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Young Washington’s Sketch Map of His First Wilderness Journey. Appointed to a part-time post in the Virginia militia, young Washington volunteered for a difficult mission—deliver an urgent message from Virginia’s British governor to the French commandant deep in the Ohio wilderness: Stay out!
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Chapter One

THE TIRED, SODDEN TRAVELERS RODE INTO THE OLD INDIAN town of Venango at the mouth of Rivière Le Boeuf. Twenty-one-year-old George Washington had never traveled this deep into the wilds. He had now ridden nearly five hundred miles from the elegant plantations of coastal Virginia, over the crest of the Appalachians, far into the Ohio Valley wilderness, a great forest in America’s interior approximately the size of Spain. Smoke plumed from bark-covered longhouses and hung low in the damp, rainy air. It was early December 1753. A deep chill wrapped the forest clearing. Children and scrawny dogs ran on muddy paths. The arrival of the little caravan—the tall young stranger who carried himself with a proud bearing, the shaggy frontiersman guide, the French-speaking interpreter, the hired men handling the packhorses, the three Indian chiefs—brought out onlookers as word spread among the longhouses. The youthful white planter from the distant Atlantic coast of British America self-consciously rode through the native village, anxious to carry out this crucial step in his first mission for Virginia’s Governor Dinwiddie—to deliver a message to the French commandant somewhere in the Ohio wilderness.

A stouter log cabin squatted amid the bark longhouses, a geometric cube intruding on an organic world. The French flag draped limply from a pole. The cabin had served as the trading post of British subject John Fraser until the French had recently evicted him. This, too, informed Washington’s mission—to learn why the French had so boldly removed British colonist and trader Fraser from the Indian village of Venango and occupied his post.

Washington headed directly for the former trading post, now under the French flag, accompanied by his frontiersman guide, Christopher Gist, and his interpreter for French, Jacob van Braam. Three French military officers received him with formal introductions and polite respect. Captain Phillipe Thomas Joncaire stepped forward as the ranking officer. Son of a French trader and Seneca mother, forty-six-year-old Captain Joncaire had lived in the interior wilds since the age of eleven. Known to the Indians as Nitachinon, he had great influence among the tribes of the region, moving easily between the two worlds and working diplomatically to ally them to the French. Amid the fluid French graciousness, Washington abruptly asked who was the commander of French forces in the Ohio Valley.

Captain Joncaire politely replied that while he had command of the Ohio, another officer, Saint-Pierre, ranked higher. Washington should deliver to Saint-Pierre the letter from the governor of Virginia that he carried in his satchel. He could be found at the headwaters of Rivière Le Boeuf—River of the Buffalo—where the French had recently erected a fortification.

How far away?

Several days’ ride, he was told.

The veteran Captain Joncaire had more or less brushed Washington off. Anticipating a formal encounter after his long journey into the Ohio wilderness, Washington may have felt belittled by Joncaire’s dismissal. He surely felt intimidated by the wilderness veteran and military officer twenty-five years his senior, and perhaps angered that he wasn’t being taken seriously enough. George Washington at twenty-one was a very different Washington from the one we know and hold sacred, different from the stately commander of the Continental Army, the selfless first president, the unblemished father of our country gazing off into posterity. This is not the Washington possessed of nearly superhuman virtue, who, given the chance to consolidate power and rule indefinitely over the just-born nation, willingly stepped down and returned to a quiet life on his Virginia plantation. Rather, this is the young Washington. But not the Washington of the cherry-tree bedtime story. This young Washington is ambitious, temperamental, vain, thin-skinned, petulant, awkward, demanding, stubborn, annoying, hasty, passionate. This Washington has not yet learned to cultivate his image or contain his emotions. Here, instead, is a raw young man struggling toward maturity and in love with a close friend’s wife. This is the Washington of emotional neediness, personal ambition, and mistakes—many mistakes.

Everything about Washington’s life played out on a grander scale than most people’s, including his maturing during his younger years. Most young people make mistakes. Many learn from them. The difference with Washington is that the mistakes he made occurred in an arena that quickly expanded from local, to regional, and finally to global, with far-reaching historical consequences. While the older, mature Washington would lead the Continental Army during the Revolutionary War, this young, raw Washington personally bears responsibility for inadvertently striking the spark that lit the tinder that exploded into the French and Indian War. This young Washington was accused of being a war criminal, an assassin, a murderer, an incompetent leader, negligent, and an international embarrassment. The war that he touched off would last seven years and spread around the world—the first truly global war. Unfamiliar to many Americans, this war in the late 1750s and early 1760s won much of the North American continent for the British. At the same time, it unleashed the forces that twenty years later would mushroom into the American Revolution against those same British. These pivotal early years of Washington’s life give us a picture much at odds with his popular image. This war and his personal passage through the wilderness laid the groundwork for the great leader that Washington would one day become.

For over two centuries, adventurous young men had struck out for the wilderness of the New World. They sought their fortunes, they tested themselves. The passage through the wilderness would become a ritual of life in the New World. Some young men set off and never returned. Others struck on great discoveries—gold, fur, ancient civilizations, vast lands. Still others, taken captive, returned with stories to tell about what lay out there. In five crucial years during his early twenties, George Washington traversed between the “civilization” of the Atlantic coast—with its gracious plantations, linen tablecloths, and attentive servants and slaves—and the wilderness of the North American interior that lay over the mountains, a few hundred miles away. These vastly different worlds would mold Washington as he underwent the transition from adolescence to adulthood and moved from self-centered youth to empathetic adult, from ambitious individual to selfless leader.

Washington’s passage parallels what in mythology Joseph Campbell calls the “hero’s journey.” As the hero travels from the known to the unknown world, often a wilderness, he encounters supernatural powers and mythical beasts and undergoes a series of trials. He returns, ultimately, the “master of two worlds.” Through this five-year journey from the civilized coast through wilderness and war and the long series of struggles and mistakes that accompanied them, Washington eventually became a master of two worlds. As master of two worlds, and finally as master of himself, George Washington would go on to accomplish extraordinary things.

