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Dedicated to the memory of

THOMAS E. GRIESS,

whose vision and energy restored the study of history to a prominent place in the American Army’s blueprint for developing leaders of character.





CHAPTER ONE

PHILADELPHIA
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SUSPENSE STIRRED PHILADELPHIA’S STEAMY LATE SUMMER air. Something called a Continental Congress was coming to town. For weeks, conversations in America’s largest and most cosmopolitan city had turned on little else. Ordinarily stoic citizens contemplated the event with open curiosity. Tavern patrons speculated endlessly over possible outcomes. Innkeepers probed travelers for news from elsewhere. No one quite knew what to expect from the assembly of delegates streaming in from colonies north and south of Pennsylvania, but the folks of Philadelphia sensed nevertheless that it would surely be a momentous happening. They understood that the meeting was not exactly legal, and suspected that it might even be treasonous, which added to the feeling of nervous anticipation. It was August 1774.

The gathering was the bitter fruit of an acrimonious decade marked by oppressive acts passed in faraway London. Americans deemed these acts absolutely “intolerable,” and they often reacted  with violence. The latest such affront had been a kick to the colonial stomach from a hobnailed boot—the occupation of Boston by the British army and the replacement of home rule in Massachusetts with what amounted to martial law.

Representatives from British colonies up and down the Atlantic seaboard crowded dusty roads, converging on Philadelphia. Canada, the northernmost colony, and Georgia, the southernmost, declined to participate, as did Nova Scotia and the British islands of the Caribbean. But twelve colonies forming a solid line stretching from Massachusetts to South Carolina had delegations on the way. Reacting sharply to the military takeover in Massachusetts, these twelve had agreed to develop a united response to what they saw as Britain’s sustained attacks on their way of life.

Among those heading for Philadelphia were two men who had not yet met, but whose destinies would be intertwined in the most remarkable ways over the next six years. One, Benedict Arnold, was from Connecticut, and the other, George Washington, was from Virginia. The two had much in common, including admirable attributes that would soon propel them into leading roles as warriors in the coming Revolution. But the very essences of their natures and characters were also quite different. Their relationship was fated to soar on eagle’s wings of trust and fame—and to crash on jagged rocks of treason and infamy.

A novelist might have portrayed them as star-crossed. But even the most creative of storytellers would have been hard-pressed to pen the true tale of these two patriots, a tale all too real—and perhaps rather too bizarre—for human invention. For as we shall see, in spinning this story, truth needed no help from fiction.

A committee of Connecticut’s legislature had selected several of its members to serve as delegates to the Continental Congress, but only three chose to go—Silas Deane, Eliphalet Dyer, and Roger  Sherman. Two others filled out the group: Samuel Webb, Deane’s stepson and personal secretary, and Benedict Arnold. Not being a member of the legislature, Arnold was not an official delegate. At the age of thirty-three, though, he already ranked among Connecticut’s more prominent citizens. A very successful merchant in the port city of New Haven, Arnold had married into one of its distinguished families. He was an acknowledged leader in the local resistance to Parliament’s actions, and was deeply involved in New Haven’s chapter of the Sons of Liberty—a blustering and sometimes riotous anti-British organization. Silas Deane, a man of intrigue then as well as later in the Revolution, and Arnold’s close friend and fellow agitator in the Sons of Liberty, had invited the younger man along to add radical heft to the delegation’s representation, and perhaps to dampen the impact of Sherman, who was thought to favor a more conciliatory stance toward London. In late August, the five gathered in New Haven to start their journey.

There was high excitement in the Connecticut city. Just days before, the congressional delegation from Massachusetts had passed through. That group, including John Adams and his firebrand cousin, Samuel Adams, had attracted boisterous crowds. “Every bell was clanging,” wrote John Adams, while citizens clustered in doors and windows “as if to see a coronation.”

When Arnold and his Philadelphia-bound colleagues climbed aboard Silas Deane’s carriage, they were sent off with rousing cheers from well-wishers thronging the New Haven Green. The coachman pointed his horses down the road from Connecticut through New York and New Jersey to Pennsylvania, more than 150 rutted miles and many ferry crossings away.

The five road-weary, rumpled travelers rolled into Philadelphia on the final day of August. Representatives to the Continental  Congress filled rooms all across the city, some in inns, a few in private homes, others in boarding houses. Except for Roger Sherman, the Connecticut group lodged together.

The youthful Connecticut businessman who sprang so lightly from Deane’s carriage surely caught the eyes of curious onlookers. Arnold was not tall, being for that time about average or somewhat less in height, perhaps some four or five inches above five feet, but he had an acrobat’s powerful build and carried himself with the agile grace of a natural athlete. With piercing gray eyes, thick dark hair, deeply bronzed skin, and a prominent nose and chin, he was handsome in a rugged way. He had what men called a commanding presence. People noticed him. To go along with his compelling physical appearance, he possessed unusual powers of mind and personality. Quick-witted and articulate, full of energy almost to restlessness, bursting with confidence bordering on arrogance, Benedict Arnold was a force to be reckoned with.

Soon after settling into their new quarters, the men from Connecticut assembled with other emissaries to establish some preliminary rules for the conduct of the Congress. Nearly half the delegates, however, were still on the road, so they had no choice but to wait until the following Monday, September 5, to formally open the proceedings. They planned to hold their sessions in Carpenters’ Hall, the guildhall of the city’s Carpenters’ Company, rather than in a government-owned building because of the extra-legal status of the gathering. Arnold and his colleagues spent some of Friday and Saturday seeing the sights of the bustling city. Philadelphia had a large store of places to captivate the curiosity of visitors. Based on their written comments, New Englanders were particularly enthralled by the city’s insane asylum, tucked away inside the basement of a major hospital; lawyer John Adams was astounded to discover among the inmates one of his former clients.  On Sunday they went to church—three times. Throughout those waiting days, however, as late-arriving members joined and anticipation mounted, delegates continued to huddle. At dinners and other gatherings, strangers from across the colonies became acquainted and probed one another on the issues, forming alliances and identifying strategies for the forthcoming Congress.

George Washington was among those who checked in just before the Congress’s opening day, and so missed the preliminary rounds of caucusing. He and two fellow representatives from Virginia—Patrick Henry and Edmund Pendleton—had rendezvoused at Mount Vernon before taking Washington’s carriage to Philadelphia, arriving on Sunday, September 4, after a swift four days on the road.

Virginia’s envoys to the Continental Congress were members of the House of Burgesses, their colony’s legislature. On August 5, 1774, that body—calling itself a convention after the governor dissolved it for alleged impertinence to the British government—cast ballots to determine which members to send. The seven with the highest number of votes were chosen, and all seven Virginians accepted their duty and went to Philadelphia. It was primarily Washington’s military reputation that secured him a place, for he had not been a notable leader in the Burgesses, having throughout his many years of service there taken a backbench role in debates and having compiled a less than laudable record of attendance. Even so, with talk of fighting in the air, he placed third in the polling, behind Peyton Randolph and Richard Henry Lee.

