck deserted him in the debacle at Fort Washington, an utterly unneces-
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sary disaster that left many Americans with an uneasy sense of imminent doom.
No one knew that better than Washington. “The situation of our Affairs is truly
critical and such as requires uncommon exertions on our part,” he accurately
reported. Then he braced for Britain’s pending invasion of New Jersey, falling
back into the province, bent on putting a river between his meager force and his
advancing adversary.*

Weeks of setbacks inevitably had sowed doubts, though the doubters were
careful to keep their dissatisfactions hidden. Sounding like the “Virginia Cen-
tinel” of an earlier crisis, John Adams privately railed at the highest officers’
negligence, indolence, and ineptitude. While he never suggested that Washing-
ton should be removed, he wished out loud that fall that Charles Lee were at
headquarters; would his presence “not give a flow of Spirits to our Army,” he
wondered.’’

Nor was Adams the only observer who questioned the army’s leadership
that autumn. The debacle at Fort Washington plunged Joseph Reed into hopeless
despair, shaking his trust in some leaders, reawakening both his fear that the con-
test was lost and his inveterate opportunism. He too looked to General Lee. That
loquacious entity had breezily surfaced in the northern theater only within the last
few weeks; his star had never shown more brightly. As soon as Congress learned
that he had thwarted Clinton’s invasion of Charleston, he was summoned north-
ward. By the time he reached New York—he had paused en route in Philadelphia
to beguile Congress out of enough money to pay off the mortgage on his Virginia
farm—the American armies had suffered the two mortifying defeats at Brooklyn
and Kip’s Bay. Lee had taken the lead in encouraging the relinquishment of Man-
hattan, and subsequently he performed capably in encounters with Howe above
Pell’s Point and at White Plains. He inspired confidence. Congressmen and local
politicians were taken with him, a view shared by some of the younger officers.
Lee did nothing to discourage such thoughts (who would have?), but he also was
in no way disloyal or maleficent toward Washington.3

Reed found Lee to be a man with an opinion on everything, and no hesitancy
about airing his beliefs. Such a man seemed to radiate decisiveness. Moreover,
when Reed learned that Lee had counseled the abandonment of Fort Washington,
that only confirmed his view of the wisdom of this ex-professional soldier. Five
days after the disaster on Mount Washington, on the day the army crossed to
the west side of the Passaic River, Reed, no babe in the woods when it came to
playing both sides of the fence, wrote to this meteor: “I do not mean to flatter
or praise you at the expense of any other,” he said in a manner that could only
be seen as approbatory, “but I confess I do think it is entirely owing to you that
this army . . . is not totally cut off. You have decision, a quality often wanted
in minds otherwise valuable.” Had you been here to advise Washington, Reed
continued, there could be no doubt that the calamity would have been averted.
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Instead, Washington had listened to Greene. “Oh! General,” Reed concluded his
obsequious communiqué, “an indecisive mind is one of the greatest misfortunes
that can befall an army; how often have I lamented it this campaign.” %

Washington’s retreating army reached Newark the day after Reed penned
that letter. Desperate for assistance, the commander dispatched Thomas Mifflin
to Philadelphia and Reed to Burlington, New Jersey, each to plead with a state
governor for reinforcements. Colonel Reed still was absent when Lee’s reply
arrived late in November. Although the letter was addressed to Reed, Washington
tore it open. Lee had been ordered to fetch his army to the south so he could
rendezvous with Washington; the commander was anxious to learn of his subordi-
nate’s whereabouts. What Washington read stopped him in his tracks: “I received
your most obliging flattering letter,” Lee begz.q his missive, troublingly written at
the same headquarters near White Plains that he had occupied for nearly a month.
That he had not moved at all was caus: for concern. What followed, however,
was mortifying. General Lee acknowledged his agreement with Reed that a “fatal
indecision of mind . . . in war is a much greater disqualification that stupidity
or even want of personal courage—accident may put a decisive Blunderer in the
right—but eternal defeat and miscarriage must attend the man of the best parts if
curs’d with indecision.” He would be coming south shortly, Lee closed, adding
with his usual modesty, “for to confess a truth I really think my Chief will do
better with me than without me.” 4

Washington could not have been unaware of complaints behind his back.
He was hardly a novice to the politics of command; besides, with the pernicious
setbacks of the past ninety days, it was too much to hope that the doubters
and the quick-fix artists would not be set in motion. But Reed? The man he
had repeatedly beseeched to join him? This young man whom he had looked
upon almost as a son? The man whose rise he had overseen from the status
of an amanuensis to a colonel? This bright, garrulous young man with whom
he had been so uncharacteristically informal during those long evenings outside
Boston? If not Reed, whom could he trust? Was a conspiracy afoot? Was Lee,
the hyperactive warrior now given so suddenly to immobility, part of a plot? He
long since had concluded that Lee was fickle. But Reed?# More hurt than angry,
he forwarded Lee’s letter to Reed, accompanying it with a note of his own that
must have been devastating for what was left unsaid:

The enclosed was put into my hands by an Express from White Plains. Having
no Idea of its being a Private Letter, much less suspecting the tendency of the
correspondence, I opened it, as I have done all other Letters to you, from the same
place. . . .

This, as it is the truth, must be my excuse for seeing the contents of a Letter,
which neither my inclination or intention would have prompted my to.

I thank you for the trouble and fatigue you have undergone in your Journey
to Burlington.42
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Dissatisfied with the nature of his post and desperately lonely for his wife,
Reed had planned an imminent retirement from the army, vowing, in fact, to
quit when that autumn’s campaign ended. But now it no longer appeared that
the British would retire to winter quarters any time soon. Late in November the
Earl of Cornwallis moved out in pursuit of the Continental army, and at Newark
he nearly caught up with his prey, for the British army entered the north side
of the village while Washington was exiting on the south side. The American
commander reeled backwards, passing through New Brunswick and on to the
south side of still another river, the Raritan. Reed did not wish to quit while
fighting persisted. Moreover, to resign at the moment that his disingenuous and
ambiguous behavior had been discovered, a time when Washington probably
looked upon him as a blackguard, would constitute political suicide.*?

Thus, as soon as his business in Burlington was completed, Reed hurried
north to see Washington. It must have been an awkward, painful meeting for both
men, the one both embarrassed and heartsick at his unmasking, the other a proud
but insecure man. Washington welcomed Reed back, yet the relationship was no
longer the same. One man seemed too submissive, the other too wary. But Reed
was only a part, a small part, of Washington’s troubles that December.**

“The movements and designs of the Enemy are not yet understood,” Gen-
eral Washington reported to Congress a few hours before the assault on Fort
Washington. Two weeks later he informed the legislators that the redcoats had
crossed the Passaic and were “advancing this way,” that is, in the general direc-
tion of Philadelphia and the Congress. Necessity had compelled him to retreat,
he added, as his force was “by no means sufficient to make a stand against the
Enemy”; besides, his army was devoid of entrenching tools, a deficiency that
would make a fight on this “dead Flat” terrain suicidal.*s

Whatever he had suggested in September after the debacle on Long Island,
Washington’s decision to pursue a Fabian strategy of cautious retreat was made
only after the collapse of the fortress on Mount Washington. He did not abandon
Fort Lee and retreat quickly enough to avoid still another calamity, however.
Nearly a week after the loss of the first bastion overlooking the Hudson, the British
seized the second fort as well, taking that one without a fight; the Americans had
removed some of their equipment before their adversary arrived, but still they lost
all but two cannon, nearly three hundred precious blankets, and a huge quantity
of flour.#¢

Washington’s first step thereafter had been to cross the Passaic, lest he be
caught between that stream and the Hackensack. At Brunswick he united his
exiguous force with that under Lord Stirling. Almost every step of the way he had
been appealing for militia reinforcements. And he had ordered Lee to move to the
south. Again and again, in fact, he directed that capricious warrior to move out.
“I confess I expected you would have been sooner in motion,” he wrote a week
after sending his initial orders. Four days later: “I must entreat you to hasten
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your march.” After another forty-eight hours: “You will readily agree that I have
sufficient cause for my anxiety and to wish your arrival as early as possible.” A
week later: “Genl. Howe is pressing forward. . . . I cannot but request and entreat
you . . . to march and join me . . . with all possible expedition.” The next day: “I
must therefore entreat you to push on with every possible succor you can bring.”
Three days later: “it is painful tome to add [another] Word upon the Subject. Let
me once more request and entreat you to march immediately. . . .” 47 Where was
this indolent, torpid soldier?

Washington can be excused if he suspected the worst in Lee’s behavior.
Given his discovery of Lee’s contentious comments to Reed, and now his appar-
ent dalliance, it would not have been surprising had he believed some sinister
motive lay behind his behavior. Yet, if he did think such dark thoughts he did not
share them with anyone, and to Congress he simply, coolly, remarked on Lee’s
absence, letting just a hint of his agitation show through. Actually, Lee’s failure
to join Washington was innocent enough—up to a point. Some confusion initially
occurred over Washington’s orders, not an uncommon phenomenon when com-
mands had to be relayed by courier over hundreds of miles; then a shortage of
shoes and blankets delayed Lee. Even so, his men were marching within five days
of the receipt of Washington’s first directive. But when Lee entered New Jersey
he took matters in his own hands, preferring to assault the rear of the pursuing
redcoat army. There was logic to his idea, inasmuch as he hoped to induce the
British to abandon the chase; if trouble occurred, moreover, he easily could reach
the security of the Jersey highlands to the west. There was one problem, however.
He was disobeying the orders of his commander.

On December 13—Friday the 13th—matters were resolved. The night be-
fore, not wishing to remain with his army, Lee opted to sojourn in a tavern
at Basking Ridge. He took along fifteen men to serve as his personal guard,
but they were not enough. A British scouting party of twenty-five, tipped off
to Lee’s whereabouts by some captured American sentries, surrounded the inn,
overpowered his guard, and at 10:00 A.M.—two hours after his army had begun
its daily march—captured the uncharacteristically stationary general. For good or
ill Washington had not only lost Lee but was left with no choice but to elevate
Lee’s second in command, General Sullivan. At least that officer brought his new
army to Washington within a week .48

If the mercurial Lee had moved slowly, Washington’s salvation may have
been that his British pursuers acted with almost equal sluggishness. Cornwallis
had been sent after Washington on November 18 with forty-five hundred men.
Formally trained at the military academy in Turin, a man with considerable bat-
tlefield experience in the Seven Years’ War, Cornwallis seemed the perfect choice
to shadow the elusive American general. Upon entering New Jersey his first target
had been Fort Lee, and once it was taken he had moved out with dispatch in
pursuit of Washington. It was a game of chase. Washington actually had more
troops than his foe when Cornwallis’s stalking began; but many of the American
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soldiers looked forward to the expiration of their enlistments within only four or
five days, and numerous others were untested militiamen. For a week Cornwallis
pushed his men to the point of exhaustion, often marching them twenty or more
miles a day; by then even his horses were weary, and without his equine corps
he would be devoid of artillery and dragoons. On December 1 he reached New
Brunswick just as Washington quit the town; the American’s destination now was
Trenton.

