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Introduction


Early in 1945, less than a year after Douglas Southall Freeman began work on his massive narration of Washington’s life, a distinguished historian and friend wished Freeman good luck with the daunting project and closed with the following words: “It is a great subject, and one in which both the subject and the author are worthy of each other.”1 That assertion is deceptively simple and meaningful because the subject and the author were both complex and fascinating men. Washington is demonstrably the most important figure in all of American history. He presided over the creation of the American republic, as a civilian, after having made its creation possible as a soldier.


Freeman is equally worthy of our attention because he ranked among the three or four most popular writers of history and biography during the middle decades of the twentieth century. The cultural climate in this country between 1945 and Freeman’s death in 1953 profoundly affected both what Freeman wrote and, even more, why the project was received so positively. Its appearance struck such responsive chords that the series became a notable event in the history of American publishing. As Freeman’s longtime editor remarked to him in October 1948, when Volumes I and II appeared: “The press you are getting on publication is something I have never seen equalled, either for promptness or for unanimity of praise.”2


Just as George Washington endures as a towering figure in our founding as a nation—despite his apparent blandness and unapproachability—Freeman’s biography endures because of its clarity, its judiciousness, its scrupulous attention to detail as well as context, and above all because of its empathy. Whereas Freeman’s four-volume biography of Robert E. Lee (1934-1935) had been an intense labor of love, the author embarked upon his Washington with dutiful respect. By 1949, however, when Freeman got deeply immersed in Volumes III and IV, his esteem for Washington’s character and greatness had been considerably enhanced. The more he learned about Washington, working through one crisis after another, the more Freeman appreciated him. Even though Washington successfully suppressed his innermost feelings in most situations, the public crises that he confronted were deeply felt at a personal level.


Like Washington, Freeman was a courtly Virginian. Although he was a newspaper editor by profession, military affairs and history fascinated him. Late in September 1945, with the Washington enterprise well launched, Freeman flew from Washington, D.C., on a trip around the world in order to meet with officers and men in “our various armies of occupation in Europe and Asia” along with officials of many other nations. His travels took him to England, Germany, Egypt, India, China, Japan, Guam, Pearl Harbor, the west coast of the United States, and finally home to Richmond, where he immersed himself in this biographical project that he hoped would be “definitive.” In June of 1949, at the age of sixty-three, he retired as editor of The Richmond News Leader (a position that he had held since 1915) in order to concentrate his full attention and energies on the biography.


In addition to his total identification as a Virginian and a strong fascination with historical biography, other features of Freeman’s life help provide us with clues to his affinity for George Washington. Early in the autumn of 1952, a month prior to the publication of Volume V, Freeman acknowledged to a friend that ever since 1908 he had devoted his most meaningful hours to writing and public speaking on the subjects of politics and military history.3 A lifelong Democrat, he nevertheless supported Dwight D. Eisenhower for the presidency in 1952 and contributed an important essay on “Ike” to Life magazine that fall. Freeman believed that a successful high command in the military provided excellent preparation for national leadership.


Unlike the tightly controlled dignity and reserve of George Washington, Freeman’s personal warmth won him many friends and admirers. A biographical sketch found among his papers and presumably written by a staff member informs us that he had “a wonderful sense of humor and everyone in his household shares in the fun and daily laughter that abounds in his presence. Each morning at the breakfast table he announces his choice of the Hymn for the day, and that is sung at intervals, or a phrase of it hummed whenever he or anyone of the family feels the urge to do so.”4 Freeman loved classical music, played recordings while he worked, and started taking piano lessons at the age of sixty-three.


Despite these cheery and attractive aspects of his temperament, however, Freeman subjected himself to a regimen that might have astonished the equally self-disciplined George Washington. From 1947 until his sudden death in 1953 Freeman kept a daily diary that enables us to trace his progress on the great biographical project week by week if not day by day. It is not an introspective or intimate journal. Rather, it is a log of hours invested in the Father of His Country and precious minutes wasted on mindless intruders. Saturday, June 6, 1953, provides us with a representative entry: “By every test, this has been a bad week. I miscalculated the time lost. . . . To cap it all, a deaf old jackass came here today and took almost an hour to ask me when he should fly the Confederate flag on his Confederate bank.”


Freeman rose every morning at 2:30 and was customarily at work by 3 A.M. His stated goal (in his diary) was to work on Washington eight hours each day, seven days per week. At the end of each week he tallied the number of hours actually logged; and from time to time he calculated the grand total to date. On June 7, 1953, six days prior to his death of a massive heart attack in the late afternoon, he recorded a total of 15,693 hours invested in the project. I’m not at all certain whether George Washington, who also rose early and kept a diary, would have applauded or would have been appalled by Freeman’s compulsiveness.


Despite such assiduity, however, Freeman could not have completed six volumes in as many years by working alone. (He had earned a Ph.D. in history at Johns Hopkins in 1908, working in the customary self-reliant fashion.) In October 1944 he hired Dr. Gertrude R. B. Richards as a coworker. She remained his chief research associate throughout the project; but, after he gained financial support from the Carnegie Corporation, Freeman added Mrs. Mary Wells Ashworth to the staff as an associate early in 1948 and Mrs. Geneva Bennet Snelling as project librarian in 1952. Like George Washington, Freeman did not tolerate incompetence. Hence his shock in 1946 when Gertrude Richards discovered major gaps and errors in the massive thirty-seven-volume editorial project undertaken by John C. Fitzpatrick of the Library of Congress, The Writings of George Washington (1931-1940).5


Freeman began to serve as a local radio commentator as early as 1925, when radio programming was still in its infancy. In 1929 he started to make weekly broadcasts, called “Lessons in Living,” each Sunday. Eventually these informal sessions occurred daily and came to be regarded as one of the oldest radio features of continuous record in the United States. Whenever an occasion arose, Freeman urged military preparedness—prior to World War II but particularly during the Cold War, the period when Washington was in preparation. Had he lived into the age of television, viewers would have felt comfortable with his open, likable face, his alert, inquisitive, somewhat bemused expression, his solid build and balding head planted on a short neck, and his slightly rumpled appearance. Photographs of Freeman show a man comfortable in the company of others.


Early in March 1953 Freeman arranged a radio interview for a broadcast devoted to Parson Mason Locke Weems, whose biography of Washington first appeared in 1800 and undoubtedly sold more copies thereafter than any biography in all of American publishing history. It is the source for most of the best-known Washington myths, including the story of little George, his hatchet, and the defenseless cherry tree.6 Freeman’s broadcast occurred on March 10, 1953, just three months before his death. Here is part of his response to the question, What effect has Weems’s Washington had on the writing of American history and biography?


The answer may seem a paradox: Weems was absurdly in error with respect to detail; [but] he was fundamentally correct in his interpretation of the basic character of the man. In this, “the wheel has come full circle.” After the American Revolution, the average citizen of the young republic looked on Washington as the saviour of the country. No man in the history of the United States ever was brought so soon to a state just below that of apotheosis. . . . To regard him as the perfect patriot, the ideal American, was an imperative in the code of the average man. That continued until long after the death of the last of those who had known Washington in the flesh. The final entombment of the demigod came in the noble biography of Washington Irving, which was completed in 1859—just before the emergence of the new national and regional heroes of the Civil War. Washington was half forgotten by 1870 and, when praised in the familiar strains, was regarded as something of a bore. No man, it was said in substance, could be as nearly perfect as he was represented to be. That mental attitude prepared the way for the debunkers who did their utmost and their worst to prove Washington an unworthy man. . . . The debunkers have had their day. . . . Now that substantially all the historical evidence regarding Washington has been assembled, it is manifest, I think, that Parson Weems was far more nearly accurate in his appraisal than the debunkers have been.7


In the fall of 1951, after Volumes III and IV of Freeman’s work appeared, he received a long and rambling but laudatory letter from Rupert Hughes, the last of the debunkers, who never completed his own George Washington (1926-1930), a three-volume work that ended its narration abruptly at Yorktown in 1781.


Hughes lavished praise on Freeman and urged him to complete the saga that Hughes himself had left undone.


It has been said that every biography is really an autobiography. In so far as that is true you are building a glorious autobiography. Your research is astounding, but your calm, sane, kindly yet critical evaluations of the sources and the documents demonstrate a magnificent mind and a sterling honesty, a very winning character. Please hurry up the next two installments of your great Whodunit as I can hardly wait to learn how you will extricate Washington from his appalling and unending perplexities.


Freeman responded in his distinctively tactful fashion to the seventy-nine-year-old debunker. Hughes had done more than anyone else, he said, to prepare the way for a new study of Washington because he had performed two essential services. “One of them was to sweep away the debris, the other was to open entirely unknown sources for the use of your successors.”8


In contrast to this courtly pas de deux, Freeman had a concerned and revealing correspondence with Allan Nevins in the fall of 1948 after Nevins wrote a rave review of Volumes I and II for The New York Times, First Freeman asked Nevins, a veteran biographer, for counsel on the problem of detail, and then revealed why the subsequent volumes in the series would be more discriminating. Freeman felt that including minor details caused the early volumes to “drag.”


At the same time I included it [detail] in these volumes because Washington is Washington and everything about him in that period of meager knowledge of his life seems justified. . . . From 1774 onward I eliminate a greater part of the small detail, but the old problem remains: If you include too much you bore and if you include too little you fail to give verisimilitude to the picture.9


Nevins responded a fortnight later with an equally candid letter. On the one hand, he declared, “detail seems to me the vivifying element in history or biography.” He then conceded, however, that “most readers boggle at a great deal.” Nevins then moved to his main message, unstinting praise for Freeman’s portrait accompanied by some skepticism about the historical subject himself.


You are admirably successful, I think, in making George Washington seem real; for the first time I realized, I think, just what sort of human being he was. Your analysis of him is masterly. I wonder if you realize that your portrait, so vivid and true, is a little bit disagreeable? He is not a likeable young man. He was too much a careerist, even too much an egoist.”10


Freeman replied with assent, yet looking ahead he saw a more attractive figure in the making.


Those who liked him did not know him fully. [Virginia Governor] Dinwiddie, who knew him best, disliked him in the end. The great fact is that Washington grew. I have been very much surprised to see how substantial was the development in his character and the change in what would appear to have been his “temperament” between 1759 and 1775.”11


By pushing ahead at the fearsome pace that he set for himself—eight hours each day, seven days a week, always completing four hours of work prior to breakfast—Freeman brought the story to 1793 and the close of Washington’s first administration as President. He finished Volume VI at one o’clock on the day he died in June 1953. It appeared in 1954 and a window exhibit in Richmond, arranged for the occasion, included Freeman’s specially constructed wide-armed writing chair, at which he composed all of R. E. Lee: A Biography (1934-1935), Lee’s Lieutenants (1942-1944), and much of George Washington. The exhibit also showed Freeman’s distinctive writing board and the manuscript of the concluding page of Volume VI, just as he left them on his desk when he paused for lunch on his last day.12 The window display did, indeed, have the trappings of a venerable shrine, the cell of a modern saint; but that is how he was regarded in the Old Dominion and by a great many admirers elsewhere.


In a letter that he wrote to his editor at Scribners in April 1953, Freeman looked ahead to Volume VII and envisioned room at the end for what he called “a final summing up that will be, in effect, an epitome of the entire work.” He then explained his motive and his reasoning.


I wish it to be elaborate because I have this possibility in mind: When we have done all we can in selling the full set of seven volumes, we might take this epitome, reset it in larger type and, in effect, have a brief one-volume life of Washington, a work that is needed and, I think, desired. Is this a crazy dream or is it practicable and potentially profitable for the firm and for me?. . .


P.S. Needless to say, while this matter of course can be discussed with your associates, it should be kept a secret among us.13


For several years prior to Freeman’s death he relied upon a full-time research aide at the Library of Congress named John A. Carroll, a young man of “ability and industry.” Carroll and Mary Wells Ashworth saw Volume VI through the production process and then collaborated in researching and writing Volume VII (1957), which covered Washington’s second administration and his two last years in retirement at Mount Vernon, 1793-1799.


Richard Harwell, who prepared the one-volume abridgment that follows, had performed a similar work on Lee that first appeared in 1961. A Southerner like Freeman, Harwell was a historian and librarian who at various times held positions at libraries rich in their associations with George Washington: the University of Virginia (Charlottesville), the Huntington Library (San Marino, California), and the Boston Athenaeum. Harwell’s abridgment of Washington first appeared in 1968, a year in which the election for President of the United States was hotly contested.


Curiously enough, the bicentennial of George Washington’s birth in 1932 proved to be the most popular of all the commemorative observances held in the twentieth century—more memorable than the bicentennials of the American Revolution (1976) and the Constitution (1987), more successful than the Civil War Centennial (1961-1965) and the Centennial of the Statue of Liberty (1986). The extensive activities and observances held in 1932 are summarized in lively fashion by Karal Ann Marling in George Washington Slept Here: Colonial Revivals and American Culture, 1876-1986 (1988), especially Chapter 11. The Washington bicentennial year also saw a number of artistic reinterpretations of the historical figure, most notably Alfred Maurer’s cubist George Washington and Frank Moran’s modernist sculpture of the same name. Maurer’s painting is not a parody of Gilbert Stuart’s famous portrait, but it is perhaps a bit irreverent—and realistic, despite the obvious influence of cubism. This candid realism helps to humanize Washington, and symbolizes America’s desire at the time to demythologize Washington, which is exactly what Douglas Southall Freeman hoped to do in his multifaceted biography.


In addition to studies of George Washington’s image and reputation in American culture, such as Barry Schwartz, George Washington: The Making of an American Symbol (1987) and Margaret B. Klapthor and Howard A. Morrison, G. Washington: A Figure Upon the Stage (1982 [prepared for an exhibition held in 1982 at the National Museum of American History in Washington, D.C., to observe the 250th anniversary of his birth]), books and essays have also appeared in recent years that provide succinct reappraisals of Washington’s political wisdom and character.14 They call our attention to the fact that he virtually created the Presidency as an institution and conferred upon it great dignity. Washington established the standards by which all subsequent Presidents have ultimately been measured—their moral character and political wisdom. Historian Gordon S. Wood, in a lecture presented at the White House late in 1991, asserted that to his contemporaries Washington was the embodiment of classical republican (that is, non-monarchical) virtue, epitomized in 1783 by his circular letter to the states in which he promised to retire from public life and by his resignation as commander-in-chief of the American forces just before Christmas in 1783.15 (See pp. 508-510 below.)


Washington’s contemporaries understood as well as admired him. They rarely doubted that he always sought to act in a patriotic and disinterested manner. David Humphreys, who lived for a while at Mount Vernon and became one of Washington’s most trusted advisors, wrote a biographical sketch that has recently been published. Although it concentrates primarily on the period from 1756 to 1783, the origins of the Revolution and the War for Independence, Humphreys depicts a very human and engaging man who eagerly wished to retire once peace had been achieved, who struggled with his conscience before accepting the Presidency, and who gladly resigned after his second term despite entreaties that he continue.16


His countrymen pleaded with him to do so because he seemed to them to embody the cherished values of the nation more than any other individual. At a time when political animosities ran high and conflict threatened to tear apart the very fabric of republican society, Washington alone appeared to be above partisanship and to have at heart only the best interests of the country as a whole. How those perceptions surfaced from a lifetime of public service is revealed in the compelling chapters of Douglas Southall Freeman’s narrative. Altogether Freeman handwrote 3,109 printed pages of text for this project. The condensation that follows will give the reader all of the essentials and then some, complete and fulfilling in its own succinct fashion.


MICHAEL KAMMEN


1992
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Editor’s Note


At the close of many months of working with Douglas Southall Freeman’s George Washington the abridger of it faces a paradox in setting out to write an introduction, however brief, to the shorter Washington. Why should he add words to this volume when he has been trying so long and so hard, sometimes almost desperately, to retain the essence of Dr. Freeman’s work and, at the same time, to subtract as many words as possible from the story of a life so full of meaning to Americans that it should be told as completely as possible? The answer is twofold: First, it is incumbent on one who has worked so closely with a book to give his view of its meaning and relevance; second, it is only fair that the reader know how and to what extent this one-volume biography of Washington differs from Freeman’s monumental and definitive seven-volume biography of him.


Washington’s life can stand almost any number of books about it. It can also withstand—in Stephen Vincent Benét’s phrase—the “picklock biographer,” the peephole historian, the myth-maker, and the muckraker. It has withstood many bad books. Freeman’s is certainly one of the few that it has deserved. George Washington is the true and complete story—fully researched, felicitously written, and unembellished by foolish myth or by false and pretentious piety. It is a remarkable tribute to Washington that the twentieth-century scholarship of Freeman leads to the same conclusions about him as did the work of his first great biographer, Chief Justice John Marshall.


