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            For the dissenters, who conceived this nation, and improve it still

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Unless we can return a little more to first principles, & act a little more upon patriotic ground, I do not know . . . what
               may be the issue of the contest.
            

            —George Washington to James Warren, March 31, 1779
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            A Note on Language

         
         I have quoted the words of the Revolutionary generation as faithfully as possible, including their unusual spellings and surprising
            capitalizations. I did this because I think it puts us nearer their world, and also out of respect: I wouldn’t change their
            words when quoting them, so why change their spellings? For some reason, I am fond of George Washington’s apoplectic denunciation
            of an “ananominous” letter written by a mutinous officer during the Revolutionary War. Seeing this reinforces our need to
            understand that the past really is “a foreign country” where they did things differently, and where words sometimes carried
            different meanings. The one point where I nearly broke this rule is with the variant spellings of the Roman conspirator Catiline,
            sometimes spelled as Cataline. But I decided to preserve their variations after realizing that this is necessary to enable
            readers to search for a given quotation in Founders Online, the National Archives’ wonderful digital compilation of the papers of the leaders of the early United States. Along the
            same lines, I have where possible quoted from the eighteenth-century editions of books that they might have used, including
            Greek and Roman authors in translation. The only alteration I have consistently made is to capitalize the first letter of
            sentences, because I found that leaving them in lowercase made their words more difficult to comprehend.
         

         
          

         I also have chosen to use the term “First Peoples” rather than “Indian” or “Native American.” In researching this issue, I was struck by a statement by a group of musicians that “We do not call ourselves ‘Native American,’ because our blood and people were here long before this land was called the Americas. We are older than America can ever be and do not know the borders.”1

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chronology

         
         
            	1732—Birth of George Washington

            	1735—Birth of John Adams

            	1743—Birth of Thomas Jefferson

            	1751—Birth of James Madison

            	1754–1763—Seven Years’ War, called by Americans the French and Indian War

            	1755—Washington witnesses Braddock’s Defeat
               
                  	—Adams graduates from Harvard

               

            

            	1762—Jefferson, considered graduated from William & Mary, begins to study law under George Wythe

            	1765—Stamp Act passed by Parliament to assert British authority over the colonies and to raise revenue to pay for the French
               and Indian War
            

            	1768—British troops are stationed in Boston for the first time

            	1770—Boston Massacre

            	1771—Madison graduates from College of New Jersey (Princeton)

            	1772—Boston town meeting creates a “Committee of Correspondence” to communicate about the political situation with other towns
               and colonies
            

            	1773—Boston Tea Party

            	1774—Massachusetts government suspended; colony is placed under British military rule
               
                  	—First Continental Congress convenes

               

            

            	1775—February—Parliament declares Massachusetts to be in a state of rebellion
               
                  	April—Battles of Lexington and Concord

                  	June—Battle of Bunker Hill

                  	June—Washington appointed to command the Continental Army

                  	August—Parliament declares most of the American colonies to be in a state of rebellion

                  	October—British shell and burn Falmouth, Massachusetts (now Portland, Maine)

               

            

            	1776—January—British fleet bombards Norfolk, Virginia, for three hours, destroying most of the city

            	July—Second Continental Congress issues Declaration of Independence

            	1777—September and October—American forces win two battles at Saratoga, comprising the most important victory in the war.
               Washington fights two battles near Philadelphia, at Brandywine and Germantown, then withdraws to encamp for the winter at
               Valley Forge
            

            	1778—February—France formally allies with the American rebels
               
                  	—June—The British withdraw from Philadelphia, the rebel capital

               

            

            	1779–1780—The American effort almost collapses

            	1781—Articles of Confederation take effect
               
                  	—Battle of Yorktown signals the end of the war

               

            

            	1783—Peace treaty formally ends the war

            	1786–87—Shays’ Rebellion challenges the postwar distribution of power in Massachusetts

            	1787—Constitutional Convention devises new plan of government for the United States

            	1789—Washington becomes first president under the new government created by the Constitution
               
                  	—French Revolution begins

               

            

            	1793–94—Reign of Terror in France; Louis XVI and his queen executed

            	1794—The Whiskey Rebellion in western Pennsylvania poses another major challenge to the postwar distribution of American power and wealth 

            	1796—Adams elected president

            	1798—Alien and Sedition Acts crack down on newspaper editors and other critics of Adams administration

            	1799—Washington dies

            	1801—Jefferson becomes president after the outcome is decided by the House of Representatives

            	1804—Aaron Burr, Jefferson’s alienated vice president, shoots and kills Alexander Hamilton

            	1808—Madison elected president

            	1820—Missouri Compromise formalizes geographic division of country along the lines of slavery

            	1826—Jefferson and Adams die on the same day, fifty years to the day after July 4, 1776

            	1836—Madison dies

            	1861—American Civil War begins

         

         
         
         
      
   
      
         
            Map

         
         [image: Map]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue
What Is America?

         
         The American novelist and literary critic Ralph Ellison once remarked that, “Whenever we as Americans have faced serious crises
            we have returned to fundamentals; this, in brief, is what I have tried to do.”1 Me too. On that gray Wednesday morning after the presidential election of 2016, I woke up with a series of questions: What
            just happened? What kind of nation do we now have? Is this what was designed or intended by the nation’s founders?
         

         
         Recalling that the people who made the Revolution and wrote the Constitution had been influenced by the thinkers of the ancient
            world, I decided to go back to fundamentals. I went to my library and took down Aristotle’s Politics, not knowing I was embarking on an intellectual journey that would last four years. Aristotle led me to other political thinkers,
            and eventually I found myself rereading the Declaration of Independence and other foundational documents.
         

         
         Before that Tuesday night in November 2016, I had thought I understood my country. But the result of that election shocked me. Clearly, many of my fellow citizens had an understanding of our nation profoundly different from mine. Foremost among them was the new president-elect. I found myself examining my assumptions about this country and its design, not only questioning what the founders had thought but wondering what had shaped their thinking. What did they read, what did they think, what resonated with them? How different were their intellectual influences from today’s? What were they thinking as they constructed this nation? How did we get from there to here? And where are we going on this ship they designed? 

         
         In recent years dozens of wonderful biographies of members of the Revolutionary generation have been published, but they tend
            to gloss over the educations of those people. The biographers would mention where these people went to college (or didn’t
            go, as in the case of George Washington) and the names of their tutors, and sometimes would list some of the books they read.
            But I couldn’t find what they took away from those tutors and books. Who were the men who taught them, and where did they
            come from? What books influenced them? Where did they get their political ideas, their political vocabularies? What ideas
            and attitudes would they take from college to adulthood and into the public arenas of Revolutionary America? What ancient
            works were in their minds as they drafted the Declaration of Independence or debated the Constitution? How does their reliance
            on Greco-Roman history affect how we live now?
         

         
         In other words, I embarked on an intellectual quest to try to find my way toward answering a question: What is America supposed to be, anyway?

         
         So I read the books they read and the letters they wrote to one another about those books. While much attention has been paid
            to the influence of Enlightenment thinking on the founders—in particular the writings of John Locke—the fact is that these
            men did not study Locke as much as they did the writings of the ancient world, Greek and Roman philosophy and literature:
            the Iliad, Plutarch’s Lives; the philosophical explorations of Xenophon, Epicurus, Aristotle; and the political speeches and commentaries of Cato and
            Cicero.2 In the course of this I revisited writers I had not considered since I was in high school and college four decades ago, and
            read some other things I had not encountered back then.
         

