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To Beatrice, my wife



Preface

Whi;n more tmatv* a dozen years ago I began my biographical

study of George Washington, I intended to encompass his life

in a single volume such as this one. But 1 then concluded that so short a

work could not be written without being superficial or incomplete.

Compare, for instance, the magnitude of the tasks faced by biographers

of WasWngton and Lincoln. Washington lived eleven years longer than

Lincoln. While Lincoln was a major national figure for only some seven

years (from the Douglas debates to his assassination), Washington was for

twenty-four years (from his election as commander in chief to his death)

the most conspicuous and influential man in the United States. For seven-

teen of those years, comprising the war, the Constitutional Convention,

and the Presidency, he was from day to day actively engaged in great

events. Before all that, his role in the French and Indian War made him

internationally known when he was hardly twenty, an age at which

Lincoln was still an obscure frontiersman.

The scope of my studies was almost doubled by a determination to de-

scribe Washington’s indispensable role in the creation of the United States

and yet not lose the man in the leader. Events indicative of character were
as important to my work as world-shalring decisions. I thus found myself
writing a four-volume biography of Washington, published between 1965
and 1972,

After these books had been happily received, pressure on me was re-

newed to prepare a biography of Washington that would be available to a
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PREFACE

broader public than any four-volume life could be. And to my surprise, I

concluded that all the previous effort had made it possible for me to dis-

till, at long last, what I had discovered into a single volume, one that

would, without entirely omitting anything of importance, present in

essence Washington’s character and career.

The fact that the longer work stands on many shelves has contributed

to the possibility of achieving the shorter. Knowing that further facts,

more personal details, deeper analyses, and also justifications for my con-

clusions can be found in the apposite original volumes, I have felt enabled

to move rapidly from one high point to another. The bibliographies and

source references, which in the original work totalled 112 pages, make it

unnecessary to append here more than a brief essay and list.

Despite its relation to the longer biography, this one-volume life is by

no means a series of patchcd-together extracts. The extreme reduction of

scale— to about one fifth— dictated that, if the shorter work were to

have its own integrity and literary effect, the material would have to be

revisualized and rewritten. Except for the account of Washington’s death,

the text is almost altogether new.

J.T.F.
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Introduction

D uring my years of work on a biography of Washington, I have

made various unexpected discoveries. Surely the most surprising

was that George Washington is alive. Or, to put it more accurately, mil-

lions of George Washingtons are alive. Washingtons have been born and

have died for some two centuries.

Almost every historical figure is regarded as a dead exemplar of a van-

ished epoch. But Wasliington exists witliin the minds of most Americans

as an active force. He is a multitude of living ghosts, each shaped less by

eighteenth-century reality than by the structure of the individual brain in

wliich he dwells. An inhabitant of intimate space.s, Washington is for pri-

vate reasons sought out or avoided, loved or admired, hated or despised. I

have come across almost no Americans who prove, when the subject is

really broached, emotionally indifferent to George Washington.

The roles played by the mythological George Wasliingtons fall into

two major categories: one Freudian, the other a procession of mirrors

reflecting people’s attitudes toward the situation of the United States at

their time.

In an essay that had no specific reference to Washington, Freud de-

scribed how “infantile fantasies” concerning people’s own fathers can

shape their conceptions of historical figures. “They obliterate,” Freud

wrote, “the individual features of their subject’s physiognomy, they

smooth over tlie traces of his life’s struggles with internal and external

resistances, and they tolerate in him no vestiges of human weakness or

XV



INTRODUCTION

imperfection. Thus, they present us with what is in fact a cold, strange,

ideal figure instead of a human being to whom we might feel ourselves

distantly related.”

This is an exact description of the marble image of Washington which

so many Americans harbor— and dislike. I have been amazed by the in-

fantile glee with which people I have met made fun of my writing a

biography of Wasliington. Was I recording the clacking of wooden false

teeth? Had I ever tried to envision how Washington would have looked

in long winter underwear? These mockers often dance up and down with

self-satisfaction, like a small child who has dared express an impious

thought about his father.

Down the years, Washington’s second mythological role has been as a

national symbol, an alternate to the American flag. In periods when Ameri-

cans were happy with their society, tlicy have thought of Washington

with adulation. At times of resentment and self-distrust, the mythological

Wasliingtons have been resented and distrusted. I have discovered, some-

times to my considerable embarrassment, that the current attitude toward

Washington— and toward me as his biographer— is often hostile.

My continuing effort has been to disentangle the Wasliington who ac-

tually lived from all the symbolic Washingtons, to rescue the man and

liis deeds from the layers and layers of obscuring legend that have ac-

creted around his memory during some two hundred years. This involved,

in the first place, an act of will. I tried to forget everything I had ever

heard about George Washington. Rather than endeavor to emend old

images, I detennined to start with a blank canvas.

Beginning thus, as it were anew, I found a fallible human being made

of flesh and blood and spirit— not a statue of marble and wood. And

inevitably— for that was the fact— I found a great and good man. In

all history few men who possessed unassailable power have used that

power so gently and self-effacingly for what their best instincts told them

was the welfare of their neighbors and all mankind.

'

Most of the brickbats now being thro\vn at Washington are figments

of the modern imagination. In being ourselves untrue to the highest

teaching of the American tradition, we of tliis generation have tended

to denigrate that tradition, to seek out all that was unworthy, to emphasize

whatever justifies national distrust. In so doing, we have discarded an in-

valuable heritage. W^e are blinding our eyes to stars that lead to the very

ideals many of us most admire: the sanctity of the individual, the equality

' of all men before the law, government responsive to the people, freedom

xvi
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for all means of communication, avoidance of what Washington de-

nounced as international “ambition,” the self-determination of people
everjnvhcre.

To find again the American ideals we have lost, we may not return to

our national beginnings with the blinded eyes of idolatry or chauvinism.

Let us examine deeply every flaw, every area, where George Washington
and his fellow founding fathers were untrue to what they professed. Let
us examine Washington not as the spotless figure delineated by infantile

fantasies or by self-seeldng wavers of the flag. Let us determine without
prejudice exactly what happened, exactly how men behaved. If we do
this, we shall, so I am profoundly convinced, find, in the dark valley
where we often stand, inspiration.

i

xvii
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ONE

A Powerful Apprenticeship

(1732-1753)

No AMERICAN is morc completely misunderstood than George Wash-

ington. He is generally believed to have been, by birth and

training, a rich, conservative, British-oriented Virginia aristocrat. As a

matter of fact, he was, for the environment in which he moved, poor

during Ills young manhood. He never set foot in England or, indeed, any

part of Europe. When at seventeen he began making his own living, it

was as a surveyor, defining tracts of forest on the fringes of settlement.

Soon the wilderness claimed him, first as an envoy seeking out the French

in frozen primeval woods and then, for almost five years, as an Indian

fighter.

No other President of the United States before Andrew Jackson was as

much shaped by the wilderness as Washington, and he had less fonnal

education tlian did Jackson, than Lincoln even. Both Jackson and Lincoln

studied law, while Washington’s total schooling hardly went beyond what
we should consider the elementary grades.

‘ In all Ills long life, Washington never heard of Sulgrave Manor, the

ancient British house far back in his lineage, which has been reverently

restored as a relic of his transatlantic ancestry. By the time he was born,

the family had lost all memory of their British origin. The first settler,

John Washington, was an impoverished adventurer who reached Virginia

in 1675. The 'Wild West” was then on the Atlantic seacoast, and John
might have been a character— not the hero— in a modern Western. He
was implicated in the murder of five Indian ambassadors; he was a most



WASHINGTON: THE WJHSPENSABLIi MAN :

unscrupulous businessman; and after the wife who .was George’s ancestfws'

died, he married in succession two sisters who load been accused
- before;

him, when he had sat as justice of the peace, orxe. with keeping a

house and the other with being the governor’s whore. . /
,

. / / i'.i-'

As Virginia grew, the Washington family prospered modesdy. :N^^^^

member ever reached the social and political pinnacle of serving on the';

King’s Council, but they associated with members and .sbmefiines eyelid;

married their daughters. Had George’s childhood proceeded smoothly, he \

would have been raised in the conventional manner of the minor Virginia =

gentry. But his cluldhood did not proceed smoothly. ;
.

;
.;S

- i,:'
- ,

Legend has clustered around George’s father, Augusdric Washirigtoh;

but we know for sure little about him beyond what is'revealed in.business ;;

records. These show him to have been restless, apprbhensive,' unsure,.rnakV

ing deals which he subsequently denied making. He Svas often iri the law;?

courts. He married twice. Two sons survived from his first' marriage, and

from his second, five children of whom George was the oldest.

The future hero saw the light on February 1 1, 1732,* in a cHeaplybuilt y

house, now long vanished, near where Pope’s Creek empdes "into they?,

Potomac. As an infant, he was carried some forty miles upriver' to -a stofyy

.

and-a-half farmhouse on a bluff (eventually to be; known as Mount Vet--

<

non). When the boy was six, the family moved again, this y time to. they

farm across the Rappahannock from Fredericksburg that; was;.to. bV;

George’s childhood home. An inventory made when he was eleven reveals

;

modest comfort. The house had six rooms,, four 'fielow and ; iyvo above,

into which were crowded thirteen beds and ohe couch. ToVerricc. these,

the Washingtons owned six good pairs, of sheets, ten .
inferior pairs, ;

and. .

seventeen pillow cases. Their proudest possessions were ? described;;
ay

“plate”: one soup spoon, eighteen small spoons, seven teaspophs, a Avatch, .

and a sword for a total value of. £ 25 ids. Although' they owned txyo china ..

tea sets, they had only eleven china plates: . most of the Washingtons .

utensils were whittled from wood. However, ..Augusrine
,

owned -t\vdnty,;,,;

slaves: seven able-bodied, eight of moderate value, arid five riot capable of

.woric
, - V •' . . 1:

;
'
V:'-V f.y-v

y

Washington spent liis childhood in-what was for rur4 Vhgihia

place. Transatlantic vessels beat up the Rhppahannock outside his WindoVy

to Fredericksburg, and a ferry, plied across : to the town ;frpni ,

the. Wash-

ington.property, There was a perpetual trickle of riaVelcrs, some of vyhom f;

found a temporary haven in the Washirigtoris- many bedy : i:
. ; ,

.-

,* Ai’change in the .calendar during George’s lifetime pushed’ his .hirthdatcAhead. to,.,,

the;22'nd.-.. - ,• '

.

'

' V" 'v'-'



A TOWERFUL APPRENTICESHIP (tlp-nss)

The intention was that George would, like his father and two older half

brothers, go to scliool in England. He was later to disapprove of foreign

schooling as weakening the passion of Americans for freedom. In his case,

the test was not made. When he was eleven, his father died, carrying

away with him any hope of George’s receiving education abroad. The

disappointment haunted George for years.

Augustine Washington left the major parts of his modest property to

his tsvo older sons, George’s half brothers. The house in which the family

lived, Ferry Farm, was eventually to come to George, but his mother was

in control, and throughout a long life she refused to relinquish the property.

iMar)>^ Ball Washington was given neither to acquiescence nor com-

promise. Orphaned early, she had grown up largely independent, and by

the time she married, at twenty-five, she had been an old maid (according

to Virginia mores) for a number of years. After the death of Augustine

Washington she never married again. The passion of her life became her

son George, and it was a very possessive passion. Even when he was

Commander in Chief, even when he was President, she objected to his

occupations, complaining violently that he was ungratefully neglecting

his duties to her.

After his father’s death, George was cast, under his mother’s demanding

eyes, as the captain of a household team made up of his younger brothers

and sister. At the age of eleven, himself a substitute father, the mainstay

and main victim of a termagant mother, the future father of his country

escaped as often as he could. He found a substitute father of his own in

his half brother Lawrence, who was his elder by fourteen years.

Lawrence had already fired George with martial ardor by becoming an

officer in an American regiment enrolled in the British regular army for

an expedition against the Spanish West Indian stronghold of Cartagena.

How the boy, who was all his life to have a passion for military regalia,

must have admired his brother’s red uniform! Then there had been the

exciting departure, followed by rumors and dispatches concerning the

brother’s adventure, and at last a happy homecoming. Laxvrcnce’s com-
plaints of how the officers from Great Britain had humiliated the Ameri-
can regiment did not (although they surely remained in George’s
memory) prevent the boy from visualizing for himself a career in the
British regular army.

Probably owing to the passion of his mother, Washington’s childhood
schoolbooks have been preserved. At their most advanced, they show him
studying elementary geometry and the zodiacal configuration of the stars.
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Coneerning: where Washington rcceivea . ihsttuctidri, t

solid piece of evidence. It shows him attending, an 'nrinamed schd^

he was staying at the farm Lawrence had inherited Md 'renanied Mdijnt

Vernon, after Admiral Edward A^emoh, who had commanded thefCa^
gena expedition, , .

,

' .. V - ;
-v A ",

Surely more important to Washington’s education than tins

school was a nearby mansion called Belvoir, Although, its inhabitants ;de-:^

scribed it as “a tolerable cottage” in a 'SVooded Avmrid;” ^ashihgtbn
considered the handsome brick structure, wirjv its. two elaborateij^ fuf-.'

nished sitting rooms, the height of . elegance and 'grandeur.

American headquarters of the great English Fairfax' family^.Under- a royaL

grant, which Virginians were perpetually protesting, . Lord Fairfax hwned
a sizable section of

,

the colony. The master of Belvoir,; AViliiam;Eairfax,
'

was a cousin of his Lordship, his Lordship’k American ':ageht,;and cohse'-'

qucntly one of the most powerful mca in Virginia. Perhaps the first indi-

cation of George’s unusual qualities was the Way in winch the.youhg boy :

was taken into the bosom of the Fairfax claii. - ^
, 1 ;.;

At Belvoir, the future revolutionary had ids first cIose"vicw.6LBritisIi

upper-class life. Even if he did not realize it at the time, the vision, vyas

equivocal. However well placed he was now in Virginia,Williarii Fai'rfax^

had been born into his aristocratic family as the insignificant ‘younger sUn ,

of a younger son. Prevented by his elevated caste from stiugglihg fdf his'

own living but Avith practically no inheritance, he had been .completely^

dependent on having the grander members of his family usefhemihflUence'.

to keep him employed in ways suited to his station; Aithough he, made

his motto “I trust in God I shall never procure the disesteem of any. fela-y

tion,” he was given a treniendous -ldcking-around bbfore-he, finally found ,

his seemingly safe position in Virgima./His son .George; Vfilham ^
(who might inherit the title and the great estates if ccrtaihvdeatlis .Were

not counteracted by births in; certairi 'bcdchamber^) hadybeen sp.^^n^^^

treated by toplofty relatives .that lie had been beaten-; into avcrin|^ng

.weakling who became-'a disciple to the 'much
,

^munger -7 by ; seven ^y^^

-^George Washington. Aud vyhen the great Lord Fairfax came lumself'

to Belvoir, he proved to be entirely dominated by tlu‘ee;obsessiphs:* a conf .,

sciousness of power, .a .
hatred, of wpmeh, and a Jove of. fox; hunting. He

treated the William Fairfaxes -^ and. also,Lawfericc.Washington:; who had;

married one of Williarn’s daughters with hn offhahfi mixturemf ge^

osity and brutality/which\thpy liad <td put up- wdth {since, their prosperity

;

.depended on:his-Whim£'- r' { y -ff/.'-;'.



,

;;mth^young>;;;George, W so' naturally

rifted at riding,to hounds? The :Fau-fax,:influcnce would/liave got the -lad

litpVthe; British navy.-?? widi^'W on. future histoiy? — if ’ his

noth^r’had hdt.inade such ,a fuss?at his deserti that he unpacked

iiags'already shut? Next; the iFai piropellcd hini in the exactly oppo-

;it6 dircction?^He;ahc6iTi‘panicd a , surveying party assigned to Jay out

Fairfax’ land .'on the frontier p^ Blue Ridge in the Shenandoah Val-

ley. .Washington was. then sixteen. It was his first real adventure. Here is

hoxv hefdcscribed; his initial encounter with a backwoods lodging: ,

got our‘supper ?ind.w^^ lighted into a room and I, not being as

Topd ,a wppdsnian is?thc rest of niy company, stripped myself very or-

Lrlyland went ih to the, bed,„as thejr called it, when to my surprise, I

found it -to ;be riqthirig but a little straw matted together, without sheets

6r anything else, biit onljt one threadbare blanket, with double its weight

of veOTin,.'such as lice? fleas, etc., and. I was glad to get up, as soon as the

light.vW:Carried froni'tis.. [He. does not seem to have wanted to offend

the Landlord, by ; leaping out of bed.] I put on my clothes, and lay as my
conipahiohs;[ph?thc:flbpr]."*, T^ day they found a more civilized

ihnHyhere?*‘we cleaned ourselves to get rid of the game we catched the

night before,!-’;’
.1^-H

/.Washington 'studied :ptactical sura’-cying; SAvam horses across a river

sSypllcn by snow melung in /the mountains; met a part)^ of Indians carry-

ing;6rie scalp?.whb, when inspired by a gift of rum, performed a war
dabce; got;.lqst.'in the .Blue Ridge 'Mountains, where he encountered a

ranJesMke. Hc’fbund it all exhilai'ating. During tlurty-onc days of blustery

March and Wprih vcathc^^ gave, to the American West a part of liis

heart he was never ndregain.;

. Washm^on had .'gone along bn this trip largely for thafun of it. How-
ever; it was clMt to the. teenager that he had to make some money^. He
wa^ to, write . aghin and' agaiii that, men judged their condition less by
what it.actuaUW.w3S than Ibyvbompari Although he never lacked for

food pr.’y^Wu clothes,' he would have been ashamed to take the friends he

Ayashialdng.tpi'his/nibthcr’s runrdown farm. On one recorded occasion,

j??W^v Tpt,get ;awW to some dances because he could not buy feed for
;|us hofsp; And ;sb at fhe age of seventeen he set himself up as a surveyor

:°™,C:the Bluc .!Bihgc?' A he whs able to make. his first land pur-
,chase: .f;^50 "acres on BuM^^ Greek? a tributary of die Shendandoah.

^.TVptd Fairfax’s hunting lodge, he wrote “Dear friend

punctuatidfi of; all.quPtations have been modernized.
'

i ?
'

'
'
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,

Robin”, that he might,- ‘Vas my- heart disengaged,: pbs my
pleasantly, as there’s a very agreeable young lady lives,in /the .sarne.vhbuse;

, . . but as that’s only adding fiiel to the fire, it malces me the more uneasy

'

for, by often and unavoidably being in company with; her,,/revives my
former passion for your Low Land Beauty, whereas was I: to Lye" more^^^^

retired from young women, I might'in some measure alleviate 'niy sorro\ys

by burying that chaste and troublesome passion inthe grave of dblivion

or eternal forgetfulness,” etc,, etc. . -
- L .

The Low Land Beauty could haye been any one of . many girls,f for

'

Wasliington was in love with love. He even Avrote poetry— and yef});-

badly it turned out. He was not, indeed, much of a success .with gifIs!

Very tall for his generation— over six feet— with reddish hair and gray-,,

blue eyes, his face massive, his shoulders narrow for his height but ,lus

hands and feet tremendous, George, exuded such masculine .power; as

frightens young women just wakening to fJie opposite sex. vHe* enjoyed

making playful compliments and flirting in a ritualistic nialnrier,- yet

gaiety was seemingly belied by a slowness of speech mote suited .to the

careful expression of profound thought. His. lack of surface vivacity ,lal-'

lowed other young men to cat him out wdth many a pretty 'girl. ,
-

'-c.y

As Washington was beginning -to find his way in .
the world, . a 'slbwV

and excruciating tragedy darkened over him. His beloved brother. Lay- ,;

rence came down with virulent tuberculosis. George Accompanied, his

dying friend to Barbados, in the hope that a tropical clirriate would help.

This was the only ocean trip Washington ever took, the, brily bccasioa on .

which he went outside the limits of the future United States. He kept a
.

boyish diary, but in all his later writings he hevermentidned the jppfhey

or used a metaphor that revealed he had been in the tropics; As' La\yfchce
'

coughed his life away, the experience had been too sad;. Washington Wni- -

self sickened wdtH smallpox. This (since he recovered) waya ludden bob ,,

it made him immune to the greatest killer of the- Arneficah .Revolution.

In Virginia, as in all the colonies, every cbmmunity .supported a:.voluri-.. /

teer militia company, presumably a military force ,but;;mpre- closely re-'.,

sembling a men’s drinking and political club. Appointed;Adjutant General;

of Virginia, Lawrence had been, supposed ..to see that the militiamen /pos-

sessed such ihafdal .slcills as the ability to’; turn in, formation without .falling ,

over each other. On Lawrence’s- death; George sought the office. He went

after, it in the Fairfax manner: not by;' becbmingi proficient ;
in' niilitw^^^^

mattery but by paying semi-sdeiai calls bn;ihfluentiar.nibmbers of the-gov::.



r erarnfent Thus following, the: m ah aristocratic world, he secured,

at,the age of. thvehty, the; dtle^^^p^ and the responsibility of training

niilitia iri shills he did not hiihself possess..

. HardlyV^yphe could have sounded more insignificant if mentioned in

thVchancelleries of Europe. . Yet. in; ^ obscure forests Washington was

s66ri t6;fire the first shots.in what became a world war.

9



A CLVMSV ENTEANCE on the world stage (1153-1154)

rivers remained open, but winter was so close that the waters might

harden into ice. The paths would then become almost impassable with

snow. And no Virginian whose social position was commensurate with

acting as a royal emissary possessed wilderness experience,

yet the Fairfax connection boasted a physical giant who, even if he had

never crossed the Alleghenies, had surveyed in the semi-wild Shenandoah

Valley. Furthermore, although only twenty-one, George Washington car-

ried the manifest air of one boni to command. He was assigned two

interpreters: a Dutchman, Jacob van Braam, whose knowledge of French

was testified to by the badness of his English; and a fur trader, Christopher

Gist, V ho was to prove less conversant with Indian tongues than he should

have been. Add four backwoodsmen of low degree who acted as “servi-

tors,’* some riding horses, and a flock of pack horses, and you had the

expedition which in October, 1753, already fighting through heavy snow,

descended from the mountains into tlie wild Ohio Valley. The French

wilderness masters, so numerous and so familiar with Indian trails and

embassies, would have regarded this tiny, amateur force as comic. Yet the

tenderfoot who led it was no ordinary man.

Washington soon dashed ahead of his party to where the Monongahcla

joined the Allegheny to form the lordly Ohio, Although “the Forks of

the Ohio” (now Pittsburgh) was the strategic position that controlled

thousands of miles of wilderness, he found there no signs of humanity

except empty trails. For two days he explored by himself tlurough the

tangled forest, seeking, despite Itis military ignorance, the best location for

a fort. His judgment was confirmed by both the French and the English,

who were in succession to erect major works at the spot he chose.

After Washington’s expedition had reassembled, they advanced to the

Indian village of Logtown where they hoped to pick up an escort of

warriors. Washington now met the Iroquois chief the British called the

Half-King, who Was to play a greater part in his destiny than he could

possibly have realized. The greenhorn now tried his hand at the exquisite

att of Indian diplomacy: he proceeded brashly and made a fool of him-
self, He began 1)y reminding the Indians that they had made a treaty of

' ®iliance with the British, This the Half-ICing did not deny, but he went
On to state that the treaty had been based on assurances tliat the British

nietely wished to trade, having no designs on the land which “the Great
Being above allowed ... to be a place of residence to us.” He then asked
Ae nature of Waslungton’s mission to the French.
Realizing that it would never do to admit that he was claiming the
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valley for George II but unwilling to make up an excuse, Washington

gave a noncommittal reply. He was pleased when the Indian statesman

seemed satisfied by the evasion. However, the Half-King soon opined

that it would be safer not to provoke the French by having Washington

accompanied by a militar}'^ escort. Three old chiefs, including the Half-

King, would go along. One able-bodied hunter would serve to supply the

party with meat.

The weather had abated, and the trip to the first of a sequence of

French forts, at the confluence of French Creek with the Monongahela

(now Franklin, Pennsylvania), was not arduous. Ordering his Indian

companions to camp outside, Wasliington entered to find gathered in a

log room France’s most expert Indian negotiators. They told Washington

he would have to carr)'^ lus message further, and then expressed concern

that he had not felt free to bring in his Indians. Washington, who w^anted

to protect the chiefs from what he considered subversive influences, made

lame excuses. The Frenchmen must have been amused at his dismay when

the old braves, talcing matters in their own hands, filed in, and also at the

young Virginian’s inability to stick out the party that followed. (It took

years of practice to be able to enjoy the company of dninkcn Indians.)

Washington did, however, stay in the fort long enough to hear the French

officers, who were more interested in frightening the tribes than sootliing

\^irginia, announce over their wine that their sovereign intended to estab-

lish his control over the Ohio Valley.

Eventuallj'- reclaiming his Indians, Washington proceeded through what
he called “excessive” rain and snow some sixty miles up French Creek to

Fort Le Boeuf (near Waterford, Pennsylvania). He saw a rectangular log

enclosure, almost completely surrounded by swirling water. It bristled

with cannon. Washington was received at this outpost hundreds of miles

from civilization xvith ceremony that would have done credit to Versailles.

After he had donned the dress uniform of a Virginia major, wliich he had
packed along the Indian trails for the occasion, he met officially with the

even more elegandy atdred Lcgardcur de St. Pierre, Knight of the Mili-

tary Order of St. Louis. The Virginia stripling presented George IPs

ultimatum. The elderly Frenchman brushed it aside. No effort was made
to hide from Washington the more than tx\^o hundred canoes that lay in

the snow beside the creek, ready to drift down to the Forks of the Oliio.

But it was now mid-December, Drifting home was not possible for
Washington. French Creek could, it is true, be fought through, but the
Monongahela xvas frozen solid, Notlting to do but to attempt to traverse
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the trails! His horses’ legs sank deep into snowdrifts and were cut at the

ankle by sharp crusts of ice. The horses staggered with hunger because

all forage was frozen over. Thirst became a horror for man and beast; all

water had turned to ice so cold that, if sucked, it would burn the mouth.

In midst of the utter desolation, the cavalcade moved more and more slowly.

Finally Washington, anxious to warn Dinwiddie of an approaching

invasion, decided that he and Gist would push ahead on foot. The woods- '

man objected that the tenderfoot '‘had never been used to walking before

this time,” But Washington overruled Gist’s doubts, and overruled them

again by picking up, at an Indian \dllage called Murthering Town, an

Indian guide whom Gist distrusted but who offered to lead them on a

shortcut through pathless woods.

The ice-covered wilderness glowed like a hall of mirrors, but dimly,

since the high trees shut out the sun. Suddenly they came out into a clear-

ing where sunlight dazzled. The Indian ran ahead about fifteen paces,

turned, raised his gun, and fired at liis companions. The bullet moved

through utter emptiness without changing the history of the world.

Springing forward, Gist and Washington leapt on the Indian before he

could reload. Since the hostile brave might have companions to whom he

would betray them. Gist wished to Idll him. Washington could not bear

to see a man killed. So the brave was sent off in one direction, while Gist

and Washington ran in anotlier. For a long time they dared not light a

campfire. Moving sometimes separately, sometimes together, ever wary of

Indian attack, they reached the Monongahela in two days.

Civilization lay across the wide river, but they saw to their dismay that

no continuous paving of ice awaited their feet. Instead, huge chunks (such

as those Washington was to meet again during his advance on Trenton)

rushed by in the rapid current. With the “one poor hatchet” they pos-

sessed, Washington and Gist built a raft. The minute it was launched, it

became caught in the flow of ice. As Washington used a pole to fend off

a mighty chunk, he was thrown into the freezing water. Somehow, he

managed to climb back. Eventually, Washington and Gist quit their raft

and struggled onto an island; their wet clothes froze as hard as armor. It

was the frontiersman who had to sit up all night rubbing snow on his

frostbitten toes and fingers. Washington slept, if fitfully. At dawn, he saw

a lovely sight: the river was now a solid sheet of ice. The opposite shore

and civilization were in reach. n

’

Dinwiddie was all eagerness to persuade Virginia that, to forestall French

attack, the colony should pay for building the fort at the Forks of the
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Ohio that would also serve the interests of the Virginia Company, Despite

Washington’s desire to revise his journal of the expedition into better lit-

erary form, the Lieutenant Governor rushed it to the press because it

revealed French intentions and would thus help his cause. This effort

to persuade the citizenry failed for reasons that Washington undoubtedly

took to heart. Since he was closely connected with the promoters of

the Virginia Company, the charge of bias made it impossible for him
to secure credence for what he had seen and sincerely believed. Most
Virginians were, in any case, not anxious to take action: they considered

the land over the Alleghenies so distant as to be of concern only to land

speculators and the global ambitions of kings.

Through political bargains, Dinwiddie managed to secure from the

Virginia legislature authorization for an army of three hundred men. The
t\\'enty-one-year-old Major was mentioned as the commander. Here were
wings for ambition, but the diffidence that always accompanied Washing-
ton’s push for power took over. He wrote that he believed he could with
“diligent study” prepare himself for the second rank, but admitted that
the first was beyond his knowledge and experience. Dinwiddie accepted
this disclaimer; circumstances (tragically, as it turned out) did not. The
man appointed to the top command never caught up with his second,
leaving Washington, now promoted to lieutenant colonel, as actual com-
mander in situations that proved both politically and militarily far beyond
liis depth.

Dinwiddie had sent a task force of thirty-three men to build a fort at
the Forks. When they reported rumors of a large French invasion, Wash-
m^on was ordered over the mountains with what troops had so far been
raised. The 159 men he led westward in April, 1754, built for their few
cannon the road that, for the first time since the creation of the world
carried wheels into the Ohio Valley.

’

Washington soon saw approaching liim the little garrison from the fort.
1 hey reported excitedly that they had found themselves surrounded by a
thousand Frenchmen and Indians, who had come down the waterxvays
with cannon. What was their relief not to be attacked, merely to be
courteously ushered onto the trail back to settled Virginia! Washington

A
Half-King (who claimed that theFrench had boiled and eaten his father) had cursed out the invaders e.x-

dian alhes down, Waslungton decided to continue liis advance, eveniragh his force Was now so greatly outnumbered.
The Half-King soon notified Washington that a French party was
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skulking in the nearby woods. Overlooking the fact that England and

France were not officially at war, forgetting that the French had not

attacked the party at the Forks and that Dinwiddie had ordered liim to

warn all Frenchmen away before he engaged in hostilities, Washington

allowed himself to be persuaded to use the Indian tactic of a surprise

attack.

Advancing through the darkest of rainy nights with forty soldiers and a

posse of Indians, Washington surrounded in the morning light of dawn

thirty-two Frenchmen who were lounging by their campfires. In the en-

gagement that ensued, the Frenchmen had difficulty getting to their arms,

but there was some return fire. “I heard the bullets whistle,” enthused the

fledging Colonel, “and, believe me, there is something charming in the

sound.”

The victory Washington quickly won seemed total— ten Frenchmen

killed and the rest taken prisoner. However, the survivors did not cower

in humiliation. Waving documents, they shouted in outrage. Interpreters

finally explained their claim that one of the men killed, Joseph Coulon,

Sieur de Jumonville, had been leading the group on a mission similar to

Wasliington^s of a few months before; to warn the British off what the

French claimed was their land. Washington, the prisoners insisted, had

attacked a peaceful diplomatic mission, murdered an ambassador.

The seriousness of the situation did not come over to Washington. In-

sisting that, whatever papers they carried, the French obviously had

hostile intentions, he shrugged off charges that were greatly to excite the

chancelleries of the two great European rivals.

Forest intelligence reported that the French, who were erecting a strong

point (Fort Duquesne) at the Forks, had enough manpower left over to

send eight hundred soldiers and four hundred Indians to annihilate Wash-

ington’s little army. Washington wrote Dinwiddie, “I have a constitution

hardy enough to encounter and undergo the most severe trials, and, I

flatter myself, the resolution to face what any man durst.” But he still

“ardently wished” to have some experienced officer sent to command him.

He was soon deserted by liis Indian allies. The Half-King was to ex-

plain that, although “a good natured man,” Washington would not listen

to advice and kept the Indians as if they were “slaves,” forever on the

scout. The braves foresaw a British defeat and wanted no part in it.

Before departing, the Half-King warned that the defensive fort Wash-

ington had decided to build— the Indian warrior referred to it con-
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cemptuously as “that little thing in the meadow”— was useless. “Fort

Necessity” was, indeed, an exercise in pure inexperience. The stockade

was not large enough to hold even Wasliington’s tiny force. Most wOre

protected only by an earthen parapet with a ditch before it. Expecting, it

seems, that the enemy would charge his works across the surrounding

open fields, he was unconcerned by the bushy heights that looked down
into the fort.

The battle developed on July 3, 1754. The French and Indians took

cover on the raised places whence they could angle their fire into the

battlements. Had the firearms of those days been accurate, Washington’s

army would have been annihilated within the hour. As it was, the battle

dragged on, each side firing at opposing musket flashes, but with the

French always having the advantage. As Washington ran around giving

commands, he stepped over dead and wounded bodies, slipped on blood.

When the skies opened in midafternoon, Washington was thankful—
the driving rain slowed all fire— but not for long. Fort Necessity had
been so ineptly placed that it became a catch basin. From one trench after

another, the men were displaced by bloody water. Since the roof of the
magazine leaked, the stored powder was being ruined. But Washington
was unwilling to surrender. He heartened his men by breaking open some
kegs of rum. There was a renewed burst of fire from Fort Necessity, even
if the musket barrels reeled.

Darkness gathered when, to Washington’s amazement, tlic triumphing
French offered to parley, ^^an Braam, still Washington’s interpreter, went
our to meet the enemy. The ceasefire enabled WasWngton to assess more
clearly his hopeless situation. A tliird of his force— more than a hundred
men— were dead or wounded. There was hardly any food or usable
powder. The harshest surrender terms seemed in order, yet van Braam
returned all smiles.

The commander of the French force, Coulon de Villiers, proved to be
a brother of the dead Jumonville. In the engagement when Jumonville
had faUen, Washington had taken the surrendered Frenchmen prisoner-
yet de Vilhers now offered to agree that Washington’s troops could go’
home. The Virginia stripling was too pleased to puzzle for an explanation,
ather because of relief, exhaustion, or a bad translation by van Braam,

as ington signed, on July 4, a document which stated that the French

tion” If 1

“assassina-
tion of their diplomat, Jumonville.

^7
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,

- if :oiiIy> Dinwiddie had paid heed to ,-^yashington’s ’protestations of in-

experience!, If only the; youthful Colonel had
,
refused to accept responsi-

bilities he knew were beyond him'— or had been cautious once thrusi

into power! In a short three mionthSi he .had sown havoc. The Indians

, realizing that the conflict between European encroachers was not .theirs,

saw their advantage in being allied to whichever side was going to win

They were persuaded by Washington’s ridiculous defeat at Fort Neces-

sity to go'over in a body to the French.

And the repercussions in Europe were disastrous. On the. verge of a

war with France, the British Crown had been branded hot only as the

aggressor but as a murderer of diplomats. ,A French poet wrote, “The

assassination of Jumohville is a monument of perfidy that ought to en-

rage eternity,” and an English parriphletecr said that the surrender Wash-

ington had signed was “the most infamous a British subject ever put his

hand to.” In the eyes of the British command Washington had demon-

strated liimself the veiy nadir of an animal they commonly laughed at

and distrusted: the incompetent provincial officer.

However— so sharp was the separation of attitudes— Washington’s

own Virginia hailed him as hero: had he not w'on a victory and then; with

,

great bravery, induced his little force to stand up to a superior enemy?

In his,innocence, Washington hoped to be rewarded with a commissionin

the regular army that would enable him to make a lifetime career as a

professional British officer. ,

'

Washington’s few soldiers had been designated “the Virginia Rcgi-;

ment.” It seemed to him that nothing could be more natural than for the

British, on the verge of a declaration of war wdth France, to incorporate

the regiment in the regular establishment. Tliis would make Washington

a.regular colonel at the age of twenty-two. He did not realize that such a'

... commission was worth thousands of pounds and was, in any:case, open

to .'SO young a man only under the circumstance of the highety aristof

".tyratic'.birth.
; ... ,

'

'

, ...

y :
. As Washihgtori awaited, lialf confidently, this

,

promotion, he .was noti-

y .fied;that tye/ Virginia Regiment was not to be incorporated but brpken

. ;iipt'^ allowed a Commission higher* than captain.
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Love and Massacre

(17^4-175^)

D uring December, 1754, for an annual rent of fifteen thousand

pounds of tobacco, Washington rented Amount Vernon and the

eighteen resident slaves from the widow of his half brother Lawrence.

He had determined to become a planter. Although, as he put it, “my in-

clinations are [still] strongly bent to arms,” he spurned the suggestion of

the new British commander. Governor Horatio Sliarpe of A^aryland, that

he serve as adviser on conditions over the mountains. The title of colonel

,

offered liim was to be purely honorary. He wrote, “You must entertain a

very contemptible opinion of my weakness.”

Washington's existence at Mount Vernon was being troubled and made

fascinating by the woman to whom he wrote, when he was old and cele-

brated, that none of the subsequent events of his career “nor all of them

together have been able to eradicate from my mind those happy moments,

the happiest of my life, which I have enjoyed in your, company.” What
surely .was the most passionate love of Washington’s life had dark over-

tones: Sally was married, married to his neighbor and close friend George

William Fairfax./ •
.

'

. .

'

Washington’s love was no flash fire that burns aivay quicMy. He had
first met Sally when she was eighteen and he was sixteen, and she had
come to Belvpix, as a bride. Her two years’ seniority must then have
created a ri^ficant gap, but the sixtcen-year-old grew into the impres-
sive giant whose physical and military adventures electrified all Virginia.

The exact nature of their relationship cannot be defined. Washington was

19
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to >^^rite Sally^, that he recollected = *‘;a;' tliousand -tender
;

passagcs”^^^^^^

mutual female friend admonished 'Washington, )ust/heforcChis -defeat J

«

Fort Necessity, to seek “some unknoxim she that
,
may recdmpehse you fot;

all your trials” and make him abandon “pleasing, reflegtibhy on th^

past,” Whatever transpired did not break Washipgton’s friendship

Sally's husband; the suitor remained Avelcome ayBelvoirh

Unlike the Fairfax family into which -she. rnarfied, (Sally Cary>(as(.sH'e

had been) was an American product. She was descended from ohc;^^^^

richest and most cultivated families in Virginia^, The only;,picthr,e;0

that remains is a primitive daub, yet it indicates* a lugh rfprehe^

brows that arch out over large arid deep-set.dark'eyesya nose thaB

classic manner continues the line of Jier brow;.>a Iong.rieck'(and slop^

shoulders. She had, as Washington wrote her, “mirth, good Immp

and what else?” She seems to have been driven by, her (dverpdxyerifig

admirer into a somewhat desperate coquetry. Washington’sysurviving

communications to her are those of a complaining lover whyqk bemg

taught by experience how. impossible it is for him to revive w'hac he','^

once known. She forbids him to write her letters, Any if
,
he y/itlidr^

she comes forward, writing him a saucy; letter ,of her.sOwn; kedpjrig’him

forever off balance. *, ; i- -..y. .V-'V 4-;

Although war had not yet been- officially 'declared, France arid(]^ritiiiri

were getting more and more embroiled. Up, the Potpniac that flowed, p^st

Washington’s.lawn there sailed a .British; armada. In ;March,.^ i.755,.v.Majqr,

General Edward .
Braddock arrived ,

at Alexandria with t\yo>firit:isli regiy

ments. When he invited the neighborhood to a review,^ Sally and, George

each had an ambition. Sally wished to persuade the British yegul^;ihays^^^^

was the most dashing of all the ladies. George tyished; to attach. Mmself

to the General in a ,way that would unblock his .military career .yrid enablp

hirn to gain more “kriowIedge oUthetruH^ aft,”y‘- ; X
The, review revetiled how. deeply vhe: needed.: that' knowledge^ He •

his first sight of the precision -with xvhich regular soldiers, drilled,: of how

the crowded ranks could wheel arid' mpve, dike: ari 'Unrippling.yttcapi, in

any direction. Fie had: the icHance to' bri;overwhelmed (byAhe^^muki^

nous equipment, isb. much more: complicated .arid efficierit than anything

:he had imagined, pf a weU^,pp.%,d pfdfesripnff a^ v

,Withfe ..Gp’mmandirig..:Generai,-:he\aid;

'
out byi' a Mrs. ..Wacdropexhut Braddock ,

haff;beenrinfqrmed:Mia.t
^

ingtom kriAv- niore ;thari: ariyprie,.eI^^^^ about the. ^rilAcrness' thrpuglyf^^



the Vreat love of hS v i /
^ Washington’s neighbor and close friend,

S ariS ’ r,
passionate love of his life (Photoeranlof a lost portrait. Courtesy of Mrs. Seymour St John)

’otograph



The first page of a letter;George Washington: wrote. Saily ‘

Fairfax.'less
'

than four months before his;.marri3ge, to 'Maftha Gustis:.(epuftesy' pf ilie
-,

'

Houghton Libr^y, Hai'vard-. University) |:.’ ;..• .• ;;,,y ir.'-^,' '

-,.
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the army would have to march on its objective to capture Fort Duquesne

at the Forks of the Ohio. Impressed (as almost everybody always was)

by the fiery and grave Colonial, Braddock set up a meeting to determine

Washington’s part in the campaign.

On the appointed day, just as Washington was about to set out for
' Alexandria, there was a sound of hooves on the Mount Vernon driveway

and in dashed his mother. She had heard of her son’s intentions. She

mourned that he would go into danger while neglecting his duty to her.

As Washington listened to her voice and responded as soothingly as he

could, he saw the clock hand advance, revealing him ever more grievously

late for the appointment on which he believed Itis whole future might
hang. However, he could not bring himself to turn his back on his mother.

Finally, she herself stamped angrily out. Then he got in touch again with
Braddock, who proved not to have been offended. Since the General
could not offer Washington any rank he considered suitable, Washington
agreed to serve at headquarters with no rank, as a volunteer aide.

Braddock was having the greatest difficulty procuring the supplies and
horses that were necessary to get his army across the mountains. Although
Washington himself complained that you could as easily raise the dead
as raise the force of Virginia, he became angry tvhen Braddock cursed
out the Colonials. “We have,” he wrote, “frequent disputes on this head,
which aie maintained with warmth on both sides, especially on his, who
is incapable of arguing tvithout it, or giving up any point he asserts, let

it be ever so incompatible with reason.”

Braddock enjoyed arguing. On closer acquaintance more than ever
taken with Washington, he promised that once the campaign was success-
fully concluded, he would secure for the young Colonial “preferment”
in the regular army “agreeable to my wishes.” But the regular did not

^

listen to Washington’s warnings that “the Canadian French” would not
fight like the French in Europe, and that the Indians had their own ways.
Braddock felt only disdain for irregular forces, white or red. The possible
Indian allies which the English agents painfully scratched up for him
were rebuffed.

Washington, who had cut his own wheel track across the mountains
could not help being impressed with the smooth, elegantly graded, elabo-
rate y bridged boulevard which the British engineers were creating but
he knew that their slow advance could not possibly carry the army to
Fort Duquesne before winter. The Colonial’s protests were cur short by

23
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his becoming so “excessively ill” (probably with dysentery) that he had

to be altogether left behind. His physical suffering and fear that he would

miss the capture of Fort Duquesne were heightened by Sally’s refusal

to keep in touch.

Although far from recovered, Washington finally undertook a painful

trip forward in a wagon. He rocked queasily past the site of Fort Neces-

sity; the place of the Jumonvillc affair; and beyond into territory Ws

little force had not reached. The British were now— he later claimed

they followed a suggestion he had made— traveling more lightly, speed-

ing the engineers. Washington caught up with the army two miles from

the Monongahela and twelve from Fort Duquesne.

The next day, July 9, 1755, was to be the most catastrophic in all Anglo-

American history. But Washington’s concern at dawn was only over find-

ing a way by which he could, without too much pain, ride a horse so

that he could be present at u'hat he foresa^v as the investiture of Fort

Duquesne. By tying pillows to his saddle, he managed to join the aides

around Braddock. The most dangerous maneuver the officers anticipated

was a double crossing of the Monongahela. This was achieved against no

opposition with professional snap and skill.

The army now proceeded over relatively level ground in a tvvelvc-

foot-wide clearing cut by the engineers through thick forest. A shot that

rang out ahead u’^as followed by Indian whooping and then the sounds of

much firing, wliich indicated that the advance guard was heavily engaged.

Braddock, with Washington beside him, led the main column quickly

forward. They had not gone far before the clearing filled with red-coated

soldiers rushing toward them in terrified flight. The fugitives dashed

headlong into the advancing reinforcements, shattering all order; and at

the same time the sound of firing came running down the woods on both

flanks. No enemy was visible, but the men in the road began to fall in

bloody heaps. Panic now took over completely.

The British regulars were entirely untrained in fighting out of forma-

tion, as individual men. Non- haphazardly huddled together in the middle

of the Jong, thin, exposed clearing that was the road, they hysterically

shot down their companions in anguished efforts to protect themselves

from an umeen and deadly foe. The officers could think of nothing but

to try to get the men into an orderly parade-ground formation. Braddock

indignantly denied Washington’s request that he be allowed to lead the

provincial troops into the woods “and engage the enemy in their own

way,”
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WASHINGTON; THE INDISPENSABLE MAN

The officers on their horses were perfect targets. One after another

they went down. Washington’s horse was shot from under him. ‘He leapt

on another. Bullets tore his coat. Braddock toppled over. Washington’s

second horse crumpled; his hat was shot off. However, as he later wrote,

“the miraculous care of Providence . . .
protected me beyond all human

expectation.” He was now “the only person then left to distribute the

[wounded] general’s orders.” This he was hardly able to do because his

sickness was rising upon him. The dead and dying lay in piles. The sur-

vivors, no officers being left to stop them, were at long last saving them-

selves by running away. Having loaded Braddock into “a small covered

cart,” Washington led into retreat those men who could move and had

remained to be led.

The wounded Braddock ordered Washington to ride back forty miles

through the night to summon reinforcements. Washington’s amazing

body summoned up the necessary strength, although he recalled that ill-

ness, fatigue, and anxiety had left him “in a manner wholly unfit for the

execution of the duty. . . . The shocking scenes wliich presented them-

selves in this night march are not to be described. The dead, the dying,

the groans, lamentations, and cries along the road of the wounded for

help . . . were enough to pierce a heart of adamant, the gloom and horror

of which was not a little increased by the imperious darkness occasioned

by the close shade of thick woods.” At times, he had to crawl on hands

and knees to find the road. Wasliington reached his objective, but the

reinforcements he had been ordered to call forward were too terrified

to march.

Braddock died. What was left of the British army fled to Philadelphia.

Washington staggered to Mount Vernon, too “weak and feeble” even

to call at Belvoir. From Sally a note; “I must accuse you of great un-

kindness in refusing us the pleasure of seeing you this night.” If he did

not appear on the morrow, she and the other ladies would try “if our

legs would not carry us to Mount Vernon.”
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FOUR

Desperation and Disillusionment

By his compatriots, Washington was regarded as the hero of Brad-

dock’s defeat. Had he not urged the regular General to adopt a

different method of warfare.^ When finally permitted, liad he not led the

survivors out of the Indian ambush? His reputation now passed beyond

the borders of Virginia, becoming continental. Franklin was reported to

have praised him, and a preacher intoned that God had surely preserved

the youth during the holocaust for some great service to his country. The
British regular officers who had served with him endorsed his “courage

and resolution.” But the official British inquiry into the causes of the de-

feat reached a conclusion opposite to that of Washington’s admirers: the

army’s disastrous panic was attributed to Colonials, men like Washington,

who had persuaded the common soldiers that if they fought Indians in the

only way that it was correct to fight, they would be annihilated.

The British command had had their fill of the Ohio wilderness. Moving
their American operations further north, they abandoned the area west

of Virginia to the French and France’s Indian allies. This left completely

unprotected Virginia’s settled frontier: the Shenandoah Valley between
the Alleghenies and the Blue Ridge, where Washington had, as a surveyor,

started his career.

The valley now boasted one town, Winchester, whose sixty or so
houses (mostly log cabins) were close to passes that led through the Blue
Ridge to well-settled Virginia. More than fifty miles northwest and at
the mouth of passes through the Alleghenies from the French-held wildcr-
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ness was Fort Cumberland. The rest of the valley was dotted with iso-

lated homesteads which it became Washington’s task, during two desper-

ate vears, to defend from hit-and-run Indian raids.
,1 <

The Virginia Assembly created their own army, variously authorized be-

tween twelve hundred and two thousand men. Wasliington, now twenty-

two, was elected “Colonel of the Virginia Regiment and Commander in

Chief of all Virginia forces.” Although he still expressed doubts as to his

competence, he felt that, since his reputation was at stake, he should hold

all the reins in his own hands. He should not be forced to rely on others.

He wished to appoint his own officers and procure liis own supplies. De-

lighted to pass the buck, the Assembly handed the whole v'^ar effort over

to Washington. He was thus enrolled in a school of experience that would

in many ways prepare him for the world-shaking task he was to undertake

almost twenty years later.

In a major particular, Washington was worse off than he was subse-

quently to be. During the Revolution, most of the troops believed in what

they were fighting for, Tliis was not now the case. Virginia’s draft laws

W'erc so unfairly slanted against the poor that those men who were caught

felt active resentment. Desertion was always to be a problem during

Wasliington’s military years. Now he learned in the most difficult of

possible schools how to hold men by a combination of authority, violence,

threats, persuasion, and inspiring leadersliip.

In the area of supply, Waslungton met many problems he was to meet

again. Laws existed wlrich he could theoretically use, but they were in

practice almost useless. He was always short of money. Efforts to requisi-

tion wagons resulted only in carts and horses vanishing into the woods.

To further complicate matters, Virginia produced no manufactured

goods. Many necessities had to be got from Pennsylvania, and the Penn-

sylvanians would not accept the money Virginia printed. To keep Wash-

ington’s cantonments populated, fed, and armed required eternal labor,

eternal attention to even the smallest detail.

During the shank of the fighting .season that followed Braddock’s de-

feat, there were some Indian raids— about seventy settlers tvere killed

or reported missing— but the frontier was not really aflame. Washing-

ton’s bitterest problem was grounded on the pretensions of the English

in relation to the Colonials, and on rivalries betsveen the colonies them-

selves.
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DESPERATION AND DISILLUSIONMENT (ns^-n^p)

Although Fort Cuniberland was for Virginia the necessary advance

post, it was over the border in Maryland. There lurked in the fort a

middle-aged Marylander, John Dagworthy. He was only a captain, but

he insisted that, since his commission was in the British regular army, he

outranked even the Commander in Chief of all Virginia. Supported by
Governor Sharpe of Maryland, he gave orders to Washington’s troops

and commandeered the supplies Washington had so painfully raised.

Wasliington was too outraged to stay with his troops at Fort Cumber-
land. And his indignation -was so strongly echoed by Virginia’s political

leaders that Dinwiddle became worried lest the pretensions of the low-
ranked regular from iMaryland wigbc bring Virginia’s war effort to a halt.

He wrote the temporary British commander in chief in America, Gov-
ernor William Shirley of Massachusetts, that Dagworthy would have to

be curbed. Undoubtedly at the urging of Waslungton, Avhosc energetic

services he had come to consider indispensable, Dinwiddie added that

future such contretemps could be avoided by enrolling the Virginia Regi-
ment (if only for the duration of this conflict) in the regular armv.
During February, 1756, after winter had stilled all forest warfare,

Washington rode for Massachusetts to persuade Shirley. The youthful
Colonel advanced in a style suited to his rank and the prestige of Virginia.

His two servants were dressed in livery colored to go with the Wash-
ington coat of arms, and he and a companion wore the uniform he had
himself designed for his regiment: scarlet and blue decorated with gold
and silver lace. Yet when he reached Philadelphia, he stared in amazement.
He had never before seen a cit)'’. Like any other newly arrived country-
man, he went on a shopping spree.

In Boston, Shirley condescended to take some of V/ashington’s money
at cards. He did squash Dagworthy’s pretensions, but in a way— by
declaring him not really a regular— that created no precedent. Thus,
since the Governor ignored the suggestion that the Virginia Regiment
be taken into the Briti.sh service, Washington was still in the position
where any authentic regular officer— even a mere lieutenant— could
order him around. Furthermore, Shirley notified the man whom Virginia
had commissioned commander in chief that his old enemy, Governor
Sharpe of Maryland, was to be given a command that included the Vir-
ginia forces.

Even the British re^lars with whom Washington had served agreed
that he would be justi/ied in resigning and returning to private life. An
American view was that Washington had received from Shirley such un-
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fair tfeafment.as was always to be’fexpecred from “persons icpfiv^sant'af 3^

'

the’ courts of princes.””' ••

.r'''

Virginia was as ariiioyed as Washington, iThe' Assembly ' repudiated

Sharpe’s pretensions by voting that their riny fofee had been raised for'

local defense exclusively and had no conhectipn;,witH any other 'arniy!
’

Washington was again in the saddle, a rituarion lie soon had .great cause ;

to regret.
‘

'y

When spring reopened the fighting season, Ws' method - ol; defense^
garrisoning little forts a day’s march apart— proved absolutely useless; .

The Indians passed inviribly between the 'forts -to fall onrisokted home-

/

steads. Survivors of burnings and scalpings flooded into Washington’s.

headquarters at Winchestk*. -
'

'

'

- '

"

'

“The supplicating tears of the women and moving petitions; of the:.,

men,” Washington cried out, “nielt me into such deadly Sorrow.rhat T
solemnly declare, if I know my own mind, Icould offer myself a willing;

sacrifice to the butchering enemy provided that would contribute, to .the
”;

peoples’ ease. . . . If bleeding, dying! Avould glut their insatiajte revenge, . f;;

would be a willing offering to savage fury, and die by inches , fq save'- a.

people!” '

,

’ - ‘

'.J'Sd"'-':

Washington called for reinforcement frorri 3 ]ow-coUhtr)’^„niilitia’apd;-'

then, havmg had his first cx'pcrience.with this amateur riiihta~ry.''anU,:V

wished he had not sent out the call. MiUtiamcn, arrived by .
the. hundreds, :,

ate Up his long-hoarded provisions, refused discipline and undermined the

;

discipline of his oxvn troops, and then in response to runiofs that the In-;';

dians were again on the warpath, fled in disarray back- across, the Blue,

;

Ridge. Washington penned the first of hundreds of letters in wdrich - he

was to beg authorities— now Dinwiddie, later the Continental Congress

— to forget about militia arid strengthen' the^ regular, forces^;now the

Virginia Regiment, eventually the Continental Army.
' '

The reaction in Virginia’s capitaTto ,’Washirigtori’s diatribe against the

;

militia: was not xvhat he ex'pected. Since . the militia companies were in

;

essence political ,club.s, the officers bad the ears of legislators. Solid ycdriien

with a liigh opinion of thtniselv^, they had resented being ordered around -

by Washington’s officers, : xvhorri: they., 'considered pretentious whippetj

snappers wallbwarig. in vice. :The spirited yrijung \Vatribrs wdre indeed pot

;

hying, according, to 3 respectable bourgeois carious. Their Colonel draqk:

with them even ;if he did not ;drink td excess;
,
he thdrougUyi erijpycd

’

gariiblirig; and w'hen he, returued "tq! WiricHester ‘arier kn absence; helfe-

;



DESPERATION AND DISILLUSIONMENT (nsS-HSP)

ceived the following message from one of his lieutenants: “I imagine you

by this time plunged in the midst of delight heaven can afford, and en-

chanted by charms even stranger than the Cyprian dame (-f M’s Nel).”

fThe Colonel came vigorously to the defense of his regiment, mourning

(with his tongue in his cheek) that the Assembly had not supplied them

with a minister-

Washington and his regiment were highly vulnerable to criticism be-

cause they had been assigned an impossible task, A force many times

larger could not have defended so wide a frontier from the endlessly mo-
bile Indians. As was again to be the case during much of the Revolution,

the amazing thing was not that Washington failed to do better, but that

he managed to keep from being discharged as a failure, that he managed
to keep an army in the field at all.

Washington’s greatest strength was the passionate allegiance of his

officers. Despite his training by the Fairfaxes, he had repudiated the British

system that based military rank on family influence. Although he believed

that men with position in their neighborhoods would be the more likely

to procure recruits and then be obeyed, he tried to find among them the

most able. And he was determined to base subsequent promotion entirely

on merit, A captain wrote the juvenile Colonel, “I have altogether de-
pended on you for protection and am sensible that, as far as justice is on
my side, I may depend on your favor.”

But Washington had not yet learned the unwisdom of attacking his

civilian superiors for deficiencies beyond anyone’s power to remedy. After
having ridden dangerously through all the Indian-infested forests of his

Shenandoah command, he wrote a horrifying report of the complete col-
lapse of the defenses. Having thus made shockingly clear the failure of his
efforts, he assigned the blame to the Governor and the Assembly for not
having come up with the men and supplies they Irad promised. His
superidrs, of course, tossed the blame back on him. They accused him of
spending too much time away from the front lines amusing himself— he
insisted he was attending to supply— and revised his strategy in a series
of peremptory, humiliating (and useless) orders.

Hearing that anotlier British professional general, Lord Loudoun, was
crossing the ocean to assume the American command, Washington de-
ci^ded to appeal to him against the civilian authorities of the colony winch
the angry Colonel commonly referred to as “my country.” Surely this
representative of the Crown would accord liim justice! He sent to the
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u

Scottish peer a long letter criticizing, among others, Dinwiddle, who was

also a Crown official. He then urged that an army of Colonials (presum-

ably with him in the command) be entrusted with doing what Braddock’s

professional force had failed to achiever save the frontier by driving the

French from FortDuquesne.

Supposing Loudoun had listened, would this have cemented Washing-

ton’s allegiance to the Crown, thus changing the course of history? But

it was, of course, impossible for the nobleman to listen to what he con-

sidered an insolent plea, in opposition to established authority, from a

dubious Colonial, After Washington had journeyed to Philadelphia to see

Loudoun, the peer kept him cooling his heels for weeks, and then ac-

corded him a brief, cold inferview. The local hero was not allowed to

open his mouth, while the imported regular slashed his authority and dic-

tated tactics and strategy for the Virginia Regiment. After this disillu-

sioning interview, Washington complained, “We can’t conceive that being

Americans should deprive us of the benefits of being British subjects.'’

The Virginia draft law of 1757 w^as the most disastrous yet. Wasliing-

ton’s regiment did not come within several hundred of the 1,272 autho-

rized, and of these, 400 were marched off by Loudoun to South Carolina.

French Indians were soon burning and scalping within ten miles of Win-

chester. The helpless Colonel tried to find comfort in “the highest con-

solation I am capable of feeling”: his conviction that “no man that ever

was employed in a public capacity has endeavored to discharge the trust

reposed in liim with greater honesty and more zeal for the country’s

interest.”

With autumn, Washington became deathly ill. The dysentery he had

suffered from during Braddock’s campaign returned with ferocity, but it

did not come alone. After the death of the brother he had so passionately

nursed, Washington had come down with Avhat seemed to be Lawrence’s

tuberculosis. He had then recovered, but now he was seized with “violent

pleuritic pains.”

The anny doctor, James Craik, believed that “the fate of your friends

and country’" are in a manner dependent on your recovery.” Yet he did not

know what to do. Wlrat might help one malady would harm the otlier,

and^ the “whole mass of blood” was “corrupted.” Craik, who was to bleed

Washington on bis deathbed, did so now. The Colonel remained so weak

that he could hardly walk. He-was transported to Mount Vernon, whence

he piteously called for help from his neighbor Sally’" Fairfax.



desperation and disillusionment (nss-ns9)

Waslungton sank into the deepest dejection, Sally did not visit him as

often as he wished. His hopes of making a military career in the regular

army were over. In any case, he was surely dying. In January, 1758, he

tried to get to Williamsburg and better medical attention, but had to

turn back on the road. It was March before he could reach the Virginia

capital and by then his majestic physique had regained control. When a

doctor told him he had nothing to fear, he suddenly discovered he was well.

Having finally planned another attack on Fort Duquesne, the British

sent to the middle colonics Brigadier General John Forbes. He was to

lead between si.x and seven thousand men, three times Braddock’s force.

Since it had finally been ruled that provincial officers would no longer be

commanded by regulars of inferior rank, Washington could at last serve

in a royal expedition as a Virginia colonel without feeling demeaned. But

he had abandoned all hope of being himself accepted as a regular, and he

soon entered into a controversy with the British high command that rose

in his mind to an obsession.

The route over the Alleghenies to the Ohio that Washington had pio-

neered and Braddock had followed started from the Potomac Valley. If

further improved by Forbes’s engineers, it would with peace lead the

produce of the expanding West through Virginia and make Alexandria,

that center nearest to A'lount Vernon, the metropolis where goods brought

overland would be reloaded onto oceangoing vessels. But Forbes, who had

to buy his supplies in Philadelphia, saw no reason to take a sidestep in

order to profit Virginia. He envisioned cutting a new road that would
enter directly into Pennsylvania.

Although Washington had never explored the area involved, he was
convinced that the new road would meet such insuperable geographic

difficulties as would wreck the expedition. The whole scheme was a trick

of the Pennsylvanians and an insult to Virginia; that Forbes would even
consider it proved him a dupe “or sometliing worse.” The Virginia

authorities were equally outraged. In letters to them, Washington envi-

sioned himself as being sent across the ocean to complain to the royal

government against their commander in chief.

Anxious to placate Virginia, Forbes sent an expert mediator to reason
with Washington. When that failed, the British General gave the trouble-
maker a round scolding. But Washington remained incensed, protesting
loudly concerning matters he did not understand. Although Forbes, whose
pnncipal gifts were as a supply officer, was holding the army back to
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complete elaborate preparations, Washington blamed "the -delay ,on" the .

change of roads. He criticized Forbes’s Indian policies in entire i^noi:ance'

of major developments in the forests.
'

. : V
After several years of unofficial hostilities, war had finally . been de-„

dared between England and France. This had unloosed the BntishJnavy,

which established control of the Atlantic Ocean. One result was that the

French had been unable to send to Canada the ammunition and: trade

goods needed to keep their Indian irregulars active and satisfied.' British '

representatives were trying to persuade the Ohio tribes to desert fan ally

now so unsatisfactory. Another reason for Forbes’s delay was that he was ;

waiting for the negotiations to mature. . . >

So little, indeed, did the Virginia Colonel understand matters outside
’

his owm area that he did not even mention in his letters the British cap- i

turc, hundreds of miles northward, of Fort Niagara, which cut the French-

supply line to Fort Duquesne, Washington wrote passionately, from one:

of Forbes’s encampments, “All is lost! All is lost, by Heavens!” not con-
:

scious that constellations were grouping towards victory. .

•

Forbes had every reason to dislike Washington. Yet he, could not deny ,-

that the Virginian was the army’s greatest expert on the wilderness .and

its warfare. Temporarily raised to the rank of brigadier general^ Washing-
.;.

ton was given command of the advanced brigade. When two Virginia;..'

contingents, as they blundered through the wilderness, mistook each other

;

for the enemy and started a battle, Washington rode between theni,!

knocking up flashing guns with Iiis sword. Fourteen were killed, and ,

tw'enty-six wounded, but Washington, although infinitely the most ex-,;

posed, was not touched. \ .
/

As winter descended, Forbes was still deep in tlie forest. He had. just;

,

decided to wait until spring for the final attack when word came that the..

Indians had deserted the sheds around Fort Duquesne. Forbes decided to

advance rapidly with twenty-five hundred lightly equipped men; Far ..

ahead of the army, Wasliing^on laid out and cut part of the rough;road

that was now all that was needed.
; , V'

On November 24, 1758, Washington camped with Forbes’s reunited.,

army, very close to Fort Duquesne. Every precaution was being, taken: to

avoid a repetition of Braddock’s disaster, when some Indians/appeared .

making gestures of peace. They reported that they had seen, “a very thick

smoke . . . extending in the bottom along the Ohio.” Four hours slater,
'

more news: knowing they could not defend thcmselves .xyith, their; supply.’
;

line cut and without, Indian aid, the .dnemy had burned the fptt; and had
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admitted was his

; §5^®^ ,
the;seerningly .unattju objective for which he had

labored SO ,desp^ately^dunng,.;^^^ years was achieved without the firing
?of;a,shot;''-' °

,:,A|hough-pan of’fc
assigned to garrisoning

fhc:Forks, Washwon, felt, he could The Virgima fxLier was
,for the foreseeable future, safe,,His duty was done. Returning to Mount
Yemon,:,hc tumed .his back, he, believed forever, on the mUitary life He
hadexpcricnced ‘‘much that I must Strive to forget.”



FIVE-

George Washington’s First War:

(W3-I7r9) '

^ ,

WASHINGTON WAS ACTIVE in tlic Frcnch and Indian War from the -,

age of twenty-one to almost twenty-six. Fic was from the first-

never a follower, always a leader, even if sometimes subject to greater-,

authority than his own. At twenty-nvo he became Virginia’s most celty'.

brated hero. Although often envisioned by moderns 'as a stuffjr pld.man.

with ill-fitting false teeth, he was among the most precocious of all grtat;

Americans. .

•
'

-.7’

The most significant aspect of Washington’s early - career was .that. it

took- place at all. Every responsibility he assumed required, public sclcc-;,

tion and support. When he was hardly beyond his teens, many of his

associates were already convinced that liis destiny was importantIy linkcd>

with the destiny, of America. . ,
.

. V
That his perfidious Indian guide should, even at, point-blanlr range, have;

missed Washington in the wilderness: seems reasonable, but it is sirrangcf-

. • that during the Braddock massacre, when every .other mounted officer was ;;

: struck, he remained uninjured; And then there was the time he rode be- .

' tweeri. the' t\vo firing columns, striking up the; guns with' his s\yord.. In.

• subsequent years, during tlie Revolution, Washington was again and

to; take the most foolhardy, risks, butThc biillefs; although they tore- hjs

,

clothes ahd kiiled his horses, never tyuched his body. :

‘

•

;
i

/
.

Washihgt6n-s=seeming invulnerability tp gunfire,more suited to my.th-^

ology'Tbah factual history, Was dbsetyed— he' commented on it. wPndcr^^^

: hingl)h;hiiiiselfA: bpt pfily the most e.xbtic aspect of that .charisma >



GEORGE WASHINGTON'S FIRST WAR (il53-n59)

which brought him so early the confidence and respect of his fellowinen.

Too early, indeed, for he was entrusted with responsibilities beyond his

ability to handle. Not only did his inexperience make him sometimes mili-

tarilv inept, but he never understood the wider implications of the situa-

tions in which he was involved. Although, in moments of reflection

conscious of his inadequacies, in action he could be rash, brash, impolitic,

over-self-confident. He made dreadful mistakes.

Among the reasons why, when he tripped so often, Washington was

never allowed truly to fall, was that Virginia’s war effort, even the British

war effort in the Ohio Valley, needed his tremendous energy. Despite the

several extremely severe illnesses he suffered, his body and his drive re-

mained those of a giant. Even if they found him upon occasion enraging,

the Virginia authorities could not get on without him; nor, once they

entered the wilderness, could the toplofty British professional command.

Although his efforts to protect the inhabitants of the Shenandoah Valley

succeeded so inadequately, the survivors elected him, in the middle of the

war, their representative to the Virginia Assembly,

Washington was already showing abilities that seemed inconsistent with

his rashness and fierce encrg)^ One of his fellow veterans wrote, “A'lethod

and exactness are the jorte of his character.” Acting as his own supply

officer, he took infinite pains to collect every obtainable shred of food or

ammunition, and to sec that it was used where it would serve best. Al-

though he drank and gambled and (t\c gather) wenched as did his offi-

cers, he was known as a stern disciplinarian in military matters. It seems

,ama^ing to find an officer corps of frontier fighters saying farewell to a

commander not yet twenty-six as follows: “In our earliest infancy, you
took us under your tuition, trained us in the practice of that discipline

wWch alone can constitute good troops. . . . Your steady adherence to

impartial justice, your quick discernment and invariable regard to merit—
wisely intended to inculcate those genuine sentiments of true honor and
passion for glory, from which the greatest military achievements have
been derived— first heightened our natural emulation, and our desire to
excel.” The statement went on to mourn for “our unhappy country
[Virginia]” which would, through Washington’s resignation, receive an
irreparable loss. There was no one else so able to support “the military
character of Virginia.”

After Washington’s resignation, the Virginia legislature passed an en-
thusiastic resolution in his praise. It would seem natural for the young
man who had so quickly gone so far to retire in a glow of self-satisfac-
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tion, hang liis sword over his fireplace, and play the triumphant hero.

The temptation was the greater because so many of the directions in

which Washington had behaved stupidly were still outside the scope of

his comprehension. Yet he felt that he had not done as well as he should.

On the private level, he had not achieved the commission in the British

regular army he so desired, and on the public level his achievement had

obviously been full of flaws. He had been defeated at Fort Necessity; his

defense of the frontier had been more active than effective; and his ulti-

mate objective— driving the French from Fort Duquesne and the Ohio

Valley— had been achieved over his protests in a way he found puzzling.

As a planter at Mount Vernon, Washington turned his mind away from

the adventures that had made him celebrated. The remaining campaigns of

the French and Indian War, which triumphantly expelled the French

from Canada, are hardly mentioned in his correspondence. His old regi-

ment regarded him as their voice in the Assembly, but he could not beat

to act that role for long.

Yet subsequent actions reveal that down the years Washington mulled

over his experiences in the French and Indian War. As his character and

his world view expanded, more meanings became clear to him. He accu-

rately defined his failures and worked out the reasons why he had failed.

The results of tliis protracted self-education were to prove of the greatest

importance to the creation of the United States.
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(I7J9-I77J)

For sixteen' years, Washington was a private man, amassing an estate

according to overall patterns long conventional in Virginia; a pros-

perous marriage, large-scale farming, the purchase of western land.

After his recovery from lus seemingly mortal illness and before he

marched with Forbes, Waslrington became engaged to Martha Dandridge

Custis, a widow slightly his senior and w’ith two small children, who had

inherited from her first husband a rich estate. The future Mrs. Washing-

ton, being about five feet tall, came up only to her suitor’s chest. She was

plump, with small hands and feet. Her large eyes, wide brows, and strong,

curved nose would have created bold beauty had not timidity imposed a

gentle charm. Despite her grand first marriage, her own family back-

ground had been modest; she preserved simple manners, uninsistent dig-

nity. She was not given to startling ideas or brilliant talk; her intelligence

and imagination ran to relations with other people, Down the long years,

(When her husband was so often embattled, no man or woman ever wrote
of her with enmity. She proffered appreciative friendship to all. Wasliing-
ton was to find her such a companioa as he had dreamed of when a boy
under the whiplash of his termagant mother: “A quiet wife, a quiet soul.”

The young soldier, who in 1758 offered her his hand, was thus described
by a fellow officer: “Straight as an Indian, measuring six feet two inches
in his stockings and weighing 175 pounds. . . . His frame is padded with
Well-developed muscles, indicating great strength. His bones and joints
are large, as are his hands and feet. He is wide shouldered but has not a
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A songbook given to iVIartlia by AVashington in the year of their marriage

and inscribed to her in his hand (Courtesy of the Mount Vernon Ladies’

Association of the Union)

deep or round chest; is neat waisted, but is broad across the liips and has

rather long legs and arms. His head is well-shaped, though not large, but

is gracefully poised on a superb neck. A large and straight rather than a

prominent nose; blue gray penetrating eyes which are widely separated

and overhung by a heavy brow. His face is long rather than broad, with

high round cheek bones, and terminates in a good firm chin. He has a

clear though rather colorless pale skin which burns with the sun. A pleas-

ing and benevolent though a commanding countenance, dark brown hair

[actually it was reddish] which he wears in a cue. His mouth is large and

generally firmly closed, but wliich from time to time discloses some defec-
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tive teeth. [He had one pulled the summer before in Winchester.] His

features are regular' and placid with all the muscles of his face under per-

fect control, though flexible and expressive of deep feeling when moved

by emotions. In conversation, he looks you full in the face, is deliberate,

deferential, and engaging. His demeanor at all times composed and digni-

fied. His movements and gestures are graceful, his walk majestic, and he

is a splendid horseman.”

After Martha had accepted George, Sally Fairfax could not resist teas-

jng her longtime admirer about his “anxiety” at “the animating prospect

of possessing Mrs. Custis.” This elicited from the young soldier, away on

Forbes’s campaign, a passionate avowal that he loved only Sally; “You

have drawn me, my dear Madam, or rather have I drawn myself, into an

honest confession of a simple fact. iMisconstrue not my meaning . . . nor

expose it. The world has no business to know the object of love declared

in this manner to you, when I want to conceal it.” He tried to elicit from

Sally a similar avowal. Although she kept Washington’s letter by^ her for

all her life, she did not give him the assurance he desired.

It is impossible to doubt that Washington’s love for Sally brought him

not only frustration but guilt. His marriage to Martha on January 6, 1759,

brought him a grateful escape from traumatic entanglement. Although

there are indications that the match did not start out smoothly, the hus-

band soon concluded that his marriage had been the event of his life

“most conducive to happiness.”

Years later, Wasliington advised a stepgranddaughter not to “look for

perfect felicity before you consent to wed. Nor conceive, from the fine

tales the poets and lovers of old have told us of the transports of mutual

love, that heaven has taken its abode on earth. Nor do not deceive your-
self in supposing that the only means by which these are to be obtained
IS to drink deep of the cup and revel in an ocean of love. Love is a mighty
pretty thing, but, like all other delicious things, it is cloying; and when
the first transports of the passion begin to subside, which it assuredly will

do, and yield, oftentimes too late, to more sober reflections, it serves to

evince that love is too dainty a food to live on alone, and ought not to be
considered further than as a necessary ingredient for tliat matrimonial
happiness which results from a combination of causes: none of which are
of greater importance than that the object on whom it is placed should
possess good sense, a good disposition, and the means of supporting yovi

'^^in the way you have been brought up. Such qualifications cannot fail to
attract (after marriage) your esteem and regard into which or into dis-



WASHINGTON: THE INDISPENSABLE MAN

gust, sooner or later love naturally resolves itself. . . . JBe assured, and

experience will convince you that there is no truth more certain than that

all our enjoyments fall short of our expectations, and to none does it apply

with more force than to the gratification of the passions.”

His marriage to Martha taught the rash and impetuous young husband a

lesson that was deeply to influence the rest of his career. It taught him

that in action judgment was preferable to passion. He must have been a

receptive pupil even as she was an able teacher because, in one important

particular, the marriage failed irrevocably. Year after year, Martha re-

mained cliildless.
(

Since she was a young woman and had, during her brief previous mar-

riage, quickened in rapid succession with four children (two died in in-

fancy), it could well be concluded that the difliculty was not in her but

in her husband. Howe\’’er, the magnificent athlete, who possessed in

abundance every other phj'^sical prowess, could not altogether admit to

liimself that he was sterile. He believed, even when approaching old age,

that if Martha died and he became remarried to “a girl,” he might father

an heir. In the meanwhile, his lack was a grievous one. Not only did it

seem in the eyes of the world (to what extent in lus own fears?) a con-

spicuous flaw in his physical manhood: according to Virginian tradition,

the ultimate objective of such an estate as Washington amassed was to

establish a prosperous and influential dynasty. Yet there is no indication

that the cliildlessness of their marriage caused between the 'Wasliingtons

any major strains.

There were, of course, the stepchildren- When he had proposed to

Martha, John Parke Custis (Jackie), had been almost four, Martha Parke

Custis (Patsy), two. Concerning her offspring, Martha was highly posses-

sive. George felt for the children less a parent’s concern than a stepfather s

sense of responsibility. “I conceive,” as he explained, “there is much

greater circumspection to [be observed] by a guardian than a natural

parent, who is only accountable to his own conscience.” In addition to

handling the property of his wards, a stepfather’s duties were to be

“generous and attentive.”

The annual orders Washington sent to his London factor always in-

cluded much for the children. Jackie, for instance, received at the age of

five “handsome silver shoe and knee buckles,” at eight, a silver-laced hat.

At seven, Patsy received “a stiffened coat made of fashionable silk” and

“one pair of pack thread stays.” There were also toys: eyerj^ year Patsy

had to have a new fashionably dressed “doll baby.”
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Washington’s marriage to the widow of the rich Daniel Parke Custis

raised him financially from a run-of-thc-mill planter to a man of sub-

stance: one third of the large Custis estate had come to him (with certain

rcstricrions) as Martha’s husband, and he controlled the other two thirds

as guardian of the children. Perhaps it was a sense of this obligation which

made Inin always respectful of Ins stepchildren’s social rank, clearly much

higher than his own. In trying to get the boy educated, Washington

consistently pointed out to Ins teachers that improving his mind was of

the greatest importance as he was destined for exalted station.

Spoiled by his mother, who had at all times protected him, and pos-

sessed of the strange inheritance that came with the Custis blood, the boy

proved uneducatable. As for Patsy, at the age of twelve she had a fall that

was more than a fall: she was found to be an epileptic. Every effort was

made to cure her and assuage her: a companion of her own age was

brought in; she had a parrot and a spinet and the finest clothes that could

be imported from London. A peripatetic dancing master was often in

attendance and a doctor fitted her with an iron ring tliat was supposed

to cure fits.

During 1773, Washington wrote his brothcr-in-laM’ that Patsy “rose

from dinner about four o’clock in better health and spirits than she had

appeared to have been in for some time; soon after which she was seized

Avith one of her usual fits and c.xpired in it in less than two minutes with-

out uttering a word, 'a groan, or scarce a sigh. This sudden and unex-

pected blow . . . has almost reduced my poor wife to the lowest ebb of

misery.” He tried to find comfort for Martha b)'^ having his mothcr-in-law

make Mount Vernon her “entire and absolute home,” but Mrs. Dandridge
did not come.

Martha became all the more protective of her final remaining child.

Almost uninterfered with by his stepfather, Jackie ripened into the mon-
ster he was to become.

Washington was to comment, in relation to the political excesses which
followed the triumph in the American Revolution, that it was natural for
heii^ who had received a large legacy to “riot for a while.” His activities

during the French and Indian War had been profitable; he had received
not only Ws salary but a commission on everything which, as his own
supply officer, he bought. The death of Lawrence’s widow had raised him
rom renter to owner of Mount Vernon. And then had come the large
infusion of Custis cash.
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In preparation for his marriage, Washington had used a good part of

his wartime earnings to raise Mount Vernon from one and a half to two

and a half stories. The Custis windfall then encouraged him to enlarge

the plantation with extremely extensive purchases of adjoining acres: to

buy (he had not yet been assaulted with qualms about slavery) blacks to

work the new land, and to make his style of living comparable with that

of the leading planters whose luxury he had as an impoverished boy so en-

vied. This paroxysm of expense “swallowed before I knew where I was,

all the money I got by my marriage. Nay more, brought me into debt,”

According to usages almost universal in tidewater Virginia and dating

back for generations, the economy of the colony had only one foot in

America; the other was in England. The rivers on which the plantations

bordered were also estuaries of the Atlantic Ocean. Ships dispatched by

English merchants came annually to the planters’ own wharves. They

loaded Virginia’s sole cash crop, tobacco, and unloaded what the merchant

(known as a factor) had bought in London, presumably with the earnings

from the previous crops. This system, which circulated Virginia’s cash

abroad, had been responsible for that lack of Virginia manufactures or

even fine handicrafts which had forced Washington and Forbes to supply

their armies in Pennsylvania, where the economy Avas more self-contained.

In the relationsliip between factor and planter, the factor had every

advantage. Taking lus profit on every transaction, he determined the

prices at which he sold the Virginian’s tobacco, and also the prices at

wluch he bought objects for the Virginian’s account. The only alley of

escape open to a planter who concluded that he was being cheated—
changing to another factor— was usually closed because the planter had

been maneuvered heavily into his current factor’s debt.

Before his marriage, Washington had done his business with one Richard

Washington, who he assumed might be his cousin and might therefore

treat him fairly. When he came into the Custis money, he gladly cliangcd

to the Custis factor, Robert Cary and Company, but his letters across the

ocean continued to be an unbroken series of angry charges. His tobacco

was being sold for a fraction of its value, he %vas sent inferior goods at

superior prices, and his orders were handled with inexcusable incompe-

tence. Farm macliinery would arrive with parts missing, which meant that

the necessary and expensive objects would have to lie idle for a year, since

there was only one shipment annually. There was the time that Patsy

followed him around in tears through the hold of a ship searching for a
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trunk of adornments and toys that were listed on the invoice but had

been left behind. Washington bought all his best clothes abroad; he sent

careful measurements, but the clothes never fitted. Since this was the typi-

cal situation, we have a vision of grand parties where all the Virginians'

were handsomely dressed in costumes either too small or too large.
'

Washington so accepted the system that, as he ordered lavishly, he

paid little attention to what the Cary bookkeepers were scratcliing down

in their ledgers. When the factor decided that the time had come to notify

him of debt and needle him for payment, he responded with outrage; “I

must confess that I did not expect that a correspondent so steady and

constant as I have proved, and was willing to have continued to your

house wliile the advantages were in any way reciprocal, would be re-

minded in the instant it was discovered how necessary it was for him to

be expeditious in his payments. Reason and prudence naturally dictates to

every man of common sense the thing that is right, and you might have

rested assured that so fast as I could make remittances without distressing

myself too much, my inclinations would have prompted me to it.” Why
did not Cary and Company put their minds on getting decent prices for

his tobacco? Having appended a large order for luxuries and farm ma-

cliinery that would increase the debt, he wrote grandly that he would

not wish anyone to “suffer in the most trivial instances in my account.”

He would agree to pay interest on what he owed.

Washington might write loftily, but he knew that debts forever swell-

ing with interest were a sure progression to bankruptcy.

Although Washington now reduced his capital investments in more

lands and slaves, this did not by itself solve his problem. At a later date,

he was to write a little parable explaining why an extravagant planter

found it impossible to practice economy. “
‘How' can I?’ says be .. . ‘I am

ashamed to do it; and besides, such an alteration in the system of my

living will create suspicions of a decay in my fortune, and such a thought

the world must not harbor.’ ” Whether or not Washington expressed

ideas that had been his own, he failed to apply to his day-by-day expenses

that virtue he found hateful: “frugality.” He \vould have to find another

way out.

The trouble was not laziness. He could hardly have paid more attention

to his affairs. Many a Virginia plantation was lost through the sloth of

the owner, but it was natural for the proprietor of Mount Vernon to be

forever on the go. If he was prevented from being active, he fell ill
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was haunted by premonitions of death (his father and liis beloved brother,

Lawrence, had both died in their primes). In all aspects of life he was, as

Jefferson wTotc, “inclined to gloomy apprehensions.” The bustle of plan-

tation management exactly suited him. It gave his body the extensive exer-

cise which that powerful machine craved, and, without putting his nerves

on the stretch as they had been during the French and Indian War, kept

his attention so filled with a succession of little problems that his innate

melancholy had no opportunity to cloud over his mental sides.

Washington was up in midsummer with the dawn and at other seasons

in the dark, riding his estates in a circle that had expanded as he secured

more land. There was always much to ameliorate: slave labor was ineffi-

cient; overseers were sottish and brutish and stupid; the Mount Vernon
fields were far from fertile. The soil had been depleted by long cultiva-

tion of Virginia’s extremely demanding staple crop, tobacco. Further-

more, as Washington came gradually to realize, there existed “an
understratum of clay impervious to water.” During heavy rains, excess

water ran off, washing topsoil into the Potomac and creating unsightly
gullies, while what moisture did sink in remained near the surface causing
sogginess. Washington was perpetually seeking some natural fertilizer that

would generate a miracle or at least help things along, his most elaborate
expedient being to scoop up and spread mud from the bottom of the
Potomac. He had his men eternally digging drainage ditches that were
eternally inadequate.

A devoted reader of agricultural manuals, Washington copied out long
passages, probably to fix them in his memory. However, even as a begin-
ning farmer (which he now actually was), he was unwilling to accept
anything on authority. One reason was that Iiis books were all imported
from England, and he had already concluded that what would work
across the ocean was not necessarily suited to America. Seeking not only
to improve lus own crops, to enlighten and amuse himself, but perhaps to
n guidance for all Virginia farmers, Washington undertook experiments-
In each of ten compartments of a huge box, Washington placed soils

rom different parts of his estate, planting various grains at the same depth
but with different fertilizers. “I watered them aU equally alike with water
t at lad been standing in a tub about two hours exposed to the sun.” All
"etc to be cultivated in an identical manner. Thus, at the very dawn ofmo ern science, Washington tried to set up a controlled experiment. But

ere were conditions he could not control: the weather, and the cultiva-
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tion while he was away on a trip to Wilharhsbnrg.; It is perhaps^ further

indication of his potentialities as a scientist that he realized that Kis results:

were inconclusive.

^

^

Washington was eager, to initiate wine culture, but he did not impoit:

European grapes. Reasoning that what was indigenous to .yifgima soil.'

grew best there, he collected about two thousand cuttings frbm -local .,

vines, selecting those on which the wild grapes did nor ripen hritil.^^fe

autumn. Fermentation followed, and tasting. But Washington rdde off to’

:

the Revolutionary War without having hit on a delicious potation.-
,

\'

His curiosity carried him into widespread investigations. He determined,

that there were 13,411,000 grains in a bushel off timothy . As his :carpenters

;

hewed poplar boards, he made a work-time study more suited to the';.,

twentieth century, noting , their motions and deciding which - could ; be,

eliminated. He invented a plow which .automatically -dropped seeds, in, the ^

furrows, and with which he continued to tinker at various times ffor the V

rest of his career. But all this activity contributed more to his interest

;

and amusement than to any important agricultural discovery, or to paying -

off his English debt. - - / .." .V

Washington was the completely responsible manager of a mediurh-sized v

town which, to escape utter bankruptcy, had to be as far as.fiossible self::';,;

contained. His “family” (as he called it) included nephews and.; nieces, -

white artisans, overseers, and a force of slaves that mounted
'
ydth the,

:

years to several hundred. Pork had to be produced by tiie thousands^'

pounds (6,632 in 1762); Indian corn and cereal grains grown to feed rnahV-

and beastyfish seined from the Potomac by the /tens of thousands to; be ,

eaten fresh or salted down; liquor (that invaluable :work incentive) .’dis- }

tilled, cider from Washington’s apple trees being stepped,up to applejack. ,

:

Washington’s blacksmiths shoed horses and made tools from
;
plows to

axes; his coopers ran up hundreds of barrels; his. carpenters built nCw
^

structures and kept the old ones in repair; his wea;vers_and shpemakeVs

and seamstresses made the work clothes of the conimuhity: Eivestock bad
.

to be bred, fed,.milked, broken to harness or the saddle. .Gaits dmvrt by,

oxen or horses moved— Washington hoped ndt aiinlessly .of with balf,^.

. loads— across his, thousands of acres; He had Ids own, freight sloop bn^

the Potomac and his own mill, even if it was superannuated and forevey .,

ailing....Fof many years, he accommodated with a. ferry; tfavelere who

wishbdto'cross the river.

\

. yy i :y -;

. . .Wasliingtbn handled these Complications with organization that-singu-

iafiy! resembled that of an' army. There \vas .a -chain of domfiaand .from-;.
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the leader of a work gang up to the manager of an individual farm, on to

various staff officers, and finally to the proprietor. At one side, were

special services— ditchers, carters, millers, fishermen, artisans— whose

activities had to be keyed in at the right place and time to the general

effort. With his unbounded energy and his gift for detail, Washington

was at Mount Vernon an efficient commander in chief.

Yet his debt to his English factors grew.

After five years as a conventional planter, Washington came to a deci-

sion that included a declaration of independence from England. He de-

cided that, although hallowed by tradition, the economic system of the

Virginia tidewater, to which he had been raised, was in its essence “dis-

astrous.” The cultivation of tobacco ruined the land. It required a dis-

proportionate quantity of labor. As the only cash crop, it left the planter

at the mercy of a single sequence of weather. And because tobacco had
to be sold abroad, the planters were delivered into the hands of foreigners

who pushed them into debt and kept them there while supplying them
with expensive, out-of-date and inferior goods,

Washington decided to apply on a large scale the economic practices of
the lowly farmers who lived in the piedmont beyond the falls of the
various rivers. To their farms, British boats could not penetrate; the)'’

lacked the extensive and flat acreage, and also the large work force to
grow tobacco. They grew cereal grains, not only for their own use, but
as cash crops, selling to local merchants who distributed produce in
America as well as abroad.

Dating 1765, Washington grew little tobacco and during 1766 none.
The output of his farm became wheat and particularly corn. Since this
required much less labor, he was able to diversify further. He increased
his number of weavers so that they could ^vork for the neighbors, and he
built a new commercial mill, which could grind for the entire country-
side, and which he eventually had automated by the Philadelphia inventor
Oliver Evans.

The e.vcess produce of his estate he sold to merchants in Alexandria,
who paid liim in money or at least in statements of indebtedness that cir-
culated m the middle colonies. When he wanted European goods, he
could buy them from local importers susceptible to his wrath if he felt
himself put upon. Or he could buy the achievements of Pliiladelphia arti-
sans xvho regarded the American market as the basis of their prosperity
that must be pleased.

^ ^ ^

Waslungton’s principal contact with Iiis London factors was now pay-



. WASHINGTON:^:THE^iNDISPENSABtE;MAN-j}^^^^

ing off in installments whdt lie owed : them. How, he, looked forward', to
'

being quit of them altogether! Again,, as when he had abandoned his amb^:

tion to join the British regular arrhy, Washihgton'nioved psychologically

away from the England that as a youth he had unquestioriably,;,corisidefed,

the center and capital of his world.



Washington in His Xandscapes ^
^

I HE PASSIONATE SOLDIER had changed into a planter commonly -char-

JL acterized by his friends with the adjective “amiable.’*'

^

passage from his letter to. a brother-in-law who had just fathered a male

baby: “But harkee! I am told you have recently introduced info your

family a certain production which you are lost in .
admiration of

,
and

spend so much time in contemplating the just proportions ofits parts, the

ease and conveniences udth which it abounds, that it is\fbought you Ayill

have little time to animadvert upon the prospects of your crops. ;

“I say how.rwill this be reconciled to that anguished care arid vigilance

which is so essentially necessary at a time .when our growing prosperity —

r

meaning the tobacco— is assailed by every villainous worm that has had

an existence since the days, of Noah (how, unkind it was of Noah,-how 1

have mentioned his name, to suffer such a brood,of vermin to. get. a berth

in the ark), but perhaps you may be as.vvcll.bff as \ye are— that ;is have

no tobacco for them to eait, and there,:!- think, we nicked the‘ dogs, as I

think to do you, if you.expect any more.”
' '

'

. :
’

. ;
.

’ X ^ ;

In 1768,; Washington went, to church on fifteen days, mostly when
away from home, and Hunted fokes on foriy-nine. He made innumerable

visits, often staying several nights. He Attended three balls, twb
:
p]ays;>and

one horse race. Unable to resist any Idnd;of spectacle, Washington en^

joyed cockfights, and puppet shoAvs. He visited a lioness and a tiger, and
gave nine shilhhgs to a shoAyman.who brought an Mk up the loiig driTC-

way. to Mount Vernon. "Temperamenfally a;gambler— now at^ cards, later
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in war— received a rebuke from a Scotch Presbyterian friend;; for

Wasting so much of his time at the gaming table. The stakes were ,occa-

sionally liigh, but down the years he lost only a little more than he won.

Sometimes he took his hounds along when he rode around his farms,

gleefully abandoning business if they started a fox. The breeding of horses

and hounds was a perpetual concern. Several times he noted ruefully in-

one of his diaries that he had been outwitted by some household pet

who, realizing before he did that one of the hound bitches was “proud,”'

had “covered” her before she had been locked up with a suitable hunuhg

mate. -
-

Washington’s agricultural activities were by no means limited to utility.

Although he never painted a picture and wrote no more poems after he

emerged from adolescence, he was always passionately concerned with

aesthetic effect. This could manifest itself in the spacing on the page of a

letter or of a survey. It found its greatest expression in the design of

Mount Vernon (he was his own architect) and the embellishment of the

grounds. He arranged not only his flower garden, but also bis vegetable

garden, with decorative paths and hedges that encouraged strollihg;i'4ie:

transplanted onto his lawns and into his artificial “wildernesse.s” decora-;,

tive shrubs he had happened on in his rambles; he tried to grow ’exotics-

imported from Europe or sent to him by friends in the West., . . ,

,

In the seven years between 1768 and 1775, the Washingtons entertained

about two thousand guests, who ranged from relations and intimate,

friends to passersby put up at nightfall. Hospitality was .warm and food

plentiful, even if the bedrooms were crowded. George found an unfilled'

dining room “lonesome” and Martha considered an empty ,Touse
“
4ull,”

yet they liked to alternate gregariousness with privacy. In i773;and 1774,

Washington doubled the length of Mount Vcrriori^yestwardTy adding a

donaestic wiiig the same height and xyidth as the ,existing houses ^,T^^

the structure lopsided; he,- planned was hot. coihplefed, as he rpde,

, away to a new war— a matching extension to the east that wquld epp^^

,

a two^ory .ballroom,

.
' Washihgton ,sold, the Custis house 'ih;the-,Cploniai capitak';M411iapisburgi .

