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			Prologue

			Put the spike of a drawing compass into a map of Virginia at Ferry Farm, George Washington’s boyhood home. Extend the other leg of the compass so that it reaches out sixty miles and draw a circle. Within it, not only Washington, but also Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James Monroe were born, grew to manhood, and made their homes. From this small expanse of land on the North American continent came four of the nation’s first five presidents—a dynasty whose members led in securing independence, creating the Constitution, and building the Republic. One of them doubled the size of the United States. Another extended its border to the Pacific Ocean. Sometimes they worked as a band of brothers, but not always. They quibbled, they quarreled, and they fought. Were political parties a bane or a boon? What were the limits of dissent? How should a republic prepare for war?

			George Washington, the most charismatic of the dynasty, was lionized in his lifetime and worked to become a legend in praiseworthy ways, such as embodying good character and staying above politics—or at least politics as he understood it. Tall and powerfully built, he heightened his presence with elegant dress, even wearing fashionable yellow gloves on special occasions. He was a man of few words, which enhanced his natural dignity and helped conceal his explosive temper. He had countless admirers but few friends.

			Jefferson, tall, long-limbed, and with reddish hair, was known for receiving visitors in well-worn waistcoats and run-down slippers, his way of demonstrating that for all his ties to Virginia’s aristocracy, he was a man of the people. Gifted with a soaring imagination, he was a master of language, able to set forth ideas that would inspire generations. He delighted in everything from high art to scientific discovery to gadget building. His often-shifting views made him a hard man to know.

			Madison, the most profound thinker of the group, usually dressed in black. To strangers he could seem stern, but with friends after dinner he was a charming conversationalist. A small, compact man, he could disappear in a crowd, particularly when accompanied by his glamorous wife, Dolley, but when he entered debate, as at the Constitutional Convention, his powerful mind made him impossible to ignore. A well-grounded man, he was the least likely of the dynasty to disparage others, but he was expert at digging in his heels in defense of ideas.

			Monroe, the last of the Virginia dynasty, was also the last president to wear knee breeches. Old-fashioned and awkward, he let his ambition show, but kept his temper under wraps by writing blistering letters to those who offended him—and not mailing them. Because he lacked the intellectual prowess of a Jefferson or Madison, he can seem a symbol of the dynasty’s winding down, but through a remarkable career in Congress, the diplomatic corps, and the cabinet, he learned one of the secrets to being a good president: Listen to smart people.
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			How to account for this gathering of talent, aspiration, and achievement? Part of the answer—and all explanations of human beings are partial—is the transformative time in which these men lived. As children of the Enlightenment, they imagined a society in which reason replaced dogma and individual rights were honored. Other nations had been founded “in the gloomy age of ignorance and superstition,” as George Washington put it, but the United States had its beginnings in “an epoch when the rights of mankind were better understood and more clearly defined than at any former period.” Establishing a nation built on what Washington called “the researches of the human mind after social happiness” was an irresistible calling, one that animated the four Virginians and drew them together.1

			Washington taught himself about the exceptional age into which he had been born. Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe attended schools and colleges steeped in the new learning of the Enlightenment. They studied Latin and Greek, as was expected of young gentlemen, but they also had teachers from Scotland’s esteemed universities who placed great value on natural philosophy, as science was called, and moral philosophy, which concerned ethics and politics. William Small (Jefferson’s beloved tutor at William and Mary), Archibald Campbell (founder of the academy where Monroe studied), and Donald Robertson (whose school Madison attended) had all breathed the air of the Scottish Enlightenment and understood well its distinctive practical side. Science and the study of man were more than ends in themselves; they could be used to better the world.

			Madison attended Princeton, which was presided over by the Reverend John Witherspoon, a formidable man and the preeminent student of the Scottish Enlightenment in the colonies. In Nassau Hall, he lectured about the natural rights of life and liberty and justified the overthrow of tyrannical governments, ideas of clear application in revolutionary times. Madison was the only one of Witherspoon’s students to become president, but among the others were a vice president, thirty-nine members of the House of Representatives, and twenty-one senators. Witherspoon himself was a member of the Continental Congress and a signer of the Declaration of Independence.2
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			How, one wonders, would the men of the Virginia dynasty have fared in another time? A generation earlier, revolution was not on the table, and viewed from America the Enlightenment was a mere glow on the horizon. The era in which these men lived determined their destiny—as did their place on the planet.

			Virginia was on the periphery of civilization, where the dictates of tradition had less force. It was easier to question assumptions about monarchy than it would have been at the imperial center. It was easier to imagine a new society in which citizens could worship as they pleased rather than bow to a long-established church.3

			Being far from England had this practical benefit: As subjects of a distant monarch, Americans became adept at governing themselves. Operating under a royal governor, Virginians (or, to be accurate, some white male property owners in Virginia) elected the legislature, which in turn passed bills and levied taxes. Talented young men of the gentry class were expected to participate. Washington and Jefferson entered the House of Burgesses at ages twenty-seven and twenty-six, respectively. Madison became a member of the House of Delegates at twenty-five, and Monroe at twenty-four.

			Virginia, ironically, was the most English of the colonies. Royalists who left England after Oliver Cromwell’s ascent to power gravitated there and set its culture, and one of the first royal governors of Virginia, Sir William Berkeley, perpetuated it by recruiting younger sons from prestigious English families to immigrate.4 They and their descendants built homes in the English style, even scoring wood siding and applying sand to it (as at Mount Vernon) so that it looked like the stone facing of a British manor. They hired instructors to teach their children the formal steps of the minuet and collected books and pamphlets from Europe.