Cornwallis went no further. Not only did everyone need a breather, his
orders were to break off the hunt at this point. The British force bivouacked in
the little village for nearly a week, until Howe joined them, then they again set
out after Washington. They almost bagged two American brigades at Princeton,
but the Continentals barely slithered away just before the British arrived. Howe
and Cornwallis entered Princeton, and, incredibly, they paused there; even more
amazingly, they did not even resume their march until after 9:00 the following
morning. Obviously Howe was back in command. When they finally got started
the redcoats moved very slowly, partly because they feared an ambush, partly
because the retreating Americans had laid waste to every bridge along the way.
Howe finally arrived in Trenton at 2:00 P.M., just in time to see the last of his
adversary escape across the Delaware River.#

For the moment Washington’s army was safe. He posted brigades at the four
most likely river crossings; in addition, his men had secured or destroyed every
vessel in sight, and every bridge across the river had been blown up. But Washing-
ton was not sanguine. He suspected that Howe planned to march on Philadelphia,
and he told Lund Washington back at Mount Vernon that he had “no idea of being
able to make a stand” to stop him. Howe could easily obtain vessels—there were
plenty of boats left on the Raritan for British use, one generally reliable Loyalist
later wrote, adding that there was enough wire and planks in Trenton to build a
whole flotilla—and cross the river upstream. Or Howe could await a hard freeze
and simply send his men over that natural bridge. “[W]e wander in a Wilderness
of uncertainties and difficulty,” General Washington lamented, straits made even
more troublesome by still another year-end recruiting crisis.*

In the space of two weeks between late November and early December
Washington’s force shrank by almost one quarter. The arrival of Sullivan helped
somewhat, but it did not solve the problem. The commander summoned General
Heath and his army from the Highlands; the Flying Camp also had been brought
forward, and he requisitioned General Gates and some of the contingents that
he had sent to Schuyler some months before. Congress sought to help too by
offering bounties to those who enlisted in the Continental army. Mostly, however,
the militia would have to be used to augment his army. Washington was not
optimistic. Already he had called for help from New Jersey’s trainbandsmen, and
the results had been spectacularly unsuccessful. In fact, he charged that if that
state’s militia had turned out in adequate numbers he could have made a stand
against the British advance either at the Hackensack or the Raritan. Nevertheless,
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Mifflin had garnered several Pennsylvania units totaling about two thousand men.
Yet these actions were merely stopgap measures. In “10 days more . . . an end
to the existence of our Army” will occur, he reported on December 20, alluding
to the end-of-the-year expiration date for most enlistments. Thereafter—if not
before—Howe would take Philadelphia (“in truth I do not see what is to hinder
him,” the general predicted). Surely, too, Washington conjectured, Howe would
actively harass the Continentals, breaking down their supply lines and disrupting
recruiting for 1777.5" This is what he would have done had he commanded the
British army. But not Howe! Washington again had overestimated his adversary’s
verve.

At almost the same moment that the American commander meditated on
the breakup of his army, Howe decided to end the campaign and order his army to
winter quarters. To secure New Jersey he stationed troops in a line of seven can-
tonments stretching from Fort Lee to the Delaware; oddly, he assigned the fewest
troops to the posts nearest Washington’s army. Howe placed a Hessian brigade
of fifteen hundred in Trenton and about the same number at nearby Bordentown
and Black Horse. Then he hurried back to New York, where he learned that a
delighted George III had knighted him for his victory on Long Island .5

Since the first week in December the Continentals had been strung along a
twenty-five-mile line south of the Delaware, awaiting Howe’s attack. Gradually,
however, Washington began to toy with the idea of seizing the initiative. From
time to time since his retreat began in mid-November he vaguely had alluded to
wheeling about and striking his pursuers. In fact, as events before Boston had
indicated, such notions never were far from his mind, and in this instance he
well may have remembered the success the Native Americans had enjoyed against
his undermanned string of forts on the Virginia frontier twenty years earlier.
Moreover, better than anyone else Washington could have deduced imperative
reasons for launching a surprise attack. Civilian morale had sagged with each
backward step he had taken especially since the ruinous hiding the army had
suffered at Fort Washington. By now, in fact, even one signer of the Declaration
of Independence had defected to the British. A vigorous action on his part might
additionally impress potential allies in Europe, and it could not but help secure
recruits for the campaign of 1777. Then there was Congress. Some members, he
knew, had grown restless during the months of American retreats and defeats.
That Congress had fled Philadelphia for Baltimore in mid-December was not
likely to have won him any friends.’?

But there was more, too. If his urge to act was born somewhat of despera-
tion—*“I think the game is pretty near up,” he had remarked—it also grew from a
temperament that boiled with rage and mortification. To have been “pushed . . .
from place to place,” to have been “obliged to retire before the Enemy,” as he
delicately put it, to have been compelled to act with “fatal supiness” rankled to the
marrow. All his life he had prided himself on his enterprise and his pluck, and he
had looked with favor on men of “Activity and Spirit”; yet, the recent humbling
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events had evoked a specter of possible vanquishment and lost esteem. He had
endured a swift series of reproachful episodes, and he could sit still no longer.
This man of pride would act, but he would not act capriciously. Venturesome he
might be; suicidal he was not.>*

If he could use the element of surprise he would have an advantage over
his adversary. Moreover, in contrast to those Hessian cantonments across the
Delaware, he would have manpower superiority. But what of his troops, by now
mostly militiamen? Scholars are familiar with Washington’s ceaseless grumbling
about his soldiery, especially his militiamen. Even while he planned to act during
that cold December he groused about his “want of good Troops,” and he pre-
dicted that the militiamen would “prove the downfall of our cause.” What often
is overlooked, however, is that he used these men, not with timidity, and not
because he had no choice, but in a manner that signaled more confidence in their
abilities than his pronouncements implied. He concocted intricate plans for these
inexperienced soldiers, and he threw them at his foe when there were safer, more
cautious avenues he could have taken. And he was profoundly certain of his own
abilities, as only one who once had grappled with and overcome his innate sense
of worthlessness could be. (In his subsequent report to Congress on the action
he now was contemplating, he used the pronoun “I” thirteen times in two brief
paragraphs, in phrases such as: “an enterprize which I had formed,” “I ordered,”
“I threw,” “I well knew,” “I determined.”)>

One of Washington’s officers later remembered that the commander had
spoken of attacking Trenton as early as December 10 or 11. It seems reasonable.
Even though Howe did not leave that Jersey village until December 15—a fact that
Washington learned that very day, thanks to his efficient and generally reliable
intelligence network—he had told Gates the day before that if he could “draw
our forces together . . . we may yet effect an important stroke. . . .” And that
same day he wrote Connecticut’s Governor Trumbull that if he secured adequate
reinforcements he might “attempt a Stroke upon the Forces of the Enemy, who lay
a good deal scattered,” and who he knew, thanks again to his spies, had lowered
their guard. During the next week the general quietly discussed the idea with his
men; day after day his field officers arrived at headquarters, a thirteen-year-old
stone farmhouse about four miles back from the river, to mull over the plan. One
visitor found the commander moody and depressed, and he noticed that Washing-
ton was doodling as his officers debated the wisdom of an attack; upon a closer
look the visitor found what Washington had scribbled on his notepad: “Victory or
Death.” By the time Reed wrote Washington on December 22 urging that “some-
thing must be attempted to . . . give our Cause some degree of Reputation,” the
commander’s plan had taken shape. Like Reed, he believed that “even a Failure
cannot be more fatal” than inaction.>

Washington’s plan was put into motion three days before Christmas. Six
hundred men of the Flying Camp crossed into Burlington County, New Jersey,
hoping to harass and distract the Hessians at Black Horse and Bordentown. Their
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activity did get the Germans’s attention, but it also attracted the notice of the
British posted to the north, very nearly wrecking the remainder of Washington’s
scheme; fortunately for the American commander, the British high command did
nothing more than dispatch orders exhorting their allies to greater vigilance.

On Christmas afternoon Washington began to implement the heart of his
plan. He divided his army into three contingents: he posted a detachment of Penn-
sylvania and New Jersey militia under Brigadier General James Ewing directly
across the river from Trenton; Colonel John Cadwalader took a second force,
which included both Continentals and state troops, down river, a bit south of
Bordentown; Washington took command of the remaining twenty-four hundred
men, all Continentals, and began to move upstream. Washington planned to cross
the Delaware about nine miles above the little village; he would wait until night
had fallen before he crossed, then he would strike out for Trenton. If all went
well he would be in position to launch an attack at 5:00 A.M. The timing was
crucial, he thought. “They make a great deal of Christmas in Germany,” one of
his aides noted in his diary that night; surely the Hessians would be sleeping off
“a great deal of beer” at that early hour, he added. While Washington was on the
march, Ewing and Cadwalader were also to be active. Ewing was to cross later
in the evening, then he was to march toward Trenton and endeavor to plug the
mercenaries’ exits on the south side of town; Cadwalader, likewise, was to cross
into New Jersey, his objective being to tie up the Hessians southeast of Trenton.>’

The object of all this surreptitious planning was a Hessian brigade of fif-
teen hundred men under Colonel Johann Rall, stationed for the past week and
a half at Trenton. An able warrior, Rall had soldiered all his adult life, winning
commendations for his valor in earlier wars and serving with distinction both at
Long Island and at White Plains. But he was in over his head at Trenton. An
inexperienced colonel, he unexpectedly found himself in command of a brigade
only because of the simultaneous death or incapacitation of four more senior offi-
cers. And his problems were exacerbated when fatigue, then illness, descended
on his men, the legacy of nine consecutive months of sailing and marching and
fighting, and, more recently, of ten days of constant alarms and vigilance against
an American attack. If Rall erred that Christmas evening, he was not the only
one who blundered. A week earlier General James Grant, the British commander
of all the Jersey posts, had instructed the German leaders along the Delaware
that Washington could hardly be expected to try to cross that river; Grant even
pooh-poohed some of Rall’s precautions, once claiming that he “could keep the
peace in New Jersey with a corporal’s guard.” Nevertheless, on Christmas Eve
Grant reversed himself, advising Rall “to be on your guard against a surprise
Attack.” Rall was. On Christmas Eve! He was not particularly vigilant after mid-
night, however. A bleak, terribly cold night, and a holiday to boot, he permitted
the soldiery to relax in their comfortable barracks, even canceling the customary
dawn patrol.

