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CHAPTER ONE

	Colonial Virginia and Early Years

	(1732-1752)

	On February 22, 1732, by the Gregorian calendar then newly adopted in Britain and its colonies, George Washington was born at Popes Creek Plantation in Westmoreland County, Virginia. His birth came at a time when the colony of Virginia had been established for over a century, and the tidewater region where he entered the world had developed a distinct social and economic structure built upon tobacco cultivation, land speculation, and an increasingly entrenched system of African slavery.

	Washington's father, Augustine Washington, was a moderately successful planter who owned several properties totaling approximately 10,000 acres and about fifty enslaved people. Augustine represented what might be termed the second tier of Virginia society, prosperous and respected, but not among the colony's great families like the Carters, Lees, or Fairfaxes. Augustine's first wife, Jane Butler, had died in 1729, leaving him with three surviving children. He remarried in 1731 to Mary Ball, a woman of respectable but undistinguished lineage, and George was the first child of this second marriage.

	The Virginia into which Washington was born was a society obsessed with land, social standing, and the opportunities presented by an expanding frontier. The colony's economy depended heavily on tobacco, a crop that rapidly depleted soil fertility and drove constant demand for new land. This economic reality meant that land speculation and westward expansion were not mere sidelines but central to the ambitions of virtually every Virginia gentleman. Understanding this context is essential to comprehending the forces that would shape young Washington's character and future military career.

	The Washington family, while comfortable, was far from wealthy by the standards of Virginia's great planters. They belonged to what historians call the "middling gentry", families with enough land and enslaved labor to live as gentlemen but without the vast estates, London educations, and political connections of the colony's elite. This position would prove significant in Washington's development, creating both ambition for advancement and practical necessity that would drive his choices.

	The Loss of a Father and Its Consequences

	The trajectory of George Washington's life changed dramatically on April 12, 1743, when his father Augustine died suddenly at the age of forty-nine. George was just eleven years old. In the 18th century, the death of a father held particularly severe consequences for younger sons. Virginia society operated under the English system of primogeniture, wherein the eldest son inherited the bulk of the estate. Augustine Washington's will reflected this tradition, though he attempted to provide for all his children.

	The most valuable property, the Little Hunting Creek plantation on the Potomac (later renamed Mount Vernon), went to Lawrence Washington, Augustine's eldest son from his first marriage. Another choice property, the family's original Popes Creek estate, went to Augustine Jr., the second son from the first marriage. George, as the eldest son of the second marriage, received the Ferry Farm property near Fredericksburg, a smaller and less profitable holding of approximately 280 acres plus ten enslaved workers.

	This inheritance placed Washington in an uncomfortable position. He had enough property to qualify as a gentleman, but not enough to live comfortably without additional income or advancement. Unlike his older half-brothers, who had been sent to England for education at the Appleby School, George's schooling ended with his father's death. The family lacked the resources to provide him with the classical education considered essential for Virginia's elite, an education that typically included Latin, Greek, philosophy, and the cultural polish of English society.

	This educational gap would affect Washington throughout his life. He would always be sensitive about his lack of formal learning, particularly when compared to better-educated contemporaries like Thomas Jefferson or John Adams. However, this limitation also had unexpected benefits for his military development. While other Virginia gentlemen studied ancient languages and philosophy, Washington's education was eminently practical: mathematics, geometry, surveying, and the skills needed for land management and frontier life.

	The truncation of his formal education meant that young George had to prepare for a profession rather than simply managing inherited wealth. His circumstances demanded that he make his own way in the world, a necessity that would prove formative. The death of his father had transformed him from a gentleman's son with comfortable prospects into a young man who would need to actively seek advancement through his own abilities and efforts.

	The Influence of Lawrence Washington and the Fairfax Connection

	Into the gap left by Augustine Washington's death stepped George's half-brother Lawrence, fourteen years his senior. Lawrence had served as a captain in the Virginia Regiment during the War of Jenkins' Ear, participating in the failed British assault on Cartagena in 1741. This military service had given Lawrence connections, experience, and a taste for military life that he would pass on to his younger brother.

	More importantly, Lawrence had married Anne Fairfax, daughter of William Fairfax, who was the cousin and agent of Lord Thomas Fairfax, one of the wealthiest men in Virginia. Lord Fairfax held the proprietary grant to the Northern Neck of Virginia, an enormous tract of land between the Potomac and Rappahannock rivers comprising over five million acres. This connection to the Fairfax family would prove to be one of the most important relationships in Washington's early life.

	Lawrence invited young George to live with him at Mount Vernon, the estate he had renamed after his commanding officer, Admiral Edward Vernon. At Mount Vernon, George was exposed to a world of sophistication and connection that his own branch of the family could not provide. He learned the manners and deportment of a Virginia gentleman, observed how men of influence conducted business and politics, and met visitors who represented the colony's elite.

	Through Lawrence's marriage, George was introduced to Belvoir, the Fairfax estate that neighbored Mount Vernon. William Fairfax took an avuncular interest in the young man, seeing in him qualities of character and capability that impressed the older man. George became close friends with William's son, George William Fairfax, who was near his own age. This friendship opened doors that would otherwise have remained closed to a younger son of modest means.

	The Fairfax connection cannot be overstated in understanding Washington's early opportunities. In 18th-century Virginia, as in England, patronage and connection were essential to advancement. Merit alone rarely sufficed without a patron to recognize and promote it. In the Fairfaxes, Washington found families willing to provide opportunities based on their assessment of his character and abilities.

	Lawrence Washington also nurtured whatever military interests his younger brother developed. He shared stories of his military service, maintained his connection to Virginia's militia structure, and served as adjutant general of the Virginia militia, a position that required organizing and training militia units across the colony. These conversations and observations gave young George his first exposure to military organization, command structure, and the practical challenges of maintaining military readiness in a colonial society.

	Practical Education: Surveying and Mathematics

	While Washington missed the classical education of England, he received thorough instruction in subjects that would prove far more immediately useful: mathematics, geometry, and surveying. In colonial Virginia, surveying was one of the most prestigious and profitable occupations available to young men of good family but limited means. The colony's constant expansion and the importance of clear land titles made skilled surveyors essential and well-compensated.

