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  HOME


 
    I am a private citizen on the banks of the Potomac and under the shadow of my own fig tree. (GW to ML, 1 February 1784, in GWP, Conf. Series, 1:87)




  John Trumbull, “painter of the American Revolution,” was an artist from the Romantic period who, in his drive to capture historic moments, often favored drama over reality. So it is with one of his four paintings, displayed in the rotunda of the National Capital, depicting scenes associated with the American Revolution. In it, he portrayed Washington, on 23 December 1783, resigning his commission before Congress. Trumbull presents Washington appearing before the Confederation Congress, convened in the Senate Chamber of the Maryland State House at Annapolis. In the center of the painting, as an ethereal light shines down from above, Washington, erect as usual, stands next to a chair draped in a red crimson cloak symbolizing the absence of a king. In the upper right, Trumbull, who was apt to put people into historic scenes even when they were not actually present, placed a glowing Martha Washington, grandchildren by her side, looking down from the balcony at the event below. Unfortunately, at that moment, she and the children were at Mount Vernon.1


  What Trumbull could not depict was the tension in the room. Congress was in dire straits. In June 1783, fearing that their safety was at risk from angry mobs, the members had made a hasty departure from Philadelphia, spending the fall in Princeton and then settling at Annapolis in late November. The body’s peripatetic habits, an empty treasury, and a collapsing reputation discouraged attendance. Despite its momentous importance, for this event they lacked a quorum (nine states required, seven present), but, by parliamentary legerdemain, they managed to convene the meeting.


  Washington, uncharacteristically emotional, grasped the precarious situation. Adding to his uneasiness was the fact that the president of the Congress, Thomas Mifflin, the person to whom he was about to hand his commission, was one of the conspirators who, according to Washington, “bore a part” in the Conway Cabal whose members five years earlier had plotted to remove him as commander in chief. Neither man trusted the other.2


  As Washington entered, the members, offering little deference, remained seated. The secretary of the Congress, Charles Thomson, called for silence. In a hushed room, Mifflin turned to Washington, “Congress, sir, are prepared to receive your communications.”3 Succinct in his remarks, Washington, the consummate actor, concluded his speech with a dramatic flourish. James McHenry described the moment: As Washington thrust his hand into his tunic, he drew “out from his bosom his commission and delivered it up to the president of Congress.”4 Mifflin, callous to the moment, read a stiff reply “without any shew of feeling but with much dignity.”5 The ceremony finished, Washington “bid every member farewell.” Anxious to return home, accompanied by Billy Lee (the enslaved African who had been by his side the entire war), and joined by his two military aides, Benjamin Walker and David Humphreys, Washington left Annapolis. By evening the party had made Georgetown, where they waited until morning to cross the Potomac. The next day, making their way through Alexandria, they reached Mount Vernon. It was Christmas Eve. Washington had come home to his beloved Mount Vernon.


  This was Washington’s first Christmas at home in eight years. Described by one visitor “as one of the most regular men in the world,” on Christmas morning, the general rose early, beginning his “diurnal course with the sun.”6 Martha, too, was an early riser. She dressed while the general made his way down a narrow set of stairs to his study, where he washed, shaved, and, for the first time since the Revolution began, put on civilian clothes rather than the crisp blue and buff uniform of commander in chief.


  In his study, preparing for the day, Washington could detect the aroma of hoecakes warming on a griddle in the nearby kitchen. Of Native American origin, and known as “Fair Virginia’s pride,” these simple cornmeal mush flat cakes, accompanied by hot tea, were Washington’s favorite breakfast.


