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        Reflect, if you will: that man whom you call your slave was born of the same seeds as you—enjoys the same sky—breathes, lives, dies, just as you do. It is possible that you will see him a free man, and equally possible that he will see you enslaved.

        SENECA, LETTERS ON ETHICS 47:10

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The players in this drama of frustration and indignity are not commas or semicolons in a legislative thesis; they are people, human beings, citizens of the United States of America.

        ROY WILKINS, 1963 TESTIMONY TO CONGRESS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        People are trapped in history and history is trapped in them.

        JAMES BALDWIN, “STRANGER IN THE VILLAGE”, 1953
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      June 28th, 1778, early afternoon

      The Commander-in-Chief, General George Washington, sat easily on his steed in the devilish midsummer heat on Perrine Hill near Monmouth, New Jersey. He watched the battle from above the carnage. General Knox’s artillery pounded the massed British troops at the bottom of the hill beyond the hedgerow being defended by the Continentals. The General had spent most of the early afternoon positioning and rallying his troops on the hill and supervising the long cannonade.

      Suddenly the cannon fire quieted for a moment, a cloud of smoke cleared, and the General saw a strange sight on a small hill to the side of the main battlefield. He saw his Negro valet, Billy Lee, mounted on his horse, with his telescope to his eye, looking down at the British lines. He was surrounded by the other generals’ valets on horses. Billy had gathered them together in imitation of his master on the main hill.

      Simultaneously, the British sighted the group. Clearly thinking this was a flanking brigade ready to attack, an enterprising British gunnery Lieutenant sighted and fired a cannon shot at the corps du valets, just as the General was pointing them out to his aides as a good joke.

      The cannon shot passed through a tree right next to Billy Lee, taking several branches as it flew. The other horses started and reared, some galloping off down the hill to the rear. The General, mouth opening to shout, found himself moving on his horse toward his endangered slave. Billy never moved. He kept observing the British through his telescope. He shut the telescope with precise movements, replaced it in its case, took up his musket, and placed a ball presumably where he thought it would do the most good.

      The General reigned up his horse and looked on in admiration. He exclaimed to his officers, pointing, "There, gentlemen, is true courage!" The General saluted his valet with his sword, but Billy took no notice; he was gathering his remaining troops to retreat in good order down the little hill. He disappeared from sight.

      Resuming his outward stoic calm, the General privately reflected while the guns resumed their furious cannonade. He had often thought it a pity that Billy was not a servant but a slave. It occurred to him that, given his experiences in Massachusetts and New York and New Jersey, there was little reason to doubt that Negroes were soldiers as good as any, free or not. A deeper feeling emerged this day, a hollow feeling deep in his stomach: was there any reason not to make Billy Lee a free soldier instead of a slave? But there was: property, value, reputation, custom, interest, all were against it. The General dismissed this impossible desire for the nonce, knowing he would revisit it in time. But not just now.

      The General looked again at that little hill. Colonel Rhea, the local man knowledgeable about the terrain, looked as well, then suggested the hill provided an excellent opportunity. The General sent Colonel Rhea to General Greene to order the repositioning of his troops and artillery to a flanking-fire position on the hill to fire on the British cannons and troops from a second direction. Finally, some hot work to be done after the long, cold winter at Valley Forge.

      The General smiled.
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      Sunday, March 1, 1789, morning

      The black face, sightless, stared up at me, cold and dripping in the thin March light. I was on one knee in the mud next to the icy Potomac River, examining the damage to the head.

      "Damn, Humphreys!"

      I looked up sharply at the General. The General never swore. He stared down at the dripping and tangled and disheveled corpse, appalled and showing it, which was also something he seldom did.

      Mr. John Fairfax came stumbling back to us, wiping his mouth with a handkerchief after relieving himself of his breakfast.

      "It's Julius, isn't it? The overseer at Dogue Run." Mr. Fairfax's eyes were showing too much white.

      "Yes." The General's tone was dry and clipped.

      "He's dead." Mr. Fairfax, a young man with no experience of war, was clearly distressed by the decomposing body he had pulled out of the river that morning. The General and I had seen much worse in the War, of course, but to see this on a sunny, cold March morning at the Mount Vernon Landing was unsettling, to say the least.

      The General recovered himself. He looked at me with exasperation in his gaze and compressed lips. I acknowledged Mr. Fairfax's statement of the obvious. "Yes, apparently. And not today." The puckering of the skin, the bloating of the belly, all indicated some time in the water, but the body looked altogether too much like a man to have been in the water more than a few days. I'd seen men pulled to shore two or three days after a battle with that same appearance, defeated and decomposing quickly. We had not usually lingered long around their bodies; the onrushing corruption was rapid after they came out of the water. One never gets used to the smell. But the Potomac was still icy and cold, and that would have preserved the body.

      I turned the head, looking at the crushed side of the man's skull. "Is it possible the man fell and hit his head? The damage here is severe."

      The General asked, "Mr. Fairfax, exactly where did you find the body?"

      "I saw it washed up on the bank of the river when I came down to fetch some tools left here yesterday." Mr. Fairfax looked very much as though he wished he had slept in that morning.

      The General looked around at the wharf and the muddy shore. "There is nowhere to fall here that would cause such damage, Colonel." He used my formal title rather than my last name, telling me he had recovered himself completely from his initial shock.