Washington’s men, meanwhile, were in the elements. Obscured by low-
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lying hills, the men had begun to move out in mid-afternoon, each division march-
ing to its designated spot on the river. There was no holiday spirit in any sector. A
light dusting snow already was falling, accompanied by a piercing wind, the sort
that can numb a man yet leave his face stinging and aching. Men sought to shield
themselves by walking close in the shadow of their companions, but there was
little shelter for men garbed mostly in summer clothing, and certainly none for
the shoeless. Nor was there any refuge from the gnawing anxiety that attended the
thought of coming combat. The men were kept away from the river—and the sight
of sentries that might be lurking on the Jersey side—until darkness enveloped the
countryside. Then they were ordered to move quickly to the water’s edge, where
they found Durham boats awaiting them—Ilarge, bulky river craft (about fifty to
sixty feet in length, eight feet wide) ordinarily used to ship iron ore and agricul-
tural staples. Those men who got to sit were fortunate, for they had been standing
or marching for about four hours; besides, the hull helped block off some of the
wind. Other men had to load the eighteen field cannon that went across, grueling,
wearying labor. While they toiled the snow began to fall more heavily. Finally,
about three hours behind schedule, everything was ready, and the army started
across, conveyed by the Marblehead sailor-soldiers who had gotten Washington’s
army off Long Island four months earlier. This time their assignment was even
more difficult, for they had to grapple with a swift current that swirled and swept
huge chunks of ice perilously about each craft.

Washington was at headquarters until after nightfall, remaining at this more
or less central command post in case difficulties arose with any of the three
scattered divisions. Shortly after 7:00 P.M., satisfied that all still was well, he
rode forward to join the principal contingent of his force at McKonkey’s Ferry.
The unanticipated delays in loading that he soon discovered must have dismayed
him. The planned assault at sunrise now was out of the question. By midnight,
moreover, the snow had turned to a cutting sleet; the dampness could render his
muskets inoperative. In that event, he decreed, the attack would be by bayonet.

Washington was one of the first to cross the Delaware. He stood on the Jer-
sey shore for nearly an hour directing the operation, looking “calm and collected,
but very determined” to one of his aides. By 4:00 A.M. the men and cannon had
been unloaded. No enemy sentries, no patrols had appeared. But a nine-mile trek
lay ahead, and the first rays of light would extinguish this pitch black night in
about three hours. From experience Washington knew his army—no army—could
traverse the distance in less than four hours. But he ruled out a retreat now. Such
a move would be spotted, negating a second chance for such an attack. Besides,
there had been enough retreating. They moved out. No one spoke. The division
stopped once to eat, the men’s first food in eighteen or more hours, but it was
only a brief stop. When they started again the force had been divided. Greene
led one group down the Pennington Road toward the north side of the village;
General Sullivan took the River Road that led to the south side of Trenton, a move
designed to cut off the German’s exit across the Assunpink Bridge. Washington
accompanied Greene.
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Inside Trenton the Hessians were none the wiser. At 8:00 A.M., forty-five
minutes after the daylight first had pierced the blackness, many of the mercenaries
still slept contentedly, some, like Colonel Rall, slumbering deeply after losing a
struggle to a bottle of spirits on the previous evening.

Finally, only a few hundred yards from the village, pickets on the Penning-
ton Road discovered the advancing Americans. Almost simultaneously Sullivan
spotted the pickets on the south side of town, easily overpowering them. In a
few minutes the sleepy-eyed Germans were falling out, alerted at last by the not-
too-distant sound of musket fire. But it was too late. All but one road out of
town already had been sealed off by the attackers. Rall hurriedly tried to rally a
defense; some of his units fought well, others seemed confused, almost paralyzed,
by this sudden onslaught, for they were being assailed from every direction, by
cannon from the forests, by men who huddled behind walls or who fired from
the open windows of houses. It did not take long for the Germans to realize the
immensity of their dilemma, that “they must inevitably be cut to pieces if they
made any further Resistance,” as Washington later put it. Individual units began
to submit, until surrender fed surrender and the battle was over. One who did
not quit soon enough was Rall; he was gunned down in the street and died a
day and a half later. Three Hessian regiments capitulated. After a thirty-minute
clash, 20 Hessians were dead (compared to 4 Americans who died and 8 who
were wounded), and 919 were prisoners of war. The victory could have been even
greater. Neither Ewing nor Cadwalader made it across the Delaware; the former
did not even attempt to cross, the latter gave up after an arguable effort, with the
result that more than 500 Hessians escaped into the very areas in which the two
were to have operated.®

It was a stupendous victory, nevertheless, the capstone to an ingenious and
perilous operation executed by a man with the genius to see, then to seize, every
opportunity that fell his way. There were enough dangers to the plan to have
forestalled a less intrepid commander than Washington. Still, while attended by
risks (as is virtually every wartime undertaking), the hazards that accompanied
the mission often have been overemphasized. Washington’s knowledge of his
enemy’s activities was considerable; in fact, he knew far more about them than
they seem to have known about him. The Americans, moreover, had a numerical
superiority of better than two to one. And if the plan went awry—if the element
of surprise was foiled, or if his adversary surprised him—he had good reason to
believe he still could get back across the river to safety, for not only did he have
manpower superiority, he had a colossal artillery advantage, perhaps five times as
many cannon as Rall had in his possession. Washington could have lost heavily,
but the odds were better that either he would gain nothing or that he would gain
everything.

If Cadwalader had not made it across the dangerously swirling river on
Christmas night, he got over the next morning, and his belated trek opened the
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possibility for still more action by Washington. Actually, the commander’s initial
reaction to Cadwalader’s belated move probably was one of anxiety, for he now
was all alone in New Jersey. If the Hessians at Bordentown bottled up this Ameri-
can division, or if British forces rushed to the Delaware and crushed Cadwalader,
the loss would nullify the gains secured the night before. Yetthere was something
refreshing about the way this Pennsylvania officer spoke. Washington received a
letter from him on the day after Trenton, a missive in which he talked of action,
of linking with Putnam’s troops in Philadelphia in order to create a diversion that
would permit the commander to act. Washington immediately summoned a coun-
cil of war. Should the army recross the Delaware? No—not immediately anyway,
his officers advised. Rations were depleted, and the men already were tired and
hungry; besides, many men’s enlistments expired in just four days. Washington
must have been disappointed by their answer, for he already had answered Cad-
walader with a letter that pulsated with his new zeal for action. He was “extremely
ready” to move out, he had said.”® But once again he refused to overrule his
generals.

By the following morning the situation had changed. The Americans learned
that the Hessians at Bordentown and Black Horse were gone; fearing a repeat of
the Christmas night debacle, their commander had retreated to Princeton, leaving
Cadwalader, joined at last by Ewing and a large contingent of militiamen under
Mifflin, to prowl about their recent haunts. That same day Washington decided
to cross back into New Jersey; he acted without convening another war council.
“Reinforcements are coming in” that “will make our force very respectable,” he
told a correspondent. More militia units were on the way, and, in addition, he
had ordered up some units that he had posted before Philadelphia on the eve of
the holiday foray. His plan now was growing more grandiose. When he addressed
his generals the day before he apparently had thought only of flushing out the
remaining Hessians near the Delaware. Now he spoke of fording the river “for
the purpose of attempting a recovery of that Country [all of New Jersey, that is]
from the Enemy.” One more stunning success, he reasoned, and Howe might be
compelled to abandon the entire state.5

Washington’s thinking was audacious. To have caught a regiment in its cups
after a holiday revelry was one thing. To march into the lion’s den against a large
enemy force that only recently had run him off Long Island and Manhattan, that
had chased him across New Jersey in the weeks following its pulverizing victory
at Fort Washington, was the act of a daredevil, a gambler who was willing to
hazard every advantage he had won at Trenton on another roll of the dice. It was
a side that Washington had divulged many times in the past eighteen months,
although before Trenton he always had permitted himself to be restrained by
his general officers. At Trenton, however, he had pursued his instincts—and he
had won, just as he had at Dorchester Heights. Now his instincts guided him
once again. He believed in his own capabilities, and he knew that the size of the
rival forces would be more evenly balanced than had been the case during the
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summer campaign. Besides, the customary British naval superiority was of no
consequence in Jersey.®

Washington tried to cross the Delaware on December 29, but the icy river
was in worse shape than it had been on Christmas Eve. He went over the following
day, however, accompanied by startling news from Baltimore. Congress had voted
to make him a virtual military dictator for six months. He was given “full, ample,
and complete powers” in almost every matter pertaining to the conduct of the
war. Once he got his men across, moreover, he assembled them and in a rare
speech he proffered a ten-dollar bounty to every soldier who would remain on
for another six weeks; enough men responded that he could continue to harbor
thoughts of action.5?

Meanwhile, the commander established his headquarters in Trenton, post-
ing his army on a slight ridge on the south side of the Assunpink. His adversary
would have to get across that deep stream to get to him. On the other hand, his
army’s back was against the Delaware, a river whose mercurial, uncooperative
temperament had been frequently shown during the past week. Before he moved
any further Washington sent patrols north to garner information on British activi-
ties. One party, the group he sent to Princeton, was led by Joseph Reed. On New
Year’s Day it reported: the British were massing their forces in that little college
town; soon, it appeared, they would be on their way toward Trenton.5?

The Earl of Cornwallis was back in command. Howe was pulling duty at
headquarters in New York. Cornwallis rounded up eight thousand troops—giving
him a three-to-two numerical advantage over Washington—and started for Trenton
on January 2. It was not a pleasant march. A Continental brigade had been posted
at Maidenhead, about a third of the way toward Trenton, and from that point on
the redcoats were compelled to gingerly pick their way south, their every step
dogged by the fire of American riflemen; in addition, a January thaw had set in,
sending the temperature to early spring records for warmth and transforming the
compact, frozen highway into an oozy, sticky bog. Under ordinary circumstances
Comwallis would have reached Trenton by mid-moming. This day he got into
town at 5:00 P.M., only a few precious minutes before daylight was extinguished.

To his delight Cornwallis discovered that the American commander awaited
him, still nestled south of the deep, vertiginous creek. Why Washington had
remained there, hemmed between this coursing stream and the Delaware, has
troubled historians. It has been suggested that he was mentally fatigued from
the constant strain of command, although neither his action at Trenton nor his
behavior immediately thereafter support such a conjecture. Did he know all along
that he could escape? Perhaps. Yet there is no evidence to lend credence to that
notion. Nor is there any real evidence that he was misled by his subordinates, as
some writers have maintained. Could his intelligence network have broken down
so completely that Cornwallis’s arrival was a surprise? Not very likely. Indeed,
Reed had returned from Princeton with word that Cornwallis shortly would be
on the way. Maybe the simplest explanation—though the most difficult for many
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historians to accept—is that Washington erred. For weeks he had spoken longingly
of making a stand. Here was his chance. The terrain was hilly, and thus favorable
for a defensive stand; in addition, the Americans had massed more artillery in
one place than at any previous time in the war. Washington seemed to feel that
Cornwallis could never get to him, and that the British army would be bled white
in its futile endeavor.5* It might have worked out that way, too, but given time
to reconsider Washington evidently concluded that he had erred, that he did not
wish to have to fight with his back pinioned against the Delaware River.

