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    A nation in formation often appears most clearly through the life of one person, and in this book Woodrow Wilson approaches George Washington as the commanding figure at the center of that difficult emergence. From the first pages, the subject is not merely an individual career but the strenuous making of public authority, civic trust, and national purpose. Washington stands at the meeting point of private character and public necessity, and Wilson treats that meeting as the key to understanding an era. The result is an introduction to a statesman whose importance extends beyond military victory into the larger problem of how leadership acquires legitimacy in a republic.

George Washington holds classic status because it joins biography to national interpretation in a manner that has remained compelling to generations of readers. Wilson writes not simply to record events but to shape them into an intelligible drama of public life, where conduct, institutions, and historical pressures illuminate one another. That ambition helped give the book a durable place among works that present American history through a major representative figure. Its continuing interest lies in the way it turns a familiar name into a serious study of responsibility, restraint, and political judgment, themes that remain central to biographical writing and to the broader literature of leadership.

The literary force of the book is inseparable from Wilson’s style. He was a practiced historian and essayist, and his prose is marked by clarity, rhythm, and a strong sense of narrative direction. Those qualities helped broaden the audience for historical biography by making constitutional development and public decision feel immediate rather than abstract. The book’s classic reputation therefore rests not only on its subject but also on its method: it presents history as a lived sequence of choices, pressures, and principles. Later writers of public biography would continue to draw on this model, seeking to combine historical explanation with readable, character-centered storytelling.

Woodrow Wilson, the author, was one of the leading American political and historical writers of his time before he became president of the United States. His interest in institutions, executive leadership, and the evolution of government strongly informs this portrait of Washington. George Washington was first published in the late nineteenth century, during a period when American readers showed sustained interest in national origins and in concise, accessible lives of major public figures. That context matters because Wilson’s biography belongs to a broader effort to interpret the founding generation for a modern audience while preserving the moral seriousness associated with the nation’s early history.

Within that publication context, the book’s central premise is straightforward and powerful: to understand the rise of the United States, one must understand the particular qualities that made Washington indispensable at crucial moments. Wilson traces the arc of a life that intersects with war, political transition, and the establishment of national government, but he does so with an emphasis on character as a historical force. The biography is not arranged merely as a catalogue of dates and offices. Instead, it asks how steadiness, discipline, and public bearing could become instruments of historical consequence when a fragile political experiment required credibility as much as courage.

That focus on character helps explain the book’s enduring themes. At its core, George Washington explores the relation between personal self-command and public authority. Washington is presented as a leader shaped not by flamboyance but by reserve, perseverance, and a deep awareness of duty. Such themes have outlasted the immediate circumstances of the founding era because they address recurring political questions: What qualities should a republic value in those who govern? How does power remain accountable to principle? And how does a society in crisis recognize the difference between mere prominence and genuine fitness for responsibility? Wilson’s treatment gives these questions lasting emotional and intellectual weight.

The book also endures because it treats national beginnings without reducing them to simple legend. Wilson writes with evident respect for his subject, yet the interest of the narrative lies less in celebration than in interpretation. Washington emerges as a figure tested by circumstance, compelled to act under pressures that reveal both the burdens and limits of leadership. That approach has helped preserve the book’s relevance within the long tradition of American historical writing. Readers return to it not only to encounter a famous founder but also to see how biography can serve as a disciplined means of thinking about the formation of institutions and the ethics of public life.

Its influence on later writers can be understood in terms of form and emphasis. George Washington participates in the tradition of the interpretive political biography, a form that seeks to connect individual temperament with national development. By combining narrative movement with reflection on civic order, Wilson helped sustain a mode of writing that would remain important in studies of presidents, founders, and statesmen. Even when later historians departed from his judgments or methods, they continued to confront the challenge he addressed: how to portray a public figure large enough to symbolize an era without losing the complexity of historical circumstance. That challenge is one mark of a genuinely classic work.

For modern readers, the book offers more than a portrait of a celebrated individual; it offers an example of how one age explained its origins to itself. Because Wilson wrote decades after the Revolution, his account reflects an effort to make the eighteenth century intelligible to readers living in a different political and social world. That temporal distance gives the biography a second interest. It is both a life of Washington and a document of late nineteenth-century historical imagination. Reading it today means observing how American memory, literary craft, and political reflection came together around a figure whose public image had already become foundational to the national story.

The absence of spoilers in approaching such a widely known subject does not diminish the book’s appeal, because the power of the narrative lies in arrangement, emphasis, and insight rather than surprise. Wilson assumes that readers know Washington’s prominence; what he offers is a way of seeing that prominence in proportion. He reconstructs the pressures surrounding decisions, the expectations attached to office, and the significance of bearing in moments when symbolic authority mattered greatly. In this respect, the book remains rewarding even for those already familiar with the outline of Washington’s life. Its interest resides in how historical meaning is made from a life rather than in any hidden turn of plot.

George Washington has lasted because it speaks to readers who seek more than information. It addresses the persistent desire to understand how a political community begins, how trust in institutions is established, and how a leader’s example can shape public culture. Wilson’s biography gives these concerns a literary form that is dignified without being inert, thoughtful without losing momentum. Such balance has helped preserve its place in the canon of American historical prose. The book invites readers to consider the founders not as remote monuments but as participants in urgent and uncertain events whose consequences extended far beyond their own moment.