      "Could he have drifted here from somewhere else?" I asked.

      "No; the main river currents don't run into shore. Mr. Fairfax, did you give Julius leave?"

      Mr. Fairfax shook his head silently. Julius, as a slave, required a leave from his master to absent himself from his farm. Dogue Run Farm was a half-hour ride away from Mount Vernon proper, to the northwest.

      "And I certainly did not. He did not float here from Dogue Run, as it is downriver. I conclude he is dead from a blow, delivered here by someone else, and he fell into the river and washed ashore after some time in the water here, perhaps under the wharf." The General looked around and saw the little crowd of Negroes that had gathered. The General instructed several of them to check the surrounding area for blood on stones or other possible weapons. After a short while, they returned with no result.

      My mind filled with questions. "So if someone murdered him, they have carried off the weapon. Why Julius? Why here? Who would want to murder him? How was it accomplished? When was it done?"

      "All very good questions, Colonel; and yet I am more concerned with the possible impact on the political situation I face."

      I grimaced; the situation we had debated day in and out for six months: whether to accept the Presidency of the new United States if the electors chose him. As I was his former aide-de-camp, close friend, house-guest, and biographer, he felt I could give him good advice on the decision. I was not alone, however; everyone who spoke to him or wrote to him had an opinion, and it was the same: to accept. But he disagreed, unwilling to give up his "vine and fig tree." And now this murder to complicate things.

      The General stood with his arms folded, looking out at the Potomac flowing by, icy chunks bobbing slowly along the shore, knocking up against the pilings of the wharf. Mr. Fairfax shifted from foot to foot in the cold.

      After a short time, the General turned to me and asked, "Do you know Mr. Martin Cockburn, Colonel?"

      "No, sir, I do not."

      "Mr. Cockburn is the close friend and neighbor of Colonel George Mason of Mason's Neck, just down the river. I have cut Colonel Mason completely since he became so vocal in opposition to the ratification of the new Constitution. He has become the antifederalist leader of Fairfax County. Mr. Cockburn's plantation, Springfield, adjoins Colonel Mason's plantation, Gunston Hall. Mr Cockburn too is one of the leading antifederalists in the County. He is also the County magistrate who would investigate this murder."

      "I see, sir—we can expect little sympathy from that quarter."

      "Very little." The General continued to stare at the river. "I now have a choice to make, Colonel. I must choose whether to bury the man immediately in the Negro graveyard up the hill without further action, a convenient option, or to call in the authorities to investigate the murder."

      I was appalled. "Your Excellency, you cannot possibly allow this murder to go unpunished."

      "I can, as his owner, and given the political situation, I should. I should call it accidental death."

      "It is monstrous!" As a longtime guest at Mount Vernon, I had seen slavery and its consequences in all sorts of different situations, but this one was new to me. I could not accept it.

      The General grunted, then agreed. "It is indeed, sir. One of my people murdered, and such a choice to make because of politics. Monstrous indeed. I cannot say how much I resent this act against my property."

      The General, whose calm demeanor never varied, stepped down to the river. He picked up a stone, turned it over in his hand, then drew back his arm and hurled it far out across the river. I was reminded of a tale he had told me one evening. When he was a young man, a friend challenged him to cast a stone to the far side of the Potomac. He cast the stone but failed to reach the other side, as the river is very wide. Now, the General's eyes narrowed against the cold breeze as he watched his stone splash far out among the chunks of ice and sink without a trace. Knowing the General as I did, I knew he felt as much for the man as for the property. I looked down at the mass of decaying flesh that had been a slave and shuddered with cold and distress.

      Turning from the icy river, the General looked around. There was no work on the plantation of a Sunday, and the group of Negroes grew as word of the gruesome discovery spread. He pointed at one, then another of them. "You, Adam, and you, Ned, carry poor Julius up to the ice house. Get some fresh ice from the river and some straw to refresh the supply already there, and remove any stored items to the Mansion House cellar. Mr. Fairfax: do you ride over to Springfield plantation on Mason's Neck and inform Mr. Cockburn about the situation. Then Colonel Hooe, the Sheriff, in Alexandria. Please ask Mr. Lear to ride there and fetch him as well, or if he cannot, then one of the servants. Do you need detailed instructions?"

      "No sir." Mr. Fairfax turned and ran up the path toward the stables.

      As the two men gathered up the body, the General dismissed the others to their Sunday business.

      As we walked up the hill toward the Mansion House, the General said, "Julius lived with the woman Alice at Dogue Run. I must go there to inform her of his death. Will you come, Colonel?"

      "Certainly, Your Excellency. It cannot be a pleasant task for you to perform alone."
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            ALICE AND THE BAD NEWS

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunday, March 1, 1789, mid-morning

      By the time I had donned my riding clothes, the General was already at the stables. He had given orders to the stable boy to saddle my horse along with his own. We mounted and rode out along the drive. The Dogue Run quarters were about two miles from the Mansion House down the Fredericksburg road.

      The ride was easy, no more than a half hour at a walk. The General was pensive during the ride, saying little but for a single comment about a field we passed. He had plans to change the crop to try to improve the output of the field. He said nothing about Julius, his wife Alice, or Julius's death.