Freeman did not live to complete his work on Washington, and his associates, Mary Wells Ashworth and John Alexander Carroll, who wrote its seventh volume, did not presume to include there the kind of summary of the first President’s character which Freeman had written into his narrative at appropriate intervals. At the end of Volume V (in the chronology of the biography, just after the close of the Revolution) Freeman wrote:


. . . if at the end of the Revolutionary War he had to be characterized in a single sentence, it would be substantially this: He was a patriot of conscious integrity and unassailable conduct who had given himself completely to the revolutionary cause and desired for himself the satisfaction of having done his utmost and of having won the approval of those whose esteem he put above every other reward.


. . . In accepting the integrity, the dedication and the ambitions of Washington as realities, one does not face an insoluble problem when one asks how this life, at the end of the Revolution, had reached the goal of service, satisfaction and reward. George Washington was neither an American Parsifal nor a biological “sport.” What he was, he made himself by will, by effort, by ambition and by perseverance. For the long and dangerous journeys of his incredible life, he had the needful strength and direction because he walked that “straight line.”1


Doubtless Freeman used the simple reference to the “straight line” here because it was his general custom to use in writing of each period in Washington’s life only the letters, comments, and other materials relating directly to that period. Quite possibly he used the phrase at this point with the intention of establishing a tie to a full quotation of the letter to Fairfax when he came, in his final volume, to summarize and to characterize the whole of Washington’s life.


Chief Justice Marshall had written, almost a century and a half before:


In [Washington], that innate and unassuming modesty which adulation would have offended, which the voluntary plaudits of millions could not betray into indiscretion, and which never obtruded upon others his claims to superior consideration, was happily blended with a high and correct sense of personal dignity, and with a just consciousness of the respect which is due to station. Without exertion, he could maintain the happy medium between that arrogance which wounds, and that facility which allows the office to be degraded in the person who fills it.


It is impossible to contemplate the great events which have occurred in the United States under the auspices of Washington, without ascribing them, in some measure, to him. If we ask the causes of the prosperous issue of a war, against the successful termination of which there were so many probabilities? of the good which was produced, and the ill which was avoided during an administration fated to contend with the strongest prejudices that a combination of circumstances and of passions could produce? of the constant favour of the great mass of his fellow citizens, and of the confidence which, to the last moment of his life, they reposed in him? the answer, so far as these causes may be found in his character, will furnish a lesson well meriting the attention of those who are candidates for political fame.


Endowed by nature with a sound judgment, and an accurate and discriminating mind, he feared not that laborious attention which made him perfectly master of those subjects, in all their relations, on which he was to decide: and this essential quality was guided by an unvarying sense of moral right, which would tolerate the employment only of those means that would bear the most rigid examination; by a fairness of intention which neither sought nor required disguise; and by a purity of virtue which not only was untainted, but unsuspected.


1 Mrs. Ashworth, in her charming Preface to Volume VII of George Washington, elucidates the final phrase quoted here:


These words of Washington’s also offer the best explanation for his success in the Presidency and for the whole of his adult life. They are from a letter to his friend Bryan Fairfax, written early in 1799: “The favorable sentiments which others, you say, have been pleased to express respecting me, cannot but be pleasing to a mind [sic] who always walked on a straight line, and endeavored as far as human frailties, and perhaps strong passions, would enable him, to discharge the relative duties to his Maker and fellow-men, without seeking any indirect or left handed attempts to acquire popularity.”


Thus do the estimates of Washington by his most recent great biographer and by his first great biographer coincide. So, too, have the estimates of the dispassionate historians in all the generations since his death been unanimous in his praise. So it was in his own time, with all but a few—the few who, from their own corruptibility or overweening political partisanship turned praise into its perverted counterpart, invective. Abigail Adams, the wife of Washington’s successor as President, gave the judgment of his contemporaries after her meeting with Washington in 1775. She wrote John Adams her first impression of the General who had come to direct operations before Boston in the initial months of the Revolution. “You had prepared me,” she noted, “to entertain a favorable opinion of General Washington, but I thought the half was not told me. Dignity with ease and complacency, the gentleman and soldier, look agreeably blended in him. Modesty marks every line and feature of his face.” And Mrs. Adams had what might equally well serve as the last word—except there will never be a “last word” about Washington—when she recorded shortly after his death: “Simple truth is his best, his greatest eulogy. She alone can render his fame immortal.”


The perfection of Washington’s character was marred by only two flaws, his ambition—which was as much a virtue as it was a fault—and his rather incomprehensible lack of strong affection for his mother. His conduct likewise bears two stains—his avoidance of his responsibilities at Fort Cumberland during the time of his over-zealous efforts to assure his supremacy in command over Capt. John Dagworthy and his peremptory treatment of Edmund Randolph during the second term as President. The first is easily excused on the ground of youthful ambition; if not excused, the second can be rationalized as a product of extreme and extenuating circumstances. This having been said, all else must be praise.


As a military man Washington did not burst upon the world as a genius nor did he ever achieve distinction deserving of the appellation, but he heeded his own advice written to his youthful captains on the frontier in 1757: “. . . devote some part of your leisure hours to the study of your profession, a knowledge in which cannot be obtained without application; nor any merit or applause to be achieved without a certain knowledge thereof. Discipline is the soul of an army.” So was self-discipline the soul of Washington’s success. In military matters, as in all things, he constantly improved himself. (It can be appropriately added that in self-discipline lay also much of the reason for the success of Douglas Freeman. It can be written of him, as he wrote of Washington: “He never could have finished all his duties—to say nothing of keeping his books and conducting his correspondence—had he not risen early and ordered his hours.”)


Washington had a pragmatic view of history. “We ought not to look back,” he said, “unless it is to derive useful lesson from past errors and for the purpose of profiting by dear bought experience.” Certain it is that Americans have much to learn about their present and for their future by looking back on him and on his “dear bought experience.” There are lessons in the history of every day of the Revolution; there is wisdom in every line of Washington’s Farewell Address; there is example in almost his every act. There is advice for the present in the Count d’Estaing’s letter to Washington after rash moves on the part of Gen. John Sullivan had threatened a rupture of the Americans’ relations with their French allies:


If during the coming centuries, we of America and France are to live in amity and confidence, we must banish recriminations and prevent complaints. I trust the two nations will not be forced to depart from moderation in their conduct but that they will reflect in all their public affairs that firmness and consideration for public interests necessary to unity between two great nations.


And in the words Washington spoke to a minority group—in that case the Jewish Congregation at Newport—on his visit to Rhode Island in 1791:


It is now no more that toleration is spoken of, as if it was by the indulgence of one class of people, that another enjoyed the exercise of their inherent natural rights. For happily the government of the United States, which gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance requires only that they who live under its protection should demean themselves as good citizens, in giving it on all occasions their effectual support.


What “straight line” Washington would mark for America in a time of a foreign war longer than the Revolution, of unprecedented social unrest, and of a degree of personal danger to public figures never known to him is speculation. Would his admonishment against American involvement in European affairs in a period when a youthful America had much to fear from older and stronger powers be repeated in a world grown small and an America grown large; would it be extended into argument against involvement in Asia? “The great rule of conduct for us, in regard to foreign nations,” he wrote, “is, in extending our commercial relations, to have with them as little political connexion as possible. So far as we have already formed engagements, let them be fulfilled with perfect good faith. . . . Here, let us stop.” Would he say, in the face of demands from the socially and economically disadvantaged, what he wrote “Light Horse Harry” Lee in 1786 concerning the malcontents led by Daniel Shays? He told Lee that grievances should be corrected, but that if the uprising in western Massachusetts represented no valid complaint the force of the government should be employed against it: “Let the reins of government . . . be braced and held with a steady hand, and every violation of the constitution be reprehended: if defective let it be amended, but not suffered to be trampled upon whilst it has an existence.” Can public men any longer say what Washington said on his arrival at New York for his inauguration as President in April of 1789? He declared, when he met the officer in charge of a guard that had been arranged for him: “As to the present arrangement, I shall proceed as is directed, but after this is over, I hope you will give yourself no further trouble, as the affection of my fellow-citizens is all the guard I want.”


*    *    *


When Mrs. Ashworth and Dr. Carroll undertook Volume VII of George Washington, Wallace Meyer, their editor and long Dr. Freeman’s editor at Scribner’s counselled them: “Keep your sights on biography, holding hands with history.” The emphasis in this Washington is necessarily heavily on biography; to emphasize the story of Washington, the background descriptive of his time has been reduced as much as possible. Certainly the history of Washington’s time and those who worked with, or against, him is of importance. But if Freeman’s seven volumes were to be reduced to one, his text would manifestly (as he would say) require some major excisions, and a great many small ones. The text was compressed everywhere. Second and third examples of what Washington did, reiterative and corroborative quotations were dropped. Many details had to be omitted, especially those which, as Freeman noted of Washington’s tour of the Northeastern States, were “delightful to experience but dull to read about now.” Some details “dull to read about now”—and especially in their reduction to a bare-bones narrative—were retained because of their importance in the interlocking story of Washington’s life. All of the appendices, all of the footnotes were eliminated. Even style was altered in minor ways when doing so would save a few words. The total of changes is large; it had to be to reduce the original 3582 pages of narrative text to the present 754. I hope the abandonment of details has not distorted the record. I hope Dr. Freeman, who wrote carefully and did not waste words, would forgive me for creating from his words sentences he would never himself have written. At least the words are his—very few mine—even if they have sometimes been reordered. I have tried to retain Freeman’s interpretation as well as his words. In general his sections which evaluate Washington have been reduced less drastically than others. I hope most of all that I have done no disservice to the reader. This is a volume for the reader who had rather read one volume than seven. For the student who wants all the facts: The facts and all their substantiation are there in the seven-volume George Washington.


*    *    *


Gratitude to those who have helped in the course of this work is due many. First, of course, it is due the original work of Dr. Freeman and of Mrs. Ashworth and Dr. Carroll and to the editorial work of Mr. Meyer. I am particularly indebted to Mrs. Ashworth for advice and encouragement and to Mrs. Inez Goddin Freeman and the other members of Dr. Freeman’s family for their willingness that I should undertake this condensation. I am little less indebted to Mr. Charles Scribner, Jr., to Mr. Wayne Andrews, to Mr. Thomas J. Davis, III, and to Miss Elsie Koeltl at Charles Scribner’s Sons. They have been patient with my delays. To my sister Mrs. Marion B. Harwell of Greensboro, Georgia, thanks are due for a fast and massive job of typing. For other favors and help in the preparation of this volume I thank Mr. Stafford Kay of Madison, Wisconsin; Mr. Arthur Monke and Mrs. Lena E. Browne of Brunswick, Maine; Dr. James S. Coles of New York City, formerly President of Bowdoin College; Mr. Philip N. Racine of Atlanta; Mr. Roger E. Michener of Stilling, New Jersey; Dr. Wilbur Jacobs of the University of California, Santa Barbara; and the Henry E. Huntington Library and its staff, particularly its Director, Dr. James Thorpe, its Senior Associates, Drs. Allan Nevins, A. L. Rowse, and Ray Billington, its Librarian, Robert O. Dougan, and staff members Carey S. Bliss and Mary Isabel Fry.


In writing this introductory note I have tried to avoid repeating what I said in my introduction to Lee, a similar one-volume version of Freeman’s R.E. Lee. I cannot forbear however, recalling once more how Dr. Freeman liked to speak of the pleasure of his years of work on R. E. Lee and George Washington as time spent in “the company of great gentlemen.” So has it been with me, but the great gentlemen have been three: LEE, WASHINGTON, and FREEMAN.


RICHARD HARWELL


Bowdoin College
24 June 1968
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CHAPTER / 1


It was amazing how the settlers between the Potomac and the Rappahannock Rivers in Virginia progressed. They had not come in any considerable number to that long peninsula until 1640 and after. A few were gentlemen of good descent; most were small farmers, artisans, clerks, tradesmen or adventurous younger sons of the middle classes who believed they would have a better chance in the new world than in the old. Many paid with their lives for their enterprise, but in spite of everything, the families increased fast and with no loss of vigor. The second generation began to buy luxuries from England and enjoyed larger leisure. Men of the third generation considered themselves aristocrats. Within seventy-five years a new and prosperous landed society had been organized.


In every part of the development of the Northern Neck men named Washington had a modest share. The first was John Washington who came early in 1657 as mate and voyage partner, aged about twenty-five, in the ketch Sea Horse of London. The son of an English clergyman who had been ousted from his parish by the Puritans in 1643, John had received decent schooling and, on making the voyage to Virginia, saw possibilities of self-advancement on the Northern Neck. Circumstance favored him. When the time came for the ketch to start home with a cargo of tobacco she ran aground and a winter storm sank her. Her tobacco was ruined, but there was a chance she could be raised, and John helped in getting her above water. During the time he was sharing in this task he made new friends, among them Nathaniel Pope, a well-to-do Marylander who had a marriageable daughter Anne. For this or other persuasive reasons, John prevailed on Edward Prescott, the master of the Sea Horse, to allow him to remain in Virginia. Anne Pope and her father both approved him. The father, in fact, was so hearty in his blessing of the union that when his daughter married John he gave her seven hundred acres of land and lent him £80 or more, with which to get a start.


In the autumn of 1659 a son was born to Anne and John Washington. The next spring Nathaniel Pope died and in his will cancelled the debt due him by John. John promptly began to acquire more land by importing servants whose “headrights” he could claim, by purchase, by original patent, and by taking up grants of deserted land. By 1668 he owned considerably more than five thousand acres. He sought and gained an ascending order of profitable offices and court appointments. His family increased with his honors and his acres, and in 1668, Anne, who had borne him five children, died. She was lamented, no doubt, but not so poignantly that John refused to seek a second wife, Anne Gerrard, who previously had married Walter Brodhurst and, after his death had been the wife of Henry Brett.


John’s eldest son and principal heir, Lawrence Washington, was born in September 1659 on the farm his grandfather had given Anne Pope on her union with John Washington. Apparently the boy was schooled in England. Soon after his father’s death in 1677, Lawrence was back in Virginia and was taking up some of the public duties his parent had discharged. He was Justice of the Peace before he reached his majority; at twenty-five he was a Burgess; thereafter came service as Sheriff. He did not marry until he was approximately twenty-seven, but then he found in Mildred Warner a wife of character and established position. Mildred’s father was Augustine Warner of Gloucester, Speaker of the House of Burgesses and a member of the Council. Economically Lawrence Washington began at a higher level than his father; socially he went further, but it was for a few years only. In his thirty-eighth year, 1698, Lawrence died.


At the time of his death, Lawrence Washington had three children, John, Augustine and Mildred. John was then almost seven years of age; Augustine was three; Mildred was an infant. Provision for them was not lavish but was adequate. Like his father, Lawrence had stipulated that his personal property be divided equally into four parts for his wife and the three children. During their minority, or until their marriage before they became of age, John, Augustine and Mildred were to remain under the care and tuition of their mother, who was to have the profits of their estates in order to pay for their support and schooling.


Mildred Washington probably remained a widow longer than was customary, but in the spring of 1700 she married George Gale. He took his wife, her children, and some of their possessions and migrated to England. Mildred was pregnant at the time and, following her arrival at White Haven, Cumberland, was stricken with a serious malady. A few days after her child was born, she made her will, January 26, 1701, and bequeathed £1000 to Gale. The balance of her estate she divided among him and her children. Care of the three young Washingtons was entrusted to the husband. Upon her demise, George Gale duly filed bond for the proper custody of the children and sent the boys to Appleby School, Westmoreland. There they might have remained, to be reared as young Englishmen, had not questions been raised across the Atlantic. Some of the Washingtons disputed Mildred’s will. They insisted that Lawrence had left to his children estates in which Gale had no legal interest. John Washington, Lawrence’s cousin and executor, put the question to counsel. The opinion of the lawyer was that Mildred could not bequeath the property, the income, or the custody of the children to her husband. As a result, within slightly less than twenty-four months, they were in the custody of the court and under the care of John Washington, the executor to whose diligence may be due the fact that they grew up as Virginians and not as residents of White Haven.


Augustine came of age in 1715. Gus, as he was called, was blond, of fine proportions and great physical strength and stood six feet in his stockings. His kindly nature matched his towering strength. Together, they made it easy for him to select a wife from among the daughters of the planters of Westmoreland. The girl who filled his eye returned his affection, and he was married, in 1715 or 1716, to Jane Butler. With Jane’s lands and other property to supplement his own holdings, Augustine began his married life as proprietor of more than 1740 acres. Like his father and his grandfather, he soon became a Justice of the Peace and took his seat on the bench of the county court; in the energetic spirit of the immigrant John, he began forthwith to trade in land.