			At the same time, the British took pleasure in pointing out how far American efforts at sophistication fell short. Their cultural achievements were scant to nonexistent, according to Sydney Smith, an English cleric known for his scathing critiques. “Who reads an American book?” he asked. “[Who] goes to an American play? Or looks at an American picture or statue?” Smith failed to mention New England painters such as Gilbert Stuart and passed over poets Anne Bradstreet and Phillis Wheatley, both of whom had been published in London. But Smith’s assessment and others like it hit close to home in the Upper South, and Virginians did not lodge a defense. Instead they emphasized what set America—and Virginia—apart: land that stretched on forever, full of beauty and possibility, a “goodly field” Washington called it, which promised “a fruitful harvest.” Jefferson described “the passage of the Potomac through the Blue Ridge [as] perhaps one of the most stupendous scenes in nature” and the Natural Bridge as “the most sublime of nature’s works.5

			Virginia was the largest of the colonies. The land grant of 1609 to the Virginia Company of London had an eastern border that extended along the East Coast from Cape Fear to Barnegat Bay. The grant included the territory northwest of the Ohio River, an area larger than any European country except Russia. Even after ceding its western lands and the Northwest Territory to the federal government, Virginia dominated in size, and Virginia’s leaders understood the influence that resulted. One politician, holding up a snuffbox so small that he could barely fit a thumb and forefinger into it, declared the actions of Delaware, Georgia, Massachusetts, and South Carolina of little consequence. “When compared to Virginia they are no more than this snuff box is to the size of a man.” Outsiders observed Virginia’s influence and disapproved. A Marylander complained that at the First Continental Congress, Virginians had “juggled the whole conclave of the delegates.”6
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			By 1790, the free population of Virginia was 516,230, the largest of the thirteen states. Adding to its power was an enslaved population of 305,057. At the Constitutional Convention in 1787, delegates had debated whether the enslaved should be counted in determining how many representatives a state could send to Congress. The South would gain a political advantage if every person in slavery were counted and the North if none were. Knowing that without a compromise the convention would fail, delegates settled on counting three of every five of those enslaved (“all other persons” was the language), and Virginians increased their sway in both the House of Representatives and the Electoral College—though not as consequentially as some have supposed.7

			The Virginians, unshakable advocates of liberty and equality, held people in bondage, which they knew was wrong. Jefferson called slavery a sin against God, a “fatal stain” on Virginia. The men of the dynasty were aware of the contradiction in which they lived but unable to resolve it, unable to find a way to the total emancipation that justice demanded. They determined nonetheless to pass down concepts of freedom and equality, principles that became mighty weapons, perhaps the mightiest, for ending slavery. Abraham Lincoln honored Jefferson for enshrining the idea of equality in the Declaration of Independence, where it would forever be “a rebuke and a stumbling block to the very harbingers of re-appearing tyranny and oppression.” Frederick Douglass observed that there was nothing in the Constitution that justified one human being owning another. Were the country to live up to the words in the preamble, such as “liberty” and “justice,” Douglass said, “slavery would go reeling to its grave.” Both the Declaration and the Constitution remind us today of the miles left to go before we live up to our national ideals.8
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			The time in which they lived and the place do not fully account for the Virginia dynasty. “The talent must exist,” as a contemporary of the four men noted. Gifts of commanding and uplifting, of being wise, diligent, and persevering, are not called forth by time and place unless, at least in some nascent form, they are already there.9

			The effect these men had on one another drove their achievements. They lifted one another up, as in Chapter One, “The Warriors,” when General Washington’s resolve strengthens Monroe on the long retreat through the Jerseys, or in Chapter Two, “River Crossing,” when Jefferson takes Monroe under his wing after the younger man, a hero at Trenton, has his hopes for the future blasted. Disagreements among dynasty members changed opinions, as in Chapter Three, “The Intellectuals,” when Jefferson tries to undermine Madison’s plan for ratifying the Constitution, and Madison “rectifies” Jefferson’s thinking. Disagreements also changed relationships, as in Chapter Four, “Untrodden Ground,” and Chapter Five, “Schism,” when Madison and Jefferson, dismayed by the direction of the Washington administration, organize an opposition party and break with the president forever. In later chapters, Virginia presidents clear the way for the next Virginian in line. One strategy was to put in place old vice presidents who were unlikely to threaten Virginia succession.10

			The men of the Virginia dynasty were politicians, although they didn’t like to admit it. They were also patriots and philosophers, as well as leaders who could bring the country through war. Living in the time they did, they also saw themselves as scientists who had devised a unique experiment, a nation where reason and justice would prevail.

			But as years passed and the ideas of liberty and equality made slavery ever more intolerable, it seemed that the experiment would fail and the country be torn apart. Madison, the longest lived of the dynasty, may have had the most acute sense of what lay ahead, and he wrote a note to his fellow Americans to be published only after his death when “it may be considered as issuing from the tomb, where truth alone can be respected and the happiness of man alone consulted.” The note was both counsel and plea: “The advice nearest to my heart and deepest in my convictions is that the Union of the States be cherished and perpetuated.”11
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			The Warriors
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			From Triumph to Catastrophe

			On July 2, 1775, a rainy Sunday, George Washington, the newly appointed commander in chief of the American army, arrived in Cambridge, Massachusetts. The next day the weather lifted, and skies were sunny as he inspected troops to the sound of trilling fifes and beating drums. He wore a blue coat faced in a buff-colored wool that matched his vest and breeches. Decorated with shining gold buttons and gilt epaulets, the uniform was part of “the pride and pomp of war” that Washington knew inspired men at arms. It added to the calm, assured demeanor that was key to his leadership, and the men he inspected on that July day were cheered. “It seemed as if the spirit of conquest breathed through the whole army,” one of his generals wrote.1

			Washington was an expert at conveying confidence to others, even when he had grave doubts, as he did when he inspected the American troops that Congress had appointed him to command. His army was a motley collection of farmers, mechanics, students, and shopkeepers. They had no uniforms, no standard weapons, and were woefully lacking in military discipline and organization. At Cambridge, Washington began to attend to the multitude of details that would form them into a real army, issuing orders that dealt with everything from keeping track of the number of troops to forbidding gambling.2

			On February 16, 1776, he convened his war council in a Georgian mansion on Brattle Street that served as his headquarters. He was ready to undertake the task for which he had come to Massachusetts: driving the British out of Boston. For more than a year they had occupied the city, and for many months American forces had been keeping them under siege. Congress had instructed Washington to seek approval from generals in his war council before major action, and he proposed an assault on Boston, which the council immediately rejected as too dangerous. Washington, thoroughly disgruntled, agreed to a plan to fortify Dorchester Heights, an elevation overlooking Boston and its harbor, with guns that a tall, brawny twenty-five-year-old named Henry Knox had recently hauled from Fort Ticonderoga.3 A sustained bombardment from the heights, everyone agreed, had a good chance of bringing the redcoats out.

