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			Dramatis Personae

			Abigail Adams—Often separated from her husband, John Adams of Massachusetts, Adams sustained their wise and fascinating correspondence of several decades, offering insightful observations on events and personalities. Unlike her husband, she was an unabashed admirer of Washington.

			John Adams—A brilliant lawyer from Massachusetts, Adams was a leading figure in the two Continental Congresses. He pressed for Washington’s appointment as commander in chief of the Continental Army and then for the Declaration of Independence. As a diplomat, Adams helped negotiate the peace treaty of 1783 and served as minister to Britain. He was Washington’s vice president for two terms and succeeded him in the presidency. Longtime political allies, Washington and Adams shared a mutual respect, but not much warmth.

			Samuel Adams—Leader of the Massachusetts resistance to British policies before the Revolutionary War, Adams served as president of the Continental Congress and governor of his home state.

			William Alexander, “Lord Stirling”—A wealthy New Jerseyan who unsuccessfully claimed a Scottish peerage, Alexander was a regimental and divisional commander in the Continental Army. He helped thwart the “Conway Cabal,” which aimed to supplant Washington as commander in chief. Alexander also served as major general at the Battle of Monmouth Court House and presided over the subsequent court-martial of Major General Charles Lee.

			Anna Maria Dandridge Bassett—Younger and favorite sister of Martha Dandridge Washington. Her home with Burwell Bassett, Eltham Plantation, was a favorite stop for George and Martha Washington when they traveled between Mount Vernon and the Virginia colonial capital in Williamsburg.

			Burwell Bassett—Husband of Anna Maria Dandridge, Bassett was a planter in New Kent County, Virginia, and enjoyed an easy friendship with Washington and his family. After the Battle of Yorktown, Martha’s son, John Parke Custis, died of camp fever at Bassett’s Eltham Plantation.

			John Carlyle—A Scottish merchant who settled in Alexandria, Virginia, Carlyle married a daughter of Colonel William Fairfax, served as commissary for the Virginia Regiment at the beginning of the French and Indian War, and was a justice of the Fairfax County Court with Washington.

			General Thomas Conway—Though the “Conway Cabal” is named for him, this Irishman and veteran of French military service was a junior partner of that effort to supersede Washington as commander in chief in 1777–78. An able battlefield commander, Conway made enemies because of his arrogance and ambition. He returned to Europe in summer 1778, after being shot in the mouth in a duel.

			Dr. James Craik—A Scot trained in medicine at the University of Edinburgh, Craik emigrated to Virginia and settled in Winchester, where he served as surgeon for the Virginia Regiment during the French and Indian War. In 1770 and again in 1784, Craik traveled with Washington through western Virginia and other frontier lands. He also served as a surgeon in the Continental Army. A lifelong friend of Washington’s, Craik moved to Alexandria after the war and led the physicians who cared for Washington in his final illness in 1799.

			John (Jacky) Parke Custis—Martha Washington’s son by her first marriage to Daniel Parke Custis, Jacky Custis inherited great wealth at a young age, though his indifference to education frustrated Washington. Custis was eighteen when he married Eleanor Calvert of Maryland, and served in Virginia’s assembly during the Revolutionary War. He died of camp fever in 1783 at age twenty-six, shortly after the Battle of Yorktown, where he had joined Washington’s staff. He left four children, two of whom were raised by George and Martha Washington.

			Robert Dinwiddie—Scottish merchant and British official who was colonial governor of Virginia from 1751–58. Dinwiddie sent Washington on his first public mission to French forts on the Pennsylvania frontier in 1753–54, and appointed Washington to lead the Virginia Regiment during the French and Indian War. Relations between the two men soured before Dinwiddie returned to England.

			Bryan Fairfax—Son of Colonel William Fairfax, Bryan was a neighbor of Washington’s who often joined him on fox hunts before the Revolutionary War. Bryan served with Washington as a justice of the Fairfax County Court. After the war, he became an Episcopal priest and was recognized as the eighth Lord Fairfax for a short time before his death in 1802.

			Ferdinando Fairfax—The youngest son of Bryan Fairfax, in 1790 Ferdinando published a proposal for liberating slaves and colonizing them in Africa.

			George William Fairfax—Son of Colonel William Fairfax and Washington’s close friend, George William inherited the Belvoir estate adjacent to Mount Vernon, served on the governor’s council of colonial Virginia, and joined Washington on the Fairfax County Court and the Truro Parish vestry. When he moved to England in 1772, George William left his American affairs in Washington’s hands. An opponent of the British policies that led to the Revolutionary War, George William never returned to America.

			Sarah (Sally) Cary Fairfax—Married to George William Fairfax in her late teens, Sally and her husband were intimate friends with their neighbors, George and Martha Washington. Based on two letters Washington sent to her in 1758, some speculate that he had romantic feelings for her.

			Thomas, Lord Fairfax—The sixth Lord Fairfax, he was the proprietor of the huge royal land grant comprising the Northern Neck of Virginia, an area equivalent to the state of New Hampshire. Lord Fairfax lived in England until the late 1740s, holding royal sinecures and reputedly mixing with playwright Joseph Addison and other society wits. Nearly fifty when he arrived in Virginia, he settled in Winchester and devoted himself to managing his lands.

			Colonel William Fairfax—A British colonial official in the Caribbean and Massachusetts, Colonel Fairfax in 1732 was appointed land agent for the vast Northern Neck land holdings of his cousin, Lord Fairfax. In Virginia, Colonel Fairfax built his estate at Belvoir on the Potomac River, next to Mount Vernon. He served in the colony’s House of Burgesses and then on the governor’s council. He was mentor for both Lawrence and George Washington.

			Jean Antoine Joseph Fauchet—French minister to the United States from 1794 to 1796, appointed to succeed (and arrest) Edmond-Charles Genêt (“Citizen Genêt”). His reports of conversations with Secretary of State Edmund Randolph prompted Randolph’s resignation in 1795.

			General Horatio Gates—British officer who served with Washington during the French and Indian War and later emigrated to Virginia. Gates became a major general in the Continental Army, winning the pivotal Battle of Saratoga in autumn 1777. The Conway Cabal, which included Gates, aimed to elevate him above Washington, but failed. Gates remained in the army until the peace treaty of 1783.

			Edmond-Charles Genêt—French minister to the United States in 1793, “Citizen Genêt” commissioned privateers to raid British shipping from American ports, recruited Americans to invade British and Spanish colonies, and pressed for American assistance to France. After Genêt threatened to appeal to the American people over Washington’s head, the president asked the French government to recall Genêt, and blamed the Frenchman for inciting opposition to his administration.

			Christopher Gist—A frontiersman and explorer who undertook expeditions for the Ohio Company when it was led by Lawrence Washington, Gist accompanied Washington on his first public engagement, carrying a message from Virginia colonial governor Dinwiddie to the French military in western Pennsylvania in 1753–54. Gist was at the Battle of Fort Necessity in 1754 and on Braddock’s expedition the following year.