ON THIS, his first mission as a part-time junior officer in the Virginia militia, eager to make a name and propel himself into the Virginia aristocracy, young Washington felt a surge of anxiety. How much longer to his destination? Governor Dinwiddie had urged him to go with all possible haste, as every delay could be costly. Now Captain Joncaire was telling him he faced several days’ additional ride to reach the French commandant who resided upriver at the fort of the buffalo—French Fort Le Boeuf.

Business completed, mission diverted, Captain Joncaire invited Washington, Gist, and van Braam to dine with him and his fellow French officers. The travelers received impeccable hospitality. One can imagine the crude log cabin with a fire blazing in the hearth, candles burning on the table’s rough boards. Outside, the light faded quickly in early December and damp twilight dimmed to blackness. But the warmth and guttering light within revealed a table laden with roasted venison, perhaps beaver tail, elk, and other meaty delicacies of the forest, brought in by Indian hunters. The French officers offered the luxury of bread baked with wheat flour, transported by canoe down the Rivière Le Boeuf from French outposts on the Great Lakes, supplied from Montreal. After a four-week journey from the coast, the dinner came as a sumptuous banquet for Washington and his companions.

And the wine flowed, abundantly. The French officers drank, copiously. Washington held back, tracked the conversation, perhaps tried to ask some questions.

On what basis could they claim possession of the Ohio? It was well known that the region fell within the capacious western borders of the British province of Virginia.

France, they told him, claimed the Ohio on the basis of the explorations of La Salle.

Washington did not understand. Amid the wine and the candlelight, they explained that La Salle had explored the great Ohio River valley many decades earlier—at least sixty years ago—and claimed it for France. They had used it for many decades as a route for their fur trade, and now they would occupy it, manning a series of forts under construction on the Great Lakes and along the Ohio and tributaries. The French had heard that settler families from British coastal colonies such as Virginia and Pennsylvania had crossed the Appalachians to clear homesteads in the Ohio Valley. British fur traders already operated in the region. The French forts would halt this British encroachment.

These were strong words. The French had determined to take the Ohio—land that Virginia claimed as its own. With the wine giving “License to their tongues,” as Washington, earnestly trying to gather intelligence, put it in his journal, the French officers laid out their strategic thinking. “[T]hey were sensible the English could raise two Men for their one; yet they knew [that the English] Motions were too slow and dilatory to prevent any Undertaking of theirs.”

The wine flowed. The light flickered on the log walls of the British trader Fraser’s former outpost, now occupied by the French. The officers drank. “They told me,” Washington recorded, “That it was their absolute Design to take Possession of the Ohio, and by G—they would do it.”

[image: image]

HERE, in this wilderness outpost on the Ohio headwaters, over a dinner of wild game, with a determined twenty-one-year-old in attendance, two world empires bumped against each other like great weighty vessels on a rolling sea. For decades France and Britain had regarded each other as bitter rivals. One an island nation, the other locked in a continental mass, they jealously faced each other across a narrow channel of water, each looking for advantage. They fed their growth by acquiring colonies around the globe, their fleets of ships briskly hauling traded goods back and forth between mother country and far-flung colonial outposts, with every shipload—furs, sugar, rum—boosting the royal treasuries.

France had landed her first North American settlers in 1604 at today’s Nova Scotia. By sailing ship and birch-bark canoe, she had worked her way up the Saint Lawrence River into the continent’s interior, pursuing the trade in furs and befriending the Indian nations among whom the French colonists lived and intermarried. The English established their first colonies to the south, on the Atlantic coast, in 1607 at Jamestown in today’s Virginia and then at Plymouth in today’s Massachusetts. They cleared land and planted crops, gradually pushing aside and often warring with the native inhabitants. At what became Virginia, the earliest colonists had, in effect, planted two flags in the ground along the coast, separated by two hundred miles, and said, We own all the land from here westward to the island of California. Initially believed to be an island, the Pacific coast had been explored in the 1500s by Spanish ships and by Sir Francis Drake. The early British colonists had little idea how far the continent actually extended, or what lay on the far side, and they initially ventured no farther inland from the flat green Atlantic Seaboard than the edge of the Appalachian Mountains.

But now, in the mid-1700s, nearly a century and a half after planting those first flags, after clearing forests and building farms and tobacco plantations manned by African slaves, the British colonists had begun to outgrow that narrow coastal plain. First the settlers bumped up against the Appalachian Mountains. Then the very bravest and most intrepid, crossing on foot and horseback, began to spill over, just a few of them, like trader John Fraser, into the vast wilderness of the Ohio Valley, which British Virginia claimed on the basis of those two flags. The thousand-mile Ohio River, like a great vein draining the eastern continent, rises near Lake Erie. It flows west and south, fed by countless smaller rivers and streams, until it spreads to nearly a mile in width and pours into the Mississippi River near today’s Saint Louis. The French had used the Ohio—the “good river” in the Iroquoian languages, or the “beautiful river”—for decades not only as a trading route but as a link between their Canadian colony to the north and their French colony far down at the mouth of the Mississippi, New Orleans. Plied by voyageur canoes and bateaux—a kind of flat-bottomed cargo canoe—the Ohio River was, as historian Francis Parkman put it, a French line of communication between the snows of Canada and the canebrakes of Louisiana.

For centuries the two powers, France and Britain, had vied for dominance in Europe, most recently in the War of the Austrian Succession. This had lasted nearly a decade and ended only five years earlier, in 1748. At issue, at least to start, was who would inherit the realm of Charles VI of the Habsburgs. France and her allies wanted the realm broken up. Britain and her allies, worried about French dominance on the continent, wanted it to remain intact. Such was the infinitely complex balance of power in Europe, where alliances and treaties blossomed and faded like flowers in spring rains. While the Austrian succession issue was settled in 1748, and a treaty signed, the tensions and rivalry between France and Britain still simmered just beneath the calm surface.

And now the great empires bumped and jostled softly during this polite, wine-soaked evening in a log cabin in the Indian town of Venango. One can picture Washington at the table, quiet, socially awkward, over six feet tall with broad shoulders, a fine rider and good athlete, but lacking a formal education. He knows the French and British have been enemies and are now at peace. He knows that his leader, Governor Dinwiddie, bewigged and jowly, back in the Virginia capital at Williamsburg, has land investments in the Ohio Valley. He knows that he must move quickly, at the governor’s orders, to deliver the message to the French commandant. But young Washington cannot conceive of the weight of empires pressing down inside the warm cabin on this cold, damp December evening in the Ohio wilderness.