			Because troops ascending Dorchester Heights would be vulnerable to enemy fire, Washington used diversions. He placed heavy ordnance at Lamb’s Dam, Cobble Hill, and Lechmere Point, all distant from the heights, and ordered bombardments on the nights of March second and third. On the night of March 4, while the boom and flash of cannon captured British attention, three hundred oxcarts weighed down with preassembled barricades moved up the hills, wheels muffled by straw. Teamsters whispered. Three thousand soldiers followed, concealed from British eyes by a fog over Boston Harbor. By the time the troops reached the top, they had broken through the haze into moonlight so clear that they made quick work of constructing fortifications. By dawn, they had built several imposing structures and emplaced ordnance that Henry Knox had dragged from northern New York on the Dorchester hills.4

			The next morning, General William Howe, in command of the British army, saw full-blown fortifications threatening his men and ships. “The rebels have done more in one night than my whole army would have done in months,” he was heard to say, and by 8:00 p.m. he and his war council had decided to evacuate the city.5 On March 17, British ships lifted sail and dropped down the harbor. On March 27 they stood out to sea.

			Washington confessed to a friend that he could “scarce forbear lamenting” the British withdrawal. His men had been ready for a battle. But the bloodless victory more than pleased his fellow Americans. The Massachusetts Assembly rushed to laud him and Congress resolved to strike a gold medal in his honor. John Hancock, president of the Continental Congress, took rhetorical flight, telling Washington, “The Annals of America will record your title to a conspicuous place in the temple of fame.”6

			Washington was the hero, the man of the hour, and he looked the part. More than six feet tall, he was muscular yet moved with grace, particularly on horseback. Thomas Jefferson called him “the best horseman of his age.” He was also a superb dancer and “very gallant,” according to Judge Francis T. Brooke, who noted that Washington always paid particular attention to “the most beautiful and attractive ladies at the balls.”7

			Washington’s combination of powerful physique and gentlemanly manner was most impressive. When Abigail Adams met him, she scolded her husband, John, for not preparing her adequately. “I thought the one half was not told me.”8

			In addition, Washington was wealthy. As the son of a second marriage, he’d had few prospects as a youngster, but after his father died when Washington was eleven and his beloved half brother Lawrence and Lawrence’s daughter and widow died when he was in his twenties, he inherited the Mount Vernon estate. He also married wealth in the person of Martha Custis, the five-foot-tall, kind, and capable widow whom he wed in 1759.

			Years later, John Adams, a more cynical soul than his wife, made a list of what he called Washington’s “talents.” First was “a handsome face,” second, “a tall stature,” third, “an elegant form,” fourth, “graceful attitudes and movements,” and fifth, “a large, imposing fortune.”9 Adams’s point that much of what propelled Washington ahead in the world was not earned but given is a fair one, but it should be observed that many a tall, fine-looking rich man has rested on his gifts rather than using them to advance the cause of freedom.

			In Washington’s mind, his gifts and achievements did not make up for what he called his “defective education.” In the years before he came into his fortune, his family did not have the means for him to acquire classical knowledge, as his older half brothers had.10 He grew adept at geometry, a skill crucial for his work as a surveyor, and although he did not study Latin, he became familiar, likely through popular translations, with Rome’s history and heroes.

			Washington learned the ways of the gentleman not only by observing men such as his brother Lawrence, but also by studying etiquette. He copied The Rules of Civility and Decent Behaviour in Company and Conversation, maxims that provided guidelines for a young man striving to be part of Virginia’s ruling class: Be respectful of others; be in command of facial expressions, hand gestures, and posture; be in control of emotions.11 The last was a particular challenge for Washington, who from youth onward was given to notable outbursts of temper.

			The 110th rule of Civility and Decent Behaviour may have impressed Washington most. “Labor to keep alive in your breast that little spark of celestial fire called conscience,” it read. Throughout Washington’s life, people commented on his ongoing effort to do what was right, to strip himself of bias and partiality and act with “disinterestedness.” Even critics who came to believe that Washington was ruining the Republic had to acknowledge that he tried to act from honest motives, or as Washington himself put it, with a “consciousness of upright intentions.”12

			The praise and admiration that came Washington’s way after Boston, pleasing though they were, did nothing to solve the deep problems that plagued his army. But whatever progress he made would not last. Army enlistments, which were for one year, expired at the end of 1776. A short-term army was exactly what Congress and most of the country wanted. A permanent arrangement was deemed a threat to liberty, an “armed monster,” as one orator put it. But for Washington, short enlistments meant disbanding one army and recruiting another in the middle of war, creating chaos and inhibiting the development of an effective force. “The reflection upon my situation and that of this army produces many an uneasy hour when all around me are wrapped in sleep,” Washington wrote while in Boston.13 In April, as he marched his men to New York, he had to know there were many sleepless nights ahead.
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			By mid-August, so many British ships had gathered off Staten Island that it looked as though a forest had sprung up in the Lower Bay. The masts of more than a hundred ships were an awesome and discouraging sight. The British armada had arrived, bringing an army of more than thirty thousand, including nearly nine thousand German mercenaries, to put down the American rebellion. The American army numbered around twenty thousand men, but among them, according to Washington biographer Douglas Southall Freeman, were “no more than ten thousand effectives.”14

			Washington was sure that the British would try to seize New York City, on the southern tip of Manhattan Island, but he could not be certain that was where the first attack would come. He dispersed his forces to cover other points, including Long Island, where the critical location was Brooklyn Heights, a palisade overlooking the East River. Washington dispatched about a third of his men to the heights and set them to digging ditches and strengthening fortifications.

			Starting the morning of August 22, the British put twenty thousand troops ashore at Long Island’s Gravesend Bay. By the twenty-third they were within three miles of American lines on Brooklyn Heights, and on the twenty-seventh they dealt the patriots a mighty blow. Washington had ordered three thousand of the army’s best men positioned outside the fortifications. While fire from Hessian mercenaries provided a distraction, General Henry Clinton, Howe’s second-in-command, took ten thousand men through a lightly guarded pass, turned the left flank of the Americans positioned forward, and attacked from behind while Hessians charged from the front. Terrified Americans scrambled to escape. Some made it to safety within the fortifications, but many were captured and many killed by bayonets. Philip Fithian, a chaplain watching from behind the ramparts, described the dreadful scene: “O doleful! doleful! doleful!—Blood! Carnage! Fire! . . . Many, many we fear are lost. . . . Such a dreadful din my ears never before heard!—And the distressed wounded came crying into the lines.”15