Vand hdhght; a.lapuse;ih Hs/county ;seat, ’-',^W

(House oT^ bothered .(to fid.elth
,
the; ifimattef? of

,^

.,
' local ' import Ay^te .'to,..be ;decided.;(Neighh6rhdpd (

offices
:
opine to

,

liiffi- v;;

vestryman,;;}hsticeJ'of.:the:.c6uniy(7,court(^^^

.

I^x-abotit attehdingi'the bpfihg( sessions, ' but Ke .Xy^, :heyer; lax

. -.knocked on,
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intervention in tangled affairs. He wrote that no suppliant should ever he
turned away from Mount Vernon “lest the deserving suffer.” In principle

he was less sympathetic to the undeserving, but in fact they usually found

.

him generous. He could not, he complained, refuse any appeal “without

feeling inexpressible uneasiness.”

Washington, who had had almost no experience of any way of life not

grounded on slavery, had not yet questioned the institution in its funda-

mentals, He merely felt it his duty to be kind to liis slaves. Most impor-

tant to their feelings, he believed, was that they should not be separated

from their families and companions, sent to strange places where they

were not at home. Tliis meant that he was unwilling to move a slave from

iMount Vernon unless the slave agreed, which almost never happened. It

also meant that he became unwilling to sell slaves, although natural in-

crease, building on his earlier purchases, gave him a larger work force to

feed and clothe than he needed, particularly since he had abandoned the

cultivation of tobacco.

One of the causes in which Washington often found himself engaged

was trying to circumvent avaricious husbands who, taking advantage of

the unfair Virginia laws, tried to defraud women of their property. Con-

cerning one such legal campaign that went on for years, an observer

wrote Washington, “Charity with us is common, but steady friendship

founded on that principle almost without a precedent.”

Despite his complaints and his attempts at refusal, Wasliington was en-

trusted with managing the estates— and often becoming guardian to the

children— of many a dying neighbor.

Within his own area, Washington followed liis ideal of “cultivating

the affections of good men” and practicing “domestic virtues.” The

fiercely aggressive part of his nature found outlet in his efforts to amass

wilderness acres. There was a strangeness about this obsession. Since much

of what he sought and sometimes did acquire would be made valuable

only by advances in settlement which he could hardly expect in his life-

time, tliis was of all his pursuits the one with the greatest dynastic impli-

cations. Yet he was not discouraged in his efforts by his continuing Jack

of an heir. Perhaps his passion was motivated (at least in part) by a pos-

sessive worship of the continent across which his dreams spread.

The type of real estate speculation Washington most enjoyed was not

for the faint in heart. The laws dealing with land grants in the wilderness

were self-contra'dictory, endlessly complicated, and subject to change

U
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without notice. Finding and marking out the best land beyond the reaches

of settlement— flat and fertile acres accessible to rivers, potential mill

sites, and the like^— required geographically arduous exploration. And
there was no lack of human hazards. Indians were not gentle to en-

croachers on land they considered their own; the employees of rival

speculators carried both legal documents and rifles; squatters were devoid

of documents but often forceful in numbers. And in the end, no title

could be considered final until it was approved by a governmental body
often open to influence and bribery. Washington referred to the whole
operation as a “lottery,” explaining, “No man can lay off a foot of land

and be sure of holding it.”

He accepted as part of the process the unscrupulousness that was cre-

ated by a combination of great potential rewards with utter confusion in

areas almost beyond the law. He ordered secret surveys on land reserved

by royal proclamation to the Indians; was not adverse to engrossing a

larger percentage of river front than the law allowed. He was, on the

whole, successful. No other man in all Virginia combined considerable

influence with public bodies and considerable financial assets with per-
sonal prowess as a backwoodsman that made it unnecessary to rely on
agents for even the most dangerous explorations. While others tried to
reach out from their manors or countinghouses, he tramped wild places
himself.

His most extensive adventure grew out of his personal efforts as a
lobbyist. He secured confirmation of a confused promise of land made by
Dimwddie to those who had early enlisted in the Virginia Regiment. The
area involved was so large it could only be found in the outer wilderness.
Washington traveled in the autumn of 1770 again to the Forks of the
Ohio— where he had previously seen emptiness there was now a settle-
ment of some twenty cabins called Pittsburgh— and then drifted down
the river for eleven days. His objective was the confluence of the Ohio
with the Great Kanawha, where he had heard that the land was fine. This
journey deep into the almost unexplored wilderness was in some ways a
replay of the embassy northward which had opened his public career
There was danger -reports of Indian hostilities and ticklish meetings
with braves m war or perhaps hunting dress; there was hardship— snow
tefl- but this time the impediments were not truly lethal. They added
spice to lyricism.

.

^ u u

Keeping notes of the appearance of the shores along which they passed
Washington saw an identity of beauty and utility: the taller the ttees and
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the fairer the meadows, the more fertile the land. Deer, buffalo, and wild

turkeys abounded. Eventually Washington found and marked out a para-

dise of rich meadow's, towering vegetation, mill sites, vast reaches, bound-

less skies, where he eventually secured title to thirty thousand acres, most

of the tracts “beautifully bordered” by the rivers.



EIGHT

A New Call to Arms

WASHINGTON, WHO IN HIS YOUTH called England “home,” had

moved to the conclusion that the Americans could not remain

forever under the domination of the British. Having become a different

people, they would have to find their own destiny in their own way. Yet

he hoped that the issue could be postponed “for posterity to determine.”

However, there rose in the mid- 1760’s an argument over taxation. The

resulting controversy summoned up all tlie misunderstandings and pro-

found differences of attitude that had been developing during the more

than two centuries when Americans had been forced to serve their own
needs in a land so different from the British Isles.

Because the colonists had profited from various Crown expenditures, in-

cluding the winning of the French and Indian War, Parliament decided

that they should be subject to taxation voted in London. The colonists

responded that since they were not represented in Parliament they would

not be taxed from there. This incited Parliament to repressive legislation,

which excited stronger American opposition, which incited England to

increase her military force in America.

Washington’s reactions in the early stages of this build-up were mod-
erate. When, trying to strike at British pocketbooks, Americans agreed

not to import British goods, Washington welcomed this development only
partly as a method of retaliation. He hoped that the experience of selling

and buying at home would persuade liis fellow planters of what he had
individually worked out; that they would be better off if they were not
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economically dependent on England. He stepped up the household manu-
factures at Mount Vernon so that he could sell more goods and services to

his neighbors.

By April, 1769, Washington had become so worried about the suppres-

sion of American liberties that he visualized the possibility of an armed

rebellion— but only as the very last resort. He still hoped that some

rational line could be drawn between the rights of the mother country

and the rigiits of the colonies. “For my own part,” he added, “I shall not

undertalce to say where.”

Washington was glad to admit he was not a political expert. He had

concluded, he was to explain, that the British measures were “repugnant

to ever}'' principle of natural justice” before “abler heads than my own”

had convinced him that the measures were also contrary to the legal rights

Americans had inherited as Britons. His modesty was undoubtedly due in

part to his memory of how he had made a fool of himself during Forbes’s

campaign by pontificating from a local view on matters of international

import.

In the current situation, Washington’s desire to move only on sure

ground was strengthened by his realization of extreme danger. He gave it

as his “opinion that more blood will be spilt on tliis occasion, if the

[British] ministry are determined to push matters to the extremity, than

history has yet furnished in the annals of North America.”

Washington saw as the fundamental issue the question whether the

British acts were random results of stupid misadministration or whether

they were proofs “of a fixed and uniform plan to tax us.” He was shocked

to read of the Boston Tea Party because he believed it would encourage

the British to further excesses. It was the extremity of those excesses that

finally forced him to make up lus mind. The “intolerable acts” which

closed the port of Boston and abrogated the charter of Massachusetts

“exhibited,” he believed, “an unexampled testimony of the most despotic

system of tyranny that was ever practiced in a free government.” Oppo-

sition had become an absolute duty.

Although Wasliington, as a member of the House of Burgesses and a

neighborhood leader in Fairfax County, had played his role in Virginia’s

various acts of protest and commercial retaliation, he had not been one of

the firebrands of the revolutionary movement. Yet when the Burgesses

elected seven delegates to the First Continental Congress, he received the

third largest vote, Patrick Henry was far behind liim and the young

Thomas Jefferson failed of election.



At the oStdsl sessfons h?U in Fhila4dpW«\ dnnng S^eptentber and

October, 1774. Whshmgton xvos mastiy $Uentv However, Ws endless con-

nviaKE^" kept him so nmch on the go that he dined in his lodgings only

seven times in nftr-three days, and nsnallv had a setmnd engaejenient dnr-

in? the cTCning. In the meeting roonx and over tavern tables he was,

whether he realired it or not, an obiect of anxions observation to his fel-

low delegates. Tlie distant dang of amts was in the air and his repuiation

as a soldier had not been forgotten. Silas Deane of Connecticvxt was sur-

prised to find tbxt the hero of Rraddock\s defeat was still itx his pvitne,

ashington xva.s forty-two.)

The Congress voted, with Washington’s agreement, further commercial

reprisals, gave no hint of a willingxess to compromise, and indicated that

tlie colonics would unite in meeting force with force. This strong stand

brought no exhilaration to the tall Virginian. He rode home sick at heart.

Seventeen yc.irs before, be hud earned hk back on rbc niilitary life. Hr
was happy on his plantation and as a neighborhood patriarch. Now all

that he had created was endangered.

There xvcjc opening up, of counsc, new’ oj)po)'tunitic,s for glory. How
brightly they would have shone in his imagination when, as a younger

man, he had written that his "inclinations” were "stroinriv bent to arms.”

Now, when the Royal Governor of ^^^^ginia seized the. colony’.s gun-

powder, Washington used all his influence to keep armed militiamen

from interfering with the peaceful negotiation which finally elicited a

return of the powder, Rut ho was also drilling the militia in preparation

for the worst.

By the time Washington attended the ,Sccond Continental Congress in

Alay, 1775, fighting at Lexington and Concord had released "the .shot

heard round the world,” A numerous army of Ncu' Knglandcr.s was
encamped around Brirish-held Boston, Not being introspective, Washing-
ton undoubtedly did nor probe his nu)rivc.s for wearing to (he Congres-

sional sessions his military uniform, His conscious intention was to testify

that Virginia was willing to fight. He seems to have expected that he
would become, as he had been during the Frcncli and Indi.iu ^Vnr, the

commander in chief of Virginia forces. When, after the Congress had
convened, the rumor circulated that he might be made commander in
chief of a continental army, he urged some of lu.s fellow Virginians m
try to block the move.

Washington’s memories of i)is .activities during the I'rcnch and lndi.xn
War did not encourage any confidence in hi.s military gifts, and the msk

^9
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ahead seemed to call for genius. At the beginning of the Revolutionary

War, it was known (so he later wrote) that “the expense in comparison

with our circumstances as colonists must be enormous, the struggle pro-

tracted, dubious, and severe. It was known that the resources of Britain

were, in a manner, inexhaustible, that her fleets covered the ocean, and

that her troops had harvested laurels in every quarter of the globe. Not

then organized as a nation . . . we had no preparation. Money, the nerve

of war, was wanting. The sword was to be forged on the anvil of

necessity.”

In this retrospective account, Washington defined the colonists’ “secret

resource” as “the unconquerable resolution of our citizens.” However,

no such “unconquerable resolution” was manifested by the debates Wash-

ington listened to in the Congress. The prevailing policy was to evince

as much loyalty to the Crown as was under the circumstances possible.

If the colonies initiated no hostilities, if the colonies only defended them-

selves when attacked, surely George III, as the sovereign of America as

well as England, would curb Parliament and his ministers. The Congress

still hoped that the whole trouble would blow over. This teetering was

far from satisfactory to Massachusetts, which had on its hands an actual

war.

As John Adams, the chief of the Massachusetts delegation, puzzled

over how to lead the continent into an alliance, his vision fixed on the

uniformed figure of Washington. Washington was the most celebrated

veteran of the French and Indian War who was .still young enough to

lead a new contest. He possessed charm combined with manifest physical

and nervous power, a clear gift for leadership which Adams recognized,

even if he resented it in a giant he considered unintcllectual. And, thank

heaven, Washington was from Virginia!

It was a principle as old as all efforts at American unity that leadership

had to be divided between the Northeast and the South. What better way

to get the Congress and through them the continent entangled in the

actual hostilities than to have them elect the magnetic and experienced

Virginia warrior as commander in chief of what was otherwise a pure y

New England army.

Adams lobbied actively for Washington’s election. Waslungton kept

away from the session at which the ballot was to be taken. His election

was unanimous.
’

When Washington appeared before the Congress on June x6, J775>

. made no spread-eagle speech promising bloody success. He had accepted

6o
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the “momentous duty” because Congress desired it, “but, lest some un-

lucky event should happen ... I beg it may be remembered, by every

gentleman in this room, that I, tin's day, declare with the utmost sincerity,

I do not think myself equal to the command I am honored with.” Having

expressed a desire to receive no salary, being paid only for his expenses

of which he would keep “an exact account,” Washington sat down.

The new Commander in Chief was the first and only member of the

Continental Army. If the Congress changed mood and policy, he might
be left standing alone with a sword in his hand, to triumphant British

power the most conspicuous of traitors. Although the delegates were
not yet ready formally to adopt the New England army, they did resolve

unanimously: “This Congress doth now declare that they will maintain

and assist and adhere to him, the said George Washington, with their

lives and fortunes.”

John Adams, who had helped engineer this vote, was worried by it.

However politically necessary the move, there was grave danger in setting

up a man as the symbol of a cause which might create an independent
nation. Adams’s reading of history had persuaded him that strong men
invariably grasp all power within their reach. This George Washington
was obviously a strong man. He would be a prodigy if he did not try to

make himself king.
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A Virginian in Yanke4-L.an(J;
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f ^nce WASHINGTON had been firmly'designated tlic lea^Yhf
resistance against the British, anxiety took 'qvW;;T

men who had reluctantly taken so rdangcfous a step needed, reassurance,
but the Virginian on whom they had. staked thdr ‘‘Jives arid' fortunes” ie,:';
fused to be reassuring. He reniembered what: he had seen^durin^ the;

'

French and Indian War of .the; sopliistication which - tlie British regular :,

army brought to the type of fighting (hot wilderness wiirfafe) that ndwi
lay ahead. He continued to insist that the command he hadtbeen jiw^^^^^^^

was “too boundless for my abilities and fty^ v% .far- btyond my exp&i-
ence.” The congressmen had to comfort themselves Avith .d^^^

that Washington’s diffidence would encourage\him to takeyad\^i%:do =

^

nothingrash. V
But where was Washington liimsclf to find comfbit.^jHe J^bstpohed ioirV

three days, notifying his wife of his 'election, and then^begged hbr-not to .- ,:

add to his, perturbation with her .’own Bhe should force hefself'to be ayA
content as she could. “I should ehjoy moty real ;happincss in one month

.

'

with you at home than I have the most distant prospect of finding abroad^ ,

'

if my stay were to be seyen.times seven years. ;But,: as it has Teen a; Icind :

of destiny that has thrown 'me ..upon' this, setyicej I shall hope, that mjt ':

undertaking it is designed to answer, some good purppse.-l ; •.
,

- A- 7 ;
. .

A

;

. Without apy. consciousness that ; he. was, sowing future trouble. Wash-, 'v^

ihgton begged
;

help from .four, grasping .men,' = each ;of.;whorh concluded
that the new Gommander in Chief was too' incompetent tU get. oh without
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the help each condescendingly promised. Two of these first advisers were

soldiers, two politically important businessmen.

Charles Lee had the reputation of being a military genius. Many patriots

regretted that, because he was a recent immigrant from England (and

was so eccentric), he could not be commander in cluef instead of Wash-

ington. After distinguished service in the British regular army, Lee had

adventured to Poland, where he was a major general and accompanied a

Russian army against the Turks. Having, on his return to England, writ-

ten radical pamphlets, and insulted George III to his face, he had settled

in America. He was tall and emaciated, dirty of clothes and body, voluble,

foulmouthed, seemingly brilliant, best characterized by his Indian name,

“Boiling Water.” He felt that he was making perhaps too great a sacri-

fice in agreeing to be commanded by the amateur Washington.

Another English officer, Horatio Gates, had at Washington’s request

been given the major staff post of adjutant general. The son of a duke’s

housekeeper and presumably the duke, Gates had risen in the British

regular army to the rank of major and then discovered that, despite his

superior ability, his equivocal birth blocked any further advancement.

Washington, who had served with him in the previous war, had persuaded

him to emigrate to Virginia. Gates was stocky, stubborn, extremely com-

petent, ambitious, unsure, a little cringing.

To bring him urban know-how and political finesse, the Virginia

planter recruited as aides-de-camp, men prominent in the revolutionary

leadership: Joseph Reed, a laxvyer, and Thomas Mifflin, a merchant. Reed
was a zealot with a ponderous melancholy face. Mifflin, who had handled

business affairs far beyond Washington’s scope, was also celebrated as an

orator. His handsome features were ahv^ays in facile motion.

When Washington, having found his own way, ceased to depend upon
Iris four original advisers, all four became his extremely dangerous enemies.

On June 23, 1775, Washington’s party set out to join his army in Cam-
bridge. The Commander in Chief was seen off with as much military

pomp as Philadelphia could muster. Fortunately, he did not know that

the most influential member of Congress burned, as he watched, with
jealousy. “Such,” John Adams wrote, “is the pride and pomp of war. I,

poor creature, worn out xvith scribbling for my bread and my liberty,

low in spirits and weak in health, must leave others to wear the laurels

whicbl have sown.”

Washington’s route passed through New York City. As coincidence

^3
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would have it, on the very day he was expected to ferry across the Hud-

son, the Royal Governor, William Tryon, was expected to sail up the

harbor on his return from a visit to England. Unsure of their allegiance

and thus of wliich arrival they should celebrate, the New York Provincial

Council was driven to distraction. They finally decided that one militia

company should meet Washington, another Tryon, and the rest attend

whoever arrived first.

Wasliington having arrived first, a satisfactory parade led him into the

city, but in the middle of the reception in liis honor many important

guests slipped silently away; Tryon was receiving. The General and the

Governor lodged a few doors apart. As spectators tried to judge New

York sentiment by comparing the amount of attention paid to each of

the opposing leaders, Washington found that his first revolutionary com-

petition was not on any battlefield but in the civilian world for popular

support.

In passing a resolution congratulating Washington on his arrival, the

New York Assembly expressed the hope that, after “the fondest wish of

every American soul, an accommodation with our mother country, had

been achieved, Washington would “cheerfully” lay down his arms

“and resume the character of our worthiest citizen.” Washington could

reply tvith complete sincerity that when he and his colleagues assumed

the soldier we did not lay dowm the civilian.” They yearned for that

happy hour when the establishment of American liberty upon the most

firm and solid foundations shall enable us to return to our private

stations.”

Washington was, indeed, so little the dedicated soldier that he never

regarded fighting the enemy as the fundamental means by which the

Revolutionary War would be won. He demonsti-ated again and again his

conviction that the crucial battlefields were in the minds of individual

Americans. If the majority decided that they would be better off under

renewed submission to tiie Crown, all military efforts to defeat the

British would be of as little avail as trying to stop a river that was per-

petually flowing. But, if the people became such staunch supporters of

American rights that they would hold steadfast through any emergency,

the British might just as well march their military might into the ocean.

While in New York, Washington heard that a great battle had been

fought outside Boston for the control of Bunker (or Breed s)

patches presented the engagement as a patriot defeat because the Massa-

64
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chusetts army had been driven from the ground. The new Commander

in CWef was too naive to realize the significance of the great loss the

British had suffered. The generals from overseas had been so scornful of

their amateur opponents that they had sent wave after wave of profes-

sional soldiers against the seemingly ridiculous earthen redoubt that the

Americans had built. When they counted their dead, the British recog-

nized a bitter lesson: since their soldiers could only be replaced at great

cost from overseas, they could not again suffer major casualties by attack-

ing embattled American farmers who had defenses to crouch behind.

When Washington became conscious of this British conclusion, it was

to have a major effect on his strategy.

As Washington approached his army, he stopped off at Watertown,

the seat of the Massacliusetts Congress. He found there no lack of revo-

lutionary fervor. However, what the delegates had to report was not

encouraging. The army was in the greatest confusion; almost everything

needed to be straightened out. Yet, it was far from clear that the Yankee

troops would willingly obey the orders of a Virginian. Washington un-

doubtedly remembered that his own previous visit to Massachusetts had

been to protest the claims of a Marylander to give orders to the Virginia

Regiment. He agreed that it would be wise for him to take advantage of

rite Sabbath by slipping inconspicuously into the encampment.

The review with which the new Commander was said to have been

greeted as he stood under "the Washington Elm” is, although enshrined

in the history books, pure legend. (The army was not well enough trained

to march in a review and would probably have greeted the Virginian

with jeers not cheers.) There is better reason to believe that Washington

attended, on the night of liis arrival, a drunken party, during which

"adjutant Gibbs of Glover’s was hoisted (English fashion) chair and all

upon the table, and gave the company a rollicldng bachelor s song.

Washington’s first duty was to determine the strategic situation. The

shoreline of Boston Harbor was then (much water has since been filled

in) shaped like a battered half moon. The New England army was en-

camped along the rim of this arc and in the town of Cambridge behind it.

From areas about ,ten mUes apart, two peninsulas shaped like tennis

rackets angled into the bay towards each other, their heads being sepa-

rated only by, a narrow channel. Boston and Charlestown necks were

.occupied by the enemy. Their narrow connections with the mainland
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were so fortified that troops could not pass cither way. Out in the harbor

was what looked like a forest of dead trees: masts of a British fleet that

dominated all deep water.

As Washington rode through the New England encampment, the

stench indicated tliat the troops were risking their health by not digging

privies. He quickly discovered that commonly no one gave or obeyed any

orders. The militiamen, having elected their officers, expected due sub-

servience to tlie sovereign voters. What entrenchments there were had

been dug according to argumentative whim and indolent caprice.

How true that everything needed reorganizing, replanning, enlarging,

strengthening!

The grandfather of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Regimental Chaplain

William Emerson, soon noted, “There is great overturning in the camp

as to order and regularity. New lords, new laws. The Generals Wash-

ington and Lee arc upon the lines every day.” Orders were read to the

regiments every morning after prayers. “Great distinction is made be-

tween officers and soldiers. Everyone is made to know Ws place and

keep it, or be tied up and receive thirty or forty lashes according to his

crime. Thousands are at work every day from four till eleven o’clock in

the morning. It is surprising how much work has been done.”

The basic necessat)'^ reform, Washington believed, was to establish a

good officer corps. “I have,” he reported to a fellow \^frginian in Con-

gress, “made a prett)' good grand slam among such kind of officers as the

Massachusetts government abounds in . . . having broke one colonel and

two captains for cowardly behavior in the action on Bunker’s Hill.” He

had discharged or was prosecuting various other officers for incompe-

tence or peculation. “In short, I spare none, yet fear it will not all do,

as these people seem to be too inattentive to everything but their interest.”

Since the enemy shipping would enable the British to concentrate their

force in an attack on any spot in his defenses, Washington ordered tltat

horses be kept saddled in every area to give the alarm. If he were to have

the necessary reserves always ready, his own force would, he calculated,

have to be twice the British: eighteen to twenty thousand men. He was

assured that his army was at least that size, but tltis was only a guess.

Repeated orders failed to induce his officers to send in returns of their

men. “Threatening means’” finally elicited imperfect reports that were

frightening- The army was not more than fourteen thousand, of tvdiom

twelve— hardly more than the British— were fit for duty. But at least

Washington could quiet himself with the thought that he had enough

S8
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powder. The storerooms, he had been assured, contained 308 barrels. But

then it developed that this was the total amount that had been delivered

to the army since the beginning of the campaign. Most had been expended

at Bunker Hill. There were in fact only thirty-six barrels, less than nine

rounds a man. The army would be helpless if the British attacked.

, Although Washington had no way of loiowing that a leader in the

Massachusetts Congress was a British spy, he cautiously kept the fact that

his army was defenseless from all but two or three key men. Every con-

ceivable spurious reason for needing powder was imagined and used in

appeals broadcast across the land. As Washington spent sleepless nights

listening for alarm bells, powder appeared from here and there until at

last he could stretch his long form out in comparative ease.

Washing'ton’s recurring difficulties merged with his regional prejudices

to fill him with such bitterness against the New Englanders that his dis-

cretion failed him. The Yankees were, the Virginian wrote, “generally

spcalcing the most indifferent kind of people I ever saw ... an exceed-

ingly dirty and nasty people.”

Some of these strictures were leaked to John Adams and the other New
, Englanders in Congress. Although— as subsequent events were to show
— they did not forget, they made no attempt to remove Washington

from the command.

How can one explain why the Virginian, \t‘ho had come in as an un-

popular appointment and had shaken up the army so violently (even

'making Congregationalists work on the sacrosanct Sabbath), had gained

in prCstige with the Yankees despite his insulting remarks.^

To begin with, there was his appearance. Word traveled to London
that Washington’s martial dignity would set him apart among ten thou-

sand mentJ'Not a king in Europe but would look like a valet de chambre
by lus side.” And then there was his charm. On meeting him, Abigail

Adams quoted to her husband what the Queen of Sheba had said on
meeting Solomon, “The half was not told me.”

Although the New England leaders were prevented by local equali-

tarianism from establishing military subordination, they realized the im-

portance of discipline, and were glad, even if they publicly criticized

Washington, to see it established. And Yankees respected frugality and
labor. Washington had not only personally refused a salary, but he wasted
nothing. And no one could have been more faithful. Perhaps because he

. had been criticized during the French and Indian War for being often
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faway 'frpm his ;tegirnerit/ he. never camp e tq.'ride occasibri-.

/r ally, to consult the legislators at ’^atertown. /
.

\ ;?
'

-
>,

• Furthermore; the Srmy was comfortable in its situation. The, enemy :

" remained quiescent.' Food and clothing were still plentiful. Being all from

’ /a single region',where -immunity had been built up to the prevailing dis-

eases^ the-men were healthy. The blockade at Boston was less like a mili-

tary campaign than an extended mass camping trip.

It was/Wa'shington.who lay awake worrying; it was Washington who

suffered. James Warren, the president of the Massachusetts Congress,

wrote; “i pity our pbor.general, who has a greater burden on his shoulders

and more difficulties to struggle with than I think should fall to the share

of so good a man. . . . I see he is fatigued and worried.”



TEN

An Early Triumph

(i775'-I776)

O N ACCEPTING THE COMMAND, Washington had written to his wife

that he expected to be home by autumn. It was hard to doubt that

George III, impressed by the resistance which his loyal but outraged

American subjects were mounting, would curb his parliament and minis-

trJ^ Furthermore, after Washington had surveyed the situation at Cam-

bridge, he decided that a completely effective strategy was open to him.

He would hold the “ministerial troops” in a tight blockade. He would

successfully harass any effort they made to break out into the countryside.

The army in Boston, having thus been made useless, would “sink” Great

Britain “under the disgrace and weight of the expense.” This would surely

“overthrow the designs of the administration.”

However, as the stalemate went on for month after month, Washington

became increasingly concerned about the future of lus own army. No
preparation had been made for maintaining the bloclcade in midwinter—
no warm clothes, no adequate shelter. And, in any case, the enlistments of

almost all his troops would come to an end with the year 1775. This both-

ered Washington all the more because he was not temperamentally at-

tuned to inaction. He began trying to persuade his generals that the

British position in Boston was not as impregnable as it seemed. True,
there were sophisticated defenses backed by expert artillery; true, any
invading force would have to traverse a large expanse of water that was
guarded by floating batteries. But surely brave and devoted men might
face down all obstacles and smash the enemy! Washington’s generals

11
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could not be convinced, and Washington was not sure enough of his

conclusions to override his Council of War.

And so, as the year approached its end, Washington was faced with

the necessity of recruiting his army anew. Most of the common soldiers

felt that they had done their stint: let others take their places. And efforts

to reorganize the haphazardly raised regiments into a force more uniform

and efficient disarranged the officer corps. Although no man’s commission

was as old as a year, and the differences might be no more than a day—
or even a few minutes— officers got into the most acrimonious hassles

.concerning which had the right to a higher rank because he was the

senior. “Such a dearth of public spirit and u'ant of virtue,” Washington
cried our, “such stock-jobbing and ferdlit}^ in all the low arts to obtain

advantages . . . such a dirty, mercenary spirit pervades the whole that

I should not be at all surprised at any disaster that may happen.” If only

he could justify it “to posterity and my conscience,” Washington would,

he explained, abandon settled America to the British and inhabit the

wilderness in a wigwam.

On New Year’s Eve so many of the troops went home that all the

blockading defenses could not be manned. Although Washington did lus

best to cover up, the weakness was too widespread to escape the eyes of
spies. It seemed certain that the British would attack. He arranged with
his officers on what hills far behind the lines the fleeing remnant of his

army would reassemble. But the British did not attack. They hoped the
rebels would realize how ridiculous tliey seemed and give up. When
Washington celebrated the dawn of 1776 by raising the newly designed
American flag, some Britons assumed that it was a flag of surrender.

The British were annoyed rather than discouraged by their plight in
Boston. The unexpected outbreak of the rebellion had found their army
in a most disadvantageous position. To march into Massachusetts would
serve no strategic end, and the cost in casualties of their victory at
Bunker Hill did not encourage further entanglements with the determined
farmers of New England. If the rebels did not before then recover their
Senses, the British command would, at their own good time, use their con-
trol of the ocean to move to a more advantageous base. And George III
was not reacting as Washington had expected. Instead of curbing his
government, he declared publicly that he intended to hire foreign mer-
cenary iToops cither Russian or German— to smash by force an
insurrection which he by no means regarded as a loyal protest. The



WASHINGTON: THEhNDlSPEN^ABLE -MAN '

^

^

Americans, he growled, manifestly, intcnde'dito establish “an indepeiident,

empire.”

Washington, who had, up to this- time, so“ught ;compfpihise gather th^^^

an independent empire, began to change his mind; He was -deeply im-

pressed by Thomas Paine’s arguments and exhortations in Sense:'

On January 31, 1776, Washington first ackhondedged in' writing

possibility of independence. Four days later, he.; urged. Gongfe^ tpmotify

Great Britain that “if nothing else could satisfy a tjriant and liis diabolic^ ;

mim'stry, we are determined to shake.off all cohnecdom wkb h state so-;

unjust and unnatural,” Washington now -Telt ah .even -greater ' heed-

attack Boston and annihilate the enemy,
;

;

' • ; . : Uv

Several hundred miles to the northwest, an irregular force, -led by Bencr -

diet Arnold and Ethan Allen, had captured the; British frontier iort-^

Ticonderoga, and with it what Washington
.
considered' “a

;
noble .train

of artillery.” Colonel Henry Knox, a fat former bookseller' who, had;

studied in books the u.se of cannon, was Washington’s 'cbniniahder ,
o.f

.

artillery. He supervised pulling the guns over snow and ice to. Cambridge;.-

Washington decided to use this ordnance in - stagings a battle hhat .pouid^

at one stroke win (or lose) the war. "
'f 'si-

Dorchester Neck extended into the harbor southeast of. Boston N^ck,.;

Neither side had occupied it, although frorn its heights caniion covild -

fire into the British-held city. Washington resolved} that
,

rilently^ on a.;

dark night, he would build there a fortification containing i
canhon. .The

endangered British would be forced to ferry a largc detachnient frofvi:

Boston to clear the heights in an engagement ,
rcscrnblihg .Bunker Hi|jy

Washington hoped that his reorganized army would, in .additibn td .inr-;

flicting heavy casualties, succeed in holding its grounds
' ;

. , . V - ^ >

This was only the beginning of what Washington 'planned toJacW^
Since, in attacking Dorchester, the British .would haveTo weaken

garrison in Boston, Washington intended' to send fdvr'.ihdusand men-in

small boats across the half .mile of water tp.hiyadc thd-.cityy Hayib^

landed at two separated be&hhkdSi;; they would;,converge and

against the unfortified rear of the British,, lines on Boston Neck, mVasly

the defenses there, and let inVan additional.; pamptTorce,-,;

During the night of March, 4;, .1776, three; thodsand: .of Washing

soldiers moved silently onto ‘Do’rch^ter Tdecfc The

too hard for digging^ the. AniericanS brought .their ;foftificatib^^^^^

them in wagons: ; bundles .of/sticto, three feet .thick apdi.f^^^
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also the heavy wooden frames into witich the bundles were to be piled

to make ramparts that would be held down with a little dirt scratched up

from the icy soil. Moving silently among his troops on horseback, Wash-

ington listened for some unexpected sound that might v^arn the British,

stared down towards dark Boston for some flaring of lights that would

indicate the enemy was aroused. All remained silent and dark. At 3 a.m.,

having finished the fortifications, the three thousand builders marched

back across the narrow causeway while twenty-four hundred fresh

soldiers moved into the fortifications to repel attack.

While the British generals were drinking the night away, the)’- had

been notified that the Americans were active on Dorchester Neck, but

they had assumed that notliing could be done there that could not be

easily handled in the morning. The light of dawn revealed how much

harder patriot soldiers were willing to work than the mercenaries the

British officers commanded. Staring at the major works which had

bloomed on Dorchester Heights, “an officer of distinction'’ poetically

blamed “the genie belonging to Aladdin’s wonderful lamp.”

As Washington expected, the British embarked many regiments for a

landing on Dorchester. He was about to unleash liis own invasion of

Boston itself, when the sky blackened with what soldiers on both sides

considered- the most awesonte storm they had ever seen. The British

commander in chief. Sir William Howe (who had recently succeeded

General Thomas Gage), was glad to accept this interruption as an excuse

for not undertaking what the honor of his army would otherwise have

required: an attack that would have cost many soldiers who could only

be replaced by reinforcements brought from across the ocean. He called

back the detachment which had menaced Dorchester, thereby bringing to

a halt Washington’s plan to invade Boston.

Had Howe known of Washington’s plan, he might well have cursed

rather than blessed the storm. The American commander had yet to
learn that in hand-to-hand fighting his farmboys, who considered their

bayonets principally useful for roasting meat over campfires, were no
match for England’s professional killers. He was to be taught this lesson

on terrains where die Americans could save their lives by running away.
But had most of his army been trapped with the murderous British on
Boston Neck, Washington might then and there have lost the war.

In Homeric times, it would have been assumed that some pro-American
god had ridden the storm, procuring time for the amateur American com-
mander to learn how to conquer.
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Washington's half-completed operation achieved a victory he found

surprising. Schooled in the rules of warfare, the British believed it intol-

erably dangerous to remain in a po.sition that was within range of enemy

cannon. Since they had abandoned any hope of removing the cannon,

the deliberate move they had intended eventually to make from Boston

became a hysterical flight. Too hurried to load onto their ships their

heavy cannon, they spiked the guns and pushed them, along with General

Howe’s carriage, into the bay. On A'larch lo, the Bridsh fleet carried

the British army away over the ocean.

A'lany Massachusetts men were opposed to the armed protest against the

British government. These “Tories” or “Loyah'sts” were usually prosper-

ous citizens, sometimes the holders of British appointments, who had much

to lose from civil discord. The outbreak of actual hostilities around Boston

had made all but the most inconspicuous Massachusetts Loyalists flee to the

city to achieve the protection of the British army. Now the army was

fleeing. They were in despair. Although they scrambled to get on the

ships, many v^ere left belund. Wasliington wrote, “One or two of them

have done what a great many of them ought to have done long ago,

committed suicide.” But then he added, “Unhappy wretches! Deluded

mortals! Would it not be good policy to grant a generous amnesty, to

conquer these people by a generous forgiveness?”

What would have been more natural than a parade of the conquering

army tluough liberated Boston, with the Commander in Chief exhibiting

his famous horsemanship at the head? There was no such parade. Wash-

ington slipped into the city and out again as inconspicuously as he could.

However, he was proud of what had been achieved. He wrote privately

to his favorite brother, John Augustine Washington, “No man perhaps

since the first institution of armies ever commanded one under more

difficult circumstances than I have done. ... I have been here months

together Avith what will scarcely be believed: not thirty rounds of musket

cartridges a man. . . . We have maintained our ground against the enemy,

under the above want of powder, and wc haA'^e disbanded one army and

recruited another within musket shot of two and twenty regiments, the

flowers of the British army, and at last have beat them, in a shameful

and precipitate manner, out of a place the strongest by nature on tlus

continent.”

He did not add that his triumphant army had not y'ct met the enemy

in battle.
'



ELEVEN

The Continental Army on Trial

(1776)

The BRITISH HAD DISAPPEARED. It eventually developed that they had

gone to their base at Halifax on Nova Scotia to refit their hysteri-

cally loaded ships. But no one doubted that their eventual destination was

New York, a city that could have been created by Providence as the

stronghold and jumping-off place for a naval power. Manhattan Island

was bordered by important rivers. The East River, connecting with Long
Island Sound, led to New England. The Hudson was navigable to ocean-

going vessels so far north that it could be used to cut the well-settled part

of the colonics in half. And the harbor was large enough for any fleet.

Washington reached New York on April 13, 1776, to discover that

everj' advantage the geography there offered a naval power was also a

bayonet aimed at such an army as his. iManhattan Island was too long

to be defended completely with the forces he had, and so narrow that

an army in the little city at the tip might be trapped by a quick march
to the opposite shore of soldiers landed from boats above the town. Mili-

tat}’- strategy clearty indicated that the city should be abandoned to the

enemy— or better yet, burned— while a defense line was set up further

north on the Hudson, where accommodating highlands dominated the
tiver. But Washington agreed with Congress that in the current political

Situation, when public opinion had not coalesced in opposition to Great
Britain, the eflFect on morale of abandoning— not to speak of burning
'-a major city would be disastrous. And so Wasliington decided to
occupy New York as best he could.
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The only favorable aspect .of the geography was that along the' Hiidson

River side of Manhattan there arose an easily defensible high fidge^which

made blocldng that river unnecessary to the defense of the city. Howdvet,

on the other side of the island, a flat shore invited ,invasion across

East River. This meant that the East River must be rnade , itnihuriej to

"

British shipping. To block its mouth near where it entered the. harborV'

boats were sunk, creating an underwater barrier that, would Stop. or. at *;

least slow down British warships. Guns from three forts were trained/,

on that very spot; one from the south tip of Manhattan,; one from a -little .;':

island, and the third from the far shore. So far, so good. But the, essential i?;

fort on the far shore could not be held unless the part of Long' Island on
;

:

which it was built were also held. And Long Island was much.-too, exteri-;,V

sive a land mass for Washington’s little army completely to defend;. H.

V*'

Week after week for more than two months, no British sails appeared.:;.^

However, it was for Washington hardly a quiet time. Traveling, tq;

-

Philadelphia, he wrestled with Congress concerning two major, problenis/j, .'

His own army needed strengthening.; Furtliermore, the northern annyy;^;;

under his overall command but. semi-independent, was in trouble.- .It.h^^

almost captured Canada, but was now in flight from a combinatip;n, of y
disease and British reinforcements. If the northern defenses .

were .not, ;

reconstituted, upstate New York and New England would be iopen. to,-;;;,

invasion from Canada. . .

As Washington expostulated, the congressmen found it hard '.to listejii yi.

for they were struggling in their minds with the most serious- possible,.;

political problem. Now that the fighting had gone, so far, •shobld The.-,'

v

colonies abandon all efforts to compromise with the, Crown?. Should they

make possible active support from that enemy of Great Britain, Trance, ,

by declaring their independence? Would -a;- declaration strengthen bf
.

'

,

weaken the cause at home? How many -Americans who. were, suppoftingy ,

what they regarded as “a JoyaLprotest’’ would go along with indepen-y

dence, an idea which, only, a brief- year before, had .
been given serious ^ '.

consideration by only, a .few extreme radicals?. Was independence; safe,\ ;.

was it justified,;was'it expedient? .- y
,
Since he did, nptiregard political decitions as the business of the niiUtaiy,^^. y

Washington' made no.’ public statementj- but . he wrote .
privately of .fe..

regret that thC' delegates “of whole; provinces are 'Kirill feeding theniselves,.;.,

.upon the dainty food Of reconciliation;”';'
^ /

'

".y

:

; ’ (.WashihgtOn’-was . back with Ins, army in: Nc\v Yofkyyheh,; oh ; S);

.
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1776, he received a Copy of the now enacted Declaration of Indepen-

dence. It AVas a queasy moment Promulgation of the news Avould induce

reactions that Avould indicate what percentage of the army, how many
inhabitants of New York, would welcome— would indeed not rebel

against— this radical change in the nature of the cause. After the bri-

gades had been drawn up on their respective parade grounds to have the

Declaration read to them, Washington heard cheers. But were they loud

enough? And, once the news had spread through the civilian population

with the speed of human breath, he studied the faces of people on the

street, listened to the intonations of voices.

The British officials, who had still been functioning in New York, had

to flee, and Tories were now liable to arrest as enemies of a new nation.

Their absence would simplify defense when the British invasion came,

but Washington, who left tlie problem to the civilian autliorities, hoped
that Tories would be treated with “every indulgence which . .

. good
judgment will permit.” When a plot was discovered aiming at liis own
assassination, he suppressed the matter as best he could lest mobs rise and
attack conservatives who might, if not molested, be persuaded to support
the cause.

A few days before the Declaration reached New York, the British

fleet that had disappeared from Boston reappeared in New York Harbor.
The troops were landed on Staten Island. These fifty square miles of
fertile farmland out in the bay were well suited to contain and support
the British base that was established there. As more and more ships came
in, these directly from Europe, Washington saw gathering before him
what was in fact the largest expeditionary force of the eighteenth century.
The total mounted to thirty thousand men, one third of them the Hes-
sians George II had rented from four German princes. The accompanying
fleet included ten ships of tlie line and twenty frigates.

Washington’s army was less numerous: twenty-three thousand. It had
one aspect greatly pleasing to its Commander in Chief: it was not just

'

from New England but truly national. However, the mixing of diseases
from various regions made it vety^ sickly.

Having delayed to determine whether the overwhelming power they
manifestly melded would not in itself make the rebels back down, the
flrmsh finally advanced on August 21, 1776. A large detachment landed
on the eastern tip of Long Island, too far from Washington’s lines for him
o make any real resistance. The key position was now Brooklyn Heights,
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about two square miles of cliff, across from the tip of Manhattan, on

which were placed guns necessary to keep the East River shut. Beyond,

in the direction of the British advance, was a rough spine of forested

hills that extended from the shore of the East River some nine miles

inland. In this advanced position, Washington stationed thirty-five hun-

dred of liis best men, wliile four thousand who were less experienced were

camped in and around the protecting fortifications on the Heights.

Suspecting that the British movement on Long Island was merely a feint

and that the real attack would be directly from Staten Island on the city,

Washington stayed in New York. He entrusted the command in Brook-

lyn to the fiery and erratic Major General John Sullivan. Since Sullivan

lacked the troops to guard the whole nine-mile stretch of hills, his left

wing hung in the air. This did not bother him— or his Commander in

Chief— as it would have bothered a trained regular.

Very early on the 27th, Howe created a diversion along the East River

shore on Sullivan’s right flank. Dawn further revealed Hessian regiments

drawn up in the center under the part of the bluff Sullivan v'as best

prepared to defend. When Washington, seeing no preparations to attack

the city, dashed across the river with reinforcements, the only sound on

the left flank was the singing of birds. Then suddenly there burst forth

in that quiet sector musket fire and even the music of an expert military

band. A powerful British column had, by making a wide sweep to the

left, marched around the furthest American defenses. Now advancing to

the right, it inserted itself between the fort on Broolclyn Heights and

Sullivan’s men along the bluff. At the same time, with another roar of

gunpowder, the Hessians charged Sullivan’s front.

Washington hoped that if Sullivan’s men did not “flee precipitously’

the battle might still be won. But, except for a Maryland regiment that

made a heroic stand and was almost annihilated, the soldiers either sur-

rendered or pelted as best they could for the fort. Washington galloped

to the fort, concluding that the most vital need was to keep tlie foOr

thousand rookies stationed there from reacting to panic outside with

hysteria inside.

As the last fugitives dashed singly, gasping and often bloody, into the

fortification, there came the sound of many feet hitting the ground in

unison. In perfect formation, regiment by brightly uniformed regiment,

the enemy entered the clearing outside the walls. They drew up just be-

yond musket range. There was a long period of suspense as the profes-

sionals stared stolidly and the quaking amateurs stared back across their
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ramparts, and then, to Washih]^onV increduiduSji'reliefi ^
wheeled and moved backwards. v ^

Historians have long argued that Howe .thgew .awa)rk great

nity by not attacking while .Washington’s men -were, tlespite^tt

efforts, still in great fear and confusion. The British cdihfnan(der,ihpwiEWf

congratulated himself on his. restraint. In conimori with his goyer^^^

superiors overseas, Howe believed that the rebellion had been fbfnentfec

by a few desperate men, who had terrorized the ’Americah fmajority

which still loved their sovereign. By making Jfpols of thiise clesperatc mer

— as he just had done— Howe would encourage the well-disposed -nia'

jority to brush them aside. V -
; V i L / ;

His restraint was also military prudence.- Even if the' Americans were

not good at fighting, they were good at digging. Their.‘earthworks wen

considerable and could not be stormed without cohsidefable Joss. Tli(

rebels could be more cheaply defeated for, a. second'.‘time by.dcndckih|

down their walls with artillery. If, in the meaiiwlule, Washington trie^

to withdraw, Howe would intervene, catching the
.

patriot- army halfror

land and half on water.
'

'

' •

; / v

Three days later, Howe woke up to find that the -American force hlac

disappeared— it seemed miraculously.- The professional -officer^ nvhpst

men w^ere trained to move only in formation, coulTnot, understand’ npy

thousands of American soldiers had slipped off in the ,dark', soVinepn-

spicuously that no indication ^yas. given. Habituated to' thinkihgf^

themselves, Washington’s soldiers had flowed around’ obstacles and 'awaj

as easily as a stream of water. And Wasliington had made up a conyincino

falsehood to explain the gathering of boats wHch had made the ferrying

possible. /;y

Although a I.^ondon publication accorded the escapeypf WashingtoA’!

force “a high place among military transactions,’’ the Tacb was

Continental Army had, in its first pitched Battle- taken,,,aj5

Washington tried to kcep .up rriorale by' referring to the Tattle of- Long

Island (or of Brooklyn Heights) , as a niere /.‘skirmish,’’ hut he ; had. Ipsi

some fifteen , hundred men, almost half of those whoBad bceiVpurade te

\valls. HeWas still convinced that the British flanking m^Wpypt xvouk

have, amounted to little had . the men 'done their ;‘Thty.’’ HeW
to Congress that “want of confidence; in the generality of the .troops,

^

made. him now ;

“despair’’ of -holding Ne\y' York City.- This;d^^^

not. alleviated when tiiouSarids of soldiers, having had.-their; first

' 6f the British might whteh;they' had opunpstically hophd to.
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went home. The Connecticut militia shrank from eight thousand to two

thousand.

The capture of Brooklyn Heights opened the East River to British

shipping, and gave the British army control of the Long Island shore

opposite Manhattan’s easily invaded east side. However, there remained

to the patriots a defensible area known as Harlem Heights. As Man-
hattan narrowed towards its northern tip, the bluff along the Hudson
filled the whole top of the island. Various of Washington’s officers urged

that the army move north to Harlem Heights. It was argued chat, if the

British took the middle of the island, any patriot force in the city would
be trapped.

However, Congress, having refused Washington permission to burn
the city, ordered him to hold it “at all costs.” He decided to send nine

thousand men to the Heights, spread out five thousand to protect the

miles of lowland between the Heights and the city, and to leave a garri-

son of five thousand in New York. Historians have accused him of stup-

idly sentencing that garrison to capture if the British landed above them
and moved across tlie narrow island. Manhattan was admittedly narrow,
but it was, except for occasional fields, heavily wooded. Experience had
taught Washington that European troops were helpless in woods. He
believed that, if worse came to worst, the garrison could escape through
the forest (as they were actually to do).

Having paused to see whether the rebels would not react to their
drubbing by throwing themselves on the mercy of the Crown, the British
struck Manhattan on September 15. Five warships anchored broadside
in the East River off Kip’s Bay. Although this indentation in the shore-
line, which then penetrated almost to present Second Avenue, is now
bet^veen Thirty-seventh and Thirty-eighth streets, it was then some miles
above the northern confines of the city. Under a barrage of the great
naval guns, eighty-four six-oared barges brought ashore red- or blue-
dad British or Hessian troops. The defense consisted of shallow trenches
filled with the least-experienced of Washington’s militiamen. The farm-
boys took to their heels.

GaUoping towards the firing, Washington, “to my great surprise and
mortification,” found himself surrounded with fleeing men. They only
ran the faster when they saw liim. Then, to his rehef, two fresh brigadescame marching up in good order, Washington ordered them to disperse
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behind some
, walls and. in a cornfield’ to 1await the ehemy,>Tfe

3
K wak^^

bravely enough, but when a small Bridsh' force^ not more

or seventy men appeared, they jettisoned thdr guns and knapsacks and.)

took off for the rear. Washington galloped after them, shouted/ struck.at

them with liis riding wliip, , but to no avail.. He threw^ his rhat on tlk;; :

ground, crying out, “Are these the men with whom 1; am to; defend^

America.^” And again, “Good God! Have I got such troops’ as ,th^
Unwilling to follow the retreatj Washington soon loomed ,oh hoKc-',;

back alone. Some fifty of the enemy dashed towards him.'He'watciied;

them without moving. Had hot aides galloped up and pulIeA.him away, ;,

he would have been killed or captured. He was, GeneraL.Nathanael'’

Greene wrote, “so vexed at the infamous conduct .of his troops, that 'he/,

sought death rather than life.” .

' ^

The British, satisfied that they were achieving with almost ho loss their;;

objective of capturing New York City intact, made little effort to purAie

the fleeing, rebels or cut off the garrison threading up from the yity;

through the west-side forest. Almost the total aimy fouhd refuge; pji.?

Harlem Heights. What Washington denounced as “the dastardly Te-;;.

havior of. the troops,!’ had kept American casualties to a" minimurri/;biit?,

had presented the British with an.'invaluable military baseb and' also per/:

mitted them to capture a staggering quantity of tents, baggage/ ' wagqnVl,

cannon.
'

'

'

^

The next day, an American scouting party ran into a British/adVance;'

guard in a rocky, wooded area. British reinforcements hurried up,' conijy
'

dent that they could easily handle this part of the.army they had tydqe’ ;

so easily put to flight. But the Americans; firing from behind rocky and y,

trees, stood. With trepidation, Washington ordered .into the fight whole-

battalions that had ’fled the day before. Now it wak the BritishAvh'o ram^^^

atyay. The Battle of Harlem Heights, which Washington ended by. caily.

ing his troops back when soufids indicated that they were ruhniyg.ihtyy

British artillery fire; was the first victorywon in combat by Washihgtpps

army. Yet it had been ;no
,

more than an enlarged ;skirmish. Jt ;seeraed too ;

insignificant to give -Washington 'much >comfort.' ’

;
i

'
' >

- ;

.

- “If I wefe. to wish fthe bitterest curse, to an erieniy on this' side pf tHe ,-

graye,’! Washington wrote ;his cousin Lund Washington,; “I should put

;

him in/iny; stead with •my;feeHngk’A^;and;yet;'.l do- not-Tnow^^yhat;pJah

;/of;'cohduct t6}'putyue.;T;see;A impossibility -bl serring with i fep^^^

.-'orifioingrany. essential ;tyry to the 'cause by- continuing in; cqriiipand, ;

.

; and
‘

yet i .am. told tbat if I quit/the •'command,fineyitable -ruin;wil^ ;
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from the distraction that will ensue. In confidence, I tell you that I never

was in such an unhappy, divided state since I was born. To lose all com-

fort and happiness on the one hand, whilst I am fully persuaded that

under such a system as has been adopted, I cannot have the least chance

for reputation, nor those allowances made whicli the nature of the case

requires; and to be told, on the other, that if I leave the service all will be

lost, is, at the same time that I am bereft of every peaceful moment, dis-

tressing to a degree.”

The “system” that was sinking the cause, so Washington explained to

his masters in Congress, was the reliance on short-term troops. The militia

who made up the majority of his army were perpetually in flux, appearing

briefly and then disappearing, to be perhaps replaced. Having been “just

dragged from the tender scenes of domestic life,” they were “ready to fly

from their own shadows.” Themselves immune to discipline, the militia

destroyed whatever discipline Washington had been able to inculcate in

those more regular troops who were designated the Continental Army.
And the common soldiers in the Continental Army, having been enlisted

only for the year lyyd, would soon go home.

Washington begged that the new army, which would have to be created

with the new year, should be large enough so tliat major reliance on
militia would not be necessary. The soldiers should be enlisted for three
years, time enough for him to develop an efficient force. For this to be
achieved. Congress would have to expend more money, Men would surely
not enlist for the longer term unless they were given larger “bounties”;
cash sums paid common soldiers at the time of enlistment. Washington
expressed worry lest the British, having a more ample war chest, should
recruit Americans faster than Congress could. American liberties would
then be at an end.

The long-tcm enlistments which Washington insisted were essential
were for many congressmen a bittct pill. That the Congress lacked the
necessary money was the lesser part of the problem since the delegates
had got into the habit of voting, as they now did again, funds they did
not have. Members were more bothered by political implications. The
leaders of the various colonies (now known as states) had by no means
deaded that, when the war that dearly required cooperation was won,
they would agree to forming a united nation. The states, it was commonly
believed, should be no more than friendly neighbors. It was thus worril
some that soldiers kept from home for three Jong years might lose their
special allegiance to their home states. And there was always the danger.
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so underlined by history, that an army which became coherent within

itself would become an instrument for tyranny. While accepting, because

they felt they had to, three-year enlistments, the Congress made provi-

sions for state control of ofHcer appointments that added further confu-

sions to Washington’s seemingly endless difficulties in holding, the

Continental Army together.
'

Ever deliberate, the British spent a month consolidating their hold on

New York City. Then, starting on October 12, they sailed up the East

River and into Long Island Sound, landing troops on the mainland, well

above the northern tip of Manhattan Island. If they marched west^vard,

they might be able to draw a line from the Sound to the Hudson River

that would seal Washington’s army away from New England and upstate

New York. Washington considered it necessary to march hurriedly north

of the British beachhead. He occupied a strong position on hills near White .

Plains, New York. On the 28th, the enemy outranked Washington’s posi-

tion by capturing with discouraging ease a nearby hill which Washington

had partially fortified. Again moving silently at night, the Americans re-

tired to higher hills near New Castle. The British thereupon wheeled to

their left and disappeared in the direction of the Hudson River.

The American commanders were now faced with a series of dilemmas.

If they followed the British, the enemy might, having lured them out of

the way, turn back and, in a rapid countermarch, proceed into New

England. If they did not follow, the enemy might continue unmolested in

the direction they were going, cross New Jersey, and take the national

capital, Philadelphia. The strategic situation was further confused by the

fact that there was still an American presence on Harlem Heights. Wash-

ington had left a large garrison in Fort Washington, which was supposed,

in cooperation with Fort Lee on the Jersey shore, to close the Hudson

beyond that point to the British fleet.

Washington and his staff came up with a four-way division of their

already outnumbered army. The garrisons were to remain in Forts "Wash-

ington and Lee, but, since the forts might at any time have to be evacu-

ated, three or four thousand men should be stationed in secondary forts

built further up the Hudson. General Lee should stay nt New Castle pro-

tecting New England with seven thousand men. With what remained,

hardly two thousand men, Washington would cross the Hudson for the

protection of New Jersey and Philadelphia. His hope was that he would

find considerable reinforcements in New Jersey, and he assumed that, i

86
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the main British army,committed itself to move toward Pitiladelplua,

Lee Would iTish across the Hudson to join him.

Lee was later . to claim tliat he had objected to the plan on the grounds

that Fort Wasliington should be evacuated because it could now easily be

surrounded (except for the riverbank) by the main British force. How-
ever, Lee may not have argued too hard, since in its entirety Washington’s

plan offered great opportunities to his ambitions. An experienced officer

of (as he believed) great genius, he had been held down by having to

serve under an amateur. Now Washington would march off, leaving him

in command of the lion’s share of the Continental Army. Now he would

be in a position to show what he could achieve! Of course, Wasliington

might interrupt by ordering him to join, in a defense of Philadelphia. If

Lee had already decided that he would not obey, he gave no hint to his

trusting superior.



TWELVE

Depths

(1776-1777)

WASHINGTON LED HIS FRACTION of thc army across the Hudson or

November 12, 1776, and marched down the west bank to Fori

Lee, the strong point opposite Fort Washington that Avas the headquarters

of the area commander, General Nathanael Greene. Greene, a formei

Rhode Island ironmonger, was to develop into one of Washington’s very

best officers. However, he was not worried that the main British army*

which had come down the east bank of the Hudson, had completely

encircled Fort Washington, except for the steep cliff that rose from; the

rivet; Although Washington had hinted he might be wise to .'reduce the

garrison, Greene had ferried across the river more men and supplies. He

was convinced that the post could be held.

Wasliington’s original aide-de-camp, Joseph Reed, who was now ad-

jutant general, argued with all the extreme fire of liis nature that the

men and supplies on the cliffs were a beckoning sacrifice to the enerriyh

bring them back across the river before it was too late! Washin^dn,’Reed

femembered, “hesitated more than I had ever known him cin ahy other

,
occasion,' and more than I thought the public service permitted;” „

Since Greene was the high officer most familiar with the situation, Wash-

ingtori finally decided to accept his judgment. This was only to be for the

Liraie being, untir the Coihmander in Chief had dealt with 'what lie con-

sidered a more serious menace.
,

/
. V .

'

;; ^^ffiat mok worried Waslu^ Was that the reinforcements ,
he had

expected tq:find,in New Jersey had proved illusory; He concluded that



Folding camp cot used by ^^^ashington during tiie Revolution. It is six and
a half feet long, made of wood and canvas (Courtesy of the Ncvv-York
Historical Society)
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Howe, when informed by spies that the blocldng force was only about

three thousand, would use his main army to take advantage of what

seemed an open rUad to the American capital of Philadelphia. Washington,

was strengthened in this conclusion by his belief that, since Howe 'had

refused to storm Brooklyn Heights, he would not storm Fort Washington.

Surely, he would again rely on conventional siege tactics to inch his artil-

lery slowly towards the walls. It followed that there would be plenty of

time to evacuate Fort Washington, but almost none to prepare the de-

fenses in New Jersey. Washington hurried south towards the Pliiladelphia

road.
^

What Washington failed to realize was that the analogy with the fort

at Brooklyn Heights did not hold because that fort had been defensible

against assault while the Fort Washington post ^^^^s not. This was pri-

marily because the Americans, in their sublime ignorance of military

engineering, had extended their ramparts far beyond the actual fort, in an

effort to protect all of the heights, an area much too large to be adequately

fortified or to be held by the existing garrison. The garrison was nonethe-

less too large to find protection in the fort if driven back from the other

ramparts. They would be utterly vulnerable. To British professional eyes

tliis Avas a plum that cried out for picking.

Washington had not got very far towards the Philadelphia foad when

he was informed that the British were advancing with their full army

against Fort Washington. He galloped back, but not to Take the active

command. He decided to leave the defense of the post to the officers M'ho

were familiar with the intricate fortifications which they had designed,^

Watching from across the river at Fort Lee, Washington saw the widely

-

spread American ramparts prove almost useless against professionally ex;

pert assault. His anguish was so poignant that he made no effort, until it

was too late, to organize some way to get at least some of the "troops ,

down from the cliffs and across the river. Having absolutely no means of

escape as a superior British force bore down upon them, thousands ofi

American troops milled helplessty around the main fort, which was too

small to hold them. They had only tvvo choices: annihilation or surrender.

By nightfall, they had surrendered.

The exhausted Commander in Chief, who had not in more than a year

allowed himself a full day’s rest, had presided over the worst dHeat so

far of the Continental Army: in addition to many cannon, he had lost

some three thousand men (mostly captured). This catastrophe created the

greatest damage to Washington’s reputation since liis youthfurdebacic at

1

f ^ f ?!

^ V

po
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Fort Necessity. General Lee was quick to seek advantage. He wrote a

friend in Congress, “A total want of sense pervades all your military coun-

cils. . . . Had I the powers, I could do you much good.” He urged the

New England authorities to send reinforcements not to the Commander
in Chief but directly to him.

Fort Lee was now indefensible. Although Washington had some time

before ordered that the stores which had been kept there be removed to a

safer place, they had not been. He hurried to get them out, but could not

move fast enough. Three mornings after the fall of Fort Washington, a

strong British column appeared on the west bank of the Hudson. As
Wasliington led the garrison in a precipitous flight, Reed became hysteri-

cal. He commandeered a horseman to ride to General Lee. The horseman
had a scrap of paper and Reed a pencil. “Dear General,” he wrote. “Wc
are flying before the British. I pray—” Here the pencil broke. He had to

complete his message verbally; Lee should come at once to save the army
from completely incompetent leadership. The horseman rode off to repeat

what he had been told whenever he stopped for refreshment at a tavern.

His troops having successfully evaded the British, Washington wrote
Lee suggesting chat he bring his part of the army across the Hudson so
that their combined force could make at least an appearance of a defense
of New Jersey. Otherwise the citizens, seeing themselves deserted, might
go over to the British, carrying many Pennsylvanians with them. Reed
secretly inserted in Washington’s letter one of his own stating that the
entire army felt Lee’s presence was their only hope.

Washington was soon falling back through New Jersey before a British
column too strong for his feeble force to oppose. Every time a dispatch
rider came in, he hoped the message was from Lee. Finally a message did
come. It was addressed to Reed, but the aide was absent. The Commander
in Chief broke the seal. Lee (who had no intention of abandoning his in-
dependent command) had written that too many opportunities existed in
New York for- beating up the British for him to join Washington. Lee
thanked Reed for his “most flattering, obliging letter. ... To confess a
truth, I really think our chief will do better with me than without me.”
He ap-eed -with Reed in lamenting “that fatal indecision of mind which in
war^ is a much greater disqualification than stupidity. . . . Eternal defeat
and miscarriage must attend the man of the best parts if cursed with
indecision.”

The implication was unavoidable: Lee was agreeing with strictures

S>r
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against Washington that Reed had made. And Washington considered

Reed his closest adviser. So that was what his best military friend thought

of him!

Washington’s first reaction was anger. He wrote Reed a cold letter that

would, he knew, cause the adjutant general’s resignation. But his mood

soon changed. He wrote Reed a second letter, almost abjectly begging his

old friend not to desert him at this desperate time.

Reed agreed to stay on. He reappeared at headquarters with a well-

rehearsed explanation. When the Commander in Cloief, not seeking an

emotional reconciliation, behaved as if no unpleasantness had taken place,

Reed’s self-pride was hurt. He soon resigned. Elected chief executive of

Pennsylvania, he used his exalted post to fight Washington’s leadersliip.

The retreat through New Jersey continued. The troops Washington

commanded remained too few for any formal resistance, and what Wash-

ington called “a level champaign country” provided no crags or even stone

walls for guerrilla fighters to hide behind. The inhabitants, left without

protection, lined up to swear allegiance to George III. The British were

jubilant at the seeming demonstration of their belief that, when the rabid

revolutionaries were driven away, the mass of Americans would give ex-

pression to a continuing love of the Crown,

Early in December, Washington’s flight carried him across the broad

Delaware River. Although small, frozen, sick, and starved, his army was

safe: Washington had seen to it that all boats that might enable the British

to follow had been moved over to the Pennsylvania shore. But the respite

might be brief. The enemy could bring boats overland from New York in

wagons. Then they could strike anywhere along the miles of river.

As always, Washington felt that to meet an undefinable attack, he

would need twice the enemy’s numbers. He had only one quarter that

many. The most desperate efforts to inspire Philadelphians to mount a last

stand only increased his army to about half the British force. Congress

considered it prudent to flee from Philadelphia to Baltimore.

Finally Lee, having failed in his attempts to make a splash by catching

the British napping, decided to obey orders. Washington learned that his

subordinate was in New Jersey, and that other reinforcements were also

approaching through the hilly northern part of the state. He thereupon

offered Lee everything that his second-in-command had been scheming

to achieve. Lee was to try to get all the forces in New Jersey together

and then, if opportunity offered, he was to attack the enemy without

p2
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- waiting to con^^ Washington. Washington would stay- on the far side

of the Delaware,' leaving the field open to the officer he knew was more

exjperienced than’he.- Tliis was surely One of ' the most magnanimous acts

of Washihgtoii’s ,wh01e career. He-was, to further the cause, opening the

possibility Of a triumph to an’ insubordinate officer whom he could rea-

sonably suspect of eagerness to replace.him as commander in cliief.

, , The word that came in was not that'Lee had achieved a brilliant stroke

but that, while sleeping away from his army in an inn kept by a pretty

widow, lie had been captured by the -British. Wasliington. mourned the

loss to the cause, and summoned ali.the troops still in New Jersey to join

him in PennsyNania. He himself would have to attack from across the

Delaware. ,



THIR-TEEK'
;

Heights

(1777)

I
N THE face of augmenting snow and cold the British; behaved in.^a'

manner that seemed to Washington as unaccountable asdf was agree-,;,

able. Since regular armies do not rack themselves bri winter .campaigns,;.

Howe had intended to complete his belated expedition against Philadel.-’

phia only if the capital fell comfortably into liis handsl ^ Finding hi.niself;:

blocked at the Delaware, he withdrew most of - his, army into ' .tyinteT
j

quarters on three islands: Manhattan,:Staten, and also. Aquidrieck .(New-.v

port, off the Rhode Island mainland) which the British,; had

occupied. .

r-

The winter, Howe believed, would not be 'wasted since he Avoulq- m^

to demonstrate that the rebellion could be snuffed ,dht p>iecemeal.\As,he^^

interpreted the situation, southern New Jersey, had returned touts namral

allegiance. He would, assist His Majestyi’s loyal subjects in protecting them-,;

selves from the revolutionaries ^by -spacing, ' throughout the area, British,

military posts. If, (as it seemed reasonable to assuinej .thw

pacifying an area proved effective, it could 'be. extended through aU the,.-

provinces, bringing the rebelIiohV;step by.step; to ahynd. ,

; y ,y

The enemy post nearest; to .Wasliirigtoh’s arrhy . was atyTrentoii; and
,

.

garrisoned by two to three thousand Hessiaris.AVashingtpn,decided to subr. ..

jectit to the type, of hit^and-run raid he had often seen the, Indians acliieye.
-

during his previous'wah Only he Would ;be:,more sophisticated: lie^

send across the 'Delaware tlirec coprdimted:; forces
.
which, :

by s^^^
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different points, would surround the enemy, making escape impossible.

He would attack on Christmas Day, when the Hessians would probably

be relaxed, and before his own army went home at year’s end. The result,

as Washington saw it, would probably do no more than dent an edge of

the British might. Yet even, a small victory would be valuable in reviving

patriot morale.

Washington’s battle plans were almost always too complicated. As it

turned out, only one of the three columns he set in motion got across the

river. This %vas because the maneuver ran into the severest of winter

weather. Yet the weather was a godsend: the commanders of the hired

German troops did not believe that any army could be made to endure

the hardships of a march through such a storm. The Hessians were to

laugh away as ridiculous the report of the approach of a menacing column.

Under Washington’s personal command, twenty-four hundred men
marched up the Delaware behind concealing hills and, after darkness had
hidden their movements, began to embark on large cargo boats that were
propelled by poles pushed against the bottom of the river. The air was
cold and damp with the foretaste of storm, but the wind was still mod-
erate and the pieces of ice floating in the current were few. However,
after the first contingent had been ferried over, the wind stiffened, bring-

ing a terrible cold that froze tlic water on the men’s clothes and also the

shallows through which they had to break their way before they could
embark. More and more floating ice crowded the river, threatening to

smash or capsize the boats. The poles of the men trying to stave off the
chunks interfered with the poles that were to be pressed against the bot-
tom. The artillery horses, unable to keep their footing on decks now iced
over, lurched and slithered, endangering everything. .Movement became
slower and slower. Waslungton had hoped to attack with the dawn, but
It became clear that the troops would have to e.xpose themselves at Tren-
ton in full daylight.

Before the march could begin, the storm really broke: a mixture of
hail, snow, and rain that soon had the men’s feet slipping on the most
treacherous of footing: ice covered with snow. Trenton was nine miles
away, but there was no turning back. It was a desperate march. Men who
lay down to rest for a moment never rose again. But Washington could
comfort himself with the thought that the snow was obscuring his army
as effectively as darkness would have done.

The battle at Trenton was an anticlimax to the army’s difficulties in
getting there. The Hessians were caught by complete surprise. Awakened

’
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,

-

from sleep, blinded by driving-snow.when they- tried to look in the direc-

tion from wliich the patriot fire came, they' could not get into, formation

and they did not know how to fight in any. other way. Surrender cami:

quickly. Where there was a bloody hump in the snow, k invariably repre-

sented a German body: the Americans did not lose a single man,= .
.l^

Washington gathered together some officers and discussed ^therpossi'

bility of marching on and attacking the next Hessian
-
post, some -fifteer

miles downriver at Burlington, New Jersey. But his meii \vcrekired ahc

some, having broken into the Hessian storehouses, were drunk; -He led hii

army tlurough the still-roaring storm, back to their disembarking place

whence they again crossed the icy river. The hardships were great s(i

before, but the men were now cheered by the presence: of over;him

hundred prisoners, six Germari brass cannon, piles of arms '.and .supplie

that had been loaded into captured wagons, and' four of those re^menta

flags the loss of which meant so much to European armies. ' •

Having been asked to do what was witlun their possibihties and pohyi

— stand up to horrendous physicak affliction—WasIiingtonX- meii hac

behaved in a manner that gave him. “inexpressible pleasure.” :- y\

Fom* days later, Washington’s troops were back at the scehe.,of their .’idp-

tory. A major reason for rccrossing the Delavvar.ekad been to_ establish ar

emotional base for re-recruiting the men whose enlistments wduld eicpiri

with the new year, in two more days. ,“My brave fello\ys,’.’. Washihgtoi

exhorted, “you have done all I asked, you to-do, and mdre than could b

reasonably’^ expected, but your country is at stake: \yquf wiyes,,- y’^pu

houses, and all that ymu hold dear. . You have Worn yourselves out ;,wit)

fatigues and hardships, but we know, not how to spare; you., : • Tb'

present is emphatically the crisis which is to. decide ouf destiny;’’
:

'

About half die men stayed on, and Washington’s': bold: return tQ.Nky

Jersey was bringing out the locak militia. However, ;• a;, British ,
columi

under Lord Cornwallis, much more' powerful if hapdly 'more, num^

than Washington’s force, was ,marching .towards ^himTrbm New

determined on revenge for the defeat at Trenton. As slcirmishers harassec

the British advance, the patriots holed in behind Assuhpink Creek, a stiial

river that flowed along the western edge pf khe villagc of Trenton. Th

position, was a moderately -strong, dn'e,-, but Washihgton ;'vyas ph a nar^py

strip of land between they Assunpirik -’and; the •Delaxyare.; H
towards the major, river. Since His boats were elsewhere, if the British syc

ceeded in crossing the AsSunpinky they could pin the patriot army aga.uas

an 'lincrossable tonreht.- y
' y-.v/J;. rk y! k-:'y /; iT;y'’'yv.: >

.
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When the enemy arrived in the Jatc afternoon, they tried at once to

get over the Assunpink, but they found tliat the bridge was well pro-

tected by cannon. They pegged down their tents for the night, sure that

they could make the kill in the morning. With complacency, they noted

that the American campfires burned on through the darkness. At daAvn,

the British found that the bird had flown.

During the night, Wasliington’s army had silently cohered into forma-

tion and marched down the Delaware, leaving a few men behind to feed

the fires. After having moved avcII beyond the British left flank, the army
had turned east into a back road that pointed deeper into New Jersey.

This maneuver had not been foreseen as a possibility by the British,

since for a professional army it would have been utter madness. Washing-
ton had left a force stronger than his own between his army and all

patriot-held territory. The idiot had, by God, blocked his possibility of

retreat and also cut his own supply lines!

Washington was, in fact, for the first time making complete use of the

advantages of his army. Men fighting for their own liberties did not need

a perpetual infusion of supplies. Being devoid of heavy equipment and
able to think for themselves, the}’’ could move twice as fast as a profes-

sional army. Unless actually cornered, they were as hard to catch as

quicksilver.

Washington’s objective was the village of Princeton, where friendly

New Jersey farmers had told Irim there was a considerable garrison. After
six or seven hours of marching, the army arrived on the outsldrts in full

daylight on January 3, 1777. An advance guard ran unexpectedly into
two British regiments that were on their way to join Cornwallis at Tren-
ton. The advance guard, falling back on the main American army, created
confusion, while the trained Britons lined up coolly into their famous line,

Washington galloped to the rescue, conspicuous on a tall white horse. He
lined up his own men and then rode ahead of them as they advanced
against the British. When the two forces came in range, both fired; Wash-
ington was between them. An aide. Colonel Richard Fitzgerald, covered
his face with liis hat to keep from seeing the Commander in Chief killed.
When Fitzgerald lowered the hat, he saw many men dead and dying, but
the General was sitting untouched on his horse.

The British were on the run. This was the first time that Washington’s
troops had,^ m open combat, made a British line break. Washington
shouted, "It’s a fine fox chase, my boys!” He spurred his powerful horse
and dashed after the fleeing British. His horrified aides saw him disappear
behind a clump of trees.

^
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A third British regiment was in the town. Its officers, flabbergasted to

see the Continental Army appear where they believed it could not pos-

sibly be, surrendered without maldng any real resistance. But Washing-

ton’s subordinates were far from happy. The Commander in Chief had

vanished. Some time passed before Washington came charging up on his

foaming horse, in the highest of spirits.

Farmers hurried in to report that a large British detachment was dashing

back from Trenton “in a most infernal sweat, running, puffing, and blow-

ing and swearing at being so outwitted.” 'iVashington’s men oiily had

time to exchange their old blankets for new British ones, and then the

army set out again, leading between two and tluree hundred prisoners.

Their direction: further into enemy-held New Jersey.

Wasliington yearned to march to Brunswick, the main British base in

New Jersey, where so much money and equipment were stored that its

capture would be a lethal blow. But liis men were too tired. He moved

in easy stages— the enemy was too confused to bother him— to the

heights at Morristown, two thirds of the way back from Pennsylvania to

New York.

Wasliington’s raids on Trenton and Princeton had sensational effects.

For patriots everywhere these dramatic triumphs inspired, after deep de-

pression caused by continual catastrophe, renewed hope. And the British

saw their comfortable plan for winning the war utterly shattered. It had

been demonstrated as not only impractical but dangerous to try, against

an army as mobile and unconventional as Washington’s, to hold down a

large area witli a network of posts. The danger was compounded because

His Majesty’s presumably loving subjects, who had been counted on to

rally to the defense of their “protectors” in the British service, had failed

to do so.

The last part of the bitter lesson came doubly clear when the British

command, not wishing to have any more outposts beaten up, withdrew

their forces in New Jersey to witliin a few miles of their stronghold on

Staten Island. The citis^ens who had sworn renewed allegiance to the

Crown under the guns of His Majesty’s mercenaries, now tore up their

pardons, picked up their own guns, and went hunting redcoats or Hes-

sians. What a plaguey war! Where was the British command to fin

another way to win?

p8



FOURTEEN

The Loss of Philadelphia

{mi)

TJHE POSITION AT MORRISTOWN that Washington now occupied had

originally been suggested by General Lee. That former British

regular had realized, as Washington had not, how chary professional armies

were of their supply lines. The high and broken country, ideally suited to

American defensive skills, overlooked the New Jersey plain that connected

New York with the Delaware and Philadelphia beyond. By holding these

heights and descending from them on those hit-and-run raids at which
they had demonstrated such ability, the Americans could keep in per-

petual confusion the lifeline of any British advance. The land route to

Philadelphia could thus be as effectively blocked as if Washington pos-

sessed an overwhelming army.

Having carefully forewarned his troops concerning an eclipse, lest they
be frightened by the mysterious di.sappearance of the sun, Washington
settled the men into winter quarters at Morristown. The army shrank as

enlistments Languished. Never able to believe that the British were as

cautious as they were, Washington was in perpetual anxiety lest his ill-

manned heights be, despite their defensive strength, stormed. He wrote
Congress, which was still skulking at Baltimore, “I think we are now in
one of the most critical periods which America ever saw!”
Congressmen, not only those who suspected that a better general could

defeat the British with the troops Congress could supply, were annoyed
by such perpetual complaints. Robert Morris admonished Washington that
if he presented “the best side of the picture frequently,” he might get
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’

more cooperation, “Heaven (no doubt for the noblest' purpdses)" has

blessed you with a firmness of mind, steadiness of countenance, and '

patience in sufferings that give you infinite advantages over: other men.

This being the case, you are not to depend on other people’s exertions

being equal to your own. One mind feeds and thrives on misfortunes by

finding resources to get the better of them; another sinks under their

weight,” / ^

Washington further annoyed Congress by the way he used the dicta-

torial powers they had granted him when they had fled in terror-from).;

Philadelphia to Baltimore. Their intention had been for him to take, off; ,

their shoulders the weight of supplying the army by using, on his own
'

authority, military force to requisition supplies from neighboring farmers.

Wasliington preferred to devote his powers to advancing the general:.;

principles of tolerance and continental union,

The Commander in Chief ruled that citizens of New Jersey, who had,
’

under stress, sworn allegiance to the Crown, could be uncontaminated by )

the single act of swearing allegiance to the United States. Those who

refused to do so, or who had conspicuously cooperated with the British,

.

should not be punished, but merely escorted to the enemy lines. The;

.

wives and children of exiles could stay in their homes “if their behavior. -

warrants,” And refugees could take with them any personal possessions;..;

that would not strengthen the enemy. . . , ,

The New Jersey radicals were furious that possible miscreants should
,

get off so easily. However, time was to prove that Washington’s lenient •

measures were not only Idnd but also the smartest possible
.

polittcs. -

Waverers who were persecuted would glow wdth hate, while forgiven

waverers were grateful. And the convinced Tories who were sent to New,

York were put in the most effective possible reformatory. Under the
,

domination of military aristocrats xvho despised Colonials and equated .,

their own desires with military necessity, the Tory refugees suffered from

an oppression more extreme than any that the British had been accused bU;

by the most violent patriot orators. Since Tories gathered there frorh. all .

over the, continent to be disillusioned, it could be argued that, the British ,

lost , the Revolutionary War within the walls of their New York

.stronghold.
, . ,

•
,

'

That the cleansing oath Washington had designated was not .to the

sovereign state of New Jersey but to, “the United States” outraged many

congressmen. The
,
United .States? That was no political entity, just , ah

alliance. And Washington had compounded his sin by^ establishing addi-
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tional regiments” that were not attached to any state line, but would

mingle soldiers from all parts of the continent.

The global rivalry between France and England, which had inspired

Washington’s first war, had been by no means abated by France’s defeat.

She still smarted at the loss of Canada. Thus the American rebellion was

being viewed with great interest from Paris: perhaps the British could be

thrown out of the North American continent after all. While waiting to

see if further cooperation with the American rebels might be justified by

proof that the British were really in trouble, the French sent, as dis-

creetly as possible, munitions across the ocean. Washington was to write

in April, 1778, “France by her supplies has saved us from the yolce so far.”

Another French influ.x was giving Washington a great deal of trouble:

liis headquarters were besieged with officers, come directly from France

or the French Indies, who would condescend to serve in the American

army if given commands suited to their pretensions. These pretensions

were usually very high. Through interpreters— for Washington spoke

no French and they usually no English— they claimed great rank and

achievements abroad. Washington suspected that most were impostors,

but he was sorry for those who had spent their last money in coming to

him; he found it embarrassing to have to pay for the mending of a high-

toned Frenchman’s breeches. And there was always the possibility that

some of these volatile, bragging soldiers had brought with them sophisti-

cated military knowledge which the American army could well use. Par-

ticularly disturbing were those who arrived with such impressive auspices

that French support for the American cause might be endangered if they

were not given the important commissions they demanded. As Washing-
ton was led to agree to the appointment of one foreign claimant after

another, his councils of war became increasingly bilingual.

Among the arrivals of 1777, three were to stand out: Colonel Louis le

B^ue Duportail was to take over the leadership of the engineers with
such effect that there was never again to be an asinine major fortification

like the disastrous Fort Wasliington. Thomas Conway, an Irish officer in

the French service, was to earn Washington’s hatred more thoroughly
than perhaps any other man ever did. And then there was the Marquis
de Lafayette,

Lafayette’s connections in the French court were so important that his

arrival in America had induced a diplomatic protest from England. Con-
gress eagerly made him a major general, although with the understanding

7o;
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that, since he had no military experience, the title was;lionorary; /The .

young aristocrat— he was twenty— joined Washington’s steff,,deHghtpd.f^

Washington with his modesty and eagerness to learn English, aiid - then
.
;

horrified Washington by wishing to assume at once ,a major general’s ^

command. The eyes of all Europe were upon; lum; He , said,: expdedrig; .;’

great things. .

, ' '
..

^ vKi '

Lafayette quickly calmed down. As he and Washington- got tp;kno\i'ir

each other better, they established an ideal father-andrson; 'rciatiphship

which satisfied deep emotional lacks they both felt. Lafayette proved to

be brilliant. With reddish hair receding up his egg-Hke forehead,';he was ;

not handsome, but he possessed a magnetism almost equal to Washington’s.;^

own. A youthful romantic, he indtilged himself in daydreartis of .gipfy,
y

some of them completely wild, which he c.xpected his spiritual father to

agree to or not as the older man’s wisdom dictated. UnlikeyWashingtqn’s y
other foreign officers, who despised Washington’s lack of conyentiohal-

'

military skills, the inexperienced Lafayette became one' of Washington’s y,

most rapid and apt pupils in the new, type of warfare/ the American :

general was evolving. For Wasliington, Lafayette’s arrival;: wajs a rnpky.

happy chance. •
•

.

-

The British in New York, having been reinforced; from /across
.

they;

ocean, opened the 1777 campaign on June 17 by moving into'NewJersey;
y.

They seemed to be on the way to Philadelphia, butThey/Iihgcred b.elow y:

the Morristown Heights. Their object v'as d^oublc: to lure,/Washington;'.,^

into a battle on the plain, and to see whether the citizens woulAhot weir.;
.,

come a return of British protection. But Washington did not budge and
y

the citizens shouldered their guns to harass the British fianks..Howe .re-

turned to New York, made a second unsuccessful feint,into.Ne/v Jersey,.:

and riien, so Washington’s spies reported, began preparing .liis. navaLtraris-y

ports to receive his army.
,

-

Guessing out Howe’s intentions was . now, Waslungtbn’s imppsrible-

business. important -consideration was;- the fact that a;srihng ,
force

,

under General
. John Eufgoyne

,
had sailed down from Canada ,oh

Champlain and had captured,,without meeting any resistance, the Aiheriy,;

can fort at Tiednderoga, which vihs/supposed tO: hold .fhe riorch^ri^^^^^^^^

vasion route
;
shut. If, Burgoyne , successfully „ traversed the inferyening ;

.

wildefness,rire ;c6uld cither strike the. unprotected rear of NewTngiahd.pr

.

go directly south tofhe:upper Hudsoh. Howe could cooperate by sribng^y

through Long ,Island. .Spubd to,NewEngland of, (as seemed more. prolriW^ ,-
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considering the value of brealdng the rebellion in half at the Hudson

River) sailing up that river to meet Burgoyne. The third possibility was

that Howe would ply through the ocean to Philadelphia.

Moving his troops back and forth through a rocky pass in the Hudson

Highlands called the Clove, Washington inclined the army towards Albany

and New England or towards Philadelphia as different reports came in

from his spies. Then, on July 24, “one hundred and seventy topsail vessels

and about fifty or sixty smaller ones” sailed from New York Harbor.

Since they set out into the ocean, their objective was indicated as Phila-

delphia. Washington responded by marching across New Jersey. How-
ever, he went slowly since he feared that Howe, having maneuvered him

out of the way, would double back and mount the Hudson after all.

Never was there a more uncertain, nervous time. Washington breathed

easier when the fleet was sighted off the Delaware River, but then, instead

of advancing up the river towards Philadelphia, the fleet disappeared

agdn. Was Charleston their objective? Or were they now in full sail for

the Hudson? Completely confused, not wishing to destroy his army by
endless marching and countermarching in hot weather, Washington al-

lowed the troops to collapse near Philadelphia. Finally, he could bear

inaction no longer. He started a slow march back towards New York. It

was August 22, when hard news finally came in: the British were sailing

up the Chesapeake, their destination Philadelphia after all. They clearly

intended to march overland from the head of the Chesapeake.

Howe, having exhausted two possibilities, was trying a third. He had
first thought that by making the Continental Army look ridiculous he
could make the colonists reaffirm their allegiance. This had not worked,
and in the process Howe had inadvertently taught Washington that his

amateur anny could not stand up to the enemy professionals in formal
battle. Next, Howe had tried holding down a conquered territory with
scattered posts. That had backfired. Now he wished again to engage
Washington’s army, this time to destroy it. Washington had refused to
come down from the heights near Morristown but surely he could not
allow Philadelphia to fall without a fight. Furthermore, Howe believed
that his possession of the American capital and largest city would do
muchto hamstring the rebellion, both physically and psychologically.
Howe had been right in guessing that Washington would feel k neces-

sary to try to bar the British advance. Pausing only for a parade through
Philadelphia, which he tried to make as impressive as the ragged condition
of the troops allowed, Washington had set out pell-mell for the indicated
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British line of march. The Continental Army made its stand on a seem-

ingly strong position behind the Brandywine River. Tliis time it was not

military naivete but misinformation— Washington’s intelligence was

"wrong both on the geography of the region and concerning British move-

ments— that allowed Howe to repeat the strategy of Brooklyn Heights.

Making a wide sweep to the left, a British column came in behind the

American defenses. However, on this September ii, 1777, the Continental

Army did not immediately disintegrate. Successful rear-guard action, with

Washington in direct command, enabled most of the army to escape.

Howe had done little more than open the wa})' to Philadelphia.

He did not immediately accept the prize, preferring to continue his

efforts to lure the Continental Army into a conclusive battle. Washington

marched and countermarched, not willing to attempt a stand that would

be to the enemy advantage, forever hoping that the enemy professionals

would make a mistake that w^ould give the Continental Army a chance to

fight in its own way. Finally wearying of the game, the British captured

Pluladelphia wliile Washington was too far off to fire even one defensive

shot.

Washington realized that he and the Continental Army had been made

to look foolish, all the more by contrast with the northern army. Com-

manded by Gates, that army had won an impressive if not conclusive

victory over Burgoyne: the Battle of Freeman’s Farm. Washington

yearned to achieve a coup before winter set in— and at last he saw a way,

Major General Lord Cornwallis was occupying Philadelphia with

three thousand men. The main British army— five thousand strong—
W'as encamped under Howe in the suburb of Germantown, some five

miles up the Schuylldll River, in the direction of Wasliington’s own en-

campment. Basically, Germantovm was shaped like a cross, the main road

to the city being cut at right angles by a major crossroad. Spies reported

that the British outposts and light infantry \vere stationed on the near

side of the crossing, while the bulk of Howe’s army was encamped just

beyond it. Most invitingly, Howe indicated his disdain of the rebels by

erecting no fortifications.

Why not achieve another Trenton, this time on a much larger scaler

Calling in every man he dared, even weakening the forts defending the

Hudson, AMashington gathered eight thousand Continentals and tlwce

thousand militia. They were to spring off after dark from so great a dis

tance— fifteen to nineteen miles— that the British would not expect an

attack. They were to attack at dawn.
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As usual, Washington worked out too complicated a plan; four columns

converging simultaneously from four different routes. The militia regi-

ments were to move along byroads on both wings of the advance. (As it

turned out, they never succeeded in getting into the battle at all.) The
main thrust was entrusted to nvo columns of Continentals. The column

Washington led was to drive the British back along the main road, while

a force under Greene, coming in from the left, was to pin them against

the Schuylkill.

As Washington advanced with his men on October 3, 1777, he could

only rarely consult his watch: the troops were moving as silently as

possible in utter darkness. However, it was clear that they were falling

heavily bcliind schedule. Washington anxiously scanned the sky for signs

of the dawn that would frustrate catching the British by complete sur-

prise. The sky started to pale while they were still some distance from
Germantown, but the emerging sun drew up from the ground a thick

fog. Washington welcomed the obscuring vapor as sent by a benign
Providence, although in a few hours he W'as to attribute it to “some un-
accountable something.”

No news or sound had indicated the arrival of the other columns when
Washington’s advance guard engaged the British pickets. Staying with Ids

main force, Washington could not discern through the mist the action
going on ahead of him. However, the sounds of firing, by becoming less

loud, indicated that the British were falling back. He ordered more regi-

ments forward. The firing took on a deeper tone as cannon spoke, but
the direction of the movement remained the same. An ever-larger British
force was clearly failing to make a stand.

Finally, Waslungton decided to lead his reserve guard forward. In con-
trast to the tumult ahead, around him all was silence. Through swirls of
niist, he could see on both sides of the road abandoned cannon, empty
tents, all the deserted paraphernalia of a major British encampment. His
heart sang: at long last the Continental Army was driving a major seg-
ment of the British army!

Then he heard firing much nearer than the sound of battle. A large
bnclc house stood like a fortress beside the road. It was occupied by
ntish soldiers. The main American army had swept by, leaving behind

many dead bodies. Flashes from the windows were now dropping Wash-
. mgton’s men. At Washington’s orders, cannon balls were fired against the

ousc at point-blank range. The brick walls were so solid that the balls
just bounced away. Finally Washington decided that he would leave a
detachment surrounding the house and take his rear guard on.

. 70S



WASHINGTON: THE INDISPENSABLE 'MAN

He found that the American advance had penetrated all the way to the

crossroads beliind which Howe’s main army was encamped. And now,

although fog blotted out vision, sounds indicated that Greene was coming ‘

in from the left. Most exxitingly, the new sequence of firing moved beyond

the crossroads, wlrich indicated that Greene’s advance guard was entering

Howe’s main camp.

In his elation and eagerness, Washington rode so far to the head of his

own column that he was exposed, as an aide noted y'ith great concern,

“to the hottest fire of the enemy.” He saw complete victory in Ws grasp.

'

Howe’s encampment, he assumed, must be “in the utmost confusion.” The

confusion would spread, with the news of the American success, to the

'

British garrison in Philadelphia. Fortune, he exulted, was “declaring her-

self in our favor.”

And then, as suddenly as a coin is spun, everything changed, Greene’s

advance guard came bursting out of Howe’s encampment at a run. Al-

most simultaneously, the sound of heavy firing broke out where it should

not have been: on the American rear. The soldiers who were moving

ahead with Washington stopped in their tracks, stood listening for a brief

instant, and then joined the flight of Greene’s men. Washington shouted;

he flailed at the fugitives with the flat of his sword, but all to no avail.

Panic had taken over.

After Wasliington had accepted the inevitable, he spent his energies in

shepherding his troops in as orderly a manner as possible back to the

encampments from which they had marched the night before. Round and

round in his mind ran puzzlement as to why “the most flattering hopes of

victory” had “turned into a rout.”

He was later to learn that the soldiers who'^had started the retreat had .

run out of ammunition. The firing at the rear, which had made the men
,

fear they were being surrounded, had resulted when Greene’s right

blundered into the detachment Washington had stationed around the

brick house: being unable to see through the mist, each group had thought

the other the enemy.

To Europeans, it was to seem miraculous that an untrained rabble

should attack a mighty regular army so effectively and so soon (twenty-

three days) after their defeat at the Brandywine. Vergennes, the French

foreign minister, who was wondering whether to risk an American alli-

ance, reasoned that “to bring an army, raised within a year, to, tlus,

promised anything,” Howe was impressed into withdrawing lus enure
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force behind the fortifications he was erecting around Philadelpliia, But

among American patriots the event was chalked up to Washington as

another defeat. This seemed the more to the discredit of his leadership

when the report came in of a major victory up north: Burgoyne had sur-

rendered at Saratoga to Gates.



FIFTEEN

The Conway Cabal

(1777-1778)

B urgoyne’s effort to invade the United States from Canada had

been a conspicuous example of the inability of the British ministry

and military to visualize American conditions. Because British ships could

carry troops down Lake Champlain, the advance to Ticonderoga had

been practicable; but from Ticonderoga to the head of Hudson River

navigation near Albany there were a hundred miles of howling wilderness

to traverse. Since Burgoyne could not hope to build an effective line

of fortifications before the onset of winter, he could not rationally expect

to keep open the supply lines on which conventional armies depended.