Washington was one of his colony’s wealthiest citizens. He had gained a fortune in land acquisition and agrarian pursuits and had also made an exceptionally advantageous marriage. Perhaps more important, he was very well known, thanks to his military exploits in the French and Indian War. In fact, Colonel George Washington  was probably the most famous man in colonial America after Benjamin Franklin, and by 1774 the forty-two-year-old planter was an avowed radical who had completed a personal transition from being an Englishman who lived in America to being, quite simply, an American.

Colonel Washington appeared younger than the delegates had anticipated, but he looked every inch the soldier. The first thing one noticed about Washington was his stature. In an era when a man six feet tall was rare, Washington stood a towering six feet, three inches. Well-muscled and long-limbed, obviously possessing great strength, he was erect and trim, exuding energy. His hands were huge, so big that observers often commented on their size. Moving with athletic ease, a litheness unusual in so large a person, he was Olympian. In an age when nearly everyone rode, he was conceded to be the most graceful of horsemen. With blue-gray eyes set in deep sockets, strong features framed by a broad face, fair skin that never quite tanned, and reddish-brown hair held back in a tight queue, he had manly good looks. To say that he was impressive would be an understatement. When the soldier from Virginia entered a room, everyone was at once aware of his presence.

The Congress remained in session nearly two months, not adjourning until late October. In those busy weeks, delegates accomplished more than they had expected. They condemned Britain’s “intolerable acts” as unconstitutional and pledged economic sanctions against Britain until the acts were repealed. They denounced Britain’s stationing of troops in American cities, prepared petitions to the king, and talked warily of armed resistance. One decision had far more impact on the future than all the others combined: the members agreed to convene a second assembly the following spring. What became the First Continental Congress set May 1775 as the date for the meeting of the Second Continental  Congress. That body would eventually decide to declare independence and wage war.

American leaders got to know one another during the sessions of the First Continental Congress and in the social life of Philadelphia. Well-to-do Philadelphians launched a seemingly endless round of ostentatious banquets, dinners, receptions, and coffees (teas were no longer politically correct because of the British tax on tea). In mid-September the city’s State House was the scene of a glittering banquet in honor of the Congress, during which a staggering thirty-one toasts were offered and drunk. But the constant daily dinners were also extravagant affairs. Leading citizens appeared to compete with one another in the flaunting of wealth and status. “A most sinful feast again,” moaned John Adams, already given to plumpness and fearing for his rapidly expanding waistline. He described for his wife a typical day in the Congress: work hard from nine to three, and then “go to dinner with some of the nobles of Pennsylvania at four o’clock and feast on ten thousand delicacies, and sit drinking Madeira, claret and burgundy ’til six or seven.”

In their diaries and letters, the delegates gave prominent mention to Judge Edward Shippen as a host. Not only was his fare sumptuous, but his elegant home was graced by three lovely daughters, accomplished and poised young ladies who could more than hold their own with their father’s distinguished visitors. The youngest, Margaret, called Peggy, a lively and flirtatious girl of fourteen, was especially popular. That September precocious Peggy Shippen thoroughly charmed both Benedict Arnold and George Washington. They were fated to cross paths again and again—in both love and war.

By fate or coincidence, John André, a young officer in the British army, disembarked at Philadelphia’s waterfront that same  September. He was on his way to join his regiment in Canada, and would become the fourth person to play a leading role in the dark drama of Arnold and Washington. There is no indication that he made the acquaintance then of Peggy or Arnold or Washington, but André’s route took him up the Hudson River past the site that would be central to his future service—and his death.

Neither Arnold nor Washington had much impact on the conduct or course of the First Continental Congress. As he was not a delegate, Arnold’s influence was obviously limited to discussions outside the formal sessions, where his primary role was to support the virulently anti-British positions of Silas Deane. Nevertheless, his feisty, volatile nature had ample opportunities to exhibit itself.

Washington, for his part, listened attentively but seldom spoke, projecting a thoughtful seriousness. That restrained demeanor actually made him stand out in a gathering of political leaders for whom talking bordered on obsession. Those who gauged the tall, quiet man included Arnold and his compatriots from Connecticut, as indicated in a letter written by Silas Deane. The Virginian, Deane reported, was not the best of orators, although he spoke “very modestly in a cool but determined style and accent.” As the only person in the Congress with any appreciable military experience, Washington did attract attention. John Adams, himself a key player in that First Congress, did not list Washington as an important delegate, but he repeated a story that had the wealthy Virginian declaring he was ready to raise a thousand men at his own expense to march to the aid of Boston. That the story was false did not keep it from adding to the burgeoning radical reputation of the man from Mount Vernon.

No one recorded when Washington and Arnold first met or what they talked about. Washington was sparse in describing his activities in Philadelphia, while Arnold, besides being a lax note-taker,  was present only in an unofficial status. But meet they surely did that September, if for no other reason than that the attendees themselves worked hard to become acquainted with their colleagues from other colonies.

The First Continental Congress adjourned on October 26. Washington and Arnold, hearing the distant thunder of darkening war clouds, turned their attention to military preparedness in their respective colonies. John André, rather oblivious to the signs of gathering conflict, was enjoying his adventurous travels in the remote interior of North America. Peggy Shippen, missing the fun of having so many captivating guests at dinner, was anticipating with girlish delight the round of holiday balls soon to start.

The fifth major actor in the unfolding tale of triumph and tragedy was not a person at all. Rather, it was Philadelphia itself. The City of Brotherly Love would provide the sinister stage where patriotism would transition into treason.





CHAPTER TWO

FAMILY
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THE FIRST WASHINGTONS AND THE FIRST ARNOLDS SAILED from England in the mid-1600s. Settlements in the New World were new, few, and sited near navigable water that permitted easy access for ocean-going ships, the sole and tenuous link to the mother country. Beyond the beaches stretched a wooded wilderness reaching farther than any Englishman had explored, and hiding what secrets no one knew. Native tribes inhabited those vast forests, sometimes befriending the European newcomers, sometimes turning terribly hostile. Quite obviously, one had to be both brave and adventurous to settle in so forbidding a land. Such boldness ran in the blood of the Arnolds and the Washingtons.
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John Washington, the great-grandfather of the future president, became a Virginian more or less by accident. Sailing as second  officer aboard a trading ship bound for America to pick up a cargo of tobacco, he entered the Chesapeake Bay around the start of 1657. His voyage was jinxed. The ship ran aground in the Potomac River on the last day of February, and a gale sank it soon afterward, temporarily stranding the seamen on the wrong side of the Atlantic. While waiting for the vessel to be raised and repaired, its crew had time to explore the new, primitive land. Twenty-four-year-old John Washington liked what he saw and decided to stay, ending his career as a merchant mariner but establishing the Washington line in Virginia.

