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        Praise for
WASHINGTON’S END

        One of Parade magazine’s “Books We Love”

        “A poignant look at the father of his country in the twilight of his life. Horn . . . has a fluid, pleasing style, with stately cadences that suit his subject.”

        —National Review

        “Using meticulous research, Horn demonstrates how ‘peace’ eluded Washington throughout his retirement, which was repeatedly interrupted by partisan attacks, tensions with political allies, and the specter of war with France.”

        —The American Interest

        “An outstanding biographical work on one of America’s most prominent leaders. Highly recommended for those who want to better understand the early republic.”

        —Library Journal

        “Jonathan Horn in his new book Washington’s End provides a captivating and enlightening look at Washington’s post-presidential life and the politically divided country that was part of his legacy.”

        —New York Journal of Books

        “In a readable style that includes an appropriate amount of quoting from primary sources, Horn ably captures the tension of Washington’s inner turmoil as he continued to deal with urgent dispatches and unwanted news from the capital. A useful biography that provides an honest reckoning of Washington’s life and legacy.”

        —Kirkus Reviews

        “Insightful . . . Presidential history buffs curious about this neglected chapter of Washington’s life will savor this immersive account.”

        —Publishers Weekly

        “Horn has filled the pages with a portion of George Washington’s life that is routinely left out, or is severely limited in most biographies. This is a very important, useful biography.”

        —The Virginia Gazette

        “The standard histories of George Washington invariably end when he surrendered power as president after eight years. Yet as Jonathan Horn reminds us, Washington’s post-presidency was fascinating and important in its own right. Vividly told and impeccably researched, Washington’s End is a movable feast of a book. Read it, savor it, learn from it.”

        —Jay Winik, New York Times bestselling author of April 1865 and 1944

        “Every great man, even George Washington, has his Lion in Winter moment. Jonathan Horn brings us along on this cold, sad journey, lighting the path with brilliant writing and characterization.”

        —Robert L. O’Connell, bestselling author of Fierce Patriot and Revolutionary: George Washington at War

        “Jonathan Horn knows how to tell a story, and he humanizes Washington as no previous historian has done. I can’t remember a book where I paused so many times to say to myself, ‘I didn’t know that.’ This engaging book is history served up exactly the way I like it. A wonderful and insightful read.”

        —Bob Schieffer, CBS News

        “A remarkable work, revealing Washington as seldom seen before—up close, warm, intimate. Washington opens his heart and soul about his country, his friends and associates, his family—and himself. Jonathan Horn’s book is a unique portrayal of Washington’s private life as he shapes the presidency and a new nation—and tries to prepare America for a future without him.”

        —Harlow Giles Unger, author of Thomas Paine and the Clarion Call for American Independence

        “A riveting read and a powerful story! Jonathan Horn relates the fascinating story of Washington’s long-overlooked final years, describing vividly the president’s return to private life and the subsequent intrigues, feuds, return to uniform, and personal torment that beset America’s first ex-president.”

        —General David Petraeus, former commander of coalition forces in Iraq and Afghanistan and U.S. Central Command, and former Director of the CIA
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To my parents for a beginning

To Caroline and Laura for believing in the end





We know little of ourselves & much less the designs of Providence.

—George Washington
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PROLOGUE History’s Current

Peering through the doorway into the chamber minutes before noon on March 4, 1797, John Adams hears whispers and sees the backside of the hero receding down the aisle: his long hair powdered and pulled back into a queue that is tied and tucked into a bag below the nape of the neck, in a style common among the now old men who wrote the first chapter of their country’s history. The back of the head would look much like Adams’s own if not standing a half foot taller. The whispers in the chamber rise to a roar as the great man nears the halfway point between the door to the east and the dais to the west. “Washington! Washington!” the people packing the gallery on the north side cry. Soon they will see what no one alive ever has: the title of head of state peacefully passing from one breathing man to another. The thought leaves Adams light-headed.

