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Dedication

For all who seek common ground

in the unifying principles in this book that have made

our country great from the beginning.
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A Note About the Text

In many instances, the spelling, punctuation, and grammar in correspondence and documents have been modernized to reflect current practices. These minor edits are designed to make the text more accessible, while reflecting the original intent.




Introduction

Our Common Ground

In the Assembly Room at Independence Hall in Philadelphia, the ghosts of the Framers spring to life from 1787. Their presence is in the woodwork. While I was writing this book, immersing myself in the life of George Washington and the work of the Constitutional Convention, I visited the scene, feeling like a time traveler from the future. I couldn’t resist wondering what I and my fellows from the twenty-first century would have had to say, had we been there to join the constitutional debate. I wondered what we could have told them as they grappled with the fundamental constitutional issues. How might we have improved upon what they created?

The Constitution and the levers of government were ever present for me during the year 2022, reminding me of our purpose and rituals as a nation. I thought again of the Framers on June 13, as I stood on the floor of the US Senate, preparing for an important debate. One hundred desks were arrayed in tiers before me. The gallery above was filled with spectators. The chamber, with its vibrant color scheme of red and blue, was lit up.

Yet the setting, so familiar to television viewers, was off limits to journalists. In truth, I wasn’t on the actual Senate floor that day. I was standing in an exact replica of the Senate chamber at the Edward M. Kennedy Institute in Boston. I was there to host a debate between two senators, both of whom assured me that the replica was so exact that it felt like home. The senators, political and ideological rivals Bernie Sanders and Lindsey Graham, had agreed to debate the economy at the invitation of the Senate Project, a coalition of the Bipartisan Policy Center, the Orrin G. Hatch Foundation, and the Edward M. Kennedy Institute for the United States Senate.

I was miked up and ready to go. The intro music could be heard over the speakers, and animated graphics for the special presentation filled the TV screens on either side of the chamber. The red light on the camera facing me flicked on, and the floor director quickly pointed to me to start. “Good afternoon from the Edward M. Kennedy Institute in Boston,” I began. “We are joined today by a live audience inside the institute’s full-size replica of the United States Senate, some four hundred fifty miles north of the nation’s capital, for a special debate. I’m Bret Baier.”

It was to be the first in a series of Oxford-style debates designed to see if agreement could be found among even the most entrenched partisans—to try to rekindle the Senate’s tradition of collegial debate. The goal was to foster a discussion based on principles, not politics, much like the example of bipartisan bridge-building set by Massachusetts Democratic senator Ted Kennedy and Utah Republican senator Orrin Hatch. Their relationship was the model. In the 1990s and early 2000s, the staunchly conservative Mormon Orrin Hatch and the freewheeling liberal Edward (Ted) Kennedy—sometimes referred to as “the odd couple” and “strange bedfellows”—rose above their extensive differences when they found issues they could agree on. Together they ushered in the Americans with Disabilities Act, the Children’s Health Insurance Program, and other important legislation. And though they could face off in fiery debate on the Senate floor, their close friendship endured.

The timing of the Sanders–Graham debate was meaningful for me. I was in the process of completing this book, and my mind was filled with stories of the debates at the Constitutional Convention, with Washington seated in the president’s chair. Washington’s purpose, the new country having won the Revolutionary War, was to create a road map for the peace. Throughout our history, Americans have looked to Washington to guide us toward meaningful civic dialogue.

The Sanders–Graham debate also had significance for the current times. The country was driven by a deep sense of division, as if a physical chasm had opened between political sides. Every idea, every word seemed to be loaded. Polls showed that a majority of Americans believed that our democracy was in jeopardy. Depending on their politics, people differed about the reasons for this, but the anxiety was clear. As a journalist traveling across twenty-first-century America covering these divisions, I heard the question everywhere: Is our system of government failing? At the same time, I could see that people were hungry for bipartisanship so that our government could get things done, and my decision to moderate the bipartisan debate was a response to the hope that this could happen.

I continued: “For the next hour, we’ll try to find common ground through the constructive disagreement and search for bipartisan compromise that have been the hallmark of the US Senate for more than two centuries.”

I was a journalist, but I was also an author, finishing this book about George Washington and the internal conflicts of an emerging nation. I felt as if I was straddling two eras, in which the upheavals and rhetoric sounded different in presentation but were very similar in substance.

For example, imagine this scene. In the weeks after the Constitutional Convention concluded in September 1787, as copies of the Constitution were circulated and published in local newspapers, a furor arose. Two sides formed. On one side, the Constitution was instantly considered a sacred document beyond criticism. Its opponents were said to deserve nothing better than tar and feathers. On the other side, the claws were out, tearing into the document with fevered energy. Many of the dissenters charged that the new form of government was a monarchy in disguise. Our nation, hardly born, was dangerously divided, on the brink of collapse before it even got started. And yet, by June 21, 1788, nine of the thirteen states had ratified the Constitution, making it the law of the land. The remaining four states followed. What had seemed to be insurmountable differences were resolved.

Observing this result, Washington, soon to be elected the country’s first president, spoke of “a new phenomenon in the political and moral world”—referring to the powerful sight of citizens in opposition nevertheless reaching a consensus without resorting to violence.

He was right. Ratification of the Constitution was something of a miracle. Yet again and again throughout our history, such clashes of principles and ideals have occurred. And despite Washington’s early optimism, there has been violence—though we’ve always, as a country, pulled ourselves back from the brink.

Writing about the early days of our nation, I couldn’t help thinking: of course there were divisions! This was not a monarchy. This was not a dictatorship. It was a free country where the most valued principle was the open exchange of ideas. Dissent was baked into the cake. But so was union.

“And now, without further ado, let’s get started,” I announced to the audience. “Please welcome Vermont senator Bernie Sanders and South Carolina senator Lindsey Graham.” Applause filled the chamber as the senators walked in from opposite sides of the room, smiling, waving, and eventually shaking each other’s hands. I walked up and shook each man’s hand as well.