And, of course, regular soldiers were at a disadvantage against irregular

American fighters in the forests,'^

Once Burgoyne was deep in the woods he wms deep in trouble, and as

soon as a British force was in trouble, American militia swarmed to the

kill. Burgoyne’s supply line was shattered and his advance reduced to a

standstill. He could not get back to Canada or ahead to Albany, nor

could his army hope to Survive a winter in the wilderness, Gates, the

American commander, who had in liis own time been a British regular,

knew that little was required of his forces but to keep the trap closed

until Burgoyne was forced to give up. It was the insubordinate combat

general Benedict Arnold who staged the battles that immediately pre-

* Historian-s like to blame Burgoync’s debacle on Howe’s failure to move to his sup^

port up the Hudson, but allover British strateg}* had designed Burgoyne’s army m a

independently. Howe was not violating the British strategic plan when he sane

Philadelphia.
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ceded Burgoyne’s surrender at Saratoga (October 17, 1777). This capture

of some five thousand men was the greatest victory of American arms

so faii

Partly out of diffidence, partly because he was so busy elsewhere, partly

because he did not believe in interfering where he did not have detailed

knowledge, Washington had allowed the northern command to be semi-

autonomous. Gates had already taken advantage of this to be insubordi-

nate. Now, elated by his victory, he decided to demonstrate complete

autonomy from the man who had at the start of the war come to him

humbly for advice. He sent his official report not to the designated

Commander in Chief but directly to Congress. Gates no longer needed

the large force that had been gathered to oppose Burgoyne, yet he had

no intention, despite orders sent him by Washington, of reinforcing his

rival. He would not even return the regiments whicli Washington had

at the moment of crisis sent up north, to the weakening of his own army.

Washington believed that, if only Gates would obey orders and send

troops, he could still make a strike. The forts on the Delaware below

Philadelphia, expertly planned by Duportail and other French engineers,

were keeping the British navy and supply ships separated from the army.

As weeks passed, it became evident that the forts could only be subdued

by action on land as well as by water. This meant that British detach-

ments would have to come out of Philadelphia. Washington intended,

when adequately reinforced, to cut them off. But Gates saw to it that

Washington had not been adequately reinforced when, after holding out

for almost two months, the forts finally fell.

Without taking into consideration that geography had been the prime

force in defeating Burgoyne, many patriots sneeringly compared Gates’s

victories and Wasliington’s defeats. Washington knew that he badly

needed a victory. He reconnoitered Philadelphia, trying to find some
chink in the defenses. Duportail, who was with him, ruled that the city

could be held against any imaginable force. Although W^ashington found
It “distressing” to be unable to answer the expectations of the world, he
led his troops into winter quarters. The address he now put on his dis-

patches has come in American tradition to signify hardship. It was Valley
Forge.

The army was undersupplied with almost everything normally con-
sidered necessary to sustain life, shoeless feet leaving (as legend empha-
sizes) bloody footprints in the snow. Congress was more than ever
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outraged that Washington w6uld:.nor take- what ,the, army’needed

the inhabitants at bayonet point. -The,Commander ih, Gliief,-hkd;indced,^^

more respect for civilian rights than did many legislators. Charle^:CaridlI :;

of Carrollton wrote that Washington ‘h‘s so .humane and rdelioate 'that 1';

fear the common cause will suffer.” Washington himself Wrote, “The/

misfortunes of war, and the unhappy circumstances frequently affciidaht;':

thereon to individuals are more. to be lamented. thaH avoided;, but it is^thC
;

duty of everyone to alleviate them as much as .possible.'’^"'

V

Washington believed that what was morally
,
most desirable was'lilcdy.

;

to be politically most valuable. Since the futuTe Hberty : off,thb soldiers
,

,

themselves would be secured by ultimate victoryj let the American Winy '!

earn gratitude by suffering deprivation while the::Brkish and Hessians'-^^^^

earned hatred by stripping the countryside. To, keep public.bpinion from

being driven to the Crown the soIdierTrather. than the. civilians would/

have to accept hardship.
'

Washington explained to the men that to settle into any oTtbe ,
villages .

near Philadelphia would increase the difficulties of refugees- from Phila--.-

delphia already crowded there. The army, would HaTC. to build its- oy'nj

city. He had Selected as the site a succession of hdls eighteen,-xniles'tipnk-.y

west of Philadelphia. ^

The men were to erect huts fourteen .feet wide ..by .sixteen long:.ari^^

six and a half feet high. Each visas' to house twelve men. .pitcplaces wery^^^^

to be made of laths covered with mvid. While the diuts were be^
the men lived miserably in’ tents. Dr. Albigence ;Waldo/ vvrote,;^^^;^^^

food— hard lodging— cold weather— fatigue ry- nasty- clothes

cookery— vomit half my time -^ smoked out oCrny .serises-y- the ,
dev^s,..

in it— I can’t endure it. ... A pox oh my, bad luck; There comes

of beef soup— full of burnt leaves' and./dirt, ;sickish/enouglymvmaly.'y

Hector spew—r- away with it ! boys'-^iril live
;
like, the chameleon hyoh

,
“There comes a soldier, his. bare- feet are seen through his

shoes, his legs nearly naked from the .tattered :reniains}of an -ohly pak;?
/

stockings, his breeches ' riot ..sufficient to 'cover . his
.,
nakedness, ..his. shirt

, ^

hanging in strings; his, hriir disheveled;. .IrisTa rneagef. . .y ;

and cries vyith ari .air of wretchedness arid/ despair, > am sick,>yny
;

lame, fny legs are sore, my: body covered .vwdi.this tormcntirig.im

and. all -the; reward .1: shali.get ;:>yiil;be /Toor Will. .is. dead!’/

Tar Tfom
,

expressing' syrripathy//the. .Pennsylvania legislature, pf^

that,- by going/into , winter:,quarters at. Valley Forge,. the- arinyyhad
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the inliabitants unprotected. Washington replied, “I can assure those

gentlemen that it is a much easier and less distressing thing to draw

remonstrances in a comfortable room by a good fireside than to occupy

a cold, bleak hill and sleep under frost and snow without clothes or

blankets. However, although they seem to have little feeling for the

naked, distressed soldiers, I feel superabundantly for them, and from my
soul pity those miseries which it is neither in my power to relieve or

prevent.”

As Washington suffered with and for his troops at Valley Forge, it

was made increasingly clear to him that he was menaced by what he

considered an effort to "exalt” General Gates “on the ruins of my repu-

tation.”

The surprising aspect of the agitation to replace Washington as com-
mander in chief is not that it took place, but that it had taken so long to

develop. Washington had again and again been defeated, but he had
never defeated the main British army. (At Trenton and Princeton he had
beaten up outposts.) If he were not losing the war— which was very
open to question— he was surely failing to win it. He had started out
by offending New England and then, as he lost his provincialism, had
shifted into what seemed to many leaders a worse fallacy; the belief

that the United States was not an alliance but a nation, one and indi-

visible. Although admittedly not allied with the conservatives, he had
outraged many a radical by protecting all conservatives who could be
persuaded to go along with the cause. And many congressmen remained
worried by his insistence on such a long-term united army, trained to
obey an expert officer corps, as weakened the soldiers’ state ties and
seemed a possible instrument of tyranny.

Utopian thinking backed the political preferences of state leaders by
postulating that the best fighting force would be made up of militiamen
who exerted their God-given natural gifts as they took turns defending
their fields. Suspicions that it was Washington’s personal incompetence
that made him insist that he could not ^vin with such an army were
encouraged by the fact that much of Gates’s triumphant force had been
mihtia. It was only too easy to conclude that if Gates could thus beat
Burgoync he could thus beat Howe.
Although the foreign officers in the American service could not agree

with the more radical members of Congress on the glories of militia,
many of them were only too glad to testify that the American General
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he did not obey the correct rules of war— was incompetent. The most

vociferous such critic was that Irish-born Frenchman Brigadier General

Thomas Conway, The movement' to remove Washington is called (some-

what inaccurately) the Conway Cabal.

Conway, who could never forget that he had served under Frederick

the Great, announced himself as the most experienced officer in Wash-
ington’s army, and made no bones about admitting that he was there

because, if he became a major general in the American service, he could

become a brigadier when he returned to the superior French service. The
catch was that he was a junior brigadier in America, and the blockhead

Washington would not agree to his being promoted over the heads of a

flock of other American blockheads. Nor was his voice listened to with
adequate deference at Councils of War, where he was so dictatorial

that Washington found him unbearable.

To congressmen already unhappy about Washington, Conway com-
municated that his own services were desperately needed to counteract
the deficiencies of the Commander in Chief. However, an officer of his

merit could not accept humiliation. He would be forced to resign if not
given his rightful rank as major general. Eventually, Richard Henry Lee,
one of the congressmen who most distrusted Washington, informed the
Commander in Chief that Congress intended to promote Conway.
Washington’s reply reveals how tight his nerves were drawn. To raise

an officer “without conspicuous merit” over the heads of many senior
brigadiers would, he wrote, “give a fatal blow to the existence of the
army.” And then, for the first time in his Revolutionar)^ service, Wash-
ington hinted that he might himself resign: “It will be impossible for me
to be of any further service if such insuperable difficulties are tlirown
in mynvay.”

This letter revealed to Washington’s opponents that in Conway they
had a lever which might be used to pry the Commander in Chief loose.

The next development was a drunken indiscretion blurted out by
Gates’s Tavorite aide. Colonel James Wilkinson. Washington, on being
notified by some of his own supporters of what Willdnson had said
wrote Conway laconically:

’

“Sir: A letter I received last night contained the following paragraph:
n a letter from General Conway to General Gates, he says, “Heaven

counrnr
'^o^^try, or a weak general and bad

councillors would have ruined it.”
’

“I am. Sir, your humble servant, George Washington.”

7/5
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By now, an experienced politician was, gathering up the various strands

of opposition to Wasliington. Thomas Mifflin had been , one of Washing-

ton’s four first advisers. He had felt ih himself great potentialities as:a

warrior, and Iiis influence on Congress had brought him high rank, but

he was a hysterical soldier, and Washington had kept liim dealing with

supply as quartermaster general. Finally, he had . high-tailed from the

army, leaving Washington with no quartermaster general.
,

Mifflin realized that Washington’s magic was still so great that Congress

would not vote to discharge him. Better not to raise any definite issue, but

to put Washington in a position which would force him to resign. To-

wards this end, Mifflin and Richard Henry Lee perverted two suggestions

Washington had himself made. Washington had wished to have a semi-

permanent Board of War substituted for the ever-shifting, congressional

committees that supplied the army. And he had asked that he be em-

powered to appoint as inspector general an experienced foreign officer

who would help him establish a uniform system of drill and maneuver.

Mifflin and Lee changed the conception of the Board of War. Far

from being limited to supplying the army, it was to have the top military

authority, outranking the Commander in Chief, And the inspector gen-

eral would not be just an adviser on European technical skills. He was

to supervise all Washington’s commands and acts, reporting directly to.

the Board of War. It was now only necessary to man this structure with

,

the right people. The president of the Board of War, who was informed

unofficially that his mission was the “total refonn and regulation” of

Washington’s army, was, of course. Gates. Mifflin put himself on the

board, which he filled with other critics of Washington. ' But, the real

stroke of genius was the choice of the inspector general: ' Washington’s

enemy Conway was advanced to major general and appointed, to rule over

him. ,

Mifflin managed to get all this through Congress, not because that

body was hostile to Washington but because no one paid any attention.

The watchword, until Wariiirigton’s letter of resignation- lay safely in

hand, had to be “hush.” Mifflin was thus greatly concerned when Wash-

ington’s letter to ConWay revealed that information was leaking. Whether

by chance or by expert strategy, Washington had given his opponents

no hint as to the means by which he had been informed concerning

Conway’s correspondence with Gates. Mifflin assumed that some agent

of. the Commander, in Chief’s— perhaps Hamilton— had secretly raided

Gates’s, filesi .He warned Gates;
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GatK -.tbok\it -fdr- ;grante^ his '^les- Had acttian}^};^ .tampered

with;. He, wrote Washington; "sending,“copies '.to* Mifflin- arid officially, to

Congress; a letter m which ,he,-by .clCarMniplication.accused i

of ' instigating-: dishonorable acts. .Washington ;
thereupon ,

revealed .his

source as the Hiabberin^ of Gates’s' own aide.'.'. . , . ;

'

Conway -wai koori, also engaged in ;public controvetsy. When he had
;

appeared at Valley Forge, immensely ^pleased with .himseif and bearin^r

his commissions from the.Board of Wari ‘Washington used a' techiiicality

.

to brush, him iside. ;ConVay thereupon wrote Washington uVo irisultirig

letters. By mocking 'the Commander in Chief as an amateur soldier “I,

.

do not pretend, ^sir, to be a consumrriate general; but' . . . an 'old sailor

knows more .about-ships than an admiral who has never been, to sea”—
Conway in effect claimed superiority for' all the European' vbjuntcers:/

over the native American officers;' !

What Afifflin had hoped would be a Subtle maneuver behind the.scenes^

had now come most gaudily, into the lighpof day. Rumor buzzed through
/

the. army camps, .'galloped from .crossroad to crossroad td rcpdrt;W?t':

Wasliingtbn had .been insulted, that an pnderharid effort “was being- made';.:

to force hirri 'ty- tesign. .Men .who :had been Vpassipriatc iri, critici^t ;bf

Washirigtpn flew, to his defense .tvith wice . the-, passm^^^ ^ ; /f^ ? .’iv''-

Washington’s opponents were soon in, full, flight' Conway foubd that
,

those who had egged him -bn were. rcfu^g;eycri
:
to spealt ' to \hirii;j.He. .'’

was- forced ' oiit' of
.

the army, ;Gates . lied- to Washington ^ about “ his ' ebr- •

respondence with .Conway and expressed-' ,n 'hope . tHat ’thc.nyhblpn^^^

riiighr.be dropped. Alifflin, announced. publicjyrthrt .AVashm^priiwas.’.the-.;

best 'friend' he 'ever -had'iu 'his'iife. '^'^.- V ’.y-
•

^^^^^''ibgfpn ,was Vriot easily 'appeased/ Iri-.ordcr.i to "keep, frorri ; cncbui-

aging .thp enemy, and .dispiriting/. his; otvn ffoilowers, ffie' hacl.,W

V®^^4,t%:5Hprtages irpm Aviffleh he hafl ' suffered; accepting Criticism;

.'
Hp conridered .riot his . fault; For

;the sake of ;the. ;unity ' of . the

;

cau-sty hc/ had bowed -hK' jrt inMt .But .the- end/bF^^^^

had- come:;, his/anger poured .put vyith all .'the. fury; of a. flbp'd long

;

,
resrtairipd fby. k d^m/.He/ encoufaged'.his ^p^
with'.:tHreaty pf.;ducis;;He;cxprirttyd v^^^^ Jlikd; to/ dp ..;

fbptr^ybrlfto keep from ‘a= bloody, crigageritenf\Wh' the. gr^^^

'martial;.General John 'Gadwalladby'iCadwailaderj^^^^

bim-m the nedc . and ynoudi^J/hiniang
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wrote Washington an abject letter which Washington did not answer.

Conway recovered.

The Conway Cabal achieved exactly the opposite of what had been

intended. Like a lightning rod, it released harmlessly fears, doubts, and

resentments that might otherwise, as the long years of indecisive war

rolled on, have massed until Washington was struck down. The threat

that he might be eliminated made Americans visualize the leadership with-

out him. Supposing he were replaced by the noisy controversialist Gates,

who fostered and was fostered by a radical clique in Congress? That

w'ould clearly be, whatever the military result, a disaster for national

unit}^* faction would rise to fight faction. And if not Gates, who else?

The answer was that there was no one else, Washington was recognized

as the indispensable man. Until the fighting \vas almost over, his leader-

ship was not again seriously challenged.



SIXTEEN

The Road Turns Upward

(1778)

VALLEY FORGE was the Very image of misery only during the first

two of the army’s six months there. At about the time that the

Conway Cabal misfired, by mid-Februarj% 1778, food became, if not

delectable, adequate. The men had all moved from cold and smoky tents

to cabins of their own building; leaks had been plugged and chimneys

adjusted to draw efficiently. Firewood abounded. Furthermore, long

enlistments had populated the “spacious city” with men mutually con-

genial: all were temperamentally attuned to military service. The pre-

vailing lack— clothes— was not serious when the inhabitants of each

hut could assemble one complete costume for \^'hoever was called to duty
out in the cold. Nakedness became a joke, A French volunteer remem-
bered a dinner party to which no one was admitted who possessed a whole
pair of trousers. By combining their rations the guests feasted on tough
steak and potatoes, with hickory nuts for dessert. With “some land of
spirits” they made a salamander, “set the liquor on fire and drank it up,
flame and all. Such a ragged and at the same time merry set of fellows
Were never before brought together.”

Washington shared the prevailing high spirits only when he did not
think ahead. Although his army was outnumbered by a well-supplied and
expert enemy. Congress seemed to be doing notliing. In mid-April, he
exploded to his civilian masters, “I shall make no apology for the freedom
of this letter. . . . My agreement with the committee entitled me to up-
wards of forty thousand Continental troops.” In all the American army
posts there were hardly fifteen thousand.



WASHINGTON: THE INDISPENSABLE MAN

The perversion of the inspector-generalship to the ends of the Conway
Cabal had blocked Washington’s desire to have a foreign officer teach

his men the conventional military skills that would enable them to stand

up against a foreign army in open battle. That the solution had arrived

was far from clear when there rode into camp a seemingly toplofty Ger-

man volunteer who announced himself as Lieutenant General Friedrich

Wilhelm Ludolf Gerhard Augustin Baron von Steuben, and who claimed

to have held high rank under Frederick the Great. It soon developed that

Steuben was not a baron and had held no high military rank. But the

impostor proved both an able drillmaster and open-minded enough to

appreciate the peculiarities of American troops. No European army, the

bogus nobleman pointed out, would have held together under equivalent

hardships. “The genius of this nation,” he wrote a European comrade,

“is not in the least to be compared with the Prussians, the Austrians,

or French. You say to your soldier, ‘Do this,’ and he doeth it, but I am

obliged to say, ‘This is the reason that you ought to do that,’ and then

he does it."

In cooperation with American officers, Steuben worked out a simplified

manual of arms pragmatically suited to American needs. He taught the

'

soldiers how to use bayonets. He taught them how to maneuver in ranks,

thus curing their tendency to advance in single file which had forced

Washington into complicated maneuvers that would permit several col-

umns to strike at once. And Steuben made the whole thing fun by his

ebullient temperament: ecstasy when maneuvers went well, and at mis-

takes hysterical rages, which the troops came to expect and relish.
,

Drilling with Steuben became the favorite sport at Valley Forge.

While engaging in what could almost be a more complicated square

dance, the men learned skills that had previously escaped them. Keen

competition grew up between the different corps. Delinquent officers

were fined quarts of brandy.

Early in May, Washington learned that France had recogmzed the

independence of the United States, a move that seemed to dictate war

betw'^een France and England. In excitement, Washington wrote. Calm-

ness and serenity seems likely to succeed in some measure those dark and

tempestuous clouds which at times appeared ready to overwhelm us.

The game, whether well or ill played hitherto, seems now to be verging

fast to a favorable issue.” Embroiled in Europe, the British might well aban-

don their American effort. Washington visualized himself back in Mount

Vernon, enjoying, in peace and prosperity, American independence,

ii8
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Britain’s American endeavor was indeed in turmoil. The capture of

the rebel capital had achieved little beyond creating a brilliant social

season for the Tory girls who had remained in Philadelphia. The re-

bellion flowed almost unhindered around the occupied city, and the

British were unable to sortie into the countryside without being sur-

rounded by clouds of guerrilla fighters. Howe’s hope of recruiting a

large corps of Americans disillusioned with the rebel cause had been

frustrated by Washington’s gentleness to Tories and the mostly good
behavior of the Continental Army. When Howe was recalled to England,

his offleers and their girls fittingly said farewell with a grand ball.

Howe was succeeded by his second-in-command, the dour, neurotic,

self-righteous Sir Henry Clinton, who was an audacious planner and a

hesitant doer. As soon as Clinton arrived from New York, the word was
tliat Philadelphia would be evacuated. Washington waited eagerly for

reports that the transports were being fitted for a long ocean voyage
to the Indies or to Europe. But the navy carried the airny’s baggage to

New York. The troops were clearly going to march there through the

lowlands of New Jersey.

In mid-June, the washerwomen who were among Washington’s most
effective spies, reported that the British officials in Philadelphia had or-

dered their linen delivered at once, “finished or unfinished.” It followed
tliat the march was about to start. Sure enough, on the i8th, the enemy
force crossed the Delaware. Again, as when Boston was evacuated, there
was the opportunity for a triumphal parade with the Commander in
Chief at the head. Again, there was no such parade. Vi^ashington Was
busy trying to decide how to react to the British move.

Owing to the prevalent practice of exchanging prisoners, Washing-
ton had been reunited with an old colleague: General Lee had come
riding back from the British lines. Washington did not know that Lee
had, during his captivity, made suggestions for British action that could
well be considered traitorous to the American cause. Washington, of
Course, remembered that Lee had been insubordinate to him personally.
Yet he was glad to have the military wizard back again.
He looked forward particularly to showing Lee how, with Steuben’s

help he had in a year and a half improved the discipline and the sldlls
of the army. Lee was not impressed. Washington’s efforts to develop a
force that could stand up to the Brirish in open battle seemed to Lee
pure idiocy. Washington, Lee stated,' was "not fit to command a ser-
geants guard.” Lee was so publicly critical of the weakness of the Con-
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tinental Army that Washington, having pointed out that much was

irremediable, asked that criticisms be limited to discussions at head-

quarters.

Washington was on the horns of a dilemma. He had prepared his army

to attack the British. The British were now available, but in open coun-

try where they fought best. And the total situation was breaking so well

for the Americans that it seemed foolhardy to take a risk. Regretfully,

Washington limited his active intervention with the British march to

sending skirmishes against their Banks. He would lead his main army

parallel with the enemy through the New Jersey uplands. When the

enemy reached their bases in New York, he would reinforce the defenses

on the Hudson.

As if for the purpose of tantalizing Washington (actually because they

found bi'idgcs torn down and paused to rebuild them in style), the British

moved across New Jersey with an excruciating slowness. On June 24,

Washington called a Council of War. The enemy, he reported, numbered

nine to ten thousand. The Americans had 10,684, not counting twelve

hundred regulars and twelve hundred militia hovering on the British

Banks. Might not an attack be staged.^ Lee Was instantly on his feet. He

insisted that the inexpert Americans were merely a morsel for the British.

Why, when a French alliance was impending, risk disaster? Behaving (so

wrote Washington’s brilliant young aide Alexander Hamilton) in a man-

ner which “would have done honor to the most honorable society of

midwives,” the council voted against any major action.

That night, Greene, Lafayette, and General Anthony Wayne sent

protests to Washington. Greene pointed out that the enemy line stretched

for miles; the baggage train itself was twelve miles long. Light troops

could make “a serious impression” on the flank and rear “without suf-

fering them to bring us into a general action.” But the main army should

be close enough to join in. “If it should amount to a general action, I

think the chance is greatly in our favor.”

Much as Washington disliked overruling a Council of War, he could

no longer resist. Greatly reinforcing his skirmishers, he ordered them

to attack the enemy left and rear if “fair opportunity offered. Protocol

required that he offer the leadership of so large a detachment to lus

second-in-command. But Lee, insisting tliat the plan was foolhardy, re-

fused. Washington turned to Lafayette.

Clinton, informed by his spies of the growing threat, shifted his line
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to put his crack troops on the left and rear. Washington responded by

ordering another thousand men to join Lafayette. This augmented the

detachment to about half the army. In came a letter from Lee, saying

that, although he disapproved of Washington’s strategy, his honor re-

quired that he accept the command of what had become so major a

movement. Washington recognized Lee’s “distress of mind,” but, instead

of being worried by it, was glad to “ease” the concern of an old com-
panion while at the same time gaining such experienced leadership.

Washington’s long hesitation joined with the further delay caused by
an intervening storm had created a situation where there was only one

day left to attack. On June 28, 1778, the British, if not interrupted, would
traverse the twelve miles between Monmouth Court House (now Free-

hold) and hills that would protect the rest of their march. On the night

of the 27th, Lee encamped within six miles of the enemy. With the other

half of the army, Washington was within nine. He ordered Lee to attack

in the early morning “unless there should be very powerful reasons to

the contrary.” He would advance with his own army to giv^e any neces-

sary support.

The morning of the 28th was so hot and muggy that, as Washington
pushed ahead with maximum speed, some of his men, stripped to the
waist, dropped from the heat and did not rise again. Worried lest the
British should succeed in eluding Lee, Washington listened for firing.

At last: distant cannon shots and the crackle of small arms! Washington
was jubilant. But then the sound of battle shredded into silence.

Washington sent officers ahead to ascertain what had happened. Soon
he encountered on the road a fifer from one of Lee’s regiments. The
fifer “appeared to be a good deal frighted.” He stated that Lee’s corps
was in retreat. This seemed impossible, as the sounds had indicated only
the brief beginning of a battle. Lest what seemed a malicious report
should discourage his troops whom he intended to hurry ahead all the
faster, Washington ordered the fifer be segregated under guard.
But soon Washington’s advance met whole regiments in retreat. The

officers were confused, sure of no more than that they were obeying
orders. ^ °

Leaving Greene in command of his column, Washington charged ahead.
Soon he saw in front of more retreating regiments, a familiar scare-
crow figure: Lee was chatting comfortably with his aides. Washington
spurred over to him, asked, “What is all this confusion for, and retreat?”
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Such was the Commander in Chiefs angry vehemence* that Lee was

for the moment stunned. Finally, he entered into a confused rigamarole;

he had received contradictory intelligence; his orders had been disobeyed;

people had been impertinent; he had found himself “in the most extensive

plain in America,” where such troops as he commanded would be helpless

before the enemy horse. Furthermore, the whole maneuver had been

contrary to his best judgment. Washington shouted, “All this may be

very true, sir, but you ought not to have undertaken it unless you in-

tended to go through with it.”

Washington rode away from Lee and was almost instantly informed

that the British rear guard had not, after brushing Lee aside, continued

their retreat, but were in close pursuit. Washington reacted with dismay.

Unless the confusion with which he was surrounded could be instantly

overcome, the upshot might be “fatal to the whole army.”

Now was the time for the army’s new training to show itself, and, by
God, it did! Men apparently in disarray obeyed with alacrity. "General
Washington,” so testified Lafayette, “seemed to arrest fortune with one
glance. . . . His presence stopped the retreat. . . . His graceful bearing

on horseback, his calm and deportment which still retained a trace of
displeasure < . . were all calculated to inspire the highest degree of en-

thusiasm. ... I thought then as now that I had never beheld so superb
a man.”

The ground on which Washington found himself was suited to a
delaying action. The road was a narrow passage between hills and a thick
hedgerow. Washington stationed troops on both sides and had two
cannon aimed down the road. Then he galloped back to find a more
permanent defense.

Washington came on Greene’s regiments advancing in good order.
Sending Lee’s still-confused corps to the rear to re-form, he decided
to make his stand with the fresii troops. The regiments were hardly in
position before the men who had been engaged in the delaying action
appeared, moving rapidly but in formation, firing over their shoulders.
Then there was a tumultuous galloping of British horse. Two American
regiments, although protected only by a fence, held their fire until they
could annihilate the cavalrymen. Horses and men fell screaming.
Next came a ponderous advance of British infantry. Unable to dent

IcS make Washington an exemplar of his favorite

r
^ a ?

repeated that on this occasion Washington estab-
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the American front, they tried to turn the left hank and, that failing,

maneuvered to the right. Then, to the utter amazement of the British

command, the American yolcels advanced like regular' troops, driving

the professionals back. It was the British who had to take refuge in a

strong position, and, during the night, .slip silently away.

Washington believed that at the Battle of Monmouth he had been

cheated of a major victory by General Lee. Lee insisted that he had

saved his force from being eaten alive by the more expert British. The

result was an acrimonious controversy, during which Lee revived the

old charges of incompetence against Washington, Washington forgot

his affection for Lee. He had never, he stated, felt more than “common

civility” towards a man whose “temper and plans were too ^versatile

and violent to attract my admiration.” Lee was eventually discharged

from the army and wounded in a duel by one of Washington’s aides.
,

Masses of evidence brought forward at the time and in controversies

subsequently staged by historians have obscured the truly basic issue:

to what extent was Washington’s new army able to stand up against

European regulars? On this issue, General Clinton gave his silent tes-

timony by preferring, during the rest of his command, to fight where

the Continental Army was not.

After the Battle of Monmouth, the British hurried behind their forti-

fications at New York. For once, Washington felt no need to follow

them quickly. He gave his men time to rest on the way. Exhibiting the

usual eighteenth-century fear of the danger of bathing, he ordered his

sergeants to see that the troops did not swim in the heat of the day or

remain long in the Raritan River.

He himself stayed in various well-appointed houses cn route, enjoying

the songs of pretty daughters, and watching his aides flirt with patriot

belles exiled from New York. Events everywhere seemed to be moving

favorably. Nine states had ratified the Articles of Confederation, which

were a step towards creating a single unified nation tliat would match

the single, unified Continental Army Waslungton had already created.

And a French fleet under Count d’Estaing appeared at Philadelphia, le-

vealing that France intended to become an active belligerent on the

American side of the ocean.

With his army relaxed around him, looking from those high cliffs,

the Palisades, across the Hudson to where the British were strengthening
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their New York ramparts, Washington commented, “It is not a little

pleasing nor less wonderful to contemplate that after two years maneuver-

ing and undergoing the strangest vicissitudes that perhaps ever attended

one contest since the creation, both armies arc brought back to the very

point they set out from, and that that which was the offending [offensivel

party in the beginning is now reduced to the use of the spade and pickax

for defense. The hand of Providence has been so conspicuous in all this

that he must be worse than an infidel that lacks faith, and more than

wicked that has not gratitude enough to aclmowlcdge his obligations—
but it will be time enough for me to turn preacher when my present

appointment ceases, and therefore I shall add no more on the Doctrine

of Providence.”
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SEVENTEEN

Hope Abroad and

Bankruptcy at Home

(1778-1779)

S iNcr, KORTH AMERICAN PRODUCTS tcndcd to compctc with England’s

economy rather than supplement it, the sugar islands in the West

Indies were the more profitable to the British Empire: thus, many states-

men considered defense of the islands more important than regaining the

North American colonies. And being near French islands, the British

Indies were particularly vulnerable to amphibious attack. Clinton had

abandoned Philadelphia in preparation for obeying orders to send away

eight thousand men— about a third of his command — mostly to the

British Indies. This reduction in his force, added to the warning of new

patriot possibilities he had received at Monmouth, made him move with

extreme caution. Except for an occa.sional raid on a carelessly guarded

American post, and one major foraging expedition into New Jersey too

well planned to offer Washington any opportunities, Clinton remained,

for the rest of the 1778 campaign, quiescent in New York.

Washington’s principal excitement after mid-July was due to the

presence of d’Estaing’s fleet, which had given the American side what

it had never before possessed: naval superiority in the coastal waters.

This was known to be temporary. Thirteen British ships of the line under

Admiral John Byron (“Foul Weather Jack,” the poet’s grandfather) were

nisiiing across the ocean. But wliile the supremacy lasted, six thousand

Hessians, who were camped at Newport a mile off the Rhode Island

mainland, were in peril.

D’Estaing had brought four thousand marines. He landed them and
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a considerable patriot force on the island near the Hessians. Then, sus-

pecting that Byjon was in the offing, he gatliered up his marines and

sailed away, leaving the patriot force stranded. Only the Americans’ skill

at escaping from a jam saved them from a severe drubbing.

After the troops had escaped, Washington had to deal with a poten-

tially worse danger. The American citizenry, not forgetting their long

history of warfare with France, were furious at having their soldiers

placed in a dangerous position and then deserted. When d’Estaing reap-

peared and anchored in Boston Harbor, riots culminated in the killing

of a French officer as he tried to defend a French bakery. Was the new

alliance to be upset before it really got started?

Washington was himself angry, all the more because the Frenchmen

in his own army were (despite the downfall of Conway) continuing to

condescend to him and his American generals. “I most devoutly wish,”

he could not resist writing privately, “that we had not a single foreign

officer among us except the Marquis of Lafayette.” However, in his

official capacity, Washington sprayed out soothing letters to civilian lead-

ers and peremptory commands that his officers conciliate their powerful

ally. All had become peaceful again (at least on the surface) when d’Es-

taing sailed off, without condescending to confide to Washington where

he was going or whether he intended to return.

Washington’s admiration for Lafayette included faith in his disciple’s

patriotism: the Frenchman’s first loyalty would, of course, not 'be to

the United States but to France. He was thus bothered when Lafayette

suggested a Franco-Amcrican attack on Canada, the French to take the

ruling stronghold of Quebec. Congress was enchanted and encouraged

their French major general to sail home to promote the idea. Washington,

who had fought to drive the French from Canada, suspected (research

reveals wrongly) that his disciple's scheme had been inspired from Paris.

More cautious than the civil authorities to whom foreign affairs were
entrusted, Washington warned that, whatever they might promise, the

French would, if they got hold of Quebec, never let go. “Possessed of
New Orleans on our right, Canada on our left, and seconded by the

numerous tribes . . . whom she knows so well how to conciliate,” France
would, after the defeat of England, “have it in her power to give law
to these states.” On December, 1778, he posted to Philadelphia to block
the move, as he successfully did. But his affection for Lafayette was not
diminished.
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Although the winter of 1778-1779 would sufeljr see no military^ action,
‘

Washington wished to make his stay in the capital as brief as .possible^

“Were I to give in to private convehiency arid amusement, I should, nor,

be able to resist the invitation of my friends to make Philadelphia;’ (in-.

:

stead of a squeezed up room or two) my quarters for the .winter, but:;

the affairs of the army require my constant attention and presence

to keep it from crumbling. As peace nnd retiremeri't afc;my ultiiriatc .aim, ;

and the most pleasing and flattering hope- of my ,soul, everything .ad-

vancive of this end contributes to my, satisfaction, however difficult, arid

,

inconvenient in the attainment, and will reconcile any place, and all icir-
;

cumstances to my feelings whilst I continue in.semce.”

;

,

;

.
,

However, efforts to work out with Congress practical expedients dield

him in Philadelphia for almost two months; .
This period was among the \

most educational of his life, although much of what he learned ,;was. not :

to be applied until he became President. Had Jefferson bceri a pupil besidey

him, Washington’s Presidency would surely have beem less’ tempestuous,;

While the British lay still, a new enemy was ;ont the -move, more im

sidious because it struck everywhere^ invading the very huts of: the spk

diers. That enemy was inflation, Washington .asked,. “When, a . rat: in ff

shape of a horse” could not be bought for less than twO huridre^ pounds,

“what funds can stand the present experis'es qf the army

•

‘.-'V

Since it was hard to procure food with any curiency 'the sellerV\^^

accept or to hire wagons that would trarispbft supplies any

^

Washington had not dared to quarter liis army, even shrunken as it, ririSf.

in a single camp. The troops were hutted for the ;.ydriter :6n;botkri

of the Hudson in a zigzag line stretching s6me sevcnty.;milds through

York and New Jersey. But this dangerous decision (helped,, only a little.

The soldiers remained miserably supplied, and what,pay they could send -

home would not buy enough to supportc'thOir :familiek>;Add/ that th^

bounties offered for enlistment had too little real yaiue,to ;attxakt .recruks.

Washington was hiriiself in. darigeyxjfTantopCc^k ^HeTd^

as the most conspicuous .leader of die. causc,..to put hiy presage beliin'.

,

the currency by. accepting die .almost worthless stuff at.fripe value in

payment of what .wris owed him,' even old debty coritfdieted befpm ^t^^

Revolution. But those, from’whom (WasN haT to . bUy' had rio suy

scruples: they derriandcd'.vasdy enlarged payments which reflecteclythe

actnal Waluri & priperV Thevse^eeM fiirilly: became : a great to

Washington ' irritably instfuctedchis(c^fe-man tp’:ponsiik^hiny

ariout Accepting paperycurreneyi HefsHpuld do ;whatever .

the .
most

.^
triptic.neighborydid:- ; -• 1 ’

- yv;t:v.-C-T
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Philadelphia was the capital and the grinding mill of the inflation. On

his arrival there, Washington’s reaction was a farmer’s and soldier’s out-

rage at the luxury engaged in by the moneymen— often suppliers of the

army— who knew how to turn the fluctuations of the currency to their

own advantage. Wltile the value of money was sinking five percent a

day until it might cease to circulate altogether, dances, concerts, and

dinners, displaying the greatest expense and elegance, were, so Wash-

ington complained, absorbing attention to the exclusion of the problems

of the nation. Washington could not help enjoying a good party, but, as

General Greene wrote, the “luxury and profusion” gave him “infinitely

more pain than pleasure.” Revisualizing the death agonies he had seen on

battlefields, remembering his starving men shivering in nakedness, Wash-

ington thundered, “Speculation, peculation, and an insatiable thirst for

riches seem to have got the better of every other consideration and almost

of every order of men.”

Then, as was natural for him, Washington put his mind on analyzing the

problem. For some time (since March, 1777) the future brilliant financier

Alexander Hamilton had been on his staff. However, there is conclusive

evidence that Washington had not discussed national financial problems

with the youth, then still in his early twenties and somewhat naive on

the subject. In Philadelphia, Washington turned to Robert and Gouver-

ncur Aforris, the men who were later to educate Hamilton. The two

Alorrises (who were not related) became Washington’s intimate friends.

Under the Aforriscs’ tutelage, the planter-warrior began to learn about

currency. As an acceptable expedient, governments printed money on

the understanding that it would be brought back for cancellation by
tax revenues. This was, in effect, a method for anticipating taxes. The
Continental Congress had printed money because it had no other way
of paying for anything. But the states, unwilling to diminish their own
power, had refused the central body the right to tax. It was agreed that

the tax revenues needed to bolster or retire the Continental paper were
to be supplied by the states, but once state officials got their hands on
any cash, they were unlikely to let it go. Thus Congress was left, as

time passed, with no resource except to create more and more paper
behind which there were no assets whatsoever. Again, as in the necessary

strengthening and reorganizing of the army, state jealousy of national

power stood strongly in the way of victory.

Another difficulty was the fundamental nature of the American econ-
omy. A nation devoted almost exclusively to agriculture, handicrafts being
on a small scale and scattered, could not produce the goods necessary to
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carry on the war. Not only were heavy manufactures like cannon im-

possible, but it was extremely dilficult to concentrate in one place enough

of such ordinary supplies as shoes and clothes to supply an army. Equally

serious was tlie fact that agrarianism— assets being in land and slaves

and a basic means of exchange being barter— failed to produce fluid

capital. The government might offer bonds for sale, but where was the

cash to buy them? Washington was so impressed with this situation that

he became worried by his own passionate, ancestral dedication to agri-

culture. He admitted to his favorite brother that his continuing desire '

“to have my property as much as possible in lands ... is not consistent

tvith national policy.”
‘

During the summer of 1780, Washington’s business friends were to

achieve a most impressive demonstration. The Continental currency being

by then even more worthless than in 1779, the merchants of Philadelphia

decided to establish a new and separate system of paper money that

would not depreciate because it would be guaranteed by actual funds.

Their means was to establish such an institution as Itad not formerly

existed in America; a bank. They subscribed as capital over a million

pounds in Continental currency. The existence of a large capital fund

meant that certificates of indebtedness—more or less the equivalent of

modem checks— drawn on the Bank of Philadelphia could at any time

be cashed. Thus, there was no pressure on the holder to change his

draft into currency. It was more convenient for him to pass the draft

on to another man in payment of a debt. That creditor, having equal

faith in its value, was glad to receive the draft, -which he handed on to

a creditor of his own. The paper of the Bank of Philadelphia was cir-

culating as sound currency. And, .since there Was no reason to suppose

that every holder of a draft would Want cash at the same moment, the

bank did not need to keep all its capital in its vaults. A part could be

applied to bolstering the general economy and supplying the army.

Enchanted with this development, Washington urged that similar banks

be started in other cities, but the idea was too novel. The certificates

of the Bank of Philadelphia remained a tiny island in the boundless sea

of depreciating paper. The memory of what it had achieved was to come

back to Washington during his Presidency, when Jefferson was feuding

with Hamilton over the Bank of the United States,

As Washington conferred with Congress about the 1779 campaign,

it became clear that the only way to keep the cause afloat was to pare
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the expenses for the army down to the smallest amount possible without

losing the war. Washington considered it essential to replace the 4,380

regulars whose enlistments M'^ere expiring, but he did not request a force

large enough to take any initiative. Unless d’Estaing— from whom noth-

ing had been heard— should reappear with his marines, in the main mili-

tary theater only defensive operations would be feasible.

Washington was preparing to apply the strategy which, when remi-

niscing as an old man, he defined thus succinctly: “Time, caution, and

worrying the enemy until we could be better provided with arms and

other means, and had better disciplined troops to carry on, was the plan

for us.^’

Washington relied for his immediate defenses on the twin conceptions

that the British would not risk their scarce manpower by attacking pa-

triots fortified on strong ground, and would not endanger vital supply

lines by skirting around American strong points. There were three di-

rections in wliich the enemy could march from New York. The route

up the coast to New England was blocked by an American encampment
on the heights around White Plains and New Castle. On the Hudson,
the pati'iots were ever strengthening their major fortification. West Point.

And the road through New Jersey to Philadelphia was blocked, as of old,

by American forces on the heights at Morristown. This bought time but
would not, alas, bring victory.

Washington was now visualizing his army in three categories, each
suited to a different kind of warfare. The militia, deployed across the

countryside, were prepared to harass those “foraging parties” which were
forced to emerge from the enemy fortifications to procure food for man
and especially for beast (one horse needed twenty-four pounds of fodder
every day). Not only did such service keep the militia out of the main
encampments, thus preventing them from undermining the discipline of
the regulars, but it gave them tasks to which they were ideally suited.

Since they were usually inhabitants of the countrysides they defended,
they were familiar, with every path, cliff, and stone wall. Their natural
skills enabled them to take cover, fighting in detachments as small as
one man. And, if British action proved too strong, they could, by merely
liiding their guns, turn into farmers wandering, it seemed, innocently
around their fields. Should the British, unable to determine who was a
Soldier and who was not, be incited to random violence against men
grasping plows, tliis too served the patriot cause by engendering hate
against oppressing invaders-
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Washington’s second arm consisted of elite corps, sometimes riflemen

(although he found these frontiersmen dangerously unwilling to obey

orders), more often the light infantry companies that were attached to

every regiment, but could be assembled for a specific mission. Their

function was to beat up in sudden raids any considerable group of the

enemy who became exposed. During 1779, the light troops, under Gen-

eral Anthony Wayne, surprised a British-held fortification at Stony Point

on the Hudson, carrying oflF prisoners and cannon. Although they had

to abandon the post almost instantly after taking it, this e.xploit gave,

in the middle of the long doldrums, something to boast about.

Neither the militia nor the elite corps was capable of any military

action that would in itself end the war. Washington was trying to de-

velop the main Continental Army into a force that could deliver a sledge-

hammer blow. Although his numbers were vastly insufficient, he did have

a nucleus. His regulars were tough, disciplined veterans, immune to camp

diseases. Trying to build for the future, he insisted that, however much

the arrival of desperately needed recruits might be slowed, none might

join the army until— the process then took several weeks— they had

been inoculated against smallpox.

As the spring, summer, and autumn of 1779 wore slowly away, patience

was the virtue Washington most needed. He tempered it with the hope

that something would turn up to dispel his frustration. How his heart

leaped at reports that d’Estaing, who had won a naval battle in West

Indian waters, was on his way back to the North American coast! Sick

of half measures, Washington revealed, as he made feverish plans, the

strategic conception which was to remain dominant in his thinking. If

the war were to be brought to a quick end, the key British base in New

York City must be captured.

Officers waiting with fast boats on the Jersey coast were to streak

Out to the French fleet as soon as it appeared. They were to urge d’lis-

taing not to pause lest his arrival warn the British, but to sail directly

up New York Harbor. At the sound of their cannon, Washington would

move. A few triumphant hours, and the homesick planter could turn his

back on war!

But d’Estaing never appeared. After an abortive attempt on some minor

British "fortifications on the Georgia coast, the French admiral returned

to a winter anchorage in the Indies. The campaign of 1779 was over.

Victory was not one inch closer.
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EIGHTEEN

Enter a French Army

(1779-^1780)

D uring the avinter Washington encamped his main army— it was

small— all together on Morristown Heights. A new method of

procuring supplies had been inaugurated for which Washington at first

had hopes, however faint.

Congress, despairing of being allowed adequate revenue by the states,

had requested that every state supply its own regiments. Most of the states

were far away. All proved lax. And when some local government did in

fact move, there developed an emotionally difficult situation: one regi-

ment was eating Avhile its neighbor Avas not. AVhat hope Washington had
that the system might possibly Avorlc slid away. He Avas spurred into for-

mulating, years before the Constitution Avas drafted, its basic principle:

“Unless the states will content themselves Avith a full and Avell-chosen

representation in Congress, and vest that body Avith absolute pOAvers in all

matters relative to the great purpo.ses of Avar and of general concern by
Avhich the states unitedly are affected, reserving to themselves all matters
of local and internal polity . . . Ave are attempting an impossibility and
very soon shall become (if it is not already the case) a many-headed mon-
ster, a heterogeneous mass, that never Avill or can steer to the same point.”

The soldiers too Avere seething. Greene pointed out that “a country
overfloAving Avith plenty are now suffering an army employed for the
defense of everytlung that is dear and valuable to perish for lack of
food.” One colonel stated, “I damn my country as void of gratitude!”
and another expressed a Avish to bathe his hands in the blood of the vil-
lains who were starving the army.



WASHINGTON: THE /ND/SPfiZVSi^BL£ ^
;’

|

Washington lived in daily fear of mutiny. The Corinccticut -line' did’

emerge from their huts and threaten to go home. They were- dissuacied>

Had they not been dissuaded, Washington warned Congress, the :whoie;

army might have followed. “The prospect, my dear Baron, he wrote

Steuben, "is gloomy and the storm thickens,” However, he was ihuredTo"

difficulties. He refused to despair. ; < >

;

Since the very start of her husband’s military service, Martha Washing--

ton had journeyed from Virginia to spend with “the 'General” the months-

during which there was no fighting. Every year, she dreaded the.journeyC

and half hoped that she would not be summoned, but, when called,. she'

went, and in whatever encampment the tides of w’ar had designated^ .she

labored, with all her charm and social skill, to lighten the grimne.ss. “The

:

poor General,” she .summarized, “was so unhappy that it distre.ssed me.

exceedingly.”
,

-

When Martha had made her first hegifa— this time to Cambriage-^.;

that terrifying Boston bluestocking, Mercy Warren, had, been charmed

into writing, “The complacency of her manners speaks at. once thc'^bene-.

volence of her heart, and her affability, candor, and gentleness qualify her

to soften the hours pf private life, or to sweeten the cares of a ,hero,;ahd'

smooth the rugged pains of war.” .. , ; , .

For Washington, his wife’s visits had an almost magical significance^;:

Mount Vernon had become what seemed an inaccessible dream.'- Airs.

Washington brought with her, in addition to intimate compariionship, w
feeling of his hearth, a sense that he was breathing the air of hpme. With

the shades drawn, the fire burning, and his wife, worldng .quietly on the

fine needlework she enjoyed, he could almost forget the tvar., Almost.- "
^

One of the pleasures of Martha’s visits was. that she attracted to head-:

quarters a circle of ladies >yhosc soft complexions,., gentle,,words,' and.

frivolous costumes cheered the General. -He enjoyed flirtatious .banter.-.

During; the previous .winter thet wife, of a Virginia coloneh had wntten

a female confidante, “Nqw let me speak of. dtir noble and agreeable bom-

^

mander, for he commands both sexes, one by his excellent skill in milit^y

matters, the otlier by his;aibilit)% politeness, arid Attention.” Although .usu-;

ally busy in the uriorriirig,; ‘^from dinner till night he, is free; for all, corii- -

pany. His .worthy lady: seerris^to .be in -perfect feHcity when she, is. by .thf

,
side of hey Old, Mnri

,
as she ..palls^ him;.We often\make parties on hofsc-

.-back^’pThenGericraiWash the'hero-and rakes 'oy the.;

chatty, agfceahle - corapariibnyHe . can be; downtight ;
impuderit sometini^

;

. -t' - such impuderice,’Fanriy, as ypU;ynd J.like;’’ - jy
"
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An example of Washington’s “impudence” is supplied by a note written

— as it happened in Martha’s absence— to a handsome widow, Annis

Boudinot Stockton, who had sent him an ode in liis praise with the coy

request that he give her absolution for writing poetry. Washington replied

that if she would dine u'ith him “and go through the proper course of

penitence, which shall be prescribed, I will strive hard to assist you in

expiating these poetical trespasses on this side of purgatory.” He might

even prescribe that she write more poetry. “You see. Madam, when once

the Woman has tempted us and we have tasted the forbidden fruit, there

is no such tiring as checking our appetites, whatever the consequences may

be.” On thinking this passage over, Washington clearly considered it a

little fresh— but he liked it too much not to send it. To tone things down,

he added that he deserved nothing more from iMrs. Stockton than “the

most disinterested friendship has a right to claim.”

The extent of the strain that filled the air at Morristown during the

winter of 1779-1780 is indicated by the fact that on this occasion Martha’s

arrival proved an additional cause of tension. The Commander in Chief

had been able to procure for his wife, aides and servants only some rooms

in a not commodious house. He promised Martha to make the situation

bearable by having a separate kitchen erected. He gave the order, but was

told that the necessary boards could nor be procured. Then, as he rode

through the camp, he saw other officers’ quarters being made comfortable

with boards. He xvrote the commissary general that “to share a common
lot and participate in the inconveniences has with me been a fundamental

principle”— but this was too much. At about the same time, he got into

a roaring rage with the commander of the headquarters guard over a

trivial matter concerning a tent.

A dinner party given by Colonel Clement Biddle, the deputy quarter-

master general, started out convivially enough. Trouble began only after

the ladies had withdrawn, leaving the gentlemen sitting over their wine.

The officers observed that George Olncy, a civilian commissary who could

be considered one of those who were starving the army, wore a look of

disapproval wliilc he watched the officers drink. As OIney’s wife later put
it, the officers retaliated with an “unpolite and irrational attempt to sink

him below the brute creation by getting him drunk,” Olney fled to the
ladies. '

Then, so testified Washington’s aide Tfench Tilghman, “It was pro-
posed that a party should be sent to demand him, and, if the ladies refused
to give him up, that he should be brought by force.” Washington volun-
teered to lead the invasion. The officers advanced “with great formality
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to the adjoining room, and. sent in a 'surnmons ..which thedadies refused;:

Such a scuffle then ensued as
.
any good natured person ' might suppose;”

-

But good nature was shattered when. Mrs, Olney shotted to Washington >

“in a violent rage” that, if he did not let go of her iiand, .:i ^ivill t^^^

your eyes and the hair from your head;”, At.this, Geherai Gfeen6’s plump

and handsome wife came- to Wasliington’s .defense in a; fury 'which she

later admitted had been “unbecoming.” Greene separated - the ladies, . led

,

both Olneys into another room, and told the commissary- that lie shbiild.

“adopt a less positive and blunt way of refusing to, drink.’f.

The Olneys seem to have been spirited away since ; there, for 'the mo-

ment, the controversy ended; But Mrs- Greene told; everyone; that Mrs.;

i

Olney had insulted the General; Mrs. Olney, thereupon insplted Mrs.;

Greene; Mr. Olney appealed to -Washington to conie to tlie pescue of. his

wife’s reputation. Washington refused to get into the controyersy, hand-

,

ing the rnatter over to Tilghman. The aide’s reply treated, the- iricideiit asy

a joke. Washington, he wrote, remembered -only : “good, hurnoryand

gaiety.”
,

'

:= - ---y ;V;

As Washington stagnated at Morristown, the main action pr, the yar-

moved, for the first time, southward. Some eight ^ thousand soldiers (and

,

most of the British fleet had sailed from New York and-^ were -.besieg^^^

Charleston. Remembering the lesson taught him at the fOft that -had horny.

(

his name, Washington warned General Benjamin Liricolh, ;
.who^com-

manded in South Carolina, to beware lest his arniy
.
bCr tjrapjjcd in the

.

fortified city. •

Washington cursed the national Jaxness
, which :had

;
allowed liis pwii.

army to become so weak that he could not take advantage of the (absence •

of so considerable a British force by takirig New .York CitjyfT^

May, 1780, he received electrifying news: a ;French ,
expeditionary fe

accompanied by a fleet, - wi^s ofi; its way to; North America.,Again Wash-

ington prepared plans for the Trench to sail,
.(withOut pause, agairisy noWr,

weakened New York. He /was . .ail aleftnesy- wbcn
;
a/fleet was . sighted ;

actually on its Way there.' But, the ship^s sailed into; the/harbOf without;

being fired on.. Alas, it \vay,the ,British cxjieditjon;ar.y-fOfce;c6ming home.

Lincoln, having ignored .Washington’s advice,;the British; had :
captured.

,

not only Chafieston but tvvehty-five hundred Continentals and t>vO,thou-

sand militia. .This- now rariked as^'thefpatripf army’s; worst defeat. (.Buy .

Washington saw a bright'Side'.ih Lhe fact^that the British spcoridrin-cbpi-
;

rharid, Lord Cornwallis, had been left in South .& With a force cop-
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sidered large enough to subdue the South. Dimly foreseeing Cornwallis’s

eventual surrender at Yorktown, Washington wrote, “The enemy, by

attempting to hold conquests so remote, must dissipate their force, and,

of course, afford opportunities for striking one or the other extremity.”

For the time being, Cornwallis raged through South Carolina like an

invincible lion. Gates, whom Congress rushed off to the rescue, only suc-

ceeded in demonstrating the impossibility of fighting British regulars on

open ground with militia. His helter-skelter army was trounced by a

smaller British force at Camden, with a loss of two thousand men. Orga-

nized resistance in the Carolinas was now at an end. As Gates followed

Conway and Charles Lee into involuntary retirement, Congress threw the

whole mess into Washington’s lap. He sent General Greene, his ablest

disciple, to command in the South.

On July lo, four French regiments, complete with cavalry and artil-

lery— five thousand men— appeared in American waters. There was no

possibility of their joining Washington in a surprise attack on New York,

since they were convoyed directly to the island off the Rhode Island

mainland which the Hessians had recently evacuated. After the accom-

panying fleet anchored in Newport Harbor, the army made themselves

comfortable in the town,

Washington, who had suffered so during the French and Indian War
from British determination that their regular officers, of however low rank,

should automatically command American officers however exalted, was

pleased to learn that the French had leaned over backwards on this

issue: Americans Were not only to command Frenchmen inferior to them
but even of the same ranic. The French commander in chief, the Count de

Rdchambeau, was to obey Washington.

That there were also secret orders Washington did not know. Althougit

the French ministry, not wishing to encourage the conflict between allies

which d’Estaing had incited, had put forward a conciliatory front, they

had no intention of really risking their army by entangling it with pro-

vincial amateurs. Rochambeau was instructed not to allow a pretense of

subservience to make him follow Washington into any strategy of wlrich

he disapproved. Having established his encampment on an island, Rocham-
beau was to stay there, keeping the two armies entirely separate until the
need for active cooperation was overpowering. As it turned out, the
French regular was not, during the entire war, to bolster the inexperienced

Americans by assigning to their service a single expert: artilleryman, engi-
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ncer, or whatever. Washington’s French experts were all, like the engineer

Duportail, volunteers who had enrolled, entirely independently of the

French expeditionary force, in the American army.

The commanding general from well-organized France was horrified

by what he saw of the ally with whom he was supposed to fight. The

American government, Rochambeau reported home, was “in consterna-

tion.” Washington had only three thousand men (tins was roughly accu-

rate) and paper money had fallen sixty to one. “Send us troops, ships, and

money, but do not depend on these people nor upon their means: they

have neither money nor credit; their means of resistance are only momen-

tary and called forth when they are attacked in their own homes.”

Washington was still in a frenzy to attack New York. Admittedly,

Rochambeau’s army plus his own did not add up, now that a surprise

appearance was no longer possible, to a strong enough force, but some-

thing might turn up. Rochambeau hoped for reinforcements— perhaps

they would come. Perhaps the British would further weaken their main

base by sending more troops south. Perhaps a French armada would pop

in, like a detis ex imchim, from the Indies. And, in any case, dangling as

bait the possibility of capturing New York was most likely to inspire

Congress and the state governments to find recruits. Maybe his own army

would grow to adequate size. In the meanwhile, so Washington urged,

Rochambeau’s army should join his army to tlie patriot army outside New
York City. The combined force would then be ready to pounce if ever

an opportunity offered.

Used to calculating existing opportunities rather than tossing up bubbles

of hope, Rochambeau found it most bothersome to have the American

-he was supposed to pretend to obey perpetually babbling about an assault

for which no true possibility existed. The* elderly veteran of innumerable

European campaigns conbluded that Washington was a fool. With the

'Overelaborate courtesy of an experienced courtier— Avhich Washington
found irritating—Rochambeau expressed extreme regret that he could not
leave Newport. He explained that the fleet which had brought him there,

being weaker than the British fleet in American Avaters, would be safe only
if protected by the presence of his army.

For two months the allied commanders communicated through dele-

gates and dispatches. Then Washington asked for a personal interview.
He had a strategy to sell.

The two commanders finally met at Hartford, Connecticut, on Septem-
ber 20, 1780. Members of Rochambeau’s staff described Wasliington as
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:v;h
^

impressive, majestic, with a mildness diat indicated moral; quaiitics and
^

shade of sadness that gave him an intefesting aify Baron Ludwig ydh Gldsenj^>

who served as interpreter, noted that the;Ahierican. gave; stfilqhg.eyideritC'
;

of military talents and knowledge: “I could not iind j strong

words,” to communicate what Washington said “as yiiddly and forcefully

asishould,” - r
'

'P'---'- \

Washington urged that the French fleet dash:for Bostond4arh6r, wherey:

it would be protected by the Massachusetts patriots/. Although Washing-} /

ton was willing to admit that he, did not actually foresee }:an 'attack on;

New York, he argued that the presence of the , combined arinies should

keep Clinton from sending any more troops south. 'Or, if .Clinton took'

the risk perhaps, after all, the attack could be made,

Such importuning only made ROcliambeau regard Washington
;
as even /

more of a problem: the primitive soldier,, who. was actually staring hini in

}

the face, had to be disobeyed while seemingly obeyed. Tp, his rehefj.tlVc ;

•

Frenchman found a way to put Washington- Otf 'balance.; T/hey
,

would
. ,

discuss next year’s campaign; how .many troops would the United States

raise, what supplies? Washington had, to admit that confusion in the'gpy-:}

ernment and the currency made it impossible to/gucss.- Ih ;relatioh'^^t^^

Washington’s immediate strategy, Rociiambcau was evasive, .but indicated,
^

no inclination to budge from his island; Washington was; top polite to

his presumed authority to any test. “My cominand of the F-—yy
[French troops],” he concluded, “stands upon a very limited scald;”,

/

As he rode off with a heavy heart M^ashingtoh; did not realize that, bc;^

fore he got back to his headquarters^ he would..receive; wHat fyas perlia^^^

the greatest emotional shock of his entire cateer.;
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Treason

(177^-1780)

WHEN DURING THE DARK HOURS of the long, inconclusivc wat

Washington counted his assets, high on his list was a former

scapegrace apothecary who had demonstrated genius at leading men and

at fighting. Benedict Arnold was, in fact, the greatest combat general in

the Avar on either side. He had taken a major part in capturing Ticon-

deroga and the cannon Avith Avliich Washington had driven the British

from Boston. The Commander in Chief had then commissioned him to

lead an army up wild rivers and through mountainous passes in the hope

that he could surprise the fortress city of Quebec by appearing Avhere

it AA'as believed no army could penetrate. Although his army Avas assailed

in the Avilderness by blizzards and a hurricane that created floods, Arnold

got most of his men through. It Avas not his fault that Avhile he was de-

layed by storms, Quebec had been reinforced.

In a desperate assault on the now Avcll-defended city, Arnold was

wounded; yet, despite his OAvn suffering and the failure of the attack, he

managed to inspire his freezing, starving men to spend the AAuntcr in a

blockading circle around Quebec. Spring brought British reinforcements

and murderous epidemics. All American forces fled from Canada. To keep

the enemy from folioAA'ing into northern NeAV York and onwards, Arnold

turned admiral. He supervised the building of a fleet from green Avood,

and then so battered a stronger British armada on Lake Champlain that

the enemy abandoned, for that fighting season, their effort to invade. The
next fighting season, Burgoyne came doAvn Avith Ids great army from
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Canada. It was Arnold who led, to Gates’s disapproval, the battles that

preceded Burgoyne’s surrender. Arnold was so seriously wounded in the

leg that he seemed to have been permanently crippled.

An obbligato to Arnold’s military genius was his inability to get on

with civilian authorities. Congress denied him the promotions he had

earned. While he was still in mid-career, Washington admitted that the

slights he had received would have justified him in resigning. But Arnold

resolutely continued in uniform to be at last prostrated by British fire.

When, after months of anguish, Arnold appeared at Valley Forge, he

was unable to stand unless an attendant held him upright. Washington

yearned to find a post suited to the crippled patriot. Applying perhaps

more sentiment than judgment, in May, 1768, he made Arnold, after the

British had evacuated Philadelpliia, military commandant there.

Arnold became fascinated with a young lady Washington had known

since she was a child: the handsome, high-born Peggy Shippen. Peggy had

stayed in the city during the British occupation and flirted with the Bridsh

adjutant general, John Andre. She was generally considered a Tory. But

Arnold was reveling in a society higher than any he had ever known. To

impress his new love and keep up with the rich families who belonged to

the extreme right of the patriot party, the unpropertied Arnold lived on

a scale which seemed inexplicable if he were not talcing graft.

Arnold’s behavior enraged the president of the Supreme Executive

Council of Pennsylvania, who published whacking charges that the mili-

tary commander encouraged Tories and was engaged in peculation. There

can be little doubt that AVashington’s emotions were with the wounded

hero. Washington wished conservatives to be included in the cause. And

the Pennsylvania president was none other than Joseph Reed, who had

betrayed Wasliington’s friendship during the retreat through New Jersey.

Reed made it clear that one purpose of his campaign against Arnold was

to assert the power of the state governments over the Continental Army

Furthermore, the charges that Arnold had used his office to encourage

and profit by illegal deals were (although historical researches have dem-

onstrated tliem gravely true) substantiated only on the most trivial scale

in the court-martial Washington ordered. The court sentenced Arnold

to be reprimanded. Wasiiington carefully phrased the reprimand: The

Commander in Cliief would have been much happier in an occasion of

bestowing commendations on an officer who has rendered such distin-

guished services to his country.”

He was glad when Arnold married his Peggy; pleased to see Arnold so

recovered that he could move energetically in a high-heeled boot; dc-
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liglited that the vefdict of the court-martial had freed the great soldier

for further military duty. That some of Arnold’s communications to him

during the controversy had revealed extreme hysteria touched Washing-

ton’s sympathies rather than inspiring any serious doubts.

Washington had no way of knovdng that Peggy’s old flirtation with

Andr6 had borne new fruit. Angry and disillusioned, egged on by his

avaricious and ambitious pro-British young wife, Arnold had secretly

offered his services to Peggy’s old friend and Clinton’s adjutant general.

Andre had at first expressed doubt that Arnold had anything of Value to

sell, but had finally agreed to pay handsomely if Arnold could secure the

command of West Point.

It was, of course, not by chance that Washington had built his army’s

major fortification on the Hudson River. Extending from north to south,

the Hudson was navigable for oceangoing ships all the way from the sea

to the wilderness. If Arnold would, by arranging the capture of West

Point, open the Hudson to the British navy, the river could become, so it

was reasoned, a watery wall cutting the rebellion in half.

Washington did not envision putting a great fighter in so static a post.

Knowing that Arnold had been happiest in the most active service, Wash-

ington resolved to give him command of the right wing of the Condnental

Army. Rumors to this effect frightened Arnold; a command under the

eyes of Washington and the whole corps of generals gave him nothing

easily deliverable to betray.

When Arnold and Washington met on horseback during a maneuver,

Washington smilingly informed his subordinate of “the post of honor” to

which he had been appointed. Arnold’s reaction amazed the Commander
in Chief; “His countenance changed and he appeared to .be quite fallen,

and, instead of thanking me or expressing any pleasure at the appointment,

never opened his mouth.”

Arnold mooned around headquarters and finally stated that he was not

well enough for active service. He wished the stationary conunand at

West Point. Washington’s reaction was pity: he believed that all of Ar-
nold’s misfortunes had broken his spirit. Like an affectionate father^

Waslungton tried to inspire Arnold. But Arnold would not be inspired;

he just talked about West Point, Ftnally, on August 3, 1780, Washington
gave Arnold what he desired.

Arnold had commanded West Point for two months when Washington,
on his way back from his depressing conference with Rochambeau, in-
tended to inspect the fortress. He looked forward to spending a day and
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a night with the valiant officer and liis very pretty wife. After a consid-

erable ride, he arrived at their headquarters, some miles upriver from West

Point, on September 24 for a late breakfast. He was dashed to be received

only by an aide. Mrs. Arnold, he was told, had not yet arisen, and General

Arnold had embarked in his barge on the river. The General had left

word that he had gone to the fortress to prepare a reception for “His

Excellency.”

Washington ate liis breakfast with no emotions deeper than disappoint-

ment, and then himself set out on the river. Concern first appeared in his

mind when, as the fortress that rose high on the right bank of the river

loomed ever closer, he could see on the landing place only somnolently

pacing sentries. There was no sign of the reception which Arnold had

said he was going to prepare.

As soon as Washington landed, he asked for Arnold. None of the offi-

cers had seen liim that day. As Washington proceeded with his inspection

of the various redoubts, he kept hoping that Arnold would appear. /‘My

mind misgave me,” he later remembered, but “I had not the least idea of

the real cause,”

Washington was back at Arnold’s headquarters in time to spruce up

for a four o’clock dinner. Hamilton, who had been left behind to receive

any dispatches that might come in, reported that nothing had been heard

of Arnold. Peggy had sent word down that she was indisposed.

The party dispersed to their rooms. As Lafayette was dressing, Hamilton

dashed in with the request that he attend at once on the commander- He
found Washington trembling with emotion, a packet of papers in his

hands. “Arnold,” Washington cried out, “has betrayed us! Whom can

we trust now?”

The papers revealed that “John Anderson” had been stopped on his

way from the American to the enemy lines, dressed as a civilian and hiding

in his shoes papers in Arnold’s handwriting giving information which
would assist the British in capturing West Point. There was also a meticu-

lously written letter from “Anderson” which revealed that he was no
common spy but a high officer. It stated, “Mfirat I have as yet said con-
cerning myself was in the justifiable attempt to be extricated. I am too
little accustomed to duplicity to have succeeded. . , . The person in your
possession is Major John Andre, adjutant general to the British army.”

It was not clear how wide was the plot or how great the immediate
danger to West Point. Although Andre had been apprehended, other
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messages might have got through. And the wind, blowing upriver, .was i

perfectly angled to hurry British warships from New York Bay to the

fortress, which might be secretly prepared for surrender. The obvious'

necessity was to take the precaution of changing commanders at key poste .

wliile at the same time putting West Point on the alert for attack. These ^

things Washington failed to do. So great was the shock of discovering -

the perfidy of a man he had so deeply trusted that only one thing seemed

important to him: capturing the traitor.

Two of Washington’s aides, who had arrived at Arnold’s headquarters

in the early morning, remembered that he had received a message obvi-

ously disturbing to Iiim. He had taken to the river. Enough time had

passed since then for Arnold to have reached the anchored British warship

from whicli Andre had previously disembarked. Yet Washington held on

to the hope that Arnold had not been notified of the discovery of Iiis

treason and was somewhere in American territory where he could be cap-

tured. To keep the villain in ignorance, Wasliington resolved to make no

move that would indicate that the plot had been revealed. He did nothing

more than send Hamilton and a companion thundering on horseback

down to King’s Ferry, the last outpost that could stop Arnold’s barge.

One of Arnold’s aides came up to Washington and reported that Mrs.;,

Arnold seemed to have gone mad. She had been running through the.

upstairs halls almost naked, shouting that “there was a hot iron on her

head, and no one but General Washington could take it off.”

Washington mounted the stairs. The beautiful young woman was now

in bed, dandling her baby, raving, weeping, revealing, as her bedclothes

parted, charms usually Iiidden. She paid no attention to the tall figure

standing in the door. Arnold’s aide spoke to her: “There is General

Washington.”

“No!” she cried, and denied that he was Washington.
'

. Teaning over her with the greatest concern, he gently assured her that

he .vVas. “No!” she shrieked, gesturing to sliield her infant. “No! That is

riot - General Washington! That is the man who was agoing to assist

Colonel Varick' in lolling my child.”

: When Washington .finally persuaded her of his identity, she accused

him of .“being in a, plot to murder her child.” Her husband, she moariedj

could not; protect -her. “General ' Arnold will never return. He is gone.

He islgone forever, there, ihei-e, there: the spirits have carried him up

: there!,” She pointed at the ceiling; “They have put hot irons on his head.

1^6
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Finally Washington went downstairs. He felt all the more bitter against

a traitor who had caused so lovely a lady such anguish.

Washington wandered around like a man in a nightmare. It was after

six in the evening when a message came in from Hamilton reporting that

Arnold had escaped to a British warship, from which he had sent two

letters that were enclosed. The one to Peggy, Washington sent upstairs

unopened with the message that, although it had been his duty to try to

capture Arnold, he was happy to relieve her anxiety by telling her that

her husband was safe. The other letter was addressed to Washington. He

read it with rage, since Arnold contended that it was true patriotism

which had carried him to the British.

Now, at long last, Washington took the steps which he should have

taken hours before. In dispatches headed sometimes “seven o’clock,”

sometimes “seven and a half o’clock,” and sometimes merely “o’clock,” he

prepared the army for a British assault. During the night, the wind

changed, and the immediate danger was over.

The next day, Washington had to face the painful problems of what to

do about Peggy and what to do with Andre. The young wife (who had

been in the plot from the start) need not have used such heavy artillery

on Washington; he always labored to shield women from the rigors of

war. The next morning, she admitted to no memory of her hysteria and

stated quietly that she was utterly innocent. Waslrington accepted the

statement without question. He sent her back to her father in Plriladelphia.

To make the problem of Andre the more heartrending, the young offi-

cer behaved in his mortal danger with the utmost courage and the utmost

charm. Washington was deeply touched, all the more because of Andre’s

temperamental resemblance to Lafayette. Washington’s young aides, in-

cluding Hamilton, were almost aswoon with sympathy for the prisoner.

But a court-martial could not avoid the verdict that Andre had acted

as a spy and must be sentenced to death.

Wasliington longed for some way to escape the inevitable. He could
not pardon Andre out of hand without malting it seem to American public

opinion that the army was soft on treason. But supposing he could sub-
stitute on the gibbet the right man? Knowing that Andre was Clinton’s

intimate friend, Washington sent unofficial (they could be no more) mes-
sages to his British opposite that he would be happy to release Andre if

Arnold were made available for capture. But Clinton could not agree
without torpedoing the whole British effort to win over American officers.
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The most exquisitely painful issue then arose. Accepting his death as

unavoidable, Andre asked to be shot (wliich was considered a gendeman’s

death), not hanged like a varlet. But hanging was prescribed for spies, and

Washington feared that changing the manner of death would give further

ammunition to the British propaganda machine, which was already crying

out that he intended to murder a legitimate prisoner of war. Although

Hamilton growled angrily, “Some people are only sensitive to motives of

policy,” Washington saw no way that he could interfere with the legally

established penalty. It was for him a dreadful moment when the cloch

struck the hour of the hanging.

As Washington concocted an elaborate scheme— which misfired— to

have Arnold kidnapped from New York City, the British tried to make

every use of Arnold’s defection to disrupt patriot morale. The British

propaganda macliine ground out statements for Arnold wliich described

his acts as true patriotism and tried, by opening up every sore that rankled

in patriot minds, to induce others to imitate him. But hatred for the traitor

swept the nation.

Washington’s investigations indicated (as was the fact) that there had

been no widespread plot. Except for mean go-betweens, Arnold (and

Peggy) had operated alone. Yet there remained a most dangerous issue.

While in Philadelphia, Arnold had been supported by the conservatives,

and he had long been a protege of Washington’s. If guilt by association

were accepted, the right wing of the patriot cause and the Commander

in Chief would be tainted. It is terrifying to think what use a modern

“super-patriot” rabble-rouser could have made of this issue. The radical

Reed did take some initial steps, but then, frightened it seems by the

possible consequences, stepped back.

Washington warned that witch hunts would serve the enemy “by sow-

ing jealousies, and, if we swallow the bait, no character will be safe. There

will be nothing but mutual distrust.” He labored to turn the popular emo-

tion to gratitude that the plot had been foiled: “In no instance since the

commencement of the war has the interposition of Providence been more

conspicuous than in the rescue of the post and garrison of West Point

from Arnold’s villainous perfidy.”

14S
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Virginia Endangered

(1780—1781)

As RocHAMBEAu’s ARMY, richly posscsscd of hard money with which

to buy supplies, cozied themselves down on their island for the

winter of 1780-1781, Washington could not keep in touch with his allies

because he could not procure feed for his couriers’ horses. Occupying at

New Windsor on the Hudson Highlands, “very confined quarters” at a

“dreary station,” Washington had to use his own pocketbook to put food

on the headquarters table. Formerly he had tried to keep as many Conti-

nentals in service as possible, but now he reduced the number of mouths

to feed by inconspicuously leaking away the men whose enlistment would

not outlast 1780. He warned Congress that to expect the unpaid, unfed,

and naked army to “rub through” another campaign like the last “would

be as unreasonable as to suppose that because a man had rolled a snowball

till it acquired the size of a horse that he might do so till it was as large

as a house.”

For the first time, Washington envisioned peace without victory. En-
gland, Spain,* and France, he heard, were getting tired of tlie war. Rumor
reported that the mediation of neutral powers would establish peace in

Europe. The American settlement would secure to England any colonies

that she controlled at the time of the treaty. This possibility made the

upcoming campaigns extremely crucial since their results might be per-

*As an ally of France, Spain had entered the war against England. However, she
remained hostile to the American Revolution. She iiad colonies of her own in the
western hemisphere which she feared would get ideas and slip tiic leash.
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petuated. And Washington could not, for the moment at least, see any-

way that such a European settlement could be overturned. The situation

in the United States, he admitted, called for peace even at this price— or

else a large loan from France.

Congress took another step towards using Washington as if he were

President. Ordinary^ diplomatic channels having failed to procure enough

help from France, Washington was to send a personal envoy. He in-

structed Colonel John Laurens to ask in Paris not for reinforcement to

Rochambeau’s army, but rather for the money which such reinforcements

would cost. If financially aided, “we shall be in a condition to continue

the war as long as the obstinacy of the enemy may require.” Without

financial support, the next campaign would be “feeble and expiring” and

would put “in all probability, the period to our opposition.”
,

At about noon on January 3, 1781, Washington received such news

as he had long dreaded. The Pennsylvania troops, who were stationed

at Morristown, had mutinied, killed one officer and mortally wounded

another. Under the command of sergeants and armed with,cannon, they

were marching on Philadelphia. They intended to present Congress with

a series of demands. The most important of these: since bounties were

being paid in cash for new enlistments while the soldiers already in service

were not being paid, the mutineers wished to be allowed to resign and

then, if they pleased, reenlist.

Washington rushed off a warning to the legislators not to flee from the

mutineers. If the angry soldiers found Congress gone, they might join

tvith the town rabble and sack the city. This w'as not necessarily the

worst of the dangers. British agents were among the mutineers, offering

them substantial pay in hard money if they would shift over to the

British service. And the rest of the Continental Army was in -the same

financial plight as the protesting Pennsylvanians.

Although Washington did his best to keep the news from the troops

in his own camp, they were sure to hear sooner or later. Discreet in-

quiries revealed that the situation on the Hudson was so explosive that

Ills oJfficers feared a revolt there should Washington ride off to deal with

the existing mutiny. Furthermore, if he tried to lead a march on the

mutinous troops, the soldiers might, instead of putting the insurrection

down, join it. However, Washington decided to ^‘hazard everything.’ A

thousand picked men should be prepared for the expedition by being—
as far as was possible— clothed and shod and amply fed.
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Before it Became necessary to hazard all, word came in that the mu-
tineers had been satisfied— but at what a price! Not only had the men
won financial concessions, but half were to be given an absolute discharge

and the other half a furlough until April. The Pennsylvania line had, for

all practical purposes, ceased to exist. What was to keep other state lines

from seeking to achieve the same thing in the same way?
Wasliington could only wait for the next blow. When it came, he was

not altogether regretful, for this mutiny was so small that it could be put

down as a lesson to the whole army. Only some two hundred New Jersey

soldiers were marciiing on the state capital at Trenton. Washington had
some six hundred well-fed and well-armed men at West Point. They were
sent in pursuit. The mutineers threw down their arms. Three were sen-

tenced to death. Wasliington pardoned one, and the others were shot by
their weeping companions.

This brought to an end (at least temporarily) the wave of mutinies.

But the financial situation that underlay all difficulties was subject to no
firing squad. “We are,” Washington mourned, “at the end of our tether,”

Even into Washington’s darkest moments a little light had filtered from
his dream that, when the war was over, he would return in peace to
Mount Vernon. But now the possibility of ever realizing that dream was
menaced— and by whom.^ By the traitor Benedict Arnold.
Anxious to encourage defections among other American generals, Clin-

ton had given Arnold a command in the Bririsb army. With fifteen hun-
dred men, he Avas sent raiding in Virginia. Greene’s army was far away
m the Carolinas facing Cornwallis. Neither Washington nor Rochambeau
could send any troops against Arnold since the distance was too great
for a march, and the French transports did not dare appear in a British-
dominated ocean. Arnold, who was not averse to burning the property
of rebels, had an almost free hand in Virginia.

Then, in February, 1781, a storm shifted the local naval balance. The
British anchorage in Gardiners Bay, at the northern tip of Long Island,
was less well protected than the French anchorage in Newport Harbor.
Enough British ships were damaged to give the French a numerical ad-
vantage until the British shipwrights, who were instantly at work, could
repair their vessels. And Arnold was ending up the winter in a base vul-
nerable to amphibious attack: at Portsmouth, Virginia, where the James
River flawed into the Chesapeake.
Washington reasoned that the French should wake from their long

Iff
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somnolence, sail in full force for Portsmouth, annihilate Arnold’s detach-

ment, hurry back to Newport before the British navy had adequately

repaired their ships— and deliver Arnold up to him for hanging. But,

before Washington’s plan could reach Rochambeau, the French sent out

a small naval detachment, wliich reduced their main fleet into renewed

immobility, but was itself too weak to do anything except conquer a few

of Arnold’s ships. Washington’s disappointment was extreme. Then he

heard that the French detachment had, after achieving nothing much,

returned. His original plan was again feasible, but, as the British passion-

ately refitted, the time was now shorter. Washington gathered the best-

fed horses he could find and took off wdth his staff for Newport.

He did not pause when the horse he rode fell through Bull’s Bridge

into the Housatonic River. Leaping free, he shouted that the horse be

attended to, leapt on another mount, and was gone. But when he

reached the French encampment at Newport, the tempo changed. Far

from showing any urgency to sail and attack, the French received him

with leisurely ceremony. He had to smile appreciatively as he was in-

formed over and over that the seemingly endless honors paid him were

ordinarily accorded to no one lower than a Marshal of France or a Prince

of the Blood. Remembering his own hungry and tattered troops, he

observed with wonder the elaborate French uniforms, which looked as

if they had just come from a tailor’s shop, and the faces of the soldiers,

lineless with rest and rubicund with plentiful food.

That evening there was a great ball. Washington opened it with the

reigning belle of Newport, but his thoughts were absorbed by the fact

that, despite a perfect wind, the French warships and transports showed

no signs of preparing to sail. As he returned bows and tried to match

compliments, the titular Commander in Chief yearned to urge action but

recognized that he could not in fact attempt an order or even ask for

an explanation.

The French eventually did sail— but they had waited too long. Having

repaired enough ships, the British followed them. There was an incon-

clusive skirmish, and then the French slipped back into Newport Harbor,

the opportunity lost.

Wasliington xvas inspired to a series of the most indiscreet letters he

had written since he had been a fledgling commander in Cambridge.

Marking his most violent attacks on the strategy of his French alhes

“private,” he forgot that the army’s inability to feed couriers’ horses made

his letters travel in ordinary mailbags that were periodically captured

by the British. And, sure enough, one of Iris letters surfaced in the British
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Tory press. This was the more embarrassing because in his rage and

disappointment Washington had misstated the facts. He had implied that

the first small French expedition, which had been dispatched hefore his

suggestions arrived, had been sent contrary to his orders.

In came a courteously phrased protest from Rochambeau in which
he gave Washington an out— perhaps the letter was a forgery— and

fatuously repeated that his king had placed him under Washington’s

orders. <

Perhaps it was annoyance at the repetition of the fiction that gave him
seeming responsibility without actual power that made Waslungton refuse

to accept the evasion Rochambeau had proffered. He did not agree that

the letter was a forgery. He expressed “extreme pain” that an "accident”

had made public a letter “disagreeable” to Rochambeau. It had been a

private letter to a friend totally unconnected with public affairs. It had
been “written in haste and might have been inaccurately expressed.”

Although Washington’s disciple Greene made much trouble for Corn-
wallis in the Caroliaas, he had been unable to dam the tide of British

regulars and had been forced to flee into Virginia. Then the two armies
switched positions. Cornwallis having decided to operate in Virginia,
Greene returned to the Carolinas. This left Washington’s native state
almost completely in the Briti.sh power.
During April, 1781, the British sloop Savage sailed up the Potomac and

trained her guns on Mount Vernon. Washington was horrified to hear
that his estate manager had gone on board and bought immunity by
supplying provisions. This, Washington wrote the manager angrily, "will
be a precedent for others.” He would rather “they had burnt my house
and laid the plantation in ruins.”

British raiders descended on the Virginia legislature, capturing several
members and sending Governor Thomas Jefferson fleeing into the moun-
tains. If, as seemed possible, die war would soon end with an agreement
to preserve the then status quo, Virginia would, unless previously re-
captured by the patriots, return to British rule. Washington might never
be able to go home again.

In this situation, so harrowing to" his emotions, temptations were laid
before Washington. Governor Jefferson begged that he return to his
native state. Jefferson feared that the inhabitants, seeing no other way

“rf!’
However, if Washington appeared,

the difficulty would then be how to keep men out of the field.”
Not so very long before, Washington would hardly have cared what
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happened to the rest of North America as long as Virginia was safe.

'Now he wrote, “Nobody, I persuade myself, can doubt my inclination

to be immediately employed in the defense of that country where all

my property and connections are.” However, he saw “powerful objec-

tions to my leaving this army,” and even more powerful objections to

trying to march the army southward several hundred miles.

The government of Virginia being scattered and inoperative, Wash-

ington received anguished pleas from powerful leaders that he become

political as well as military dictator over liis native commonwealth. He

brushed tliese suggestions aside.



TWENTY-ONE

Yorktown

(1781)

S INCE Washington’s favorite strategy (like the Indians’) was to

catch the enemy by surprise, he took great precautions to prevent

any leakage of Iris plans. Even major generals were, until the very moment
of action, kept in ignorance. This had contributed to the charge, dis-

seminated during the Conway Cabal, that the army was run by a small

clique of Washington’s confidants and aides. When the French finally

served beside the Americans, Rochambeau’s staff officers expressed amaze-
ment at how much less gossip about movements circulated in the American
than in the French camp. But, all the more because of Washington’s in-

discreet letter that had got into the Tory press, the French command
did not trust Washington’s discretion.

When, in May, 1781, Washington met with Rochambeau at Wethers-
field, Connecticut, to discuss the coming campaign, the French general
withheld from his ally (and titular commander) the truly essential piece
of information. Although Washington was informed that a large French
fleet Under the Count de Grasse was to operate during that summer in
the Indies, he was given no Wnt that the fleet had been ordered to sail
to North America during July or August. Rochambeau was, indeed, so
obviously evasive that Wasliington complained to the French diplomatic
representative in Philadelphia, “It is not for me to know in what manner
the fleet of His Most Cliristian Majesiy is to be employed in the West
Indies this summer, or to inquire at what epocha it may be expected on
this coast.”

iSS
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The information Rochambeau did confide was not encouraging. He

expected few reinforcements and little money. Then he initiated what

he said was speculation: Supposing a French fleet did appear, how should

it be employed? Washington plumped as always for Idlling off the war

by capturing New York City. Only if this proved impossible, should

some objective be sought in the South, Keeping up the formal fiction of

Washington’s command, Rochambeau signed a paper agreeing with this

strategy.

In a secret dispatch Rochambeau urged de Grasse to ignore the official

document. The admiral was to sail directly for the Chesapeake. Rocham-

beau would see that he would be met there by the combined American

and French armies. The objective of this strategy was not (despite what

many histories tell us) Yorkto\vn or even specifically Cornwallis’s army,

Cornwallis was now inland and there was no reason to suppose that he

would settle on the coast, malting himself vulnerable to amphibious action.

Rochambeau hoped to pick off the shipping associated with Cornwallis’s

expedition, and also the minor British post that was still being main-

tained at Portsmouth.

Although, during their conference, Rochambeau had behaved to Wash-

ington (according to another French general) with “all the ungracious-

ness and all the unpleasantness possible,” he had finally given in to

Washington’s request that his army join the Continental Army on the

banks of the Hudson. He was so obliging because the march would, with-

out giving away his secret objective, carry his troops that much closer to

the Chesapeake.

Rochambeau returned to Newport and Washington to the Hudson.

There he heard from his own representative in Paris, Laurens, that the

French West Indian fleet had been ordered to the North American coast.

Laurens also stated that he had secured from the court at Versailles a

gift of six million livres. Tlie delegate attributed this success to the

exalted opinion which the Ministers have of your Excellency and every

thing which comes from you.”

Washington, now that he knew that a French fleet was expected, was

anxious to open all alternatives. He began drawing up plans for an attac

on the South should New York City not prove vulnerable. Howler,

he continued to broadcast word that New York City was menaced, us

was regarded by the French (and subsequently by many lustorians) as an

indiscretion. Actually it served two purposes: it encouraged American

enlistment and frightened Clinton into ordering Cornwallis to send two

iS6
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thousand men back to New York. Abandoning his effort to subdue Vir-

ginia, Cornwallis fortified, as a base for what army he had left, a besieg-

able position on the Virginia coast at Yorktown. Thus Washington’s

strategy set the trap which Rochambeau’s secret plans were to close.

It was July 6, 1781, when Rochambeau’s army moved in beside Wash-
ington’s some twelve miles north of Manhattan in the neighborhood of

Dobbs Ferry. Social problems excruciating, to the Americans instantly

arose. Officers in faded and torn uniforms or no uniforms at all had to

hold up their heads in the presence of officers spotless, gold-braided,

brightly colored, bemedaled, beplumed. Using their hard money to buy
plentiful supplies, the French entertained sumptuously, but when the

Americans entertained back, they could hardly scratch up enough food
to postpone hunger.

Herculean efforts of procurement enabled Washington to give dinner
to thirty Frenclimcn a day. They complained that the coffee he served
was weak and the salad dressing merely vinegar. Furthermore, since each
guest was given only one plate, everything had to be sloshed together.
They were amazed by the informality of the American headquarters,
at how long everyone sat at the table, and at how much Washington
enjoyed the dinners. He and his fellow American ofRccrs cracked hickory
nuts by the hour, the conversation “free and agreeable,” the toasts jocose
and often ribald. Since Washington did not himself drink heavily, a French
nobleman concluded that this conviviality was an emotional release from
the problems that forever assailed him.

Trying to find some European conception which would fit the ragged
American army, various officers compared them with the picturesque
brigands who were then stvashbuckling around in pre-romantic literature.
Von Closen wrote more seriously, “It is incredible that soldiers composed
of men of every age, even of children of fifteen, of whites and blacks,
almost naked, unpaid, and rather poorly fed, can march so well and
stand fire so steadfastly.” He credited “the calm and calculated measures
of General Washington, in whom I daily discover some new and eminent
qualities. ... He is certainly admirable as the leader of his army, in wliich
everyone regards him as his father and friend.”

On August 14, Washington received from his French “subordinates”
news that was a command. De Grasse was expected to arrive with a
major fleet and thirty-two hundred soldiers on September

3, but he would
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not come an)nvhere near New Yorlc, either to menace that base or to

carry the American and French armies southward in his ships. He would

steer directly for the Chesapeake. He could not stay beyond tlie middle

of October. The armies on the Hudson w'ould have to march four hundred

and fifty miles to meet him.

Washington -was deeply disturbed. Since patriot affairs were “in the

most ruinous train imaginable,*’ he believed it extremely dangerous “to

embark in any enterprise wherein, from the most rational plan and ac-

curate calculations, the favorable issue should not have appeared as clear

to my view as a ray of light.” If the arduous march ended in disaster

or even just frustration, patriot morale might collapse irrevocably.

The strategy which Rochambeau had forced upon him was packed

with uncertainties, any one of which could overturn the whole. Most

serious, de Grasse might not arrive. He might change his mind, be stopped

by contrary orders, be blocked by one of those storms that were so

destructive to fleets of sailing vessels, be driven into cautious withdrawal

or even defeated by the stronger British fleet wluch, so rumor reported,

was being ordered up from the Indies to counteract the French move.

The French cannon were in Newport and too heavy to be transported

overland: they could only be carried south if the little fleet attached to

Rochambeau, which had never yet dared challenge British superiority in

the local waters, were able to slip secretly by the vessels watcliing them.

To get the Continental Army— to say notlting of the French— from

the Hudson to the mouth of the Chesapeake would strain the vanishing

patriot resources to the breaking point or beyond. And even if every-

thing else worked, if the two armies and de Grasse’s fleet did converge,

the bird might have flown.

Washington now knew that Cornwallis was fortifying Yorktown as

the base for lus army, but Washington also knew there was no force

available in Virginia to hold Cornwallis in these fortifications. If warned
of Iris danger, he could escape from the trap merely by marching inland.

How was he to be kept from being warned.? The allied armies could not
march off under (so to speak) Clinton’s nose Avithout Clinton noticing
It, and if Clinton realized they were going south, he would guess that
they were to meet de Grasse there. A dispatch boat sent from New York
would, ocean travel being so much the quicker, reach Cornwallis before
the trudging armies could. The only hope was to get well on tire way
before the Biidsb had any inkling of the allies’ destination.

This was possible since an attack on the British position in New York
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from the rear, via Staten Island, could involve marching two thirds of

the distance across New Jersey. Allowing spies laboriously to acliieve

glimpses of presumably secret papers, Washington persuaded Clinton that

de Grasse was coming north to cooperate in an operation against Staten

Island, Washington sent out engineers to prepare in New Jersey what

looked like a major camp, even building ovens capable of baking thousands

of loaves of bread. The ruse was successful. The two armies got to the

Delaware before Clinton guessed.

The plan was to travel by water down the Delaware to a point from

which it was only a twclvc-milc march to the head of the Chesapeake,

where more boats would be waiting. But there was a shortage of boats

and of everything else. As Washington sped around to procure necessi-

ties, his nerves were harassed by conflicting reports concerning the differ-

ent operations which would have to key together if the result were not

to be catastrophe.

On September 5, Rochambeau and his staff were drifting down the

Delaware when they saw on the waterfront at Chester, Pennsylvania, a

tall man in blue and buff regimentals dancing np and down, waving a

hat and a handkerchief. It looked from a distance as if diis jumping jack

were His Excellency, George Washington. Indeed it was. He was yelling

that de Grasse’s fleet had actually arrived. According to the Duke de

Lauzun, “I never saw a man overcome with more great and sincere joy.”

The Duke de Deux Fonts recorded that Washington behaved like “a

child whose every wish had been gratified," Washington even went so

far as to embrace Rochambeau

Now, as if miraculously, everything fell in place. Cornwallis, unwarned

until he was actually menaced by the approaching allied armies, chose

not to march out of his fortifications but to strengthen them. The wcalc

French fleet from Newport, having escaped British observation, sailed in,

bringing not only the cannon but ships of shallow enough draft to ferry

the troops down the Chesapeake. The British naval reinforcement proved,

on its appearance, not as strong as had been expected or as ably com-

manded: the famous Admiral Rodney had been taken ill. After an incon-

clusive skirmish with de Grasse, the British navy retired, leaving de^

Grasse in control of the water and Cornwallis immured at Yorktown.

As always wdien the British were in trouble, patriots came flocking:

Washington soon had ninety-five hundred effectives. The French troops,

those commanded by Rochambeau plus those de Grasse had brought.
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numbered eighty-eight hundred. . The safety of Cornwallis’s men, ;estl- :

mated at five to six thousand, depended altogether on their fortifications.