	Washington applied himself to mathematics with dedication. His school papers, which survive in considerable numbers, show careful work in practical geometry, trigonometry, and the mathematical principles underlying surveying. He copied rules for surveying, practiced calculations, and developed the precision and attention to detail that surveying demanded. These exercises trained his mind in spatial relationships, careful observation, and systematic record-keeping, all skills that would later serve him well in military planning.

	The choice of surveying as a profession had several advantages. It was respectable work for a gentleman, it paid well (surveyors could earn substantial fees for their services), and it provided intimate knowledge of land and terrain. In an era when most maps were crude or nonexistent, a surveyor developed an ability to understand topography, judge distances, and navigate through wilderness, skills of obvious military value.

	Moreover, surveying work took Washington into the Virginia frontier, exposing him to conditions and challenges that few of his social class experienced firsthand. While wealthy planters might own western lands, they rarely visited them. Surveyors, by contrast, had to travel into unsettled territory, camp in the wilderness, deal with difficult terrain, and interact with the diverse peoples, Native Americans, frontier settlers, land speculators, who inhabited these contested spaces.

	Washington also studied The Young Man's Companion and similar practical guides that taught business arithmetic, letter writing, and the keeping of accounts. He developed clear, methodical handwriting and learned to maintain precise records, another habit that would characterize his military career. Throughout his life, Washington would be a prodigious keeper of records, maintaining detailed accounts, correspondence files, and journals with methodical care.

	His education, while different from the classical training of Virginia's elite, was in many ways better suited to the challenges he would actually face. He learned to observe carefully, record precisely, think in three dimensions, and solve practical problems. These were not the skills of a philosopher or orator, but they were the skills of a military commander who would need to understand terrain, organize logistics, and plan operations.

	First Wilderness Experience: The 1748 Surveying Expedition

	In March 1748, when Washington was just sixteen years old, an opportunity arose that would give him his first real taste of frontier life. Lord Fairfax decided to send a surveying party into the Shenandoah Valley to lay out his lands in that region. George William Fairfax would lead the expedition, and he invited his friend George Washington to accompany him. For Washington, it was an opportunity to practice his surveying skills, earn money, and see the frontier firsthand.

	The expedition lasted about a month and took the party through the Blue Ridge Mountains into the Shenandoah Valley and beyond. Washington kept a journal of the trip, one of his earliest surviving writings, which provides insight into the young man's observations and reactions. The journey exposed him to conditions far removed from the comfortable plantation life he had known.

	The party traveled through difficult terrain, forded rivers, and endured cold, wet weather. Washington's journal records sleeping under "one thread Bear blanket with double its Weight of Vermin such as Lice Fleas &c." He observed frontier settlers whose way of life was crude by tidewater standards, noted that they "made us Lye down on a Little Straw-Mattress with Thread bare Blankets," and recorded his surprise at their rough conditions and manners.

	More significantly, Washington had his first substantial contact with Native Americans during this expedition. The party encountered groups of Indians on several occasions. Washington observed them with curiosity, describing their appearance, customs, and behavior. In one entry, he watched Indians perform a war dance and scalp ceremony, describing it with the detached interest of an ethnographer. These observations began his education in Native American culture and warfare, knowledge that would prove invaluable during the French and Indian War.

	The surveying work itself was rigorous. The party had to mark boundaries, take measurements, and prepare plats (maps) of the surveyed lands. Washington learned to work in difficult conditions, adapt to primitive camping, and maintain accuracy despite physical discomfort. The expedition covered substantial distances, requiring physical stamina and the ability to navigate through unfamiliar territory using compass, chain, and landmarks.

	This experience provided several crucial lessons. First, it demonstrated that Washington could endure hardship and adapt to frontier conditions. Unlike many Virginia gentlemen who avoided the discomforts of the backcountry, Washington proved capable of functioning effectively in wilderness environments. Second, it gave him practical experience in reading terrain and understanding how topography affected movement and settlement. Third, it exposed him to the cultural complexity of the frontier, where Native Americans, settlers of various origins, and competing colonial interests created a volatile mix.

	Washington returned from this expedition with practical experience, some money earned from his surveying work, and a broader understanding of the Virginia colony beyond the tidewater region. He had proven himself capable and reliable, strengthening his standing with the Fairfax family.

	Establishing a Profession: Surveyor of Culpeper County

	The success of the 1748 expedition led to further opportunities. In July 1749, at the age of seventeen, Washington received appointment as official surveyor of the newly formed Culpeper County. This was a significant position for someone so young, and it reflected both the Fairfax family's influence and the colony's assessment of Washington's competence.

	The appointment provided Washington with steady, well-paid work. Surveyors charged fees for their services, and in a region of active land speculation and settlement, there was constant demand. Washington worked diligently, conducting numerous surveys over the next several years. His surveying books show systematic, careful work, with precise measurements and clear plats. He earned substantial sums, which he invested in land, beginning the accumulation of western property that would continue throughout his life.

	This period of surveying work, from 1749 to 1752, was formative in several ways. It gave Washington financial independence at a young age, allowing him to begin building wealth through his own efforts rather than depending solely on inheritance. It provided extensive knowledge of Virginia's frontier regions, familiarizing him with the geography, settlement patterns, and strategic significance of these areas. It developed his ability to work with men of various backgrounds, from wealthy land speculators to rough frontier settlers. And it required physical toughness and endurance, as surveying meant long days of outdoor work in all weather conditions.

	The land itself became Washington's teacher during these years. He learned to judge the quality of soil, assess the military defensibility of terrain, identify key topographical features, and understand how geography affected settlement and commerce. When he later commanded armies, this intimate knowledge of the land would prove invaluable. He developed an ability to visualize terrain in three dimensions, to judge distances accurately, and to identify strategic positions, all skills honed during his surveying career.

	Washington also began to understand the economics of land speculation and frontier development. He saw how fortunes were made and lost based on land claims, how unclear boundaries caused disputes, and how political connections influenced land grants. He observed the process by which wilderness became settled territory, noting the infrastructure, roads, ferries, mills, required for development. This economic education would later inform his understanding of the strategic and economic stakes involved in frontier warfare.