         
         This journey took me a long way in time and space and to unexpected corners, as with the Scottish invention of geology in the late eighteenth century, and into some historical curiosities, such as the importance of Aristotle to the redoubled Southern defense of slavery in the first half of the nineteenth century. Along the way I learned many things to help me better understand my country, both its past and its present. Some of what I learned had been subjects of debate and discussion among scholars for decades. But some of it has been neglected, lying long in a letter or diary here, a military order there, and an obscure academic journal way over there. 

         
         I’ve been changed by this journey and seek in this book to share what I’ve learned. Not everyone has the time, opportunity,
            or inclination to spend several years in the basements of college libraries reading ancient Roman political speeches or minor
            Greek philosophers, and then comparing them to the wartime letters of George Washington and the essays of James Madison and
            Alexander Hamilton. But I did, and I loved every day of it. As I burrowed through the library shelves, I also found my own
            views of the first four presidents began to shift. George Washington’s ability to observe and learn seems to me underappreciated.
            James Madison’s contributions, especially his designing gridlock into the American system, also seem to me to be undervalued.
            John Adams, by contrast, began to strike me as having an inflated reputation in recent years, with insufficient attention
            paid to his unhelpful commentary during the War for Independence and also his disastrous presidency. Likewise, though raised
            by my parents to revere Thomas Jefferson, I increasingly found myself disturbed by his habitual avoidance of reality.
         

         
         Throughout, I marveled at what a rich and paradoxical history this country possesses. We are a nation fundamentally dedicated
            to equal standing before the law, yet also have developed a political system in which one of the two major parties always
            seems to have offered a home to white supremacists, up to the present day.
         

         
         I dwell in these pages on the faults of the founders in part so we can better understand our own. Thus we can try to live
            up to their aspirations while perhaps avoiding some of their shortcomings. If there is one thing a reader should take away
            from this book, it is that there is little certain about our nation except that it remains an experiment that requires our
            serious and sustained attention to thrive.
         

         
          

         To my knowledge, no one has written a book addressing these questions before, examining and comparing the educations of George Washington, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison. There have been many books about the early lives of each of these men, and there even have been specialized studies of the educations of Washington and Madison. Historians also have produced several illuminating biographical pairings—Jefferson and Adams, Jefferson and Madison, Jefferson and Washington, and so on. But as far as I can tell, there does not exist a study of what our first four presidents learned, where they learned it, who they learned it from, and what they did with that knowledge. That is what I endeavor to explore in this work. 

         
         Thus the first part of the book will look at their early lives and educations. The second section will show how they used
            what they learned in their political deliberations as they sought independence and designed a new nation. The final chapters
            explore how the neoclassical culture that shaped them was altered by the powerful forces that emerged in the 1790s and the
            early nineteenth century, mainly the democratization of American politics and culture, but also the coming of the Industrial
            Revolution.
         

         
         I examine them chronologically. I begin with George Washington, who managed to become the exemplar of the classical Roman
            values that meant so much to elite colonial society. I next turn to John Adams, who cast himself as a modern Cicero, a significant
            association because the parable of Cicero’s triumph over the Catilinarian conspiracy in 63 bc was the essential political narrative for the Revolutionary generation. I proceed to Thomas Jefferson, the only one in this quartet who favored the Greeks over the Romans, and look at how Jefferson’s Greek-inflected classicism steered him away from Federalism and also provided the philosophy embedded in the Declaration of Independence. Finally I examine James Madison, whose classicism was leavened by a greater cosmopolitanism and an understanding of the limits to which one could rely on what the Romans called virtue, by which they meant public-mindedness. 

         
         In the second part of the book, I look at how their classical perspectives were challenged as the American Revolution unfolded.
            Washington, despite his lack of a classical education, came at different times to embody three of the great Roman role models—Cato,
            Fabius, and Cincinnatus—while avoiding the temptation of becoming an American version of Julius Caesar. I’ll then show how
            the paradigm shifted away from virtue at the moment of the maximum classical influence during the writing of the Constitution,
            and then began to decline along with the Federalist party it inspired, bottoming out with Adams’ failed presidency. Finally
            I’ll explore the moral and intellectual void that opened as classical ideals yielded in the nineteenth to the rise of religious
            evangelism and commercial culture, and consider if we might develop a new sense of public-spiritedness in our own time.
         

         
         This approach leads to some new observations. By looking at the first four presidents collectively and placing them in the
            classical context, we can see illuminating new patterns and contrasts. For example, it is one thing to read that Jefferson
            and Madison as young men were influenced by a Scottish tutor, but another to see that Scots again and again played a major
            role in colonial American education. In fact, those young Scots transmitted to America the intellectual skepticism and dynamism
            of the Scottish Enlightenment, which was firmly rooted in classicism, and came even as the English universities of the time
            were mired in the intellectual doldrums and in fact sat out the Enlightenment. Likewise, Scottish legal thinking was far more
            rooted in Roman philosophy than was English law, which was more oriented toward local precedent and tradition.
         

         
         Another case is Madison’s decision to leave Virginia for a college in New Jersey, which becomes more significant when contrasted with the fact that Adams and Jefferson, like most wealthy young men of the time, went to college in their home colonies. Madison chose to travel weeks to attend the most politically radical college in the country, one with a new, explicitly “continental” approach to recruiting its students—and one that was led by a politicized Scottish minister. Understanding the influence of classicism also helps us understand why, for example, George Washington placed such faith in “virtue,” why John Adams held such a fear of “faction,” and why Thomas Jefferson was so determined to give the official buildings of Washington, DC, a feel of ancient Rome. 

         
         “Synthesis demands regard for complexity,” Peter Gay cautioned in his colossal two-volume history of the Enlightenment.3 It is a useful admonition. As I wrote this work of synthesis, roaming across political, cultural, and intellectual aspects
            of history and literature both in the ancient world and in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, I tried to respect the
            complexities of the matter. So while this book emphasizes the classicism of the Revolutionary generation of Americans, it
            is not meant to suggest that other narratives—such as the influence of English liberal thought—are incorrect, only that the
            classical dimension has been underappreciated, especially outside academia. This is important because the more we grasp the
            influence of the Greco-Roman world on the Revolutionary generation, the better we will understand them and their goals, problems,
            fears, and mistakes.
         

         
         I also have tried to hold in mind the ambiguities and to acknowledge the unknowns and the mysteries. There are still aspects
            of this story that defy explanation. Most notable is that the starting point for the United States is the fundamental contradiction
            of a slaveholder’s declaring that the basic fact of public life is that all people are created equal. One of the more powerful
            commentaries on America was the arch question Samuel Johnson posed in 1777: “How is it that we hear the loudest yelps for liberty among the drivers of negroes?”4 It is a question that still hangs in the air more than two centuries later.
         

         
         The differences between these men ran deep. Washington absorbed classicism mainly secondhand, from the elite culture of his
            day. Adams focused on the laws and rhetoric of Rome, especially on the speeches of Cicero, the self-made orator of the first
            century bc who became a personal model for him as he scrabbled out of a depressing post-college job as a schoolteacher in a Massachusetts backwater. Jefferson delved deeper into classical philosophy than the others did, especially Epicureanism, the philosophy of pursuing happiness and avoiding pain, which (as we shall see) pervades the most significant sections of his Declaration of Independence. Madison was the most academic in his approach, studying the ancient world almost as a political scientist. 

         
         They grew into distinctly dissimilar men: Washington a stiff-necked soldier; Adams a brilliant, honest, self-absorbed crank;
            Jefferson a dreamer of liberty who lived in hypocritical luxury off the sweat of captive humans; Madison already with one
            foot in the next generation, perhaps more of an American than a Virginian, and an unapologetic politician. Like Alexander
            Hamilton, he was more skeptical than his elders of the verities of the Enlightenment, with its core faith in human improvement.
         