I found the modern-day matchup between Sanders and Graham telling. Glimmers of age-old face-offs could be seen. Sanders, a classic Northeast liberal/socialist, carried shades of the radical Sam Adams and of Elbridge Gerry, one of three Framers who refused to sign the new Constitution. Graham, a conservative in the mold of Southern Framers like Charles Pinckney, echoed some of the same debates that occurred 235 years ago on the subject of states’ rights and the power of the national government.

Senator Sanders won the coin toss and strode to the lectern for his opening remarks. In his distinctive voice, he began, “Well, let me thank the Kennedy Institute for hosting the event, Fox News for broadcasting it, and my colleague Lindsey Graham for being here with me.”

After a four-minute opener, largely about the challenges facing the working and middle class in America, it was Senator Graham’s turn. In his thick South Carolina drawl, he said, “This place is awesome! If you get to Boston, come see this place. We’re here to honor Ted and Orrin. Ted Kennedy and Orrin Hatch, who were great friends. They fought like tigers, but they could work together. And I have a different take on things than Bernie, but I like Bernie.”

Graham’s four minutes were largely filled with examples of why Americans were not better off than they were two years earlier (when President Biden took office) and how socialism is not the answer to all of our problems.

The Sanders–Graham debate wasn’t exactly an ode to common ground, but there were moments of agreement, most surprisingly over gun-control legislation that was then being considered in the Senate. The takeaway for me was that even when common ground was lacking on individual issues, there were positive signs for our republic. The debate got hot at moments (as the Hatch–Kennedy debates used to), but it was largely cordial and serious. The two men were willing to go beyond political posturing and delve into policy in ways the public does not often see. It was heartening—an unusually civil and civic-minded occasion at a time when our nation seems hopelessly fractured and our adherence to the Constitution has seemed insecure. In 2023 I would moderate another debate between Iowa Republican Senator Joni Ernst and New Hampshire Democratic Senator Jeanne Shaheen. It began with a hug and then became a forceful debate involving sharp differences and areas of common ground.

This is the fifth book in my presidential series. The first three books focused on America at the critical period from before World War II until the end of the Cold War. Three Days at the Brink: FDR’s Daring Gamble to Win World War II took readers inside the Tehran conference, where President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, and Josef Stalin laid plans for D-Day, which ushered in the end of World War II; but their meeting also marked the beginning of the Cold War. Three Days in January: Dwight Eisenhower’s Final Mission explored the dangerous early days of the Cold War, with Stalin breaking the promises he’d made to Roosevelt and Churchill, and showed Eisenhower leading during a treacherous era, when fear of a nuclear catastrophe was ever-present. Three Days in Moscow: Ronald Reagan and the Fall of the Soviet Empire focused on the end of the Cold War, when Reagan deployed a masterful diplomatic strategy with his Soviet counterpart Mikhail Gorbachev.

After the Three Days series, I went back to another dangerous turning point of our nation with To Rescue the Republic: Ulysses S. Grant, the Fragile Union, and the Crisis of 1876. That book examined the extraordinary efforts by President Grant to hold the country together and prevent it from falling into a second civil war.

The four books focused on leadership and moments in time that history has largely overlooked or taken for granted in the telling of our American story. In this book we return to the beginning, the founding of our nation, to report on the amazing efforts of delegates to the Constitutional Convention and beyond. It showcases the leadership of many who toiled to make the new nation work—none harder than George Washington, our first president. Time and again, Washington accepted the mantle of service to the country. By twice unanimously electing him president, the people’s electors acknowledged his critical role in rescuing and elevating our system of government.

In recent years, the US Constitution has been under attack from both sides of the ideological spectrum. Is it still relevant? Does it need to be changed for our times? In a recent piece for Chicago Policy Review, the journal’s executive editor, Sidhant Wadhera, writes, “New circumstances require new institutions to handle the situations of the day. In the United States we are told to revere our Constitution and its Framers. The fact of the matter is that a flawed 18th century document cannot rise to the challenges of our time.” Others strenuously disagree, and the debate is essential to our nature as a nation.

This book tells the story of the Framers and their great leader—and how close they came to not getting a constitution at all. It describes how the Constitution became what many have called the greatest legal writing ever penned to paper and the one piece of paper protecting us from tyranny. It shows the formation of a nation based on ideals.

“Senator Sanders, Senator Graham, we’ll have to leave it at that. Thank you very much.” The crowd applauded and the music started again, marking the end of the program, as I made my way to the stage to shake the senators’ hands. “This was fun!” said Graham. “Yeah, it was,” agreed Sanders. One step closer to common ground.

Bret Baier, October 2023




Prologue

Where Are the Delegates?

On May 14, 1787, a disgruntled George Washington sat in the Pennsylvania State House (later Independence Hall), fuming. Outside the rain was pouring down, and the nearly empty Assembly Room felt desolate and chilly. Washington wasn’t feeling well—he suffered from severe rheumatoid arthritis, and his shoulder, which had been bothering him for weeks, throbbed. Even so, he’d made the journey of 150 miles from Mount Vernon in Virginia to Philadelphia, setting off on May 9 despite inclement weather, and had arrived on time for the scheduled start of the Constitutional Convention on May 14. Yet on that day, only he and the delegates from Pennsylvania and Virginia were present, and not even all of them. Where was his neighbor and colleague George Mason, with whom he had spent long hours planning for this day? Where were the delegates from the other states? As the days dragged on, and only a few others arrived, Washington brooded. It was, he complained, “highly vexacious to those who are idly, and expensively spending their time here.”

James Madison, the scrappy Virginia legislator who, despite being socially shy, was a dogged federalist and a leading force behind the convention, joined Washington, having arrived in Philadelphia a full eleven days early from his office in New York City. He reassured him: The others were coming. Terrible weather had slowed their progress. Don’t worry! Washington might have observed that the weather had been no impediment to him—though his carriage had slogged through rain and mud, the bumpy ride painfully firing up his shoulder.

Madison and Washington were not longtime friends, but in the previous year they had come to a common frame of mind about the desperate need for action. As Washington wrote to Madison in late 1786, a new constitution was needed, and “the superstructure we have been seven years raising at the expense of much blood and treasure must fall. We are fast verging on anarchy and confusion.”