	During this period, Washington began purchasing land on his own account. By 1752, he had acquired over 2,300 acres in the Shenandoah Valley and along Bullskin Creek. This investment demonstrated his ambition and his recognition that western land represented the best opportunity for a young man of modest means to build substantial wealth. It also tied his personal interests to the expansion and security of Virginia's frontier, interests that would motivate his later military service.

	Physical Development and Frontier Skills

	The surveying years also contributed to Washington's physical development. He grew to his full adult height of approximately six feet two inches, exceptionally tall for the 18th century when average male height was around five feet eight inches. Combined with his broad shoulders and powerful build, this height would give him a commanding physical presence throughout his life.

	The rigorous outdoor work of surveying developed physical strength and endurance. Washington became an excellent horseman, a skill essential for both surveying and later military command. He learned to handle difficult horses, ride long distances, and maintain control in challenging situations. His physical courage and stamina became evident during these years, as he dealt with the hazards of frontier travel: crossing swollen rivers, navigating difficult terrain, and enduring harsh weather.

	Washington also developed skills in woodcraft and wilderness survival. He learned to camp efficiently, maintain equipment in primitive conditions, and navigate using natural landmarks and compass. He became familiar with firearms, though the extent of his hunting activities during this period is unclear from surviving records. These practical frontier skills would distinguish him from more genteel military officers who had learned warfare only from books and drill fields.

	His physical conditioning and wilderness experience gave Washington advantages that few other colonial military officers possessed. He could endure the hardships of campaign life, understood the practical challenges of moving men and supplies through wilderness, and had personal experience with the conditions his soldiers would face. This experiential knowledge would inform his military decisions throughout his career.

	Character Formation in Youth

	Beyond the practical skills and experience gained during these early years, Washington's character was taking shape in ways that would define his later leadership. Several traits became evident during this period.

	First, Washington demonstrated exceptional self-discipline and attention to detail. His surveying records, correspondence, and accounts from this period show meticulous care and systematic organization. He was not content with approximations but insisted on precision and accuracy. This trait would later characterize his military administration, where careful attention to logistics and records would become hallmarks of his command.

	Second, Washington showed ambition tempered with patience. He clearly desired advancement and worked systematically toward improving his circumstances, but he was willing to build his career methodically rather than seeking shortcuts. He accepted the need to establish competence and reputation before seeking higher positions.

	Third, Washington exhibited physical courage without recklessness. The frontier involved genuine dangers, from river crossings to potential conflicts with Native Americans to the general hazards of wilderness travel. Washington faced these dangers without apparent hesitation, but he also took reasonable precautions and did not court danger unnecessarily.

	Fourth, Washington demonstrated adaptability and an ability to learn from experience. His journal from the 1748 expedition shows him adjusting to frontier conditions, learning from what he observed, and modifying his expectations based on reality rather than preconceptions. This intellectual flexibility would later enable him to adapt his military tactics to American conditions rather than rigidly applying European models.

	Finally, Washington showed an acute awareness of his social position and a determination to maintain and improve it. His copying of "Rules of Civility" and his careful attention to dress, manners, and proper conduct revealed someone conscious of the importance of reputation and appearance in 18th-century society. This sensitivity to social standing would later manifest in his insistence on proper military protocol and in his careful management of his public image.

	Conclusion: Preparation for Military Life

	By 1752, when Washington was twenty years old, he had accumulated a remarkable set of experiences and skills for someone of his age and background. He had seen the Virginia frontier firsthand, understood the economic and strategic importance of western lands, developed practical skills in surveying and mathematics, proven his physical toughness and adaptability, and begun building both wealth and reputation.

	Yet Washington had still received no military training and held no military position. The experiences of these early years, however, provided a foundation upon which military skills could be built. His knowledge of terrain and geography, his physical conditioning and wilderness experience, his demonstrated ability to endure hardship, his attention to detail and systematic thinking, and his understanding of the frontier's diverse peoples and interests, all these would prove relevant when he entered military service.

	The death of his father had forced Washington to make his own way rather than relying on inherited position. The Fairfax connection had provided opportunities, but Washington had proven himself worthy of patronage through his own abilities. He had learned self-reliance while also understanding the importance of influential connections. He had gained practical knowledge while building a reputation for competence and reliability.

	These early years created the foundation upon which Washington's military career would be built. They did not make him a soldier, that would come through baptism by fire in the French and Indian War, but they prepared him for military life in ways that traditional military education might not have done. When opportunity came to enter military service, Washington would bring practical frontier experience, physical toughness, systematic thinking, and ambition for advancement. The boy who had grown up on Virginia's tobacco plantations had become a young man intimately familiar with the frontier that would soon become a battlefield.

	The stage was set for Washington's transformation from surveyor to soldier, a transformation that would begin in 1753 when Virginia's governor required someone to carry a message into the Ohio Country, into the heart of the emerging conflict between British and French imperial ambitions. The young man who volunteered for that dangerous mission would be drawing on every lesson learned during these formative years in colonial Virginia.



	
CHAPTER TWO

	Baptism by Fire

	The French and Indian War (1753-1758)

	By 1753, the long-simmering conflict between British and French imperial ambitions in North America was approaching a crisis point. The contested region was the Ohio Country, the vast territory west of the Appalachian Mountains and east of the Mississippi River, drained by the Ohio River and its tributaries. Both France and Britain claimed this territory, and both recognized its strategic and economic importance. Control of the Ohio Country would determine which empire dominated the interior of the continent.

	The French had established a chain of forts connecting their possessions in Canada with those in Louisiana, seeking to contain British expansion west of the Appalachians. In 1753, they began constructing additional forts in the upper Ohio Valley, directly threatening Virginia's claims to the region. Virginia's elite had substantial investments in western lands through organizations like the Ohio Company, making French expansion not merely a strategic threat but a direct challenge to their economic interests.

	Robert Dinwiddie, Virginia's lieutenant governor, decided to send an emissary to the French commanders to demand their withdrawal from territory claimed by Britain. This mission required someone willing to travel through hundreds of miles of wilderness in winter, capable of diplomacy yet firm in asserting British claims, and able to gather intelligence about French military strength and intentions. It was, in short, a dangerous assignment that few men would volunteer for, particularly in winter.

