
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			George Washington

			Key information

			
					Birth: 22 February 1732 in Pope’s Creek (Virginia)

					Death: 14 December 1799 in Mount Vernon (Virginia)

					Political party: Leaned towards Hamiltonian federalism

					Election dates:	4 February 1789, first term

	13 February 1793, second term




					Office term: 7 years

					Main contributions:	The US Constitution

	The implementation of federal power and the presidential function

	Diplomatic protectionism




			

			Introduction

			George Washington, the first president of the United States, is a crucial figure. His name is known by all thanks to the federal capital which bears his name. His face is familiar from the US dollar bills and his statue on Mount Rushmore (South Dakota). 
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			One US dollar bill, 2003.

			Recognized as one of the Founding Fathers of the United States of America, he participated in the birth of a nation. From the Seven Years’ War against the French (1756-1763) and the War of Independence against the British (1775-1783), to the definition of American protectionism, the drafting of the Constitution for the creation of federal government bodies, he was at the heart of the values and identity of the country, which still benefits from his legacy today. Deeply engaged in his time, he was faced with the emergence of major issues in the history of the United States, both internal, such as relations with the Native Americans and the issue of slavery, and external, such as diplomatic policy with Europe.

		


		
			Biography
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			George Washington by Gilbert Stuart, 1797. 

			Youth

			George Washington was born on 22 February 1732 in Pope’s Creek in Westmoreland Country in the state of Virginia. His father, Augustine Washington c. 1694-1743), a planter, had three children from a previous marriage. After being widowed in 1729, he remarried two years later to Mary Ball (1708-1789), with whom he had George Washington, their eldest son. On the death of his father, he only inherited a small amount of land, most of it having been left to his half-brothers. It was one of these siblings, Lawrence Washington (1718-1752), who supported the education of young George at the age of 11. An average student, he stopped his schooling at 15 and became a surveyor engineer. With his income, he bought land located mainly in Western Virginia. In 1752, he inherited property in Mount Vernon from his half-brother Lawrence, becoming a wealthy landowner. He also replaced Lawrence as a commander of the militia of Virginia.

			While Franco-British relations in the US were deteriorating, the governor of Virginia, Robert Dinwiddie (1693-1770), sent the new lieutenant-colonel to the Ohio Valley, where the French had erected a military building, Fort Duquesne. Responsible for building a British fort (Fort Necessity) to face that of the French and clearing the area that is present-day Pittsburgh, he took part in a brief confrontation in which his men killed the French commander Joseph Coulon de Jumonville (1718-1754) in strange circumstances. This was the first serious incident in a war that would see the British and the French fight against each other for seven years in the Americas. During the conflict, George Washington served as an officer and stood out particularly when taking Fort Duquesne in 1758. He was then appointed colonel.
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			The English take possession of Fort Duquesne, 25 November 1758.

			In 1759, once the Ohio Valley was taken back from the British and the Franco-British war had ended, he retired to his estate in Mount Vernon, where he married a rich widow, Martha Dandridge Custis (1731-1802), thus increasing his land capital. He was now the owner of hundreds of hectares of tobacco plantations and fisheries on the Potomac River, operated by more than one hundred slaves.

			Political career

			A Virginian aristocrat, he was a member of the House of Burgesses in Virginia between 1759 and 1774. Undergoing rules, taxes and trade monopolies imposed by the British, he quickly became one of the leaders in the fight against British colonial policy. In 1774 and 1775, he was elected the representative of Virginia in the first and second Continental Congress, where he participated in the drafting and adoption of the Declaration of Independence on 4 July 1776. Appointed Commander in Chief of the Continental Army in June 1775, he reorganized the undisciplined troops and engaged in the war against the British, who were forced to evacuate Boston on 17 March 1776. Despite a defeat in New York in September 1776 and a difficult winter in Pennsylvania, he managed to keep up the morale of his troops by winning important victories: those of Trenton and Princeton in January 1777 and that of Philadelphia, abandoned by the British in 1778. On 19 October 1781, supported by the French troops commanded by Jean-Baptiste Donatien de Rochambeau (1725-1807), he finally forced the British General Charles Cornwallis (1738-1805) to surrender at Yorktown.