         
         And of course each would play an essential role in the formation of the new nation—Washington, above all, in winning the war
            for independence and becoming the first president; but also Adams, who was a key member of the Continental Congress and then
            was the first president to carry out a peaceful transfer of power to the political opposition; Jefferson, whose Declaration
            is one of the nation’s two fundamental documents, and the more inspirational of the two; and Madison, the chief driver of
            the other foundational document, the Constitution, which not only put forth a set of ideals but was flexible and strong enough
            to survive as the supreme law of the land for more than 225 years—so far.
         

         
         Their concentration on the classical world does not decline with each man, but actually intensifies from Washington to Adams to Jefferson to Madison. Washington, as was said, learned about the ancient world mainly by osmosis. It was for him, as for the others, a major part of the intellectual climate of the day, part of daily conversation and writing. Adams delved into classicism intensely but narrowly, mainly because of his ambition to become a great lawyer. Jefferson was broadly interested in classical philosophy and politics, but not always deeply. Madison, in order to prepare for the drafting of the American Constitution, would spend years engaged in a methodical study of ancient political systems, especially the histories of Greek republics. He was aided greatly by the trunkloads of books shipped to him from Paris by Jefferson. It was partly because of him that the writing of the Constitution became the high-water mark of classical republicanism in America—but also because of him that the pursuit of virtue, the very core of the old viewpoint, was abandoned. 

         
         Emphatically, they were not detached philosophers. They were statesmen and revolutionaries, looking to the ancient world for
            the help it could give them in illuminating their situation. There was an abiding practicality in their approaches. “Their
            reading in the classics was highly purposeful, adaptive and selective,” notes Meyer Reinhold, one of the pioneer scholars
            of this topic. Before them, he writes, the classical world was important mainly to colonial Americans preparing to be clergymen.
            After them, it was used to train members of the elite, especially in law and oratory. But during the middle and later parts
            of the eighteenth century, the thoughts and stories of the ancient Greeks and Romans stood front and center in American political
            and intellectual life as the founders grappled with the questions of how to gain independence and then how to form a new nation.5

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I
Acquisition

         
         If on a spring morning in May 1778 following that hard winter at Valley Forge, we could approach a soldier warming himself
            by a fire and ask him his opinion of the great Roman orator Cato, he probably would not find the inquiry odd. Rather, he might
            respond with great enthusiasm that he had in fact seen a play about Cato just the previous evening, when it was staged, by
            some accounts, in the camp’s bakery.1 He might even have played a role in it. Joseph Addison’s Cato was, after all, one of the most popular plays in pre-Revolutionary America, and indeed the favorite dramatic work of the
            camp’s commander, General George Washington.2 This was a time when live drama was one of the few forms of public art. Our soldier might even be able to quote from the
            play—maybe that striking line about choosing between liberty or death, or perhaps the passage in which a character regrets
            that he has only one life to give for his country.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
The Power of Colonial Classicism

         
         The classical world was far closer to the makers of the American Revolution and the founders of the United States than it
            is to us today. Nowadays the Greeks and Romans are remote to us, their works studied by a few in college and then largely
            forgotten even by most of those readers. But Greco-Roman antiquity was not distant to the leaders of the American Revolution.
            It was present in their lives, as part of their political vocabulary and as the foundation of their personal values. In short,
            it shaped their view of the world in a way that most Americans now are not taught and so don’t see.
         

         
         Colonial classicism was not just about ideas. It was part of the culture, a way of looking at the world and a set of values.
            The more one looks around early America for the influence of ancient Greek and Roman history and literature, the more one
            finds. Classicism wafted even in the air of colonial romance. When John Adams and Abigail Smith courted, they used classical
            pseudonyms in their letters—Lysander for him, Diana for her. James Madison kept a bust of Athena on the mantelpiece of his
            drawing room at Montpelier, and a small head of Homer hanging over that room’s doorway—this last probably a nod to the figure
            of the Greek bard that during Madison’s college days looked down from atop the center door of Princeton’s Nassau Hall.1 Thomas Jefferson’s front hall at Monticello greeted visitors with, among other things, a marble statue of Ariadne, the princess of Crete who led Theseus out of the minotaur’s labyrinth. He designed that room to reflect the Ionic style of classical architecture, while adjoining ones are imprinted with the marks of the Tuscan, Doric, and Corinthian styles. 

         
         The colonials named their horses and their enslaved humans after classical figures. A bit down the hill from Jefferson’s house,
            a stable housed Caractacus, Tarquin, Arcturus, and Diomede.2 This naming habit resulted in asides in correspondence such as one in which Adams instructed his wife that “Cleopatra ought
            not to be fed too high—she should have no Grain.”3 Among the enslaved, one who worked on contract for Madison was called Plato, while Jefferson held title to Jupiter, Caesar,
            and Hercules, and Washington to Neptune and Cupid.4 Even people such as Washington who had not attended college were familiar with the names and stories of the Romans, especially
            of the heroes whose lives and values were seen as worthy of emulation. Many decades later, after Emancipation, one of the
            grievances listed by freedmen was that they had not been allowed even to keep their own names.
         

         
         The ancient world was present in their lives in ways that, because they gave the country its shape, echo down the corridors
            of time, mainly in ghostly ways that people today tend not to notice. Our “Senate” meets in “The Capitol”—both references
            to ancient Rome. Most of its members are either “Republicans,” a name derived from Latin, or “Democrats,” a word of Greek
            origin.5 Just east of the Capitol building, our Supreme Court convenes in a marbled 1935 imitation of a Roman temple, with great bronze
            doors at the entrance weighing twenty-six thousand pounds apiece.6 To the west in the Federal City stands the Lincoln Memorial, which resembles the Parthenon of Athens, turned sideways, and
            the Jefferson Memorial, which borrows from Rome’s Pantheon. Reach into your wallet, take out a one-dollar bill, and on the
            reverse side you will see three Latin phrases: On the left, annuit coeptis (more or less, “our undertakings are favored”) and novus ordo seclorum (“new order of the ages”), and on the right, the more familiar E pluribus unum (“Out of many, one”). Ironically, on the obverse side is the image of George Washington, the only one of our first four presidents
            not to read Latin.
         

         
         The proverbs offered in Benjamin Franklin’s Poor Richard’s Almanack often were updated versions of Greek and Roman sayings. “He does not possess Wealth, it possesses him,” for example, comes
            from the Greek philosopher Aristippus.7 The Moral Sayings of Publius Syrus, a collection of about a thousand aphorisms that appeared in the first century bc, particularly influenced Franklin. Among them was one that Franklin quoted, a saying that lives even today in the names of
            a pop culture magazine and a rock music group—“A rolling stone gathers no moss.”8

         
         The early Americans also nodded to the ancient world in naming their settlements. In upstate New York, it is possible to drive
            in one day from Troy to Utica to Rome to Syracuse to Ithaca, while passing through Cicero, Hector, Ovid, Solon, Scipio Center,
            Cincinnatus, Camillus, Romulus, Marcellus, and even Sempronius, who didn’t exist—he was a fictional character in Addison’s
            Cato.9 Downstate, overlooking New York City’s great harbor, towers a statue of a Roman goddess, though few today might recognize
            Miss Liberty, or Libertas, as such. Her upheld torch soars 305 feet above the saltwater lapping her little island.
         