			Washington organized a masterful night retreat from Brooklyn Heights across the East River to Manhattan that saved 9,500 patriot troops, but as many as a thousand more, Washington reported to Congress, had been killed or taken prisoner. The rest were disheartened, their minds filled “with apprehension and despair.” Large numbers of militia “have gone off,” he wrote from New York City, deserting “in some instances almost by whole regiments.”16

			John Adams, chairman of the congressional Board of War, offered a cold-eyed assessment. “In general, our generals were outgeneraled,” he wrote to Abigail.17
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			The Battle of Brooklyn Heights changed Washington for a time. He had come into the war eager for bold and open fighting. Now, in a war council with his generals, he indicated that he wanted no more of putting “young troops . . . against their superiors both in numbers and discipline,” and the council discussed a “war of posts,” which meant defending strong positions and not engaging the enemy unless there was clear advantage. It was an approach that Washington may have first known as a Fabian strategy, after the Roman general Fabius Maximus, who had used it effectively against Hannibal, although he had to endure the “contempt and calumny” of the public and Roman officials for supposed timidity, which was hardly the reputation that a warrior would wish. It had, however, preserved Fabius’s army, which was no small accomplishment as Washington viewed matters through the lens of September 1776.18

			But what did a defensive strategy mean for New York City? Should he defend it or abandon it? he asked Congress in a letter. He offered opinions on both sides until by the end his letter was so clotted with contradiction that historians have offered dramatically different interpretations of what Washington meant.19

			The war council’s decision was as muddled as Washington’s letter: nine thousand men stationed at the north end of the island, where a rocky plateau known as Harlem Heights would provide a strong post; five thousand men to be left in the city; and several thousand others at various points.20 If, as Washington had said in his letter to Congress, his entire army would be hard put to defend the city, five thousand men—a third of the army—were surely doomed to fail.

			Fortunately the generals of the war council had second thoughts. Major General Nathanael Greene, sure that the army should evacuate, was a force behind the collective change of mind, and a congressional resolution declaring that the decision whether to stay or go was entirely up to Washington eased the way. On September 14, Washington wrote to the Congress that his war council had “not only determined a removal of the army prudent but absolutely necessary.”21
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			The battered army began withdrawing to the north just as Lieutenant James Monroe arrived from the south. Together with his roommate at William and Mary, John Francis Mercer, he had left college to enlist in the 3rd Virginia Infantry, and after “rapid marches” of four hundred miles, he arrived with his regiment on the heights near the Harlem River. Wearing fringed hunting shirts, Monroe and other officers of the 3rd Virginia were warmly welcomed, as were the more than six hundred men they led. Their high spirits were infectious, and their obvious training a source of confidence.22

			But they were far from the fighting when the attack came. Instead of landing near Harlem Heights, as Washington had expected, the British came ashore some five miles to the south. On September 15, a clear, bright Sunday, Connecticut militia guarding Kip’s Bay saw dozens upon dozens of flatboats packed with British troops heading toward them. The red-uniformed regulars on the transports “appeared like a large clover field in full bloom,” a fifteen-year-old private named Joseph Plumb Martin observed. Then came a blistering cannonade from British warships in the East River, and Martin thought his head would “go with the sound.” He and the rest of his unit abandoned their shallow trenches and ran, allowing British troops and blue-clad Hessians to splash ashore and form up unopposed.23

			Washington and his aides galloped up as Massachusetts militia and Connecticut Continentals arrived. He shouted directions: “Take the walls! Take the cornfield!” But when sixty British grenadiers appeared, the patriot reinforcements panicked and were soon “flying in every direction and in the greatest confusion,” as Washington described it. In a fury, he rode among them, even striking officers to try to preserve order, but all to no effect. “Are these the men with which I am to defend America?” he roared, throwing his hat to the ground.24

			Washington usually succeeded in keeping his temper under control, but the panic at Kip’s Bay brought it out—and a dark mood with it. After the flight of the troops, only Washington and a few aides were left on the field. It was time to withdraw, but as the British approached ever closer, Washington remained in place. Finally, an aide seized the reins of his horse and moved the commander in chief to safety. As Major General Nathanael Greene, who was very close to Washington, analyzed it, Washington had been courting destruction, putting himself in harm’s way in order to be harmed. He was “so vexed at the infamous conduct of his troops,” wrote Greene, “that he sought death rather than life.”25

			Washington had been thinking about martial glory since his youth. When he was just fifteen, he had purchased a small book from his cousin Bailey about the military achievements of the Duke of Schonberg, whose heroics “replenished the world with astonishment and made him if not superior at least equal to . . . the Caesars of our age.”26 Washington had tasted what such renown was like after Boston and hungered for a full measure of it, but what possibility was there now? He was going up against one of the greatest military powers in the world with militiamen who ran before firing a single shot. Even Continentals, as he had just seen, could not always be counted on.

			Perhaps for a moment he was also struck by his own failures. He had seen the troop positioning on Long Island the day before the battle and not objected.27 Now, misjudging where the British would land on Manhattan Island, he had stationed some of his greenest troops at Kip’s Bay and thus provided the enemy easy entry. For a man who had spent his life seeking a reputation that would lift him high, the realization that the losses were on his shoulders would have been dreadful.

			The moment passed, but the months ahead would be full of gloom and self-doubt. Washington had entered a slough of despond and did not know when—or if—he would emerge.
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			An encounter the next day briefly lifted spirits—and gave James Monroe his first taste of battle. On the morning of September 16, a probing party of Knowlton’s Rangers was sent out from Harlem Heights and soon came upon a detachment of British Black Watch infantry. After a skirmish, the Americans drew back toward the heights, and as the British pursued, their buglers sounded a tallyho—as though the Americans were fleeing before them like a fox before hounds. The taunt struck Washington’s adjutant, Colonel Joseph Reed, to the core. “I never felt such a sensation before,” he wrote. “It seemed to crown our disgrace.”28

			Washington was quick to respond. The British advance party was far in front of its lines, and he had some of his best fighters at hand. He ordered three companies of Virginia riflemen to cut off the advance force, and thus it was that Lieutenant James Monroe, until recently a college student, headed into the fray.29

			The tall, rawboned Monroe was a fighter at heart. Even while enrolled at William and Mary, he had participated in a raid on the royal governor’s palace to seize muskets and swords for the Williamsburg militia. Monroe was fired by the cause for which he fought and aware that distinction in battle could bring him the notice that he needed to move up in the world. He had been born into Virginia’s gentry class, but at the modest end of it. His father owned 500 acres when Monroe was born. The Washingtons owned 6,000.30