THE NEXT DAY IT RAINED—HARD. A frustrated Washington, holed up in his tent, with rain pattering on the woven fabric, couldn’t travel. Even one day’s delay wore on his patience. He had arrived in the wrong place. His mission had been shunted in a new direction by Captain Joncaire. Now rain fell with no end in sight and he would need several days more to deliver the governor’s urgent letter.

Other tensions besides Washington’s haste hung over the dripping Indian town. Both the French and the British were attempting to win the Indians to their side, working within an intertribal web of relationships as complex as the alliance-bound kingdoms of Europe. Whichever nation, France or Britain, earned the allegiance of the Ohio tribes and the nearby Iroquois would possess a great advantage in laying claim to the vast wilderness. But the tribes did not speak with a single voice. Of the several different tribes at Venango, the Delaware Indians there “lived under the French colors,” as frontier guide Gist put it in his journal. The three chiefs traveling with Washington’s party—the imposing Iroquois chief known as the Half King, Jesakake, and White Thunder—were partial to the British. They tried to convince the Delaware Indians living under the French flag at Venango to switch allegiances and pledge friendship to the British, too.

They refused to switch.

Washington, meanwhile, struggled to keep “his” Indians—the three chiefs, or sachems—away from Captain Joncaire. He worried that Joncaire would use his clever arts of persuasion to win them to the French side. The first night at dinner, Washington had kept them from coming to the French officers’ quarters, out of sight in the Indian town. The next day, when Joncaire realized that the Half King and other sachems had arrived in Venango with Washington’s party the day before, he asked Washington why he had not mentioned their presence.

Young Washington told a diplomatic lie. He had heard the captain speak disparagingly of Indians, he said to Joncaire. Having heard the captain speak thus, Washington thought that the captain would not want to see them.

“I excused it in the best Manner I was capable,” Washington reported.

Their presence revealed, Captain Joncaire employed all his skill to win over the three chiefs, giving them presents and pouring generous servings of brandy until they had become thoroughly drunk.

By the next day, however, the Half King had sobered up. In a formal speech, he told Captain Joncaire and the French to leave the Indians’ land in the Ohio and go back to Montreal.

IT RAINED AND IT RAINED AND IT RAINED. Heavy gray skies hung low over the wilderness. They rode their horses through dark forest groves and misty open meadows. Roughly sixty miles of travel lay between them and Fort Le Boeuf, at the head of Rivière Le Boeuf, where they hoped to find the French commandant. The little caravan traced the winding course of the small river northward. Horses’ hooves sank in the marshy mires. They splashed through low spots. The feeder streams ran full from the rains, the high waters submerging the tall grasses that grew along the riverbank. The grass clumps bent underwater, like long beards blowing in the wind, rippling and wavering with the eddies of the stream flow.

Making camp, they unrolled thick furs or scratchy blankets or bearskins in the tents while rain pattered on the canvas. A fire leaped and hissed outside. They huddled round it, drying themselves, eating their supper. Salt pork, hardtack—a large, tough cracker made from flour—dried meat, Indian cornmeal mush, and, on days when the Indian hunters met success, fresh roasted venison or bear.

It was the Congo of its day, the Heart of Darkness. Heading into this vast wilderness of forest and swamp, river and mountain, peopled by strange tribes whose alliances you did not know, you felt at times that you were silently watched from the trees. Odd, hybrid characters of indeterminate race and origin appeared at distant villages and trading outposts—characters like Andrew Montour, who costumed himself in a mix of haute couture and animism, wearing a European coat of fine skyblue fabric, a red damask waistcoat, breeches, and stockings but circling his face with a broad ring of bear fat and paint and braiding his ears with brass wire, as one traveler put it, “like a handle on a basket.” Those who ventured here did so at their own risk, leaving behind the familiar safety of the lands over the Appalachian Mountains, the civilized havens, the provincial capitals of Philadelphia and Williamsburg along the Atlantic coast. There was much to fear, and much to gain—fortunes to be made in fur, in land—although to do so one risked losing more than one understood. A certain callousness attended life here. The blood feuds raged as passionately and the sense of honor burned as brightly as in the lands on the far side of the mountains, but bound by rules you didn’t know.

This was the land into which young Washington journeyed.







Chapter Two

THINGS COULD HAVE TURNED OUT VERY DIFFERENTLY. If Mary Ball Washington had given permission for her eldest son, fourteen-year-old George, to go to sea, he might never have set foot in the Ohio wilderness. She almost relented. Her husband, Augustine “Gus” Washington, had died when George was eleven, leaving her at home with five young children. Not a wealthy family, the Washingtons occupied a lower tier in the hierarchy of Virginia planters. George lacked a formal education, unlike his older half-brothers, whom Gus had sent to England for rigorous schooling and who, upon Gus’s death, inherited the bulk of his estate. Without a large plantation to inherit or a career to pursue, how would George make his way in the world?

When George turned fourteen, his oldest half-brother from his father’s first marriage, twenty-eight-year-old Lawrence, took the adolescent under his wing and dispensed some brotherly advice. Lawrence had served as a Virginia colonial officer accompanying the British Royal Navy in 1741 when it laid siege to Spain’s gold-shipping port of Cartagena, in South America, to avenge insults to British shipping.* A massive fleet of nearly two hundred ships and twenty-five thousand men had arrived under Admiral Edward Vernon, but the Spanish defenders repelled Admiral Vernon’s land forces at the fortress walls, and the arrival of the rainy season hatched countless mosquitos in swamps and puddles, injecting the British troops with yellow fever virus, effectively finishing them off. Safely aboard the admiral’s great eighty-gun flagship, the HMS Princess Caroline, Captain Lawrence Washington of Virginia was spared mosquito-borne disease and the sharpened bayonets of Spanish countercharges, writing home with a mix of bravado and grimness, “War is horrid in fact but much more so in imagination. We there have learned to live on ordinary diet; to watch much and disregard the noise or shot of cannon.”

