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			Prologue

			As he prepared to leave Mount Vernon in April 1789 to journey to his inauguration in New York City, George Washington dashed off letters to his closest friends and relatives. Washington had not sought the presidency. After thirty-five years of intermittent warfare, he preferred “to live and die on [his] own plantation.”[1] To Henry Knox, his Revolutionary War comrade in arms, he wrote, “My movements to the chair of government will be accompanied with feelings not unlike those of a culprit who is going to the place of execution. I greatly apprehend that my countrymen will expect too much from me.”[2]

			Like many Americans half a dozen years after the war, Washington was scraping by financially. For his eight years as commander in chief of the Continental Army, he had received neither salary nor pension, only reimbursement for well-documented expenses. He had been forced to neglect his farms, the principal source of his income. In all, the war had diminished Washington’s net worth by half, and he had met with little success in recouping his fortune. Britain’s high-handed postwar restrictions on American trade had eliminated the primary Caribbean markets for Washington’s crops, while prewar Mediterranean markets for his wheat were falling prey to North African privateers. A postwar depression had dried up cash and credit nationwide. Some tenants on Washington’s frontier farms could no longer pay their rent, forcing him to take them to court and evict them.

			To George Augustine Washington, his favorite nephew, Washington confided, “Necessity, if this [election] had not happened, would have forced me into [frugality], as my means are not adequate to the expense at which I have lived since my retirement to what is called private life.”[3] Once inaugurated, he would receive a yearly salary of $25,000 (approximately $750,000 today), the highest in the United States at the time. Clearly, George Washington needed the job.

			In that era of unparalleled change, Washington, like the other Founders of the new republic, made major decisions that were influenced by his personal financial circumstances.

			In 1776, as they lined up in Philadelphia to sign the Declaration of Independence, the Founders attested quite literally to its final words: “We pledge our lives, our fortunes and our sacred honor.”[4] If defeated, they would, as Benjamin Franklin put it, “most assuredly all hang separately,”[5] forfeiting their fortunes and their lives, probably in the gruesome execution ritual the English reserved for traitors: hanging, drawing, and quartering.

			But what exactly were their fortunes? What impact would they have on critical political decisions and the formative policies of incipient institutions? What, if any, were the lingering consequences? By examining the financial affairs of the Founders and the unprecedented decisions they made to shape a new nation, this book attempts to answer these important, timely, and virtually unexplored questions, making the Founders’ finances much more evident while explaining that, well aware of the high stakes, they did not necessarily expect commensurate rewards.

			A little over a century ago, Columbia University professor Charles A. Beard rocked the foundations of normally staid and hagiographic American history by rejecting what he called the “juristic theory of the origin and nature of the Constitution.”[6] He supplanted it with this hypothesis: that economic elements were the chief factors in the development of the nation’s political institutions. In his 1913 book, An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States, Professor Beard argued that economic forces underlay the movement for the formation and adoption of the federal Constitution and determined its most important provisions. Launching the Progressive school of American history, Beard asserted that “substantially all of the merchants, money lenders, security holders, manufacturers, shippers, capitalists, and financiers and their professional associates” supported the Constitution, while any opposition came from unrepresented, non-slaveholding farmers and debtors. Beard concluded that the new Constitution was not the product of “the whole people” but of economic interests who expected to benefit from it.[7]

			Able to draw on only the sparse records of individual states under the short-lived Confederation available to scholars in the early twentieth century, Beard published his study far before the availability of the voluminous personal papers and government documents that have since surfaced that have a bearing on the Founders and their influence on the foundation and policies of the new republic. In this book, I seek to update Professor Beard’s famous hypothesis by providing a deeper understanding of the financial lives of the Founders, of their interests, and of what acted as the drivers of their decisions.

			In our own time of intense public interest in the effects of personal wealth on the nation’s governance, this book investigates and describes the extent and the impact of private finances on the founding generation of the nation’s leaders, shedding new light on why and how the Revolution took place; how individual Founders, reacting to provocative British laws and policies, forged diffuse alliances of contending business interests based at least in part on their financial circumstances; and how and why the leaders of the newly united states opted for a federal Constitution more conservative than the Articles of Confederation.

			This book shows how the Founders shifted allegiances as revolutionary ideology evolved in the tempestuous postwar decades and as they struggled to transform their theoretical debates into a practicable form of government.

			During this critical period of breaking away from Britain, key moments of decision-making—over war and peace, trade and taxation—reveal how contesting individuals drew on their personal experiences, with their changing financial circumstances driving the formulation of new laws and institutions.

		

	
		
			
				Part One

				“The Way to Wealth”

			

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			“A Penny Saved”

			Dirty, cold, and hungry, seventeen-year-old runaway apprentice Benjamin Franklin arrived in Philadelphia on a sunny Sunday morning in 1723 after sleeping all night in an open boat he had helped row across the Delaware River. From the foot of Market Street, he could see, beyond a waterfront crowded with ships and piles of cargo, solid rows of brick houses, a three-block-long covered market, and families dressed in clean clothes heading to the Friends Meeting House. Following them inside, he fell asleep; awakened by a smiling Quaker, he got directions to a nearby bakery, where he spent his last Dutch dollar.

			Already a master printer, the tall, barrel-chested Ben Franklin came to the largest town in America, as George Washington would half a century later, with the promise of a job, something he felt he could never find in Boston, where he had antagonized Puritans and politicians with his satirical writings. Selling half his library, Franklin had found a berth on a Dutch ship that took him to even smaller New York City. There, he also failed to find work, but he had learned of an opening in a Philadelphia printshop, a ninety-mile trudge across New Jersey.