When Cornwallis marched into town, however, he was looking at his
army’s best chance of making a cormered Washington fight since Howe had
backed the Continental army against the East River in August. More diligent—
and experienced—than Howe, Comwallis did not wait to attack. He immediately
hurled two columns at the creek. Furious fights developed; if the British reached
the stream Washington would be in terrible peril. In the barely visible twilight,
clouded even more by the low-hanging smoke discharged by a score or more of
cannon, by thousands of muskets, the two forces grappled. First one, then the
other assault column, was repulsed. But Cornwallis came again. And again the
Continentals’ deadly fire drove the British back. About thirty minutes had elapsed.
Darkness had descended. Cornwallis had to make a simple choice: attack now, or
wait until sunrise. He made the wrong choice. He opted to wait, apparently be-
cause at that moment his men were too tired even to fight a ragged inexperienced,
half-starved army. When he awakened the next moming Washington was gone.

Like an artful, cornered cat, Washington suddenly had bounded out of
Comwallis’s grasp. The American commander had not had much choice, as Comn-
wallis should immediately have realized. Washington could stand and fight against
a numerically superior professional army; he could attempt to pull out, retreat-
ing south of the Delaware; or he could try to slither away to the north, behind
Cornwallis. Those were his grim alternatives. He rejected a further stand on the
Assunpink, but he was too full of fight to fall back into Pennsylvania. Shortly
after sunset, after Cornwallis called off his propulsive assaults, Washington made
his decision, perhaps unilaterally, although he did hold another council of war.
He would sally deeper into the enemy’s lair. Moving his army across the blood-
ied creek, skirting wide around the left flank of the slumbering redcoat army
and moving northward in his greatest gamble of the war, he would strike behind
Cornwallis.

Several lures pulled Washington into this hazardous venture. New Bruns-
wick housed Britain’s principal supply depot in this theater, and its capture or
destruction was an enticing thought. Furthermore, any victory, however slight,
might help in the recruitment of next year’s army. Washington, moreover, always
had been given to grandiloquent plans, and this was no exception. A stupendous
victory, he dreamed, might compel the British to abandon the entire state, for-
feiting their every stinging victory of those bleak days of November and early
December.
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The troops moved out just after midnight, a huge operation that required
the uprooting of an army whose lines stretched for more than four miles behind
the watery buttress. Men were left behind to tend four hundred campfires, while
others toiled to dig earthworks that would never be used, the flickering light
and the ringing clatter of metal against rock designed to reassure the British
that the Americans indeed remained nearby. While those soldiers excavated a
soon-to-be-abandoned slope, Reed rendered his greatest service to Washington.
Since the commander had stumbled onto his confidential remarks to Lee six
weeks earlier, Reed had acted with boundless energy. Having already resigned
his adjutancy, he made an about-face early in December and asked Congress to
permit him to stay on. During the next thirty days he worked tirelessly to raise and
organize troops, he ran a small-scale intelligence operation in the Bordentown
and Trenton areas, he joined those at headquarters to help plan the attack on
Rall’s Hessians, and he crossed into New Jersey with Cadwalader on the day after
Christmas, personally leading dangerous scouting parties to compile information
for Washington, including his foray as far north as Princeton on New Year’s Eve, a
mission upon which he captured a dozen British dragoons. Reed, of course, knew
this region intimately; he was a native of Trenton and a graduate of the College
of New Jersey at Princeton. Now, despite whatever lingering hurt or animosity
Washington still might have harbored toward Reed, he turned to the young man for
help. Indeed, it may even have been Reed who put the notion of striking north into
Washington’s mind; at least that was the claim made later by one of his friends.
Whatever the case, with the British front only 150 yards ahead, Reed moved the
army over the Assunpink, then down a labyrinth of country roads. No one spoke,
and to further guarantee quiet the rattle of the wagons and artillery carriages was
muffled by wrapping their great wheels with cloth. Washington’s army completed
its circuitous Trenton-Princeton journey in half the time it had taken Cornwallis to
traverse a shorter route, although the Continentals were unopposed and the muck
and mire of Jersey’s inhospitable roads had refrozen by the late night hour when
the march commenced.®

The men were exhausted when they reached Princeton. None had slept for
twenty-four hours, and many had fought or marched for a good portion of that
period. Still they proceeded, reaching the southern periphery of the little village
just as the sun’s rays first began to sparkle on the hard, icy road. Using a map
drawn from memory by Cadwalader, Washington watched intently for a fork in
the Quaker Road that he was traveling. Finally, it was visible. He divided his army
at this juncture. He took the main body along the road that skirted the east side
of Princeton, then looped about behind—or on the north side—of the hamlet.
He sent 350 men down the road that crooked to the left, charging them with
securing the stone bridge on the main Trenton-Princeton highway, a possession
that would forestall any escape from Princeton while, at the same time, it would
deny Cornwallis immediate access to the village when he arrived. Washington
placed an old friend from Virginia, Brigadier General Hugh Mercer, in charge of
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this division. The two men had known one another since they had served under
Braddock in 1755. Subsequently, Mercer, a Scottish immigrant and a physician,
had moved to Virginia, and in 1774, following one of his occasional visits to
Mount Vernon, he had purchased Ferry Farm from his friend. A planter and
respected doctor for the past fifteen years, he nevertheless had a long military
record, having fought in the French and Indian War and, before that, for Bonnie
Prince Charlie at Culloden.%¢

The two columns parted, each pressing toward its objective. But they hardly
were out of one another’s sight before a hitch developed. Most of the men in
the three British regiments posted in Princeton had been ordered to Trenton,
and by happenstance they were lumbering down the Trenton highway at that
very moment. The redcoats spotted their adversary first, but only seconds later
Mercer glimpsed the scarlet uniforms of his foe. He quickly led his men off the
road and into an orchard atop a slight rise; from there, positioned behind hedges
and a fence, they looked down on the massing British. The fight that followed
was brief. Following a few volleys, the British commander, Colonel Charles
Mawhood, ordered a bayonet charge. The sight of these gleaming steel knives was
too much. A panic set in. Soldiers raced back through the orchard, abandoning
their wounded brethren; many Americans left in that orchard perished, including
Mercer who had remained trying to rally his men. (He was bayoneted seven times,
and died a British prisoner the following day.)

Hearing the shots Washington galloped to the ridge in time to see his men
in pell-mell flight. Exposing himself to the gunsights of the British professionals
only thirty yards away, he rode here and there desperately trying to stem the
retreat and restore order. He must have presented an inviting target, a large man
on a white steed. But his luck held. Order was recovered, although more because
reinforcements from the main army arrived. Now it was the Continentals who
attacked, Washington at the very front of the line. The British fell back. The battle
seesawed for a time. Both sides fought resolutely, but Washington had superior
numbers on his side, and he pushed Mawhood back to the Trenton Road. He was
unable to corner him, however. The British slipped over the bridge that had been
Mercer’s destination when the contest erupted. Mawhood was safe, yet his losses
had been heavy. It was a “glorious day,” a Pennsylvania volunteer wrote his wife,
and especially because of Washington’s courageous conduct. “I saw him brave
all the dangers of the field and his important life hanging as it were a single hair
with a thousand deaths flying around him.” ¢

With Mawhood out of the way Washington turned toward Princeton itself,
defended now by only a tiny British force. Some fighting raged about the lone
building of the diminutive college campus, although this fight was but a skirmish
compared to the battle that had gone before. In a matter of minutes the operation
had ended. It had been another miserable day for the British. About a hundred of
the king’s men were killed, wounded, or captured.®®

The casualty list at Princeton was not extensive, not when compared to the
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wars of Europe, or even by contrast to the engagements of the last six months.
But what Washington had wrought in the space of just nine days was staggering.
The two victories, prizes secured through daring and resourceful attacks made
upon one of the western world’s preeminent armies, raised American morale
just when it had begun to appear to many that all was lost. In addition, the
great victory at Trenton exploded the myth of Hessian invincibility. Washington’s
venturousness and his success—above all his success—shut down those questions
about his capabilities that had been whispered behind his back. A British traveler
sojourning in the unlikely spot of Loudoun County in Virginia heard the news of
Trenton and Princeton from his host, a Leesburg planter who had been lambasting
Washington’s “want of skill and experience” just before the tidings arrived. “But
now the scale is turned and Washington’s name is extolled to the clouds,” the
Englishman ruefully noted in his journal. Just a few days earlier the folks he met
“had given up the cause for lost. . . . This has given them new spirits, got them
fresh succours and will prolong the War, perhaps for two years,” he added.®®

Nor was the significance of Washington’s stroke lost on the heads of state
in Europe. The news of his victories made its way across the Atlantic and into
the thoughts of important men who watched this war with considerable interest.
The consensus view was that Washington had proven himself to be an adroit
and competent commander. Oddly, the British government seemed to attach less
importance to their misfortunes than anyone else. Certainly the heady optimism
which had blazed in London since Howe’s landing at Gravesend Bay was diluted
by the arrival of the news of the engagements at Trenton and Princeton; moreover,
the opposition press, which always had lamented the use of mercenaries, had a
field day with the news of the Hessian failure. But North and his men, although
conceding that these defeats signified a longer, more costly war, nevertheless
took the position that 1776 had been an excellent year. Canada and New York
had been taken, the British losses were but a token of the American losses at
Fort Washington, and nearly forty thousand colonists had affirmed their loyalty
to the Empire by receiving pardons from Howe. Indeed, the prevailing wisdom
in London was that the navy’s inability to institute an effective blockade was a
greater failure than the two recent losses to Washington. Nor did General Howe
initially seem to regard the vanquishments as irreversible disasters. He was not
happy, of course, but he already had concluded that one more campaign would
be necessary before the rebels could be subdued.”

General Washington had envisioned Princeton as only his first step, and two
hours after the shooting stopped, his army was on the road for New Brunswick,
seventeen miles away. Even so, the commander had begun to reconsider his plans
even before he left the little college town. For one thing his men were dead
tired; subsequently he told Congress that he would have proceeded on had he
had six to eight hundred fresh troops. But he could not wait for his men to rest.
Comnwallis had wheeled about and was coming north. Washington did not wish
to be squeezed between that army and the British contingents at New Brunswick
and Amboy.”
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On second thought Washington scuttled his notion of continuing the expe-
dition, and the army veered away from New Brunswick. Forty-eight hours later,
six days into 1777, the campaign of 1776 finally ended. The Continental army
had marched wearily into western New Jersey, there to make camp under the
guardianship of the lush rolling hills at Morristown.

3
The Campaggn of 1777

“Outdone by their novthern Brethren”

After weeks of retreat, of campaigning in mud and slush, Washington’s
tired men must have found Morristown charming and cozy looking. But the
place had not been selected for the army’s winter quarters because of its beauty.
The surrounding hills and rolling terrain, an undulating topography that offered
security against attack, especially against surprise attack, was the compelling
reason for wintering in this diminutive village. Then, too, this was known to be
a lush, fertile region, an area suitable for good foraging, one aspect of an armed
force’s existence that the Continental army could hardly afford to ignore.

