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To my parents for a beginning

To Caroline and Laura for believing in the end






We know little of ourselves & much less the designs of Providence.

—George Washington
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PROLOGUE History’s Current


Peering through the doorway into the chamber minutes before noon on March 4, 1797, John Adams hears whispers and sees the backside of the hero receding down the aisle: his long hair powdered and pulled back into a queue that is tied and tucked into a bag below the nape of the neck, in a style common among the now old men who wrote the first chapter of their country’s history. The back of the head would look much like Adams’s own if not standing a half foot taller. The whispers in the chamber rise to a roar as the great man nears the halfway point between the door to the east and the dais to the west. “Washington! Washington!” the people packing the gallery on the north side cry. Soon they will see what no one alive ever has: the title of head of state peacefully passing from one breathing man to another. The thought leaves Adams light-headed.

Outside the chamber, the wind blows from the southwest, the direction George Washington will soon ride to his Virginia home, as if nature itself resists his leaving Philadelphia, the country’s interim capital. Adams waits under the cover of the portico connecting the lower chamber of Congress Hall to the old state house now shorn of the rotting steeple that watched over the Continental Congress in 1775, at the beginning of the Revolutionary War, when he nominated Washington for commander in chief of the Continental Army. The old stories of Washington’s courage during the French and Indian War had impressed everyone. How “handsome” he looked in the uniform he wore to the Congress! Even then, Adams envied Washington. “[His] excellent universal character would command the approbation of all America and unite the cordial exertions of all the colonies better than any other person in the Union,” Adams remembers having told the delegates, while worrying that the people might turn the general into an idol.

In a sense, the people have. They bestow Washington’s name on their children and towns, hang his portrait in their homes, and celebrate his birthday with balls, like the “splendid but tedious” one Adams attended ten days ago when Washington turned sixty-five. The Philadelphia socialites have hinted at the advice they would give: rent the house Washington will vacate; dress and act as he would. Disappointment, Adams knows, awaits. The people must adjust to a new kind of president, one who cannot afford to entertain in the same style. No more formal dinner parties with carefully curated guest lists; the company of “a few select friends” must do. No more driving through Philadelphia’s streets behind six horses; two must suffice. No more congressmen pausing to pay tribute on the president’s birthday, if for no other reason than the calendar: Adams’s upcoming sixty-second will occur during a recess (he has already checked).

Adams has not slept in more than a day. The stress has built ever since he heard Washington promise to attend the inauguration. Adams misses Abigail, the wife he left back home in Massachusetts, though even she doubts whether he can “fill” Washington’s “place.” It is not because of a superior education, for Adams knows Washington’s schooling ceased around his fifteenth birthday, before he ever attended a college like Adams’s alma mater, Harvard. Nor does Adams think it is because of Washington’s superior character, for “there are thousands of others who have in them all the essential qualities—moral & intellectual—which compose it.” Washington’s willingness to surrender power merely conforms to a culture obsessed with Cincinnatus, the ancient Roman general who saved the republic only to surrender power and return to his farm. Had Washington lived in another culture or at another time, he might have instead copied Caesar. Where the people applauding in the chamber see selflessness, Adams sees ambition for the same fame he detests himself for coveting.

What, then, accounts for Washington’s “immense elevation above his fellows”? The answers, Adams believes, are so obvious as to be overlooked: for example, Washington’s standing six feet tall and looking even taller thanks to the king-sized hands and feet crowning those long, “elegant” limbs. There has never been a choice but to look up to Washington. Hailing from Virginia, the oldest colony and largest state, has magnified his advantage because “Virginian geese are all swans,” or so they tell themselves in the Old Dominion. Wedding the wealthy widow Martha Dandridge Custis thirty-eight years ago has given Washington control over an immense fortune and an unsurpassed reputation for “disinterestedness,” all because he could afford to serve without salary during the war. Having no biological children—the two Custis grandchildren who have lived with him during the presidency are the fruit of Mrs. Washington’s first marriage—has reassured a people paranoid about hereditary succession and has mostly spared Washington from irritating rumors like the one dogging Adams about positioning his oldest son, John Quincy, as heir apparent. Possessing unusual “self-command” allows Washington to conceal his fierce temper, even though he often loses control of it behind closed doors. In public, he has “the gift of silence,” a rare talent for pursing his lips and clenching his jaw so as to hide those ugly blackish-looking false teeth and let people imagine instead the wondrous depths of “rivers whose bottoms we cannot see.”

Washington knows how to leave people wanting more. For their eyes, he has always staged his entrances and exits with “a strain of Shakespearean… excellence”: the moment in 1775 when he “darted” out of the room rather than (“modesty” forbid!) hear his name nominated for commander of the Continental Army; the “solemn” scene eight years later when he resigned his commission after securing America’s independence; the reluctance he manifested before emerging from retirement to chair the Constitutional Convention in 1787 and to accept the newly created office of president in 1789; the prophetic-sounding farewell address he published this past September, weeks before the election so as to deter the electors from giving him the third term he would otherwise have received.

An encore now ensues. As the cheers in the chamber grow louder, Washington walks faster so as to signal how desperate he is to break free of the trappings of power that have detained him for two terms from Mount Vernon, his beloved Virginia estate overlooking the Potomac River. This time, Adams believes, it is more than an act. Washington staying in office a single day more would endanger his health. “He must plunge into agriculture and ride away his reflections,” the memories of the controversies and calumnies that he fears have tarnished his reputation.

The country has divided into the parties Washington hoped never to see but can no longer transcend. Federalists have supported his administration; Republicans have opposed it. Both parties have their bases: the Federalists in the North, the Republicans in the South. Both parties have their own presses. Off the Republican ones come stories accusing Washington of betraying the legacy of the American Revolution and of craving a crown. Not being accustomed to criticism makes it harder to bear. The words wound Washington deeper than the public imagines. “His skin is thinner than mine,” Adams realizes. Some say Washington refused to stand for a third term, in part, because he knew he could no longer carry every electoral vote as he did in his first two elections.

So it is Adams who has suffered the indignity of defeating the Republican candidate, Thomas Jefferson of Virginia, by only three votes. Finishing second has given Jefferson what the past eight years of personal experience have revealed to Adams as “the most insignificant office that ever the invention of man contrived”: the vice presidency. Not far from where Washington now sits waits Jefferson, looking about the same height as his fellow Virginian but powdering his hair only a little and letting the queue hang free over his back. Not since resigning as secretary of state at the end of 1793, after feuding with Washington’s other cabinet members over foreign policy, has Jefferson appeared in Philadelphia. He “is as he was,” Adams notes, as romantic as ever about the bloodlettings and beheadings known as the French Revolution.

Nothing, it seems, will “awake” Jefferson from his “golden dreams” and show him that the French Revolution has replaced monarchy not with the liberty he hoped but with the mobocracy Adams dreaded from the start. Four years have passed since Louis XVI, the French king who sent ships and soldiers to support the American Revolution, went to the guillotine and his country, now a republic, went back to war against the United States’ old colonial overlord. Britain has fought on even as Europe’s other royal powers have fallen to the French forces fanning out across the Continent. With Republicans favoring France and with Federalists favoring Britain, the war has accelerated the forces pulling Americans to opposite sides, even as Washington has said the country will take no sides. He has labored to keep America at peace. Maintaining it has required him to ratify with George III of Britain the so-called Jay Treaty, a controversial accord that Republicans denounce as a betrayal of France. To undermine the deal, they have gone so far as to urge the French to meddle in the recent election on Jefferson’s behalf. Franco-American relations have all but collapsed. There are whispers of war. Already French privateers have declared open season on American shipping.

If war comes, the American people will long for Washington. They will want a general at the helm. Instead, they will have Adams. The years chairing committees at the Continental Congress and conducting diplomacy abroad have brought him to this moment. Down the aisle that Washington has walked—and up the dais where he sits—now goes John Adams. The sword he wears across the waist of a light-colored suit cannot change how he sees himself: a “short, thick, fat” man insecure over having never worn a sword in battle. “Adams!” the people cheer, but not as loudly as they cheered for Washington, as if having engaged in the ritual before has dulled their enthusiasm. “I have been so strangely used in this Country, so belied and so undefended,” Adams thinks. Republicans think him too much a Federalist. Federalists know him to be too much an independent. Even those who have supported his election do not love him. They “seem to be afraid to approve anybody but Washington.” Only thanks to Mrs. Washington does Adams know he had the support of her husband in the election.

The faint feeling lingers. Perhaps Adams should say little more than the oath required for office. The address Washington gave at his second inaugural totaled just 135 words. But silence has never been among Adams’s gifts. Even if it leaves him “open to scoffs and sarcasms,” Adams must speak his mind. He worries he will not “get through” it all. On he goes praising the Constitution, insisting that he has no desire to turn the Senate into a House of Lords or the presidency into a monarchy, and warning about the danger of political parties and foreign attachments. Toward the end comes the tribute he has prepared to Washington. “In that retirement, which is his voluntary choice, may he long live to enjoy the delicious recollection of his services, the gratitude of mankind, the happy fruits of them to himself and the world, which are daily increasing, and that splendid prospect of the future fortunes of his country, which is opening from year to year.” Knowing that people worry how the country will endure without Washington makes it necessary to add this: “His name may be still a rampart, and the knowledge that he lives a bulwark, against all open or secret enemies of his country’s peace.”