Soon after the end of the War of Independence, the fragile union began cracking apart. Starkly put, the state of the new nation was a terrible mess. Having won the eight-year battle with Great Britain, it now faced self-destruction. Washington had shepherded a ragtag, undisciplined army through the horrors of war and on to victory. He now faced the unsettling prospect that the unity derived from battling a common foe would be destroyed by peacetime quarrels.

Like the dog who caught the carriage, the American patriots had no solid plan for what would happen once independence was secured. The Articles of Confederation passed by the thirteen states in 1777 described little more than a loosely joined arrangement—hardly a union worthy of the title “United States of America.” The states basically did as they pleased, and what pleased one state often created trouble for another. A central government that might settle disputes, particularly over trade and tariffs, was nonexistent.

The war had left an enormous debt in its wake, to both foreign and domestic creditors, and as the bill came due in the states, people were shocked by a crushing reality check. Individual states took it on themselves to collect taxes and raise tariffs, pitting some states against others in conducting commerce. Relations became so bitter that there was talk of civil war in a nation barely formed.

Watching with alarm from Virginia, Washington wrote to Madison in November 1785, “We are either a united people, or we are not. If the former, let us, in all matters of general concern act as a nation, which have national objects to promote, and a national character to support—If we are not, let us no longer act a farce by pretending to it.”

Matters came to a head in western Massachusetts in 1786, when Daniel Shays, who had served as an officer in the war, led an uprising of farmers—most of them veterans—against tax and debt collectors. The farmers, and the citizenry at large, were outraged at being asked to pay taxes higher than those they’d paid to Great Britain, and felt they were being held hostage to unreasonable loan repayment terms. A spate of farm foreclosures and even arrests stirred the smoldering embers of revolutionary fervor.

In a morose letter to John Jay, a friend and ally, in May 1786, Washington wrote, “From the high ground on which we stood—from the plain path which invited our footsteps, to be so fallen!—so lost! is really mortifying.” The only hope was to take dramatic action: “That it is necessary to revise and amend the Articles of Confederation I entertain no doubt. But what may be the consequences of such an attempt is doubtful.”

Although Shays’ Rebellion was ultimately quelled by a hastily formed army directed by the governor of Massachusetts, the incident underscored the weakness of the Articles of Confederation in providing a governing blueprint. Prompted by a rising sense of urgency, on February 21, Congress passed a declaration calling for a convention of state delegates in Philadelphia on the second Monday in May “for the sole and express purpose of revising the Articles of Confederation.”

As delegations from the states began to take shape, Washington, contentedly retired at Mount Vernon, let it be known that he probably would not attend. After the war he had vowed to retire from public life—to let others carry the banner of the new nation. When the war ended, in 1783, he’d sent a message to the states, bidding a formal farewell. He made his intentions crystal clear, leaving no opening for anything but a certain retirement: “The great object, for which I had the honor to hold an appointment in the service of my country being accomplished, I am now preparing to resign it into the hands of Congress, and to return to that domestic retirement; which it is well known I left with the greatest reluctance, a retirement for which I have never ceased to sigh through a long and painful absence, and in which (remote from the noise and trouble of the world) I meditate to pass the remainder of life, in a state of undisturbed repose.”

He went on to offer a lengthy treatise on the new nation, including this dire warning: “It appears to me there is an option still left to the United States of America; that it is in their choice and depends upon their conduct, whether they will be respectable and prosperous or contemptible and miserable as a nation.”

It was just such misery weighing down the country that created the need for a constitutional convention. Washington, however, continued to resist involvement. He was beset by concerns: Would the convention attract sober delegates who could meet the challenge, or would it devolve into a chaotic airing of hostilities? Would his reputation be tarnished by such bedlam—or conversely, would his reputation suffer from his unwillingness to participate? Did he have a moral obligation to be there? On a personal level, would his absence be fair to Martha and his family? Was he physically up to it?

He grumbled in a letter to Henry Knox, a senior general in the Continental Army and his former chief of artillery during the war: “This journey (of more than one hundred miles) in the disordered state of my body will, I am persuaded, unfit me for the intended trip to Philadelphia, and assuredly prevent me from offering that tribute of respect to my compatriots in arms which result from affection and gratitude for their attachment to, and support of me upon so many trying occasions.”

But he couldn’t turn away from what was happening, and the actions of his compatriots were gnawing away at his resolve to stay home.

He was disturbed that his fellow Virginian, Patrick Henry—whose “Give me liberty or give me death!” speech to the Virginia legislature in 1775 had roused the people to fight—now opposed the Constitutional Convention and refused the governor’s invitation to serve as a delegate. Henry believed that the convention would be a subversion of democracy and the first step to creating a monarchy. Already there were rumors that Rhode Island would decline to participate at all, amid similar concerns.

A pragmatist, Washington recognized that the view of firebrands like Henry was misguided. The task of the convention was challenging but straightforward: to write a script that the nation could follow in all its business. Washington rejected the binary choice set up by critics: monarchy or chaos. And as the convention date approached, he finally gave in to the urging of his colleagues. He would attend the convention. Perhaps his change of heart came from accepting the simple truth that he held a singular place in the hearts of his countrymen. For this sacrifice he won the praise of Madison: “To forsake the honorable retreat to which he had retired and risk the reputation he had so deservedly acquired, manifested a zeal for the public interest. . . .”

Now Washington had to break the news to his wife. Their happy private life was about to be interrupted. There is no record of that conversation, but it couldn’t have been easy. Martha had believed with all her heart that her husband’s public service was over. Having made the sacrifice of eight long years at war, as well as devoted service beforehand to the emerging Continental Congress, he had earned his retirement, and she had earned the right to have him by her side. This new commitment would not feel like a one-off to her. She knew how much people relied on George, and she had to believe that his involvement in the convention would be the beginning of a new public chapter.