Augustine was in the first heat of this acquisition of new land when the reappointment of Robert Carter as agent of the proprietary was followed by the Treaty of Albany. Not only “King” Carter himself, but also George Turberville, Mann Page, who was Carter’s son-in-law, Charles Carter, Robert Carter, Jr., George Eskridge and others of like station and speculative temper, took out patents for large acreage. Washington did not venture as far westward as these rich planters did, nor could he hope to equal the size of the tracts they acquired, but he caught so much of the speculative spirit that he extended himself to the limit of his means and perhaps beyond his resources.


First in interest to Jane and Augustine was the purchase in 1717 of land to add to the farm John the immigrant had acquired. Five years later, Augustine was prepared to build a new residence on the enlarged tract. The structure, finally occupied in 1726 or 1727 and later known as Wakefield, must have been a simple abode. Augustine Washington had too many uses for his money to build extravagantly. Next, a bargain seemed to be offered Augustine in the 2500 acres of land that represented Grandfather John Washington’s share of the land patented at the “freshes” of the Potomac opposite the Indian village of Piscataway. John had bequeathed this to Lawrence; Lawrence had left his holding to his daughter Mildred. Mildred and her husband were willing to sell this “Little Hunting Creek Tract” for £180 sterling. On May 17, 1726, the agreement was signed. By this purchase Augustine advanced his landed interests to a point within twenty-four miles, as the river ran, of the Great Falls of the Potomac, then the dividing line between the old and the new settlements.


The improvement of the Pope’s Creek property and the purchase of the Little Hunting Creek tract were by no means the end of Gus Washington’s enterprises. He bought more land to cultivate or to resell in the region of Potomac shore known as Chotank. More particularly, he began to share in the development of ore-bearing lands and iron furnaces. These were the backward children of Colonial industry and they never had thriven; but they had the attention of several companies of adventurous Marylanders and Virginians, who would not permit themselves to be discouraged. The solid results had been achieved in Maryland. There, as early as 1718, at what later became the Principio Iron Works, John Farmer had produced and sent to England three and a half tons of the metal. England was then at odds with Sweden, whence came the greater part of the island’s best iron. To replace this, Colonial furnaces were encouraged. The Principio partners did their utmost to supply the needed iron and to reap a coveted profit, but they did not have in Farmer a man of requisite vigor and ability. To spur or to succeed him, they sent to Maryland an experienced ironmaster, John England.


Either England’s wide prospecting or Augustine Washington’s own search brought to light what appeared to be rich iron deposits on land patented in part by Washington along Accokeek Creek, about eight miles northeast of Fredericksburg. England was eager to use this ore. By January 1725 he reached an informal agreement for its use with Augustine who was to receive a share in the Principio works as his compensation. This preliminary bargain seemed to England to be so advantageous to Principio that he was anxious the partners across the Atlantic sign at once to bind Augustine Washington. In urging on them promptness and legal care, England suggested that they send the Virginian a small present of wine as evidence of their approval. Augustine, for his part, quickly acquired on Accokeek 349 acres that were desired for the enlargement of the mining enterprise.


The furnace was a profitable venture, but Augustine was equivocal and irresolute in his relations with his associates in England. This was perhaps the prime reason why he determined in the summer of 1729 to go to England and deal directly with his partners. If, in dull days aboard ship, he took occasion to review his career, he had reason to be gratified. At thirty-five, he had a wife and three children, Lawrence, Augustine and Jane. He was not rich, but he was prospering and was discharging the duties and holding the offices that usually fell to a gentleman of the county. In spite of vexations and occasional reverses, Augustine Washington was established and, it would appear, was financially stronger every year.


Augustine’s strange attitude toward a new bargain kept him a long time in England. When he returned to Pope’s Creek May 26, 1730, he had the shock of his life: his wife had died the preceding November 24.


One thing that could not be deferred by the father of three young children was the finding of a new mother for them. Augustine looked about, visited and, on March 6, 1731, married a healthy orphan of moderate height, rounded figure, and pleasant voice, Mary Ball, aged twenty-three. Augustine took her to his home on Pope’s Creek, where it was not for many months that Mary’s thoughts of children were confined to those of her husband’s first marriage. By June 1731 she knew that she was pregnant and that, if all went well, she would be delivered in midwinter. At 10 A.M. on February 22, 1732, Mary Ball Washington was delivered of her first-born child, George Washington.


As George grew to consciousness and learned to walk, there was a new sister, Betty, born June 20, 1733. Before she was a year and a half old, another baby arrived, a brother christened Samuel. In his friendly little neighborhood of Washingtons, Monroes, Marshalls and like-minded folk of the Northern Neck George experienced the first sorrow of his life: On January 17, 1735, shortly before he was three years old, they told him that his half-sister Jane was dead.


Another event of 1735 led George in a new direction. Augustine purchased from his sister Mildred 2500 acres more on Little Hunting Creek. As this property, then called Epsewasson, included land that had never been under the plow, Augustine caught anew the spirit that was carrying settlement up the Potomac and concluded that it would be to his advantage to establish his family on his up-river farm. On the new site, he probably owned a dwelling that may have been built by his father. It was not large but neither was his household. Lawrence and Augustine (familiarly “Austin”) were at school in England, and the family to be sheltered at Epsewasson consisted of five only—the parents, George, Betty and Samuel—until it was increased to six by the birth of Mary Washington’s fourth baby and third son, John Augustine, on January 24, 1736.


Augustine Washington was faced with a serious business dilemma when in 1735 the death of John England raised a question concerning the future of the iron furnace at Accokeek. It was profitable to a reasonable degree but it was not making the partners rich. There was no assurance that the deposits of ore were large enough to support indefinite operation. Could it be continued; should it be suspended? Where could an experienced and diligent ironmaster be hired? How was the quality of the product to be maintained? For an answer to these questions, Augustine concluded to consult his partners. In 1736 or early in 1737 he went again to Britain. When he returned in the summer, he had signed a beneficial contract under which more of the work of the furnace fell to him. On occasion he had to set an example of manual labor. Strong as he was, he could not direct a plantation, look after his other farms and at the same time supervise an iron furnace thirty miles from Epsewasson. If he was to have a continuing personal part in the management of the furnace he had to be closer to Accokeek.


It probably was while Augustine was reasoning towards this conclusion that George made two new acquaintances. One was of a sort no longer to be classed as a surprise. On May 2, 1738, he had his first look at another brother, Charles. This boy was the fifth child of Mary Ball and the ninth of Augustine by his two marriages. Of the nine, only two had died—an unusual record in a Colony of hot summers and hosts of flies. George’s other new acquaintance of 1738 was his elder half-brother Lawrence who, at twenty, returned to Virginia. As a result of his long and careful schooling in England, the young gentleman had grace, bearing and manners that captivated George. The lad quickly made a hero of Lawrence and began to emulate him. Augustine, for his part, entrusted to his eldest son a part of the management of Epsewasson in order both to train the young man in agriculture and to lighten his own load.


There appeared in the Virginia Gazette of April 21, 1738, an advertisement that seemed to offer Augustine a means of continuing as a planter and a manufacturer, too. William Strother of King George County had died in the winter of 1732-33 and had left land which his wife was authorized to sell for her benefit. As she took a second husband who had an establishment of his own, she offered for sale the Strother place of about 260 acres on the left bank of the Rappahannock about two miles below the falls. This property attracted Augustine. It was within easy riding distance of Accokeek. Moreover, its location across the river from Fredericksburg held out the possibility of sending the boys to school there. Investigation deepened Augustine’s interest and led him to acquire the land. In addition, he leased at £4 per annum three hundred acres that adjoined the place he had bought. By December 1 he moved to the new home, which then or thereafter was styled Ferry Farm. In the advertisement the residence was pronounced a “very handsome dwelling house,” but it probably did not deserve the extravagant adjective. With a nearer approach to accuracy it could have been described as a livable residence of eight rooms. The site was high and fine, but there was an unhappy difference from Epsewasson in the width of the water. Compared with the Potomac, the Rappahannock was a mere creek. Pleasant or unpleasant in this particular, Ferry Farm was now George’s home, the third of his seven years, and it was located opposite something the boy had never seen before, a town.


George had his seventh birthday soon after the family established itself at Ferry Farm; that was the age at which boys were taught to read and then to write and to cipher. George was in the first stages of this bewildering but rewarding process when he had a new sister; he was progressing in his reading when the Colony, his father, and particularly his brother Lawrence were stirred by news of war with Spain. On January 11, 1740, the Virginia Gazette reported that Admiral Edward Vernon had carried his British warships to Cartagena on the Gulf of Darien, opposite the Isthmus of Panama, “taken a view of it,” returned to Jamaica, prepared an expedition, and gone back to the South American coast to deliver an attack on Cartagena. Three weeks later, the paper announced that Vernon had proceeded with seven men-of-war to Porto Bello in the hope of burning the Spanish ships there. Actually, these accounts reversed the sequence of events. Vernon, then in home waters, received orders July 19, 1739, to open hostilities against Spain, and on the twenty-third he started for the West Indies. By October 19, when war was declared formally, he was at Port Royal, Jamaica, and ready for action. He descended swiftly on the coast of Panama and boldly assailed the defences of Porto Bello. Finding them feeble, he pressed his attack and within forty-eight hours after his arrival off the town, forced its full surrender. This easy success fired the imagination and fed the pride of Britain.


After the first confused reports were set right, Virginians’ next news was that three thousand troops for the land expedition to accompany Vernon were to be Colonials. All the company officers, except one lieutenant for each company, were to be nominated by the Governors of the Colonies that supplied the men. Virginia’s quota was to be four hundred men. Immediately every wealthy planter’s son who had military ambitions wondered how he could get one of these commissions from Gov. William Gooch or through former Gov. Alexander Spotswood. Spotswood had proposed that an American contingent be raised and was entrusted with the task of recruiting men but death at Annapolis on June 7, 1740, spared him the pain of saying “No” to some applicants and denied him the pleasure of smiling “Yes” to others.


Among those who sought Gooch’s signature on the King’s commission none was more determined than George’s older half-brother. Lawrence had diligent rivals. To procure a captaincy, Richard Bushrod of Westmoreland raised a company at his own expense. So far as the records show, Lawrence did no recruiting, but he must have procured the strongest endorsements from influential Colonials, because when the Governor announced to the Council June 17, 1740, the four leaders he had chosen for the Virginia companies, Lawrence was the first named. Beside him and Bushrod, the fortunate young Captains were Charles Walker and James Mercer. There was much satisfaction at Ferry Farm over Lawrence’s advancement, but, as often happens in war, long delay occurred between the promise of a command and embarkation for foreign service. Although shipping was supposed to be available by August 20, 1740, it probably was not until October that Lawrence said farewell and sailed with his companions in arms.


After Lawrence went away life at Ferry Farm dropped back to its unexciting norm. Only rumor born of rumor mocked the minds of those whose sons had gone. The infant Mildred died October 23, 1740; George continued at school; Augustine probably had more than the usual troubles with the iron furnace. Other such enterprises were closing down or were operating amid continued discouragements. As for Lawrence, he wrote often but the receipt of his letters was uncertain. Summer was approaching, probably, when the family heard that Lawrence had reached Jamaica and then had sailed to Cartagena. While vague snatches of bad news were arriving thereafter, the Washingtons suffered a fire that involved formidable loss; but that soon was made to appear small in comparison with the good news received in another letter from Lawrence: He was safe after a disaster that had shamed British arms.


Lawrence Washington had been denied a part in the operations ashore. For the period of fighting, he had been among those held on the vessels and had been given no more exciting task than acting as Captain of the Marines on the flagship. His view of the disaster was typically that of the young officer who wished to think that his side had inflicted heavy losses to pay for those it had sustained; but he could not make out a case. He had to admit: “. . . the enemy killed of ours some 600 and some wounded and the climate killed us in greater number. Vast changes we have in each Regiment; some are so weak as to be reduced to two thirds of their men; a great quantity of officers amongst the rest are dead. . . . War is horrid in fact but much more so in imagination. We there have learned to live on ordinary diet; to watch much and disregard the noise or shot of cannon.” Finally, word reached Ferry Farm that the American Regiment had been broken up and that Lawrence had sent the Council of Virginia a memorial in which he had set forth a claim to the vacant office of Adjutant General of the Colony. Later he brought back to the Old Dominion some of the survivors of the expedition. It was not a triumphant return, nor did he receive until later the post of Adjutant of Virginia.


When the veteran of Cartagena came back to Ferry Farm, his full brother was there to welcome him. In June 1742 Austin had returned from Appleby, the English school where his father and Lawrence also had been instructed. George soon came to love Austin, but he found his interest and his admiration more than ever fixed on Lawrence—on the brother who had seen the forts of Cartagena, had heard the cannons roar, and had watched the battle. In study for George, and in business activity for Augustine, Lawrence and Austin the winter of 1742-43 passed. With the coming of spring and the approach of Easter, George was permitted to go down into the Chotank district of the Potomac to visit some of his cousins. He was in the full enjoyment of the sports of the farm, when a messenger rode up with instructions for him to return home at once: his father was dangerously sick. George set out as soon as practicable. He had seen little of his father and later was to remember only that his sire had been tall, fair of complexion, well proportioned and fond of children; but, of course, it was a deep grief for George when he reached home. The stricken man had made his will and now faced death in content of soul. It was on April 12, 1743, that he died.


The body of Augustine Washington was carried to the family graveyard on Bridges Creek and buried there. His will was probated by Lawrence May 6, 1743. It divided an estate that included seven or more tracts, of a total acreage in excess of ten thousand. Slaves numbered at least forty-nine. Lawrence, as the eldest son, received much the largest share of his father’s estate. Everything on Little Hunting Creek was to be his, as was land on Mattox Creek. He was to have, also, Augustine’s interest in the iron furnace, subject to the purchase from the profits of three young slaves for Austin and the payment of £400 to Betty. Half of the debts due Augustine were to go to Lawrence on his assumption of a proper share of Augustine’s obligations. To Austin went all the lands in Westmoreland not otherwise bequeathed, together with twenty-five head of cattle, four Negroes and a moiety of the debts due his father, less 50 per cent of the liabilities of the testator.


George received the Ferry Farm, half the Deep Run tract, ten slaves and three lots Augustine had acquired in Fredericksburg. In addition, he was to have his fifth of residual personal property that the father wished to be divided among his wife and her four sons. Samuel, John Augustine and Charles received farms and Negroes besides shares of the personalty. Almost in the language of his own father’s will, Augustine wrote that the estates of all these children of his second marriage were to remain in their mother’s care during the minority of each of them. Protection of their interest was to be assured in the event their mother remarried.


The widow was to have certain slaves in lieu of dower right in the Negroes as a whole. Besides her fifth of the undivided personalty and her tenancy of her sons’ property during their minority, Mary Washington was given current crops on three plantations and the right of working the Bridges Creek quarter for five years, during which time she could establish a quarter on Deep Run.


A businesslike document the will was. If Augustine had not attained to the goal of the rich planters, who sought to have every male heir maintain the baronial style of the family on a great estate, he had assured a living to all his sons who would make discreet use of what he had left them. So far as eleven-year-old George was concerned, the farm he would receive when he became twenty-one was of moderate size, in a district not particularly fertile. His other property was not valuable. The boy was too young at the time to realize it, but his inheritance was just large enough to raise a question: Would he be lulled into contentment as a planter of a second class, or would he be spurred by what he had to seek more?


Circumstance shaped in a natural manner the first approach to an answer. Lawrence was now seated permanently on Little Hunting Creek and was courting Anne Fairfax, daughter of Col. William Fairfax, cousin and agent of Thomas, Lord Fairfax, proprietor of an almost boundless tract in northern Virginia. William Fairfax was fifty-two at the time, and, besides acting for His Lordship in the issuance of land grants and the settlement of quit rents, he held office as Justice, as Burgess and as Collector of Customs for the South Potomac. After a residence comparatively brief on the Potomac he had become the most influential man in that part of the Northern Neck. On a point of land on the southern shore of the river Colonel Fairfax had acquired a pleasant tract and had built a handsome house which justified the name Belvoir.


On July 19, 1743, a little more than two months after Augustine’s death, Anne Fairfax became the wife of Lawrence Washington. It was both for Lawrence and for George a fortunate day. To Lawrence it meant alliance with the most powerful interests of the Northern Neck and marriage to a girl who already had valuable lands and before many years was to hold patents for a total of four thousand acres. George, in his turn, found new and desirable associations. Increasingly, after Lawrence’s marriage, George visited on Hunting Creek and at Belvoir, where he came under the fine influence of Colonel Fairfax.