Otherwise, there was not much to distinguish the little farm town from
scores of other hamlets. The customary village common sat in the heart of the
town, a plot of land whose normal cheery green vista had given way to the
dreariness of dead winter. The Green lay under a mantle of snow when the troops
arrived, though from time to time in January and February patches of withered
brown grass were visible, a complement to the barren, colorless trees. A church
and a cemetery stood nearby, as did a long frame tavern, a place that Washington
claimed for his lodging and office. He needed the space. He had eight, sometimes
ten, aides now, and he wanted at least some of them to have rooms near his
quarters, partly for convenience’s sake when work was required, partly because
he could relax in the presence of most of these young men. The space in the
tavern also was convenient for Martha, who joined him in mid-March and stayed
for eight weeks. There was a kitchen and dining room downstairs, facilities that
could be useful both for conferences and for entertainment. Another house or two
stood near the Green, but most of the forty to fifty dwellings spread out from
the town, remote from one another in the manner of little farming communities.
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The more accommodating among the prosperous families volunteered rooms in
these dwellings to the highest-ranking officers; otherwise, men lived in tents, or
in hurriedly constructed log cabins. From a security standpoint Morristown was
a good choice, although the comforts of the previous winter outside Boston were
not likely to be available to most of the soldiers.!

The first decision that Washington made following his arrival was to have
his army inoculated against smallpox. Since it was a process that would debilitate
many of his soldiers for several weeks (the ordeal included a few days of prepara-
tory dieting, then up to two weeks of discomfort, including days of headaches and
nausea), he evidently discounted the likelihood of any British movement. But he
could not be certain, and during the next few weeks he puzzled and fretted over
Howe’s intentions while he toyed with plans of his own. All he knew was that
the British command had assembled a large force of redcoats at New Brunswick;
whether it was for offensive or defensive purposes he had no idea. To rid himself
of this adversary was his first aim, although he soon began to think along more
grandiose lines. He ordered General Heath to make a feint at New York from his
base in the Highlands, a ploy that he hoped might compel the recently burned
British to summon virtually every soldier in New Jersey to Manhattan. Wash-
ington pleaded with the officials in New England to provide Heath with militia
personnel, then he told the general to act as though he was about to fall on the
city. If the British responded as he hoped, Washington planned to swoop down
on the city with most of the disparate Continental forces and whatever militia he
could scrape together; he presumed that the British had not had time to stockpile
adequate provisions, and if that were the case the redcoats would have to fight
their way through the American siege lines or face starvation. Thus, only a week
after Princeton, Washington again was dreaming of seizing the initiative .2

Not much came of this enterprising scheme, however. In mid-January
Heath, who had only trainbandsmen under his command, marched to Fort In-
dependence, the British installation that guarded the Kingsbridge entrance to
Manhattan Island; once there he desultorily fired a few artillery rounds at the
garrison, then he produced a rather grandiloquent document demanding that the
British surrender. But when the British refused to comply, Heath simply withdrew
and the operation fizzled. Indeed, all that came of the planning was that Heath’s
conduct propelled Washington into a rage—feelings that he hardly tried to hide,
for he told Heath straight away that his retreat after issuing a surrender summons
not only invited the ridicule of the adversary but insured that the British in New
York remained unhindered in their foraging endeavors.3

Even though that opportunity was gone, Washington continued to harass
British food-gathering activities throughout the winter. He repeatedly ordered
American detachments of five hundred or more men into the field to impede the
enemy, a tactic that compelled Howe to send out quite large foraging parties, units
that often exceeded two thousand men. Washington’s plan was simple: render the
adversary’s horses so weak that they would be unable to take the field in the spring,
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and in the meantime provoke as much distress as possible within the redcoats’
ranks. To a remarkable degree Washington’s strategy worked, although, inexpli-
cably, the significance of the achievement often has been overlooked. Perhaps it
has been largely ignored by historians because the British troops quartered in New
York had few problems with their food supply, having wisely stockpiled enough
comestibles to see them through the winter and spring. Neither their horses nor
their comrades in New Jersey fared so well, however. Long Island, which the
British had thought would supply fodder for their horses, proved a disappoint-
ment, whereas the Continentals’ vexing raids became a real hindrance to the
supplying of both men and beasts in the camps from New Brunswick to Amboy.
But these were only part of their difficulties. When Britain’s transatlantic supply
train failed to arrive before the army entered its winter quarters, Howe’s problems
were exacerbated, and when his logistical deficiencies grew evident, America’s
perspicacious Yankee farmers quickly increased the prices of their precious com-
modities. By late spring the redcoats were being bled white through a continual
series of Lexington-Concord type firefights with the Continentals’ flying columns
as well as with swarms of militiamen, losing perhaps more men in these opera-
tions than they had lost in all the combined battles since August. Moreover, the
undependability of an American food supply eventually forced Howe to revise
his thinking; thereafter, he was compelled to rely largely on the government at
home for certain items, even though the American navy and privateers at times
threatened to render that source untrustworthy as well .4

The victualing requirements of an eighteenth-century army were enormous.
The British soldier was supposed to have a daily ration of one pound of bread and
either one pound of beef or nine ounces of pork; in addition, oatmeal, cheese,
peas, rice, butter, molasses, rum, and porter (a dark beer made from browned
malt) were supposed to be a regular part of his diet, and all this might be sup-
plemented by vinegar, sauerkraut, or various fresh vegetables when available.
Multiply these per capita requirements by an army that normally exceeded twenty
thousand men, and it is obvious that Britain’s logistical problems would have
been considerable even if the American forces had not attempted to impede its
operation. While Washington’s harassing activity did not immediately end the
war, it did make the redcoats dependent on London for the barest necessities.
Thereafter, Britain would have to ship approximately 20 million pounds of bread,
flour, and rice to America each year, as well as 2 million pounds of salt beef
and 10 million pounds of salt pork, plus still more incredible quantities of addi-
tional staples. And that was just to feed the men. About 28 million pounds of
hay and 12 million pounds of oats were required each year for the horses. Then
came munitions and weapons, uniforms and tents, cooking utensils and medical
supplies, skilled artisans and replacements for dead and wounded soldiers and
the equine corps, even coal and wood had to be shipped across the Atlantic, and
all this had to compete for space on the British ships that plied the trade lanes of
the Empire. Coordinated by a bureaucracy that was anything but streamlined, it
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was all Britain could do to keep an army the size of Howe’s in the middle states
and Carleton’s in Canada well supplied; to raise and supply sizable legions of
Loyalists was out of the question.’

While this war for supplies proceeded unheralded and often unreported,
Washington wondered at his adversary’s winter intentions, even speculating that
“a Storm will burst soon, somewhere.” He remained alert in case Howe should
plan a strike at his army, or for the remote possibility that the British might
either assail New England or march on Philadelphia. Six weeks after his arrival in
Morristown he better understood his indolent foe, and, because Howe had elected
not to fall on America’s debilitated army in the hills of New Jersey, Washington
now characterized the general as a “Man of no enterprize.” ¢

What was Howe up to that winter? That he had abundant problems is clear.
Finding housing for his men was a gigantic burden, for a large section of New
York City had been consumed by fire soon after the Americans’ hurried escape
in September. Looking after considerable numbers of American prisoners of war,
not to mention having to care for the Tories that besieged his army for protection,
also were full-time jobs. And there was the constant worry over supplies. But,
in truth, it was not simply these perplexities that impeded General Howe. His
torpor was nothing new. What was new was that whereas Sir William had had
good reasons for his inertia during the previous winter, there no longer was
much justification for his languor and his excessive caution. His army had a huge
numerical advantage over Washington’s shrunken little force, an edge that was all
the greater in that during those months the American army principally consisted of
trainbandsmen. Supplying his troops over America’s muddy winter roads would
have been difficult, but if he could have made Washington abandon Morristown
the American commander then would have faced the same supply problems with
which the British grappled. Washington also had the advantage of terrain at
Morristown, but his position was not unassailable; indeed, the Continental army’s
emplacement lacked the topographical barriers that supposedly had made Fort
Washington impregnable. But Howe made no move, and, in fact, he seems never
to have seriously considered such a step.

Howe remained in New York that winter, luxuriating in the company—
and in the bed—of the wife of the British commissary of prisoners, pleasures
from which he occasionally tore himself in order to draft ambitious plans for
the coming season of campaigning. His initial notion, which he composed in
November while Washington was in retreat across New Jersey, was for a three-
pronged attack on the northeastern states: one army would drive toward Boston,
a second would ascend the Hudson toward Albany, where it would meet the third
force, the Canadian army, over which he had no jurisdiction, but which he hoped
would be advancing simultaneously to the south. Once things were mopped up in
this sector, probably in September or October, the three forces would plunge into
the southern states. All resistance, he projected, would be crushed by Christmas.

Three weeks later Howe inexplicably scrubbed that plan and postulated
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a different enterprise. Now he proposed to use his army to seize Philadelphia.
His army, he wrote, would march from New York to the Delaware, presumably
combating the Continental army en route. This plan arrived in London just as
the king approved a scheme concocted by General John Burgoyne, a design that
provided for the Canadian army to march on Albany, where it would rendezvous
with Howe’s legions. Incredibly, even though the plans of Howe and Burgoyne
hardly coincided, Lord Germain gave his enthusiastic endorsement to the notion
of an attack on Philadelphia.

As if sufficient confusion did not already exist within the British high com-
mand, Howe, in mid-January, drafted still another plan for 1777. Now he asked
for twenty thousand additional troops—a 100 percent augmentation of his army—
so that he might make a joint naval and overland trek to Philadelphia, and so
that some troops might be placed in Rhode Island, from whence they could make
forays into Connecticut and Massachusetts. Why a campaign to take Philadelphia?
Evidently it did not occur to anyone in a position of authority in London to ask
that question, and even today no one knows exactly what logic lay behind Howe’s
thinking. However, he probably believed that the terrain was more suitable for a
fight in eastern Pennsylvania—Iless like Bunker Hill, that is—than in New Jersey
or above Manhattan; then, too, he almost certainly guessed that the number of
militiamen in a place like Pennsylvania would be fewer than in the New England
states. Still, what gain would Howe realize by taking Philadelphia? Even a non-
military man like John Adams sagaciously concluded that Howe’s “Possession of
this Town . . . would be the worst Situation he could be in, because it would
employ the whole Force by Sea and Land to keep it, and the Command of the
[Delaware] River.” Whatever his thinking, Howe proposed this plan just after he
learned of the setbacks at Trenton and Princeton, and the effects of those losses
showed through. His upbeat tone had vanished, and, in fact, he now told London
for the first time that he no longer believed that one more campaign would end
the war.’