			There were a multitude of other differences between Washington and Monroe, starting with one being a general and the other a lieutenant, but there were also similarities in their personal stories and in their personas. Both lost their fathers before they reached adulthood and took on early responsibility. Monroe lost his mother as well. Both men were reserved and received praise for honesty and judgment rather than quick wit. Both were deeply ambitious—no fault in a warrior. “To take a soldier without ambition,” Francis Bacon wrote, “is to pull off his spurs.” But Washington knew how to conceal his ambition, as a gentleman was expected to do. Monroe did not. Even his political mentor Thomas Jefferson, who regarded him with affection, recognized how jealously and obviously Monroe attended “to his own honor and grade.”31

			Wanting to rise in the world and even achieve glory did not mean that either Washington or Monroe undervalued the cause of liberty. Indeed, it was a source of inspiration. “Let us . . . rely upon the goodness of the cause,” Washington wrote early in the war, “to animate and encourage us to great and noble actions.”32

			Both men, when their ambitions were thwarted, became deeply discontented, and the Revolutionary War had times of frustration for both. As the end of fighting neared, however, Washington was the hero of the nation and the world, while Monroe, despite bravery and effort, felt like an outcast. The Revolution, so thrilling in the beginning, left him distrustful near the end—and among those he distrusted was the great Washington. It was a small fissure that foreshadowed a great schism.
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			At Harlem Heights, the Virginia companies joined in a resolute attack upon the British and, strengthened with reinforcements, “charged the enemy with great intrepidity,” as Washington described it, driving them from “the wood into the plain.” They “were pushing them from thence,” Washington wrote, when he decided to order a withdrawal rather than risk an overwhelming British reinforcement. The troops were not enthusiastic about returning to camp. As Joseph Reed described it, “The pursuit of a flying enemy was so new a scene that it was with difficulty our men could be brought to retreat.” Their reluctance soon gave way to exhilaration at the blow they had delivered. Wrote Washington, “This affair I am in hopes will be attended with many salutary consequences, as it seems to have greatly inspirited the whole of our troops.”33

			But in case inspiration was not enough, Washington issued orders that any officer or soldier who fled in the face of the enemy “be instantly shot down.” He also ordered reliable officers to be placed to the rear of battalions so they would be well positioned to do the shooting.34

			A few nights later, flames leapt skyward from New York City, and some thought Washington was behind the burning. Congress had forbidden harm to the city, and there is no evidence that he overrode their wishes. For someone else to have taken the initiative, however, was perfectly fine with him. Describing the fire to his cousin Lund Washington, he wrote, “Providence—or some good honest fellow—has done more for us than we were disposed to do for ourselves.”35
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			The Battle of Harlem Heights did not change the army’s perilous situation. In three and a half months, Continental enlistments would expire. The regular army would be gone, and a new one would have to be raised. Meanwhile, militiamen wandered into camp, used up scarce ammunition and stores, and went home when they pleased. Washington had daily reminders that he did not have the army he needed to prevail.36

			He kept his composure for the most part. Kip’s Bay had been an exception. But he needed an outlet for his frustrations, someone he could talk to who would not betray his inmost thoughts. One he trusted was thirty-five-year-old Joseph Reed. Reed was a pleasant-looking man with a narrow face that widened agreeably at the jawline. A London-educated lawyer, he had been in the party that accompanied the new commander in chief to Boston, and along the way Washington recruited him to become his aide-de-camp. Several months later, after Reed left to rejoin his family and resume his Philadelphia law practice, Washington pleaded with him to return. He missed Reed’s “ready pen,” which had lifted from his shoulders some of the burden of correspondence with the Congress, letters to his generals, orders to his army. Moreover, he told Reed, he needed someone with whom he could “live in unbounded confidence.”37 When Washington persuaded Congress to promote Reed to adjutant general with the rank of colonel, the Philadelphian agreed to return. Washington had, or so he thought, someone from whom he did not have to hide his irritations and concerns.

			To Reed Washington felt free to express his disgust with the economically ambitious New Englanders who surrounded him. “Such a dearth of public spirit and want of virtue,” he wrote, “such stock jobbing and fertility in all the low arts to obtain advantages . . . Such a dirty, mercenary spirit pervades the whole.” New Englanders had their prejudices, too. They considered the Virginians haughty and imperious. But Washington was the commander in chief, and when Reed told him that word was beginning to circulate in Philadelphia about his opinions, Washington stopped speaking ill of New Englanders.38

			But he continued to despair about his army, and on September 30, 1776, he sat down at his headquarters on Harlem Heights and penned a long lament to his cousin Lund. For a year, he wrote, he had been pointing out to Congress “the evil consequences of short enlistments, the expenses of militia, and the little dependence that was placed in them.” Congress’s failure to respond had left him torn in a way he had never before experienced:

			
				I see the impossibility of serving with reputation or doing any essential service to the cause by continuing in command, and yet I am told that if I quit the command, inevitable ruin will follow from the distraction that will ensue. In confidence I tell you that I never was in such an unhappy, divided state since I was born.

			

			He was, he told his cousin, “bereft of every peaceful moment.”39
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			As Washington’s spirits began to sink, forty-four-year-old General Charles Lee, effectively second-in-command of the Continental army, was on his way to Harlem Heights. For the next two years, the presence of this brilliant but eccentric former British officer would reveal much about both Washington and Monroe.

			Lee, now resident in Virginia, had attended fine schools in England and Switzerland and was the master of many languages. He had years of military experience and deep admiration for the American cause. Washington had strongly urged his appointment, and John Adams had worked for it as well, calling Lee “the best qualified for the service.” After Mercy Warren, one of the most accomplished women of the age, met Lee, she seconded Adams’s assessment: “No man was better qualified at this early stage of the war to penetrate the designs, or to face in the field an experienced British veteran, than General Lee.” He had the attributes of a fine warrior, she wrote, being “fearless of danger, and fond of glory,” as well as possessing “a bold genius and an unconquerable spirit.” Having seen much of the world, he could also be good company, “frequently agreeable in narration and judicious and entertaining in observation.” Warren did not gloss over his appearance. Lee was painfully thin with a nose so large that it overwhelmed his face. He was “plain in his person even to ugliness,” she wrote. He could also be a boor, “careless in his manners to a degree of rudeness.”40

			Recently in charge of the Southern Department of the Continental army, Lee had been celebrated for his role in turning back a British attempt on Charleston. But even gracious South Carolinians could not overlook his eccentricities. “We must put up with ten thousand oddities in him on account of his abilities and his attachment to the rights of humanity,” General Charles Cotesworth Pinckney observed. Lee’s dress was slovenly, his manner caustic, and he traveled with a pack of dogs, taking his favorite, Spado, into even the politest company. At a reception in Boston, he had maneuvered none other than Abigail Adams into a handshake with the large black Pomeranian.41

			Lee’s opinion of his fellow man fell far short of his opinion of dogs, and he was often unable to keep his feelings to himself. During the French and Indian War, the Seneca had named him Boiling Water because of his scathing outbursts.42 They were often directed at those in authority, usually when they had somehow thwarted him, but sometimes even when they had not.