George’s brother Lawrence, about fourteen years his senior, stood almost in loco parentis and had developed the character his friendly face displayed. To Fairfax and to all his seniors, Lawrence was carefully courteous and deferential. Among men of his own age and station, he showed energy, ambition and the urbanity of good schooling. His greatest gifts were social, but they did not make him soft. In business, his judgment was average, or better. If he lacked the mathematical mind George was beginning to develop, he was genuinely intellectual. His letters were well reasoned and well written. Lawrence possessed political sense and he had religion without bigotry or pious protestation. Arms were his avocation. He preferred horses to books, apparently, but he had culture and probably gave the impression of wider learning than he had mastered. For the enlargement of George’s mind and the polishing of his manners, Lawrence was almost an ideal elder brother.


At Ferry Farm life had not been stinted or meagre, but neither was it opulent or gracious; on Little Hunting Creek social relations were more polished and discourse was often of larger subjects. The house itself was perceptibly different from the little dwelling in which George had lived on the Potomac in 1735-38. Lawrence either tore down that structure, or else fire had saved him the trouble. A new residence was rising over the cellar and foundations of the original house. The structure was of wood and not of fine interior finish, but it was comfortable and soon well furnished. In this new house George found delight not only because it was new, but also because its master was his beloved Lawrence. There was still another stimulus: In honor of the Admiral of the Cartagena expedition, Lawrence styled his home Mount Vernon and, in so doing, unconsciously made the very name a challenge to the imagination of his younger brother. Lawrence talked, too, of war and of the honors and glories of a soldier’s life—not a distant theme to a boy who lived within two days’ ride of the trail the Indians sometimes followed in their raids.


Conversation at Mount Vernon was of lands as well as of armies. Lawrence had the confidence of his father-in-law, and of course knew of the patents issued from Colonel Fairfax’s office to speculators who were looking eagerly to the west. Everyone hoped, through the years, that Lord Fairfax would win in the long controversy over the boundaries of his domain. Hope there was also, that the Five Nations could be induced to make the Allegheny range and not the Blue Ridge the eastern line they would not cross. If these two uncertainties were resolved favorably, the Shenandoah Valley would be open to settlers, and by their knowledge of conditions there and farther westward, William Fairfax and Lawrence Washington might enrich themselves. If the Indians could be induced to make a larger bargain, the great valley of the Ohio might be tapped.


When George went from Ferry Farm or from Lawrence’s home to his brother Austin’s plantation on Pope’s Creek, he found the chief interests of that household to be farming and horses and the life of the river. Austin, like Lawrence, had found himself a bride of birth and station. This new mistress of the older Washington home on the Potomac was Anne Aylett, a daughter of Col. William Aylett of Westmoreland. In the household of Anne and her husband, George doubtless spent many pleasant weeks, though his mother probably kept him at Ferry Farm during the months of his schooling. He was developing fast, both physically and in knowledge of “ciphering” which soon became his absorbing interest.


West of the fall line, near which George had his home, the settlements fringed towards the frontier of the Blue Ridge and the Valley of the Shenandoah. Democracy was real there where life was raw, but in the Tidewater, the flat country east of the fall line, there were no less than eight strata of society. The uppermost and the lowliest, the great proprietors and the Negro slaves were supposed to be of immutable station. The others were small farmers, merchants, sailors, frontier folk, servants and convicts. Each of these constituted a distinct class at a given time, but individuals and families often shifted materially in station during a single generation. Titles hedged the ranks of the notables. Members of the Council of State were termed both “Colonel” and “Esquire,” Large planters who did not bear arms almost always were given the courtesy title of “Gentlemen.” So were church wardens, vestrymen, sheriffs and trustees of towns. The full honors of a man of station were those of vestryman, Justice and Burgess. Such an individual normally looked to England and especially to London and sought to live by the social standards of the mother country. Men of this level of society were fortunate and were not unmindful of it.


The wealth of such men assured Virginians the reputation of living nobly. One of their own historians wrote of “the families” as if all of them flourished opulently on great plantations. In reality, owners of expansive estates dominated completely the political life of the Colony in 1750 and gave its society a certain glamour, but these men were a minority. The majority of the white population was composed of farmers whose holdings of land were small in comparison with those of the great planters. Racially, in background and in native intelligence no line could be drawn between the owners of the larger and the lesser properties.


Economically the gradation was downward from great estates to self-dependent farms and then to small holdings. Almost 40 per cent of the 5066 known farms in the older Tidewater counties of the Colony, outside the Northern Neck, contained 200 acres or less in 1704. Farms of 100 acres or less represented 13 per cent of the total. The mean of all farms at that time was about 250 acres. Those agricultural properties with an acreage between 1000 and 5000 numbered only 448. Again with the exception of the Northern Neck, Tidewater plantations of more than 5000 acres are believed to have numbered eighteen. Later acquisitions swelled the holdings of the rich planters who speculated in western lands, but these additions did not affect greatly the size of farms east of the fall line. Where change occurred there between 1704 and 1750, it involved a substantial reduction in the mean.


The houses of Virginia exhibited the emergence of the wealthy and the lag of the poor in a Colony now almost 150 years old. Habitations, like their residents, were, so to say, in their second or third generation. The settlers’ first homes had been succeeded by stouter buildings. Some of these—notably William Byrd’s Westover and Thomas Lee’s first home in Westmoreland—had been burned. Newer and still finer structures were rising. Most of the “great houses” erected after 1710 were of brick without portico and contained large but not numerous rooms. The favored design was a rectangular building, two storeys high, with a central hall from front to rear. On either side were two rooms. The same arrangement usually was made on the second floor. One chamber was that of the master and mistress. Another usually was described as “the boys’.” A third was “the girls’.” In the fourth guests or parents might be accommodated. If a dwelling of this size and type was outgrown, wings were added, but not to the satisfaction of the aesthetically minded. Opposite the angles of some of the more imposing residences, four smaller brick houses were constructed. If four were too many or too expensive, there might be two outbuildings at the same angle to the front or rear of the main structure. Often these corner buildings served to set off the “great house.” Behind it were wooden sheds, barns and workshops so numerous that a stranger might think, from a distance, he was approaching a village. Such places always were few.


In almost every item of lighting, furniture and equipment, George’s own home at Ferry Farm was typical of the second order of Virginia houses: it was far below the level of luxury that prevailed on the greatest estates, but it was adequate. The hall, which had a bedroom in rear of it, was painted and was not adorned with pictures. A mirror hung on one wall. Most of the eleven leather-bottomed chairs probably were arranged around the larger of two tables. The arm chair doubtless was that in which Augustine Washington had rested near a fireplace supplied with screen and fire-irons. This hall served, also, as dining room. Its china, modest in value, was ample in quantity. The linen was in keeping with the china. Glasses were few, because of breakage. There was no plate, but the silver spoons numbered twenty-six. The room intended for a parlor had been made to serve as a chamber in which were three beds. Four other bedrooms contained a total of eight beds, two of which were old. The dairy was well equipped and was used, also, for washing clothes. Ironing was done in the kitchen. Numerous old tubs were kept in the storehouse. There, too, were the reserve pots and pans and cloth for making garments for the Negroes. To George’s eyes, doubtless, none of these things was comparable in interest to a tripod and certain boxes that Augustine Washington himself had put carefully away in their appointed place. These were the surveying instruments which, with the rifle and the axe, were the symbol of the extending frontier.


The food of Ferry Farm, as of every plantation, was supplied almost entirely from its own acres. To some visitors the consumption of bread and meat seemed incredible. A large family, servants included, disposed daily of fifty pounds of fine flour and a like weight of “seconds” at the master’s house alone. On a plantation with approximately 250 slaves, the consumption of food and drink in a year was estimated by one owner at 27,000 pounds of pork, 20 beeves, 4 hogsheads of rum, 150 gallons of brandy, 550 bushels of wheat and an unreckoned quantity of corn, which was the principal food of the field-hands.


In dress, as in almost all else, London was the model for the wealthy. The wives and daughters of the great planters were forever sending to England orders that must have been in complexity and particularity the despair of the merchants. Men’s dress was elaborate on high occasions. Fortunately, for persons not of exalted social station, dress did not have to be formal except on the King’s birthday and then only in Williamsburg where every Englishman—of office or of station—was supposed then to put on “handsome, full-dress silk clothes” and call on the Governor. At other times the individual could dress much as he pleased. Fashions did not change rapidly. A male might “wear the same coat three years.” Men shaved almost universally and much esteemed their collections of razors. The dress sword was the main appurtenance of the gentleman’s attire when, for example, he called at the Governor’s Palace. A Virginian of station was content to have one such sword or to borrow one; a landed lord as careful in such matters as was King Carter might own several swords and might protest he had “never a belt that’s fit to wear.” Jewelry was frequently but not generally used. Women often wore rings but they seldom had necklaces. Men had gold shirt studs, carried seals or snuff boxes, or wore wedding or mourning rings.


The pride of the Colony was its capital, Williamsburg, the seat of the Governor and the meeting place of the General Assembly, Council, and General Court. Rivaling any of these was the College of William and Mary, chartered by the Crown in 1693. The town took on the dignity of a city by royal letters patent of July 28, 1722. By 1759, Williamsburg consisted of about two hundred houses, ten or twelve of which were rated as permanent residences of gentlemen’s families. The principal, though often dusty, street was proclaimed one of the most spacious in America; the appearance of the town was handsome; its population was about one thousand.


Most of the other important towns of the Colony were close to Williamsburg. Across the narrow Peninsula between the York and the James was Yorktown. Its rise had been due to the depth of the York at that point and to the proximity of Chesapeake Bay. Many vessels made it their destination. Merchants built large stores there. No town in all Virginia had a fairer site or an appearance more picturesque. Above the masts and yards of the ships in the sparkling river, houses were perched along the hill-mounting road as if they merely were resting in their climb. On the flat and cheerful cliff were the homes of the merchants, the Court House and the better ordinaries.


Farther down the Peninsula, almost at its tip was Hampton. This was next to Jamestown in age among the Virginia outposts and, after the abandonment of Jamestown, it was to be the oldest English settlement of continuous existence in America. Across Hampton Roads, and a few miles up the tolerant and hospitable river that bore the name of Queen Elizabeth, the town of Norfolk was thriving in the 1750’s. It enjoyed a brisk trade with the West Indies from which it imported more of throat-searing rum than was good for the Colony.


Williamsburg, Yorktown, and Norfolk were within a circle of twenty-five miles from Hampton. The Colony’s next town of rising dignity was Richmond, more than fifty miles up the James from Williamsburg and at the falls of the river. It was laid out in 1737. Five years later, it was incorporated as a town and in 1751 was chosen as the site for the Court House of Henrico County. The population of Richmond at the middle of the century probably did not exceed 250 or perhaps 300.


The magnitude of the domain inhabited by the Virginians was their pride, the basis of much of their hope and speculation. The Tidewater was well settled, the Piedmont was being occupied, the realm beyond the mountains lured and excited. In 1744-45, precisely when George was beginning to understand something of the life around him, two events widened the frontier of Virginia. After the signing of the Treaty of Albany in 1722, there had been doubt whether the Five Nations had relinquished title as far westward as the crest of the Blue Ridge or the higher saddle of the Alleghenies. The preamble of the Virginia ratification of the preliminary treaty had mentioned only the “great ridge of mountains.” The “greater” ridge was that west of the Shenandoah, but the term “ridge” was used primarily for what previously had been called the “Blew Mountains,” east of the rich Valley of the Shenandoah. The Colonials interpreted the treaty to cover everything as far westward as the crest of the Allegheny Mountains; the Indians were not willing to allow this extended claim otherwise than for solid gifts.


Patient maneuvering finally brought together at Lancaster, Pennsylvania, the representatives of the Five Nations and the emissaries of Virginia and of Maryland. From June 22 until July 4, 1744, the negotiations continued. Final agreement, stoutly compensated by gifts from the white men, gave the Colonials the land they sought and more. The Shenandoah Valley was not to be entered by Indians. Settlers could open in peace its fat lands and those beyond it.


Announcement of this treaty was news to whet the appetite of every land-hungry Virginian, but the extent to which princely patents could be issued through the King’s office in Williamsburg depended, in part, on the outcome of the contest over the boundaries between Virginia and her sister Colonies. The argument with North Carolina could wait because most of the disputed lands were far from navigable streams. With Maryland, the issue was narrow. A doubt of a singular nature existed concerning the line between Virginia and Pennsylvania. West of the boundary of Maryland, the contention of the authorities of the Old Dominion was that “Virginia resumes its ancient breadth and has no other limits . . . than what its first royal charter assigned it, and that is to the South Sea, including the island of California.” Part of this domain manifestly was taken from Virginia by the charter given William Penn in 1681, but subsequently there was dispute whether the western boundary of Pennsylvania, which was to be five degrees west of the Delaware River, conformed to the windings of that stream or was a straight line drawn directly north and south at a distance of five degrees from some fixed point on the Delaware. This rendered doubtful a district small in area but valuable for its streams, even though the wealth of its minerals was not then realized.


Controversy over the boundary of Lord Fairfax’s proprietary, the Northern Neck, was on a vast scale. If his contention were denied by the Privy Council, then almost the whole of the new country acquired from the Five Nations would be royal domain; but if Fairfax prevailed, all the finest land close to the Potomac and as far west as the South Branch of that river would be his, to patent or to withhold, to sell to all comers or to parcel to his family and among his friends. The case was a close one. The Governor and Council maintained that the Northern Neck extended from the forks of the Rappahannock, above Fredericksburg, to the junction of the Shenandoah and the Potomac. With this western limit, the estimated area between the Rappahannock and the Potomac was 1,470,000 acres. By assuming the northern fork of the Rappahannock to be the base of the western line, acceptance of the same northern limit, where the Shenandoah entered the Potomac, would make the proprietary consist of 2,053,000 acres, as nearly as the Governor could compute. If Fairfax’s contention were upheld in full, his boundary would run from the headwaters of the Rapidan, the southern fork of the Rappahannock, all the way to the “head springs” of the Potomac, far in the mountains west of the Alleghenies. The proprietary then would include approximately 5,282,000 acres, or as much land as that on which quit rents were paid the Crown in the remainder of the Colony.


An order in Council for the determination of the boundaries had been issued in November 1733; the report of Fairfax’s surveyors and that of boundary commissioners named by the Colony had been completed in August 1737. Thereafter, year on year, the peer had attended the meetings of the Commissioners for Trade and Plantations and had sought to get favorable action on his plea for the widest boundaries of the Northern Neck. Finally, in the winter of 1744-45, he received permission to appear before the Privy Council and offer a compromise: If his contention regarding boundaries was allowed and quit rents for lands within those limits were paid him in the future, he would confirm all royal patents issued in the disputed area, would waive all accumulated quit rents on his own account there, and would pay to the Crown all arrearages he collected of rents due under the King’s patents. In the early summer of 1745 word reached Belvoir that on April 11 the Privy Council had taken final action in the case of Fairfax vs Virginia. The Proprietor’s compromise was accepted; his title was recognized in toto.
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George was then thirteen and, though he was precocious in all that related to business, he still was too young to understand the full meaning of Fairfax’s victory and of the vast speculative movement that began as soon as the Colonials knew where the Proprietor would set his stakes. Around young George whenever he was at Mount Vernon, the talk was of patents, of surveys, of trails, of settlements and of the profits that might be made by organizing land enterprises beyond the farthest bounds of Fairfax’s grant. Much of this was dream, much was speculation, though a few bold men already had penetrated from Virginia to the Mississippi and had descended it. There was admiration for the explorers, but there was envy of the speculators where their plans were known. Rivalry was stirred among different patentees; ugliness showed itself; but Fairfax’s following, which included the Washingtons, had both content and ambition. Under the decision of the Privy Council, lands taken out by them within the western reaches of the proprietary would have secure title. Beyond those lands was the unclaimed Valley of the Ohio—with the promise of a fortune for young men of enterprise and courage.


George appeared to have in 1746 small prospect of any part in exploring the domain the decision of the Privy Council awarded Fairfax. In fact, Lawrence did not believe it was to George’s best interest to become in time another of the young speculators who were looking to the Shenandoah Valley and beyond. Aboard Vernon’s flagship in the Cartagena expedition Lawrence had seen something of the better side of life at sea, and he could think of no finer career for his tall young brother. George was not averse to this, but he was dependent on his mother’s will, whim and judgment. As his guardian, she could approve or she could veto. Short of running off, there was no way of starting a sailor’s life otherwise than with the acquiescence of a lady who seemed to have little of the Balls’ ancestral interest in shipping and the sea.