The worries for Washington’s health vanish. The old man suddenly looks “as serene and unclouded as the day.” Washington needs to say nothing in response, for the expression says everything. “Ay!” Adams imagines his predecessor saying. “I am fairly out and you fairly in! See which of us will be happiest.” The chief justice administers the oath. To the people watching, Adams bows. There is “more weeping than there has ever been at the representation of any tragedy.” He looks for a “dry eye” in the room but can find “scarcely” one other than Washington’s. The number of “ladies” in attendance astonishes Adams. Then the realization strikes: The audience has not come to see Adams’s reign begin. The people have come to witness Washington’s end.



Into the freezing air on the morning of March 9, down the paved streets splitting the brick sidewalks, past the mansions belonging to the wealthiest of the forty thousand or so people who call Philadelphia home, away from the market and circus and theater, beyond the reach of the tidy grid, down the banks of the Delaware River to the southwest, toward the head of the Chesapeake Bay, and onward to the Potomac River, the carriage rolls. Only “a child within view of the holidays” can appreciate the “happiness” spurring George Washington. He has tried to hide it. “My countenance never yet betrayed my feelings,” he insists. But for months, he has “counted” the weeks and days until this moment: his “release” from the high walls running to the right and left of the three-story house he has rented in Philadelphia. Mount Vernon lies ahead. The journey, he expects, will take about a week. The luggage-laden wagon accompanying the carriage will undoubtedly slow the pace. So will the women sitting on either side of him.

On one side sits sixty-five-year-old Martha. She is “dear Patcy” when they are alone, “Mrs. Washington” when in company. With a double chin and dentures she did not have when they wed thirty-eight years ago, she will not miss needing to have her white hair dressed every day. For many years, “the first and dearest wish” of her “heart,” he recognizes, has been for the two of them “to grow old in solitude and tranquility together.” Unless she dies before him—and he remarries a much younger woman, which he has vowed never to do so long as he retains “the faculty of reasoning”—he knows he will never reproduce. The problem, he tells himself, lay with her, never mind the two children she brought to Mount Vernon from an earlier marriage. Having lost them both to disease has made her all the more protective of her grandchildren and all the more worried she will lose those she loves. Between coughs caused by a “violent cold,” she begs Washington to “remember” the pet parrot they left behind in Philadelphia.

On the other side come worries for a dog named Frisk from one of the two Custis grandchildren who have grown up with the Washingtons. Nelly Custis, an endearing doe-eyed girl approaching her eighteenth birthday, misses her “poor little” canine companion. Alas, the carriage could not accommodate the unruly animal. Along with the parrot and many other belongings, Frisk will come to Mount Vernon later by boat, Washington promises, though he personally “should not pine much if both [pets] were forgot.” At least, he will not have to deal with the other adopted grandchild, Nelly’s brother, fifteen-year-old George Washington Parke Custis (Wash for short), getting carriage sick again. Allegedly to study, the boy has gone to the College of New Jersey in Princeton.

In his place travels another namesake: seventeen-year-old Georges Washington Lafayette, a refugee of the French Revolution. Ever since arriving in America in 1795, the tall and thin teenager known as Georges has brought out emotions Washington has struggled to “reconcile.” First is pleasure because Georges’s upright character conjures memories of his father, the Marquis de Lafayette, who was just a few years older when he sailed from France, risked his noble blood and riches in America’s fight for freedom, and won a place in Washington’s military family and in his heart as “the man I love.” Second is sadness because the gloomy look creeping across the boy’s face reminds how the seeds of revolution that the older Lafayette brought back to his native soil yielded a bloody harvest that spread beyond his control, forced him to flee the radicals taking power in France, and landed him in the custody of royalist forces who liked him just as little and eventually banished him to the Austrian prison where he has suffered since. Finally, there is lingering embarrassment for the months Washington waited before welcoming Georges into the president’s house for fear of being criticized by pro-French Republicans.

Never did Washington imagine the newspapers would take their attacks so far. “Every act” of his life, he believes, has been “misrepresented and tortured with a view to make it appear odious.” For eight years, he fought the British in the field. Now, because he recently signed a treaty with them, “infamous scribblers” hiding behind pseudonyms dare to suggest that he supported the redcoats all along. To prove the preposterous, Benjamin Franklin Bache, the editor of the Philadelphia-based Aurora, has reprinted old forged letters that first appeared during the Revolutionary War and that, if real, would have unmasked Washington as a halfhearted patriot. Long as he resisted responding to these obvious lies—much as he wanted to trust the people to find truth for themselves— the “pains” Bache “has taken… to impose [the letters] on the public as genuine productions” have required a response. Part of Washington’s last full day in office went to finishing a letter exposing the falsehoods for the public and “posterity.”

Riding away from Philadelphia has not made the anger over these libels go away. “To the wearied traveler who sees a resting place and is bending his body to lean thereon, I now compare myself,” he says. “But to be suffered to do this in peace is, I perceive, too much to be endured by some.” He recalls the discontent that infected his camp in Newburgh, New York, during the final months of the Revolutionary War. If only the critics now accusing him of having “cankered the principles of republicanism” could have heard him then, as he persuaded his underpaid officers not to challenge civilian authority, “just” and “honorable” as their grievances were. If only the critics now accusing him of acting like a king could see him presently riding home to his farm. “To some whose minds are differently formed from mine,” he thinks, the parades that people along the way wish to give “would have been highly relished, but I avoided in every instance where I had any previous knowledge of the intention.”

At times, he cannot elude the militiamen on horseback desperate to escort him. One troop accompanies the caravan through Delaware; another meets it in Maryland. The ruts in the road increase as the wheels roll south; the number of “buildings and other improvements” that one can see decreases. It is always this way when crossing from the North into the South. The chasm between the sections has only grown as states such as Pennsylvania break free of the slave labor system entrenched in the South. Only by rotating slaves in and out of Pennsylvania can one skirt the state’s “gradual abolition” law giving freedom to any person residing in Pennsylvania for six straight months. Word from Mount Vernon is that Washington’s prized chef Hercules, who left Philadelphia earlier, has disappeared despite his having promised never to run off and despite there being orders to watch him carefully even so. From the road, Washington sends a letter asking if Hercules has shown his face back in Philadelphia. Perhaps he grew too fond of the freedoms he found there. “If he can be discovered & apprehended,” Washington writes, “send him round in the vessel” that will carry the other belongings to Mount Vernon.

On March 12, the caravan reaches Baltimore. “Met & escorted into town by a great concourse of people,” Washington notes in his diary, before setting off again the next morning and the morning after that over dirt roads cut through thick woods. The trees have stood for centuries, long before any of Washington’s ancestors sailed from England for America in the mid-1600s and long before any of his countrymen pushed west over the mountains into the Ohio Country, the wilderness where rivers drain not east back to the Atlantic Ocean but west to the Mississippi, the river marking the United States’ western boundary. Can a divided republic of several million people dispersed across an undeveloped country of vast distances hold together? Only “experience,” Washington thinks, will reveal the answer. Hope, however, lies ahead.

Almost seven years have passed since Congress voted to create a permanent seat for the federal government on the Potomac, the river that rises over the mountains not far from the Ohio Country and flows east between Maryland and Virginia toward the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean, the river that Adams won sixty-nine of his electoral votes above but only two below. The selection of the Potomac emerged as part of a compromise between representatives from different sections of the country. Where exactly the new capital should go on the river was entrusted solely to Washington’s discretion as president. He settled on a spot just up the Potomac from his Mount Vernon home but just below the falls, the line of rocks and rapids that have thwarted generations of English-speaking sailors seeking to ascend the river.

The four ten-mile boundary lines he plotted compose a perfect diamond-square federal district incorporating land from both sides of the river. The town of Alexandria, formerly of Virginia, anchors the bottom corner of the district nearest to Mount Vernon. On the western end of what was the Maryland side stands the village of Georgetown. Just east of it, out of the V formed by the confluence of the Potomac and its so-called Eastern Branch, rises a new capital city, whose construction Washington has personally directed but whose destiny nature itself, he believes, dictates. The city will be the Union’s core, the heart to which every limb of the country connects. Once the canals being constructed open navigation of the river beyond the falls, the city will draw the West into trade with the East. Once the national university he imagines opens its doors, the city will draw into friendship the finest students of the country, its future leaders from the North and the South.

The sound of artillery echoes through the woods as the carriage climbs a final hill and enters a clearing where other roads converge upon what, if finished, would be the largest building he has ever seen: the future Capitol of the United States. The outlines of second-story windows have begun emerging in the sandstone walls rising beneath the scaffolding of the north wing, while only an imperfectly laid foundation reveals the location of the south wing. Between the two wings lie empty trenches, out of which a dome and portico must one day grow. The delays and disappointments have detained Washington at his desk deep into the night and have disseminated “doubt” and “despair” in the “public mind” about the future of the project. “The year 1800,” he has repeatedly warned, “is approaching by hasty strides.” By the end of that year, the sandstone walls must be ready to house the Congress and the wilderness around them ready to replace Philadelphia as the capital of the United States.