George was deeply impressed on Lawrence’s return by his erect military bearing, his uniform, and his stories of Spanish castles and British warships. After their father’s death, Lawrence showed a special liking for his younger sibling and urged George to consider a career in the Royal Navy or aboard a commercial ship. In 1746 the adolescent George readily accepted this advice from the brother he called his “best friend.” In order to sign on, however, he would need Mary Washington’s blessing. For several months Mary remained undecided. “[S]he offers several trifling objections,” one family friend reported back to Lawrence, “such as fond and unthinking mothers naturally suggest. . . .”

Mary finally wrote to her brother in London, Joseph Ball, asking for his advice. Joseph recoiled at the idea of his young nephew going to sea as a common sailor on a commercial ship where the officers would “cut him and staple him and use him like a Negro, or rather, like a dog.” Nor did Joseph think George could secure a good position in the Royal Navy due to the stiff competition from well-born youths in Britain. George could make more money than a ship captain, wrote Joseph to his sister, if he had three or four hundred acres of Virginia tobacco land and three or four slaves—unless he tried to live too much like a “gentleman” and spent extravagantly on luxury goods shipped from London, sinking himself in debt.

That settled it for Mary. She vetoed the seafaring idea. But George’s prospects as a planter did not look great, either. The modest piece of cultivated land, Ferry Farm, that he had inherited from his father and where he and his mother now lived, on the Rappahannock River near Fredericksburg, fell well short of the plantation acreage his London uncle had recommended for a decent living. He needed a skill that would supplement its slender output. His late father, Gus, had done some surveying. It was at this point, in his mid-teens, that George began to look at the land itself as a profession—how to measure land, how to value land, how to invest in land.

* * *

Scholars have identified twenty-one leading families in Virginia’s early aristocracy. The Washingtons were not among them. Bearing names like Byrd, Carter, Lee, and Randolph, the founders of these family lines had sailed from England to Virginia in the mid-1600s, a few decades after the Jamestown landings in 1607. While the earliest Virginia colonists had struggled for survival—many perishing and others resorting to cannibalism during what became known as the Starving Time—by the mid-1600s, Virginians, at least those with means, had found ways to prosper and to govern themselves.

In 1610, a new arrival to Jamestown, John Rolfe, brought with him seeds of a sweet strain of tobacco and experimented with its cultivation. For millennia, Native Americans of both North and South America had raised tobacco and held it sacred, using it for rituals, social occasions, and medicine. A member of the nightshade family, its leaves contain a small percentage of an alkaloid, nicotine, that acts as a stimulant in the human body by triggering the release of adrenaline and dopamine. “[T]hey suck, absorb, or receive that smoke inside with the breath,” wrote an early Spanish chronicler of Caribbean Indians, “by which they become benumbed and almost drunk. . . .” Introduced to Europe, tobacco became a profitable and highly regulated trade for the Spanish Crown, which prescribed the death penalty for anyone caught smuggling the precious seeds. Rolfe somehow acquired and brought to Jamestown the seeds of a variety of tobacco, Nicotiana tabacum, that grew in tropical climates controlled by the Spanish and that tasted sweet and mellow compared with the harsh strain grown by North American Indians.

Within two years, the enterprising Rolfe (soon to marry a Powhatan Indian girl named Pocahontas) had learned how to cultivate the sweet tobacco—Orinoco, as he named it. Rolfe’s first export shipment to England, four barrels of the dried leaves, launched what would become a huge and highly profitable enterprise for the struggling colony—Virginia’s equivalent of Spain’s gold-filled rooms of the Incan king and silver-veined Andean mountains.

Virginia tobacco, however, was not easy to grow. It exhausted the soil after a few years, and demanded tremendous labor. This meant that Virginia tobacco planters constantly needed new forest lands to clear and, through negotiations or violence or disease, constantly pushed the Powhatan farther into the interior. To work the fields, the planters imported indentured servants from England, Germany, and other countries, paying their ship passage across the Atlantic in exchange for several years of free labor before releasing them, perhaps to own land of their own.

As tobacco cultivation spread from Jamestown along the many fingers of Virginia’s coastal rivers, the planters’ hunger for cheap labor proved insatiable. A new source of human energy first arrived in 1619 when two British privateers raided a Portuguese ship bound for Mexico that carried in her hold hundreds of captured black Angolans. The privateers landed near Jamestown and exchanged some of their human cargo for provisions. Some of the earliest African laborers in Virginia may not have been slaves but indentured servants who eventually won their freedom. By the mid-1600s, however, slavery had become institutionalized in Virginia, and by century’s end slave traders shipped large numbers of black Africans to the colony. The entire tobacco enterprise rested on this cheap, abundant labor. It demanded countless hands to clear the forest, bury the seeds, transplant thousands of seedlings, weed the rows, trim the tops, prune the tendrils, slice the stems, cure the leaves, and pack them in tuns—thousand-pound barrels—for shipping to Europe.

Certain families rose to prominence as tobacco cultivation took hold in Virginia. The family founders mostly arrived from England in the mid-1600s, young men seeking adventure and opportunity in the New World. Some were merchants or merchants’ sons, others were second or third sons of landed families whose eldest brothers, through the ancient practice of primogeniture, had inherited the bulk of the family estate. For a small “summe of money,” wrote the colony’s governor, Sir William Berkeley, in 1662, a younger son of good English upbringing could “erect a flourishing family” in Virginia.

Once in Virginia these young men procured land for tobacco and other crops and earned money however they could—building gristmills and sawmills, trading in furs, exporting wheat to the West Indies, importing sugar and rum. A surprising number practiced law while also trading and planting. Working connections to the governor or back in England, they won coveted appointments to public offices that guaranteed an income, such as auditors and collectors. And they acquired more land—great acreages of land, pushing ever deeper up river estuaries that riddled the forests and marshes of Virginia’s low-lying coastal plain. They called it the Tidewater—the fecund region where the briny sea rising at high tide creeps up the freshwater rivers.

But within decades, Virginia society lost its early fluidity and, as if mimicking English society, settled into strata. By some counts, Virginia society had eight strata, with an aristocracy entrenched on top, a slave class anchoring the bottom, and small farmers, merchants, sailors, frontier settlers, servants, and convicts sandwiched in between. The acreages expanded and families consolidated as the 1600s turned to the 1700s, with the leading families each owning an average of nearly twelve thousand acres. Families intermarried, weaving together their lands and fortunes, so that sorting out relations, it was said, resembled trying to separate a box of fishhooks. Fewer indentured servants arrived from Europe, meaning fewer possible future landowners or tradesmen who might be upwardly mobile, and far more enslaved Africans, who were not. “Virginia society,” notes historian Daniel Boorstin, “was beginning to be frozen.”