Mary Ball Washington was positive. A thousand trifles were her daily care to the neglect of larger interests, but mistress of much or of little, mistress she was resolved to be, and in nothing more certainly than in deciding what should be done by her first-born, her pride and her weakness. Lawrence might counsel and plan, but she would decide. This must have been plain to her elder stepson. He realized that any dealings with her and any effort by him to persuade her to permit George to go to sea had to be conducted with high caution and superlative diplomacy.


So, on September 8, 1746, George went across the ferry from the farm to Fredericksburg and there met Col. William Fairfax, who was preparing, with William Beverley and Lunsford Lomax, to mark the newly established boundaries of the proprietary. Colonel Fairfax had come directly from Belvoir. He brought news of Mount Vernon and, more particularly, he put into George’s hands two letters from Lawrence. One was addressed to George himself; the other was to Lawrence’s stepmother. Fairfax explained that Lawrence wished George to ponder the letter meant for him but not to mention to his mother that he had received it; the letter to Mrs. Washington doubtless was deferential and probably did no more than mention the benefits that might come to George from service on the deck of a good ship. George understood the diplomacy of this approach. He promised Fairfax to follow the advice of Lawrence, who, he said, was his best friend.


Either from George or from an acquaintance in Fredericksburg, Colonel Fairfax learned that a Doctor Spencer was visiting often at Ferry Farm and exercising some influence over Mrs. Washington, then not older than thirty-seven and consequently not beyond thought of remarriage. The Doctor was urged to influence the widow to look favorably on the plan for George to go to sea. Mrs. Washington was half-converted, but within a few days was back to her original state of mind. As a friend of the family, Robert Jackson, wrote Lawrence about a week after the delivery of Lawrence’s letter, “she offers several trifling objections such as fond and unthinking mothers naturally suggest and I find that one word against [George’s] going has more weight than ten for it.”


There, for the time, the matter rested, though it continued to be discussed in family letters and eventually in one from some of the kinsfolk to Joseph Ball, Mary’s half-brother in England. Mary had plans of her own that involved Joseph. She had to look forward to 1753 when George would be of age and would come into possession of Ferry Farm. Not far down the Rappahannock was the property that Mary’s father had divided between her and Joseph. If the brother would permit her to cut timber and collect stone from his part of the property, she could assure herself a home there when she should leave Ferry Farm. Joseph was the wealthy member of the Ball family. Mary thought he should give her the timber and the stone for foundations and chimneys and that he could afford, indeed, to make a handsome present to his niece, Mary’s daughter Betty. To solicit these gifts Mary wrote her brother on December 13, 1746.


If George was not to go to sea until his mother had made up her mind, he had abundant, nearer activities. He seemed to pass in a single year from boyhood to young manhood. Strong of frame and of muscle, he still was studying mathematics and he was learning to write a swift, clear hand that made copying less tedious than for most boys. Among young Virginians of his class there was circulating an abbreviated version of Francis Hawkins’s Youth’s Behaviour. George read this and transcribed the rules with boyish lack of discrimination. He did not attempt to discard those intended for urban English or Continental life rather than for the Colonies; as the text was, so was it copied. At the end he transcribed: “Labour to keep alive in your Breast that Little Spark of Cetial fire Called Conscience.” He did so well with his copying that he scarcely deserved a black mark for writing “Cetial” instead of “Celestial.” He was to apply the maxim though he marred the word.


Of religion, there was at Ferry Farm an acceptance of belief in God and a compliance with the ritual of the church, but no special zeal or active faith. Such religious instruction as George received was of a sort to turn his mind towards conduct rather than towards creed. He was beginning to reason that there were certain principles of honesty and fairplay by which a man ought to live. In his small world he tried to practice those principles, but already he was looking beyond Ferry Farm and the Rappahannock. Everywhere the talk was of surveys and of the designs Lawrence and some of his friends were formulating for a company to develop the Ohio country that was accessible under the new Treaty of Lancaster. Whatever career the sea might hold later, the land was full of interest and of promise. George was developing an ambition to share in the profits his seniors were predicting.


The means of advancement were at hand—the surveyor’s instruments that had belonged to George’s father. George quickly learned the elements of surveying and began to run lines at Ferry Farm or on the plantations of his kinsmen. The work entranced him. By August of 1747 he had attained to the required standard of accuracy on simple assignments. Soon he was proficient on surveys that were not unduly complicated. One batch of surveys at the beginning of October brought the boy £2 3s. It was welcome coin to a boy who already had money-making as one of his ambitions. Surveying not only was excellent training, but it also had interest and yielded a profit.


Young Washington was in the first excitement of this engrossing work and of his first acquisition of earned money when his mother received a somewhat strange reply to the letter she had written her brother Joseph concerning the use of timber from his woods. Joseph wrote (in part) on May 19, 1747:


I think you are in the Right to leave the House where you are, and to go upon your own Land; but as for Timber, I have scarce enough for my own Plantations; so can spare you none of that; but as for stone, you may take what you please to build you a House. . . .


I understand you are advised, and have some thought of sending your son George to sea. I think he had better be put aprentice to a tinker; for a common sailor before the mast has by no means the common liberty of the Subject; for they will press him from a ship where he has 50 shillings a month and make him like a Negro, or rather, like a dog. And as for any considerable preferment in the Navy, it is not to be expected, there are always too many grasping for it here, who have interest and he has none. And if he should get to be master of a Virginia ship (which will be very difficult to do) a planter that has three or four hundred acres of land and three or four slaves, if he be industrious, may live more comfortably, and leave his family in better Bread, than such a master of a ship can . . .. beforehand, let him begin to chinch, that is buy goods for tobacco and sell. . . .


The arguments against a mariner’s life for George probably were decisive with Joseph’s half-sister. Nothing more was said in advocacy of such a career at a time when to Mrs. Washington’s refusal were added George’s profitable employment and a further event that might open many opportunities: Lord Fairfax—the Proprietor himself!—had arrived in Virginia and had established himself at Belvoir. It probably was in February 1748 that George journeyed to Mount Vernon and soon afterward went down to the next plantation to pay his respect to the great landlord. Lord Fairfax was fifty-four in 1748 and was not conspicuous either for good looks or for ugliness. Doubtless in the eyes of the youthful visitor, who was of the age and temperament to admire dress, the strangest characteristic of the owner of the Northern Neck was a disdain of fine apparel. Fairfax would buy of the best and the newest and never wear what he purchased. Year by year his unused wardrobe increased, while he went about in the plainest garments. Another peculiarity was Fairfax’s dislike of the company of women. Even among men, as his Virginia kinspeople were to find, he occasionally was silent and sullen; in the presence of ladies he almost always was reserved and embarrassed. If these were peculiarities discernible to young Washington, there was about Fairfax nothing that barbed antagonisms. His intellect was far from brilliant, but he was sufficiently wise to employ competent counsel when he needed to supplement his own. If some accounted him dull, none accused him of being vicious. He never was to have—and never undertook to have—an influence on George comparable to that exerted by Colonel Fairfax or by Lawrence.


Among the Fairfaxes were young women who had grace and good manners and wore fine clothes as if born to them. The resplendent young man of the circle was Colonel Fairfax’s oldest son, George William, born in the Bahamas but well-schooled and well-polished in England. He was twenty-three in 1748, seven years older than George, and already a Justice of the County and a newly elected Burgess. With these acquisitions would be coupled a great fortune in land. What finer model could there be, or one more certain to arouse emulation in the heart of George Washington?


Chance offered George in the spring of 1748 an opportunity of being in the company of this young gentleman in circumstances that would permit George to be useful at the same time that he was having a fascinating experience. A surveying party was about to start for the remote South Branch of the Potomac. James Genn, the commissioned County Surveyor of Prince William, was to be in charge; the Proprietor was to be represented by George William Fairfax. Chairmen and other helpers were to be recruited on the frontier. If George cared to do so, he could go with the party. Somewhat surprisingly, permission was given by George’s mother.


March 11, 1748, was fixed as the date for leaving Mount Vernon and Belvoir. An important date it was in George’s life, because it marked his farthest journey from home and brought his first personal contact with the frontier. George was not unequipped for the enterprise; although he had just observed his sixteenth birthday, he was physically his father’s son and, in strength, almost a man. He was systematic, he had achieved his ambition of learning to write swiftly and clearly, and he could perform readily enough the simple mathematical problems of surveying. His mind found interest chiefly in matters of business, concerning which he was mature beyond his age, though he had little imagination except for planning how he could advance himself. On nearly all aspects of farm life, he had the information and the attitude of the plantation owner. For good land he was developing a critical and appraising eye. He rode admirably. He made on adults an excellent impression of vitality, courtesy and integrity at the same time that he won the good will of the young. Along with these excellencies he had the softness of the young gentleman who would ride horseback by the hour but always would come back to a comfortable house and a good bed. Although he was far from rich, he was accustomed to an ease quite different from the life of the frontier. Instead of wearing a hunting shirt and telling time “by sun,” he carried a watch and enjoyed some of the clothes of fashion.


Thus apparelled, George and “Mr. Fairfax” set out. Soon, instead of riding past plantations that were taking on something of the appearance of established estates, they turned northwest, at the Occoquan, and traveled through a country which, in part, was one stage only in development from the primal wilderness. Farms were few and trails were dim. Twenty miles the young men had to journey in woodland and new ground, by way of the recently established second Court House of Prince William County; and forty miles they had covered for the day when, at last, they drew rein at the ordinary of George Neville, located about two-thirds of the way to Ashby’s Bent on the trail from Fredericksburg.


The next morning, March 12, up rode Genn, who lived on the road to Falmouth. He had been one of the men responsible for the survey in 1746 of the boundaries of the proprietary and had been employed, also, on other work for Lord Fairfax. A more experienced surveyor for drawing lines in the frontier scarcely could have been George’s good fortune to find in Virginia. Under Genn’s guidance, the two young gentlemen passed northwestward, at times almost northward, until they reached the crest of the Blue Ridge at Ashby’s Bent. Ahead of George then, almost directly under the mountain, was the beautiful Shenandoah, the valley of which was a vast plain that spread almost to the horizon on the south. Beyond the plain, to the west and northwest, were lofty, enclosing mountains. For the splendor of this scene, George did not have imaginative eyes. With his companions he rode down from the mountain top by the road to Ashby’s Ferry. There, at the house of Captain John Ashby, the travelers spent the night. In a little blank book George had brought with him he wrote down briefly the details of the day’s journey and concluded: “Nothing remarkable happen’d.”


George perceived quickly why the country was exciting gamblers and attracting settlers. About four miles south of Ashby’s Ferry, beyond the western bank of the Shenandoah was the tract of some thousands of acres that Lord Fairfax had established as a “quarter” the previous year. This land, which became known as Greenway Court, George William Fairfax and George Washington set out to examine on March 13. After he got back to Captain Ashby’s he wrote in his journal with the enthusiasm of a planter and land speculator: “We went through most beautiful groves of sugar trees and spent the best part of the day in admiring the trees and the richness of the land.”


The first surveying of the expedition was not to be at Greenway Court but about twenty miles northward, down the Shenandoah, on tracts known as Cates Marsh and Long Marsh. For men working there the vicinity of Frederick Town, subsequently Winchester, was better suited as headquarters than was Ashby’s Ferry. On March 14 Genn, Fairfax and George proceeded along the river bank where early settlers had cleared some of the finest land and had planted it in grain, hemp and tobacco. George saw and admired. George observed a survey of lands that George William Fairfax had patented in the two “marshes” where the party was working. It was a commonplace survey and it may have made no impression on Washington; but like many a similar incident that was to come under his eye, it was typical of what the enterprising young men of the Colony were doing: they were moving ahead of actual settlement and were buying up some of the best of the lands. When George could, he would too. That was so natural a way of making money that he probably never became conscious of reaching any formal decision to share in land speculation.


Next ahead of the party was the task of reaching by the easiest practicable route the upper waters of the South Branch of the Potomac, where a large and almost inaccessible tract was to be divided into small parcels. Had the ride been directly from Frederick Town to the designated part of South Branch, the distance would not have been more than forty miles; but that would have involved a battle with roadless mountains, through muddy bottoms and across unbridged, swollen streams. A roundabout way was selected. The start for the South Branch of the Potomac was delayed by rain the morning of the seventeenth, but George and his companions, by the day’s end, reached the residence of Andrew Campbell, about twenty-five miles from town.


As the trails ran, the ride the next day to the Potomac was thirty-five miles and was disappointing besides. On the Potomac northwest of the mouth of the Shenandoah the water was six feet above normal and rising. As Genn planned to cross the river and proceed on the Maryland side, he was balked. The surveyors had to go back to Frederick Town and wait, or stay impatiently where they were, or find some occupation of their time till the flooded Potomac fell. Their decision was to visit the Warm Springs about twenty-five miles upstream. It was large labor to small end. George had to write again that “nothing remarkable happen’d.”


March 21 found the surveyors across to the Maryland shore and plodding westward. In continuous rain they pushed their mounts forward over what George pronounced the “worst road ever trod by man or beast.” The riders escaped accident and came at last to the well-stocked trading post and the sizeable residence—half home, half fort—of Thomas Cresap, a renowned frontiersman.


All day March 22 the rain fell; the next morning it still mocked the young gentlemen from Fairfax. After noon, the downfall ended and the skies cleared; but the Potomac still was too high and the road too wet for Genn to think of riding farther towards the point where he intended to recross to the Virginia side. There was the prospect of continued boredom when thirty Indians appeared from nowhere. They were a war party, they told their friend Cresap, but they were somewhat chagrined to own that their expedition had been unprofitable. One scalp was all they had to show for their hardships and their journey.


George never before had seen so many savages together nor encountered a war party that had a contingent of young braves. He watched them with charmed eyes. Presently, from the store of liquor the surveyors carried with them, a friendly offering was tendered the Redmen. It raised their spirits and stirred them to preparations for a dance. Some of them borrowed one of Cresap’s pots and half filled it with water. Then they stretched a deer skin over it to make a drum. Another savage brought out a dry gourd to which was attached a part of a horse’s tail. In this gourd were shot enough to yield a rattle. Other natives, all the while, were clearing a piece of ground and fetching wood. Damp as was the day, they soon had a roaring fire around which they seated themselves in a circle. One of their leaders then launched into a speech unintelligible in every grunt but manifestly done in the best manner of sylvan eloquence.


As to all speeches, there was an end at last. No sooner had the speaker emitted his liberating grunt than a lithe savage jumped into the circle as if he still were dazed with sleep. Whether that was part of the ceremony or a pantomime of the somnolent effect of the speech, George could not determine, but the comedy of it was entrancing. Other Indians joined the first performer; the drummer and the man with the rattle began their accompaniment of the dance. George watched closely and later wrote carefully in his journal a brief account of the whole occurrence. It would be something to tell the household at Mount Vernon and friends in Chotank, and, of course, if it was to be described at all, it must be recorded accurately. That already was part of George’s code.


The current of the river west of the mouth of the South Branch did not seem to be swift enough on the twenty-fifth to endanger a horse that undertook to swim to the Virginia shore. The men, it appeared, could get across in a canoe. The party left Cresap’s and rode upstream to a point opposite Patterson Creek. There the crossing was made without incident. On the south bank, the caravan proceeded up Patterson Creek. Nightfall found the party at the farm of Abram Johnston, fifteen miles up the creek. The twenty-sixth brought the surveyors to the settlement of Solomon Hedges. On the twenty-seventh the men left the creek, turned east and reached the long-sought middle stretches of the South Branch of the Potomac at the cabins of Henry van Meter, an Indian trader. At van Meter’s, the surveyors were about thirty miles from the district where they were to undertake some surveys for James Rutledge. On March 29, eighteen days after the start from Belvoir, the first tract of Rutledge’s was surveyed, and, on March 31, George himself ran the lines of one of the surveys.


Interesting experiences crowded the next week. George found the wild turkeys of the region a difficult target for his rifle; he had the excitement of a fire in the straw where he and his companions were asleep; the tent was blown down twice. On April 3, some German settlers came to visit the camp, and on the next day the surveyors were followed through the woods by a great company of men, women and children. Young Washington observed these Germans with amazement. Their lack of acquaintance with English seemed to him positively perverse. Said he: “I really think they seemed to be as ignorant a set of people as the Indians. They would never speak English but, when spoken to, they speak all Dutch.”


Fairfax left the party temporarily on April 4, perhaps to arrange for new supplies. His absence deprived George of most of the fun of the expedition; Genn and his assistants were not companionable, nor was the weather of a sort to comfort young Washington. On the sixth the party started back to van Meter’s, only to be caught in so violent a rain that refuge had to be taken. The rain continued until about 1 P.M. on the seventh. A little later, George heard the good news that Fairfax had returned and was at Peter Casey’s, two miles away. Off went Washington to see his friend. That night they spent at Casey’s—”the first night I had slept in a house,” George proudly wrote in his journal, “since I came to the Branch.” He doubtless felt he was getting to be a pioneer.