      We rode up to the overseer’s quarters at Dogue Run, which looked to be in dilapidations. The huts that formed the slave quarters were worse, but that was their normal state, unfortunately. This was the state of all the slave "quarters" on the plantation, aside from the family quarters building at the Mansion House farm. But the additional row of ramshackle cabins behind the new greenhouse was a constant reminder to me of the injustice of slavery. I had asked the General on several occasions whether it would be better to house his slaves as he did his servants, but as with other aspects of slavery, he demurred. He said that such housing was just the way of things in Virginia.

      The General knocked on the door and said, "Alice? We must speak with you." The ramshackle door slowly opened, and a small, frightened woman looked out at us. Recognizing the General, she backed away into the house, and we entered.

      The single room had two rustic chairs and a bench along with a single, very basic bed frame. The small fireplace had a few cooking implements scattered around it and a small store of food items nearby. There was no fire alight at the moment. Alice stood near the fireplace, wringing her hands with worry. The General removed his hat, walked over to her, and said, "Alice, I’m very sorry to tell you that we have found Julius’s body in the river. He died sometime in the last few days."

      Alice’s face crumpled. "I knew, I knew. He didn't come home two nights gone. He just didn't come home."

      The General asked, "Why did you not send for me right away?"

      She looked away, then said, "Very sorry, sir. Julius was gone lots of nights, I didn't worry much about it. Until today. He's never been gone this long."

      "Gone away many nights. Indeed. His job was to be here, supervising the people working on the farm. And away at night, many nights, without leave. Indeed." I sensed the General's anger from the austerity of his face. "But no matter now. Alice, we need to find out who killed Julius."

      "Killed him?" Alice looked at the General without understanding. Her eyes lifted to his and she said, "You mean he didn't just drown hisself? You mean he got killed? Somebody killed him?"

      "Yes, I am afraid that is so."

      Her lips clamped as her eyes went again to the floor. She began to tremble.

      "Alice, do you have any idea who might have done this to Julius?"

      She shook her head, stepping back a little without looking at him. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her, but it was obvious that she was more afraid than grief-stricken.

      I said, "Alice, please don’t worry about being in trouble, I am sure your master does not intend any punishment. Will you tell us what you know so that we can find the person who did this?" Still no response.

      The General glanced at me, then looked again at Alice and asked, "Why was Julius gone at night? Just night-walking to friends? Or was something else happening?"

      She looked up at him speechlessly, shaking her head, lips clamped tight.

      "You must tell us, Alice."

      Alice took another step back, still shaking her head and looking down at the floor and trembling even more. I sensed the terror she felt was for a punishment visited upon her solely as a result of her husband's behavior. I touched the General’s sleeve with a silent plea for compassion.

      He again glanced at me impassively, but said, "Well. We can discuss that later. We will have to see what we can find out from the others here. But now, Alice: I must ask you to gather your things. I think it best for now that you go up to the Mansion House. I shall send over a new overseer later this afternoon who will live here now, and I fear you cannot stay. Please go to my wife and ask her to settle you in the quarters and give you work. We will talk with you again later, once you are settled. I am very sorry for your troubles."

      Alice nodded without saying anything, still trembling, and turned to the short task of sorting out her few personal belongings and bundling them up in a piece of cloth. We stood by until she was ready to leave, then escorted her to the door. Alice set out along the road to the Mansion House, trudging slowly away to her fate.

      "I cannot help but feel that something must be done for her, sir," I said, looking after her.

      The General was surprised. "Something will be done, Colonel. Mrs. Washington is very good with her women at the house; she will settle Alice and all will be well. That is why I directed Alice to the house rather than just leaving her here in the quarters to work. Also, she will be near at hand when she is ready to answer our questions."

      I realized that the General and I saw things differently. Where I saw a new widow devastated by tragedy and terrified by the prospect of punishment as a slave, he and his good wife saw only a servant that needed placement elsewhere, a normal process and fact of life on a plantation.

      "Sir, I fear this change will simply compound her agony and terror, you must see that."

      The General smiled slightly. "Rather too poetic, do not you think, Colonel? I suppose that is possible, but what alternative do I have? There must be an overseer by Monday morning’s work time, and that overseer must have a house, and I cannot very well supply the house with a woman in it. Mrs. Washington will see to her settling in and will be kind toward her. She will not be punished, and she will at least lose her terror of that. Once she is settled, we will question her again about her husband and his habits."

      I shook my head. "I fear I cannot be as sanguine, sir; you know my feelings on slavery. Forgive me, but I can see only evil coming from all this."

      The General sighed and said, "Yes, Colonel, I understand. You wish me to free all my people as a moral duty." He looked around the shabby overseer's cabin. "The result would be disastrous for my family. Much of my wealth is in my people, and freeing them would destroy that wealth. As well, the 1782 Virginia Act mandates paying for the support of freed slaves who cannot support themselves, to avoid their becoming a draw on public funds. I cannot support such an expense for nearly a hundred people. It is far more important to me, at this moment, to get my farm functioning properly. My family depends on it. My livelihood depends on it. I am not secure from want. Even if I accept the call to the Presidency, I shall not take a salary, and everything thus depends on having a working farm to generate the income we need to live."

      I could only reply, "I understand, Your Excellency."