Voting rights steadily eroded until the right to elect members of the Virginia House of Burgesses resided only in landowning men, as in the English system. Along Tidewater rivers rose “great houses” fitted with pavilions, porches, arcades, and marble-floored central halls where dances could be held. Surrounding these great houses like discreet villages were kitchens, dairies, smokehouses, workshops, dovecotes, stables, barns, henhouses, gardens, lawns, and lanes leading down to private river wharves where slaves loaded tobacco tuns onto ships and carried from their holds agricultural implements and crates of English porcelain destined for the main house. The big plantations had to house and feed hundreds of slaves, the field hands as well as cooks, maids, butlers, coachmen, blacksmiths, carpenters, wheelwrights, and gardeners, and white staff such as overseers, managers, secretaries, and tutors and governesses for the family’s children. By the early 1700s, a century after the Jamestown landings and the Starving Time, a few elite families with their great estates dominated Virginia society—aspiring, in many ways, to the life of the British aristocracy and the English country gentleman.

* * *

The Washingtons had occupied a spot on the second tier of society for generations, first in England and then in Virginia. They had worked hard, cultivated connections, seized opportune moments, and, often, married well—betrothing wealthy widows whose lands and assets and status boosted their own. Nevertheless, despite their efforts, with remarkable consistency they had not achieved top rank in the English aristocracy.

One of the Washington family’s more illustrious members worked in the early 1500s as the sheep estate manager for a knight of King Henry VIII. Apparently, while traveling on estate business to sell its wool, this ancestral Lawrence Washington met and then married the widow of a prosperous Northampton wool merchant, took over the merchant’s business, and became the town’s mayor. After his first wife died childless, Lawrence married another wealthy widow, this one holding leases on lands owned by Catholic monasteries. When Henry VIII fought with the Catholic Church over annulment of his marriage to Catharine of Aragon and dissolved England’s Catholic monasteries, Lawrence Washington purchased from the Crown the former monastery lands leased by his wife and built his own estate, Sulgrave Manor, thus acquiring the status of “gentleman.” The Washington family procreated so abundantly—Lawrence had eleven children, and his eldest son had fifteen with two wives—that, even in this era of primogeniture, the wealth dispersed. Within a century Sulgrave Manor had left the family’s hands.

The Washingtons, however, had achieved a certain status. A great-grandson of “Lawrence the Builder” became the first Washington known to attend Oxford, although his fraught experience there would prove fateful for the family line. Completing his master’s in 1626, the great-grandson, also named Lawrence, won an appointment as lector and then proctor at Oxford’s Brasenose College. Loyal to the university administration, King Charles I, and the Anglican Church, he helped Oxford’s tough-minded chancellor purge from its ranks “heretical” Puritans—individuals who wanted to radically reform the official Church of England for being too close to the Roman Catholic Church.* It was during this time that one party of impassioned religious separatists fled to Holland, then jammed aboard a small ship named the Mayflower and landed at Cape Cod, calling themselves Pilgrims and founding the Plymouth Colony six hundred miles north of Jamestown.

Lawrence Washington, however, was still back in England and allied with the Puritans’ persecutors. He married in 1633—his wife-to-be may have been pregnant at the time—left Oxford, and was appointed rector of a wealthy Essex parish. The two sides of the English Civil War soon squared off, Parliamentarians against Royalists. England’s Puritans, having been persecuted by the Crown, sided with the Parliamentarians. Washington was accused by the Parliamentarians of being a “Malignant Royalist.” He ranked high on the hit list when war openly broke out in 1642 and Parliament began purging prominent Anglican clergy. “[He is] a common frequenter of alehouses” went the charge against Washington, “not onely himselfe sitting dayly tipling there, but also encouraging others in that beastly vice. . . .”

Dismissed, the penniless Washington, who as a fifth son had inherited little, struggled to support his six children. The children, too, now bore the taint of having been Royalists. This was not a good label to carry, as the Parliamentarian forces defeated the king’s Royalist armies and forced the ultimate Royalist, King Charles, to lay his head on the executioner’s block. His son and heir to the throne, Charles II, fled to Europe, the old order was overturned, and the Commonwealth and Oliver Cromwell rose to power.

The ousted Washington’s oldest son, John, realized that a better future might lie across the Atlantic than amid these upheavals. He signed on in his early twenties as “second man”—meaning he would help sail the ship and share the profits—on the ketch Sea Horse of London for a trading voyage to the colony of Virginia. Relatives may have pointed the way for the young man, for distant Washington cousins had thrived in Virginia. The Sea Horse sailed up the colony’s coastal rivers and called at plantation wharves where she traded her cargo of English household goods for tobacco destined for Europe’s fashionable users. Her holds full of cured leaf, the Sea Horse was sailing out of the Potomac River in early winter 1657 when she “run upon a Middland ground or shole” and was pounded by a winter storm whose waves crusted her with ice and sank her, soaking her precious cargo. There followed an effort to float her again and months of acrimony and legal action between the Sea Horse’s captain and young John Washington over who owed what for the loss.

One of the magistrates in the case, a wealthy planter named Nathaniel Pope, apparently took a liking to the young man and invited Washington to the Pope plantation. Here Pope introduced him to his twenty-year-old daughter, Anne, and also offered to pay off Washington’s Sea Horse debts in beaver skins, then worth 8 shillings a pound. In another serendipitous conjunction of land and marriage for a Washington male, within eighteen months of his arrival in Virginia, John Washington had married Anne Pope. The pleased father-in-law awarded his daughter seven hundred acres of land and lent John Washington £80. Setting up as a tobacco planter, John soon gained more land through the “headrights” policy, which was intended to boost the underpopulated colony’s workforce. For each indentured servant that a planter brought across the Atlantic from Europe, he would receive fifty acres of land. John Washington, in partnership with his brother-in-law, imported at least sixty-three indentured servants.