Although the young gentlemen would do their own cooking where they must, they at least wanted something to cook and did not relish what they had the next day, empty stomachs. The man who was to bring supplies did not appear. While an all-day quest for food was being made, George and Fairfax remained at the camp, under the canvas, and none too happy; novelty and excitement were giving place to hunger and discomfort. They decided they had had enough of the wilderness, or else their designated time was up. In any event, they ate some of the food that reached the camp between 4 and 5 P.M. and then said good-bye and headed for the lower Potomac.


They lost no time on the road. When that journey ended April 13, their expedition to the Valley could not be described as an adventure of frontier hardship unflinchingly borne, but it could be written down as compassing the most useful thirty-three consecutive days that George ever had spent. All the milder, less arduous experiences of the frontier had been crowded one upon another. Some days had been wet and tedious and some nights long and smoky, but George had learned that he could run a line in the wilderness. He had camped out, though neither with skill nor to his satisfaction; he had cooked his food over the flames, and he had slept by a fire in the open; he had been among Indians, and he had observed as much of their ways as he could in two days. He had seen with his own eyes the fine western lands. He had felt the frontier.


The story of George’s half-amusing, half-instructive experiences beyond the mountains was one, of course, that all his kinsmen wished to hear. After telling it at Mount Vernon to Lawrence and Nancy, the young gentleman who had been to the frontier had to repeat his narrative at Ferry Farm, probably at Pope’s Creek and, in June, among the pleasant families of Chotank. After some enjoyable days there, George paid a visit to the Turner plantation, on the north bank of the Rappahannock, opposite Port Royal. Another journey of the summer carried him on his first visit to Yorktown, where he did some shopping for his mother. There was more ready cash in the family that summer because the active executors of Augustine Washington’s estate—Lawrence Washington and Nathaniel Chapman—had sold on George’s account about 165 acres of the Ferry Farm to Anthony Strother.


In August George rode to the falls of the Potomac with Lawrence, whose continuing interest in western lands was evidenced by his purchase during 1748 of more than thirteen hundred acres in the Shenandoah Valley. Promising a profit was a plan in which Lawrence, Austin and others were engaged, to move the Colonial capital from Williamsburg to a more convenient, healthier site in the region where the Washingtons and their friends were large landowners. The plan was an old one but it had a new argument behind it that year: Williamsburg was suffering from an epidemic of dysentery so serious that a postponement of the meeting of the House of Burgesses was advocated.


This proposal to change the seat of government interested George as a young man of business but it did not excite him. He was making occasional surveys and he was reading the Spectator and a little of English history, but, above all, he was enjoying life. Besides billiards, George had learned whist and loo by the autumn of 1748, and he did not object to playing for stakes that were worth winning. George was enjoying other social pleasures, too. His clothes and his appearance became increasingly his concern. Another new acquirement was dancing. In the acquisition of social graces, George’s model and mentor continued to be Lawrence, who was acquainted with the best usages as well as with the best families of the Colony.


Sickness now was interfering with Lawrence’s service to the public. From the time Fairfax had separate representation in 1744, George’s older half-brother had been a Burgess and a member of the important committee on propositions and grievances. Seniority and influence were rising when, in December 1748, he had to ask leave of absence because of ill-health. He returned to Mount Vernon, where George remained with him for part of the cold season.


If this was a time of solicitude on account of Lawrence, it was a time of pleasurable excitement, also, because of a shining event at Belvoir. George William Fairfax had wooed and won Sarah Cary, daughter of Col. Wilson Cary of Ceelys, an excellent estate on James River about three miles from Hampton. The marriage had been solemnized December 17; the proud young Fairfax had brought his bride immediately to his father’s house and had introduced neighbors who, of course, were eager to see her. As George observed her that winter of 1748-49, Sally was an altogether charming and somewhat tantalizing person. She was eighteen, not two years older than George, and she had much grace. Belvoir, indeed the whole sweep of that part of the Potomac, was the brighter for her presence. Having met her, it was difficult for George to go back to Ferry Farm, even for a brief period, or to find full pleasure in visits elsewhere.


The spring of 1749 found Lawrence plagued with so stubborn a cough that he talked of leaving Virginia. He took up his duties when the House of Burgesses was convened, but in May he had again to be excused from attendance. The distress created by this illness was deepened by loss of one after another of Nancy’s children by Lawrence. Three times the mother had seen the body of her only child carried to the grave. There was the unhappy prospect that if Lawrence yielded to his malady, which looked more and more like consumption, he would have no heir of the body. Augustine had provided that in this event, the land and mill left to Lawrence should pass to George unless Austin desired the Hunting Creek property. Should Austin wish to own Hunting Creek, if Lawrence died without issue, then, Augustine had stipulated that his second son must transfer the Mattox-Pope Creek estate to George.


Lawrence’s illness and loss of his children were the saddest but not the only concerns of the family in 1749. Mary Washington had abandoned her plan for building a house on her lower farm. Mrs. Washington simply “stayed on” at Ferry Farm as if the property were her own and was not to pass to George when he became twenty-one. Besides there was a threat that a ferry might be authorized across the Rappahannock at her lower tract—in George’s indignant words, “right through the very heart and best of the land.”


George explained this to Lawrence in May 1749, at a time when the younger brother was busy as a surveyor and was planning still larger things in that profession. The long-desired town at Belhaven, on the Potomac, was about to become a reality. The General Assembly had authorized the establishment of the town on sixty acres of land that belonged to Philip and John Alexander and to Hugh West. The place was to be “called by the name of Alexandria,” in honor of the owners of the greater part of the tract. The trustees, all three of the Fairfaxes among them, were resolved to establish the town at once. On May 27 the Maryland Gazette announced that lots would be sold to the highest bidders July 13. To have all the parcels laid off by that time, the regular surveyor, John West, Jr., used young Mr. Washington as an assistant. George worked fast. By approximately July 17, he had finished his part of the survey and had drawn a plan of the town.


Lawrence was in bad condition physically. His cough defied local doctors and home treatment. In growing concern, he determined to consult physicians in London and while there to advance a business enterprise that was exciting him and some of his neighbors. With toasts for a pleasant voyage and prayers for a sure and swift recovery, he was bidden farewell shortly before the vendue at Alexandria.


This was the grief of the summer of 1749. The gratification was the success of George in his application for the surveyorship of Culpeper. On the last day of July, he completed the long ride to the temporary quarters of the Court and received his commission from the President and Masters of the College of William and Mary. George proceeded immediately to exercise his new authority. He surveyed four hundred acres in Culpeper for Richard Barnes of Richmond County on July 22 and received promptly his fee of £2 3s. Soon, too, George was copying for customers deeds already recorded. Of other work in the proprietary, there was little during the summer. The principal reason was controversy regarding the title of Jost Hite to certain lands he had acquired in the Shenandoah Valley and then had resold in part. Because of Hite’s threat, Lord Fairfax closed the land books of Frederick County to most applicants in 1749. This action denied George any surveying of new tracts in Frederick, where business Otherwise would have been brisk. He scarcely could have undertaken to ride over the mountains, even had the land office been open, because of an attack of malaria, which, said he, “I have had to extremity.”


With the return of Lawrence, a short time prior to November 7, interest shifted. As a student of the art of making money, George now had a new lesson. Although Lawrence had not improved in health and had not even learned the nature of his malady, he displayed the energy of renewed interest in a project that had been shaping itself ever since the completion of the Treaty of Lancaster. Thomas Lee, Lawrence Washington, and some of their speculating friends planned a bold project for an “Ohio Company.” With the help of the Duke of Bedford and of John Hanbury, a wealthy London merchant, the company received a grant of 200,000 acres from King George on February 23, 1749. If the terms attached to that grant were executed, an additional 300,000 acres were to be allotted.


Lawrence and his associates were convinced they could attract settlers and secure the frontier against the possibility of occupation by French who might come down from Canada. Lawrence reasoned that a fort and an Indian trading post in the western country could be supplied from the upper Potomac far more readily and regularly than would be possible for the French from the St. Lawrence River and the Lakes. Thus a larger part of the fur trade might be captured. The Indians, getting the goods they wanted, might be more firmly the friends of England. Nor could Lawrence overlook the fact that if the upper Potomac became the base for this new trade, land owners in that region might profit handsomely. The immediate task was to establish the trading post. All advice to the stockholders of the company from frontiersmen indicated that the junction of the Allegheny and Monongahela Rivers would be the ideal site for the post. Until it could be established, a warehouse was to be maintained on Wills Creek, forty-five miles northwest of Frederick Town.


The prospect had appeared bright early in 1749, but it had been clouded somewhat by the time of Lawrence’s return from England. “Those very Indians that had encouraged [the company] at first,” wrote Thomas Lee in disgust, “had been persuaded that our design was to ruin, not to trade with them.” In addition, on the day that the Governor and Council had confirmed the grant to the Ohio Company, they had allotted 800,000 acres to a somewhat similar enterprise, that of the Loyal Company. The lines of the two companies were far enough apart to avoid direct conflict, but rivalry was stirred. Neither company was willing to trust the other or to withhold a blow that could be delivered secretly.


These matters were vexing to Lawrence and exciting to George. As a qualified County Surveyor, he could work anywhere he was engaged, and he accepted gladly an invitation from Fairfax to meet the Proprietor in Frederick at the November term of Court. The ground Fairfax now wished surveyed was to be similar, in general, to that George had seen in 1748, but there was a most material difference: On this new expedition Washington was to be responsible for surveys, not merely a volunteer assistant.


Work began November 2, 1749. For a few evenings, George was close enough to Frederick Town to go to the ordinary and sleep in a bed. The other nights he spent by a fire on straw or bearskin. The dwellers in the Valley he disliked as acutely as on his previous visit. “A parcel of barbarians . . . an uncouth set of people,” he termed them. He said of his life among them, “There’s nothing would make it pass off tolerably but a good reward.” He confided with pride: “A doubloon is my constant gain every day that the weather will permit my going out, and sometimes six pistoles.” This was fine compensation for a young man not yet eighteen but it could not be earned for long. His last surveys for the season were made November 11.


When George came back to Mount Vernon, he continued to hear discussion of business ventures and speculative enterprises. Contact with Lawrence and the Fairfaxes was itself a business education for the younger Washington. Although the health of Lawrence was no better, he discharged patiently his duties as one of the trustees of Alexandria, engaged in additional land transactions, and sought to hasten the dispatch of goods to the frontier for the Ohio Company. Its affairs were not developing as rapidly or as favorably as the Virginia promoters had hoped. The suspicions on the part of the Redmen were unrelieved. In addition to the threat presented vaguely by the French, moving from Lake Erie southward, there was nearer rivalry by Pennsylvanians who showed every intention of competing for the fur trade and asserted title to part of the territory given the Ohio Company.


George went to Fredericksburg in January 1749-50 and spent some time at Ferry Farm. Conditions there had not changed greatly. Death had taken none of the family, though Catherine Washington Lewis, wife of Fielding Lewis, was near the end of her brief years. George’s mother continued busy with many small things and was charged with three young sons as well as with Betty, who was now sixteen and, naturally, would soon be marrying.


He went back to the Potomac early in the year. George now had to be regarded as a serious young man of business. Pleasure had its place; making a fortune came first. Pistoles and doubloons were to be sought in strict accordance with the code of honorable conduct that George was developing steadily, but within the limits that character and honesty imposed, gold was to be pursued and caught. Settlers were increasing rapidly on the lower stretches of the Shenandoah; there was work enough there for George, highly profitable work that would reconcile him to sojourning among the “barbarians.” He rode over the mountains to the Valley, made on March 30, 1750, his first survey of the spring and continued to use his compass and Jacob’s staff, with scant interruption, until April 28. Before George had gone to the Valley, he had bought himself a handsome set of pole-chair harness at £10 15s. On his return, he had money for the enjoyment of his equipage, and he likewise had the consciousness that when he came upon a particularly good piece of unpatented land, he could afford to pay the quit rents on it.


Much had happened on the well-settled part of the Northern Neck while George was in the Valley. Catherine Washington Lewis had died February 19 and had left a son, John, about three years of age. Her husband, Fielding Lewis, turned at once to George’s sister Betty. The siege was brief; on May 7 Betty was married to him. That event was pleasant, if somewhat precipitate; but at Mount Vernon and at Belvoir, there were troubles. Sally Fairfax Carlyle, Nancy’s sister and the wife of the rich merchant and shipmaster, John Cariyle, was pregnant and had symptoms that suggested cancer of the breast. Col. William Fairfax had gone to England. Most of these clouds were swept from the sky in the spring and summer of 1750. Betty’s venture in matrimony was manifestly a happy one; Sally Carlyle improved in health; George made some remunerative surveys in Culpeper and had a round of visits that extended from Yorktown to Pope’s Creek.


The continuing distress of the Washington-Fairfax circle was Lawrence’s physical condition. Warm weather brought him no relief. Another change of climate seemed desirable. As the springs of Berkeley, which George had visited in 1748, were gaining in reputation, it was thought that a visit there might invigorate Lawrence. George gladly agreed to go as companion and, if need be, as nurse. By July 25 the brothers were en route to the primitive resort. With a great bend of the Potomac lying to the north, the approaches to the baths were interesting, but the immediate surroundings were commonplace or worse. While the benefit to Lawrence was transitory if perceptible at all, the sight of much good land in the region of the Shenandoah revived his speculative impulse. Either on the basis of patents already issued to him, or else in the knowledge that his father-in-law would approve grants for any unoccupied land he desired, Lawrence had George survey three tracts.


George’s departure from the Shenandoah Valley was not earlier than the afternoon of August 26, but he lost no time in getting home and in picking up a few honest pounds. Work alternated with play. Late in September or early in October there was an excursion to Yorktown. From October 11 to October 24, he ran the lines of approximately sixteen tracts. Then, on October 25, George had a new and delightful experience. He had saved much the greater part of his earnings as a surveyor while cherishing ambition to buy good land when he found a tract that appealed to him in price and quality. The time now came. On October 17 he had the satisfaction of asking transfer of patent for a tract of 453 acres which he bought of Capt. John Rutherford—the first spread of friendly Shenandoah land to become his. This was not all: on the twenty-fifth he submitted to record a deed from Lord Fairfax for 550 acres of land in Frederick.


Back George went to his work. Now that he was buying land, cold and adverse weather were less of a deterrent to surveying. Not until November 26 did Washington make his last survey west of the mountains for that season. This done, George rode back over the Blue Ridge, but he was not quite through with his investments for the year. On Bullskin Creek were 456 acres of James McCracken’s that would make a most desirable purchase. As soon as George was at Mount Vernon and could arrange the details, he paid McCracken £45, took a deed, and promised to tender the balance of £77 within a few months. George duly met this second payment to McCracken and could list the farm as his unencumbered own. Surveying was profitable! Besides a handsome income, it had yielded him 1459 acres of good land, part of which he soon leased to a tenant.


George found the household at Mount Vernon busy with a different balance-sheet. While he had been absent in the Valley, his sister-in-law Nancy had given birth to her fourth child, another girl. The new baby was named Sarah, in honor of her grandmother Fairfax. If Lawrence was disappointed that the child was a girl, no record survives. Nancy was young and strong enough to bear him other children, but the condition of the health of Lawrence raised more acutely than ever the question whether he would live to look into the face of a boy who would bear his name and inherit his property. George must be, in a sense, son as well as younger brother.


Lawrence’s work that winter of 1750-51 was not a sort to improve his physical condition. In November Thomas Lee, president of the Ohio Company, came to the end of his career; the direction of much of the business of the company devolved on Lawrence Washington. Harassment over the affairs of the Ohio Company and a further decline in health forced Lawrence to return to the Warm Springs early in 1751. George preceded or escorted him. While Lawrence “took the cure” and told German settlers about the riches of the Ohio country, George undertook the usual round of surveys in Frederick. By March 26 Lawrence was ready to leave.


Travel was more and more difficult for Lawrence. Although he remained courageous, it did not appear wise to subject him to another winter in Virginia. A few months in a balmy climate might stay his malady and perhaps restore his health. Barbados Island had a reputation as a haven for persons with diseases of the lungs. Lawrence could not take Nancy there with him; she could not leave her baby. If Lawrence was to make the journey and to have companionship, which was almost essential, the arrangement made for the visits to the springs must be repeated; George must accompany his half-brother.