      The General stared out at his farm stoically and offered a further explanation. "Colonel, I lived too many years in my youth with the restrictions and limitations of relative poverty and a difficult family circumstance. I cannot allow myself to return to it, to retreat backward to a time of trial. I need my people to work the farm. I need competent overseers to ensure they do so to the utmost of their capacity. This is my duty as a plantation owner and as the head of a family. You will understand this more fully, Colonel, after you marry and start your own family."

      We walked out into the cold day.
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            THE DOGUE RUN SLAVES AND THE FARM

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunday, March 1, 1789, mid-morning

      The Dogue run fields stretched out around us, punctuated by the little cabins that housed the slaves. The General said, "I visit these fields every few days, you know. I have often worked with Julius to determine the best use of the people here. Mr. Fairfax has reported no problems with the farm. I must now admit that we simply did not see what was in front of us."

      I nodded and asked, "How do you wish to proceed, Your Excellency?"

      He replied, "I think it incumbent upon myself to gather some information before I assign the new overseer. I had recommended to Mr. Fairfax earlier this year that he see to preparations for spring planting along with fencing work and drainage improvements. I will inspect the fields now to ascertain what the people here have done."

      The General’s people, so-called I suppose as an emollient term to use in place of the less salubrious "slave," were without doubt the best source of information about the farm. They did all the work, after all.

      The General continued, "Perhaps while I ride out into the fields, Colonel, you could assist me by gathering information from the people here."

      We walked over toward the quarters. The General called out his people from their Sunday rest, and the men and women gathered in the space in front of the overseer’s house with their children. When it appeared that no more were to come, the General addressed them, just as he had so many times addressed his soldiers before battle. It was as cold today as it had been at Valley Forge, I’m sure. The huts of the slaves were not much better than the huts of the soldiers at that time, nor were the soldiers' clothes much better that winter than the rags of the people I was viewing. There was less snow on the ground now, though, and more fear.

      The General spoke. "I must tell you all of a distressing event that has occurred at the Mansion House farm today. We have found Julius, your overseer here, dead in the river, near the Landing. We are convinced someone murdered him, but we do not know by whom. I will send over another overseer later today or tomorrow. In the meanwhile, anyone with any information about this dreadful thing must come forward with it." He looked over the faces turned toward him, but there was no movement at all: a frozen tableau on a frozen day.

      "Come now. Someone must know something." There was an uncomfortable shifting of feet and clearing of throats, but no one said anything.

      "Very well, then. This is Colonel Humphreys, who will select a few of you to question about events on the farm. I will leave you to it, then, Colonel."

      The General mounted his horse and proceeded off to his tour of inspection of the farm. I set to work. I chose as I would choose soldiers for a raid, looking for the subtle signs in the men that would tell me they would do their duty. I did not ask for volunteers; the men before me did not appear anxious to distinguish themselves. No one would meet my eye. I reflected briefly that it was so much easier to deal with free men in a straightforward way, and again how much I wished the General would reconsider manumission.

      I walked up and down the line of Negroes, debating with myself on each one's usefulness to my quest. I chose one sturdy, middle-aged man and one older boy and dismissed the others, mostly women and children, whom I felt would contribute little to my understanding of events.

      "Come along, then; we'll go into the overseer's house to get in out of the cold." I guided them into the little house. The pair entered gingerly, stepping across the floor as though it were made of live coals. I realized they had never been inside before. I pulled together a rickety chair and the bench and sat myself in the chair, indicating the bench to the Negros.

      "Well, now. What’s your name?"

      "Jack, sir, massa."

      "Sir will do, Jack, thank you. And yours?"

      "Israel, massa."

      "All right, Israel. Just call me sir. And what do you two do on the farm?"

      "Field labor, sir, whatever needs doin'," said Jack.

      Israel nodded, then added, "Sometimes my mama has me workin' on things round here."

      "And Julius is the one that tells you what to do every day?"

      "Yessir."

      "How was Julius as a man to work for? Was he fair?"

      Jack said, "Just fine, sir, massa. No problems atall. Just fine."

      "Israel?"

      The boy nodded, "Yessir, just fine for me too."

      "Is there anything amiss with the work in the fields?"

      "Nosir, we all just do our work, just like Julius says." Jack stared at the floor.

      "And after work? Much night walking?"

      The pair looked at each other, then back down at the floor. Jack said, "Don’t know about that, sir. We all keep our selfs to our selfs, you understand."

      "Have any people run away to get away from Julius?"

      Jack looked alarmed at this, eyes wide. "Nosir, nosir, nobody run off in a long while. Julius ain't give nobody no cause to run off." Israel, startled by the older man's vehemence, looked at him with round eyes.

      "But Julius wasn’t here every day, was he?"

      "Nosir, just most times."

      "And did you know where he was when absent?"

      "Nosir, he never said nothin' to us about it." Israel nodded in agreement.

      "Was there anyone here at all who had problems with Julius?"

      "Nosir, not so's I know anything about it."

      "Nobody who would do him harm?"

      "Nosir." Jack was more confident in his opinion on intended harm.

      "Was there any person here who was close friends with him, aside from Alice?"

      "Not particular, sir." Jack paused a moment, looked at me, then added. "See, Julius was the boss, it kinda made it hard to like him much."

      "Understandable. Now, I want you both to think back. Did you notice anything wrong or out of place over the last few weeks or days? With Julius or anyone else?"