			General Nathanael Greene—A Rhode Island ironmaker who forsook Quakerism to fight the British, Greene was Washington’s most trusted commander, often assigned the most difficult duties. Rising to major general and command of the southern theater of the war in 1780–81, Greene died in 1786, when only forty-six years old.

			Alexander Hamilton—A native of the West Indies who came to America as a teenager, the brilliant Hamilton impressed Washington as a young artillery officer, then served as an aide for several years. As secretary of the treasury for the first five years of Washington’s presidency, Hamilton helped establish the new government’s financial footing. He championed the Constitution in The Federalist essays, and his newspaper advocacy provided critical support for the Washington administration.

			Patrick Henry—A brilliant orator and savvy politician, Henry served with Washington in the Virginia House of Burgesses and also in the Continental Congress. Though they parted ways over ratification of the Constitution, they remained friendly until Henry’s death in 1799.

			Thomas Jefferson—Jefferson and Washington, colleagues in the House of Burgesses and the Continental Congress, shared an enthusiasm for developing western lands from the Appalachians to the Mississippi River. Washington recruited Jefferson as his first secretary of state, enduring an eight-month wait for his fellow Virginian to return from his diplomatic post in Paris and a visit to his home at Monticello. They worked effectively in Washington’s first administration, but Jefferson resigned after becoming disenchanted with the president’s preference for a strong national government and by clashes with Treasury Secretary Hamilton. Jefferson became the leader of the opposition to Washington, was elected vice president in 1796, and thereafter became the third president.

			Thomas Johnson—A Maryland political figure and ally of Washington’s, Johnson was the first governor of his state. Working with Washington on opening the Potomac to navigation, he served on the board of the Potomac Company, and also was one of the original commissioners of the District of Columbia. Johnson served for a short time on the U.S. Supreme Court.

			Henry Knox—A bookseller from Boston with no military experience, Knox became chief of the Continental Army’s artillery service and Washington’s trusted adviser. Knox also was the nation’s first secretary of war.

			Gilbert du Motier, Marquis de Lafayette—Often considered Washington’s surrogate son, Lafayette came to America to fight the British in 1777 and was commissioned as a major general before his twentieth birthday. Lafayette stood by Washington through the Conway Cabal and led American troops in several engagements, including the Battle of Yorktown. After the war, he returned to France, where he was an early leader of that nation’s 1789 revolution. Lafayette urged Washington to free his slaves.

			Henry Laurens—A merchant and slave trader in South Carolina, Laurens represented that state in the Continental Congress and served as its president in 1777–78. Laurens provided essential political support for Washington during the Conway Cabal and the Valley Forge encampment.

			John Laurens—Son of Henry Laurens and staff officer for Washington in the Continental Army, the South Carolinian opposed slavery and sought unsuccessfully to establish a regiment of Southern slaves who could win their freedom through military service.

			Tobias Lear—A New Hampshire native and Harvard graduate who served as Washington’s personal secretary from 1784 to 1799, Lear married Martha Washington’s niece, Fanny Bassett Washington. He wrote a moving eyewitness account of Washington’s final illness.

			Charles Lee—A member of the large Lee clan of Westmoreland County, Charles Lee performed legal work for Washington in the 1790s and served as attorney general for the last fifteen months of Washington’s presidency.

			General Charles Lee—An officer in the British Army during the French and Indian War, who later served in the armies of Poland and Portugal, the eccentric Lee—usually accompanied by multiple dogs—moved to America and was a major general in the Continental Army. After his erratic performance at the Battle of Monmouth Court House in 1778, he demanded a court-martial to review his conduct, which suspended Lee from the army for a year. He never returned to the army.

			Henry (“Light Horse Harry”) Lee—A cavalry commander in the Continental Army and brother to Attorney General Charles Lee, Henry became governor of Virginia and Washington’s political ally. One of his sons, Robert E. Lee, married a daughter of Martha Washington’s grandson, George Washington Parke Custis.

			Richard Bland Lee—Younger brother of Henry and Charles Lee, he represented Washington’s district in the House of Representatives for the first six years of the Washington administration and was a key swing vote in the 1790 compromise that brought the seat of government to the Potomac region and the adoption of the financial system proposed by Washington and Hamilton.

			Richard Henry Lee—A contemporary of Washington, he was a leader in the House of Burgesses and the Continental Congresses, signing the Declaration of Independence. Lee opposed ratification of the Constitution but then served as a senator from Virginia.

			Betty Washington Lewis—Washington’s next-younger sibling, she married Fielding Lewis, a Fredericksburg merchant, and had eight children who survived to adulthood. Washington employed several of her sons as secretary or farm manager. When her mother, Mary Ball Washington, gave up control of Ferry Farm at the age of sixty-two, Mary moved close to Betty, who cared for her.

			Fielding Lewis—Husband of Betty Washington, Lewis was a Fredericksburg merchant and served as commissary general of munitions for the Continental Army. Washington often stopped with the Lewis family on trips between Mount Vernon and Williamsburg.

			James Madison—Washington’s closest political confidant during the crucial years leading up to the Constitutional Convention of 1787 and during the first year of the new government, Madison steered the ten amendments of the Bill of Rights through Congress and sponsored essential early legislation. Troubled by the powers exercised by Washington as president, Madison joined with Jefferson to found the “Republican interest,” which became the Republican Party, which became the Democratic Party. He served as Jefferson’s secretary of state and then as the fourth president.

			George Mason—A neighbor of Mount Vernon, Mason provided much of the intellectual and rhetorical ammunition for Washington’s opposition to British policies from 1769 to 1774, including the Fairfax Resolves. Chronically ill, Mason often declined public service. He was a delegate to the Constitutional Convention of 1787, but his refusal to sign the final document opened a rift between him and Washington.

			James McHenry—Born in Ireland and trained as a surgeon in America, McHenry settled in Maryland and served as a secretary to Washington during the war. He was secretary of war for the final year of Washington’s presidency, and then under President Adams.

			Timothy Pickering—Adjutant general and quartermaster general of the Continental Army, Pickering of Massachusetts served in the Washington administration as postmaster general, secretary of war, and then secretary of state (after four others declined the position). He continued as secretary of state in the Adams administration.

			Edmund Randolph—After briefly serving as an aide to Washington in the Continental Army, Randolph rose through Virginia politics to become governor and a delegate to the Constitutional Convention of 1787, where he presented the Virginia Plan at the beginning of the deliberations. Randolph refused to sign the Constitution, then switched to support ratification. He served as attorney general in Washington’s administration and then as secretary of state until his resignation under a cloud in the summer of 1795.

			Adam Stephen—A Scot trained in medicine, Stephen settled in western Virginia. He joined the Virginia forces in the French and Indian War, becoming Washington’s second-in-command in the Virginia Regiment. He unsuccessfully opposed Washington in the 1761 election for the House of Burgesses in Frederick County. His actions as senior officer of the Virginia Regiment were criticized by the House of Burgesses. In the Revolutionary War, Stephen rose to major general, but a court-martial dismissed him from the army after the Battle of Germantown in 1777.