Whatever Howe decided to do, Washington’s most urgent need was for
additional troops. For the second consecutive year he faced the task of raising
a new army, then of training it from scratch. This time, however, there would
be a difference. After working closely with Washington, Congress in September
1776 had resolved to reorganize the army. It called for eighty-eight regiments,
including three in artillery, a three-thousand-man cavalry force, and a small corps
of engineers. To eliminate the uncertainty of having to recruit a new army at the
end of each year, Congress also provided lucrative bounties of cash and land for
enlistees. The result was the emergence of a different army. In 1775—76 the ranks
had been filled chiefly with zealous republican patriots, men who never doubted
that sturdy, virtuous citizens could fight and lick professional soldiers. Howe’s
campaign in New York demonstrated the folly of such a notion. At the end of
the year these earliest Revolutionary soldiers went home and did not come back.
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In their stead came men who were lured by the promises of money and land.
The new soldiers, thus, were drawn from the ranks of America’s very poorest
inhabitants. The landless and the unemployed, indentured servants as well as free
blacks and slaves, now flowed into Washington’s army, some serving because
they had volunteered, others because they had been conscripted.®

Reorganization on paper was not quite the same as actually fleshing out
an army, however. Predictably, recruiting proceeded with agonizing slowness.
Two months after the process began four Connecticut regiments that should have
totaled approximately three thousand men had secured only about fourteen hun-
dred enlistees, whereas Massachusetts had garnered only about 25 percent of its
quota. A month later ten states had yet to get a single new recruit to Morristown.
That same month, with the campaign of 1777 presumably imminent, Connecti-
cut and Massachusetts resorted to conscription, although both states permitted a
draftee to buy an exemption—for £5, roughly a month’s wages for an unskilled
laborer—and, oddly, Connecticut even paid a bounty to conscriptees. On the
last day of May Washington wrote to Governor Henry to complain that his own
state had not met its quota, and about the same time he lamented that for most
Americans it was “almost a matter of moonshine” whether the ranks ever were
filled. If some way to get men into the army was not soon discovered, he added
five months after the recruiting drive commenced, it was unlikely that he could
offer “any effectual opposition” to the British that summer. Of the seventy-five
thousand men Congress had dreamt of, Washington had fewer than nine thousand
with him at the dawn of the summer. For the second consecutive year the militia
had seen him through the crisis, for as late as mid-March two of every three
soldiers at Morristown were trainbandsmen.’

Obtaining adequate numbers of men was just one of Washington’s man-
power problems. He continued to face a chronic problem of ineptitude within his
officer corps. From the beginning the selection process had been shot through
with politics, as congressmen simmered and quarreled in their efforts to name old
chums and favorite sons to every vacancy, a practice also routinely followed by
state officials who named those officers holding rank beneath the level of general
officers. By early 1777 most congressmen probably regarded Schuyler, Putnam,
Spencer, and Heath as less than competent for the posts they held, although there
was nothing to do but “wish they would all resign,” as a disgusted John Adams
put it that winter. These four men had plenty of company, although the incessant
carping that one heard about the general officers was not entirely justified. Im-
patient critics wanted a well-trained, well-oiled, skilled fighting army—and they
wanted it immediately. When their army all too frequently performed ineffectu-
ally, the general officers were blamed. Some of the criticism was justified. It was
difficult to be a good officer. “Many qualities, independent of personal Courage,
are requisite to form the good Officer,” Washington advised. The best officer,
he said, would be an active, steady, diligent gentleman, one who was willing to
make sacrifices, one who could inspire confidence. Few men possessed all these
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virtuous traits, and under the system of selection that prevailed fewer still were
being appointed and promoted. Instead, a distressing number of lower grade offi-
cers were slothful and negligent. Some were drunks or thieves or somehow on the
take, too many were disobedient or took a cavalier attitude toward their duties,
and some seemed constitutionally unable to maintain a discreet distance between
themselves and the enlisted men.!°

If Washington hoped for anything better in February 1777 when Congress
announced its intention of electing five additional major generals and ten more
brigadiers, he soon must have been disappointed. Congress evidently hoped to
accomplish two things: get better officers, and bring an end to the incessant wran-
gling over rank that had characterized this army. Before it acted Congress debated
several criteria for promoting men from lower grades to general officers, but in the
end the legislators decided to give as much weight to the number of troops raised
by each state as it did to merit and the line of succession. The result was that
good officers—Ilike Benedict Arnold, who saw five junior officers promoted in
his stead—were passed over, and in one instance a New Hampshire colonel even
watched with incredulity as a subordinate was advanced and became his superior.
Rather than solving an acute problem Congress’s shameless particularistic deci-
sion only exacerbated matters. On the eve of the congressional action John Adams
had remarked that the officers “Quarrel like Cats and Dogs. They worry one
another like Mastiffs, scrambling for Rank and Pay like Apes for Nutts.” Nothing
had changed in the aftermath of Congress’s reform. Washington endeavored to
pacify the sensitive and irascible Arnold by telling him that he deserved better for
his many “honest exertions,” but such a bromide provided little comfort.

Amidst the gloom of recruitment adversities, some good news trickled
into Washington’s morose headquarters that spring. The United States reaped
the first real benefit of French friendship—or at least of Versailles’ anti-British
sentiments—when more than two hundred artillery pieces from Gallic supply de-
pots reached these shores; soon additional French ships arrived bearing nearly
twenty-five thousand muskets and vast quantities of flints and powder. More-
over, although nothing had come of it yet, Congress, after much prodding by
Washington, established a foundry at Philadelphia and laboratories at Carlisle,
Pennsylvania, and Springfield, Massachusetts, for the production of ordnance.!?

Washington seldom had the opportunity to savor good news in this war.
Either bad news or a fresh crisis—or both—seemed always to lurk just around
the bend. Late in March distressing news from New York reached headquarters,
tidings that later would seem a fitting prelude for the series of unpleasant com-
muniqués that would reach the commander in chief during the next one hundred
or so days. About March 26 Washington learned that the British had success-
fully assaulted the American post at Peekskill, an installation that was supposed
to guard the Highlands between Albany and New York; about five hundred red-
coats not only destroyed the village, they seized or torched large quantities of
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the Continental army’s desperately needed stores. What made the debacle even
more bitter to take was that it need never have occurred; earlier Washington had
pleaded with Massachusetts to send more than three thousand men to the post,
yet on the day of the assault a force of only two hundred fifty was quartered
there. Washington feared that this was only the first act of a new British policy,
and he worried that by year’s end all the United States’ installations on the Hud-
son might be gone. He was wrong. The British made no more sallies into the
Highlands, although the next month a raiding party organized by Governor Tryon
struck at Danbury, Connecticut, killing, wounding, or capturing more than four
hundred Americans. This second raid was even more disquieting because the foe
had landed, then marched unopposed for a considerable distance before it reached
the depot. Once alerted, a Continental force under General Wooster had fallen on
the retreating redcoats, killing or wounding 154 of the raiders, a bloody skirmish
in which Wooster himself perished, the third (after Montgomery and Thomas) of
the original thirteen general officers to die in this war.!3

In April, with New Yorkers already enjoying their spring flowers and an
occasional balmy day, Howe decided to draft still another plan for the coming
campaign, this one presumably necessitated by London’s refusal to provide more
troops than he had possessed in 1776. Now he proposed to abandon the projected
assault on New England and to withdraw all redcoats from New Jersey; his only
recommendation for action was that he sail with his army for Philadelphia.

And that was it. Plan after plan had been written and accepted, then dis-
carded. Now no time was left. The British high command had lurched from one
idea to another, until finally, insensibly, it had at last arrived at a notion of what
it would do in 1777. The ministry had had no hand in concocting the plan, nor
had Howe made any attempt to coordinate his operations with those of the British
army in Canada. In a separate missive to Quebec, Sir William merely suggested
that the goal of the northern army should be to seize Fort Ticonderoga and Albany.
Ultimately, London more or less accepted Howe’s final plan, although Germain
did advise him to send a diversionary force against the coasts of Massachusetts
and New Hampshire while he was invading Pennsylvania, and the secretary addi-
tionally reported that the king expected that he would cooperate with the army
coming from Canada. Howe chose to ignore both recommendations. '

Not only Washington but many within the British army in New York had
expected Howe to open the campaign of 1777 early in the year, perhaps even
in March. But it was mid-June before he left New York, and then, contrary to
every plan he had submitted, Howe marched into New Jersey. Later he insisted
that his aim had been to lure Washington into an engagement. It was as good an
explanation as any other for what rapidly was becoming an addled campaign.’

By early May Washington still did not know what Howe might do that year.
Until about the time of his victories at Trenton and Princeton he had presumed
that Howe would strike at Philadelphia, but during the winter and early spring
he seems to have leaned toward the view that his adversary would drive north
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from New York. In the middle of the month Washington’s ideas changed again;
his intelligence network reported that Howe planned to evacuate New Jersey and
Rhode Island, then to assail Pennsylvania. Washington immediately developed
plans for occupying any Jersey post that Britain might relinquish, and by the end
of the month he had broken winter quarters. The American commander assembled
his force at Middlebrook, a relatively safe, protected site about seven miles from
the British post at New Brunswick, while he stationed another force under Sullivan
near the Delaware. His plan was tokeep an eye on Howe, shadowing and harassing
his army as it marched toward Philadelphia. Day after day Washington waited,
all the while perplexed by contradictory surveillance reports, some of which
indicated that Howe was about to embark by sea while others advised of land
operations.'¢

On June 14 Washington had his answer. Howe had plunged into New Jersey,
heading for Somerset Court House, a tiny village on the road from Middlebrook
to Princeton, thence to Trenton and the Delaware. At first glance Washington
believed the British would turn left and bolt for Philadelphia, but in time he de-
duced that Howe had no intention of crossing into Pennsylvania; he was traveling
without the boats and portable bridges needed to ford the Delaware. What he
must have in mind, Washington conjectured, was one of three ends: either he
hoped to draw the American forces from the Highlands passes so that another
redcoat army might strike there; or he sought to entice Washington from his lair
and onto terrain more favorable for a general battle; or he planned to slice between
Middlebrook and Trenton, dividing the American forces so that he could fall upon
Sullivan’s weaker, isolated army, pinioning it against the Delaware and repaying
the colonists in kind for the mortifying defeat of the Hessians on Christmas night.
Fearing the latter Washington moved Sullivan to safety, then he sat tight. Now
it was Howe’s move. The British commander in chief did nothing for five days,
then he retreated to New Brunswick."”