George and Martha had been invited by Robert Morris to stay at his grand Philadelphia house, two blocks from the State House, for the duration of the convention. Morris, an English-born Philadelphia merchant, had become an indispensable financial organizer during the war, superintendent of finance of the nascent United States, and a Pennsylvania delegate to the Continental Congress. He and Washington were close friends; their wives were also close. Morris would be serving as a delegate to the convention, and he and his wife, Mary, were excited about the prospect of having the Washingtons stay in their home. “We will give you as little trouble as possible,” he wrote, “and endeavor to make it agreeable, it will be a charming season for traveling, and Mrs. Washington as well as yourself will find benefit from the journey, change of air, etc.”

Washington was grateful for the invitation, which spared him having to look for lodging at public houses. He wrote back to Morris, apologizing that Martha would be absent, as she was too busy looking after two grandchildren who lived with them. “Mrs. Washington is become too domestic, and too attentive to two little grandchildren to leave home.” He’d be coming alone, regretfully.

Although his greatest wish was “to glide gently down the stream of life in tranquil retirement,” in truth, Washington’s life at Mount Vernon was hardly a gentle glide into oblivion. His home was a constantly bustling enterprise, frequented by tourists, who thought nothing of arriving unannounced to gawk at the famous general, and by friends and family clamoring for attention: children and grandchildren, nieces and nephews. So he might have been looking forward to getting away to Morris’s quieter abode.

He knew one thing: it would be a difficult journey, one he wasn’t looking forward to. Then, shortly before his scheduled date of departure, Washington received an urgent message summoning him to Fredericksburg, forty miles away. His mother, suffering from breast cancer, had taken a turn for the worse, and his sister Betty, who was caring for her, was in a state of exhaustion. (The mother of eleven, Betty was stressed on an ordinary day. Caring for her dying mother added to her burden.) Moreover, the whole family had been shaken by the recent unexpected death of George’s younger brother John Augustine, known to be his favorite sibling. Thinking that his mother was dying, he immediately set off. He wrote to Henry Knox, “I am summoned by an express who assures me not a moment is to be lost, to see a mother, and only sister (who are supposed to be in the agonies of death) expire; and I am hastening to obey this melancholy call, after having just bid an eternal farewell to a much loved brother who was the intimate companion of my youth and the most affectionate friend of my ripened age.”

When Washington arrived in Fredericksburg, his arthritic arm dangling in a sling, he found things better than he’d expected. In fact, his mother would live two more years. He returned home, where he rested for a few days before setting out for Philadelphia.

As his carriage traveled into Chester, south of Philadelphia, Washington peered out through the haze and downpour at the sodden blanket of earth ahead. He spotted a rain-soaked gathering at the side of the road. As his carriage approached, people called out to him with eager voices. A familiar figure, as if from a flashback, rode toward him, and as the rider drew near, Washington recognized his wartime aide-de-camp, Colonel David Humphreys. Behind him, among others, was General Henry Knox. The welcoming committee—which totaled three generals, two colonels, and two majors—rode with him into Philadelphia.

There, Washington found that bad weather had not dampened the spirits of the citizenry. Hearing that he was coming, people had gathered along his route, cheering as if he was sweeping into town after a military victory rather than arriving humbly in the cloak of a working legislator. Scores of mounted civilians greeted him, along with the Light Horse Troop of Philadelphia, which had fought in the battles of Trenton, Princeton, Brandywine, and Germantown. Newspapers headlined his arrival with great excitement, the Pennsylvania Evening Herald reporting the spectacle and applauding Washington’s devotion to the nation: “This great patriot will never think his duty performed, while any thing remains to be done.”

The enthusiastic welcome touched Washington deeply, reminding him of the gravity of the mission. Dropping his bags at Morris’s mansion, he immediately set off toward Third Street to pay his respects to Benjamin Franklin, the nominal host of the convention by virtue of being a revered elder and the leader of the Pennsylvania delegation.

When Washington arrived, he admired Franklin’s newly renovated property, only a block from the State House and charmingly situated around a tranquil courtyard. Franklin was obviously quite proud of the renovation, although he’d been in London for most of its construction.

The two men hadn’t seen one another since 1776. As they enjoyed a drink by the fire, Washington regarded his aging colleague with affection. Though stooped, Franklin was mentally sharp and still impossibly active at eighty-one, eager to start this fresh adventure. He was unfailingly cheerful, with a robust personality, even though plagued by some common trials of age—gout, kidney stones, and physical weakness, as well as being overweight. He chatted with Washington in high spirits about the marvelous features of his new home, which included a vast library of more than four thousand books and an elegant dining room table that seated twenty-four. He had plans to transform a large ground-floor area into a working print shop and bindery for his grandson Benjamin Franklin Bache.

In Franklin’s presence, Washington was reminded of the inevitability of aging. Despite his own stiff bones and aching joints, he still managed an erect posture, but he knew he showed his years. The delegations would represent a fair split between young and old. Eighteen delegates were under forty, among them Alexander Hamilton (thirty) and James Madison (thirty-six). The youngest delegate, Jonathon Dayton of New Jersey, was twenty-six. Twenty-three men were in their forties, with the remainder in the elder tier. At fifty-five, Washington fit into that category. Franklin, of course, was the oldest.

On the morning of May 14, Washington and Madison walked together to the State House, where the proceedings were scheduled to begin that day. They would gather in the large Assembly Room, forty by forty feet with high ceilings and wide windows. The room was so bright that it shimmered. Later, in the heat of a particularly brutal summer, slatted blinds would be drawn over the windows to reduce the sun’s glare, but even so there was plenty of light. In this room the Declaration of Independence had been signed. Neither man had been present on that occasion: Washington was with the Continental Army in New York, and Madison, just twenty-five in 1776 and not yet on the national stage, was serving in the Virginia legislature.

They were met by members of the Pennsylvania and Virginia delegations. No other states were represented on what was supposed to be the convention’s opening day. Nor did anyone arrive on May 15.

On the 16th, with only those two states yet in attendance, Washington joined a few of the men for dinner in Franklin’s expansive dining room. Franklin described the evening as “what the French call une assemblée des notables, a convention composed of some of the principal people from the several states of our confederation.” Franklin had procured a cask of porter, a delicious dark beer, which was greatly appreciated. The event was a sweet respite, and the conversation around the table was high-minded and even important, but Washington was itching to get started with the convention.