Outside the chamber, the wind blows from the southwest, the direction George Washington will soon ride to his Virginia home, as if nature itself resists his leaving Philadelphia, the country’s interim capital. Adams waits under the cover of the portico connecting the lower chamber of Congress Hall to the old state house now shorn of the rotting steeple that watched over the Continental Congress in 1775, at the beginning of the Revolutionary War, when he nominated Washington for commander in chief of the Continental Army. The old stories of Washington’s courage during the French and Indian War had impressed everyone. How “handsome” he looked in the uniform he wore to the Congress! Even then, Adams envied Washington. “[His] excellent universal character would command the approbation of all America and unite the cordial exertions of all the colonies better than any other person in the Union,” Adams remembers having told the delegates, while worrying that the people might turn the general into an idol.

In a sense, the people have. They bestow Washington’s name on their children and towns, hang his portrait in their homes, and celebrate his birthday with balls, like the “splendid but tedious” one Adams attended ten days ago when Washington turned sixty-five. The Philadelphia socialites have hinted at the advice they would give: rent the house Washington will vacate; dress and act as he would. Disappointment, Adams knows, awaits. The people must adjust to a new kind of president, one who cannot afford to entertain in the same style. No more formal dinner parties with carefully curated guest lists; the company of “a few select friends” must do. No more driving through Philadelphia’s streets behind six horses; two must suffice. No more congressmen pausing to pay tribute on the president’s birthday, if for no other reason than the calendar: Adams’s upcoming sixty-second will occur during a recess (he has already checked).

Adams has not slept in more than a day. The stress has built ever since he heard Washington promise to attend the inauguration. Adams misses Abigail, the wife he left back home in Massachusetts, though even she doubts whether he can “fill” Washington’s “place.” It is not because of a superior education, for Adams knows Washington’s schooling ceased around his fifteenth birthday, before he ever attended a college like Adams’s alma mater, Harvard. Nor does Adams think it is because of Washington’s superior character, for “there are thousands of others who have in them all the essential qualities—moral & intellectual—which compose it.” Washington’s willingness to surrender power merely conforms to a culture obsessed with Cincinnatus, the ancient Roman general who saved the republic only to surrender power and return to his farm. Had Washington lived in another culture or at another time, he might have instead copied Caesar. Where the people applauding in the chamber see selflessness, Adams sees ambition for the same fame he detests himself for coveting.

What, then, accounts for Washington’s “immense elevation above his fellows”? The answers, Adams believes, are so obvious as to be overlooked: for example, Washington’s standing six feet tall and looking even taller thanks to the king-sized hands and feet crowning those long, “elegant” limbs. There has never been a choice but to look up to Washington. Hailing from Virginia, the oldest colony and largest state, has magnified his advantage because “Virginian geese are all swans,” or so they tell themselves in the Old Dominion. Wedding the wealthy widow Martha Dandridge Custis thirty-eight years ago has given Washington control over an immense fortune and an unsurpassed reputation for “disinterestedness,” all because he could afford to serve without salary during the war. Having no biological children—the two Custis grandchildren who have lived with him during the presidency are the fruit of Mrs. Washington’s first marriage—has reassured a people paranoid about hereditary succession and has mostly spared Washington from irritating rumors like the one dogging Adams about positioning his oldest son, John Quincy, as heir apparent. Possessing unusual “self-command” allows Washington to conceal his fierce temper, even though he often loses control of it behind closed doors. In public, he has “the gift of silence,” a rare talent for pursing his lips and clenching his jaw so as to hide those ugly blackish-looking false teeth and let people imagine instead the wondrous depths of “rivers whose bottoms we cannot see.”

Washington knows how to leave people wanting more. For their eyes, he has always staged his entrances and exits with “a strain of Shakespearean… excellence”: the moment in 1775 when he “darted” out of the room rather than (“modesty” forbid!) hear his name nominated for commander of the Continental Army; the “solemn” scene eight years later when he resigned his commission after securing America’s independence; the reluctance he manifested before emerging from retirement to chair the Constitutional Convention in 1787 and to accept the newly created office of president in 1789; the prophetic-sounding farewell address he published this past September, weeks before the election so as to deter the electors from giving him the third term he would otherwise have received.

An encore now ensues. As the cheers in the chamber grow louder, Washington walks faster so as to signal how desperate he is to break free of the trappings of power that have detained him for two terms from Mount Vernon, his beloved Virginia estate overlooking the Potomac River. This time, Adams believes, it is more than an act. Washington staying in office a single day more would endanger his health. “He must plunge into agriculture and ride away his reflections,” the memories of the controversies and calumnies that he fears have tarnished his reputation.