That is why the book still matters. In an age preoccupied with leadership, constitutional norms, and the strains placed on public confidence, Wilson’s study of Washington retains a clear contemporary resonance. Its themes of duty, legitimacy, restraint, and national cohesion continue to speak to readers confronting the demands of civic life in their own time. The lasting appeal of George Washington lies in this union of historical subject and perennial question: how a free people comes to trust power without surrendering principle. As an introduction to a formative figure and to the burdens of republican leadership, the book remains both historically important and freshly readable.
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    Woodrow Wilson’s George Washington presents a concise biographical portrait of the first president, tracing his rise from the colonial Virginia world into the center of the American founding. Written by a future president and historian, the book approaches Washington less as a figure of legend than as a disciplined public man formed by work, restraint, and circumstance. Wilson begins by placing him in the social and political setting of the eighteenth-century colonies, where local loyalties, imperial ties, and the habits of landed society shaped ambition. From the outset, the narrative emphasizes character, practical judgment, and the steady acquisition of responsibility rather than dramatic self-display.

The early chapters follow Washington’s youth and first employments, showing how surveying, estate management, and frontier experience introduced him to the physical and political realities of colonial America. Wilson presents these years as crucial training in endurance, observation, and command. The account then turns to Washington’s military initiation during the imperial conflicts on the frontier, where he confronted uncertainty, inexperience, and the pressures of service under the British system. These episodes are treated as formative tests that exposed both his limitations and his promise, helping explain how he developed the caution, self-control, and sense of duty that later defined his public career.

As the narrative moves through the years before the Revolution, Wilson shows Washington becoming a prominent Virginian through military reputation, marriage, landholding, and service in colonial politics. The book does not depict him as an early radical. Instead, it stresses his gradual response to changing relations between Britain and the colonies. Wilson presents Washington as a man rooted in order and legality, increasingly persuaded that imperial policy threatened established rights. This section highlights the tension between inherited loyalty to British institutions and growing colonial resistance, framing his political development as deliberate rather than impulsive.

Wilson then turns to the outbreak of the Revolutionary crisis and Washington’s selection for high command. The narrative places special emphasis on the difficulty of transforming regional protest into coordinated resistance, and on the burden that fell upon a commander asked to lead a fragile cause with limited resources. Washington’s task is shown not simply as military leadership but as political stewardship: he had to sustain confidence, hold together disparate colonies, and work with civilian bodies that controlled money, enlistments, and authority. The book underscores the challenge of patience in a war where defeat, delay, and scarcity were constant companions.

In recounting the war itself, Wilson follows the broad movement of the conflict through retreat, reorganization, intermittent success, and prolonged endurance. He pays close attention to Washington’s ability to preserve an army under severe strain and to recognize that survival could be as important as battlefield brilliance. The portrait that emerges is of a commander whose strengths lay in constancy, moral authority, and an instinct for the larger stakes of the struggle. Wilson also notes the recurring frictions within the revolutionary effort, including short enlistments, weak supply systems, and rival expectations among officers, soldiers, and political leaders.

The later war years in Wilson’s account shift attention from immediate campaigning to the deeper question of national cohesion. Washington appears increasingly as a guardian of union, concerned not only with defeating Britain but with preventing the American cause from dissolving through localism, financial weakness, and institutional confusion. Wilson presents him as a figure who understood that independence without stable government would remain precarious. The closing military phase therefore carries a broader significance: it reveals how Washington’s authority rested on discipline and self-limitation, and how his conduct helped define the relationship between military power and republican principle.

After the war, the biography follows Washington back into private life while showing how public necessity soon drew him once more into national affairs. Wilson treats this interval as essential to understanding his stature. Washington’s willingness to relinquish command strengthened his credibility at a time when fears of personal ambition could easily have damaged the republican experiment. The narrative then turns to the weaknesses of the existing political arrangement and to the movement toward a stronger federal system. In this setting, Washington is presented less as a theorist than as a trusted presence whose support could lend legitimacy to difficult institutional change.

Wilson’s account of the presidency emphasizes the novelty of the office and the uncertainty surrounding every precedent. Washington had to give practical shape to executive authority while preserving public confidence and avoiding any appearance of monarchy. The book examines his efforts to organize administration, manage cabinet differences, maintain neutrality amid foreign pressures, and defend the authority of the new government without overstepping constitutional bounds. Wilson portrays these years as a continuing exercise in balance, where character mattered as much as policy. Washington’s reserve, caution, and sense of national obligation become central to the creation of political habits that outlast immediate controversies.

In its closing movement, George Washington presents its subject as indispensable not because he solved every problem, but because he gave the early republic steadiness at moments of uncertainty. Wilson’s broader argument is that institutions alone could not secure the nation in its infancy; they required a leader whose self-command inspired trust across divisions. The book therefore offers Washington as a study in disciplined power, civic restraint, and service shaped by circumstance rather than by spectacle. Its enduring significance lies in showing how personal character can influence public beginnings, and why Washington remained a defining reference point in American political memory.
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    Woodrow Wilson’s George Washington was written in the late nineteenth century, when the United States was expanding industrially and politically while also reexamining its founding past. First published in the 1890s, the book looks back to the eighteenth-century Atlantic world in which Washington lived, but it also bears the imprint of Wilson’s own era of nation-building, constitutional debate, and historical commemoration. The narrative is framed by the institutions that dominated colonial British America: monarchy, empire, provincial assemblies, established churches in some colonies, plantation agriculture in the South, and a legal culture shaped by English precedent. Wilson presents Washington within that institutional world, emphasizing public duty and political order.