			David Stuart—A physician in Alexandria, in 1783 Stuart married the widow of Washington’s stepson, John Parke Custis, and became a confidant of Washington’s. He served in the Virginia House of Delegates and the Virginia Convention that ratified the Constitution in 1788. Stuart was a leader in the campaign to bring the seat of government to the Potomac region.

			Anne Fairfax Washington—Daughter of Colonel William Fairfax, Anne married Washington’s beloved half-brother, Lawrence, and inherited Mount Vernon from him. When she remarried, she leased the property to Washington, who inherited the property after the deaths of Anne and the daughter she had with Lawrence.

			Augustine (Gus) Washington—Washington’s father moved his young family from Popes Creek in Westmoreland County to the Little Hunting Creek property on the Potomac, which became Mount Vernon. Gus devoted much of his energy to an ironworks. He died at forty-nine, when Washington was eleven years old.

			Augustine (Austin) Washington Jr.—Half-brother to Washington, he inherited the family’s Popes Creek property in Westmoreland County and served in the House of Burgesses for four years. Called Austin within the family, he died at age forty-two.

			Bushrod Washington—Bushrod was the eldest son of Washington’s cherished younger brother John Augustine (“Jack”). As a private attorney, Bushrod served in Virginia’s House of Delegates and that state’s constitutional ratifying convention. John Adams appointed him to the U.S. Supreme Court. He served as lead executor of Washington’s will and inherited Mount Vernon.

			Charles Washington—Washington’s youngest brother, Charles settled in western Virginia in 1780 and laid out Charles Town, named for him, which now is in West Virginia.

			Frances (Fanny) Bassett Washington [Lear]—Daughter of Burwell and Anna Maria Bassett, Fanny moved to Mount Vernon after her mother’s death in 1778. She married Washington’s nephew, George Augustine, and after her husband’s early death, married Washington’s secretary, Tobias Lear.

			George Augustine Washington—Son of Washington’s brother Charles, George Augustine served as a major in the Continental Army. After the war, he traveled to the Caribbean seeking a cure for his tuberculosis. Upon his return, he worked as manager of Mount Vernon and married Fanny Bassett, but died in his early thirties.

			John (Jack) Augustine Washington—The fourth child of Mary and Gus Washington, Jack was Washington’s favorite among his younger brothers. Jack served as a member of Westmoreland County’s Committee of Safety during the Revolutionary War and managed their mother’s business affairs for some years.

			Lawrence Washington—Fourteen years older than his half-brother George and educated in England, Lawrence rose swiftly in Virginia society. He led a military unit in a British expedition to the Caribbean, married a daughter of Colonel William Fairfax of Belvoir, served in the House of Burgesses and on the Truro Parish vestry, and was president of the Ohio Company, which aimed to settle western lands. After futilely seeking cures for his tuberculosis, he died at age thirty-four. Lawrence was a surrogate father to Washington after their own father’s death, introducing him to the Fairfaxes and other Virginia leaders. Washington described Lawrence as his best friend and kept Lawrence’s portrait in his office at Mount Vernon.

			Lund Washington—A distant cousin of Washington’s from the Chotank region of Virginia, Lund managed Mount Vernon for more than twenty years. At Lund’s request, his widow freed his slaves after his death in 1796.

			Mary Ball Washington—Washington’s mother, Mary Ball was orphaned at age twelve and lived with her elder sister until marrying Gus Washington, by whom she had five children who lived to adulthood. Mary was thirty-six when she became a widow and single mother. She managed Ferry Farm near Fredericksburg for more than two decades thereafter. Contemporaries thought Washington’s strong character and self-discipline derived from Mary. Mother and son shared chronic anxiety about money.

			Samuel Washington—The second son born to Mary and Gus Washington, Samuel served in the Virginia militia during the early years of the Revolutionary War. He settled in western Virginia but died at age forty-seven, leaving three minor children whom Washington provided for.

		

	
		
			PART I

			
				Nor during his life has [Washington] ever performed a single action that could entitle him to the least share of merit or praise, much less of glory. But as a politician he has certainly distinguished himself; having by his political maneuvers, and his cautious plausible management, raised himself to a degree of eminence in his own country unrivalled.

				—John F. D. Smyth, former British soldier (1784)

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Time for a New Plan

			In late 1757, a man on horseback rode toward a large house that overlooked the Potomac River, several miles south of Alexandria, Virginia. Draped with a soldier’s cloak, the man’s figure was martial, tall, and lean. His russet hair was tied at the nape of the neck. His face reflected weeks of grinding illness. His fair complexion, usually ruddy from wind and sun, had paled. Though he was particular about the fit of his garments, now they sagged from his long frame.

			Colonel George Washington, the twenty-five-year-old master of Mount Vernon, was home from war on Virginia’s western frontier. Though he was taller and stronger than most men, four years in the wilderness had sapped his health. Some days before, he had left his command of the Virginia Regiment in the Shenandoah valley. Charged with stopping bloody Indian raids with a thousand-man regiment, but often having fewer than half that number, Washington had met with little success. Sick and dispirited, he left for home without permission from his British commander or from the colony’s royal governor.

			Washington’s affliction had lingered for nearly three months, then worsened. A frontier doctor had bled him, but it did not help. When the doctor said that Washington might die unless he had an immediate rest, the young officer left for Mount Vernon, assuming that the Indian attacks would subside in the cold months, when even tough Shawnee warriors stayed near their home fires.1

			Washington had the “bloody flux,” a vivid term for dysentery, which haunted military camps. Often fatal, the bloody flux was a grim ordeal under the best of conditions: cramps, diarrhea, intermittent chills and fever, dehydration, and debilitating fatigue. Its eighteenth-century name reflects the stage when the sufferer expels blood. Through the frosty autumn, commanding too few troops against a skilled enemy, Washington might have felt the disease was part of a curse against him.

			For four years, Washington had ridden thousands of miles through Virginia and Pennsylvania, back to eastern Virginia, and as far as Boston, but few of those journeys could have been as difficult as his ride home to Mount Vernon that November. The bloody flux compelled frequent stops for undignified squats. Remounting the horse would be another trial.

			Washington stopped in Alexandria, not far from Mount Vernon, to see the Reverend Charles Green.2 Like many pastors, Green ministered to bodies as well as souls. He directed the young commander to eat only jellies and the like, avoiding meat. Green also prescribed gum Arabic (gum from African acacia trees) and sweet wine from the Canary Islands.3

			No friend or family member greeted Washington at Mount Vernon, though the estate was far from empty. More than a dozen Black slaves, along with white servants and overseers, cared for the house and worked the fields.4 Jonathan Alton, servant to Washington earlier in the war, likely settled the ailing squire in a warm room.