      Jack looked at me, pausing long, then said, "Week ago, sir, we had a scare, miller Ben and a couple of mill coopers come by and say they got stuff missing and do we know about it. Nobody knew nothing' here. Julius told ‘em off, and they went away."

      "Israel, Were you around for that?"

      Israel smiled for the first time. "Yes indeed, sir. Julius was right put out that day. Words I didn’t know. Know ‘em now, sir, yes, sir." Jack shook his head in distress, whether at the swearing or the boy's obvious delight in it I did not know.

      I asked, "Julius didn’t have anything to tell the mill men?"

      Israel replied, "Not about the missing stuff, just about themselves."

      "And did they say what was missing?"

      "No sir, they didn't get to it before Julius ran ‘em off."

      "Sounds like quite a to-do."

      "Yessir!"

      "Jack, did anyone tell you what stuff was missing?"

      "They never got round to saying, massa. Sir." The man pressed his lips tight, not willing to say more. His eyes flicked to Israel, then back down at the floor.

      "Do things go missing from the farm a good deal?"

      Jack looked up at me with a blank expression, then looked back down and said slowly, "No sir, nothin’ like that happens atall."

      "So Julius never had to punish anyone for taking things from the fields?"

      "Nosir, everything's just fine here."

      "And he never punished you, Israel?"

      "Nosir. Sometimes my mama give me what for, but that's different. Ain't never been whipped or nothing since I been working the fields, sir." Israel said this with pride.

      "Indeed. I am sure your mother knows you well. But Julius went away sometimes?"

      Israel looked apprehensively at Jack, who was shaking his head again. He stuttered, "Yessir, n-nosir, not very often, sir. S-sometimes."

      Heavy going. It covered most of the possibilities, though. I knew the pair had the information I wanted. It was obvious that Jack wanted to tell me nothing and that Israel was willing but inhibited by his companion's example. The room seemed to me filled with a compressed and hidden dread that I could not break through. Perhaps no one in my position could pull out more information; but I had to try.

      "Do you know what Julius would do when he went away?"

      "He just would say he had business, sir, and to keep our arses working." I noticed Jack's hand trembled a little on his knee as he told me this.

      "He didn’t say what kind of business? Would he carry anything with him?"

      "Nosir, nothing. He just walked down toward the creek, sir, or up the road."

      "And when he came back, did he bring anything with him?"

      Jack just stared at the floor and shook his head; Israel looked at Jack, then quickly down at the floor without saying anything more.

      I was fairly sure this was all the information I was to get from them. "All right, you may go now. Thank you."

      Jack was out of the door in a flash. Israel left the little room with less careful steps than he had entered with, not looking back. They carried what they knew with them. I was left knowing very little more than when I had started except that even innocuous questions can generate fear in men that had everything to fear. And that the Grist Mill people had a problem with Julius. I went out again into the yard.

      The General had returned from his inspection and waited patiently, sitting on his mount. I joined him and reported on the interrogations I had conducted.

      He said, "Indeed; Julius would leave the farm mysteriously, even though his place was here and without any leave. I must get Mr. Fairfax to ensure the next overseer is more diligent. From my inspection, it appears that even with Julius gone so often, the people have done their work. I found that there were fewer livestock than there should be; I will follow up on that with Mr. Lear. We should visit the Grist Mill, I think, before returning to the Mansion House."
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            THE GRIST MILL

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunday, March 1, 1789, early afternoon

      The General explained the situation at the Grist Mill to me as we rode the mile or so down the road from Dogue Run. "Back when poor Roberts was there, I would not know from one week to the next whether we would get any casks of flour; a drinker, you know. Roberts knew his business, he had many years of experience with all kinds of mills, but drink was the ruin of him. Joseph Davenport, his successor, may not be the best miller I have ever employed, but he has produced flour and meal consistently and with care, and he does not drink to excess. The Negro miller Ben has been working at the mill for years as well."

      The General had built his mill just before the War as he expanded his crops from tobacco to wheat and corn. The mill provided revenue from sale of the various grades of flour it produced, and it also produced the cornmeal that supplied Mount Vernon's people with their staple food, and the General with his hoecakes. The mill and its equipage were aging, and the General was considering ways and means of upgrading or renovating it to produce more flour for sale.

      We approached the mill, which is situated along Dogue Run itself. The Run provides the water for the millpond that runs the wheel. The Run and its pond being frozen at this time of year, the mill was not in operation.

      "Let us ride up to the house and see Mr. Davenport first, before we speak with his people," suggested the General. "I should have thought Mr. Davenport would notify me immediately had there been problems at the mill."

      We rode across the small bridge over the millstream, then rounded the big old mill building and rode up the path to the little house. The yard and its pen were alive with cows, geese, and pigs, who did not seem to mind the cold. Mrs. Davenport was working in the pen, feeding the geese. We tied our horses to a rail, then walked up to the house. The General knocked on the door. It was shortly opened by the miller, Joseph Davenport, whom I’d met several times during my stay at Mount Vernon. He was of middle age with graying brown hair, with stout arms and legs ready for work and an alert expression of face. He seemed surprised to see us.

      "Gentlemen," he said. "I was not expecting a visit! Welcome, welcome. Come along in." He backed away from the door into the small house. The General removed his hat, as did I, and we entered, knocking the mud from our boots first. The miller pulled a couple of basic chairs from the wall, brushed them off, and we all sat facing one another.