These had been expertly designed by British engineers— but there was
'

counterexpertise. Rochambeau, who boasted that he had been present at
i

fourteen sieges, told Washington that, from here on, the sequence of ;

moves was dictated by military science, and unless an unexpected British

reinforcement turned tiie tables, the result was inevitable: the Yorktown

:

defenses would fall and Cornwallis would surrender. .

The initial step was to start a trench so far beyond British cannon range

that troops could enter it unscathed. The trench was extended towards ;

the fortifications at an angle that prevented it from being enfiladed by

enemy cannon fire. After this “first parallel” had advanced the intended

distance, sunken bases were built for the reception of heavy cannon.

Gangs of crouching men pulled in the heavy guns. These would then

batter the Yorktown walls until the British cannon were silenced.

The softening-up process being completed, a “second parallel” would ,

be advanced so close to the walls that cannon in new positions could :

lob their shells over the fortifications into the enemy encampment itself.;

Two British redoubts had been placed to bar the way of a second parallel.

These would have to be stormed, but, since they were separated from,;

the main fortification and could not hold many men, the}'^ wouW surclyv

be taken.
. y ^

At some point, the honor of the British army would require -a sortie.';-;

from belund the walls into the Franco-American trenches, but .the bal-:
;

ance of power was such that this maneuver, like the .defense of the' re-
;

doubts, could yield nothing but piles of dead .and wounded, men. rAhd y

once the British encampment' and the towii beliind tile ..walls were' .
open.; .

to cannon fire, the time' of .wrrender. depended only bn; how' tnanyicas- ;;

ualties Corawallis was.willing to. accej3t. ^
v.. v.'^

Washington was impressed by. this scenario as it was described:to;fum, .

but he was also puzzled.^ Cornwallis, surely uhdefstqod,.the
.

Sequence .as

well as did the Frencli.; Since ;Wasiungton
,
himself could . noy possibly

await without action almost inevitable disaster, he ,cquW' hot, conceive v

that Cornwallis would ,do
,

sq.- Surely . Cornwallis, tvquid make - aq

however dangerous, tb!^:,break away, and tit seemed, to Washington that,

.
;hetiiad' an ayhlable'. foutetiti;.'’;'itir-^ 1 '.’r'-H-T • /y ; y

The .York River,' ,which flowed, byi.the.'back .of the .Yqrlhb-ivhvforti-.,

.
ficatiohs, ’.penetfafed .;west\yard into’Wifginia. ;A 'fitde .’Briti^

' huddled tigaihsV the walls,;i^ithou^ of .the .ships.,drew ;tbb, hihcH,y



.-...rcr -'V- ^ •;: ' ''•-

water tb go. upriver, enoughvvverc usablc;so {that Cornwallis. could evacu-

ate his nien wth ajfavorable wind .on ,a’. dark night. of course,

have to leave 'behind rribst of his afdllery, and supplies, but that did not

seem to 'the Cbmihander of the Gontinehtal Army an • insuperable •diffi-^

culty.’ if. Gbrnwaliis could get free, in Virginia, he might, proceeding;, in

the .manner.of Washington’s own army, find his.way .to safety.
. V •

.V%hington .
described this- possibility to dc . Grasse, and urged,: that

several French: frigates, .taking their own advantage.,of darkness arid wind,

slip by the Yorkioivn defenses -{ind block the river. The French admiral

laughed -at tye whole, idea. The. risk to his own frigates would be too

great and Cornwallis would not be that crazy.

Da Grasse’s worries (wliich also became Washington’s, and were, in

fact, Cornwallis’s hopes) were that the British fleet would be, as some

reports indicated, reinforced, and would return again to challenge French

controV of that part of the ocean. Or that unforeseen difliculties would

so =slow the, siege that the admiral’s other commitmentsWould force

him to fetum to .the Indies.before Yorktown was reduced.

'.'..As it turned out,.nm British fleet appeared, and the siege, proceeded,

- according, CO ;schedule. Every morning, Washingfon attended a ebrifer-

ence- during which he was, instructed, by the French experts on .what, the

American; army ..should do that day. When the first parallel was -com-

pleted, 'he, rvas incited, as the titular Commander in Chief,’. to
,
fire the

•first: gun. It was a French gun, brand-new, containing perfectly fitted

ammunition, manned by trained artillerymen. Waslrington was amazed,

ra see the ball, stidke the exact spot on’ the British walls that had' prewbusly

been pointed but to him, The American-ragtag and
,
bobtail, artillery was

.‘Utttyly putclassed,

AfterThe, first p^ ins' deadly purpose, ..the redoubts m -

;
the 'way of

.
the sectifld parallel .were efFccrively formed; The expected

Beftish. sortie pW^'Wfftytually with the expcctcd.tiumber of .casualties.

T^?Wps ,p%cd iii .the second parallel set fire to the little British fleet

in the.Ybfk.Rivervaiid pounded the town. Deserters reported: that.jCpm-

; Wips was cowering in , a “grortb-Twitlr . the hopeless despair of a rabbit

..Avlple the fefrets{dug',eVer:clbser, .Knaily, as the blood. ,and destrebtion'
• above-.lus .shelter became cbinpletely..unbearable, Cormyailis; gave a 'coii-.,

;; vulsivcTwitciu hdmadc arid then abandoned an effort to.-.fefry .his arrny

across the Yoty Riycr,‘,_Oh.October iy,'. he Sent a- messenger .To' Wash- -

..ington
-
jprpposm’g; .dytiverity-foW^ tifiice “to settle {tenni{ for . the.

{'sWendery;.,',-
V; ;

f



WASHINGTON: THE INDISPENSABLE AdAN

During the surrender negotiations, Washington, not wishing victoty

to be marred by persecution, agreed to a subterfuge which enabled the

British to spirit away American Tories, who would otherwise be arrested,

and American deserters to the British army, who would otheiAvise be

hanged. Captured slaves were to be returned to their owners, and the

British army would become, without reservations, prisoners of war. But

one grievous issue did arise; Washington’s insistence that “the same hon-

ors shall be granted to the surrendering army as were granted to the

garrison of Charleston.”

When Charleston Iiad fallen, Clinton had expressed Iiis disdain for the

rebels by refusing them “the honors of war” traditionally accorded a de-

feated army which had fought well. In addition to other humiliations,

the American army had not been allowed to march to the surrender

ceremony with their flags flying. If the same strictures were applied to

Cornwallis, his army would be disgraced before all Europe. But Wash-

ington was adamant.

Cornwallis thereupon decided that he was personally too sick to attend

the surrender ceremony. His representative, Brigadier General Charles

O’Hara, did his best to hand his sword not to Washington but to some

Fi'cnch oflicer. "Washington then refused to accept the sword. If Cornwallis

was to be represented by a deputy, so would he be. O’Hara was forced to

surrender to General Lincoln, who was the oflicer Clinton had insulted

at Charleston.

Popular history equates Cornwallis’s surrender with American victory

in tire Revolution. But Washington, who still mourned that de Grasses

cooperation had not resulted in smashing the British bastion at New York,

wrote that the capture of Yorktot^m was “an interesting event that may

be productive of much good if properly improved, but if it should be

the means of relaxation and sink us into supineness and [false] security,

it had better not have happened.”

True, tlie bag at Yorktown was larger than Washington had expected:

7,24.1 soldiers and 840 seamen, 244 pieces of artillery and thousands of

small arms. But the British had lost only a quarter of their might on

American soil. The enemy forces in various bases from Halifax to Charles-

ton still outnumbered by several times the Continental Army. And de

Grasse hoisted his sails and returned to the Indies, restoring to tltc British

the control of the American ocean.



TWENTY-TWO

A Gulf of Civil Horror

(1781-1783)

Although the war would go on, no further major action was indi-

cated for the rest of 1781 — and Washington was in Virginia,

not far from Mount Vernon. During almost seven years his mind had

been perpetually "on the stretch.” He looked forward to at least several

weeks of a relaxing vacation. But it was not to be.

His stepson, John Parke Custis, had sat out most of the war, an indolent,

self-indulgent rich young man who had not scrupled to take advantage

of his stepfather’s absence to cheat him in little ways. But the possibility

of associating outside Yorktown with aristocratic French officers had
filled Custis with sudden martial ardor. He attached liimself to Washing-
ton as a volunteer aide. This would have caused no more than irritation

had not the soft young man, who had not been exposed to any of the
camp diseases, sickened. On the very day that Washington intended to

start his vacation, John Parke Custis died. Washington was unable to

express any personal grief. However, his beloved wife was completely
desolated.

Mount Vernon, where he had hoped to find some quiet, was tunted,
as he expressed it,' into “the House of Mourning.” Washington became
glad to take Martha to Philadelphia, away from the place where every
object reminded her of her loss.

He intended soon to join his army beside the Hudson, but he was held
in the capital for four months. The basic military problems were now
more than ever grounded in the civilian sphere. Despite the still powerful

i6s
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British presence, there was a general- feehhg that die Revolution as

'

good as won. This portended so much more neglect of the alreadr c:?-

tremely neglected army that, should Clinton of his gdvernnVeht deddc

to undertake another serious militat}:' effort^ the' Gontirientai;fprce:inightr

be helpless. And there was also the possibiliti’ that thf American soldiers,-

:

embittered by indifference to their needs, would theniselves d^troy, iff

one way or another, the freedom for wliich they had fought : ; V,

.

The financial difficulties— no mone\* available to give bounds to, or to ;

support and pay the existing army— u'erc sjunptoms of a more serious:^

rot The thirteen colonies had been driven into close copperation by;a r

crisis wliich gave them the alternatives Benjamin Franklin had ‘so aptly j

described; if they did not hang together, thc)*^ u'ould h.mg separatehy

But even on the heights of the crisis, the states had argued for, years

before they could agree on Articles of Confederation, which- did little

more than create a loose alliance. Now that the crisis seemed to be fading,

.

the states were becoming increasingly indifferent to the Cdntmehtal:

Congress and the combined effort it fostered. ,

'

; ; y ;

Under \^^ashington’s urging, the Congress appropriated for; the iie.xty

campaign eight million dollars. Although this tvas barely.' enoiiglyto keep

the core of an army in the field and although Was]ungton;yTOte horfatbrj’

letters to the various governors, the states did not supply Congress, yith ;

money enough to pay even the interest on already ibuiscanding;dcbis. ;ff

The obvious and necessaiy^ solution was diat the cenixal body be al-

lowed to raise money in its oum right.-Washington’s hopes and: the _an-
,

ticipations of the troops came to depend on the proposition that Congr^

be empow'ered to collect customs duties. Howev’ef, the .Articles of . Cout.}

federation had so rigorously presen'ed local sovereignty, that federal .tyx-,

ation could only be authorized through unanimous agreement of;ah tire
;

states. As utinter dragged into tire spring of 17S2 and on towards .autumn,

the matter was considered by the various state legislatiures. favorable ,

votes were reported, but the fact remained that if any; laggard-,voted no.

or refused to act, the army would surely nor feceive.its past and ptesent

dues.
, ,

_y./ ^

In Philadelphia with his mourning wife beride himi Washington foiind
,

dull and depressing a, social season. that was geneMly; considered briUiahti;

Back Avith his anuy on the Hudson in April; he,was,ionely;fdr the offty

away on the southern campaign. HefwrotffGeneral Greene, * To par-
,

ticipate and divide oiir feelings, fiopes, .fear% an<d.expecrations AWth a frieff
..

is drnost the

languid and'

only source .pf. pleasure and consolatibri left us in the pr^ent

;

unpromising '.state.'ofriuf affairs.'^..;-; '.y
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Washington must have got some grim satisfaction when Clinton was

replaced by Sir Guy Carleton; he had now outlasted his tlaird British

commander in chief. But his hopes of French assistance that would enable

him to drive the enemy from New York were knocked down by the

news that in a naval action off the West Indies de Grasse had been de-

cisively defeated by Admiral Rodney. Rochambeau and the French army

remained inactive until, in the autumn, they sailed back to France.

By that time, Washington had been notified by Carleton that peace

negotiations had been commenced in Paris at which George III intended

not only to accept but to propose the independence of the United States.

Washington was less exhilarated than frightened. The news, which would

probably remove what bit of backbone was left in the support of the

army, might well have been fabricated for that purpose; “From the

former infatuation, duplicity, and perverse system of British policy, I

confess I am induced to doubt everything, to suspect everything.”

Washington did his best to think of ways of amusing his troops in

idleness. He sent his officers home on long furloughs, urged the men
to vje with each other in decorating their huts and their hats. Encour-

aging one of New England’s favorite sports, he wrote that religious

discourses “must afford the most pure and rational entertainment for any

serious and well-disposed mind.” But he noted that the dissatisfaction was

taking on a new and ominous note. Formerly, the officers had tried to

quiet the men. Now they were leading the protests.

The situation was already dangerous enough when Congress decided

to cut expenses by reducing the number of regiments in a way that would
demobilize many officers. However, no provision was made for giving

them any pay, although some were owed (as Washington noted) for

“four, five, or perhaps six years.” A promise of pensions previously made
at a dark moment in the war showed no likelihood of being honored. To
officials in Pluladelphia, Washington wrote bitterly that the demobilized

officers would depart “goaded by a thousand stings of reflection on the

past and of anticipation on the future . . . .soured by penury and what
they call the ingratitude of the public, involved in debts, without one
farthing of money to carry them home, after having spent the flowers
of their days, and many of them their patrimonies, in establishing the
freedom and independence of their country, and suffered everything
human nature is capable of enduring on this side of death. ... I cannot
avoid apprehending that a train of evils will follow of a very serious and
distressing nature.”
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The summer of 1782 passed in frustrating doldrums. Washington hoped

to spend the following winter at Mount Vernon, recruiting Tis soren^h

and attending to his neglected private concerhsl But when the- time for

departure came, he felt that the temper of the arrhy.was suchTthat he could

not leave. '

•

. V
The plight of the officers who had.alfeady been demobilized could hot

help seeming frighteningly prophetic: when no longer needed to protect

the civilian population, every soldier, all obligations^ forgotten, would alsd

be sent home in penury. It seemed to follow that^wliile the ' troops were

still together, they should take the steps necessary- to makersure that ,the

civilian authorities would give them the pay that was;6wed and secure.tb

them the pensions that had been voted them. The Massachusetts regtiuprits

sent a delegation to their own government, only to be sliuhted on to the

Congress. But Massachusetts was delinquent (as were all the other states)

in meeting her part of the quota that would help make Congress ‘solverii

enough to pay the army. , }
'.-y

Over campfires in the chill autumn, warmed sometimes, with rum, the

officers fingered the hilts of their swords and talked of taking, the -law ‘in

their own hands. Only by the most intense persuasiori clid .
Washington

channel the discontent into a petition to Congress. There had been
,

peti-

tions before, but this one was accompanied by a not-top-subtle threat; It

was to be presented by a committee of three high officers who were :tc

stay in Philadelphia until it became clear whether
,

justice \yould, be; done

or not. If not, the army would consider more decisive action.' •
) . ;

Since Congress’s requisitions to the states were continuing to. fall qn’deai

ears, everything depended on the fate of tire amendment;- to the Artjcle^

that would allow Congress to collect its own taxes.; Hardl)r had the nidi;

tary committee reached the capital when adyer.se' Rhpf*-

Island and Virginia carried the amendment to, defeat. The committee an-

grily warned Congress that the soldiers “were yerging ori a ,
state which y'c

are told will drive wise men mad.” But Congress, being ,bankrupt, cpuld .do

nothing.
,

' V---!';' f

Almost every revolution In the history of the, world, Irdwevef idealisti:

cally begun, had ended in tyranny. The .AmericahWeyolution had now

reached its moment Of major political-crisis..

. Now that independence .seemed at hand, the state leaders felt tlieir own

urgency: it .should ire mad'elciear, impending fpturc,. tha^^

United States was hot onematlombut thirteen; But state autonomy,fyasIro|
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the basis on which the war had been fought. It had been 'necessary to

create a Continental Congress and a Continental Army, and also to incur

Continental debts. These debts were not only to the soldiers. Congress

also owed mucli to civilians. There was the currency it had printed, which

should be honored, even if at less than face value. There were certificates

of indebtedness; bonds and various acknowledgments of loans; paper

Washington had, when deprived of more specific means of payment, given

to farmers and wagoners; the multitudinous other kinds of paper emitted

by a bankrupt government scrambling for existence. Since the poor had

been unable to wait, they had usually sold their certificate of indebtedness

to speculators for a fraction of the true value. The paper had thus found

its way into the hands of large operators. The financial community was as

deeply involved as were the soldiers in the national obligations whiefi the

states were tr^nng, as they delicately looked the other way, to sw'cep under

the rug.

The fact that the army and the ablest, most prosperous businessmen were

being similarly defrauded opened a promising field for common action.

The members of the military committee that had been sent to Philadelphia

conferred W'ith the leading financiers, particularly Robert and Gouverneur

Morris. It was agreed that the only protection for the creditors, whether

civilians or soldiers, was the military strength of the army. The army

should, even if peace were declared, refuse to go home until the states

agreed to a system by which all federal debts could be paid. If necessary,

'violence should be threatened to achieve what was basically required: a

strong central government that could protect the rights of its creditors.

Should military force be used to reform the state legislatures, that would,

it was said (and probably often believed), be only a temporary expedient

until the necessary changes were achieved. Then the government would
be returned to the people. So it was argued. The modern reader will see

being groomed and saddled the horses of fascism.

The road ahead seemed clear except for one serious potential barrier;

George Washington, Would the national hero be willing to countenance
a movement to use the army as a political force? And if he refused to go
along, could he be pushed asidc^*

The conspirators agreed that the ground should be prepared for getting
rid of Washington and finding another leader. However, it wbuld be in-

,

finitely better to persuade Washington. Washington’s former aide, Alex-
ander Hamilton, now a congressman from New York, announced .that he
knew how to liandle the General. He would undertake the mission.
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Washington’s role in the Revolution had always been more than mili-

tary, After electing liim Commander in Chief, the members of Congress

had committed themselves to the cause by committing themselves to sup-

port him. And their need for his help had proved to be great. As a legisla-

tive body entrusted unth all c.xecutivc functions, the Congress had tried to

administer the war and the army by setting up committees of its members.

There were soon more committees tlian the members had time for, and

the method was at best cumbersome. Because the committees so often

failed to act, Washington was continually forced, in order to keep his

army alive, into himself making decisions with much wider implications

than the purel)' military. And on several occasions when Congress became

frightened by British successes, the legislators ofEcially dumped in the

Commander in Chief’s lap powers to determine civilian concerns. Although

he fought off rather than sought these extensions of responsibility and

made as little use of them as was feasible, Wasliington became, while sdll

Commander in Chief, as much of a chief executive as the United States

then had.

This did not escape observation, and many influential patriots consid-

ered that the possibility of making Washington a one-man government

was an asset which could be fallen back on in a severe emergency. As we

have seen, he had been begged by major political leaders to take over the

government of Virginia, In May, 1782, he had received from one of his

colonels, Lewis Nicola, a letter urging him to accept the responsibility of

becoming king of the United States.

The suggestion seemed to Nicola Irighly reasonable. Every major nation

in the world was then ruled by a long, and royalty had been throughout

liistor)'^ almost exclusively the accepted form of government. But Washing-

ton replied, “No occurrence in the course of the war has given me more.,

painful sensations than your information of there being such ideas exisung

in the army. ... I must view with abhorrence and reprehend with

severity” a conception that was “big xvith the greatest mischiefs that can

befall my country.”

However, W’ashington had taken this stand before it was known that

the states would not of their own volition make possible a central govern-

ment strong enough even to pay its just debts to the national creditors and

to the soldiers wJio had fought under liis leadership for so memy years.

Wasliington was at Iiis headquarters on the banks of the Hudson at

Newburgh, New York, when, during mid-February of 1783, Hamilton s
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effort to inveigle him arrived in the form of a subtly composed letter. As

a congressman, Hamilton reported that there were no further possibilities

of supplying the army; by June, the troops would have to take everything

they needed at bayonet point. As a colonel (he was still a member of the

army), Hamilton informed Wasliington that, should peace come, the army

intended to use its bayonets “to procure justice to itself.”

Washington’s own command, so Hamilton warned, was in danger. The

army felt that his “delicacy carried to an extreme” had made him stand in

the way of their achieving their just dues. They might very well act with-

out him. Then “the difficulty will be to keep a complaining and suffering

army %vithin the bounds of moderation.” But if Washington took the lead,

the result could be salutary rather than destructive. By cooperating with

“all men of sense,” the army could, under Washington’s benign control,

operate on “weak minds” to establish the federal taxation “which alone

can do justice to the creditors of the United States . . . and supply the

future wants of government.”

In came a letter from one of Wasliington’s confidential correspondents.

Congressman Joseph Jones of Virginia. Jones warned that “dangerous

combinations in the army” were using “sinister practices” to tear down

Washington’s reputation so that “the weight of your opposition will prove

no obstacle to tlteir ambitious designs.” Jones believed that the plot was

likely to succeed. “Whether to temporize or oppose with steady, unremit-

ting firmness,” he continued, . . must be left to your own sense of

propriety and better judgement.”

During “many contemplative hours,” Washington, as he put it, puzzled

over “the predicament in which I stand as a citizen and soldier.” In that

year of 1783, the efforts of the United States to establish a republican gov-

ernment were unique in the world. Modern history presented no evidence

that people could rule themselves. Even political philosophers who thought

that the people might under some circumstances be able to do so, com-
monly believed that republican forms could only survive on a small scale

— and was this not being demonstrated by the behavior of the states?

Even worse: it was generally believed in Europe that efforts at popular

rule could only eventuate in anarchy and chaos. As Washington paced in

perplexity, anarchy and chaos seemed about to overwhelm America. Was
It not his patriotic duty, as Hamilton said, to accept the inevitable, as he
had so often done on physical battlefields? And what of his ambitions? In
a world of kings, why should not George Washington also be a king? He
Was later to thank the Ruler of the Universe— “the Greatest and Best of
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Beings”— for having led him “to detest the folly and madness of un-

bounded ambition.”

Yet, when he placed ambition behind him, that only made the situa-

tion more “difficult and delicate.” The injustices being vi.sited on the army

were obvious and no peaceful remedies were in sight. His own investiga-

tions revealed that the army was more rebellious than he had realized, and

that his leadership was in fact under severe attaclcv He suspected his old

enemy General Gates, who was finally back in active service, of being

deep in the intrigue.

It was early March before Washington answered Hamilton’s letter. He

could not, he wrote, countenance a movement which would be “produc-

tive of civil commotions and end in blood.” Despite the menace to his own

leadership and reputation, “I shall pursue the same steady line of conduct

which has governed me hitherto; fully convinced that the sensible and dis-

cerning part of the army cannot be unacquainted (although I neverhoolt

pains to inform them) of the services I have rendered it on more occasions

than one.”

Washington’s letter made it clear that the conspirators would have to

proceed independently, either catching him up in the tempest they raised

or blowing him aside.

Through the camp at Newburgh, unsigned papers began circulating.

One ignored Wasliington’s authority by calling a mass meeting of officers.

Another stated that the author had lost faith “in the justice of his country.”

He urged liis fellow soldiers to “suspect the man who would advise to

more moderation and further forbearance.” If peace should be declared,

nothing should separate the army “from your arms but death.” If the war

continued, “courting the auspices and inviting the direction of your illus-

trious leader, you will retire to some unsettled country, smile in your turn,

and ‘mock tvhen their fear cometh on.’
”

Washington was himself deeply moved by the anonymous authors

emotional description of the soldier’s plight he felt that the “force of

expression has rarely?^ been equaled in the English language”— but he be-

lieved it Iiis duty ^‘to arrest on the spot the foot that stood wavering on a

tremendous precipice, to prevent the officers from being taken by surprise

wliile the passions were all inflamed, and to rescue them from plunging

themselves into a gulf of civil horror from which there might be no

receding.”

The Commander in Cliief expressed “disapprobation of such disorderly
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proceedings” as the illegally called meedng; He sn:^moned, a

his own for the following Saturday, March i 5 ,."i 783;./rhis \Vas.prbhabi^^^^^^

the most important single gathering ever held iii the . United ' States/ Sup

posing, as seemed only too possible, Washington; should fail to

military intervention in civil government?, / . ^ ' /r ' ./ ./ /

The Commander in Chief liinted that he, \vould not appear, personalljv

and thus when he strode on the, stage, it was a surprise.-And;thc faces of/

his gathered officers made it clear that the surprise, was not a pleasant brie.

.

For the first time since he had won the love of . the army, he saw facing/;

him resentment and anger.
, { ,

'

- yp;. -
: yy

•

As WasWngton began to speak, he was “sendbly agitated?! He 'talked, i

first of his own early and devoted service, of his love for his soldiers. Tlief

faces before him did not soften. He pointed
;
put that the/cbuntry; Which

the anonymous exhorter wished them to tyrannize! oyer or • abandon Was /

their owm: “our wives, our children, our farms and other property?’ As ;

for the exhorter’s advice that they should refuse to listen to words, of mbd-/

oration, this would mean that “reason is of no use to us. -The!freedom of i

speech may be taken away, and, dumb and silent, we may/be -led, /life. •

sheep, to the slaughter.” By now, the audicnce.feemed perturbed; but .the

anger and resentment had not been dispelled.
;

'

Washington then stated that he believed the government would, ’“de-

spite the slowness inherent in deliberative bodies,”, in the ^ end act justly. /

He urged the officers not “to open the flood gates nf civil, discord, /and
;;

deluge our rising empire in blood.” They should '“afford pccasiori forpos- .

terity to say, when speaking of the glorious example you have exhibited to' =

mankind, ‘had tliis day been wanting, the world.iiad'rieveAseen the/last -
,,

stage of perfection to which human nature is capable/of atmining./”, y _

Wasliington had come to the end; of,his,prepared speech but His audience,;

,

did not seem truly moved. He clearly, had not achieved' liis end./He rpr :

membered he had brought with hini ,a reassuring letter, from; a .
congressr;

man. He would read it. He pulleci’the paper 'fforU; his pbclfet,’ and/then

sometliing seemed to go wrong. The General seemed/confused; be stared <

at the paper helplessly. The officers leaned fonyard, their hearts epntryedug -

with anxiety, Washington pulled from His pocket/femething only his,mti- , ,

mates had seen him wear: a pair .of-eyegiasses. '/Geritlenieri,” he said, .y?,T
.

will permit me to put on my spectacles, for. I have not only grown gray ;;

:

but almost blind in the service of my ebuntxy.” ^ /•.
.

/'

;/

This homely act and simple statement did what all
.

Wbshih^on s ar^^^



Vraents had failed to.db^.Tte hardened soldiers ;u>'ept.
;
Washington had sayed

,
the;Unit:ed States from tyranny and civii-discofd:-As Jefferson Was later to

comment “The moder^on and virtue of- a single chiiracter probably, pre-

vented this Revolution from being closed, as most others :have been, by a

subversion of
.
that liberty it was intended to establish.”
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Goodbye to War

(w-iySs)

aiN APRIL i8, 1783, Washington’s general orders announced “the

H . V hostilities benveen the United States of America and
the King of Great Britain.” Although the peace treaty had not been signed,
the armistice, so Washington continued, “opens the prospect to a more
sp endid scene, and, like another morning star, promises the approach of a
brighter day than hath liitherto illuminated the western hemisphere.” He
congratulated tlie troops on “the dignified part they have been called to

t un er the smiles of Providence) on the stage of human affairs; for

PPy* ^ they be pronounced hereafter who have con-
anything, who have performed the meanest office in erecting tliis

stupendous fabric of Freedom and Empire on the broad basis of Indc-
pendency; who have assisted in protecting the rights of human nature and
establish an asylum for the poor and oppressed of all nations and religions.”

L
Washington s praises comprised civilians as well as soldiers,

e did not feel warmly towards the financiers who had, as he came in-
reasing

y to realize, played a major part in the efforts to induce the army
to dictate to the civilian governments. He wrote Hamilton, angrily, “The
army ... is a dangerous instrument to play with.” In his appeals to Con-

t:lirough Congress to the nation, that what was owed to the army
should be paid, he made no reference to the debts owed the financiers. But
concerning Ws fellow soldiers he Avas emotional. If they were forced “to
wa e tlirough the vile mire of despondency and owe ‘the miserable rem-
nant o that life to charity which has hitherto been spent in honor,’ then I

ijS
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shall have learned what ingratitude is; then I shall have realized a tale which

will embitter every moment of my future life.”

As lesser verbal artillery gave no indication of ameliorating the situation,

Washington decided to send to the states a circular letter which would dig

deep into the political fundamentals of the problem. He justified thus step-

ping out of his military role, and also endowed his words with a special

solemnity, by announcing that this was his farewell to public life. Once

the final peace permitted him to return to iMount Vernon, he would never

again “take any share in public business.”

Privately, Washington was already urging such a constitutional conven-

tion as would not be con^^ened until five years and much liistory had passed

by. He yearned for a new “federal constitution” which would cut the

power of the states doum to dealing with primarily local problems. But he

realized that this was too radical a suggestion to be included in the circular

letter that came to be known as “Washington’s Legacy.” In this document,

he only urged that the Articles of Confederation be interpreted and ex-

tended to create a central government adequate to obvious needs. Unless

tills were achieved, the Americans might “find by our own unhappy ex-

perience that there is a natural and necessary progression from the extreme

of anarchy to the extreme of tyranny.”

Until the armistice was followed by a final treaty, peace was not official.

However, Congress decided to send home all of the army except a small

force to watch the British troops who were awaiting in New York the

final peace. Congress passed resolutions directed at keeping the released

soldiers from departing penniless, but resolutions buy nothing and there

Avas no money available. As they prepared to depart with empty pockets,

the officers expressed great bitterness at having allowed themselves to be

bamboozled by Washington; they canceled a farewell dinner at wlrich he

was to be guest of honor. “The sensibility,” Washington wrote, “occa-

sioned by a parting scene under such peculiar circumstances will not admit

of description.”

Despite his yearning to get back to Mount Vernon, Washington decided
that his duty would not permit him to abandon the remnant of Iris army
who remained encamped on the Hudson. He had to “wear away,” as he
wrote, seven months of “this distressing tedium.” Some relaxation was
supplied by a trip around the northern frontier, where he examined the
sites of battles he had not commanded; and a period of attending on Con-
gress, during which he made recommendations for a peacetime military

m
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establishment which that powerless legislature was too debilitated to

enact.

After the definitive peace had been signed, the British announced that

they would evacuate New York on November 25, 1783. For oUce, Wash-

ington was willing to take part in a triumphal procession. However, the

parade was ridiculously delayed because the British had, in a final mocking

gesture, left their flag flying over Fort George with the halyards cut and

the pole greased. Not until an ingenious sailor had mounted the pole and

substituted an American flag could Washington consummate victory by

advancing down the streets. It was as sad an occasion as a joyful one, for

the city was desolate and battered, the few inhabitants who came out to

cheer were tliin and strained. There was a further wait until the British

fleet finally sailed out of the harbor. Then Washington ordered a boat to

take him across the Hudson to New Jersey. But first he would say fare-

well to the few officers still in service and to any others residing in the

vicinity.

The assurances Washington had given his officers, during that stormy

meeting at Newburgh, that they would receive what was due them had,

despite his own best efforts, come to nothing. He approached this last part-

ing with a sad and anxious heart. The small group of men who turned as

he came in the door of the room atFraunces Tavern saw that their general’s''

face was working with strong emotion. He walked over to the table where

a collation was laid, tried to eat, but failed. He filled a glass of wine and

motioned for the decanters to go around. As the officers sawitis hand

shake and his lip tremble, the bitterness in their hearts was drowned by

love. The men who had fought so hard with Washington and suffered so

deeply found tears in their eyes. With tears streaming down his own face,

Washington embraced each separately, and then, the height of emotion

having become unbearable, walked out of the room.

Washington left New York on December 4. His trip to Annapolis,

where Congress was meeting, was clogged by crowds who wished .to do

him honor. The ceremony before Congress during which he returned bis

commission, was again wet with tears. Then, after almost nine years of

service, he was free. As he rode up the circular drive to Mount Vernon,

there were candles in the windows. Martha stood in the doortvay. It

Christmas Eve.
,

Debates have raged concerning Washington’s ability as a soldier. Writers

have contended that he was so incompetent that he would have been de-
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feated by any other human beings except the dullards the British sent

against him. He has been described as an equal of Caesar, Hannibal, Na-

poleon. The debate has oxferlooked the fact that Washington was never

really a soldier. He was a civilian in arms.

Civilians had always seemed more important to him than soldiers. How-

ever, since there was a war, an army was an essential instrument. It should

guard and preserve the population to the greatest extent it could. To repel

that civilian discouragement wliich could foster a wavering of loyalty to

the cause, the soldiers should seek an impressive record. (Washington

often helped the record along with inaccurate dispatches.) Washington

further realized that a war won primarily by the force of public opinion

would of necessity be a war of attrition, a very long war. He yearned for

military victories that would cut the process short. But he knew that vic-

tories involving brutality against civilians and thus acliieved at the expense

of public opinion, would, in fact, be defeats.

Washington’s belief that the war was more basically a civilian than a

military conflict was underlined by chronology. From his assumption of

the command to the last battle he led against the main British army was

almost exactly three years. From the Battle of Monmouth to the final de-

parture of the British army was four and a half. The second period con-

tained, of course, the largely French-engineered victory at Yorktown. Yet

Cornwallis’s surrender was not in essence a much more serious defeat than

Burgoyne’s, and the conditions that had made it possible evaporated with

the departure of the French fleet so completely that there was no reason

for the British to believe that this enemy triumph could ever be repeated.

They would have regarded Yorktown as no more than an unfortunate

clieck were they not being gravely defeated on more important battle-

fields. They came to realize the utter hopelessness of conquering a people

who had become united against them. Washington’s role in fostering tliis

unity had been great,

Washington entered the contest almost as entirely untrained in sopMsti-

cated warfare as were his troops. The British and Hessians were very well

trained. Until Washington got over fighting European regulars in the

conventional manner, the Continental Army went down to defeat after

defeat. The break came with Trenton and Princeton, when Washington
made use of the particular qualities of dedicated soldiers who would march
quickly in the face of any hardship; would fight with brilliance individ-
ually T not so well in formation; and exist on nonexistent supplies. These
qualities were particularly suited to American economic and political dis-
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organization, w^ich'.made the loss - of'even the' national : capital ,m
pling, and to the American terrain, which encouraged' guerrilla'A^^arf^e {

and made formal battles easy to axmid. • '

>; 'A'

Being practically without schooling, Washington Had alway^.' taught

liimseJf from experience. He' learned the lessons of the American Waf: all

the more readily because he had no conventional lessons to unlearn.' Tile;

British and the Hessians, on the other hand, suffered the confusion' com-

mon to acknowledged experts when their expertise ceases to 'function.-:

Instead of seeldng new solutions, they felt they were-up against sometliing ..

inexplicable and became increasingly timid. Back in London, anothefffore- -

seeable reaction took place: If an expert does not deliver as he should,
,
ybiv

'

replace liim with another who is expected to apply the accepted rules more;,

effectively. Wasliington survived four BritisH'commahders.in chief;';

Long before the end of the war, Wasliington had b'ecorhe. much more

effective than any of his military opponents. But this did not rheaiv tiiat

what he had taught himself would have made him a great general on the

battlefields of Europe. Evolved not from theory but from dealing with

'

specific problems, • his preeminence was acliieved tlubugh'Va ParwihianA

adaptation to environment. It was the triumph of . a man who. knows How;
;

to learn, not in the narrow sense of studying other peojile’s conceprionsj,

,

but in the transcendent sense of making a synthesis from the totality '^pf'
,

experience; - •v'-A'-"

Among the legacies of the Revolution to the new. nation',' the;^ m
widely recognized and admired was a man: George Washington;, He had

no rivals, 'When the war ended, not a single officer was really* powerful in .

the army who had not been elevated. and trained by the; Commander in*

Chief— and who was not loyal to him;.Ih the civilian sphere no indiridual

had national stature comparable with Wariiington’s, The/Gencfal' had;

more than any political figure .served as the nation’s chief executiyc. {Yet ,

no continuation of leadership figured in Ms happy imaginings. .
'

. /

“At length, my dear Marquis,” Washington ivrbtc'. Lafajmtte, ".“I-* atii

become a private citizen on the banks of the Potomac, and
.
under, the

shado\v of my own*vine.and my own fig tree. Ffte froin the’ bustle ofja:

-

camp and the busy scenes of public life, I aht solacing myself With

tranquil enjoyments \vMch the soldier'who is ever in pursuit of faint; thc;

statesman whose watchful days and .sleepless nights Ure spenttin devjting :

schemes, to' promote, the welfare;df_ Ms ' own, perhaps the ruin of . dthef

countries' (as if this globe was insufficientfor all)
|
and' the, courtier who is

i'So



'Washington’s completing touch to ' the mansion ,-house at'Mount Verhon: ' the
.

Dove of Peace weathcrvanc, installed. in 1787 (Gourtesy of the Mount' Vernon
Ladies’ Associ'ation-'of the Union) ;

;'•
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al\vays watching the countenance of his prince, in hopes of catching a

gracious smile, can have very little conception. I am not only retired from

all public employments, but I am retiring witliin myself, and shall be able

to view the solitary walk and tread the paths of private life with heartfelt

satisfaction. Envious of none, I am determined to be pleased with all, and

this, my dear friend, being the order of my march, I will move gently

down the stream of life until I sleep with my fathers.”



TWENTY-FOUR

Pleasures at Home

(1783-1787)

A fter his return to Mount Vernon, Washington wrote that he fell

“as 1 conceive a wearied traveler must do, who after treading

many a painful step with a heavy burden on his shoulders is eas'cd . , . and

from his housetop is looking back and tracing witli a gratcfnl eye the

meanders by which he escaped the quicksands and mires whicli lay in his

way, and into which none but the all-powerful guide and disposer of

human events could have prevented his falling.”

Wasliington had long visualized that on his retirement his public career

would sink to a source of happy meditation, which would include the

knowledge that his countrymen were grateful to him and recognized that

he had served them well. Otherwise, everything would be as it had been

before the Revolution, when he had been content as a successful planter

and neighborhood patriarch.

Yet the man who had for so long been concerned with mighty alTnirs

could not at first relax into the stillness with which he was .surrounded.

Through the plantation air there came to the physical giant such premoni-

tions of death as he had never felt on the battlefields. “Those trees/* George

Washington wrote in a vein of poetry not usually accorded to his legend,

“which my hands have planted , . , b)'^ their rapid growth, at once indicate

a knowledge of my declination and their disposition to spread their mantles

over me before I go hence to return no more. For this, their gratitude, 1

will nurture them wliilc I stay.” To Lafayette he added that he came from
“a short-lived family, and might soon expect to be entombed In rbc dmtry

18^
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mansions of my fathers. . . . But I will not repine: I have had my
day.”

Often, when he looked downriver at nighttime and saw darkness where

there had been lights, he felt a particularly poignant sense of loss. Belvoir,

the mansion of his former friends and patrons, the Fairfaxes, and particu-

larly of his youthful love Sally, had been burned. Although he yearned to

have Sally and her husband, Avho were residing in England, come back,

more than a year passed before he could find the fortitude to ride the

short, familiar distance to determine the actual condition of their deserted

property. Some walls and a chimney still stood, but “the whole are, or

very soon will be, a heap of ruins. . . . When I viewed them, when I con-

sidered that the happiest moments of my life had been spent there; when I

could not trace a room in the house (now all rubbish) that did not bring

to my mind the recollection of pleasing scenes, I was obliged to fly from

them with painful sensations, and sorrowing for the contrast.”

Washington’s defense against melancholy remained movement. As soon

as the initial exhaustion of war passed from him, he burst into multitudi-

nous action. He assumed simultaneously the roles of expansive host, family

and neighborhood patriarch, farmer, agricultural experimenter, landscape

architect, interior decorator, merchandiser, landlord, exploiter of western

lands, builder of roads and canals.

Mount Vernon had irrevocably become with his return more than a

private house. Not only was it the habitat of the most conspicuous actor

in the most conspicuous contemporary event of the Western world, but,

since Congress was now altogether secondary to the state governments,

the United States had no national capitol to vie with Waslrington’s home

as the most prestigious building in the nation. People flowed up the drive-

way in a flood, and, the nearest inn being several hours’ ride away, Wash-

ington felt obliged to house many visitors over at least one night.

He rarely wrote any of his old military companions without including

an invitation to Mount Vernon. Strangers appeared with letters, those from

Europe often gimlet-eyed udth a desire to describe Washington and his

way of life in travel books. There were unexpected visitors of obvious im-

portance, and others who had no auspices but whom M^ashington consid-

ered it inhospitable to turn away. When a militar}>'-appearing Frenchman

marched in with high claims and no papers, Washington suspected (history

reveals correctly) tliat the visitor was an impostor but he nonetheless en-

tertained him for two nights.

184
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Artists came eager to take likenesses of the world’s most famous man:

they could make and sell innumerable copies. Since Washington hated to

sit still and was embarrassed at being stared at, serving the painters was

unpleasant enough. The sculptors were worse; part of their technique was

to make “life masks” by smearing plaster over Washington’s features and

allowing it to harden as the hero lay flat on his back and breathed tlirough

tubes place in his nostrils. Believing that “to encourage literature and the

arts is a duty wliich every good citizen owes to his country,” Washington

was docile,

Washington, indeed, felt a responsibility towards anyone who came to

him. This was well exemplified when a ragged New Englander with a

wild face appeared and announced himself as “John Fitch, Inventor of

Steamboats.” As Fitcii contended that he alone knew how to make boats

move against wind and current, he satv on Washington’s face “some agita-

tions of mind that was not expressed.” He stopped in mid-speech to ask

whether his plans competed xvith the schemes of a Virginia boatbuilder

named James Rumse3^ Washington knew that Rumsey M'^as also speculating

on the possibilities of using steam— but he had promised to keep Rumsey’s

confidences secret.

Fitch had no claim on Washington and was clearly not a gentleman.

The obvious move was to be evasive and then sec the uninvited caller to

the door. But this Washington could not do. He went into another room
and puzzled to work out some way that he could satisfy Fitch without

betraying Rumsey. When he finally concluded that there was no way, he

loaded the intruder with invitations to stay for dinner, to spend the night.

But Fitch departed in a fury and for the rest of his life expressed hatred

for Washington.

Mount Vernon had a large resident population. The Washingtons had
taken in, on John Parke Custis’s death, Martha’s two youngest grand-

children: George Wasliington Parke Custis (Little Washington) and
Eleanor Parke Custis (Nelly). Martha absorbed herself in their activities

and welfare udth an intensity which made her husband all tlie more
painfully conscious that he had no children of his own. Relations of both
Martha’s and George’s stayed for months or years because it was con-
venient, because they were sick or poor. Extending into Washington’s
Presidency was his concern that his niece Harriot (whose father, Samuel
Washington, had died bankrupt) 'would ruin her best clothes either by
wearing them perpetually or by wadding them up in a pile on the floor.
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After several false starts, Washington found an efficient secretary. A
self-reliant Yankee, Tobias Lear was at first afraid that his famous em-

ployer would try to dominate him into “servility,” and was then hurt by

what he considered Washington’s “reserve and coldness.” However, when
Washington got over what Lear now decided had only been caution and

prudence, he “drew me tow^ards him by every tender and endearing tie.”

After two years, Lear wrote that he had had “occasions to be with him in

every situation in wliich a man is placed in his family— have ate and drank

with him constantly, and almost cverj'^ evening played at cards with him,

and I declare that I have never found a single tiring that could lessen my
respect for him. A complete knowledge of Ihs honesty, uprightness, and

candor in all liis private transactions have sometime led one to tliink Irim

more than a man.”

Visitors, family, secretary; all these left Washington, the endlessly gre-

garious, lonely for an intimate friend. He invited his former military aide

David Humphreys for an indefinite visit: “The only stipulations I shall

contend for are that in all things you shall do as you please— I will do

the same— and that no ceremony may be used or any restraint be imposed

on anyone.” Washington added, “My manner of living is plain. I do not

mean to be put out of it. A glass of wine and a bit of mutton are always

ready, and such as will be content to partake of them are welcome. Those

who expect more will be disappointed, but no change will be affected by it.”

Although Mount Vernon could have been contained more than twenty

times in a great English country house, and guests had to sleep three or

four to what we would today consider a small room, Washington’s “man-

ner of living” was not, according to American standards “plain.” The

mansion house was finely furnished, if more simply than its English coun-

terparts. Humphreys noted, “Whctlrer there be company or not, the table

is always prepared by its elegance and exuberance for their reception,”

Dinner was served at two in the afternoon. Washington commonly ate

only a single dish but drank half a pint of Madeira, If the company Avas

agreeable, he Avould sit “an hour after dinner in familiar conversation and

convivial hilarity.” Towards evening, he drank “one small glass of punch,

a draught of beer, and two dishes of tea.” Although a “very elegant” sup-

per was served to Iris guests, he did not usually appear, and went to bed at

nine. Hov^ever, if intimate friends or men with interesting news arrived to-

wards evening, Washington would come to the supper table. Then he

would drink several glasses of champagne, get “quite merry,” and “laugh

and talk ... a great deal.”

i86
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The Iiigh point of grandeur at Mount Vernon was the two-stor}’^ banquet

hall, which Washington, always his own architect, had designed before he

rode off to the Revolution. Finishing the interior was now one of his many
concerns. His desire to have the walls decorated, according to the latest

taste, with designs worked in stucco, inspired a long-frustrating search for

suitably accomplislied workmen, but in the end he achieved much of the

result he desired. Although the banquet hall is not one of America’s great

' rooms, it has delicacy and lightness, blends high spirits with decorum.

Many more strangers impinged on Washington through the mails than

through actual visits. He complained that he was bothered concerning a

thousand “matters with which I ought not to be troubled more than the

Great Mogul,” but he believed that every correspondent had a right to a

courteous answer.

Washington was amused when one of his Philadelphia friends, Francis

Hopkinson, dedicated to him Seven Songs for the Harpsichord, although

he could “neither sing one of the songs nor raise a single note on any in-

strument.” Washington philosophized to Flopkinson, “We are told of the

amazing powers of music in ancient times. . . . The poets of old (whatever

they may do in these days) were strangely addicted to the marvelous; and

if I before doubted the truth of their relations with respect to the power

of music, I am now fully convinced of their falsity, because 1 would not,

for the honor of my country, allow that we are left by the ancients at an

immeasurable distance in everything; and if they could soothe the ferocity

of wild beasts, could draw the trees and stones after them, and could even

charm the powers of Hell by their music, I am sure that your productions

would have had at least virtue enough in them (without the aid of voice or

instrument) to melt the ice of the Delaware and Potomac, and in that case

you should have had an earlier acknowledgment of your favor of the first

of December.”

Since Washington had never missed an opportunity to buy or rent land

contiguous to Mount Vernon, the property was now huge: it stretched for

.some ten miles along the Potomac and penetrated inland at its widest point

for about four. There were now five distinct farms, each with its own

overseer and work force. These were separated by extensive areas of scrub

growth, which testified to the poorness of the soil by producing little

wood substantial enough for fencing. Almost every morning except Sun-

day, Washington rode the circuit of these farms.
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As he had in the army, he arose early, with dawn in midsummer, in

other seasons by candlelight. He shaved himself, but his black valet, Will,

brushed his long hair, pulling it back tightly in a “military manner” (no

curls at the side) and tying the queue with a ribbon. Washington kept busy

around the house until seven o’clock, when he finally had breakfast: “three

small Indian hoecakes (buttered) and as many dishes of tea (without

cream).” Then he was oflF on his horse, moving at a canter, for he liked to

ride quickly.

He seems never to have tired of the innumerable small details of farming.

Not only did he supervise what every work gang was doing in every field,

but he later relived each happening by recording it extensively in one of

his journals. Jefferson was to comment that these notations occupied the

leisure fime that a more bookish man would devote to reading.

As before, Wasliington was concerned with agricultural experimenta-

tion. He copied out long passages from English agricultural journals but

when asked to contribute to one, refused on the grounds that for such an

amateur as he that would be “ostentation.” The major reforms he tried to

work out for his neighbors were the growing of grass specifically for

grazing (cows were then normally let loose to forage in the woods, which

meant that they could not be milked nor could their manure be collected

as fertilizer); the establishment of economic wool production through a

superior line of sheep; the development of fertilizers indigenous to Virginia

(that fertilizers might be manufactured chemically was a revolutionary

idea that came to Washington as a bizarre surprise); the invention of a

method of rotating crops that would replenish the fertility of the fields; and

the founding of a line of supermulcs.

Wasliington’s adventures wth the mules have, despite their comic side,

been takeffwith great seriousness by equine liistorians, who state that the

jackasses he imported underpinned the whole race of mules still prevalent

in the South, (A mule, itself sterile, is the offspring of an ass and a mare.)

The origins of the drama were, on the one hand, Washington’s desire to

secure from Spain, although such export was forbidden, a high-born jack-

ass; and, on the other hand, the desire of the King of Spain to keep,

through his possession of Louisiana, American frontiersmen from using the

Mississippi as a trading outlet to the world. The Spanish foreign office de-
cided that it would be advantageous to sweeten the disposition of the most
influential American, and the King personally made Washington a present
of two othenvisc unprocurable jackasses.

Only one jack survived the ocean crossing. Washington was greatly ex-
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cited by the news that lie had landed in Boston. The former Commander
in Chief planned the donlcey’s march overland to Mount Vernon-as care-

fully as he had ever planned a militat)'- campaign. In order to have waiting

a large harem of mares, he deprived his Arabian stallion, Magnolio.

On his arrival, Royal Gift (as Washington named the jackass) revealed

a most impressive physique. But when a mare was placed in his paddock,

he sniffed her and turned disdainfully away. After he had proved no more

stimulated by a succession of equine charmers, Wasliington was torn be-

tween the suspicion that the Spanish King had played a trick on him by

sending an impotent beast and amusement at the ridiculous denouement of

his expectations. He w'ondcred whether the jackass was, as a king’s former

favorite, too great a snob to have anytliing to do with plebeian American

horses; or vdiethcr, like a true courtier, he based his behatior on that of

his former master, who was too old to respond with alacrity to “female

allurements.” Washington commented that His A'lost Catholic Majesty

surely could not “proceed with more deliberation and majestic solemnity

to the act of procreation.”

That Royal Gift proceeded at all was due to a ruse that Washington

finally worked out. He \vould tantalize the jackass vtith a female of his

own species, and when the royal beast was excited, quickly remove the

donkey and substitute a marc. Upon occasion, the jackass was allowed to

finish with the donkey, ^vluch produced younger jackasses whom Wash-

ington sent touring the countryside to his own profit and the great im-

provement of the mules in eacli region. He intended, he announced, to

hitch only mules to the elegant coach which had been given Martha by

the government of Pennsylvania. Mrs. Waslungton seems quietly to have

warded off this enthusiasm.

Washington wrote that of all occupations he found “agricultural pur-

suits and rural amusements . . . most congenial with my temper.” As in

the case of the mules, it was hard to determine where serious pursuits

ended and play' began. He was still much concerned vdth breeding horses

and hounds, with races and hunts, with landscaping and with gardening for

aesthetic as well as practical ends. It is indeed surprising how various and

extensive were the hobbies Washington engaged in at times like this, when

the pressure of great events allowed him leisure. Guests noted how much

more cheerful he seemed than in the military camps, how much more

relaxed. His step-grandson was to write that bis retirement after the Revo-

lution was the happiest period of Washington’s life.
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In \Vashington’s return from the Revolution, he found his busi-

Hess reebrds in Utter disorder. They had been scrambled by being

[ia^tily-.moyed, bn the sevcral occasions when Mburit-yerhon had been in

danger.'Of being burned, by the British; Washington was now. full of good,

re’sblutibhs to determine,,by sorting the papers, hisLoverall financial situa-,'

cibh.: During the, summers,' he stated he would do it in the \vinter when

his fafms^wefc.lieM 'demanding, in the winters, Vic preferred doing other

’^Fitiaiiy rlushey' secretarj^’ Lear, -discovered that during the war Wash-
ington had: lost jatleiist ten thousand-pounds sterling. This was;.in part

becausy he -had felt, it
" hiyduty to,'back' the, prestige of the Continentab

currency -by. accepting ^pajunent of.bid debts in hew/paper that actually

represented'.only aVfrac'tibn , of .the value;.dnipart, because he had - been;

reimbursed in an unsatisfacto^ manner for many bf Iris fnilitary expbndi-t,

tures. 'He had himsdf p'aid.'ndt only his o\yn expenses' but-.often those of

the,tyh61c;hcadquafteryppefation.,At:m,oments of crisis,' he -had advanced,-

nioney-for vafmus other inilitary' heeds' from his owii pbclcet.' After , he'

had preserited Iris expense account; Congress; bci:^ always .short of cash,

had hiet much';of.yhatThey'b,wcy with -certificates of indebtedness;, Sub-,

sequentiy like many, aho.drcr gbyernmeht creditor,'Waslringt6ri had raised

cash by , selling, certificates, at a great discount, to speculatpfs.
'

'

.Washington’s -current finances were in a, sefibus _situatioh because' tire

ydunt y,ernon''pIahtation''wayibsing.,mphey.'Biryhs:ih;iiis'
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combined with his unwillingness to sell any slaves had resulted in an

uneconomically large labor force. The official entertaining forced on him,

combined with his private entertaining and his unwillingness to do any-

thing in a “niggardly” manner, ran him into great expense. Finding him-

self chivied by bill collectors, he complained that his previous ex'perience

had never taught him how “to parry a dun.”

Various governmental bodies expressed eagerness to come to Wash-

ington’s a.ssistance. However, he remained determined to receive no re-

ward for his military service except gratitude. He would not even accept

public help towards his official entertaining. When Virginia forced a gift

on him, he announced that he would devote it to a public charity.

The relinquishment that undoubtedly came hardest to Washington

was of the bounties in western lands wltich were voted to veterans; his

share, as commander in chief, would have been tremendous. And he had

by no means lost his lust for western lands.

Those he had amassed before the Revolution were now his best hope

for meeting his annual deficit. He offered his acres for rent or for sale,

making in September, 1784, a trip across the mountains to sec what he

could achieve by being himself on the ground. The area around the Forks

of the Ohio (now Pittsburgh), which he had first known as a howling

wilderness, was filling up with settlers. This created economic possibili-

ties, but what he saw also inspired political fears. The new inhabitants were

to a con.siderablc extent immigrants who had “no particular predilection”

towards the United States.

Beyond the Alleghenies, the Ohio-Mississippi river system offered the

only method, according to the transportation possibilities of those days,

by which bulky farm products could be moved away for sale. Rising in

British Canada and di.sgorging through French Louisiana, the liquid high-

ways bypassed the existing states. If, in their search for commercial out-

lets, the settlers allied themselves with England or Spain, they might,

Washington wrote, become extremely dangerous neighbors to the United

States. And they stood, “as it were on a pivot. The touch of a feather

would turn them any way.”

Fortunately (in Washington’s opinion) both European powers were

keeping their ends of the waterway closed out of a desire to stifle migra-

tion across the Alleghenies wltich they felt would change the western

balance of power to the advantage of the United States. An opportunity

was thus presented which Washington felt ought not to be lost. To

cement relations bewcen the frontier and the older settlements, the trade
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of the West should be quickly— before either England or Spain became

wiser and changed her policy— drawn eastward over the mountains and

through the older United States.

This new vision overlapped a plan Washington had formerly developed

for his own economic advantage and that of his neighborhood. During

his young manhood, in peace and in war, Washington had wandered the

Potomac to its headwaters and had gone on over the mountains to where

other waterways flowed downward to the Ohio River system. If the

rivers were to be made navigable to high points that could be joined by

a short wagon road, the trade of the West would be induced to move

along the Potomac. At the fall line, where ocean navigation ceased, all

goods would be transshipped from canal boats to larger vessels. The com-

munity at the fall line was Alexandria, Mount Vernon’s near neighbor,

for which Washington as a youthful surveyor had made the first town

plan. Alexandria would become (as New York was actually to do with the

opening of the Erie Canal) the metropolis of the United States.

Before the Revolution, Washington had secured approval from the

Virginia legislature for a stock company that would improve the naviga-

tion of the river and then charge tolls. But, since Maryland was on the

Potomac’s north bank, the approval of that state was also necessary. The

opposition of the Baltimore merchants, who saw their city bypassed, had

then proved invincible.

Washington was hardly back from the Revolution when he received

a letter from Jefferson warning that unless Virginia got moving at once,

New’^ York might engross the western trade with her own canal. If Wash-

ington would put Iris prestige behind a revival of the Potomac plan, “what

a monument to your retirement it would become!” Washington did not

have to be urged twice. He undertook the leadership of the Potomac

Canal project in a manner that made Madison comment, “The earnestness

with which he espouses the undertaking is hardly to be described, and

shows that a mind like his, capable of great views and which has long

been occupied with them, cannot bear a vacancy.”

Washington’s prestige W'as now so great that it overran the opposition

of the Baltimore merchants: the Potomac Canal Company was chartered

by both Maryland and Virginia. When in 1784 Washington went west

to attend to his land holdings, he spent many happy days exploring to

find the shortest and most practical connection between the eastward- and

the westward-flowing rivers. However, final determination of that mat-
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ter could wait: the immediate needs were to raise the necessary capital

and then open the Potomac to navigation.

Although free capital was extremely scarce in the United States, Wash-

ington’s name lured so many investors that twice the required shares

of stoclc tvere sold. But the physical river presented very serious problems.

Conventional canal engineering created on one bank of a natural water-

way what was in effect an aquatic flight of stairs. The steps were level

ditches, each extending as far as the lay of the land allow'ed, and flanked

by paths for the horses that tow'ed the boats along. The boats were car-

ried from step to step by locks, w'^alled pits in which the water level

was raised or lowered. Such engineering w'as w'ell suited to the short

distances and not-too-precipitous terrain of well-settled Europe, but the

Potomac was a mountain river that would have to be opened for twm

hundred miles. In its craggy banks, ditches could only be dug at great

expense, and the ground dropped so sharply that the proliferation of locks

would be murderously expensive. Furthermore, tlic river was subject to

tumultuous floods inclined to lick any works dowm off the banks. The
problem w'as, indeed, as new to canal building as the American terrain

had been to conventional warfare. Washington had won the war by im-

provising and he intended to build his canal the same way.

Washington admitted that locks would be needed to get around the

Great Falls and that a European engineer would probably have to be

imported to design them. For the rest, he intended merely to clear the

best channel of all impediments. This meant that the often tremendously

swift current W'ould not be conquered. Some novel w^ay would have to

be found to propel boats upstream.

Washington was wringing lus brains when he met that inventor of

mechanical boats, James Rumsey. In a burst of wild enthusiasm, Wash-
ington concluded that Rumsey would solve his problem by one scheme
or another, perhaps through his projected use of steam. Should Rumsey’s
propellants all fail, capstans set in rocks at suitable intervals could be
turned by horses to pull boats against the current.

As Rumsey pottered with his inventions and labored, on being ap-
pointed the official engineer, to clear the roaring channel, Washington
labored to clear away various govcnimental problems. In so doing, he
did much to set the stage for the Constitutional Convention.

Washington’s promise to his officers that he would do all in his power
to procure what was owed them was in effect a promise that he would
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,

labor to prpmote^a national governhient powerful fenbti^h to pay its debd'

That the advice he had. given in his :s6-called ‘‘legacyV cdncernihg tfic

strengthening, of the Union was not immediately-heeded, did not/^

diately worry.him. ;He considered it only natural that, the smtes, life heirs

just c'orne intd ^an dnheritance, would (as he himself had done -with the

money that had come to him from his marriage) squander for a wliile.

Yet surely the American people would soon reform Aemselves since

“there is virtue at the bottom.” Iii the meanwhile, conspicuous abuses

yefe to -be iwelcomed as. welL as deplored:' they would clearly demon-

strate the need for better governmental orgariization. “The people,”

Washington believed, ‘“must fee/ before they will ree; consequently, are

brought slowly Into measures of public utility.” , . ,

.

This attitude allowed Washington to relax into the joys of retirement.

But he became increasingly disturbed. The movement , he. had confidently

expected, towards sound government and national unity was failing to

develop. ,The Continental Congress was so neglected by! the states that

there were.'rarely enough delegates present to make a quorum. New York

violated -the Articles of Confederation by making a private treaty,' to

her own: advantage, with the Indians; Various states,, rather than compel

woters to
.

pay- pre-war debts, to British merchants, violated the peace

treaty . in a way which the British used to justify their own refusal to

evacuate frontier, forts that had been surrendered to the United- States.

When the British .passed customs .laws discriminatory against American

shipping,
.
the United States could not retaliate since the states would

.
/permit no central customs authority: New York, for instance, wanted

' no interference with her own laws .that milked Connecticut and New

. Jersey*. And the state govcrnmeiits.;tendcd to remain rudimentary, follow-

. injg the whims of the majority to a neglect of minority rights. Minorides,

sometimes- frontiersnlen, sornetimes- the urban prosperous, were so dis-

V pleased that the gates seemed to be opening to what Washington had

long dreaded: class Cdriflict., -
. .

. Writing ,priyately,i’ ty4shingtdn , mourned, “We have probably had

- too good - ah dpiiilbii ,c of human nature in forming our confederation.

; Experience has ,taught ,us men will not adopt and Carry into execution

; ;measufcs the best. calculated,.for. their owii good, without the interven-

/;ti6h ofty. coercive power; I do not conceive we can exist long as a nation

iidthout having lodged somewhere a power which will pervade the whole

;.f . .v:Hbweycr, he had n6 /cphtyiau.yi^^^



CANALS AND CONVENTIONS (1783-17^7)

The development of inland navigation necessarily violated state boun-

daries. Washington’s passionate predilection for the Potomac project—
he bored visitors to Mount Vernon with statistics to prove its superiority

to all other possible canal routes— did not keep him from foreseeing a

centrally planned system of canals and improved rivers that would go

everywhere, bringing “navigation almost to every man’s door.” In the

meanwhile, Pennsylvania’s cooperation had to be secured if the Potomac

Canal were to have connections with the Ohio. And the innumerable

issues involved in administering waters on which both states abutted

brought Maryland and Virginia together in what came to be known as

the Mount Vernon Conference. The delegates agreed that their states

should meet annually “for keeping up harmony in the commercial

relations.”

When ratifying the decisions that Washington had presided over at

Mount Vernon (although he was not officially a delegate), Maryland

decided to invite Pennsylvania and Delaware to the annual conferences.

Virginia thereupon proposed a conference of all thirteen states states “to

consider how far a uniform system in their commercial regulations may

be necessary to their common interest and their permanent harmony.”

TWs resulted in the Annapolis Convention, which met in that Maryland

city during September, 1786. Preserving iiis private role, Washington did

not attend the convention, but he expressed a wish that more than com-

mercial relations lie considered. Only five of the thirteen states sent dele-

gates, yet they took the bold step of calling another convention to meet

in Philadelphia and “render the constitution of the federal government

adequate to the exigencies of the Union.”

The meeting thus summoned has gone down in history as the Constitu-

tional Convention. But no one could then have called it that, since no one

knew that it would write a new constitution. It was, indeed, not author-

ized to do so. In agreeing to the call, the Continental Congress had pro-

vided that the convention was merely to revise the Articles of

Confederation.

There was much reason to foresee that the new convention would only
be one more abortive move in the long vain effort to find national unity.

Washington feared that the maneuver might actually do harm by chalking
up another failure. “We are certainly in a delicate situation,” he wrote,
but my fear is that the people have not yet been sufficiently viisled to

retract from error.”
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Late in 1786, a crisis developed which seemed so menacing that Wash-
ington wondered whether all efforts to strengthen the government might

not be, in fact, too late. Dislocations in the currency of Massachusetts

(each state had its own financial system) had created a situation where

many western settlers could not, however hard and effectively they

worked, secure cash with which to pay their debts. Farms were seized and

the owners sometimes tlirown into debtor’s prison. In what came to be

known (after its leader Daniel Shays) as Shays’ Rebellion, mobs arose,

terrified courts that might foreclose on their property, and, as they milled

around, threatened to capture the Continental arsenal at Springfield, where

there were “ten to fifteen thousand stands of arms in excellent condition,”

Reports came in to Wasliington that, if the insurgents joined vdth people

of similar sentiment in the western counties of adjoining states, they

would constitute a body of twelve to fifteen thousand men well suited to

fighting, a larger force than Washington had commanded during much of

the Revolution. Secretary of War Kno.x, who had been sent by the Con-

tinental Congress to investigate, wrote Washington that the object of the

uprising was to drown all debts in a flood of paper money. The argument

was that all property had been saved from British domination by all the

people and it thus belonged to all. According to Knox, the insurgents in-

sisted that anyone who opposed this doctrine “ought to be stvept from off

the face of the earth.”

To historical hindsight, the most amazing thing about this still-minor

insurrection (which was to prove little more than an anguished protest)

was the terror into which it tlwew almost all responsible leaders, including

those whom modern historians classify as being on the political left. The

explanation was that Americans had long been worried by the reiterated

prophecy, standard in Europe, that government by the people could have

only one outcome: anarchy. And it was a too-obvious fact that, if Shays

Rebellion really spread, there was no power in the United States capable

of putting it down. The Continental Congress could not hope to raise an

army since it had no way of paying the troops.

Washington was in despair. Had someone warned him, v'hen he retired

from the army, “that at this day, I should see such a formidable rebellion

against the laws and constitutions of our own making ... I should have

. thought liim a bedlamite, a fit subject for a madhouse.” He had believed

that the British and the Tories judged the republican institutions from

the depravity of their own hearts,” but now he feared that perhaps they

were ‘Sviser than others.” He cried out, “WJiat, gracious God, is man

that there should be such inconsistency and perfidiousness in his conduct.''
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An institution from the days of the Newburgh Addresses, when Wash-

ington had rislced his command to stop the potentially “fascist” alliance

of army officers and financiers, had remained active into the rime of Shays’

Rebellion. As the officers had prepared angrily to go home unpaid, they

had organized the Society of the Cincinnati. Washington, assured that the

society was a charitable organization aimed at ameliorating the hardships

into which the deprived officers might fall, had gratefully accepted the

post of president-general. But no sooner was he back at Mount Vernon

that it was charged that the Cincinnati was actually an effort to graft a

hereditary aristocracy on the United States.

When Washington reread the charter, now suspiciously, he saw there

were dangerous provisions: membership Was to pass, like titles in Europe,

by primogeniture, and there M'crc clauses that would permit the expansion

of the society by the election of nonmilitary citizens. To make this seem

all the more ominous, the Cincinnati was the only important organization

in addition to the Continental Congress that extended across all the thir-

teen states.

At the first convention of the Cincinnati, in 1784, Wasliington had

fought hard to have the provisions that had any political bearing removed.

When it seemed that he had succeeded, he accepted reelectiort as presi-

dent-general. But the state societies managed to veto what had been

passed by the national meeting. And now, in 1786, Shays’ Rebellion coin-

cided with the appointed time for the next national meeting. Here was

an opportunity to fight fire from the left with at least the threat of fire

from the right. But Washington refused to countenance the meeting

of the organization which had refused to become apolitical. He announced

that he would not go. As a result the Cincinnati’s meeting was poorly

attended and came to little.

Shays’ Rebellion also petered out. The insurgents, when faced with a

small, privately financed Massachusetts force, decided to have recourse to

the ballot box (which was to serve them well). But, since national vulner-

ability had been demonstrated, national fright went on. Madison, for in-

stance, foresaw the development of a more “awful crisis.” Support for

the convention to strengthen the government sprang up all over the land.

IVhen it had seemed probable that the convention would not amount to

much, there had been little pressure on Washington to take part. Regard-
ing the weight of his influence as perhaps their greatest asset, the sup-
porters of strong federal government did not want to squander that asset
on what might be an inconclusive move. But as a result of the new devel-
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opmentS, Washington was strongly urged to abandon his retirement and

head the Virginia delegation. This put Washington into such a quandary

that his health, which had been perfect since his return to Mount Vernon,

broke down. The “fever and ague” (malaria?) from which he had suf-

fered as a young man, returned in a “violent attack,” and he was afflicted

with such rheumatism that he could hardly turn over in bed.

Washington was assured that his attendance at the convention could be

an isolated act from which he would return unperturbed to his retirement.

But he had little doubt that his desire “to view the solitary walk” would

be for years frustrated. His only rival as the most conspicuous man at

the convention would be Benjamin Franklin. Since Franklin was cighty-

one years old, the leadership wordd surely fall on Washington. If (as still

seemed very possible) the convention failed, the reputation for which he

had so painfully labored would be grievously damaged. (He stated frankly

that he felt he had more to lose than delegates who were less famous.)

And if the convention did, under his leadership, estabh’sh a stronger gov-

ernment, he -would be committed to doing everything in his power to help

that government succeed.

It was surprising the variety of worries that crowded into Washington’s

mind. Since he had publicly stated that he would never return to public

life, would he be accused of indecision, of devious ambition even? Or, if

he stayed home, would he be accused of failing to put his shoulder to the

wheel because he wished the American republican experiment to collapse

so that he could make himself king? More serious: would the convention

be defeated before it Started by each state’s binding its delegates vith so

many instructions that the men from the different regions vmuld be pre-

vented from agreeing on anything? And then there was the fact that his

beloved wife was in a state of consternation: she had grounded her hap-

piness, so she tearfully reiterated, on the belief that nothing could possibly

happen that would destroy her tranquillity by calling her husband back

to public life.

Yet, however much Wasliington repined and struggled, he had no

choice once it became dear that the convention presented a solid hope

of matching the military victory of the Revolutionary army he had led

with a political victory that would not only stabilize the nation but dem-

onstrate for all the world to see that a people’s government was not

synonymous with anarchy.

Washington’s ultimate agreement to attend had a tremendous effect on

American public opinion, all the more because his hesitations and reluc-
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tance Avere well known. In a statement involving three future Presidents,

Madison wrote Jefferson about Wasltington: “To forsake the honorable

retreat to which he had retired and risk the reputation he had so deserv-

edly acquired, manifested a zeal for the public interest that could, after

so many and illustrious services, scarcely have been expected of him.^’



TWENTY-SIX

The Constitution

of the United States

(1787-1788)

WASHINGTON, who had been consistently ill as the time for his de-

parture from retirement approached, was sick on the road, but

as soon as he reached Pliiladelphia, in May, 1787, purposeful activity cured

Hm over night. The delegates were, it is true, slow in assembling— eleven

days passed before there was a quorum ^— but as they came in one by one,

Washington made two hopeful discoveries. However much they disagreed

on specifics, they all agreed that “something, is necessar)'’” because the

existing government “is at an end, and unless a remedy is soon applied,

anarchy and confusion will inevitably ensue.” And they were not tied

down, as Washington had feared they might be, by instructions that would

make eventual unity inipossible.

During the 1930’s, it became fashionable to argue that the Constitu-.

tipnal Convention was a right-wing plot to put shackles on the people.

Actually, the convention gave no countenance to the conception, almost

universal in those days, that only men possessed of a certain amount of

property could vote: decisions on this niatter vvere left to the states. Since

the delegates came from areas as.widely^ separated as England was from

the tip of Italy, their regional predilections were too various for them to .

share any single economic outlook. Furthermore, in those days before

business specialization, most, delegates had, as had Washington, widely

diversified interests that urged contradictory financial measures. The only

economic conviction
,

all shared was that personal property should not be

expropriated by^ governmental action.
, , ,
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Everyone saw as a major danger the tendency of legislative majorities

to dictate by moving from enthusiasm in a zigzag course, and in the process

trampling on minority rights. Fortunately, such political theorists as En-

gland’s Blackstone and France’s Montesquieu had worked out on paper a

solution. The government should consist of branches, chosen in different

manners at different times for different terms of office, which would check

and balance each other and would all have to agree before a proposition

became law. Foreign theory and also American experience as it came down

from the colonial era urged an executive, a legislature made up of two

houses, and a judiciary. Washington, who had brought this conception

with him to the convention, found that most of the other delegates agreed.

In order to establish such a government, the convention would have to go

beyond its instructions by jettisoning the Articles of Confederation, but

should the delegates do so, they had a blueprint on which to proceed.

Washington urged audacity. According to a fellow delegate, he stated,

“It is too probable that no plan we propose will be adopted. Perhaps an-

other dreadful conflict is to be sustained. If, to please the people, we offer

what we ourselves disapprove, how can we afterwards defend our work?

Let us raise a standard to which the wise and the honest can repair. The
event is in the hand of God.'”

While they were waiting for a quorum, the Virginia delegates, includ-

ing Washington, drew up a plan for a powerful central government en-

trusted with all broad national affairs. It xvould be based on a separation of

powers and designed to create a system of checks and balances. Since the

state legislatures would presumably not thus weaken themselves, it was
suggested that special conventions be elected in each state to decide

whether to ratify. After only five days of discussion the whole convention

took the giant step of scrapping the Articles of Confederation. It voted to

establish “a national government . . . consisting of a supreme legislative,

executive, and judiciary.”

The problem then was to determine xvhat weight to assign on the checks
and balances to the various political bodies, interests, and forces.

As Washington well realized, in this convention a mere majority vote
was as useless as it had been in the wartime Continental Congress. What
Would be gained by having seven states sign the document eventually
drafted while six went off in a rage? Even one state permanently lost

would violate national unity. And, although Washington recognized that
the work of the convention might be repudiated by the people, he \vished
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to Jiiake this as unlikely as possible. Clearly, any upsurge of opposition in

the convention, that'was not satisfied presaged a similar upsurge in some

part of the nation.

Unity could only be hoped for if there were mutual understanding be-

tween delegates from the different regions. At the start of the convention,

this understanding was conspicuously absent. Wasliington, who was more

traveled in the United States than almost any other delegate, had not

penetrated into New England north of the Boston area and had never

been south of Virginia. Madison admitted that he knew no more of

Georgia than Kamchatka. Furthermore, ignorance was fortified by mutual

suspicions and hostilities that often dated back to the earliest years of

settlement.

Washington had seen colonial distrusts and rivalries fade away as men

from various regions were thrown together in the army camps during

eight years of u'ar. Now the process had to be repeated, but much more

quickly— during a few months of stifling summer weather. The dele-

gates were rubbed against each other in two ways-, in formal debate and

over tavern tables. It may well be that the tavern meetings were more

important towards creating the Constitution than the formal debates.

- At the convivial gatherings Washington was endlessly present, dining

at one place, having supper at another, chatting between the acts of plays.

He sought always to bring diverse points of view into the open and then

together. History will never be able to assess the extent of the contribution

Washington made through such personal contacts, but it was surely great.

His -years of military service and his hospitality at Mount Vernon had

made many of the delegates already his friends or acquaintances; his per-

sonal prestige was awesome even with those who had not previously met
liim; and he had, to a superlative degree, the gift of finding beneath con-

troversy common ground.

"The convention having unanimously elected Washington President, he

was prevented by his office from taking part in the discussions. However,
all remarks were titularl}’^ addressed to him, and the room was small.

(There were rarely as many as tiurty delegates present.) His face was
clearly visible to everyone Often he listened torpidly. His wartime aide

John Laurens wrote, “When the muscles are in a state of repose, his eye
certainly wants animation.^’ But “iris countenance, xvhen affected either
by joy or anger, is full of expression.” Many delegates were to remember
how the proceedings of the convention were influenced by his “anxious
solicitude” at angry disagreement, his pleasure at fruitful compromise.



WASHINGTON: THE INDISPENSABLE MAN

Since the convention was trying to establish a government altogether

new under the sun, there were no precedents to violate— but also none

to steer by. All the issues involved in government stalked the hall at one

time or another. Among the troublesome problems were drawing lines

between state and federal power, decisions concerning slavery (the more

defensively protected in the South because disapproved of in the North),

southern suspicions that federal trade regulations would make them serfs

to New England shippers, taxation, fear of tyranny at one extreme or

anarchy at the other. The level of agreement reached was phenomenal,

and, when agreement proved too difficult, many a decision was left vague,

to be worked out in actual practice.

As Washington had five years before suggested, the new Constitution,

leaving local jurisdiction to the states, gave the federal government control

over matters affecting the entire Union. Bypassing the state legislatures,

which had previously chosen all elected national officials, the Constitution

gave federal ballots to individual voters everywhere. But the state pre-

tensions, which had made Washington so much trouble during the Revo-

lution and had torn the subsequent government apart, survived to create

the one issue that threatened to wreck the Constitutional Convention.

The states differed vastly in size (Virginia, for instance, being about

fifteen times as populous as Delaware). If, as Washington believed, in a

true people’s government every vote should carry the same weight, the

inhabitants of the larger states would automatically outvote those of the

smaller. But the smaller states, which had historically considered them-

selves equivalent to the mammoths, were determined not to lose their

consequence. They wished each state to have, as was the case in the Con-

tinental Congress, an equal vote.

When, led by Madison, the larger revealed determination to have

representation be not by states but by population, spokesmen for the

smaller went so far as to threaten that they would make alliances with

foreign powers to protect themselves, Washington wrote, “I almost

despair . . , and do therefore repent having had any agency in the busi-

ness.” But no one really wanted to give up. Finally, all delegations ac-

cepted a compromise by wliich, after special powers in relation to

treasury bills were given to the popularly elected House of Representa-

tives, the representation in the Senate was established not by population

but by states.
‘

Washington was personally most involved in decisions concerning the

executive. If it were to be a committee of three men each representing a
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major section of the country, he could return undisturbed to Mount

Vernon. But once the President was set up as a single individual, no one

could doubt who that individual would be. In a world frightened by a

long history of kings, the convenrion decided on one President and al-

lowed him an amazing amount of power. He was to be elected inde-

pendently of the other branches and to be indefinitely reelectable. He

could carry out the many important functions assigned to him uncon-

trolled by any statutory advisers. He was to be commander in chief of

the armed forces and, while the Congress could not interfere in his pro-

vince, he could interfere with the Congress through a veto. He could only

be removed from office because of treason or criminal behavior. A dele-

gate explained, “Many of the members . . . shaped their ideas of the powers

to be given to a President by tlicir opinions of his [Washington’s! vir-

tues.” The impress of Washington’s prestige remains in the strength

allowed the President of the United States.

Rhode Island had boycotted the convention. On September 17, the dele-

gations of the other twelve states unanimously (although tluree individual

delegates voted no) accepted the completed draft. M^carily, Washington

wrote Lafayette that the Constitution “is now a child of fortune, to be

fostered by some and buffeted by others. What will be the general opinion

on, or the reception of it, is not for me to decide, nor shall I say anything

for or against it. If it be good, I suppose it will xvork its Way good. If bad,

it will recoil on the framers.”

The task that lay ahead— to secure adoption of the Constitution

by the nine states necessary to make it operative, by the thirteen neces-

sary for peace and harmony on the continent— was in many ways a more
difficult, if less creative, task than drawing up the document. It xvas agreed

that no delegate would aid the opposition by specifying which points he
had, in the spirit of compromise, agreed to reluctantly. Since Washington
abided by this nile, it is not clear why he tvas not at first enthusiastic about
the Constitution, but it is clear that he was not. He wrote three Virginia

leaders identical letters stating, “Your own judgment will at once discover

the good and the c.xccptionable parts of it, and your experience of the

difficulties which have ever arisen when attempts have been made to

reconcile such variety of interests and local prejudices as pervade the
several states will render explanation unnecessary. I wish the Constitution
wliich is offered had been made more perfect, but I sincerely believe it is

the best that could be.,obtained at this time; and, as a constitutional door
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is open to amendment hereafter, the adoption of it under the present cir-

cumstances of the Union is in my opinion, desirable.” He believed that if

nothing had been agreed upon, “anarchy would soon have ensued, the^

seeds being richly sown in every soil.”

The debate over ratification elicited a flood of pamphlets on both sides.

Washington read them all. He became convinced that the arguments of

the opponents, based mostly on regionalism and an identification of strong

government with tyranny, were hysterical when they were not self-

serving. The pamphlets supporting the Constitution, particularly The

Federalist written by Hamilton, Madison, and John Jay, persuaded Wash--

ington that “this Constitution is really in its formation a government of

the people; that is to say, a government in which all power is derived

from, and, at stated periods, reverts to them; and that, in its operation, it

is purely a government of laws, made and executed by the fair substitutes

of the people alone. ... It is clear to my conception that no government

before introduced among mankind ever contained so many cliecks and

such efficacious restraints to prevent it from degenerating into any species

of oppression.”

Washington became passionately eager to have the Constitution ratified.

The various state conventions followed a recurring pattern that was har-

rowing to the nerves. The majority of the delegates arrived opposed to

the Constitution. But, as the debates went on, one delegate after another

became convinced, and finally the majority voted “yea.” As Washington

watched, he again and again strained as on a leash to interfere. However,

he had resolved to take no active part in the debate.

At one particularly dangerous turn on the road to ratification M^ash-

ington wondered if he had not “meddled ... in this political dispute Jess

perhaps than a man so thoroughly persuaded as I am of the evils and

confusions which will result from the rejection of the proposed Consn-

tution ought to have done.” Yet, whether because of political acumen or

because of some deep identification between what came naturally to lum

and what most appealed to the collective mind of the American people, his

continued refusal to take part was surely the most effective role he could

have played.

In a world familiar with the tyranny of kings, popular fears clustered

around executive power. That everyone expected Washington to be the

first President was reassuring, but would it have comforted so much had

he actively labored to persuade the people to give him the opportunity

to exert such power?
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Furthermore, if Washington had entered tlie debate, the thrust of his

influence might have been dissipated in arguments over specifics. As it was,

all voters knew that he had presided over the creation of the Constitution

and had been the first to sign. In his physical absence, his prestige hovered

over every state convention. How carefully the opposition had to tack

around this invisible presence was revealed by Luther Martin of Maryland,

who intoned, “The name of Washington is far above my praise! I would

to Heaven that on this occasion one more wreath had been added to the

number of those which are ttvined around his amiable brow— that those

with wliich it is already surrounded may flourisli with immortal verdure,

not wither or fade till time shall be no more, is my fervent prayer!”

But—
In writing Jefferson, Monroe thus assessed Waslrington’s role: “Be

assured, his influence carried this government.”

Late in June, 1788, more than ten months after Washington had put

his signature on the proposed Constitution, almost simultaneous word
came to Mount Vernon of two more ratifications. The total of assenting

states was thus raised to one more than the nine needed to make the

Constitution operative. As Washington, to the booming of celcbrative

cannon, stood on his piazza looking down over a Potomac aglow with the

lights of boats coming to offer him congratulations, he hailed in his own
mind what he later described as “a new phenomenon in the political and

moral world, and an astonishing victory gained by enlightened reason

over brute force.”
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Hysteria and Responsibility

(1788)

WASHINGTON HAD TRULY DREADED going to the Constitutional Con-

vention, but once he had taken that step, his feet were irre-

vocably on the public road. He had feared that the road would carry him

into the darkest ravines, but it had mounted to what he believed were

shining heights. Using one of the theatrical metaphors of which he was

so fond, he wrote the Irish patriot Sir Edward Newenham, “You will

permit me to say that a greater drama is now acting on tliis theater than

has heretofore been brought on the American stage, or any other in the

world. Wc exhibit at present the novel and astonishing spectacle of a

whole people deliberating calmly on what form of government will be

most conducive to their happiness.” America was approaching “nearer to

perfection than any government hitherto instituted among men.”

Hazards remained. Three states had not ratified. Although the absence

of Rhode Island and North Carolina could be temporarily accepted, if the

huge, central state of New York stayed outside, that would be grave. As

Washington watched from Mount Vernon, there was another struggle

against odds, but in the end New York did ratify.

Next came the congressional elections. If Congress were not to be filled

with men opposed to the Constitution, who might sabotage the new gov-

ernment, the educative process which had persuaded the Constitutional

Convention and then the eleven state conventions would have to be ex-

tended to the people at large. Washington protested angrily a new post

office regulation that would impede the distribution of newspapers. The
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friends of the Constitution,” he wrote, wanted “the public to be possessed

of everything that might be printed on both sides of the question.” He

was convinced that, if informed, the people would be won over. And

enough u^ere won over to enable him to exult concerning the first Con-

gress that “the self-created respectability [wortliiness of respect] and

various talents of the members will not be inferior to any assembly in

the world.”

During the Constitutional Convention, a listing of the rights reserved to

the people had been proposed but considered unnecessary since “natural

law” dictated that the people retained all rights that they did not spe-

cifically delegate to their government. However, when the debates at the

state ratifying conventions made clear that a “bill of rights” would give,

as Wasliington put it, “extreme sati.sfaction,” he urged that the indicated

amendments— freedom of religion, of speech, of the press, and so on—
be immediately enacted.

As the months passed, during which the Continental Congress labori-

ously presided over setting the new government in motion, Washington

made no comment concerning the universal expectation that the Elec-

toral College would unanimously select him as the first President, He
made not the slightest gesture that could be considered campaigning. He
stayed closer to his front lawn than he had ever done for an equivalent

period of time, but his mind was no longer on his acres. Privately, he

spoke of great “sacrifice,” but the truth seems to have been that he was

looking forward to the office with eagerness.

On a purely practical level, the Presidency would rescue Washington

from the dilemma caused by his continually living beyond his income:

although he intended to refuse a salary, his living and entertaining expenses

for most of each year would be paid. Furthermore, he would find a de-

licious excitement in leading so glorious an experiment— and he did not

envision the task as extremely difficult. The most important labor would
be to solidify the government by cementing to it the allegiance of the

people. This would be done by visible virtue, a spirit within the govern-

ment not of contention but compromise, by soothing regional prejudices,

by improving the prosperity of the nation.

Already, before he had reestablished connections with his former mili-

tary aide and future financial adviser, Alexander Hamilton, Waslungton
considered it as a primary necessity “to extricate my country” from the
great shortage of financial credit. But he foresaw no elaborate schemes.
Since the country was rich in resources, he felt it only necessary to re-
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move impediments that blocked free enterprise. Prosperity would be ^‘thc

natural harvest of good government.”

Although Washington agreed with Jefferson that the United States

should and w'ould remain an agricultural country, he demonstrated, as the

Presidency loomed, a sudden interest in manufacturing. Why should

America allow her staples to be processed abroad? In his eagerness to en-

courage a native textile industry, he was to wear at his inauguration a great

rarity: a suit made from cloth woven in the United States.

Himself hating tax collectors, Washington resolved that a sure way to

the hearts of the people was to make the government as cheap as possible.

The former Commander in Chief wanted only a minimal standing army,

and saw no need for a navy as long as American merchants kept on the

seas vessels that could in an emergency be armed. Behind her ocean moat,

the nation was not likely to be attacked, and she should not herself reach

out to meddle abroad. In international affairs, the people should “guard

against ambition as their greatest enemy.”

On February 4, 1789, Washington became the unanimous choice of the

Electoral College. His election was not only inevitable but absolutely nec-

essary. As Madison observed, liis leadersliip was the only aspect of the

new government that really appealed to the people.

What happened next was frightening. The vote could not be official

until the electors’ ballots had been counted in the presence of both legisla-

tive houses. However, the senators and representatives gathered so slowly

that, while the nation drifted rudderless for more than a month, there was

no quorum. Washington’s worry’^ over the “stupor and listlessness” being

displayed was not lightened by the news tliat the delay in getting going

had cost the government in tax revenues the tlien huge sum of 300,000.

However much he was himself kept waiting, Washington was opposed

in principle to holding up anyone else. iMost of his baggage was packed.

Week after week he paced his long piazza or stared disconsolately doum

Iiis curving driveway. His eager expectations shredded into dismay. ‘ My

movements to the chair of government,” he now wrote, “will be accom-

panied by feelings not unlike those of a culprit who is going to the place of

his c.xecution.” The situation was darkened by Martha’s gloom. She was

too unhappy to accompany her husband to the official world in which they

were again to move. He could summon her later.

Added to everything Avas the fact that Wasliington possessed hardly

any cash. Wishing to pay off liis debts in Virginia before he left the state,
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he tried to borrow over a thousand pounds. His credit was not considered

good enough. Finally, he managed to secure five hundred from a citizen of

Alexandria. This went so fast that he had to beg another hundred so that

he could pay the expenses of his trip to the temporary capital, New York

City.

At long last, on April 14, Washington received formal notification of his

election. He set out in his coach “with more anxious and painful sensations

than I have words to express.”

Among the worries that now bothered him was a fear that the people

might resent his return to public office after his promise that he would

never do so. The enthusiasm with which he was greeted on the road not

only extinguished this fear but raised its opposite. As he moved, he could

not see the countryside because of the dust churned up by the horsemen

who in relays surrounded his carriage. At every hamlet there were

speeches; at every city he had to lead a parade and be toasted at a sump-

tuous dinner; everywhere and always people were jostling him, shaking

his hand, cheering and cheering until his cars ached. Throughout the jubi-

lations that stretched down the long days and late into the nights, Wash-

ington sensed a hysteria which he found “painful.” How easily and with

what frenzy could this irrational emotion turn, if the government did not

immediately please, “into equally extravagant (though 1 will fondly hope

unmerited) censures. So much is expected, so many untoward circum-

stances may intervene, in such a new and critical situation that I feel an

insuperable diffidence in my own abilities.”

The task wlrich he was now approaching was both more uncertain and

infinitely more important than that which had lain before him when in

1775 he had ridden north to take command of the Continental Army. His

duty then had been to won military victory. Since such victories had been

won ten thousand times, there was no philosophical reason to doubt that

success was pos.sible. And, if he did fail, the result would be sad for Amer-
ica, catastrophic perhaps for himself and liis companions, but no more than

a tiny footnote in the histor)^ of mankind.

Washington’s present mission might change all history. As he himself

put it, “the preservation of the sacred fire of liberty and the destiny of the

republican model of government arc justly considered as deeply, perhaps
as finally, staked on the experiment entrusted to the liands of the American
people.” He was on his way to lead an enterprise which, if it succeeded,
would prove to all the world, and for the future to time immemorial, the
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falsity of the contention that men were “unequal to the task of governing

themselves and therefore made for a master.” That contention had, down

the ages, been accepted by many of the greatest thinkers. Supposing the

failure of the American experiment should seem to prove them right?

How long would it be before this “awful monument” to the death of

liberty would forgotten, before the experiment was tried again? And if,

through inability or misunderstanding, Washington contributed to the

catastrophe, how deep and eternal would be his personal guilt?
‘ ’

Washington subscribed to the religious faith of the Enlightenment; like

Franklin and Jefferson, he w'as a deist. Although not believing in the doc-

trines of the churches, he was convinced chat a divine force, impossible to

define, ruled the universe, and that this “Providence” was good. With what

passion he now turned fdr reassurance and guidance to this force is re-

vealed by the inaugural address he delivered with trembling voice and

trembling hands on April 30, 1789, to a joint meeting of the houses of Con-

gress. The religious passages took up almost a third of the addre.ss.

Speaking not for conventional effect but from his own heart, he avoided,

as was his deist custom, the word “God.” He expressed “my fervent sup-

plication to that Almighty Being who rules over the universe, who pre-

sides in the Councils of Nations, and whose providential aids can supply

every human defect” for assistance in the effort of the American people

to find “liberties and happiness” under “a government instituted by them-

selves.” Every step which the United States had taken towards becoming

“an independent nation,” so he continued, “seems to have been distin-

guished by some token of Providential agency.” The recent creation of a

united government through “the tranquil deliberations and voluntary con-

sent of so many distinct communities . . . cannot be compared with the

means by which most governments have been established without some

return of pious gratitude along with an humble anticipation of the future

blessing which the past seems to presage.”

In responding to the constitutional provision that the President recom-

mend measures he judged “necessary and expedient,” Washington hardly

went beyond urging a spirit of compromise and the pursuit in public mat-

ters of “private morality. . . . There exists in the economy and course of

nature an indissoluble union between virtue and happiness, between duty

and advantage, between the genuine maxims of an honest and magnammous

policy and the solid rewards of public prosperity and felicity.”

Various witnesses to the occasion tell us that “time had made havoc on



Washington taking his oath of office as President. Detail from an engraving bj
Amos Doolittle after a drawing by Peter Lacour (Courtesy of the New Yorl
Public Library)
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Washington’s "face and that his. aspect as , he spoke was>^‘gfave;

sadness.” As he proceeded, he moved his- manusMipt frhm'.fe^^^^^

right hand and put several fingers of his left ^hd into Ws hreecKes pocket

Then he extracted his right hand and made with it ?.‘an ungainly gesture*”;

The famous orator, Fisher Ames, was' arnazed by the
,
effect of flashing-;

ton’s simple delivery: “It seemed to me an allegory in‘which;

personified, and addressing those whotn she,would makh heir Votaries.; tier.:

power over the heart was never gfeater.” The whole audience, even Vice'

President Jolm Adams, who was piassiohately. jealous of ,Washingfon, vvefe

,

greatly moved.
-

. .
c
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A Second Constitutional Convention

(1789)

At the constitutional convention, many a problem had been com-

promised by not being solved at all, but left to be worked out in

practice. The first active period of the new government, the more than

five months that comprised the first session of Congress, was, in effect, a

second Constitutional Convention. The task was made easier because there

were now general guidelines to follow. It was made more difficult because

postponement was no longer possible. Fortunately a summer of peace and

prosperity inserted few outside distractions into the task of government-
building. The only major crisis came near the very start. Washington was
stricken with a deathly illness.