	George Washington, just twenty-one years old, volunteered immediately. His motivations were mixed. He sought military distinction and advancement, his half-brother Lawrence's military service had shown that warfare offered opportunities for young men to gain recognition and advancement. He also had personal financial interests in western lands and understood that French control of the Ohio Country would destroy those investments. Additionally, his surveying experience had given him knowledge of frontier conditions and confidence in his ability to handle such a mission.

	Governor Dinwiddie accepted Washington's offer and commissioned him as a major in the Virginia militia. On October 31, 1753, Washington departed Williamsburg carrying Dinwiddie's message to the French commandant. He was accompanied by Christopher Gist, an experienced frontiersman and guide; Jacob Van Braam, a Dutchman who could translate French; and four other men as servants and pack handlers.

	Mission to Fort Le Boeuf: First Test of Courage and Diplomacy

	The journey to Fort Le Boeuf, the French post on Lake Erie, covered over 500 miles through increasingly difficult terrain as winter deepened. Washington kept a detailed journal of the expedition, demonstrating his habit of careful observation and record-keeping. The party traveled through the Allegheny Mountains, forded icy rivers, and endured freezing temperatures and snow.

	Washington's journal reveals his careful attention to military intelligence gathering. He noted the locations and conditions of French forts, estimated the number of troops and cannons, observed the quality of fortifications, and assessed French relations with local Native American tribes. He recorded the positions of portages, the navigability of rivers, and the strategic value of various locations. This was not merely a diplomatic mission but a reconnaissance operation, and Washington understood the importance of bringing back accurate military intelligence.

	The party reached Fort Le Boeuf on December 11, 1753. Washington presented Dinwiddie's letter to Jacques Legardeur de Saint-Pierre, the French commandant. The letter demanded that French forces withdraw from the Ohio Country as they were on land claimed by Britain. Saint-Pierre received Washington courteously but firmly refused the British demand. France, he explained, would not abandon its posts on orders from Virginia's governor.

	While awaiting the French commander's written response, Washington observed everything he could about the French military presence. He noted that the fort was strong, that the French had substantial supplies stored for spring operations, and that they were building additional boats for moving troops and materials. He observed French relations with local Indians and concluded that French influence over the tribes was significant.

	The return journey proved even more dangerous than the outward trip. Winter weather had worsened, and the party faced severe hardships. At one point, Washington and Gist continued ahead on foot after their horses could no longer manage the conditions. An Indian guide they had hired attempted to shoot Washington at close range but missed. Later, crossing the Allegheny River on a crude raft, Washington fell into the icy water and nearly drowned. Both incidents demonstrated his physical toughness and his ability to remain calm in life-threatening situations.

	Washington reached Williamsburg on January 16, 1754, having completed a round trip of over a thousand miles in the dead of winter. His journal and report to Dinwiddie provided valuable intelligence about French strength and intentions. Dinwiddie had the journal published, and it circulated widely in Virginia and beyond. At twenty-two, Washington had gained recognition for successful completion of a difficult and dangerous mission.

	This first assignment taught Washington several crucial lessons. He had demonstrated personal courage and endurance, establishing his reputation for physical toughness. He had shown diplomatic capability in dealing with both French officers and Native American leaders. Most importantly, he had learned to observe military situations carefully and gather intelligence systematically. The mission had also given him firsthand knowledge of the strategic geography of the Ohio Country, knowledge that would prove valuable in the coming conflict.

	The Jumonville Glen Affair: First Combat Command

	Governor Dinwiddie's response to French refusal to withdraw was to send military forces to secure the Ohio Country for Virginia. In the spring of 1754, he dispatched a company of Virginia militia to build a fort at the Forks of the Ohio (present-day Pittsburgh), where the Allegheny and Monongahela rivers join to form the Ohio. Washington received promotion to lieutenant colonel and orders to recruit additional troops and march to support the fort's construction.

	Before Washington could reach the Forks, French forces captured the partially built British fort and began constructing their own, larger fortification, which they named Fort Duquesne. Washington, with his small force of about 150 men, pushed forward anyway, establishing a base at Great Meadows in present-day southwestern Pennsylvania.

	On May 27, 1754, Washington received intelligence that a French party was encamped nearby. He set out at night with about forty men, accompanied by Seneca warriors led by Tanaghrisson (known to the British as the Half King). At dawn on May 28, they surrounded the French camp at Jumonville Glen, a rocky ravine about seven miles from Great Meadows.

	What happened next remains controversial. According to Washington's account, he called on the French to surrender. Firing broke out, Washington claimed the French fired first, though French survivors disputed this. In the brief engagement, about ten French soldiers were killed, including their commander, Ensign Joseph Coulon de Villiers de Jumonville. Twenty-one French soldiers were captured. One escaped to carry news of the incident back to Fort Duquesne.

	The French later claimed that Jumonville's party was on a diplomatic mission similar to Washington's own mission the previous winter, and that Washington had ambushed and murdered a diplomatic envoy. Washington maintained that the French were a military scouting party in British-claimed territory and that he had acted appropriately. The truth likely lies somewhere between these accounts, Jumonville's party was probably gathering intelligence while maintaining the pretense of a diplomatic mission, and Washington attacked what he genuinely believed to be a military threat.

	The tactical execution of the ambush showed both Washington's boldness and his inexperience. Surrounding the French camp at dawn demonstrated sound tactical thinking. However, after the engagement, Washington failed to secure the area properly or gather adequate intelligence about other French forces in the region. He had achieved surprise and won a small engagement, but he had not considered the broader strategic implications of his action.

	The Jumonville Glen affair had enormous consequences far beyond its small scale. It was effectively the opening battle of what would become the French and Indian War in America and part of the larger Seven Years' War globally. Some historians have called it the shot that sparked a world war. For Washington personally, it was his first combat command and his first experience of battle. He had proven willing to fight, capable of leading men in action, and aggressive in seizing tactical opportunities. He had also demonstrated the impulsiveness and incomplete strategic thinking that would mark his early military career.