			Finding the cupboards bare of the items prescribed by Reverend Green, Washington sent to Belvoir, the nearby estate of the aristocratic Fairfaxes. His friend George William Fairfax was away in England, so Washington asked Mrs. Fairfax to lend him Canary wine, green tea from China, and a pound of hartshorn shavings to make jellies. “I am quite out,” he confessed, “and cannot get a supply anywhere in these parts.” He added a bachelor’s plea for “such materials to make jellies as you think I may not just at this time have.”5

			For the next six weeks, no correspondence survives from Washington’s pen. No evidence shows visitors coming to Mount Vernon—not his mother or sister from Fredericksburg, nor any of his four surviving brothers. Through the shortening days, Washington’s disease maintained its grip in a house heated by wood fires. Cramping and sweating and shivering, Washington ate jellies while sipping tea and sweet wine. He had time—nothing but time—to reflect on where he stood in life and what might lie ahead.

			The truth, one that likely gnawed at him, was harsh. After a brilliant beginning, he had stumbled from setback to disappointment.

			At twenty-two, he was acclaimed a hero, his exploits recounted throughout British North America and in England. As commander of the Virginia Regiment, he gave orders to men decades older. Blessed with athletic ability, stern self-discipline, and polished manners, Washington was good at most things he tried. He expected success.

			But his war had taken an ill turn. Washington led his men to an indefensible position and endured a grisly defeat by the French and their Indian allies. His surrender saved lives, but the truce terms proved controversial. Then a British army, with Washington as aide to the commander, marched into the wilderness and was slaughtered, suffering unprecedented casualties. Washington’s reputation survived because he had not been in command and showed signal courage, but the episode was an epic failure.

			Since that disaster, Washington’s Virginia Regiment had flailed ineffectively against raids by France’s Indian allies. The raiders killed or kidnapped nearly at will, looting settlements while easily evading Washington’s men. Settlers fled east, as did Virginia soldiers who deserted in record numbers. Washington’s current situation—eighty miles from his overmatched force, staring into a fire, his world defined by chills and fever and the chamber pot—was far from the soaring trajectory he had imagined for himself.6

			From his earliest days, Washington hungered for distinction, for high reputation that would validate his worth. He never minced words about it: His goal was renown. Two years before, he wrote that “the chief part of my happiness” was “the esteem and notice the country has been pleased to honor me with.” Serving as an unpaid volunteer for part of his military service, he said he wanted only the “regard and esteem” of Virginians.7 Years later, he wrote that his “only ambition is to do my duty in this world as well as I am capable of performing it and to merit the good opinion of all good men.”8 Yet in late 1757, his military career seemed to promise only failure. For a man who ached for recognition, that prospect would be a horror.

			His personal life offered little solace. He had courted women, once proposing marriage before entering military service. That woman’s father rejected him, skeptical that George Washington would be an advantageous match. Service on Virginia’s frontier had offered few opportunities for finding a life partner of the type Washington needed, one with social standing and financial assets.

			Washington’s challenge was to remount the ladder of his high aspirations. The challenge was greater because he could no longer turn to the men who had propelled his early ascent. His father, Augustine (called Gus), died when George was eleven. He left George, his third son, a good name and enough slaves and land to stand above the middling classes, but nowhere near enough to enter Virginia’s elite.

			Two other men played paternal roles for George. Half-brother Lawrence, fourteen years older, hauled his brother up in the world alongside him. And Lawrence presented George to Colonel William Fairfax, who had managed his family’s huge lands from the Belvoir mansion where the colonel’s son George William now lived. A power in the colony’s government, Colonel Fairfax boosted Washington into high military office while dispensing sound advice. But Lawrence had died some years before, Colonel Fairfax only a few months back.

			A fourth sponsor was alive, but no longer a friend. Virginia governor Robert Dinwiddie had advanced Washington at Colonel Fairfax’s suggestion. Dinwiddie stuck by the young commander through difficult times, but then disappointment made each man testy and quarrelsome. Now the governor, in poor health himself, was bound for England, embittered by the ingratitude of the young Virginian whose career he had launched.

			Washington still possessed advantages that might help him progress from his station as the third son of a Virginia family of the second rank. His military reputation had survived his many reverses. Some influential friends remained, including the eccentric Lord Fairfax, elder cousin of the departed Colonel Fairfax; the officers from his regiment; and some of the leaders of the House of Burgesses, the elected lower house of the colony’s General Assembly.

			He also occupied a fine home at Mount Vernon, though he did not own it. Built by his father and improved by Lawrence, the house offered a commanding view of the river and the lands beyond. On mild days, Washington could venture out the riverside entrance and draw strength from that prospect.

			Washington’s greatest advantage was his ambition and drive, which never rested. He knew he was capable of great things. He could feel it when he entered a room to admiring glances, when he swiftly won the trust of others. That special talent—his ability to inspire trust—would carry him to heights not even he imagined.

			Washington left no record of his musings at Mount Vernon during that difficult winter of 1757–58, when his society consisted mostly of servants and his enslaved workers. In late December, he felt well enough to send carping letters to merchants in Britain. He protested delivery delays, incomplete and misrouted shipments, poorly selected or damaged items, and high prices.9

			By the first week of the New Year, Washington plainly felt better. Colonel John Stanwix, his military superior, wrote to congratulate him on his recovery. Washington’s neighbor George Mason urged him not to return to duty until the weather warmed.10

			Dysentery, however, can wax and wane. When Virginia’s interim governor, John Blair, asked Washington to attend a council with frontier Indians, Washington declined and consulted another doctor. A few weeks later, he headed to Williamsburg to report on the regiment, but found “my fever and pain increase[d] upon me to a high degree.” Doctors again said his life was at risk. Washington retreated to the Mount Vernon fire, once more ailing and solitary, uncertain if he would ever recover.11

			By early March, self-pity seeped into Washington’s letter to Colonel Stanwix. “My constitution,” he wrote, “has received great injury, and . . . nothing can retrieve it but the greatest care, and most circumspect conduct.” Viewing his illness together with his failures on the frontier, Washington added, “I now see no prospect of preferment in military life . . . I have some thoughts of quitting my command and retiring from all public business.” Someone else, he added, “may perhaps have their endeavors crowned with better success.”12

			Yet a few days after writing those weary, humble words, Washington was restored as a forceful man of action. Over the next several weeks, he twice visited the country home of Martha Dandridge Custis, a pleasingly rich widow about his age. In those two visits, he wooed her and won her.13 He made it to Williamsburg in mid-March, where he reported to Acting Governor Blair and again wrote stinging letters to his British suppliers. By early April, he had returned to command the regiment at Winchester while ordering cloth for his wedding suit. Martha, in her turn, ordered “genteel” cloth for a new gown, “to be grave but not to be extravagant.”14

			Washington’s transformation was complete. With self-deprecating humor, he admitted to a merchant, “You will perhaps think me a crazy fellow to be ordering and counterordering goods almost in a breath.”15 He wrote no more about leaving the army. Rather, he avidly sought preferment in a new offensive. He would “gladly be distinguished,” Washington confided to Stanwix, “from the common run of provincial officers; as I understand there will be a motley herd of us.”16