  Unlike other parts of the mansion where “perpetual elegant hospitality exercised,” Washington’s study was a private place intended as refuge from the hubbub that characterized the rest of his home.7 The walls were plain white plaster, not painted in the sumptuous Prussian blues and verdigris green that graced other parts of the mansion. The floor was constructed of plain wooden planks, but, to give it a more fashionable appearance, the pine woodwork was “grained.” On the east wall was a large floor-to-ceiling bookcase, fronted by glass doors, behind which shelves groaned under the weight of more than eight hundred books and pamphlets. “Conscious of a defective education,” Washington had a love of books, conceiving that “a knowledge of books is the basis upon which other knowledge is to be built.”8 Unlike John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, both of whom possessed larger and more diverse libraries, Washington’s collection focused on useful knowledge. Always a farmer, he was eager to have the most recent volumes and periodicals on agriculture. Fascinated with the “new husbandry,” he subscribed to the writings of English agriculturist Arthur Young. In the waning days of the war, expecting some leisure in retirement, he bought books on geography and travel, including The Duke of Hamilton’s Travels through France (1783) and Youngs Tour through Ireland (1780). In May 1783, he instructed William Smith, one of the American commissioners negotiating the British withdrawal from New York City, to scour the city’s bookshops and send him biographies of “Charles the 12th of Sweden, Louis XV of France, and A History of the reign of Czar Peter, the Great.” Furthermore, he added, “If there is a good Booksellers Shop in the City, I would thank you for sending me a catalog.”9


  To guide him as Mount Vernon’s principal architect, Washington sought titles on architecture and carpentry. With the eye of a practiced surveyor, he was equally attentive to tomes that could direct him in reshaping and improving the land surrounding the mansion. In 1759, barely a month after Martha arrived at Mount Vernon, he had bought Batty Langley’s New Principles of Gardening; or, The Laying Out and Planting Parterres, Groves, Wildernesses, Labyrinths, Avenues, Parks, etc. (1728).10 Politics and history ranked high. Thomas Paine’s Common Sense (1776), a gift from the author, held a special place. Washington was also an avid reader of newspapers, often sent to him gratis. Poetry, novels, and belles-lettres were given a low priority, representing less than 10 percent of his collection.11


  While her husband prepared for the day, Martha began her domestic routine moving through the mansion, checking on every detail. She finished her inspection in the kitchen where the enslaved staff had risen earlier to prepare the holiday menu.


  Compared to later extravagant Victorian celebrations, laden with carol singing, ornate decorations, and grandiose exchanges of gifts, Christmas at Mount Vernon was simple. Holiday observances continued through 6 January.12 In 1784, that day was an occasion of personal celebration. It was the Washingtons’ twenty-fifth wedding anniversary.13


  Before the war, following breakfast, the family usually attended Christmas services at nearby Pohick church, an Anglican congregation at which Washington served as a vestryman. This year, however, the unusual cold and snow made travel difficult. The Washingtons remained at home.14 Joining them were two of Martha’s grandchildren, four-year-old Eleanor Parke Custis and her two-year-old brother George Washington Parke Custis. With her late husband, Daniel Custis, Martha Dandridge Custis (Washington) had four children. A son, Daniel Parke Custis II, and daughter, Frances Parke Custis, died young—Daniel at age three and Frances only four. Following their father’s death (1757) and Martha’s marriage to George Washington (1759), the surviving children—John Parke Custis (“Jacky”) and Martha Parke Custis (“Patsy”)—came to live at Mount Vernon. Patsy, chronically ill, suffered from seizures. In the summer of 1773, while Mount Vernon was bustling with the usual bevy of guests, she experienced a severe attack. Carried to bed, she died, according to Washington, within a few minutes “without uttering a word, a groan or scarce a sigh.” Having lost three of her four children, Patsy’s death, according to her husband, “almost reduced my poor wife to the lowest ebb of misery.”15 Jacky remained at Mount Vernon, where his indolent habits worried Washington, who lamented that the young man’s interests lay more in “dogs, horses and guns” than in books and business.16