He had developed a tumor of the thigh that was diagnosed as anthrax.

So that no noise would disturb the stricken hero, straw was placed on the

sidewalk outside his house to deaden footsteps, wliile ropes banned car-

riages. Surgery was considered necessary. When the tumor was laid open,
it proved to have spread much further than had been foreseen. In those
days before any anesthesia deadened pain, the younger surgeon quailed at

the task before him. "Cut away,” the older surgeon cried. “Deep—
deeper— deeper still. Don’t be afraid. You see how well he bears it!”

The operation was a success. The time soon came when W’ashington
could be laid full-length in his carriage to profit from what exercise jog-
ging over rough streets gave him. Yet it was forty days before h^cbuld
remrn to his desk. His own comment was, “The want of regular exercise
with the cares of office will, I have no doubt, hasten my departure for
that country from whence no traveler returns.”
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“Few who are not philosophical spectators,^’ Washington wrote con-

cerning liis presidential duties, “can realize the difficult and delicate part

which a man in my situation has to act. ... I walk on untrodden ground.

There is scarcely any part of my conduct which may not hereafter be

drawn into precedent.”

Washington’s most obvious plight did not particularly bother him. Hav-

ing once been the only soldier in the Continental Army, he Avas not dis-

mayed to find that, at the opening of the goA^ernment, he and the Vice

President Avere the only members of the nevv executive. Their solitary emi-

nence did not draw the two men together. In his fear of tyranny (and

perhaps Iris jealousy of Washington) Adams had fought in the Continen-

tal Congress against Washington’s desire to build a professional, long-term

army. Adams’s selection as Vice President had been dictated by the old

need to balance a Virginia leader Avith a leader from Massachusetts. Rec-

ognizing the political Avdsdom of the choice, Washington had agreed to it,

but Ire had no intention of working closely AA'ith his old opponent, nor did

Adams Avant to Avork closely with Washington. It lay Avitlrin the bounds

of the Constitution that the Vice President could become the President’s

prime minister, but the Washingtoir-Adams hostility placed the Vice Pres-

idency in the shadoAv Avhence it has neA'^er emerged.

The Constitution made no specific provisions for a cabinet,* Whether

AAdrat were defined as “the heads of the great departments” Averc to be

under the jurisdiction of the President w'as not stated: the President Avas

merely empoAA^ered to require their opinions relating to their duties.

Clearly, hoAvever, they vA^ere among the major nonelective officers (includ-

ing the justices of the Supreme Court) Avho were to be appointed by the

President Avith the approval of the Senate.

When Congress acted to establish the great departments, it was argued

that the provision that the senators must approve the appointments implied

that they should also insist on the power to veto dismissal. Such a provision

would, by allowing the senators to keep in office cabinet ministers Avith

Avhom they agreed but who opposed the policies of the President, reduce

the President to a figurehead similar to a constitutional monarch. Thus the

issue became a rallying ground for all who distrusted a strong executive.

Wasliington remained silent, but his intimate collaborator, Madison, per-

suaded the House to vote against empowering the Senate to veto dismissals.

The Senate was not so easily persuaded. There AA^as a tie vote there, AA'hich

• The term cabinet, although too u,iieful not to be used here, was not current during

most of Washington’s Presidency.
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the presiding officer, Vice President Adams, broke to preserve the authority

of the executive. A¥ho can doubt that, had the President been less popular

and trusted than Washington, the decision would have gone the other way,

changing the whole direction of the American government.

Tlie Constitution provided that the President should negotiate treaties

with the advice and consent of the Senate. Was the Senate’s concurrence to

be secured by distant communication or face to face? Washington tried the

latter method by going to the Senate chamber to be present at the debate

concerning a proposed treaty with the Creek Indians, So much time was

wasted, despite the frowns that increasingly darkened Wasliington’s face,

by what he considered inconsequential bickering that, as he left the cham-

ber, he was overheard to say that he would “be damned if he ever went

there again!” Thus was forever ended the possibility that the American

executive might, like the British, present and defend its acts at legislative

sessions.

Taking literally the separation of powers, Washington did not mobilize

congressional support for programs he favored. It was his constitional duty

to make recommendations to Congress in his annual address, and this he

did, although charily and always in terms of general principles rather than

specifics. But once the legislative debates began, he meticulously kept hands

off. He consideted that legislative action had ceased to be Iris concern until,

according to constitutional provision, a bill that had been enacted was

placed on his desk for approval or veto.

Only one bill that passed during the first session really outraged him. He
had regarded as a major argument for a centralized government the possi-

bility of imposing on a national scale customs duties that would apply to

British shipping the restrictions that the British applied to the American.

Due to opposition in the Senate that could not be overcome, the customs

bill submitted to Washington contained no such clauses. He considered a

veto, but his principles forbade.

Washington believed that the presidential veto was not primarily in-

tended to be used because of disagreement over policy. Its true object

was to enable the President to protect the Constitution. This assumed that

the President would be an impartial judge, unmoved by the pressures of

partisan conflict— such a man as Wasliington in fact was. When later Pres-

idents became the leaders of political parties, they could no longer be
expected to be impartial. Then the necessary task was assumed, with no
constitutional authority, by the Supreme Court. Here was a fundamental
change in the governmental structure, all the more because a presidential
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veto can be overcome by a tvm-thirds vote of Congress, while a Supreme

Court ruling can be negated only by the infinitely complicated task of

amending the Constitution.

Another use of the veto, foreseen by Hamilton in The Federalist, was to

protect the Presidency from congressional encroachment. For this Wash-

ington had no need, perhaps because his own hands-off policy in relation

to the legislature reassured the Congress. Once Congress had abandoned its

effort to control the tenure of the department heads, it enhanced the

power of the Presidency by showering responsibilities on Washington.

The initiation of even the most minor appointments was entrusted to

him. He took the task with deep seriousness. Since many appointees would

be the only aspects of the federal government visible in their neighbor-

hoods, it seemed essential to the ever deepening unity he sought that they

both please and impress the inhabitants. His youthful experience with the

British system of preferment through family connection made him seek, as

few of his successors have done, to avoid all favoritism, to judge altogether

on the qualifications of the individual. These qualifications did include in-

fluence in the community, which would bring prestige to the government

rather than take it away, but Washington wanted no incompetent repre-

sentatives of leading clans. The usually critical John Adams noted, “He

seeks information from all quarters and judges more independently than

any man I ever knew,”

Wlrile Washington made do wdth holdovers from the Confederation—
Knox as Secretary of War and Jay as Secretary’’ of Foreign Affairs— Con-

gress set up the great departments. They entrusted Indian affairs (reveal-

ingly) to the Secretary of War, who had little else to do as there was

hardly’’ any standing army’. Europe, being on the far side of a broad ocean,

seemed to impinge so little that the new post of Secretary of State com-

bined foreign affairs with various domestic responsibilities. Regarding (as

the eighteenth century typically did) the power to tax as the power to

govern, a direct line that by’'passed the President was drawn between the

House of Representatives and the Secretary of the Treasury. The Attor-

ney General, thought of as lawyer advising the President, v’as given a

retainer rather than complete employment.

Knox continued as Secretary’ of War. Washington offered to Jay the

expansion of his fomrer office, but he expressed a preference, to which

Washington agreed, for the chief-justiceship of the Supreme Court, Wash-

ington thereupon w’rote Jefferson, who was Minister to France and on his

way’ home for a visit, offering him the secretaryship of State, Since neither

of the Morrises was available, everyone whom Wasliington consulted
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, agfeed that the obvidus man for the.Treasury,was Hamilton. The attomey-

.

generaiship hieing so minor a post, Washington felt justified in appointing

ayouiig frihnd ivhq would be an agreeable companion: Edmund Randolph

;.,of Virginia.'*^

-

-
. Surveying ; the team w’hich would be completed if Jefferson agreed,

' Wasliihgton was sanguine.-The men were able and he saw no conceivable

'ireason why they should- hot all pull together in harmony.

^

= drawing to a close, news arrived that

' out to the very roots' of Washington’s existence. His mother, who had for

some time suffered from, cancer of the breast, had died at the age of

eighty-bne.'
.
-, V,;: -

';

-'

- / .

‘
:, ';TKeir relationship, had ^a^ been stormy. Mary Ball Wasliington’s atti-

tudes towards her son’s activities in the French and Indian War and in the

.RcYblutibn :had been the same: he was meddling in matters that should

hot concern him to the neglect of his duty to her. Although he had set her

.
'lip in a.sfnall and elegant house at Fredericksburg and seen that she was

well ^supplied with money and goods, she had embarrassed liim, when he

ivas 'away .as cornmander in cliief, by complaining “upon all occasions and

,.'ih all cbmpanies’i.’that she was neglected, left “in great want.” She even

i j
'initiated a moyement' ih the Virginia legislature whereby the state would

come -to the financial rescue of the mother of the Commander in Chief.

.Washin^bn found her action extremely humiliating and squashed it.

- After the.war, her demands for money became so oppressive and annoy-

ing that,.Washington suggested that she sell her house and live with one of

; her phildreri. He 'qmcldy added that this was not an invitation to Mount

y ycrnbh.rSincchMount Vernon was aKvays crowded with strangers, she

>, would be forcedib do one of three things: be always dressed for company,

dd^iabille; or.be prisoner in her own chamber. The first, her

r
assunied^ ybuld . be^ fatiguing at her age. The second would be

;cunmitablc; as his guests were often “people of the first distinction.” Nor
y, yould it do for her .to stay in her room: “for what with the sitting up of

, companjy the hoiseVand bustle of servants, and many other things, you

;
wqold hot be able to enjoy that calmness and serenity of mind wliich, in

i
,
my opinion, ybu:ought now to prefer to evety other consideration in life.”

.
,

h^ to become a conventional fire-

;V fide figure thaii hty soh^h tq,be the most obedient of sons. The old lady

y
;^?d, died.in her/owh house,’' putting up to the last a daily “small battle”

"V, her medicine.’
.

! the mother arid son ' had .been for so long at odds, her death
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revealed deep emotion on both sides. She left George her ihqst; personal

possessions and, ignoring the iact that among her offspring he least- needed .

a legacy,,the lion’s share of her estate.- And Washington, who' usually saSi’,,;

no light on the other side of the grave, was moved into one of his Vers- ;;

few references to the possibility of heaven; “awful and affecting as tKc;.

death of a parent is,” there was consolation in “a hope.that she is translated ;

to a happier place.” . - < / ; •

After Congress had adjourned on September 30, 1.789, Washington could

look back on a period of great creativity achieved ,with a minimum of con-

flict. The constitutional skeleton had been fleshed out and a healthy gow.:

ernment was striding across the land, “to the satisfaction,” Washington;

wrote, “of ail parties.” When Jefferson reached the capital, he.was ama'/xd

to find that “the opposition to oim new Constitution has almost totally

disappeared.” He credited primarily the behavior and influence of
,

the

President.
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The Social Man

(1789)

vl ^HE Aspect OF the.presidency that Washington came most quickly to

dislike was that it forced his natural conviviality into unnatural

.'.channels. He had hardly been inaugurated before he discovered that it was

.impossible for .him felaxedly to keep open house as he had in Virginia. He
could nbrget his work done because people called all day long to mouth

.
rotund compliments arid put forward their pretensions to be employed in

the government ;or:further entertained. Although conscious that he might

. .he accused ofiripbbefy and worried lest he separate liimself from personal

.^contacts that.Would Keep him informed concerning public opinion, he felt

;it necessa^^ to cs'taM a, rigid schedule of whom he would receive, and

ywhen, arid w^at, kind.of invitations he.would accept.

. -V,On her, belated arrw^ Virginia, Martha was outraged: “I live a

.very, dull'1^0 here-arid 'know .nothing of what passes in the town. I never

,

go to any pubhe place. Indeed, I think I am more like a state prisoner than

“dythin'g elseVVherc is, certain bounds set for me which I must not depart

from? And, :as ,r,cannot do.what I like, I am obstinate and stay home a

;::gf(^tdcaK’>=-f '/yy y' ./

/'
.

^?l^“^hingt6n’s ,odicial..schcdulc of entertaining specified three kinds of

h‘s,'“levcc'sl? for' iricn. only, every Tuesday from three to four;

^ for' men' arid .>w^ on Friday ev'enings; and
official; dinners staged on, ifhursdays at four in'the afternoon.

;Thc‘;leyees,;werc operr ydthout'inyitatibn to any respectably dressed

rnaleyj (In; 'the .'eighteen ptesumed to come.) As
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aristocracies had learned by long experience, only ceremony can give satis-

factory content to altogether formal entertaining. Washington’s aide, David

Humphreys, did his best to supply the need. On one occasion, he arranged

for the guests to gather in what he called the “presence chamber.” He
accompanied Washington to the door, threw it open, entered first, and

shouted, “The President of the United States.”

Washington, so Jefferson’s account continues, was so disconcerted that

he did not recover his composure during the whole time of the levee.

When it was finally over, he told Humphreys angrily, “Well, you have

taken me in once, but by God, you will never take me in a second time!”

Thereafter, Washington was discovered standing uneasily in liis most

fonnal dress with a hat (designed to be thus carried) under his arm and
his dress sword peeping out from under his black coat, when, on the dot

of three, the servants threw open the doors to whatever was that day’s

hustle of visitors.

This situation brought to the fore that shyness wliich also made Wash-
ington so embarrassed under the scrutiny of portrait painters. Whe^'noti-
fied that rumor in Virginia accused him of snubbing good republicans, he
answered that he could not imagine “what pomp there is in all this. . . .

Perhaps it consists in not sitting”— but there was no room large enough
in the house Congress had rented for the President to hold a third of the

chairs that would be required. “Gentlemen, often in great numbers, come
and go, chat with each other, and act as they please. A porter shows them
into the room, and they retire from it when they please and without cere-
mony. At their first entrance, they salute metmd I them, and as many as I

can talk to I do.” As for the criticism that his bow^s were awkward, wmuld
it not be more charitable to ascribe this to old age or the unskillfuincss of
his teachers rather than to pride of office.?

The President was much more at ease at lus wife’s tea parties. The ladies,

having no more elegant presidential receptions to attend, did not spare the
hairdressers and costumers. "Washington, who enjoyed the company of the
fair, circulated gaily without sword or hat. Martha remained seated. Per-
haps the more because he did not get on well with the Vice President,
Washington was careful to see tliat the seat to Martha’s right was assigned
to the Vice President’s wife. If another lady happened to be sitting there
when Abigail Adams arrived, he got the interloper to move with a tact
that made Mrs, Adams comment, “Tliis same President has so happy a
faculty of appearing to accommodate and yet carrymg Iris point, that, if
1C Was not really one of the best-intentioned men in the world, he might

.2^7
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be a very dangerous one,” She continued in a manner that would have irri-

tated her husband: “He is polite with dignity, affable without familiarity,

distant without haughtiness, grave without austerity, modest, wise, and

good.”

To prevent any contest for invitations, Washington devoted his dinners

to entertaining in orderly rotation government officials and foreign repre-

sentatives. Since such of his best friends as Knox and Senator Robert Mor-

ris were in the government, the occasions could be gay, but there were

also monumental failures like the party which William Maclay recorded

for posterity.

A hypochondriacal and puritanical senator from rural Pennsylvania,

Maclay distrusted Washington and was highly suspicious of Philadelphia

society. As he dressed in preparation for the presidential dinner, the Sena-

tor warned himself not to let his pure republicanism be undermined by the

seductions of Washington’s entertaining. He was happy to see that the

women all sat on one side of the table flanking Martha, with men on the

other flanking M^ashington, but he gleefully suspected that a couple who

had arrived together were not married.

Seduction then approached in a form that endangered Alaclay’s resolu-

tions: food. “Soup, fish, roasted and boiled meats, gammon, fowls, etc. . ,

.

The dessert was first apple pies, pudding, etc., then iced creams, jellies,

etc,, then watermelons, muskmelons, apples, peaches, nuts.” Unable to

deny that the meal was the best he had ever experienced, Maclay none-

theless found soothing dissatisfactions: the room was “disagreeably warm,

and the food Avas eaten in solemn silence: “not a health drunk.

After the cloth had been removed, there were too many toasts. To

Alaclay’s disgust, the President “drank to the health of every individual by

name around the table.” The guests imitated him, “and such a buzz of

‘Health, sir’ and ‘Health, madam’ never had I heard before.

Silence sank again until the ladies withdrew. Then Washington told an

anecdote—about “a New England clergyman who had lost a hat and wig

in passing a river called the Brunks”— wliich Adaclay did not consider

funny. Another guest deUghted and horrified Alaclay by referring to

Homer when he meant Virgil.

“The President kept a fork in liis hand,” but instead of using it to

nuts, he “played with the fork, striking on the edge of the table with it

Maclay assumed that the President was being pompous and dull, but per

haps Washington was hearing yearningly in his mind s ear laughter on re

banks of the Potomac.
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Washington was eager to get back, for as long vacations as possible, to

Mount Vernon, but during the break between sessions of the first Con-

gress, in the fall and winter of 1789, he felt that his duty prevented any

extended departure from the capital: his cabinet Avas brand new and also

incomplete, as Jefferson hesitated and dawdled. Washington had to be

satisfied with a month’s trip through New England. His object, he wrote

his sister, Avas “relaxation from business and re-establishment of my
health.” Policy AA'as also involved. He Avished to become familiar ancAv

Avith an area he had knoAvn only in AA'artime, and to make, in this poAver-

ful part of the nation, the federal goA'-ernment Ausibly felt.

In previous travel diaries, Washington had primarily jotted doAvn agri-

cultural observations. Noav he concerned liimself AA'ith nonagricultural

economics. He noted the nature of exports and the number of ships Avhicli

had sailed from various ports. He sought out and described the infant fac-

tories along his route. Most impressive Avas a sail factory in Boston Avhere

tAA'cnty-eight AA^ater-poAvered looms AA'ere tended by young Avomen. Wash-

ington commented on the advantages of offering such respectable employ-

ment to “daughters of decayed families,” and observed the employees with

admiration, “telling the overseer he believed he had collected the prettiest

girls in Boston.”

Skirting Rhode Island (the one state still delinquent, since North Caro-

lina had by noAv joined the union), he traveled according to a prearranged

schedule through Connecticut (Fairfield, Ncav Haven, Hartford) and Mas-

sachusetts (Springfield, Worcester, Boston, NeAA’buryport). Pie Avas re-

ceived Avith cheers and ceremonies everyAvherc, but liis sensitive ear did not

perceive in the greetings that hysterical note Avhich had so bothered him

on his trip from Mount Vernon to his inauguration. He concluded that the

people AA'ere no longer on edge. They had settled doAvn comfortably AAOth

a satisfactory government.

After he had reached the northernmost point of his trip, Washington de-

cided that he could abandon his official progress and on his Avay back
travel in the more agreeable role of a private gentleman. Yet he Avas too

tensed up to relax. Rolling unannounced through the countryside, he

found the inconveniences “intolerable.” The /Massachusetts roads, he com-
plained, “are amazingly crooked to suit the convenience of every man’s
fields; and the directions you receive from the people equally blind and
ignorant.” In Connecticut, he Avas annoyed at being trapped in the little

village of Ashford because it AA'-as “contrary to laAv and disagreeable to the

people of this state to travel on the Sabbath.” The tavern in Avliich he was
becalmed was “not a good one.” No diversions being offered except the

22^
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morning and .evening services in' the ilocal nieetinghdusei Washington shf^

fered through two “very lame” discourses “from a Mr.vPoncl^V,''^ r

.

Oh November .13, .Washington ‘‘arrived at my,,houseLayNe\v^

where I found Mrs..WashihPtdn and the rest of thie familv-all well.” ,
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Infighting Foreshadowed

(1790)

D uring the rmsT session of congress, solid foundations had been

laid for the government of the United States. The second session

presaged fissures that were to widen until they tore Wasliington’s adminis-

tration apart.

The main actors in the future controversy now met each other for the

first time. Hamilton had been at work since the moment of his appoint-

ment as Secretary of the Treasury, but for tluree months Jefferson had

hesitated, unable to decide whether to accept State, and then he had spent

another month on private business. The congressional session was some
five weeks old when, on March 21, 1790, Jefferson appeared in New York
to undertake his duties and incidentally meet Hamilton.

Washington had known both men well, although in different contexts.

Hamilton had come to him at the age of about twenty as a military aide so

brilliant that he rapidly became, in effect, cliief of staff. All the more de-

fiantly proud because of his illegitimate birth, this immigrant from the

West Indies had rebuffed Wasliington’s advances of friendship, preferring,

as he wrote, “to stand rather on a footing of military confidence than of

private attaclunent.” After Washington had repeatedly demonstrated his

unwilhngness to lose his invaluable aide by giving him some more con-
spicuous assignment, Hamilton picked a quarrel and resigned his staff post
in anger. Washington forgave, and belatedly rewarded tlie fiery youth
with a glamorous opportunity at Yorktown. Yet the two men remained
on no more than distantly friendly terms until brought again into close

collaboration by the cabinet appointment.

231
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With Jefferson, Wasliington had not previously worked closely. Yet the

fellow Virginians shared deep hereditary and environmental interests that

were far out of Hamilton’s range. Between the Revolution and the Presi-

dency they corresponded on what were then Washington’s two major con-

cerns: agriculture and the Potomac Canal, When the retired Commander
in Chief became, despite his wishes, reinvolved in public matters, he turned

naturally to Jefferson for advice.

Although no one had yet recognized the fact, Hamilton and Jefferson

were born to hate each other. Alike in having dominant personalities, they

were opposite in manners and temperament. A shorter man than Jefferson,

Hamilton moved with military crispness; Jefferson slouched. Hamilton

dressed meticulously; even Jefferson’s admirers felt he overdid the sloppi-

ness of a philosopher, Hamilton’s mind moved in the straight line of a doer;

Jefferson’s with the discursiveness of a thinker.

The rivalry that was to arise between them was not only doctrinal and

for political power. They competed for the admiration and countenance of

Washington. Jefferson’s father had died when he was a child; Hamilton’s

father was a ne’er-do-well who had soon drifted away. Both younger men

found in the President a substitute father, whom neither was willing, as

they came to hate each other, to share.

All controversy, however, lay in the future, Madison was their mutual

friend and brought them smilingly together. They felt the same anxiety

when Washington was so stricken with pneumonia that on the fifth day

of his illness he was, as Jefferson wrote, “pronounced by two of the three

physicians present to be in the act of death. ... You cannot conceive of

the public alarm on this occasion. It proves how much depends on his life,”

That same afternoon, while Jefferson was expressing “total despair,”

Washington took a turn for the better. Soon he could ride out prone in

his coach. When he was still too weak to attend to public business, the

President comforted liimself with the thought that “by Iiaving Mr. Jeffer-

son at the head of the Department of State, Mr. Jay of the Judiciary,

Hamilton of the Treasury, and Knox of that of War, I feel myself sup-

ported by able coadjutors who harmonize extremely well together.”

At the time of Jefferson’s arrival and for some time after Washingtons

recovery governmental attention was iocused on Hamilton’s plans for

meeting the debts which had been incurred during the Revolution. Despite

the agitations of the financiers and Washington's assurances to his soldiers

when he had sent them home unpaid, these debts had for the most part
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been allowed to fester during the Confcdcradon, Washington, who must
have stdTered from a sense of guilt that itc bad not been more siicccssfii]

in itis efforts to procure recompense for his armr, could only be pleased

that his efficient Secretary of the Treasury was now purposefully grap-

pling with the pi oiffem.

Hamilcoifs recommendations had, of course, been shown to Washington

before they were sent to the Mouse of Represematwes, but the direct com-

munication s\ hich Congress lud established between the Treasury and the

Mouse absolved ilte Presidem of specific rcsponsibihly. He would hat'c

no duty for decision until such bills as Congress passed came to him for

signature or veto.

After it had been decided that the federal government should meet the

obligations incurred by the Contincnral Congress that were still outstand-

ing, there remained three major issues; ‘'discrimination,
"

“funding,” and

“assumption.”

of the original redpieius had, in order to get some usable money

in hand, sold their Continental paper to speculators. Arguing that it was

unjust for those w^ho iiad thcmscJvxs bled or otherwise suffered to be eS-

eluded from t!\e government's belated act of justice, Madison proposed

“discrimin.ition.” He moved in the House that present possession of a

certificate should only cniidc the holder to part p.aMucnt, The rest should

go to the original holder.

Although highlv popular with cvcrs'onc except the moncymen, discrinii-

nation proved on examinadon to be unworkable; it xvas illegal since the

certificates had printed on them that the value be paid to the bearer; the

cost of seeking our the original owners would be astronomical and most of

them could probably not be found; and, .since some of the paper liad gone

abroad to European capitalists, refusing completely to honor what had

fjcen bought in good faitfi would destroy the foreign credit of the United

States.

Flamilton had another secret reason for opposing discriminarion. If rh^

money xvcrc dribbled out across the country, it would disappear in small

purchases. If, on the other hand, it enriched a small group of urban finan-

ciers, it would become capital available for initiating and bolstering enter-

prises chat w'ould strengthen the economy. The general prosperity thus

created, so Hamilton’s reasoning ran, would elevate the economic standard

of the theoretically defrauded veterans more than w'otild the fragmentary

purchase of a new^ cow' or a new carpet or a few' additional acres.

By the time Jefferson appeared in New York, discrimination had already

m
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been voted down. He could not have supported it in any case. While in

Europe, he had assured bankers that it was safe for them to invest in the

American paper, which would be paid in full.

Washington undoubtedly tvished that discrimination could be made

practical. That would be to the advantage of the soldiers who had fought

beside him and also to his own advantage, since he too had sold paper to

speculators. Publicly, he adhered to Iris principles by making no comment.

Privately, he e.xpressed unhappiness about the controversy, stating that,

although discrimination had been urged for “the purest motives . . . the

subject was delicate and perhaps had better never been stirred.” Not only

might a defeat of the proposal make poor people regard the government as

their enemy, but the debate tended to exacerbate regional divisions. Most

of the paper originall}^ held in the South had been sold to northeasterners,

who thus stood almost alone to profit.

Discrimination U'as defeated by a large majority.

The most fundamental of Hamilton’s schemes was funding, and this

paradoxically made it the least divisive: the implications were really under-

stood only by the financial community, who were unanimously for the

plan. Hamilton proposed that the old paper be exchanged for new securi-

ties. To meet interest payments and pay oif some holders, specific sums

of tax money would be sequestered. However— and this was the nub of

the scheme— only two percent of the bonds could be bought back by the

government in one year. Being semi-permanent and altogether secure, the

bonds would circulate as if they were money, and the interest payments

Avould also add to the nation’s fluid capital.

Not conscious that Hamilton was engrafting onto a farming society the

self-reproducing cells of capitalism, the agrarian opposition did not go be-

yond a feeling that there v^as something immoral about not paying off the

national debt as quickly as possible. But they were soothed by the thought

that the immediate tax burden would be lighter.

Washington made no comment. He was himself no financial expert.

However, his experiences during the Revolution, when the lack of fluid

capita! had done so much to starve the army and prolong the war, made
him sympathetic to the broad conception of enlarging financial credit.

Hamilton’s funding plan moved comfortably through Congress.

The hullabaloo rose over “assumption,” which was the name given to
Hamilton’s proposal that the federal government take over the still unpaid

2SS
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war debts of the various states. This action, he explained, would strengthen

the nation by “doing away with the necessity of thirteen complicated and

different systems of [state] finance.” The lion’s share of taxes would be

carried into the federal system, and it would become the interest of all

public creditors to support the central authority.

As he was a passionate believer in a strong centralized government, these

objectives were for Haniilton a series of pluses. Bur those \vho did not

wish the Union to override the states saw minuses. And the states that had

already paid off their debts were outraged at the suggestion that they

should be taxed to bail out the delinquent states. Unfortunately the largest

states of the two great regions were on opposite sides: Virginia had paid

most of her debts; Massachusetts was waiting on the federal government.

And the whole matter was made more irritating to the South by the fact

that most of the state paper had, like the federal paper, ended up in north-

ern strongboxes. Again, it was the business community that would profit.

The legislative battle over assumption rose to Herculean proportions. As

the debate went on for month after month, the holders of state paper were

thrown into consternation. Hopeful or discouraging rumors made specu-

lators buy or sell in an erratic manner that wracked the economy. Hamil-

ton prophesied that the nation would topple into a bottomless financial

crash if assumption failed, while the debtor states that hoped to be got off

the hook— Massachusetts was joined by South Carolina— threatened to

secede from the Union if the other states left them dangling.

Washington favored assumption. He had, while preparing for the Presi-

dency, drawn up a “Plan of American Finance” in which all taxes were

collected by the Union. And he argued privately that the expenses of the

war had been incurred in a common cause. “Had the invaded and hard-

pressed states believed die case xvould have, been otherwise,” they might

well have surrendered “and given a different determination to the war.

However, the President had no intention of intervening publicly. It re-

mained for Jefferson to tip— in a way which he later regarded as the

greatest mistake of his life— the scale in Hamilton’s direction.

Still unsuspicious of the Secretary of the Treasury, Jefferson was wor-

ried at the way the Union seemed to be pulling apart— and he saw the

basis for a deal. Another major issue was the location of the permanent

national capital. In those days of poor communication and slow transporta-

tion, each region saw great advantages in having the government, so to

speak, in its hands. Meeting with Aiadison and Hamilton, Jefferson presided

over a swap: in exchange for enough northern votes to put the capital in
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the South, enough southern votes would be recruited to pass assumption.

On this basis, the issue was settled.

Although Washington took no part in this deal, he was pleased with

both halves of the compromise, all the more because Congress provided

that the pennanent capital should be on the Potomac. Washington was

himself empowered to pick the exact spot. His was now the opportunity

to create near Mount Vernon, whether the Potomac Canal succeeded or

not, the great city he had for so long envisioned. Yet he did not hurry

to approve the twin bills that grew out of the compromise. Before doing

so, he carefully investigated a constitutional objection raised by a pamph-

leteer.

Even as he sighed with relief that the controversy had been brought to

a seemingly peaceful end, he was worried. He feared that that “warmth

and intemperance, with prolixity and threats,” which had characterized

the debate in the House, would decrease national respect for the Con-

gress. He considered it outrageous that congressmen, by imputing the

worst motives to each other, should have spread far and wide “jealousies

and distrusts.”

Washington himself had not been spared. For the first time since he had

become President, he heard an undertone of personal attacks: he had, it

was charged, sold out his troops by not insisting on discrimination; he

had sold out the entire nation to get the national capital at his door.

Rhode Island had at last made the union complete by coming in. This

gave Washington, after the second congressional session had ended, excuse

for a junket. At Newport, he “completely fatigued the company” by
walking, fortified by the wine and punch served in four different houses

along the route, briskly fronr nine in the morning until one in the after-

noon. Yet, energetic as he seemed, he was worried about his health.

In providing for the permanent capital on the Potomac, Congress had

thrown a sop to Pennsylvania. During the ten years it would take for the

permanent capital to be exactly located and then built, Philadelphia should
be the capital. As he contemplated moving from New York, Washington
wrote a Pliiladelphia land agent expressing his wish to acquire a small farm
near that city. ”I shall candidly declare that to pay money is out of the

question with me. I have none and would not, if it was to be had, run in

debt to borrow,” He wished to exchange “valuable lands, improved” that
he owned in western Pennsylvania.

Wasliington explained that he needed the acres near Philadelphia “for
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the amusement of farming arid for the berieht arising from >xercise^ Both

he and his physicians believed “thatm}ylate:Changy frrim activy scenes, to
'

which I have been accustomed, arid in which the mind has been agreeably

amused, to the one of inactivity \vhidh-I',now lead and wherb the thoughts,

are continually on the stretch; has. been the.,dause of m
severe attacks of riiy constitutiorij\vithiri;tbc .I^t twelve , riionths than I

had undergone in thirty years preceding put together..A d,eidatiohth^^^^

fore is necessary.” - V.-V-

The agent, Washington added, should vbrifn his letter “as- soon ,as you

have read it.” He did not avish the government or. somri patnotic. indin

viduals to supply ayhat he considered riecess^y to; his ^health. Since .yven

three thousand acres within sixteen miles mf Httsburg'h were not com

ered a fair exchange for sixty acres.near PhUadelphia, the smdval of the,

keystone of the national governriient femairied endangered.
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The Great Schism Opens

(1790-1792)

WHEN CONGRESS RECONVENED in December, 1790, no one expected

anything but harmony. Even after Hamilton had proposed the

next step in his master financial plan, it was only belatedly realized that a

Pandora’s box of discord had been opened.

Hamilton urged that Congress charter “the Bank of the United States.”

It would be “a great engine of state” but not actively controlled by the

government. He argued— and so experience during the Revolution

seemed loudly to testify— that the national currency should not be at

the mercy of govermnental action. When pinched, governments always

pursued expedients that resulted in inflation. But to ensure their own

prosperity, so Hamilton contended, private interests would keep the

economy healthy.

The government would hold only a fifth part of the capital of the hank

and would select only a fifth of the directors. However, long-range con-

trol would be assured; the records would always be open to the Secretary

of the Treasury, and the bank would have to act in a way that would in-

duce Congress to renew its charter after a period of years.

Hamilton did not envisage such an ordinary bank as stands on city

street corners. The Bank of the United States would deal only in large-

scale operations: service the national debt; make loans to the government

and for major private projects. The bank’s bills of indebtedness (Congress

had failed to authorize a mint) would circulate as the basic currency of

the United States.^Using its powers to create and control credit, the bank
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would ward off excessive inflation or deflation, would force its policies

on local banks.

It should have been clear at a glance that Hamilton’s scheme would en-

rich an inner group of private businessmen and give them great national

power, but at first no objection was raised. The bank bill passed the

Senate casually, with a voice vote, and in a preliminary vote the Holise

backed the scheme without opposition. It was only as the House ap-

proached a final vote that Madison arose to argue that the Constitution

did not give the federal government the power to incorporate a bank.

Although Madison talked for a whole day, the House passed the bill

thirty-nine to twenty. The problem was thus moved onto Washington’s

desk. As he believed that the principle function of the presidential veto

was to protect the Constitution, he found himself “greatly perplexed.”

Wasliington called in Madison for a long conference, and asked the

advice of members of his cabinet. Jefferson and Randolph backed the

argument of their fellow Virginian. The Constitution did not specifically

authorize Congress to incorporate institutions. Therefore Congress could

not do so unless the act were absolutely necessary to keep functions spe-

cifically granted Congress in the Constitution from being (to use JeflFer-

son’s word) “nugatory.” Madison scoffed at the idea that a bank could be

authorized under the right to regulate trade. He asked, with a farmer’s

sublime ignorance of such matters, “Would any plain man suppose” that

a bank had “anythmg to do with trade?”

The developing debate was a confrontation between two basic atti-

tudes towards the Constitution: “strict interpretation” vs. the acceptance

of “implied powers.” However, the stand taken by the Virginians was

actually a cover for sometliing very different. This is evident because m

their present support for “strict interpretation,” Madison and Jefferson

were reversing their previous positions. Adadison, indeed, has been con-

sidered “the father of implied powers.” He had written in The Federalist

that “no axiom is more clearly established in law and reason that whercvei

the end is required, the means are authorized; wherever a general power

to do a thing is given, every particular power for doing it is included.

Hamilton, caught by surprise by Madison’s about-face, worked fever-

ishly for days on the rebuttal he subsequently submittted to Wasliington.

Strict interpretation, he pointed out, would, by banning any response to

new situations, soon make the federal government obsolete. The state

governments, being not similarly tied, would keep up to date and there-

fore take over, thus "defeating the object of the federal union.
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Since Hamilton’s argument was— as almost all modern historians agree

— unanswerable, Washington had no choice but to sign the bill. It was

this act which brought to the surface the fundamental flaw in the harmony

of Washington’s administration— and of the nation.

The true issue that had sidled in under the cloak of an argument about

constitutionality reflected a dichotomy so deep in American life that it

was to explode several generations later into the great national tragedy of

the Civil War. Washington recognized that the disagreements which had

stirred strong controversy since he had become President were regional

in application. It was not by chance that the compromise which had

solved the crisis over assumption had been a swap between the South and

the Northeast. Concerning the arguments over the bank, Washington

mourned that “the line between the southern and the eastern interests

appeared more strongly marked than could have been wished.”

Oceans of ink have been spilled in describing the mounting conflict

between Jefferson and Hamilton— and, in the process, the fundamentals

have tended to become drowned.

Most confusing to the record has been the Marxist interpretation that

arose in the 1930's, which envisions the controversy as an example of

“class warfare” waged between Hamilton as a champion of privilege, and

Jefferson, who desired laws that would help the underprivileged. This

attributes twentieth-century issues to the eighteenth. Those who wished

through government action to support the poor in opposition to the rich

were in those days known as “levelers.” Far from being a levelcr, Jeffer-

son boasted that the nation’s “mass of weight and wealth” supported liis

ideas. Had a welfare state been thought of during Wasliington’s Presi-

dency, it would surely have been less sympathetic to Jefferson than Ham-
ilton, since it involved so great an increase in governmental power. The
controversy which embroiled the two champions was not basically con-

cerned with the haves and the have-nots. It was between rival economic
systems, each of which was aimed at generating its own men of property.

The profoundest reason for the Jeffersonian-Hamilconian controversy
dates back to long before the birth pangs of the United States: it reflects

one of the most basic slufts in the whole history of European man. For
many centuries society was agricultural, regions being primarily self-

sustaining, wealth (and with it temporal power) appertaining to the
ownership of land. Gradually, as communications improved, merchants

1
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began, to compete with the landowner, but this remained, except in a

few commercial cities, an unequal battle until the industrial revolution

ranged its products and its possibilities on the mercantile side. An agricul-

tural community subsisted basically on barter— goods exchanged for

other goods or for services; and money, which was hard for agricul-

turalists to come by, was regarded (all the more because sometimes des-

perately needed) as an evil force. “Usury,” which meant lending money at

prohtable interest, w'as considered a sin and often a crime. But money was

the lifeblood of the emerging society, and “usury,” redefined as “the ex-

pansion of credit,” came to be deified as a major engine of “progress.”

The settlement of America, being an offshoot of mobility and’ trade,

was, of course, an aspect of the huge change that was advancing with

majestic slowness down the centuries. The American Revolution, which

pitted the self-reliant individual against hereditary power, was a worid-

shaldng explosion of new points of view. Yet the eighteenth-century

American experiment was by no means the final move in the great cul-

tural slnft from the medieval to the modern world. Although fought a

considerable distance down the road, the battle bet\veen Jeffersonianism

and Hamiltonianism was a contest between the old agrarianism and the

new economics that was, for better or worse, on the rise. It was not in-

apposite that, when the conflict finally burst all bounds into the bloody

Civil War, southern officers often thought of themselves in tenns of me-

dieval chivalry.

The nature of the land had dictated a rough four-part division of

American society. New England, witli its hilly, rocky fields that pre-

cluded mass cultivation, had developed no agricultural ari.stocracy. The

yeoman farmers were individual entrepreneurs, and a drive to seek a

livelihood from the ocean created a large class of mei*chants. Society in the

middle colonies was more mixed than that of New England, but, being

influenced by the rising city of New York and the great city of Pliiladel-

phia, was on the whole sympathetic to mercantilism. Along the frontier,

mobility being very restricted, the economic pattern was agricultural

barter. The South was also agrarian but had, unlike the frontier, fostered

an agricultural aristocracy.

More than any other American group, the Virginia aristocrats resem-

bled in their life-styles what had for some time been the most vocal polit-

ical opposition in Great Britain. The protesting Englishmen, known as

the Old Whigs, were gentlemen farmers, members of county families that

had led the Glorious Revolution, which had in j688 brought thc'^crown
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to William and Mary. Since then, the Old Whigs had been forced into

the background by a few rich families who also called themselves Whigs.

The members of this oligarchy had added to aristocratic lineage and major

country estates wealth that Was pouring into England as a result of her

world leadership in finance and trade. Except when their course had

been temporarily interrupted by the pretensions to royal power of George

III, the rich Wliigs had long ruled England, changes in government being

a sliifting of coalitions between the various dominant clans.

The political polemics of the Old Whigs had been eagerly studied by

the fathers of the American Revolution, and the points of view expressed

were still active in the United States. The Old Whigs were highly inde-

pendent, powerful in their neighborhoods and over their tenantry, and,

although short of fluid cash, economically secure. Standing upright in

their fecund fields, they preached that political virtue was synonymous

with agricultural virtue. They were eloquent concerning dangers involved

in a government dominated by a small elite that clustered in the capital.

Having political enemies who lived in splendor, dressed elegantly, gam-

bled for high stakes, and slept with each other’s wives, the Old Whigs

shouted that luxury, with its attendant train of vices, enervated a nation.

Gibbon’s celebrated Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire was a multi-

volume historical parable to prove this point.

The Virginia Republicans saw in their own plantation society the forth-

right agricultural virtues claimed by the British country gentlemen. Al-

though the slave economy on which they existed seemed regrettable to

advanced planters like Jefferson, they did not regard it as the type of

vice that would undermine the nation as Gibbon’s Rome had been under-

mined. They denounced instead the life-style of the northeastern mercan-

tile and business classes.

Republican apprehensions n^ere given a great boost by an event largely

coincidental; the shift of the national capital from New York to Philadel-

phia. Still recovering from long years of British military occupation. New
York was not a resplendent city, but the British occupation of Philadelphia

had been only for one winter. That winter, when the city had been filled

with British officers, had seen the grandest social season in all American
history, and fostered a covey of great belles. The dancing partners of
aristocrats had subsequently intermarried with the speculators who had
flocked back to Philadelphia when it became again the Revolutionary
capital of the United States.

After the Continental Congress had moved away in 1782, the gaiety had
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gone on, but without an official center. What was the jubilation at the

return after eleven years of a government now more pov^erful and Avith

as its leader the world’s most famous hero! “You have never seen any-

thing like the frenzy which has seized upon the inhabitants here,” a com-

mentator wrote. “They have been half mad ever since the city became the

seat of government.”

A psychological transference (which had its comic side) now took

place. The British ruling families, against whom the Old Wliigs inveighed,

were (whatever their profitable contacts with trade and colonial exploi-

tation) inheritors of titles and of agricultural estates, where they lived in

alternation with their city residences. They remained aristocrats in the

traditional sense. They were thus an altogether different class from the

prosperous Philadelpliia bourgeois, who had often risen from humble

beginnings and had no true link with the land. Yet some of the Phila-

delphians (and particularly their wives) dreamed of themselves as the

American equivalents of the British social and political oligarchy. They

lived in as much splendor as they could manage (wliich was piddling

compared to the lu.xuries of London) and did their best to achieve upper-

class vices. They liked to tliink of themselves as an American aristocracy

— but, of course, they were not.

The true American ainstocrats were, even if they’- spoke in the name of

the common man, the Virginia Jeffersonians. As a Randolph of Wrginia,

Jefferson had as blue blood as anyr man on the continent, and his liveli-

hood was based on an inherited estate. Hamilton had been born in the

West Indies, the illegitimate son of a woman jailed for sexual misbehavior;

he had come to the United States as a pauper. Jefferson considered Hamil-

ton a vulgar upstart and Hamilton considered Jefferson a snob Avho railed

about equality.

The manners of the agriculturists Avere halloAved by generations of

tradition. Those of the businessmen Avere not, and the organization of the

bank presented what Avas vicAved as a horrifying portent of Americas

future unless Hamilton Avere suppressed. Not Avishing to seem to favor

the rich, Hamilton offered the scrip Avhich could eventually be turned

into bank stock at a A’ery Ioav price: tAventy-fiA'e dollars a share. That this

was less than the scrip Avas actually Avorth set off a frantic spiral of specu-

lation. Philadelphia became crowded Avith rapacious moneymen, and the

opening of the sale created a near riot. The stock Avas oversubscribed by

four thousand shares. Many’- of the lucky applicants who actually received

some haAA'ked their scrip from taA^ern tables or even street corners. Specu-
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lators borrowed money to buy so that they could sell at a profit. In less

than a month, the value of scrip rose five hundred percent.

To farmers, used to making money more tangibly and more slowly, and

who visualized moneymen primarily as foreclosers of mortgages, what was

taking place seemed wicked. A newspaper paragrapher, somewhat inco-

herent in bis outrage, described how “the men who had resigned their

lives in the war, or Avho had parted with their patrimonies or hard-earned

estates to save the public liberty, stood at a distance and with astonishment

beheld the singular and unexpected phenomenon.’*

The passage of Hamilton’s first series of recommendations was specifi-

cally accompanied by a sop to the South. The South had been given the

national capital. No such sop accompanied the Bank of the United States.

That the bank served other interests than the agrarian became increasingly

clear, as few of the bank’s certificates circulated below the Mason and

Dixon line, where the economy had little use for fluid capital.

The Jeffersonians felt that they had every reason to view with general

alarm. They were being pushed aside like the Old Whigs by evil men en-

trenched in the capital. These men were busily establishing a new kind of

economy hostile to the agricultural way of life. They were enervating tlte

nation with vices and wished to establish themselves, despite their lack of

family, manners and breeding, as an American aristocracy. Some seemed,

eager to crown an American king. And what made the whole thing the

more sinister was the fact that their leader, Alexander Hamilton, was a

man of genius. Who could doubt that he was as corrupt as he was able,'’

Certainly he was opposed to popular rule. He might well prove to be a

Samson who would pull the temple of American republicanism down.
Expressing what they truly believed in, all the more because the Ameri-

can majority was agrarian, the Jeffersonians adopted for themselves the

name “Republican.”* iTo stress their concern with national union, the

Hamiltonians preempted a term which had formerly been applied to all

supporters of the Constitution: “Federalist.” But Jefferson had another
name for the Hamiltonians. As a bomb to hurl, he coined for them the

designation (wMch combined the terms “monarchy” and “aristocrat”) of
Monocrat.” To fight the Monocrats was for the Republicans a sacred

duty.

* Although Jefferson is now considered the father of the Democratic party, he him-
self .avoided the .ippeJation Democrat, which in the ciglitccnth century connoted tomany minds support for mob rule.

'
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Hamilton did not hide liis admiration for the British system AVhicli the

Old Whigs and the Jeffersonians deplored: he had his vagaries when he

talked in a manner that seemed to justify the epithet Monocrat; but, basi-

cally he realized that the plans he espoused were not really aristocratic in

tendency. He never envisioned an American crown. Believing, in sharp

opposition to Jefferson, that the people were incapable of ruling them-

selves, he sought a nonroyalist road that would lead the United States

safely between the twin evils of anarchy and tyranny. His solution was a

prevision of modern business oligarchy. He wished to foster a powerful

group of moneymen who wmuld bolster the federal government because

it was to their interest to do so, thus offering a firm financial structure on

wluch centralized and conservative republican institutions could safely be

hung. He believed that by opposing what he regarded as an essential

expedient, Jefferson was revealing himself not as the supporter but as the

opponent of personal freedom. Should chaos result from the collapse of

the government, force would have to be employed to restore order. Might

tlris not be what Jefferson desired? Might he not be looking forward to

steering himself the juggernaut which his policies had brought into

motion?

Jefferson insisted that he had been hoodwinked by Hamilton into

organizing the deal which, by carrying assumption, had put over the first

installment of the Treasury’s program. What was more natural than for

Jefferson now to assume that Washington had accepted the bank because

he too had been hoodwinked, but had not yet succeeded in breaking out

from under the hypnotic influence of the Secretary of the Treasury?

Jefferson thus began laying the foundation for the historical myth which

describes Wasliington as a Icind of sorcerer’s apprentice under the spell of

Hamilton. Washington was nothing of the sort.

Washington was neither a Hamiltonian nor a Jeffersonian. His point of

view combined the attitudes of both men. It was his genius to reach, by

recognizing the essence of a problem, the bedrock that underlay opposites.

The parallels to English developments which so exercised Jefferson and

Hamilton seemed to Washington irrelevant. He knew that Hamilton s

moneymen could never make themselves the equivalent of the dominant

English aristocrats. Jefferson’s worry lest titles of nobility, even a mon-

archy, grow up in the United States seemed to Washington ludicrous: the

nation was too solidly republican. Nor did he believe that domination of

the United States by an oligarchy of financiers was a danger. The danger

was, as his Revolutionary experiences had taught him, quite the reverse. -
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‘ Washington visualized a mixed economy in which agrarianism and busi-

ness activity would move together. American financial forms needed

strengthening because they were weak. The United States, Washington

rightly believed, would remain primarily agricultural for many genera-

tions. Should at any future date the balance show signs of tipping too far

the other way, the matter could be handled then. For the time being, the

need was to reconcile all parts of the nation to policies which would

strengthen all parts.

Washington’s personal financial activities were altogether in the agrarian

pattern, as was demonstrated by the fact that, although he lived Itigh at

Mount Vernon, he had been so lacldng in free capital that he had to bor-

row the cash to carry him to lus inauguration in New York. However

useful he thought them for the nation, he did not personally take any

advantage of Hamilton’s financial institutions. Yet (as will be demonstrated

later in this volume) he had become too unhappy about slavery to regard

the Virginia way of life as sacrosanct.

When he had contemplated the Presidency, Washington had visualized

the American economy as a giant hobbled by unnecessary shackles. The

need, he then believed, was only to cut those bonds away. Now, Hamilton

tried again and again to induce him publicly to credit the rising prosperity

to the Treasury’s financial policies. Wasiiington was never wilhng to do

so. He attributed the growing strength of the United States to the free-

doms established by republican government, to the virtues of the citizenry,

to the benign isolation and inherent wealth of the American continent, and

and to the smiles of a beneficent Providence.
J

Far from being upset b}' the scenes of speculation u'luch accompanied

the sale of the bank scrip, Washington considered the phenomenon
“pleasing” as it revealed that “our public credit stands on that ground

which three years ago it would iiavc been considered as a species of mad-
ness to have foretold.” He admired the tools with which Hamilton had

hacked at the bonds of the American financial giant, and he also admired

the man who had proposed them. But he had no intention of sacrificing

for cither the basic values of the government. He would have vetoed the

bank bill— he had indeed commissioned Madison to prepare a veto mes-
sage— had not Hamilton in the end persuaded him that the' principles on
which the bank would have been declared unconstitutional would have
gutted the entire government. And, when Hamilton came up with the

'

third part of his master plan, Washington, although he st/'ongly approved
of the ends, could not accept the means.

During the congressional session that ran from December, 1791, to May,
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1792, Hamilton presented his Report on Manufactures. Treating the sub-

ject with all the broadness of his far-ranging financial intellect, Hamilton

summarized the existing state of American manufactures; showed that

industrialization was the magic wand that would change economic colo-

nialism to world power; argued that northern processing of southern

staples would help unite the nation; demonstrated that the United States

could not safely depend on imports in case of war; and deduced that

Congress should encourage native manufactures through tariffs, bounties,

subsidies, and premiums. As Hamilton’s biographer John C. Miller wrote,

the “Report on Manufactures contained the embryo of modern America.”

Remembering his bitter experiences wuth w'^artime shortages, Washington

had, from the moment he had visualized himself as President, concerned

himself wdth the investigation and encouragement of manufactures. Yet

he did not back Hamilton’s scheme. No public ruling proved necessar)’'

because the plan was too revolutionary to come before the President

through congressional vote. However, Washington communicated pri-

vately to Hamilton that he considered the recommendations both beyond

“the powers of the general government” and “the temper of the times.”

In the controversies benveen the agrarian and urban way of life,

Washington found himself naturally on both sides. He had sought to

secure, in order to further both amusement and health, a farm outside

Pliiladelphia; while trapped in the urban capital, he yearned for Mount

Vernon; yet when he set out of an evening (he Avas now giving himself

more social leeway than he had in New York) it was usually not to visit,

in a boardinghouse, some out-of-town agrarian ofiicial. An admirer of

good food, elegant rooms, fine gardens, and stylish ladies, he found them

in Philadelphia, as he had in Virginia, where they were naturally rooted.

The pretensions to aristocracy of the flashing Philadelphia women (and

some of the men) seemed to him a harmless aberration; haying himself

been a passionate gambler and being no prude about sex, he was more

amused than disturbed (there being no soldiers shivering unfed on snow-

bound hillsides) by extravagant gaieties; having fought the Revolution

with self-made ofiicers, he was untouched by plantation snobbery toward

self-made financiers. Afany, he found, were extremely intelligent and well

informed about the world into which their ships and goods penetrated.

Washington had long since decided to forget, as an ill-judged, passionate

reaction to immediate crisis, the effort of the financiers to use the army at

the time of the Newburgh Addresses. He had made Hamilton liis Secre-
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tary of the Treasury and Gouverneur Morris his personal diplomatic

representative in England. The Washingtons’ closest family friends be-

came those leaders of financial acmdty and Pliiladelphia liigh society, the

Robert Morrises. To the dismay of Jeffersonians, Washington relaxed

contentedly in the drawing rooms which the agrarians viewed as sinks of

vice and centers of nionarclml plots.

Periods of rapid transition in the history of man often produce

extremely great men because the simultaneous existence of two systems

of thought and behavior opens twice as many alternatives as are available

to individuals living in a static time when only one system prevails. All

the American founding fathers looked, Janus-like, to some extent both

forward and backward. Yet, on the issue of agrarian versus business

society, the Jeffersonians and the Hamiltonians ranged themselves in battle

array on the two sides of the gap. Only Washington transcended the

dichotomy, wishing to gather equally from both systems what he con-

sidered most useful to the United States. He was, indeed, so far above the

battle that, although he was bothered by symptoms of national disunity,

he was not conscious that his most intimate collaborators, Afadison and
Jefferson on one hand and Hamilton on the other, were beginning to hate

and profoundly distrust one another. He still interpreted their disagree-

ments as being no greater than those wlrich naturally appear, in all human
affairs, as way stations on the road to eventual agreement. He was to be
greatly shocked when he came to realize how deep the schism actually was.
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THIRTY-TWO

Europeans and Indians

(1783-1791)

'T*
I

HE FOREIGN RELATIONS that gavc Washington active concern were

limited to dealing with the Indian tribes, Great Britain, and Spain.

The stirring events that were talcing place as France moved towards her

world-shaking revolution had on the President only an emotional impact.

They required no practical handling.

The Indians, stretched along the entire western frontier, were potenti-

ally the most powerful military menace to the United States. Their man-

power combined with their genius at guerrilla warfare should have made

them invincible in the forests, but tribes had for each other traditional

hatreds which made unified action impossible. Furthermore, they had

allowed themselves to become completely dependent on their white

enemies. Having lost their slcill with bow's and arrows, they needed for

hunting, and also for self-defense, guns and gunpowder. Yet their taboos

prevented them from learning how to concoct gunpowder or even mend a

broken gun. Each tribe was thus reduced to trying to play the tlircc wlntc

powers on the continent against each other for its particular advantage.

Of the three powers, the Indians most disliked the United States. Since

British Canada and Spanish Louisiana had no excess population pressing

on the frontiers, their interest was the same as the Indians’; to keep the

forests wild as harvesting grounds for the furs which the Indians sold the

white men to their mutual profit. But the instant the Revolution ended,

the various American states staged pow^vows at which they bought, for

trinkets, quantities of Indian land. These “treaties” were often suspect-
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the Indians were kept drunk, and tribal organization was so loose that it

was extremely difficult to determine which “cliiefs,” if any, had authority

to sell what hunting grounds. The tribes often refused to accept the

treaties, attacking the settlers who appeared.

When supplied by England or Spain with munitions, the Indians could

devastate a frontier. Each European power was glad to use the tribes in

ways that would enhance its own interests.

Spain had received Louisiana from France in the settlement which

closed the American Revolution. She had few nationals in the colony,

which was in any case underpopulated and weak. Her North American

policy was defensive, her weapons two; her Indian allies and her ability

to keep closed to trade the mouth of the Mississippi, which she controlled.

The Indians were to keep American settlements as far upriver as pos-

sible and to prevent any expeditions from floating down (either as free-

booters or witli the approval of a state or the federal government) to

capture Louisiana and open the Mississippi by force. The tribes also con-

tributed to Spanish prosperity by selling their furs to traders from

Louisiana.

Holding the Mississippi closed reduced, by making settlement less

profitable, the flow of frontiersmen above. It could also be used in an

effort to pry the settlers who did appear away from the United States.

The “Spanish Conspiracy,” which AVashington inherited when he became

President, involved offering trading concessions (and also bribes) to those

individuals or groups who would move from American territory on the

east bank of the Mississippi onto Spanish territory on the west bank; or

else would seek to form independent nations allied with Spain.

" Although during the Confederation, Washington had been frightened

of such intrigue, writing that the settlers were as on a pivot that could turn

any way, he was now convinced that the matter could be handled by
effective administration. A strong, united, and prosperous United States

would hold loyalty like a magnet. The Spanish Conspiracy did indeed

fade, all the more because Congress extended governmental bodies across

the mountains, establishing the Southwest Territory and admitting

Kentucky into the union.*

Not Spanish intrigue but the state of Georgia created the greatest dan-
ger in, the southern forests. Taking advantage of a fraudulent purchase,

* A balance between North and South „was kept by simultaneously admitting Ver-
mont, raising the number of states to fifteen.
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negotiated before the federal government had been established, Georgia

authorized a vast land grab between the Mississippi and Yazoo rivers. The
tribes, whose hunting grounds would be preempted, threatened a war,

which might well bring the United States into conflict with Spain, the

Indians’ ally. Washington leapt into the breach; he issued a proclamation

forbidding settlement in the Yazoo tract, and negotiated with the Creek

Indians the Treaty of New York (August, 1790) which returned to the

tribes a quantity of land that Georgia claimed. Since Spain wanted war

no more than did Washington, all parties except Georgia were pleased.

The southern frontier remained quiescent throughout WasWngton’s

first term. Not so the northern, where Great Britain supported and incited

Indian warfare.

The treaty which had ended the Revolutionary War had not ended

British hostility. England had not only enacted trade regulations that were

greatly to the disadvantage of American shipping, but had refused to

establish diplomatic relations with the United States. Early in 1791,

Washington departed from his usual hands-olT policy with Congress. He

backed Jefferson in a renewed attempt to secure laws that applied to

British sliips the same restrictions Britain applied to American.

Hamilton greatly admired the British. He believed that upsetting the

existing pattern of commerce— the lion’s share was with Britain— would

damage American prosperity, and also bankrupt the federal government,

whose customs revenues depended on a flourisliing trade. In a manner

which would have horrified Washington (had he known of it) Hamilton

conferred secretly with an undercover British representative in Phila-

delphia. He warned George Beckwith tliat the situation was dangerous,

but added that it could be handled if the British soothed public opinion

by finally opening formal diplomatic relations. A British announcement

that they would send a minister worked as Hamilton had foreseen. De-

spite Washington and Jefferson, Congress defeated trade retaliation.

Although Washington was disappointed, the issue was by no means as

grievous as those on the northern frontier.

At the post-Revolutionary peace conference, the British negotiators had

revealed ignorance of American geography by ceding to the United States

the forts on the Great Lakes, from Oswego to Niagara, wloich controlled

the route along which the fur harvest from the northwest reached Canada.

Another colossal error was granting to the new nation the fur-beanng
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forests south of the Great Lakes and north of the Ohio, These two mis-

takes threatened to destroy the Canadian fur trade, which was the most

profitable single industry in North America.

When the British realized what had been sacrificed, they began taking,

steps to redress the blunder. They noted that the American negotiators

had agreed that the pre-RevoIutionary debts owed British merchants

would be paid. The states, mostly southern, where the debtors lived, had

refused to enact laws that would enforce compliance. The British used

this American breach of the treaty as a justification for not surrendering

their forts. Washington protested endlessly to the British, but the federal

government lacked the power to clear up the situation by forcing pay-

ment on the delinquent states.

To hold tlie Ohio region, the British had a different strategy. Everyone

agreed that the treaty provision concerning this land did not extinguish

the Indian titles; it only gave the United States an exclusive right to

buy. The British encouraged the tribes to insist that all purchases made

by the Americans were fraudulent, and they saw to it that the warriors

were armed. Americans who insisted on settling west of the Ohio were

slaughtered.

It took Washington some time to realize the extent of British participa-

tion and the resulting seriousness of the menace. Thus, in the fall of 1790,

he blamed “a small refugee banditti of Chcrokecs and Shawnees, who can

be easily chastized.”

Having recognized the British role, Washington secured from Congress

the enlargement of the tiny regular army by one regiment. In 1791, a force

under General Arthur St. Clair advanced from Fort Washington (Cincin-

nati) into present-day Indiana to chastise the warring tribes. Washington

warned St. Clair to beware of ambush. During November, St. Clair was

ambushed in a replay of tire defeat of Braddock that was perhaps Wash-
ington’s most dreadful memory.
A leading Revolutionary commander, General Anthony Wayne, was

now empowered to raise a larger army. As his force gradually accreted

during the summer of 1792, Indian terror spread to settlements east of the

Ohio, and Washington undertook the most extensive effort in American
liistory to find some better solution to the Indian problem than continual

fighting.

He tried to impress on Congress and the state governments the impor-
tance of justice in Indian relations. The frontier would always be aflame if

the murder of an Indian were not considered the same as the murder of a
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white man. The courts should protect Indian property, and he took it upon

himself to order new negotiations with the tribes at which old treaties

would be examined. If the treaties were found to have been unjustly nego-

tiated, the Indians would be indemnified with new purchase money or

given back their land.

Jefferson encouraged political alliance between the southern agrarians

and those on the frontiers by protesting. He insisted that to return any

land ever annexed by the United States was contrary to the Constitution.

He demanded that military action against the Indians be not sacrificed to

negotiation. Wasliington tried vainly to win Jefferson around, but was not

deflected from his own course.

The Indians, whom he had denounced during the French and Indian

War as “butchering” monsters, he now regarded as “poor wretches.” Anx-

ious to prevent the inevitable western expansion from driving them ever

deeper into exile, he wished to undertake “such rational experiments ... as

may from time to time suit their condition” to prepare the Indians to be

absorbed, as so many other groups were being, into white American life.

They would have to abandon their hunting economy, which required huge

tracts of forest that would certainly be destroyed by settlement, but if

they would learn farming and handicrafts, they could remain on their most

fertile tracts as settlement came in around them.

Since this would involve not only a total revolution in Indian culture,'

but also a revolutionary reversal of the attitudes towards each other of

frontiersmen and Indians, it may well have been the most impractical idea

that Washington ever seriously espoused. In any case, no time could have

been less ripe. Having defeated two military forces sent against them by the

United States, the Indians felt confident that they could defeat any suc-

cessors. And the British continued to egg them on.

"Washington’s unofficial representative in London, Gouverneur Morns^

reported that British policy was to make her control of the northern In-

dians so clear that the United States would be driven to call her in as

mediator. Britain would then establish an extensive permanent Indian terri-

tory north of the OMo which would supply her fur trade, and, under her

protection, act as a buffer for the defense of Canada.

Washington spluttered to Morris, “The United States will never have

occasion, I hope, to ask for the interposition of that power or any other to

establish peace within their own territory.” But the British continued to

sabotage all efforts towards n peaceful settlement. Wayne’s army would

probably have to march.
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Washington was still trying to negotiate with the Indians when his first

term ended.

The American diplomatic corps in Europe, which had in fact almost

ceased to exist, had to be reorganized in response to the British recognition

of the United States. Washington appointed as Minister to Great Britain

Thomas Pinckney, a South Carolinian satisfactory to Jefferson. Jefferson

was gratified by having his former secretary, William Short, appointed to

Holland. Finally filling the vacancy left when Jefferson had accepted State,

Washington appointed to France his own intimate friend Gouverneur

Morris.

Morris was brilliant: the actual wording of the Constitution came from

his pen. But Alorris was sarcastic to those he considered more stupid than

he, and possessed of sucli a reputation for licentiousness that the leg he had

lost in a carriage accident was generally considered to have come off as a

result of Iris jumping out of a lady’s window as her husband came in at the

door. He was an inveterate prankster. Those who believed Washington

was always proper and grave could not understand why he was intimate

with such a man. They did know that Washington relished scapegraces

who kept him amused.

As a financier intimately associated with the Hamiltonian circle, Morris

belonged to the pro-British faction. Yet, as Washington’s unofficial repre-

sentative in London, he had followed without deviation the interests of the

United States, making reports Washington had used in his efforts to per-

suade Congress into commercial retaliation. Now, although Washington’s

prestige carried the confirmation tlurough, Morris was strongly opposed in

the Senate.

Washington, usually so determined to keep personal affection from in-

fluencing his political acts, felt called on to tvrite a remarkable letter. He
had, he told Morris, appointed him “with all my heait” But Morris should

know that he had been charged in Congress with “imprudence of conver-

sation and conduct. It was urged that your habits of expression indicated a

hsiutmr disgusting to those who happen to differ from you. . . . That in

France you were considered as a favorer of aristocracy. . . . That under
this impression, you could not be an acceptable public character.” His

- critics believed that Morris lacked the “circumspection” that “should be
observed by our representatives abroad.”

Washington blamed Morris’s reputation on “the promptitude with
wluch your lively and brilliant imagination is displayed,” which allowed
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“too little time for deliberation and correction. ... In this statement you

have the pros and cons. By reciting them, I give you a proof of my friend-

ship if I give none of my policy or judgment.” He was sure that Morris

would use his own good judgment to reform.

The first major violent act of the French Revolution, the storming of

the Bastille, resulted in Washington’s receiving a package from France. It

contained the “main key” of the “fortress of despotism.” Lafayette had

sent it as “a tribute which I owe as a son to my adoptive father, as an aide-

de-camp to my general, and as a missionary of liberty^ to its patriarch.”

Washington hung the key in the Presidential Mansion, but added, So as

not to prejudice the foreign policy of the United States, an engraved por-

trait of Louis XVI.

Lafayette was leading the French revolt in an effort to reform the

French monarchy peacefully rather than to overthrow it with violence.

He v'as, in fact, trying to achieve such a benign social change as had

eventuated from the American Revolution. Washington was, of course,

extremely sympathetic, yet he was far from sanguine.

“I assure you,” he wrote his spiritual son, “ I have often contemplated

with great anxiety the danger to which you are personally exposed. . . .

The tumultuous populace of large cities are ever to be dreaded. Their in-

discriminate violence prostrates for the time all public authority and its

consequences are sometimes extensive and terrible. In Paris, we may sup-

pose these tumults are peculiarly disastrous at this time, when the public

mind is in a ferment and when (as is always the case on such occasions)

there are not wanting wicked and designing men whose element is con-

fusion and who will not hesitate in destroying public tranquillity to gam a

favorite point.”

Wasliington could only hope, so he wrote Gouverneur Morris, that the

“disorders, oppressions, and incertitude . . . will terminate ver)' much in

favor of the rights of man.”

In mid-August, 1791, Wasliington was bowing repeatedly to the circle

of gentlemen at one of his levees when he was notified that Louis XVI and

Marie Antoinette had shattered Lafayette’s effort towards reform. The

royal couple had been apprehended as they tried to flee from Paris to

join a loyal military force that would protect them until the aristocratic

armies of Prussia and Ausaia could come to their aid. Jefferson noted

with disapproval that he had never seen Washington “so dejected b\ an)

circumstance.”

2^6
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Jefferson continued to be concerned by Washington’s “forebodings.”

Early in 1792, when the Terror was hardly more than a year away, the

Secretary of State still believed that France was hurrying towards a politi-

cal utopia. Why had Washington so little faith that he was worried lest

France go ever deeper “into confusion”? The fault could lie with the dis-

patches of Morris, “a Iiigh-flying monarchy man” who, in Jefferson’s

opinion, was “shutting his eyes and liis faith to every fact against his

wishes.” But why had Washington appointed Morris?

A dreadful thought which he could not repel formed in Jefferson’s mind.

Perhaps the President was in fact at heart a monarchist!



THIRTY-THREE

Desire to Escape

(1791-1752)

I
N APRIL, 1791, Washington set out on a tour of the southern states^

similar to his New England tour of the previous summer. In these

days of redundant communication, it is hard to credit that, owing to a con-

fusion of roads and mails, the President was completely out of touch with

his government for two months. He had provided for decisions to be made

in his absence, and, as it turned out, none of importance were called for.

Jefferson’s expressed concern about the President’s safety was not be-

cause he was taking along no secret service men, no guards— his com-

panions were only his valet and hostlers— but because the roads would be

perilously bad. Jefferson urged Washington to "‘lower the hang of your

carriage” and to employ not a coachman but t%vo postilions who would

ride ahead, one for each pair of the four horses. Washington shrugged off

precautions.

Washington had never before visited North Carolina, South Carolina,

or Georgia. Traveling south along the coast— Halifax, New’bern, Wil-

mington, Charleston, Savannah— and back along the fail line— Augusta,

Camden, Salisbury, Winston-Salem— he was surprised by the prevailing

barrenness of the land and the wretchedness of the taverns. Populadons

were indeed so sparse that word of his advance did not travel before him.

Far from being bothered, as in New England, by endless ceremonial greet-

ings and dust-raising militiamen on horseback, he moved often through

complete emptiness. Innkeepers were amazed when a little cavalcade that

had turned into their dooryards— a coach, a baggage wagon, and some

led extra horses proved to contain “the greatest man in the w^orld.”
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As an agriculturalist and a student of manufactures Washington found

little to record, but he \^'as fascinated by the belles who crowded to meet

Wm in ever}'- considerable settlement. He recorded in his diary that there

were “about seventy” in Newbern, “sixty-two” in Wilmington, and in

Charleston, a city where he much admired the “beauty” of the streets, “at

least four hundred ladies, the number and appearance of which exceeded

anything of the kind I had ever seen.” He was later to send his “grateful re-

spect” to the “fair compatriots” of Charleston who had so “flattered” him.

Having found amusement in keeping careful track, Washington noted

that while away from Philadelphia he had traveled 1,887 miles. He was

proud that “the same horses performed the whole tour and, although much

reduced in flesh, kept up their full spirits to the last day.” He himself had

“rather gained flesh.”

Washington diagnosed general satisfaction with the federal government,

although he found anger in Georgia at the reversal of the Yazoo land grab.

“Little was said of the banking act.” He was worried enough by rumors

of frontier opposition to a tax which had been voted on whiskey that, on

his way back to Philadelphia, he made a special trip to western Pennsyl-

vania— Reading and Lancaster. He decided that nothing more was

required to make the law palatable than certain minor changes, He
concluded that the pockets of opposition to the government that he en-

countered were to be blamed on “some demagogue” or speculator in

western land.

During that summer Jefferson and Madison also made a trip. They
.had it well in mind that a new House of Representatives was to be elected

in 1792. Although they asserted that their journey through New York
State was no more than a vacation, historians have reasoned that they were
seeking political allies. This was to be done by reviving an old issue.

At the time of the ratification of the Constitution, opposition in New
York had been particularly strong. States’ rights sentiment had by no
means died away there. The perennial governor, George Clinton, dis-

trusted federal power. Although Madison had been at the Constitutional

Convention a passionate advocate of federal power, he now shared with
Jefferson the belief that the federal government was becoming malign
tinder the control of Hamilton. However inconsistently, he further

agreed that, since opposition in the states (and particularly Virginia) was
the most available antidote, the Republicans should advocate states’ rights.

Why then should there not be a coalition between the Virginians and the
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powerful faction in New York which was ambivalent about the whole

conception of federal government?

Whether or not Jefferson and Madison began at this rime building their

political alliance vith Clinton, it is certain that they did take the fateful

step of recruiting Philip Freneau. They wished to create, by appealing to

the people, a popular surge that would bring into the House of Represen-

tatives a majority following their principles. Freneau, a former classmate

of Madison’s at Princeton, was not only a poet but a journalist brilliant at

vituperative controversy. He was induced to move from New Jersey to

Philadelphia. Jefferson appointed him translator to the Department of

State, a salaried post that left him plenty of time for other pursuits. The

Republicans then backed Freneau in founding the Natioml Gazette. A

journal not merely local but intended to be distributed all over the nation,

the Natioml Gazette would grapple with the only other comparable peri-

odical, the Gazette of the United States, rvhich was partly supported by

Treasury advertising and was Hamiltonian.

In February, 1791, Freneau opened a sustained attack on Hamilton’s

measures: they would load the nation with unnecessary debt, encourage

speculation, and lead to monarchy. “Artifice and deception,” Freneau

charged, were fostering a “revolution in favor of the few. Another rev'^o-

lution must and will be brought about in favor of the people.”

, Hamilton did not need to hire a propagandist. He leapt into the news-

papers himself under a series of aliases. Jefferson, he stated, was using the

government payroll to mount a treacherous attack on the government and

should resign. Jefferson’s objective was to undermine the national govern-

ment by destroying financial credit. A bankrupt nation would slip into

disunion and anarchy, opening the way for Jefferson to lead the United

States down the bloody road of the French Revolution.

“The newspapers,” Washington commented, “are smuharged and some

of them indecently communicative of charges that stand in need of evi-

dence for their support.” He feared for the unity or at least the harmony

of the nation.

The election of 1792 was not only for members of Congress. It was also

a presidential year. Washington informed his cabinet and his old friend

Madison that he did not intend to run again.

Tliis decision w^as partly due to his belief that his voluntar)^ retirement

— he knew that should he accept a second term he would not be oppose

— was necessary to complete the republican experiment that he hope
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would point to a glorious future for all mankind. Aristocratic theorists be-

lieved that the people could not peaceably engineer a turnover from one

chief executive to another. If Washington were to stay on until he died in

office, to be succeeded by his elected “crown prince,” the Vice President,

the succession would resemble the practice of monarchies. Washington

wished by stepping down to encourage such a “rotation in the elective

officers” as would bring “libert}'- and safety” to the government.

Washington’s personal reasons for seeking retirement were also strong.

Most grievous was the fear that he was losing his mental powers. He was,

it is true, only sixt}', but the Washingtons were a short-lived family; he had

suffered through many severe illnesses; he had been torn by decades of

strain. To Madison he stated that even at the start of his Presidency he had

“found himself deficient in many of the essential qualifications, owing to

his inexperience in the forms of public business, his unfitness to judge of

legal questions and questions arising out of the Constitution.” Now tlus

situation had worsened.

To Jefferson, Wasliington explained “that he really felt himself growing
old; his bodily health less firm; his memory— always bad— becoming
worse; and perhaps the other faculties of his mind showing a decay to
others of which he was insensible himself. That this apprehension particu-

larly oppressed him; that he found, moreover, his activity lessened. Busi-
ness, therefore, [became] more irksome, and tranquillity and retirement
became an irresistible passion.”

Washington was still worried at having broken his promise, made on
liis resignation from the army, that he would never emerge from private
life. Assurances that his participation would help the people accept a gov-
ernment “of sufficient efficacy for their own good” had lured lum to the
Constitutional Convention and the first Presidency. Were he to continue
longer, “it might give room to say that, having tasted the sweets of office,
he could not do without them.”

The truth was that what sweets of office he had first enjoyed had turned
sour. He told Madison that “his inclination would lead him rather to . . .

take his spade in his hand and work for his bread than remain in his present *

situation.” '
^

The unpleasantness of that situation was being augmented by “a spirit
of party” m his own-government and by increasingly clear “discontents
among the people.” Although, as he commented to Jefferson, Freneau’s

attorn Gazette had refrained from attacking him personally, “he must
be a fool indeed ty swallow the little sugar plums here and there thrown
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out to liim.” In condemning the executive “they condemned him, for if

they thought there were measures pursued contrary to his sentiment, they '

must conceive liim too careless to attend to them or too stupid to under-

stand them.”

Wasliington mourned that the United States had some “infamous news-

papers.” However, if their misrepresentations were balanced against “the

infinite blessings resulting from a free press,” there could be no doubt

concerning the pitch of the scale. He m:ged on Congress postal laws that

would encourage “the transmission of newspapers to distant parts of the

country.” His personal conclusion was that, since his presence was not

fostering harmony, “his return to private life was consistent with every

public consideration.”

Tills conclusion elicited protests from everyone to whom he confided

liis hopes. Jefferson and Madison as well as Hamilton stated that he must

remain until the present controversy was resolved or at least abated. Fears

sometimes reached great heights. Randolph warned of a possible civil

war” if Washington stayed home. Jefferson told Washington, “North and

South will hang together if they have you to hang on.”

To help him draft a farewell address, M^ashington called in not Hamil-

ton but his older adviser, Madison. Madison was to point out “in plain and

modest terms . . . that we are nil cliildren of the same country. . . . That

our interest, however diversified in local and smaller matters, is the same in

all the great and essential concerns of the nation.”

The economic proclivities of the various regions could be made to key

together to “render the whole (at no distant period) one of the most inde

pendent in the world.”

He also wished to point out “that the established government, being the

work of our own hands, with the seeds of amendment grafted in the Con-

stitution, may by wisdom, good dispositions, and mutual allowances, ai e

by experience, bring it as near to perfection as any human institution ever

approximated; and therefore the only strife among us ought to be who

" should be foremost in facilitating and finally accomplishing such great

desirable objects by giving every possible support and cement to the

Washington asked Madison to advise him on when to notify t le

torate that lie would not again be available. iMadison insisted- that le

stay on. Wasliington replied that his "disinclination to it was becoming

everv day more and more fixed.
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No Exit

(1790-1793)

C oncerning such a changeover of power as Wasliington’s retire-

ment would necessitate, the lessons of history were hardly reas-

suring. Contests over succession had proved so calamitous that monarchies

consistently preferred tlic acceptance of a sadistic, half-witted legitimate

heir to opening the crown to the bloody rivalry of pretenders. So that the

government would go on as smoothly as possible, Washington %vished his

own withdrawal to be the only change in the executive. He wished the

entire cabinet to remain, at least until the will of the new president u’as

known. Washington confidently believed that as he liimself withdrew,
Jefferson and Hamilton would go on hand in hand. He did not recognize
the depth of the disagreement between his two most important ministers.

As long as men were seeking the same objective—in tliis case the
strengthening of the nation through republican procedures— there was
no reason, as Washington saw it, why they could not argue concerning
the best road but nonetheless proceed together. As he later put it, while
recognizing marked differences in “political sentiments among his ad-
visers, he had “never suspected it had gone so far in producing a personal
difference.” The discovery was, when it came, a shocking one: reason
could reconcile political arguments, but personal differences? — hatreds?

As he had listened to cabinet discussions, his mind had been so directed
at the essence that he had discounted the fire and rancor with which argu-
ments were presented. Preferring to comprehend each point of view in its
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pristine entirety, he had rarely intervened at the debates to bring the op-

ponents into agreement. Because less time was then wasted on what he

considered surface matters, he often asked each contestant to present him

with a separately prepared written argument. His methods allowed every

man his say, and he seriously attended to every opinion. He therefore

expected all to accept his eventual conclusions.

Washington prepared, if only in his mind, the agenda of the meetings,

and was so opposed to deviations that his ministers could only initiate a

subject if they could somehow hook it onto some matter the President had

decided to discuss. He was convivial with Iiis cabinet ministers, but at

social occasions he engaged only in light talk. No government official and

no adviser, not even Jefferson or Hamilton, was encouraged to request an

interview on his own. At any interview the President did grant, he dis-

couraged personal revelation. No one was allowed to weep on his shoulder.

AVashington seems never to have realized that he might seem overbearing

when he failed to argue with his subordinates or to seek out their personal

emotions, when he kept his own thoughts hidden until he armounced his

final decision. He felt that such behavior was essential if he were not to

encourage trivialities and vitiate his own force in inconclusive palaver.

The historical legend that Washington looked pompous wliile others

decided for him could not be more incorrect. How he rode down even as

strong a man as Jefferson is exemplified by the establisliment of the new

national capital, now known as Washington, D.C.

Having voted in 1790 that the “Federal City” be somewhere along a

sixty-seven-mile reach of the Potomac, Congress had left all other decisions

up to the executive branch. As the great departments were then set up,

the responsibility fell, after Washington, on the Secretary of State. Jeffer-

son had been to Europe, where he had made a study of architecture, he

Was, indeed, to earn a second fame as an architect. Washington had ne% ci

been to Europe, and his attitude tow^ards architecture was not informed

but pragmatic. He had designed Mount Vernon, as he put it, not to satis 5

rules but to please the eye.
l - r

Without consulting Jefferson, Wasliington chose the site for the city fas

near as possible to Mount Vernon) and in March, 179b appointed as t

planner a Frenchman vyhom he had first known as a major of engineers in

the Continental Army. Although the selection of Pierre Charles LEn an

was another example of Washington’s gift for recognizing genius, Jc

soon I'egarded the appointment as a disaster.

.

'
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In any case grandiose by temperament, L’Enfant decided to plan at once

a capital that would serve for the great nation the United States tvould

surely become. Only a tiny center would now be erected, but the design

and the land acquired should spread out for miles so that the inevitable

enlargement would enhance, not destroy, an artistic whole. Furthermore,

advantage should be taken of the topography to create vistas and central

points where legations and grand houses could be built, monuments

erected. Washington, who had a surveyor’s conception of developing

regions, a colonizer’s realization that surrounding land must be procured

before improvements made values skyrocket, a taste for the grand, and an

innate aesthetic sense, enthusiastically supported his appointee. L’Enfant’s

design is rated (although it has subsequently been debased) a masterpiece

of town planning.

Suspecting (as was true) that Hamilton was egging L’Enfant on, Jeffer-

son was outraged that the capital of the United States should be envisioned

as one of those hives of aristocracy, business enterprise, and vice— a big

city. Desiring an enlarged village, in scale less like Philadelphia than Vir-

ginia’s capital of Williamsbutg, Jefferson had drawn up a plan that, except

for the very central part, was an even grill of streets. This covered a small

area. He jotted dotr’n that any necessary extension could be “laid out in

the future,”

Without identifying the author, Washington showed Jefferson’s plan to

L’Enfanc, who commented that it revealed "some cool imagination want-

ing a sense of the really grand and truly beautiful.” If extended, the grill

of streets would “become at last tiresome and insipid.”

Whether or not Jefferson saw this comment, he found L’Enfant and his

ideas insupportable. Nor could he have been pleased by Washington’s re-

action when he extracted from his files, as models which he would like to

distribute to the builders of houses in the capital, cherished engravings he

had collected in Europe “of the handsomest fronts of private buildings.”

Much more concerned u'ith original genius than traditional taste, Wash-
ington replied unenthusiastically that Jefferson’s scheme “may answer a

good purpose” if it could be “carried into effect at a moderate e.xpcnse.”

Having entered the government determined to be a right hand to a man
he then greatly revered, Jefferson carried out without protest presidential

orders concerning the Federal City that went against his own convictions
and his trained taste. Only after L’Enfant, xvho xvas utterly without tact or
subordination, had got into a destructive quarrel with the local landowners
and then defied all inten'ention including that of the President, did Jeffer-
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son see an opportunity to act. In reply to a request for advice from Wash-

ington, he urged L’Enfant’s dismissal. Commenting that “the feelings of

such men [artists] are always alive,” Washington bent tvay over back-

wards. The intractable genius spurned all concessions. Since the entire

project was endangered, Washington was at last forced to let L’Enfant go.

He expressed extreme regret. Jefferson did not confide to his chief his

jubilation.

Washington’s insistence that the cabinet stay on while he retired

knocked down the wall that had long hidden from him the rancor among

his ministers. The shattering blow was Jefferson’s statement that nothing

would induce him to stay, even if Washington himself stayed, into a second

term.

During the following months, Washington held, in his efforts to dis-

suade his Secretary of State from resigning, a series of discussions, in per-

son or by letter, during which Jefferson at last felt free to speak. As he

poured out to Washington his hatred for Hamilton and his fears of the

Treasury’s policies, the President found, on at least one occasion, the talks

too “painful” to proceed.

Jefferson informed Washington of his belief that Hamilton’s ‘ corrupt

squadron” in the Congress were stuffing their own pocketbooks while voting

measures that “chained . . . about our necks for a great length of time”

high taxes. Hamilton’s system of paper money was no more than a “gam-

ing table” which took the energies of the nation away from productive

agriculture into destructive speculation. The Constitution was being per-

verted, the objective being to establish a monarchy.

For once Waslrington argued, but he remained reticent. At the time of

an early talk, Hamilton’s recommendations concerning government sup-

port for manufactures had not yet failed in Congress. Jefferson spoke of

the proposal as the ultimate proof of how the government was being made

into sometlung quite different from what the people who had accepte

the Constitution had intended. Here was an opportunity for Waslrington

to soothe his Secretary of State of revealing that he also opposed, as

unconstitutional and untimely, Hamilton s plan. Washington remain

silent.

Using restraint in the other direction, AVashington refrained from as

ing, when Jefferson insisted that the moneymen in Congress slioul e

forbidden to vote on bills that affected their interests, whether the

strictures should not apply to agrarians and slave holders. He merely re-
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plied, “As to that interested spirit in the legislature, it was what could not

be avoided in any government unless we were to exclude particular de-

scriptions of men . . . from all ofRce.” Nor did Washington point out,

when Jefferson complained of Hamilton’s attempts to interfere in his de-

partment, that Jefferson had done his best to interfere in Hamilton’s.

Actually, Wasliington, who used his cabinet as a whole, was pleased to

have one Secretary advise him concerning the department of another.

To Washington’s gratification, Jefferson agreed that funding and as-

sumption could not be reversed without destroying the honor of the gov-

ernment. But Jefferson did wish the abolition of the Bank of the United

States. Washington replied that decision on the bank should be postponed

until experience revealed how it would function. Although Jefferson,

when himself President after 1800, decided that the bank’s record justified

its continuance, in 1792 he was shocked by the President’s answer.

Being unable to persuade Washington that the nation was tottering dan-

gerously on the brink of a fatal subversion of republican principles,

Jefferson came to the melancholy decision that the President had revealed

himself as “really approving the Treasury system.” Jefferson refused to

withdraw his resignation.

After Jefferson’s worries and rancors had become clear to him, Wash-
ington decided that he must smoke out Hamilton. Copying from one of

Jefferson’s letters the strictures on the Treasury, he sent them, with a false

attribution of their source, to Hamilton.

Hamilton replied that the obligations his measures had met were not of

his making but inherited. The continuing national debt inherent in funding

could not be paralyzing the economy since the parts of the nation where
the greatest number of debt certificates were held also had the most circu-

lating capital. Charges that the Congress had been corrupted were “malig-

nant and false.” No corruption had been demonstrated. And surely

grounding the republican government on a sound financial foundation was
no way to foster monarchy.

I know,'' Hamilton continued, “that I have been the object of uniform
opposition from Mr. Jefferson. ... I have long seen a party formed in the
legislature under his auspices bent on my subversion . . . which, in its

consequences would subvert the government.” He accused Jefferson
(M^'a.shington knew this was not true) of wishing to create chaos by un-
doing the funding system, thereby prostrating “the credit and honor of
the nation.”
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Washington wrote Jefferson and undoubtedly expressed the same senti-

ments to Hamilton. “I will frankly and solemnly declare that I believe the

views of both of you are pure and well meant; and that experience alone

will decide witli respect to the salubrity of measures which are the subject

of dispute. Why then, when some of the best citizens in the United States,

men of discernment, uniform and tried patriots, who have no sinister views

to promote, but are chaste in their ways of thinking and acting, are to be

found some on one side and some on the other of the questions which have

caused these agitations, should either of you be so tenacious of your

opinions as to make no allowances for those of the other? ... I have a

great, a sincere esteem and regard for you both, and ardently wish that

some line could be marked out by wliich both of you could walk.”

Jefferson replied to such appeals by presenting himself as the innocent

victim of Hamilton’s attacks. He stated disingenuously that he had not

hired Freneau with the intention of starting a newspaper. In any case, the

National Gazette was a scourge for “aristocratical and monarchical writ-

ers” and not an opponent of the government. It was up to Hamilton to

reform, not him.

Hamilton admitted his role in the newspapers, insisting that he had been

driven to it by the necessity to protect his own reputation and also the

essential financial stability of the nation. “I find myself placed in a situa-

tion not to be able to recede for the present.” However, although he con-

sidered himself “the deeply injured party ... I pledge you my honor, sir,

that if you shall hereafter form a plan to reunite the members of your

administration ... I will fully concur.” Hamilton assured Washington, “It

is my most anxious wish, as far as may depend upon me, to smooth the

path of your administration and to render it prosperous and happy.”

Jefferson was later to claim that his affection for Washington had been

much greater than Hamilton’s, yet he could not bring liimself (perhaps

because his emotions were deeply hurt) to express any affection or loyalty

or any regret at leaving his friend in the lurch. Jefferson’s own records of

their conversations show him taunting the substitute father he felt had

betrayed him. He knew that Washington was just as eager to get home as

he was, and in just as much need of paying personal attention to liis estate.

Yet, as he insisted that the President was trapped in office, he expatiated

on the pleasures and the profit he anticipated from being able to retmn to

Monticello. That Jefferson is described by his biographers as being him-

self “thin-skinned,” supersensitive, makes his behavior to Washington seem

all the more extraordinary.
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During the summer of 1792, Washington spent as much time at Mount
Vernon as his conscience would pennit. Yet it was hardly a restful period.

His estate manager had for some time been his favorite nephew, George

Augustine Washington, who was married to Martha’s favorite niece, Fanny

Bassett. Now George Augustine was replaying the greatest tragedy of

Washington’s young manhood. As the President’s half brother Lawrence

had done, George Augustine was dying of tuberculosis. And Fanny ap-

peared to be coming down with her husband’s disease. “Intermittent

fevers” (malaria) were striking down Washington’s servants and slaves

more severely, so it seemed to him at that strained season, than ever before.

And, since the President had lacked the heart to keep liis two secretaries

from going off “on visits to their friends ... all my business, public and

private, is on my own shoulders.”

M^hington now found tiring the long rides to inspect his extensive

farms which he had once found relaxing, and which were now doubly

necessary since his manager was completely incapacitated. A change to

sedentary interests was revealed by Washington’s decision concerning the

pack of foxhounds who had for so many years been his delight and pride.

During his absence, the fence of his deer park had broken, allowing

“about a dozen” half-tame deer to “range in all my woods. ... It is true^

1 have scarcely a hope of preserving them long, although tlicy come up
almost ever)’^ day, but I am unwilling by any act of my ow'n to facilitate

their destruction.” Since they were “as much afraid of hounds ... as the

wild deer are,” Washington got rid of his hounds. Instead of leaning
eagerly fonvard as he rode shouting to the chase, he sat quietly on his

porch awaiting the shy appearance of the gentlest of forest creatures.

It must have been with mixed feelings that Waslrington undertook in-

quiries to discover whether the people would prefer to him some other
man as President. He valued almost above anything else the love and con-
fidence of his fellow citizens, but on the other hand— . The other hand
showed no signs of existing. Requested to ask around Philadelpliia, his

secretary Lear replied that everyone viewed the possibility of lus retire-
ment with apprehension.” This might be true in the capital, but what
3 out the South.^ Jelferson, dropping in at Mount Vernon on September
3 h told Washington, “As far as I knew there was but one voice” in the
South. It was “for liis continuance.”
On November 8, after most of the offices open to direct election had
ecn lied, Washington was still uncertain whether he would allow liis
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name to go before the Electoral College. This indecision prompted a letter

written to liim by a remarkable woman.

Eliza Powel had for some time now been Washington’s favorite female

companion. She belonged to Philadelphia’s leading mercantile family: her

father, Thomas Willing, had been the financial mentor of Robert Morris.

Her husband, Samuel, was among Philadelphia’s richest and most sophisti-

cated citizens. The family lived in the Willing family enclave in tfie middle

of the city, an extensive formal garden containing four mansions. Com-

pared to the elegance here. Mount Vernon was simple, rural. The decora-’

tivc walks were bordered by statuary. Washington admired Samuel Powel’s

“profusion of lemon, orange, and citron trees, and many aloes and other

exotics.”

Eliza was twenty times as sophisticated as Martha Washington; clever

and neurotic where Martha was homey and placid; talkative and, unlike

Martha, political. Ten years Washington’s junior, Eliza had a round, firm,

handsome face from which blue eyes shone. Always fashionably dressed,

she was gay when she was not passionately melancholy. As is made clear

by a letter in which she teased the President on his continence, she was not

his mistress, but he found her extremely amusing. She would argue with

him on government policy intelligently if banteringly; she made playful

fun of him as no one else dared to do.

The letter she now wrote begging Wasliington not to resign reveals

how an able woman, intimately familiar with Wasliington’s character, felt

she could mo.st effectively reach liis emotions. She urged liim to overcome

his “diffidence of your abilities.” She made no mention of Jefferson or

Hamilton or any specific issues. In stating that liis departure would be a

disaster, she did not refer to the effect on any class or group or area, but

on “the repose of millions.”

Eliza gave particular emphasis to an argument so personal that others

seem to have been afraid to use it. Knowing “your sensibility with respect

to public opinion,” she felt obliged, as Washington’s friend, to point out

that much of liis popularity “will be torn from you by the envious an

malignant should you follow the bent of your inclinations.” It would be

said “that a concurrence of unparalleled circumstances had attended

and that since “ambition has been the moving spring of all your acts,

when the going became hard, “you would take no further risks for t le

people. It would be said that, foreseeing collapse of the government, he

was fleeing to escape the crash.