			Despite Washington’s losses at Brooklyn Heights and Kip’s Bay, there was continued admiration of his integrity. Colonel John Haslet, commander of the 1st Delaware Regiment, wrote that Washington’s “character for disinterestedness, patience, and fortitude will be had in everlasting remembrances.” But Haslet also noted that his indecisiveness had the army concerned: “We have alarm upon alarm, orders now issue[d] and the next moment reversed.” The army was yearning for steady leadership: “Would to heaven General Lee was here is the language of officers and men.”43

			The troops were thrilled when Lee rode into camp. Tench Tilghman, one of Washington’s aides, reported that his presence helped “our people feel bold.” Lee had arrived shortly after Washington had learned of the British landing a large force at Throg’s Point, from which they had to advance just nine miles to block the bridge that was the escape route from Manhattan. Being cut off was the nightmare that Washington had worried about for weeks, but his report to Congress seemed confident. Throg’s Point at high tide was actually an island, he explained, and the grounds from the point were “strong and defensible, being full of stone fences both along the road and across the adjacent fields.”44

			Washington knew that Congress viewed Manhattan as critical to guarding the Hudson River, “the nexus of the northern and southern colonies,” as John Adams called it, and “a kind of key to the whole continent.” This view had recently been reinforced by Congress resolving “that General Washington be desired if it be practicable by every art and whatever expense” to block British use of the Hudson. Thus Washington made preparations for a battle to defend his position. On October 13, he ordered that the mess “be kept cooking” and “the butchers constantly killing.” He exhorted his men to “act with bravery and spirit becoming the cause in which they are engaged.”45

			Lee was appalled to learn that with a formidable enemy at work to outflank him, Washington intended to defend his foothold on Manhattan Island. Lee blamed the Congress in part, declaring that its members were “unhinging the army by their absurd interference.” But Washington was also at fault. He ought to threaten to resign, Lee wrote, unless the Congress stopped meddling.46

			Lee was not the sort to hide his opinion, and by October 15, Washington agreed that it was no longer “practicable,” to use Congress’s word, to stay on Manhattan. The British had committed so many men and resources to the flanking movement that if they failed at Throg’s Point they were certain to try somewhere else. At a council of war, which met at Lee’s quarters, Washington read aloud “sundry accounts of deserters shewing the enemy’s intentions to surround us.” The council voted to evacuate Manhattan except for the garrison at Fort Washington, an enormous earthwork atop a rocky mound on the highest point on the island. With guns trained on the river, Fort Washington and its twin, Fort Constitution in New Jersey, provided security for the Hudson, or at least that was the idea. Just a week before, the British had sailed the Roebuck, the Phoenix, and the Tartar, together with supporting vessels, past the forts. But the emphasis of Congress on preventing British ships from navigating the Hudson helped clear doubts away.47

			Any resentment that Washington felt at Lee’s swooping in and redirecting patriot efforts he kept to himself. Two days after the council of war, as patriot troops were rolling their tents to depart, he thanked Lee by renaming Fort Constitution. Henceforward it would be known as Fort Lee.

			The withdrawal across King’s Bridge to White Plains, New York, was long and miserable. Draft animals were in short supply, leaving soldiers to strain and pull to move heavy artillery. Food was short, according to Private Martin, who abandoned a cast-iron kettle he had been carrying. Since there was nothing to cook in it, he decided, there was no sense hauling it a step farther.48

			The encampment at White Plains, as Joseph Reed observed, offered “every advantage of ground,” but on October 28 the British army appeared, bayonets glittering in the sun, and quickly put an end to the idea that the patriot position was too daunting for them. During a fierce cannonade, “brisk on both sides,” an observer noted, the British advanced on Chatterton’s Hill, the high point of the battleground, and all too soon the militiamen stationed on the hill gave way.49

			Washington retreated for the third time in two months, this time to the heights around North Castle. He waited for another attack, but in the early morning hours of November 3, the rumbling of cannon carriages alerted patriot sentries to enemy troop movement. The British marched off in a southwesterly direction, leading optimists in the American camp to believe they were headed into winter quarters in New York City. Washington suspected that General Howe intended to invade New Jersey—and attack Fort Washington.50

			In a letter to the Continental Congress, Washington vowed to send a force across the Hudson into New Jersey and even lead it himself in order to prevent the British from moving southward and attacking Philadelphia, where the Congress was meeting. But because there were imperatives east of the Hudson as well, he decided to take just two thousand men into New Jersey with him. He would leave four thousand under General William Heath at Hudson Highlands thirty miles north and another seven thousand with General Lee at North Castle to guard the approach to New England.51 Meanwhile, the garrisons at Forts Washington and Lee were to remain.

			Washington was counting on the main body of the army, under General Lee, augmenting, if necessary, the small force that he was taking across the Hudson, but he communicated his plan in a remarkably diffident way: “If the enemy should remove the whole or the greatest part of their force to the west side of Hudson’s River,” he wrote to Lee, “I have no doubt of your following with all possible dispatch.” Washington could be a forceful commander, ordering men shot, lashed, and hanged to enforce discipline, but his note to Lee was more respectful request than firm command, as though he had lost his self-confidence during the bruising months since Boston.52

			He may also have been constrained by the rules of gentlemanly behavior. On some level, he might have regarded a firm order to a top general as a breach of civility. One of the entries he had copied from Rules of Civility, the book that did so much to instill in him a sense of decorum, warned against being “excessive in commanding.”53 Whatever the reasons for his diffidence, it did not always serve him well.