Seventeenth-century Virginia bubbled with opportunity. Land was plentiful and virtually free for the occupying. Careers beckoned in every field, promising grand rewards for daring souls who did not shy away from labor, danger, or the lack of common comforts.

John Washington fit the pioneer profile ideally: rugged, a natural risk-taker, hardworking, and possessed of an abundant spirit of adventure. It helped that he was also motivated by stark necessity. Although he had been born into relative gentility, with family circumstances all but guaranteeing him a life of privilege, his father, a parish priest named Lawrence, had chosen the losing side in the English Civil War. In the turbulent aftermath of that conflict, the Washingtons had lost everything, forcing John to seek his fortune on his own. Still worse, both of his parents had died by the time he started the voyage to Virginia. Having nothing to fall back on in the Old World made the possibilities of the New all the more attractive to the ambitious young man.

One more inducement for John to remain in America was Anne Pope, the daughter of one of the colony’s leading citizens. When they married, Anne’s father staked his new son-in-law enough land and money to start farming. John turned his boundless energy to  improving his lot, and succeeded handsomely, gaining wealth and expanding his landholdings at every turn. He focused on the area called the Northern Neck, a body of land lying between the Potomac and Rappahannock rivers and stretching vaguely into uncharted regions toward their headwaters. Among John’s many acquisitions was a tract of some 2,500 near-wilderness acres far up the Potomac, alongside a stream called Little Hunting Creek. There Mount Vernon would one day stand. John also served in leadership roles in his church, in his county, in the Burgesses, and as an officer in the militia. He was competent, shrewd, driven, not overly scrupulous, and perhaps just a bit of a rake. His innate toughness matched the rough-hewn country itself. By the time of his death, two decades after starting from scratch, the first American Washington had rebuilt his family’s status to about what it had been in the Old Country—landed gentry, not among the very upper class, but solid and respected in the larger community.

Lawrence, John’s eldest child and George Washington’s grandfather, inherited the better part of his father’s considerable estate. As his namesake in England had been, he was more a man of intellect than of action. Schooled back in England (one of the benefits of having well-to-do parents), he became a lawyer and prospered in that pursuit. Like his father before him, he served in the House of Burgesses and in other community and colonial leadership capacities. He also continued what was to become a family tradition of marrying well, taking as his bride the daughter of Augustine Warner, a politically influential leader in the colony. A capable if not an aggressive manager, Lawrence increased the family holdings modestly before he died young, in 1698. He was not yet forty, and left a widow, Mildred, and three young children. The second son, Augustine, who would become George Washington’s father, was only three at the time of his own father’s early death.

Women did not normally remain widows very long in colonial times. Mildred soon remarried, choosing as her next husband George Gale, an Englishman engaged in the tobacco export business. Before long, Gale moved his family back to the mother country, where Augustine and his older brother began their schooling. At that moment the odds were high for that branch of the Washington family to revert permanently to life in England, which would have removed George Washington from the list of our nation’s founding fathers. But once more fate intervened. Mildred died before her children could become firmly rooted in the Old World. Lawrence’s will had directed that a Virginia cousin would raise his offspring if Mildred died before they reached adulthood. So, under court order, the three siblings crossed the ocean again. Augustine was ten.

Blond, attractive, and outgoing, Augustine grew into a widely admired young man, apparently known to his friends as “Gus.” Unusually tall and strong, he was a gentle giant whose most remembered personal trait was kindness. But he possessed in full measure the Washington bent of aggressive ambition to better himself. As the second son, his part of the family properties had not been large, so he had much to achieve. In 1715 he married Jane Butler, who brought a small inheritance to the union. Together they started with fewer than two thousand acres, a small holding at that time in colonial Virginia. But like his grandfather John, Gus worked diligently to expand, and had considerable success. Blessed with a winning personality, he also began to make a name for himself as a leader, serving as a county judge at the age of twenty-two and thereafter being a church vestryman, a militia officer, and a sheriff. He and Jane had four children: Butler (who died young), Lawrence, Augustine, and Jane. Having prospered, the couple could afford to send their boys to The Appleby School  in England, which Gus had attended before being returned to America.

Life was going well for the Washingtons, although, like so many land-rich and cash-poor Virginians, they struggled constantly to generate income. In addition to farming, Augustine’s enterprises included pursuits as diverse as running a grist mill and involvement in iron-mining. As it turned out, however, he was not an especially gifted businessman, so his finances were always shaky. Then adversity struck. His wife died, leaving him in need both of money for his ventures and a mother for his children.

The new widower did not have to look long or far. The name of Mary Ball came quickly to his mind. At twenty-three, she was quite available, being well past the normal marrying age. Moreover, she had come into a tidy inheritance as a result of a series of deaths in her family. That she was attractive was a bonus. Augustine began courting her straightaway.

Mary had a rather unusual background. Her father, Joseph Ball, had emigrated from England in his youth, had done well, and had raised a family. Then, as a widower nearing sixty, in an act thought scandalous by some, he had married Mary Johnson, a young, illiterate widow. That marriage produced Mary Ball. Joseph died when the girl was still a toddler, and her mother, after a third marriage and being widowed yet again, died when her daughter was twelve. Mary went to live with a guardian named George Eskridge, the closest thing to a father she would ever know.

Orphaned early and raised as an only child, with scant education and precious little parental discipline, Mary grew up to be strong-willed and tart-tongued. That might explain her being single—her headstrong personality very likely chilled the ardor of would-be suitors. But Augustine was not deterred. At thirty-six, and personally easygoing, he apparently concluded that he could cope  with Mary’s independent streak. The two were married in March 1731. Accompanied by Augustine’s three children, they moved into a small, unpretentious home he had built near the spot where Popes Creek runs into the Potomac. Eleven months later, just past mid-morning on February 22, 1732, their first child was born.

With the most often-used names for Washington males—Lawrence and Augustine—already given to her husband’s first two sons, the new mother felt free to name her child after her surrogate father, George Eskridge.
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Seventeenth-century England was marked by war, rebellion, lawlessness, religious persecution, economic chaos, the Black Plague, and the burning of London. More than six decades of convulsive internal strife precipitated a massive migration out of the island kingdom. Not only did it lead the Washington bloodline to America, but it also provoked the departure of the Arnolds.

Seeking religious freedom, William Arnold and his family gave up their economically favorable circumstances in England and sailed with other Puritans to Massachusetts in 1635. William’s first son, almost twenty years old when the family reached America, was the initial Benedict in an unbroken string of Benedicts, right down to Benedict V, the Revolutionary War hero—and traitor. Discovering that the religious atmosphere of Massachusetts was itself oppressive, the Arnolds soon moved on, following Roger Williams, who was establishing a tolerant new colony he named Providence. There, in what became Rhode Island, the Arnolds found the spiritual freedom they had been looking for—and a robust environment for acquiring considerable wealth. William promptly laid claim to extensive tracts of land, and within a few years his family  stood among the top tier of settlers in the colony. The Arnolds’ status in America quickly surpassed what it had been in England.