On an even more personal note, Eliza asked whether, even if he could
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retire with “the benediction of mankind,” liis happiness would truly be

enhanced. She hoped that “until the extremest of old age” Washington

would “enjoy the pure felicity of employing your whole faculties” in

“those duties which elevate and fortify the soul.” His pleasure as well as

liis duty lay in laboring “for the prosperity of the people for whose happi-

ness you are responsible, for to you their happiness is entrusted.”

Among the papers Washington’s beloved friend so carefully kept there

is no reply from Washington. He must have answered verbally. How he

responded to her affectionate pleading is thus hidden, but we do know that

ever stronger arguments reverberated, like a battery of cannon, in his ears.

These arguments were the inescapable facts of the situation. Washington’s

presence was desperately needed to keep the already festering wounds in

the body politic from opening wider. He had no choice.

Since Washington had made no announcement to the contrary, on

February 13, 1793, the Electoral College unanimously elected him to a

second term. The aging leader was thus sentenced to a continuance of

what he had described to Jeffenson as “the extreme wretchedness of his

existence.”
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Bad Omens

(1792-1793)

B eforc the unanimous decision of the Electoral College had blocked

Washington from possible escape, the French boiler had exploded.

The attempted flight of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette had been fol-

lowed by war between revolutionary France and aristocratic Austria and

Prussia. Since the fighting was altogether landlocked there was, to Wash-

ington’s relief, no way that the United States could become physically

involved. But ideas know no physical limitations.

The defeat of French armies, one of them commanded by Lafayette,

touched off in Paris mass Jacobin demonstrations. The Tuileries were

stormed, the King thrown into prison, the constitution suspended and a

revolutionary government set up. Accused of treasonable collusion with

the King, Washington’s spiritual son fled to Austria, where he was im-

prisoned.

When in December, 1792, news reached Pliiladclphia that the radical

changes in the French government had been followed by military victories,

cheering crowds poured into the streets. The citizenry assumed that the

French happenings reflected the example of the American Revolution:

“The Spirit of ’76,” advancing in Europe would pull all aristocracies down!
To revel in support of France became an American passion. Cannonades

were fired by all who could get their hands on cannon; oceans of liquor

were consumed in toasts; and the marching song, “Ah ha! (^a Ira!”

seemed an exciting replacement for the old anthem, set to the tune of

“God Save the King,” which began, “God Save Great Washington.”
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The information which soon reached Ahicrica of the Terror^ the, rise

and fall of the guillotine to the seemingly endless plop of severed heads—

-

did not dampen the enthusiasm of the American: republicans.- jeffefson

wrote that the tree of liberty had to be watefed by hiirrian.blood.^He^fas

willing to see “half the earth desolated. Were ,there but ah:Adahi ahdTve

left in every country, and left free, it vimuld be better than as it riowjds.’^

Washington, who had seen men die in bloody, anguish as Jefferson had

not, was neither enthused nor encouraged,.He belieyed that “cool reason,/

which alone can establish a permanent and equal govefrimeht, is as little to’

be expected in the tumults of popular cominbtion as ah attention to the ;

liberties of the people is to be expected in the darlc diya'h; of. a despotic;

tyrant.” .! v
Washington was worried lest proTrench.scntiment;so, bverwhteim the;

American public that, for the first time since thc/Revolution,- the matioh,

would lose control of her own destiny by, entanglement in European;

affairs. However, Jefferson was enchanted that the American reactipnstp;

French events “kindled and brought forth, the two fpoliticai] paftiesAyith^

an ardor which our own interests merely cbuld never incite.” •/ '

,

' y
The Jeffersonian warnings against ;

Hamiltonian '.policks'. had - not.: disr,-

turbed the broad public: the Republican party/had- hardly extended \he^'

yond Virginia, and the Fedcralists .had found ho reason to e.xpahd beyond;;

a small pressure group. Party lines had, indeed:; remained so h^gue that, alj- :,

though it was generally felt that the Jeffersonian .suhngth. ifad : been

increased, no one knew for sure what was the. political cornplexidn of the*

recently elected new House of Representatives.-^ . ; . %
'

But now there seemed a clear issue..Conseryati.ve in philosophy and- de-.

siring to duplicate the British economic system,: thc.'Federalists viewed

with horror the excesses in France ;and .charged.yyhahthey to' spmpe.xtent .

feared: the Jeffersonians were eager .to import the .Terror.:The Republi-

cans shouted that this Federalist aWtudedhdicdtedjd' taste'I6r; m^

At last, the abusive name of.Moriocfat showed signs of .Sticking, since the

majority of the people .were enthusiasticaily proTrench. The .
resulang.

surge of popularity for his views and .his own; person delighted Jefferson

into a move that delighted Washington/.He decided hot to; resign after alh

For the time being at.leastj he woulTstay ih.tHe cabmen '
,

Deprived by geography of any way to influence the;Eufbpeah nghting,

the pro-French 'leaders attacked' con.servative American symbolism and.be

havior. A movement; was started to rneit down; as a! disgraceful;baubly.^bA

House of Representative’s ’silver, mace. T^he salntations “sir”, and “madam

.
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were considered disgraceful when one could say “citizen” and “citess.”

The National Gazette, wliich had liitherto refrained from direct attacks

on Washington, felt emboldened to call his formal entertainments and

“fastidious” behavior the “legitimate offspring of inequality, begotten by

aristocracy and monarchy upon corruption.” The freemen of America, so

the writer continued, understood their rights and dignities “too well to

surrender them for the gratifications of the ambition of any man, however

well he may have deserved of his country.” This marked the first public

effort to discredit Wasltington since the far-off days of the Conway Cabal.

Washington told Jefferson that he would be glad to behave in any way
that pleased the people if their pleasure could be ascertained. In the imme-
diate future, his second inauguration loomed. He asked his cabinet to de-

termine, at conferences which he pointedly did not attend, whether the

swearing-in should be conducted in private or in public, and with what
ceremony if any. The decision was for a simple occasion in the Senate

chamber to which he should travel through the streets “without form,
attended by such gentlemen as he choose.”

He chose to ride, on March 4, 1793, alone in his coach. That his

thoughts were bitter was revealed by his second inaugural address. Here it

is in its entirety:

Fellow Citizens: I am again called upon by the voice of my country to
e.xecute the functions of its chief magistrate. M^hen the proper occasion for
it shall arise, I shall endeavor to express the high sense I entertain of the
distinguished honor, and of the confidence which has been reposed in me
by the people of the United States.

Previous to the e.vecution of any official act of the President, the Con-
stitution requires an oath of office. This oath I am now about to take and
in your presence, that if it shall be found during my administration of the
government I have in any instance violated willingly or knowingly the
injunction thereof, I may (besides incurring Constitutional punishment)
be subject to the upbraidings of all who now witness the present solemn
ceremony.”

Having talked thus darkly of duty and punislunenr, Washington took
tie oath, and returned, as quickly and unobtrusively as possible, to the
Presidential Mansion.

/

On March 17, word came in that Louis XVI had been guillotined and
ranee declared a republic. As long as the monarchy had been titularly
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intact, relations with France had involved no new policy decision. But now
Washington was forced to an official step wliich involved taldng sides.

For the United States to recognize the new French regime vmuld out-

rage the aristocratic powers of Europe and the American Federalists. Not
to recognize, would outrage the French revolutionaries and the American

Republicans. Washington empowered Secretary of State Jefferson to rec-

ognize; “We surely cannot deny to any nation the right whereon our own
government is founded, that ever)’^ nation may govern itself according to

whatever form it pleases.” 'Washington also agreed to pa)'^ the new' French

government, even before the due date, an installment on the Revolutionary

War debt, which reflected borrowings from the now-assassinated French

monarch.

The new situation in France created for Washington personal problems.

He took down his engraving of Louis XVT, leaving the key to the Bastille

to dominate the European symbolism in die Presidential Mansion. When a

plea came from Madame Lafayette that he use his official influence to free

his spiritual son from the Austrian prison, he could only decide, however

sharp his heartache, that he could not act effectively without prejudicing

the foreign policy of the United States. And at home in Philadelphia,

foreign policy again forced him to behave in a manner he found painful

towards a Revolutionary veteran; Lafayette’s brother-in-law, the Count

de Noaillcs, Since Noailles was an aristocratic exile said to be on a secret

mission to influence the foreign policy of the United States, any cordiality

that Washington showed liim would be considered a political act. And yet

Washington, had he achieved his desire to return to private life, w’ould

have ridden many miles to greet on the road to Mount Vernon his old

friend.

Mount Vernon itself sometimes seemed to be fading away. Not only

had Washington’s estate manager and nephew died of tuberculosis but the

replacement Wasltington had laboriously found was almost instantly in-

capacitated by the same disease. In April, 1793, the President took time off

for a quick trip home to try to straighten out his affairs. He had hardly

arrived when he learned that the European storm had crossed the ocean to

break with frightening force over the United States.
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Earthquake Faults

(1793 and thereaftei*)

France and England were fighting. Thus were created the under-

lying situations that, whatever the surface developments at home or

abroad, caused the political earthquakes which rocked Washington’s sec-

ond term as President.

The conflict between American adherents of the rival powers now

moved from purely emotional expression to very painfully practical con-

siderations. Involved were not only American prosperity and unity, but

also whether the United States, which had during its colonial past been

drawn into every general European war, could and should keep from

becoming a belligerent on one side or the other.

Washington was convinced that the nation should stay neutral at almost

any cost. As he put it, “If wc are permitted to improve without interrup-

tion the great advantages which nature and circumstances have placed

within our reach, many years will not revolve before we may be ranked

not only among the most respectable [tvorthy of respect] but among the

happiest people on this globe. Our advances on these points are more
rapid than the most sanguine among us ever predicted. A spirit of improve-

ment displays itself in every quarter, and principally in objects of the

greatest public utility, such as opening the inland navigation . . . improv-
ing the old roads and making new ones, building bridges and houses, and
in short pursuing those things which seem most eminently calculated to

promote the advantage and accommodation of the people at large. Besides

these, the enterprises of individuals show at once what are the happy effects
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of personal exertions in a country where equal laws and equal rights

prevail.”

Most Americans agreed, at least in abstract terms, that the United States

would be better off if she kept out of the war. This conclusion carried

with it a fundamental straining paradox. Secretary of State Jefferson and

the majority of the people were pro-French, but pacifism on the part of

the United States was irrevocably to the advantage of Britain. Since Britain

possessed the greater sea power, it was France that needed reinforcing on

the ocean. And England had in Canada a North American base, with many

strong harbors, which France could not rival unless she could induce the

United States to serve as her naval base.

Both Britain and France depended on seaborne commerce for food and

war materials at home and also in their colonies. The United States pos-

sessed a large merchant marine which in peacetime traded primarily with

England, the variously owned West Indian islands, and also directly with

France. Since it was to the advantage of each combatant to force this com-

merce into channels that nation found most satisfactor}’’, American skip-

pers had reason to quail when they saw armed vessels on the horizon.

Unless the American vessels were also to be armed and permitted by

national policy to fight, their only protection from violent interference

(apart from superior speed in escape) lay in rights granted to neutrals by

specific treaties or generally by international law.

During the passionate years of Washington’s second term, two defini-

tions of neutral rights had major currency. One, known as “free ships

make free goods” provided that, except for objects like cannon directly

intended for making war, and also except when a port was tightly sealed

by an effective blockade, neutral sliipping could carry'^ anything unim-

peded anywhere. However, the maritime code known as Consolato del

Mare defined as contraband— cargo winch might legally be removed

from neutral ships— any goods that could be construed by one belligerent

as the property of the other. Beyond these conventions lay the possibility

that, when a neutral merchantman was overhauled, more would be done,

on one pretext or another, than merely removing contraband: the ship

would be confiscated and its sailors made captive. Of course, vessels

flying the flag of any active belligerent were fair game, with no reser-

vations, for vessels commissioned by the enemy.

This type of warfare was entirely apart from the movements of fleets

and all formal naval battles. Encounters were (long before the days of
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radio) solitaiy meetings on the vast ocean nnder no eyes but the sun and

the moon and the stars. Activity and severity were encouraged by the fact

that making captures greatly enriched the captors. Any contraband re-

moved or any ship impounded was regarded as a “prize.” If a “prize court”

set up by the side that had made the capture ruled that the capture ^vas

legal under whatever rules that belligerent was then observing, the prize

was considered “condemned” and the captured property (often including

the very clothes the sailors v'ore) was sold at auction. The proceeds were
divided between the owners and the crew of the vessel that had made
the capture.

Should the captor be a naval vessel, the ov-ner’s share went to the

government. But most of the raiders were “privateers.” Privateering was
legalized piracy. Any sliip which could secure an official commission

—

known as a “letter of marque”— from a representative of a belligerent

government could go a-raiding. No quicker way of malting money existed

than to have a privateer in which you were concerned bring in a rich

prize that was satisfactorily condemned by a friendly prize court.

Since France, the weaker sea power, could not keep the sea-lanes open
by force, she was eager to keep them open by interpretations of interna-

tional law favorable to her. She was all for the doctrine that free .ships

made free goods. But England had no intention of sacrificing the rewards
for her greater maritime strength. She insisted on that narrower interpre-
tation of neutral rights, the Consolato del Mare, and found excuses for
going further, seizing, when her interests seemed to make tltis imperative,
all American ships bound for French possessions.

Pro-French sentiment in the United States was strongly in favor of the
doctrine that free ships made free goods. The Francophiles argued that for
American vessels to be able to trade almost as they pleased was greatly to
America s economic advantage. Jefferson, as Secretary of State, with the
support of the President, tried to make the free doctrine stick. Yet no one
should have been surprised that Great Britain merely shrugged.
Apart from what American trade the British should permit with French

possessions, an extremely sore point was British impressment of American
seamen. Most of the common sailors in the Royal Navy had been brutally
forced into service and were brutally treated. At foreign ports, they scur-
ried across wharves at midnight and enlisted on American merchantmen
Where, because of the similarity of language, they were indistinguishable
from native saUors. No one denied thatwhen an American ship was stopped
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on the high seas, the British had the right to take their own deserters back.

The difficulty was that British captains, who admittedly suffered from the

confusion, took advantage of it and impressed at gunpoint squads of

American citizens.

As it exacerbated Anglo-American relations, the situation eluded solu-

tion. The Anglophobe Jefferson considered that giving American seamen

certificates of citizenship would only make matters worse since the certifi-

cates Would be lost or stolen, and their absence would be considered ipso

facto proof that the seamen were British deserters. Jefferson’s suggestion

was that, unless an American ship was found carrying an obviously inflated

crew, all should be assumed to be Americans. This meant, in effect, that

free sliips made free sailors. To this the British could not agree as it would

soon liave left their naval vessels unmanned.

Significantly it was the agrarians who got most excited about the rights

of American merchants and their crews. The merchants themselves wanted

to help England, and they accepted the fact that American trade was at the

British mercy. Better to take advantage of what practices Britain would

encourage and accept than to incite that naval power into wielding with

greater violence a whip which the United States, possessing no warships,

could not take from her hands. If that proved the only available way, the

merchants could prosper from trading, under British protection, with

British possessions alone.

The strongest partiality for the French and their revolution could not

blunt the hard fact that, should the United States be drawn into the war,

she would be much safer on the side of Britain than on rite side of France.

Francophiles might argue that France would eventually conquer Europe

and then be a valuable friend or a dangerous enemy, but in any situation

immediately foreseeable her friendslrip could do little to help the United

States, and her enmity could find little way to express itself across a British-

dominated ocean. Since the United States possessed no navy, throwing

what sea power she could raise— refitted merchantmen into the French

scale would not change the British domination of the ocean. Against the

British the American seacoast would be as painfully vulnerable as It had

been during the Revolution. And the British bastion of Canada had re-

cently become doubly menacing.

Up until the French Revolution, Spain had been on the opposite side

from England in the European balance of power: there had thus been no

danger of cooperative action between Canada and Louisiana. But mutua
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hatred for the French regicides had brought the kings of England and

Spain into alliance. Washington now had to fear a pincer movement up

and down the Mississippi and Oltio River systems. The armies of England

and Spain would be strengthened by clouds of Indian allies.

That the United States did possess weapons against Britain in some ways

further complicated the situation, since it raised the question of how far

these weapons could be used without bringing on war. To begin with,

trade with the United States was of great importance to England’s be-

leaguered isle. This trade could be impeded or stopped in American ports

by such tariff legislation as Washington and Jefferson had long vainly

supported, or, in extreme instances, by an actual embargo on vessels owned
by England or intending trips to British possessions. Furthermore, al-

though the United States could not change the balance of navies, her

privateers could harass the Bi'itish sea-lanes. A continuing pro-French

argument ran that war with the United States would be so disadvantageous

to Britain that in helping France the United States could go very far. How
far?

Britain desired no more from the United States than passive acceptance
of the rulings her government made. France desired active help, and she

had trump cards to play.

There were hangovers from the treaties negotiated during the American
Revolution in return for French aid. The Treaty of Alhance committed
the United States— tliis was known as “the guarantee”— to protect the
French West Indies should the French call for such assistance. The Com-
mercial Treaty provided that French privateers could bring their prizes to
American ports and that powers hostile to France were forbidden to fit out
privateers in the United States.

The guarantee had continuing value for pro-French propaganda, but
invoking it was not, at least for the time being, to the French advantage.
iVithout a navy, the United States could do little as an active belligerent
towards protecting the French West Indies. Better to have America
supply the islands (which were cut off from the homeland) as a neutral.
British sea power could then be counteracted by having American di-
plomacy extend neutral rights to the ultimate possibility.

The second French advantage was the popularity of their cause in the
nited States. The revolutionaries in Paris, insisting that they were fight-

ing for the rights of all men, considered one of their most valuable weapons
t e ability to appeal to the people of other nations in opposition to rulers
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;

who were in opposition to France. No plopulatiori seemed more promisihglyt
;

pro-French than the American. . \ j-^k

The French liked the idea of inspiring American,frondersnieh ,to attack !,

Spanish Louisiana, but the truly magic word^ in -theur American policy was':

“privateering.” Under a broad interpretation of the ^Gommiercial Treaty/

the United States could give invaluable assistance, to-French priyateeiri,

France had her diplomatic representatives in the United States: They could •

set up prize courts on American soil, removing any necessity; forFrench

privateers operating in the wekern Atlantic, to brave the British navy by
,,

carrying their prizes across the ocean to French soil. French privateer^;

could be fitted out in the United States and manned by American seamens

eager for prize money and anxious to serve what, they considered the cause ^

of freedom. Best of all, the diplomatic representatives could giyc French

letters of marque to American shipowners, creating a legal fiction that

would allow American boats to go raiding on the ocean iti the French

service. . .
" ''.y

.

That such action would greatly endanger the neutrality of the United i;

States the French realized, but they considered the advantages, to their war

:

effort so great that they were willing to jeopardize the lesser .advantages';

they would achieve by having American shipping able to . claim, neutral:

rights in the face of British naval power. If Washington!s priorities wer,e -

otherwise, if he were to consider American neutrality more' important ;

than filling the w^estern Atlantic with pro-French, privateers,.:wh)y.the|’‘;

would have to use their popularity with the American Republicans :;to;,

brush Wasliington aside. -



THIRTY-SEVEN

A French Bombshell

(1793)

D tJRiNG Washington’s presidency, news of European happenings

reached the government and the people simultaneously and in the

identical manner: through intelligence brought into seaports by the casual

arrival of merchantmen. First there would be rumors, often the result of

gossip exchanged when ships out of various foreign ports met in mid-

ocean, and then there would be solid accounts, usually copies of foreign

newspapers Avhich skippers U'avcd excitedly as their vessels tied up to

American wharves. Newspaper editors began setting up type even as gov-

ernment officials began exchanging dispatches.

At the very moment when Washington learned of the outbreak of war
between England and France, the maritime community reacted to the same
news. This was followed by a further thundering of hooves in the Mount
Vernon driveway. At the very first glance, the President recognized the

information brought him as extremely grave. French consuls were giving

American shipowners letters of marque and American vessels were fitting

out with cannon so that they could seize British merchantmen plying the
nearby waters.

It was impossible to believe that the British would accept the veneer of
legality that made these American ships seem French ships or would sit

quiet while their vessels and sailors were brought as captives into American
ports. Motivated by a combination of greed for prize money and pro-
French idealism, a small group of private citizens were preparing, in effect,
to filing the United States into the war unth England. They would have to
be stopped— but how?
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Congress was not in session, yet the Constitution provided that the

President could act in foreign policy matters only with the “advice and

consent” of the Senate. Wide geography and slow transportation dictated

that a special session could not be convened in less than six weeks or per-

haps two months. By then, the ocean would be aflame.

Washington decided that, whatever the legal niceties, the executive

would have to strike fast and hard. As horses were prepared for the dash

of his carriage to Philadelphia, he wrote Jefferson and Hamilton to draw

up plans for measures that would prevent American citizens from em-

broiling the United States with cither England or France. War with

France was included in the request in order to keep a neutral balance. The

actual need was to keep the United States from being drawn by France into

war with England. That this was the case filled Washington with concern

as he rumbled northward through the tender green of early spring. What

would be the reaction of the strongly pro-French Secretary of State?

Jefferson was thrown into the quandary that was for the rest of his

service in the cabinet to tear at his nerves— and his candor. It was con-

trary to his principles to help the British; it was contrary to his principles

for the executive to override a constitutional prerogative of the Senate.

But he could not deny it was to the interest of the United States not to

fight England. When the cabinet met, he voted witli the other ministers

for an executive proclamation. His face-saving proviso (tactfully pre-

pared for him by Hamilton) was to insist that the statement should not

define American policy towai'ds the European conflict as neutrality.

This proved so flimsy a cover that the presidential fiat was knoAvn, then

and ever after, as the Neutrality Proclamation.

The proclamation, published on April 22, 1793 (ten days after firm news

had reached Washington of war between England and France), warned

that citizens who contributed to hostilities on the ocean would receive no

protection from the United States and would be prosecuted whenever

their acts were within the jurisdiction of American courts. The dutj^ an

interest of the United States,” the President stated, require that they

should with sincerity and good faith adopt and pursue a conduct fiien }

and impartial towards the belligerent powers.” Waslrington was to assert

that throughout the rest of his Presidency, he pursued without deviation

the policy thus laid down.
u 1 H

As soon as the proclamation was published, the Republican press e

that France and freedom had been betrayed. The executive had fina y
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revealed its itch for monarchy. These attacks deeply disturbed Washing-

ton. Jefferson’s reactions were confused. He could not resist writing ec-

statically to Senator Monroe, “All the old spirit of ’76 is Idndling.” Yet the

fact remained that he had voted for the proclamation.

Madison, who was vacationing in Virginia during the recess of the

House, sent Jefferson angr);- blasts. Since Madison wanted no more than

did Jefferson an all-out war with England, Jefferson could have replied

that if it had been his friend who was Secretary of State, saddled with

unavoidable responsibility, Madison would have been forced to vote as Jef-

ferson had. Instead Jefferson inaugurated his continuing practice of pre-

tending to his correspondents that he behaved at the cabinet sessions as he

would actually have done had he been free to respond to his emotions

rather than to practical necessity. In writing to Madison, Monroe, and

others, he denounced the proclamation as a pro-British plot fomented by

Hamilton, and explained away his own support under a web of various

pretexts.

Freneau, flying ever higher on the wings of vituperation, published that

Washington had signed the Neutrality Proclamation because the Anglo-

philes had threatened otherwise to cut off his head. Jefferson noted that

this made Washington “sore and w.arm, ... I took his intention to be that

I should interpose in some way with Freneau, perhaps withdraw his ap-

pointment of translating clerk in my office. But I will not do it! His paper

has saved our Constitution which was galloping fast into monarchy.”

Believing a nimor that “an old militia general up the North [Hudson]

River” possessed a plan in Hamilton’s handwriting for crowning an Amer-
ican king, Jefferson felt all the more strongly that the safety of the

American republic depended on a French victory. He was far from re-

assured to have Washington pooh-pooh the possibility of monarchy at

home, and express worry for the future of the French rather than the

American republic. France, Washington stated, seemed “in the highest

paroxysm of disorder, not so much from the prciisure of foreign enemies

. . . but because those in whose hands the g[ovcrnmen]t is entrusted arc

ready to tear each other to pieces and will, more than probably, prove the

worst foes the government has.” As Jefferson dreamed of a Gallic utopia,

Washington dimly prophesied Napoleon. He foresaw “a crisis of sad con-
fusion” leading possibly to an “entire change in the French system.”

The revolutionary government in Prance, recalling the minister who
had represented Louis XVI, was sending its own minister to the United
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States. At a cabinet meeting, Hamilton insisted that in receiving Edmond
Charles Genet, the President should state that the various dangerous clauses

in the French treaties— “the guarantee,” etc.— were no longer in force.

Since the government with wliich the treaties had been negotiated had

been overthrown, this would be in conformity vdth international law. But,

so Hamilton continued, if Genet were received without reservations, the

dangerous clauses would be in effect reaffirmed, to be picked up at will by

the bloody hands of the French revolutionaries.

Jefferson reacted with such fury that he could hardly enunciate. Later,

he sent Washington a memorandum in which he contended that denounc-

ing the treaties u'ould in international law be a ticklish business and that

receiving the minister would, in any case, commit the United States to

nothing. While agreeing that the “law of self-preservation” overrode all

others, Jefferson contended that the clauses should only be denounced if

the danger became “great, inevitable, and imminent.”

Washington, who (as he later admitted) considered Hamilton’s conten-

tions silly, also believed in never crossing bridges until you came to them.

He was the more pleased with Jefferson’s memorandum because the Secre-

tary of State, now the practical statesman not the Francophile, saw a way

to get around the most immediately troublesome problem the treaties

raised. It had been provided that the enemies of France could not fit out

privateers or sell prizes in the United States. But, so Jefferson pointed out,

it was not specifically stated that the French could. Washington agreed

that the same rule might be applied to both belligerents, leaving the

French with no important exclusive privileges in relation to privateers.

This policy was to become the basis for a rending fight with the new

French minister.

Genet’s head had remained on his shoulders rather than dropping from

the guillotine blade because he was so indiscreet. Brought up, although a

commoner, in the court of Louis XVI, he had been assigned to various

diplomatic missions. That he always fought with his superiors, forcing his

recall, gave him, w'hcn the monarchy fell, credentials as an opponent of the

royal government. He now threw all the ebullience of Iris nature into the

revolutionary cause. The inexperienced government, being desperately in

need of diplomats with experience, gave the man who referred to liimsclf

as “Citizen Genet” his choice of missions. He chose the United States.

Genet should have landed in Philadelphia to present his credentials to

the President' His warship landed him in Charleston, South Carolina, where
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\ie was instantly busy enlisting an army to attack Louisiana and seeing to

the commissioning and fitting out of American ships as privateers.

The endlessly vital envoy, who spoke perfect English and was an ec-

static orator, was acclaimed in the streets and toasted at banquets until he

concluded that the American people were so overwhelmingly pro-French

that he did not need to worry about their silly little government in PWla-

delphia. He was sure that liis superiors in Paris, who had warned him to

proceed cautiously, would, if they heard the plaudits he received, agree

that there was no need for guile. Should the American government oppose

him, he Avould undertake and win a popularity contest with that friend of

the counterrevolutionary Lafayette who was said to be pro-British, with

le vieilla^-d (the old man) Washington.

Having finally completed his business in Charleston, he did not sail in

his waiting frigate to Philadelphia, but moved slowly overland haranguing

the people at every crossroads. He was at Richmond, Virginia, when he

learned of the Neutrality Proclamation. He considered the proclamation

clearly ridiculous, but realized that the situation needed looking into. He
now advanced as rapidly as he could to Philadelphia.

Not only did the Philadelphia crowds surge and roar French revolu-

tionary slogans, but the Secretary of State fell most satisfactorily under the

magnetic Frenchman’s sway. As Genet’s reports to his government reveal,

Jefferson disassociated himself to the French Minister, as he was in the

habit of doing to liis Virginia supporters, from acts which at cabinet meet-

ings he had in fact approved. In officially communicating cabinet decisions

in his role as Secretary of State, Jefferson would explain that he was acting

only as “the passive instrument of the President.” Jefferson, Genet wrote,

“did not conceal from me that Senator [Robert] Morris and Secretary of

the Treasury Hamilton, attached to the British interest, exerted the great-

est influence on the mind of the President, and it was only with the greatest

difiiculty that he counteracted their efforts,” Genet concluded that the

least he could do for France and freedom and indeed American republi-

canism w'as to use his own obvious popularity to work (as he viewed it)

side by side with the Secretary of State against the President,

Under Genet’s spell, Jefferson committed bis greatest indiscretion wliile

in the cabinet. To officials in Kentuclcy he backed, subtly but yet clearly,

Genet’s scheme for raising an army of American citizens that would
liberate Louisiana from Spain, and create an independent nation under the
French aegis. Jefferson must have known that this was exactly opposite to
the policies of his President. WasWngton was doing all in liis power to
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reduce the possibility of war with Spain. Such a conflict would surely

involve the British, who were further demonstrating their ability to pre-

vent the United States from even conferring with the most belligerent

northwestern tribes. And Washington was violently opposed to establish-

ing in the West new nations with foreign connections. They would,

Washington foresaw, break up the American continent into another bicker-

ing Europe.

When word came back to Philadelpliia of the Kentucky plots, Jeff^erson

obediently relayed Washington’s orders that any freebooting expeditions

against Spain should be suppressed, but he continued to hide from the

President what he had previously done.

Jefferson watched with “affectionate” eyes when Genet finally and be-

latedly presented his credentials to Washington. The Frenchman delivered

a speech in which he dwelt on his nation’s magnanimity in not evoking

“the guarantee,” her generosity in offering trade concessions in her West

Indian Islands (that Washington knew was to the French advantage). “We

wish you,” Genet intoned, “to do notliing but what is for your own

good.” “Cherish,” he admonished, “your own peace and prosperity!”

Washington was courteous while saying little, a combination which

allowed Genet to depart in a flood of self-satisfaction concerning the effect

of his performance. Only later did he realize that Wasliington had ex-

pressed no desire to assist what Genet considered a sacred crusade for

liberty; Washington had not gone beyond speaking of the desire of the

United States “to live in peace and liarmony with all the powers and par-

ticularly France.”

On June 9, 1793, Jefferson wrote Madison, “The President is not well.

Little lingering fevers have been hanging about him for a week or ten

days, and have affected his looks most remarkably. He is also extremely

affected by the attacks made and kept on him in the public papers. I think

he feels those things more than any person I ever yet met with. I am ex-

tremely sorry to sec them.” But, so Jefferson continued, Washington had

brought the attacks on Iiimself. “Naked he would have been sanctimoni-

ously reverenced, but enveloped in the rags of royalty, they can hardly

be torn off without laceration. It is the more unfortunate that this attack

is planted on popular ground, on the love of the people to France and its

cause, which is universal.”

As a matter of fact, Washington’s emotional sympathies v'ere more with
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France than England. He had in his two wars fought both nations, but the

Revolution had been fratricidal and thus more bitter. Traveling through

New England during liis first presidential term, he had commented on

“the destructive evidences of British cruelty” yet visible in Connecticut.

After the Revolution, he did not have a single English friend, but he re-

mained close, if only by letter, to Frenchmen who had fought in his army

and as his allies: not only his beloved Lafayette but the Marquis de

Chastcllux and others. The French, furthermore, were seeking freedom

from aristocratic domination, even if their road took strange turns.

Washington’s cabinet was now engaged in endless discussion of specific

interpretations of the Neutrality Proclamation. Although Jefferson con-

tinued to present himself to his followers as a solitary champion fighting a

solid block of pro-Bntish monarchists, Washington agreed, when there

was a difference, more often with Jefferson than with the pro-British

Hamilton. This Avas made possible by the fact that, applying to his official

acts the practical and balanced side of Iris nature, Jefferson rarely allowed

his bias to carry him beyond the confines of judicious behavior. And

Wasliington was glad to lean as far towards the French side as he thought

was compatible Avith the fundamental principle enunciated in the Neu-

trality Proclamation.

Since Hamilton very rarely put his emotions on paper, w^e do not knoAV

how he reacted, from issue to issue, on being so often overridden. But in

late June, 1793, he sent Washington an angry letter: “Considerations rela-

tive both to the public interest and to my own delicacy” had made him

resolve to resign his office toAvards the end of the present session of Con-

gress. Washington commented that Hamilton “had often before intimated

dispositions to resign, but never as decisively before.” Washington must

have tried to change his Secretary’s mind, but for the moment at least

Hamilton adhered to his intention.

Jefferson Avas coming to realize that by his early confidences to Genet

he had encouraged a menace to American peace and a Avild force Avho

might by extreme behavior damage in American public opinion the French

cause. Genet had his OAvn interpretation of America’s treaty obligations.

In his opinion, the French clearly had a right to create and man privateers

in the United States, and to set up their own courts that Avould aAvard to

the captors prizes brought into American harbors. If the executive con-

tinued to try to enforce the Neutrality Proclamation, Avhich Genet had

ruled illegal, the French Minister would arrange to have Congress called
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in a special session. Or by writing in the newspapers, he would undermine

the superannuated and reactionary President, who was jealous, Genet be-

lieved, because Genet was closer to the American people than he.

Jefferson now tried to tone the Frenchman down, but it was like argu-

ing with a tornado. “He renders my position immensely difficult,” Jeffer-

son complained, “. . . I am on a footing to advise him freely, and he

respects it, but he breaks out again on the very first occasion,” (Genet was

later to claim that Jefferson had double-crossed him.)

"Washington’s new estate manager had become incapacitated with tuber-

culosis, leaving no one at the helm— and just at the time of the June

harvest. The President felt required to make a flying trip home. Although

the manager died before he arrived and everything proved to be in dismal

confusion, Washington felt he could stay at Mount Vernon for only ten

days. He posted back to Philadelphia, arriving on July ti, 1793, to find on

his desk a pile of papers marked in Jefferson’s handwriting “instant at-

tention.”

The documents revealed that Genet was publicly challenging the gov-

ernment He was mounting cannon and enlisting an American crew on a

former British brigantine, the Little Sarah, whicii the French had captured

before the Neutralit)>- Proclamation and renamed La Petite Devwcrate.

When the Pennsylvania authorities, who had jurisdiction because the

bustle was going on in Pliiladelphia harbor, warned him that he was break-

ing the law, Genet defied them. He had also defied the intervention of

Jcffeison.

Washington read with horror Genet’s statement that the crew of the

ship, most of whom were American citizens, were such “high-spirited”

French patriots that they would resist by force any efforts to stop their

sailing. Genet had furthermore warned a Pennsylvania mediator that “he
v'ould appeal from the President to the people.” In a fury that a foreign

representative should “threaten the executive,” Washington called for

Jefferson to come to him at once. Jefferson, who wanted to take as little

responsibility as possible, pleaded illness (he was well the next day) and
did not come.

Further papers sent by Jefferson reported a debate that had taken place
in the cabinet. Hamilton and Knox had argued that if the United States
allowed the Little Sarah to sail, the prestige of the government would be
wounded and England would have a cause for war. Jefferson had argued
that attacldng the ship would exaggerate a minor infraction and give
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France a cause for war. Wliile the ministers bickered, Genet sailed the ship

to a point where the United States, having no naval frigate, could not stop

her. She was soon out in the ocean, where she proved a vtry effective

raider.

Genet was convinced of the rectitude of liis acts. “When treaties speak,”

he explained, “the agents of nations have but to obey.” And he could not

doubt that he could mitigate Washington’s anger with his persuasive

charm. Ignoring Jefferson’s warnings, he made a surprise call on the

President. He explained that his own popularity in the United States was

not due to any scheming on liis part: it reflected “the honesty and integ-

rity” of the American people. Washington would of course realize that

Genet could not, unle.ss he were to be a traitor, submit to the Neutrality

Proclamation, which “annulled the most sacred treaties.” France was

emerging triumphant from the w'ar and would. Genet assured the Presi-

dent, treat the United States with magnanimity.

Having listened in silence, Washington replied only to Genet’s com-

ments on popularity: “He did not read the gazettes, and it was of very

slight importance to him whether his administration was talked about,”

Genet departed wdth “flattering thoughts” that he had mollified Washing-

ton. The next day, he hurried to Jefferson’s office to boast of lus triumph.

He had hardly begun w'hen a door opened and in w^alked a stony-faced

Wasliington. Genet made one of his best bow's, and then saw' that Jefferson

WTis now equally stony-faced. He looked from one to the other for “an

invitation to remain for w'hich I w'ould w'illingly have given part of my

life.” Jefferson made “an imperative sign.” Hurt and amazed at such be-

havior by a man he considered liis friend and supporter, Genet felt forced

to retire.
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Trouble All Around

b793)

I
T WAS A suMMEu OF RIOTS. As a vcry old man, John Adams reminisced

about “the terrorism excited by Genet in 1793, when ten thousand

people in the streets of Philadelphia day after day threatened to drag

Washington from his house,” start a revolution, and declare war on

England. This is a senile exaggeration, yet it is a fact that discontents were

widespread in Virginia and mobs did roam city streets, hooting at any

visible elegance and threatening the Federalists.

“That there are in this as W'ell as in all other countries,” Wasliington

wrote, “discontented characters, I well knew, and also that these charac-

ters are actuated by very different views; some good, from an opinion that

the measures of the general government are impure; some bad, and (if I

might be allowed to use so harsh an expression) diabolical, inasmuch as

they are not meant to impede the measures of that government generally,

but more especially (as a great means towards the accomplishment of it)

to destroy the confidence which it is necessary for the people to place

(until they have unequivocal proof of dismerit) in their public servants.”

Washington could not resist adding that he could better be called a slave

than a servant.

Washington was eyeing with great uneasiness the Pennsylvania Demo-
cratic Society, organized by friends of Genet with the avowed object of
sponsoring a network of clubs across the nation to rouse pro-French and
anti-administration sentiment. The movement is variously said to have
been based, on the Committees of Safety which had' hdped forne^^-thc
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American Revolution or on the Jacobin Clubs that ’had brought the

French Revolution to its bloodiest phase. Neither alternative could be re-

assuring to those who did not believe that the United States needed a

second revolution. “I early gave it as my opinion to the confidential char-

acters around me,” Washington was to remember, “that if these societies

were not counteracted (not by prosecutions, the ready way to make them

grow stronger), or did not fall into disesteem” through knowledge of the

purposes for which they were instituted “by their father, Genet, . . .

they would shake the government to its foundations.”

Hamilton insisted that Genet was applying to the United States France’s

general policy of subverting all governments. Jefferson argued that Genet

was no more than an unfortunate appointment. Washington, with his eyes
“

focused on the domestic scene, believed that the fault lay with the Ameri-

cans (he was not well enough informed to include Jefferson) who had

egged Genet on.

Since Jefferson now regarded the French Minister as a liability, the

executive leadership was unanimous that Genet’s recall should be re-

quested. Cabinet debates turned on how the request should be worded and

whether the record of Genet’s misbehavior should be published. Hamilton-

was, of course, for a stern protest to Paris and complete disclosure, Jeffer-

son wanted the request to be as between friends, and, in opposing dis-

closure, he found himself arguing against his professed principles. He

believed in obeisance to the legislature, but he knew that informing Con-

gress would be to inform the people. One of his favorite contentions ^t'as

that the people should be completely trusted, yet he feared that, if Genets

desire to interfere in the American government were known, “universal

indignation” would wound pro-French sentiment and the emerging Re-

publican party.

Washington again agreed with Jefferson. He wished the dispatch to

state that the United States did not blame France for what they regarded

as Genet’s personal misbehavior. The President’s desire for national unity

so overrode liis hope that the Democratic Societies be discredited, that he

decided not to publish, at least for the time being, even the fact that

Genet’s recall had been requested. The government would have to do its

best to put up u'ith the intransigent Minister until word came back from

France.

Washington’s decisions elicited violent opposition from Hamilton and

Knox. They warned that, unless the public were notified of their danger,

sedition would sweep the country. Knox made two attempts to rouse
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WasWngton’s anger at the personal insults being offered him. On the

second attempt, when he referred to a satire which described Washington

being guillotined for his aristocratic crimes, Knox succeeded.

Washington liked to say that, since “neither ambitious or interested

motives have influenced my conduct, the arrows of malevolence . . . never

can reach the imlnerable part of me.” But now, so Jefferson noted, he “got

into one of those passions when he cannot command liimself, ran on much

on the personal abuse which had been bestowed on him, defied any man

on earth to produce one single act of his since he had been in the govern-

ment wliich was not done on the purest motives.” He stated “that he had

never repented but once having slipped the moment of resigning his office,

and that was every moment since, and that by God he had rather be in his

grave than in Ills present situation. That he had rather be on liis farm than

to be made evipeior of the wot Id, and yet that they were charging him

with wanting to be a king. That that rascal Freneau sent him tliree of his

papers every day, as if he thought he would become the distributor of his

papers, and that he could see in this nothing but an impudent design to

insult him. He ended in this high tone.”

Washington’s burst of rage did not make him change his decision not to

publish the Genet record. However, Hamilton could not bear to lose what

Jefferson called “the advantage they have got.” Under the nom de plume

“No Jacobin,” he stated in the press that Genet was attempting to subvert

the government in order to drag the United States, a French prisoner, into

war Avith England.

When fifteen warships of the French West Indian fleet appeared in NeAv
York Harbor, Genet, ignorant that his recall had been requested, rushed

there jubilantly. Washington warned Jefferson that he claimed he now had

fifteen thousand seamen at his command. He might use them to fit out

privateers “w ottr ports."

Sensing a grave crisis, the Federalists undertook a bold move. A letter

appeared in the press, remarkable in that it AA'as signed, not by a nom de
plume as Avas then the almost universal practice, but by tAVO high officials

of tlie government in their true names: Rufus King, Senator from Ncav
f ^ork, and John Jay, Cliief Justice of the Supi erne Court. They stated suc-
cinctly; “Mr. Genet, the French Minister, had said he Avould appeal to the
people from certain decisions of the President.”

Genet responded Avith a public letter ostensibly addressed to the Presi-
dent. He recalled that be had “demonstrated” to Washington that official
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American policy sacrificed the French interest and seemed contrary to

“the views of the people of America.” Was Genet to infer that “the slight-

est hint of an appeal, which a magistrate deserving of his high office would

ardently desire, was to you the greatest offense I could offer?” Having

thus publicly attacked Washington and med to go over his head to the

people. Genet demanded Washington’s “explicit declaration” that he had

never done either of these things.

The immediate reaction induced a replay of what had happened during

the Revolution when the public, on learning that Washington had been

insulted by that other Frenchman, General Conway, had felt a surge of

renewed affection for their national leader, Wasliington was of course

pleased to hear the previously augmenting pro-French explosions begin to

muffle, but in relation to Jay and King he did not deviate from what he

considered impartial propriety. Having been officially so requested by the

French A'linister, the President set on foot an inquiry to determine whether

the foreign diplomat had been libeled.

Jay and King were furious at what they considered Washington’s lack

of gratitude. They wrote him an immoderate protest at which he was

deeply offended. Knox sprang into the breach. Through his mediation, the

conflict was patched up. As King watched, Washington threw all the

angry correspondence into the fire. However, Jay, who could not bear

even the tiniest slight to his self-importance, seems not to have forgiven

the President. Tlus was to have calamitous repercussions later in Washing-

ton’s second term.

The role of noncombatant in a political and ideological fight is not a

happy one. While Jay and King were still fuming, Wasliington received a

letter, dated July 31, 1793, in wliich Jefferson renewed his resignation.

Washington responded by riding to Jefferson’s country retreat on the

outskirts of Philadelphia. His appeal to the loyalty’^ of his old friend fell on

deaf ears. Jefferson stated that not only did he have “an excessive repug-

nance to public life,” but he found especially repulsive the social life in

PliiladelpWa. And his private affairs at home needed attending to,

Washington then “expre.ssed great apprehension at the fermentation

which seemed to be working in the mind of the public, that many descrip-

tions of persons, actuated by different causes, appeared to be uniting. V\ la

it Would end in, he knew not.”

Jefferson assured Wasliington that the Republicans were not oppose

to the government: they merely wished to reestablish the independence 0

2^6
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Congress. The danger, Jefferson reiterated, was an American monarchy.

As before, Washington scoffed at the possibility of such a danger.

Jefferson’s ears must have pricked forward when Washington confided

that Hamilton had asked to retire towards the close of the next congres-

sional session. If Jefferson would postpone his departure to the same date,

Waslungton could fill both vacancies simultaneously. This would enable

him to reshuffle the geographic distribution, putting perhaps a southerner

in the Treasury and a northerner in State. The conferees then discussed,

without coming up with any impressive possibilities, who could fill the

two vacancies. Washington again pressed Jefferson to stay. When Jeffer-

son asked if he might postpone his final decision for three days, Washing-

ton replied, “Like a man going to the gallows, he was willing to put it off

as long as he could.”

Jefferson took advantage of a traveler going south to send Madison and

through him the other A^irginian political leaders a packet which, he ex-

plained, “could never have been hazarded by post.” The papers included

a complete transcript of his private conversation with AVashington, “which

may enable you to shape your plan for the state of things wliich is actually

to take place,” and also a long letter outlining a new Republican strategy.

Hamilton’s power should be undermined by breaking the Treasury De-

partment in half. There should be two Secretaries: one to collect customs

duties and the other, internal taxes. The House should declare the bank

unconstitutional, which would have a popular impact even if the Senate

were too “unsound” to concur. Then Jefferson, who had condoned, if

regretfully, the attacks on AVashington, urged that they be stilled. But not

because of any affection or admiration for the President.

The Federalists, Jefferson confided, were trying to persuade Washington
that they were “the only friends to the government.” If the President were
convinced that “the people” were supporting Genet against him, he would
probably publish the record of Genet’s behavior. This would be disastrous.

Thus the Republicans should praise Washington, abate their attack on the

Neutrality Proclamation, and withdraw their support from Genet.
Madison, and to a greater extent Monroe, expressed unwillingness to

abandon Genet. In separate letters, they urged Jefferson not to resign.

Their arguments were based on their acceptance of Jefferson’s statements
that he alone in the executive was unsympathetic to monarchy and not
pro-British. Having been told that Washington never paid any attention
to anything Jefferson advised, they concluded that Washington’s motive
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in wishing to keep Jefferson in the cabihet \vas only, ‘‘sdf-lovej^tfc

to use the presence of the Republican leader as a ;“shield” to protect: him -

from even more violent newspaper attacks,- Jefferson should take advantage /

of Washington’s need to hide behind him. He should stay on and riiajce ‘‘as

few concessions as possible.” ;
- ' V ; X: vV: V

:

j

Jefferson had to reach his decision long before he received these,repli^
:

He concluded that he could stay on if he could avoid the responsibility that

forced him to support necessary decisions tliatwvere counter to his emo-

:

dons and his politics. Towards this end, he worked out a scheme which

would enable him to remain painlessly in office until the crid of ji793. -Hc
,

would insist on going home for six weeks, and he Imew, that Watiiington;

intended to get off for tluree M'eeks. It being obvious that the President and .

.

the Secretary of State should not be away at the same time, this would get

.

him, as far as policy making was concerned, “rid of nine weeks;” ,During' ,

the remaining four of his service. Congress would be in. swsiori. ahd the f

executive presumably not making decisions but awaiting thern. ^“Aly view .

•

in this,” Jefferson explained to Madisoni“was precisely to avoH beihg at.;;;

any more councils as much as possible, that I might not be committed. in;!,

anything further.” '

After Jefferson had suggested (without stating his motives) this schedule.-;

to Washington, he worried lest the President had not understobd hini. He-

;

sent a letter expressing “in writing more exactly what I nieant.tobaye said

yesterday.”
'

-fv;

Washington replied, “I clearly understood you on Saturday^ and of.

what I conceive to be two evils, must prefer the least: that is to.;dispense ;

with your temporary absence in autumn (in order to retain, you in pflice -

till January) rather than part with ymu . altogether at
.
the close of Sep-

tember.” • •

The more extreme Republicans were.continuirig to .support .the French ,

Minister against the American President. Gehet hiriiself .was. perpetually^

in the press, denouncing Washington, urging, 'warlike preparations against,

England. As Jefferson had ffea’red, this'tilarnpr swelled ;the revulsion:, of >

.popular sentiment wliich.bad been ^started , by; the revelatiori Of jay and v

King. Mass meetings held across the dand had previously adopted fresolu- v;

tions denouncing the executive and the! Neutrality I^roclamatioh, Now,

,

even those wljich expressed sympathy for the Frenoh eausd praised AYash .

Jngtoh and agreed that it should be national pdliOy tO' treat t)Oth belligdf

-tints.equally.-y .’T '

i-'-
^

a.-
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The Republicans who had so libeled Washington were out on a limb

that could be sawed off beWnd them. An easy opportunity to do tliis was

given the President by his long-standing practice of publicly answering

every resolution sent Trim. But when Wasliington asked Hamilton’s help in

answering a resolution, he made it clear that he was not calling on that

propagandist’s controversial gifts. He wished “such alterations in the ex-

pression of the draft ... as will, in your opinion, make it palatable to all

sides, or unexcepdonal.”



THIRTY-NINE

A Tragic Departure

(1793)

o ONE THEN UNDERSTOOD how ycllow fever was transmitted. Un-
^ ^ suspected by science, mosquitoes took over Philadelphia. In Aug-

^st, 1793, the disease moved on insect wings down the streets from the

waterfront, creating the most murderous epidemic in all American liistory.

Hamilton was soon believed to be dying. Those still-living inhabitants

who had not fled the city, cowered indoors, the principal movement on

the streets being of open carts driven by blacks (Negroes were considered

immune) on which sprawled corpses being hurried to the pits which had

taken over from the glutted graveyards.

The presidential office, Washington wrote, was “in a manner blockaded

by the disorder,” yet word came to him that his presence in the city was

one of the few things that gave inhabitants hope. Although he had an-

nounced a date for his departure for a iVIount Vernon holiday, he decided

to remain. However, Martha could not be persuaded to leave without him.

Unwilling to expose her and the children to the contagion, he agreed to

leave, but not one day sooner than he had previously intended.

Whatever hopes Washington had harbored for a restful vacation proved

utterly vain. Since that distant date when he had undertaken the Revolu-

tionary command, whenever other authorities had failed to function, the

responsibility had devolved on Iiim. Now the capital was sealed off from

the rest of the United States by disease, and most members of the govern-

ment had scattered, even disappeared. All federal business flowed into
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Mount Vernon. This was the more vexing because Washington, having

not foreseen the situation, had not brought with him any of the relevant

records. From the windows of the mansion house, he could see his mana-

gerless plantation deteriorating, but he hardly had time to step out of

doors.

With autumn, the disease began to abate, and Washington called such

members of his cabinet as he could locate to join liim in Germantown, six

miles northwest of the stricken city. Jefferson met him on the road in a

very bad humor. The Secretary of State’s plan for escaping responsibility

had been destroyed because the yellow fever had made him journey to

Monticello when Washington was also away. He was being forced to

return to duty at exactly the moment he had most wished to avoid; when,

in preparation for the upcoming congressional session, the executive would

have to make crucial decisions.

Germantown was crowded with refugees from Philadelphia. Setting up

his headquarters in the elegant mansion of Colonel David Franks, Washing-

ton stayed in the same house— and perhaps slept in the same bed— where

the British commander in chief. Sir William Howe, had, fifteen years be-

fore, received the shocking news that the Continental Army was advancing

amazingly down Germantown’s streets.

Now Washington’s appearance again created a sensation. It was taken

as a demonstration that the calamity had passed. His advisers feared that

his “indifference about danger” might make him risk Ids onm life, and

those of the inhabitants who would “crowd” after him, by riding into the

city while contagion still lurked. Washington was not to be dissuaded.

The mosquitoes having been killed by the chilly weather, neither he nor
the “multitudes” who followed his example were harmed.

The main business before the cabinet was determining what to report to

Congress about the Neutrality Proclamation and about Genet. Concerning
the Proclamation, there had long been a constitutional debate between
Hamilton and Jefferson. The Hamiltonian view was that tlie President had
e.\crtcd a right to lead foreign policy, it being only required that he con-
sult the Senate after the event. Jefferson asserted that the President would

, liave encroached had he in fact promulgated a new foreign policy: he had
merely declared the existing situation when the country was actually at

peace. Washington agreed with Jefferson, stating that “he had never had
an idea that he could bind Congress against declaring war.”
The long-postponed question of whether the Genet record should be
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made public by presenting the documents to Congress could, now that

Congress was convening, no longer be postponed. This was the issue Jef-

ferson had most wished to avoid, all the more because the refusal of his

own followers to accept his advice to abandon Genet had clearly made it

necessary for tlie government to defend itself by justifying the request for

his recall. It was with a feeling of being unfairly trapped that Jefferson

made unanimous the cabinet decision to present Congress with the record

of Genet’s behavior.

Debate then turned on whether the revelations unfavorable to France

should be balanced by revelations unfavorable to England. Not only were

the British ignoring American protests concerning the northwestern posts,

but they were illegally damaging American trade with the French West

Indies. Jefferson urged full publication. Flamikon, Knox, and Randolph

stated that important information should be held back as negotiations were

pending. “I began to tremble now for the whole,” Jefferson remembered,

“lest ail should be kept secret.” But Washington intervened “with more

vehemence than I have seen liim show’” and decided that without reserve

“the British acts be revealed.” He commissioned Jefferson to prepare the

report to Congress.

Since Genet w^as still engaged in trying to undermine the government,

Waslunwton asked his cabinet whether the Minister should not be dismissed
O

witliout w'aiting to hear from the French government. Tliis created such

a cat-and-dog fight that the President postponed decision. He Avas relieved

wdien, early in the new year, he heard that Paris w'as indeed acting.

On Washington’s sixty-third birthday, a new envoy, Jean Antoine Joseph

Bai'on Fauchet, presented his credentials. He seemed, Martha wrote, a

plain, grave, and good man.” Fauchet wdshed to arrest Genet and send him

back to France, where the diplomat would undoubtedly have paid for his

indiscretions on the guillotine.^ Desiring no such revenge, Washington gave

Genet asylum in the United States. After marrying the daughter of Gov-

ernor Clinton of New York, Genet for the rest of his life devoted the

boiling of his brain to impractical inventions.

Hamilton’s bout wdth yelloAA' fever had left him weak. He felt “chagrin

at the “weakness or wickedness” of those he had to contend with in the

government. Yet he withdrew his resignation. It was Jefferson wFo le-

mained determined to depart. He turned down Washington’s continuing

appeals so “decidedly” that the President concluded “I can no longer hint

this to him.” ..
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Washington’s search for a successor was not a happy one. The two

other Americans most conversant with foreign affairs, Jay and Robert R.'

Livingston, were both New Yorkers, and thus could not serve beside the

New Yorker Hamilton. Governor Thomas Johnson of Maryland, at best

a lame choice, refused because of ill health. And so Washington turned to

a man who had no foreign experience but had been present at all cabinet

discussions, the Attorney General, Edmund Randolph.

Dynasticaily, Randolph (who was Jefferson's cousin) had been born to

rule in Virginia. Having served briefly as Washington’s military aide, he

had become governor of the state at thirty-tliree. Because of his mellifluous

oratory, he had been chosen to present, at the Constitutional Convention,

“the Virginia plan” on which the Constitution had been built. He had

been Washington’s personal lawyer and was Washington’s close friend. In

cabinet discussions, he had been particularly valuable since he was not a

zealot on either side. He had often presented the compromise wliich

Washington accepted.

Jefferson felt that, as a fellow Virginian and a relation, Randolph should

always have taken his side. He hated and despised Randolph, whom he

regarded as a “mere chameleon” always changing color. He considered that

no more “unfortunate appointment could be made.” Yet his own determi-

nation to retire was not shaken. On the last day of 1793, his courteously

phrased but firm letter of resignation was on ’l^^ashington’s desk.

Washington’s reply expressed “sincere regret. . . . Since it has been

impossible to prevail upon you to forgo nny’^ longer the indulgence of

your desire for private life, the event, however anxious I am to avert

it, must be submitted to. But I cannot suffer you to leave your station

without assuring you that the opinion that I had formed of your integrity

and talents . . . has been confirmed by the fullest experience. . . . My
earnest prayers for your happiness accompany you in your retirement.”

Jefferson’s retirement was undoubtedly the greatest catastrophe Wash-
ington suffered during his Presidency. It was not only that the powerful
political leader, now no longer held down by an executive responsibility,

went over completely into the opposition. The very essence of Washing-
ton’s decision-making process was set awry. Since he endeavored, before
he reached a conclusion, to balance all points of view, he found it im-
mensely valuable to have laid before liim the arguments of the ablest
members of both principal factions. Now, when Hamilton spoke, there
Was no equally strong voice to answer.



Edmund Randolph, the beloved friend arid favorite miiiister, whorh. the. ;

,

elderly Washington tragically suspected of being a traitor. Artist uii-;
;

known (Private collection. Photograph, Frick Art Reference Library) .
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This imbalance in Washington’s cabinet was made the more dangerous

— as he seems himself to have realized if not altogether in his conscious

mind— by the fact that the infirmities of age, wliich he had feared as he

accepted his second term, were indeed rising slowly in him. The departing

Jefferson noted of Washington, “The firm tone of his mind, for which he

had been remarkable, Avas beginning to relax; its energy was abated; a

listlessness of labor, a desire for tranquillity had crept on him, and a will-

ingness to let others act or even think for him.”

Hamilton Avas eager to act and think for liim. Hamilton Avas young,

brilliant, efficient, energetic. How and to Avhat extent Avould the aging

President be able to resist.^
!



FORTY

Opposite Hands Across the Ocean

(1794)

N o SOONER HAD THE CRISIS with France abated than an even more

dangerous crisis exploded with England. A British governmental

decree, known as the Provision Order, had gone far beyond the ConsoktQ

del Mare, which permitted the removal of a belligerent’s goods from

neutral bottoms. With no legal justification whatsoever, the Bridsh em-

pow ered their vessels to capture any American ship containing any French

goods or sailing for any French port. After communicating the order to

their own commanders, the British kept it secret from the Americans

for almost three montlis, during which their warships and privateers had

fallen on the unsuspecting American shipping that crowded the sea-lanes to

the French West Indies. Hundreds of sliips were soon anchored in English

West Indian harbors awaiting formal confiscation, while the sailors were

given the choice of joining the British navy or dying in prison hulks alive

with tropical fevers.

Northwest of the Ohio River, the British had so successfully frustrated

Washington’s efforts to make peace with the Indians that he had finally

given in to frontier sentiment by ordering Wayne’s army to advance in

preparation for attacking the tribes in the spring. Word now came that the

Governor General of Canada had announced at an Indian parley that his

King would soon be at war with the United States: the British and the

Indians would then divide up the forests at their own pleasure. Washing

ton ordered investigations concerning how many British regulars there

were in Canada and what would be the loyalties of the French Canadians

“if matters should come to extremities.”
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Writing the British philanthropist Lord Buchan, Washington mourned,

“If, instead of the provocations to war, bloodshed, and desolation (often-

times unjustly given) the strife of nations and of individuals was to excel

each other in acts of philanthropy, industry, and economy, in encouraging

useful arts and manufactures, promoting thereby the comfort and happi-

ness of our fellow men; and in exchanging on liberal terms the products of

one country and clime for those of another, how much happier would

mankind be! But providence, for purposes beyond the reach of mortal

scan, has suffered the restless and malignant passions of man, the ambitious

and sordid views of those who direct them, to keep the affairs of this

world in a continual state of disquietude; and will, it is to be feared, place

the prospects of peace far off, and the promised millenium at an awful

distance from our day.”

News of the Provision Order and its harsh, unfair enforcement reached

the United States during February and Anarch, 1794. Inflammatory anti-

British bills were soon before Congress. One would sequester all debts

owed by Americans to Britons as a guarantee that American shippers and

sailors be indemnified. Another would halt all commercial intercourse

with Great Britain until every English soldier was out of the northwestern

forts and an illegal maritime damage paid for.

These proposals horrified the Federalists. Expropriating private prop-

erty was blasphemy to businessmen. They knevv'^ that a long break in com-

merce with that prime American market and supplier, England, would

destroy American trade and tlie customs revenues essential to the federal

government. And if war with England ensued, would that not, by dis-

crediting the pro-British conservatives, throw the United States into the

bloody hands of the American Jacobins? Senator King diagnosed “the

most alarming irritation” against Britain in regions usually anti-French.

The Massachusetts Federalist Fisher Ames mourned, “The English arc

absolutely madmen. Order in this country is endangered by their hostility.”

Congress passed and Washington signed a month’s embargo not only
on British but on all transatlantic trade. This was agreed on by both par-

ties: the Republicans because intercourse with French possessions had in

any case been stopped, and the Federalists because keeping American ships

out of the ocean would prevent further depredations that might topple
the peace. But the Federalists could only accept this as a most temporary
expedient. And they feared that by passing violent anti-British laws
Congress would incite even greater violence in the British.
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Led by Hamilton, the Federalists put pressure on Washington to em-

ploy his prestige in soothing Congress down. Following his constitutional

principles, the President refused to intervene with the legislature. But there

was a constitutional way for the executive to step into the breach. Need-

ing only to secure the consent of the pro-Federalist Senate, Washington

could appoint a special envoy to iron out the troubles with Britain. Con-

gress would then be impelled to postpone all anti-British measures undl

the envoy acliieved the slow voyage across the ocean and, having negoti-

ated, reported as slowly back.

Washington was to explain to the Senate, “A mission like this, while it

corresponds with the solemnity of the occasion, will announce to tlie

world a solicitude for friendly adjustment. . . , Going immediately from

the United States, such an envoy will carry w'ith him knowledge of the

existing temper and sensibility of the country, and will thus be taught to

vindicate our rights with firmness, and to cultivate peace with sincerity.”

Since Waslrington had taken similar steps in previous crises, there i.s

every reason to believe that the conception occurred to him spontane-

ously.* The recommendation also came in from various advisers. A group

of Federalist senators urged that the envoy be Hamilton.

At first, the Republicans opposed the idea of an executive mission that

would take the initiative away from Congress. But when it became clear

that Congress could achieve no action that did not point to war, the argu-

ment moved on to who should be appointed. The Republicans were as

afraid of Hamilton as the Federalists were for him: they feared that the

demon would either sell out the United States or be so effective at secur-

ing concessions from his British friends that he would succeed Washing-

ton as President.

Hamilton did not hide from Washington that he was all eagerness. Real-

izing that his Secretary of the Treasury did not possess “the general con-

fidence of the country,” Washington hesitated to appoint him. Yet the

pressure from his most valuable aide prevented the aging President from

settling on anyone else. The Federalists, worried lest the whole propor-

tion be allowed to lapse, finally persuaded Hamilton to withdraw. Flamil-

ton then suggested Chief Justice Jay. Washington appointed Jay. It was

not an ideal appointment, but where was Washington to find better?

The two men had worked together for years but had never been

intimate. (Washington’s friendliest gesture had been to offer that his

jackass should serve Jay’s marcs at no charge.) Jay could bear no insult to

L

* He had been imtrumcntal in sending Colonel John Laurens to France during the

Revolution; he had sent Gouverneur Morris to Britain.
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Ws importance; he had taken violent umbrage at Washington’s reaction to

his and King’s publication on Genet. He was cold, grave, and withdrawn,

self-righteous with the consciousness of belonging to one of the great lead-

ing families of New York, Lacking the tact that grew out of respect for

public opinion, he had been led by his conscience into various extremely

unpopular moves. But he was a potent leader in New York, and no other

man in the United States had had more experience in foreign affairs. Dur-

ing the Revolution, he had been Minister to Spain. He had been one of the

commissioners who had negotiated the peace treaty with England. Under

the Confederation, he had been Secretary of Foreign Affairs.

jay’s appointment might seem to tip the government towards the Feder-

alists, but Washington saw a way to right the balance. Jn recalling Genet,

the French had requested the recall of Gouverneur Miorris, who was sus-

pected of royalist leanings. Washington resolved to send a Republican

whom the French v'ould be glad to receive. Robert R. Livingston, the

Secretary of Foreign Affairs during the Revolution, refused. Madison

refused. Washington refused (with his flair for diagnosing character) to

appoint Aaron Burr. And so the offer descended to James Monroe.

Washington saw Monroe primarily as a young man who had been a

brilliant officer during the Revolution and who later, as a senator from

Virginia, had always been suave, gracious, mild-seeming, even if often in

the opposition. That Monroe had been considerably more violent than his

cronies Madison and Jefferson in liis distrust of Washington’s policies

Washington did not know.

Monroe was amazed to have the appointment offered him: “I really

thought 1 was the last man to whom it would be made.” He consulted his

political collaborators, who persuaded him that “I should accept upon the

necessity of cultivating France.”

Having been unable to keep balance in his cabinet between Federalists

and Republicans, Washington thus applied it to his foreign missions.

Furthermore, he saw an advantage in sending to each of the belligerent

powers a man whose personal attitudes would be agreeable to the govern-
mental officials with wiiom he would have to deal. Washington assumed
that both envoys, being American patriots, would put American interests

first.

He seems not to have been "worried by the fact that the envoys would
escape, by months of sailing across the ocean, from his dominating
scrutiny. Always opposed to tying the hands of individuals dealing with



John Jay, the results of whose mission to England created the most

painful problems Washington ever faced. Portrait by Joseph Wright

(Courtesy of the New-York Historical Society)
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problems at such a distance that he himself could not follow immediate

developments— it was thus that he had allowed General Gates to con-

sider himself so important and become so insubordinate— Washington

agreed to give Jay the greatest possible latitude towards negotiating a new

treaty with Great Britain. He assumed that both his appointees would, as

they entered the government service, lay aside their party ties and become

loyal members of the administration. They would, of course, conscienti-

ously apply the impartial neutrality which was the government policy and

also, Wasliington was convinced, the only intelligent option for a patriotic

citizen of the United States.

Before he sailed. Jay consulted at length with tiie Federalist leaders on

what terms he should seek, and, after he had reached London, he reported

more fully to Hamilton than to the President and the Secretary of State.

Monroe worked out with jeffenson a code that would enable him to com-

municate secretly with the leaders of the opposition.
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HE BRTTivSH MAUCHED ovcr thc Canadian border irico the'United States'

and built a fort at the Forks of the iVIi^i.- To discfedit af a aftgle

stroke both thc President and the Jayv mission, a Repubheah newspaper

stated that Washington, having committed "an atfbdous crime,’^had sent

Chief Justice Jay out of the United States^sb; that, as Presideht,-hC'C.ould

not be constitutionally tried. From retirement ,on his rufal'hilltop,:Jefe-

son recommended such violent pro-Frcrich intervention in the war. as he

had, when Secretary of State, labored to avoid.; ft; r- .. . .ft, ft. , ./

Yet, however much thc Republicans Turned, practical realiw: dictated

that, in its official acts in relation, to,Great Britain, the United States

the outcome of thc Jay mission. Congress was stvanied; THc .enAargo,.

after being extended for a second month, \vas voted downftThe aggressive

anti-British rcpiTsals were voted .dovii. Ruefully, Madison and.,,M

agreed that the strength of the executive, based on .the pebple’^ ,
faith, in

Washington, had ended in frustration what.should have been a triumphant,

session for the pro-Frerich Republicans. : . ftft;' J
• ftft;

But Hamilton had noXcause for. rejoicing. His official, acts were for the

second time investigated by the Republicampriented.HOusc of/Represeot-

atiyes. They could uhearth.no evidence that he had: (ak wi^kftt'iTcl^.

charged) engaged in graft, but they did discovef that he-had on ,pne:p^ca"

sion applied to domestic purposes,funds appropriated for the foreign debt.

. Hamilton’s defehse was that .lie had beeii authorized by Waslungton.

Learning of the defense, Washington e.xpressed “surprise-arid passion. ^
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refused to admit, despite Hamilton’s reminder that his memory was unreli-

able, that he might have given sanction verbally. Nor would Wasliington

accept Hamilton’s claim that his allovcr trust in the Treasury Secretary’s

probity made him almost automatically accept the financial measures

Hamilton recommended.

Madison crowed that the Hamiltonians found Washington’s behavior

“inexpressibly mortifying.” Hamilton himself, unable to believe that

Waslungton would of his own volition treat him thus, blamed the malign

influence of Randolph. However, he decided it w'as prudent to take a step

he had not previously considered necessary: he wrote Washington with-

drawing his several months old statement that he wished to resign towards

the end of the present congressional session.

The pleasure Washington expressed at Hamilton’s willingness to stay

“until the clouds over our affairs, which have come on so fast of late, shall

be dispersed” would surely have changed to dismay had he overheard con-

versations between Hamilton and the British Minister, George Hammond.
Hammond reported to his government Hamilton’s assurances that the

United States would settle for very watered-down neutral rights and

would, despite threats included in Jay’s instruction, never entangle herself

by joining Russia, Sweden, and Denmark in an alliance to protect neutral

shipping from British aggression. Many historians contend that this had a

major effect on the outcome of Jay’s negotiation.

It Was June, 1794, when Washington en route to a short iMount Vernon
vacation, inspected from horseback some locks being erected for the

Potomac Canal. On the rough terrain, his horse “blundered and continued

blundering until by violent exertions on my part to save Iiim and myself

from falling among the rocks, I got such a wrench in my back” that he
subsequently found it impossible to ride and difficult to sit upright. This

^\as the first physical injury the great athlete had suffered in all Itis long
life. His aging bones had betrayed him.

Again— it seemed an inexorable fate— he was prevented from attend-
ing to plantation affairs. As he lay half-prone, Washington received a

packet from the Democratic Society of Lexington, Kentucky. In it there
was a letter to the society from a French inhabitant of Louisiana regret-
ting that an American frontier aimy had not returned Loui.siana to France.
And there was an answering resolution demanding that the President and
Congress give the King of Spain the choice of opening the Mississippi to
navigation or fighting the United States.
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Washington expressed anxiety lest Kentucky “force us either to support

them in their hostilities against Spain or disavow and denounce them. War
at this moment with Spain would not be war with Spain alone. The lop-

ping off of Kentucky from the Union is dreadful to contemplate, even if

it should not attach itself to Some other power,”

No man stood higher in the estimation of the Kentucky Democrats than

Jefferson. The ideal solution would be to send Jefferson to Spain as Jay

had been sent to England. Although he had been infonued— he did not

believe it— that Jeflferson was maligning him at the Monticello dinner

table, Wasliington empowered Randolph to offer the appointment.

Jefferson replied that he was suffering from rheumatism and, in any

case, “no circumstances . . . will ever tempt me to engage in anything

public.” Washington thereupon delegated Thomas Pinckney, who could,

while Jay was in London, temporarily leave his post as American Minister

to Great Britain,

With no major storms to be expected until word came back from the

various missions, foreign problems were Jiow quiescent. But at liome,

trouble broke loose.

The ostensible cause was an excise tax on whiskey, to be collected from

the distiller. The law had been enacted during 1790 to help pay the costs

of Hamilton’s financial measures. E,xcises (levies on the manufacture, sale,

or consumption of commodities) were among the few taxes other than

customs duties permitted by the Constitution to the federal government.

The United States failed to possess many industries extensive enough to be

tvorrh taxing. Liquor (alu'ays a prime target for tax collectors) was

selected along with snuff, loaf sugar, and that luxury, carriages. The legis-

lation was accepted everywhere but on the frontier.

The backwoodsmen had their own particular relationsliip with wltiskcy.

Many had their own stills and, since they consumed much of their product

themselves, they could not pass that much of the tax on to purchasers.

Extreme individualists, tliey objected to strangers— particularly revenuers

— snooping on their property. The grain they grew "was too bulky to be

moved by the means of transportation available to them unless it waS dis-

tilled into whiskey. Then jugs could be used locally as currency and

exported over the mountains for sale. Furthermore federal courts were so

scarce that if a backwoodsman was arrested for moonshining, he had to

travel for many days in order to stand trial.

Backwmods opposition to the 'whiskey tax arose almost instantly after
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the bill had been passed and, at Washington’s recommendation, successive

congressional sessions modified the law to make it less objectionable.

However, no move was made, even by the frontier representatives, to

repeal the law. Opposition gradually quieted down. But during 1794, the

issue erupted into violence in the four western counties of Pennsylvania.

Informed Iiistorians generally agree that this renewed and more extreme

opposition was based on the spread of the Democratic Societies across the

Alleghenies.

The whiskey grievance was only the foremost among many. The
frontier had many interests— one was passionate concern xvith the opening

of the Mississippi— which were not taken with equal seriousness by the

various legislatures, state and federal, whose memberslu'p was so largely

from more settled areas. In addition, there existed in western Pennsylvania

what rarely developed in the United States of that time— active class

warfare.

Settlement of the backwoods normally proceeded in two phases. There
were the pioneers who broke into the virgin forests, often misfits, some-
times psychopaths, but always self-reliant, warlike, physically active. The
pioneers were followed by the consolidators, who farmed conventionally,
built clapboard houses, set up stores and law offices, began the creation of
cities. During the Whiskey Rebellion, the little town of Pittsburgh-

—

some two hundred houses— was in active fear of being sacked by the
wild men of the further forests.

The extreme frontiersmen distrusted law coming in from over the
mountains and were unable to cope with it. But the consolidators wel-
comed the laws and used them to oppress the pioneers. On the whiskey
excise, there was a specific difference. The better-organized inhabitants,
who owned large commercial stills, could afford to pay the tax and were
not altogether sorry to foresee that it would put backyard stills out of
competition.

An armed band of small distillers attacked the house of the prosperous
atjzen who had agreed to become tax collector. An army platoon that
rushed to the rescue was forced to surrender, and a man tvas killed.
As the insurrection developed, the still of any man who paid the excise

was wrecked; government representatives were scared with hot irons; mail
bags were taken at gunpoint and citizens persecuted for what was foundm the seized correspondence. Not only did all government come to an
end m western Pennsylvania, but the local Democratic Societies appealed
to their mates down the mountain line -including the Kentuclcj. Society

3fJ



, IFy4SH/NGTON;;TH£ 7NDISI?ENSj!J^

which had recently .threatened: iK ;owh a|gression .Sp^h—io ibin

in a general vebellion. There was talk df^' establishing :a 5.sepm
Alleghenian nation, of of marching bn Philadelphia to force; on the/federal,

government measures dictated by the frontieti f

Washington could not foresee that :Abraham Tiricoln Ayaf, to'

T

m
although on a much larger scale^ .a similar problem iri- i 86^^

President, always conscious that he was establishing pfbcederits, 'rea^

that the situation would rise again. Some ;bther4 secHon. OfThe; Hnited

States would surely arm and threaten, to secede because oPopppsitibn to

laws passed by the general government. Should such abtybppccepfcd, the

Union could not long stand. Apart from .the danger of secession,A'Y4,^lung-

ton contended that if a minority ^— in thipcase itAvas.‘‘a small one’l*~^ wc

permitted to dictate to the majority^ “there is an end put ;at bne qkc to

republican government, and nothing but anarchy :ahd confusibnfs tp:bc

expected thereafter: for some other man or society may .dislike anpth^^^

law and oppose it with equal propriety , until ,{ill':,laws arc prostrate;.and

everyone (the strongest, I presume);:will.carve.fpr himself-Y;.

Washington’s formula, expressed at the tirrie; of. Shays’ Kebeliroh,‘ Vas to

define legitimate grievance.s, right these grievances, and, thepirif .the-,dis-

turbances continued, “employ.the force of the gbvernmcht.’.’.In thc case of;

the Whiskey Rebellion, the first two stepS .Kad, in .Washington’s ,.pp^

been taken. Force therefore seemed required, arid,thcfpAyerc. strong. argu-

ments for moving quickly. If given timCr the; insurrection might

spread southward down the long frontier...And Washington, dwYing dYT

ing the French and Indian War fought over the. same
.

;mountain ipas.scs,

realized how difficult the approach ;of \Vdntcr would make' ariy.invariori .o^

the rebellious counties. Yet he decided that at all hazards -aripther.^ff9^ ^^

mediation shouldbe made; It might;succced. Ifit failed, the .‘attempt should

persuade the nation that the government had dOnc everytlung in its ppyyt

to achieve a peaceful solution,
: yi;..; .

T,;'-;

Washirigton sentthree federal cornmissioners into westefn Pcnrisylvania.

He reinforced their hands, vvfith; a prbclarnation yomman^^^

insurgents “disperse and retire" peaceably to theirihohiiy’’ by.vSepteriibcr i.

And he ordered that • 1 2,950 militiarneh 'prepare to; march iF the proclM^

tion were not obeyedT y
The risks, that .would bc .invblvcdrif mfUtary action proved^^^m^

were, Washington well knewi. frightening, Ifrthe frbntictsmcn Jriob^ize

: to, protect ffieirTeriritory,'; 4iey -^ould; be ^formidable (m fhe ;m(mntain



Washin^on reviewing the whiskey army, by Frederick' Kemmel-,

meyer (Courtesy of Hall Park McCullough) , .

passes. States’ rights sentiments offered another hazard. Since Pennsylvania

.was unwilling to take on .the rebels by herself, -Washington was.forced to

call also on the New. Jersey, Maryland, and Virginia . miliria; .There might

well be outrage at the “invasion” of one state by another. And the extreme

Republican press was shouting that an aristocratic executive was planning

to fall without adequate justification on simple farmers in their fields. Did

this mean that the militianien who answered Washinigton^s, call would all

be (as Hamilton secretly hoped) Federalists? Such a partisan army would

distort the hatiohal precedent Washington, wished to establish and per-

haps incite general civil war. 1 - '
. •;

'

Alarming reports came in from the rebellious countiesi.The eifforts of

Washington’s commissioners- to. stage a referendum were frustrated by
terrorism.. At one polling place, , for instance, the attendant mob shbufed
down aiuptioii that-those who supported the goyefnment’ should riot have
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.

their barns burned and , then evetydne Ayasnnyited tdVote in public; Biit

other news ,was enchantingly good.^ .The pld fear , the inherent danect
of rcpublicanisni was anarchyJmo'dvated. the Vastihajority offtlie-A^
population even as irhad aVthe. time of Shays’ RebeUidh; WlVtCverV^^^^^

prit^ate. emodons, ’the leaders . of thcr opposidon did not darc

onus of encouraging armed resistance to tlw'layv The parent;bcm
Society, that of Pennsylvania^ having, denounced the; excise ;in ,highlf

colored terms, nonetheless -voted that, ,dnce;it had been x6nstitudpha!l)l

enacted, the law must be enforced. Five Virhes as' many ^m^^

enlist as couIdTe accepted./,.;' > -v
“

‘ .-V.yj' ' jV - -VC-vjV;/

“It has been,” Washington exulted,, “a spectacle disp]a}dng' to the high-

est advantage the value of republican government to bchbld tl'ie.most and

least wealthy of our citizens standing in .the same nanksVs private soldiers;”

This would show the Britons, who; had [asserted - “.we should, be^unable to;

govern ourselves . that republicanmn isVipt.the phantonv of .a'.deluded

imagination; on the contrary,"that under no form.of gpycrnment 'will the-

laws be better supported, h'berty ,and property,,berm^^^ seciiredhpr .happi-

ness more eifectually dispensed to mahlcirid:’’ •: V/l V ’

y; 'V;.

The time Washington Had sed fprThe insuriVetioh ' to cease

passed with the lavv still prostrate, he.called for the army to corUc.togetHcr,;

under the shadow of the Alleghenies, in the Shenandoah -/yaUey;
.

He

decided that he would Iiimself take command'./ Perhaps because . he - no/

longer felt competent to handle the necessaryphasses of detail, he agreed ,

to take. Hamilton along. Hamilton had’ been hisVHef of staff, during the.

Revolution, but he ^yas now known as the: fadiep bF,die .e.xcisc, 'thdma^

most accused oF wishing to suppress government,by the .people -'and ^
establish rule by force; By riding pff side by, side \vith ,the hated Tedefal-

ist, Washington committed what w’aS to- date - his .
worst

discretion. V. - V

En route to join the army, Waslungton .received:' gratifying

another . campaign. General Wayne,. Had v,decisively ;
defeafed/ the /motthy

western : Indians ' at the ; Battle .
of Fallc'h Timbers, .aiid

/
IVad. Turtliei^ore,.

obeyed orders by avoiding any .engagenient-tvith nearby British .troops,

who had encroached on [
American territpr)^ ahd/werelydmplerelyrin

power.-/. /'iV ' '

/‘V’; .yf-;;

After Washingtpri had; established,-Ws/hcadquarters at Rea^^^

Vania, he received a Ayofrhah',Velegation;frpni;.,qyef 5^AP^^^
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prosperous landholders who had infiltrated the radical movement, they

stated that “the people of consequence” were in favor of submission. The

simpler people were not. They had been convinced that their cause was

so popular that Waslungton could not raise an army against them. Now
they were thoroughly frightened. Being “men of little or no property”

who “cared but little where they resided,” the leaders of the revolt would,

if given time, flee the threat against them, allowing quiet to return. Since

the situation w'ould thus eventually right itself, the delegates begged that

no army be sent into the western counties. If, as seemed probable from the

unruly behavior of the troops at Carlisle, the army wreaked havoc, the

inhabitants would have to unite against them.

Washington answered that, since the object of the whole expensive

maneuver was “the support of the laws,” the army would march unless
’

there were proof of total submission.

Although it seemed highly improbable that any military effort would

be made to defend the rebel area, no proof could be offered that the laws

could be enforced there without the presence of the army. Washington’s

concern thereupon came to be the psychological state of his own troops.

It was essential that they function not as “executioners. They should do no

more than bring offenders before civil authorities for fair trial. But some

of the soldiers had turned out with the intention of punishing the rabble;

one man had already been killed. Washington, as a Pennsylvania politician

recorded, “labored incessantly” to impress on the soldiers “a conduct

scrupulously regardful of the rights of their fellow citizens, and exemplary

for decorum, regularity, and moderation.”

Leaving Governor Henry Lee of Virginia in the ntilitary command and

Hamilton to represent the federal government, Washington rode back to

Philadelphia, where Congress tvas about to convene. The army that

advanced across the mountains met no opposition and obeyed orders so

scrupulously that not a single citizen was hurt, no property damaged.

Washington, who was eventually to pardon the two insurrectionists sen-

tenced to death, boasted to Jay that the whiskey rebels had been brought
to “a pa feet sense of their misconduct without spilling a drop of blood.”

One reason that the whole situation had been viewed with such anxiety

by the Republicans was the fear that the Hamiltonians would succeed in

presenting it as proof that a standing army was needed to keep the peace
at home. Madison commented that this would surely have happened had
not the expedition been so managed that there was no fighting. Even as it

was, A^adison continued, the dread conclusion might have been drawn if
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*‘the President could have been embarked in it.” The President would not

embark on it. He ordered that the army be disbanded.

However, Wasliington had been so worried by the Wliiskey Rebellion

that he committed the most indiscreet act of his entire presidential career.

^20



TKe Democratic Societies^ ^

WASHINGTON reached PHILADELPHIA 'from a carhpaigH; cxhaustirig.

to an elderly .man only eighteen days before he .was.td deliver
,

his Sixth'Ahnual Address' to Congress. In the bustla.-bCthe; army, carpps, ,:

he had wondered- whether he ought' hot to warn the pcopie/.agaih.st the'

Democratic Societies,- on- which, he 'blamed- the Jnsufrectibn., Randolph;,.,

the.most Republican of liis advjscrs,.spohtaheously. urged that he' do so. In;,

dark moments, Washington “felt perfectly' convinced” :that if the societies;

“cannot be discountenanced, they will des]ttoy the government .oC this

country.” '/' X" f

,
In his address, delivered on .November 19, 1794, .Washington spoke

disaparagingly of “certain self-created societies” and .asked the people 'to ..

“determine” whether.' the insurrections “had not .been fomented by' com-'

.

binations of rnen who, careless of consequences arid disregarding the un-;,

erring truth that those who rouse'xannot always 'appease; civil cori-vulsioris, -

• ,'havebisseniinated;,from ighC)rancc'or perversion of facts,. suspicions^ jea;l->

ousies,-,arid accusations of thCr\vhole;'go.vcrrimerit?” V; . ^ ^

;.Compared "syith what bvas daily publishedbn; pariiphletS and die,press,',

Washington’s strictures were rriilk -and water. He, deribunced, nothing arid

‘ nobody by name; connected whatbic- attacked wrih ho facriori at home or
' (although he believed French machinations were involved) =nb irifluence -

;

frbrii abroiid; oppbsed no 'pbUticar cbriccpdori exbept ‘incidng hrid-'m^

..leading the people; urged no .penalties legal, or sqcial; no political Teprisais, .;

"yet his few.'seriterices caused a sensation; -They '^were bemarkabie asbh'c'
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first criticism of any aspect of the opposition that the national hero had

ever publicly uttered.

The Democratic Society movement, which had up till that moment
been burgeoning, wilted as if sprinkled with weed killer. The Republicans,

who had been encouraging the societies as a political Aveapon, did not dare

come to their defense. It was only in private they fumed, accusing

Washington of things he had never said. Thus Jefferson wrote angrily,

“It is wonderful, indeed, that the President should have permitted himself

to be the organ of such an attack on the freedom of discussion, the free-

dom of writing, printing, and publisliing.”

The Democratic Societies were, of course, an initial step towards the

organization of the political parties which have become an integral part of

American democracy. Tltis has induced historians to state that Washing-

ton was attacking tlie democratic process itself. But organized “factions”

(as they were then called) had not yet received broad popular acceptance,

Washington was not alone in fearing the effect of bodies that were con-

sidered extraneous— “self-created” since not provided for in the Con-

stitution— which nonetheless souoht to insert themselves between thew
people and their government. He had on the same principle opposed polit-

ical activity by that organization of the opposite comple.vion from the

Democratic Societies, the Society of the Cincinnati.

Wasliington believed that the government: should have the most direct

possible connection with each citizen as an individual. He was in favor of

everything that would enable the individual citizen to act intelligently:

education was his favorite charit}', and he urged again and again that the

government should give every encouragement to the dissemination of

newspapers and political pamplilcts tlmough the mails.

Realizing that it was hard for one simple citizen to make his voice heard,

Wasliington saw as the natural grouping the neighborhood. It was not fay

chance that his one formal intervention in the Constitutional Convention

had been to reduce the size of the districts that would elect a member of

the House of Representatives. These representatives should carry their

constituents’ wishes to Congress; should work out with representatives

from other regions what was best for all; and should then report back to

their constituents.

The people had tivo methods of expressing displeasure: one was the

ballot box, the other the calling of a mass meeting that would in a resolu-

tion express their views to the government. W^ashington visualized these

meetings as arising from the neighborhood rather than being engineered,

322
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as the Democratic Societies were, from some political center. As President,

he paid attention to ev'ery such resolution, himself answering each message

in an individual reply. Thus the neighborhood could, when it felt strongly

enough, establish direct contact with the President.

Everything that intervened between the people in their neighborhoods

and the federal government Washington regarded as an impediment to the

true functioning of the republican system. Tins went for the state

governments with their attendant flocks of politicians serving local views.

And it went for “demagogues,” whose object was not, he contended, to

give the people the materials from which they could make up their own
minds but rather to sell them predigested opinions, make them not

thinkers but followers. Washington regarded the Democratic Societies as

the creation and stamping grounds of demagogues. He deplored the adver-

sary theory which secs government as a tug of war between the holders

of opposite views, one side eventually vanquishing the other. Washington

saw the national capital as a place where men came together not to tussle

but to reconcile disagreements. This attitude grew out of his entire experi-^

ence and also from the nature of his own genius. The Revolution had been

won only by gathering as many people as possible into the cause. His

greatest fear for the Constitutional Convention was that the delegates

would arrive with their hands so tied by regional instructions that they

could not learn from one another, working out by mutual understanding

and compromise a government satisfactory to the whole far-flung nation.

And Washington’s own greatest mental gift was to be able to bore down
through partial arguments to the fundamental principles on which every-

one could agree.

Thus, Washington’s disapproval of the Democratic Societies grew out

of his basic conviction. However, his public denudation was contrary to

his convictions, since it was divisive. When still a member of the cabinet,

Jefferson had warned him that speaking out against the Societies would be
“calculated to make the President assume the station of the head of a party

instead of the head of the nation.” Had Jefferson still been by his side.

Washington would undoubtedly have again listened and been stopped. As
it was, raddled and hurried after a strenuous campaign, no longer thinking
with the clarity that he had once possessed, he slipped into what was for
him— however typical it might have been of many Presidents who suc-
ceeded him— a major misstep.

Washington was not one to confess mistakes or take back anything he
had said. Yet he gave the most convincing proof of his realization that he
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had veered onto the wrong road. He never again as President denounced

publicly any aspect of the opposition. Nor did he ever again make any

public statement capable of rational interpretation as limiting the basic

freedoms of the people.



FORTY-THREE

A Disastrous Document

(i79^)

The OPENING OF 1795 brought major changes in Washington’s cabinet.

Knox, needing to attend to unwise land speculations he had made

in Maine, resigned as Secretary of War. Hamilton also resigned. He was

angry and disgusted at the attacks to which public office subjected him.

The charges that he had taken graft being untrue, he required to support

his family a greater income. He had carried through as much of his scheme

for revolutionizing the economy as Congress would accommodate, and

did not consider it worth his energies merely to administer laws already

passed. He surely recognized that conciliating Britain Was so essential to

the United States that his daily presence in the pilot house was not neces-

sary. And he intended to remain, as he practiced law in New York, Wash-

ington’s principal adviser.

Washington had scraped the bottom of the barrel of truly able found-

ing fathers. As replacements, he brought in two men who proved to be

malign, not only in his administration but in that of his successor, John
Adams. Recognizing that (there being hardly any army) the functions of

Secretary of War were mostly Indian affairs, he appointed Timothy
Pickering, a stony-faced Puritan with hawk eyes. Pickering had opposed

Washington at the time of the Conway Cabal, but he was an able adminis-

trator who agreed with Washington’s desire not to drive and isolate the

tribes, but rather to embrace them in the life of the United States. To
administer the Treasury, Washington accepted Hamilton’s first assistant:

fat, plausible, scheming Oliver Wolcott, Jr.
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Although Wasliington could not know that liis new cabinet ministers

had a low opinion of his abilities as compared to Hamilton's, he did

not trust them. Unlike their predecessors, they were not consulted con-

cerning executive decisions-, tliey were limited to the routine of their

departments. And Hamilton liimself waited in vain for appeals for advice.

Perhaps Washington was annoyed that his aide had left his side. In any

case, the President enforced a distinction between members of the govern-

ment, who had a right to certain authority, and civilians, who had none.

Hamilton was now a civilian. Much water was to flow under the bridge

before Washington was forced by desperation to turn again to Ids former

right-hand man.

However, the passage of every month made Washington more in need

of someone to lean on. Randolph was the only remaining original member

of liis cabinet. Randolph was Washington’s longtime disciple and affec-

tionate friend. If he depended more on charm than genius, vv^as too light a

weight to be capable of himself taking over, this may have reassured the

aging President, who knew that his own powers were failing. In any case,

he came (as it turned out tragically) to depend on the mellifluous-voiced

Randolph more than he had ever before depended on any one man.

Congress dawdled through its session, waiting to hear from Jay. On

January 31, 1795, an excited sea captain reported the rumor that a treaty

had been signed, but for week after week theteafter there was no confirm-

ing word. As Congress prepared to adjourn on March 3,
AVashingtoU,

convinced that a treaty must soon arrive, prepared by calling a special

session for June 8. The Congressmen were on their way home when the

Jay Treaty did appear. One can imagine the anxiety with which Washing-

ton and Randolph opened the dispatch box. They quickly discovered that

they had every reason to be perturbed.

The best thing about the treaty was that the British were willing to

sign. Here were rules, however unsatisfactory to the United States, which

would, if followed, prevent a disastrous war. But had Jay really been

unable to escape making so many concessions.^ As Washington com-

mented sadly, he was “not favorable to it.”

On the long-disputed issue of the Canadian border, the British con-

tracted to evacuate the western posts even if at ah irritatingly distant date,

June 1, 1796. But Jay liad agreed to perpetuate the Canadian fur interest

by allowing the British to trade freely with the Indians in American

territory.

5.2
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The treaty included the stipulation that nothing therein would be bind-

ing which was contrary to the previous international obligations of the

United States. The old treaties with France could therefore, at least in

principle, not be violated. However, there were many provisions to which

the French and their partisans would object. Jay had not only abandoned

all claims that free ships made free goods and bowed (as he could not

avoid doing) to the Comolato del Mare. He had agreed that almost every-

thing that could be of any use to France was contraband which could

legally be removed by British raiders from American vessels. And he had

thrown away what the Jeffersonians regarded as their best method of

retaliation against the British; the possibility that private British funds in

the United States might be sequestered.

Washington had interpreted the Senate’s consent to the Jay mission as

authorization to negotiate all difficulties with the British, long-standing

ones in addition to those specifically caused by the war. Jay had thus

been empowered to regulate commercial relations as long as he observed

one unalterable proviso: the British must open their West Indian islands

to American shipping. This proviso Jay had honored only pro forim: the

British had agreed to admit only tiny American ships— seventy tons or

less. In return for this minuscule concession. Jay had conceded, to vast

potential damage to the southern states, that no American ships would

carry to Europe a variety of American goods ^— including the cotton

which the South was just beginning to grow— which were also produced

in the West Indies. That the commercial part of the Jay Treaty was to be

in effect for only fifteen years would do little to diminish what Washing-

ton realized would be the screams of outrage. It would be shouted that Jay
had not only sold out the cause of France and freedom, but the prosperity

of the United States as well.