Washington’s life began in colonial Virginia in 1732, in a society structured by landholding, family networks, and slavery. The Chesapeake region was tied economically to tobacco cultivation and transatlantic trade, and politically to county government, the House of Burgesses, and imperial oversight from London. This setting is essential to understanding both Washington and Wilson’s portrayal of him. Wilson’s account reflects the long-standing interpretation of Washington as a Virginia gentleman formed by hierarchy, discipline, and local responsibility. At the same time, modern readers must note that this world depended heavily on enslaved labor, a central fact of Washington’s environment that any historical context must acknowledge even when older biographies treated it briefly or unevenly.

The mid-eighteenth century was also an era of imperial conflict. Washington first gained public notice during the struggle between Britain and France in North America, especially in the 1750s during the French and Indian War, part of the wider Seven Years’ War. Colonial militias, Native nations, British regulars, and French forces all contested control of the Ohio Valley and surrounding regions. Wilson’s biography echoes a traditional national narrative by treating these campaigns as formative for Washington’s character, highlighting his endurance, judgment, and emerging leadership. Historically, these events also exposed the limits of British imperial coordination and intensified colonial experience with war, taxation, and frontier insecurity.

The frontier itself was not an empty stage but a contested region occupied and defended by Native peoples with their own political interests. The Ohio Country, the backcountry of Virginia, and lands west of the Appalachian Mountains were areas where diplomacy, trade, alliance, and violence intersected. Washington’s early military activity took place within this larger struggle over land and sovereignty. Wilson, writing in a period when many American histories marginalized Native perspectives, tends to center Anglo-American actors. A fuller historical context therefore requires noting that the same events that advanced Washington’s career were also part of a broader process of settler expansion that threatened Indigenous autonomy and reshaped eastern North America.

After the Seven Years’ War, Britain’s effort to reorganize and finance its empire changed colonial politics. Measures such as new taxation, tighter customs enforcement, and disputes over representation sharpened resistance in the 1760s and early 1770s. In colonies like Virginia, political life increasingly revolved around the question of constitutional rights within the empire. Wilson’s portrait of Washington situates him among the colonial elite who moved gradually from protest to opposition and finally to revolution. The book reflects a view of the Revolution as a measured defense of lawful liberty rather than a social upheaval, a perspective that aligns with Wilson’s broader admiration for ordered constitutional development.

The movement toward independence drew on institutions of local self-government, committees of correspondence, colonial conventions, and eventually the Continental Congress. Washington entered this phase not merely as a soldier but as a planter-politician shaped by the language of rights, honor, and intercolonial cooperation. The decision for independence in 1776 emerged from accumulated conflict, military confrontation, and the failure of reconciliation. Wilson’s treatment generally emphasizes the seriousness and restraint of revolutionary leadership, with Washington as its moral center. In that sense, the book mirrors a late nineteenth-century desire to portray the founding as dignified and nationally unifying, rather than as chaotic, radically democratic, or socially divisive.

The Revolutionary War, fought from 1775 into the early 1780s, forms the central historical drama of Washington’s public life. It was a long and uncertain conflict involving the Continental Army, state militias, foreign assistance, loyalist opposition, and the logistical difficulties of sustaining war across a vast territory. Wilson’s narrative echoes the long-established interpretation of Washington as the indispensable commander whose persistence preserved the revolutionary cause through defeat, winter hardship, and political strain. Historically, that image rests on verifiable realities: Washington held together the army, managed difficult relations with Congress, and maintained a war effort that depended on fragile finance, local supplies, and international diplomacy.

Foreign intervention, especially by France after 1778, was crucial to American victory. Spanish and Dutch involvement in the wider imperial war also weakened Britain. The Revolution was therefore not only a colonial rebellion but part of an international conflict shaped by European rivalries and Atlantic commerce. Wilson’s biography, like many works of its period, foregrounds Washington’s leadership while giving less interpretive weight than modern historians might to the global dimensions of the war. Even so, the context is essential: victory at Yorktown depended on French military and naval support, and Washington’s career unfolded within an interconnected world of empires, trade networks, and shifting alliances.

Daily life during the war was marked by shortages, inflation, disease, dislocation, and uncertainty. Soldiers faced inadequate pay and supplies; civilians coped with disrupted markets and occupations by rival armies. The technology of the age remained preindustrial: movement depended on horses, ships, and rough roads; communication was slow; military success often turned on supply and geography as much as battlefield courage. Wilson’s portrayal of Washington frequently underscores patience, organization, and endurance, traits that made sense in this material world. The biography thereby reflects the practical realities of eighteenth-century leadership, where administration and self-command mattered as much as heroic action.