The country has divided into the parties Washington hoped never to see but can no longer transcend. Federalists have supported his administration; Republicans have opposed it. Both parties have their bases: the Federalists in the North, the Republicans in the South. Both parties have their own presses. Off the Republican ones come stories accusing Washington of betraying the legacy of the American Revolution and of craving a crown. Not being accustomed to criticism makes it harder to bear. The words wound Washington deeper than the public imagines. “His skin is thinner than mine,” Adams realizes. Some say Washington refused to stand for a third term, in part, because he knew he could no longer carry every electoral vote as he did in his first two elections.

So it is Adams who has suffered the indignity of defeating the Republican candidate, Thomas Jefferson of Virginia, by only three votes. Finishing second has given Jefferson what the past eight years of personal experience have revealed to Adams as “the most insignificant office that ever the invention of man contrived”: the vice presidency. Not far from where Washington now sits waits Jefferson, looking about the same height as his fellow Virginian but powdering his hair only a little and letting the queue hang free over his back. Not since resigning as secretary of state at the end of 1793, after feuding with Washington’s other cabinet members over foreign policy, has Jefferson appeared in Philadelphia. He “is as he was,” Adams notes, as romantic as ever about the bloodlettings and beheadings known as the French Revolution.

Nothing, it seems, will “awake” Jefferson from his “golden dreams” and show him that the French Revolution has replaced monarchy not with the liberty he hoped but with the mobocracy Adams dreaded from the start. Four years have passed since Louis XVI, the French king who sent ships and soldiers to support the American Revolution, went to the guillotine and his country, now a republic, went back to war against the United States’ old colonial overlord. Britain has fought on even as Europe’s other royal powers have fallen to the French forces fanning out across the Continent. With Republicans favoring France and with Federalists favoring Britain, the war has accelerated the forces pulling Americans to opposite sides, even as Washington has said the country will take no sides. He has labored to keep America at peace. Maintaining it has required him to ratify with George III of Britain the so-called Jay Treaty, a controversial accord that Republicans denounce as a betrayal of France. To undermine the deal, they have gone so far as to urge the French to meddle in the recent election on Jefferson’s behalf. Franco-American relations have all but collapsed. There are whispers of war. Already French privateers have declared open season on American shipping.

If war comes, the American people will long for Washington. They will want a general at the helm. Instead, they will have Adams. The years chairing committees at the Continental Congress and conducting diplomacy abroad have brought him to this moment. Down the aisle that Washington has walked—and up the dais where he sits—now goes John Adams. The sword he wears across the waist of a light-colored suit cannot change how he sees himself: a “short, thick, fat” man insecure over having never worn a sword in battle. “Adams!” the people cheer, but not as loudly as they cheered for Washington, as if having engaged in the ritual before has dulled their enthusiasm. “I have been so strangely used in this Country, so belied and so undefended,” Adams thinks. Republicans think him too much a Federalist. Federalists know him to be too much an independent. Even those who have supported his election do not love him. They “seem to be afraid to approve anybody but Washington.” Only thanks to Mrs. Washington does Adams know he had the support of her husband in the election.

The faint feeling lingers. Perhaps Adams should say little more than the oath required for office. The address Washington gave at his second inaugural totaled just 135 words. But silence has never been among Adams’s gifts. Even if it leaves him “open to scoffs and sarcasms,” Adams must speak his mind. He worries he will not “get through” it all. On he goes praising the Constitution, insisting that he has no desire to turn the Senate into a House of Lords or the presidency into a monarchy, and warning about the danger of political parties and foreign attachments. Toward the end comes the tribute he has prepared to Washington. “In that retirement, which is his voluntary choice, may he long live to enjoy the delicious recollection of his services, the gratitude of mankind, the happy fruits of them to himself and the world, which are daily increasing, and that splendid prospect of the future fortunes of his country, which is opening from year to year.” Knowing that people worry how the country will endure without Washington makes it necessary to add this: “His name may be still a rampart, and the knowledge that he lives a bulwark, against all open or secret enemies of his country’s peace.”