      "I suppose," said the miller, "that you’ve come to talk about the state of the mill. The stone and machinery are functioning, but barely, as you’re aware, sir. Of course, the time of year …" He waved a pudgy hand in the direction of the mill.

      The General smiled briefly, then said, "I am sure everything is fine there, we will work out a plan for replacing the mill equipment soon. But, no, that is not why we came. Have you heard about Julius?"

      "The overseer at Dogue Run? Has he finally run off?"

      The General sat back in his chair. "Run off? I’ll ask you to explain that, sir, if you please."

      "Well, that Julius, he's the kind of Negro you have to watch. Nothing to complain about, just my doings with him ain’t always been what I’d like."

      "Indeed. I perceive you harbor ill feelings toward the man."

      "Yes sir, that I do, that I do," said the miller. "I don't much care for back-talk from ones such as that."

      "I hope your feelings do not get in the way of productive work at the mill?"

      "Oh, no, sir, not atall, not atall. I work with 'em, but you can't ask me to like it much."

      "And your last encounter with Julius, when was that?"

      The miller thought for a moment. "Well, sir, not in a donkey's age, really. I made clear I hadn't any truck with him or his business awhile back, see? Told him to get off the place and back to where he belonged. Weeks ago, sir. And good riddance, far as I'm concerned."

      "Indeed. I am sorry to inform you that Julius has been found murdered. We found his body earlier today down by the Landing at the Mansion House."

      "Jesus save us." Davenport squeezed his eyes closed and opened them wide, giving his round face a comical look. "Murdered, you say? Who did it? Another black?"

      "That is just what we are trying to determine," said the General, with a touch of impatience. "Now, Mr. Davenport, please tell me what you know about Julius’s doings over the past weeks."

      Davenport sat up in his chair at this command. "Well, sir, as you know, we don’t have much to do with the farm up the road. They keep to themselves, as do we, no need for us to pay much mind to them, if you know what I mean."

      The General nodded briefly to encourage the man.

      "Still, when we did have to speak with him, he was downright rude and unhelpful to Ben and the men I sent. Or, at least, that’s according to Ben."

      "We will speak with Ben in a few minutes. Could you expand a bit on this incident?"

      "Yes, sir." The big miller paused. "Well, sir. Um."

      "Yes? What’s the matter?"

      The miller stared glumly at the floor, then raised his eyes to the General again. "Well, I suppose it’s all got to come out now anyway." He took a deep breath and let it out. "I had my hopes of keeping this in the house and not bothering you with it, sir, but it’s all come to nothing."

      The General, mystified, frowned. "What on earth are you talking about, man? Out with it!"

      "Yes sir. Well, sir, not to put too fine a point on it, there’s been flour missing. Not a lot, just a few casks, but they’ve gone, and we don’t know where. And some of the wood for the cooperage as well."

      "Why was I not informed?"

      "I didn’t want to bother you with it, sir, until I knew more," said the miller, shaking his head. "I thought I could figure it out and get the goods back and nobody the wiser." At this confession, he stopped and his lips tightened. "I knew bloody well it was that bastard Julius and his crowd up to the farm. Knew it, by God! I worked over Ben and the coopers first, a course. They didn’t know nothing at all about it, not even that anything was missing, they said. Not sure I believed that! But I watch ‘em pretty close, and I think they are truthful about it all. I knew it was Julius even before I tackled them about it. Then I sent Ben up to the farm instead of going myself because I wouldn’t be able to control myself, d’ye see? And that wouldn’t help things. No, not atall."

      "I can see that. Fine judgment on your part as far as it went, but you say it did not work out as you expected?" The General was at his most affable, though I knew from long experience that he must be quickly coming to the boil.

      "I’m afraid, sir, that Julius just sent my men away with their tails between their legs. Ben ain’t real strong minded, you know. Not like that bastard Julius."

      "I did not know, sir. But please proceed. When was this?"

      "Last week, sir. Last Wednesday. I was getting last year’s flour saved for winter sale ready for the carts to Alexandria, and when I counted ‘em up, they was 10 casks short. They’d rearranged the casks so I wouldn’t notice right away! Then I looked around the yard to see what else had gone. We’d just got a new load of wood for the casks, ready to run up a new set for the spring. A quarter of the last load gone, and some metal hoops too. And geese too—I think there are a couple of them gone as well."

      I suspected Davenport cared more about the geese than the flour, as their meat would have wound up on his own table and the feathers in his own bed. The General did not express his surprise, but I could see from his upright demeanor and from the set of his mouth that he was very near the boil now.

      "Very well, Mr. Davenport. I do think my late suggestion to you about doing the counting up of the casks daily and keeping that record up to date would have helped. The whole point of my suggestion was to prevent or discover theft quickly."

      "Yessir, sorry sir. I’ll try my best. I been awful busy, sir."

      The General was now at a full boil, his brow contracting and his face austere. He was very direct with Mr. Davenport. "I am sure. Mr. Davenport, you must realize that the mill and its flour contributes a goodly amount to the farm accounts, and having things go missing is not going to help me pay your stipend. Or to feather your bed, for that matter. Do you understand?" The General's voice was calm, but the words conveyed his frustration with his manager.