Furious firefights developed along the line of retreat as Washington ordered
Greene’s division, together with Anthony Wayne’s brigade and Daniel Morgan’s
riflemen, to attack the rear of the British army. Although he “got a pretty good
peppering,” Howe fought his way to safety on the east side of the Raritan, from
which, still bothered but not endangered, he fell back to Amboy. To that point it
appeared as though Washington had made Howe look foolish; he had been in the
field for eleven days, and he had absolutely nothing to show for it. A blunder by
Washington, however, nearly made a masterstroke of Howe’s meanderings.'8

On June 235, thinking that Howe was about to sail from Amboy to New York,
Washington descended from his hilly refuge. His intention, he told Congress, was
to be “nearer the Enemy [in order to] act according to circumstances.” It was a
dangerous, perhaps useless, foray, for Washington’s presence was unlikely to pro-
duce any beneficial results. After months of witnessing Howe’s chronic lethargy
and excessive caution, Washington apparently misjudged his foe; or, possibly,
Howe for once acted out of character. Seizing the opportunity the British general
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cast aside his thoughts of sailing and, in the dead of night, sallied out of the Jersey
port town. His extemporaneous plan was well conceived. Two columns plunged
west from the coast, moving parallel to one another. Their goals: simultaneously
envelop Lord Stirling’s two brigades at Metuchen and close off Washington’s lane
of retreat toward Middlebrook. Washington at last would be made to stand and
fight—and Howe possessed better than a two-to-one numerical superiority.'®

But little came of Howe’s suddenly venturesome behavior. His right wing,
a column led by Cornwallis, did assault Stirling, inflicting moderate losses (about
a dozen Americans killed and perhaps sixty wounded, in addition to the capture
of several valuable field pieces). Had Stirling pulled back quickly his casualties
might have been lighter; instead, his men stood and fought, and they fought
well, delaying Cornwallis’s advance long enough for Washington to learn what
was afoot—he originally seemed to think that Howe was a “little disgrac’d” and
merely “wanted to flourish off a little”—and to fall back to Middlebrook, seven
miles to the west. That was it. With Washington once again safe in the rolling
hills, Howe pulled back to Amboy, this time to return to New York. His trek across
New Jersey had been next to pointless, a fact that Washington believed must
have caused him “much chagreen.” If Howe was not mortified, he should have
been. Many of his officers were dispirited at the recent useless roving, and their
disappointment eddied into the ranks of the Tories. After all, two months or more
of the summer were gone with nothing to show for it. Even more, after two years
of war the British could hardly point to a single gain south of Canada, save the
occupation of Manhattan and Long Island, and that was counterbalanced by the
loss first of Boston and now New Jersey. “All men appear dissatisfied,” Howe’s
usually cheerful secretary noted a day or two after the redcoats had departed
New Jersey. All were “full of Regret that the Cause of our King & Country does
not proceed so quick as our Desires”; “much dejected,” “very melancholy,”
“pensive,” he added on succeeding days.?°

General Washington was able to relish Howe’s failure for only about a
week before a dispatch rider reached headquarters with alarming news. Fort
Ticonderoga had fallen to a British army led by Burgoyne.?' Never before had
the threat been so great that Howe and the Canadian army might be able to unite
along the Hudson River, severing all ties between the New England states and
their compatriots to the south.

The campaign that resulted in the collapse of that bastion actually had
begun the previous autumn. Following the debacle under Sullivan in June 1776,
the American army had retreated south of the Canadian border, abandoning the
rotten, tumbledown fort at Crown Point at the head of Lake Champlain, and had
taken up residence at Ticonderoga. A brilliant delaying action during the previous
fall—under the oversight of Colonel Arnold—had stymied an immediate British
invasion, but by the summer of 1777 the king’s forces again were ready to march.
John Burgoyne, who earlier that year had been placed in command of Britain’s
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Canadian army, led the invasion army, and with initial success. He envisioned
a protracted siege of Ticonderoga, but the Americans abandoned the bastion
without a fight. By the time Washington learned of Burgoyne’s easy victory, the
redcoat army was deep in the New York wilderness, headed for Albany and the
Hudson River. When London learned of Burgoyne’s achievement, the ministry
promoted its hero, while the king was said to have reacted to the news by rushing
gleefully into the queen’s bedchamber shouting, “I have beat them! I have beat
all the Americans!” 2

Not quite. Indeed, if anyone noticed, Burgoyne was on his own in the wilds
of New York, in command of an expedition that, as events ultimately would
demonstrate, was badly flawed. Burgoyne had neglected to equip his army with
a proper supply of transport vehicles and horses, an oversight that perhaps arose
because he failed to grasp the reality of campaigning in America. Even more
reflective of Burgoyne’s ignorance of America was his decision to eschew passage
via Lake George in favor of a wilderness land route. Moreover, although he soon
learned that he would be outnumbered by his American adversary, he pushed on.
And that Burgoyne would have to face a numerically superior foe was due, of
course, to the muddled nature of Britain’s plans for 1777. In March Germain had
stressed the need for Burgoyne and Howe to rendezvous their forces. In May,
however, Germain seemed to endorse Howe’s fourth strategic plan for that year
(the one that called for his army to sail for Philadelphia), although he implied that
his acceptance was conditioned on Sir William’s ability to complete operations in
Pennsylvania in time to cooperate with Burgoyne. Inasmuch as Howe could not
know before late June that his plan for 1777 had been condoned, and considering
the characteristically languid manner in which the general did things, Germain’s
reference to a junction of Burgoyne’s army with Howe’s army smacks less of a
resolute order than of an attempt by the secretary—and an empty one at that—to
protect his political backside. At any rate Howe did not interpret it as a command.
By mid-July, a week after learning of the seizure of Ticonderoga, he began
loading his army onto vessels of the British navy. Unless Washington moved north
to assist against Burgoyne, Howe was headed for Philadelphia.?

Washington’s initial reaction to the news from the North was disbelief. Like
Burgoyne, he had expected a long siege of Ticonderoga, if the British could even
get into position for that tact. But what if the news was correct? The militia
must be called out in force, he suggested, and he proposed General Amold as a
commander for these men. “He is active, judicious and brave, and an Officer in
whom the Militia will repose great confidence,” he added. Presuming the news
surely would cause Howe to abandon all intentions of trying to take Philadelphia,
Washington additionally planned to unite his army with the Continental units
already stationed in the Highlands.?*

The day after he learned of Ticonderoga’s collapse, the American com-
mander had his army on the move—headed north. The army traveled for five
days. On the second day of the trek he received definitive word of the fortress’s
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surrender, but it was another forty-eight hours before he learned that Arthur St.
Clair’s army had not been captured in battle, that, in fact, there had been no battle.
A cold fury moving his hand, Washington sought to discover what had occurred.
“The evacuation . . . is an event of Chagrine and Surprise, not apprehended, nor
within the compass of my reasoning,” he told Schuyler, and he hinted broadly of
court martial proceedings. Five days into his march Washington received more
perplexing news. Howe’s army was boarding naval craft off Staten Island. Wash-
ington ordered an abrupt halt to the march. What was Howe’s destination? The
American commander still suspected that Howe would go north. General Howe
“certainly ought in good policy to endeavor to Cooperate with Genl. Burgoyne,”
he reasoned, but until he knew in which direction Howe had sailed he would
advance no further. A day passed, then another, then several. Eight days after
being informed of Howe’s embarkation, he learned that his adversary had sailed,
though he still could only guess at the redcoats’ destination. Initially, all signs
pointed toward a northern campaign, and he detached some units for that sector;
then it appeared that Howe was en route to Philadelphia, and he dispatched some
of his force in that direction. Three more days passed, by which time the evidence
seemed clear that Pennsylvania was Howe’s destination. Washington hesitantly
moved south, convinced that it was too preposterous to be true that Howe really
was “abandoning Genl. Burgoyne.” But it was true. By late July the British fleet
had been sighted below Delaware Bay; now Washington and his army stepped up
their march, the hot, weary soldiers once again traversing the Delaware, crossing
at the very spot the commander had selected for his Christmas Night sortie half a
year before.?

However, just when it seemed that the three-week-old mystery of Howe’s
intentions had been solved, the British fleet of some two hundred sixty vessels
turned from the entrance to Delaware Bay and promptly disappeared. What could
that mean? Had Howe’s southward voyage merely been a “deep feint” to throw
the American army off guard? Was he indeed going back to Burgoyne? Was
he sailing for the Carolina or Georgia coast? What a “very irksome State of
Suspense,” Washington complained. Three additional weeks of uncertainty lay
ahead. But despite the aggravation caused by Howe’s tergiversation, the British
commander was being considerably less foxy than Washington assumed. All along
he had been undecided over whether to approach Philadelphia from the Delaware
Bay or the Chesapeake Bay. When the fleet reached the Delaware Capes, Howe
chose to enter that estuary, only to discover shortly that Washington had crossed
at Trenton and was in a position to contest -a landing south of Philadelphia. In
addition, the Americans had prepared strong defenses along the river south of the
city; and, besides, to land in the vicinity of Wilmington would preclude Howe’s
ability to close Washington’s safety hatch across the Susquehanna and on to the
West. Howe considered all these factors, then he ordered the fleet to turn for the
Chesapeake.2¢

Washington set up camp midway between Trenton and Philadelphia. And
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he waited “in the most perfect ignorance, and disagreeable state of Suspence,”
thinking all the while that the unseen armada was returning to the North or sailing
for Charleston. He was not inactive, however. While his weary army rested, he
inspected the gun emplacements and fortifications south of Philadelphia, looked
in on the construction of booby traps in the Delaware River, and prepared his
intelligence network. By the third week in August Washington was certain that all
this work had been in vain, for if Howe had been headed for the Chesapeake he
should already have arrived. (Actually, unfavorable winds off the Virginia Capes
had delayed the flotilla.) That morning the commander summoned a council of
war to consider the options. Everyone agreed that Charleston must be Howe’s
objective, and all agreed, too, that a protracted summer march from Pennsylvania
to South Carolina would debilitate the army; therefore, the officers voted unani-
mously to return to New York, there to resist Burgoyne’s invasion or to fall on
the meager force of defenders left on Manhattan Island.?’

Everything was set for a 5:00 march the next morning when a courier
galloped into camp. The missing fleet had been sighted—in the Chesapeake. At
last Howe’s intention was clear.2® The battle for Philadelphia which had been
expected as early as the previous December at last was about to begin.