			Once peace was restored, George Washington was quick to return once again to his estate in Mount Vernon. However, the dysfunctions of the young confederation led him to return to the political scene. He accepted the presidency of the Philadelphia Constitutional Convention in 1787, which wrote, under his guidance, the new Constitution of the 13 federal states. He was elected first president of the United States after the formation of the new government. During his two terms, he worked to build the legislative and administrative tools of the young American nation, launched an economic policy which was heavily influenced by Hamiltonian federalism and laid the foundations for a new diplomacy, marked by his wish for neutrality towards his former French and British opponents.

			In 1796, disappointed and tired of the increasingly significant political disagreements that appeared within his own government, he retired to Mount Vernon again. He enjoyed only three years of retirement before dying of a throat infection on 14 December 1799, at the age of 67.

		


		
			Political, social and economic context

			The British colonies and their inhabitants

			1620 saw the arrival of Anglo-Saxon migrants in North America, who came looking for land to exploit and a place of freedom and equality. This phenomenon was so significant that, in the 18th century, the East Coast territories became colonies under the rule of King George III of England (1738-1820), and included almost two million inhabitants in the mid-1760s.

			The economy of the northern colonies – which included Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Delaware and Maryland – were characterized by the wood business, medium-sized polyculture farms and proto-industrialization based on shipbuilding, distillation and spinning. The population, mainly composed of wealthy merchants and marked by a strong Protestant Puritanism, gathered in large cities such as Philadelphia, New York, Boston and Baltimore.

			The southern colonies – which included Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina and Georgia – were, in turn, specialized in the operation of tobacco, rice, indigo and cotton, all in immense quantities. The cities and ports were less developed than in the north. Virginia, the home of the future President George Washington, was the most populous colony, where, like in Georgia and Carolina, an aristocracy of wealthy planters could be found. Pillars of the agricultural economy, especially in the south where people grew cotton and tobacco, slaves represented nearly 30% of the population in the 1760s. Their condition divided society from the late 17th century, driven notably by the Quakers (Protestant religious community) of Pennsylvania, who were in favor of the abolition of slavery. A society for the emancipation of Free Blacks was also created in the 1770s in Philadelphia. Through the establishment of primary schools for black Americans, it promoted the education and emancipation of slaves. Through such initiatives, the northern states gradually abolished slavery: Vermont in 1777, Pennsylvania in 1780, Virginia in 1782 and Massachusetts in 1783. At the end of the 18th century, slavery was banned throughout the north of the Federation, but the 1788 Constitution did not take it into account and did not include this in its text.

			Along the western border of the British colonies were Native American territories. From the beginning, the first colonization wave of migrants clashed with the inhabitants already living there. First taken as models for the exploitation of America’s resources, the Native Americans soon became a permanent threat because of their opposition to the colonization of their lands. There were numerous clashes between them and the settlers, which ended either with the confiscation of their land by force or through treaties. Thus the agreement of Fort Stanwix (1768) confirmed the cessation of the Iroquois territory in Ohio to the British in exchange for the land in the colony of New York. To achieve their aims, the British did not hesitate to use unorthodox stratagems. For example, during the Battle of Point Pleasant in 1774 (West Virginia town), they distributed blankets infected with smallpox, contaminating thousands of Native Americans. In 1779, George Washington, then commander of the Continental Army during the Revolutionary War, ordered the conquest of the Iroquois territory, a tribe that was allied with the British at the time. In 1784, with the second Treaty of Fort Stanwix, the Shawnee (Native American people) ceded their lands to the east and south of Ohio. In July 1787, the Northwest Ordinance opened for settlement territories within the region, while prohibiting the abusive appropriation of the land without the permission of their Native American owners. However, this clause was frequently disobeyed, sparking the revolt of the dispossessed nations who did not hesitate to fight back, as was the case with the Miamis tribe of the leader Little Turtle (c. 1752-1812), who inflicted heavy losses on the Americans, first in 1790, then in 1791 at the Battle of the Wabash. In 1794, it was the federal armies who were victorious at Fallen Timbers, allowing for the installation of settlers on the territories of the Northwest Ordinance, such as those from Appalachia, Mississippi and Tennessee. These Indian Wars punctuated the 18th and 19th centuries.
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			Chief Little Turtle.