The worries for Washington’s health vanish. The old man suddenly looks “as serene and unclouded as the day.” Washington needs to say nothing in response, for the expression says everything. “Ay!” Adams imagines his predecessor saying. “I am fairly out and you fairly in! See which of us will be happiest.” The chief justice administers the oath. To the people watching, Adams bows. There is “more weeping than there has ever been at the representation of any tragedy.” He looks for a “dry eye” in the room but can find “scarcely” one other than Washington’s. The number of “ladies” in attendance astonishes Adams. Then the realization strikes: The audience has not come to see Adams’s reign begin. The people have come to witness Washington’s end.



Into the freezing air on the morning of March 9, down the paved streets splitting the brick sidewalks, past the mansions belonging to the wealthiest of the forty thousand or so people who call Philadelphia home, away from the market and circus and theater, beyond the reach of the tidy grid, down the banks of the Delaware River to the southwest, toward the head of the Chesapeake Bay, and onward to the Potomac River, the carriage rolls. Only “a child within view of the holidays” can appreciate the “happiness” spurring George Washington. He has tried to hide it. “My countenance never yet betrayed my feelings,” he insists. But for months, he has “counted” the weeks and days until this moment: his “release” from the high walls running to the right and left of the three-story house he has rented in Philadelphia. Mount Vernon lies ahead. The journey, he expects, will take about a week. The luggage-laden wagon accompanying the carriage will undoubtedly slow the pace. So will the women sitting on either side of him.

On one side sits sixty-five-year-old Martha. She is “dear Patcy” when they are alone, “Mrs. Washington” when in company. With a double chin and dentures she did not have when they wed thirty-eight years ago, she will not miss needing to have her white hair dressed every day. For many years, “the first and dearest wish” of her “heart,” he recognizes, has been for the two of them “to grow old in solitude and tranquility together.” Unless she dies before him—and he remarries a much younger woman, which he has vowed never to do so long as he retains “the faculty of reasoning”—he knows he will never reproduce. The problem, he tells himself, lay with her, never mind the two children she brought to Mount Vernon from an earlier marriage. Having lost them both to disease has made her all the more protective of her grandchildren and all the more worried she will lose those she loves. Between coughs caused by a “violent cold,” she begs Washington to “remember” the pet parrot they left behind in Philadelphia.

On the other side come worries for a dog named Frisk from one of the two Custis grandchildren who have grown up with the Washingtons. Nelly Custis, an endearing doe-eyed girl approaching her eighteenth birthday, misses her “poor little” canine companion. Alas, the carriage could not accommodate the unruly animal. Along with the parrot and many other belongings, Frisk will come to Mount Vernon later by boat, Washington promises, though he personally “should not pine much if both [pets] were forgot.” At least, he will not have to deal with the other adopted grandchild, Nelly’s brother, fifteen-year-old George Washington Parke Custis (Wash for short), getting carriage sick again. Allegedly to study, the boy has gone to the College of New Jersey in Princeton.

In his place travels another namesake: seventeen-year-old Georges Washington Lafayette, a refugee of the French Revolution. Ever since arriving in America in 1795, the tall and thin teenager known as Georges has brought out emotions Washington has struggled to “reconcile.” First is pleasure because Georges’s upright character conjures memories of his father, the Marquis de Lafayette, who was just a few years older when he sailed from France, risked his noble blood and riches in America’s fight for freedom, and won a place in Washington’s military family and in his heart as “the man I love.” Second is sadness because the gloomy look creeping across the boy’s face reminds how the seeds of revolution that the older Lafayette brought back to his native soil yielded a bloody harvest that spread beyond his control, forced him to flee the radicals taking power in France, and landed him in the custody of royalist forces who liked him just as little and eventually banished him to the Austrian prison where he has suffered since. Finally, there is lingering embarrassment for the months Washington waited before welcoming Georges into the president’s house for fear of being criticized by pro-French Republicans.