         
         
            The Pursuit of Virtue

            The best place to begin to understand the views of the Revolutionary generation is with a look at the word “virtue.” This
               word was powerfully meaningful during the eighteenth century. Today it is a mere synonym for morality, and also, anachronistically,
               a signifier of female chastity or the lack of it, as in the euphemistic phrase “a woman of easy virtue.” But for the Revolutionary
               generation, virtue was the essential element of public life. Back then, it actually was masculine. It meant putting the common
               good before one’s own interests. Virtue, writes the historian Joyce Appleby, was the “lynchpin” of public life—that is, the
               fastener that held together the structure.10

            
            It is worth dwelling on the word for a moment, because it runs like a bright thread through the entire period of the Revolution and the first decades of the new nation. The founders used it incessantly in their public statements. The word “virtue” appears about six thousand times in the collected correspondence and other writings of the Revolutionary generation, compiled in the U.S. National Archives’ database, Founders Online (FO), totaling some 120,000 documents.11 That’s more often than “freedom.” The practice of virtue was paramount, which is one reason George Washington, not an articulate
               man, loomed so large over the post-Revolutionary era.
            

            
         
         
            A Different Ancient World

            In recognizing the impact of classicism on the founders, we also need to see that their conception of the ancient world was
               not the one we have now. They favored different subjects and people than we do in the modern era. One good cultural marker
               is the Harvard Universal Classics, a collection of essential works of world literature, designed to offer the basic building
               blocks of a liberal education. Published in 1909, it selected works from twice as many Greeks (Homer, Herodotus, Plato, Epictetus,
               Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, Aristophanes) as Romans (Virgil, Cicero, Marcus Aurelius, and Pliny the Younger). It also
               included Plutarch, who had a foot in both worlds. A similar project, Great Books of the Western World, which grew out of the
               University of Chicago in the 1940s, emphasizes the Greeks even more heavily, with four times as many of them as Romans.
            

            
            But for the Revolutionary generation, Rome stood well in front of Athens, with the Greek world pushed to the background, seen
               sometimes as a bit obscure and impractical. “It is impossible to read in Thucydides, his account of the factions and confusions
               throughout all Greece, . . . without horror,” John Adams wrote.12

            
            They did on occasion look with admiration on the Greeks, but when they did, it was more often toward Sparta than Athens. They saw the Spartans as plainspoken, simple, free, and stable, while they disparaged the Athenians as turbulent, factionalized, and flighty.13 They knew that the Greek historian Polybius had criticized the people of Athens for being like a ship without a commander.14 “The history of Athens abounds with instances of the levity and inconstancy of that unsteady people,” Edward Wortley Montagu
               warned in 1759.15 By contrast, John Dickinson, in his influential pre-Revolutionary Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania, called the Spartans “as brave and as free a people as ever existed.”16 John Adams reported that the two ancient republics he most admired were Sparta and Rome.17 His second cousin, the determined revolutionary Samuel Adams (Harvard, 1740), desired that their city of Boston would become
               a “Christian Sparta.”18

            
            The founders’ conception of ancient literature was also unlike ours. Here again, the Romans stood in the forefront. Sallust
               and Tacitus were their preferred historians. The Epicurean poet and philosopher Lucretius was far more popular then. Most
               of all, the Roman orator Cicero enjoyed a far higher profile in their world than he does in ours. His luster has faded in
               modern times, to the point where he is seen, if at all, as a kind of pompous ass. Not so in the eighteenth century. Edward
               Gibbon, that era’s great chronicler of Rome’s decline, recommended that any young scholar begin with “Cicero in Latin, and
               Xenophon in Greek.”19 The hierarchy was different then; the founders refer to Cicero in their correspondence and diaries about five times as often
               as they do to Aristotle. The Roman’s prominence was noted at the time by the Scottish Enlightenment philosopher David Hume,
               who observed in 1748 that, “The Fame of Cicero flourishes at present; but that of Aristotle is utterly decay’d.”20 These preferences extended across national and cultural boundaries—the generation that made the French Revolution owned a
               remarkably similar bookshelf, with Cicero again in the lead.21

            
            The great Greek tragedians stood far in the background of the colonial view, with Jefferson as an exception, especially in his reading of Euripides. Appreciation of the Greek dramatists as major figures in world literature would come only in the nineteenth century, spurred generally by the rise of Romanticism, and specifically by German academics and critics.22

            
            The sole ancient dramatist widely read in early America was not a Greek. Rather, it was Terence, a Roman comic playwright
               who is little read today.23 Thucydides also did not figure largely in their commentaries, although John Adams liked him. There were other exceptions
               to the general disregard for the Greeks. One whose reputation loomed larger at the time was the philosopher and military memoirist
               Xenophon. Adams, for example, saluted him as “my favourite author.”24 Jefferson also was a fan.
            

            
            Their attention to Rome was itself uneven, focused heavily on the demise of the Republic in the first century bc.25 Their readings ranged over more than a thousand years of ancient history, all the way from the Iliad to Justinian’s Codex, but came back again and again to that crucial period of the decline of the Republic. That decades-long process of republican
               erosion provided their political context, their point of reference, and much of their civic language. “What gripped their
               minds, what they knew in detail, and what formed their view of the whole of the ancient world,” the historian Bernard Bailyn
               concludes in his classic study of The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution, “was the political history of Rome from the conquests in the east and the civil wars in the early first century bc to the establishment of the empire on the ruins of the republic at the end of the second century ad.”26 It was not just their core narrative, it was their lodestar. Alexander Hamilton, for instance, flatly asserted in the thirty-fourth
               of the Federalist Papers that “the Roman Republic attained to the utmost height of human greatness.”27

            
            And so they focused on just a few texts by a handful of key authors about the Roman Republic—Livy, Sallust, Plutarch, Tacitus,
               and, most of all, Cicero. Their heroes were the orators portrayed in those books defending the Republic, led by Cato and Cicero.
               Their villains were those who brought it down, especially Catiline and Julius Caesar. John Adams considered Caesar a destructive
               tyrant, the man who “made himself perpetual dictator.”28

            
            This conception of the classical world seeped into the popular culture of eighteenth-century America, as with that play about Cato. Two of the most influential English political commentators of the era, John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon, published their weekly essays under the title Cato’s Letters. One of their major themes was the necessity of being skeptical of the exercise of state power. Their articles became central
               to the political debate in mid-century America, says Bailyn, who found in his study of the pamphlets of the time that they
               were “the most frequently cited authority on matters of principle and theory.”29 In 1722 in one of those Letters, notes another historian, they “first gave unreserved endorsement to free speech as being indispensable to ‘Liberty, Property,
               true Religion, Arts, Sciences, Learning, Knowledge.’”30 Later in life, Gordon went on to produce popular translations of Cicero and the historians Sallust and Tacitus.
            

            
         
         
            The Colonial Colleges

            Who were these colonial men, proficient in the literature of late Republican Rome, who would go on to design and lead a new
               republic? They were an economic elite, but a new one. They were emphatically not products of a long-standing aristocracy.
               Of the ninety-nine men who would sign the Declaration of Independence or the Constitution, only eight had fathers who themselves
               were college-educated.31

            
            The colleges they attended were hardly the sprawling factories of mass higher education we see today. Rather, they were tiny outposts of learning, having more in common with medieval seminaries. In the early eighteenth century, there were just three of them—William & Mary in Virginia, Harvard in Massachusetts, and Yale in Connecticut. In 1746 they were joined by the College of New Jersey, later known as Princeton, and then in 1754 by King’s College, later known as Columbia, established by New Yorkers in conservative reaction to the radical politics of Princeton. Each had just a few score of students and a handful of faculty members. Many of the students were in their late teens; many of their teachers were just a few years older. At William & Mary, Jefferson wrote, they lived in brick buildings, “rude, mis-shapen piles” that provided “an indifferent accommodation.”32 Their academic diet consisted mainly of the best-known works of Latin literature, history, and philosophy, with some Greek
               works thrown in, usually for the more advanced students.33

            
            These campuses also could be surprisingly rowdy, with college life interrupted by riots that involved not just students but
               some of the younger, more outspoken faculty members. Many of those teaching were recent graduates of Scottish universities,
               educated there in the new skeptical, probing way of thinking coming out of Edinburgh and Glasgow. Jefferson and Madison were
               the most influenced by these young Scots, Adams somewhat, and Washington least. Even in Puritanical New England, Adams picked
               up the disruptive new attitudes about freedom of religion and expression emanating from this remarkable new generation of
               Scottish intellectuals. Here they developed their ideas of liberty, of freedom, and of the proper (“natural”) relationship
               of government to man.
            