	In a letter written shortly after the engagement, the young Washington revealed his reaction to combat with remarkable candor: "I heard the bullets whistle, and, believe me, there is something charming in the sound." When this letter was published in London, King George II reportedly remarked that Washington would not find the sound so charming if he had heard more bullets whistle. The comment was prescient, Washington would indeed hear many more bullets whistle, and his attitude toward combat would mature considerably.

	Battle of Fort Necessity: First Defeat and Hard Lessons

	After Jumonville Glen, Washington understood that French retaliation was inevitable. He fell back to Great Meadows and ordered his men to construct a fortification, which he optimistically named Fort Necessity. The fort was crude, essentially a circular palisade about fifty feet in diameter with small trenches outside, and poorly sited in low ground surrounded by wooded hills.

	Washington's force grew to about 400 men as Virginia militia and some British regulars arrived, but this was still a small force, inadequately supplied and poorly trained. He received promotion to colonel and command of the Virginia Regiment, making him, at twenty-two, the youngest regimental commander in British service.

	On July 3, 1754, a French force of about 600 regulars and Canadian militia, accompanied by approximately 100 Native American warriors, approached Fort Necessity. The French commander was Louis Coulon de Villiers, brother of Jumonville, who had sworn to avenge his brother's death. Washington had advance warning of their approach but chose to remain at Fort Necessity rather than attempt to withdraw.

	The ensuing battle exposed the inadequacies of Washington's position. The French and their Indian allies occupied the wooded hills surrounding the fort, about sixty yards distant, and kept up a steady fire throughout the day. Washington's men, exposed in their shallow trenches and crude fort, suffered steady casualties. Rain began to fall, turning the ground to mud and ruining much of the British ammunition. The Virginians had no artillery, inadequate supplies, and no prospect of relief.

	By evening, Washington's situation was desperate. About one-third of his force was killed or wounded. Ammunition was nearly exhausted. Morale was collapsing, with some men breaking into the liquor supplies. When Villiers sent a surrender offer, Washington had little choice but to negotiate.

	The terms, written in French and poorly translated by Van Braam in rain and darkness, were more favorable than Washington might have expected. The garrison would be allowed to march out with honors of war, keeping their arms and baggage. However, the surrender document included language that Washington would later claim he did not understand, acknowledging the "assassination" of Jumonville. Whether Washington truly misunderstood or accepted terms he knew were damaging is unclear, but the admission would be used by the French for propaganda purposes.

	On July 4, 1754, Washington's bedraggled force marched out of Fort Necessity and began the long retreat to Virginia. It was a humiliating defeat for the young colonel. He had been outmaneuvered, outfought, and forced to surrender his entire command. The loss had significant strategic consequences, the French now controlled the entire Ohio Country, and Virginia's western ambitions had been thoroughly checked.

	The Fort Necessity disaster taught Washington crucial lessons about military command. He learned that boldness must be tempered with prudence, that proper reconnaissance and intelligence were essential, that logistics and supply could determine outcomes as much as courage, and that the site of fortifications mattered enormously. He had also learned that commanding men in battle required more than personal bravery, it required careful planning, attention to details, and realistic assessment of situations.

	Washington's reputation suffered from the defeat, but he was not entirely blamed. Many recognized that he had been placed in an impossible situation with inadequate forces and support. Governor Dinwiddie and others acknowledged that Washington had fought courageously even if his tactical judgments had been flawed. The defeat at Fort Necessity, while damaging, did not end Washington's military career; instead, it began his education as a commander.

	Braddock's Expedition: Witnessing Catastrophe

	The British government, alarmed by French success in the Ohio Country, decided to send regular British forces to North America. In 1755, Major General Edward Braddock arrived in Virginia with two regiments of British regulars, charged with driving the French from Fort Duquesne and securing British control of the region.

	Washington, his commission as colonel in the Virginia Regiment having expired when the regiment was disbanded after Fort Necessity, sought a position with Braddock's expedition. British regulations prevented him from holding a regular commission at the same rank he had held in colonial forces, so Washington accepted a position as a volunteer aide-de-camp to Braddock. This arrangement allowed him to participate in the campaign without formal command but with proximity to the expedition's leadership.

	Braddock's force consisted of about 2,200 men: two regiments of British regulars, colonial militia, artillery, and auxiliary units. It was the largest military force yet assembled in North America, equipped with heavy siege guns and supplied according to European military standards. Braddock was an experienced British officer, confident in European military methods and skeptical of colonial military capacity.

	The expedition began in late May 1755, advancing from Fort Cumberland in Maryland toward Fort Duquesne. The march was ponderous. Braddock insisted on cutting a wide military road through the wilderness to accommodate his artillery and supply wagons. Progress was slow, averaging just two to three miles per day. The army moved through difficult terrain, forests, streams, and mountains, struggling to keep the heavy guns and wagons moving.

	Washington, observing from his position on Braddock's staff, learned much about British military organization and methods. He saw how a professional army operated: its discipline, its systematic organization of supply and march, its artillery and engineering capabilities. He also saw its limitations: its rigidity, its assumption that European methods would work in American conditions, and its contempt for colonial advice.

	Relations between Braddock and colonial officers and militia were often strained. Braddock dismissed warnings about French and Indian fighting methods, considered colonial troops unreliable, and rejected suggestions that his force was vulnerable to ambush. Washington and other colonials tried to convey the realities of frontier warfare, but Braddock remained confident in his superior force and training.

	As the expedition approached Fort Duquesne in early July, Washington was ill with severe dysentery and fever. He rode in a wagon, barely able to sit a horse, but refused to remain behind. On July 9, 1755, he rejoined the army just as it approached the Monongahela River, about ten miles from Fort Duquesne.

	The Monongahela: Surviving Disaster

	The French commander at Fort Duquesne, Captain Daniel Liénard de Beaujeu, decided to ambush Braddock's force before it could lay siege to the fort. He led out about 900 men: French regulars and Canadian militia, along with a substantial number of Native American warriors from various tribes allied with France.

	The British force had just crossed the Monongahela River when the French and Indians struck. The engagement began around 1:00 PM when British advance elements encountered the French force on a narrow trail through dense forest. The French and Indians immediately deployed into the forest on both flanks, occupying high ground and surrounding the British column.