Although William lived nearly four decades after settling in Rhode Island, his son soon eclipsed him in both prestige and power. The first Benedict’s stewardship of the Arnold lands greatly enhanced their worth, while his marriage to Damaris Westcott forged ties with another of the colony’s important early families. Moreover, Benedict was charismatic. By the time he was in his thirties, he had become an acknowledged regional leader, widely looked upon as the obvious successor to founder Roger Williams. Repeatedly elected to the governorship, Benedict Arnold served longer in that position than anyone else before or since. So great was his renown that upwards of a thousand people reportedly flocked to his funeral in 1678.1 If that estimate was even close to accurate, the assemblage was an enormous turnout in an age when population was so sparse.

The wave of respect for Benedict I carried his son and namesake into positions of opportunity and influence. Benedict II held high seats in both judicial and legislative bodies of the colony, and appeared well positioned to follow in his father’s path. But he was a spendthrift who squandered his chances. Having neither the entrepreneurial skills nor the political acumen of Governor Arnold, he let the family lands and influence slip through his fingers and had little to bequeath to his descendants other than the Arnold name. Compounding these financial shortcomings, the next Arnold—Benedict III—died early, pre-deceasing his father by eight years. Benedict III left his widow, Patience Cogswell   Arnold, and their several children in severely straitened circumstances. Benedict IV was still a boy when his father died. With no patrimony to support him, he became an apprentice barrel-maker, a trade essential in the shipping business, which promised steady work in maritime New England. When he reached adulthood, Benedict IV moved west to Connecticut, a less crowded colony where he could start anew. He opened shop in Norwich Town in 1730.

He had chosen well. The town was bustling. An inland seaport, its wharves were located along a cove carved by the Yantic River not far from where it joined another stream to form the short but stately Thames River, which empties into the Atlantic on the eastern side of Long Island Sound. Sitting astride the main road from Boston to New York City, Norwich Town was also a hub connecting the river port with settlements deep in the northern interior. The town was thus a quite strategically placed center of commerce. It held ample opportunity for an ambitious young man who burned to recapture the former glory and wealth associated with the Arnold name.

One of the very first persons to hire Benedict was Absalom King, a ship captain and trader. Captain King quickly took a liking to the eager, bright, hardworking newcomer. Before long, the barrel-maker was sailing as a trading assistant with Absalom. A quick learner, trustworthy, and with a good head for business, he soon graduated to the command of voyages on his own. A typical trip for King’s vessels would be to depart New England loaded with lumber and salt meat, trade that for rum and molasses in the Caribbean, and then exchange that cargo in England for manufactured goods bound for America. Benedict prospered as a sea-going trader, establishing his own reputation and improving King’s business at the same time.

Then death scrambled affairs, as it so often did in colonial days. Returning from a trip to Ireland in 1732, Captain King died at sea. As a friend of the family, and a business intimate of the captain’s, Arnold had the sad duty of consoling King’s widow. Childless, she was sole heir to Absalom’s ships, warehouses, wharves, house, and other properties. Hannah Waterman King walked among the area’s social elite, being related through her father to one of Norwich Town’s founding families, the Watermans, and through her mother to one of the town’s most prosperous families, the Lathrops. She had standing in local religious circles as well; she was noted for her piety even in a Puritan setting, where piousness was more or less obligatory. What’s more, she was pretty. Benedict wasted no time before paying court, and successfully. They married in 1733. With that single stroke, Benedict Arnold IV became not only a prominent citizen in the community, but one of the richest men in town. Only three years earlier he had left Rhode Island owning little more than a winning personality, a large measure of cleverness, and a burning desire to make something of himself.

In the next few years he expanded King’s shipping business significantly—and garnered the nautical title of Captain Arnold. He soon established his home in a mansion fully befitting his newfound status. Sitting on five elm-covered acres along the way from the Norwich Town wharves to the village green, the three-storied structure, with twelve generous rooms and eight fireplaces, was so large that it required a barn-like, gambrel roof to cover it. Affable as well as affluent, Captain Arnold held many community service positions, from surveyor to selectman. By the time he had lived a decade in Connecticut, he was one of the colony’s more respected and successful businessmen.

The one cloud in the sky of Arnold’s new life was the absence of heirs. At a time when homes were considered to be woefully  incomplete without children—indeed, when family futures often depended upon large numbers of offspring—the halls in the spacious Arnold house echoed emptily. The couple seemed unable to have children. Hannah had given birth twice while married to Captain King, although both infants had died. But she remained barren through her first five years of marriage to Arnold. Finally, she became pregnant and bore a son, Benedict V. But their happiness was short-lived, for the baby died. Hannah, distraught, turned to the church for solace. Already deeply devout, she grew ever more so over time. Perhaps it was her prayers, or perhaps it was the deep freeze of the coldest winter in memory, but on January 14, 1741, Hannah gave birth to a hardy boy, who survived. As was often the practice—in order to retain family names—the new baby received the name of his dead older brother, Benedict V.
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At birth, Benedict Arnold and George Washington had much in common. They entered life just a few years apart as American subjects of King George II. Born into families with long-established records of local and regional public service, they carried names highly regarded in their respective colonies of Connecticut and Virginia. The parents of the newborn boys were solidly situated, enjoyed financial success, and gave every appearance of being able to provide the two infants a substantial start in life, including a sound education when the time came. Hannah Arnold and Mary Washington must surely have thought their sons’ futures, in their part of the expanding British Empire, looked promising indeed.





CHAPTER THREE

CHILDHOOD
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WHEN GEORGE WASHINGTON ENTERED LIFE, IN THE farmhouse on Popes Creek, he was the family’s fourth surviving child, having two half-brothers, Lawrence and Augustine, and a half-sister, Jane. Lawrence, the eldest, was away at school in England. The infant grew into a toddler in a jostling household crowded with people—the family itself, slaves working in and around the house, passing strangers, visiting relatives, business colleagues of his father’s, even occasional Indians. Almost at once the number and mix of children began to change. Augustine sailed to join his brother Lawrence in England before George could walk or talk. A new baby, Betty, arrived in 1733. Another, Samuel, came along the following year. Then, on a chill January day in 1735, Jane died. For the first time, George, just a month short of three, personally encountered the grim finality of the grave, and he found himself the oldest child at home. Later that same year George’s father decided to move the family a few dozen  miles north along the Potomac to a plantation he had purchased from his sister, land that had been in the Washington family for the better part of a century.