			This reversal in Washington’s spirits is not easy to explain. Restored physical vigor may account for much of it. When he reached Williamsburg in March, he consulted a doctor who proclaimed Washington nearly recovered. The encouraging prediction may have helped Washington to reclaim his vitality.17

			Also, the new British expedition aimed to follow the strategy that Washington had been urging. Early in the war, he concluded that Virginia’s frontier posts were too small to resist attack and too widely dispersed to protect settlers. The better strategy, he insisted, was to drive the French from Fort Duquesne (today’s Pittsburgh, where the Monongahela and Allegheny Rivers combine to form the Ohio), thereby severing French support for their Indian allies. By mid-March, Williamsburg buzzed with news that the British advance would target Fort Duquesne.18

			But more was happening by March of 1758 than Washington’s return to health, or his engagement to Martha Custis, or even the shift in British war strategy. Through that prolonged period of forced introspection, Washington evidently resolved on a fundamental change of direction, one previewed in his letter to Stanwix. He had spent nearly five years trying to build a military career. Repeatedly, he sought either an officer’s commission in King George’s army, or the absorption of his Virginia Regiment into the British military. Each plea had withered under British contempt for colonists. Moreover, in 1758 British officers purchased their commissions. A lieutenant colonelcy, one rank below Washington’s position with the Virginia Regiment, cost £3,400.19 Washington could not imagine having so much cash in hand, equivalent to roughly fifty years of a teacher’s annual salary in Virginia, or close to $300,000 today. He would never hold a British Army commission.20

			Nor could Washington expect a career as a soldier for Virginia. For seventy years before the current conflict with France, the colony had maintained no military force. Whenever this fighting ended, Virginia again would rely on citizen militia to defend against Indian raids and slave insurrections.

			His military ambitions blocked, Washington charted a new path that began at Mount Vernon. The estate included enough acreage to establish him as gentry. He would remodel the house and improve its farms. A good marriage could bring more farmland.

			And he would turn to the west. Like many Virginians, Washington saw frontier lands as the likeliest source of wealth. The war with France had stalled westward migration, but peace would reignite it. From soldiering and surveying, Washington knew the west. By examining new lands early, surveyors could acquire choice parcels to resell at a profit. Thomas Jefferson’s father did that, as did Patrick Henry’s and John Marshall’s. Washington meant to do it too.

			And he would turn to politics. Washington’s grandfather and great-grandfather had served in the House of Burgesses. So had his brother Lawrence. His surviving older brother, Augustine Jr. (called Austin), had just won a seat from Westmoreland County. With Fairfax support plus his military reputation, Washington would be a strong candidate. Three years earlier, he had been on the ballot in a Frederick County contest, though he did not campaign for the office. In October 1757, struggling with dysentery while commanding the regiment, he brought a court proceeding to confirm that he was qualified to represent Frederick County.21 Brother Lawrence had been justice of his county court and a member of his parish vestry. Washington could aim at those positions too.

			When a revived Washington reached Winchester in April 1758, he knew his remaining time in uniform would be short. He had a fiancée to wed, an estate to improve, an economic fortune to create, and political aspirations to follow. If the expedition against Fort Duquesne succeeded, Washington could resign with a sense of accomplishment. If it failed, the British would mount no other offensive on the Virginia frontier for years. Washington had a plan. It would take him beyond even his high ambitions.
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			Shortly after his death in 1799, George Washington stopped being a real person for Americans, dissolving into a hazy, godlike figure. His first biographer invented stories about his virtues, and those fictions (chopping down his father’s cherry tree, throwing a dollar across a river) became better known than the historical facts. For more than a century, accounts of Washington’s life approached idolatry. In a typical example from 1898, the writer gushed that “his was a moral grandeur, joined with practical wisdom, never surpassed amongst the most renowned figures in the world’s history.”22

			The conversion of Washington into a marble caricature was nearly complete. His monument in Washington, DC, is a massive stone phallic symbol. His name is everywhere, not only on his country’s capital, but on the only state named solely for a person, and at least seven mountains, eight streams, eight parks, four bridges, ten lakes, thirty-three counties, and more than one hundred towns and villages. For more than two centuries, Americans have celebrated his birthday and appropriated his name as a badge of membership in a community of liberty—writer Washington Irving, scientist George Washington Carver, and educator Booker T. Washington.

			Washington built barriers to conceal the man behind the myths. In the second half of his life, he crafted his public image as steady, disinterested, and wise. His self-restraint could lapse into aloofness. As the flesh-and-blood person receded from view, Americans were left with the titanic, impeccable Washington, both superhuman and tedious.23

			Eventually, the clichés about his perfection wore thin. His status as a major slaveholder became uncomfortable. When the hunt for the real Washington began several decades ago, only cold records of his life remained.

			There was a real man named George Washington, one who stuffed his sixty-seven years with remarkable achievements. This book examines a principal feature of his greatness that can be overlooked: a mastery of politics that allowed him to dominate the most crucial period of American history. For the twenty years from 1776 to 1796, he was a central force in every important event in the nation; often, he was the determining factor. A former British soldier, far from an admirer, wrote in 1784 that Washington’s “political maneuvers, and his cautious plausible management,” had raised him “to a degree of eminence in his own country unrivalled.”24 One measure of Washington’s political skill was that when he denied having political talent or ambitions, people mostly believed him, and have continued to believe him ever since.

			That those denials were disingenuous is beyond dispute. Washington won several major elections in his life: In 1775, the Second Continental Congress selected him as commander in chief of the Continental Army; his colleagues at the Constitutional Convention in 1787 made him presiding officer of that pivotal effort to invent a system of self-government; then the new nation elected him as its first president, and reelected him. As pointed out by others, the fact to linger over is that Washington did not merely win those four critical contests; he won them unanimously.25 Unanimous election was no more common in the late eighteenth century than it is today.

			Washington did not achieve such preeminence due to natural advantages or happy accidents, or because he was tall, rich, brave, and married to a rich woman. Nothing about Washington’s success was easy. He had modest inherited wealth, so had to acquire the money that made his career possible. He had a meager education, a temper that terrified those who saw him lose it, a cockiness that could make him reckless, and a deep financial insecurity that could lead him close to greed.

			Washington studied his flaws. From a young age, he struggled against his own nature. His early missteps might have crippled the prospects of a person with less dogged commitment to self-improvement. He ruthlessly suppressed qualities that could hinder his advancement and mastered those that could assist it. Washington’s story is not one of effortless superiority, but one of excellence achieved with great effort.

			That Washington was the paramount political figure of the turbulent founding era may be enough to deem him a master politician. Yet the appellation applies even more firmly because of the restraint and even benevolence with which he exercised the power his contemporaries placed in his hands. Acclaimed at countless public ceremonies through the last quarter century of his life, he never became grandiose or self-important. Often called “affable” by those who knew him, despite a personal reserve he maintained in public, his intense modesty and sense of his own fallibility allowed him to seek the advice of others on difficult decisions without preventing him from following his own judgment. As the embodiment of the republican ideals of his time and place, he defined the expectations that Americans would have of their leaders for many generations.