Within thirty-six hours General Washington was prepared to move his army
between Philadelphia and the Chesapeake, passing through the capital city en
route. Most congressmen had never seen Washington’s army, and the general
carefully oversaw even the most minute aspects of the parade. He arranged the
organization of the march, ordered the officers to be especially vigilant for any
sign of straggling or loafing, had the men wash their clothes and/or uniforms and
insert a green sprig (emblematic of hope, he said) in their hats, and made it very
clear that he did not want any of the female camp followers to be seen with the
army from the moment the Continentals entered one side of town until they exited
from the other side. It was a public-relations pageant, and a generally successful
one at that. Stationed at the head of the army, Washington’s steed briskly cantered
into town early on the morning of August 29, a bright, delightfully cool day
following a night of heavy thunderstorms. It took two hours for the army to file
past, a slow, steady caravan of soldiery doing what it was supposed to do—
buck up morale on the home front. They marched with “a lively smart step,”
one congressman thought, while John Adams concluded that the units were well
provided for and “tolerably disciplined.” Adams additionally noted the warriors
lack of precision, their absence of jauntiness, of pride, all of which led him to
judge that “our soldiers have not yet quite the Air of Soldiers.” ?°

By mid-morning the following day the American army was south of Phila-
delphia, about fifty miles from Head of Elk, the point at the top of Chesapeake
Bay where the British flotilla was just landing. As Howe’s men filed off the
creaking, yawing vessels for the welcome earth, it was clear that his army was
not in good shape. The navy’s square-rigged accommodations had been home to
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these landlubbers for almost nine weeks. Jammed like sardines into their floating
lodgings, the men, all garbed in heavy wool uniforms, had sweltered and baked
in the merciless American summer, respites from the murderous heat coming only
when perilous storms flayed their craft. Some men were ill from the moment
the armada had weighed anchor back in New York, and many were too weak to
think about fighting for the next few days. If the men fared poorly, the horses
had a worse time; scores of the beasts had perished or were thrown overboard for
lack of water to give them when the anticipated short voyage persisted seemingly
without end. The cruise would have been worthwhile had it been necessary or
had it presented Howe with a strategic edge. But the whole notion of a campaign
against Philadelphia made little sense, especially when another British force was
descending from Canada. Howe once had possessed Boston and he presently held
New York, yet the occupation of these cities had done nothing to shorten the
war. There was little doubt that he could take Philadelphia, but he might have to
pay a stiff price to get it, and when he got it what would he have accomplished?
Moreover, if after two years of war, not to mention the supposed suppression
of the rebellion in New Jersey during the previous autumn, the only safe way
of getting from New York to Philadelphia was via an arduous naval expedition,
it should have dawned on Howe—or London—that the war was not proceeding
very well. Besides, once Howe landed at Head of Elk he still was no closer to
Philadelphia than he had been in June when he sallied out to New Brunswick.*
Only now the summer was almost over.

Although plagued by a thousand and one details that required attention in
order to prepare for the British advance, Washington’s concentration frequently
was diverted by reports on the course of the war in other theaters. Not all the news
was good, and as usual much of the bad news concerned irascible and fallible
General Sullivan. His problems with Sullivan had begun early that year. The
New Hampshire officer had exploded when he learned that he had not received
command of Ticonderoga, and he had written Washington an angry, petulant
letter. Out of patience, Washington had responded in as ill-tempered and direct
a manner as he dared: “No other officer of rank, in the whole army,” he began,
“has so often conceived himself neglected, Slighted, and ill treated, as you have
done, and none I am sure has had less cause than yourself to entertain such Ideas.”
You are haunted by imaginary demons, the commander went on, suspicions that
only spoil your own happiness and cause torment for others. Washington’s sharp
retort quieted Sullivan, and thereafter the two had little contact until after Howe
moved into New Jersey in June; when that foray ended Washington left Sullivan
posted in Jersey, south of New York, while he moved well to the south toward
Philadelphia. Sullivan’s orders were to remain in this central location, from which
he could move north or south depending on Howe’s intentions; in addition, he
was to endeavor to discover the size of the redcoat force left behind by Howe
in New York. In mid-August Washington received dismaying news. Sullivan,
apparently without explicit orders, had launched a raid on the British and Loyalists
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on Staten Island. The raid failed, and American casualties loomed near 150.
Once again that “little tincture of vanity . . . which now and then leads him
into some embarassment,” and to which Washington had attested a year earlier,
had led Sullivan astray. Curiously, however, Washington seems not to have been
angry, although he did order an inquiry into the causes of the failure. Maybe his
bland reaction was due to an awareness that the overweening pride that propelled
Sullivan was not unlike his own; or, perhaps, in the wake of the Ticonderoga
affair he may have found it inexpedient to criticize an officer with the gumption
to act.

From further north more felicitous news trickled into headquarters that
month. The exaggerated fears that had followed the news of the loss of Ticon-
deroga soon proved unfounded. A month after the collapse of that bastion, Bur-
goyne had advanced only about thirty miles, less than half the distance between
Albany and Ticonderoga. It already had been an arduous trek for the redcoats, a
journey through primeval forests and interminable swamps, a march made more
difficult by Schuyler’s axemen who worked assiduously to fell ponderous trees in
the path of the advancing army. Nor did Burgoyne make matters easy for him-
self. At times it seemed as though he had brought along everyone in Canada.
Women, children, dogs, cats, a 138-piece artillery train, and a never-ending
baggage caravan (Burgoyne’s wardrobe and stock of wine alone took up thirty
wagons) slogged beside the six thousand soldiers. Nor was Burgoyne helped by
Congress’s decision to appoint a more resolute commander of its northern army.
On August 1 Schuyler finally was recalled and—when Washington begged off
naming his successo—Congress selected Horatio Gates as the new head of the
Northern Department.

Early in August Burgoyne began to experience problems. His initial dif-
ficulty arose from a bare pantry, cleaned out by his distended retinue. He was
compelled to pause, and to detach a force of German mercenaries to Bennington,
Vermont, in search of victuals, footwear, and horses. Burgoyne’s first disaster
resulted. More than nine hundred men never returned from the food-gathering
foray, all the victims of New England militia under General John Stark of New
Hampshire. Soon, too, it was clear that Burgoyne faced still another problem. The
several hundred Loyalists and Indians under Barry St. Leger had been contained
by swarms of New York militia in the Mohawk Valley; they would not be joining
the main invasion army. And that was only the beginning. Undermanned now,
Burgoyne next learned that Gates was in possession of favorable terrain astride the
British army’s route. Burgoyne was in real trouble. In fact, on the day the British
fleet reached Head of Elk, General Washington was able to report to his troops
on a “signal victory obtained at the northward” by Gates, and by September 1
the commander was able to believe with some confidence that he might not have
to fear the invasion from Canada.

Late in August Howe was on Pennsylvania soil, moving ever so slowly
toward Philadelphia with an army of 16,500 men, his advance delayed by a lack
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of maps, a want of horses, and the necessity to forage along the way. Washington,
meanwhile, set up headquarters in Wilmington, and for the next two weeks he
watched Howe’s leisurely, at times erratic, progress. On the 5th the commander
published a ringing speech to his men, a pronouncement in which he suggested
that a great victory might break Britain’s will to resist and could definitely “free
the land from rapine, devastations and burnings, and female innocence from brutal
lust and violence.” Two days later Washington stripped his army of all items that
might encumber a hasty retreat; other than their arms, the men could carry only
one shirt, one blanket, and one coat, while the officers could keep those items as
well as “three or four shifts of under clothes.” In another forty-eight hours he had
his army in place on the sloping terrain to the east of Brandywine Creek.*

With about eleven thousand men at his disposal, the commander’s tactics
were simple. Washington envisioned a general engagement, granting Howe his
best shot at the American army since Brooklyn a year before. Washington sta-
tioned Maryland militia units below Howe’s right, a force that could nip at the
British rear; Pennsylvania militia were posted at the most southerly ford across the
Brandywine, the crossing that he believed Howe was least likely to use. Greene
was given command of the center at Chad’s Ford, while he put Sullivan, who
had joined him following the Staten Island raid, in charge of his right wing up
the creek at Brinton’s Ford. Why did Washington place Sullivan, whose record
was anything but spotless and who at the moment was awaiting an inquiry into
his most recent failure, in command of nearly half the American army, a half
that was on one of the flanks to boot? The commander had few other options.
He could have taken charge of one portion of the army himself, leaving the re-
mainder to Greene; but his custom was to farm out such duty, freeing himself to
observe the overall flow of events. Or, he could have placed someone subordinate
to Sullivan in command, perhaps using the pending inquiry as his excuse. That
tack had political liabilities, however, for Sullivan’s friends in Congress were cer-
tain to howl; in addition, such a move might antagonize many officers, a corps
of hypersensitive men—as, indeed, Washington had been in the 1750s—when
it came to rank and seniority. To replace Sullivan, moreover, was to invite that
temperamental officer to resign, an eventuality that Washington apparently did
not wish to face. Therefore, he put Sullivan in command of one wing, but he
placed him in charge of a sector that he believed to be safe, for his intelligence
service had advised him that the British could not possibly cross the Brandywine
except at Chad’s Ford, and he had put the more trustworthy Greene in control
there.

On the morning of the 11th, a warm, still, late summer day, a dense fog
shrouded the bucolic landscape of rustic Chester County. That cover burned off
as the day went along, but its slow dissipation, together with the thick smoke
coughed out by cannon and musket fire, would impede visibility throughout this
long day. At 8:00 A.M. the British unloosed a terrific artillery barrage, the usual
prelude to an assault. It was “the grandest scene I ever saw,” exclaimed a New
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Jersey captain, but most of the Continentals were less impressed; they simply
dug in and tried to remain hidden behind tall earthworks, all the while anxiously
awaiting word that the redcoats were coming, and hoping they would survive until
then. In the meantime, they listened as Knox’s gunners answered the shelling.
For most of the morning the two sides implacably—and purposelessly—thumped
and thundered at one another. Then these blasts died away. The attack must be
imminent. But minutes passed, then an hour, then still another, with no sign of
Howe.

About 11:00 A.M. information arrived that a five-thousand-man redcoat
detachment was moving north, presumably intent on turning the American right
under Sullivan. Washington’s first impulse was to discount the report, and at least
two witnesses later reported that he laughed at the tidings. There was no place
in that sector where Howe could cross! As the minutes passed Washington was
seized with a second impulse: to strike, to launch an assault of his own on what
was left of the redcoat center across from Chad’s Ford. He ordered Greene out,
and he sent word to Sullivan to wheel about and lash at the left flank of the British
west of Chad’s Ford. Greene started forward, but as his men were splashing across
the creek word arrived from Sullivan that discounted the earlier communication
about a British move to the north. Sullivan must be correct, Washington reasoned.
Why would the redcoats be engaged in a feckless march to the north, away from
the American army? Washington abandoned his plan to strike, and he waited.

Another hour passed. Then at 2:00 p.M. a neighborhood farmer, followed
shortly by an official dispatch rider, brought the word he had awaited. The British
were on the move! But there was more—ominously more. Cornwallis, accompa-
nied by Howe, had been moving north and he had gone undetected; or, at least,
when he evidently had been spotted Washington had been induced to ignore the
reports after he received Sullivan’s contradictory communication. Washington
now learned that the British had slipped around Sullivan. The man who had been
outflanked on the Jamaica Road once again had been surprised. A very large
British force (an entire division of seven thousand men, in fact) had gotten well to
Sullivan’s right. At about 3:30, from atop Osborne’s Hill, Cornwallis commenced
an artillery pounding, followed by a charge against the far right of Sullivan’s
lines, a point under the command of Lord Stirling. If the British broke through,
Washington’s army would be enveloped. For the moment, the very survival of
the American army hinged on the performance of the two generals who had been
captured at Brooklyn a year earlier.

Washington, meanwhile, remained three miles away, and very much in the
dark. He could hear the strident boom of a great many cannon. But how many?
Enough to destroy Sullivan? Was this merely a gambit to lure him away from
Chad’s Ford so the bulk of the British army could swarm across and strike at a
weakened American center?

The thunderous sound of Cornwallis’s artillery that roared past Chad’s Ford
was the signal for the British center to open up. Greene again was under fire,
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but from whom? Washington was confused. Contradictory reports in battle were
e