      "Yes, sir. Sorry sir." Mr. Davenport looked down at the floor, not meeting the General's firm eye.

      I had been working on the General's biography now for several years. I had observed that the General was always full of very detailed suggestions for improvement in the way things worked on the different farms, usually to no avail. The people working the farms were never quite good enough for the General’s full approval, as his diligent efforts at improvement were often met with a wall of inaction. It was very much of a piece with his experiences in the war dealing with the dilatory Congress and the duplicitous local authorities, as he had wearily informed me on many occasions. I won’t even mention the house carpenters and workmen at the Mansion House, who would be burning merrily in Hell had the General’s comments been translated into action.

      I had also observed that the General, while a man of strong opinion and decisive action, did not like to punish men; he preferred to persuade them where possible. Only when duty or imminent disaster forced his hand did he dismiss or punish a man or woman working for him, and that always with reluctance. Mr. Davenport was thus repentant but not particularly alarmed by the General’s reaction to his admission of inattention to his duties. I was not optimistic about Mr. Davenport's future management of the mill.

      The General arose and said, "I think the next step is to have a talk with the men." I laid a hand on his sleeve. Mr. Davenport did not appear very fond of his people at the mill, or indeed of Negroes anywhere.

      "Your Excellency, I think it might be best for us to question the men separately, without Mr. Davenport. They will probably tell us more in his absence." I privately thought they would snap shut like newly dug clams were he there. The General nodded, so we left Mr. Davenport to his worries, his missing geese, and his Sunday dinner and pipe.
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            THE MILL QUARTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunday, March 1, 1789, early afternoon

      The coopers, having heard the arrival of the horses earlier, had gathered together outside their quarters to see what was afoot. As it was Sunday, the people were not at work. Ben, the miller, stood slightly apart from the coopers, waiting for us as we crossed the muddy yard. They had the look of irregular and unprepared troops ready to be massacred by a charge. Their women and children hovered behind them, looking out of the quarters with anxiety written all over their faces.

      "Mornin’, massa. Sir." Ben nodded to both of us and looked down at the ground.

      "Good morning, Ben. Please don’t be worried, we just have some questions," said the General. The men did not look reassured by this start, but drew together slightly, looking to one another without saying anything.

      "We have just spoken with Mr. Davenport about the incident with the missing flour and supplies. I would like to hear your account of your visit to Julius at the Dogue Run farm last week, please."

      "Well, sir, Massa Davenport, he told me to take a couple of other men and go to the farm to see if we could find the missin' casks and wood. He was right angry, Massa Davenport, so we went pretty quick. We went up to the house and saw Alice, but she says Julius out on the farm, so we look about awhile ’til we find him walkin' back from the field. I just says the word ‘flour’ to him, and he just gets crazy on us." He shook his head.

      "What happened then?"

      "It ain’t no good talking to him, he just told us to git away. So we git."

      "And came back here with nothing to show for it all."

      "Yessir. That about the size of it." The man paused, then said, "But Julius, he's dead now."

      "Yes, that is true. Now, Ben. You have been living right here for years, you must know when things are going on at the mill, and even at the farm."

      Ben shook his head, "No, sir, ain’t nothin’ goin’ on to speak about. No sir. Goin’ on? No sir."

      The General, frustrated, motioned for me to try. I said, "Ben, you really must tell us what you know. You didn’t like Julius, but we need to find who killed him, and it is likely that person is somebody who was involved with him in the thefts." I didn’t mention that Mr. Davenport had as much reason to dislike Julius as anyone else and excellent opportunity to do something about it. As did Ben himself, of course. "How do you know of his death?"

      Ben looked at the others, then looked down at the ground again. "That Julius," he said, "he ain’t a good man. Folks don’t like that man, 'cause he don’t treat ‘em good."

      The General asked, "Do you mean about work? He worked them too hard or was unfair to them?"

      "Nosir, just with people things. He kept to himself a lot, always had something goin’ on somewhere else. We never go by there if we don’t need to, sir. He didn’t come to gatherings or nothing, didn’t have many friends among the black folks. And he was a boss, which ain't gonna make him no friends. And he was just plain bad, sir. We heard he was dead from some people passin' by, 'cause they knew we'd like to know about it."

      The coopers were nodding in agreement. The General asked, "But you did not see Julius or anyone else from the farm around here?"

      "Nosir, not lately anyhow."

      I asked, "How do you think the flour and boards were stolen?"

      "Don’t rightly know, sir, but it must have been while we was sleepin', ‘cause we’re always around the barrel house doing our work during the day. Woulda heard any wagons or anything, so they must have done it by carryin’ stuff away quiet-like. At night, sir, must of been at night."

      Skeptical, I pressed him. "Do you think Julius had something to do with it?"

      "I don’t know nothing about it, sir. All I knows is that Julius, he ain't no good."

      The General grunted, then returned to his earlier point. "Ben, you and the coopers work with the flour and the cask wood every day. You must have noticed things going missing." He looked at the coopers one by one, questioning them with a firm eye.

      They couldn't meet his look. They instead looked at the ground. I couldn’t really tell whether they were withholding what information they had or whether they were simply frightened to speak of it. The General was treating them as soldiers, and they were not. I said, "Come now. You don’t need to fear punishment from the General or me, we just need to know." I looked to the General for confirmation, and he nodded, though I could sense the rising anger in him.