Never did Washington imagine the newspapers would take their attacks so far. “Every act” of his life, he believes, has been “misrepresented and tortured with a view to make it appear odious.” For eight years, he fought the British in the field. Now, because he recently signed a treaty with them, “infamous scribblers” hiding behind pseudonyms dare to suggest that he supported the redcoats all along. To prove the preposterous, Benjamin Franklin Bache, the editor of the Philadelphia-based Aurora, has reprinted old forged letters that first appeared during the Revolutionary War and that, if real, would have unmasked Washington as a halfhearted patriot. Long as he resisted responding to these obvious lies—much as he wanted to trust the people to find truth for themselves— the “pains” Bache “has taken… to impose [the letters] on the public as genuine productions” have required a response. Part of Washington’s last full day in office went to finishing a letter exposing the falsehoods for the public and “posterity.”

Riding away from Philadelphia has not made the anger over these libels go away. “To the wearied traveler who sees a resting place and is bending his body to lean thereon, I now compare myself,” he says. “But to be suffered to do this in peace is, I perceive, too much to be endured by some.” He recalls the discontent that infected his camp in Newburgh, New York, during the final months of the Revolutionary War. If only the critics now accusing him of having “cankered the principles of republicanism” could have heard him then, as he persuaded his underpaid officers not to challenge civilian authority, “just” and “honorable” as their grievances were. If only the critics now accusing him of acting like a king could see him presently riding home to his farm. “To some whose minds are differently formed from mine,” he thinks, the parades that people along the way wish to give “would have been highly relished, but I avoided in every instance where I had any previous knowledge of the intention.”

At times, he cannot elude the militiamen on horseback desperate to escort him. One troop accompanies the caravan through Delaware; another meets it in Maryland. The ruts in the road increase as the wheels roll south; the number of “buildings and other improvements” that one can see decreases. It is always this way when crossing from the North into the South. The chasm between the sections has only grown as states such as Pennsylvania break free of the slave labor system entrenched in the South. Only by rotating slaves in and out of Pennsylvania can one skirt the state’s “gradual abolition” law giving freedom to any person residing in Pennsylvania for six straight months. Word from Mount Vernon is that Washington’s prized chef Hercules, who left Philadelphia earlier, has disappeared despite his having promised never to run off and despite there being orders to watch him carefully even so. From the road, Washington sends a letter asking if Hercules has shown his face back in Philadelphia. Perhaps he grew too fond of the freedoms he found there. “If he can be discovered & apprehended,” Washington writes, “send him round in the vessel” that will carry the other belongings to Mount Vernon.

On March 12, the caravan reaches Baltimore. “Met & escorted into town by a great concourse of people,” Washington notes in his diary, before setting off again the next morning and the morning after that over dirt roads cut through thick woods. The trees have stood for centuries, long before any of Washington’s ancestors sailed from England for America in the mid-1600s and long before any of his countrymen pushed west over the mountains into the Ohio Country, the wilderness where rivers drain not east back to the Atlantic Ocean but west to the Mississippi, the river marking the United States’ western boundary. Can a divided republic of several million people dispersed across an undeveloped country of vast distances hold together? Only “experience,” Washington thinks, will reveal the answer. Hope, however, lies ahead.

Almost seven years have passed since Congress voted to create a permanent seat for the federal government on the Potomac, the river that rises over the mountains not far from the Ohio Country and flows east between Maryland and Virginia toward the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean, the river that Adams won sixty-nine of his electoral votes above but only two below. The selection of the Potomac emerged as part of a compromise between representatives from different sections of the country. Where exactly the new capital should go on the river was entrusted solely to Washington’s discretion as president. He settled on a spot just up the Potomac from his Mount Vernon home but just below the falls, the line of rocks and rapids that have thwarted generations of English-speaking sailors seeking to ascend the river.

The four ten-mile boundary lines he plotted compose a perfect diamond-square federal district incorporating land from both sides of the river. The town of Alexandria, formerly of Virginia, anchors the bottom corner of the district nearest to Mount Vernon. On the western end of what was the Maryland side stands the village of Georgetown. Just east of it, out of the V formed by the confluence of the Potomac and its so-called Eastern Branch, rises a new capital city, whose construction Washington has personally directed but whose destiny nature itself, he believes, dictates. The city will be the Union’s core, the heart to which every limb of the country connects. Once the canals being constructed open navigation of the river beyond the falls, the city will draw the West into trade with the East. Once the national university he imagines opens its doors, the city will draw into friendship the finest students of the country

