  In 1774, Jacky, age nineteen, married sixteen-year-old Eleanor Calvert, daughter of a distinguished Maryland family. Over the next six years, they had had seven children (one set of twins), with only four surviving beyond infancy: three daughters—Elizabeth Parke (“Eliza”), Martha Parke (“Patsy”), and Eleanor Parke (“Nelly”)—and a son, George Washington Parke (“Wash”). In 1781, while serving as a civilian aide to Washington, Jacky contracted “camp fever” and died. Left a widow with four children, Eleanor remained at the family home in nearby Abington. Martha, having outlived her own children, felt a close bond to her grandchildren, particularly the two youngest: Wash, barely six months old, and Nelly, age four. To assist their widowed daughter-in-law, as well as to add brightness to their own home, the Washingtons invited Wash and Nelly to live at Mount Vernon, while the two older girls, Eliza and Patsy, remained with their mother at Abington. Two years later, the widow Custis married Dr. David Stuart, a prominent Alexandria physician and politician. The Stuarts, with the two daughters, remained at Abington while Wash and Nelly continued to live at Mount Vernon.17 Although the Washingtons never formally adopted the two grandchildren, they showered them with affection; Washington referred to them as the “little folks,” while Martha enjoyed watching them “prattling about.” Nelly remembered her grandmother as “more than a mother to me and the president the most affectionate of fathers. I loved them more than anyone.”18


  In addition to Wash, Nelly, Eleanor, her new husband, and their two daughters, also present to celebrate the holidays in 1783 were Lund Washington and his wife Elizabeth. Lund, a distant relation (third cousin), had been Mount Vernon’s overseer since 1762.19 From outside the family, rounding out the gathering were Washington’s two military aides, Humphreys and Walker.20 They were the last in a long line of thirty-two young officers, “beardless boys,” who had served the commander in chief. Born in Derby, Connecticut, David Humphreys graduated from Yale. When the Revolution broke out, he left his position as a schoolmaster and joined the Second Connecticut Milita Regiment. He proved more skillful with the pen than the sword, however, and his superiors recognized his literary talents. He became aide-de-camp to General Israel Putnam, followed by a similar post with Nathanael Greene. While serving Greene, Humphreys wrote a long (thirty-stanza) overwrought poem laced with patriotic hyperbole lavishing praise on Washington.


    His voice inspir’d, his godlike presence led.


    The Britons saw, and from his presence fled.


  Keen to curry favor and advance his career, as soon as the poem was in print, in May 1780, Humphreys posted a copy to the general.21 It worked. Washington, perhaps looking for his own Boswell, ordered Humphreys to join his staff, putting the young officer at the center of events, attached to a man who would be his patron for life. As a mark of distinction, Washington assigned Humphreys the special task of carrying the British battle flags captured at Yorktown to Philadelphia for a ceremonial presentation to Congress.


  More modest, and less flamboyant, London-born Benjamin Walker arrived in New York at an early age as an employee of a London merchant. At the outbreak of the war, he joined the First New York Regiment, commanded by the city’s best-known Son of Liberty, Alexander McDougall. He marched with the regiment on the ill-fated invasion of Canada, and in 1778 he joined the staff of General Friedrich von Steuben, where he remained until Washington ordered him to headquarters at Newburgh, New York, in January 1782.22


  Among their chief duties, Washington’s aides were responsible for maintaining and preserving the general’s papers. Always concerned about his reputation, Washington, driven by the “spur of fame,” was careful to keep good records to be sure that the truth of matters—that is, his side of the story—was preserved for posterity.23 Keeping the collection intact through the hazards of war was a challenge. In eight years, Washington moved his headquarters (often under adverse conditions) nearly 170 times. Each move risked a loss of documents. In one case, following his hasty retreat from New York City, he stuffed his papers into “a large Box nailed up” and shipped them off to Congress “until Affairs shall be so circumscribed as to admit of their return.” After their return, he kept the papers in his personal possession for the rest of the war.24


  Security for the papers was one thing; access was another. As Washington watched the collection grow, he realized that for his documents to have historic importance, it was necessary to organize and, in some cases, copy them. To oversee these tasks, in the spring of 1781 he appointed Colonel Richard Varick as “Recording Secretary of headquarters.”25 For more than two years, at the end of every week, Washington’s aides gathered up documents, bound them carefully, and delivered them to Varick and his staff at Poughkeepsie, New York, where clerks organized and copied them.