	What followed was a catastrophic defeat for British arms. The French and their Native allies fired from cover, concealed in the forest, while the British troops remained massed on the trail, attempting to form conventional battle lines. British officers tried to maintain formation and volley fire, the standard European response to enemy fire, but they were shooting at an enemy they could not see while presenting concentrated targets to hidden marksmen.

	The British regulars, trained to fight in open European battlefields, found themselves in a nightmare scenario. They could not see their enemy, could not effectively return fire, and began to panic as officers and men fell in steady numbers. Attempts to form battle lines created confusion. Some colonial troops attempted to fight from cover in frontier fashion, but British officers, considering this cowardly, ordered them back into formation.

	Washington's conduct during the battle became legendary. Despite his illness, he rode repeatedly through the firestorm, carrying orders, rallying troops, and assisting Braddock in attempts to organize the defense. Two horses were shot from under him. Four bullets passed through his coat. Yet he emerged unscathed, a fact that amazed survivors and contributed to a belief among some that Providence had protected him for a greater purpose.

	Braddock himself was mortally wounded, shot through the lung. As senior officers fell, by battle's end, 26 of 86 British officers were killed and 37 wounded, command devolved to whoever remained standing. The British force disintegrated. Soldiers threw away weapons and equipment in panic and fled back toward the river crossing. The French and Indians pursued, killing many in the retreat.

	Washington was among those who helped organize a fighting retreat, gathering survivors and establishing a rear guard. He helped secure Braddock's mortally wounded form and assisted in removing the general from the field. As the highest-ranking unwounded officer still functioning, Washington played a crucial role in preventing the retreat from becoming complete annihilation.

	The statistics of defeat were staggering. Of approximately 1,300 British troops engaged, 456 were killed and 421 wounded, a casualty rate approaching 70%. The French and Indians suffered fewer than 40 casualties. Britain's finest troops, commanded by an experienced general, had been routed by a smaller force of frontier fighters.

	Braddock died on July 13, four days after the battle, having suffered through days of agony from his wound. Before dying, he reportedly said, "We shall better know how to deal with them another time." Washington supervised his burial in the middle of the road, and the army marched over the grave to conceal it from the enemy.

	Aftermath and Analysis: Lessons from Catastrophe

	The defeat at the Monongahela had profound military and political consequences. It left the Ohio Country firmly in French control. It exposed the entire Virginia and Pennsylvania frontiers to raids by French-allied Indians. It shattered the myth of British invincibility and emboldened French and Indian forces throughout the region. It represented the worst British military disaster in North America up to that time.

	For Washington personally, the battle provided crucial military education. He had witnessed the catastrophic failure of European linear tactics in American forest warfare. He had seen how terrain, enemy tactics, and conditions could negate advantages in numbers, equipment, and training. He had observed what happened when commanders ignored the realities of the battlefield in favor of doctrinal rigidity.

	Washington had also demonstrated exceptional personal courage and leadership under the most difficult circumstances. While the army collapsed around him, he had maintained his composure, functioned effectively despite serious illness, and helped organize whatever resistance was possible. Multiple witnesses testified to his bravery and effectiveness during the battle. One officer wrote that Washington "behaved with great courage and resolution," while another noted that "his willingness to encounter danger" was evident throughout.

	The experience reinforced several lessons for Washington. First, that personal bravery was essential but insufficient, courage must be combined with sound tactics appropriate to the situation. Second, that understanding terrain and enemy capabilities was crucial to military planning. Third, that flexibility and adaptation were more valuable than rigid adherence to doctrine. Fourth, that maintaining discipline and organization under stress separated effective forces from mobs. Fifth, that logistics and supply, which Braddock had managed well, could not compensate for tactical unsuitability.

	Washington also learned something about his own character under fire. The fact that he had functioned effectively in the chaos of battle, that he had maintained clear thinking while exhausted and ill, and that he had been willing to risk death repeatedly, told him something about his own capabilities. This self-knowledge would inform his later decisions to accept military command.

	Command of the Virginia Regiment: Building a Military Force

	After Braddock's defeat, Virginia's frontier lay exposed to raids. Settlements were attacked, colonists were killed or captured, and panic spread through the backcountry. Governor Dinwiddie reorganized Virginia's military forces and, in August 1755, appointed Washington as colonel and commander of all Virginia forces. At twenty-three, Washington was responsible for defending a frontier of over 350 miles with inadequate troops, insufficient supplies, and no support from the devastated British regular forces.

	This command, which Washington held from 1755 to 1758, proved to be his most important military education before the Revolutionary War. He faced every challenge that would later confront him as Continental Army commander: recruiting and training troops, maintaining discipline, managing logistics, dealing with inadequate support from civilian authorities, defending extensive territory with insufficient forces, and maintaining morale during periods of frustration and inactivity.

	Washington established his headquarters at Winchester in the Shenandoah Valley and attempted to organize frontier defense. He had to recruit, train, and equip the Virginia Regiment, eventually building it to about 1,200 men. He established a system of small forts along the frontier, garrisoned by militia and manned by Virginia Regiment companies on rotation. He dealt with desertion, supply shortages, disputes over rank and authority, and the constant complaints of frontier settlers demanding protection.

	The experience was frequently frustrating. Recruitment was difficult, men preferred militia service, which allowed them to remain near home, to regular service in the Virginia Regiment. Supplies were inadequate and often of poor quality. The colonial legislature provided insufficient funding. Militia units were unreliable, often refusing to serve outside their local areas or deserting when their short enlistments expired. Frontier settlers expected protection that Washington's small force could not possibly provide across such an extensive frontier.

	Washington learned to manage these challenges through a combination of strict discipline, personal example, and persistent advocacy with civilian authorities. He enforced military discipline rigorously, ordering flogging for deserters and severe punishment for other offenses. He insisted on proper military courtesy, ranks, and organization, attempting to create a professional force from amateur soldiers. At the same time, he led by example, enduring the same hardships as his men and maintaining presence in the field despite the difficulties.

	His correspondence from this period reveals a commander learning his profession through trial and error. He wrote constantly to Dinwiddie and other officials, requesting supplies, reinforcements, and authority. He complained about the inadequacy of support and the impossible nature of his task. He argued for better pay for his troops, more authority for commanders, and more systematic organization of Virginia's military forces. He was learning the political dimension of military command, how to advocate for his forces, how to manage relationships with civilian authorities, and how to maintain military effectiveness despite political constraints.