There, on a high, level bluff overlooking a sweeping curve of the Potomac River, Gus had built a story-and-a-half home. Typical of frontier structures at the time, the simple, rectangular house had four rooms on the ground floor, separated into two pairs by a central passageway. Two large, external chimneys, one at either end of the building, gave draft to angled corner fireplaces inside all four rooms. Smaller garret rooms in the attic above the first floor provided additional sleeping space. That modest, remote home—later named Mount Vernon and still later much enlarged—would provide George Washington his earliest boyhood memories. It would also be the site of his death sixty-four years later.

For the next three years that remote plantation encompassed George’s world. The mile-wide river in his backyard and virgin forests beyond the cleared fields in every other direction were the boundaries of civilization as the lad personally knew it. His father traveled, to be sure, including trips to England, bringing back exciting tales of strange and distant places, but such adventures were beyond the ken of a child who had never seen anything other than his own isolated and limited surroundings. Life on a wilderness plantation in 1735 turned inward. Still, there were people aplenty. Slaves, many of whom George had known all of his life, were around in good numbers, while a continual flow of visitors added variety and interest. And the family kept increasing. John Augustine, called Jack, was born in 1736, and Charles in 1737. George, barely five, was then the oldest of five siblings in what surely must have been a noisy, hectic household.

The following year brought two events that would have a deep and lasting impact on the impressionable six-year-old. First was  Lawrence’s return from England after he had completed his education there. That formerly mysterious figure, whom George had heard so much about but had never met, turned out to be a tall, dark, sophisticated young man. Immediately capturing the affection of the awestruck boy fourteen years his junior, Lawrence remained until the end of his own short life an object of George’s admiration and emulation. Their relationship would shape the future president perhaps more than that of any other single person.

The second event sprang from a need to uproot the family yet again. To remain profitable, Augustine’s iron-mining operation required more of his direct attention than he could give it from the Potomac plantation. Accordingly, he acquired a large tract of land some thirty miles distant, across the Northern Neck near the new town of Fredericksburg. There, in December 1738, the family moved into a house very much like the one they had just vacated, with four rooms on the first floor and two more up a steep staircase. Sitting just back from the banks of the Rappahannock and overlooking a ferry crossing site, the new home was called Ferry Farm.

The new Washington home, closer to roads and businesses than the previous one, saw even more visitors. One can glimpse the bustling nature of the family’s day-to-day life by considering just one item in an inventory made of their furnishings: beds. The six-room house contained a surprising number of them, thirteen altogether, with three standing in the parlor alone. It might be assumed that not every guest always got clean linen, for the family had only sixteen sets of sheets for the thirteen beds. Overnight visitors were commonplace, and the Washington children met plenty of strangers.

Fredericksburg, founded only eleven years earlier, was the first town young George had ever seen. Small and raw, even in comparison with other towns in colonial America, it nevertheless held  a magical attraction for a youngster whose entire life up until then had been spent on remote farms. Established as an inland port primarily to serve planters in the burgeoning Northern Neck, the town boasted a wharf, warehouses for tobacco, a courthouse, a jail, a half-built church, a scattering of nice homes, and not a few shacks. Streets were either muddy or dusty, depending on the weather, and always busy. Carpenters labored overtime to raise new structures, stonecutters operated nearby quarries, and trade goods moved constantly into and out of storehouses. Sailors, servants, merchants, farmers, laborers—all mingled in a stew of humanity. Ocean-going trading ships tied up at the wharf, passing Ferry Farm to get there. For the Washington children, the exciting bustle of the port itself was magnified by the ever-entertaining ferry crossing right in front of their house. It offered a kaleidoscope of activity, with horses straining to control loaded wagons, lone riders galloping off on missions mysterious, toughs looking for work or trouble, whole families en route to a new beginning in the hinterland. All in all, it was an eye-opening experience for a small country boy.

Every boy in that era learned field and forest lore, of course, and how to handle a gun, while horseback riding was simply a part of everyday life. On the Rappahannock, George also learned about water—how to fish and swim and how to handle a small boat. Despite the persistent myths perpetuated after he became famous, portraying him as some kind of superior being even as a child, he was really an ordinary boy, perhaps more athletic than others his age, but certainly not too good a kid to be true. Like most of his young friends around Fredericksburg he was active and curious, and impatient to grow up.

During those years on the Rappahannock George also began his education, such as it was. Basically, George Washington was home-schooled,  but not by his parents. His mother, Mary, did not have the time, the inclination, or the education to take on that task, while Augustine was too consumed by work and travel to be a very effective teacher. The family employed a tutor when one could be found. In a colony with few schools, this is how an education was normally obtained. Lawrence, himself fresh from school and a stint at tutoring, was around to help at first, and there is some indication that a local school of sorts may have been available for a while. The subjects were simple, focusing on the basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic. George was an apt student. He did well in writing, eventually developing a clear, strong hand that stayed with him all his life. Arithmetic was perhaps his best subject, but reading came easily as well. However, because his lessons were sporadic at best, his development remained spotty. For instance, his spelling remained “inventive” all his life. The lad’s parents were not especially concerned, because they expected that he would eventually go to England to receive a thorough education. The Appleby School, they were confident, would smooth out all their son’s rough edges, as it had done for Washington boys as long as anyone could remember.

Quite the most thrilling event in George’s boyhood occurred while he lived at Ferry Farm. Lawrence, his hero, went off to war.

England and Spain were warring over trade in the New World. Carrying the improbable name of the War of Jenkins’ Ear, the fighting sprawled across the Atlantic to America, spilling into the Caribbean Sea. England, forever needing manpower, recruited Americans to bolster a British force being sent to attack Spain’s possessions in the Caribbean. Virginia was tasked to provide troops to accompany General Thomas Wentworth, sailing under the command of Admiral Edward Vernon. Lawrence received a commission as a captain and left with his unit in the fall of 1740.  To eight-year-old George, Lawrence looked positively smashing in his brilliant new uniform, and his departure for war left a lasting impression on the boy.

Lawrence was away for two years, and his family received only occasional, suspenseful news of casualties and fighting. As it happened, the largest battle involving the Virginians ended ingloriously, when Spanish forces repulsed a British attempt to capture the fortress of Cartagena, on the coast of today’s Colombia. To Lawrence and his colleagues, that galling defeat was the result of sheer ineptitude by their British commander, General Wentworth, whose opinion of colonial troops was so low that he did not even deploy most of them from their ships during the fighting. Nevertheless, back at Ferry Farm, Lawrence’s tales of life at sea, faraway places, and armed adventures mesmerized his ten-year-old brother. George was thereafter enraptured by thoughts of military service, and Lawrence became still more an object of veneration in his eyes.

With the exception of Lawrence’s wartime absence—and a fire that destroyed the family home, requiring a temporary return to the future Mount Vernon—life along the Rappahannock was generally tranquil. George was eager to take his turn at The Appleby School in England, from which Augustine (nicknamed Austin to distinguish him from his father) had returned. But shortly after George turned eleven, death abruptly claimed his father and shattered George’s plans.