			Born in Boston, the eighth of seventeen children of an immigrant candle and soap maker, Franklin was editing and publishing his own newspaper, the Pennsylvania Gazette, within five years of his arrival in Philadelphia, by age twenty-two.

			In its premiere issue, in October 1729, Franklin advertised his first book publication, Isaac Watts’s metrical Psalms of David, a perennial bestseller. Yet Franklin’s greatest success as a publisher was to come from his own pen. In 1732, he launched Poor Richard’s Almanack. Written in a witty, rural vernacular, it combined Puritan moralizing, weather forecasts, household hints, and memorable proverbs that counseled industry and thrift. It would go on to sell, on average, ten thousand copies a year—one copy a year for every one hundred colonists—making it, after the Bible, colonial America’s most popular reading matter.

			To sell such a large number of books, Franklin found that he had to operate on an ambitious, intercolonial scale. Setting type and printing pages in his own Philadelphia printshop, he then shipped the pages off to be bound and sold by printer partners, often his relatives and former apprentices, in Boston, Newport, New York, Williamsburg, and Charleston.

			

			•   •   •

			Franklin practiced what Poor Richard preached. “Keep thy shop and thy shop will keep thee,” Poor Richard counseled in June 1735. In “Advice of a young Tradesman, written by an old one,” Franklin admonished:

			
				Remember that TIME is money. . . . Remember that CREDIT is money. . . . The Way to Wealth is as plain as the Way to market. It depends chiefly on two words, INDUSTRY and FRUGALITY.

			

			Posing as a “wise old man” delivering a “harangue” to “the People attending an Auction,” Franklin filled “the little spaces” at the margins of his calendar with proverbs. “Clergy and the Gentry” purchased Poor Richard, he later explained in his autobiography, “to distribute gratis among their poor Parishioners and Tenants.” Franklin’s proverbs linked “the Means of procuring Wealth” with “securing Virtue, it being more difficult for a Man in Want to always act honestly. . . . It is hard for an empty Sack to stand upright.”[1]

			Opening a stationery shop in the front of his house on Market Street, he sold paper, tea, coffee, cheese, slates, pencils and lampblack, Crown soap that his siblings made in Boston, iron stoves of his own invention, lottery tickets, and even slaves, whom he advertised in the Gazette. He imported books from London; his 1744 catalog listed six hundred titles. To cater to “Friends here of Different Tastes,” he ordered pamphlets about “everything good or bad that makes a Noise and has a Run.”[2]

			On November 8, 1739, the Gazette noted the arrival in Philadelphia of a young evangelist. The Reverend George Whitefield, a twenty-five-year-old Anglican priest, was preaching his way from Rhode Island to Georgia, everywhere drawing unprecedented crowds. His fire-and-brimstone sermons were igniting a religious revival movement that would shake the political and social foundations of the mainland British colonies while at the same time greatly enhancing Benjamin Franklin’s fortune.

			Eventually barred from most churches by envious clergy, Whitefield preached in the streets and in open fields in a voice so loud and so clear that he could be heard two blocks away by as many as twenty-five thousand auditors, at least according to Franklin’s unverifiable estimate.

			Whitefield had arrived in colonial America from Great Britain already so popular that few churches could safely accommodate his legion of listeners. At Old South Church in Boston, the Gazette reported, “vast numbers of people crowded in there before the time of the service.” When “some persons [were] breaking a board to make a seat,” some “imprudent person” shouted that the gallery was collapsing, setting off a panic:

			
				Some jumped out of the galleries into the seats below, others out of the windows, and those below pressing hastily to get out, several were thrown down and trod upon, whereby many were much bruised, and some had their bones broke.

			

			According to the details provided the Gazette—probably by Franklin’s sister Jane, a Whitefield devotee—five of the faithful perished.[3]

			Sometimes warned by express riders of Whitefield’s approach to a town, thousands would pour in from the countryside to see and hear the celebrated golden-haired evangelist. One report from the Gazette’s Newport correspondent (also a relative of Franklin’s) noted that Whitefield had to preach twice in the same day in the Anglican church to overflow congregations.

			The normally tightfisted Franklin attended one of Whitefield’s Philadelphia sermons. In his Autobiography, Franklin recalled that he was well aware beforehand of the evangelist’s mission to raise funds to build an orphanage in Georgia:

			
				I perceived he intended to finish with a Collection, and I silently resolved he should get nothing from me. I had in my Pocket an Handful of Copper Money, three or four silver Dollars and five Pistoles in Gold. As he proceeded I began to soften, and concluded to give the Coppers. Another stroke of his Oratory made me ashamed of that, and determined me to give the Silver; and he finished so admirably, that I empty’d my Pockets wholly in to the Collector’s Dish, Gold and all.[4]

			

			Franklin recognized a business opportunity, and printer and preacher met before Whitefield concluded his first visit to Philadelphia. Together, the two men forged a mutually beneficial publishing partnership.

			The itinerant evangelist went off preaching all the way to Georgia while Franklin rushed to publish his sermons. In addition, Franklin contracted to publish American editions of Whitefield’s Journals and Sermons, as well as any other books he would write in America.

			In November 1739, Franklin announced in the Gazette his first printing of the Whitefield sermons. Within days, orders for two hundred complete sets poured in. Whitefield’s style, a blend of autobiography, Christian discourse, and travelogue written in plain English, proved an instant success. Soon Franklin was shipping boxes of the books up and down the Atlantic coast and deep into the hinterland to general stores, bookstores, and printshops. Between 1739 and 1741, Franklin printed 110 Whitefield titles. The profits from Franklin’s association with the evangelist outstripped those from his own bestselling Almanack. In 1740 alone, the sales of Whitefield’s writings and printed sermons accounted for 30 percent of all works published in America.[5]

			Enjoying his most successful year ever, Franklin hurried to publish a popular versification of Ralph Erskine’s Gospel Sonnets as well as a second edition of Watts’s Psalms, and a first of his Hymns and Spiritual Psalms. He recruited two partners for the enterprise, his former apprentice James Parker in New York and Charles Harrison in Boston. Franklin printed the first and last sheets, Parker the rest, and Harrison bound them. It marked the first instance of dividing the production and distribution of books.