  In November 1783, when Washington moved his headquarters to West Point to await final word of the British evacuation of New York, he ordered Lieutenant Bezaleel Howe, commander of his lifeguard, to “take charge of the Waggons which contain my baggage and with the escort, proceed with them to Virginia, and deliver them at my house ten miles below Alexandria.” Howe was to take particular care of “six strong hair trunks well clasped and with good locks [that] contain all my papers, which are of immense value to me.”26 Under the watchful eyes of Humphreys and Walker, Howe loaded the precious cargo. Following a precise itinerary, dictated by Washington, the trunks arrived safely at Mount Vernon. In the first letter sent in his retirement (1 January 1784), Washington wrote to Varick congratulating the colonel and offering his “entire approbation of the manner in which you have executed the important duties of recording Secretary, and the satisfaction I feel in having my Papers so properly arranged and so correctly recorded. I am fully convinced that neither the present age or posterity will consider the time and labour which have been employed in accomplishing it, unprofitable spent.”27 Working in Washington’s study, with the general keeping a careful watch, Humphreys and Walker unpacked and organized the papers.28


  Despite “bad roads and frozen rivers,” as Christmas Day wore on, neighbors arrived at Mount Vernon “to pay their Respects.” The general, according to one visitor, “seemed very happy,” and his wife, making “everything as agreeable as possible,” offered hospitality.29 At three o’clock, dinner was served. To the table liveried enslaved Africans presented the seasonal favorite—Christmas pie packed with boned chicken and turkey, steeped with numerous spices nestled under a savory crust, all having been cooked in an oven watched carefully for several hours. Glasses filled with his favorite Madeira, Washington, who “laughed and talked a good deal,” offered a toast and then invited guests to propose their own salutes. He then launched his “Attack of Christmas Pyes.”30 After dinner the tablecloth was removed, more wine flowed, and conversation filled the room.31


  Pleased to be done with war and politics, Washington wrote Gilbert du Motier, the marquis de Lafayette, in a phrase that he would repeat numerous times, “I am a private citizen on the banks of the Potomac and under the shadow of my own vine and my own fig tree, free from the bustle of camp and the busy scenes of public life.”32 Martha shared her husband’s desire for privacy and escape from public duties. She wrote her friend Hannah Boudinot, wife of Elias Boudinot, former president of the Confederation Congress, that the years of lengthy absences from Mount Vernon and “long journeys have not only left me without inclination to undertake another, but almost disqualified me from doing it, as I find the fatigue is too much for me to bear.”33 To the relief of the general and his wife, the days between Christmas and New Year’s were quiet moments. There were no battles to plan, no orders to give, no military reviews to organize, no reports to prepare for Congress.34


  Shortly after New Year’s Day, Washington dismissed Humphreys and Walker, thanked them for their “long and zealous services,” and presented each with $100 to assist them in their journey home.35 Walker returned to New York City; Humphreys rode directly to Annapolis to lobby for a job. From there, setting aside the “boldness of the request” and ignoring any sense of confidentiality, Humphreys revealed to Washington that, after the general had surrendered his commission, Mifflin had approached him confidentially to ask “if anything should occur to me [i.e., a job] I should communicate it to him in a letter.” Untethered from reality, a puffed-up Humphreys sought to be secretary of foreign affairs. Might Washington, he asked, in his “private character and as a perpetual Memorial of your friendship and approbation,” recommend him for the post?36


  Washington replied that he would “cheerfully” support him.37 Privately, however, he believed that his former aide’s ambition exceeded his skills. On the same day he assured Humphreys of his support, he wrote Mifflin that while Humphreys might be suitable to play a supporting role, in terms of the more important posts, “Congress should think it expedient to make another appointment.”38 Congress did find a lesser post more suited to Humphreys’s abilities. They elected him secretary to the Commissioners for Forming Commercial Treaties in Europe.39