The Revolution’s social meanings were complex. It generated new talk about citizenship, republican virtue, and the sovereignty of the people, yet many inequalities remained. Women contributed to households, boycotts, wartime support, and at times camp life, but formal political power stayed limited. Enslaved people pursued freedom through flight, military service, and petitions, while slavery persisted in much of the new nation. Loyalists experienced exile, confiscation, or social marginalization. Wilson’s account, shaped by older elite political history, is strongest on statesmen and military command; a fuller context must recognize that the Revolution affected different groups unevenly and left unresolved tensions that would shape the republic Washington later led.

Peace did not settle the fundamental question of how the United States should govern itself. Under the Articles of Confederation in the 1780s, the new nation faced debt, interstate tensions, weak central authority, and difficulty conducting consistent diplomacy or finance. Events such as Shays’s Rebellion in the mid-1780s heightened concern among national leaders about instability. Wilson’s book presents Washington as a figure whose stature rose precisely because he symbolized restraint and national cohesion in this uncertain moment. The historical record supports that emphasis: although retired from command, Washington remained central to debates about the republic’s future and became a focal point for hopes of stronger union.

The Constitutional Convention of 1787 and the ratification debates that followed are indispensable to the book’s context. Washington presided over the convention, lending legitimacy to the effort to replace the Articles with a stronger federal framework. The Constitution created a national executive, independent judiciary, and more effective fiscal and legislative structure, while preserving compromises that included protections for slavery. Wilson, a scholar of government as well as a biographer, naturally treats this phase as highly significant. His admiration for institutional design and executive leadership shapes his reading of Washington as a founder who embodied constitutional balance, authority under law, and the disciplined exercise of power.

Washington’s presidency, beginning in 1789, unfolded during the uncertain first years of the federal government. Institutions had to be made practical: executive departments organized, federal credit established, judicial authority tested, and relations between national and state governments clarified. The debates of the 1790s over Alexander Hamilton’s financial program, the national bank, and the scope of implied powers helped define American constitutional life. Wilson’s account echoes a traditional respect for Washington’s ability to stand above faction, though historians note that he worked within a cabinet and political culture increasingly divided. The book reflects the enduring belief that his personal authority steadied a new system not yet fully accepted.

The 1790s also saw the rise of organized political conflict. Federalists and Jeffersonian Republicans differed over fiscal policy, foreign relations, and the meaning of the Revolution. The French Revolution intensified these disagreements, as Americans debated neutrality, popular enthusiasm, and the dangers of ideological extremism. Washington’s Neutrality Proclamation of 1793 and the controversies around Jay’s Treaty in the mid-1790s became tests of executive power and public opinion. Wilson’s biography generally treats Washington as a guardian of national interest against passion and party. That framing parallels Wilson’s own attraction to energetic but stabilizing leadership in moments of political strain.

No historical context for Washington is complete without confronting slavery. Washington was a slaveholder throughout most of his life, and the plantation economy that supported his status was embedded in the political order of Virginia and the early republic. At the national level, the Constitution and federal politics were shaped by compromises involving slave labor and representation. Wilson’s era often handled this subject inadequately, and his biography belongs to a tradition that elevated founding statesmanship while muting the centrality of slavery. Yet the context is clear and verifiable: the world Washington inhabited and helped govern was inseparable from an institution that contradicted the language of liberty celebrated in revolutionary memory.

The late nineteenth-century setting in which Wilson wrote also shaped the biography’s tone and purpose. This was the age of Reconstruction’s collapse, sectional reunion among white Americans, expanding universities, professional historical writing, and public celebration of founding heroes. Wilson himself was an academic and political thinker before becoming a national political figure, and his historical works often linked character to institutions. In that climate, writing about Washington served civic as well as scholarly purposes. The book participates in a broader culture of national consolidation, using the first president as a model of disciplined leadership at a time when Americans were debating democracy, administration, and the meaning of the Union after the Civil War.

Seen in full context, George Washington functions both as a portrait of the eighteenth-century founder and as a mirror of the era in which Wilson wrote. It reflects the politics of empire, revolution, constitution-making, and early national state-building that defined Washington’s life, while also echoing late nineteenth-century preferences for order, national unity, and exemplary leadership. The biography preserves important historical truths about Washington’s military and political centrality, yet it also bears the limitations of older historical writing, especially in its relative silence on Native dispossession, slavery, and broader social history. As a result, the book stands as both a celebration of the founding and a revealing artifact of American memory.
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    Thomas Woodrow Wilson was an American political leader, scholar, and public writer whose life spanned the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a period of rapid industrial growth, reform, and global conflict. Best known as the twenty-eighth president of the United States, he also built a substantial reputation as an academic and author before entering electoral politics. His significance rests not only on his presidency during the First World War but also on his influential writings about government, constitutional development, and public administration. Wilson’s career connected university life, reform politics, and international diplomacy in ways that made him a major figure of his era.

Born in 1856 in Virginia and raised in the post-Civil War American South, Wilson came of age amid debates over federal power, citizenship, and national reconstruction. He studied at the College of New Jersey, later known as Princeton University, and then pursued legal training before turning fully toward scholarship. He continued advanced study at Johns Hopkins University, where he developed as a political scientist and historian. His education placed him within the emerging professional study of politics in the United States, and his early intellectual formation drew on constitutional history, British parliamentary practice, and comparative approaches to government.