			While he always made more money from the Gazette and the Almanack—together accounting for roughly half his income—Franklin grasped that book publishing was more prestigious and increased his reputation not only with other printer-publishers but with the reading public.

			For the first time in America, Franklin published fellow printer Samuel Richardson’s Pamela: or, Virtue Rewarded, arguably the first English novel. Selling at six shillings when a loaf of bread cost a penny (in other words, the equivalent of 120 loaves), the novel was considered a luxury. This time, Franklin shipped off unbound lots to Boston, New York, and Williamsburg, where one of his readers was young George Washington.

			Selling subscriptions to his books through his Gazette, Franklin soon had more subscribers than copies, so he gave preference to anyone who paid in advance or came to his shop with cash in hand. His account ledgers show thousands of retail transactions.

			When Franklin began to carry out scientific experiments, he publicized his innovations in newspapers from Massachusetts to Georgia, bringing him even more customers and readers. Investing the profits in real estate, he eventually acquired eighty-nine rental properties in Philadelphia.

			Appointed by the province’s assembly as Pennsylvania’s official printer, Franklin found that each year’s new laws guaranteed his newspaper’s profitability. He soon also won appointment as clerk to the Pennsylvania Assembly. From his entrepreneurial springboard, Franklin won his first political office as a member of the town’s common council.

			And when the imperial postal lords in London criticized the tardy remittances of accounts by rival printer Andrew Bradford, Franklin lobbied through contacts in London for the lucrative post of Philadelphia’s postmaster. His accurate record-keeping and ability to transform losses into profits paved the way for him to next win appointment as joint postmaster general for British North America.

			Franklin soon proved to be as adept a postmaster general as he was a printer and publisher. He gave detailed instructions to postmasters and introduced a uniform system of accounting and standardized forms for all post offices, reforms that tripled the number of deliveries between Philadelphia and New York and doubled those to New England. Visiting all post offices as far south as Virginia, he tripled revenues, for the first time giving the British colonies an efficient postal service.

			In a position carrying the prestige of a royal official, he shared an annual salary of £600 (roughly $110,000 today). For the first time, he received a rare government expense account that enabled him to travel the length of the continent at will and to ship his newspapers and Poor Richard’s Almanack postage-free.

			The Franklin-Whitefield publishing collaboration was so profitable that Franklin and his family were able to move to a larger house four doors down Market Street. Proof of their casting aside of Poor Richard’s frugality appeared almost immediately in the Gazette: they were robbed. The list of stolen goods included a silk-lined coat and a beaver hat.

			In the spring of 1742, news arrived that King George II had declared war on Spain. The Gazette spread the news that Spanish privateers were attacking British merchants who were trading illegally with Spanish colonies around the Caribbean. Gazette readers soon learned of the British invasion of Florida; of Frederick the Great’s invasion of Silesia; and of the death of Emperor Charles VI.

			As British coastal colonies braced for attacks, Scottish merchants in Philadelphia fitted out a privateer, the George, to carry the fight to the Spanish, only to be rebuffed when they sought an appropriation from the pacifist, Quaker-dominated Pennsylvania Assembly. When France joined forces with Spain against Great Britain, the Gazette’s columns brimmed not only with accounts of distant fighting but with tales of Spanish and French privateers boldly sailing into Delaware Bay and capturing four ships bound for Philadelphia.

			In New England, militias boarded a British fleet to besiege the French fortress at Louisbourg. In New York, French-led Indians from Canada attacked and burned Saratoga and attacked Albany. Pennsylvania German volunteers rode north with Franklin’s only son, William, who wore the red uniform of a Grenadier Guards ensign. Leading dangerous patrols, young Franklin was promoted to the highest provincial rank: captain.

			The war finally reached the peaceable domain of the Quakers. Portuguese and Spanish privateers raided up the Delaware River, sacking plantations within thirty miles of Philadelphia and capturing a ship only a few miles south of the undefended city. After sixty-five years of peaceful relations with the natives since its founding by William Penn, the province of Pennsylvania, owned outright by the Penn family, had never made any provision for defense.

			As the raids drew closer to Philadelphia and the assembly still refused to appropriate funds for defense, Franklin, who had much to lose from an Indian raid, broke into print, arguing in his Gazette that Quaker doctrine was not “absolutely against defensive war.”[6]

			In Plain Truth, a pamphlet he wrote and distributed free in English and in German, Franklin argued that protection and obedience were reciprocal obligations. In exchange for the people’s obedience, government was duty bound to protect them. Franklin summoned a mass meeting of citizens and called for five hundred signatures on a petition to the assembly. He got one thousand, but the assembly still refused.

			Franklin then appealed for volunteers to form a militia: twenty thousand Scots Presbyterians and Pennsylvania Germans flocked to colors he designed. Franklin formed the Association for General Defense and created a lottery whose proceeds would be used to order cannon and small arms from Boston, then he rode off to New York City to borrow guns from that province’s government. Franklin’s militiamen drilled throughout Pennsylvania with “good Muskets, all fitted well with Bayonets,” some of which Franklin had sold them.[7]

			Franklin designed and, with hundreds of volunteers, built and armed two river forts. One, called the Association Fort, ran along some four hundred feet of shoreline and bristled with borrowed cannon. The other, an eleven-gun battery within walking distance of Franklin’s home and businesses, protected Society Hill and his own considerable property. Franklin set an example for other merchants by contributing cash to the city’s defense—and took his turn on guard duty at night.