ProloguePaths to Honor

    It would always be November 25, 1863, in the mind of Douglas MacArthur. Nearly a century later, he would recall the fighting in the present tense, as if he had been there. So many times as a boy he had heard the story of the 23,000 Union soldiers lying under the last line of trees and listening for the signal to rise, unfurl their flags, and step into the clearing as if actors entering a vast stage viewable from the ridges, hills, and mountains rung around it. Behind these men in blue lay Orchard Knob, the mound-like hill where their newly arrived commander, Ulysses S. Grant, watched, and behind him, Chattanooga, the crucial railroad junction where they had withered away on half their usual rations amid the weeks-long siege he had come to break. Ahead of them stood their adversaries, the Confederates lining Missionary Ridge, the steep five-hundred-foot heights running for miles on an axis penning the Union army into this town wedged into the winding Tennessee River.

    At this point, two and half years into the American Civil War, the soldiers had seen enough of rifle and artillery fire to recognize a suicide mission, and a frontal assault against a position as strong as Missionary Ridge had the look of one. Grant had done what he could to avoid it. He had tried to outflank the Confederates by attacking either end of their position: from above, where the railway tunneled through a hill, and from below, where towering Lookout Mountain had peeked out through the clouds the previous day when Union soldiers had seized it. By this day’s dawn, the clouds had all disappeared, and the United States flag flew on the summit for all to see. But rebel flags still crowned Missionary Ridge. By the afternoon, both of Grant’s attempts to outflank and roll up the Confederate line had stopped short. No choice remained but to order forward the men in the middle. Grant had no expectation that they could carry the ridge. In fact, he specifically commanded that they not carry it, only seize the rifle pits at its base and then stop, in the hope of forcing the Confederates to divert resources from resisting the principal attacks on their flanks.

    Sometime between three and four o’clock in the afternoon came the signal: six cannons discharging in rapid succession. The sound of bugles followed. Then out from the trees and into the amphitheater came two long lines of blue stretching two miles, marching in quick time toward the rifle pits at the ridge’s base still hundreds of yards away, and drawing on an unseen reservoir of courage distilled in the despair and desperation of defeat. No one who saw the soldiers that afternoon would forget the pageantry with which they commenced their charge: their flags flying, their guns glimmering, their formations holding perfect as if on parade. The sound of officers shouting commands could be heard until the Confederate cannons atop the crest of Missionary Ridge unleashed their fire. Rather than retreat, the men doubled their speed as if racing one another to the ridge. Before any of them reached it, the Confederate soldiers lining the base began to give way. Those not succumbing to their shock at the surging blue wave sought to flee up the ridge toward their comrades entrenched on the crest.

    Into the rifle pits the blue coats swept. Stopping there, the two Union lines mixed together. Exhausted as the men were, they could not rest long. The rebel artillery atop the ridge began to find their range. Having come this far, the Union soldiers needed to go farther. The closer they stayed behind the enemy retreating up the ridge, the harder it would be for the Confederate infantrymen on the crest to shoot their rifles without striking their own ranks. The higher the bluecoats climbed up the slope, the more difficult the angle of fire would become for the Confederate cannons, which could not bow their barrels so low as to hit what was straight beneath them. Greater safety lay where glory began on higher ground. So out of the rifle pits rose the Union regiments, and up the ridge they went. “Who ordered those men up the ridge?” asked Grant, gazing from Orchard Knob. The generals gathered around him had no answer. The troops had gone on their own.

    No orders could be heard over the roar of fire. And for a time, no order could be seen in the field. Many of the men could not even see their own officers through the smoke. All they could see were the banners their brethren had carried into the battle: the national colors and the regimental ones. Forward went the flag bearers. And behind these brave men, others followed until the flocks they formed took on the appearance of inverted Vs with flags leading the way at their points. The generals watching from Orchard Knob could see a field full of such flags.