But the wait continued through the following days, with delegates drifting in. Once all of the Virginia delegates were present, they began to hold meetings with the Pennsylvania delegation every day at 3:00 p.m. for several hours, hoping to get a head start on proceedings. Their purpose was “to grow into some acquaintance with each other.”

Day by day, state delegates continued to trickle in, and by May 20, Washington was running out of patience. He wrote to his neighbor Arthur Lee, “Not more than four states were represented yesterday. If any are come in since it is unknown to me. These delays greatly impede public measures, and serve to sour the temper of the punctual members who do not like to idle away their time.” The only good news was that his shoulder was feeling better.

At last, on May 25, a quorum of seven states was reached, with twenty-nine delegates present. Ultimately twelve states and a total of fifty-five delegates (out of seventy chosen) would take part. The exception was Rhode Island, which didn’t send delegates at all, boycotting the convention to protest centralized government. (The famously even-tempered Washington was disgusted with Rhode Island’s decision, writing at one point during the proceedings, “Rhode Island . . . still perseveres in that impolitic, unjust, and one might add without much impropriety, scandalous conduct, which seems to have marked all her public councils of late.”)

Finally the convention was convened. The first order of business was to elect a president. Franklin had wanted to nominate Washington but was ill and not in attendance that day. With Franklin absent, Morris had the honor of nominating his friend. Elected unanimously, Washington was ushered to a polished, high-backed chair at the front of the hall, where he would oversee the proceedings. Made by a local craftsman in 1779 for the speaker of the Pennsylvania legislature, the chair was replete with symbols. Carved into its crest rail was a liberty pole with cap, symbolizing freedom, along with a semicircular sun.

Looking out on the gathering, Washington expressed his respect for the solemnity of the occasion. He thanked his fellows for the honor they had given him, lamented his lack of qualifications for the position, and asked them to forgive him in advance for any errors his inexperience would cause. This wasn’t false humility. He was sincere. But other delegates might have chuckled or rolled their eyes at the thought that a man so central to the creation of the nation, both in war and in peace, would consider himself inexperienced.

Washington’s demeanor was grave. He was not optimistic about the convention’s prospects. As he wrote to Thomas Jefferson, who was abroad serving as ambassador to France, “Much is expected by some—but little by others—and nothing by a few. That something is necessary, all will agree; for the situation of the general government (if it can be called a government) is shaken to its foundation. . . . In a word, it is at an end, and unless a remedy is soon applied, anarchy and confusion will inevitably ensue.”

More than a decade earlier, Jefferson had fathered the nation’s fundamental statement of purpose—the declaration of what these men were about and what they were about to do. It was followed by the Articles of Confederation, hammered out by the Second Continental Congress as the war that would secure independence raged on. With heartfelt intention and the sacrifice of lives and treasure, the Founders had formed a union. Now it was time to fully realize its promise with a document that would stand the test of the ages.




Part One

The Making of Washington




Chapter One

A Stroke of Destiny

Two days before Christmas of 1777, on a desolate plateau north of Philadelphia, George Washington, commander in chief of the Continental Army, surveyed his troops with dismay. He had just sent an urgent message to Henry Laurens, president of the Continental Congress—in exile in York, Pennsylvania. Philadelphia, the center of the new government, had been captured by the British in September, and now only Washington’s beleaguered troops stood in the way of utter defeat. But the condition of the soldiers under his command was desperate—men without shoes trailing bloody footprints on the ground, their uniforms shredded with wear. Starved and dirty, they were unfit to fight.

For Washington, this season at Valley Forge was a low point in the war, well into its third year. “I am now convinced beyond a doubt,” he wrote to Laurens, “that unless some great and capital change suddenly takes place in that line this Army must inevitably be reduced to one or other of these three things. Starve—dissolve—or disperse. . . .” He was not exaggerating, he told Laurens, detailing the many indignities and the poor conditions his men were enduring.

For now General Washington would wait, steeling himself against the chill and deprivation, executing the small daily acts of care and leadership that were within his power. He was aware of a chorus of dissatisfaction in the colonies, including a prominent group that had formed for the sole purpose of replacing him as commander. He shot back at his critics in the same letter to Laurens: “I can assure those gentlemen that it is a much easier and less distressing thing to draw remonstrances in a comfortable room by a good fireside than to occupy a cold, bleak hill and sleep under frost and snow without clothes or blankets.”

A year earlier nearly to the day, the Continental Army under his leadership had scored the most decisive victory of the war so far, when he crossed the icy Delaware River to attack the British at Trenton, New Jersey. That glorious victory had propelled them on, giving the troops an extra measure of endurance. This moment at Valley Forge, Washington believed, was the final crucible, which would determine whether they were capable of victory.

Their purpose for fighting and struggling and dying was writ large in the Declaration of Independence, produced the preceding year. The declaration was not a legal document but a force of inspiration. Its chief author and Washington’s fellow Virginian, Thomas Jefferson, knew how to make the poetry of independence resonate: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”

Those high aspirations, standing against the oppressive rule of the British monarchy, had brought them to this grim outpost of Pennsylvania to endure the trials of a long winter. The emerging nation was battling for its life.

In this new land, where fighting and governing were not separate occupations but part of a continuum of service, it would be Washington’s destiny to play a seminal role in both war and peace. “America . . . has ever had, and I trust she ever will have, my honest exertions to promote her interest,” he wrote to Patrick Henry, at the height of the war. “I cannot hope that my services have been the best—but my heart tells me they have been the best that I could render.” He fulfilled that aim throughout his lifetime of public service.

The forty-five-year-old commander of the Continental Army looked the part: tall, erect, strong, and solemn in his demeanor. He revealed little of his inner life, and much about his true nature remains a mystery, subject to frequent embellishments over the centuries.

Washington wasn’t scholarly and elitist like Thomas Jefferson or an intellectual powerhouse like John Adams. He lacked Ben Franklin’s genius and charisma. He showed little of Alexander Hamilton’s fiery passion or James Madison’s analytical rigor.