			Despite six years of constant imperial crisis, Franklin’s business interests flourished, largely because of his association with George Whitefield. When European diplomats finally met in Paris and, to the disgust of Americans, halted the fighting, the rival empires returned all conquered territory to the status quo antebellum. After disbanding his militia, Franklin emerged as a leading intercolonial figure and spokesman for the new mercantile class. For the first time, he was elected to the Pennsylvania Assembly.

			He made his former journeyman printer David Hall a full partner in his Philadelphia printing and book distribution business, and over the next eighteen years the profits from Franklin & Hall awarded Franklin with an average £467 per annum (about $76,000 today). Adding income from partnerships in New York and Charleston and receipts from his Philadelphia rental properties, Franklin’s aggregate income amounted to £2,000 a year (approximately $300,000 today), making him among the wealthiest Americans.

			Arriving in Philadelphia a threadbare fugitive at seventeen, Benjamin Franklin by age forty-two had become one of the most influential men in Pennsylvania, thanks largely to wealth he had accrued. Now he could afford to leave the daily routines of the printshop and devote himself to scientific experiments, to writing his bestselling almanac as well as economic and philosophical tracts, and to his growing political engagement.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“My Constant Gain Every Day”

			Through his paternal grandmother, George Washington claimed descent from King Edward III. Whatever wealth such noble lineage might imply was hardly the reality for young George, growing up four centuries and an ocean away from Edward’s reign. Orphaned at eleven, George had so little money by the time he was in his teens that he could not afford corn to feed his horse.

			George’s last English-born ancestor, Lawrence Washington, enjoyed better financial circumstances—at least for a while. As a youth, he left the family manor in Northamptonshire to study at Oxford, enrolling in Brasenose College. After graduation, he became its proctor—the university disciplinarian—whose duties during the English Civil War would include purging Puritans from its faculty. When the Puritans prevailed, Lawrence himself was purged, eventually dying in poverty. The great-great-grandfather of George Washington was ruined, thanks to his loyalty to the Crown.

			The expulsion of royalists from Oxford cut off Lawrence’s son, John, from a university education. Deciding to seek his fortune in the import-export business, John apprenticed himself to a London merchant in a countinghouse along the Thames waterfront, where cargoes from all over England’s booming mercantile empire first arrived on English soil. It was there that he learned about commerce.

			Harnessing his new experience, young John Washington decided to get into the tobacco re-export trade. Forty percent of all tobacco imported from the British American colonies was reshipped through London to European markets. John invested his small inheritance in a merchant ketch crammed with manufactured goods and, signing on as its first mate, sailed across the Atlantic to Virginia, which had declared itself a royalist sanctuary.

			Dropping anchor in the Potomac River, he went ashore to barter. Just then, a squall blew up, shoving his ship aground. Washington managed to refloat the vessel, but most of its cargo had become waterlogged. His inheritance lost, he decided then and there not to return to England, and thus became the first American Washington.

			Ashore, he met an elderly planter who deemed John Washington just the right bridegroom for his daughter. Nathaniel Pope, a member of the Maryland Assembly, advanced Washington £80 in gold (about $12,000 today) and dangled the bequest of seven hundred acres of riverfront land. Washington married Anne Pope and, overnight, assumed the same social status in Virginia that his family had once enjoyed in England.

			John Washington’s opportunism added two elements to the Washington family character. He relentlessly pursued money. By age thirty, he had succeeded as a merchant-planter; within ten years of his arrival in the New World, he had accumulated five thousand acres of undeveloped land. He also carved out a place in his new society as a public servant, albeit paid, prospering on emoluments from Virginia’s royal governor as county coroner, trustee of estates, guardian of children, justice of the county court, and, most notably, lieutenant colonel of the county militia.

			John’s first son, Lawrence, was born in 1659, at about the same time John began to import indentured servants from England. The Virginia government, in order to promote settlements on its frontiers, offered “head rights” of fifty acres for each servant the colonists imported. In all, Washington “brought over” sixty-three white servants. His neighbors elected him to the Virginia House of Burgesses.

			When Anne Pope Washington died, after giving birth to five children within nine years, John Washington promptly remarried. He chose Anne Gerrard, already twice widowed. The second Mrs. Washington, a shrewd businesswoman, also imported servants. As her dowry, she brought John a mill and a tavern, plus a courthouse and a jail, all of which he leased to the colony’s government. He also made a secret pact with the secretary of the colony whereby Washington would survey land just before it became public knowledge that the original land grant had expired and then quickly repatent it for themselves. It was through this inside trading that John Washington acquired the future site of Mount Vernon. His half share of this five-thousand-acre ruse placed the Washingtons squarely among the leading families of the Potomac region.

			When John died, he left most of his land to his son Lawrence, who pocketed enough income from a string of public offices to live like a country gentleman. Elected to the House of Burgesses, Lawrence also became sheriff of Westmoreland County. He married Mildred Warner, the daughter of the late Speaker of the House of Burgesses, and together they had three children before Lawrence died at the age of thirty-seven.

			Lawrence’s second son, Augustine—George Washington’s father—was three years old when his father passed away. His mother remarried and went with her new husband and her children to England. When she died soon after, her widower plunked Augustine into Appleby Grammar School in Westmoreland, where he spent four happy years while Mildred’s Virginia relatives went to court to contest her will.