      One of the coopers finally decided to volunteer. "I guess I did see some boards gone, massa, last week."

      "But you didn’t tell Mr. Davenport," asserted the General, shaking his head.

      "Nosir. Massa Davenport, see, he don’t really like us to talk to him."

      The General looked at me and said with exasperation, "How can he expect to know things if he will not listen to people?" I had no answer for this rhetorical query, and he switched his attention back to the cooper. "All right, man, tell me what you saw."

      "See, we gathers up wood for the cask, to shape ‘em, you understand, and I went back to the storeroom to fetch the wood, and the wood we put aside for the new staves, well it was gone. Just gone, sir."

      "So what did you do then?"

      "I look around, makin’ sure them boards ain’t nowhere around, then I moved the wood around and get some new staves for the casks, massa. Hoped Mr. Davenport ain’t goin’ to see the wood gone and think we done it."

      The General shook his head at the ostrich-like logic but said, "Oh, very well. But next time, please tell Ben or Mr. Davenport. And has this happened before?"

      Another cooper silently nodded. The first one said, "A couple times. Last month."

      "And you have no idea how the boards went missing?"

      "Nosir, no idea."

      I asked, "Why does Mr. Davenport think Julius had something to do with it? Do you know?"

      Ben volunteered, "Massa Davenport never like Julius, Julius gave him too much lip from time to time. But I seen Julius take things from the mill yard awhile back and told massa about it, had to ‘cause I knew massa would see ‘em missing, he had plans for ‘em, and sure he blame me. They ain’t big things, just eggs and such. Massa got mad, but he don’t do nothing at that time."

      I said, "And when bigger things went missing, Mr. Davenport thought of Julius and sent you up there to find out."

      "Right, sir. I guess he think I might be better at getting some idea from that Julius, guess he was wrong about that." I sensed a bit of satisfaction in Davenport’s being wrong, but I daresay it was my imagination at work. Or perhaps satisfaction that Julius had come to a bad end.

      I asked, "Ben, do you think Julius was responsible for the thefts?"

      Caught between his dislike for Julius and his dislike for expressing his opinion to his master, Ben opened and closed his mouth, nothing coming out, then croaked, "I guess so, sir, I guess so, but I ain't seen him do it and I ain't heard nothing about it."

      The General, without outwardly reacting to this evasion, took his watch from his pocket. He said, "Colonel, I think we need to break off here and get back to the Mansion House to meet Mr. Cockburn and Colonel Hooe. Time is getting on. I think we have gotten all we can here for now." He turned to Ben and the coopers and said, "Thank you, you’ve been most helpful and honest, I will remember that." The men nodded uncertainly. The General continued, "But I must insist that you mind Mr. Davenport, and that you tell him when things are wrong. All right, that is all."

      Leaving the little group of Negroes, we walked back to our horses in silence. The day warmed a little as we rode, as did the General's mood.

      "Colonel, I would not say as much to anyone but you, but I am…" He could not find the right word to express his feelings. Our horses walked on. "How can I farm and keep a family and plantation in order if my servants and people hide all that is wrong from me? This cannot stand as a way of doing business. It is not right. My reputation in business will suffer. I will not have it. I could not tolerate it in the army, and I will not tolerate it on my farm."

      As aide-de-camp to the General in the war, I had observed his obsession with details. He had insisted on everything being done at the right place and time. He would cope with emergences as challenges to be remedied by intelligent action guided by experience. A military reverse would drive him to consider ways to turn the situation into an advantage. If he could see no advantage, he would work with us to render the reversal inconsequential. When completely frustrated, he would become visibly angry, and it was the job of his aides to assuage that anger and find solutions. Every aide on his staff felt his anger as their own and wanted to help.

      My observation of him on his farm over the last few years had confirmed this desire for control. Now, he had realized he was no longer in command of events on his own farm. His anger was apparent as we rode; but by the time we had reached the Mansion House, I had helped him to master it. Let me explain how.
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      Sunday, March 1, 1789, afternoon

      I suddenly caught sight of a familiar hedge off to the right of the road. Memory flooded back. That was it.

      "Your Excellency!" I exclaimed, pointing, "The hedge!"

      The General looked around, saw the hedge, reigned in, and laughed. I joined in.

      "The famous Humphreys Hedge," chortled the General.

      In an earlier visit to Mount Vernon in 1786, I had learned quite a bit more about the General than I had gathered during the long years of the War as his aide-de-camp. After retiring from the cares of command during the War, he had assumed the responsibilities of a farmer and man of leisure—not precisely care free, but not heavily burdened, either. At Mount Vernon, his care extended to his family, his home, and his plantation, in that order. He was free to allow his mind to range over more light-hearted subjects—such as sport.

      The General was very fond of fox hunting. The prominent gentlemen of Alexandria were forever frequenting the woods of Mount Vernon with him in search of the little creatures, all in the name of sport. The General possessed several hunters and many hunting dogs, of which he was justifiably quite proud. He has since given it up for lack of time, as his farming and political cares continually increased, but back then, he pursued the sport with enthusiasm.

      The General was unquestionably the finest horseman in the state of Virginia, possibly in the United States, as any of his aides could inform
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COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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