Only the broad avenues radiating out from the clearing around the Capitol hint at the possibility of a city beyond the ring of trees, at the master plan that the French “genius” Pierre Charles L’Enfant conceived. Progress would have come so much quicker if only L’Enfant would have subordinated himself to the commissioners appointed to oversee the project. But without their permission, he tore down a private home obstructing one of his precious avenues, as if “every person and thing was obliged to yield” to his plan. Such eccentricity left no choice but to dispense with the indispensable planner, even though no one knew how to replace him. “It is much to be regretted,” Washington thinks, “that men who possess talents which fit them for peculiar purposes should almost invariably be under the influence of untoward dispositions.”

Fording a little creek called the Tiber and following the tree stumps and brush known as Pennsylvania Avenue for more than a mile to the northwest take the carriage into another clearing. As before, artillery welcomes Washington. So, this time, do “huzzas” from the crowd gathered beside the almost finished off-white-colored stone walls forming the president’s future house. Some have said the amount of land set aside for the house suits a king better than a president. He disagrees. The office needs room to expand. “A house which would be very proper for a President of the United States for some years to come might not be considered as corresponding with other circumstances at a more distant period,” when the United States has fulfilled the future he sees for it as a continental empire with this capital city as its center. Only recently has he grown comfortable using the name his appointees have given the city: Washington.

The honor would have fulfilled the ambitions of the younger self who dreamed of making a name for himself on the Potomac. In search of fame, he went up the river, over the mountains, and into the Ohio Country, where he heard the first shots of the French and Indian War “whistle” past him in 1754 (“there was something charming in the sound”), miraculously survived Indians surprising and slaughtering the British regulars whom he accompanied the following year (he can still hear the screams), and glimpsed a future for his country apart from the empires of Europe. This future, he believes, still awaits his country upriver. But it is no longer the future he sees for himself.

That future is downriver. The men who have borne his surname through the centuries have not lived long lives. “I will move gently down the stream of life, until I sleep with my fathers,” he says. Their bodies lie near his birthplace, on the lower stretch of the river, where the water widens before meeting the bay. He feels his age every time his dentures push out his lips as if the gold coils wiring the upper and lower ivory bases will spring out of his mouth if he dares unclench his jaw. His last real tooth—the one that fit into a hole in the apparatus and, thus, held it in place—has recently come out. His replacements—actual human teeth affixed to the ivory—wiggle, wobble, and wear away. His face looks distorted, he thinks. His hands are not as steady as they once were. His back stoops. His hearing has weakened but not so much that he does not hear the whispers about his senility. “His memory, always bad,” has become “worse.” His vision has declined. Objects that look clear in the distance blur as they near.

From the president’s house, he can see miles down the Potomac as the river flowing east bends rightward to the south and then disappears after Alexandria. Though he cannot see the rest of the road, he has never doubted the destination. “The remainder of my life (which in the course of nature cannot be long) will be occupied in rural amusements… at Mount Vernon, more than 20 miles from which, after I arrive there, it is not likely I ever shall be.”



The traveler on the road to Mount Vernon today discovers that the Potomac delivers one last surprising twist just before the mansion house. The usually eastbound river traveling south for a stretch past Alexandria makes another and far more dramatic right turn, as if intent on completing a sweeping U. Suddenly downriver is west; upriver is east. The reversal cannot last long, but it persists just long enough, perhaps, to fool a farsighted old man nearing the end of his journey. He might confuse upriver with down; his country’s future with his own; the virgin water coming from the mountains with the water that has already borne his sparkling image toward the bay.

A little more than a year after returning to private life, George Washington will return to public service. The soldier and statesman famous for surrendering power will reclaim the republic’s most awesome title: commander in chief. The man committed to concealing his emotions will feud with his immediate and future successors and will release his fury. The American Cincinnatus, who has played the leading role in what he calls the “public theatre,” will struggle to read his lines in the twilight. To be fair, there is no obvious script for an ex-president to follow, no modern precedent. The kings of Europe do not surrender their crowns without bloodshed. Louis XVI of France lost his head. In a different sense, Washington will lose his, too.

For too long, the story of Washington’s last years has been squeezed into the margins of manuscripts, if included at all. Writers nearing the end of the greatest American life have already exceeded their word counts, deadlines, and sometimes even the hours allotted to them on earth, as in the case of the man who aspired to be Washington’s most comprehensive biographer, the Pulitzer Prize–winning historian Douglas Southall Freeman. The final sentence to flow from Freeman’s pen on the day of his death in 1953 appears at the end of the sixth volume of his biography, which takes Washington only to the end of his first term as president.

The present author, while in no way aspiring to finish Freeman’s work as others have attempted, does dust off the largely forgotten rule that the finest of Freeman’s writings follow: that the biographer should supply readers with “no information beyond” what his subjects “possessed at a particular moment” so as to present the past with all its uncertainties. This “fog-of-war” style lets the reader view history through the eyes of those who made it rather than through the hindsight of historians convinced of the omniscience of their own narratives. “A biographer,” one learns from reading Freeman, “has no place on the stage. When he has made his bow to his audience and has spoken his prologue, telling what he will try to exhibit, it is his duty to retire to the wings, to raise the curtain and to leave the play to the actors.”

To whom, then, should the chronicler of Washington’s last years cede the stage? Not to the title character alone, for no longer can he control the script the way he once did. No longer can he alone even speak for Washington. The name is no longer his own. It belongs to a rising capital city that must somehow contain the personalities and parties he no longer can. This is Washington’s end. This is Washington’s beginning.
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CHAPTER ONE Private Life


Like everyone else she knew, Eliza Willing Powel immediately reverted to referring to the now ex-president as General Washington. He was her friend. Upon leaving Philadelphia, he had sold her the writing desk he had used in office. Only after moving it a few blocks to the ornate house where she and her late husband had once entertained at the center of the city’s most exclusive social circle did she discover a surprise: in his rush to return to Mount Vernon, the general had not left a clean desk. Inside one of the drawers lay “a large bundle of letters.”

The general needed to know about these letters. They bore the signature of a woman. “Suppose I should prove incontestably that you have without design put into my possession the love letters of a lady addressed to you under the most solemn sanction, and a large packet too,” Eliza wrote. “What will the Goddess of Prudence and Circumspection say to her favorite son and votary for his dereliction of principles to which he has hitherto made such serious sacrifices? Was the taste of your sex predominant in your breast? And did the love of variety so preponderate that because you had never blundered as President…, you [were] determined to try its delights as a private gentleman?” The joke, she decided at this point, had gone far enough. “I will with the generosity of my sex relieve you.” The letters she had found did not come from the pen of a paramour. They were from Mrs. Washington.

Not many people felt comfortable teasing the general. Eliza did. At age fifty-four, she had eyes that could look “radiant,” a “gaze” that could “entrance,” and shapely shoulders that, though usually not shown, could hold up a dress dipping deep between her “fair breasts.” It was not her fault she had a “well cultivated” mind that few men could match and a playful writing style that other women could not imitate. At a time when men did not always welcome political opinions from the “softer sex,” the general welcomed Eliza’s. In 1793, during the Philadelphia yellow fever epidemic, he had asked her to flee with him and Martha to Mount Vernon. Mr. Powel could have come, too. Eliza had wanted to say yes. Only her husband seeing “no propriety” in the trip had forced her to say no. He had insisted on staying, and died as a result. Some said she had not mourned Mr. Powel enough, even though she had worn black as recently as the ball a few weeks ago in honor of Washington’s final birthday in Philadelphia.

Eliza would miss the general. There he was, as he had looked at the end of the Revolutionary War, in the portrait she and her late husband had hung in the house: the hips jutting out, the large hand wrapped around a sword, the surprisingly slender shoulders capped in epaulettes, the chin cleft, the pursed lips giving the blockish-looking face a muscular tone, the nose broadening near the brows, the muted blue eyes buried into the skull. The general himself deemed it a “good likeness but not flattering.”

He needed no “flattery,” Eliza thought. It was, she found, “offensive to his virtue.” Already “his countrymen gaze[d] on him like a God. The fairer sex was charmed with his agreeable person and manners.” He had always insisted that other men had the “abilities and virtues” necessary to succeed him in office. So close, in fact, had he come to retiring after his first term that he had required Eliza’s coaxing before agreeing to serve a second. “I will venture to assert that… you are the only man in America that dares to do right on all public occasions,” she had told him. It had not just been the country’s future that had concerned her. It had been Washington’s own future. Retirement might not bring the bliss he thought he would find, she had warned. “Have you not often experienced that your judgement was fallible with respect to the means of happiness? Have you not, on some occasions, found the consummation of your wishes the source of the keenest of your sufferings?” All these years later, those questions remained unanswered.



The first fleeting glimpse had come a mile away through the trees toward the Potomac: the cupola crowning the center, the pediment and dormer windows poking through the red wooden shingles of the sloping trapezoidal-shaped roof, the new green shutters framing the windows on the two main stories, the white walls looking as if constructed with stone instead of wood cut and colored to fool the eye from a distance. The view had receded into the trees only to reappear intermittently as the carriage had driven up the serpentine path until pulling up at the front of the house. For years, George Washington had longed to say the words. Upon the afternoon of March 15, 1797, he finally could: “I am once more seated under my own vine and fig tree.”