			This book explores Washington’s political mastery from two perspectives. First, it examines his first forty-three years, years in which Washington learned hard truths about the world, about leadership, and about himself. The George Washington who arrived at the First Continental Congress in 1774 is almost unrecognizable when compared to the man who led the Virginia Regiment two decades before.

			The second part of the book studies five treacherous political minefields that Washington navigated in his mature career:

			
					
					Bringing his army through a winter of despair at Valley Forge in 1778, while thwarting a combination to supersede him as commander in chief, then winning a crucial battle at Monmouth Court House.

				

					
					Persuading mutinous, unpaid soldiers and officers to lay down their arms and embrace peace in 1783, then playing the crucial role in the effort to resolve the nation’s political chaos with a new constitution that created a framework of self-government in 1787.

				

					
					Leading the new federal government as it was created from next to nothing, then guiding the bargain for a financial program that restored the nation’s credit and ensured its solvency.

				

					
					Keeping the nation out of the European war that followed the French Revolution, cooling the passionate American adherents of both France and Britain.

				

					
					Struggling, in his final years, with America’s original sin, human slavery—his own sin, too—hoping to point his countrymen toward repentance and even redemption.

				

			

			The book’s ultimate goal is to explore how George Washington became the titanic, near-legendary figure of the American Founding. The answers are necessarily as complicated as the man was.

			In navigating his life’s obstacles, Washington’s strategies and tactics were often subtle. Although he presented himself as a straightforward military man, he was capable of maneuvering worthy of a Richelieu or a Borgia. When he acted, he moved with a sure sense of drama and performance. Yet his maneuvers were not ordinarily designed to win personal power or wealth, but rather to bring independence, self-government, and union to Americans. At critical moments, it was Washington who exercised the judgment and the leadership that carried the nation through dark troubles. Washington gave the United States something every nation needs, but few get: a national hero who understands that heroism includes giving up power and trusting your neighbors, that integrity and virtue—old-fashioned concepts even in the eighteenth century—are a greater legacy than personal aggrandizement and national conquest.

			The recurring debate over whether the United States was created as a Hamiltonian or Jeffersonian society largely misses the point; we are Washingtonians.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Beginnings

			The first Washington in America arrived in 1657. He did not intend to stay, but then his ship sank in the Potomac River. He met that adversity by marrying a rich man’s daughter, acquiring land, and winning a seat in the House of Burgesses, as a county court justice and as a parish vestryman.1

			Virginia welcomed settlers then. Game was abundant and crops grew readily on land that was wet and soft enough that poor men did not shoe their horses. The previous residents of the land—more than thirty Indian groups sometimes called the Powhatan Confederacy—had been decimated by disease and war. One-sided treaties took their land and drove them west.2 Oceangoing ships plied Chesapeake Bay and the colony’s eastward-flowing rivers, docking at the wharves of riverside plantations to carry away crops for distant markets.3

			The ships brought laborers: at first, poor English and Germans, Scots and Irish who signed indentures to work for a term of years. Then the ships brought Africans in chains to labor for no pay. The gentry lived well enough, while laborers—white and Black—did not. The laboring class knew the rage and despair of those who have masters, but only the Africans were property, expensive assets with fearsome potential for violent revolt.4

			The grandson of that first Washington, called Gus (for Augustine), was tall and fair. An acquaintance claimed that Gus could lift into a wagon a load that would overmatch two ordinary men. After inheriting a thousand acres, Gus invested in an ironworks and acquired land on Little Hunting Creek that became Mount Vernon.5

			When his first wife died, Gus took another, twenty-three-year-old Mary Ball. His two sons, Lawrence and Austin, were attending the Appleby School in the north of England, where Gus had been educated. His young daughter stayed with the newlyweds in a modest house where Popes Creek enters the brackish waters of the Potomac in Westmoreland County. On February 22, 1732, a new son arrived. They named him George.
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			In 1732, British America consisted of twelve colonies, plus part of Nova Scotia and several Caribbean islands where sugar cultivation produced tremendous profits. It was a world of agriculture and trade. Depending on wind and weather, Atlantic crossings could take five weeks or five months. Shipwrecks happened. Travel on land was no faster than a horse could trot or a team could pull a coach. Roads, most of them bad, crossed innumerable rivers and streams. News spread slowly. British immigrants brought with them the old class structure and attitudes. One Virginian of common birth recalled the gentry as “beings of a superior order.”6

			Tobacco was the cash crop, sometimes doubling as a medium of exchange, but it was a hard crop, demanding constant care while wearing out the soil. Pests or too little rain would ruin it. So would too much rain. Some called it “the chopping herb of hell.”7 Many Virginians moved west for new land, but that way was not easy. Native tribes fought back. American forests held European rivals—Frenchmen and Spaniards—who were as violent and unscrupulous as any Virginian.

			After the birth of a daughter and another son, Gus Washington built a house at Little Hunting Creek, closer to his ironworks and distant from neighbors. The new home had four rooms on the main floor plus a garret level with two sleeping chambers, a storeroom, and possibly more. It was the first home George would remember.8

			With his father often away on business—Washington recalled his father as affectionate, but offered no other memories—mother Mary loomed large. For years, Americans exalted her as a Madonna figure, mother of the great Washington, but then the pendulum swung. A leading biographer described her as a money-grubbing termagant. Others have piled on with “harpy” and “harridan,” insisting that Washington viewed her with “frigid deference.” That there are few written remembrances of her, one biographer wrote, suggests “a conspiracy of silence” to conceal her appalling qualities.9

			Mary was a strong and independent woman, unusually so for her time. She was orphaned at twelve and never remarried after Gus died. Either she preferred her independence and freedom from pregnancies, or received no offers to wed. She held the household together, managed modest farmlands with some twenty slaves, and raised five children. Most of her children turned out well; one spectacularly so.10 One of George’s cousins remembered her with respect, and a small shudder:

			
				Of the mother I was ten times more afraid than I ever was of my own parents. She awed me in the midst of her kindness . . . I have often been present with her sons, proper tall fellows too, and we were all as mute as mice; and even now, when time has whitened my locks, . . . I could not behold that remarkable woman without feelings it is impossible to describe. Whoever has seen that awe-inspiring air and manner so characteristic in the Father of his Country will remember the matron as she appeared [as] the presiding genius of her well-ordered household, commanding and being obeyed.11

			

			That Mary could be stern was confirmed by the Marquis de Lafayette, a fervent Washington enthusiast. Meeting Mary when she was old, the Frenchman found her “in force of character rather resembling the matrons of Rome or Sparta.” He attributed her son’s achievements to “above all, her Spartan discipline.”12

			Washington’s salient traits through life included a gift for organization and a powerful air of command. Underneath those qualities lurked a fearsome temper, one he struggled to master. He shared those qualities with his mother, as well as a passion for horses and riding. Thomas Jefferson (himself an admired rider) recalled Washington as “the most graceful figure that could be seen on horseback.” A key to riding well is a close connection between horse and rider. The rider must be in command, which came naturally for mother and son. But the rider also must feel and respond to the horse, forming a nonverbal connection. Mother and son could do that too.13

			That Washington might be formal in dealing with his mother is hardly startling for a man with his reserved nature. He was not one to grow maudlin over a mother’s love as the punch bowl drained. His mother, too, plainly kept rein over her emotions. Effusions of sentiment would not flow between two such buttoned-up people, yet Washington usually visited her when he was near Fredericksburg, and managed her affairs as she aged.
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			When George was six, his father’s ambitions uprooted the family again. To be closer to his ironworks, Gus bought a house and farm across the Rappahannock River from bustling Fredericksburg.