			Brought back to Virginia, the boy was raised by an uncle, the sheriff of Stafford County. Augustine grew into an amiable blond giant whom everyone called Gus. Marrying at twenty-one, Gus became master of 1,740 acres. Using money judiciously, he developed iron-ore mining and built a blast furnace on his land.

			When England went to war with Sweden, English iron imports disappeared, and an iron rush ensued in Virginia. Gus had unearthed rich ore deposits, and to barter the rights, he sailed to London to negotiate with British investors, who offered him a one-sixth interest in a new iron-mining and manufacturing works, the Principio Iron Works.

			Returning to Virginia with a generous contract, he discovered that his wife and four-year-old daughter had died in his absence. Now alone with three surviving children, he promptly chose a new bride: Mary Ball was the daughter of a member of the House of Burgesses. Gus had initially met her back in London, where she had journeyed to be introduced into English society. They married in the spring of 1731, and months later, their first child together, George Washington, was born.

			From Gus’s 10,000 woodland acres, he harvested a modest living, reinvesting the produce of his fifty slaves’ hard labor in better tobacco-growing land. As more children came, Gus put everyone on rafts and poled them forty miles upriver to a 2,500-acre farm called Epsewasson that he had assembled along the Potomac. It would be years before anyone renamed it Mount Vernon.

			When George Washington was five, he met for the first time his half brothers Lawrence and Austin, both of whom were returning from schooling in England. George was especially fond of the elder, Lawrence, who was sensitive, intelligent, and elegant in manner, his speech littered with literary allusions. Gus turned over the house and farm at Epsewasson to Lawrence.

			George was seven when the War of Jenkins’s Ear broke out. The British Ministry ordered an attack by land and sea on Cartagena, Colombia, the strongest citadel in New Spain. For the first time, English settlers in America were ordered to serve in a British overseas expedition. Red-coated recruiting officers strutted from town to town with drummers and flags, raising the first American regiment. Lawrence Washington immediately applied and obtained a captain’s commission.

			Young George was dazzled by his brother’s new scarlet breeches, navy blue jacket, and gold-laced hat. A shiny brass officer’s gorget hung from Lawrence’s neck, and he wore a crimson sash with a silver short sword dangling from it. Captain Washington sailed south to the Caribbean and into a howling fiasco, with 90 percent of his American regiment suffering casualties, most caused by an array of tropical diseases, including yellow fever and malaria.

			For four years, little George rarely saw his father, who was often away on his restless quest for more land, more ore, more income. When Gus was home, George would follow him around their property, often riding with him over to the iron furnace to watch the blast. When Gus returned from one surveying trip to the West, George watched as he unstrapped his expensive surveying tools and locked them safely in a shed.

			During his frequent absences, Gus arranged to have a convict teach George to read, write, and keep sums. George took a ferry each morning to a log schoolhouse in Fredericksburg, in preparation for Appleby Grammar School in England, the same school Gus had attended as a boy, and where Lawrence and Austin had been educated. But he would never make the crossing to England, and his formal education would soon be over.

			George had just turned eleven when his father died, leaving behind 10,000 acres of Virginia soil, a one-sixth share in the Principio Iron Works, and a herd of cattle. The larger share of his property was passed to Lawrence. When George turned twenty-one, he was to receive the 260-acre Ferry Farm, 2,100 acres of undeveloped land, and ten slaves, an inheritance controlled by George’s mother for the time being. Barely an adolescent, George Washington became a slaveholder.

			Life at Ferry Farm grew progressively more austere. Mary Washington insisted on discipline. Her step-granddaughter (the wife of Robert E. Lee) passed down the tradition that she “required from those about her a prompt and literal obedience somewhat resembling that demanded by proper military subordination.”[1] From his boyhood, George Washington knew what an order sounded like—and the pain of disobeying one. Mary was especially strict about who could ride her horses. No one was allowed to mount her prize bay mare. When George ignored this rule and leaped on the horse, it reared and fell, rupturing a blood vessel in its neck, which proved fatal. Mary may never have forgiven him for this headstrong act.

			George, the oldest of Mary’s six children, never wrote about his childhood and rarely spoke of his education. In all, he received about eight years of irregular schooling, including tutoring in grammar, logic, mathematics, history, geography, and surveying. His earliest surviving papers are three notebooks, some 218 pages of his longhand exercises in mathematics and surveying. A succession of tutors had him copy legal instruments and forms he would need to manage a plantation. He devoted fully twenty pages to copying 110 rules for good behavior from a sixteenth-century manual prepared by French Jesuits to train young noblemen. The book may have been printed by Benjamin Franklin, who regularly distributed Rules of Civility to the bookstore of the Virginia Gazette in Williamsburg.

			Lawrence tutored George until he was fourteen, concealing it from his mother. Discreetly, Lawrence was preparing George for a military career, including fencing lessons from a Dutch tutor. What George learned under Captain Washington’s watchful eye can be deciphered. In a lesson in his notebook dated and signed August 13, 1745, he began to master geometry at thirteen. He soon became an enthusiastic student of mathematics.

			His notebooks contain fifty pages of exercises encapsulating the mathematical training needed by any planter, merchant, or merchant-mariner of his time, including a thorough grounding in currency and credit and Virginia’s rates of exchange. One notebook contains nineteen pages of geometric theorems and definitions. Another includes decimals, simple interest, money conversion, geometry problems, rules of the square root, and plane trigonometry. And a final notebook is devoted to the “Art of Surveying and Measuring of Land.” In its pages, Washington demonstrated that he was properly trained for a career as a “woodland” surveyor. At fifteen, George plotted his brother’s turnip field, his first paid job.