It was good to be back at Mount Vernon. “No estate in United America is more pleasantly situated than this,” he thought. “It lies in a high, dry & healthy country… [and] on one of the finest rivers in the world.” For “more than ten miles” on the Virginia side, the tidal Potomac and its tributaries lapped up against lands belonging to him, an empire totaling eight thousand acres. On the outskirts of the estate beyond its extensive “woodland” lay four separate farms ranging in size from more than twelve hundred acres of “plowable” land to just under five hundred acres and each including fields, barns, “comfortable” housing for an overseer, and quarters for “warmly lodged” slaves. At the center of the estate lay a fifth farm, the one around the mansion house that was “going fast to ruin”: fireplaces and steps crumbling, paint cracking, wallpaper wearing away.
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A Map of General Washington’s Farm of Mount Vernon from a Drawing Transmitted by the General. George Washington included this property “sketch” in a 1793 letter describing the eight-thousand-acre estate that he owned along the Potomac River and had divided into four distinct farms, not including the one around the mansion house. “The relative situation of the farms to one another and the division of these farms into separate enclosures,” Washington wrote, “will be better delineated by the sketch herewith sent (which is made from actual surveys, subject nevertheless to revision & correction) than by a volume of words.” Courtesy of the Geography and Map Division, Library of Congress.




The repairs began at once. “I am already surrounded by joiners, masons, [and] painters,” Washington wrote, “and such is my anxiety to get out of their hands that I have scarcely a room to put a friend into, or to set in myself, without the music of hammers or the odoriferous smell of paint.” The chaos turned his memory back four decades to the final days of his involvement in the French and Indian War, when he had begun to expand the small house where he had lived for a few years during boyhood. The addition of a full second floor had elevated the garret and the roof just in time to accommodate Martha and the two children she brought from her first marriage. Construction of wings extending the house on either side and of a piazza spanning the back, where the lawn sloped toward the river, had continued during the Revolutionary War, even though being away had prevented him from managing the workers in person as he would have preferred and as he now finally could. “At no period,” he said shortly after returning, “have I been more engaged than in the… [time since] I have been at home.”

The days started before dawn, when he crept out of “Mrs. Washington’s bedchamber,” as he called the room they shared, and down the private staircase leading to his study, where he dressed. By sunrise, he was out about the house. “If my hirelings are not in their places at that time, I send them messages expressive of my sorrow for their indisposition. Then having put these wheels in motion, I examine the state of things farther; and the more they are probed, the deeper I find the wounds are, which my buildings have sustained by an absence and neglect of eight years. By the time I have accomplished these matters, breakfast (a little after seven o’clock)… is ready.” No one need ask what he wanted. It was always three hoecakes soaked in honey, slathered with butter, and washed down with tea. The mushier the cakes, the better for his dentures. “This over, I mount my horse.”

The daily ride around the estate could range as far as the twenty miles required to complete an inspection loop encompassing the mansion house farm as well as each of the four surrounding ones. A “broad-brimmed white hat” and, when necessary, an umbrella protected his fair-colored face, which had recently undergone an operation to remove a cancerous spot. Never did he feel more himself than during these hours in the saddle. “No pursuit is more congenial with my nature & gratifications than that of agriculture,” he said.

Too bad that the same could not be said for the nature of Mount Vernon. The “eye-sore gullies” he saw all around reminded him that the earth he owned did not lend itself to agriculture. Topsoil ran off whenever it rained because the water could not drain through the “under stratum of hard clay” lining the land. The tobacco that generations of Virginians had grown had tired what remained of the soil. He had done what he could to improve it. The decision he had made before the Revolution to transform himself from a planter dependent on the transatlantic tobacco trade with Britain to a farmer diversifying into healthier-growing grains had improved his fortunes. So had the knowledge he had reaped through reading journals full of the latest agricultural advances from Britain and collecting data from the intricate plans and trials he carried out on his own lands.

Even in Philadelphia, the fields had never been far from his thoughts. Part of every Sunday in office had gone to reading the detailed weekly reports he required his estate manager to produce, and to writing lengthy responses full of instructions and inquiries. An absentee owner could devise no better system, but it had never sufficed for him. “It is more than probable I often repeat things over & over again,” he had admitted. “Consider it as a strong evidence that things so repeated are such as I am anxious about.” He needed to see “things” for himself. He could not stand the “suspense.”

The “suspense” of waiting to learn the results of the experimental crop rotations that he hoped would restore his fields. “I am really mortified,” he had noted, “at not knowing the quantity of potatoes that grew in [field] number 4… that I might have compared it with the yield of corn in the same field & thereby decided with more certainty & precision on cultivating of both in that manner.”

The “suspense” of wondering why long-standing orders went undone. “In nothing have I discovered half so much anxiety as to reclaim meadow lands & to substitute live [hedges] in place of dead [wood-wasting] fences, and yet in nothing… have I met with greater disappointment & vexation… from the inattention given to these things.”

The “suspense” of not knowing why Betty Davis, one of the three hundred or so slaves he kept at Mount Vernon, had accounted for no days of work on report after report. “What kind of sickness is Betty Davis’s that it should have had a similar effect upon her? If pretended ailments, without apparent causes, or visible effects, will screen her from work, I shall get no service at all from her, for a more lazy, deceitful & impudent hussy is not to be found in the United States.” If Betty proved really sick, of course, she should have received the same medical care he himself would have received. The thought that his overseers might not summon a doctor—that they might treat his slaves “in scarcely any other light than they do a draught horse or ox”—disturbed him. So did the possibility of slaves fabricating excuses. “Lost labor,” he liked to say, “is never to be regained.” Considering all he gave his slaves—clothes (“a jacket, breeches, 2 shirts, 1 [pair of] stockings, 1 [pair of] shoes”), blankets (“to the grown Negroes, the larger or better sort”), and food (“[not] an ounce of meal more, nor less, than is sufficient to feed them plentifully”)—six days of dawn-to-dusk labor every week hardly seemed too much to ask in return. Sadly, the labor system left the slaves with “no ambition” to strive for what he most wanted for himself: “a good name.” Betty Davis was the rare slave with a surname he knew. Getting work out of “my people,” as he called his slaves, required much of the “master’s eye” and, sometimes, a little of the overseer’s whip.

Getting work out of the slaves also required coming up with work for them to do. That was harder than it sounded at Mount Vernon. Transitioning away from tobacco to wheat and other less labor-intensive crops had decreased the demand for slaves in the fields even as their numbers continued to multiply. How to keep the surplus bodies occupied had become an obsession. While riding around that spring, he saw slave fishermen “hauling” in nets full of shad and herring that he would salt and sell; slave carpenters and coopers showing their skills with wood; slave “spinners, knitters, and sewers” manufacturing the clothes their own families would wear; and, of course, slave field hands plowing the fields that supplied the grain that would fetch eight or so dollars a barrel at market once turned into flour at the water-powered mill he operated.

There was a chain of command—slaves reporting to overseers, overseers reporting to the estate manager, the estate manager reporting to the owner—but that did not mean Washington himself could not stop his horse and stoop down to call out a slave by name. He often did. As he rode on, he also looked at his livestock. There were the mules he had introduced to the country after coaxing the late Royal Gift, the studly jackass the Spanish Crown had sent as a present, into putting aside old-world class distinctions and copulating with “plebeian” American mares. There were also the sheep whose fleeces now averaged less than half as much wool as they had on the eve of his first election to the presidency. Seeing how the flock had deteriorated saddened him.

Only when trying to make it back to the house before a quarter to three did he hurry his horse. He needed fifteen minutes to change clothes. Dinner started at three o’clock. He hated keeping the “servants” waiting, not to mention the uninvited guests. “I rarely miss seeing strange faces—come, as they say, out of respect to me. Pray, would not the word curiosity answer as well?” Mount Vernon, he thought, “may be compared to a well resorted tavern, as scarcely any strangers who are going from north to south, or from south to north, do not spend a day or two at it.” To turn strangers away would not be the Virginia way. So they took a seat around a table stocked with meats and vegetables for dinner and pies, nuts, and fruits for dessert. Fish was his own favorite. He washed it down with Madeira, the wine that had dyed his dentures a darkish color.

As little as possible would he show his teeth to his guests. Prudence dictated keeping his mouth shut. Every so often some joke of Georges Washington Lafayette’s or some comical expression of Nelly Custis’s would force a chuckle. But far more often, Washington would let silence snuff out conversations either because he struggled to hear what his guests said or because he could not decide what to say back. He needed to choose his words carefully, especially among strangers bound to repeat them. A regrettable remark at the table could spread through the mail across the country and live on in diaries forever. Much as possible, he steered conversation away from old military battles and politics and toward comfortable subjects: advances in agriculture and the engineering projects enhancing navigation of the river flowing past his house. So his guests could see the Potomac for themselves, if weather permitted, he would lead them out to the piazza after raising his glass for a toast: “All our friends!”

The sun going down presented a chance to slip away to the study, where letters requiring responses waited by candlelight on the writing table. Not dispatching a courier to the Alexandria post office daily, as he had when at Mount Vernon during his presidency, became a point of pride. Letters to a president could not wait. Letters to a retiree could, at least, for a few days. Then again, he had no patience for receiving an incomplete response to a letter he had written. He could not understand why his correspondents did not adopt the systematic approach he had long used. It was simple: when reading a letter, note every item requiring a response on “a piece of waste paper” and then, if possessed with sufficient time (he often did not have it), group these items into “heads” that could serve as a primitive outline. “Having gone through the letter in this manner, you begin your own, and note after note, as the contents are inserted in your letter, is scratched out. By this means no part of a long letter can ever escape notice, by not carrying the whole in your memory, when you sit down to write.”