  Next to his wife and grandchildren, the most important person at Mount Vernon was Washington’s cousin and longtime farm manager, Lund Washington. Before taking his post at Mount Vernon, Lund had managed the Ravensworth properties of Henry Fitzhugh, one of Virginia’s largest landowners. Not long after marrying Martha, Washington, recognizing Lund’s skills and trusting in a familial relationship, invited him to Mount Vernon to manage his plantation. Working for Washington—who was described as aloof, imperious, and a noted micromanager (even at a distance)—was a challenge. Lund, however, did well in this orderly world, and the master and manager developed an amicable relationship. Indeed, Lund was one of the few people Washington addressed by first name in his letters, which he then signed as an “Affectionate friend and servant.” In 1775, when Washington went off to war, Lund was left in a world turned upside down. Washington had to rely on his “fidelity and industry.”40


  Although he was well versed in farm issues—planting, harvesting, management of livestock, overseeing a workforce of more than two hundred enslaved individuals—Lund had rarely entered the other parts of Washington’s complicated world. Though Washington endowed Lund with authority, he could never robe his cousin with the stature and influence of the general himself. Lund could be ignored and defied.


  Most perplexing to Lund was the task of organizing and keeping accurate records of Mount Vernon’s tangled finances, which, under the stress of war, grew more troublesome. At first, Washington was pleased with Lund’s work and expressed faith in his cousin—“do as you will as I cannot pretend to interfere at this distance.”41 Lund did not always welcome such autonomy. Having spent nearly two decades at Mount Vernon, he was well acquainted with Washington’s obsessive concern with details and the general’s penchant for dressing down those who failed to follow his directions. In response to Washington’s grant of authority, Lund responded that he was uneasy and would “be much better satisfied if you would give positive direction in many things, rather than leave me in a state of uncertainty.”42 Martha’s long absences added to Lund’s difficulties. When she was away, months at a time, to be with her husband, Lund reluctantly assumed the added duties of “Housekeeper,” a responsibility that he admitted he was “by no means fit for.” When he married Elizabeth Foote in 1779, she came to live at the mansion and took on domestic matters, providing Lund welcome relief from this burden.43


  Lund’s “state of uncertainty” lasted through the entire war. As pressure mounted, Lund’s shortcomings became increasingly apparent, causing Washington to send ever more detailed, often hectoring, instructions. Even in times of battlefield crisis, Washington could not let go of Mount Vernon. On 19 August 1776, as an overwhelming British force of 135 warships and more than thirty-two thousand soldiers prepared to assault the American positions at New York City—a moment when the fate of the Revolution was in balance—Washington took time to write a long letter to Lund with detailed instructions to plant near the mansion house “[t]rees without any order or regularity but pretty thick, as they can at any time be thinned.” At the north end, he was to plant “locusts and that at the South, of all the clever kind of Trees (especially flowering ones), that can be got, such as Crab apple, Poplar, Dogwood, Sassafras, Laurel, Willow.” All these plantings were to be interspersed with “ever greens such as holly, Pine, and cedar, also ivy—to these may be added the wild flowering Shrubs of the larger kind.”44 Four months later, while leading the Continental Army in their retreat across New Jersey, Washington, still on the subject of trees, instructed Lund to plant locusts along the edge of the mansion “eight or ten feet to the first limb.”45 At a distance, Washington’s wishes could be difficult to fathom. Surrounded by wartime chaos he could barely influence, Washington “had created in his mind a world at home wholly amenable to his control, one where his every wish would be followed to the letter.”46 Not always consistent, or empathetic, Washington was prone to criticizing Lund for pestering him with questions that he thought his manager ought to be able to answer himself. In other instances when Lund did take the initiative, Washington overruled him.47 While farm and financial matters bedeviled their relationship, in the spring of 1781 an affair of honor further disrupted their relationship when Lund risked Washington’s most valued possession—his reputation.