Augustine’s will divided his considerable estate among many heirs. To Lawrence went the plantation near Little Hunting Creek, which he promptly named Mount Vernon, after the respected British admiral he had served under in the Cartagena expedition. Augustine, next oldest, received the farm farther south along the Potomac, where George had been born. George, third in line, inherited Ferry Farm and some other parcels of land. He also  became the owner of ten slaves. On the surface it may seem as if the boy had been transformed overnight into a prosperous landowner, but that was far from the truth. His mother would retain control of his inheritance until he came of age. (Even then, when he reached twenty-one, Mary did not relinquish her hold on his properties—it was not in her nature to turn loose of anything once she got her hands on it.)

The first major consequence of Gus’s untimely death was the scrapping of plans for George to be educated abroad. In fact, under the revised circumstances, with the once imposing estate broken up into pieces (and with Mary proving to be less than able to manage her portion profitably), money was unavailable for any significant schooling even in Virginia. The homeschooling would have to continue, largely under the tutelage of George’s two well-educated half-brothers. Moreover, George would now need to learn a trade in order to support himself. It was quite a fall in actual and perceived status for an eleven-year-old.

The second serious result was the sad disintegration of George’s situation at home. Contrary to the normal practice for young widows, Mary did not remarry, nor did she exhibit any inclination to do so, appearing to be intent on running things on her own. She had reputedly always been a demanding, hard-to-take, self-centered woman. Under new pressures as a single mother, and in the absence of her husband’s calming influence, her worst traits hardened. Crabby and controlling, she earned a fiery reputation that spread beyond her own domicile. One of George’s boyhood friends later recalled that he “was ten times more afraid” of Mary than of his own parents. George, verging on adolescence, was particularly affected. And torn. He had been raised to obey his parents and to respect them, yet he found it increasingly difficult to tolerate so oppressive an environment with such a domineering  mother. Accordingly, he spent as much time as possible away from her, living with relatives, especially his grown brothers. There, conveniently, he could rationalize his absence from home as a need to continue his studies. His half-brothers had not really known their stepmother until they were themselves young adults, and so usually shrugged off her irascibility and were quite sympathetic to George’s plight. That sympathy led to George’s first attempt to escape.

Lawrence, perhaps reflecting on the enjoyable life he had experienced under Admiral Vernon, concluded that becoming a midshipman might be just the answer to his young brother’s dilemma. Going to sea in that apprentice status—sailing before the mast, as it was termed—would provide George an honorable and immediate release from an unhappy situation as well as the possibility of a long-term career as a naval officer. Pulling some strings, Lawrence made the necessary arrangements after obtaining George’s agreement. But he hadn’t reckoned on the stubborn strength of Mary Ball Washington. Only fourteen, George needed his mother’s permission to ship out, permission which that determined lady was not about to grant, despite strenuous attempts to persuade her.2
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Benedict Arnold grew up in an established Connecticut town as an eldest son. He was followed by Hannah, Mary, Absalom, and Elizabeth, in approximate two-year intervals. Benedict was eight when Elizabeth was born.

For an active young boy, Benedict’s first eight or nine years had to be close to idyllic. His earliest memories would have been of the elegant Arnold home, full of nooks and passages and stairs, and with extensive grounds to accommodate childhood games. His family lacked for nothing to make life pleasant. There were servants to keep the house running smoothly and to attend to Benedict’s whims.3 As he grew old enough to explore, he found beckoning in one direction the irresistible bustle of a busy seaport, with ships he could play on because his father owned them. In the other direction from the road running past his front gate stood the town center and the village green. Nearby was the Leffingwell Inn, whose guests, traveling from all over, added color and a touch of intrigue. As the scion of a prominent family, Benedict had access to businesses and homes wherever his meanderings carried him.

Nature vied with man-made points of interest. A short walk from the boy’s home the Yantic River cascaded in a roar of white water down a boulder-strewn gorge to fill the deep pool of the port, an irresistible playground for an active youngster. Ponds and streams provided swimming in summer and skating in winter, while local woods held a special allure year-round. That was particularly exciting because numerous Indians still inhabited the area, descendants of the original owners of the land. Unlike most Eastern tribes, the Mohegans had remained friendly with the whites and had managed to live side by side with them while retaining their own culture. With all of that stimulation in his daily environment, Benedict’s spirit of adventure blossomed quite naturally, and it could only have been sharpened by his father’s tales of trading trips to the Caribbean, London, Canada, and other   colonies. All in all, Norwich in the 1740s was a grand place for an Arnold boy to grow up. Life was good.

But the War of Jenkins’ Ear disrupted colonial trading patterns, endangering vessels sailing to the West Indies. Money was still to be made, lots of it in some cases, but the risks were increased, threatening Captain Arnold’s previously solid financial footing. If the war had been limited to England and Spain, he likely would not have been much affected, but a second and much larger war erupted, a dynastic clash called the War of the Austrian Succession. It engulfed Europe in a swirling melee lasting from 1740 to 1748. Americans, ever practical, saw it primarily as a war with France, which controlled Canada, and as the continuation of fighting with Spain to the south. Not overly interested in which claimant occupied the Austrian throne, colonists called the conflict King George’s War. That prolonged period of disruption did not destroy the Arnold shipping enterprises, but it undermined and weakened their very basis, starting a downward spiral that would prove difficult to reverse.

Benedict, too young to grasp the long-term impact of the hostilities on his father’s business, spent his first seven years immersed in an environment colored by constant talk of war. No fighting took place around Norwich, but numerous false alarms of French and Indian incursions from the north kept residents nervous, while the real threat of Spanish raiders at sea added an aura of danger to each of his father’s journeys. The most stirring moment in the war for Benedict came when he was four. He watched entranced as the town’s militiamen, including a number of his own relatives, formed up on the green and marched off to battle. They joined other New Englanders in an assault on the powerful French fortress at Louisburg, guarding the Atlantic entrance to the St. Lawrence River. Triumphant in that effort, perhaps somewhat to their own surprise,  the veterans of the Louisburg campaign remained ever after supremely proud of their single achievement. But success was to have a bitter aftertaste. The peace treaty terminating the war three years later returned the fortress to France, to the consternation and immense disgust of the colonists.

Religious conflict strained the civil fabric of Norwich even more severely than did the war; it lasted longer, struck more directly at the townspeople, and fostered an attitude of rebelliousness.

Founded in the previous century by Puritans (although the passage of time had diluted the original founding fervor), Norwich had retained an official one-church policy common throughout Connecticut. That policy was challenged when a wave of revivalism—called the Great Awakening—swept the colony. Igniting emotions and splitting Norwich into two snarling camps, the revival movement rolled into town about the time Benedict IV and Hannah King married. The so-called “New Lights” tried to break away to form their own congregation while the “Old Lights” were determined to maintain the religious status quo. The Arnolds avoided the feuding as well as they could, but the mutual animosity persisted for decades.