            
         
         
            Where Classical Republicanism Went Wrong

            Finally, and crucially, it is essential to note that their classical knowledge ultimately steered the founders wrong on three
               crucial issues:
            

            
            
               	First, on whether the new nation could subsist on “public virtue,” relying on the self-restraint of those in power to act for the
                  common good and not their personal interest, a proposition that would be tested almost instantly during the War for Independence.
               

               	Second, on party politics, which the classical writers taught them to regard as unnatural and abhorrent. Their misunderstanding of partisanship, or “faction,” as they tended to call it, nearly wrecked the new republic in the 1790s. 

               	Third, and most troubling, was their acceptance of human bondage, which would prove disastrous to the nation they designed. Often
                  seeing it a natural part of the social order, they wrote it into the fundamental law of the nation, and so sustained a system
                  that was deeply inhumane and rested on a foundation of physical and sexual abuse, including torture.
               

            

            On this last, it is vital to remember that, despite the Southern images of moonlight and magnolias, of gracious living and
               mint juleps on the porch, Washington, Jefferson, and Madison all came from what the historian Annette Gordon-Reed calls “a
               society built on and sustained by violence, actual and threatened.”34 For example, one of the penalties an owner legally could impose on an enslaved person who ran away and then was captured
               was cutting off that person’s toes.35 The Virginia planter Robert Carter reported that “I have cured many a Negro of running away by this means.”36 Some punishments were explicitly designed to intensify pain, with those who were flogged sometimes then “pickled” with brine,
               to inject salt into their wounds.37 Six years before James Madison was born, his great-uncle burned a woman at the stake for attempting to poison her owner.38 Madison’s own grandfather, Ambrose Madison, was supposedly murdered in 1732 with poison by three enslaved people. One of
               them, Pompey, from a neighboring estate, was executed.39 Some of George Washington’s “famous false teeth,” notes the historian Henry Wiencek, came from enslaved humans, and had been
               pulled from their living jaws.40 At Jefferson’s Monticello, Wiencek adds, “A small boy being horsewhipped by a visitor was just part of the background of
               the bustling plantation scene.” When Jefferson was president, he received a report from his son-in-law that the output in
               the plantation’s lucrative nail-making shop had improved after “the small ones” working there, boys aged ten to twelve, had
               been whipped.41

            
            Americans, and especially Southerners, were fond of noting that both the Greeks and Romans embraced systems of slavery. But in leaning on classical justifications, they neglected the fact that their system of slavery tended to be harsher than ancient forms. A particularly malign aspect of this was the racial justification for American slavery. The Greeks and Romans held that being enslaved was a matter of misfortune. The people they owned had a variety of colors and nationalities. “Roman slavery was a nonracist and fluid system where the places from which slaves came varied considerably from one period to another,” concludes one historian.42 Roman slavery could be very cruel, but generally, states legal historian David Bederman, it was “not as harsh and exploitative
               as its modern analogues.”43 Indeed, under Roman law, slaves had the right to petition the emperor for help against abusive owners, while freed slaves
               could become citizens and their offspring could hold public office.44

            
            In the New World, slavery became more pernicious, with those enslaved defined as less than human. The U.S. Supreme Court ruled
               in 1857, in the Dred Scott decision, that black people, whether enslaved or free, were social outcasts who were not citizens
               and in fact could never become so. Chief Justice Roger Taney wrote that they were “beings of an inferior order” who “had no rights which the white
               man was bound to respect.”45 Because the founders failed to find a way to address the entire issue of race-based chattel slavery, less than a century
               later the nation they built would fracture into civil war and undergo a long and halting reconstruction that continues even
               today.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Washington Studies How to Rise in Colonial Society

         
         Because classicism was the cultural context of upper-crust colonial America, acting in a Roman manner was the clearest way
            to rise in that part of society. The best example of this is George Washington, which is surprising, because he was the least
            learned of the first four American presidents. But because he was not bookish and instead learned by observation and experience,
            he was perhaps more sensitive to the markers of status in his society.1 Classically shaped behavior was the road to respectability.
         

         
         Washington was not a learned man, and he knew it. “I am conscious of a defective education,” he once confessed to an aide-de-camp,
            David Humphreys, himself a 1771 graduate of Yale.2 He did not have a classical education, nor even a good education of any kind. He spoke only English, and was not widely read
            even in that language, mainly favoring books about farming, military affairs, and political pamphlets. He never traveled to
            Europe.
         

         
         Washington’s peers were conscious of this deficit. One evening in Philadelphia in 1791, John Adams (Harvard, 1755) debated
            with Timothy Pickering (Harvard, 1763) about whether their president was illiterate, or close to it. Pickering, who that year
            became postmaster general, contended that Washington “was So ignorant, that he had never read any Thing, not even on military
            Affairs: he could not write A Sentence of Grammar, nor Spell his Words.” And so on.
         

         
         Adams, then Washington’s vice president, objected. “I had been in Congress with Washington in 1774 and in May and part of June 1775 and had heard and read all his Letters to Congress in 1775. 1776. 1777, and had formed a very different Opinion of his litterary Talent. His Letters were well written and well Spelled.” 

         
         You are mistaken, Pickering countered: “He did not write them, he only copied them.”

         
         Well then, Adams asked, who did write them? Pickering said, “His Secretaries and Aids.” (Pickering, who had held two major
            administrative posts in the Army during the War for Independence, later would serve as secretary of state under Washington
            and then Adams himself.)3

         
         Adams’ own conclusion was that “Washington was not a Schollar is certain. That he was too illiterate, unlearned, unread, for
            his Station and reputation is equally past dispute.” But he added insightfully that “He was indeed a thoughtful Man.”4

         
         Thomas Jefferson also was long perplexed by Washington’s ability to make his way in the world without having the sort of education
            then considered essential for a public life. He recognized that there was something unusual in the man. “His mind was great
            and powerful, without being of the very first order; . . . and as far as he saw, no judgment was ever sounder. It was slow
            in operation, being little aided by invention or imagination, but sure in conclusion.”5

         
         Jefferson was many things, but he was never a soldier, so he probably did not grasp that in military life, a mind “slow in
            operation” tends to be not a fault but a strength. Indeed, it was a skill Washington had acquired rather painfully in his
            two wars. In leading combat operations, slow and steady thinking, followed with energetic execution, often is more effective
            than a series of hasty moves that tend to exhaust a force and expose it to attack. One of the more thoughtful commentators
            on Washington, Adrienne Harrison, herself a former Army officer, observes that early in his military career, Washington had
            a “propensity for rashness.” He had to learn the hard way to operate more deliberately.6

         
         As to his education, Jefferson continued, Washington was no great shakes. Jefferson was at once laudatory and condescending in sketching his predecessor’s intellectual qualities: 

         
         
            Altho’ in the circle of his friends, where he might be unreserved with safety, he took a free share in conversation, his colloquial
               talents were not above mediocrity, possessing neither copiousness of ideas, nor fluency of words. In public when called on
               for a sudden opinion, he was unready, short, and embarrassed. Yet he wrote readily, rather diffusely, in an easy & correct
               style. This he had acquired by conversation with the world for his education was merely reading, writing, and common arithmetic,
               to which he added surveying at a later day. His time was employed in action chiefly, reading little, and that only in Agriculture
               and English history.
            