    But Douglas MacArthur, imagining the scene long afterward, could see only one flag: the one picked up by his father, Lieutenant Arthur MacArthur, the adjutant of the 24th Wisconsin. He had not carried the staff into the battle. But when the sergeant whose job it was tired halfway up the ridge, Arthur rushed forward to rescue the flag from falling to the ground. The men cheered as he seized the staff and hoisted it up. They had not always respected him. He was but eighteen years old and looked even younger with ringlets in his hair and not the slightest stubble on his face. Not yet mature, his voice had broken and screeched the previous year when he had given orders to the men during their first dress parade. They knew he owed his commission to his influential father, the judge of the same name. The lieutenant went by junior, and seemed it, too. To his father’s fine house in Milwaukee, Arthur had gone when he had fallen sick during the summer. He had not returned in time for the Battle of Chickamauga, the terrible defeat that had bloodied his regiment and forced it, along with the entire Union army, back into Chattanooga at the start of the fall. But upon hearing the news, he had raced to return: to rejoin the men and to share their suffering during the siege. Now they fanned out behind him and followed. Accounts of what he shouted to them differ. “On, Wisconsin!” was the version his son heard long afterward.

    Down from the Confederate cannons on the crest came canister and grapeshot spraying metal balls everywhere. Finding refuge where possible in the ridge’s jagged face and behind the stumps of trees the Confederates had cleared, the Wisconsin men dashed for cover before darting out again. But there was no hiding the flag. MacArthur held it high, even when a blast of canister tore through it. On he went at the head of the men pulling themselves up the ridge with their knees scraping the ground and their hands stretching for branches, rocks, or whatever else they could grasp. One final surge brought them over the crest and into the enemy’s breastworks. Down the opposite side of the ridge ran the Confederates, as the Wisconsinites chanted, “Chickamauga! Chickamauga!” Its name no longer haunted them. They had avenged their defeat. MacArthur had not been with them then, but he was with them now and would have his moment. Near the house that had served as the Confederate headquarters during the siege, he planted the flag he had carried. Despite having the rim of his hat struck, he had suffered only a scratch. The flag, by contrast, was in tatters. MacArthur made a point of showing it to Brigadier General Philip Sheridan, who would soon become famous as Grant’s cavalry commander but was then in charge of the division to which the 24th Wisconsin belonged.

    Others also took notice of the regiment’s flag. A newspaper correspondent hailed it as one of the first Union flags to clear the ridgeline and credited MacArthur by name for its appearance. A corporal who kept a diary noted MacArthur’s infectious courage. So did a captain who wrote to MacArthur’s father and made him a very proud judge. The lieutenant had the pleasure of seeing his name praised in the regiment’s official after-action report. But no mention of MacArthur appeared in the higher-level report General Sheridan filed for the division as a whole.

    In truth, it would have seemed strange for Sheridan to mention MacArthur given that his feat was, as one historian of the battle puts it, “no more intrepid than” those of many other soldiers whose flags lined Missionary Ridge at the end of one of the Civil War’s most complete and surprising routs. There was the sergeant who ran ahead of his regiment, the 88th Illinois, into a trench still teeming with armed Confederates and, though alone among them, planted a Union flag with complete disregard for his own safety. There was a captain who picked up the flag of the 19th Illinois after its previous three bearers had fallen, and then carried the colors to the crest despite having fourteen bullets pass through his coat. There was the Indiana color-bearer who handed off his regimental flag upon suffering two wounds but, after seeing the men carrying it in his stead go down, picked it back up and brought it to the top, where he received a third wound.

    Douglas MacArthur did not grow up hearing those stories. He grew up hearing his father’s story and came to believe an account of it where Arthur reached the top of the ridge not with just a scratch but with his clothes as torn as the flag, his body “racked with pain” and “covered with blood and mud,” and “his smoke-blackened face barely recognizable.” In this version, General Sheridan came over on his own to the young lieutenant. “Take care of him,” Sheridan said to the men around MacArthur. “He has just won the Medal of Honor.”

    If Sheridan did say those words, the 24th Wisconsin’s commanding officer, Major Carl von Baumbach, did not hear them. He remained under the impression that his adjutant was not even eligible for the medal, which Congress had created only the year before. The law authorized the president to award medals to “such non-commissioned officers and privates as shall most distinguish themselves by their gallantry in action.” As a lieutenant, MacArthur was a commissioned officer, which meant he did not qualify. In early 1863, however, Congress had passed a second law expanding eligibility to lieutenants, captains, majors, colonels, and even generals. But the change to the law went largely overlooked.