	Washington also worked to build a corps of competent officers. He promoted on merit, insisted on professional conduct, and attempted to create a hierarchical command structure based on European military models. He established training regimens, insisted on proper drill and discipline, and worked to professionalize what was essentially a frontier militia force. These efforts had mixed success given the conditions and the nature of colonial military service, but they demonstrated Washington's understanding that effective military forces required systematic organization and professional leadership.

	The Forbes Expedition and Fall of Fort Duquesne

	In 1758, the British government mounted another expedition against Fort Duquesne, this time commanded by Brigadier General John Forbes. Forbes, a professional Scottish soldier, took a different approach than Braddock. He advanced methodically, establishing a chain of supply posts and forts as he moved. He also showed more respect for colonial forces and frontier warfare methods than Braddock had demonstrated.

	Washington and the Virginia Regiment were part of Forbes's force, though Washington initially clashed with Forbes over the route of advance. Washington advocated for using Braddock's road, which would benefit Virginia economically, while Forbes chose a more northerly route through Pennsylvania. This dispute revealed both Washington's strategic thinking and his tendency to advocate forcefully for his positions, sometimes too forcefully, as his arguments with Forbes became heated.

	Forbes's methodical approach proved effective, though painfully slow. The expedition constructed a military road as it advanced, built and garrisoned forts at regular intervals, and accumulated supplies systematically. By November 1758, Forbes's force was approaching Fort Duquesne despite the difficulties of the season.

	The French, facing multiple British offensives elsewhere and with supply lines stretched thin, decided Fort Duquesne could not be held. On November 24, 1758, French forces evacuated and burned the fort rather than face siege by Forbes's superior force. The next day, British advance forces, including Washington and the Virginia Regiment, occupied the smoking ruins. The British immediately began constructing a new, larger fortification, which they named Fort Pitt.

	The fall of Fort Duquesne achieved what the British had sought since 1754, control of the Forks of the Ohio and the key to the Ohio Country. For Washington, it marked the successful conclusion of a campaign that had cost so much in earlier attempts. He had been present at the humiliating defeats of Fort Necessity and the Monongahela, and now witnessed the British success at the same strategic point.

	The Forbes Expedition taught Washington valuable lessons about systematic military operations. Forbes had succeeded where Braddock had failed by being patient, methodical, and flexible. He had built a supply system that could sustain his force. He had advanced slowly but surely, never exposing his force to the kind of catastrophic ambush that destroyed Braddock. He had adapted his methods to American conditions while maintaining military professionalism. These lessons would inform Washington's later conduct of campaigns.

	Resignation and Marriage: Transition from Military Service

	With Fort Duquesne captured and Virginia's frontier secured, Washington decided to resign his military commission. On December 31, 1758, he formally resigned command of the Virginia Regiment after more than three years of service. His resignation reflected several factors: frustration with the limitations of colonial military service, desire to marry and establish himself as a planter, and recognition that further advancement in British military service was unlikely without a regular commission, which the British Army was unwilling to grant him at appropriate rank.

	Washington's military service from 1753 to 1758 had been formative in every sense. He had experienced victory and defeat, success and failure, courage and fear. He had commanded men in combat, organized defensive systems, managed logistics, and dealt with civilian authorities. He had seen European military methods succeed and fail in American conditions. He had developed a reputation for courage, persistence, and leadership, even if his military record was mixed.

	The experience had also shaped Washington's character and capabilities in crucial ways. He had developed confidence in his ability to command under pressure. He had learned to make difficult decisions, to accept responsibility for outcomes, and to persist through frustration and failure. He had discovered that he possessed physical and moral courage sufficient for military leadership. He had also learned humility, that warfare was complex, that mistakes had consequences, and that courage alone could not guarantee success.

	In January 1759, Washington married Martha Dandridge Custis, a wealthy widow, and settled into life as a planter at Mount Vernon. He served in the Virginia House of Burgesses, managed his estates, and appeared to have left military life behind. Yet the lessons and experiences of the French and Indian War remained with him. The young man who had volunteered to carry a message into the wilderness in 1753 had been transformed by fire into an experienced military commander. When revolution came seventeen years later, Washington would draw on every lesson learned during these crucial years of formation.

	Military Assessment: Washington in 1758

	By the time Washington resigned his commission, what had he learned and what kind of military leader had he become? His record was mixed but instructive. He had won no major battles as an independent commander, indeed his most notable independent action, Fort Necessity, had been a defeat. Yet he had proven capable of maintaining a military force under the most difficult conditions, had demonstrated exceptional personal courage, and had shown capacity for learning from experience.

	Washington's tactical capabilities in 1758 were limited. He had not commanded in large-scale conventional battles except as a subordinate at the Monongahela. His experience was primarily in frontier warfare, small unit actions, and defensive operations. However, he had gained valuable understanding of logistics, organization, and the management of military forces. He had learned how to recruit, train, and maintain discipline. He had dealt with supply problems, personnel challenges, and civilian-military relations.

	Most importantly, Washington had developed qualities of character essential to military leadership: physical and moral courage, persistence under adversity, willingness to accept responsibility, and capacity to learn from failure. He had also developed a realistic understanding of his own limitations and the complexity of military operations. The confident young man who had found something "charming" in the sound of bullets in 1754 had matured into a sober commander who understood that warfare required more than courage, it required judgment, organization, and careful management of resources.

	The French and Indian War had been Washington's military education. It had taught him lessons that books could not convey, given him experiences that shaped his character, and prepared him, though neither he nor anyone else could have known it, for the greater challenges that would come seventeen years later when the colonies rose in rebellion against the British Crown.

	 

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	The Interwar Years

	(1759-1775)

	On January 6, 1759, less than a week after resigning his military commission, George Washington married Martha Dandridge Custis at her estate, White House Plantation in New Kent County. The marriage was advantageous in every respect. Martha was one of the wealthiest widows in Virginia, bringing to the marriage approximately 17,000 acres of land, £40,000 in cash and securities, and nearly 300 enslaved people. She also brought two young children from her first marriage, John Parke Custis (known as Jacky), age four, and Martha Parke Custis (known as Patsy), age two, whom Washington would raise as his own.