By the time of his death at age forty-six in the late 1670s, only two decades after his inauspicious arrival aboard the Sea Horse as the son of a disgraced minister, the industrious John Washington held eighty-five hundred acres of land—although, unlike the larger planters, much of his lay in scattered parcels, including a large wilderness tract on the Potomac known as Little Hunting Creek. His wife, Anne Pope Washington, had died in her early thirties after ten years of marriage, having borne at least five children, three of whom survived. John had remarried, lost his second wife, too, and married a third time. He had climbed to local prominence by holding a variety of offices—coroner, county judge, member of Virginia’s House of Burgesses—and had won the title of colonel in the Virginia militia, which was called out to punish Indians for attacks on settlers. “John the Sailor” had established a life cycle for the coming generations of Washington males in British America—born in America, they were sent to England for a proper education, returned to Virginia colony, inherited or acquired land, planted tobacco, married a planter’s daughter, raised a family, held public office, and died young. George Washington, born in 1732, belonged to the fourth generation of American Washingtons.

* * *

He had begun the previous summer to experiment with his father’s surveying instruments. Starting with simple techniques and keeping careful, neat notes, George documented his first survey in August 1747—just weeks after his London uncle had discouraged a sailor’s life. It happened that George took up his father’s surveyor’s compass at a time when a great deal of Virginia land needed surveying.

That same summer, a fifty-four-year-old bachelor, Lord Fairfax, left his home of Leeds Castle and sailed across the Atlantic to disembark at his cousin’s elegant plantation on the Potomac River. Named Belvoir Manor, this estate was just up the Potomac riverbank from the house and large tract Lawrence Washington had inherited from his father, Gus—a tract formerly known as Little Hunting Creek. Lawrence, in honor of his former commander in the Caribbean, Admiral Vernon, had renamed it Mount Vernon. Both Belvoir and Mount Vernon lay in Virginia’s Northern Neck—a large peninsula of land, or “neck,” separating the Potomac and Rappahannock rivers. Lord Fairfax as a young man in England had inherited a kind of New World fiefdom known as the Northern Neck Proprietary, essentially making him the landlord of five million acres of Virginia land and possibly much more.

The equivalent of a tract ninety miles by ninety miles, these lands had been given a century earlier by King Charles II to reward several of his faithful retainers during his years of exile in Europe, when he finally returned to England and was restored to the throne in 1660. No one paid much attention to the sprawling Northern Neck parcels given to his retainers. Over decades, the parcels consolidated into one ownership and eventually passed in the early 1700s to a single heir—Thomas, Sixth Lord Fairfax of Cameron. Acting through Virginia agents while residing at Leeds Castle in Kent, he sold off pieces of these lands to Virginia planters. The proprietary’s western boundary, however, had remained in dispute between Lord Fairfax and the Virginia colony. Finally, in 1745, the Crown ruled in Lord Fairfax’s favor, giving him an enormous further expanse that reached into the Appalachian Mountain valleys. Soon thereafter, he packed up from Leeds Castle and sailed to America to take the measure of his lands and reap their annual rents. He arrived one day in 1747 at the Belvoir estate of his cousin, Colonel William Fairfax, who had been acting as his land agent.

It was not a difficult thing for Lawrence Washington to properly introduce his younger brother to Lord Fairfax soon after his arrival from England. The Fairfaxes were neighbors, after all, and also his in-laws. Lawrence had married Anne Fairfax (nicknamed “Nancy”), daughter of Colonel William Fairfax and his late first wife, Sarah.* It was a social step up for a Washington to marry into a family of titled British aristocracy, and, like a number of his ancestors, he married into large landholdings—Nancy Fairfax would soon come into four thousand acres of her own.

As Lawrence and sixteen-year-old George trotted up to the entrance portico of the Fairfax’s two-story, nine-room brick manor house on the bluff overlooking the Potomac, one imagines black servants grabbing the bridles of their horses. Perhaps a carriage brought Nancy from Mount Vernon. George rested in the saddle with natural grace and fluid ease, more at home atop a horse than in society. When he swung his long leg over the saddle and stepped down onto the crunching path, his stretched frame revealed that he had inherited his father’s height, and his torso would soon bulk out with his father’s strength. Through Lawrence’s marriage to Nancy, George knew her father, Colonel William Fairfax; her stepmother, Deborah; and her siblings, especially her gentlemanly younger brother, George William, who was seven years George Washington’s senior and whom he admired. But he had never met a true British lord. It may have intimidated him to see Lord Fairfax at the Belvoir estate, perhaps standing on the front portico with Nancy’s family or waiting in the manor’s spacious front hall.

In recent years, the teenage George had practiced manners along with his penmanship, carefully copying out in an exercise book the one hundred and ten entries of the seventeenth-century self-help manual The Rules of Civility and Decent Behaviour in Company and Conversation. “[B]edew no mans face with your Spittle, by approaching too near him when you Speak,” the rules cautioned. “Strive not with your Superiors in argument, but always Submit your Judgment to others with Modesty. . . .”

George deferred modestly to his lordship. It may have surprised him to see Lord Fairfax so casually—even, shockingly, informally—dressed. Among other eccentricities, Lord Fairfax vastly preferred the company of men to women (it was rumored that he had never recovered from a broken-off engagement), eventually retreating to a remote hunting lodge in the Shenandoah Valley where he became known for his hospitality to guests. He loved hunting, and possessed a literary flair that he had employed at Oxford during his twenties to write for The Spectator, Joseph Addison and Richard Steele’s witty coffeehouse publication. At Belvoir Manor—over dinner, perhaps, or riding on the estate—the men must have talked about hunting, military matters, literature, and most definitely about land. The Privy Council’s recent decision had officially awarded to Lord Fairfax an enormous expanse of land that extended from the flat green coastal plain known as the Tidewater region into the ascending ridges and valleys of the mountains. Much of this western sector of his lands had not been surveyed. With the idea of selling more parcels, his lordship wished to send a survey party to take measure of it.

[image: image]

Would George like to join the surveyors?