         

         Yet, despite all his ambivalence, Jefferson ultimately found Washington had figured out how to become an exemplar of the classical
            standard. “Perhaps the strongest feature in his character was prudence, never acting until every circumstance, every consideration
            was maturely weighed; refraining if he saw a doubt, but, when once decided, going through with his purpose whatever obstacles
            opposed. His integrity was most pure, his justice the most inflexible I have ever known.”7 Prudent, considerate, careful, determined, honest, and inflexible: Jefferson did not quite say so, but he was describing Washington as the American Cato, the eighteenth century’s embodiment
            of virtue, the very ideal of what a public man should be. Even people who might not know anything about Cato would recognize
            these as the traits expected of great public men.
         

         
         Indeed, Washington came closer to the Roman example than his peers precisely because he was a man of deeds, not of words.
            Adams, Jefferson, and Madison were articulate men of ideas—they wrote essays and letters, gave speeches, made arguments. Reading
            the comments of his two successors as president, one can only have a bit of sympathy for Washington. They were world-class
            talkers. He emphatically was not.
         

         
         At times he must have felt his patience tried by them and by Hamilton and his wordy peers. A proud, ambitious, and thin-skinned man, Washington also must have sensed their occasional condescensions. To be fair, these voluble civilians appear quite respectful in their treatment of Washington when compared to some of the generals around him during the war, such as Thomas Conway, Charles Lee, and Horatio Gates, who schemed to replace him as senior commander, and Benedict Arnold, who proved a traitor to Washington and to the American cause. 

         
         
            The Real George Washington

            Almost every biographer of Washington sets out determined to show us the real man, to bring that stiff image to life. In the
               nineteenth century, Paul Leicester Ford wrote at the outset of The True George Washington that “if the present work succeeds in humanizing Washington, and making him a man rather than a historical figure, its purpose
               will have been fulfilled.”8 In the twentieth, another biographer subtitled his work “George Washington as a Human Being,” which begs the question of
               what sort of creature other authors had studied.9 James Thomas Flexner, returning from a four-volume expedition into Washington’s life, reported that he discovered “a fallible
               human being made of flesh and blood and spirit—not a statue of marble and wood.”10 In our own century, Ron Chernow, in a fine study of Washington, states that “the goal of the present biography is to create
               a fresh portrait of Washington that will make him real, credible, and charismatic in the same way that he was perceived by
               his contemporaries.”11

            
            But his chroniclers, in pursuing this humanizing mission, in fact seek to undo Washington’s work of a lifetime, which was to discipline his turbulent emotions, build an image of lofty distance, and most of all, establish a reputation for valiant leadership, unselfish virtue, and unyielding honor—that is, someone with the makings of a great man. Washington would spend decades in erecting and polishing that statue of himself. Nathaniel Hawthorne was not just being humorous when he mused that Washington was “born with his clothes on, and his hair powdered, and made a stately bow on his first appearance in the world.”12 Rather, the novelist was putting his finger on the essence of the man.
            

            
            One anecdote from the Constitutional Convention gives a sense of the effort Washington put into developing and preserving
               this potent public persona. Alexander Hamilton remarked to Gouverneur Morris (Columbia, 1768) on the general’s social reserve,
               noting that even with close friends, he “allowed no one to be familiar with him.” Morris disputed that. Hamilton challenged
               Morris, the next time he saw Washington, to slap him on the back in hearty greeting. Try that, Hamilton said, and I will reward
               you with a good, wine-filled dinner for a dozen friends. So it was that Morris, the next time he encountered Washington, shook
               the man’s hand while grasping his shoulder. According to an account attributed to Hamilton, Washington “withdrew his hand,
               stepped suddenly back, fixed his eye on Morris for several minutes with an angry frown, until the latter retreated abashed,
               and sought refuge in the crowd. The company looked on in silence.” Morris stated ruefully at the subsequent meal paid for
               by Hamilton that “nothing could induce me to repeat it.”13

            
         
         
            Washington’s Pursuit of Virtue

            Washington did not receive a formal education because his father died when he was just eleven years old and then, when he
               was twenty, he lost his surrogate father, his older half brother Lawrence. In his lack of schooling, he grew up like most
               Americans of his time. In the America of 1775, there were only nine colleges, and out of a population of 2.5 million, there
               were just three thousand college graduates.14

            
            In colonial America, the typical young white boy got at best a year or two of schooling from four to six hours a day, which was enough to learn to read a bit and to add and subtract. After that brush with learning he was set to farming with his family or to an apprenticeship. Most instruction consisted of oral repetition, mainly because paper was expensive.15 Girls, blacks, and First Peoples* generally received even less education. There was a major regional difference here. In New England, the Puritans were trying
               to make a new society, their “city upon a hill,” and so established publicly supported “town schools,” in part to enable people
               to read the Bible. But Virginians, and to a lesser extent other Southerners, were trying as much as possible to replicate
               existing English society, and so were less interested in educating the vast majority of children.16

            
            Washington never attended college, nor did he pick up Latin or French on his own, as the autodidact Benjamin Franklin did.
               As a youth, Washington read Caesar’s Commentaries in translation, which indicates some curiosity about military affairs, but there is no record that he followed up on this
               by reading other Roman histories.17 This interest in Caesar was a bit unusual, because in the republican atmosphere of the eighteenth century, the Roman dictator
               was “conspicuous by his absence from most secondary curricula.”18 Yet Washington remained an admirer. When he was sprucing up his house after marrying Martha Custis, among the decorations
               he ordered from London was a small bust of Caesar.19 However, his English buying agent was unable to find a Caesar of the size he wanted, and offered instead a list of the busts
               readily available: “Homer, Virgil, Horace, Cicero, Plato, Aristotle, Seneca, Galens, Vestall Virgin Faustina Chaucer, Spencer,
               Johnson, Shakespear, Beaumont Fletcher, Milton, Prior, Pope, Congreve, Swift, Addison, Dryden, Locke, Newton.”20 Washington apparently let the idea drop.
            

            
            It is no surprise that Cato was his favorite play. The drama is as stiff as Washington strove to be, almost unreadable to us today. But, writes one specialist in the history of American theater, eighteenth-century audiences expected lengthy declamations and were not put off by predictable plots. They came primed to enjoy the play’s “crisp and quotable epigrams and the beautiful expression of worthy sentiments.” We do not know how old Washington was when he first saw the play, which was performed in Charleston, South Carolina, in 1735; a year later at the College of William & Mary; and in 1749 in Philadelphia.21

            
            During the eighteenth century, Cato was the very embodiment of virtue.22 “Think Cato sees thee,” was one of Franklin’s sayings in his “almanacks.”23 It was natural that the Roman would become Washington’s ideal. He would know about the orator from the play, and also perhaps
               from listening to conversations about the portrayal of the man in Plutarch’s Lives, which was enormously popular with eighteenth-century American elites.24 This is how Plutarch describes Cato:
            

            
            
               It is said of Cato that even from his infancy, in his speech, his countenance, and all his childish pastimes, he discovered
                  an inflexible temper, unmoved by any passion, and firm in everything. He was resolute in his purposes, much beyond the strength
                  of his age, to go through with whatever he undertook. . . . It was difficult to excite him to laughter,—his countenance seldom
                  relaxed even into a smile.25

            

            Born to an aristocratic Roman family in 95 bc, Cato was considered remarkable even in his youth for his strict rejection of corruption and luxury. He possessed wealth,
               yet lived and dressed simply. Aside from that, he had a typical life for a successful Roman notable, first achieving military
               recognition by commanding a legion in Macedon, where he lived as his soldiers did, eschewing special food and lodging. He
               then began climbing the rungs of the Republican government. Plutarch states that “he undertook the service of the state as
               the proper business of an honest man.”26 But in politics as in war, he stood out for his self-denying, hardworking approach. By learning accounting and studying the
               records of the treasury, he was able to detect and stop kickbacks, embezzlement, and a variety of other shady financial dealings
               by the office’s senior functionaries.
            