			
				
					Good to know

					The Northwest Ordinance, passed by the US Congress on 13 July 1787, recognized the Native American tribes as foreign nations, with whom it was necessary to establish a treaty before conquering their territory. It also established the rules for the creation of a new state and its entry in the Union. Thus, the territories must have 60 000 inhabitants to access the statehood, a requirement that actually promoted territorial conquest and the implantation of settlers in the new land to achieve this privileged status. The Northwest Ordinance also raised dissension about slavery, which it prohibited, increasing the differences between the northern and southern states.

				

			

			French and Indian War

			Far from the American continent, the major European powers entered into a conflict in 1756 that would have a global impact, called the Seven Years’ War, fought between the Archduchy of Austria and the Kingdom of Prussia, and also the British against the French. The war had its roots in the previous war, called the “Austrian Succession” (1740-1748), during which the Prussians took over the Austrian Silesia. In January 1756, King George II of England (1683-1760) signed a neutrality agreement with the Kingdom of Prussia, while the France of Louis XV (1710-1774) and the Austria of Maria Theresa (1717-1780) joined forces. The war raged in Europe, but also in the colonies. Indeed, the French held vast territories on the American continent, such as New France (i.e. the basins of Mississippi and Missouri, as well as the Great Lakes, Canada, Acadia and part of Louisiana) that formed the arc of a circle that went from the far north to the Gulf of Mexico, enclosing the British colonies. Such a territory was bound to create rivalries between the French and the British, who competed for a long time to obtain dominance over these regions and the access and exploitation of their resources. In the early 1750s, tensions were rising in the Ohio Valley. Thus, in 1754, the troops of George Washington, commissioned by the Governor of Virginia, patrolled the area of Fort Duquesne with the intention of building a fort to face their opponents. But the French commander was killed in a clash, in unclear circumstances. This event triggered a war known as the French and Indian War by the British (also called the “War of Conquest”) because of the support given by some Native American (known at the time as Indian) tribes to the French. The battles took place across the entire US territory. In July 1754, the French won the first victory in Pennsylvania, at the Battle of Fort Necessity. In 1758, the British troops, aided by those of George Washington, took Fort Duquesne, ending French rule in the lands of Ohio.

			In the province of New York, the French troops led by General Louis Joseph de Montcalm (1712-1759) won the successive victories of Fort Henry and Fort Carillon in 1757 and 1758.
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			The Victory of Montcalm's Troops at Carillon, by Henry Alexander Ogden, beginning of 20th century.

			In New France, Charles Lawrence (1709-1760), Governor of Nova Scotia, organized the deportation of the French population of Acadia in June 1755, as they refused to pledge the allegiance and he feared they would take up arms against him. In June 1759, the city of Quebec suffered the siege and bombardment of the naval forces of the British General James Wolfe (1727-1759). After two months of uncertainty, on 13 September the Franco-British troops clashed on the Plains of Abraham, where the generals of the two armies, Briton James Wolfe and the French Louis-Joseph de Montcalm were killed. Quebec surrendered on 16 September 1759. On 8 September 1760, Montreal signed its surrender, and with it came the end of New France, which was now British property.
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			Death of General Wolfe, by Benjamin West, 1770.

			On 10 January 1763, the Treaty of Paris put an end to the Seven Years’ War, as well as most of the French colonies in North America, which were ceded to the British.

			The Declaration and War of Independence

			After the victory against the French, the English King George III reasserted his power in the British colonies. He reinforced the exclusive trade policy that bound them with the metropolis, hardened the repression of fraud against the heavy taxes imposed by the Crown (on tea, sugar, the press, etc.) and limited the influence of the Assemblies, by making the governors depend on the Crown for remuneration. Soon, the Americans refused this colonialist pressure imposed by a parliament in which they had no representatives, despite their claims. They then took action to boycott British goods, in 1767 and 1768, which was severely punished by the Townshend Acts that imposed hefty customs charges from the colonies to obtain the money needed to finance the colonial administration. These measures led to sometimes violent uprisings, like the Boston Massacre (5 March 1770), during which British soldiers fired on the crowd, or the Boston Tea Party of 16 December 1773, which saw the destruction of the tea shipments in retaliation against the monopoly held by the East India Company on the sale of tea in America. Great Britain immediately reacted through what would later be called the Intolerable Acts, punitive laws that ruined the commerce of Boston by ordering the closure of the port and put an end to the freedoms
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