Wilson first gained notice through nonfiction prose rather than imaginative literature. His early books include "Congressional Government" (1885), a critical analysis of the American legislative system, and later works such as "Division and Reunion" and "Constitutional Government in the United States." He also wrote essays on administration, party government, and political leadership that circulated widely in academic and public discussions. These works were marked by clear argument, institutional analysis, and an effort to explain how formal constitutional structures interacted with political realities. Readers and critics often treated him as one of the most prominent interpreters of American government in his generation.

His academic career advanced steadily in the late nineteenth century. Wilson taught at Bryn Mawr College and Wesleyan University before joining Princeton, where he became a leading professor of jurisprudence and politics and eventually president of the university in the early twentieth century. In university administration he advocated reforms connected to academic standards and institutional organization, though not all of his proposals succeeded. His public lectures and published works strengthened his national profile, and he came to be seen as a scholar capable of bringing learned analysis into civic life. That reputation helped ease his transition from academia into public office.

Wilson entered politics as a reform-minded Democrat and served as governor of New Jersey before winning the presidency in 1912. As president from 1913 to 1921, he presided over major domestic legislation involving banking reform, antitrust policy, and labor measures, while also shaping the federal government’s response to wartime demands. His public addresses, including war messages and policy speeches, became central texts of his career and showed the same formal, argumentative style visible in his earlier writing. At the same time, historians have closely scrutinized his administration’s record on race, especially segregation within parts of the federal government, making his public legacy deeply contested.

During and after the First World War, Wilson became internationally identified with a moral and programmatic language of diplomacy. His best-known statement, the Fourteen Points speech of 1918, set out principles for peace and collective security and helped define his broader vision of international order. He strongly supported the League of Nations and took that cause directly to the public after the war. His advocacy won admirers who viewed him as an architect of modern internationalism, though critics then and since have questioned both the practicality of his aims and the limits of their application. His speeches remain important documents in diplomatic history.

Wilson’s later years were marked by declining health after his presidency, and he died in 1924. His legacy remains complex and highly consequential. In scholarship, he is still read for his early analyses of American institutions and for essays that helped shape the field of public administration. In political history, he is remembered for Progressive Era reform, wartime leadership, and a transformative vision of international cooperation. Yet his record is also reassessed through the lens of exclusion and racial inequality, ensuring that contemporary discussions are neither simple nor celebratory. Wilson endures as a figure whose ideas and actions continue to provoke debate.
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George Washington was bred a gentleman and a man of honor in the free school of Virginian society, with the generation that first learned what it meant to maintain English communities in America in safety and a self-respecting independence. He was born in a season of quiet peace, when the plot of colonial history was thickening noiselessly and almost without observation. He came to his first manhood upon the first stir of revolutionary events; caught in their movement, he served a rough apprenticeship in arms at the thick of the French and Indian war[1]; the Revolution found him a leader and veteran in affairs at forty-four; every turn of fortune confirmed him in his executive habit of foresight and mastery; death spared him, stalwart and commanding, until, his rising career rounded and complete, no man doubted him the first character of his age. "Virginia gave us this imperial man[1q]," and with him a companion race of statesmen and masters in affairs. It was her natural gift, the times and her character being what they were; and Washington's life showed the whole process of breeding by which she conceived so great a generosity in manliness and public spirit.

The English colonies in America lay very tranquil in 1732, the year in which Washington was born. It fell in a season between times, when affairs lingered, as if awaiting a change. The difficulties and anxieties of first settlement were long ago past and done with in all the principal colonies. They had been hardening to their "wilderness work," some of them, these hundred years and more. England could now reckon quite six hundred thousand subjects upon the long Atlantic seaboard of the great continent which had lain remote and undiscovered through so many busy ages, until daring sailors hit upon it at last amidst the stir of the adventurous fifteenth century; and there was no longer any thought that her colonists would draw back or falter in what they had undertaken. They had grown sedate even and self-poised, with somewhat of the air of old communities, as they extended their settlements upon the coasts and rivers and elaborated their means of self-government amidst the still forests, and each had already a bearing and character of its own. 'Twas easy to distinguish the New-Englander from the man of the southern colonies; and the busy middle provinces that stretched back from the great bay at New-York and from the waters of the spreading Delaware had also a breed of their own, like neither the men of the south nor the men of the northeast. Each region had bred for itself its characteristic communities, holding their own distinctive standards, knowing their own special purposes, living their own lives with a certain separateness and independence.

Virginia, the oldest of the colonies, was least to be distinguished by any private character of her own from the rural communities of England herself. Her population had come to her almost without selection throughout every stage of quick change and troubled fortune that England had seen during the fateful days since James Stuart[2] became king; and Englishmen in Virginia were in no way radically distinguishable from Englishmen in England, except that they were provincials and frontiersmen. They had their own tasks and ways of life, indeed, living, as they did, within the old forests of a virgin continent, upon the confines of the world. But their tastes and temperament, spite of change and seclusion, they had in common with Englishmen at home. They gave leave to their opinions, too, with a like downright confidence and hardihood of belief, never doubting they knew how practical affairs should go. They had even kept the English character as they had received it, against the touch of time and social revolution, until Virginians seemed like elder Englishmen. England changed, but Virginia did not. There landed estates spread themselves with an ample acreage along the margins of the streams that everywhere threaded the virgin woodland; and the planter drew about him a body of dependants who knew no other master; to whom came, in their seclusion, none of that quick air of change that had so stirred in England throughout all her century of revolution. Some were his slaves, bound to him in perpetual subjection. Others were his tenants, and looked upon him as a sort of patron. In Maryland, where similar broad estates lay upon every shore, the law dubbed a great property here and there a "manor," and suffered it to boast its separate court baron and private jurisdiction. Virginian gentlemen enjoyed independence and authority without need of formal title.