            
            Cato’s first great political confrontation came in 63 bc, when Cicero, who had been elected consul the previous year, exposed the conspiracy of Catiline, a populist patrician who
               had stood for consul three times, only to be rejected each time. After the third such rebuff, Catiline and his followers apparently
               planned a violent takeover of the city. Cicero responded by calling for their execution. He was opposed in this by Julius
               Caesar, who was just beginning his own rise to political prominence. “Caesar at this time had not done much in the Roman world
               except fall greatly into debt,” Anthony Trollope, a historian as well as a novelist, notes tartly.27 Caesar argued that the conspirators instead should simply be exiled. Cato denounced Caesar as pleading for false mercy that
               endangered the state. For the next two decades, the men would be relentless enemies as Cato struggled to preserve the Republic
               against Caesar’s dictatorial ambitions. A few years later, Caesar proposed a law that would reward his veterans with government-owned
               land but in doing so would diminish the state’s tax base. Cato spoke vigorously against this, provoking Caesar to have him
               dragged away. Cato continued to speak the entire time.
            

            
            In January of 49 bc, Caesar led his troops into Italy, effectively declaring war on the Senate and provoking a civil war. Cato fled across the
               Adriatic to join Pompey, Caesar’s former ally but now his enemy. When Caesar defeated Pompey, Cato led a remnant force across
               the Mediterranean to Africa. In April of 46 bc, facing capture, Cato committed suicide in Utica, a Roman town in what is now Tunisia, preferring death to submitting to
               Caesar. Julius Caesar himself was of course assassinated just two years later.
            

            
            To become an American Cato, Washington would need to become a man of recognized great virtue. Despite his lack of education,
               he understood that for someone of his time and place, attainment of public virtue was the highest goal one could have in life.28 He also may have sensed that eighteenth-century “virtue” was essentially male—the root of the word is vir, the Latin word for man.29 To be virtuous was to be a public man with a reputation for selflessness. Washington likely never read the definition by Montesquieu, the eighteenth-century French political philosopher, of “virtue” as “the love of the laws and of our country,” but many of his peers did.30

            
            Young George Washington wove together these cultural strands when he wrote a letter in 1756, at the age of twenty-four, stating
               that in his life he would pursue “Honor and Reputation.”31 In other words, he would judge his own actions by how they might affect those two things, and he would measure his peers
               the same way. Eventually he would come to personify them for his fellow Americans.
            

            
            Today, that approach to life may seem profoundly conservative. But in the eighteenth century, it carried a whiff of egalitarianism.
               Aristocrats had little need to show public virtue—they held power and position by birth, and their rank would be unaffected
               by public esteem. Washington, the fatherless adolescent and third son for the purposes of inheritance, enjoyed no such advantage.
               “Justifying by virtue is a way of escaping hereditary control,” observes Gordon Wood.32 Young George Washington had something to prove, and he saw how to do it.
            

            
         
         
            Washington’s American Education

            John Adams had it right. Washington was not a philosopher, but he was a sturdy practical thinker. By that, Adams seems to
               have meant that Washington was capable of observing and learning. He read all his life, but mainly about surveying and agriculture.
               His library consisted of books on those subjects, plus some history, law, and religion. There was little philosophy, and even
               less fiction or poetry.33

            
            So how did Washington acquire the ability to think critically, as he would do during the American Revolution?

            
            Any answer is necessarily speculative. It appears that his consciousness of the gaps in his education made him a studious observer. On top of that, his early military defeats provided compelling incentives to make him want to learn from his experiences. More than almost all his peers, he became able to study a situation, evaluate its facts, decide which ones were meaningful, develop a course of action in response to work toward a desired outcome, and verbalize the orders that needed to be issued. 

            
            Those are the basic steps in critical thinking, but the military commander’s task is especially difficult because he or she
               must take one additional step, often the hardest one of all: ensuring that one’s orders are implemented. It is one thing to
               know what to do, but quite another to get other people to do it. New presidents often make the mistake, for example, of paying
               too much attention to formulating policy and not enough to implementing it. Washington knew he needed help putting his thoughts
               into words. He would never become a strong writer, but he learned to compensate by finding helpers who possessed potent verbal
               skills, most notably Alexander Hamilton, who attended King’s College (later Columbia) in New York City.
            

            
            But all that was to come. The first question Washington faced as a youth was what to do with his life. He was of uncertain
               promise in the eyes of others. He hunted, danced, played cards and billiards, and tried to see how he might make his way in
               society. He did not appear to make much of an impression on anyone. Indeed, he appears almost interchangeable with the amiable
               but thick-tongued bachelors who people the background in Jane Austen’s novels.
            

            
            But Washington seemed to know he was destined for bigger things. He threw himself into life, quickly learning a trade as a
               surveyor and making a living at it while still a teenager. By November 1750, at the age of eighteen, he felt confident enough
               in his judgment and finances to make his first land purchase, a parcel of fine pastureland just west of the northern Shenandoah
               River. Within two years he owned a total of 2,315 acres in that verdant valley, which even now, some 270 years later, remains
               one of the most beautiful parts of the country.34 Even more significant, he was learning how to read the land, especially on the frontier, a skill that would serve him all
               his life, but most notably as a military commander.
            

            
            His first appearance in public life came in the fall of 1753, when the royal governor of Virginia, Robert Dinwiddie, selected the twenty-one-year-old Washington for a difficult and perhaps dangerous mission: Carry a provocative diplomatic message from Virginia through the deep woods of the First Peoples country to the French officers moving into the headwaters of the Ohio Valley, around today’s Pittsburgh, and tell them to withdraw. Then come back, again through the snow-covered wilds, with the French response, and deliver it to the governor in Williamsburg. 

            
         
         
            A Frontier Tutor

            For Adams, we will look at his time at Harvard and then as a schoolteacher as formative. For Madison, that would be his Princeton
               years. And for Jefferson, the crucial years probably were his time spent learning the law and then his sojourn in Paris. But
               the parallel for Washington was far from American colleges or French salons. Like many colonial Americans, he was educated
               in the frontier of his time, a much harder course of study. His prep school was surveying the Shenandoah Valley. His finishing
               school would be the backwoods of western Pennsylvania. And his graduate education, a few years later, would be witnessing
               the British military disaster in the same area, under the arrogant General Edward Braddock.
            

            
            His tutor in the deep woods was Christopher Gist, a tough pioneer in his late forties who a few years earlier had paddled
               well down the Ohio River. This is how Washington’s most thorough biographer, Douglas Southall Freeman, describes Gist:
            

            
            
               No frontiersman understood the Indians better or had greater patience in dealing with them. Gist was a good shot, a fine hunter who seldom went hungry if there was any game in the woods, and he had a quick eye for good land. Few could excel him in making himself comfortable in the wilderness, as, for example, when he drove a panther from its lair under an overhanging rock and slept cheerfully there on a January night in 1752. . . . More than any other man, Gist was to be George’s teacher in the art of the frontiersman.35

            

            Washington received his formal orders on October 31, 1753. The trip northwestward in the mild November weather went well.
               By mid-December he reached the French fort at Venango, in today’s far northwestern Pennsylvania. They received him cordially.
               The wine flowed copiously over dinner and his French hosts began to speak freely, he reported. The French at Venango may have
               been in their cups, but there was veritas in their vino:
            

            
            
               The Wine, as they dos’d themselves pretty plentifully with it, soon banish’d the restraint which at first appear’d in their
                  Conversation, & gave license to their Tongues to reveal their Sentiments more freely. They told me it was their absolute Design
                  to take Possession of the Ohio, & by G——they wou’d do it, for tho’ they were sensible, that the English cou’d raise two Men
                  for their one; yet they knew their Motions were too slow & dilatory to prevent any Undertaking of theirs.36

            

            There is a lot going on in that intelligence report. It includes what the enemy intended to do and why they thought they could
               achieve it, as well as their view that the British were dawdlers and their assessment of the relative strength of each side.
            