* * *

In early March 1748 they headed their horses north and west away from the lush Tidewater plantations fringing the estuaries of the Potomac and eased across the rolling, rising ground of the Piedmont toward the hazy barrier in the distance—the Blue Ridge, the first low, forested rise of the Appalachian Mountains. They climbed its flank and crested the ridge through a “gap”—a natural notch—on an ancient Indian trail to emerge on the far flank. Their view swept a broad valley below, the Shenandoah Valley, a fertile mat of forest, marsh, and meadow dotted with a few settlers’ cabins. Twenty miles away across the valley lifted the next hazy ridge of the Appalachians, and beyond that rose another ridge, as if a great, stationary set of ocean waves barred the continent’s interior from the Atlantic coast.

It was in the Shenandoah Valley and beyond that they would survey. Led by veteran surveyor James Genn, the expedition numbered among its seven members various assistants and “chainmen.” The Fairfax family’s interests were represented by polished, British-educated, twenty-three-year-old George William. George William and sixteen-year-old George Washington constituted the two Tidewater gentlemen, setting them apart from the expedition’s scruffier members. The journey may have been something of a bachelor’s last hurrah for George William, for in a few months he would marry the charming Sarah “Sally” Cary, who would play a major role in young Washington’s life.

She, too, belonged to a prominent Virginia family. Sally’s ancestors had been successful merchants in Bristol, one of the first English ports engaging in the trans-Atlantic trade, and had arrived in Virginia in the mid-1600s, soon establishing themselves in what some early Virginia historians called “the ruling oligarchy.” The family seat, on the lower James River near Hampton Roads, lay at the entryway for ships bound to upriver ports such as Jamestown. With several generations of Carys serving as naval officials, the family’s brick mansion received a worldly parade of ship’s captains, wealthy passengers, and other travelers. The Carys also maintained a townhouse in Williamsburg that they used when the House of Burgesses was in session.

It was here, at the Governor’s Palace, that Colonel Wilson Cary’s four teenage daughters were introduced at formal receptions and quickly attracted wealthy young Virginian suitors from the nearby College of William and Mary. Sally, the eldest Cary daughter, was said to be, in the words of a Cary family memoirist, “the cleverest and far the most fascinating,” having read widely under her father’s tutelage, possessing elegant manners; a bright, lively, almost teasing personality; and slender, dark-eyed good looks. At age seventeen, she and George William Fairfax met at the Governor’s Ball in 1747. Spending time with the couple, Washington, a year or two younger than Sally, would soon become deeply enamored of her.

Beyond the Blue Ridge, riding beside the soon-to-be-married George William, young Washington first tasted a near-wilderness very different from the manicured plantations and well-staffed orderliness of the Tidewater region. At one of their first stops in the Shenandoah, at a remote “ordinary,” or traveler’s inn, George—“not being so good a Woodsman as the rest of my Company,” as he admitted in his brief diary of the journey—was shocked to discover upon carefully undressing and crawling into his bed that, instead of a feather mattress and clean white sheets, it consisted of a straw pallet and ragged blanket ridden with bedbugs. Once the candle had been taken away from the room, he dressed again and lay down on the floor fully clothed as his companions knew to do, making a promise to himself to sleep thereafter in the open air in front of a campfire. The dining arrangements took him aback at another stop: with neither tablecloth nor tableware, diners ate in medieval style with fingers and a sharp knife.

Away from the few small settlements and inns, the outdoor life had its own compensations. There was an excitement to it, an adrenaline edge, a raw sense of having to fend for yourself. You could take satisfaction in simple things: learning how to build a fire in deep woods, how to cook simple food in a single pot or with a handheld spit over an open flame, how to erect a tent in cold rain, how to attain a body position best suited to sleep on hard ground, wrapped in bearskin or blanket. Unlike the Tidewater region, with its clean sheets and bountiful tables provided by liveried servants and field slaves, one constantly had to tend to one’s own most basic human needs—food, shelter, and warmth—while traversing landscapes that could transform from benign and embracing to hostile and forbidding, depending on terrain and weather, from clambering over rotted logs and crawling through underbrush in blustering sleet to strolling through grassy meadows under fleecy white clouds drifting past in a blue sky. Social status did not matter. You had to figure it out, work together, acquire confidence and self-sufficiency, sharply engage in the here and the now. You had to pay attention in the wilds to stay alive.

He recorded the moments in his diary:

Saterday April 2d Last Night was a blowing & Rainy night Our Straw catch d a Fire yt. we were laying upon & was luckily Preserv d by one of our Mens awaking. . . .

Sunday 3 d Last Night . . . we had our Tent carried Quite of with ye Wind and was obliged to Lie ye Latter part of ye night without covering. . . .

Wednesday 6th Last Night was so Intolerably smoky that we were obliged all hands to leave ye Tent to ye Mercy of ye Wind and Fire. . . .

During this 1748 Fairfax surveying expedition at age sixteen, young Washington also first encountered the strangeness of the people who traveled this fringe where the coastal plain crumpled into the corrugations of the mountains. They did not fit into the orderly, British-based social matrix he knew. As an aspiring Tidewater gentleman who did not know quite what to make of them, he reflexively diminished these people on the fringe. For a time, the Fairfax party camped at the crossing of two major Indian trails where a British-born trader named Cresap, also known as “Big Spoon,” had erected a post and permanently hung a big iron pot over a fire to welcome Indians. Here the Fairfax survey party encountered thirty warriors returning from a long-distance raid against an enemy tribe to the south. The Indians danced that night to the rhythmic shakes of a gourd rattle and the drumbeat of a deerskin stretched over a pot of water. As Washington recorded in his diary:

They clear a Large Circle & make a Great Fire in y. middle then seats themselves around it, [The] Speaker makes a grand Speech telling them in what Manner they are to Daunce after he has finish d y. best Dauncer Jumps up as one awaked out of a Sleep & Runs & Jumps about y. Ring in a most comicle Manner he is followed by y. Rest. . . .

Literally and figuratively, the Indians spoke a language young Washington did not understand, nor did he seem to want to learn. Likewise, the frontier settlers on their isolated homesteads represented aliens without a place in his Tidewater social matrix. As he described them in his diary:

a great Company of People Men Women and Children . . . attended us through the Woods as we went showing there Antick tricks I really think they seemed to be as Ignorant a Set of People as the Indians they would never speak English but when spoken to they speak all Dutch. . . .