			Lawrence’s influence on his young half brother did not stop at his education. In 1743, Lawrence married into one of the most powerful families in Virginia, exposing George to a rung of society he had scarcely known existed. Lord Thomas Fairfax, sixth Baron Fairfax, was the sole proprietor of the five-million-acre Northern Neck of Virginia. His cousin, Colonel William Fairfax, had recently built Belvoir, a magnificent manor house on the Potomac, four miles from Mount Vernon. Lawrence married Colonel Fairfax’s daughter, Ann, who furnished Mount Vernon in the latest Georgian style.

			Nothing at Ferry Farm had prepared George for a house where everyone wore shoes, where there were separate parlors so one group could dance without disturbing another playing whist or loo, and where dinner table and drawing room repartee was peppered with references to Joseph Addison and Richard Steele’s influential London daily, the Spectator. Discovering an abundance of old issues in Lord Fairfax’s library, the young Washington devoured the Spectator, exposing himself to the wit and politics of Georgian England. He considered it more a primer than a satirical tabloid. The paper introduced him to a smattering of Greek and Latin, and he memorized the expressions he read until, years later, like any gentleman, he could sprinkle his correspondence and military orders with apt classical references.

			It was at Belvoir that George first encountered an English nobleman: Baron Fairfax was the first peer to come live in America. Belvoir’s drawing rooms, music room, dining room, and grand library were filled with guests garbed in the latest London fashions. Between rounds of cards and conversations by the fire, George Washington learned the rituals of deference that he would one day abhor and overthrow. Afternoons of listening to His Lordship rant about women often led to George streaking off with him after the fox. George’s horsemanship impressed the baron.

			As the years passed, Lord Fairfax became fond of the tall, elegantly mannered young Washington. When he decided to sell off some of his acres in the Shenandoah Valley, an area nearly the size of New Jersey, it came to His Lordship’s attention that George had another useful skill. He was already an accomplished surveyor, and Fairfax was inclined to do the lad a favor. Lord Fairfax’s best surveyor needed a strong young assistant to manhandle the supplies, care for the horses, clear the underbrush, haul the chains, carry the theodolite, and hold steady the rod for his sightings. By age sixteen, Washington had developed powerful arms and tough hands.

			He also possessed what mattered most on a frontier expedition: endurance. On March 11, 1748, he set out on horseback from Belvoir for the expedition to the West. But first, George had to stop to get his mother’s permission. After he pointed out that he would be paid, she gave her approval.

			This first journey to the West was a pivotal moment in Washington’s life, for it marked his independence. He may have needed to ask his mother for permission, but now he no longer needed to ask her for money. With hard-earned cash in his pocket, he began to keep a ledger. Whenever he was paid for a surveying job, he bought fashionable clothes. He purchased a sword and took fencing lessons. And he brought money home to help with his mother’s expenses for his five younger siblings.

			He also gained a new kind of stature. Men who ventured onto the frontier and returned safely earned respect they could receive no other way. Their retellings of their adventures made them the centerpieces of fireside society. George had left as a boy; he returned as a young man respected by other men. With his skill as an experienced surveyor, George Washington at age sixteen was ready to pursue a fortune.

			Surveying was considered an important and respected skill in the largely undeveloped American colonies, and skilled surveyors were in demand. As a surveyor’s assistant laying out building lots in the new town of Alexandria, George was able to pay the fees to obtain a surveyor’s license less than six months after he turned seventeen. Two days later, he accepted his first full-fledged professional commission. Lord Fairfax again hired him, at more than the going rate, to lead his own team back into the Shenandoah Valley to measure for subdivision a four-thousand-acre tract near present-day Winchester.

			Doubtless through Fairfax’s influence, he also garnered, at seventeen, a three-year appointment as surveyor of newly created Culpeper County. Before he was eighteen, George Washington pocketed £125 ($18,250 today) a year from surveying, more cash than most Virginia planters saw in a year; between 1749 and 1752, he performed 190 surveys, earning roughly £400 ($60,000 today).[2]

			As he earned higher fees, he bought land, sometimes taking land in lieu of cash. As a speculative fever swept Virginia, grandiose plans to carve up the vast western lands inspired Washington, at age eighteen, to make his first cash purchases of 549 acres in what is now West Virginia plus 1,312 acres on the Virginia–West Virginia line; a year later, he acquired 240 acres along the Potomac and two parcels in the new town of Winchester.

			During his three years as Culpeper County’s surveyor, he acquired 2,315 acres, roughly equal to Lawrence’s estate at Mount Vernon. Before his twenty-first birthday, George Washington’s ownership of 4,830 acres assured him a place in Virginia’s gentry.[3]

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“Join, or Die”

			George Washington’s first act of rebellion against British authority was due not to ideals of patriotism but to a levy on his own burgeoning personal income. Virginia’s royal governor, Robert Dinwiddie, decided to enforce an old regulation requiring that all surveyors pay one-sixth of their income to support the College of William and Mary. Outraged that his hard work should be taxed to support the education of the sons of wealthy planters, Washington decided to pack away his surveying tools.

			Tired of holding the reins for the Fairfaxes, he faced the fact that beyond his surveying work and a modest income from investments in land, he had little potential to earn enough money to live in the style to which he’d become accustomed. He would have to do something bold to catapult himself into the position in society to which he believed he was entitled by heritage.

			He now set his sights on a career as a British Army officer. For four generations, Washingtons had distinguished themselves in the Virginia militia, Lawrence rising to its highest permanent (and salaried) post as adjutant general. George knew how far it had taken his brother into the ranks of Virginia’s elite. George was presentable and an experienced frontiersman, but he lacked military experience. He would have to rely on family connections, the patronage of the powerful Fairfaxes, and sheer nerve.