Nevertheless, despite unease raised by war worries and religious infighting, Benedict’s early life was on the whole a full and enjoyable one. He had the run of the town and port area, mingled with Indians and travelers, and engaged in all of the pleasures open to an outgoing and active boy. He didn’t know boredom or loneliness, for there were lots of other youngsters around. Indeed, being intense and aggressive by nature, Benedict became a leader in the gang of kids he ran with. Endowed with superior athleticism and driven by a sense of bravado, he was something of a show-off. Whether out-skating his friends on the ice in winter, swimming riskily under mill pond waterwheels in summer, or swinging hand  over hand through a ship’s rigging any time at all, he was a noted daredevil bent on besting and impressing his contemporaries. At the same time, he was getting an educational foundation to prepare him for finishing school and a university, probably Yale. He was a sharp student, clear in penmanship and strong in math. In those years, too, his father exposed him to life aboard ship, taking him first on short cruises and then eventually on longer journeys. Benedict never lost his love for the sea. And with a sharp eye on her son’s religious growth, his mother saw to it that he attended church regularly, where the family had a reserved front-row pew, a mark of community respect.

But then came a disastrous period that led to the virtual dissolution of the family. It started just before Benedict’s tenth birthday, when three-year-old Absalom suddenly died. Three years later, Elizabeth and Mary died within days of one another, victims of an epidemic that swept Norwich. Debts and losses began to catch up with the shipping business, and, whether cause or effect, alcohol abuse began to catch up with Benedict IV. Hannah had apparently detected evidence of his alcoholism early. She took increasing responsibility to hold their finances together and hew to the plans they had made. Key in those plans was to send Benedict away to school to prepare him for a university.

So when Benedict turned eleven, his mother contacted the Reverend James Cogswell, a relative who operated a small boarding school in the town of Canterbury, fifteen miles away. He agreed to accept the boy as a student, and Hannah packed young Benedict off with strict admonitions to do well. She pointedly instructed the headmaster, “Pray don’t spare ye rod and spoil ye child.” Benedict spent more than two years studying under the Reverend Cogswell. He demonstrated not only academic prowess and university potential, but also continued to exhibit an irrepressible penchant for  derring-do, much to the horror of the good Dr. Cogswell. The headmaster informed Hannah, in the spring of Benedict’s second year, that, although her son was a good student, he was too “full of pranks and plays” for his own good. As an example, Cogswell cited an instance when the boy had foolishly entered a burning barn, climbed above the flames to the top, and walked along the ridgepole from end to end. Whether that became an occasion for not sparing ye rod we don’t know.

For years Hannah Arnold battled valiantly to stave off the continuing collapse of her husband’s business. There is strong evidence that she even tried to sail with him, hoping to keep him sober enough to trade profitably. But Captain Arnold had fallen too far. His case became hopeless. With her husband drunk most of the time, with creditors clamoring to throw him into debtors’ prison, and with no feasible source of income other than charity from sympathetic relatives, Hannah finally reached the end of what she could conceivably do alone. Her destitute family had nothing left but the huge house, the fancy furnishings, and a mountain of debt. Through the long descent she had desperately attempted to sustain her son’s education, scrimping to send him money even as the coils of bankruptcy tightened. But now she had no choice but to withdraw him from school. Benedict was fourteen, with no foreseeable chance for further education and no reliable means of earning a living. Worst of all, he was ashamed of his family’s poverty and mortified by a derelict father who had become the town joke. Not surprisingly, the boy reacted by rebelling and becoming increasingly rowdy. Hannah took the only course remaining open to her. She approached relatives who owned a pharmacy business and asked them to take the lad in as an apprentice, teaching him their trade and, in essence, raising him until he reached adulthood. They agreed to do so.

Although Hannah was not technically a single mother, she was in effect just that. Both of Benedict’s parents would die before he completed his apprenticeship, his mother first, of a broken heart; his father later, simply broken by alcoholism. Hannah’s relatives saw to the details of her burial, placing her in Norwich’s cemetery alongside her already deceased children. The inscription on her headstone reads: “In memory of Hannah, the well beloved wife of Capt Benedict Arnold & daughter of Mr John and Elizabeth Waterman (She was a pattern of Piety Patience and Virtue) who died August 15th 1759.” When Captain Arnold himself died two years later, having long been the embarrassing town drunk, his son, nearly of age, had the responsibility of handling funeral arrangements. Curiously, no headstone for the captain stands today in the burying ground near the wife whose piety, patience, and virtue he had so grievously tested.
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Thus, before they were fifteen, both Benedict Arnold and George Washington found themselves essentially on their own. Death—actual or its alcoholic equivalent—had removed their fathers. Their mothers had attempted to carry on alone, but had been unable to do so. The boys’ futures would depend on their own energy and ability.

There were differences in their individual circumstances, to be sure, but in many ways their experiences mirrored one another. Both had witnessed the cold touch of death on the face of siblings. Both had encountered the phenomenon of war at an early age, and had been stirred by martial mystique. Both had known the benefits of being born into a wealthy household, only to watch dreams and expectations wash away in financial reversals. Both had found themselves caught up in unhappy family circumstances from  which some form of escape seemed necessary. Both were blessed by nature with good minds, strong bodies, and excellent health. Both had seen promises of higher education evaporate, replaced by the urgent need to learn a trade. Both had supportive relatives they could turn to, but each, in his early teens, stood inescapably responsible for his own future.





CHAPTER FOUR

SELF-MADE MEN
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HANNAH ARNOLD CHOSE WISELY IN APPRENTICING HER son. Her cousins, Daniel and Joshua Lathrop, graduates of Yale and leading citizens of Norwich, were prosperous entrepreneurs. They owned a substantial pharmacy business in town and also conducted a far-flung trading operation. Having known the lad all his life, and acutely aware of the sad state of his family’s personal and financial affairs, they were happy to help by taking him under their tutelage. Daniel’s home, where young Benedict would live, was a stately structure across the street from the pharmacy and an easy walk from the Arnold home.

By signing the apprenticeship papers, Benedict’s parents committed him to servitude for seven years, ending when he reached twenty-one. He was obligated to obey his new mentors, to do their bidding without dissent, to follow their rules, to perform whatever duties they directed. In return, he would receive room and board, necessary clothing, and that degree of training adequate to prepare  him to become a druggist himself. Most important, under this arrangement the headstrong youngster would also receive the discipline and structure his own family could no longer provide.

Moreover, the contract came with a bonus. Daniel and his wife, Jerusha, having lost all three of their own children in an epidemic some years before, had ever since made a practice of taking in young people down on their luck, serving almost as foster parents to many of them. Eager to learn and fully appreciative of the opportunity, Benedict thrived in his new situation. It was a good fit. Daniel provided a firm male hand and the expertise to direct the boy’s workaday education, while Jerusha provided a velvet touch to oversee his social growth. Daniel would show Benedict how to make his way in the world; she would show him how to behave in it as a gentleman. Both elements were necessary.