He was even-tempered (most of the time), thoughtful, humble, and circumspect. Aristocratic in bearing, he was also good-natured, with a sweet and affectionate side. He was a good husband to Martha, a warm stepfather to her two children, a doting grandfather, and a lover of dogs.

Americans think they know George Washington nearly as well as their own fathers. In the chiseled cut of his face as it appears in illustrations and on statues, they divine his character: strong, steady, solemn. As our first military general and first president, he became the exemplar of leadership.

But he wasn’t made of stone. He had flaws and unfulfilled passions. He had family difficulties, just like anyone else.

The people hadn’t yet formulated what they wanted from a chief executive, but clearly Washington’s role as chief commander in the decisive war spoke to them of leadership. For nearly 250 years since then, George Washington has been the vessel into which Americans pour many of their hopes and dreams. He is not just one of the Founders; in the minds of many he is the first Founder.

Some historians have noted that he was exactly the model the Framers of the Constitution had in mind when they designed the role of president—an idea borne out by the electors’ unanimous selection of him as the first to hold that office.

But who was he?

In a nineteenth-century treatise, Henry Cabot Lodge perfectly captured the dilemma of defining Washington: “In the progress of time Washington has become in the popular imagination largely mythical. . . . Thus we have today in our minds a Washington grand, solemn, and impressive. In this guise he appears as a man of lofty intellect, vast moral force, supremely successful and fortunate, and wholly apart from and above his fellow men.” In other words, godlike.

Biography is often the process of finding the extraordinary in ordinary lives. But the opposing impulse can be found too. As the popular nineteenth-century author Wayne Whipple pointed out, “Nearly every recent biographer has announced that he was now taking down the wooden image called ‘Washington’ from its high pedestal.”

That image, and the pedestal upon which it sits, has survived mostly unchanged, although modern historians are more inclined to point out Washington’s flaws, including the big one—his status as a slave owner. But his contribution to our constitutional system is without parallel.

In his life, Washington was more instrumental than any other person in the creation of the American ideal of leadership. He not only helped write its blueprint; he lived it. As president, the choices he made set the standard for how that role would be defined. He had no models to look to. No one left a note in his desk when he took office as president. He was the only president who did not receive the torch from another. He was the torch.

The birth of our republic did not happen in a dream but through a bloody and contentious battle over the course of many years. It was a human drama, just as the Constitution is a human document. It was not handed down from any mountaintop but was hammered out on the ground.

Many patriots were made in those tumultuous years, and George Washington was first among them. Who was this man who reached such elevated standing—chosen as the nation’s commander, both in war and in peace?

George Washington—no middle name—was born on February 22, 1732, on a farm at Pope’s Creek, a tributary that feeds into the Potomac River. It was a lush corner of Virginia’s Westmoreland County, and George’s father, Augustine, was a moderately prosperous tobacco farmer.

Augustine’s American lineage dated back to the mid-1600s, when his tobacco merchant grandfather, John, made a tumultuous arrival. His merchant ship traveling from England sank, stranding him in Virginia. He didn’t mind staying, though. He appreciated the advantages of distance from British oversight. John settled in the fertile area between the Rappahannock and Potomac Rivers. A well-to-do plantation owner named Nathaniel Pope (for whom Pope’s Creek was named) befriended John, who became enamored of Pope’s daughter Anne. They married and became prominent citizens of the thriving colony of Virginia.

Over the course of more than a century, the thirteen colonies were established by British settlers. Virginia was the first of them—established in 1607 and named Jamestown—and Georgia the last, founded in 1732. They were distributed into three general regions: The Northeast included Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Connecticut. The middle states were New York, New Jersey, Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Delaware. The southern tier comprised Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia.

The colonies were by no means monolithic. Settlements were formed for various reasons and took on their own cultural identities, depending on where the settlers originated and the nature of the geography of the terrain. All were colonies of England, but they developed different systems of local government. In Virginia’s case, it was a commonwealth.

One thing the colonies had in common was the attraction of freedom. Long before a government was established on principles of religious and political freedom, the quest for these was essential to the nature of the emerging society. With freedom came the promise of self-realization and opportunity that did not exist in Europe. Still, the colonies’ ties to the motherland were strong, and America was considered rough around the edges. For example, young men whose families could afford it were still educated in England.

As the first colony, Virginia was socially the most developed. Alexander Spotswood, who served as lieutenant governor for twelve years in the early eighteenth century, noted that it was the most pleasing place he’d ever been, with “less swearing, less profaneness, less drunkenness and debauchery, less uncharitable feuds and animosities, and less knavery and villainy than in any part of the world.” This air of civility was Virginia’s claim to fame, and the Washingtons were emblematic of that society.

George Washington arrived in this new world as the first child of Augustine and Mary Ball Washington. It was Augustine’s second marriage. His first wife, Jane, had died tragically at age twenty-nine, leaving Augustine with three children—Lawrence, age eleven at the time; Augustine Jr., ten; and Jane, seven. Only the two boys would live to adulthood; Jane died when she was twelve. In 1731, Augustine, then thirty-seven, married the twenty-three-year-old Mary Ball, who brought to the marriage some independent resources. They would have five surviving children: George, born in 1732; Elizabeth (Betty), 1733; Samuel, 1734; John Augustine, 1736; and Charles, 1738. A sixth child, Mildred, born in 1737, died when she was three. It was quite a brood.

When George was six, the family moved to a 280-acre property on a hill overlooking the Rappahannock River, across from Fredericksburg. It boasted a one-and-a-half-story clapboard structure, with four rooms below and four above a center hall, and a large basement. There Augustine farmed corn, wheat, and tobacco, with the aid of enslaved labor. He owned twenty-five slaves. The family called the property the Home Farm. Much later, after the Washingtons no longer owned the place, it became known as Ferry Farm, for the ferry that crossed the Rappahannock there.

Ferry Farm was not left standing for posterity. During the Civil War, Union soldiers encamped at Ferry Farm were well aware of its historical importance, even sending cherry pits home to family as souvenirs. However, that didn’t stop them from tearing down the house, plank by plank, to use as fuel and as timber for their headquarters.