There was but one centre of social life in Virginia: at Williamsburg, the village capital, where the Governor had his "palace," where stood the colonial college, where there were taverns and the town houses of sundry planters of the vicinage, and where there was much gay company and not a little formal ceremonial in the season. For the rest, the Old Dominion made shift to do without towns. There was no great mart to which all the trade of the colony was drawn. Ships came and went upon each broad river as upon a highway, taking and discharging freight at the private wharves of the several plantations. For every planter was his own merchant, shipping his tobacco to England, and importing thence in return his clothes, his tools, his household fittings, his knowledge of the London fashions and of the game of politics at home. His mechanics he found among his own slaves and dependants. Their "quarters" and the offices of his simple establishment showed almost like a village of themselves where they stood in irregular groups about his own square, broadgabled house, with its airy hall and homelike living-rooms. He might have good plate upon his sideboard and on his table, palatable old wine in his cellar, and on the walls about him portraits of the stately men and dames from whom he took his blood and breeding. But there was little luxury in his life. Plain comfort and a homely abundance sufficed him. He was a gentleman, owned all he saw around him, exercised authority, and enjoyed consideration throughout the colony; but he was no prince. He lived always in the style of a provincial and a gentleman commoner, as his neighbors and friends did.

Slaves, dependants, and planters, however, did not by any means make up the tale of Virginia's population. She had been peopled out of the common stock of Englishmen, and contained her own variety. Most of the good land that lay upon the lower courses of the James, the York, the Rappahannock, and the Potomac rivers, and upon the bay on either hand, had been absorbed into the estates of the wealthier planters, who began to conceive themselves a sort of aristocracy; but not a few plain men owned their own smaller tracts within the broad stretches of country that lay back from the rivers or above their navigable depth. Upon the western front of the colony lived sturdy frontiersmen; and no man was so poor that he might not hope by thrift to hold his own with the best in the country. Few could own slaves in any number, for the negroes counted less than a third in a reckoning of the whole population. There were hired servants besides, and servants bound for a term of years by indenture; even criminals who could be had of the colony for private service; but most men must needs work their own plots of ground and devise a domestic economy without servants. A wholesome democratic spirit pervaded the colony, which made even the greater planters hesitate to give themselves airs. A few families that had thriven best and longest, and had built up great properties for themselves, did indeed lay claim, as royal governors found to their great displeasure, to a right to be heard before all others in the management of the government. But they could of course show no title but that of pride and long practice. 'Twas only their social weight in the parish vestries, in the Council, and in the House of Burgesses[3] that gave them ascendency.

It was the same in church as in state. Virginia prided herself upon having maintained the Establishment without schism or sour dissent; but she had maintained it in a way all her own, with a democratic constitution and practice hardly to be found in the canons. Nominally the Governor had the right of presentation to all livings; but the vestries took care he should seldom exercise it, and, after they had had their own way for a century, claimed he had lost it by prescription. They chose and dismissed and ruled their ministers as they would And the chief planters were nowhere greater figures than in the vestries of their own parishes, where so many neighborhood interests were passed upon—the care of the poor, the survey of estates, the correction of disorders, the tithe rates, and the maintenance of the church and minister. Sometimes the church building was itself the gift of the chief landowner of the parish; and the planters were always the chief rate-payers. Their leadership was natural and unchallenged. They enjoyed in their own neighborhood a sort of feudal preeminence, and the men about them easily returned in thought and estimation to that elder order of English life in which the chief proprietor of the country-side claimed as of course the homage of his neighbors. There were parishes, not a few, indeed, in which there was no such great planter to command consideration by a sort of social primacy. It was, after all, only here and there, and in the older parts of the colony, that affairs awaited the wish of privileged individuals. But it was the ascendency of the greater planters which most struck the imagination, and which gave to Virginia something of the same air and tone and turn of opinion that existed in England, with its veritable aristocracy, its lordly country gentlemen, its ancient distinctions of class and manners.

Those who took counsel in England concerning colonial affairs had constant occasion to mark the sharp contrast between the easy-going Virginians, who were no harder to govern than Englishmen everywhere, and the men of the northeastern colonies, with their dry reserve and their steadfast resolution not to be governed at all. These seemed unlike Englishmen elsewhere; a whit stiffer, shrewder, more self-contained and circumspect. They were, in fact, a peculiar people[2q]. Into New England had come a selected class, picked out of the general mass of Englishmen at home by test of creed. "God sifted the whole nation," one of their own preachers had told them, at election-time, in the far year 1668, "That he might send choice grain out into this wilderness." But the variety of the old life in England had been lost in the sifting. The Puritan, for all he was so strong and great a figure in his day, was but one man among a score in the quick and various English life. His single standard and manner of living, out of the many that strove for mastery in the old seats where the race was bred, had been transferred to New England; and he had had separate and undisputed ascendency there to build new commonwealths as he would. The Puritan Commonwealth[5] in England had been the government of a minority. Cromwell had done his work of chastening with a might and fervor which he found, not in the nation, but in himself and in the stout men-at-arms and hardy reformers who stood with him while he purified England and brought upon all her foes a day of reckoning. The people had stood cowed and uneasy while he lived, and had broken into wild excess of joy at their release when he died. But in New England an entire community consented to the Puritan code and mastery with a hearty acquiescence. It was for this liberty they had come over sea[3q].