			The move covered only forty miles, but the change was considerable. No longer surrounded by empty acres, the family lived on a main road. A ferry crossed the river at the foot of their land and gave the home its name, Ferry Farm. Wagons rumbled by. Ships ascended the Rappahannock and docked at the town wharf.14

			The new home, perched on a bluff above the river, had seven rooms for a family with five children below the age of seven. George was the eldest. Next came the only girl, Betty, and Samuel (four), Jack (two), and Charles (eight months). The surrounding lands totaled only three hundred acres. Gus focused on mining, not farming.15

			At roughly the same time, another powerful figure entered Washington’s life. His half-brother Lawrence returned from school in England and occupied the vacated estate at Little Hunting Creek.16 Fourteen years older than George, Lawrence combined the camaraderie of a brother with nearly adult authority and the polish acquired overseas. George idolized him.

			Shortly after arriving, Lawrence became captain of a Virginia company that joined a British attack on Cartagena, in what is now Colombia. Decked out in his uniform, serving king and country, Lawrence took on heroic stature in his younger brother’s eyes.17

			The expedition, however, was a wretched failure. Captain Lawrence Washington and his Virginians never left their ships. He acknowledged in a letter home that the Spanish had killed six hundred of the attacking British, but “the climate killed us in greater number.”

			Despite the inglorious experience, Lawrence described it in an offhand fashion sure to fire a boy’s dreams of glory. “War is horrid in fact,” Lawrence wrote, “but much more so in imagination.” The Virginians had to learn to “disregard the noise or shot of cannon.”18 Returning home in 1742, Lawrence could tell of broad oceans, Spanish forts, amphibious assaults, and the world beyond Ferry Farm. George’s eyes had to widen at the sight of Lawrence’s sword, inspired to lead his younger brothers in mock battles along the Rappahannock.

			The Cartagena expedition’s failure did not dampen Lawrence’s military ardor. Though only twenty-four and still without combat experience, he became adjutant of the Virginia militia. The likely force behind that appointment was his neighbor Colonel William Fairfax, who was beginning years of sponsoring Washingtons.19

			Lawrence was the first Washington to leave behind a portrait, by an unknown artist, which shows a dark young man with an open countenance and modest physical vitality. The face has well-defined eyebrows, a high forehead, a strong jaw, and a chin dimple. Only a certain meatiness to the nose suggests his younger half-brother. The portrait does not reveal the charm and ability that must have fueled Lawrence’s success.

			In the spring of 1743, Gus fell ill and died. Death was a constant in the eighteenth century. When George was three, his older half-sister died; a baby sister died when he was eight. Neither death could prepare him for the loss of his father, which removed the family’s central financial support.

			In a will composed on his deathbed, Gus followed Virginia traditions by favoring his two elder sons. Lawrence received roughly 40 percent of the assets, including the iron mine and Little Hunting Creek. Second son Austin acquired the original family home on Popes Creek and surrounding lands, plus other property. George, only eleven, got Ferry Farm, some lots in Fredericksburg, a half share in another parcel, and ten slaves. It was more than many Virginians owned, but placed him at the low end of the gentry.20 Until he came of age, his mother would manage his property and slaves; he was past forty before he controlled Ferry Farm. Gus left less to his younger children.

			Mary got less too. She would have to support her family with what she could earn from Ferry Farm, from five years of income from the Popes Creek property, and from a parcel she owned before marriage.

			The family’s horizons shrank. No more Washingtons attended school in England. George always would be self-conscious about his limited education. In a later time of financial distress, Washington wrote that he had “never felt the want of money so sensibly since I was a boy of 15 years old.” Neither mother nor son would ever be free of financial anxiety.

			For the next decade, Lawrence served as George’s surrogate father, role model, and companion. Little Hunting Creek, which Lawrence named Mount Vernon after his former commander, became George’s second home, a place of refuge from being the eldest son of a hard-pressed single mother. Most conspicuously, Lawrence would set an example for mounting a pell-mell assault on the top echelon of Virginia society.

			At age fourteen, George described Lawrence more simply, as his best friend.21

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The School of Fairfax

			Washington was vague about his education, including whether he was tutored at home or attended school. He offered no fond remembrances of lessons or instructors. At a time when gentlemen knew languages and the classics, Washington learned neither. His schoolwork shows no exposure to philosophy or political thought, nor to Shakespeare. While his mother evidently molded his character and imbued in him the Christian religion, Washington acquired much of his learning from books and from the world around him—most conspicuously, from the Fairfax family of Belvoir, one estate over from Lawrence’s home at Mount Vernon.1

			Lawrence built the first link to the Fairfaxes by marrying the daughter of Colonel William Fairfax, master of Belvoir, only three months after Gus Washington’s death in 1743. Anne Fairfax brought 4,000 acres into the marriage, which was a minute portion of her family’s Virginia domain, which equaled New Hampshire in size. The lasting Fairfax legacy, though, would be George Washington.
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			Washington’s boyhood copybooks, lovingly preserved, reflect math and science that a teacher must have explained. Calculations appear in a fine hand and without crossing out, the answers derived elsewhere and then transcribed. Geometric figures are drawn crisply. An aesthetic sensibility shows in decorated title pages.

			The lessons prepared him to be an owner of land and slaves. To learn decimals, Washington calculated interest on loans. He estimated the floor area of a building or the size of a land parcel. He figured the volume of containers for grain and liquor. He studied legal forms: bills of exchange, land leases, and servant indentures. A few pages record information about distant lands, which always intrigued Washington.