A frustrating vagueness surrounds Washington’s early life. It is so barren of anecdotes that it’s no wonder the famous cherry tree story was invented. That story—for generations the only thing schoolchildren learned about George’s childhood—was the brainchild of an early Washington biographer named Mason Locke Weems, who embellished the dry account of his life with details meant to show his virtuous character—therefore, “I cannot tell a lie.”

What is well established is that a striking event completely changed George’s life when he was eleven years old—the death of his father at the age of forty-nine. Augustine’s passing, on April 12, 1743, abruptly put an end to George’s normal comforts and expected future.

It must have been a confusing and demoralizing time for George. Certain dreams and ambitions died along with Augustine. Growing up, George had been fully aware of the advantages he was owed, including an opportunity to receive a classical education in Great Britain, like his two older half-brothers. This education, he’d been told, separated men of promise from ordinary farmers, and though Augustine was not as rich as some of his neighbors, he was full of ambition to stand toe to toe with them.

George’s half-brother Lawrence, fourteen years his senior, had served in the British army in the West Indies, fighting against the Spaniards. Returning home shortly before his father’s death, he found himself suddenly responsible for the family business and property. He soon married, making a favorable match: Anne Fairfax was the daughter of Colonel William Fairfax, the cousin of Lord Fairfax who was influential and wealthy, with massive property holdings in Virginia. It was a family connection that would prove beneficial to George. The William Fairfaxes lived in a beautiful brick mansion called Belvoir on the Potomac River. Lawrence began building a home three miles away on his inherited land—what would later become Mount Vernon. George would often visit his brother, and he became close friends with Anne Fairfax’s young brother, George William.

No longer able to attend school in England, George had to make do with a cobbled-together education from tutors and self-study. He learned the basics but also discovered an interest in mathematics, particularly geometry and trigonometry, that would come in handy later.

An important part of George’s education was instruction on being a good person, which his mother urged upon him. He was encouraged to read and copy out each of the 110 rules outlined in a sixteenth-century etiquette book titled Rules of Civility and Decent Behavior in Company and Conversation. The idea was that, by copying them in slow and careful penmanship, he would internalize them and make them his own.

Many of the rules were purely matters of etiquette. For example:


	If You Cough, Sneeze, Sigh, or Yawn, do it not Loud but Privately; and Speak not in your Yawning, but put Your handkercheif [sic] or Hand before your face and turn aside.

	Bedew no man’s face with your Spittle, by approaching too near him [when] you Speak.

	Play not the Peacock, looking everywhere about you, to See if you be well decked, if your Shoes fit well if your Stockings sit neatly, and Cloths handsomely.



Others were more of a moral code or code of character:


	Show not yourself glad at the Misfortune of another though he were your enemy.

	When a man does all he can though it Succeeds not well blame not him that did it.

	Be not hasty to believe flying Reports to the Disparagement of any.

	Associate yourself with Men of good Quality if you Esteem your own Reputation; for ’tis better to be alone than in bad Company.

	Labour to keep alive in your Breast that Little Spark of Celestial fire Called Conscience.



We can imagine young George copying each of these dictates carefully into his school notebook. By all accounts, he was that kind of boy. According to his contemporary biographer, David Ramsay, writing in 1807, Washington’s friends described him as “grave, silent, and thoughtful; diligent and methodical in business, dignified in his appearance, and strictly honorable in his deportment.” Alas, Ramsay notes, these friends were unable to summon a single illustrative anecdote.

If the characterization is true, these qualities were instilled largely by his mother, who was a dominating force in his life. Henry Cabot Lodge described Mary Ball Washington this way: “She was an imperious woman, of strong will, ruling her kingdom alone.”

After his father’s death, George saw the strength of his mother in a new light. Having lost both of her own parents at an early age—her father when she was three and her mother when she was thirteen—she had learned to be self-sufficient. But she could be tough on those around her.

George chafed under her controlling grip, resenting the fact that her word was law. Mary was startled one day to learn of a plan being hatched by Colonel Fairfax and Lawrence to enlist George into the Royal Navy. He was only fourteen! For his part, George was thrilled by the idea of embarking on a life at sea, but Mary absolutely forbade it. Her judgment was not solely or even primarily based on her son’s tender years. She had consulted with her half-brother Joseph in England, and he had assured her that a naval career was a nonstarter for George. He lacked the connections and the education to rise through the ranks and make something of himself. That verdict stung and reinforced his diminished status since his father’s death. Whatever her true concerns, Mary put her foot down and refused to let him go.

Much about Mary lives in the realm of legend, word of mouth and speculation repeated by writers and historians. Little is known for certain about her character. Depending on the source, she is presented as tart-tongued, demanding, difficult, and a bane on her famous son’s existence. Historian Bonnie Angelo brutally judged her effect on George, calling her “a woman of small intelligence and great complaints, [who] gave him a hard time all her long life.”

But another perspective shows her as a strong woman fiercely devoted to her children. Although she was only thirty-five when her husband died and might have had suitors, she chose not to remarry, and she raised her family on her own. Her husband’s will gave George ownership of the Home Farm when he turned twenty-one, so, like many women of the time, she ran a farm that did not belong to her and relied on the benevolence of her son. She didn’t always think he treated her as well as he should. Later, George would buy Mary a house in Fredericksburg, near his sister Betty and her husband, but Mary would continue to complain that her needs were unmet.

Decades later, George Washington Parke Custis, the son of Washington’s stepson Jacky, offered a romanticized view of Mary’s strong hand in the development of her son’s character.


The matron held in reserve an authority, which never departed from her; not even when her son had become the most illustrious of men. It seemed to say, “I am your mother, the being who gave you life, the guide who directed your steps when they needed the guidance of age and wisdom . . . ; whatever may be your success, whatever your renown, next to your God you owe them most to me.”



Well, not quite. Washington loved his mother, but as an adult he had little patience for her. There is no record of his expressing pure affection, and he appeared to tire of her difficult nature.

Because Washington has been so admired and even worshipped, his treatment of his mother may seem troubling and inconsistent. And where were Mary’s other children? In their defense, George assured a friend that his mother “has not a child that would not divide the last sixpence to relieve her from real distress. This she has been repeatedly assured of by me; and all of us, I am certain, would feel much hurt, at having our mother a pensioner, while we had the means of supporting her; but in fact she has an ample income of her own.”