And the thoughtful, strong-willed men who were their leaders had built, as they wished, a polity that should last. Time wrought its deep changes in New England, as elsewhere, but the stamp set upon these Puritan settlements by the generation that founded them was not effaced. Trade made its characteristic mark upon them. Their merchants had presently their own fleets and markets. Their hardy people took more and more to the sea, lived the rough life of the ocean ways with a relish, beat in their small craft up and down the whole coast of the continent, drove bargains everywhere, and everywhere added a touch to their reputation as doughty sea-dogs and shrewd traders. The population that after a while came to New England did not stay to be sifted before attempting the voyage out of the Old World, and the quaint sedateness of the settlements began to be broken by a novel variety. New men beset the old order; a rough democracy began to make itself felt; and new elements waxed bold amidst the new conditions that time had wrought. The authority of the crown at last made a place of command for itself, despite every stubborn protest and astute evasion. It became necessary to be a trifle less observant of sect and creed, to cultivate, as far as might be, a temper of tolerance and moderation. But it was a slow change at best. The old order might be modified, but it could not so soon be broken. New England, through all her jurisdictions, remained a body of churches, as well as a body of towns, submissive to the doctrine and discipline of her learned clergy, keeping the old traditions distinct, indubitable, alike in her schools and her meetinghouses. Even in Rhode Island, where there had from the first been such diversity of creed and license of individual belief, there was little variety of type among the people, for all they counted themselves so free to be what they would. There was here a singular assortment, no doubt, of the units of the stock, but it was of the Puritan stuff, none the less, through all its variety.

New England, indeed, easily kept her character, for she lived apart. Her people mustered a full hundred thousand strong before the seventeenth century was out; her towns numbered many score, both upon the margins of the sea and within the forests; but she still lay within a very near frontier, pushed back only a short journey from the coast. Except where the towns of Connecticut ran in broken line close to the westward strait of Long Island Sound, a broad wilderness of untouched woodland, of thicketed hills and valleys that no white man yet bad seen, stretched between them and Hudson's river, where New York's settlements lay upon the edge of a vast domain, reaching all the way to the great lakes and the western rivers. Not till 1725 did adventurous settlers dare go so far as the Berkshire Hills. "Our country," exclaimed Colonel Byrd, of Virginia, who had seen its wild interior, " has now-been inhabited more than a hundred and thirty years, and still we hardly know anything of the Appalachian Mountains, which are nowhere above two hundred and fifty miles from the sea." A full century after the coming of the Pilgrims, New England, like Virginia, was still a frontier region, shut close about on every hand by thick forests beset by prowling bands of savages. She had as yet no intimate contact with the other colonies whose fortunes she was to share. Her simple life, quickened by adventure, but lacking the full pulse of old communities, kept, spite of slow change, to a single standard of conduct, made her one community from end to end, her people one people. She stood apart and compact, still soberly cultivating, as of old, a life and character all her own. Colonel Byrd noted how "New England improved much faster than Virginia," and was fain to think that " though these people may be ridiculed for some Pharisaical particularities in their worship and behavior, yet they were very useful subjects, as being frugal and industrious, giving no scandal or bad example." Public men in England, who had to face these "particularities in behavior," would hardly have agreed that the men of New England were good subjects, though they must have admitted their excellent example in thrift, and Virginia's need to imitate it. This contrast between the northern and southern settlements was as old as their establishment, for Virginia had from the first been resorted to by those who had no other purpose than to better their fortunes, while New England had been founded to be the home of a creed and discipline; but it was not until the Commonwealth was set up in England that the difference began to be marked, and to give promise of becoming permanent. The English in Virginia, like the bulk of their countrymen at home, ha!d stood aghast at a king's death upon the scaffold, and had spoken very hotly, in their loyalty, of the men who had dared do the impious deed of treason; but when the Guinea, frigate, brought the Commonwealth's commission into the river to demand their submission, even Sir William Berkeley, the redoubtable Cavalier Governor, who had meant stubbornly to keep his province for the second Charles, saw he must yield; perceived there was too nice a balance of parties in the colony to permit an execution of bis plans of resistance; heard too many plain men in his Council, and out of it, declare themselves very much of a mind with the Puritans for the nonce in politics— very willing to set up a democracy in Virginia which should call itself a part of the Puritan state in England. But a great change had been wrought in Virginia while the Commonwealth lasted. When the Commonwealth's frigate came in at the capes she counted scarcely fifteen thousand settlers upon her plantations, but the next twenty years saw her transformed. By 1670 quite twenty-five thousand people were added to the reckoning; and of the new-comers a great multitude had left England as much because they hated the Puritans as because they desired Virginia. They were drawn out of that great majority at home to whom Cromwell had not dared resort to get a new parliament in the stead of the one he had ''purged." Many of them were of the hottest blood of the Cavaliers.