			About the same time that Washington was making suggestions to General Lee, he sent a letter to Major General Greene, now in command of Fort Washington and Fort Lee. Three more British ships had sailed past Fort Washington, leading the commander in chief to ask, “What valuable purpose can it answer to attempt to hold a post from which the expected benefit cannot be had?” The answer was obvious. There was no valuable purpose. But Washington did not tell Greene what to do. “As you are on the spot,” he wrote, “[I] leave it to you to give such orders as to evacuating [Fort] Washington as you judge best.”54

			Washington was fond of the thirty-four-year-old Rhode Islander, a strong, stocky man who walked with a pronounced limp. His gait had held him back in the early days of his military career, when he had not been made an officer in a local militia company because of it. In the Continental army, he quickly became a brigadier general, then a major general and one of Washington’s most trusted officers. The commander in chief, largely self-educated, may have favored Greene because he, too, had schooled himself, reading Euclid, Horace, and Seneca as a young man, as well as moderns, such as Locke and Hume. To the chagrin of his Quaker family, he had studied historic battles, read the memoirs of renowned general Maurice de Saxe, and immersed himself in the writings of Marshal Turenne, whose campaigns Napoleon would recommend for instruction. Although Greene had no battlefield experience, he had gained a reputation as “a first-rate military genius,” in the words of Tench Tilghman. He was “one in whose opinions [the commander in chief] places the utmost confidence.”55

			Washington moved the men directly under his command north to Peekskill, across the Hudson, and down to Fort Lee, where he met with Greene, who was confident that Fort Washington could be successfully defended. Washington vacillated between Greene’s reassurances and his own growing doubts—“warfare in my mind,” he called it—until finally it was too late to make a decision. On November 16, General Howe brought the full force of the British army against the fort. Washington, standing on a high bank near Fort Lee, watching smoke rise and listening to cannon fire, sent a brave officer across the river to tell the commander of the fort, Colonel Robert Magaw, that if he could hold out until nightfall, he and his men would be evacuated to New Jersey. The messenger returned with dreadful news: Magaw was negotiating a surrender. He had little choice. His men were jammed into the earthen fort that the British had encircled with murderous artillery.56

			The fall of the fort was a catastrophe. Washington calculated that two thousand men had been lost, as many as he had led across the Hudson into New Jersey. In fact, the toll was worse—nearly three thousand lost, and this at a time when army enlistments were expiring. Bleak as the situation had been before, nothing matched this calamity.

			Certain the British would soon cross the Hudson, Washington ordered an immediate evacuation of Fort Lee. Stores of food, hundreds of tents, and thousands of weapons were left behind. Washington consolidated his army at Hackensack, and it was there that he received a letter from Charles Lee. “Oh General,” Lee wrote, “why would you be overpersuaded by men of inferior judgment to your own?”57

			In a single sentence Lee questioned Washington’s judgment and faintly praised it, while raising doubts about Greene. He was not the only one to lament Greene’s advice and Washington’s indecision, which had effectively implemented the Rhode Islander’s strategy. But Greene was forthright, loyal, and smart, and the advice he offered was usually good. He had urged evacuation of New York City—and burning it on the way out. His latest recommendation was that Washington station “provisions and provinder” at key points along the route through New Jersey that the army was likely to take.58 As fall weather turned to freezing winter, the men would be cold, miserable, and hungry, but at least there would be some food for them and their horses.

			As the retreat began, Washington wrote to Lee, “I am of the opinion and the gentlemen about me concur in it that the public interest requires your coming over to this side with the Continental troops.” It was not quite an order. Lee would call it a “recommendation.”59

			During the next few weeks, Washington repeatedly urged and even entreated Lee to join him, but he did not issue a command. Lee explained that he hesitated to leave New England unguarded and that his men were ill-equipped for a long march. When Washington pressed him to hurry and help defend Philadelphia, Lee answered that he did not think Philadelphia was the British target (which it turned out not to be) and that he had information that the British intended to move toward New England (which a large part of their army did). When Lee finally crossed the Hudson, he proposed that rather than join Washington he harass the British from the rear, thus distracting and weakening them.60 Lee had a military rationale for every demurral, but since the fall of Fort Washington, he had become utterly disenchanted with George Washington—which no doubt inclined him to find reasons not to join the commander in chief.

			Lee’s failure to heed Washington’s recommendations added to the burdens that the commander in chief was already shouldering—as perhaps did his own failure to issue Lee a definitive order. He had an army of Continentals whose terms would be up at the end of the month and several brigades of militia that were already departing, a Congress that issued poor military guidance and failed to supply even basic necessities to the troops, and a record of military defeat that was causing many to doubt his leadership. On top of all this came betrayal from someone with whom he thought he could “live in unbounded confidence.”61

			At Burlington, Washington was handed a letter addressed to Colonel Reed during a time when Reed was absent from camp. Thinking the letter to be an official communication, Washington opened it to read a note to Reed from General Lee:

			
				I received your most obliging, flattering letter [and] lament with you that fatal indecision of mind which in war is a much greater disqualification than stupidity or even want of personal courage. Accident may put a decisive blunderer in the right, but eternal defeat and miscarriage must attend the man of the best parts if cursed with indecision.

			

			It was evident that after the debacle at Fort Washington, Reed had gone behind Washington’s back and criticized him to Lee. Washington forwarded the letter to Reed along with a note:

			
				The enclosed was put into my hands by an express from . . . White Plains. Having no idea of its being a private letter, much less suspecting the tendency of the correspondence, I opened it, as I had done all other letters to you from the same place and Peekskill, upon the business of your office.62

			

			In its dispassion, the note was fully aligned with the gentleman’s code, though one can hardly miss the anger underneath. Washington’s lack of emotion, at least on the surface, was essential at this point. He needed Reed in the days directly ahead, as well as Lee and the troops he commanded. It was not the time for an open break.
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			Washington hid well the cares weighing on him. Young Lieutenant James Monroe watched him pass by as the Continental army retreated from Newark, New Jersey, southwest toward Brunswick. Lieutenant General Henry Cornwallis and his troops were not far behind. As Monroe remembered it:

			
				I saw him in my earliest youth in the retreat through Jersey at the head of a small band, or rather in its rear, for he was always near the enemy, and his countenance and manner made an impression on me which time can never efface. . . . A deportment so firm, so dignified, so exalted, but yet so modest and composed, I have never seen in any other person.63

			

			Monroe wrote this description long after he and Washington had become estranged, but he nonetheless captured an essential element of his greatness. Washington was not a brilliant general, although there were moments of brilliance, one of which lay directly ahead. But he was determined and honorable, someone who towered above other men not only in stature but also in character.