  In April 1781, to take pressure off British forces under Benedict Arnold operating in northern Virginia, Admiral Mariot Arbuthnot ordered Captain Thomas Graves, commander of the HMS Savage, to sail up the Potomac and lay waste to the area, destroying rebel farms and plantations. For three weeks, Graves wreaked havoc along the river, torching warehouses, barns, homes, and crops. His first call on his rampaging cruise was the Maryland shore opposite Mount Vernon where a landing party destroyed several buildings.48 Graves then crossed to the west side of the river and anchored below Mount Vernon. The captain sent a message to Lund demanding that a “large supply of provisions” be sent immediately, lest Mount Vernon suffer the unhappy fate of its neighbors. Although he had no means of defense, Lund responded boldly “that when the General engaged in the contest he had put all to stake, and was well aware of the exposed situation of his house and property, in consequence he had given him orders by no means to comply with any such demands, for that would mask an unworthy compromise with the enemy, and was ready to meet the fate of his neighbors.”49 With smoke rising visibly from the smoldering ruins across the river, Graves’s threat rang true. In a second message, Graves “invited” Lund to come aboard the Savage. Lund, recognizing the seriousness of the situation, complied and brought “with him a small present of poultry, of which he begged the captain’s acceptance.” Graves assured Lund that despite what he had done on the Maryland shore, not “for a moment did he entertain the idea of taking the smallest measure offensive to so illustrious a character as the General.” Less than assured, Lund returned to the plantation and “instantly dispatched sheep, hogs, and an abundant supply of other articles” to Graves.50


  What Lund did not realize was that more than provisions were on their way to the British. While he was placating Graves, seventeen of the plantation’s enslaved Africans—fourteen men and three women—were making a break for freedom. Six years before, Virginia’s royal governor, Lord Dunmore, had issued a proclamation promising freedom for slaves who fled their masters and sought the protection of the king. Graves’s presence gave Washington’s slaves the opportunity to flee. All the escapees worked on the mansion farm, among them several skilled artisans (including an overseer, Frederick; a weaver, James; and a cooper, Stephen), as well as people who worked in the household. These were only the first to escape. During the Savage’s cruise on the Potomac, nearly one hundred enslaved Africans from other plantations made their dash for freedom.51


  Washington never forgave the British for these actions. At the end of the Revolution, during a meeting with general Sir Guy Carleton negotiating the British evacuation of New York City, Washington brought up the issue of his “property.”52 But as damaging as the loss of such valuable possessions was to him financially, it was Lund’s abject acquiescence to Graves that troubled him most. It was a serious blemish on his reputation. At the same time that the Savage was making its cruise up the Potomac, to the south, Lafayette was leading troops engaged with British forces in northern Virginia. When he learned about the affair at Mount Vernon, Lafayette wrote to Washington, “You cannot conceive how unhappy I have been to hear that Mr. Lund Washington went on board the enemy’s vessels and consented to give them provisions.”53 Pricked by Lafayette’s notice, Washington turned his anger on his cousin: “What gives me most concern, is, that you should go on board the enemy’s vessel and furnish them with refreshments. It would have been a less painful circumstance to me, to have heard, that in consequence of your noncompliance with their request, they had burnt my House and laid the Plantation in Ruins. You ought to have considered yourself as my representative and should have reflected on the bad example of communicating with the enemy and making a voluntary offer of refreshment to them with a view to prevent a conflagration.”54


  By early 1783, it was clear that the war was ending, and Washington, like the soldiers serving with him, pined to go home. What awaited him? He was in the dark. Lund had not provided a full account since 1778, giving as his excuse that the accounts were “irregular” and he had “an aversion to writing.” Washington sent a blistering letter requiring an “Account of my crops together with receipts and expenditures of my money and state of my stocks and etc.” He demanded “to know before I come home (as I
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