            
            Washington’s next stop was at Fort Le Boeuf, a new outpost just sixteen miles south of the shore of Lake Erie. It was a strategic location, one of the most important forts on the continent, anchoring the French line of communication in North America, which ran in a great arc from the St. Lawrence River through the Great Lakes to the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers, and so to the Gulf of Mexico. While Washington talked there to the regional French commander, Captain Jacques Legardeur de Saint-Pierre, his companions outside scouted the French encampment, noted their heavy weapons—some nine cannons—and counted some 220 canoes already built and ready, and others being prepared. This last was a clear sign that the French were preparing to launch a riverine armada to enforce their claim to the upper Ohio Valley—that is, today’s western Pennsylvania and a bit of western Maryland. Legardeur gave him a letter of response to pass to the governor of Virginia. 

            
            Washington perceived that it was essential to get word back to Williamsburg as quickly as possible that the French were preparing
               for war, which, given their strong relationships with First Peoples tribes, would wreak havoc on the western line of British
               settlements along the eastern slope of the Appalachians. He set out with haste, but December brought two weeks of rain and
               snow and then a severe cold snap. Washington’s homeward-bound party sometimes had to carry their canoes when the creeks were
               frozen over. Next, their mounts began to falter. “The Horses grew less able to travel every Day. The Cold increas’d very fast,
               & the Roads were geting much worse by a deep Snow continually Freezing,” he wrote.37

            
            As the horses began to fail, Washington decided that he should proceed through the snowy woods on foot. Few physical activities
               are as taxing as breaking a trail through deep, crusted snow, which is probably what he and Gist faced. Each step requires
               an effort, and the footing is constantly uncertain, as one’s boots break through the crusty top and sink onto unseen rocks
               and snag on branches under the snow. In normal walking, as one foot is planted, the other swings forward. But in deep snow,
               a planted boot cannot swing forward in turn through the snow, but instead must be lifted up from the hole it has just made
               and then moved forward over the snow and placed down again, requiring twice the effort for half the progress, with each step.
               And so on, endlessly.
            

            
            Gist, who was far more experienced in the wilderness, objected to Washington’s plan for the two of them to move on foot, but Washington insisted—and despite his youth, he was the commander of their tiny expedition. His enormous force of will, perhaps his most significant quality as an adult, was beginning to emerge. As Plutarch wrote of Cato, “He was resolute in his purposes, much beyond the strength of his age, to go through with whatever he undertook.” 

            
            As they hiked through the snow they met a First Peoples tribesman who claimed to know of a shortcut he could show them. But
               as the tribesman led them suspiciously to the northeast, Gist grew wary. A few miles later, the man, leading the way, turned
               and fired on them with his musket. While he was reloading, they grabbed and bound him. Gist wanted to kill him. Washington
               disagreed and set him loose, perhaps not wanting to stir up the man’s comrades. They made a campfire, warmed themselves, and
               then after sunset moved off, walking all night.
            

            
            When they finally reached the Allegheny River, they found it not completely frozen over. They used their sole hatchet to cut
               wood to build a raft—slow, draining work. At sundown they set off. In the middle of the stream, an ice jam built up against
               the upriver side of the raft, tumbling Washington into the freezing water. They spent a miserable night on an island in midstream,
               Washington partly encased in ice and Gist suffering frostbite. “The Cold was so extream severe, that Mr. Gist got all his
               Fingers, & some of his Toes Froze,” Washington noted in his report to the governor.38

            
            The arctic conditions did them one favor: In the morning, the remainder of the river was frozen from their island to the far
               shore. They walked across that ice and then the remaining ten miles to the welcome food and fire of a trading post. Washington
               purchased a horse and rode hard to Williamsburg, where on January 16, 1754, he presented the French response. “Precisely one
               month had passed from the day George had left Fort Le Boeuf—season considered, a splendid achievement,” in the judgment of
               his biographer Freeman.
            

            
            The letter to the governor from the French, signed by Captain Legardeur, was both polite and clear. The key sentence came
               in the fourth paragraph: “As for the summons you send me to retire, I do not think myself obliged to obey it.”39

            
            Washington learned a lot from this journey, but not all of it was correct. From this first encounter, he took away a mistaken impression of the French. “The shabby and ragged appearance the French common Soldiers make affords great matter for ridicule amongst the Indians and I really believe is the chief motive why they hate and despise them as they do,” he informed the governor.40 In fact, the French tended to be superior fighters, seasoned in the ways of North American warfare. And contrary to what
               Washington believed, the First Peoples were inclined to support the French more than the British, because they had observed
               that the French were interested solely in trade, but that when the British built a fort, English settlers followed and cleared
               woods for farming, and then the land grew crowded and game became scarcer.41

            
         
         
            Fort Necessity and British Disrespect

            The British counter-response would be in the form of a military expedition. Less than two weeks after making his report, Washington,
               still just aged twenty-one, applied to be the lieutenant colonel of the Virginia Regiment—that is, the unit’s deputy commander.
               Despite his youth, he was a natural choice, having demonstrated his stamina and dedication in his recent journey, during which
               he had become familiar with the lands in dispute.
            

            
            But almost from the beginning, he would be torn between the honor of being chosen and the insult of Virginia troops being
               treated (and paid) worse than militiamen sent from other colonies. Aggravating the situation, the captain who commanded one
               of those state militia detachments held a British commission and so would decline to come under Washington’s command, on the
               grounds that a British officer could not take orders from a colonial officer, even if the colonial held a higher rank.
            

            
            Soon another promotion came Washington’s way, when the chosen commander fell from his horse and died two days later, leaving Washington in charge at the front. He was now twenty-two, and he had his hands full. At almost the same time, the disgruntlement of his subordinate officers over their unequal treatment by the British government began to boil over. They were particularly upset that they were ordered to build a road into the Ohio country that other soldiers would use later, as reinforcements arrived from other colonies, but that they were being paid less than those men. They handed him a written protest. He essentially agreed with their views, yet as the commander in the field could hardly join their cause. 

            
            He came close. “I am heartily concerned, that the officers have such real cause to complain,” he wrote to Governor Dinwiddie.
               “I really do not see why the lives of his Majesty’s subjects in Virginia should be of less value, than of those in other parts
               of his American dominions; especially when it is well known, that we must undergo double their hardship. I could enumerate
               a thousand difficulties that we have met with, and must expect to meet with, more than other officers who have almost double
               our pay.”
            

            
            Even more galling was the disrespect inherent in this unequal treatment. If it were not for the imminent danger presented
               by the French, Washington warned, the officers might well quit. “Nothing prevents their throwing down their commissions . . .
               but the approaching danger, which has too far engaged their honor to recede till other officers are sent in their room, or
               an alteration made regarding their pay,” he told the governor.42

            
            That danger was genuine, and moving closer. Early on
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            Washington Mulls His Situation

            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
         
         
            Born in Defeat

            
            
            
               	Know yourself, and know those you are fighting. This is a more complex proposition than it may seem, as it requires introspection,
                  strategic thinking, and reliable intelligence.
               

               	Study the terrain and make it your friend.

               	As circumstances change, be ready to change views and abandon assumptions. Listen to dissenters and know how to weigh alternatives.
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