		

	
		
			
				TWO

			

			River Crossing

			[image: ]

			Victory Hard Won

			Washington and his army arrived at Trenton on December 2, and over the next five days and nights retreated from New Jersey across the Delaware River into Pennsylvania. Charles Willson Peale, an artist who had come with the Philadelphia Associators to reinforce Washington’s army, described a night scene he came upon as the “most hellish” he had ever beheld: “The shores . . . lighted up with large fires; the boats continually passing and repassing, full of men, horses, artillery, and camp equipage; the hallooing of hundreds of men in their difficulties of getting horses and artillery out of the boats.” As Peale was watching, one of the men who had crossed over the river “staggered out of line and came toward me. He had lost all his clothes. He was in an old dirty blanket jacket, his beard long and his face so full of sores.” Only when the man drew very close and spoke did Peale realize it was his brother James.1

			James Peale was hardly the only man in distress, and Washington, as he had before, wrote to the Congress asking for simple necessities. “The clothing of the troops is a matter of infinite importance,” he wrote, “and if it could be accomplished would have a happy effect . . . many of them being entirely naked and most so thinly clad as to be unfit for service.”2

			Washington was relieved when reinforcements began to arrive. Two thousand men assigned to Charles Lee’s command appeared on December 20—but the general was not with them. After bringing his men to New Jersey, Lee had decided that he needed a comfortable bed and, perhaps, some female companionship. He had spent the night with a few aides at Widow White’s lodgings, several miles from his lines. He had just finished a letter about Washington’s shortcomings (“Entre nous, a certain great man is most damnably deficient”) when a British detachment that had been alerted to his location moved in and carried him off.3

			Lee’s capture was widely regretted. Jonathan Trumbull Jr., an army paymaster, wrote to his father, the governor of Connecticut, “This is a misfortune that cannot be remedied as we have no officer in the army of equal experience and merit.” Colonel John Cadwalader noted that Lee’s capture “had dampened the spirit of the army very much.” Washington wrote to his cousin Lund, “Our cause has . . . received a severe blow in the captivity of General Lee.”4

			At the same time he was regretting Lee’s loss, Washington suddenly found himself free from congressional interference. On December 12, 1776, Congress, worried about the British capturing Philadelphia, decided to find another meeting place, and before leaving town gave Washington “full power to order and direct all things relative to the department and to the operations of war.” Wasting no time in taking advantage of his new stature, Washington wrote a forceful letter to the Congress. Members had by now authorized an 88-battalion army, but Washington made clear this was insufficient. He needed 110 battalions, and if members thought he was pushing too hard, he wrote, they should understand that “desperate diseases require desperate remedies.”5
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			The British army, in eighteenth-century fashion, went into winter quarters but left three posts along the Delaware at Bordentown, Burlington, and Trenton. Joseph Reed, now directing a network of spies in New Jersey, reported enemy activity to Washington and kept him informed about the spirited attacks that American militia were carrying out on enemy posts.6

			Trenton, where Colonel Johann Rall commanded three regiments of Hessians, had been under extreme pressure from patriot militia, and it was there, suggested Reed, that Washington ought to attack. “Some enterprise must be undertaken in our present circumstances,” Reed wrote, “or we must give up the cause.” Reed was certainly not the only one to arrive at this conclusion. Everything pointed to it, from the expiration of enlistments in little more than a week to New Jersey citizens who were losing enthusiasm for the American cause. But Reed offered specific recommendations: take advantage of the collected American troops and “the scattered, divided state of the enemy” and try to “possess ourselves again of New Jersey or any considerable part of it.” The effects of such a move, he advised, “would be greater than if we had never left [New Jersey].”7

			A shattering blow to the enemy—or a “brilliant stroke,” as Washington called it—would overshadow the retreats and defeats of the past year, and the pieces were in place.8 In addition to the advantages Reed set forth, Washington had commandeered all the boats along the Delaware and had skilled mariners to man them. Colonel John Glover and his Marbleheaders, a Massachusetts regiment that counted free black men among its numbers, had proved their worth in the evacuation from Brooklyn Heights, across the East River to Manhattan. They were brave and disciplined, and when the red-haired Glover assured Washington and his war council that he and his men could handle a Delaware crossing, they had confidence in his judgment. Washington knew he could depend on the inventive Henry Knox, and he put him in charge of the logistics of the crossing. Nathanael Greene was also at Washington’s side and would lead a column into Trenton.

			As they readied to cross the Delaware, Washington’s men had almost nothing by way of warm clothes, but they did have the inspirational words of Thomas Paine, a radical Englishman who had marched as a volunteer on the long retreat. An essay he had written circulated in the camps along the river. “These are the times that try men’s souls,” it began. “The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis shrink from the service of his country; but he that stands it NOW deserves the love and thanks of man and woman.”9

			The time set for the attack on Trenton was “Christmas Day at night,” Washington wrote to Joseph Reed on December 23, admonishing him to tell no one. The next evening a visitor noticed Washington writing on bits of paper. When one dropped to the floor, the visitor read the words “Victory or Death,” the phrase that would be the password for the attack.10
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			By now the 3rd Virginia had lost two-thirds of its men to illness. Only five officers remained, one of them Lieutenant James Monroe, still eager to fight after the grueling march through the Jerseys. When Monroe learned that Washington had chosen Captain William Washington to lead an advance party across the Delaware, he immediately volunteered to serve under him. At dusk on Christmas Day, the advance party crossed the river at Coryell’s Ferry, north of where Washington would cross. After landing, the officers and fifty men moved to a point three miles outside Trenton, where they had been ordered to set up a roadblock and “make prisoners of all going in or coming out of town.”11

			Although the men proceeded stealthily, they nonetheless alerted a dog, whose owner investigated the ruckus and discovered the advance party. Thinking they were British, he ordered them away, his curses loud in the night, but when he found out they were Americans, he introduced himself as Dr. John Riker and offered to accompany them in case his services were needed.12

			The advance party made prisoners of many traveling to and from Trenton that night and at dawn spied a column of the Continental army approaching. General Greene was in command, with General Washington accompanying. The men in the advance party became the vanguard of
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