			In 1752, tragedy again struck young George’s life. Lawrence’s health deteriorated, and as he lay dying, George helped his half brother draw up his complex will. He discovered that he would eventually inherit a tangle of investments—and debts. In the short run, Lawrence made George his executor and left him in temporary control of their father’s Principio Iron Works interests. If Lawrence’s wife and daughter died without heirs, George would receive Mount Vernon. But Lawrence’s most important legacy may have been his status as adjutant general of Virginia’s militia.

			George left Lawrence’s bedside long enough to dash to Williamsburg to seek an audience with the royal governor. He had already made a strong impression on Dinwiddie, who had often signed patents for young Washington’s land purchases and was well aware of George’s backing by the Fairfaxes.

			The House of Burgesses decided to divide Lawrence’s former militia post into four districts. Dinwiddie appointed George adjutant of the southernmost (and least important) district, between the James River and the North Carolina border. With the rank of major, he was to oversee militia training. The £100-a-year salary (roughly $15,000 today) doubled his cash income. Washington borrowed all the military books he could find and, as Major Washington, continued to lobby the governor and his own patrons to help win over the northern district adjutancy, which he considered rightfully his. He succeeded.

			His half brother’s death also brought George something else of value: Lawrence’s shares in a land-speculating firm, the Ohio Company, whose organizers included Lawrence and his brother Augustine. With the hope of establishing a settlement and a trading empire with the local Indians, the company had received a royal grant of two hundred thousand forested acres in the Ohio Valley. Stockholders envisioned constructing a highway linking the valley to the Chesapeake Bay, and thus the Atlantic Ocean.

			Successfully appealing to British authorities, the company had received permission to offer free ship’s passage from England to indentured servants who would work for the company for seven years, clearing forests and building roads and trading posts in return for the right to remain on the land as tenant farmers. The company’s organizers had committed to settling one hundred families in three years around a small fort that they would build at stockholders’ expense. They had to move quickly or lose their grant and their investment, but if they succeeded, they would receive an additional three-hundred-thousand-acre royal land grant. Blazing a highway eighty miles through the mountainous Virginia backcountry to the Cumberland Gap in present-day northwestern Maryland, they built a fortified trading post and began to sell land.

			The value of the company’s stock had soared after Robert Dinwiddie, a wealthy Scottish merchant and himself an investor in the Ohio Company, was appointed as Virginia’s royal governor. He arrived in the colony with fresh capital and a ship loaded with cannon and goods to trade with the Indians, ready to wield his new position toward greater wealth. Dinwiddie attracted other highly placed British officials as investors in the Ohio Company, including the royal governors of Maryland and North Carolina, a majority of Virginia’s House of Burgesses, and a duke, as well as London merchants. Whatever on-the-scene transactions Dinwiddie deemed necessary to assure the success of the Ohio Company now became British foreign policy. But the French government considered the activities of the company nothing more than a subterfuge for extending British imperial power.

			With Lawrence Washington’s death, Governor Dinwiddie had assumed the presidency of the Ohio Company, aware that neither the French nor their native allies recognized the company’s claim to the region. To emphasize that they had not lost interest in the Ohio Valley, the French began to build a line of forts from Quebec southward around the Great Lakes.

			It was at this moment, in February 1753, the same week Washington turned twenty-one and was sworn in as the adjutant general for northern Virginia, that the French launched their thrust into the Ohio Country. Building Fort Machault at near present-day Franklin in northwestern Pennsylvania and at Presque Isle in Lake Erie off present-day Buffalo, New York, they destroyed the Ohio Company’s trading post at Will’s Creek, in northwestern Maryland, replacing it with their own stockade.

			Governor Dinwiddie was instructed, in orders signed by King George II himself, to counter the French threat. He was to send an ultimatum to the French to leave the Ohio Country immediately. If they refused, “[we] do hereby strictly charge and command [you] to drive them off with force of arms.”[1]

			Learning from Colonel Fairfax that an emissary to the French would be chosen, Washington saw his opportunity. Through an emissary, Dinwiddie would be interposing the English—even if over a small private fort—between Virginia and New France. Whoever carried Dinwiddie’s ultimatum would represent not only Virginia but also England. Washington rushed to Williamsburg to make his case directly to Dinwiddie. As an adjutant general, he was already an administrative deputy of the governor, and though he was the youngest of Virginia’s three adjutants, Major Washington was the most experienced frontiersman.

			An imposing giant for his time, young Washington stood a head taller than most men, his 209 pounds spread over a taut six-foot, four-and-a-half-inch frame. Dinwiddie could see there was nothing soft about this frontier-toughened, physically powerful young man who had already proved by his surveying missions that he had the endurance to carry off a thousand-mile trip in the wilderness. He could speak neither French nor any Indian language but, Washington argued, he could take along interpreters.

			The young Washington got his appointment, becoming half diplomat, half intelligence officer. On April 16, 1753, Washington, clad in buckskin, set off with a translator, two hunters, and two fur traders. After slogging through heavy snows and rain for two weeks, Washington delivered Dinwiddie’s ultimatum to the commandant at Fort Machault, who told him that “it was the absolute design [of the French] to take possession of the Ohio.”

			With a French escort, Washington’s party rode north to Presque Isle to present the commandant there with Dinwiddie’s letter. While the French officers huddled in a council of war, Washington learned that they planned to enlist the natives to hunt down “all our straggling traders.” Indians had already taken eight scalps and sent other prisoners to Quebec. When Washington brought up the names of the missing traders, the French commandant suddenly answered the Virginia ultimatum. He would not withdraw his troops.