But all that angst came later. The young George, now fatherless, was focused on who he would become. He was strong, athletic, and well-behaved—a good son and brother. But he was longing to escape.

During this uncertain period, George spent as much time as he could at Mount Vernon and was also a frequent guest of the Fairfaxes at Belvoir. Colonel Fairfax liked the boy and decided to take him under his wing.

Two years after his effort to launch a naval career for George, Colonel Fairfax had another idea—to set him up with a job as a surveyor. Surveyors were much in demand in the developing colonies surrounded by a vast, unmapped frontier. Every year the population was growing as people flocked westward to those fertile lands, and surveyors defined the territory. In many respects, they held the fortunes of the eager arrivals in their hands. George’s math skills made him a good candidate for the work. So did his youth and adventurous spirit. He thought surveying might become his profession.

Lord Fairfax had a massive land grant of more than five million acres in Virginia, inherited through his mother’s family, and the sale of parcels would become a lucrative venture. In 1748, Fairfax hired his son George William and George to take part in a survey party. The two boys were mostly there to observe more practiced surveyors and learn what was involved. The assignment was also meant to see how the youths would hold up in rugged conditions. As biographer Douglas Southall Freeman described it, George emerged from his initiation with fresh skills and a deeper appreciation of the territory: “He had seen with his own eyes the fine western lands. He had felt the frontier.”

Afterward, Colonel Fairfax used his influence to get Washington a position as county surveyor for the new Virginia county of Culpeper, then on the edge of the western frontier. He worked for Culpeper for a year before going out on his own for two years, primarily in Frederick County.

Washington was good at the job of surveyor because he was robust, curious, and energetic. He loved the life, which was such a departure from his staid upbringing. He recorded his experiences in “A Journal of My Journey over the Mountains,” including details of the harsh weather, a friendly encounter with Indians, and the uncomfortable sleeping conditions—in one situation, “nothing but a little straw, matted together without sheets or anything else but only one threadbare blanket with double its weight of vermin such as lice and fleas.”

He seemed to be growing into an outdoorsman, at ease with nature. Outdoor living brought its own challenges, both from animals and from humans. There is an intriguing tale from that time, which the staff of Mount Vernon discovered buried in court records. While he was bathing in the Rappahannock River the summer of his nineteenth year, Washington’s clothing was stolen from the riverbank. There is no record of what happened as he emerged from the water quite naked. But two women, Ann Carrol and Mary McDaniel, were arrested and stood trial in December 1751. When Carrol turned state’s evidence, the charges against her were dropped, but McDaniel was found guilty of petty larceny and sentenced to fifteen lashes on her bare back. This seems like a harsh sentence for a crime of so little import, but it was typical of the times.

Washington wasn’t around to witness the trial and its outcome. That September he had sailed for Barbados with Lawrence. For some time, Lawrence had been suffering from a lung ailment that was finally diagnosed as tuberculosis. His doctor recommended that he spend the winter in the tropics, but he was worried about leaving his dear wife, Anne, who had endured the loss of three babies, and could not imagine risking the safety of their one surviving child on such a dangerous journey.

Nevertheless, Lawrence was told he must make the journey for his survival. George offered to accompany him, and they set sail on September 28, 1751, on a small trading ship named the Success. It took six weeks to travel the “fickle and merciless ocean,” as George called it in his journal.

On the island, a physician told Lawrence that his condition could be cured, and he felt a new sense of optimism. George loved Barbados, writing that he was “perfectly ravished” by its beauty. People were very kind to him and Lawrence, and he enjoyed the hospitality. But on November 17, he began to feel ill. Within days, spots that turned into blisters appeared on his skin. The diagnosis was smallpox, which, George noted in his journal, had “strongly attacked” him.

He was sick for three weeks, but he was young and strong, and when his fever broke he began to recover. Lawrence, however, was not doing so well. The treatments weren’t working. He wrote home expressing his disappointment that “this climate has not afforded the relief I expected from it, so that I have almost determined to try the Bermudas.” In the end, he decided to send George home and go on alone. On December 21, George set sail for Virginia. It is notable that this was his only trip abroad during his lifetime.

In the Caribbean, Lawrence continued to wage his health battle, but by the summer of 1752, he came to accept that he was dying. All he wanted now was to be home in the embrace of his family when he passed. When he arrived in July, his frailty and gaunt face showed the truth: he had come home to die. He was only thirty-four years old.

Lawrence’s death forced George into manhood in a new and jarring way. He became the executor of his brother’s estate and caretaker of his widow and her daughter, Sarah, who died in 1754. When Anne remarried, George leased Mount Vernon from her, finally becoming its owner upon her death in 1761.

His last obligation to his beloved brother, who had been a father figure in his life, was to organize a funeral and arrange for a burial vault. He would have given anything to have Lawrence back—but his brother’s death was soon to open a new avenue of opportunity for him.




Chapter Two

The King’s Uniform

Lawrence’s death affected Washington in many ways, but perhaps the most significant was that it initiated him into the military life. He took Lawrence’s place in the Virginia militia, which was part of the British Royal Militia. His service began at a critical point when Britain and France were jousting for control of land to the west, in the Ohio Valley, home to a sophisticated network of American Indian tribes but unclaimed by European powers.

The verdant promise of the vast open lands westward of the colonies was bound to cause conflict—between the colonial powers as well as with the native inhabitants. Did England or France have a right to it, or neither? It had not yet occurred to colonists that they might have an independent right, because of course they were not yet independent. By the early decades of the eighteenth century, in any case, colonial America had become a British jewel in a new world that others, particularly France, were trying to lay claim to. This gave rise to what was known as the Seven Years’ War (1756–63) between Great Britain and France, which began when the British North American colonies asserted themselves in areas claimed by France.

The center of attention was an area west of the Appalachian Mountains on the Ohio River, where the acreage was large and valuable. The French had been making incursions here, traveling from Canada and collaborating with Indian tribes. They had built a fort—Fort LeBoeuf—on the land
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