Even in the solitude of his study, he did not feel alone. How could he while knowing that historians would one day pore over the pages he wrote? For decades, he had preserved records: the exercises he had copied as a boy learning geometry and memorizing the 110 Rules of Civility for navigating polite society; the letter books he had filled during the French and Indian War; the diaries in which he had recorded “where and how my time is spent” between the wars; the Revolutionary War papers that he had kept under guard and ordered clerks to start copying into bound volumes long before the fighting had ended; the presidential papers that he had not yet unpacked from Philadelphia; the weather logs, account books, and incoming and outgoing personal correspondence to which he added even now. People and papers—those were what he wanted saved from the house if disaster ever befell it. Most everything else could be reconstructed. The historical record could not be. It was his country’s history. It was his legacy. If repairs to the existing buildings ever finished, construction would commence on the one new building he wished to erect: an archive for his “voluminous” papers.

Drooping eyelids usually brought his writing sessions to a close. Occasionally, as when responding to Eliza Powel’s recent letter, only nearing the end of a page did. The ruse Eliza had put on about discovering love letters to a paramour would have caused “serious alarm,” Washington wrote back, “had it not been for one circumstance, which by the bye is a pretty material one, viz., that I had no love letters to lose.” If Eliza broke her promise not to read the Washingtons’ marital letters, she would find the correspondence “more fraught with expressions of friendship, than of enamored love.” Had Washington set his heart on finding “the warmth” of “the romantic order” in Martha’s letters, he would have immediately committed them “to the flames.”

Left unsaid was that there had been a time, long ago, when he had wanted nothing so much as a “romantic” letter: one answering whether Sally Cary Fairfax, the bewitching older woman who lived just down the Potomac from Mount Vernon, loved him as much as he loved her. It had been the “one thing above all things in this world… [he wished] to know.” The question had courted scandal. She was married; he was soon to be. So he had encoded his message in double meanings. “The world has no business to know the object of my love, declared in this manner to you when I want to conceal it.” An interloper reading the letter now or in the future—not that he intended a copy to survive—would assume he had Martha in mind. “Only one person of your acquaintance can… guess my meaning,” he had written Sally. But even she had pretended to “misunderstand.” Probably it had been for the best. He had vowed to “say no more.”

Experience had taught him not to put stock in love letters. Only the young and innocent could believe in “the fine tales the poets & lovers of old have told us of the transports of mutual love, that heaven has taken its abode on earth.” A successful marriage required firmer footing. “When… passion begins to subside, which it assuredly will do, and yield—oftentimes too late—to more sober reflections, it serves to evince that love is too dainty a food to live upon alone.” He and Martha had found “friendship.” While, so far as he could remember, they had not dined alone in two decades, always did they like to be near each other. That seemed enough. “More permanent & genuine happiness,” he believed, “is to be found in the sequestered walks of connubial life than in the giddy rounds of promiscuous pleasure.”

Most evenings, he noticed that he and Martha wanted nothing so much as to go to sleep. Leaving the letters in his study around suppertime, he would find her back with the guests and would join them for tea and a reading of the newspapers. At nine o’clock, “unless prevented by very particular company,” he and she retired to bed.

The schedule rarely varied. “The history of a day,” he explained to anyone curious to hear it, “will serve for a year.” The routine left no time for reading the hundreds of books lining his shelves. “I have not looked into a book since I came home, nor shall be able to do it until I have discharged my workmen, probably not before the nights grow longer, when, possibly, I may be looking in doomsday book.”

He had recently learned that Betty Lewis, his younger sister, had died. “The melancholy occasion of your writing has filled me with inexpressible concern,” he wrote Betty’s son. “The debt of nature, however, sooner or later must be paid by us all, and although the separation from our nearest relatives is a heart-rending circumstance, reason, religion & philosophy teach us to bear it with resignation.” Speaking of decay, he transitioned, he had a question regarding his house: Did Betty’s son “know of a good house joiner (white or black) that could be hired by the year or month & on what terms?”



For the most part, Nelly Custis marveled at the ease with which Grandpapa Washington adjusted to life back at Mount Vernon. “Since I left Philadelphia, everything has appeared to be a dream. I can hardly realize my being here & that Grandpapa is no longer in office. If it is a dream, I hope never to awaken from it,” she wrote a friend. “Grandpapa is very well & has already turned farmer again.”

Just occasionally would Grandpapa give a hint of struggle. It happened at the end of long days, when he rejoined the family for tea. Nelly would play the harpsichord that she had learned to love only through the hours of teary-eyed practice that Grandmama Washington enforced and that Grandpapa seemed to enjoy. Nelly would suddenly glance at Grandpapa and see “his lips moving, but no sound… perceptible,” as if he were “perfectly abstracted” from the company around him and summoned back to the problems he had left in Philadelphia. Similar flashbacks had haunted him after he had returned from the Revolution in 1783. For months, he said, he had awoken in the morning as if still among his shivering soldiers instead of his loving family.

Nelly, then, had been just a four-year-old, possessing no memory of the father she had lost two years earlier. Her first recollection was of racing out to welcome Grandpapa as he had arrived home. Ever since, he had been “the most affectionate of fathers,” even though he had refused to accept legal guardianship of her and her brother, Wash. Grandpapa had enough other responsibilities. Grandmama Washington had devoted herself to the child-rearing. “She has been ever more than a mother to me,” Nelly thought. She did not envy her two older sisters, Betsey and Patty, who had continued living with their birth mother. The envy went the other way. During youthful visits to Mount Vernon, when the time to go had come, one of the older sisters had always cried out that she, too, loved Grandmama more than Mama and wanted to stay.

It was easy to see why all these years later, as Nelly looked around the mansion house. “Everything appears to be revived. The grass begins to look green. Some trees are in blossom, others budding. The flowers are coming out, and the numerous different birds keep up a constant serenading.… When I look at this noble river & all the beautiful prospects around, I pity all those who are in cities, for surely a country life is the most rational & the most happy of any, and all the refinements of art and luxury are nothing in comparison to the beauties of nature.”

The spring brought brother Wash to Mount Vernon for a vacation from Princeton. “Grandmama [had] always spoiled” him when home because “he was ‘the pride of her heart.’ ” No one had known how he would adjust to a rigorous academic schedule, especially given how he had struggled at his previous school. To everyone’s delight—even Grandpapa’s—Wash spoke of the strides he had made in history, French, and philosophy. The fair-headed boy Grandpapa had once called Tub had begun maturing into at least an average-sized young man. “My dearest brother,” Nelly wrote, “is very grown.” She herself had grown, too. No longer did she want family members calling her Nelly. They should call her “Eleanor.” Her two older sisters had already married men living in the federal district and had begun raising children of their own.

When Nelly would follow suit aroused gossip. Some even went so far as to say that she would wed Georges Washington Lafayette. That would be like marrying one’s French “adopted brother,” she thought. “Being in love with him… is entirely out of the question.” People should mind their own affairs, she believed. Just because she attended balls did not mean she was in “danger of being captivated by anyone.” She simply loved dancing. So had Grandpapa during his younger days. He had stopped dancing after the war. But Nelly knew he still liked receiving precise counts of how many young “ladies” and “gentlemen” ventured onto the floor.

Grandpapa also liked to caution against swearing off love. His return to Mount Vernon, he said, would bring many eligible men by the house. “Men and women,” read a letter he had written Nelly, “feel the same inclinations towards each other now that they always have done and which they will continue to do until there is a new order of things. And you, as others have done, may find perhaps that the passions of your sex are easier roused than allayed. Do not therefore boast too soon, nor too strongly, of your insensibility to or resistance of its powers.” Then he added this: “In the composition of the human frame, there is a good deal of inflammable matter; however dormant it may be for a while,… when the torch is put to it, that which is within you may burst into a blaze.” The words read as if they reflected experience.



A man returning to private life could retain an interest in public affairs. Indeed, Washington did. He had subscriptions to ten or so gazettes and wondered if the number should be more. What about the new paper William Cobbett had begun editing in Philadelphia, the Porcupine’s Gazette? The editor tended toward “strong and coarse expressions,” but, at least, he had sworn to provide “a rallying point for the friends of government.” That was the kind of bias a former president could support.

By late March, officials could confirm reports of the hostile greeting that Charles Cotesworth Pinckney, the new minister whom Washington had sent late in his presidency to France, had received upon arriving in the country. The French government under the control of the Directory, the five-man body that had seized executive power in the wake of the blood-soaked days known as the Reign of Terror, had “refused” to recognize Pinckney and expelled him. The audacity astonished Washington. The countries could not resolve the crisis between their ships at sea if their representatives could not meet on the same soil. “The conduct of the French government is so much beyond calculation and so unaccountable upon any principle of justice… that I shall not now puzzle my brains in attempting to develop their motives to it,” he said. Unraveling that mystery was not his job any longer. It was John Adams’s.