			Washington rode into Williamsburg after a seventy-nine-day, thousand-mile journey by horseback, canoe, and snowshoe in terrible winter weather. His seven-thousand-word report created a sensation. Dinwiddie presented the report to an emergency session of his executive council, rushed it off to the colony’s printer, and forwarded it, along with Washington’s expert drawings and maps of the Ohio Valley, to the Board of Trade and Plantations in London. Washington’s report was read throughout Virginia and reprinted in other colonies, including in Benjamin Franklin’s Gazette.

			

			•   •   •

			To Governor Dinwiddie and his council, Major Washington proposed that Virginia build a fort at the confluence of the Allegheny and Monongahela Rivers, where the two formed the Ohio River. Dinwiddie succeeded in wringing enough money from the House of Burgesses to build the fort. The burgesses also authorized calling up two hundred militia to garrison it, with five hundred more promised. Washington was ordered to raise half the troops.

			Dinwiddie found it difficult to commission a competent commanding officer for his new regiment. With no battle-seasoned officers, he finally settled on Joshua Fry, an aged professor of mathematics at William and Mary, to lead the expedition. A respected frontiersman, Fry had experience negotiating with the Indians, but he was too out of shape to lead such a mission—and soon died of injuries he sustained after falling off his horse.

			After learning that hundreds of French were canoeing down the Ohio, Dinwiddie promoted Washington to lieutenant colonel. Ordered to leave at once with all the men he could muster, he was to race the French to the fork of the Ohio and build a substantial fort before the French could.

			But the young colonel did not forget that he was a stockholder in the company through whose lands the troops would march. He persuaded his company commanders, all older and more experienced, that their first task was to clear a wide enough roadway for heavy wagons and artillery, a road for future civilian as much as for current military use, a road that would surely raise the value of his investment.

			In the steamy heat of a dense forest, while Washington laid out the route with his surveyor’s tools, his 159 raw troops began the backbreaking work of felling trees, hacking away underbrush, and grubbing out rocks and tree stumps. Incredibly, they managed to cut a passable road for forty miles over several Appalachian ridges. In a lush glen where two streams crisscrossed, known as the Great Meadows, Washington pitched his camp.

			He soon learned that a sizable French detachment was camped only a few miles away. The French party, which consisted of around forty Frenchmen and Indians sleeping in makeshift huts, was commanded by Joseph Coulon de Villiers, Sieur de Jumonville. The group had been sent out from the half-completed Fort Duquesne, sited at the very spot where Washington proposed to build a British fort, to warn the Virginians to leave French territory.

			Washington decided to strike. Creeping within a hundred yards of where the French contingent was camped, Washington bawled the order to attack. The Virginians kept up a withering fire for fully fifteen minutes. When the shooting stopped, ten French soldiers lay dead or wounded, including Jumonville. Washington was stunned when his new prisoners insisted they had been on a diplomatic mission.

			British Americans who considered the land west of the Allegheny Mountains theirs for the taking would later hail Washington’s gambit as a heroic blow against French depredations. But the attack gave the French justification for a major retaliation, and Washington found himself completely exposed deep in Indian country.

			With the French army closing in, Washington decided he would have to make his stand in a hollow he now fatalistically named Fort Necessity. He had wasted more than a month building a road instead of a substantial fort on higher ground. Now, fully half his men, subsisting on only corn and uncured beef, were too sick from dysentery to fight. Making matters worse, Washington had no idea how to design a fort. He had his exhausted men cut down oak trees to fashion a crude stockade that protruded just eight feet aboveground. When he called the roll, he discovered that his Indian escort had vanished.

			On rainy July 3, 1754, French soldiers, concealed behind trees, opened fire at the crowded, pitifully low stockade. Men were wounded or killed whenever they dared to raise their heads to fire. After nine hours, one-third of Washington’s troops were killed or wounded, and the young officer finally faced the unescapable fact that no reinforcements were coming.

			The French commander offered Washington written articles of capitulation. If the English returned to Virginia, they would not be taken prisoner. Washington would have to leave behind his cannon. With his former fencing master, the expedition’s interpreter, critically wounded, Washington relied on the Dutchman’s knowledge of French. In the guttering candlelight, he struggled to translate the word assailir. To the French, the word had only one possible meaning: assassination.

			Washington’s surrender was equivalent to a treaty recognizing French claims to the entire vast Ohio Country. The French were now in sole possession of the western slopes of the Alleghenies and all the tributaries of the Ohio River, in control of the interior of North America. Washington had to swear on his honor not to take up arms for a year before he could lead survivors forty miles on foot back to Wills Creek. Despite French assurances, the Indians looted Washington’s baggage, including his costly surveying tools.

			Governor Dinwiddie, learning of the debacle at Fort Necessity, demanded that Washington counterattack and protect the Ohio Company’s investment. When Washington refused, Dinwiddie stripped him of his command, breaking his rank and pay back to an adjutant’s. Nearly every trace of the expensive five-year-long Ohio Company investment in the Ohio Valley—and of Washington’s quest to profit from his brother’s share of it—was gone.

			Yet when he rode into Williamsburg to report in person, he found to his utter amazement that he had become famous, his name bandied about in the press and in governors’ reports to the king. Even newspapers in London reported on his exploits. Rather than Washington being disparaged for his failure, it was the governors of surrounding colonies who were being vilified for not providing him with reinforcements.

			As war fever gripped England, young Colonel Washington—he had been promoted in his absence after Joshua Fry’s death during the expedition—became the symbol of English resistance to French imperial expansion in the New World. A line he had written in a letter to his brother John was quoted in an article read by King George: “I have heard the bullets whistle and there is something charming in the sound.”[2]

			When Washington learned that his colonelcy had been eliminated, he did not even dignify Dinwiddie’s offer of a new captain’s commission. He wanted to turn his back on a military career and take up a planter’s life. Suddenly, Mount Vernon became

			

			•   •   •
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