    So, as a result, did many extraordinary acts of valor until decades after the Civil War, when the Medal of Honor began to acquire the prestige that would soon make it synonymous with courage “above and beyond the call of duty.” Old veterans began demanding new consideration. It was around this time in 1899 that Arthur MacArthur happened to take a new job as the army’s assistant adjutant general, which put him in the Washington office overseeing the paperwork needed for a medal. He had stayed in the army all these years despite his conviction that it had denied him and other officers the honors their deeds during the Civil War deserved. He channeled his bitterness into legalistic letters to the War Department. A characteristic one ended, “I feel very reluctant to agitate the subject again,” after having done so for six pages. In June 1890, a letter nominating MacArthur for the medal arrived from his old commanding officer, von Baumbach, who explained that he had only “very recently been informed” (surely by MacArthur himself) that officers could receive the award after all. “I think it no disparagement to others to declare that he was ‘most distinguished in action’ on a field where many in the regiment displayed conspicuous gallantry, worthy of the highest praise,” von Baumbach wrote. Only days after receiving the letter, the army awarded MacArthur his medal.

    Douglas was ten years old at the time and had followed his father to Washington, DC. It must have seemed as if the whole city was reliving his father’s charge up Missionary Ridge. There was Douglas’s grandfa-ther, the still-proud judge, who had accepted a judicial appointment in the federal district and made a name for himself as a storyteller as skilled at entertaining the capital’s elite as entrancing an impressionable boy happy to listen for hours. There were also the veterans of the 24th Wisconsin who sent affidavits backing up von Baumbach’s claims. Curiously, none of them could swear to a memory of having seen Arthur as he ascended the ridge. They had only a hazy recollection of spying the flag at the top and hearing what was said of Arthur afterward. It made no difference to Douglas. When it came time for him to write his own account of the battle, he could see the scene as if it had happened only moments before. Rising above the ridgeline in the fiery light of the setting sun, the banner and its bearer blurred together into the seamless form he imagined “silhouetted against the sky.” Where there had been many flags, there was now just one, and it was indistinguishable from the name MacArthur.

    Eight years after receiving the Medal of Honor, Arthur MacArthur would once again be part of a flag raising, this time thousands of miles across the Pacific in a place called the Philippines. For what would transpire on those islands many years later during the early months of World War II, Arthur’s son Douglas would fulfill a long quest to receive his own Medal of Honor but not without controversy. The medal would come to the younger MacArthur only after he had accepted orders to abandon his besieged army in the Philippines to starvation and surrender—to flee the very danger the medal salutes soldiers for facing. He would famously vow to make his way back and let no one forget the phrase “I shall return.”

    So quoted have those words been that they have obscured the memory of a no less dramatic vow: the one made by the general whom MacArthur left behind in the Philippines. His name was Jonathan Mayhew Wainwright IV, and he pledged to stay with his soldiers no matter the cost and to share their fate even if it meant becoming the war’s highest-ranking American prisoner. To General Wainwright would fall an assignment as above and beyond the call of duty as any performed on Missionary Ridge and yet as different as the distance between victory and defeat: not lifting up the flag in battle but rather staying to see it taken down at the sickening hour of surrender. For the example he set, Wainwright would ultimately receive his own Medal of Honor but also the scorn of the second General MacArthur.

    As the light dims on the last of the old soldiers who waged the Second World War, Wainwright has disappeared below the horizon of history’s view, as if a footnote to the life of Douglas MacArthur, who stands above, as he envisioned his father, a singular hero silhouetted against the setting sun. The discovery of almost completely overlooked diaries and previously unexamined correspondence belonging to Wainwright and his family in military archives—boxes of primary source material not available the last time a biography of him appeared more than four decades ago—makes it possible, for the first time, to lift his character back into the light. What follows is a story that evens the field between him and MacArthur. It is the true tale of two World War II generals who received the same medal but found honor on very different paths. The choices these men made at the start of the conflict would drive them thousands of miles apart as if their stories had diverged along the lines of an ever-widening V. But there would be a second act, and another V, one whose lines would bring them back together at the fighting’s end. And as with the Vs that General Grant had spied on the steep sides of Missionary Ridge, each would be essential to producing the most important V: victory.
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