And so far as Washington could tell, Adams had badly botched the first important decision of his presidency: he had refused to purchase some of the furniture Washington had left behind at the president’s house. “It was intimated to me that, if the President took the house in which I lived, that he would be glad (in case I was disposed to part with it) to take the furniture of the two largest rooms.” Washington had offered the pieces at “reduced prices,” as a courtesy that Adams had repaid with rudeness. Only “in the last moment [had] he declined” the bargain. By then, the window to sell some of the items had closed. The chandelier would have to be given away for free.

One thing Adams did keep—wisely, Washington thought—was the final cabinet that he had painstakingly pieced together in 1795 and 1796 out of “second-rate” men after narrowing the possibilities only to “friends” of the government (meaning not Republicans) and then seeing almost all of his first choices and many of his second and third ones say no. He had ended up with Timothy Pickering at the State Department, Oliver Wolcott Jr. at the Treasury, James McHenry at the War Department, and Charles Lee as attorney general. Although no longer working for Washington, these men could still do him an unofficial favor from time to time. “No apology” was needed, for example, for sending letters seeking Wolcott’s help with a personal banking issue “in the course of business” at the Treasury or for asking McHenry to forward some confidential letters. Perhaps the secretaries could also send briefings on the news. “Let me pray you to have the goodness to communicate to me occasionally, such matters as are interesting, and not contrary to the rules of your official duty to disclose,” Washington wrote. “We get so many details in the gazettes, and of such different complexions, that it is impossible to know what credence to give to any of them.”

Adams had summoned Congress for a special session in May. Attention to the crisis with France could not wait. Nor could Washington. What would Adams announce? Whatever policy the president pursued would find support at Mount Vernon. “Every good citizen,” Washington believed, “[ought to] conform to whatsoever the ruling powers shall decide.” He just wanted to know what that was. He could not stand the suspense. He was far from the great city of Philadelphia, but it was not far from his thoughts.




CHAPTER TWO Place in History


About three hundred since the previous summer. That was the number of American ships that had fallen prey to French privateers around the West Indies, if one counted the stories in the newspapers, as Secretary of State Timothy Pickering did. The outrages were there for all to see: the American ship captain “detained” for months, including “thirty-six hours without provisions”; sailors incapable of signing their names coerced into making “their marks at the bottom” of confessions they could not read; four Americans wounded when a French privateer “poured… several broadsides” into a ship out of Salem, Massachusetts, the town where Pickering had been born a deacon’s son nearly fifty-two years earlier. Never in that time could he recall such a “scene of plunder and piracy.” In his mind, only one remedy remained: war.

Nonetheless, the speech that President Adams delivered to Congress on May 16, 1797, called for new negotiations with France. Charles Cotesworth Pinckney would return, this time as part of a three-man diplomatic mission, never mind that the French had only recently expelled him. Timothy Pickering would never have supported such a policy if not for two factors: first, much of the speech sounded the warlike tone he wished to hear (more than one line had come from his pen) and, second, he calculated that the peace mission stood little chance of success anyway.

Then came word of a ruinous idea wrecking all calculations. President Adams planned to include someone with Republican leanings on the mission. It was as if he had learned nothing from his predecessor’s mistakes. George Washington had already tried sending a Republican to France. In 1794, James Monroe of Virginia had gone there under the theory that his Republican politics would please France’s republican government. And they did. All too much! Hearing Monroe profess his love for all things French had convinced France’s leaders that their interests lay not in accommodating the United States government but in supporting a rising opposition party claiming to represent the true sentiments of the American people. It was to replace Monroe that Pinckney had originally sailed for France during the final months of Washington’s presidency. Washington, Pickering thought, had waited much too long before making the switch.

Little had frustrated Pickering so much as watching the “extremely slow” speed at which Washington processed information. “In cases requiring instant determination,” he suffered from “indecision.” His fellow citizens would have learned about the flaw long ago had not his subordinates during the Revolutionary War conspired to hide it. Only Pickering refused to keep up the lie. He, too, had served in the war, and through the glasses bisecting his long bald head, he had seen the general all too clearly. “So extremely illiterate! He could not write a sentence without misspelling some word, nor three paragraphs without false grammar.” Those were the words Pickering had used to describe the general in a recent conversation with Adams. The new president needed to know the truth about the old one. How, Adams had responded, did Washington maintain his vast correspondence? It was true Washington’s writing had improved as he had aged. More essential to his success, however, was his willingness to ask aides for help. They “saw that he was… [always] willing and desirous to receive advice,” which was exactly what Adams needed to do now on the question of who should go to France.

Fortunately, around the same time as Adams’s speech to Congress, there came a reminder of the dangers of appointing Republicans to powerful positions, thanks to the publication of the indiscreet letter that Washington’s first secretary of state and the country’s most influential Republican, Vice President Thomas Jefferson, had written the previous year to one Philip Mazzei, a friend living in Italy. Through mysterious channels, the Mazzei letter, as it became known, had made its way into a Parisian newspaper after being translated into French and then into the hands of Noah Webster, who published it in his New York newspaper after having it translated back into English. “An Anglo-Monarchico-Aristocratic party has arisen. Their avowed object is to impose on us the substance, as they have already given us the form, of the British government,” read the translation of the translation. “I should give you a fever, if I should name the apostates who have embraced these heresies; men who were Solomons in council, and Samsons in combat, but whose hair has been cut off by the whore England.”

To whom did that lewd last line allude? One man, above all others, had achieved fame as both a Samson and a Solomon. “There is no room to doubt,” Pickering thought. Jefferson had defamed George Washington. That Pickering himself often criticized Washington mattered not. They were on the same side. Besides, Pickering never doubted Washington’s “patriotism” and “integrity,” as Jefferson had. How would he explain himself? “I am told that Mr. Jefferson complains that his letter to Mazzei has been ill translated,” Pickering wrote Noah Webster on May 19. If Webster would send a copy of the French text that had served as his source, Pickering would have it published in the Philadelphia newspapers. Educated readers, then, could judge the translation for themselves. They would see Jefferson for what he really was: an enemy of Washington.



Never had politics so divided the people of Philadelphia. Not many years ago, Thomas Jefferson recalled, differences of opinion had not stopped Republicans and Federalists from socializing. “It is not so now. Men who have been intimate all their lives cross the streets to avoid meeting and turn their heads another way, lest they should be obliged to touch their hat. This may do for young men, with whom passion is enjoyment. But it is afflicting to peaceable minds.” Even his own relationship with Adams, who had served on the Continental Congress committee that had tapped Jefferson to write the Declaration of Independence, had suffered.

The belligerence of Adams’s recent address came as a shock to Jefferson. The language would insult France. Why would the French agree to negotiate with an insolent country across the Atlantic Ocean at a time when their armies were ascendant in Europe? French troops fighting under a general named Bonaparte had repeatedly humiliated the armies of Austria, the only other major royal power still fighting beside Britain. Had anyone consulted Jefferson, he would have advised against the “military preparations” that Adams had called for not only at sea but also on land.

Then again, Jefferson could not complain about being left out of cabinet deliberations. It was what he wanted as vice president. Almost immediately after the inauguration, he had retreated to Monticello, the house he kept in constant renovation on a little mountaintop just east of Virginia’s Blue Ridge. The fruit trees had just blossomed, as if to remind of the purity of rural life beyond the stench of corrupting cities. Only Adams convening Congress could have forced Jefferson to return to the capital so soon.

The road back to Philadelphia had taken Jefferson by Mount Vernon, but he had not stopped at the house. It had been just a little past that point that he received word of the publication of the Mazzei letter. Once back in Philadelphia, Jefferson found everyone waiting to learn whether he would confirm or deny authorship. The question defied a simple answer. He could not “disavow” the letter “wholly,” because much of the newspaper copy accurately conveyed what he had written his old friend Mazzei. Neither could Jefferson “avow” the letter “as it stood,” because minor textual changes resulting from the translation and retranslation had produced major changes in meaning. For starters, he had not called England a “whore.” He had called her a “harlot.” More important, he had not written that Federalists had “already given us the form, of the British government,” that is, a monarchy, though he did not doubt they would if they could. He had written only that the Federalists had given “[us] the forms of the British government,” by which he meant the trappings of a monarchy: inaugurations resembling coronations, presidential birthday celebrations befitting a king.

Explaining such nuances would require a detailed written response. At first, Jefferson saw no choice but to provide it. “I must take the field of the public papers.” Publishing a faithful copy of the Mazzei letter alone would not suffice. A complete reckoning would require more: “a publication of all (even the secret) transactions of the [Washington] administration while I was of it.” Jefferson was better prepared to furnish such a history than most would have imagined, because he had documented his frustrations as secretary of state. Some of the notes he had made contemporaneously. Others he had drafted only years after the events described. Many would require editing for accuracy and context. But here lay the makings of the “secret” history that would explain the letter he had written and exonerate his reputation.

Readers would see the past eight years as Jefferson had experienced them: the hope with which he had returned to America in late 1789 after having served as American minister to France and having seen the French Revolution commence with a “fervor” for “natural rights”; the disappointment of discovering that the revolutionary spirit had cooled in his own country upon arriving in the then-temporary capital of New York in March 1790 and taking office as America’s first secretary of state. At that point, Washington had already been president for nearly a year, and a collection of courtiers had already coalesced around him. “The courtesies of dinner parties given me as a stranger newly arrived among them, placed me at once in their familiar society,” Jefferson remembered. “But I cannot describe the wonder and mortification with which the table conversations filled me. Politics were the chief topic, and a preference of kingly, over republican, government was evidently the favorite sentiment.”