	The marriage immediately elevated Washington's economic and social position. Combined with his own holdings and his eventual inheritance of Mount Vernon from his late half-brother Lawrence's estate, Washington became one of Virginia's substantial planters. He now possessed the financial foundation and social standing that his birth had not provided, and he could focus his considerable energies on building a great plantation and establishing himself among Virginia's elite.

	Washington threw himself into the management of Mount Vernon with the same systematic energy he had brought to military command. He expanded the mansion house, eventually creating the iconic structure that survives today. He organized the plantation's operations with military precision, dividing the estate into five separate farms, each with its own overseer, workforce, and specialized production. He kept meticulous records of every aspect of plantation operations, planting schedules, crop yields, weather conditions, slave assignments, livestock inventories, and financial accounts.

	The plantation economy of Virginia required diverse skills and knowledge. Washington had to understand agriculture, animal husbandry, construction, mill operations, fisheries, and the countless other enterprises that made a large plantation function as a largely self-sufficient community. He experimented with crop rotation, new agricultural techniques, and different varieties of seeds. He corresponded with other planters and agricultural innovators, seeking to improve productivity and profitability.

	However, Washington quickly discovered that Virginia's tobacco economy was deeply flawed. The tobacco monoculture depleted soil rapidly, prices fluctuated unpredictably, and the system of credit and debt with British merchants kept even wealthy planters in constant financial uncertainty. Washington began diversifying away from tobacco, expanding production of wheat and other grains, developing fisheries on the Potomac, and pursuing various commercial enterprises. This economic experience would later inform his understanding of the colonies' economic relationship with Britain and the structural problems that relationship created.

	The management of Mount Vernon also required Washington to function as the master of a large enslaved workforce. Washington owned or controlled (through Martha's dower share) several hundred enslaved people throughout his properties. The moral contradictions of slavery and Washington's evolving attitudes toward the institution are beyond the scope of a military biography, but the practical experience of managing large groups of workers, organizing complex operations, and maintaining discipline over a labor force provided skills transferable to military command, though the fundamental injustice of the system and its coercive nature make any such comparison deeply problematic.

	Political Education: The House of Burgesses

	In July 1758, even before resigning his military commission, Washington had been elected to represent Frederick County in Virginia's House of Burgesses. He would serve in the Burgesses continuously from 1758 until 1774, gaining invaluable experience in colonial politics and governance. This political education would prove crucial to his later effectiveness as a military commander who had to navigate the complexities of civil-military relations.

	Washington was not an orator or legislative leader in the Burgesses. He rarely spoke in debates and never became known for eloquence or political theorizing. His contributions were practical rather than rhetorical, serving on committees, handling administrative matters, and representing his constituents' interests. However, he was an attentive observer of Virginia politics, learning how the colony's elite conducted business, managed conflicts, and exercised power.

	During these years in the Burgesses, Washington witnessed the growing tensions between the colonies and the British government. The end of the French and Indian War in 1763 was followed by a series of British policies that increasingly alienated colonial opinion. The Proclamation of 1763, which restricted colonial settlement west of the Appalachians, directly affected Washington's interests as a major holder of western lands. The Sugar Act of 1764, the Stamp Act of 1765, the Townshend Acts of 1767, and subsequent measures created escalating conflicts over taxation, representation, and colonial rights.

	Washington experienced these conflicts both politically and economically. As a member of the Burgesses, he participated in Virginia's resistance to British policies. He signed the non-importation agreements aimed at pressuring Britain through economic boycott. He served on committees dealing with colonial grievances. While not among the most radical voices like Patrick Henry, Washington consistently supported Virginia's defense of colonial rights.

	Economically, Washington felt the effects of British commercial policy personally. His debts to British merchants, common among Virginia planters, created resentment at what he perceived as an exploitative system. The restrictions on western land development conflicted with his extensive investments in frontier properties. The various taxes and trade restrictions affected his commercial enterprises. These personal economic frustrations reinforced political principles about colonial rights and self-governance.

	The political experience of these years taught Washington several crucial lessons relevant to his later military command. He learned how colonial political systems functioned and how decisions were made. He understood the importance of building consensus among diverse interests. He saw how political disputes could escalate from principled disagreements to irreconcilable conflicts. He developed relationships with other Virginia leaders who would later become his revolutionary colleagues. Most importantly, he learned to think about issues from a political as well as a military perspective, understanding that military operations occurred within a political context that shaped objectives, constraints, and possibilities.

	Military Study and Intellectual Preparation

	Although Washington was no longer in active military service, he did not abandon his interest in military affairs. During the interwar years, he engaged in systematic self-education in military theory and history, building a library of military works and studying the campaigns of European commanders. This intellectual preparation would prove valuable when he returned to military service in 1775.

	Washington's library at Mount Vernon included numerous military treatises and historical works. He owned and studied works on tactics, fortification, military discipline, and the art of war. His library included books on military engineering, gunnery, and the management of cavalry. He collected accounts of European military campaigns, studying how professional commanders had conducted operations, managed armies, and achieved victories.

	Among the works Washington studied were military manuals that addressed the practical aspects of command: how to organize armies, maintain discipline, manage supplies, and coordinate movements. He paid particular attention to works on military administration and logistics, recognizing from his French and Indian War experience that these unglamorous aspects of command often determined outcomes as much as battlefield tactics.

	Washington also followed contemporary military developments in Europe through newspapers, correspondence, and publications that reached Virginia. The Seven Years' War (1756-1763) provided numerous examples of European warfare at its most sophisticated. Washington read accounts of battles, studied the strategies of commanders like Frederick the Great of Prussia, and absorbed lessons about how professional armies operated on a large scale.

	This self-education had important characteristics. Washington was a practical rather than theoretical student of warfare. He was less interested in abstract principles than in concrete methods that could be applied to real situations. He focused on the administrative and organizational aspects of command as much as on tactics and strategy. He studied not to become a military intellectual but to prepare himself for potential future command.

	Washington also maintained connections to Virginia's militia system. Although he held no military office during these years, he remained interested

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	