Washington admitted that he needed more “intimate” knowledge of

American trade fully to understand the commercial sections of the treaty,

and the man most fully informed would have been enchanted to step into

the situation and inform liim. But Washington made no effort to get in

touch with Hamilton. He agreed with Randolph that they two would
keep the contents of the treaty completely secret for the three months
until the special session of Congress would convene, The Senate would
then, under whatever rules concerning publication it would itself establish,

undertake its constitutional role of “advice and consent.” Washington
wished tire Senate’s decision not to be set awry by what would certainly

'
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be, if the provisions were now made public, three months of violent con-

troversy.

The elderly President hoped that he would be able to follow the Senate’s

decision. He himself saw only the horns of a dilemma. If the treaty were

denied, war with England would be more than probable. If the treaty,

with all its obvious imperfections, were ratified, national discord would

rise to terrifying heights.

When the special session finally convened, Washington presented the

treaty to the Senate with no recommendation. The Senate resolved con-

tinued secrecy and then, after eighteen days of stormy debate, reached its

conclusion by exactly the required two-thirds vote: twenty to ten. They

advised ratification of all of the articles except the one that dealt with

trade to the British West Indies. This should be the subject of “further

friendly negotiations.”

The need to renegotiate one section of the treaty put Washington into

a constitutional quandary. If the consent of the Senate had to be procured

concerning the new provisions, how could this be done without keeping

the whole treaty issue dangling? And when a revised clause finally came

back from England it would become the subject of renewed debate at a

time when passions might well have risen extremely high. Washington

considered preparing immediately a text for submission to the Senate, but

was dissuaded by Randolph, who pointed out that doing so would imply

that he had made up his mind to sign the rest of the treaty. Finally, Wash-

ington decided that he might as well, for once, consult his cabinet. After

his Hamiltonian ministers, who wished to accelerate the accommodation

with England, urged unanimously that new senatorial consent did not have

to be secured, Wasliington accepted this view.

Although the Senate had advised liim to keep the full text of the treaty

secret until he had himself acted, Washington concluded that the time

had come to publish. However, he was anticipated by a Virginia senator

who leaked the text to an opposition editor. The pamphlet that was soon

flying around the nation stated that the people were being given what

their government had tried to hide from them.

Now that the responsibility of ultimate decision had come to him,

neither Washington’s conscience nor his temperament would allow him to

follow his original intention of passing the buck by automatically follow-

ing the Senate. After a month had gone by, Randolph noted that he

was still undecided.
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Since the treaty was now known to all and was under public discussion,

Washington felt that he could with propriety consult Hamilton. But he

knew Hamilton wfell enough to write a letter that would prevent the

former Secretary of the Treasury from considering himself the final

authority. Washington, so lie stated, believed that Hamilton had paid'aS

much attention to commercial matters “as most men.” He therefore wished

“to have the favorable and unfavorable side of each article stated and

compared together that I may see the tendency and bearing of them, and,

ultimately on which side the balance is to be found.”

Despite Washington’s Jukewarm wording, Hamilton leapt at the oppor-

tunity with such hunger that his letter, to which he was to add two supple-

mentary mailings, occupies, in his collected works, forty-one printed

pages. His final conclusion was the Senate’s: the West Indian article was

unacceptable but the rest of the treaty should be signed.

With this conclusion Randolph and indeed all Wasliington’s advisers

agreed. Then a new blow struck. The British, who had of their own

volition relaxed the Provision Order that was so destructive to American

commerce, suddenly revived it. That such action could perhaps be justi-

fied under the Jay Treaty’s vague definition of contraband, made the

situation the more frightening since it seemed an indication that the

British intended to interpret the treaty in the harshest po.ssible manner. If

this revelation had been known to the Senate, the Senate might have acted

differently. Their decision therefore ceased to be a staff on which Wash-

ington could lean. The executive was now off on its own.

Washington asked the advice of Hamilton and also his cabinet ministers.

Hamilton recommended that Washington ratify, but instruct his repre-

sentative m London not to deliver the document until the Provision Order

was rescinded. The three lesser cabinet ministers urged that, having signed

the treaty, the President should have it delivered with an accompanying
memorandum of protest. Washington decided, without notifying Hamil-
ton or the lesser cabinet ministers, to follow Randolph’s advice on a course

less favorable to Britain. He would hold off ratification until the Provision

Order was actually withdrawn.

Randolph then suggested that the reopening of tlie negotiation could be
used to clarify other points to the American advantage. The President

empowered the Secretary of State to prepare a memorial to this effect.

Then, finding “the intense heatof the city” almost unbearable, Washing-
ton did what he had never done before. Leaving the gov'ernment in the
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hands of a favorite minister, he went off to Mount Vernon for a long

stay in the midst of crisis.

It seemed an inexorable fate that the relaxation Washington needed

desperately and hoped to achieve when at Mount Vernon should prove

utterly elusive, A persistent small matter during that summer of 1795 was

that he had allowed his personal staff so to deteriorate that he had to write

all his correspondence, official as well as private, in his own hand. The

major matter was the storm of indignation over the Jay Treaty, which

passed beyond all previous bounds of controversy. Even Federalists were

up in arms; the mercantile community felt that they Avere better off with

no treaty than they would be under Jay’s provisions. And the national

majority interpreted the treaty as an about-face in American foreign

policy. It had been assumed that, since the United States had never de-

nounced her treaty of alliance with France, she was, even if cautious of

her neutrality, in the pro-French orbit. The Jay Treaty was interpreted

as an alliance with Britain. No one seemed to give credence to Washing-

ton’s belief that the Jay Treaty would be a continuation (if an unfortunate

one) of the effort to keep the United States unentangled with either bel-

ligerent— as neutral as die facts of the war permitted,

Jefferson exulted that the treaty “has, in my opinion, completely de-

molished the monarchical party here. . . . Those who understand the

particular articles of it, condemn these articles. Those who do not under-

stand them minutely, condemn it as wearing a hostile face to France. The

last is the most numerous class, comprehending the \vhole body of the

people.”

Everyone was after Washington to turn the treaty down out of hand.

He still believed that to do so meant war with England. But now, all

other courses seemed also to point to the same war. Once the French re-

ceived news of the American reaction, they would surely use it to lead

American public opinion by the nose to their own ends. “I have never,

he mourned, “since I have been the administration of the government,

seen a crisis which, in my judgment, has been so pregnant of interesting

events; nor one from w'hich more is to be apprehended.”

Washington, who had down the years found liis way out of so many

crises, was in an utter quandary. He considered dashing for Pluladclphia,

but feared that his mainstay, Randolph, was on the road to Mount Vernon

and they would miss each other. Then a strange letter appeared in his

postbag. It was signed by Pickering:
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“For a special reason which can be communicated to you only in per-

son, I entreat therefore that you will return.” Washington should in the

meantime “decide on no important political measure. . . . Mr. Wolcott

and I (Mr. Bradford concurring) waited on Mr. Randolph and urged his

writing to request your return. He wrote in our presence. . . . This letter

is for your own eye alone.”

In great puzzlement and perturbation, Washington commanded the

hitching up of Iiis horses.
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The disgruntled cabinet ministers possessed a document. It \vas a dis-

patch to his government from Fauchet, the French Minister in Philadel-

phia, }vhich had been captured in niid-ocean. The British government had

sent it to their minister in Philadelphia with the comment that it “might be

made useful to the King’s service.” The Minister handed it on to Wolcott.

Wolcott, in consultation with Pickering and Bradford, decided that it

could be used to ruin Randolph.

On the evening of Washington’s arrival in Philadelphia— August ii,

X795— he was relaxing with Randolph in the President’s house when
Wolcott and Pickering appeared. “After taking a glass of wine,” Pickering

remembered, “the President rose, giving me the wink. I rose and followed
him into another room.

“
‘What,’ said he, ‘is the cause of your writing me such a letter,^’

“
‘That man,’ said I, ‘in the other room’— pointing to the room in

which we had left Randolph— ‘is a traitor!’
”

Pickering spent two or three minutes summarizing the situation and
then, so his account continues, handed Washington the dispatch. The
President then said, “Let us return to the other room to prevent any
suspicion of the cause of our withdrawing.”

Eventually the guests went off and left Washington alone with the
fateful document. Once before he had been faced with a similar crisis. He
had been handed papers which pointed to the treason of a general he had
deeply trusted. The revelation concerning Benedict Arnold had been one
of the blackest moments of his life. Then he had been surrounded with
friends: Lafayette, Hamilton, and many another. Now, except for ser-
vants, he was alone in the silent Presidential Mansion. Martha and the
children, his secretary who was his entire staff, were all away. In the dark
city that stretched outside his window, the only intimate he might have
consulted was the man accused. Who knows how long he hesitated before
he unfolded the sheets and began to read.?

The seemingly endless dispatch had clearly been written at the time of
t e Whiskey Rebellion. There were glints here and there which indicated
that Randolph had given political information to Fauchet, who considered
11m po-French. Another passage dealt with the time when the Philadel-
pua Democratic Society was wavering as to whether it should support
or oppose the use of force against the wliiskey insurgents. FaucheVbe-
heved that Randolph, being “at the head,” had the power to determine
t e society s ecision. He “came to me with an air of great eagerness andmade to me the overtures of which I have given you an account in my
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number six.” Fauchet’s sixth dispatch was not present, but the paper Wash-
ington was reading continued, “Thus, with some thousands of dollars, the

[French! republic could have decided on civil war or on peace! Thus the

consciences of the pretended patriots of America already have their

prices.” However, the French Republic was too noble to sink to bribery.

Washington (who did not know that Hamilton and Jefferson and Wol-
cott had done die same thing) was worried that Randolph had di.scussed

American politics with a foreign diplomat. But the real horror was the

strong implication that he had requested a bribe. That he was always

short of money Washington knew. Was he now in the French pay? Had
Randolph been the mastermind behind the wave of protests against the

Jay Treaty Had he advised Wa.shington to postpone ratification and

himself dawdled in preparing documents in order to allow a conspiracy

enough time to force the United States into war with Britain?

Having tossed all night in Ids bed, Wasliington concluded that national

suspense concerning the Jay Treaty was too dangerous to be allowed to

continue. If with all his accumulated prestige befiind him, he presented

the people with an irrevocable decision, the pro-French thrust— whether

or not Randolph was actually among its instigators— would be blunted.

It followed that, to avoid the most immediate danger— war with England

— Washington would have to accept the treaty in the most positive man-

ner open to him. Without further pause, he would follou' the advice of

the Senate exactly as it was given: not trying to reopen negotiations con-

cerning other matters, he would ratify everything except the provisions

concerning West Indian trade. He would make a separate protest against

the Provision Order.

This conclusion involved another, from a personal point of view very

painful. So that the Secretary of State would not be encouraged to fly

into the opposition before he had carried through his essential part in the

ratification of the treaty, Washington would have to dissemble with his

old friend, pretending that everything was as before. Only later could

Randolph be given an opportunity to defend (and, Washington hoped,

exonerate) himself.

The next morning, August 12, 1795, Washington, to Randolphs utter

amazement, announced his firm intention of ratifying fJie Jay Treaty,

How was Washington to discover whether or not Randolph was actu-

ally guilty of treason? He had no secret service to put on the job. He

could not request the courts to subpoena Randolph’s records or any wit-

nesses from the Democratic Societies without publicly accusing his friend
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—who might be innocent— and creating vast internal turmoil. To ask

the French for the missing, clarifying dispatches would be pointless, since,

if a conspiracy existed, the French would surely supply a doctored text.

Washin^on saw no expedient but confrontation. The incriminating docu-

ment Avould, in the presence of the accusing Wolcott and Pickering, be

sprung on Randolph without warning. Whether he was guil^’^ or innocent

would be revealed by the xvay he reacted.

As he prepared this trap, Washington, his heart sore, loaded Randolph
with civilities. Then the awful day came round.

Randolph Was amazed, when he came to confer with the President, to

find that Wolcott and Pickering, who were so rarely consulted, had been
asked to be there before him. After attempting some small talk, Washing-
ton said, “iMr. Randolph! Here is a letter which I desire you to read and
make such explanations as you choose.”

It must have taken Randolph at least half an hour to read the long
dispatch. Washington, Pickering remembered, had “desired us to watch
Randolph’s countenance wliile he perused it. The President fixed his own
eye upon him, and I . .

.

never saw it look so animated.” Finally Randolph
looked up. He commented that, since tliis was all new to him, the impli-
cations were not clear in his mind. He could state little more than that he
had never made a communication to Fauchet which he considered im-
proper, and that he had never sought or received French money.
FFasiiington then asked him to withdraw and wait in an anteroom while

his three observers conferred. To Washington’s vast relief, Wolcott and
Pickering were forced to agree that the accused had behaved “with com-
posure that indicated innocence. The President gleefuUy went to the
door to call his exonerated friend back.

But it was a different man who returned. Randolph’s face was ahVc
with agitation. He shouted that he “could not continue in the office one
second after such treatment.” He ran from the room, down the stairs, and
out of the Presidential Mansion.

According to the principles by which Randolph’s ordeal had been
planned, he had demonstrated guilt. It was now Wolcott’s and Pickering’s
time to be gleeful. They pushed the conclusion home to the President,
who sat therem the dismay of an old man whose formerly clear judgment
of his associates seemed to have clouded, a man of warm emotions whose
close friend appeared to have revealed himself a traitor.

Washington had written that, if Randolph’s behavior proved him
gui ty, the government would have to protect itself by publishing the
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accusing dispatch. He would merit “no favor,” and if explanation were
not given, “Be and his friends” would use his separation from the govern-

ment as a proof that the administration was pro-British. ^

Now Randolph turned on his former patron with all the fury of the

spurned. To Madison, he wrote, “I feel happy at my emancipation from
attachment to a man who has practiced on me the profound hypocrisy of

a Tiberius and the injustice of an assassin.” He informed the newspapers

that he would explain and justify his resignation in an “appeal to the

people of the United States.” When Pickering, who had become Acting

Secretary of State, refused to deliver up some private presidential dis-

patches, Randolph announced the matter in the press.

Faced with the actual issue, Washington found that he did not have the

heart to fight back. Holding Pickering and Wolcott on as tight a leash as

he could (they certainly leaked some information) he kept secret the in-

criminating French dispatch. He allowed his former friend to monopolize

the public stage. And he decided that any effort on his part to suppress

information would be more damaging than complete exposure. Although

so doing would allow Randolph to show how the Pre.sident had vacillated

and then changed his mind concerning the Jay Treaty, the President gave

Randolph permission to secure and “publish without reserve eny and every

private and confidential letter I ever wrote you*, nay more, every word I

have ever uttered in your presence.” Washington’s one request was that

his permission be quoted in whatever vindication Randolph published. The

public would, Washington hoped, “appreciate my motives even if it would

condemn my prudence in allowing you the unlimited license herein con-

tained.”

Washington, who hated suspense, had to wait a long time for the blow

to fall. Two months passed before Randolph’s Vindication appeared on

December i8.

Randolph’s defense concerning the implication that he had asked for a

bribe was backed up by a purported transcript, which he had procured

from the French, of the missing dispatch. The srorj^ w^as that he had

wished to demonstrate that it was the British who were fomenting the

Whiskey Rebellion. He believed that proof was in the hands of four New

York flour merchants, but the moutfo of these witnesses were sealed by

debts which the British could use to ruin them. Randolph had suggested

that the French make the evidence available by paying these debts.

Randolph further claimed that his behavior at the confrontation bad

been no demonstration of guilt, but had rather been made inevitable by
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Washington’s treating him, under the eyes of his enemies, in a manner

insufferable to a man of honor.

The long and confused pamphlet Randolph published bristled with

anger against Washington. Although intended to wound, the description

of the President’s vacillations and final about-face concerning the Jay

Treaty was not altogether damaging, since it revealed his unhappiness

concerning the document. Yet the picture of Washington that emerged

from the 103 closely printed pages carried strong implications of weak-

ness and indecision. This was partly because Randolph, in revealing the

great influence he liimself had had over the Prerident, involuntarily re-

vealed himself, as he wallowed in self-praise and self-pity, as a fool. He
also stated nastily, for the whole nation to see, what Washington himself

suspected and feared; that the President was losing liis mental powers.
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Downhill

(I79J-I796)

O N RETURNING to pubHc life after the Revolution, Washington had

mourned that he was placing again in the hands of fate the great-

est reward he had eai'ned during eight anguished militar)'^ years*, his fame,

the love of his fellow citizens. Now'' his w'orst fears seemed to have come

true. Rather than stilling public controversy as he had hoped. Ins ratifica-

tion of the Jay Treaty had turned the anger on himself- The broaj public,

wliich had previously resented attacks on their hero, noYV accepted them

with avidity. Every aspect of his career was insultingly discussed in the

newspapers. He had been made commander in chief because he was such

a nonentity that Congress w'as convinced that he could not become a

tyrant— but how wrong Congress had been! Even the infirmities of old

age were used to blast at him. Why did he not walk around or ride horse-

back as he used to do? That he only passed through the streets in his

well-appointed carriage surely expressed anti-Republican disdain.

At this dark moment the opposition revealed— the facts seem to have

been let out by Randolph— that Wasliington had consistently overdrawn

his salary. Wolcott attempted a rebuttal: despite the overdrafts, Waslung-

ton had been forced to dig into his personal funds to help pay presidential

expenses. This did not impress those who believed that Washington* was

living too extravagantly, in a monarchical manner. The bad odor w^as in-

creased by the memory that, at the time of his inauguration, Washington

had seemed self-sacrificing when he had vainly tried to persuade Congress

to pay liim no salary, only expenses. Since Washington’s secretaries kept
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his accounts and the Treasury had not objected to the drafts they had

submitted in his name, it is quite possible that Washington had been ig-

norant of the situation— yet he could not doubt that his image had been

tarnished.

In another way, which Washington could not foresee, his image was

much more grievously damaged. A painful physical disability was being

grafted onto his legend so that in the minds of future Americans his

attribute— like Saint Catherine’s wheel or Saint Sebastian’s arrows— be-

came ill-fitting false teeth.

Washington did wear clumsy dentures. Only one of his own teeth was

in his mouth in 1789 when he presided over the capital in New York.

That tooth soon vanished. Washington wore terrifying-looking contrap-

tions, made of substances like hippopotamus ivory. The upper and lower

jaws, that were hinged together at the back of the mouth, opened and

closed with tlie assistance of springs. He himself complained that they

distorted his lips. However, as he could command the best dentists, he

was probably no more disfigured than was then common among the elderly

and prosperous.

Washington’s false teeth were propelled into legend by the ablest and

most sophisticated portraitist who ever painted him. Born in Rhode

Island, Gilbert Stuart had trained himself so well in that world capital of

portraiture, London, that he was often considered there the younger

painter most likely to succeed to the mantle of the great Sir Joshua Rey-

nolds. But he was extravagant and intemperate. Having fled from debts,

he appeared in Philadelphia during 1795, one of his projects being to pay

for the floods of liquor that flowed down his throat by creating and sell-

ing a multitude of portaits of the world’s greatest man. Wasliington sat to

him for three separate portraits, and Stuart expanded the number of

images with copies running to several hundreds.

Alas, Washington and Stuart did not get on. The painter was in the

habit of keeping his sitters amused and titeir faces aHve by a flood of
showy and outrageous talk. Washington, who always felt uneasy at re-

maining still and being stared at, was put out rather than amused. And
Stuart, who believed that artists were fundamentally superior to all other
men including Presidents, resented Washington’s formality. He could not
forget what had resulted when, in trying to unstilTen the hero, he had
gone to the length of saying, “Now, sir, you must let me forget that you
are General Washington and I am Stuart the painter.”
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'

-OiVasWngton replied (as it seemed to him politely), “Mr.,,Stuart. need

:

ne.ver feel the need for forgetting who he is and who General Washing^

'

ton.is.” .
•

, V' ••
,

'

Stuart emphasized, as no other portraitist did, the distortions of Wash-^

ington’s mouth, and none of the other artists who painted Washin^dn
had Stuart’s vast skill in creating a convincing likeness. The artist’s justifi-:

cation for dwelling on the deformity was that the effigy of so major 'a

historical figure should be more a factual document than the likeness of

an ordinary citizen. But it may well be that Stuart, who angrily used

General Knox’s portrait as the door of his pigsty, was motivated in his

'

relation with Wasliington also by rage. No other man’s rage.did Washing-

ton’s historical image more harm.

Randolph’s resignation and the death of Attorney General Bradford

left two vacancies in the cabinet, and soon there were also two in the

Supreme Court: the Senate refused to confirm Rutledge as Chief Justice,

and another justice resigned. To his dismay, Washington found a universal-

unwillingness to accept the odium of joining his government. FIc offered,

State, for instance, to William Patterson of New Jersey, former Governor

Thomas Johnson of Maryland, Charles Cotesworth Pinckney of South

Carolina, and the old Virginia patriot Patrick Henry. Washington had

selected these men as satisfactory to the Republicans. Since they had all,

declined, he decided that if the office were to be filled, he tvould have to

accept a Federalist. ;

For the ten months since Hamilton’s resignation, Washington had kept

his former adviser at arm’s lengtii. Now, deserted by all others, Washing-

ton turned to Hamilton. Among his requests was that Hamilton discover

whether New York’s Federalist senator, Rufus King, would accept Sttte.-

Hamilton replied that “the disgust which a virtuous and 'independent

mind” feels at making itself a target for “foul and venomous shafts of

calumny” induced King to refuse the office. “I wish, sir,” Hamilton con-,

tinued, “I could present to you any useful ideas as a substitute, but- the

embarrassment is extreme as to Secretary of State. ... In fact, a first rate

character is not attainable. A secorid-rate must be taken with good dis-

positions and barely decent qualifications. I wish I could, throw piore
^

light. ’Tis a sad omen for the government.’’ ,

-
'

•
. ^

All this time, the dour Pickering, who was.Acting Secretary, was wait-

ing angrily in the wings; When Washington was finally ,reduced to pffefy ;

ing the post to liim, ;
Pickering made the President plead :befpre : he ,.

condescendingly agreed.

'
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Still accepting the second-rate, Washington bagged three southerners:

Ills former aide and drinking companion, James McHenry, as Secretary of

Wat; Charles Lee, who practiced law near Mount Vernon, as Attorney

General; and Thomas Chase of Maryland for the Supreme Court, This

achieved, Washington felt he could appoint as Chief Justice a Massachu-

setts Federalist, Oliver Ellsworth.

“The ofSces are once more filled,” John Adams noted, “but how dif-

ferently than when Jefferson, Hamilton, Jay, etc., were here!”

With anticipations often sadistic, politically minded Americans awaited

Washington’s Seventh Annual Address. How would the President defend

lumself? How would he defend the Jay Treaty.^ Would he attack the

independent mass meetings that had blasted his policies as he had attacked

the centrally organized IDemocratic Societies.^ Would he express personal

bitterness as he had in his second inaugural)^ There was tenseness in the

Senate chamber when Washington walked in on December 8, 1895. It

soon changed to amazement.

“Fellou' citizens of the Senate and the House of Representatives,”

Washington began. “I trust I do not deceive myself when I indulge the

persuasion that I have never met you at any period when more than at the

present the situation of our public affairs has afforded just cause for

mutual congratulation; and for inviting you to join me in profound grati-

tude to the Author of all good for the numerous and extraordinary bless-

ings we enjoy.”

Then M'^ashington began enumerating blessings: Wayne’s victory plus

the entente with England promised peace on tlie northwest frontier; an

accommodation was being reached with the Barbary pirates who had mo-
lested American shipping; Pinckney reported progress on a treaty with

Spain, Washington then mentioned the Jay Treaty— everyone was agog
— but-he merely said that applying “the best judgment I was able to form
of the public interest” he had followed the advice of the Senate. “The
result on the part of his Britannic Majesty is unknown. When received,

the subject will, without delay, be put before Congress,” Wasliington’s

summary was that “prudence and moderation on every side” could now
extinguish all causes of discord “which have heretofore menaced our
tranquillity.”

Pro-French legislators, who insisted that the Jay Treaty was anti-

French,, could hardly believe' their ears as Wasliington moved on from
foreign affairs Avithout mentioning France. But even in their incredulity
they realized that the President had outflanked them. The discussion hav-
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ing been of nations that menaced American tranquillity, the omission

could be taken as a recognition of common interest.

Turning to domestic affairs, Washington made no mention of his

critics. He contrasted the peaceful and prosperous state of the United

States with the desperation in Europe. “The molestations of our trade”

were overbalanced by the benefits the nation derived from her neutral

position. Population was growing; internal improvements were rushing

forward accompanied with tax burdens so light as to be scarcely felt. “Is

it too much to say that our country exhibits a spectacle of national happi-

ness never before surpassed if ever before equaled.?” And should not

Americans “unite our efforts to preserve, prolong, and improve our im-

mense advantages?”

The Republicans were so devoted to controversy that their first reac-

tion was that Washington had raised the white flag of surrender. Some,

indeed, believed that this was a prelude to his resignation. But it quickly

became clear that Wasliington (with an assist from Hamilton who had

helped him draft the speech) had made a master stroke. To the simplistic

argument that the Jay Treaty was anti-French, he had opposed an equally

simplistic argument, which was much closer to the experience of every

citizen. He had cut as of old through layers of controversy down to the

basic, unassailable truth. The nation was still free and, despite irritations

on the ocean and at the conference tables, more prosperous than it had

ever been. The nation was a growing colossus whose security rested not

on which belligerent won the European victory but on the continuation

of conditions that would allow it to achieve unhampered its maturity. If

this were the case— and every American who looked around him dis-

passionately saw that it was indeed the case— why all this howling of

faction, all these accusations that the government Avas selling out the

country? Why all this hysteria about the details of a treaty that was

serving the major end of alloAving the nation to grow undisturbed?

The pendulum, which had swung so far against Washington, was swing"

ing back. But, as Washington wrote, “the restless mind of man cannot be

at peace.” A grave constitutional crisis loomed.

According to the Constitution, only the Senate had to acquiesce in a

treaty. Senators were then elected indirectly, by state legislatures. There

was a Federalist majority. The House was elected directly by the people

and was considered the “popular,” the democratic branch of the govern-
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ment. It had a Republican majority which was still infuriated by the Jay

Treaty, and also resented the domination which exclusive legislative con-

cern with foreign affairs gave the Senate. There was the further fact that

in his commercial treaty with Great Britain Jay had regulated trade mat-

ters which had formerly been subject to action by the entire Congress.

This could be interpreted as usurpation by the Senate and the executive

of matters that correctly belonged to “the people” gathered in the House.

The House had a weapon which its Republican majority intended to

use the instant the Jay Treaty came back, duly signed, from England.

Money bills originated in the House. Various appropriations would be

necessary to implement the treaty. The House intended to reopen the

whole question of the treaty and refuse to vote the money if, as seemed

most probable, they did not approve it.

This issue was hanging over Washington’s head wlien he celebrated his

sixty-fifth birthday. The House showed its teeth by voting, fifty to thirty-

eight, not to recess for half an hour so that the members could call on the

President. Nonetheless, bells rang, cannon boomed, and the Presidential

Mansion was besieged by visitors. Towards nightfall, Waslrington received

the best possible birthday present: a copy of the treaty Pinckney had

negotiated with Spain.

Having withdrawn from her alliance with England against France,

Spain was afraid that the Jay Treaty would be followed by an alliance

between England and the United States that rvould overwhelm her North
American possessions. Conciliation seemed called for. Spain had opened
the iMississippi to American shipping and cleared away in a satisfactory

manner all the other controversies that had for so long embroiled the

southwest frontier.

No one, of course, could object to this treaty or to another in which,
by not exorbitant sum.s, the navyless United States bought off the Barbary
pirates.

Late in February, a certified copy of the ratified Jay Treaty appeared.
The leaders of the House expected Washington to take no action until

they had been consulted, but on leap-year day, 1796, Washington de-
clared the treaty the law of the land. The House instantly struck back,
voting sixty-two to thirty-seven that their body had the right to recon-
sider treaties and demanding that Washington turn over to them all papers,
omitting only those that would embarrass current foreign negotiations,
which might “throw light” on the treaty or how it had been negotiated.
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. WasWngtpn’s oldtimp constitutional adviser, Madison^XibcUeved lie:

would give in to the request. The politically active Vir^ma attorney

(later Chief Justice) John, Marshall explained that “the difficulty, of re-v

sisting the popular branch” was always great and “particularly so .when

'

the passions of the public have been strongly and gehefally' excited;!’

Marshall pointed to the wide popularity of the House’s demand, tiKC!

overwhelming vote, the implication that if he refused, Washington. had.

something to hide, and the. danger he faced -“of separating himself from t

the' people.” >
' •

! • y '- v;’
-

Washington wrote that thiS’ was “one of those great occations than 1

which none moi'e important had occurred or probably may occur, again.’’

'

Waslrington believed that “the 7'efll. question” was not the Jay Treaty

but whether the House could increase its power. This guess corrd-;

borated in Jefferson’s private correspondence with Monroe: . “On tlie

precedent now to be set will depend the future construction of our Con-

stitution. . . It is fortunate that the first, decision is to be in a. case '.So

palpably atrocious as to have been predetermined by all America,” ,Jefi

ferson adfnitted that the -challenge would “bring on ari .embjirrassing and :

critical statcuh our government,” but he considered the risk worth taldrig .,

If the House were permitted to .sabotage the Jay Treaty after, it.' had

constitutionally become the law' of the land^ the wound with England

would be reopened without there being any cohstitutipnal way of closing
‘

it— or, indeed, of making any treaty that the c.xecutive could, in good;
,

conscience .ratify or a foreign power accept. How would Washington :

steer a rudderless ship of state betxvcch the Scylla of yvar with England •

and .the Gharybdis of war w'i til France.^ - ' v, . . ;
' ;

A forewarning of w'hat would happen was ^ven by the fact that every /

time ah Americah vessel had reached home, ics’anchor,was permanently :

dropped.;: no one wanted to risk the reprisal of British: cruisers, And tince^

farm -prices depended on export, prosperity way skidding into geriml

depfestiqn., v-T-’;''-'' 'r

' IThe Republicans argUed. that wa^^ not ja,. danger sin,ce it was phly-y

..hecessaryVm liqn*s tail to m him. back down; 'But |SO-

Tar the lioii ha.d shbn’n no tendency tpycdwer.fA^ a .war
,

>yich Engfan^,

,

so: obviouslyTomented by '.the ^Republican^,..might ^welh .the- geograpHc^

; distri'bution. of political ' Views Trririg,!>Vhat ;i.t.,'way.'C

the'ynited^Statesr T'he''Hmoh'might’weifhy.4.^ • ' ;-v'y

,Washington’s, petsonai, 'feelings; were yak^^
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was not only encroaching on the Senate but had demanded presidential

papers as a right. Washington had been careful not to encroach on the

other branches, and he had no intention of letting any other branch en-

croach on the executive. This was not only a constitutional matter: he

had never in his life willingly allowed anyone to push him around.

Another consideration was Washington’s strong desire to escape from

the Presidency at the next major election, which would mark the end of

his second term. If potentially catastrophic internal turmoil raged, he

would surely be forced to stay on. Such compulsion would be more than

a personal tragedy: it might well frustrate his desire to demonstrate that

republican succession could be peacefully achieved by a free election. He
would probably (as he realized) die during a third term, which would

mean that the Vice President would succeed as a crown prince succeeds

in a monarchy.

As for the constitutional confusions, Wasliington recognized that they

existed, but he felt that each branch should be recessive except when the

nation was clearly endangered. The House could veto a foreign policy

decision if it had been achieved by fraud or presented “such striking evi-

dence of national injury ... as to make war or any other evil preferable.”

Washington believed that “every unbiased mind,” would agree that this

was not the case with the Jay Treaty.

Whether or not it turned the people against him, Washington felt he

had no choice. To the amazement and rage of the Republican leadership

in and out of the House, he refused, on constitutional grounds, to turn

over a single document.

Never before had Washington been subject to such vituperation. How-
ever, he adhered to his old principle of not entering into public con-

troversy beyond the constitutional requirements of his office. Again, this

served him well. As other men ranted and accused and waved their fists

in the air, tlic extreme virulence of their attacks on the President and the

Jay Treaty encouraged a backlash. So many protests flooded into the

House against their intended action that the majority wavered and at last

withdrew the claim. Jefferson commented bitterly, “Congress has risen.

You will see by their proceedings the truth of what 1 have always ob-
served to you: that one man outweighs them all in influence over the
people, who have supported his judgment against their own and that of
then representatives. Republicanism must lie on its oars, resign the vessel
to its pilot, and themselves to the course he thinks best for them.”

'
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This did not mean that the Republicans were reconciled. According to

John Marshall, Washington’s unequivocal denial of the claims of the

House “appeared to break the last cord of that attachment which had

theretofore bound some of the active leaders of the opposition to the

person of the President. Amidst all the agitations and irritations of the

party, a sincere respect and real affection for the Chief Magistrate, the

remnant of former friendship, had still lingered in the bosoms of some

who had engaged with ardor in the political contests of the day. But, if

the last spark of affection was not now extinguished, it was at least con-

cealed under the more active passions of the moment.”

July, 1796, saw the last exchange of letters between Washington and

Jefferson. For some reason, Jefferson felt called on to deny that it was he

who had released an old official document to the press. He added disin-

genuous assertions that he was no longer engaged in politics. Washington

answered angrily. He had not believed until recently “that parties would,

or even could, go to the length I liave been witness to, nor . . . that, while

I was using my utmost exertions to establish a national character of our

own, independent, as far as our obligations and justice would permit, of

every nation of the earth; and wished, by steering a steady course, to

preserve this country from the horrors of a desolating war, that I should

be accused of being the enemy of one nation, and subject to the influence

of another; and to prove it, that every act of my administration would be

tortured, and the grossest and most insidious misrepresentations of them

be made (by giving one side OJily of a subject, and that too in such exag-

gerated and indecent terms as could scarcely be applied to a Nero, a

notorious defaulter, or a common pickpocket). But enough of this. I have

already gone further in the cxpre.ssion of my feelings than I intended.
’

The inescapable fact was that Wasliington had suffered a major defeat.

He had xvished to relinquish to Ws successor a unified nation that would

demonstrate to all the world harmony achieved under free government.

He had wished to bring together all rational points of view in his person

and his government. He could still, it is true, sway the people to ends he

considered essential, but in so doing he had to batter away a numerous

and vocal group which comprised many of his former dear companions.

Johns Adams confided to his wife that Washington was deeply hurt.

“All the studied efforts of the Federalists to counterbalance abuse by

compliment don’t answer the end.”



FORTY-SIX

Washington’s Farewell Address
o

(1796)

D uring aiay, 1796, Madison wrote Monroe in cipher, “It is now

generally understood that the President will retire, and Jefferson

is the object on one side, Adams apparently on the other.” Although the

Federalists were worried— “If a storm gather,” Hamilton asked Washing-

ton, “how can you retreat?”— Washington wrote firmly that he would

“close my public life on March 4 [1797], after which no consideration

under heaven that I can foresee shall again draw me from the walks of

private life.”

In that embattled springtime, Washington believed that he would have

to withdraw facing his enemies sword in hand. Although he did not intend

to make his announcement before late fall, when “it shall become indis-

pensably necessary for the information of the [presidential] electors,” he

jotted down a bitter and defensive draft of a farewell address. To prove

that his desire to retire four years before was known “io one or two of

those characters” (A'ladison and Jefferson) who were trying to “build

their own consequence” by accusing him of tyrannical ambitions, Wash-
ington quoted entire the address which Madison had helped him prepare

at that time.

Having argued for unity, for tolerance, for true neutrality, Washington

launched angrily into one of those paragraphs which affirm what they

deny: “As some of the gazettes of the United States have teemed with all

the invective that disappointment, ignorance of facts, and malicious false-

hoods could invent, to misrepresent my politics and affections— to wound
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my reputation and feelings— and to weaken, if not entirely destro}’-, the

confidence you have been pleased to repose in me; it might be expected

at the parting scene of my public life that I should take some notice of

such virulent abuse. But, as heretofore, I shall pass them over in utter

silence.”

He continued in a pitiful vein quite uncharacteristic of the proud old

hero: he hoped that, “as I did not seek the office with which you have

honored me, that charity may throw her mantle over my want of abilities

to do better; that the gray hairs of a man” who had spent “all the prime of

his life in serving his country, be suffered to pass quietly to the grave, and

that his errors, however numerous, if they are not criminal, may be con-

signed to the tomb of oblivion.”

He denied willful error. His administration, “the infancy of the govern-

ment and all other things considered,” had been “as delicate, difficult, and

trying as may occur again in any future period,” and tiuroughout he had,

to the best of his abilities, “consulted the true and permanent interests of

our country, without regard to local considerations— to individuals, to

parties, or to nations.” He had not served because of ambition or in any

ignorance of the hazards to which he was exposing his reputation. Noting

that he had refused “the bounty of several legislatures at the close of the

war,” he stated that his service had brought no addition to his finances but

rather the reverse. “I leave you with undefiled hands, and uncorrupted

heart, and with ardent vows to heaven of the welfare and happiness of

that country in which I and my'^ forefathers to the third and fourth

progenitor drew our first breath.”

Worried, as he later stated, by “the egotisms” in this draft, Washington

allowed it to lie in his desk until, at Hamilton’s request, he sent it to his

adviser. He empowered Hamilton to prepare an altogether new speech but

wished also to have his own draft back in revised form. Hamilton did what

he was asked. He removed from Washington’s draft the most achingly

personal passages and expanded it into an appeal to the nation concerning

the problems being immediately faced. However, he realized that tliis

document would not contribute to Washington’s permanent reputation.

Undoubtedly inspired by real affection and admiration for his longtime

patron and also by the desire of the Federalists to have in the succeeding

years a great figure to cling to, Hamilton wrote a new draft intended to be

“importantly and lastingly useful.” Washington agreed with his adwsey

that the new version— known to history as “Hamilton’s Afain Draft --

was the better. It became the basis for “Washington’s Farewell Address. „

i 7
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Washington began his own revisions by transcribing the text in his own

handwriting, making innumerable verbal changes. The ideas he found

expressed were with a few exceptions his own. No man was more familiar

chan Hamilton with Washington’s sentiments, and long experience had

taught him that Wasliington would not knowingly allow himself to be

pushed. The way to influence him was to put forward ideas in a manner

that made them seem an extension of his own thinking. Had Hamilton

drafted the address according to his own thinking, Washington would

have simply laid it aside. The experienced aide only inserted sentiments

with which Waslungton might not agree if he thought he could do it so

inconspicuously that the President would not notice. Almost all of them

came out. Washington also cut out almost all the “egotisms” which Hamil-

ton, probably in deference to Washington’s draft, had inserted in the new

manuscript.

The chances are very good that, had Washington been left to himself,

he would never have released the defensive, angr)% and almost lachrymose

draft which he had written long before the need and which would have

shattered his principle of avoiding partisan controversy. However, the

fact remains that it was Hamilton who presented the alternative on which

the final address was based. Despite Washington’s many changes, much of

Hamilton’s style remains. This is most conspicuous in the prolixity, Wash-
ington’s natural tendency was to be concise, to pack sentences until a

dense but clear paragraph covered all phases of the problem. Hamilton

argued things out, as in a legal brief. The Farewell Address could be con-

sidered Hamilton’s had it expressed Hamilton’s ideas. It expressed Wash-
ington’s. It was as much Washington’s as any presidential paper was likely

to be that had been drafted by an intimate aide. If all such documents were

attributed to the speech writers, history would read very differently and

surely less accurately. Although grounded on Hamilton’s A-Iain Draft, the

famous paper is correctly called Washington’s Farewell Address.

The address, as finally promulgated, passed quickly over personal con-

siderations— Washington had not sought the Presidency, had not \vished

a second term, was getting older, and hoped from his retirement to see

the nation continuing on a virtuous path that would lead the rest of the

world to liberty.

The next section stated that since union was the basis on wliich Ameri-
can liberty rested, and also the nation’s protection against involvement in
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foreign broils, it would obviously be the focus of attack from “internal

and external enemies.” The Constitution was the instrument of unity. A
thirst for innovation could be dangerous. Only experience should inspire

changes.

The address next attacked “the spirit of party” as fostering geographic

sclusms and foreign intrigues; as intervening between the people and the

government; as encouraging tlie rule of minorities and demagogues. Politi-

cal contention was “a fire not to be quenched,” but “it demands a uniform

vigilance lest, instead of warming, it should consume.” Wliile denouncing

“demagogues” at considerable length, the address also warned against the

machinations of “a small but artful, enterprising minority.” Thus the text

struck at what could be considered the inherent dangers of both the

Republican and Federalist partic.s.

Passages on tire need for religion to establish public morality and the

need for financial credit for economic health, were followed by the longest

section. It dealt with foreign affairs. Those Americans who wished to serve

foreign causes were described as “fools and dupes.” The basis on wliich

national policy should be built was the Neutralit}^ Proclamarion.

Now that the federal capital crawls with publicity men, it is hard to

believe that the President had no regular channel for getting his address to

the public. He decided to release it to one Pliiladclphia newspaper, David

Claypoole’s American Daily Advertiser, and let it work its way from there.

Since Claypoole expressed regret at relinquislung the invaluable manu-

script, Washington gave it to the printer. The President was on the road

to Mount Vernon when on September 19, 1796, Claypoole, devoting his

front page as usual to advertising, ran the address under a small head on

the second and third of his four pages. There ensued a great scurryingun

the offices of other newspapers, first in Philadelphia, then along the high-

roads, then down the byways, then in cities across the ocean, as the

address was set up again and again. Washington was now home, listening

for what the reaction would be.

The address quickly took the privileged position in American life wliich

it has retained. It carried the magical significance, as old as mankind, of a

patriarch’s dying words. And the point of view expressed was basic to

American thinking, even that of most of the opposition. Washingtons

attacks on those who served European policies and on faction had been

made to cut both ways. Despite vocal supporters of what we today call

“brinksmanship,” no responsible group really wanted to get into the for-

/
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eign war; and political parties were still so much in their infancy that few

yearned to come to their defense, particularly in the light of the bloody

results of factionalism in France. As for Washington’s insistence on the

importance of national union, regionalistsmight huff and puff, but no one

really wanted to tear the nation apart.

Newspapers glowed with praises; mass meetings and legislatures passed

resolutions of thanks. And all but a few among the controversialists of the

opposition considered it politic to ignore the address. They aimed their

continuing darts where they considered Washington more vulnerable.



FORTY-SEVEN

The End of the Presidency

(1796-1797)

WHILE Washington’s farewell address was in preparation, the

foreign problems of the United States reversed direction. The'

British honored Washington’s request that they withdraw the Protasion

Order and they peaceably evacuated the northwestern forts on schedule.

The commissions the Jay Treaty had established were with mutual tolera-

tion examining the claims of unpaid prc-Revolutionary British credkons
*

on one hand and of the more recently plundered American shipowners on

the other. But when a copy of the Jay Treaty reached Paris, the French

reacted with fury.

Washington had no specific knowledge of the correspondence that

passed in cipher between opposition leaders at home (principally Madison

and Jefferson) and Monroe, who was supposed to be representing Wash-

ington’s government in Paris. However, Washington suspected that the

French had been egged into protest “by communications of influential

men in this country through a medium [Monroe] which ought to be the

last to engage in it.” He concluded that if war were to break out with

France, “it originated here not there.”

The French liked to feel that their relationship was with the American

people rather than with Washington’s government. Monroe was glad to

describe that government as reactionary and regard himself as a representa-

tive of the people. He had begun hfs mission by presenting to the French

National Convention an American flag with a statement that practically

declared a new Franco-American alliance. This had embarrassed Jays

negotiation.
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As soon as Monroe heard that a treat^^ had been signed, he asked Jay for

a copy to give the French. If Jay had not refused, Paris would have had

the treaty months before it reached the United States. When— it was

after the Senate had approved— the treaty did finally reach France, Mon-

roe was as outraged as was the government to whom he was supposed to

justify Itis own government’s acts. He felt that he himself had been perfidi-

ously used as a decoy to keep the French passive while a treaty was

negotiated which neither he nor the French would approve. The radical

American citizen, Thomas Paine, was Monroe’s house guest, and both

expressed their indignation to any Frenchman who would listen.

The official French protest against the treaty was dated March 1
1, 1796.

It testified to Jay’s skill as a lawyer by not even attempting to demonstrate

specific legal infractions of the old Franco-American treaties. But it in-

sisted that what had in essence been an all-out alliance with France had

been replaced by an alliance -with England. As was made manifest by

another French reaction that was reported to Washington, the government

in Paris believed that all those who were not altogether on their side were

against them. They now regarded the government of tlie United States

(although not the American people, whom they considered the victims of

repression) as an active enemy.

Monroe and others notified Washington of a French threat to send a

fleet to the United States with a special representative “directed to exact

in the space of fifteen days a categorical answer to certain questions.”

Washington’s relief when the issue faded away was quickly tempered by
word that the French, popping in and out of their West Indian harbors,

were violating provisions in the old Franco-American treaty by destroying

the lucrative American trade to the British islands. American voices were

not lacking to reinforce the claim which the French Minister to the

United States, Pierre Adet, released to the opposition press: the French

depredations were an inevitable and legitimate result of the Jay Treaty.

To defuse the situation with France, Washington wished to appoint a

special envoy, but felt he could not do so since the Senate, not being in

session, could not give consent. However, his advisers ruled that he might,

in the interim, replace one regularly appointed minister with another.

Monroe was a liability; he would be recalled. But where would Washing-
ton find a replacement who “would not be obnoxious to one party or the

other?” Seeking a reliable southerner, who was persona grata to the Jeffer-

somans, he had the good fortune to secure, on his second try, the South
Carolinian Charles Cotesworth Pinckney, whose older brother, Thomas
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Pindcney, had- negotiated thb triumphant tre^ with Spain arid Kceritly

resigned as Minister to London.

As Charles Pinckney sailed,, it was far from sure ;that he would be’re-

ceived by the French. They had been threatening tpTreak'.off 'dip^

relations with the United States. Their minister in Philadelphia was 'again

in the newspapers, this time with' a long list of ‘

decisions mWde 'in enfotcing

the Neutrality Proclamation which the French insisted violated the pld

Franco-Americah treaties. „
^

From an opposition press, there roared a pamphlet,, entiti^

Washmgt07t, by the author of G&7;/7;;o7i .S^7Ae, whom Washington/ had

during the Revolution suppoited arid befriended. Paine now insisted that

Washington had conspired with the French government;to have him

guillotined lest he expose the frightful tyranny that exiked in;theKUriited

States.* Paine went over all of' Washingtori’s career, in a, tone; oF ihsulti

insisted that every American act which displeased France w;as botli .iljegai

and damaging to the reputatidri of the United States! His peioration' read,-

“As to you, sir, treacherous in private friendship (fbr so you have beerijtp.

me and thatin the day of danger) arid ai hypocrife/in' public life,,the.\y:dfld

will be puzzled to decide whether you arc an- apostate or ari inipostori

whether -you have abandoned good principles or H^hether/you ! ever

had any.”
'

'

’’L'r' ,!!';/

Washington believed that this publication ’ had -been inspired by the

French propaganda macliine. He was furious to have/bld/forgeries- puhr^

lished by the Tories during the Revolution to prove him at heart a ptR:.;

British traitor, revived ‘Svith the highest emblazoning .,oFwhich.they are

susceptible, with a view to attach principles to me wiuch every, action of.

my life have given! lie tp.”
. . T '

vi/- ' ^ ^ • *

The Federalists around Washirigfori were able/ to' demonstrate thait;

Monroe had, under false . identification, beehjyriting pro-Trehch prpp^^

ganda for the American opppsitiori press. If Was charged . tlidt hp was

secretly assisting a renewed effort to raise an aririy of Ariiericans/thi|t.

\TOuld settle French powerbh: tlie coriti/rierit by bapmring.Loui.tiaria. An4^

Adet \vas clearly intervening, through his bfficial stateriieiits-aS Frehcli-.

* Although Paine.: liad .served .dn the French hJadonal. Converitidn/ the Fnglish-bhm

. agitatpr.had insisted that since he remained anAmerican ' citi7xn, it,AVM

duty to extract him frorh .the jail in which he -had been placed for his actiyirics
,

French gdverhimenr! 'Washington, who felt, that America rieutraliiy :prevcntcd-.n»n

;

from intervening, even in favor of his spiritual . son, ,!LafayettCi-- made ,nbA??phptidh tor

-Paine!-;; '/ !'••'! - s /-..T //-b'F F'/'F;!/-'
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Minister, in the coming election in order to insure the choice as President

of Jefferson/

Aging men are often oversusccptibic to suspicions. When a Philadelphia

paper reported that Washington had been in a carriage accident, he be-

lieved the misinformation had been published for some “insidious purpose.

. . . Evidence enough has been given that truth or falsehood is equally used

and indifferent to that class of men.”

Washington was now dwelling on the fact that, although the old

Franco-American treaty had established between the signers the principle

that free ships make free goods, the French were applying to American

ships the much more stringent rules accepted in Anglo-American relations

by the Jay Treaty. Since Washington had believed that nations could not

rationally be expected to abide by treaties that were manifestly to their

disadvantage, he would surely, as a younger man, have realized that the

French could not be expected to allow the British so great an advantage.

But now, since his own government had managed by legerdemain to

adhere to the letter of the old treatie.s, he was tempted into accusing the

French of perfidy. Furthermore, he warmed up personally to Jay, towards

Avhom he had felt coldly since the treaty came in; and began to defend the

treaty itself, concerning which he had not previously gone beyond the

statement that under tire circumstances he had no choice but to sign it.

Increasingly, Washington, who had formerly -wished to control every

executive act, shied away from attending to businc.ss. Back at Mount
Vernon after publishing his Farewell Address, he wrote Secretary of State

Pickering, whom he did not really trust, only to bother him if something

momentous happened. And he broke off an important letter to Hamilton

by stating that he was too “fatigued with this and other matters which
crowd upon me” to write further.

Washington’s final public appearance was to be his Eighth Annual
Address, delivered on December 7, 1796, some three months before his

term ended. That morning his friend Eliza Powel sent to Martha a remedy
for indigestion. She urged that the President “take a glass on his return

from the Congress. I know his sensibility, diffidence, and delicacy too well
not to believe that Ids spirits will be not a little agitated on the solemn and
I fear last occasion that he will take of addressing his fellow citizens. He
appears to have an invincible diffidence of his own abilities.”

Another lady who admired Wasldngton, the new British Minister’s

blond and charming Scotrish wife, Henrietta Liston, was present in the

3^S
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Senate chamber: “I happened to sit very near him and ... I had an oppor-

tunity to see the extreme agitation he felt when he mentioned the Trench.

He is, I believe, much enraged; this is the second French minister who has

insulted him to the people.”

Washington’s references to England showed the Jay Treaty being-

smoothly applied towards future amity. Very different were his references

to France: “Our trade had suffered and is suffering extensive injuries in

the West Indies from the cruisers and agents of the French republic, and

communications have been received from its minister here which indicate

the danger of a further disturbance of our commerce.” Although he

stated that he kept “unabated” his desire for harmony with France, he

warned that he could not “forget what is due to tire character of ouf

government and nation.”

Thus, in his very last address as President, Washington swerved from

his invariable policy of balancing the hostile behavior of the nvo major

European belligerents. During the final months of his Presidency he was,

indeed, inclining toward the anti-French, pro-Federalist position which he

had been accused by Iris enemies of having always occupied.

During the election, however, Washington adhered to his highest prin-

ciples. The stakes, he felt, were much higher than any partisanship, so high

that risks would have to be taken concerning what would happen after the

hand was played. He saw the election as a potential demonstration to all

the world that republican institutions were, in their purity, viable.

He was, indeed, personally establishing a precedent that extended the

Constitution. Despite much discussion of the issue, that document had not

limited the number of terms a President could serve. The establishment of

the Vice Presidency permitted succession in the monarcliical manner: tlie

President, again and again reelected if he pleased the people, would be, on-

his death, succeeded by his prcestablished heir. Even Jefferson, during his

period of closeness with Washington, had been content with the thought

that the first President would serve out his lifetime. But Washington

wished the succession to be determined, in an absolutely republican man-

ner, by the ballot box. This would be the culmination of his own career,

his final gift to the world.*

Perhaps it was Washington's realization of his own tremendous power

that made him feel that if he intervened in an election he would prevent

* Tlic precedent Washington established, that a President sliould Tctirc after two

terms, held until it was breached by FranUin Delano Roosevelt. It was then forma ly

written into the Constitution.
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the people from making their own choice. In any case, he adhered to tlie

resolution he had made when lesser offices were in the balance that he

would play absolutely no role in the election. He had no intention of

being publicly identified with either the Republicans or the Federalists.

Although he believed that Jefferson had betrayed him personally and

might well betray the nation to France, the old hero made absolutely no

move to block Jefferson’s road to the Presidency.

The Federalist candidate, John Adams, won, but, owing to a confusion

in the Federalist vote for Vice President, Jefferson came into that office.

Washington made no recorded comment.

If Washington had believed that because he had taken no part in the

election, he would finally escape abuse, he was sadly disappointed. The

Federalists had used every opportunity to point out that, unlike the

Republicans, they had been loyal to Washington. Republican propagan-

dists still felt that establishing the prestige of their party depended on

demolishing the prestige of Washington.

In one of Ids last acts in the Presidency, Washington wrote, “To the

wearied traveler who sees a resting place and is bending his body to lean

thereon, I now compare myself, but to be suffered to do this in peace is,

I perceive, too much to be endured by sotfie. To misrepresent my motives,

to reprobate my politics, and to weaken the confidence which has been

reposed in my administration are objects which cannot be relinquished by
those who will be satisfied by nothing short of a change in our political

system.”

Adams’s inauguration proved, however, that love for the hero had not

died. No man in all probability had been so deeply jealous of George
Washington for so long a time as the President-elect. He looked forward

to having the spotlight turn to him at last, away from the tall Virginian

whom he considered uneducated, unintellectual— and lucky. But when
Adams, liis short, rotund body resplendent in a pearl-colored suit, appeared
in the chamber of the House to take the oath, most of the eyes that turned
to liim were wet. And in a moment, the eyes turned back to Waslungton,
who was sitting, in an old-fashioned black coat, to one side of the dais.

Adams complained to his wife of “the full eyes, the streaming eyes, the

tnckling eyes, etc.” Adams’s situation was made even less satisfactory by
the expression on the retiring President’s face. He seemed, so Adams wrote,
to enjoy a triumph over me. Methought I heard liim say, ‘Ay, I’m fairly

out and you’re fairly in. See which of us will be happiest!’
”
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When Adams had token, the bath; made ins speech; and dep^ed; );vlicri

the inaugimation was over, the audience rushed aftbr Washingtoh

street. They followed him towards the Francis Hotel ^vhcfe heiihtended

to congratulate the rieV President. ,As Washington went thrbughi die door .-

and the door closed behind Ium, the crpwd, seeirig their herb; pass from
'

tliem, made “a sound like thunder.” -
. .

.
. \ ,

'

V' ! !. .
-



FORTY-EIGHT

Home Againo

(1797-1799)

D uring Washington’s eight years in office almost all the “public”

furnishings which Congress had supplied for the Presidential

Mansion had been worn out or broken. He had replaced almost every-

thing, sometimes several times, at his own expense, and usually elegantly.

He believed in upholding the dignity of his office, and could not himself

bear to live shoddily. Since Congress had given John Adams $ 14,000 to

buy presidential furniture, Washington tried to sell what he had himself

bought to Ids successor at what he said were bargain prices. The fine

furnishings still seemed to the New Englander expensive. He confided to

his vafe that “everyone cheats as much as he can” and that Washington

“says he must sell sometliing in order to clear out.” Yet Adams was so

tempted that he allowed Washington to depart for Mount Vernon with

the false hope that the basic furnishings of the main reception room would
stay in place.

Washington was on the Avhole glad that Adams did not take the paint-

ings. As a collector of art, Washington was several generations ahead of

the taste of his time. Not that he set out to be pacemaking. Typically, he

followed, indifferent to convention, his own interests.

One might assume.that, being himself a liistorical hero, he would take

naturally to what was then considered the “high style”: elaborate compo-
sitions that depicted in an “elevated,” supposedly inspiring manner great

moments out of liistory or legend. In so far as they reproduced the work
of American artists resident in London— West, Copley, Trumbull—
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Washington did buy engravings after such compositions, but for the large

oil paintings that were the most ambitious of his artistic purchases, he

demanded a type of painting scorned b)’^ “correct” connoisseurs. j

In his neoclassical time, when the proper study of man was considered

to be man, to depict landscape was regarded as trivial and mean. Washing-

ton was indifferent to such theorizing. As he dreamed in a city of rivers,

fields, and forests, the frontiersman and farmer limited his major patronage

to landscapes. And he insisted that the painters— the Anglo-Americans

William Winstanley and George Beck— play down those evidences of

man-made refinements which gave the landscape art of his day what small’

value it was correctly admitted to have. Commissioning depictions of

American scenery at its wildest, Washington anticipated by several

generations the mid-nineteenth-century conceptions of the Hudson River"

School.

After he had got rid of everything that he could which he considered

supcrfluou.s, Washington still had to hire a sloop to take the residue to his

wharf on the Potomac. Breakables were stowed into his carriage around

the bodies of his coachman and family. He wrote with the high spirits of

a beleaguered family man, “On one side, I am called upon to remember

the parrot; on the other, to remember the dog. For my own part, I should

not pine if they were botii forgot.”

On March 15, 1797, the coach rumbled up the bell-shapcd drive to

Mount Vernon. Washington promised himself “more real enjoyment than

in all the business with which I have been occupied for upwards of forty

years.” All that business seemed to him now “little more than vanity and

vexation.” He would view the world “in the calm lights of mild

philosophy.”

But mild philosophy received a severe shock when “more by accident

than design” he discovered that the gi'cat girder which supported his

banquet hall was so decayed that “a company only moderately large would

have sunk altogether into the cellar.” Washington’s “long forsaken resi-

dence at Mount Vernon” was dilapidated everywhere. He ordered such a

flood of repairs “that I have scarcely a room to put a friend into or set in

myself without the music of hammers or the odoriferous smell of paint.

Seven months later he was still at it, and complaining, “Workmen in most

countries, I believe, are necessary plagues. In this, where entreaties as well

as money must be used to obtain their work , . . they baffle all calculation.

He could fill several pages “with the perplexities I experience daily from

workmen,”



The Washington Family, by Edward Savage, 1796. Wasliington, wear-

ing a military uniform, has his hand on a map of the District of

Columbia. Also present are Martha, her grandchildren, Nelly and

Washington Custis, and a black servant in livery. The background

shows a landscape suggestive of the view from Mount \^crnon (Cour-

tesy of the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.)

The worlonen had their problems too. Washington rose with the sun.

‘If my hirelings are not in their places at that time, I send them messages

expressive of my sorrow for their indisposition. Then, having put these

wheels in motion, I examine the state of things further,” always finding

rnorc “wounds” in his structures that needed to be healed. At a little after

seven o’clock breakfast was ready, “This over, I mount my horse and ride

round my farms, which employs me until it is time to dress for dinner, at

which I rarely miss seeing strange faces, come, as they say, out of respect
to me. Pray, would not the word curiosity answer as well? And how
different this from having a few social friends at a cheerful board!

The usual time of sitting at table, a walk, and tea, brings me witliin the
dawn of candlelight, previous to which, if not prevented by company, I

resolve that as soon as the glimmering taper supplies the place of the great

r 361
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.Mniinafy, I wiirretire to my .writing-table and aclchowledge tbedcttcrli^

have* received, but when the lights are bronght, ifeel tired and ^^isincliUccI^

to.engage in tins work, conceiving that die next night will do as .well; *; - ^

“Having given you the history of a. day, it wdll serve for a yeaf^; ;::|it'V

may strike you that in this detail no mention is made . .. .fof r^dui^^;

; . . .1 have not looked into a book since I came home, nor shall T he able,

to do it until I ,have discharged my worlcmen . when possibly , f inay^e;;-

looking in doomsday book.” :

Doomsday book! Washington, so brave on battlefields, had always/ inf ,

times of quiet, seen death stalking him. Now the fear was, surely niofe;'

than an insubstantiar vision. He hoped, he wrote, that esteem ^of ’gpocl;

men and his consciousness of having done the best for his countrj'; wp^uld^:

“alleviate pain and soften any cares which are yet to be encountered ^4:}

though hid from me at present.”

Washington’s farms were in an even worse situation than his buildings,

,

and that situation was much more difficult to remedy. When,: years be-,

fore, he had taken over Mount Vernon, the soil had already been depleted.

While^^he had been in residence, he had labored to enrich the land with-

crop rotation and fertilizers; he had tried, by perpetual attention to

drainage ditches, to protect the thin topsoil from erosion. Now all was a

shamblesi Measly crops drooped in fields torn with gullies; the “live

fences” were more gap than hedge; his horses, sheep, and cows liad be-

come smaller and weaker through inattention to breeding.

His plight was particularly brought home to Washington when the^

English author of The Experienced Farmer, Richard Parkinson, appeared

in anticipation of renting one of the /Mount Vernon farms. Washington

expressed himself as “much flattered” by the visit of so celebrated an

agriculturalist, but Parltinson noted tliat the General was soon “not \yell

pleased with my conversation.” The English farmer told the American

hero that, the barrenness of Mount Vernon was “beyond description. If

Washington.: were to offer him twelve hundred acres as a present, he

would hot accept them.

. To justify such strictures Parkinson had, of course, to treat Wasliingfori

‘Syith a gfeaf -deal of frankness. . . . I gave, him strong proofs of his

mistakes” by ,
comparing Mount Vernon with English farms. Washington,

iiad:pn three thousand acres a nierc one hundred sheep, while Parkinsons

*ow'n,fathcr hhd ohiy s acres yet clipped eleven hundred sheep.

:

The,father got ten pounds ofwool per fleece/the American not three.- Tbc.-

^62



> Wasliihgtori’s 6\yh survey of -the Mount Vernon plantation, made in

Decernber, :i793. (Gpurtesy. of the Amount. Vernon Ladies’ Association

.'',.of;'the. Union)

"elder Parldhsori
.
grew ten tirrics as much wheat per acre as the General

did— and so on down through - all Wa^iington’s farming activities and

possessions except Itis niulcs. Parkinson admired Washington’s mules.

' /tipgfadihg MoUht Vernon once more was made endlessly more diffi-

cult by a hunian hangovcf of -Wa-shington’s Presidency. When trapped in

.Philadelphia,- Washin^pn. had yearned -for an estate manager who would

hot sicken or; move away ’and, towards the end of his second term, he

(obnd 'ohc, an elderly Scot .named James -Anderson.. Anderson had

cohixibuteil to the. cash income of Mount Vernon by getting Washington
on a large scale, into the distilling of whiskey. But in relation to the farms

.;hh:.pfoycd,-after, .Washiri^pn’s return,va thorn in the proprietor’s side.

" cbniments ;on, deficiencies everywhere, Anderson

;
.FPP^iscd that all.would bc irnmediately rectified. Yet, as Washington rode

around grimly, he could sbe nothing'acliievcd. Turning on his estate mana-
gpr alb the lofiy

' angey of an cxrcorhmahder in chief and cx-President,
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Washington thundered that such inefficiency “is not at all pleasant to a

man who has practiced himself, and been accustomed to meet as much
regularity as I have from others.” Anderson replied unhappily that he

would resign.

Wasliington considered it “strange and singular indeed” if a proprietor

could not say anything without offending his manager. But he made a tact-

ful effort to persuade the Scot to accept reduced responsibilities at no

reduction of salary: he sliould manage the distillery, the commercial mill

with its automated equipment, and some of the fisheries, leaving immediate

supervision of the farms to Washington. Anderson replied that he was

primarily a farmer. Washington yearned to discharge the troublesome

subordinate but found himself “unwilling by any act of mine to hurt his

feelings or . . . to lessen his respectability in the eyes of the public.” He

continued to accept the bumbling intervention that made even less pos-

sible the task of getting Mount Vernon back into shape during the few

years that the proprietor assumed were left to him. ^

Even before the Presidency, when Mount Vernon had been operating

with maximum efficiency, Washington had been unable to live on the

income it produced. Now the situation was, of course, much worse. He

wrote in 1799, “Were it not for occasional supplies of money in payment

for lands sold within the last four or five years to the amount of upwards

of $50,000” (more than half a million in modern currency), he would be

“in debt and difficulties.”

During those economically troubled years, Washington’s sucecss as a

land speculator was phenomenal. Wliile he prospered, many of the na-

tion’s financial leaders, including the great Robert Morris himself, were

carried by the collapse of their real estate schemes into debtors’ prison.

Not the least of the reasons that Washington was an e.xception was that

he made no use of the financial facilities created by Hamilton. He did not

expand his credit with the practice, so treacherous in time of sinking

values, of “pyramiding”: borrowing on assets that had themselves been

purchased with the help of loans. Adhering to the economics of a farmer

rather than a financial entrepreneur, Washington wrote, “It has been a

maxim with me from early life never to undertake anything without per-

ceiving a door to the accomplishment in a reasonable amount of time

with my own resources.”

An endemic problem of speculators in western land was how to find

out about and successfully administer properties far from their counting-

SH
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houses. But Washington could find in every community men glad to be

in communication with so celebrated a man. Only a few years before, he

had leaned over backwards not to take advantage of his eminence. Now
he was completely shameless, asking government officials and private in-

dividuals to assess the value of tracts, see to surveying and improvements,

advise him as to the reliability of respective buyers, collect sums due to

him, and so on. For the services of gentlemen, he never offered payment,

but asked their permission to reimburse actual outlays. Only in matters

too minor “to trouble my friends with,” did he employ agents.

Washington was further helped by the fact that he had begun his pur-

chases of western lands when he was a teen-ager almost a half century

before. The tracts in the Shenandoah Valley where he had practiced as a

surveyor and in western Pennsylvania where he had fought, were now

worth more than a hundred times what he had then paid.

Like all other possessors of western acres, Washington had great diffi-

culty achieving sales. The war had blocked the flow of well-off European

immigrants who had previously bought western land. And French de-

predations on American commerce had created a general depression. Since

crops could not be exported safely, their value dropped. Few men desired

more land to farm. Thus Washington usually could only sell to specu-

lators who bought in expectation of a rise in values.

Such men were looking to the future rather than the present, and cash

was, in any case, scarce. Thus Washington could not expect to get the

whole purchase price in cash. The less credit he would give, the lower

the amount he could ask. And a universal lack of liquid assets made it

difficult to distinguish between reliable purchasers and those who could

only complete their payments if fortune took a lucky turn.

In this welter, Washington operated with the dogged persistence which
had stood him in good stead as general and President. He bought shrewdly
and was an eager salesman, extolling his property. He kept a sharp eye on
all details. Almost always unwilling to go to law— he disliked proceed-
ings which distressed the helpless— he fired off many angry letters. He
was often forced to accept a loss or take his land back, yet enough cash
did come in to enable liim to continue his style of living with only an
occasional financial squeeze.

In July, 1799, Washington assessed his still unsold land at $488,137
(several millions in modern currency). Tliis estimate was based on what
he considered foreseeable increases in value, and was thus optimistic, but
It Was not vaguely visionary.
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Washington’s financial success was based altogether on his own efforts.

He had no business staff. And for many years he had been able to devote

to his affairs only what little time he could disentangle from the most
demanding of public pursuits. Clearly, he had great business gifts.

By temperament, Washington could never lie easy. For all his pros-

perity, he was perpetually worried about his finances. These worries were

greatly enhanced during his very last years by an effort he made to help

along that darling among his projects, the new national capital, which

was now firmly named “Washington.” The government was due to move

there in 1800, but the general financial confusion had banlmipted the real

estate operators who had agreed to build the necessary housing and had

even contracted to advance money to complete the government buildings.

The former General could be high-spirited about the matter as when

he wrote, “Oh well, they can camp out. The Representatives in the first

line, the Senate in the second, the President and Ids suite in the middle.”

However, he felt called upon to erect twin buildings, which he himself

designed, intended to form a boarding house that would, in its sixteen

bedrooms, accommodate twenty to thirty congressmen. He thought he

had an innkeeper lined up to take over, but when the crucial moment

came, the prospect did not even answer letters. Washington found that, to

pay the builders whose charges he considered wildly exorbitant, he had to

enter “a new scene.” He had to borrow money from a bank.

Again and again the cx-President expressed horror at having been forced

into a “a measure I never in the course of my life had practiced.” The

luxury of his Mansion House, the spreading farms at Mount Vernon, the

deeds to extensive lands stowed away in his strong box, ail seemed, when

the old farmer awoke in the nights, evanescent. He was terrified to think

that he had been reduced to “a necessity of borrowing from the banks at

a ruinous interest.”

On leaving Philadelphia after the end of the Presidency, Wasliington,

feeling that a personal farewell “is not among the pleasantest circum-

stances of one’s life,” had said good-bye to Mrs. Powel in a letter. He

soon heard from his flirtatious friend, to whom he had sold his personal

desk: “I take up my pen to address you, as you have given me a complete

triumph on the subject of all others on which you have I suppose thought

me most deficient and most opposite to yourself.” She had found in a

secret drawer a packet of love letters from a lady. “What,” EUza asked,
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“will the goddess of prudence and circumspection say to her favorite son

and votary for his dereliction of principles to which he has hitherto made

such serious sacrifices?” Eliza kept Washington in suspense until she fi-

nally admitted that the letters were from Martha.

Washington replied that if he had had love letters to lose, Eliza’s long

preamble “might have tried how far my nerves were able to sustain the

shock of having betrayed the confidence of a lady.” If Eliza had not been

too discreet to peek, she would have found Martha’s letters “more fraught

with expressions of friendship than of enavtoured love.” A reader “of the

romantic older" could only have given the sheets “warmth” by setting

them on fire.*

Many legends circulate as to Washington’s sexuality. The man who

was probably sterile is said to have been a eunuch, even a woman in

disguise; he is said to have been known as “the stallion of the Potomac.”

Eliza, who was surely in the best position to know, testifies to his conti-

nence in lus later years. Although he undoubtedly had his fling when a

young man, no one has ever discovered any authentic evidence that he

was unfaithful to Martha. His lifetime battle for self-control included the

sexual with othef passions. However, both Eliza’s letter and his reply

make it clear that he was no prude: Eliza flirtatiously admitted her own
shortcomings, and George implied that he would not have been concerned

at being found in adultery but only at having “betrayed the confidence

of a lady.”

On an earlier occasion, Washington had contrasted unfavorably “the

giddy rounds of promiscuous pleasure” with “domestic felicity,” This

graduate from an unhappy childhood Avas glad to achieve in marriage

tranquillity, not more excitement, of which he usually had plenty else-

where.

But Martha was not much company in his retirement. She was slightly

older than he and had gone downhill more rapidly. She was “greatly dis-

tressed and fatigued” by housekeeping details she had once enjoyed, and
now preferred copying letters her husband had drafted to writing her

own. Washington had been back at Mount Vernon only a few months

This description of Washington’s relationship witli Martiia may, of course, have
been influenced by his attitude towards his correspondent- no man sends to a lady he
admires expressions of passionate affection for his wife. However, what Washington
wrote Eliza is our best information on the tenor of his correspondence with Martha,
^ter his deatli, his wife, probably as a possessive reaction to having been forced to
s lare her husband so extensively with the public, burned their letters to each other.
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when he sent a hurried invitation td;,a nearby' friend:, ‘‘Unless 'someone ;

pops in unexpectedly, Mrs. Washington, and myself will da^i^hata heHew :

has not been done within the last nventy ycars by us, that is to set down"'

to dinner by ourselves.”

Washington found himself a stranger in his.own land: AlmoSLall. of they

friends to whose houses he had ridden for a convivial night dr a iong:stay :

had died or moved away. And the younger. Virginians, following in thd

wake of Jejfferson, were now his most passionate-opponents; If he^fode-

beyond his immediate neighborhood, he. saw not smiles but froSyns.; ,

Mount Vernon was, of course, always crowded. Although Washington,

;

complained about the flow in and out of curious strangers, he would,

pounce eagerly on any individual who seemed to offer interest; He would;

hold such men in conversation for hours, beg them Vto sthy .the night'

Wishing to have resident at iMount Vernon “a Companion an my latter

days,” he tried to lure his former military aide David. Humphreys, who.^

w’as now American /Minister to Spain. However, the ''news,-that’

Humplireys was getting married “annihilated every hope.’h Wasiiin^on;.

(thinking perhaps of Martha and her niece Fariny Bassett) intended, hevery

again “to have t\yo women in my house when I am there myself.” -y.*;

There was, however, one Woman whom he particularly .desired to have,-

nearby. He wrote his old love, Sally Falrfa.\y . that noric
.
of . the “mariy%

important events” that had occurred' since he had seen ,
her“poh all .of,

them together have been able to eradicate from my mind the rccollectidri

of those happy moments, the happiest in my }ife,; which I haye'enjbyed.;

in your company. Worn out in a manner.by the toils of-my past labor, 1

am again seated under my vine and fig tree.. . ; It is a matteryof-spre

regret, Wheml cast rhy eyes toward Belvoit [the deserted Faiffax:^tate];

which I often do, to reflect that the fprmer.ihhabitants of ity with whpin,

we lived in such harmony and friendshipyno longer reside there; and. that,

the ruins can only, be .viewed as the memento, ofIformer pleasures.”

often Wondered -Svhy Sally, -being tio-vv a .widoiv, did not teturn, /rebuild

the house, and-“spend (lie evening, of your 'life”/down the road from

Mount Vernon:./-;. ,:*• /;;/.;/ t.-.V //y./'--'// /:

But Sally Fairfax did not c6nie:to. help felibye 'tl^^ hero’s loneliriess.



FORTY-NINE

Mental Confusion

(1797-1798)

WHEN WASHINGTON HAD RETIRED at the end of the Revolution,

victory had rung down a curtain. If he had then remained on

the national stage, it would have been in a different play. But now there

was no such break. The drama in which he had starred was going on,

although wdth a different actor in the presidential role.

Adams had inherited the French depredations against American ship-

ping and the question of how Pinckney, whom Washington had ap-

pointed Minister to Paris, would be received. On both scores, the news

was bad. The attacks augmented and the Directory refused to receive

Pinckney. Adams denounced the French to Congress more belligerently

than Wasliington had ever done. He then did what Washington had con-

templated: appointed two more delegates to form with Pinckney a special

commission that could, if the French w'ould talk to them, negotiate on an

emergency basis.

Washington was trying to disentangle liis emotions. He sometimes

allowed several days to pass before he sent to Alexandria for the mails,

and he did his best not to comment on public affairs. But the world would
not leave him alone. After he had been at Mount Vernon for only two
months, a letter from Jefferson surfaced in the press. Written to Philip

Mazzei, an Italian radical, it summarized the American political scene

towards the close of Washington’s presidency as a struggle between “the
mam body of our citizens” and “an Anglican, monarchical, and aristo-

cratic party” which controlled the executive along with most of the gov-
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ernment. In a passage generally interpreted as referring to Washington, >

Jefferson had written, “It would give you a fever were I to name to you

the apostates .... men who were Samsons in the field and Solomons in

council, but who have had their heads shorn by the harlot of Britain.?’

Two pamphlets appeared. In one, the former French Minister to the

United States, Fauchet, tried to demonstrate that Washington had as

President always been anti-French. Washington was particularly angered

by a false accusation that he had plotted secretly with an emissary of the

French royal pretender. In the other pamphlet, the former American

Minister to France, Monroe, insisted (among many other charges) that

AVashington had cynically appointed him for the purpose of hoodwinking

the French, and that the Jay Treaty had been a calculated surrender to

Great Britain.

These public attacks were followed b^^ one of the strangest events of

Wasliington’s entire career. He received a letter from Albemarle, Jeffer-

son’s home county, signed John Langhorne, which offered comfort to

Washington for being subjected to “unmerited calumny.” Although

Washington diagnosed Langhorne as “a pedant who was desirous of dis-

playing the flowers of his pen,” he sent a courteous answer, as he did to

all communications. He was soon informed by John Nicholas, one of the

few Federalists resident in Albemarle, that the letter had been claimed by

Jefferson’s favorite nephew, Peter Carr. Nicholas insisted that Jefferson

slandered Washington in conversation, and implied ' ht he was responsible

for the fraudulently signed Langhorne communication. Washington

should beware of the “vile hypocrisy of that man's professions of friend-

ship towards you.”

Washington was deeply upset. He ex'pre.ssed reluctance to doubt “the

sincerity of a friendship” which he had believed Jefferson had for him.

However, “the attempts to e.xplain away the Constitution and weaken the

government are now become too open; and the desire of placing the

affairs of this country under the influence and control of a foreign nation

[France] is so apparent and strong, it is hardly to be expected that a

resort to covert means to effect these objects will be longer regarded.

After the cx-President’s able nephew, Bushrod Washington, had joined

xvith Nicholas in inciting the old man, Washington wrote that if Jefferson

could be demonstrated to have been “the 7‘eal author or abettor, it would

be a pity not to expose him to public execration for attempting in so

dishonorable a way to obtain a disclosure of sentiments of which some

advantage could be taken.” And again, “If a tnek so dirty and shabby as
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this is supposed to be [can be] clearly proved” publication “would, in my
opinion, be attended with a happy effect.” But, “if it should be attempted

and fail, the reverse would be the consequence.” Buslirod was to use his

own judgment.

Bushrod eventually and reluctantly decided not to make the matter

public since Jefferson’s active involvement could not be proved.

Comparisons of handwriting have in more recent times demonstrated

diat the Langhorne letter was indeed written by Peter Carr. Howev’^er, it

seems extremely improbable that the astute Jefferson would have counten-

anced, whatever might have been his moral feelings, a maneuver so trans-

parently indiscreet, so little promising of major results, and potentially

so damaging. It seems most probable, since Carr was somewhat of a scape-

grace, that the letter was a bilious prank intended to elicit a pompous, self-

righteous reply that would raise renewed mirth among drinking com-

panions. At the blackest, it can only be interpreted as a demonstration of

the lack of respect for the old hero that x\'as rife at Monticello.

To modern hindsight, Washington overreacted. That his able and much

younger nephew Bushrod overreacted to an even greater extent reveals

the hysteria of the times, but does not altogether explain away the frenetic

behavior of a man who had been during so many years so notable (despite

lapses) for withstanding hysteria, for striking the calm, the reasonable, the

healing note.

Old men are naturally suspicious, see plots. And it would require almost

more than the fortitude of a saint not to be affected by the type of attacks

which were made on Washington and his administration. Not only had

his behavior been condemned because of entirely unfounded distrust of

his motives, but what he did had been distorted; and not only had his acts

been distorted, but he had been assailed by lies which the perpetrators

often knew were total lies. And the vilification appeared in newspapers of

national circulation thatTvere semi-official organs of the Republican party.

As long as he had been in office he had tried, although towards the end
with sometimes stumbling feet, to walk the path he had charted for him-
self, the path of complete neutrality between factions at home and belli-

gerents abroad. Once he was out of office and intended to xemain so for
the rest of his earthly career, moderation ceased to be a matter of state.

He permitted himself to espouse extremes. He became at last what he had
for so dong been accused of being: devotedly pro-Fcderalist. Since he
doubted the intentions of all others, he communicated exclusively with
Federalists. He could no longer palliate the efforts of the French govern-
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ment to interfere in American politics; he had become hngrily ahti-Fre^

In his denunciations of Frenclr attacks ^/oii American commerw^^^^^

longer pointed out that Britain was also
:

guilty.. He came ' to, believ.e tli^l

the leaders of the opposition, patriots who. had been his cpadjutqK^^^^^^^

friends, were eager to make the United States a vassal of

indeed cooperate with a French inv'asion.-, ‘

A French invasion! In 1798, chat seemed possible.

During March and April, word came in that the French : Directprjn

announcing themselves as “greatly exasperated’^;ydch President; Adams,

would not receive the American cpmmi.ssioners until Adams anridunced

a complete change in policy. Then three mysterious; agents, designated ;as

X, Y, and Z (which led to tlie entire matter being called the ,XYZ;aiTair)!

appeared to state that if the commissioners would petsbnaiiy repudiate

the policy of their government, give foreign minister Talleyrand. a large

bribe, and promise France a huge loan, the Directory might condescend, to

receive the mission. ... -
, - '^.V^

When this was published in the United States, national' anger flared.

Congress autiiorized that the army be augmented by ten thousand ihen

and that a further force of fifty thousand be organized on paper, so that

it could turn out instantly, \
'

..

Many Federalists hoped for a declaration of war. that: would put,,thc

Republicans in the position of traitors. But -Washington believed that

America’s injured pride siiould liot drive her into initiating, hostilities.!He

hoped that outrage, loudly and almost unarumously; expressed by ' the

American people, would persuade the French that an expeditionary fpirce

sent by them would not be welcomed by a horde of “democrats:” EvenJf

still riding high with the triumphs of ISiapoleoh, the French w.opld ;then

draw back from mounting the “formidable invasion”; which would force

the United States into war. , , v
Adams, whose government was made up of and supported bVEederal-

ists, found himself under, extreme pressure to appoint Alexander Hamilton

as commander in chief of the augmented army. Seeing, a mefarious plot tq

exalt a schemer who might welf use the army as an .instrument of;

aggrandizement and. tyranny,- Adams made a convulsive move.

consulting Washington, he appointed, the ex'-Prcsiderit lieptenan( general

and commander in chief, ;thus, catapulting the .pld ^man back onto thq

public stage.'*-'- 'A-

'

A,.;

On hearing :the'news,, Washington was surprised that he- was :hot ipqre

npset. He had,, he wrote, "cohridefed iiimself eager-.to, “pass the.remnant bf
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a life (worn down with cares) in ruminating on past scenes and contem-

plating the future grandeur of this rising empire. But we little know our-

selves much less the decisions of Providence.”

Washington’s main worr)^ was that, in thus appointing him without

notice, Adams had prevented him from making it a prior condition that he

would not serve unless he were allowed to determine Ins top subordinates.

This was in part a reflection of his typical wish to be master in his own

house. But the issue seems to have been given desperate poignancy by his

fear that, being in fact too old, he would need the strongest possible

shoulders to lean on.

The three major generals, Washington decided, should be Knox,

Hamilton, and Charles Cotestvorth Pinckney, who was on Ins way home

from the abortive mission to France. On the issue of their relative rank

Washington became more confused than he had ever before been con-

cerning any public matter.

Washington’s most intimate emotions pled that Knox should be his

second-in-command. He had no older and closer friend. Having been a

major general during the Revolution, Knox far outranked Hamilton and

Pinckney in that seniority wliich conventionally determined military rank.

He would be deeply hurt if passed over. Since Knox was from Boston,

his elevation would follow the time-honored convention of having in any

national endeavor the two top figures come from the two main regions,

preferably from Virgina and Massachusetts. But Knox, always over-

weight, was now fat and dull. He could be of little use as second-in-

command.

Washington’s judgment plunked for Pinckney, who he felt would be

particularly valuable in the second post because he was a South Carolinian.

Surely, if the French were “so insane” as to invade, they would strike the

Deep South: because that was the weakest part of the nation; because

they would expect to find the most friends in that region; because “there

can be no doubt of their arming our own Negroes against us”; and
because they could move on from South Carolina to capturing nearby
Louisiana from Spain. Pinckney was not only a spirited, active, and judi-

cious officer on whom Washington could rely, but Washington con-
sidered his connections more influential than any other group in the three

southernmost states. If Pinckney led, his connections would follow. But
were Hamilton put over him, Pinckney might well not serve since he had
outranked Hamilton in the Revolutionary army. This might cause “dis-
gust among the very leading families Washington would have to rely on
to oppose the democrats and repel the French.
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But Hamilton was pressing liis claims hard ! .He had n^^

by Adams’s appointment of Washington', since, he fdfesawpthat 1:h^^ teirts

would slip from the old soldier’s fingersJ.tb the man \vho hdd tHe pp^ hc

intended to occupy; both inspector/generai and; secbnd-ih-cpmmari^,,H

indicated to Washington and; the Feb^efalist leadership/ that he

serve if denied this doohie role, Wasiungton's 'cdrrespohdehtsyWhb'

all Federalists, insisted that the loyal population of the' Umted' Sta^
in Knox’s Massachusetts, wanted the :reassurahte/ of -Hamilton tin ' high

rank. For his part, Washington admired Hamilton^ tie >vas used

ing with him, and believed that, although Hamilton"had -never/fiseh .ahpye

colonel in the Revolution, he had had “as the principal, arid .most-

dential aide of the Goirimanderdn-Chief,’’, more: pppofuinity-tb.survey die

whole military scene than either Knox' or- Pinckney., WasW^
frightened by the thought that Hamilton^ might stay horiie,. /'fi

Adams, who .had kept on all ,of Washirigtdiri’s cabinet, sent
.
Secretary of

War McHenry to Mount Vernon to persuade 'M^ashinjgtbn /officially' to

accept the coriiinand. M^ashin^dn wished 'to riiake.,it/a conditioh

select his own general, officers, but, realizing /that this .would ;.bi3 v'*n

unsuitable myasibn of presidential prerogative, he accepted (thit;He was

to forget) a half meagre. In writing Adams, iyicHemy/:put ib'fprw^^^

his own belief that Washington would not. bb irichned to; serye ydthpu

general officers, of his own choosing,

The corifefees decided to request Adams to. send to thejSenate for, con/

firmation as' major generals the nariies of Hamilton, Piriclmey, arid /Knpx;

They were listed in that order, but it Was agreed (this ;Wasffirigrori;aIs(),

forgot) that the. sequence should not
,
be taken/ tp detefriiirie^^^^^

Adanis would; in due .course, solidifyVrahk,/ Assuming thejPmsjdeht

wbuid do what Washington asked; the new ^euteriarit=Genef^ welcpriltd

the postponement as it would give him. timd.to/'t^ to persuade Hamjltpn

to serve under PincknB)^, /and Knox to ?erve tinder both: / y/vk;/^

Washington’s letter to Hamilton gave his prudentialTeasphs fbr/:prfefe^^^

ring Pinblchey. He /added, “My \yish to put ybu fimt/aridmy/fearrofd^^^^

him are not a little Embarrassing,” - Ttien he passed the ' biick; /Aftbr/alk./Jf

ir^ts with thePreMdent to use his pleasure.’’ y //'://'/?///' /y/y/;,

Thedetter to' KtioV Was even more difficulrifFor' whatever 'reasbnk

haps . because -Knox /yEs subh a disciple of Harinlfon's,/

Washington wrote .that/tince /khe.public: estimatipn’/, demanded Hamilton

as secoridtinWbmmand, he,-had agreed .“with sbmp, fears, X corif^^^
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consequences.” He then pointed out that Pinckney’s Services in the South

would be very important. Knox would thus agree that, despite liis'

seniority, he would have to be third.

Washington could not write Pinckney who was on the ocean.

Replies came in from both Knox and Hamilton on the same day. Knox

stated that he was “much wounded” to discover that his faith of “more

than twenty years" in Washington’s friendship and admiration had been

“a perfect delusion.” Under such an insult, he could not serve.

Hamilton wrote that he believed he was the preference of “a real

majority of the federal men,” but if an “impartial decision” Went against

him, he would not allow his ambition and interest to stand in the way of

the public good.

Washington’s reply to Hamilton was a shocking demonstration of utter

confusion. He said nothing of Hamilton’s all-important offer to step

down. He gave no liint as to how he wished to rank the eager Ne\v

Yorker. He mourned Knox’s hurt letter and wondered whether, after all,

Pinckney xvould object to serving under Knox, who was so extremely

his military senior.

Waslrington was thereupon “seized with a fever.” Rapidly he lost

twenty pounds to the great concern of Dr. Craik, who labored to build up

his system to a point where he could be treated for malaria. Finally, Craik

administered “Jesuit’s bark.” Although Washington then improved, he

remained for weeks “too much debilitated to be permitted to attend to

much business.”

President Adams was suffering and fuming. Suffering because his be-

loved wife seemed on the point of death; fuming because his Federalist

advisers insisted that the order in which the general’s names had been sent

to and approved by the Senate— Hamilton, Pinclcney, Knox— had de-

termined beyond alteration their seniority." Adams was determined to

accord Hamilton the low^est possible rank among combat generals. Anams

had no intention of insulting his own state by ignoring the seniority that

gave Massachusetts’ Knox the claim to be second-in-command.

McHenry informed Washington 'that Hamilton would refuse to serve

on these terms. McHenry quoted, Adams as writing that if he consulted

Wasliington, the only result would be that the problem would “come

back to me at last after much altercation and exasperation of passions
—

-

at wWch point he would decide as he did now: Knox first and Hamilton

last. “There has been,” Adams had continued, “much too much intrigue
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ia this business with General Washington and me. If I shall ultimately be

the dupe of it, I am much mistaken in myself.”

The three cabinet ministers Washington had willed to Adams, men

whom he had not trusted when he was in office, were now joining with

other Federalists in sending the old man a barrage of letters insisting tliat

Adams was insulting him; that Knox’s elevation would bring in squads

of superannuated generals with Revolutionary seniority; and that Hamil-

ton was indispensable. In his perturbation, Washington got firmly fixed

in his mind two misconceptions. One, that he had made it a firm condi-

tion, which the President had accepted, that he appoint his own general

officers. And two, that the action of the Senate obliged Adams to put

Hamilton first and Knox last. Feeling thus on sure ground, he struck out

in a manner that belied liis former convictions.

Since that distant time when he was appointed commander in chief,

Washington had been deeply concerned with fostering and preserving

unity in the nation. Now he believed that the French would invade only

if they judged the United States so divided that it could not or would

not defend itself. But, on September 25, 1798, he wrote President Adams

a letter in wliich he threatened, by clear implication, publicly to resign

from the army if the order of major generals were not Hamilton, Pinckney,

Knox. He commented to McHenry, “You will readily perceive that even

the rumor of a misunderstanding between the President and me, while the

breach can be repaired, would be attended with unpleasant consequences.”

But, he added, “If there is no disposition on his part to do this, the public

must decide which of us is right and which of us is wrong.”

Imagination could hardly conceive the chaos into wliich both political

power and public opinion would have been thrown liad the old hero car-

ried out his angry threat. Adams had no choice but surrender.

Washington had blown up what was at its rational e.xtreme a

medium-sized disagreement into an issue that threatened to convulse the

nation. And at various moments in the controversy, the brilliant pragma-
tist had lost contact with reality.

Not even the most resplendent hero is immune to the passing of the

years.
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Politics at Sunset

(1798-1799)

WASHINGTON, who had insisted that he would never again travel

more than ten miles from his own lawn, set out for Phila*-

dclphia on November 5, 1798, to prepare a plan for the new army, On the

road, he became worried because his nephew and house guest, Lawrence

Lewis, had not been in the group that had waved him good-bye. If Lewis

had come down for breakfast, he had been rude; if he had not come down,

why, he was sick and Washington had been rude in not going upstairs to

Say goodbye to him. Wrack his brains as he would, Washington could not

remember where Lewis had breakfasted. Deciding that he would rather

apologize than risk being discourteous, Wasliington wrote Lewis that he

had been made absentminded by hurry.

The reemerging Commander in Chief had already made it clear that he

did not suffer from that proverbial weakness of generals: the determina-

tion to fight new wars in the way that they won the old. He wished all

Revolutionary seniority to be forgotten so that he could get an officer

corps of young men. And he believed that the guerrilla tactics for which

he was famous would not do if the French invaded. Any expeditionary

force would have to be attacked before it could establish itself, wliich

meant foreseeable and thus more formal battles. In conference ukh

Hamilton and Pinckney (who had accepted being inferior to Hamilton as

Knox had not) he sought information concerning French fighting

methods so that the army could be organized to counteract them.

Washington had eagerly tvished that the army he raised to put down
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the Whiskey Rebellion should represent all political opinions. But now he

was unwilling to give commissions to men recommended by opposition

congressmen lest being pro-French, they “poison the army.” If the old

General were preparing a force that in the Wrong hands— and had he

selected the wrong hands.> — could serve tyranny, the fears and suspi-

cions rolh’ng in his brain made him unconscious of it.

But he did arrange matters so that Hamilton would have little control.

True, he did not intend, himself, to be active unless a crisis beckoned.

However, the southern states were to be mobilized under Pinckney.

Hamilton was to have charge in the rest of the Union, but, since he would

make his headquarters close to Philadelpliia, he was to be under the con-

tinual supervision of Adams and McHenry. Conscious certainly that some
’ cautious men feared that Hamilton might try to carve out for himself an

empire as the Napoleon of the Southwest, Washington arranged that, if

French activity demanded a protective march into Louisiana, the intelli-

gence should be sent not directly to Hamilton but first to the Secretary

of W^ar. Washington had times of lucidity as great as his times of con-

fusion.