It had not just been idle talk. People had begun treating Washington like a monarch. According to gossip, the organizers of a ball during the early days of the presidency had propped up a sofa on a platform so that President and Mrs. Washington could reign above the “gentlemen” wearing their dress swords on the dance floor. “Each one when going to dance was to lead his partner to the foot of the sofa; make a low obeisance to the President and his lady; then go and dance; and when done, bring his partner again to the foot of the sofa for new obeisances.” The protocol had come from the royal courts of Europe. Ditto for the so-called levees, the stuffy weekly visiting hour when the doors to the president’s house had opened to callers who had found Washington wearing a black suit and dress sword and willing to exchange bows but never handshakes. At the first such levee, an aide preceding Washington into a room full of sycophants shouted, “The President of the United States.” To his credit, Washington had rebuked the aide afterward. As far as Jefferson could see, Washington had no love for the levees. “He had been led into them by the persons he consulted at New York.”

As to who had led Washington to the levees, there could be little doubt: Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton, the Caribbean immigrant who had come to New York on the eve of the Revolution, who had served as one of Washington’s aides during the war, and who had given a hopeless speech in favor of what could be described only as a monarchial government at the Constitutional Convention. That Hamilton looked to a day when the United States would adopt the British form of government—that his followers had a plan to bring about the transformation—had dawned on Jefferson only after the two had arranged a dinner in June 1790. Out of that meal had come a compromise that allowed for passage of the cornerstone of Hamilton’s financial plan: federal assumption of state debts racked up during the Revolution. At the time, Jefferson had understood little more about “assumption” than how it divided the Union along sectional lines with almost all the southern states (especially Virginia) strongly opposing it as a handout to northern states that had not paid down their debts and to the northern speculators snatching up previously worthless securities sure to rise in value. “It was observed [at the dinner],” Jefferson remembered, “that as the pill would be a bitter one to the Southern states, something should be done to soothe them.” That something was moving the federal capital. In the short run, it would go to Philadelphia. In the long run, it would go south, to a site of Washington’s choosing on the river flowing past his Virginia home.

Only after the capital had moved to Philadelphia had Jefferson realized what a disastrous deal he had struck. For a city, it seemed, he had traded away a country. “I was duped… by the Secretary of the Treasury and made a tool for forwarding his schemes, not then sufficiently understood by me.” Assumption of state debts had represented only one part of Hamilton’s master plan. A commitment to fully funding the enormous national debt had represented another. A dangerous and growing dependence on the British imports so crucial for generating tariff revenue had followed. So had an unpopular whiskey excise tax that had caused serious unrest in the west. So had the creation of a national bank that had stretched to the breaking point the constitutional limits placed on the federal government’s powers. So had a culture of speculating that had led people away from “commerce & agriculture” and into “vice & idleness,” no better than one would find at “a gaming table.” So had the “corruption” of congressmen who had tied, first, their fortunes—and, then, their votes—to the success of Hamilton’s scheme. So had the real possibility that Hamilton’s adherents—the “monarchical” party (Federalists) made up mostly of “merchants” dependent on “British capital,” “paper dealers,” and the “idle rich of the great commercial towns”—would succeed in their ultimate goal: importing the British system of government complete with a king and house of lords. The one hope for saving the republic lay in the rise of a new party: the Republicans.

Jefferson had tried to make Washington understand. As the notes revealed, the conversations had not gone well. “As to the idea of transforming this government into a monarchy, he [Washington] did not believe there were ten men in the U.S. whose opinions were worth attention who entertained such a thought.” For Jefferson, the worst moment came upon discovering that Washington “really” approved “the treasury system.” The reforms, Washington insisted, had freed the government from the embarrassing financial crises that had come close to undoing his undersupplied and underpaid army during the Revolution. Much as Jefferson had wanted to put all the blame on Hamilton—to cling to the idea of a president not comprehending his own policies—Washington had rejected it. The very notion struck Washington as an insult, no better than calling him “careless” or “stupid.”

What Washington had wanted was for Jefferson and Hamilton to “coalesce in the measures of the government.” If the cabinet would come together, so would the country, Washington had said. Even back then, Jefferson had deemed it delusional. Party differences had begun to mirror geographic differences, with Federalists dominating the North and Republicans the South. Only Washington himself, Jefferson had said, could transcend that divide. Only Washington serving a second term could hold together the country. How much Washington wanted to retire, Jefferson had known. He had seen the “valedictory” or “farewell” address that his closest confidant, then-congressman James Madison of Virginia, had secretly written in 1792 for Washington to publish under his own name in the newspapers. Jefferson and Madison had both begged Washington not to do so. So he had postponed his plan to retire but only after wondering whether he himself had lost the “confidence” of the South. Certainly, his administration had.

Most of Jefferson’s notes dated to the second term, not because it had represented most of his time as secretary of state (far from it) but because those final months between the first day of the second term (March 4, 1793) and the last day of his tenure (December 31, 1793) had brought realizations that made him “tremble.”

One realization was that Washington had lost trust in the people he led. How else to explain why he had underlined and questioned the word “republic” while editing a letter Jefferson had written? “Ours was a republican government,” Washington conceded, “but yet we had not used that style in this way.” “Republic” was the word the French had begun using to describe their country in the fall of 1792, just months before guillotining Louis XVI. That the president had begun to identify with the witless king would have stunned Jefferson had he not seen how Washington had looked earlier when told of Louis’s capture. “I never saw him [Washington] so much dejected by any event in my life.” Federalist friends, Jefferson thought, purposely exaggerated the violence in France so as to scare the president. They showed him newspaper reports that played up the chaos. The strategy succeeded. As for the United States, Jefferson heard Washington once say, “There was more danger of anarchy being introduced [than monarchy].”

The neutrality that Washington had declared after the outbreak of war between Britain and France led Jefferson to another frightening realization: the administration’s foreign policy would favor Britain (the country Jefferson had denounced in the Declaration of Independence), even though the heart of the American people beat for France (the country that had given aid during America’s Revolution and now desperately needed aid during its own). The instability abroad caused Washington to convene his cabinet more and more. Always hoping for “unanimity,” he often settled disputes among his advisers by forcing them to vote. The pro-British position usually started off with two votes because that “plump” “fool” Secretary of War Henry Knox of Massachusetts almost always backed the views that Hamilton presented in the forty-plus-minute speeches he delivered as if addressing a “jury.” The swing vote belonged to Attorney General Edmund Randolph, a fellow Virginian who should have been a solid Republican but could change his colors as quickly as a “chameleon.” Thus, against overwhelming odds, Jefferson had soldiered on, as if “a gladiator” forced “to descend daily into the arena… to suffer martyrdom in every conflict.”

Just recalling the memories brought back the misery. Never again, Jefferson swore, would he endure days like August 2, 1793, when the cabinet discussed the so-called Democratic Societies, the local political clubs that had formed in support of the revolution in France and the Republican Party in America. The notes Jefferson had taken told the story:


Met again. Hamilton spoke again ¾ of an hour [about the danger of the Democratic Societies].…

I answered… [by warning that condemning the societies would encroach on] the right of voluntary associations… [and would] make the President assume the station of the head of a party instead of the head of the nation.…

Knox [at some point] in a foolish incoherent sort of a speech introduced the pasquinade [a satire] lately printed… where the President was placed on a guillotine [just as Louis XVI had been].…

The President was much inflamed, got into one of those passions when he cannot command himself. Run on much on the personal abuse which had been bestowed on him. Defied any man on earth to produce one single act of his since he had been in the government which was not done on the purest motives. That he had never repented but once the having slipped the moment of resigning his office, and that was every moment since. That by god he had rather be in his grave than in his present situation. That he had rather be on his farm than to be made emperor of the world and yet that they were charging him with wanting to be a king.…

There was a pause. Some difficulty in resuming our question.



To Washington, around this time, Jefferson had confided that he could take no more. For months, he had wished to retire, to return to Monticello, to escape Philadelphia, “where the laws of society oblige me to move always exactly in the circle which I know to bear me peculiar hatred, that is to say, the wealthy aristocrats, the merchants connected closely with England, [and] the new created paper fortunes that thus surrounded.” Only Washington’s pleading had persuaded Jefferson to stay until the end of 1793. Without “the check of my opinions in the administration,” Jefferson remembered, Washington had worried about “things… going too far.” Indeed, not long after Jefferson’s departure, they had.

In the fall of 1794, Washington had led an army west toward Pittsburgh and the Forks of the Ohio, where the “infernal” whiskey excise tax had stirred what authorities denounced as an insurrection but what Jefferson deemed nothing “more than riotous” protest. That Hamilton had stayed with the army even after Washington’s return to Philadelphia had not surprised. Jefferson remembered once hearing the treasury secretary call Julius Caesar “the greatest man that ever lived.” Meanwhile, in a speech to Congress, Washington had blamed the insurrection on the Democratic Societies, which Federalists, in turn, had blamed on the Republican Party and France. “It is wonderful indeed,” Jefferson wrote, “that the President should have permitted himself to be the organ of such an attack on the freedom of discussion, the freedom of writing, printing and publishing.” Washington had been warned: there would be no going back if he allowed the Federalists to cast him as their party head. It would not have happened had he not lost “the firm tone of mind, for which he had been remarkable,” and had not “a listlessness… crept on him, and a willingness to let others act and even think for him.”