In a measure the voyage would be a fascinating experience for a young man who once had thought he would be a sailor. Financially, long absence from Virginia would involve the loss of the autumn season of surveying and the sacrifice of the chance of finding some new bargains in frontier lands. No hint of any balancing of loss against gain or of cost against duty appears in anything George is known to have said then or afterward. Family obligation came first; Lawrence needed his company. That was enough. Everything else could wait.


Their vessel left the Potomac September 28, 1751, and by October 4 had gone far to the southeast of the Virginia capes and was standing eastward in the latitude of the Bermudas. At the end of the voyage, beating inshore and entering shallow Carlisle Bay was slow work but was completed November 3. Lawrence and George went ashore to a tavern in Bridgetown, the principal settlement on the island. Arrangements were made for an examination of Lawrence the next day by Dr. William Hilary, a physician of much experience in treating diseases of the lungs.


George must have waited in affectionate anxiety as Dr. Hilary talked with Lawrence on the fourth, and he must have felt relief when he heard the physician’s conclusion: Lawrence’s disease was not so deeply seated that it could not be cured. This encouragement led the two young men to start in quest of lodgings, which the doctor urged them to take outside the town. As there were no inns or taverns in the rural parts of the island, inquiry had to be made at private homes. No suitable quarters were found that evening; but if this was a disappointment to Lawrence, the ride was exciting to his younger brother. George was almost overwhelmed by the beauty of the tropical landscape. Letter writing on the sixth and much hospitality on the seventh were followed the next day by conclusion of a bargain for board and lodging at the house of Captain Crofton, commander of Fort James. The price was outrageously high—£15 a month exclusive of liquors and washing—but to George the site was almost ideal. It was close to the water and not more than a mile from the town. “The prospect,” George wrote, “is extensive by land and pleasant by sea, as we command the prospect of Carlisle Bay and all the shipping in such manner that none can go in or out without being open to our view.”


The delights of the view were equalled by the cordiality of the residents of the island. Except for the Governor, Henry Grenville, who kept himself aloof from nearly all society on the island, each of the dignitaries seemed anxious to entertain the Virginians. One of George’s visits was to Fort James, which he viewed as critically as if he had been a military engineer. “It’s pretty strongly fortified,” he wrote in his diary, “and mounts about 36 guns within the fortifications, but [has] two fascine batteries mg. 51.”


On the morning of November 17 the younger Washington felt a curious rigor and then had a high fever. Before evening he was seized with a violent headache and with pains in his back and loins. The next day the debilitating symptoms were the same. By the twentieth, red spots were discernible on the young man’s forehead and among the roots of his hair. In a few hours, these spots became thickly set papules. George had the smallpox. He was busy with his painful battle against the disease until about the twenty-eighth. Then the “suppurative fever” diminished and disappeared. Soon the scabs began to fall off. Underneath were reddish brown spots. George knew that these would leave “pits” which he would carry with him through life, but he had won the fight that almost every man of his generation expected to have to wage. On December 12 Washington was dismissed by his physician.


George and Lawrence attended a succession of dinners every day, except one, between the thirteenth and the twentieth. In private, discussion concerned their own plans. Lawrence was discouraged. He gave no indication of sudden or swift decline, but he had not gained in health and he greatly missed Nancy and their little girl. The sameness of the climate depressed him. No diversion was offered other than dancing, which was supposed to bring on yellow fever. Although not quite prepared to call his visit a failure, he was close to a decision that if he did not improve soon, he would go to the Bermudas. If that did not help, he would return home and try once more the dry air of Frederick County. All this would involve more months away from Mount Vernon. During that time, George could be of small assistance to his brother; he might as well return to Virginia. This was agreed. On December 21 George said farewell to Lawrence and the friends he had made on the island.


After landing at Yorktown, January 28, 1752, George hired a horse and rode over to Williamsburg to call on the Governor and present letters entrusted to him. Governor Dinwiddie had gone to Green Spring, but he was expected back later in the day. When the Governor returned he received George cordially, invited him to stay and dine, and inquired concerning the health of Lawrence. It was George’s first chat with a man he was to know much better. From Williamsburg, George returned to Yorktown. There he found Col. John Lewis, who had come to town, along with the gentry of that region, to witness a great main of cocks. The two left together in Lewis’s chariot and rode to that gentleman’s home. Thence George went to Hobbs Hole and on to Layton’s Ferry. It probably was on February 5 or 6 that he reached Mount Vernon and reported to Nancy on Lawrence’s condition and plans and on his own experiences.


Besides giving him some acquaintance with the economy of the island, George’s visit to Barbados had shown him something of the markets offered Virginia in the British West Indies. More personally, he had demonstrated on the island what he probably had no reason to doubt—that he could go into new society and, when he accepted an invitation, could so conduct himself that he received new invitations from guests he met. That was not the sole gain from the voyage. The worst feature of the stay on the island proved to be the best: That pain, that burning fever, that ugly eruption of smallpox had left George immune. He could go now to frontier, camp, or barrack without fear. The ancient foe could not strike him down.


The six months that followed George’s return from Barbados were crowded with incident. After rest and visits to kinspeople, he went to Frederick County in March and undertook new surveys that occupied his time until nearly the first of May. In gross receipts, the work was as profitable as ever, but it was subject, at least in theory, to a deduction not previously made. Under the charter of 1693, which gave the College of William and Mary exclusive authority in Virginia to commission county surveyors, the institution received one-sixth of the fees those officers collected. Lord Fairfax and his surveyors apparently had ignored the law. Governor Dinwiddie tactfully admonished Lord Fairfax to have the suveyors procure commissions and pay the College the stipulated one-sixth of their receipts. The first of these two requirements did not trouble George, but compliance with the College’s share of his fees would reduce his gross income by 162/3 per cent. In spite of this, George’s thrift and diligence yielded money enough in 1752 for him to increase his holdings on Bullskin Creek. Both he and Lawrence regarded that part of Frederick County as particularly desirable.


On his return from Frederick, George was stricken with pleurisy. This embarrassed him and irritated him because, at that particular season he was engaged in what he considered a most important negotiation. George was in love. From early youth he had been confident in all his work and all his pleasure, so long as men were involved; with girls, he must have been self-conscious. Occasionally he wrote vague, sighing poetry to them, or about them. More direct associations had not been lacking, though they had not been taken too seriously. He had sighed over a “Low Land Beauty” when he still was too young to marry, and he had found attraction in an unidentified “Sally” when he was a little older. The girl with whom he was most frequently thrown at Belvoir and at Mount Vernon was Mary Cary, younger sister of the tantalizing Sally Cary, whom George William Fairfax had married. He might have fallen in love with Mary had he not been in a tangle of affection for other girls.


Now, in the spring of 1752, he turned seriously in another direction. At Naylor’s Hole in Richmond Country lived William Fauntleroy. Faunt-leroy was of the established, dominant class, though not of the wealthiest or most eminent. By his first wife, Elizabeth, he had a daughter of the same name. Familiarly “Betsy,” this girl was in her sixteenth year when she dazzled the eyes of George. As befitted a young gentleman who had examined critically the fortifications of Barbados, he undertook the siege of Betsy’s heart by formal approaches. Repulsed in his first attack, he had to wait until he had recovered from the pleurisy to make a second. Diplomacy and persistence alike were unrewarded. Betsy’s answer again was in the negative, so strongly negative that George abandoned the siege.


If George felt grief over his rejection by Betsy, he now had a deeper, absorbing concern over his elder half-brother. As previously planned, Lawrence went to Bermuda. His letters from that island indicated that he had moved too early in the year. The chill of the spring had renewed the worst of his symptoms. After a time he showed some improvement but, as he wrote, he was “like a criminal condemned, though not without hopes of reprieve.” Lawrence’s next letter was grimmer in tone: “The unhappy state of health which I labor under makes me uncertain as to my return. If I grow worse I shall hurry home to my grave; if better, I shall be induced to stay here longer to complete a cure.” Sometime prior to June 16 Lawrence landed from Bermuda—with his death sentence written on his face. He knew his end was at hand and proceeded hurriedly to put his affairs in such order as was possible. “In consideration of love and affection,” he transferred to George his share in the reversion under his father’s will of the three lots in Fredericksburg, and he had his mother and his younger half-brothers witness the paper. On June 20 he hastily completed and signed his will; and on July 26, 1752, he breathed his painful last. George had the sombre duty of arranging for the funeral and for the construction of a burial vault. His, too, was much of the early work in the execution of Lawrence’s will.


The master of Mount Vernon bequeathed his wife a life interest in that property and in his lands on Bullskin Creek, together with half his slaves; and he provided that all his estate, exclusive of specific bequests, should descend to his infant daughter, Sarah. Were Sarah to die without issue, part of her estate was to go to her mother, if alive, and part of her lands were to be divided equally among Lawrence’s brother and half-brother. George was to share equally in the real estate that was to go to Lawrence’s brothers in the event of Sarah’s childless death. Further, if Sarah died without issue, George was to have Mount Vernon and all of Lawrence’s other real estate in Fairfax County when Nancy’s life ended. Executors named by Lawrence were Col. William Fairfax, George Fairfax, Nathaniel Chapman, John Carlyle and Austin and George Washington.


The settlement of Lawrence’s affairs was slow and complicated. It was December 23 when the inventory was completed and was copied by the young surveyor. A sale of personal effects was held that month, when George, one of numerous purchasers, bought live-stock to the value of £33. Final balancing of his accounts with the estate of his brother was to be delayed thereafter for more than three years.


Lawrence’s death involved the transfer of his varied duties as a trustee of Alexandria, as a stockholder in the Ohio Company and as Adjutant of the Colony. This last office either had been vacated before Lawrence’s death or else had been held with the understanding that Lawrence would resign when a successor was chosen. To seek to succeed his brother was, for George, a natural ambition. Even before Lawrence’s death it had been understood that the adjutancy would be divided among three men, to each of whom would be assigned a district. George knew that if Col. William Fitzhugh would accept it, that gentleman could have direction of the district in which the Northern Neck was to be included, but, as his second wife had large property in Maryland, Fitzhugh had moved his residence to that Colony.


George had been anxious to know if this change of abode meant that Fitzhugh would forego the office of Adjutant of the Northern Neck. A short time before Lawrence’s return, George had ridden to Williamsburg, had seen the Governor, and then had gone to Maryland to consult Fitzhugh. Apparently Fitzhugh would accept the office if he could discharge the greater part of his duties from the Maryland shore and, when circumstance admitted, would erect a house in Virginia and reside there “sometimes.” Fitzhugh gave George a letter in which he told the Governor of the terms he would have to impose if he took the office. George went back to Ferry Farm, wrote the Governor of his visit and enclosed Fitzhugh’s letter.


George had pending, in a short time, application of a different sort. On September 1, 1752, a new lodge of Masons held its first meeting in Fredericksburg and soon attracted members. Under Daniel Campbell as Master, a class of five was initiated on November 4. George, one of this group, paid his initiation fee of £2 3s. as an Entered Apprentice.


Two days afterward, the situation created by the death of Adjutant Lawrence Washington was reviewed by the Council of Virginia. Governor and Council agreed that one man could not discharge the duties of the office. Virginia consequently was divided, not into three districts, but into four—each of which was to have an Adjutant. For the frontier, Thomas Bentley was chosen; the “Middle Neck” between the Rappahannock and the York was assigned to George Muse; the Northern Neck was made the district of William Fitzhugh. To George was allotted the southern district, the most remote and least interesting. It extended from Princess Anne County to the western fringe of settlement and covered the entire region between James River and the North Carolina boundary. It was a distinction for George to be named Adjutant before he was twenty-one, and to be allowed pay of £100 per annum. On February 1, 1753, he presented his commission to the Court of Spotsylvania and took the various oaths; but, meantime, he sought and procured the influence of the powerful William Nelson for the vacancy that might occur if Fitzhugh found himself unable to serve.


When George took the oaths as Adjutant, he became officially Major Washington. He might have regarded the title as a present for his twenty-first birthday. How well he had advanced during the ten years that had passed after his father’s death! The younger son of a second marriage, he had received as his inheritance ten slaves, the small Ferry Farm, three Fredericksburg lots and half of the Deep Run tract. He now had a remunerative profession as County Surveyor and from his own earnings he had bought ample clothing and good equipage. In the rich Shenandoah Valley he held two thousand acres of excellent land. If he counted his moiety of the Deep Run tract and what remained of Ferry Farm, he already was the owner of 4291 acres of unencumbered land and thus was in the class of the larger proprietors. With the advantage of immunity to smallpox, he could travel freely. He was strong and was able, without complaint or great discomfort, to sleep out of doors, in his clothing and on the ground. The softness of 1748 was gone, but without the loss of his love of good apparel and comfortable living. Fixed in his methodical habits, he kept his accounts carefully. If his English grammar and composition still were poor, he was progressing in these, too. Socially, he was capable of entering the best of Colonial society. He could dance, and he had proficiency in cards and billiards. While not particularly accurate as a marksman, he squared accounts by the superlative excellence of his horsemanship. Now, with the thoroughness that marked his every performance, he was to learn the duties of District Adjutant of Virginia.


George had to instruct himself in order that he might train the county officers. Study must in consequence have occupied much of his spare time during the spring and summer of 1753. Available books on tactics were hard, complicated reading for a man who did not have opportunity of drilling and exercising soldiers. As far as surviving records show, he did not visit in 1753 any of the counties under his care. George’s interest shifted as his duties changed. His few letters of later boyhood contained not one line on public affairs and not a single reference to the duty a Virginian owed King and Crown. Now, as Major Washington, Adjutant of the Southern District, he began to learn more about the political aspect of dealings on the frontier, and, in particular, about the advance of the French.


The Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle, October 18, 1748, had ended the war of the Austrian Succession; but, so far as England and France were involved, the settlement merely provided for restitution of the territory each had taken from the other. Like wrestlers well matched, the two ancestral adversaries broke off their struggle in order to get a new hold when an opening was offered. No boundary was drawn on the watershed of the Ohio, which both countries claimed. The French thought the English planned to separate Louisiana from Canada and to conquer the two Colonies separately; the British suspected that the French intended to cut them off from the back country and to pin them to the Atlantic coast. In the foreground was the prospect of winning or losing the fur trade.


In full appreciation of what the loss of the fur trade would mean, the French had become aggressive. During the first days of the Ohio Company the protection of the frontier had been little more than an argument to facilitate large grants to Virginia land speculators; now it was a reality. In 1749, the Marquis de la Galissonière, French Governor of Canada, had sent the Chevalier Céloron de Bienville to the Ohio Valley to reassert the claim of France to that region. Céloron had visited numerous Indian tribes and had penetrated to Logstown. There he had warned the Indians against the English. When the word of Céloron’s expedition reached the English Colonies, it convinced both Pennsylvanians and Virginians that they should strengthen their ties with the Six Nations and that they should confirm the treaty which had been made at Lancaster in 1744 but never had been ratified acceptably. Forts must be built to resist the French if they should return.


It was shortly after this that Governor Dinwiddie had arrived in Virginia and had become interested, financially and politically, in the Ohio Company and in the settlements it proposed to establish in the region claimed by the French. Soon he commissioned Joshua Fry, Lunsford Lomax and James Patton to deliver a present to the Six Nations at Logstown on May 15, 1752, procure the desired ratification of the Treaty of Lancaster, and renew friendly relations and gain new concessions. Fry and his companions had to spend many days in coaxing the Indians into a new agreement. Finally, on June 13, 1752, they won full confirmation of the treaty. Permission was given the English to build two strong trading posts on the Ohio and establish settlements south of that river.


This success of English Colonial diplomacy was offset that same month when Charles Langlade, a French trader, mustered 250 Ottawas and Ojibwas and badly defeated the Indian Chief, Old Britain, oddly styled the Demoiselle, a known friend of England. After that, nothing was heard of French activity in the disputed region until the winter of 1752-53. Word then reached Dinwiddie that the Miami Indians had gone over to the “other side” and that fifteen or sixteen French had come to Logstown and were establishing themselves there. Dinwiddie was alarmed. “We would fain hope,” he declared, “these people are only French traders, and they have no other view but trade. I hope there is no great army of French among the lakes.”


His hope was vain. A force of 1500 French troops landed in the spring of 1753 on the southern shore of Lake Erie and built forts and some stretches of road. These soldiers of King Louis spread their dominion swiftly and without resistance, only to find disease a worse foe than the Indians or the negligent English colonists. By autumn most of the survivors were sent back to Montreal. The number of those who remained at Forts Presque Isle and Le Boeuf was not known to the Virginians, but this much was plain: These men from Canada were in territory claimed by England, and if they pushed southward, they would reach the Ohio and close to English traders and settlers the rich lands that speculators had been eyeing ever since the Treaty of Lancaster had been signed.