Ever since he had been a little boy and his half brother Lawrence had

set out resplendent in a British uniform for Cartagena, Wasliington had

been fascinated with military regalia. He concerned himself with uniforms

for his new army, designing particularly splendid regalia for himself. The
' Commander in Chief should wear “a blue coat wdth yellow buttons and

gold epaulettes (each having three silver stars); linings, cape, and cuffs of

huff; in winter buff vest and breeches; in summer a white vest and

breeches of nankeen. Tiie coat to be without lapels, and embroidered on
the cape, cuffs, and pockets. A white plume in the hat to be a further dis-

tinction.” He left the order with Philadclpliia’s leading tailor.

Back at Mount Vernon, he was amazed to discover that his nephew
Lawrence Lewis, whom he designated a major, had resolved that “before

he enters the camp of Mars, he is to engage in that of Venus.” To every-

one’s pleasure, as it would join the Wasliington and Custis families, Lewis
had become engaged to Martha’s resident granddaughter, Nelly Custis.

Nelly announced that she would be married on the General’s sixty-

seventh birthday. She begged him to inaugurate his new uniform at her
wedding. He enthusiastically agreed.

Washington ivrote McHenry, “On reconsidering the uniform for the

commander in chief, it has become a matter of doubt with me (although
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as it jrespected myself personally I was against all embrdidery);;\vliether:'

embroidery on the cape, cuffs, and pockets of the coat and none on the

buff waistcoat, would not have a disjointed and awkward appearance.” He
added that it was essential that he have thn uniform before February n?.

Twelve days before the wedding, he reminded -McHenry that the nnpi

form should be “accompanied with cockades and stars for the epaulettei” ,

Eleven days before the wedding, he wrote the tailor concerning a rjuiek ;;

way to get the uniform to Mount Vernon, Finally, a package did arrive,

but it was discouragingly small. It proved to contain eagles for 'the ,

cockades but not even stars for the epaulettes. And nothing more came.-;

When Nelly was married on the 22nd at “about candlelight,” Washington

wore his old uniform. ; - /

Washington now hoped to get his fine regalia for the Fourth of July.-

Letters poking up both McHenry and the tailor elicited the information

that it had been impossible to find, in the entire United States, enough ;

gold thread. But some was expected in the spring shipments from Europe.
;

Four days before the Fourth, Washington wrote McHenry, “I shall' send ;

up to Alexandria on Wednesday but,” he added bravely, “shall feel no

disappointment if the uniform is not there.” It was not there.
,

' ;

-'In final despair, the tailor sent the uniform off to Europe to, be finished. '.

Washington never had the pleasure of wearing it. Before it returned, he

;

\yas dead. . . .

' -

In all American history, few pieces of legislation have had so obnoxious

a reputation as the Alien and Sedition acts, passed by Congress during the

XYZ hysteria in the same session that authorized the new army. The Alien ;

Act greatly lengthened the period an immigrant would have to wait -

before he could apply for citizenship and empowered the President to -

expel any alien he. considered dangerous. The Sedition Act prescribed

punishment for false and malicious writings aimed at bringing the govern-

ment into disrepute.

That Washington would as President have done what Adams did,..sign;

the acts into. law% seems improbable. He had, it is true, suffered from -

.attacks. by aliens who/he beUeved, were venting European grievances on :

American institutions which they misunderstood. Yet his continuing atti-
.

tude had been that;orie of the major roles of the United States was to be

a haven for those unhappy or oppressed abroad. And, even when smarting ..

under the -most extreme newspaper libels, he had been an unvarying

champion of freedom of the press (much more so than President Jefferson

.
was to be).

. ,
,
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But now the old man saw conspiracies; tie ^v:r6te 'privately tha^
was no reason why aliens slmuld be- allowed :tb ‘Spread

the United States. Concerningva. newspaper ichargC' that: thy govemm^^^^^

was wallowing in British bribes, lie cohirnented that^ if a fair an^^^

investigation proved the accusations true,- the editor avould- be

of thanks and high reward; for bringing -to light; Conduct so; abqmihable.^^

However, “if k shall be found to be airc^uBny 5;^./.jp,uhklVmeK t6

be inflicted,”
'

”'v-
b’'’’

Having become a convinced Federalist Washin^pnrflnally;,broker-

even if only behind the scenes— his rule of,not,intcrvening,ih;an:electidk:

To weaken the Jeffersonian hold on -Virginia, he' Setdri' motion k great,

pohtical career .by bullying John Marshall, the future ;tbailblazing: Chief,

Justice of the Supreme Court, to run for Congress. He also luredj Patrick

Henry out.bf retir'ernent, even though the aihng patriarch did ’ not :live

to serve in the Virginia assembly. >
, ,, .

Although Adams had been defeated concerning Hannlton’s, rank, Ke

found, as the XYZ fever abated, ail effeptive.waybf ptotecdng the,nation,

against a man he considered so dangerous; He siniplybro,tight the, prganiz-;

ihg of the'.army to , a halt— he had cbme to cbnsidef .it unneciKsafy; anyr

way. Hamilton .fumed and tried to incite Waslungton. -Washingtoiiia^,'

mitted that he-was in an embarrassing position in relation to officersybA
had been promised commissions they had never .received, and thab .ffi

army had been intended as more than -a mere threat, the delayJnTedniit-

ing “baffles all conjecture.” But he added, “Far renioved;froni the scene,;!.

might ascribe these delays to the wrong causes, and. therefore will hazard

no opinion respecting them.” ... .

the end of January, 1799, Washington receiyed .a^iettcf from Joel

Barlow, a distinguished American resident in Ffaricc, statiing tliaf tiie;dis-,

agreements with the nation were all based on.a misundersfahdihg,; and;tlbt

the Directory would how be happy to receive a nnnister from the.,

States. This epistle Washington forwarded to Adams,' expressing thedwp^.

that it.might lead to, that “peace and tranquillity . upon jusbbnd^^
able, arid, dignified

,
tcfrns',” “which .“persuadcd^r Avds ffhe atde,^^^

desire bf all friends ,of =this rising:empifc.T;; f ; f r ’A:

Adams’s, reply stated .that,' as; a result ofmaiiy. such cbrnmuriicatiohs,

primarily because ,bf;a letter from Talleyrand, he had determined ,
tb-brcak v

the diplomatic staleriiate .by: apppintihg the, American; Ministei^^^ Honand,

.

William : Vahs Murray^ .Afinistef to ;.FranCC. Waslun^pu’S'.'^ .
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'
quickly submerged by a flood of Federalist communications: Talleyrand’s

letter had not been official. Furthermore, Adams had not consulted the

Federalist leaders or his own cabinet.

Although, when President, Washington had avoided consulting the

Federalist leaders and the very same crew of cabinet members, he allowed

himself to be convinced that Adams had gone off half-cocked. He was

relieved when the Senate placed roadblocks in the way of an immediate

mission.

In mid-July, Wasliington opened a letter from Governor Trumbull of

Connecticut, which carried the marks of being the result of a general

Federalist consultation. It stated that to pret'ent the election of “a French

President,” Washington would have to announce that he would again

accept the office.

Washington’s answer was a tragic demonstration of how completely he

had lost his belief that he could lead the whole nation; of how utterly he

liad been disillusioned in his ideal that an administration could represent

all or almost all the people. He now believed that the only effective quali-

fication for election as President was that the candidate be the choice of

the leading faction. Let the opposition “set up a broomstick and call it a

true son of liberty, a democrat, or give it any other epithet that will suit

their purpose, and it will command rhcii votes in toto.” Since the Federal-

ists would be forced by self-defense to behave in the same manner, Wash-
ington was convinced that, despite all he had achieved, he would get no

more votes than anyone else the Federalists designated. And in any case,

Washington recognized that he was too old. If he allowed himself to be

persuaded, he would be charged “with dotage and imbecility.”

Nelson’s great naval victor)^ at tlte Battle of the Nile seemed so wildly

to have swung the pendulum of the war that Federalists gleefully foresaw
a restoration of the French monarchy. What was their horror when, at

" very moment, Adams decided to unleash his embassy to the Direc-

tory! Washington himself was shocked and puzzled. “To those of us who
arc not behind the curtain,” he wrote, the President’s decision was “in the

present state of European affairs, incomprehensible.”
Frantic to block a move which they felt would encourage the Repub-

licans in the United States and perhaps tie the nation to the seemingly
smiting fortunes of France, the Federalists turned to the only force that
could stop Adams. They importuned Washington to publish a protest.

Injcply to McHenry’s urging, Wasliington wrote, “I have for some
time past viewed the political concerns of the United States with an
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'

anxious and painful eye. They appear to me to be moving’by hasten striiies;:;

to some awful crisis, but in what they will result, that 'Being ,who rsees, :

foresees, and directs all things alone can tell. The vessel , is . afloat dr very’!:

nearly so, and considering myself as a passenger only,;! shall -tfustrto the

mariners whose duty it is to watch, to steer it into a safe port.” -
: - ^ ^

This refusal to intervene against-vyhat turned out to be One. of

happiest strokes in all American diplomacy wals Washington’s dast impor-

tant political act.



:W Slavery

(173 2 -1799)

E ver SINCE he had been called away to* the Revolutionary War, Wash-
ington’s .dream,'when embattled in the great world, was to recap-

ture the.relaxatibn, and
\
pleasure; of the pkntation world that was his

;.-|hereditafy/enyifpnment; 'But,.gradually lu^ became tainted with

;riightiTiare;'/S

.

''V/; •

y V Almost all southern, patriots had to find sonic personal resolution of the

"dHcnima.that their-'scafch.for^ themselves and other whites was
^cbnducted 'whiic th^ edridnued to. hold blacks in slavery. They were
.olikdyVto be most. upset by this. contradicrion during their first flush of

. Revolutionary ardori -Thus,
, as . the, yea^^ passed, Jefferson sliiftcd from

•,active,concern with emancipatioh to e.xpressing higli-sounding sentiments

, I.” .while he hiade use , of his . slaves as best suited his pleasure and

yprqdu

, Washington’s growing passibn fof.'cqhsistency combined with his innate

inability to sep^^^^ practice ;madc . his horror, of slavery

V increase as.Jeffersdn’s re heart continued to y^earn for

.

peace in the.wp and' childhood; he began, during his

?residcnt,'ari;active effort to tear, for the benefit of his

apart; IJc proved .to be-thc dnly Virginia founding
^.ptherto frce'ailjussiayesr-.

wbd-have. for.S^ pervotlsiy away from the role

: ;
^l^hhs'ih Aniericah history^,' have' failed to recognize the extremely

. pnpqrtant factythat WasbirigtpnV! repugnance to' slavery’ was a major
.^rcasonjor.hik; Packing, against Jeffersonian



attacks. He could not accept ihe cont'e^^^ agrarianism; Wc^einpHi;,
fied'in Virgina, was.sov^asic'to freednstitudGris that a other ;ways
should be discouraged.. The Hamiltonian system, liad ho(nccd for sfively/

Washington felt that it was the Virginia institution that

the end to give way. .clearly ,foresee,’’ he; told ^an English calle^^^

nothing but the rooting out of slavery can perpetuate the-existence pK
our union, by consolidating it , in a common bond ;of principle.’’ !To
Randolph, he revealed a conclusion that tore at his most deeply seated

habits and emotions. He
,
stated that should the Union" separate betvveeh

North and South, “he had made up his mind to. move and, be of. the'

northern.” •
. .

Slavery had seemed as inherent a part of the world in wiiich Washing-

ton was raised as the sun that rose every morning.* Tliroughout his young

manhood he accepted the institution without question. His small ihheri-.

tance had included slaves, and in the prosperity that followed his marriage,

he had not only purchased more; land contiguous to Mount Vernon bttt

more blacks to work it. .In a document shocking to modern eyes, he wrote

a high-spirited letter to a sea captain asking Him to sell in the West Indies

a rebellious black and invest the proceeds in “the best rum,” . “mixed'

sweetmeats,” and other delicacies;
, , „ t •_

. The first crack in Washington’s armor seems to. hayc conie from.fhe

observation that the blacks, deprived of otheivrbots and with no, property;

to take along, most, dreaded being moved to a strange -plape.fromTire

plantation where they were, part of a tight society of their own.. Being, as

he put it, “unwilling to hurt the feelings of anyone,” .Washington

resolved, towards the end of his prc-Revoludonary/ .stay;, at Mo

Vernon, that he would not sell or move any slave without' that slave’s

consent. Since consent was never (or hardly ever).given, ;Washmgtdn.x\^^^^

soon carrying the economic liability of a work force Iafgey;thda,hepbuld

profitably cmplby..,:This; was partly due to. afhigh.birlhfate anTp^^^

fjecause he had changed |rqm.tobacco.,to other, crop^that' required

less labor.
•

:

' /

, In 1774, .Washington m^de.‘a. statement, the nrore.cre^ealing ;,bep^

involved no conscious inte.Kdon^of expressing .his ropimonmonce^

blacks. Hb; contended that iif^he'.American .accepted

incnts, “custom and usc shaJI make ns as tarhe andjahjectslapeslir^

. * ;Not invented for blacks, slavery;^tretc&smy,he;;b,egihmngs;of.human

'Wasliingtdri“\vas'a,;boy,'it had Wt,'been’‘\QfficiaUy 'challenge <
- y
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we rule over with such arbitrary sway.” The final clause in this sentence

reveals disgust at the behavior of the wJiites, but even more significant' is

the assumption that the “custom and use” which had debased the blacks

would debase whites equally. Never in all his writings did Washington

express even by implication agreement with the belief of Jefferson and

many other southern leaders that the blacks were racially inferior.

His role as commander in chief kept Washington for most of eight

years in the North, away from slavery. He was at first shocked to find

free blacks in the New England army, but he was soon urging desegre-

gation for the large number of Negroes in the Rhode Island forces. As the

war proceeded, he reached the point of urging that, even in the Deep

South, slaves be enlisted with the promise of freedom at the war’s end.

He came to regard his dependence at Mount Vernon on slave labor as

a “misfortune.” The economic education he was forced to give himself

because of the plight of the army taught him not only the importance of

manufacturing and financial credit, but also that a business economy was

a viable alternative to the slavery society which was the only economy

he had previously known. When in Philadelphia during the winter of

1778-1779, he had seriously considered disentangling liimself from what

he could no longer justify, by selling his slaves and using the proceeds as

investment capital. But such sales would have bothered lus conscience,

and he was buoyed up through his innumerable difficulties by his hope of

returning to Mount Vernon. The plantation could not operate without

slaves, since free farm labor was unprocurable in Virginia.

The Revolution won, Washington hoped that the American experiment

would reveal to the world that kings and aristocracies were unnecessary,

that populations were capable of ruling themselves. This required national

unity, and no issue was more divisive than slavery. Putting first what he

considered the more comprehensive battle for freedom, Washington lim-

ited himself to stating that, if an authentic movement towards emancipa-

tion could be started in Virginia (none could), he would come to its

support. Had Washington been more audacious, he would undoubtedly
have failed to achieve the end of slavery, and he would certainly have
made impossible the role he played in the Constitutional Convention and
the Presidency.

The best summary of Washington’s attitude towards slavery between
the Revolution and the Presidency is found in a statement quoted by his

intimate friend Humphreys: “The unfortunate condition of the persons

3^1
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whose labors I in part employed has been the only unavoidable subject

of regret. To make the adults among them as easy and comfortable as

their actual state of ignorance and improvidence would admit, and to lay

a foundation to prepare the rising generation for a destiny different from
that in which they were born, affords some satisfaction to my mind, and

could not, I hoped, be displeasing to the justice of the creator.”

Washington remained, in fact, far from clear in his own mind concern-

ing what he should, could, and would do concerning his slaves. On one

thing he was determined: he refused to let anyone push him around.

Already unsympathetic to the Quakers, whose pacifism had made him

trouble during the Revolution, he was outraged by their efforts to sepa-

rate Virginia slaves from their masters. Such extralegal intervention, he

insisted, by “begetting discontent on one side and resentment on the

other” induced “more evils than it could cure.” Although there Avas no

glimmer that any southern state would legislate to abolish slavery, Wash-

ington felt that emancipation could come only through legislative enact-

ment. He wished to see some plan adopted that would free the blacks “by

slow, sure, and imperceptible degrees.”

During 1791, Washington spirited a group of his Negroes back to

Mount Vernon from the Presidential Mansion in Philadelphia lest his pos-

session be undermined by a law that automatically freed slaves kept in

Pennsylvania for a period of time. But all the while, his mind was seething.

Between September r and December 12, 1793, probably at Mount Vernon

while the yellow fever raged in Philadelphia, he reached a revolutionary

conclusion.

In a letter of December 1 2 to the British agricultural reformer Arthur

Young, Washington stated that “the thoughts I am now about to disclose

to you” were not “even in embryo” when he had written Young on

September i. He “entertained serious thoughts,” Washington explained,

of renting, if he could secure as tenants expert English farmers, all the

Mount Vernon plantation except the mansion house farm, which he

would retain “for my own residence, occupation, and amusement in agri-

culture.”

Describing liis intentions to Iiis intimate Lear, Washington explained in

a paragraph headed “private” that his motive, “more powerful than all

the rest” was “to liberate a certain species of property which I possess

very repugnantly to my feelings, but which imperious necessit)^ compels,

and until I can substitute some other expedient by wliich expenses not in

S88
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riiy power to avoid (hotyevcr well disposed I may be to do it) can be

defrayed.” Washington omitted from the copy of this letter he kept in

his files the sentences which revealed his wish to free his slaves.

His intention, as he later revealed, was to have tlic renters of his farms

hire, “as they would do any other laborers,” the blacks who had pre-

viously worked on the same farms as slaves.

Although he could look forward to collecting rent, Washington was

preparing to accept a tremendous financial sacrifice. One good field hand

was worth as much as a small city lot, three thousand pounds of beef, or

three hundred gallons of whiskey. The many more than a hundred slaves

Washington hoped to free constituted what was probably his largest

financial asset and certainly (since slaves sold much more easily than land)

liis mostnegoriable. In addition, he would incur extra financial obligations.

He would have to support the freed children until they were old enough

to support themselves, and pension for life those too old or infirm to work.

These two groups constituted almost half of the slaves he would liberate.

To the black workers, Washington’s plan offered a great advantage.

They would not be “set adrift” The only dictated change in tlieir situation

would be their freedom. Now paid for their hire, those who wished could

continue to pursue familiar tasks with their relations and old friends in

familiar surroundings. This would help bridge what was perhaps the

greatest transition a human being could experience.

The leap from slavery' to freedom was so basic that (particularly in the

case of the most numerous slaves, the field hands) there seemed no way
to prepare people in the earlier condition for success (or even survival)

in the later. A slave did not have an}'^ incentive to learn sldlls, become
self-reliant, or in any way try to better himself. And without stirring up
chaos or even insurrections, a slave could not, Washington Relieved, be

encouraged to have the psychology of a free man until he was actually

freed. On one recorded occasion, Washington asked despairingly how
“the mind of a slave [could] be educated to perceive what are the obli-

gations of a state of freedom?” As he had told Humphreys, he did not

hope actually to prepare slaves for freedom but only to lay a foundation
on which they could be prepared. According to Washington’s plan, the

crucial reeducation could take place after freedom but before the freed

individual had to fly on his own wings.

Washington did not dare let move across his fields even the slightest hint

of what he was trying to achieve lest his slave quarters be completely dis-

rupted. Secrecy vv^as also essential in the white United States for reasons
1
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wliich Wasliington described as “of a political and indeed imperious
nature.”

He was already in enough trouble with the southern Republicans with-
out word leaking out that he hoped to set an example towards undermin-
ing the institution of slavery. It was not only because he considered

English farmers more skillful that he was seelting to bring in renters from
abroad. They would have no predilection for slavery. And, ocean cross-

ings being what they then were, offers could hardly reach Washington
before he was safely out of the Presidency. The storm would then only

strike at him personally, not at the federal government.

When Washington left the Presidency, he made use of the Penn.sylvania

law' which he had previously taken care to evade. Pie slipped into freedom

several of his house slaves so quietly, by simply leaving them behind, that

no member of the southern opposition even guessed. Indeed, the secret

remained undiscovered until this writer happened on a clue when examin-

ing a seemingly trivial letter to Washington’s tailor.

Resident again at Mount Vernon, Washington found that what efforts

he had made to improve the lot of his skves had, like everything else on

the plantation, gone backwards during his absence. In 1788, all five of his

overseers had been blacks, and now^ none were. His efforts to train the

unmotivated slaves to ti-ades— gardening, shoemalting, spinning, milling

— had, it is true, never been particularly successful, but he was not happy

to see that whites had slipped into many of the jobs. Since he was no

longer familiar enough with the black families to know where to look for

promising youngsters, he could not mitigate the situation.

The frustration of slavery was all round Ifim. Those blacks for w^hom

the Washingtons had personal affection, the house slaves, lacerated

their proprietors’ emotions by applying tlie soplusdcation and skills they

had acquired in the family circle to running away. The only major effort

Washington made— it proved vain— to recover an absconded slave was

due to Martha’s hurt feelings at being deserted by a black girl, Oney

Judge, whom she had brought up almost as her o\vn child, but who had

learned at her knee not only to be a fine seamstress but also to value

freedom.

The field hands were a perpetual problem. M^ashington controlled,

spread out over the five farms, the population of a large village; in 1799,

more than three hundred. They were supposed to be under the manage-

ment of the overseers, but the overseers were inefficient, stupid, and often
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drunken. Furthermore, there was on the plantation of a humane proprietor

no effective way to punish a recalcitrant slave. Blacks could not be im-

prisoned without giving them vacations; they had no property with which

to pay fines; they had been allowed no pride that would make them un-

happy when upbraided. To use as a penalty sale to an unhappy environ-

ment was past Washington’s sensibilities. The only visible punishment was

whipping, and this Washington hated to authorize on practical as well as

moral grounds: the overseers who administered the punishment were

further brutalized, and the slaves made the more resentful.

There may have been Virginia estates on which slaves moved in lock-

step to bellowed commands, but Mount Vernon was not one of them.

Mount Vernon was a whirlpool of anarchy where all managerial efforts

hardly sufiiced to keep the confusion from overflowing the banks.

In their labors, the slaves, having nothing to gain, made an art of

malingering and inefficiency. They demonstrated genius in breaking any

machine that could be made useless by human hands. And when they tem-

porarily slipped the moorings that were supposed to keep them on their

farms, they found innumerable ways to harass their master to their own
amusement and profit. If the doors were not sternly watched, the Afansion

House would be awash with black children smashing things. The flowers

in the gardens were picked and trampled; vegetables and fruit disap-

peared, as did any portable object that was not nailed down or kept under

strict surveillance. There were nearby stores and tippling houses where

neither slaves nor overseers were ever asked where they had procured the

goods they bartered.

Washington estimated that the services of a white farm hand (if one

could be procured despite the lure of westA\'ard settlement) cost ten to

fifteen pounds sterling a year. A slave cost only eight to twelve. Yet, be-

cause of their inefficiency and the superfluity he had to support, Wash-
ington believed that his slaves did not actually earn their keep. That their

way of life, if anything but luxurious, was healthy is demonstrated by the

high percentage of those too young or old to work. The profit of Virginia

slaveholders came primarily from breeding blacks for sale. This Jefferson

did, but AA-^ashington’s conscience forbade it.

Slavery was for him uneconomic, and all the dark pleasures offered by
slaveholding had for him no charms. Neither lust (despite legends to the

contrary) nor sadism beckoned him on to liis slave quarters. No otherwise

unsatisfied yearning for power urged him to tyrannize over the helpless.

He was temperamentally incapable of being indolent while others worked
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for him. Towards the mass of his black possessions who had not individ-

ually caught his interest or affection, Ins emotions were unhappy; frustra-

tion, pity, anxiety concerning the possibility of a slave revolt,* and a deep

personal sense of guilt.

Commonly slave holders opposed permanent marriage among blacks as

an impediment to the mobility of individual slaves. Ownership of children

being determined by the ownership of the mother, a family was defined

as a woman and her offspring. At first, Wasliington accepted this concep-

tion with the other conventions of slavery. But he came to encourage

slave marriages. When he listed his slaves in 1799, almost all were marked

down as married to specific partners.

Tliis support of his family life created, as Washington looked fom^ard

to freeing his blacks, severe problems. He could free only about one half

the slaves in his cabins; the other half, wliich had come with his marriage

to Martha, were entailed to the Custis estate and would on Martha’s

death become the property of her grandchildren. Since the two groups

had intermarried, his freeing of those he controlled would divide many

families. “To part, will be affecting and trying events,” he mourned,

“happen when it will.” But he could see no way out.

Washington continued, whenever he had the opportunity, to offer his

farms for rent on terms that did not include the slaves. However, as his

declining years passed by, the end remained unachieved. When he drew

up his will in July, 1799, a final decision could no longer be postponed.

The provisions he worked out reveal that the old man was unable to

visualize any practical solutions to the dilemmas involved in bringing

freedom to black Mount Vernon.

Having failed to establish a way to assure the adult slaves some em-

ployment congenial to their situation and experience, he saw no choice

but to free them out of hand. He did require his heirs to make sure that

ail who were old or infirm would be “comfortably clothed and fed while

they live.” And he did his best to protect his former slaves from the

harpies who kidnapped free blacks for sale further south or in the Indies.

He specified that none be “under any pretext whatsoever” transported

out of Virginia. But all this failed to ensure that the black workers, thrown

unprepared into freedom, would not be wot.'ip off than before.

* This fear, as old in the slaveholding regions as slavery itself, had been given a new

urgency by the slave revolt— an offshoot of the French Revolution—which bloodieo

Santo Domingo (Haiti) in 1791.
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Children whose parents could not or would not take care of them were

to be supported until they were old enough to be legally bound as if they

were white apprentices. They were to serve until the age of twenty-five,

“be taught to read and write, and brought up to some useful occupation

agreeable to the laws of the Commonwealth of Virginia providing for the

support of orphan and other poor children.” They were thus not to be

discriminated against but gathered into the white world as if they were

not black.

The problem of separating the slaves he could free from their relations

whom he could not produced Washington’s lamest solution. He reasoned

that the crises should pass more easily when the whole estate was broken

up: the plantation was to be divided, after Martha’s death, among three

sets of heirs. Thus, he postponed the freeing of his slaves until “the de-

cease of my wife.” Although he had for years seen a danger of convulsing

his slave quarters with premature hints of manumission, he chose to ignore

the situation Martha would find herself in when some one hundred and

fifty individuals were awaiting her death to set them free.

In December, 1800, almost exactly a year after Washington died, Abi-

gail Adams visited his widow at Mount Vernon. Tlie Massachusetts aboli-

tionist wrote her sister that “the estate is now going into decay. Mrs.

Washington with all her fortune finds it difficult to support her family,

which consists of three hundred slaves. One hundred and fifty of them

are now to be liberated, men with wives and young children who have

never seen an acre beyond the farm are now about to quit it, and go

adrift into the world without horse, home, or friend. Airs. Washington is

distressed for them. At her own expense she has cloaked them all, and

very many of them are already miserable at the thought of their lot. The
aged she retains at their request; but she is distressed for the fate of others.

She feels a parent and a wife.” Those married to the Custis slaves would
“quit all their connections— yet what could she do in the state in which
they were left by the General, to be free at her death? She did not feel as

though her life was safe in their hands, many of whom would be told that

it was their interest to get rid of her. She therefore was advised to set

them all free at the close of the year.” This Martha did.

According to Washington’s stepgrandson, the liberated blacks “suc-

ceeded very badly as free men; so true is the a.viom ‘tliat the hour that

makes a man a slave takes half lus worth aWay.’ ” The General’s heirs did

not limit their support to blacks who had been infirm at his death. Taking
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others back under the wing of his estate, they made their last pension

payment in 1833. Washington’s provisions for preparing the children for

a white world could not be carried through because his Virginia neigh-

bors passed laws against educating blacks.
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FIFTY-TWO

Death of a Hero

(1799)

WASHINGTON DID HIS BEST to cast an attractive aura about the crea-

tion of his will. He had special paper made, the watermark

Showing a goddess of agriculture seated upon a plow, holding in one hand

a stalf surmounted by a liberty cap, and in the other a flowering branch.

He inscribed the text in his most careful hand, breaking the words with-

out regard to syllabic structure so that the right-hand margin would be as

straight as the left. He boasted that he had not called on the aid of any

“professional cliaracter.” Yet to the depression of every man facing dis-

illusion there was added the fact that the only situation that would give

the will meaning did not exist. He had no heirs of his body.

Nonetheless Washington adhered (e.xcept for the provisions involved in

freeing his slaves) almost altogether to the Virginia dynastic tradition. I-Ie

did spread memorabilia and cash gifts to friends and faithful servants; he
did make bequests for educational purposes, particularly to foster the

establishment of a national university in the national capital; but no such

provisions made more than a dent in the main body of liis estate. Al-
though he bequeathed to his longtime faithful secretary, Lear, lifetime use

of the farm, he stipulated that it should return to his own estate at

Lear’s death. That estate was left altogether to his blood relations or

Martha’s.

Had he had children of his own, he would have died with the knowledge
that the estate he had labored to amass would move down the years, aug-
menting the prosperity and the possibilities of his descendant. As it was.
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he sprinlckd Ws holdings among more than wenty Washingtons, Cus
and Dandridgcs. :

He did hnve die possibility of estab/ishing, if not a physical, a polit

licir. The Earl of Buclian )wd sent him a box, made of the oak that *

sheltered Sir William Wallace after the Battle of Falllcirlc, with the rcqi.

that Washington would pass it, at his death, to the American who sho.

merit it best. How Hamilton would have loved to be devised that b r

Washington returned it to Lord Buchan.

Almost all the great rulers of histor}?' have wished to be enshrined

some grand edifice where their deeds could be emblazoned and poster

could come to worship. Almost ail the great rulers of history have cn

sioned the pomp, the expressions of praise and of mourning, with w!u

they would be interred. Washington did, it is true, decide that the c

family vault at Mount Vernon was so cramped and decrepit that a betf

vault should be built. But he visualized no monumental* structure don'

nating the streets of the national capital which bore his nanje. :

In long-familiar ground near to his house at Mount Vernon, he ha,

“marked out” an oblong “at the foot of what is called the Vineyard h

closure,” which commanded a broad view of the land and the river h,

loved. Here, so he commanded in his will, a tomb was to be built of bricl^

large enough to accommodate “such others of my family as may choos^

to be entombed there,” but yet no more than a modest family vault.

Preparing to be laid in his own soil with his relations around him, th^

hero stated “my c.xpress desire that my corpse may be interred in a privat^
^

manner, without parade or funeral oration.”

On December 12, 1799, Washington entered in Ids diary: “Morning

cloudy. Wind to northeast and mercury 33, A large circle round the moon

last night. At about ten o’clock it began to snoxv, soon after to hail, and’

then to a settled cold rain. Mercury 28 at night.”

His secretary Lear, remembered that the storm started ,shortly afteri*

Washington had ridden out to inspect his farms. “As he never regarded';

the weather, he kept out from about ten (a.m.) till three o’clock.” After t

his return, Lear carried him some letters to frank. Having franked them,

;

Wasliington said the weather was too bad for a servant to go to the post >

office.

“I observed to him,” so Lear’s account continues, “that I was afraid he

had got wet. He said. No; his greatcoat had kept him dry— but his neck

appeared W’ct and the snow was hanging on his hair. . . He came to
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dinner’ vyithout changing his/dfess. Jn the ‘evening, .he ajDpeared. as. yvell, as

“ '^shingtop’s 'journal note for Dcccriiber. i ^ reads, “Morning showing

'ahd about !three inch^. deep; Wind at nordi'east, and mercu at 30]. Cdii-

> tinning showng fill,dne o’clock, and about four it became perfectly clear.

^Wihdin tfe same,place but .not hard;yMercufy., 28

,
probably the last words that GeorgeM^ashington ever wrote.,

,
. w;

.

- { Washington {admitted, .to a -.sore; throat; “but,” so ' Lear- wrote his

{ mother; “considering it as.a trifling matter he tpok ho riicasures to relieve

;;it; for, he fvas alu'ays averse to nursing hiniself for any slight complaint”

;
He did ..take the precaution of hot xiding out again ih .the storm. After

{ thc’sky' Iiad= cleared; he walked 'on. the lawn between the piazza and the

- river to {mark, some trees he -wished , fb have cut down. His voice was

lioafse/hut hehiade light of if. During the evening, he sat in the parlor

.
> .with’ Alaftha and Lear, reading.some newspapers that had come from the

.'.{post; office, “He was very cheerful,” Lear noted, “and, when he met with

.
rahytliing- which' he thpught diverting or interesting, he would read it

.
aloiid, aswril :as.his .hoarseriess would permit.”

; , After Martha had retired, Washington asked Lear to read to him the

report
,of sorii'ei debates in the Virginia Assembly. When he heard that

.
.Madison was supporting ..Monroe for the Senate, he

.
became upset.' He

'‘spoke with some degree of asperity,” which Lear ‘Endeavored to rnod-

bratc, as f.afways did on such occasions.” Eventually, Washington regained

-his cheerfulness and. prepared, to set off for bed. Lear urged him to use

.. some medicine; .

' •
.

' •

. ‘‘No,” said Washington. “You knpw I never take anything for a cold.

'...Lctitgbasitcanie.”,

,

iu fbe morning, Washington awoke Martha to
say that kp had suffered,;an ague, and was feeling extremely unwell. Ob-,
serying thay he could scarcely speak and was breathing with difficulty,

iMartha \yas alarmed; She Wished to summon a servant, but Washington
would.not let her .do so, lest by getting out of bed she should catch cold.
It seems ,to have been at this point that the hero decided, he was going to
die. As t\yo of his physi^^^ put it, “He was fully impressed at
t e. beginning of ids complaint .... that its conclusion Avould be mortal;
subnuttingito the several exertions made for his recovery, rather as a.duty,
than from.any ckpccfadon oLtheir efficacy.’’ , ,

'
:

At daybreak a niaid pame^ to make the fire. Sire was sent-to get an bver^'
seer nanied Rawlins, yvho

.commonly rhinistered to sick slaves:' .Washingr.
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ton Avislied to be bled before the doctor (who had also been sent for)

could get there. Lear was awakened. “A mixture of molasses, vinegar and

butter was prepared, to try its effect in the throat; but he could not swal-

low’a drop. Whenever he attempted it, he appeared to be distressed, con-

,
vulsed and almost suffocated.”

The sun was up by the time the overseer appeared. He had brought his

lancet, but he was wliite and trembling. Washington bared his arm and,

speaking with difficulty, said, “Don’t be afraid.” The incision having been

mad6 and the blood running pretty freely, Washington observed, “The

orifice is not large enough.”

1 At this, Martha, who was not sure that her husband was prescribing the

right treatment, begged that too much blood should not be taken. She

appealed to Lear “to stop it.” Lear tried to intervene, but the General

'put out his hand in an arresting gesture. As soon as he could speak, he

said, “More!” However, Martha, continued to plead, and the bleeding was

stopped after a pint had been taken. While Lear applied various poultices

and soaked Washington’s feet in warm water, Martha sent for a second

doctor.

The first physician to arrive was his lifelong friend Dr. Craik. Craik

used Spanish fly to draw blood into a blister directly from Washington’s

throat; he also took more blood from Washington’s arm. The patient

obediently tried to use a gargle of sage tea and vinegar, but the only result

was that he was again almost suffocated. Craik urged him to cough. He
tried, but could not do so. Craik sent for a third doctor and bled the

General for a tlfird time. “No effect how'cver was produced by it, and he

continued in the same state, unable to swallow anything.”

Between three and four in the afternoon, two horsemen galloped sepa-

rately up the driveway to Mount Vernon: Dr. Elisha Cullen Dick of

Alexandria and Dr. Gustavus Richard Brown of Port Tobacco. Recollec-

tions become a little contradictory at this point, but it seems that the two
new physicians each in turn examined Washington. Then the three doc-

tors xvithdrew for a conference.

The facts on the conference are more precise. Drs. Craik and Brown
agreed on the diagnosis of quinsy (an extreme form of tonsillitis) and
urged further debilitating treatment— more bleeding and blisters and also

purges. Dr. Dick, who at thirty-seven was by far the youngest of the

three, argued that Washington Avas suffering from “a violent inflammation
of the membranes of the tliroat, which it had almost closed, and which, if

not immediately arrested, would result in death.” He urged an operation
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that would open the trachea below the infection so Washington could

breathe.

At first Craik seemed convinced, but Brown persuaded him that the

operation might be fatal. Suspecting that his colleagues were afraid to

assume such responsibility in the case of a patient so famous, Dick said

that he would take all blame for failure on himself. Still Craik and Brown
would not agree. Then Dick urged that the patient be not bled again. He
did not deny the therapeutic efficiency of bleeding, but felt that it should

be applied to the elderly only sparingly. Concerning Wasliington, he said,

‘‘He needs all his strength— bleeding will diminish it.”

Later, after he had had time to tliink calmly, Craik wrote Brown they

should have listened to Dick. Had they “taken no more blood from him,

our good friend might have been alive now. But we were governed by the

best light we had; we thought we were right, and so we arc justified.”

(Down the years doctors have speculated on the nature of Washington’s

illness. One guess is diphtheria, another a virulent streptococcus infection

of the throat. Either disease would, in the state of medicine at that time,

have been fatal regardless of the treatment prescribed.)

As a result of the doctors’ despairing conference, Washington was bled

for the fourth time: “the blood ran very’- slowly— appeared vety thick,”

but the operation “did not produce any syunptoms of fainting.” When,

towards four in the afternoon, Washington proved able to swallow a

little, the doctors took advantage of this situation by giving him calomel

and other purges.

“About half past four o’clock,” Lear recorded, “he desired me to ask

Mrs. Wasliington to come to his bedside— when he requested her to go

dovm into his room and take from his desk two wills which she would

find there, and bring them to liim, which she did.— Upon looking at

them, he gave her one, which he observed was useless, as it was superseded

by the other, and desired her to burn it, which she did, and then [she]

took the other and put it away into her closet.” j

Lear wrote his mother, “To the last moment he wished to be useful. As

often as he could speak, he mentioned to me something he \rished to have

done.” "
^

Later, as Lear sat by his bed holding his hand, Wasliington said, I

find I am going. My breath cannot continue long. I believed from the

first attack it would be fatal. Do you arrange and record all my late mili-

tary letters and papers— arrange my accounts and settle my books, as ^
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you know more about them than anyone else, and let Mr. Rawlins finish

recording my other letters, which he has begun,’

“I told him this should be done. He then asked, if I recollected anything

which it was essential for him to do, as he had but a very short time to

continue with us. I told him, that I could recollect nothing, but that I

hoped he was not so near his end. He observed, smiling, that he certainly

was, and that, as it was the debt which we must all pay, he looked at the

event with perfect resignation.”

As the afternoon wore on, the pain in Washington’s throat and his dis-

tress at his difficulty in breathing increased. He continually asked, “in so

low and broken a voice as at times hardly to be understood,” what time it

was. He tried for a wliile sitting up by the fire, but, finding no relief, asked

to be returned to his bed. Then he kept trying to sliift his tall frame into a

more comfortable position. The smaller Lear would lie down on the bed

beside Iiim “to raise him, and turn him with as much ease as possible.”

Washington would mumble the hope that he was not giving too much

trouble. To one of Lear’s assurances of his eagerness to help, Washington

replied, “Well, it is a debt we must pay to each other, and I hope when

you want aid of this kind, you will find it.”

He asked when his nephew Lawrence Lewis and his stepgrandson

George Washington Parke Custis would return from a trip. Lear said he

believed about the 20th of the month. “He made no reply to it.”

Craik came in and approached the bedside. “Doctor,” Washington man-

aged to enunciate, “I die hard, but I am not afraid to go. . . . Mj'^ breath

cannet last long.” Lear noted: “The doctor pressed his hand, but could

not utter a word. He retired from the bedside, and sat by the fire absorbed

in grief.”

The other two physicians entered. They ordered that the sufferer be

painfully pulled up into a sitting position. “After repeated efforts to be

understood,” so wrote Craik and Dick, he “succeeded in expressing a de-

sire that he might be permitted to die without further interruption.” As
Lear quoted him, “I feel myself going. I thank you for your attention.

You had better not take any more trouble about me; but let me go off

quietly; I cannot last long.” Medical science, however, cannot give up
trying. The doctors, although they admitted they were “without a ray of
hope,” applied blisters and also poultices of wheat bran to Washington’s
legs and feet.

Everyone noted that at no point in his illness did Washington complain
or refer to liis agony. As the evening lengthened into night, he limited his

4.01
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convulsive efforts at speech to asking what time it was. His breathing

became a little easier, and then a fear struck him— the fear of bein?

buried alive. Summoning all his powers, he managed, after several false

starts, to say to Lear, “I am just going. Have me decently buried, and do

not let my body be put into the vault in less than tliree days after I am
dead.”

Lear bowed assent, being too moved for words. Washington fixed his

gaze. “Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“
’Tis well.” These seem to have been the hero’s last words.

The night dragged slowly on. The two younger doctors, not being in-

timates of the family, v'aitcd downstairs. From the windows of the second-

floor room, lamplight threw glistening squares on meager snow. Within,

Dr. Craik sat, as he had for hours, staring into the fire. Washington’s body

servant, Christopher, stood by the bed, a post he had not deserted since

morning, although Washington had several times motioned him to sit

down. A group of house sen^ants— “Caroline, Molly and Charlotte,” and

some others— stood near the door. Lear was hovering around the head of

the bed, intend)' tiy-ing to interpret every gesture and do what he could

to ease the sufferer. Martha was sitting near the foot of the bed.

' No one thought to look at a clock, so we onl}' know for sure that it

xvas approaclring midnight when Washington vdthdrew his hand from

Lear’s and felt his own pulse. Lear called Craik, who came to the bedside.

Washington lifted his arm and then his “hand fell from his wrist’’ As

Lear reached out for the limp hand, Craik put his own hand over Wash-

ington’s eyes. There was no struggle, not even a sigh.

In a calm, controlled voice, Martha asked, “Is he gone?”

Unable to speak, Lear held up Iris hand in a signal of assent.
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Ashford, Conn., 229
Assunpink Creek, 96-97
assumption, 234-237, 241, 246

Augusta, Ga., 258
Austria, 256, 273, 276

Baltimore, Aid., 92, 99, 100, 196

Bank of Philadelphia, 130

Bank of tlic United States. See national

bank
Barbados, 8

Barbary pirates, 341, 343
Barlow, Joel, 382

Bastille, key to, 256, 276

Beck, George, 366

Beck-with, George, 252

Bclvoir (Fairfax mansion), 6, 19-20, 184,

368

Biddle, Clement, 135

Blacifstone, William, 205

Blue Ridge AAountains, 7, 27

Board of War, 1 14-1 15

Boston, Mass
, 59, 140; GW at, 29, 229;

Tea Party, 58; in Revolution, 66, 70-76,

141; map of, 67
bounties. See Continental Army: enlist-

ments and bounties
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Braam, Jacob van, ir, 17

Braddock, Edward, 20-27, 32, 33, 253
Bradford, William, 351-333 passim^ 340
Brandywine, Battle of, 104

Breed's Hill. See Bunker Hill

Britain; attitude toward Colonials, 5, 18,

27-30, 73-74, 82; Ohio Valley conflict

with French, 10-16, 37; GW’s attitude

towaul, 32, so, 57, 167, 290, 372; eco-

nomic relationship with Virginia and

colonics, 44, 49, 253, 352; pre-Rcvolu-

tionary conflict with colonics, 5y--6o;

belief in American’s loyalty, 73, 82, 92,

94, 98, 102, 103, 1 19; treatment of

Tories, joo; commercial and diplomatic

relations with U.S., 194-196, 252-254;

frontier and northwest policies (1783-

1791), 198, 250-254, 288, 302, 306-307,

312, 318, 352; society, 242-244, Ameri-
can ministers to, 249, 255, 354; maritime

conflict with U.S. and war with France,

277-298, 302, 306-307, 312, 327, 344,

353. See also British army, British navy;

French and Indian War; Revolution,

American
British army: GW's ambition for career

in, 5, 1 8, 20, 33, 50; attitude toward and
treatment of Americans, 5, 18, 27, 29-30,

110, 131, 137, 290; drills and equipment,

20; fighting ability, strategy and tech-

nique, 62, 66, 75-76, 90, 97, io8n, 120,

137, 179; reinforcement problem, 66,

75; mercenaries, 73, 75, 79; size, 79, 120,

126; and winter campaigns, 94; weak-
nesses, 180. See also guerrilla vs. tradi-

tional warfare; individual battles and
campaigns

British navy, 34; in Revolution, 68, 73,

79, 83, 109, 126, 136, 143. 146, 151-ip,

159-160, 163-164; maritime conflict with

U.S., 278-284
Brooklyn Heights, N.Y., Battle of, 80-83,

90, 104

Brown, Gustavus Richard, 399-401

Brunswick, N.J., 98

Buchan, Lord, 307, 396
Bullskin Creek, 7
Bunker Hill, Battle of, 64-66, 68-69, 73

Burgoync, John, 102-104, 107-109, iii,

141-142, 179
Burlington, H.J., 96
Burr, Aaron, 309
Bvron, John, 126-127

cabinet (“department heads”), 220, 229,

260, 266-267, 274» Z7S< ^87, 290, 294, 301-

30i. 325-326. 34«>-34 I; original appoint-
ments, 222-223; balance, 303-305, 309;
GW’s procedure at meetings, 263-264;
under Bresident Adams, 374, 377

Cadwalladcr, John, 115

Cambridge, Mass., 63, 66, 74, 134, 152
Camden, S.C., 158; Battle of, 137
Canada, to, 34, 78, 101, 108, 127, 141-142,

250, 252, 254, 278, 280, 306, 312, 326
capital of U,S., location of. See Washing-

ton, D.C.
capitalism. See financial problems, U.S.

Carleton, Guy, 167

Carlisle, Pa., 319
Carr, Peter, 370-371
Carroll, Cliarlcs, of Carrollton, 110

Cartagena expedition, 5-6, 379
Cary, Robert, and Co., 44-46
Clianiplain, Lake, 102, 108

Charleston, S.C., 136, 258-259, 286, 332

Charlestown, Mass,, 66, 164

Chase, Thomas, 341

Chastcllux, Ajarquis de, 290
checks and balances. See separation of

powers
Cherokee Indians, 253

'

Ciicsapcakc Bay, 103, 156, 159-160

Chester, Pa., 160

Chrisropher (GW’s body servant), 402 “

Cincinnati, Oiiio, 253
Cincinnati, Society of the, 201, 32:

Civil War, 241, 242, 316

civil war, threat of, 166-174, 262

class conflict, 198, 315; theory, applied to

Hamilton-Jcfferson feud, 241

Claypole, David, 350
Clinton, George, 259-260, 302

Clinton, Henry, 119, 120, 124, 126, 140,

142, 147, 151, 156, 159-160, 164, 166, 167

Closcn, Ludwig von, 140, 157

commerce. See trade

Commercial Treaty, 281-282

Committees of Safety, 293

Connuov Sense (Paine), 74, 354
communications, 258, 262, 283

Concord, Battle of, 59
confederation, 222, 234, 251; GW on, 198.

See also Articles of Confederation

Congress, Continental. See Continental

Congress

Congress, U.S., 133, 209, 2 12-2 14, 231,^

259, 297; GW’s addresses to, 216, 221,

275. 327, 341. 355-356; GW’s relation-

ship with, 221, 234, 237, 252; and oanR

controversy, 239-240; accused of cor-

ruption, 266-267; Genet records pre-
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semcd to, .94 , 3°^;

oircs ?o7'3o8; and Jay Treaty, 326,

’housing of, GW contributes to,

566 S« also House of Representatives;

Senate

Connecticut, 83, 134, >98. ^^9 ,
^9°

Comokto del Mate, 278-279. 300 , 327

Constitution, U.S.i basic principle 133;

GW’s influence on and attitude to-

ward, 177, 208, 209, 221, 224, 261,
_

350;

ratification, 209-212, 259“, f^ifl ®_f Rights,

2J3; amendment of, 222, 3560; interpre-

tation, implied or strict, 240; writing

of, 25s; basis, 303. See also Constitu-

tional Convention

Constinitional Convention: GW and, 177,

201-211, 212, 322; connection witli Po-

tomac Canal, 197-199; proceedings, 204-

^‘’9 , 213 „
Continental Army: disease in, 8, 70, 78,

79, 132; belief in cause, 28, 75, 97; de-

sertion, 28, 82-83; GW appointed Com-
mander in Chief, 60-63; GW takes

command, 66; officer corps, 68, 73, 11 1;

size, 68, 79, 92, 117, 120, 131, 132, 139.

149, 160; GW organizes, 68-70; supplies,

69, 70, 71, 100, 109-110, 128-130, 133,

149, 179; enlistments and bounties, 71-

73, 85-86, 96, 99, 128, 150-151, 157, 160,

166, 194, GW’s opinion of, 73, 96, in,

167, 176; northern division, 78, 102,

104, 108-109; artillery, 74, 163; military

ineptitude, 75, 80, 83-85, 90, 104; na-

tional aspect, 79, III, 124, 142; self-

reliance, 82, 97, 118, 127, 179, 242;

foreign volunteers, 101-102, 111-112,

115, 124, 137; condition, 109-110, 149-

151, 152, 157; acquires inilitarj' skills,

118, 123-124; financial difficulties, 128-

131, 149-151, 156-157, 166-167; rcor-

gani/ation, 131-132; mutiny, 134, 150-

151; defections encouraged by British,

148, 150, 151; dissatisfaction and ncar-
revolt, 166-177, 197-198, 201, 232-235,
237; pensions, 167. See also Board of
War; guerrilla vs. traditional warfare;
militia

Continental Congress, First: GW as dele-
gate, 58-59; anti-BritisIi measures, 59

Continental Congress, Second; commis-
sions GW, 59-62; hopes for compro-
mise with Britain, 60; declares inde-
pendence, 78-79; relation to war effort
2nd strategy,

77, 83, 85-86, 109-110,
127, relations with GW, 77-78, 99-100,
'09-in, 113-117, 150, 170; flees to Bal-

timore, 92, 100; financial problems, 129,

234; on army pay, 166-169, 176-177;
denies promotion to Benedict Arnold,

142; GW returns commission, 178
Continental Congress, Confederation, 200,

201; lack of power, 198

Conway, Thomas, 101, 113, 127, 137, 296;

portrait, 112

Conway Cabal, 113-118, 155, 275, 325
Cornwallis, Lord, 96, 97, 104, 136-137, 151,

* 53 , ss6-is7, 159-164, 179
cotton, 327
Coulon, Joseph, Sieur de Jumonville, 16-

18, 24

Councils of War, 73, loi, 113, 120

Craik, James, 32, 376, 399-402

Creek Indians, 221, 252

Cumberland, Fort, 28-29

currency. See money
Custis, Daniel Parkc, 43
Custis, Eleanor (“Nelly”) (step-grand-

daughter), 185, 379-380

Custis, George Washington Parke (step-

grandson), 185, 192, 401

Custis, John Parkc (stepson), 42-43, 165

Custis, Martha Parkc (“Patsy”) (step-

daughter), 42-43, 44
Custis grandchildren, 185, 392, 393
customs duties, 166, 198, 221, 252, 307, 314

Dagworthy, John, 29

Deane, 3ilas, 59
debt, national, 168-169, 176, 198; Hamil-

ton’s plan for funding and assumption,

23 ’-- 37 , 246, 267

debts, st.atc, to Britain, 253. See also debt,

national

Declaration of Independence, 79
Decline and Fall of the Rowati Empire

(Gibbon), 243

Delaware, 199, 208

Delaware River, 92-93, 96, 109, 119, 160;

GW’s crossing, 14, 94-95

Democratic Societies, 293-294, 313, 315,

3
^'-

3
’
3 , 334. 335 , 341

Democrats, 245n

Denmark, 313

Deux Fonts, Duke de, 160

Dick, Elisha Cullen, 399-401

Dinwiddle, Robert, 10, 14-16, 18, 29, 30,

3 *, 55
discrimination, 234-235

Dobbs, Ferry, N.Y., 157

Dorchester Heights, Mass., 74-75

Duportail, Louis le Beque, loi, 109

Diiqiiesne, Fort, 16, 23-27, 32, 33-35
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East River, 77, 78, 80, 83, 86

economic problems: colonial, 57-58; of

Constitutional Convention, 204; GW’s
prepresidcntial attitude toward, 213-

214; agrarian vs. capitalistic society,

235-236, 241-249, 266, 385-386. See also

debt, national; inflation; manufactur-

ing; money; national bank
Electoral College, 213, 214, 270-273 passim

Ellsworth, Oliver, 341

embargo, against Britain, 307, 312

Emerson, William, 68

England. See Britain

Enlightenment, the, 216

enlistments. See Continental Army: en-

listments -and bounties

Erie Canal, 196

Estaing, Count d’, 124, 126-127, 131, 132,

137
Europe; tired of American Revolution,

149-150; balance of power, 280-281.

See also individual countries

Evans, Oliver, 49
executive, the, 205, 208-210, 220-222, 261-

263, 291, 308, 312, 345, See also Wash-
ington, George: prestoency

executive departments. See cabinet

Experienced Fanner (Parkinson), 362

Fairfax, Lord, 6-7

Fairfax, George William, 6, 19, 184

Fairfax, Sally, 19-20, 24, 26, 32-33, 41,

184, 368; portrait, 21

Fairfax, William, 6

Fairfax family, 6-7, lo-ii, 184

Fairfax Co., Va., 58

Fairfield, Conn., 229

Fallen Timbers, Battle of, 318

Farewell Address, 262, 347-351, 355
Fauchet, Jean Baron, 302, 333-335, 370
Federalist, The, 210, 222, 240

Federalists, 245, 297, 317, 340, 342, 346,

350, 354; anti-French policy, 274, 276,

372; and Genet affair, 293, 295, 296, 297-

298; desire settlement with Britain, 307-

309; reaction to Jay Treaty, 330; GW
and, 356, 371, 382, 383; win election,

357; and French war threat, army com-
mand crisis, 374, 377, 383. See also Re-
publicans

Fcrr}"- Farm, 5
Financiers and businessmen, 176, 201, 232,

234-236, 239-246, 255, 307. See also

speculators

Fitch, John, 185

Fitzgerald, Richard, 97

flag, the American, 73
Forbes, John, 33-34, 44
foreign policy, 250-257, 277-282, 350; role

of Senate, 284, 301; House demands role
in, 342-346. .See also Britain, France,
Spain

France; GW’s Ohio Valley mission to,

10-14; Ohio Valley conflict with Brit-

ain, 10-16; volunteers, 101, 127, 139;
Revolutionary alliance and aid, loi, 106,

118, 124, 126-127, 150, 155-164, 167, 179,

276, 281, navy, 124, 126-127, ^32. i39,

140, 151-153, 155-164, 179, 295; attitude

toward GW, 127, 137-140, 155-157;
army policy, 137-140; attitude toward
America, 139, 157; GW’s attitude to-

ward, 139-140, 1 52-153. 285, 290, 321,

356, 371-372; American ministers to,

222, 255, 309, 311, 353-354, 369, 382;

Revolution, 250, 256-257, 274, 276, 351;
American support for Revolutionary

government and Genet crisis, 256, 273-

275. 277. 279-282, 290-291, 293-297, 330,

352-353; war with Britain, U.S. neutral-

ity, 277-298, 306, 312; treaties with U,S,,

281-282, 292, 327, 330, 353-355; (Effect

of Jay Treaty, 327, 330, 352-353 ; U.S.

relations with Directory and war
threat, 369, 372-373, 377

-378 . 382-384 -

See also Continental Army: foreign vol-

unteers; French and Indian War
Francis Hotel, 358
Franklin, Benjamin, 27, 166, 202, 216

Fr.anklin, Pa., 13

Franks, David, 301

Fraunces Tavern, 178

Frederick the Great, 113, 118

Fredericksburg, Va., 4, 223

“Free ships make free goods,” 278-280,

327. 355
Freeman’s Farm, Battle of, 104

French Creek, 13

French Directory, 369, 372, 382, 383

French Revolution. See France

French and Indian War, ix, 57, 254; pre-

lude, 10-15; GW’s engagement tvith

French, 15-18; effect on GW, 18, $6-

38, 47, 58, 59, 62, 69, 137.^253; Braddock’s

campaign, 23-27; frontier warfare, 27-

32; British capture Fort Duquesne, 33-

35 . 38
Freneau, Philip, 260-261, 268, 285, 295

Freud, Sigmund, xv
frontier: trade, 194-196; economic pat-

tern, 242; during Washington’s presi-

dency, 250, 252-254, 282. See also Shays’
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Rebellion; Virginia: frontier warfare;

Whiskev Rebellion
^

funding. See debt, national

fur trade, 2jo-aj4> 3 ^*^

Gage, Thomas, 75

Gardiners Bay, 151

Gates, Horatio, 63, J04, 107-109, 1 11-116,

i37t >4^1 3“
Gazette of the Dinted States, 260

Genet, Edmond Charles, 286-298, 301-

302, 309; portrait, 289

George 11 , 10, 131 79 i ^43

George 111
, 60, 63, 73

Georgia, 132, 251-252, 258-259

CermantowTi, Pa., 301; Battle of, 104-106

Gist, Christopher, 11, 14

Glorious Revolution, 242

Grasse, Count dc, 155-160, 163-164, 167

Great Kanawha River, 55
Great Lakes, 10, 252-253

Greene, Nathanael, 84, 88, 105-106, 120-

123, 129, 133, 136, 137, 151, 153, 166

Greene, Airs. Nathanael, 136

guerrilla vs. traditional warfare, 16, 23-

27, 82, 84, 92, 97-99, 102-104, 106, 108,

119, 120, 131, 137, 155, 179-180, 378

Haiti, 392

Half-King, u-13, 13-16

Halifax, N.C., 258

Halifax, N.S., 77, 164
Hamilton, Alexander, 396; during Revo-

lution, 120, 129, 145, 146-148, 231, 333,

374; role in post-Revolution civil crisis,

169-172; and The Federalist, 210; ns
financial adviser, 213; Treasury Sccrc-

297; background, appearance,
and character, 231-232, 244; feud with
Jefferson, 231-232, 236, 241-242, 244-
246, 249, 260, 263, 266-268; relationship
with GW, 231-232, 247, 262, 264, 287,
299.303-305, 3 i 2-3 » 3 > 325-3zd, 347, 348,
B5 ' 374 ;

plan for funding debt and
assumption, 232-237, 260, 267; portrait,
2331 and national bank, 239-240, 244-
’V! accused of monarchism, 245-246,
200; Report on Manufactures, 248, 266;
pro-Bntish position, 252, 255, 287, 290,

334; replies to attack bv Repub-
icans 25^260, 268; and plans for na-
ion3l_ capital, 265; and Neutrality Proc-
^auon, 284-285, 290, 301; position on
enct affair, 286, 291, 294-295., resigna-

'

f .

’ ‘9°. ^97, 30Z, 313, 325; and yellow
vet attack, 300, 302; appointment to

British mission urged, 308; and Jay
Treaty, 311, 313, 329; accusations

against, 3 12-3 13, 325; and ‘Whiskey
Rebellion, 3 17-3 19; advises GW from
his retirement, 329, 340, 342; drafts

Farewell Address, 34^349; and army
command controversy, 372-379; 382;

slavery unnecessary in economic plans,

385-386
Harlem Heights, N.Y., 86; Battle of, 83-84

Hartford, Conn., 139, 229

Henry, Patrick, 58, 340, 382

Hessians, 79, So, 94-96, 110, 126-127, 137,

179, 180

Holland, 255, 382

Hopkinson, Francis, 190

Housatonic River, 152

House of Burgesses. See Virginia As-

sembly
House of Representatives, 208, 220, 234,

237, 240, 259, 260, 274, 312, 322; demands
role in foreign affairs, 342-346

Howe, William, 75, 76, 80-82, 90, 94,

102-104, 106, io8n, 119, 301

Hudson River, 86-88, 108, 132; strategic

value, 77-78, 103; defense of encamp-
ment on, 86, 104, 120, 124, 128, 131, 143,

149, 150, 156, 165-166, 170, 177

Humphrcy,s, David, 186, 227, 368, 387

immigrants, 194, 365, 380-382

implied powers, doctrine of, 240

impressment, 279-280

inaugural address; first, 216-218; second,

*75
Indians, 55, 127, 198; GW negotiates with,

in Ohio Valley, 11-13; GW’s attitude

toward, 13, 253-254; fighting technique,

16, 23, 26, 94, 155, 250; role in French

and Indian War, 15-18, 23-24, 27, 34;

attitude toward GW, 16; frontier raids,

28, 30, 31; treaties, 221, 250-251, 254;

War Dept, handles affairs, 221, 325;

relations with U.S., 250-255, 288, 306,

326; dcfc.at by Wayne, 318

industrial revolution, 242

industrialization. Sec manufacturing and

industrialization

inflation, during Revolution, 128-129. See

also money

jackasses. Sec mules, GW’s experiments

with
Jackson, Andrew, 3

Jacobin Clubs, 294, 307, 332
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Jay, John, 210, 303; as Chief Justice, 222,

232, 332n, and Gen& affair, 295-296,

298, 309, relationship with GW, 296-

298, 309, 3 14, 355; negotiations and
treaty with Britam, 308-314, 326-338,

343> 352-3S3; poi trait, 310

Jay Treaty, 306-313, 326-338, 341--345,

352-353> 353, 35 <5
, 37®; background, 306-

313
Jefferson, Thomas, 58, 128, 216, 380; on
GW, 49, 174, 191, 224, 227, 262, 303;

as governor of Virginia, 153-, urges Po-
tomac Canal, 196, 232; and agriculture,

214, 232; as Secretary of State, 222-223,

229, 287, feud with Hamilton, 2}i-2^z,

^36, 241-242, 244-246, 249, 260, 263,

266-268; relationship witli GW, 232,

257, 258, 268, 297-298, 303, 309, 322,

323* 346, 347, 356-357, 369-370 ‘> back-
ground, appearance and character, 232,

244, 290, 371; portrait, 233; makes deal

for capital site, 236-237; opposes na-

tional bank, 240, 297; champions com-
mon man, 241, 244, 246, 294; and slavery,

243, 385, 387, 391; moralism. 243; fears

monarchy and distrusts GW, 245-246,

257, 28S; supports anti-British trade

regulations, 252, 281; Indian policy,

254; pro-French, anti-British position,

256-257, 274-275, 277, 284-285, 312, 327,

334, 369-370; expands party beyond
Virginia, 259-260, 268; urges second
term, for GW, 262, 269; opposes plans

for national capital, 264-266; resigna-

tion, 266-268, 274, 296-298, 302-303;

position in American-British maritime

conflict, 279-280; and Neutrality Proc-

lamation, 284-2S5; and Genet affair,

286-298, 301-302; hears opposition, 303,

311; refuses mission to Spain, 314; con-

demns Jay Treat)’', 330, 352; on Consti-

tutional crisis, 344, 345; presidential

candidate, elected Vice President, 347,

355 * 357; freedom of the press, 380

Johnson, Thomas, 303, 340

Jones, Joseph, 171 . j

Judge, Oney, 390 .

Jumomdlle, Sieur de, 16-18, 24

Kentuclc)’, 251, 287-288, 313, 314
King, Rufus, 295-296, 298, 307, 309, 340

icing’s Ferry, 146

Knox, Henry, 228; in Rcyolution, 74; and

Sliavs’ Rebellion, 200; Secretar)’- of

War, 222, 232; and Genet affair, 291,

294-296, 302; resignation, 325; portrait,

340, arm)>^ command issue, 373-378

Lafayette, Marquis de, 101-102, 120-123,

127* 145* M7* 180, 256, 273, 276, 287’

333» 354^; portrait, 138
Lancaster, Pa., 259
land grants to veterans, 194; of Virginia

Regiment, 55
land ownership, as basis of wealth, 241-

243
land speculations, lo, 54-55, 364-365. See

also Washington, George: business-
man

Langhornc, John, 370-371
Laurens, John, 150, 156, 207, 3080
Lauzun, Duke de, 160

Le Boeuf, Fort, 13

Lear, Tobias, 186, 193, 269, 388, 395-402
Lee, Billy. See Will
Lee, Charles (Attorney General), 341 ^

-

Lee, Charles (General), 63, 68, 86-87,

91-93. 99 .
' '9-124. '37 *. portrait, 65

Lee, F^cnr)^ 319
Lee, Richard Henry, 1 13-114

Lee, Fort, 86, 88-91

L’Enfant, Pierre, 264-266

“letter of marque,” 279, 282, 283

Letter 10 Wasbhigtori (Paine), 354
“levelcrs,” 241

Lewis, Lawrence, 378-379, 401

Lexington, Battle of, 59
Lincoln, Abraham, ix, 316

Lincoln, Benjamin, 136, 164

Liston, Henrietta, 355
Livingston, Robert R., 303, 309
Little Sarah (ship), 291

Logtown, II

Long Island, 151; Battle of, 78-80; map, 81

Loudoun, Lord, 31-32

Louis XVI, 256, 273, 275-276, 285, 286

Louisiana, 191, 250-251, 280, 282, 287, 313,

354. 373 . 379
Loyalists. See Tories

McHenry, James, 340, 374, 376, 379-380

'

Maclay, William, 228

Madison, Jame.s, 201, 207, 208,' 232, 236,

309, 312, 344, 332, 397; and GW, 196,

203, 297, 347; and The Federalist, 210,

interprets Constitution, 220, 240; pro-

poses “discrimination,” 234; stand on

national bank, 240, 24.7; conflict with

Hamilton, 249; and alliance until N.Y..

,

^59-260; position on second term, 260-

262; drafts Farewell Address, 262, 347;

reaction to Neutrality Proclamation, 1

285; on Jefferson’s resignation, 297-298,,

opposes standing tirmy, 3 '9-3^0;
secret

correspondence, 352 .
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iVIasnioHo
(horse), 19^

Marne, 325

Manhattan. New York City
_

manufacturing’ and industriahzauon: lack

of, in Virginia, a8; necessity for, in

Revolution, 129-130; GWs concern

with, 130, ii4i ^29i ^4^1 ^ opposed to

agricultural society, 235-^3 <5
, 24 t-243 .

256 ;
Hamilton’s report, 248, i66

Marie Antoinette, 256, 273

Marshall. John, 344, 346, 382

Martin, Luther, 211

Marj'land, 29, 317; and Potomac Canal,

196, 199
’

Massachusetts, 58, (So, 6;-66, 168, 236, 373,

376; GW’s trip (1756), 29; GW’s trip

(1789), 229. 'Sec also Boston, Mass.;

Shays’ Rebellion 1

.Massachusetts Congress, 66

Mazzei, Philip, 369

mercantilism. See manufacturing and

industrialization; trade (commerce),

American

merchant i.iarinc, U5., 278-284

Mifflin, Thomis, 63, 114-115

Miami River, Forks of, 312

militia, 96, iq8, disturbing influence, 68,

83-84; desertions, 85; political tool, in;
GW’s use of, 131; use in Whiskey Re-
bellion, 316-318. Sec also Virginia:

militia

mint, 239

Mississippi River, 281; trade, 191, 194,

^Si-isr.yt). 3 t 5 , 343 ’

monarchy, American, fear of, 61, 170,

246, 257, 260-261, 267, 274, 285, 295,
'97 , 345

money relation to Revolution and army,
85, 130, 139-140, 150-151, 166-167,

176-178, 232-235, 239; Continental, 128-
130, 169, 193, 234-235; bank drafts, 130;
lending, 242. See also debt, national;
inflation; national bank

.Monmouth, Battle of, 121-124, 126, 179;
map, 122

Monocrats, 245-246, 274
Monongahcla River, n, 13-14, 24
Monroe, James, 285, 312; and GW, 211,
'97-198, 309, 370, 397; portrait, 289; ad-
tiscs on Jefferson resignation. 297-298;
french envoy, 309, 311, 353, 370; re-

Tr^J”
Treaty, 352-3I3, 3703 pto-

irench propaganda, 354
Montesquieu, Charles 60/205
Monticello, 268, 301, 371
Morris, Gouvemeur, 129, 169, 222, 249,
'54-257,'3o8n, 309

Morris, Robert, 99, 129, 169, 222, 228, 249,

270, 287, 364
Morristown Heights, 98-99, 102-103, 131,

H3. 135-136, 150

Mount Vernon, 33, 165, 223, 247, 269,

270; original house and location, 4;
origin of name, 6; GW’s management
and expansion, 19, 43-44, 46-49, 52, 190,

264, 269, 276, 291, 301, 313, 364; GW’s
retirement to, after French and Indian
War, 35, 38; agriculture, household man-
ufacturing and animal breeding, 47-49,

58, 190-192, 362-363; as self-contained

unit, 48-49; entertaining and visitors,

52, 184-186, 194, 368; GW dreams of,

118, 134, 151, 229; menaced by British,

151, 253, 193; post-Revolution retire-

ment, 178, 183-192; resident population,

185-186; proximity to capital site, 237,

264; during Philadelphia epidemic, 300-

301; during GW’s retirement, 360 if.;

daily routine, 361-362; after GW’s
death, 393; GW’s tomb, 396; plans,

draw’ings, and photographs of, 45, 187,

188, 363, 375, 399. See also slaves and
slavery

Mount Vernon Conference, 199

mules, GW’s experiments with, 191-192,

308, 363
Murray, William Vans, 382

Murthcring Town, 14

Napoleon, 285, 372

national bank (Bank of the United States),

130, 239-240, 244-247, 253, 267, 297

National Gazette, 260-261, 268, 273

navy', American, 280; Washington’s atti-

tude, 214. See also British navy; France:

nav}'; merchant marine, U.S.

Necessity, Fort, 16-18, 24, 38, 91

Negroes, 300, 373, 387. See also slaves and

slavery

Nelson, Horatio, 383

neutrality, 277-283, 298, 306, 311, 313, 330.

347, 350. See also Neutrality Proclama-

tion

Neutrality Proclamation, 284-285, 287,

290-292, 297, 298, 301, 350, 354; back-

ground, 277-283

New Castle, N.Y., 86, 131

New England, 73, 86, 103, 13 1; army, 60-

61, 66; GW’s opinion of, 69, in; GW’s
tour of, 229, 258, 290; society, 242

New Haven, Conn., 229

New Jersey, 86-93, 9^* 119-124,

15J, 160

New Orleans, La., 127
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New Windsor, N.Y., 149

New York City, 103, 157, 177, 196, 242,

248, 295; welcomes GW, 63-64-, in

Revolution, 77-84, 79, 94, 100, 119, izo,

124, 178; GW’s desire to attack, 132,

136, 139, 140, 156, 164, 167; as capital,

215 IT.

New York Provincial Council, 64
New York State, 198, 259-260; 309; rati-

fies Constitution, 212, 259
Newbern, N.C., 258-259

Newburgh Addresses, 170-174, 178, 201,

248; background, 165-170, 232-234
Newburgh, N.Y., 170

Newburyport, Mass., 229
Newenham, Edward, 212

Newport, R.I., 94, 126, 137, 139, 151-152,

156, 159-160, 237
Niagara, Fort, 34, 252

Nicholas, John, 370
Nicola, Lewis, 170

Nile, Battle of the, 383

Noaillcs, Count de, 276

North, 208, 235, 242, 2510, 262; Washing-
ton favors, if Union separates, 386, See

regional balance in government; re-

gional disagreements

North Carolina, 137, 151, 153, 212, 229,

258
Northwest Territory. Sec Britain

Nova Scotia, 77

Ohio Company, 10

Ohio River, 10, 33-35 passim, 194, 196,

253, 281, 306; Forks of, u, 13-16 pas-

sim, 23, 35, 55, 194; Valley, 10-13, 15,

27, 37, 38, 253. See also French and

Indian War; Virginia: frontier warfare

O’Hara, Charles, 164

Old Whigs, 242-246

Olncy, Mr. and Airs. George, 135-136

Oswego, Fort, 252

Paine, Thomas, 74, 353-354
Palisades of the Hudson River, 1 24
Paris, peace negotiations, 167

Parkinson, Richard, 362-363

Parliament, 57
Patterson, William, 340
Pennsylvania, 33, 92-93, 237; supplies man-

ufactures to Virginia, 28, 44; troops

mutiny, 150-151; and Potomac Canal,

199. See also Whiskey Rebellion

Pennsylvania Democratic Society, 293

Pennsylvania Supreme Executive Coun-
cil, 142

Philadelphia, Pa., 33, 59, 63, 124, 147, 168-

169, 204, 242; GW at, 29, 32, 127-129,
165-166; during Revolution, 86-87, 90.

92. 94. 99. *03, 104, 107, io8n, 109, 119’

142; social life, 129, 166, 243-244^ 248-

249; Arnold as commandant, 142, 148-,

as capital, 237, 243-244; GW’s desire to
buy farm near, 237-238, 248; and Genet
affair, 287, 290, 293; yellow fever epi-

demic, 300
Pickering, Timothy, 325-326, 330-333,

.335-336. 340. 355
Pinckney, Charles Cotesworth, 340, 353-

354. 369. 373-379
Pinckney, Thomas, 255, 314, 3320, 341,

343. 353-354
Pittsburgh, Pa., 11, 55, 194, 238, 315
political parties, 261, 274, 322, 323, 346, 350,

351, 383. See also Democrats; Federal-

ists; Republicans (Republican Party)

Pope’s Creek, 4
Portsmouth, Va., 156

postal service, 258, 262, 322

Potomac Canal, 196-199, 232, 237, 313

Potomac River, 4, 20, 47, 48, 196, 237, 264;

Valley, 33
Powel, Samuel, 270
Powel, Mrs. Samuel (Eliza Willing)

,
270-

272. 355. 366-367; portrait, 271

press, freedom of the, 212-213, 262, 322,

380
Princeton, Battle of, 97-98, ui, 179

privateering, 279, 281-282, 286-287, 290,

295
“prize ships,” 279, 282, 283, 286, 290

Provision Order, 306-307, 329, 334

Prussia, 256, 273

Quakers, 388
Quebec, 127, 141

Randolph, Edmund, 303, 313; as Attor-

ney General, 223; opposes national

bank, 240; relationship with GW, 262,

303, 326, 336-338; appointed Secretary

of State, 303; character, 303, 337; por-

trait, 304; and Jay Treaty, 326-330, 332;

accused of traitorous actions, resigns

and publishes defense, 331-337

Rappahannock River, 4
Raritan River, 124

Reading, Pa., 259, 318

Reed, Joseph, 63, 88, 91-92, 242. 248

regional balance in government, 60, 220,

297. 303. 373
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regional disagreements: during French

and Indian War, 28-29; in Revolution,

85-86; GW’s attitude toward, 213; over

econoinics,f 235-236, 241-249. See also

State vs. national power; United States

republican government: attempt to estab-

. lish, 171; equated with anarchy, 171,

200,’ 261, 318; GW’s belief in, 202, 212,

215-216, 247, 260-263, 316, 318, 345, 346,

356, 387

Republicans (Republican Party), 294,

308, 340, 342. 350. 357i nioral values,

«7-228, 243, 249; policies, 245-246, 296-

297; advocate states’ riglits, 259-260;

expand beyond Virginia, 260, 268; pro-

French policy, 274, 2S2, 309, 311, 372;

conflict with GW, 284-285, 298-299,

338, 357, 37t, 390; and Genet affair, 287,

294, 298; and Jay Treaty, 309, 311-312;
‘

attitude toward 'Whiskey Rebellion,

317, 319; supports House demand for

power, 343-346. See also Democratic

Societies

Revolution, American, 256, 290, 294; col-

onists’ faith in cause, 28, 60; begins,

59; Boston occupation and Continental

blockade, 66, 70-71; Boston campaign,

66, 74-76; activities in north, 74, 78,

102, 104, 108-109; necessity for public

support, 77-79; New York campaign

(1776), 77-87; New Jersey retreat, 86-

93; British attempts to pacify Ameri-
cans, 94, 98, 102, 103; Trenton and
Princeton, 94-98; Morristown Heights
and New Jersey activity (1777), 98-99,

202-103; Philadelphia campaign, 103-

104, 107, 109; spying and intelligence,

104, 119, 147-148; Valley Forge, 109-
in, 117-118; Monmouth campaign, izi-

124, 126; 1778-1779 winter, 128; 1779-
1780 campaigns, 132, 136-137; York-
town operation and surrender, 137,
156-164, 179; 1780-1781 activities, 149-
155; post-Yorktown, 165-168, see also
civil war, threat of; civilian not mili-
tary conflict, 179; peace negotiations
and treaty, 149-150, 167, 176-177, 198,
251, 252-253, 309; French Revolution
compared to, 256, 273, See also British
wmy; Continental Army; Continental
Congress, Second; France; W^ashing-
ton, George: as commander in chief

Revolution, French. See France
Rhode Island, 94, 124, 168, 209, 212,
»9, 237 387

Richmond, Va., 287

roads, 15, 33, 258

Rochambeau, Count de, 137-139, 143, 149,

151-153, 155-162, 167; portrait, 138
Rodney, Admiral, 160, 167

Roosevelt, Franklin D., 356n
Rumsey, James, 185, 197
Russia, 313
Rntlcdge, John, 332n, 340

Sr. Clair, Arthur, 253
St. Pierre, Lcgardcur, 13

Salisbur}% N.C., 258
Santa Domingo, 392
Saratoga, Battle of, 107, 109
Salvage (ship), 153

Savannah, (ja., 258

Schuylkill River, 104- 105
secession, 316

Senate, U.S., 208, 220-221, 240, 255, 308,

345, 374; foreign policy role, 284, 301,

343; and Jay Treaty, 327-329, 334, 353
separation of powers, 205, 221

Seven Years’ War. See French and In-

dian War
Sharpe, Horatio, 19, 29-30
Shawnee Indians, 253
Shays, Daniel, 200

Shays’ Rebellion, 200-201, 316, 318
Shenandoali River, 7; Valley, 11, 27, 37,

318, 365
Shirley, William, 29
Short, William, 255
slaves and slavery, 243, 385; GW’s

fatlier’s holdings, 4; at Mount Vernon,

19, 44, 46-48 pass:??!, 54, 388-390; GW’s
attitude toward, 44, 54, 193-194, 247,

385-388, 390-392, in Revolution, 130,

164; issue, at Constitutional Conven-
tion, 208; freed by GW, 385, 388-390,

392-395
smallpox, 8, 132

society, American, 242-243

South, 208, 235, 242, 25in, 262, 269, 327;

aristocracy, 242-244; opposition to na-

tional bank, 245; GWs tour, 258-259.

See also regional balance in govern-

ment; regional disagreements; United

States

Soutli Carolin.'i, 136-137, 151, 153, 236,

258, 373
Southwest Territory, 251

Spain, 149, i49n, 194-196, 280-281, 209,

332n, 368, 373; jackass from, 191-192;

relations with U.S. and southwest ac-

tivities, 250-252, 287-288, 313-314, 316,

34J. 343> 354

419
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“Spanish Conspiracy,” 251

speculators: during Revolution, 129, 169,

234-255, 243-, and national bank, 244-

245, 247. See also land speculations*,

financiers and businessmen
Springfield, Mass., 229
state vs. national power: connection with

Continental Army, 85-86, 133, 142, 166,

207*, taxation, 129*, GW’s attitude to-

ward, 133, 177, 198-199, 323. 351. 387;
precipitates civil conflict, 168-171; post-

Revolution, 184, 198; effect on Consti-

tution, 202, 204, 207, 208, 210; in rela-

tion to debt funding and assumption,

236; issue, in formation of political

parties, 245; Republicans advocate

states’ rights, 259-260. See also regional

balance in government; regional dis-

agreements; United States

Staten Island, 79, 80, 94, 98, 160

steamboats, 185

Steuben, Baron von, 118, 120, 134
Stockton, Annie Boudinot, 135

Stony Point, 132

Stuart, Gilbert, 339-340
Sulgrave Manor, 3

Sullivan, John, 80

Supreme Court, U.S., 220-222 passim, 340
Sweden, 3 1

5

Talleyrand, Charles de, 372, 382-383

Terror, Reign of, 257, 274
Ticonderoga, Fort, 74, 102, 108, 141

Tilghman, Tench, i35-i3d

tobacco, 19, 44, 46, 47, 49, 51

Tones (Loyalists), 92, 94, 98, loo, 119,

142, 354; GW’s attitude toward, 76, 79,

100, 1 19, 142, 164

trade (commerce), American: western,

194-196; GW’s concern with, 229, 372;

British enactments against, 252; U.S.-

British maritime conflict, 278-284, 302,

306-307, 344- effect of Jay Treaty on,

327-330, 343. See also fur trade; Mis-

sissippi River; Potomac Canal; trade

regulations

trade regulations, 208, 240; anti-British,

252, 255, 281

Treasury Department, 267, 297. See also

Hamilton, Alexander
Treaty of Alliance, 281, 330
Treat)' of New York, 252

Trenton, Battle of, 14, 94-9^, 98, ni,

179
Trumbull, Governor, 383
Tryon, William, 64

union, continental, 124; GWs belief in,

100, lit, 247, 249, 251, 262, 277-278,294,’

316, 346; states’ opposition to, 168-169;
immigrants as threat, 194; GW’s fear

for, 260; possible "dissolution of, 262,

272, 316; prosperity, 341-342. See also

regional balance in government; re-

gional disagreements*, republican gov-
ernment; state vs. national power

usury, 242

Valley Forge, 109-ni, 115, 117-118, 142

\’^ergennes, Count de, 106

Vernon, Edward, 6 /

veto power, 220-222, 247
Villicrs, Coulon de, 17

Virginia, 168, 203, 208, 373; aristocracy,

6, 242-244; militia, 8-9, 30, 59, 317; and

Ohio Valley, 10, 14-15, 27; GW as

hero in, 18, 36-37; frontier warfare,

27-32, 35, 37; lack of manufacturing,

28, indignation over road to west, 33;

economic relationship with England,

44, 49; Rev'olutionary campaigns in.

i5i‘-i54, 156-164; as GW’s homeland,

152-

153; GW’s leadership requested,

153-

154, 170; and Potomac Canal, 196;

position on a.ssumption, 236; opposition

to federal power, 259-260; hostility to-

ward GW, 293, 368; GW’s role in

elections, 582; slave economy, 386-387,

39b 394
^

Virginia Assembly (House of Burgesses),

28, 30-31,52, 58
Virginia Company, I5

“Virginia plan,” 303
Virginia Regiment, 18, 28-32, 35, 55, 66

Waldo, Albigence, no
W^'aUace, William, 396
war debt. See debt, national

War Department, 222, 325. See aIsoT-ino\,

Henry; Pickering, Timothy
Warren, James, 70
Warren, Mercy, 134

Washington, Augustine (father), 4, 47

Washington, Bushrod, 370-371 '

Washington, Fanny Bassett (niece), 269,

3<5S

Washington, George: eminence, ix, out-

rent attitude toward, xv-xvii

before the revolution: education, 3,

5-6; childhood, 4-6; as surveyor, 3> /•

11; wilderness experience, 3, 7, ib to.
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„ „ rr; youthful amoufs, 8-9, 19-20,

4^42; militia command, 8-9; Ohio'

Valley expedition, 'to French, 10-15,

map, 12; French and Indian War, 15-

18, 23-27- 33-38; 47, 58, 59- 69, 137;

growing reputation, 27, Assembly

member, 37-38, 52; planter, 43-54; land

speculator, 54-56; marriage, see Wash-

ington, Martha Dandridge Custis

AS COMMANDER IN CHIEF; preparation

for command, 28; strategy and tactics,

30-31, 66 , 77, 83, 86, 90, 92, 95, 99, 105,

no, 131, 132, 139, 157- ’59; acceptance

of rebellion, 57-59; appointed, 59-63;

compares Colonial and British war-

miVmg potential, 60; symbol of cause,

6r; opposition to and attempts to re-

move, 62-63, 87, 91-93, 99-100, 109, 1 li-

ny, 119, 124, 172, 296; dependence on
civilian support, 64, 71, 77-79- 95i ”0,

179, expects British compromise, 71,

73-74; endorses independence, 74, 78;

assassination plots, 79; headquarters,

124, 135; prevents army revolt, 166-174;

farewell to officers, 178; development

as a strategist summarized, 179-190.

See also Continental Army; Revolu-
tion, American; Washington, George:
SOIDIFR

AFTER THE REVOLUTION: retirement to

Mount Vernon, 178, 183-194, 202-204

PRESIDENCY, as model for executive,

209, attitude toward, 213, 215-216, 220,

261, 272, 295; election, inauguration and
acclaim, 214-218; relation with Con-
gress, see Congress, U.S.; veto power,
221-222; travel, 229-230, 237, 258-259;
financial and economic problems, see
debt, national; atraclts on, 237, 261-262,
275, 283-285, 287, 288, 293, 295-299, 338-
340. 345-347- 354-335; disinclined to-
ward second term, 260-262, 266, 269-
272; public discontent, 261, 270; de-
nounces Democratic Societies, 321-324;
salary and personal finances, 338-339;
enumerates nation’s assets, 341-342;
confrontation with House, 343-346;
suceession issue and third term, 345,
346- 356; disappointment over national
^sharmony, 346. See also Washington,
Ccorge: POLITICIAN AND STATESMAN

LAST TEARS: retirement to Mount Ver-
non, 360-361; attacked as anti-French,

370-372; confusion, suspicion, disil-

lusionment, of old age, 371-373, 376-

379, 382-383; recalled to command
army, 372-379, intervenes in Virginia

elections, 382; refusal to interfere in

Adams’s diplomacy, 383-384; will and
tomb, 395-396; death, 396-402

amusements: dancing, 7, 51; drinking,

30, 37, 66, 157, 228; entertaining and
social life, 52, 59, 129, 157, 184-186, 194,

225-228, 248-249, 368; gambling, 30, 37,

51, 248; hunting, 7, 51-52, 192, 269;

dreaming of Mount Vernon, n8, 134,

151; scapegraces, 255; shows and spec-

tacles, 51

ATTITUDES: aesthetic effects, 52, 192,

265; ambition, 20, 171-172, 270; archi-

tecture, 264; bathing, 124; battle, 16;

charity, 52-53, 185, 322; ewilian vs.

soldier/statesman, 64, 171-172, 177, 182;

death, 183-184, 219, 224, 362, devotion

to duty, 32, 128, 135, 154, 185, 202;

education, 5, 322; c.xtravagancc and
frugality, 46, 69, 129; friendship, 166,

186, 255-256; immigrants, 380-382; judg-

ment over passion, 42; killing, 14;

mapriage, 41-42; mob violence, 256,

274; music, 190; people and public

opinion, no, 179, 213, 214, 229, 247, 256,

270, 295, 296, 322-324, 387; public life,

renunciation of, 177, 180-183, 202, 215,

261, 347; political excesses, 43, 58, 198;

popularity, 292; power, 15; refusal to

be pushed, 345, 388; religion, 51, 125,

216, 350; slavery, see slaves and slavery;

virtue, 216-218; war, 307

BUSINESSMAN: ability, 366; agrarian and

farmer, 38, 47-49, 190-192, 363-364;

agrarian vs. financier, 130, 247-248; ani-

mal breeding, 52, 191-192, 364; borrows

from bank, 366; estate, 39, 395-396; tries

to buy farm near Philadelphia, 237-238,

248; financial .situation, 7, 43-46, 48, 49-

50, 128, i93-''94. 213, 214-215, 224, 235,

H7, 338-339. 359 . 364-366 389; land

purchases and sales, 7, 46, 47, 54-56,

130, 190, 194, 237-238, 364-365; salary,

refusal of, and expenditures, 61, 69,

193-194, 213, 338-339; sale of preisden-

tial furniture, 359-360. See also Poto-

mac Canal; slaves and slavery
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PERSONAL: action, need for, 71, 103, 184,

238; advancing age, 261, 260, 305, 313,

32 <>> 33S, 337> 355; anger, 115, 123, 135,

153, 295; appearance, 8, 39-41, 69, 217-

218, 288, 339-340; aristocracy, influence

of, 6-9; art collection, 359-360; char-

acter in general, 37, 51, too, 140, 157,

186, 227-228; charisma and leadership,

ti, 23, 28, 36, 6r, 69, n6, 123, 180, 202,

357-358; childlessness, 42, 185, 395-396;
clothes, 46; consistency, 285; corre-

spondence, 187, 330, 362; detail, atten-

tion to, 49, 191; diffidence, 15, 28, 61,

62; eyesight, 173; family and back-
ground, 3-5, 8, 367; family, at Mount
Vernon, 42.-43, 48, 185, 269, 361 (illus.),

395-396; hairstyle, 191; health and
energy, 8, 24, 26, 32-33, 37, 46-47, 49,

202, 204, 219, 232, 237-238, 288, 313,

376; immunity from death and iniurJ^

14, 26, 27, 34, 36, 84, 97-98, 106, 152,

301; life Style, 46, 186, 247; melancholy,

33, 47, 84-85, 184; relation to mother,

5, 7, 23, 39, 223-224; portraits and life

masks, 53, 175, 183, 206, 227, 339-340,

381; prestige and people’s faith in, 196,

201, 207, 211, 296, 312, 345
-
34<5

. 35 *5,

337; profanity, 1230; reasonableness,

371; scientific potential, 48; self-control,

367; self-education, 38, t8o; sexuality,

367; strength and resolution, 16, 26, 27;

teeth, 36, 41, 339-340; and women,
7-8, 19-20, 31, 37, 41, 54, i34-J 5^. 147.

227, 248, 259, 270-272, 355, 367, 3670,

368

POLITICIAN AND STATESMAN: chief exec-

utive during Revolution, 170; compro-
mise, belief in, 127, 207, 213, 216, 246-

247, 249, 263-264, 268, 296, 298, 303, 311,

323, 371; on confederation, 198; econ-

omy, belief in, 214; elections, 345,

356-357; financial education, 128; im-

partiality, 31, 221-222, 371; influence on
government, 221, 272, 345-346; military

intervention in civil government, op-

position to, 169-174; neutrality policy,

214, 277-278, 282, 284, 3 1 1, 347, 350;

opposes American monarchy, 61, 170-

171, 202, 246, 257, 261, 285, 293, 297, 345;

on political parties, 346, 350; and pros-

perity, 2 13-214, 247; speaking Style, 218;

supports unification vs. regionalism,

loo-ioi. III, 133, 177, 179, 198, 208,

323; world view, 38, 58. See also Wash-
ington, George: presidency

soldier: command method, 28; desires
military career, 5, 18-20 passim,

33, 38,
59; disciplinarian, 37, 68-69, 85; guer-
rilla and traditional warfare, attitude
toward, 16, 23-27, 83, 92, 96-97, 102,

104, 106, 120, 131, 155, 378; early inade-
quacies, 31, 33-34, 37, 38; relationship
with men and officers, 28, 31, 37, 173,
177-1781 198; persecution and brutality]

opposition to, no, 164, 179; secrecy,

155; skill, 15, 28, 61, 62, 76, 84-85, 178-

180; uniforms, passion for, 5, 29, 379-
380

Washington, George Augustine (neph-
ew), 269

Washington, Harriot (niece), 185

Washington, John (great-grandfather),

3-4
Washington, John Augustine (brother),

76
Washington, Lawrence (half brother),

5-6, 8, 19, 43, 47, 269, 379
Washington, Lund (cousin), 84
Washington, Martha Dandridgc Custis,

165, 178, 192, 300, 368, 390; described,

39, 134, 270; marriage, 39, 41-42, 367-

368; children and grandchildren, 42-43,

165, 185, 192, 401; financial position, 43;

as hostess, 52; portrait, 53; infomied of

GW’s election as commander in chief,

62; visits GW during Revolution, 134-

135; gloom over GW’s return to public

life, 202, 214; as First Lady, 225, 227-

228; back at Mount Vernon, 366-368;

GW’s love letters to, 367, 3670; slaves,

392-393; at GWs death, 397-402; after

GW’s death, 393
Washington, Mary Ball (mother), 5, 7,

23, 223-224

Washington, Richard, 44
Washington, Samuel (brother) , 185

Washington, D.C.: site chosen, 236-237,

245, 264; planning, 264-266; GW’s fi-

nancial contributions to, 366

Washington, Fort (N.Y.), 86-91, loi

Washington, Fort (Cincinnati), 253

“Washington Elm,” 66

“Washington’s Legacy,” 177, 198

Waterford, Pa., 13

Watertown, Adass., 66, 70

Wayne, Anthony, 120, 132, 253, 254, 306,

3 *®’ 34 ' , ,
.

West Indies, 132, 155, 167, 231, 244 i

British, 126, 306, 327-328, 334 i 353 !

French, loi, 126, 156, 281, 288, 302, 300,

353; Spanish, 5
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West Point, 131, i43-i4<5
. 151

Wethersfield, Conn., 155 .

Whigs, 243. See aha Old Whigs
whiskey, excise tax on, 259, 314-3*5

Whiskey Rebellion, 314-320, 333, 336;

ilius., 317

Wilkinson, James, 113

WIl (valet), 191

Wiite Plains, N.Y., 131; Battle of, 86

William and Mar3% College of, 243
Wilhamsburg, Va., 52

Willing, Thomas, 270

Wilmington, N.C., 258-259
Winchester, Va., 27, 30, 32, 41
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