Soon after had come the day when the cabinet no longer had space for dissenters, not even one as timid as Edmund Randolph. His offense had been to urge a delay before ratifying the Jay Treaty, which amounted to “really nothing more than a treaty of alliance” with Britain. For this heresy, the Federalist successors to Hamilton and Knox (both of whom had resigned after the Whiskey Rebellion) had purged Randolph after accusing him of soliciting bribes from the French. Evidently believing the absurd story, Washington had signed the treaty, despite having previously resolved to postpone ratification, or so went the story Randolph told afterward. Crowds opposing the treaty had taken to the streets up and down the coast, even in New York, where shouting and stone throwing had done what Jefferson never could: cut short one of Hamilton’s endless speeches. Only Washington’s personal popularity had allowed the Federalists to press on with their unpopular foreign policy. “Nothing can support them but the colossus of the President’s merits with the people,” Jefferson wrote. “His successor, if a Monocrat [Federalist], will be overborne by the republican sense of his constituents.”

It had been in this mind-set that Jefferson had written his old neighbor Mazzei. Had Washington inspired the line about Solomons and Samsons selling out to Britain? No, Jefferson reassured himself, even though, according to his own notes, Washington had undergone exactly such a transformation. The Samson who had won his country’s independence had unwittingly signed it away to Britain. The Solomon who had proudly stood above party disputes had finally fallen to the Federalists. According to one rumor, Washington had even said that if “a separation of the Union into Northern and Southern” halves ever happened, “he had made up his mind to remove and be of the Northern.” The old man was past saving. “His mind had been so long used to unlimited applause that it could not brook contradiction, or even advice offered unasked.”

That included advice from Jefferson. In 1796, he had warned Washington of Federalist “intriguer[s]” trying “to sow tares between you and me.” As recently as Adams’s inauguration, the intriguers had not completely succeeded, for the two Virginians could still dine and talk, if not about current events, then of days long past and their farms faraway. If publication of the Mazzei letter had not already destroyed that remaining piece of their relationship, publication of the “secret” history needed to clarify the translation errors obviously would. “It would be impossible for me to explain this publicly without bringing on a personal difference between General Washington & myself,” Jefferson concluded. “It would embroil me also with all those with whom his character is still popular, that is to say, nine tenths of the people of the U.S. And what good would be obtained…? Very little indeed in my opinion to counterbalance a good deal of harm.” The newspapers awaiting a response to the Mazzei letter would receive none. Jefferson would stay silent. The “secret” history would stay secret.

Besides, a sliver of hope had arisen. Adams had ultimately defied his cabinet. Instead of sending two more Federalists to join Pinckney as envoys to France, Adams had sent only one, John Marshall of Virginia. The third appointee would be an independent whom Republicans could cheer: Elbridge Gerry of Massachusetts. Not that Jefferson really wanted the mission to succeed at this point. He had secretly advised the French to “drag out the negotiations at length” with the envoys. In other words, delay until power passed from a Federalist administration to a Republican one.



One day that spring of 1797, the weather turned so hot that Washington “threw off his flannel” only to catch cold by night. For all the years he had recorded the weather in Virginia, the “sudden change” had surprised him. Reacclimating to his old home after so long away would take more time. Having Hercules, the runaway chef, back in the kitchen would have made everyone at Mount Vernon feel more at home, but no reports of his whereabouts had arrived. In his absence, the kitchen fell into chaos. Those trying to fill the void knew “nothing of cooking” or “arranging a table.” The “inconvenience” for Martha was especially “great” given that her personal attendant, Oney, “who was brought up and treated more like a child than a servant,” had also recently fled.

Perhaps Eliza Willing Powel could suggest a Philadelphia chef willing to relocate to Mount Vernon. Washington drafted a letter for Martha to copy and send under her own signature. She often required a ghostwriter when writing to fashionable friends like Eliza. Washington, on his own, would also ask a few fellow Virginians for their advice on replacing Hercules but did not expect their help to lead anywhere. Most Virginians would simply recommend “another slave.” That was not what Washington wanted. He wanted a freeman. He had “resolved never” again to “purchase” a human being.

In the aggregate, Mount Vernon already contained more slaves than it could profitably hold. Two times too many, Washington calculated, despite all of his attempts to diversify the estate’s operations and to create new jobs for hands no longer needed in the fields. “It is demonstratively clear that on this estate, Mount Vernon, I have more working Negroes by a full moiety, than can be employed to any advantage in the farming system.” He would have long ago gotten “quit” of every one of his slaves if not for being opposed to the usual way of going about it: “selling negroes, as you would do cattle in the market.”

From time to time came letters from busybodies suggesting another way he could “get quit of Negroes”: he could emancipate them. “Shame! Shame!” read a recent one from an Englishman who had never seen Mount Vernon. “Ages to come will read with astonishment that the man who was foremost to wrench the rights of America from the tyrannical grasp of Britain was among the last to relinquish his own oppressive hold of poor unoffending negroes. In the name of justice what can induce you thus to tarnish your own well-earned celebrity… with so foul and indelible a blot.” A letter like that deserved no response. So Washington had simply returned it, but the point stayed with him. For the sake of history, he wanted it known that the “unfortunate condition of the persons, whose labor in part I employed, has been the only unavoidable subject of regret.”

It was not that he had given no thought to emancipating his slaves. He had. He had even begun to carry out an emancipation plan during his final year in office. In newspapers across the country, he had placed an advertisement offering for rent four of Mount Vernon’s farms (all except the one around the mansion house) and offering for sale his prized western lands, the more than thirty thousand acres of “cream of the country” real estate that he had accumulated along the Ohio River and its tributaries. For all the information the advertisement had provided (enough to take up two full newspaper columns), people responding to it fixated on the one detail omitted: What would happen to the slaves? Would they be rented with the land? While he had not wanted to preclude any possibilities (why refuse an offer before hearing the terms?), it was “not… [his] intention to let the Negroes.” He had “something better in view for them.”

So secret was the idea that putting it on paper even for a trusted friend required precautions: an asterisk leading to a separate page labeled “private” and written in euphemisms. “I have another motive which makes me earnestly wish for the accomplishment of these things. It is indeed more powerful than all the rest—namely to liberate a certain species of property which I possess very repugnantly to my own feelings.” Renting four of the farms and selling the western lands, it seemed, could break the cycle of economic dependence that bound Washington and his slaves together. By augmenting his income and reducing his responsibilities to just the one farm around the mansion house, he could afford to give up the slaves who accounted for so much of his personal wealth. By hiring themselves out to new tenants needing hands, the slaves could afford to survive without the food, clothing, and shelter he provided. All the pieces of the puzzle would have fit together if not for a pair of protruding problems.

First, months of advertising yielded no tenants capable of meeting the terms he detailed. Only immigrants would do (preferably from Britain) because Americans (especially Virginians) made “slovenly” farmers who thought “of nothing else but to work a field as long as it will bear anything and until it is run into gullies & ruined.” The tired tobacco fields littering Virginia showed the damage. Mount Vernon deserved better. He could not give up all control. It was simply not in his constitution.

Second, most of the Mount Vernon slaves were not his to manumit. They belonged to the estate of Martha’s first husband. In a sense, these dower slaves had been what had made the widow such an attractive match for a soldier who had enhanced his reputation during the French and Indian War but still needed to enlarge his fortune. The dower slaves would stay at Mount Vernon as long as she did, and there lay the problem: when Martha passed away, they would pass on to her grandchildren. If marriage to Martha had twisted affairs in ways Washington had not foreseen in 1759, the marriages the slaves had subsequently consummated among themselves completed a Gordian knot. He had known that some of his slaves had married dower slaves. But seeing just how many astonished him. According to a survey he had recently ordered, about two in every three slave marriages at Mount Vernon crossed ownership lists. “When it is considered how much the dower Negroes and my own are intermarried,” he wrote, separating them “will be an affecting and trying event.” Virginia law might not recognize these unions, but he did. He had pledged to honor them. Any plan that emancipated his slaves while leaving the dower slaves in bondage would break that vow and would leave his estate to the same sad fate befalling his country: a future half-slave and half-free.

There was one way that Mount Vernon and the United States could both avoid that fate, even if, as president, he had feared discussing it: legislative emancipation. Even something so trivial as an “ill-judged” petition advocating the idea had prompted talk of Virginia seceding and forming a southern confederacy. “What would Virginia (and such other States as might be inclined to join her) gain by a separation?” he wondered. “Would they not, most unquestionably, be the weaker party?” Virginia’s long-term interest, he believed, aligned with Pennsylvania and the northern states phasing out slavery. No doubt, it was easier for the North. Of the 694,280 slaves counted in the first national census, 645,023 lived in the South. Of those, 292,627 lived in Virginia. Even so, as he saw it, economics dictated Virginia must eventually follow Pennsylvania’s course and embrace gradual emancipation. One need only look at land prices in the two states. The numbers were “higher” in the northern one. He wished from his “soul that the legislature of this state [Virginia] could see the policy of a gradual abolition.”
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