Jerusha’s schoolroom was the parlor of her elegant home. There, surrounded by fine furnishings and good books, she could impart social graces and literary breadth. Young Benedict, having acquired a rather good classical foundation while at the Reverend Cogswell’s academy, proved to be a most receptive pupil. After seven years of Jerusha’s gentle shaping, he would be a cultured man.

Meanwhile, Daniel supervised the practical side of Benedict’s development. The boy learned every part of the business by doing it, from the most basic forms of hard labor to the actual buying and selling. Children of the eighteenth century had to grow up fast. Teenagers approached life and learning with the maturity of adults. Dependable, intelligent, hardworking, quick to learn—Benedict soon took on more and more responsibility. Impressed, Daniel started taking him along on trading trips, both southward to the sea and northward into the interior of the country. Those overland visits included treks to the Lake Champlain area in New York, where  Benedict would later win fame in combat. By the final years of the apprenticeship, he was conducting such expeditions on his own. Serving as a trusted agent, he handled a good part of the Lathrops’ business abroad. That fact reflects the remarkable esteem the men had for their ward’s abilities. Between his own intense spirit of application and the Lathrops’ careful nurturing, the apprentice flourished as he grew to manhood. It would be hard to imagine anyone who got more from an apprenticeship than Benedict Arnold. At its end he was fully ready to strike out confidently on his own.

Benedict suffered a hard blow, however, with the death of his mother when he was eighteen. Because he remained tied to the terms of his apprenticeship, he could not take on the burden of supporting his family. (His father was by then suffering from alcohol-induced dementia.) Responsibility for the family passed to his younger sister, his mother’s namesake. Young Hannah, helped by handouts from relatives, kept the large house going and cared as best she could for the sodden shadow that was all that was left of Captain Arnold. Not until he succumbed, only months before his son reached legal manhood, was the family released from its mortification. Overwhelming debts left their home encumbered as collateral. Benedict Arnold’s abiding sense of shame and resentment made him determined to succeed in life.
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Hostilities exploded between French and English forces in North America around the time Benedict Arnold began his apprenticeship. (That conflict, the French and Indian War, was triggered in the western woods by a brash young Virginian named George Washington.) The opposing sides tangled every year from 1755 through 1760, until English and colonial forces finally evicted the  French from the continent. The war itself formally ended with a treaty signed in Paris in 1763, but it was over, as far as Americans were concerned, with the capture of Montreal in September 1760. Benedict was nineteen.

Despite stories told after his treason—tales of repeated enlistments to collect bonuses, followed quickly by desertions—it appears that Benedict actually shouldered arms only once. In the third year of the war, French columns drove from Canada deep into New York, threatening western New England. Connecticut militia units mustered to march north. Arnold, just old enough to serve at sixteen, went with the contingent from Norwich with the approval of Daniel Lathrop. He saw no fighting, as the French withdrew before the troops from Norwich reached the scene of action. No further incursions seriously threatened Connecticut, and existing records indicate no further major mobilizations. Like all able-bodied men of his era, Benedict had the rudimentary training needed to bear arms. And he was willing to engage in combat if called upon. Indeed, it is quite probable that he enjoyed his time in uniform. But he was neither an experienced warrior, nor, at that time, a particularly eager one. The driven teenager’s ultimate aim in life was to make money. Lots of money.

Toward that end, he could not have had better benefactors than the Lathrop brothers. Their commercial influence reached well beyond their base in Norwich, and they wanted to stretch it still further. That offered possibilities for Benedict and other young men like him to become junior partners in the expanding business. When it became clear that Benedict would leave the town of his birth as soon as he could, intent on escaping the stigma of his father’s failure, the brothers pointed him westward to New Haven. In that busy port, already the third-largest town in Connecticut and growing rapidly, he would open another pharmacy linked to the  one in Norwich. In a way, the Lathrops’ scheme for growth represents one of the earliest examples of franchising in America.

For a venture of this magnitude, the impoverished intern needed capital. That, too, was forthcoming. The Lathrops provided an extremely generous amount of money and sent Benedict to London to make contacts and to purchase provisions for his new store. Arnold set up shop in New Haven in a rented storefront on Chapel Street. He raised a sign, proudly announcing himself as a druggist and bookseller, among other things. His upscale shop, brimming with London products, received a warm reception in the burgeoning city. Articulate, learned, polished, and hardworking, Benedict soon gained a loyal clientele. Twice in rapid succession he had to relocate to larger shops. The Lathrops’ investment in him had paid off splendidly. Then, with his reputation made and his retail operation thriving, he decided to imitate the Lathrops by branching out into trading. Potential profits were immeasurably greater, and the prospect of going to sea was imminently more appealing to the active young man than selling beauty aids to town matrons and books to Yale students.

First, though, was the matter of closing completely that chapter of his life related to Norwich. Some time earlier, creditors had secured a lien on the Arnold home in order to cover the family’s debts. Flush with funds from his flourishing business, Benedict returned to the site of his birth and purchased the old home place. Then, to the surprise of his former townsmen, he turned around and resold the house and property for a handsome profit. In that one act he signaled his monetary success, his business sense, and his utter disdain for the town where he had grown up. He brought his sister Hannah back to New Haven to help with his enterprises.

With a local partner in New Haven, Arnold bought a forty-ton sloop in 1764 and launched his trading career. He named the  vessel Fortune. In another two years, at the age of twenty-five, he owned a total of three ships and was a rising figure in his adopted city. He was his own man, young, surprisingly successful, and poised to enter the tumultuous decade leading to the Revolutionary War.
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George Washington’s academic tutoring by his brother—and some sporadic formal schooling—faded away. He needed a trade, and at fifteen turned to surveying. From earlier experience at Ferry Farm, he knew he was adept with surveying instruments (he had practiced with his father’s), and it was a trade that suited his taste for mathematics and precision. Moreover, with a vast, uncharted wilderness beckoning settlers westward over the Blue Ridge Mountains into the valley of the Shenandoah and beyond, surveyors were in heavy demand. He would be assured of work.

In the spring of George’s sixteenth year, he accompanied a group on a surveying trip over the mountains, carefully observing the techniques of the experienced crew. That summer he took his first formal job, assisting in the laying out of the town of Alexandria, not far upriver from Mount Vernon. His work there was excellent, even a touch artistic. In following years, after obtaining an appointment to survey on his own, he crossed and re-crossed the mountains, mapping the far reaches of Virginia, marking boundaries for new farms, and acquiring a reputation for reliability. The teenager began to save and invest his earnings in land. He made his first major purchase at the age of eighteen, buying nearly 1,500 acres along a stream flowing into the Shenandoah River. He was officially a landowner. That was a heady feeling for an ambitious youth. He had taken the first step toward becoming one of his colony’s wealthiest men.
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