It was in these years Virginia got her character and received her leading gentry for the time to come—the years while the Commonwealth stood and royalists despaired, and the years immediately following the Restoration, when royalists took heart again and Englishmen turned with a new ardor to colonization as the times changed. Among the rest in the great migration came two brothers, John and Lawrence Washington, of a stock whose loyalty was as old as the Conquest. They came of a Norman family, the men of whose elder branch had for two hundred years helped the stout Bishops of Durham keep the border against the Scots; and in every branch of which men had sprung up to serve the king, the state, and the church with steadfastness and honor: dashing soldiers ready for the field at home or abroad, stout polemical priors, lawyers who knew the learning of their day and made their way to high posts in chancery, thrifty burghers, gallant courtiers, prosperous merchants—public-spirited gentlemen all. It was Colonel Henry Washington, cousin to the Virginian refugees, who had been with Rupert when he stormed Bristol, and who, with a handful of men, had made good an entrance into the town when all others were beaten back and baffled. It was he who had held Worcester for his master even after he knew Charles to be a prisoner in the hands of the parliamentary forces. "Procure his Majesty's commands for the disposal of this garrison," was all he would answer when Fairfax summoned him to surrender;" till then I shall make good the trust reposed in me. The worst I know and fear not; if I had, the profession of a soldier had not been begun." But it was an ill time to revive the traditions of the knights of Durham; loyalty only brought ruin. The Reverend Lawrence Washington, uncle to the gallant colonel who was the King's Governor at Worcester, had been cast out of his living at Purleigh in 1643 by order of Parliament, upon the false charge that he was a public tippler, oft drunk, and loud to rail against the Parliament and its armies; but really because, with all his race, he was a royalist, and his living one of the best in Essex. It was his sons who left off hoping to see things mend in England and betook themselves to Virginia. His ruin had come upon him while they were yet lads. He had been a brilliant university scholar, fellow and lector of Brasenose, and rector of Oxford; but he could give his sons neither a university career nor hope of fortune in the humble parish pitying friends bad found for him in an obscure village of Essex; and when he was dead they saw no reason why they should stay longer in England, where Cromwell was master.

John Washington, the oldest son of the unfortunate rector, reached Virginia in 1656, having made his way to the colony as "second man" to Edward Prescott, merchant and ship-owner, in whose company he had come; and his brother Lawrence, after passing to and fro between England and the colony several times upon errands of business, presently joined him in permanent residence upon the "northern neck" of rich land that lay between the Rappahannock and the Potomac rivers. It was a region where every settlement as yet was new. A few families had fixed themselves upon it when Maryland drove Captain Clayborne and his Virginian partisans forth from Kent Island in the years 1637 and 1638; and they had mustered numbers enough within a few years to send a representative to the House of Burgesses at Jamestown. But it was not till 1648 that the Assembly gave their lands a regular constitution as the County of Northumberland; for it was to this region the Indians had been driven by the encroachment of the settlements on the James and York, and for a while the Assembly had covenanted with the red men to keep it free from settlers. When once the ban was removed, however, in 1648, colonization set in apace—from the older counties of Virginia, from Maryland across the river and England over sea, from New England even, as if by a common impulse. In 1651 the Assembly found it necessary to create the two additional counties of Gloucester and Lancaster, and in 1653 still another, the County of Westmoreland, for the region's proper government, so quickly did it fill in; for the tide out of England already began to show its volume. The region was a natural seat of commerce, and merchants out of the trading ports of England particularly affected it. Rich land was abundant, and the Potomac ran strong and ample there, to carry the commerce alike of Virginia and Maryland to the bay, upon whose tributaries and inlets lay all the older settlements of both colonies. Lawrence Washington, though he still described himself, upon occasion, as "of Luton, County Bedford, merchant," found his chief profit where he made his home, with his brother John, in the new County of Westmoreland in Virginia. About them lived young men and old, come, like themselves, out of England, or drawn from the older settlements by the attractions of the goodly region, looking out, as it did, on either hand to a broad river and an easy trade. They felt it scarcely an expatriation to live there, so constantly did ships come and go between their wharves and the home ports at Bristol and London. It soon grew to be nothing singular to see well-to-do men go every year to England upon some errand of profit or pleasure.

It was with such a region and such stirring neighbors that the young Washingtons identified themselves while they were yet youths in their twenties; and there they prospered shrewdly with the rest. Prudent men and men of character readily accumulated estates in the untouched glades and forests of Westmoreland. The season of their coming, moreover, sadly as things seemed to go in 1656, turned out propitious. The Restoration opened a new era in the settlement of the country. Englishmen bestirred themselves to take actual possession of all the great coast-line they had so long claimed without occupying. "The Dutch had enjoyed New Netherland during the distractions of the reign of Charles I. without any other interruption" than the seizure of their post upon the Connecticut by the New-Englanders, and the aggressions alike of Swedes and English upon the Delaware; but the ministers of Charles II., though " for some time perplexed in what light to view them, whether as subjects or as aliens, determined at length that New Netherland ought in justice to be resumed," and the thing was presently accomplished in true sovereign fashion by force of arms. To the ducal province of New York, Penn presently added the thrifty Quaker colony which so promptly created a busy town and mart of trade at Philadelphia, and which pushed its rural settlements back so speedily into the fertile lands
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