			Washington was adept at quantitative and mechanical subjects, but the written word challenged him. His early compositions were woefully tangled, the sentences weighed down with complex clauses and grandiloquent vocabulary. Over many years, Washington would simplify and strengthen his writing, but also would rely on talented wordsmiths like James Madison and Alexander Hamilton.2

			Ferry Farm was not cluttered with books. Gus Washington was a man of business. Mary’s letters show that she, like most women of the time, had little education, though she was a devoted reader of religious works. Washington also became an eager reader, inhaling The Spectator, Joseph Addison’s London-based newspaper that circulated in bound volumes and was considered the model of graceful composition. On a visit to a home with a library, Washington dove into a history of English kings, getting as far as King John.3

			He read Defoe’s Tour Thro’ the Whole Island of Great Britain. Military adventure came from Caesar’s Commentaries and the biography of a German military hero. The stoicism of Seneca’s Morals was heavier fare, but included prescriptions with Washingtonian resonance. “Hope and fear,” Seneca warned, “are the bane of human life.” He also advised that “contempt of death makes all the miseries of life easy to us.”4

			One feature of Washington’s education has drawn disproportionate attention: his copying of 110 “Rules of Civility and Decent Behavior,” a code of conduct drafted by French Jesuits 150 years before. Some construe the “Rules of Civility” as a guide to Washington’s future life, rather than as the penmanship exercise it appears to be. Over the next five decades, Washington never mentioned them, even when counseling his numerous younger relatives.
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			The Fairfax family played an outsized role in Washington’s formative years. Colonel Fairfax came to Virginia to manage the family lands on behalf of his cousin Thomas, the sixth Lord Fairfax, who owned most of the land between the Potomac and Rappahannock Rivers, Virginia’s Northern Neck. (Virginians called land between rivers a “neck.”) While Lord Fairfax was young, he had neglected his American empire, and that neglect had taken a toll. Colonial governors granted some Fairfax land to others. The previous Fairfax agent in Virginia purloined massive tracts for himself and his relatives. After that agent’s death, Lord Fairfax filled the position with his reliable cousin, who had held royal offices in Barbados, Bermuda, and Massachusetts.5

			Colonel Fairfax built the brick mansion at Belvoir, occupying it in 1741 with his wife and seven children, also taking a seat in Virginia’s House of Burgesses. The Fairfaxes mixed easily with their neighbor, young Lawrence Washington, who had the polish and refinement of an elite English education. Lawrence often brought along his younger brother George, large for his age and already a skilled horseman.

			The people of Mount Vernon and Belvoir socialized at dinners, dances, and fox hunts. The Fairfaxes ate off china, drank from crystal, and exuded the amiable condescension of gentlefolk who kept an eye on the main chance. Colonel Fairfax mixed with the highest colonial officials. He knew the political issues and maneuverings of the day. From the Fairfaxes and Lawrence, Washington could learn how a man of position carried himself, the correct mix of friendliness and reserve, how to put others at ease, when to be lighthearted, and when and how to discuss serious matters. Most intoxicating, these exemplars of gracious gentry life embraced the Washington brothers. Lawrence cemented the tie between the families with his marriage to fifteen-year-old Anne Fairfax in 1743.6

			George fully understood the importance of the Fairfaxes to his future. He later advised younger brother Jack to cultivate them. “I should be glad to hear,” he wrote, “that you live in perfect harmony and good fellowship with the family at Belvoir, as it is in their power to be very serviceable.” Washington concluded with the obvious truth: “to that family I am under many obligations, particularly to the old gentleman [Colonel Fairfax].” George doubtless had received similar advice from Lawrence.7

			Lawrence and the colonel arranged for George to enter the Royal Navy as a fourteen-year-old midshipman, despite mother Mary’s apparent opposition. To advance that project, Colonel Fairfax carried to Fredericksburg a letter for George and another for his mother. The colonel instructed the boy to deliver the letter to his mother when the time felt right. Colonel Fairfax also lobbied one of Mary Washington’s friends to recommend sending George to sea.8

			Despite those efforts, Mary withheld her consent. Good reasons for her course came from her half-brother in England. The navy, he warned, will “cut [George] and staple him and use him like a Negro, or rather, like a dog.” He warned that a colonial lad could not advance in the navy. Too many well-born naval officers had powerful English sponsors, which George had not. Ultimately, the midshipman project dissolved, ending George Washington’s nascent career in the Royal Navy.9

			The adults had wrangled over George’s future because he seemed so promising. Nearing his full height, he moved with a grace that cannot be taught. His build was slender but strong. Later in life, he would say he never met a man who could match the distance he could throw a stone. When he was forty, Washington came upon young men “pitching the bar,” a heavy iron rod. He asked what their longest throw had been. Noting the mark, wrote a contestant, Washington heaved the bar “far, very far beyond our utmost limits.” With a grin, Washington said, “When you beat my pitch, young gentlemen, I’ll try again.”10

			Washington’s physical gifts influenced his personality. His height drew attention, while his athletic prowess bred confidence. Competition holds less anxiety for the physically talented. Success brings praise. The athletic boy can attempt bolder deeds than his fellows.

			Though Mary prevailed in the contest over the midshipman position, Lawrence’s influence with George grew. Lawrence had inherited the best house and the most slaves. He had style and traveled in the great world. At Ferry Farm, George had to help his mother’s daily routines; at Mount Vernon, he could become a gentleman. Mount Vernon’s appeal increased in 1747 when Lord Fairfax arrived at Belvoir, the only titled Englishman to make his home in colonial America.
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			Lord Fairfax was not much to look at: short, plump, and careless about dress. His indifference to convention reflected wealth and entitlement. He was a baron who owned millions of acres. He had been a member of the king’s household, attended balls and rode in fox hunts with the empire’s most august figures, had frequented London coffeehouses with Addison, and supposedly penned contributions to the Spectator. For him, all Americans were hired hands.

			The lord’s fat times had ended in 1730, with creditors baying at the gates of the family castle. Needing income, he thought of his neglected property in Virginia and began to exert closer control over it. Nearly two decades later, in his mid-fifties, the proprietor of the Northern Neck moved to Virginia with one overriding goal: to sell or lease his lands for profit.

			Land was Virginia’s economic religion, and surveyors were essential to its rituals. The colony held 45,000 square miles that could not be sold until it was marked off in parcels. Twenty-five new counties sprang into existence between 1720 and 1754; new towns formed every year; all needed defined borders. To convert his land into the funds he craved, Lord Fairfax needed reliable surveys, and plenty of them. Young George Washington saw the opportunity. At fifteen, using his father’s hand-me-down equipment, he completed a survey of Lawrence’s turnip field. After that effort, Washington began to hire out as a surveyor. Lawrence supported the initiative. A surveyor in the family would be an advantage and knit another connection to the Fairfaxes.11

			The work suited Washington. It required attention to detail, spatial sensibility, and drawing skill, all of which show in Washington’s copybooks. It also required a rugged constitution. The best times for surveying were late autumn and early spring, when leaves were down and visibility best. Washington thrived in rugged country, sleeping outside in freezing temperatures.12

			When one was surveying empty lands, precision was elusive. The surveyor ordinarily ran a first line from a prominent tree to another tree or a rock outcropping or watercourse, drawing the next line the same way, and so on until he returned to the initial point, turning corners at right angles when possible. Such rough-and-ready methods created profit opportunities for surveyors with easy ethics, who might include “overplus” acreage of as much as 25 percent: happy news for their clients. False surveys were common.13

			Washington’s first taste of frontier surveying came in a Fairfax expedition in March 1748, just after his sixteenth birthday. An experienced surveyor led the party, while Colonel Fairfax’s eldest son, George William, represented the proprietor.
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