But he did learn how to measure and evaluate land. Over the next four years of his late teens, he took what he learned on the Fairfax expedition and parlayed it into a profession. He surveyed nearly two hundred plots of land, encompassing over sixty thousand acres, often working for Lord Fairfax in the Shenandoah and other mountain valleys where he had traveled on that first trip. He learned well the different species of trees—red oak, white oak, box oak, Spanish oak, chestnut oak, hickory, pine—and identified them in his surveys to mark boundaries. Becoming a certified county surveyor and making good money for a teenager, he began to purchase his own lots on the frontier fringe as his forebears had before him and his older brothers were doing now, making his first acquisition, in the autumn of 1750 at the age of eighteen, along the Shenandoah Valley’s Bullskin Creek.

Compared with George, however, Lawrence and another half-brother, Augustine, or Austin, speculated in western lands much farther afield and on a much greater scale. While George surveyed in the Shenandoah and other near valleys, they looked beyond the Appalachian Mountains to that vast wilderness called the Ohio. The older half-brothers, along with Tidewater planter friends and other investors who included Thomas “Big Spoon” Cresap, founded a land speculation company to profit from the vast region, naming it the Ohio Company of Virginia. Using connections with a rich London merchant and an English duke, in 1749 they received from King George II a grant of two hundred thousand acres near the Forks of the Ohio—a strategic spot over the mountains and about two hundred miles inland where two rivers, the Allegheny and the Monongahela, join to form the Ohio River. If the Ohio Company developed the land for the British Crown by settling it with one hundred families and building a fort, King George would grant three hundred thousand acres more. The problem, however, was that both the French in Canada and land speculators in Pennsylvania were eyeing the same spot, not to mention the Indian tribes for whom the whole Ohio wilderness served as a hunting ground.

Then Lawrence fell ill. He fought an unrelenting cough. Doctors were consulted, treatments sought. George accompanied his older half-brother and role model from Mount Vernon on a journey over the Blue Ridge to a warm springs whose waters were said to restore health. When that did not help, Lawrence aimed for the island of Barbados in the Caribbean Sea, where the warm, dry tropical winter was said to be good for the lungs. At Mount Vernon, Lawrence’s wife, twenty-two-year-old Nancy, had recently given birth to a daughter after three of their earlier children had died in infancy. It was feared that neither mother nor child could survive the tropical climate, so George, now nineteen, went as Lawrence’s travel companion instead.

Sailing in late September of 1751 they made landfall six weeks later at the Barbados port of Bridgetown in Carlisle Bay.* With its narrow, winding streets, medieval feel, and massive stone forts amid waving palms, this was a central economic hub of the British Empire, the island’s great wealth rooted in the sugar cane growing tall in the tropical sun. They rented rooms in a British officer’s two-story stone house on a hilltop, with a big portico, sea breezes through the windows, and a spectacular view over the bay. George, in his own words, was “perfectly ravished” by the island’s beauty, sugar plantations, and lush tropical fruits. They engaged in a busy social life with the island’s elite, including dinners, the theater, and fireworks displays, although Lawrence remained a shut-in during the day to avoid the hot sun, and George contracted—and survived—the acute fevers of a case of smallpox. This was a blessing in disguise, for it immunized him for life.

They had hardly stayed six weeks in the British colony when Lawrence, feeling oppressed by the heat, opted for the cooler climate of Bermuda. He put his younger brother on a ship back to Virginia, and George, fighting seasickness on the gray winter ocean voyage home, tried to process the brief, spectacularly colorful visit. A few months later Lawrence himself arrived back in Virginia so frail that he immediately wrote out his will. Among other things, it contained the fateful stipulation that George should inherit Mount Vernon if Lawrence’s infant daughter, Sarah, died without children and his wife, Nancy, was deceased also. Lawrence died a few weeks later during the summer of 1752, in his midthirties, with his family around him at Mount Vernon, due to what was then called “consumption” but is now known as tuberculosis.

With Lawrence’s death, George’s life began an inexorable transformation. He was now liberated from his enthrallment to his role model and childhood hero while also weighted with a new sense of gravitas—even urgency—with the feeling that his own adulthood had commenced. Time seemed short. His brother had died young, and no one in his Washington male line in Virginia had made it out of his forties. Lacking a formal British education, young Washington had strived for self-improvement during his teen years—practicing mathematics, copying out rules of civility, learning to survey—and had displayed conscientiousness, focus, a knack for quick learning. Now, with the death of Lawrence, a powerful dynamic upwelled from somewhere deep to the placid surface of his life—a relentless sense of ambition.

Where it originated is a matter of speculation. The centuries-long legacy of his ancestry back to John the Builder, the Reverend Lawrence, and John the Sailor may have delineated one current. Washington would later claim to know little about his ancestors in England, but he knew stories of his Virginia forebears and their enterprise and success. He was also acutely aware that the Washingtons had never quite arrived in the colony’s upper aristocracy, despite their diligent efforts. He had looked to the adventurous Lawrence and the elegant young gentleman George William Fairfax for models of what he wished to become. Other family currents may have powered his ambition, such as a father who died when George was very young and may have left behind lofty expectations for his son—whether overtly stated, or implied, or existing only in George’s mind. His father’s untimely death also left behind his widowed mother, whose own emotional needs may have contributed to his ambition. She never seemed satisfied with what her oldest son had done, or done for her.

Some historians point to George’s six weeks in Barbados as a pivotal moment in his life. Here, rather than a nineteen-year-old surveyor from a modest Northern Neck planter family, he was accepted as a gentleman equal in an elite British society, where he dined, to his amazement, in the glittering company of commodores, admirals, judges, wealthy merchants, and the governor of Tortola. The table conversation ranged far beyond that in his familiar corner of Virginia, exposing him to the cosmopolitan centers and farthest reaches of the British Empire and the greater political forces at play in the world. Seeing this, he may have aimed his ambition much higher than he had before.

When he arrived back in Virginia and stopped in the colony’s small capital of Williamsburg, he sarcastically referred to it as “the great metropolis.” He had delivered some letters from Barbados to the Governor’s Palace. Governor Dinwiddie himself had invited him to dine. This was a new experience, too. The governor had asked about his brother’s health, knowing Lawrence from public service. In addition to being a planter and member of the House of Burgesses, Lawrence had held the office of adjutant for the Virginia milita—the administrative officer in charge of the colony’s citizen forces that the governor could call up in time of need. This office now took on a
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