The young Adjutant of the Southern District read in the Virginia Gazette of some of these events, and doubtless he learned from Colonel Fairfax that the situation on the Ohio had been described in dispatches to the home government. Perhaps, too, it was Fairfax who told him that the Governor had resolved to send a warning to the French commander to leave the country of the British King. George reflected, saw an opportunity, determined to seize it—and set out for Williamsburg: He would volunteer to carry the message to the Ohio.





CHAPTER / 2


When George Washington reached Williamsburg at the end of October 1753 he found the taverns crowded with Burgesses. The General Assembly had been called to meet November 1, in circumstances that aroused more than the usual curiosity of Colonials eager for news. On October 21 a sloop of war had brought special dispatches to the Governor, who promptly had sent letters under the King’s seal to the executives of the other Colonies. The proclamation for an early session of the Virginia lawmakers had then been issued.


George soon learned part of the reason for this activity. At the Palace, he was ushered into the presence of the Governor. Dinwiddie was aroused and probably impressed by the importance of the steps he was about to take. On June 16 he had written the home government concerning the need of building forts to prevent the French from occupying the Ohio country. Dispatches of August 28 had brought him instructions that accorded with his judgment. Encouraging promises of military equipment had been made. As a first step, Dinwiddie had been instructed to warn the French of their encroachment and formally call on them to leave British territory.


Governor and Council accepted promptly George’s offer to carry the message. Orders were drafted. Without delay he was to proceed to Logstown and there call on friendly Indian Sachems for a guard to attend him as far as he thought proper en route to the French commanding officer. When he reached the French station, Washington was to present a letter, which Dinwiddie handed him, and demand a reply, for which he was to wait not more than a week. This answer having been given, Major Washington was to request a French escort on his way back to the Virginia settlements. In addition, George was to procure all the information he could of the numerical strength, armament, defences, communications and plans of the intruders.


Besides his written instructions, George received detailed verbal orders: He was to proceed first to Wills Creek and there deliver to Christopher Gist, an experienced frontiersman, a written request from the Governor and Council that Gist act as Washington’s guide on the mission. The Virginia messenger, moreover, was to inquire of the French why they had made prisoners of British subjects trading with the Indians and why they had driven trader John Frazier from the house where he had lived for twelve years. Finally, speed was enjoined.


This mission was assigned young Washington when sparkling autumn weather was turning to the rains and the bleakness of November. George knew how unpleasant that month could be; but he was being honored by the assignment, and he had such an opportunity as no young Virginian had enjoyed in his generation of winning reputation. Off he went to Fredericksburg, and as he rode he planned: Besides Gist as guide, he would need men to look after the horses and baggage and to pitch a tent. Unless Gist knew the Indian tongues, it would be necessary to procure an interpreter. Further, someone must make the journey who could translate French and converse in it. George believed he could procure such a man. To the vicinity of Fredericksburg in 1752 had come a young Hollander, Jacob van Braam. Though his English was meagre, he was said to have a knowledge of French.


On reaching Fredericksburg, November 1, George found van Braam, who agreed to accompany him; and the two set out for Alexandria. From Alexandria the road of the emissary and the interpreter was for Wills Creek, which they reached November 14. Near at hand, on the Maryland shore, was the cabin of Gist. When George delivered the letter which asked Gist to accompany the Major, the frontiersman consented. While Gist made ready, George hired four men as “servitors.” One of these, an Indian trader Barnaby Currin, was to prove himself capable of bearing some of the responsibility of the wilderness. Of the others, John MacQuire also had traded with the Indians, and Henry Steward had some knowledge of the frontier. When the party set out on November 15 it consisted of seven men with their horses and baggage. Everything had been included that Washington had thought necessary—even an “Indian dress” for the Major.


Washington was to find Gist capable of handling both compass and canoe, a man altogether conscientious in the performance of duty. More than any other man, Gist was to be George’s teacher in the art of dealing with the uncertain savages. George scarcely could have had a better instructor: he had now to demonstrate how apt a pupil he would be.


The opening days of George’s apprenticeship as a frontiersman were novel and interesting enough, but not exacting. He and the others climbed upward, descended to the narrow valleys, mounted again to the tops of the passes, and crossed the stony streams. The journey was as rapid as the difficult country permitted. Northward the men moved through the mountains and, as they advanced, encountered their first snow. George and his companions crossed the Youghiogheny November 19. On the twenty-second the Englishmen reached the Monongahela at the mouth of Turtle Creek, close to Frazier’s settlement.


The trader had much news to relate. Friendly natives recently had visited him and had left wampum and a message for the Governor of Virginia to the effect that three nations of French Indians had taken up the hatchet against the English. Frazier passed the wampum to George along with the warning. Another item of information was that French troops had been advancing towards the Ohio from Lake Erie when mounted messengers had arrived with news that the “General” of the French, Pierre Paul, Sieur de Marin, had died. After that, the greater part of the French had been withdrawn northward to winter quarters. In this intelligence, the good and the bad were mingled. George knew that Dinwiddie and the royal government depended, in large measure, on friendly Indians of the Six Nations for the defence of the Virginia frontier. As for the French withdrawal, it might have large meaning for the future and might give England an advantage.


On November 23 George reached the strategic objective of the rival English and French, the wind-swept, uninhabited point of land where the Allegheny received the waters of the powerful Monongahela. There, or nearby, Governor Dinwiddie planned to erect the fort that was to keep the French from the Ohio and the Monongahela. George studied the ground carefully in order to ascertain, if he could, how the nearer stretches of the rivers could be commanded by English guns. He reached conclusions which he jotted down in notes for the rough journal he was keeping. Later he elaborated his views to this effect: “The land in the forks . . . I think extremely well situated for a fort, as it has the absolute command of both rivers. The land at the point is twenty or twenty-five feet above the common surface of the water; and a considerable bottom of flat, well-timbered land all around it, very convenient for building.”


About the time George finished the examination of this site, Currin and Steward arrived with the canoe and the baggage. They unloaded safely on the farther side of the Allegheny and then ferried over the other members of the party. Camp was made on the shore. The night was uneventful but it opened an interesting and eventful day. Nearby lived the Indian Chief Shingiss, a Delaware whom it seemed wise to invite to the council George had been instructed to hold with the powerful Indian, Half King, at Logstown. Policy and politeness dictated a personal call on Shingiss and on a lesser Chief, Lowmolach. Shingiss and Lowmolach both were, when acquainted with George’s purpose, entirely agreeable: They would go at once with the white men to Logstown.


On the first march George ever had made with Indians, between sunset and dusk they came to a rich bottom where were the huts and the long house known as Logstown, scene of Indian conferences and the home of Half King. This was the beginning of the serious part of the mission. Now, under his instructions, George was to find Half King and the other Sachems and ask them to supply guards for the journey to the French post. George’s call on Shingiss had been of small importance compared with this visit. To deal with Half King, the most influential leader of the district, George needed an interpreter, because Gist had never learned the Indian tongues of that region. What Gist lacked, the well-known trader John Davison possessed, and attended by this experienced master of the Indian speech, George sought the Indian.


Half King was away at his cabin on Little Beaver Creek, but George learned that Monakatoocha, a Chief second only to Half King, was in the village and went to call ceremoniously on him. Through Davison, he explained that he was a messenger to the French commander and was directed by the Governor of Virginia so to inform the Sachems. Then, George presented the Chief a string of wampum and a twist of tobacco. This done, he asked Monakatoocha to send for Half King. When the Chief promised to dispatch a runner the next morning, George thanked him and invited him and the other great men of the tribe to visit the English tent. It was a satisfactory though not a brilliant interview.
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The next day, November 25, was one of sensation. Into the town came a small group of French deserters. George talked at length with them and with the man who had them in charge, a British fur trader named Brown. The French deserters said that they were part of a force of a hundred who had been sent up the Mississippi to meet at Logstown a similar detachment from the garrisons on the south side of Lake Erie. All this seemed to confirm what had been suspected at Williamsburg. George doubtless guessed that the French had intended to advance to the forks and build a fort there. Eagerly, therefore, he continued his first examination of deserters, a distasteful but indispensable military duty.


Word came at 3 P.M. that Half King had arrived from Little Beaver Creek. Etiquette required that the English visitor should make the first call. George accordingly went over to the Sachem’s cabin and met Half King. This cherished friend of the English was an intelligent man, vain, brave, as candid as an Indian ever was, and possessed of an unusual knowledge of white men and their methods of fighting. When his passion was stirred, Half King would assert that the reason he hated the French was that they had killed, boiled and eaten his father. More immediately he had a bitter grudge because of treatment he recently had received at the hands of the Sieur de Marin.


George found Half King more than willing to talk—anxious to give all the information he could and to set forth his grievances with the full fury of outraged pride. All routes were quickly described. The better of them was impassable because of the swamps made by the overflow of streams. It would be necessary to proceed via Venango. Five or six good days’ journeys would be required. This explained, Half King launched into an account of his visit to the French fort. He had been received by de Marin with much sternness and had been asked very brusquely what he wanted. Half King had prepared in advance a speech for the occasion, and as he told George of the episode he insisted on repeating the substance of what he had announced to the French commandant.


If Half King told the truth about his speech, it was a bold call on the French to leave the watershed of the Ohio. The Indian manifestly thought it a good speech, and he went on to tell George that he had followed it by returning to the French commander a string of wampum, symbolic of one the French had given the Indians when they had made a previous, amicable visit. Then the Chief gamely and with burning eyes repeated the defiant reply of de Marin, a reply deliberately phrased to humiliate the Redman. With few preliminaries, the Frenchman had demanded: “Where is my wampum that you took away, with the marks of towns in it? This wampum I do not know which you have discharged me off the land with. But you need not put yourself to the trouble of speaking, for I will not hear you.”


This had infuriated Half King; but, as repeated by him, it must have confused and alarmed and, at the same time, pleased George. George had new evidence of the French determination to occupy the Ohio, though he could afford to be happy that de Marin had outraged Half King’s pride. Half King explained what he had seen of French defences in the country between Logstown and Lake Erie. There were two forts, said the Chief. One was on the lake; the other was fifteen miles inland on French Creek and near a small body of water. A wide wagon road connected the two places. The forts were alike, though the one on Lake Erie was the larger. At length Half King left the tent with the understanding that he would assemble his great men to hear Washington’s request for an escort.


Next morning George greeted the assembled leaders and, with Davison as interpreter, undertook to explain his mission. What Washington asked in the way of an escort might involve Half King’s followers in a quarrel with French Indians or with the French themselves at a time when the English allies of the friendly tribes were far off. This danger probably had been increased by the clash between Half King and de Marin. If the Indians furnished a large escort and went boldly northward, they might be marching straight into a wintry war.


Half King was altogether for compliance with the Englishmen’s request. He was determined, in fact, to go back to the French fort and repeat to the new commandant what he had told de Marin. He urged the other Sachems to approve doing this, and after some discussion, they apparently acquiesced.


Half King’s promise had been that the guard would be ready to start on November 29, but early that morning he and Monakatoocha came to George’s tent with a plea for one more day. November 30 brought evidence that the friendly Chief might not always be able to control the other Sachems; four men only appeared with equipment for the trail. Half King explained that after he had visited Washington the previous evening he and the other Sachems had held a council at the Long House. Their conclusion had been against sending any large escort because, if they did so, the French might become suspicious and might treat them rudely. It would be better to send only the three “great men” with a single hunter. The young emissary might have been tempted to ask the Indians why they expected any other than a rude reception if they were, in effect, to notify the French of a rupture of friendly relations, but debate would delay a departure for which he had been waiting with far more impatience than he had shown. Off he went with his companions and his Indian friends on the trail.


Gist led the party toward the junction of French Creek and the Allegheny River. December 4 brought George to Venango. He knew the village was in French hands, but his heart must have beat faster when he saw the fleur-de-lis flying over the trading post from which Frazier had been driven.


George, with van Braam and Gist, went to the building. At the entrance the trio were met by three French officers whose leader introduced himself as Capt. Philippe Thomas Joincare. Politely, he invited the visitors to enter. Captain Joincare was the son of a Seneca squaw by a French officer, and he had been so reared that he could deal equally well with his mother’s and with his father’s people. From the time of his father’s death in 1740, Joincare had been the man to whom the French Indians of the region had looked for guidance. He operated the trading post and the portage at Niagara and made large profits from both. In the service of France, along with his rank as Captain, he had the title of Chief Interpreter for the Six Nations. Having accompanied Céloron on the expedition of 1749, he knew the Ohio country and the characteristics of the savages who dwelt on its upper watershed. He was one of the ablest and most resourceful of the French spokesmen in Canada.


The reception these men gave Washington was flawless. In answer to Washington’s inquiry concerning the French commander, to whom a communication was to be delivered, Joincare replied that he himself was in charge on the Ohio, but that there was a general officer at Fort Le Boeuf, close to Lake Erie. Joincare’s advice was that George carry his letter thither. Meantime, would Monsieur Washington and the other gentlemen sup with him and his comrades that evening? George was not pleased at having to go forty or fifty miles farther up the creek but he accepted the invitation to eat with the distinguished Captain. Washington left the Indians behind deliberately. Joincare set out for his guests the best he had and offered and drank wine in abundance. Most politely he promised a French escort for the messenger on the ride to Fort Le Boeuf. As he and the others talked to George, who kept sober and listened intently, their tongues and their Gallic pride were loosed. They had perceived that a contest for the Ohio was brewing. It was their design to take possession of the river, they said, and, by God, they would prevent the settlement of English on it or any of its tributaries.


Rain reasserted its power on December 5. The Indians had by that time become engaged in council with their allies the Delawares, who lived in and near Venango. Before long Joincare heard that a council had been held and that Half King was in it. He ordered one of his men to go to the natives’ camp and invite the Chiefs to visit him forthwith. When they arrived, Joincare did not display a touch of the biting sternness that de Marin had exhibited towards Half King. He acted as if these Indians were the closest of allies and the warmest of friends. How could they be so near, he inquired, and not come to see him? He made them a few presents and plied them with brandy until the savages were too drunk to realize what they were doing. Not a word could Half King say of the warning he had sworn he would give the French to leave the land. When George in disgust went back through the rain to his tent, he realized what previously he perhaps had sensed dimly—that he was engaged in a diplomatic battle with the French for the support of the Indians. He had come to deliver a message; he found himself called upon, with Gist’s understanding aid, to save an alliance.


This challenging turn of events was even plainer the next day. Early in the morning Half King was at the entrance to George’s tent, completely sober, probably ashamed of himself, and once again entirely resolute. It was his purpose to make his speech to the commander of the French and repeat his order that they quit the Indians’ country. Earnestly the Chief urged that they delay their departure long enough for him to serve this notice on Joincare.


George’s observation the previous day made him anxious not to expose the Chief again to the Captain’s wiles and wine. Besides, the mission must be completed as soon as possible. George tried to persuade Half King to withhold his warning until they reached Fort Le Boeuf. Half King would not yield: Joincare, he said, was to light a council fire at Venango; that was to be the place where all business of this sort was transacted; Joincare had sole management of Indian affairs. George unwillingly consented: There was no escape. He had to remain, listen, and take whatever risks might develop from Half King’s defiance of the French. He did not misjudge his orator. The council assembled about ten o’clock, but the preliminaries must have been interminable. Finally Half King began his speech. It was in substance the one he had delivered to the Sieur de Marin, but it produced no such effect on Joincare as it had on the French commander at the fort. When Half King reached his climax and returned the speech belt, Joincare refused to accept it. Displaying no anger, he insisted that the belt should be presented at Le Boeuf.


It had been a disquieting day of a sort George had not been called on to endure previously. The next, December 7, scarcely gave promise of being any better. Commissary La Force came to the Englishmen’s quarters with three soldiers and reported himself ready to escort Monsieur Washington to the fort. George and his white companions were prepared to start but the Indians were not there. Washington, in desperation, sent Gist to bring them to the trail. It was nearly eleven o’clock when the guide came back. He had the three Chiefs and the young hunter with him, but prevailing upon them to forego the allurements of Venango had taxed his powers of persuasion.


After sunset on December 11, the end of the fourth day on the trail, the party reached the point on the creek opposite Fort Le Boeuf, and George sent van Braam across to notify the commandant of his arrival. Several French officers came over in a canoe and invited the emissaries to the fort. Major Washington was agreeable, and soon was received, as Gist put it, “with a great deal of complaisance.” Nothing official was undertaken that evening.


As early as he thought polite the next morning George presented himself, with Gist and van Braam, at Headquarters. The second in command received him and ushered him into the presence of the senior officer of the post, the Sieur Legardeur de St. Pierre de Repentigny, Knight of St. Louis. He had been sent to the post after the death of de Marin and had been there only a week when the English mission arrived. Through van Braam, Washington begged leave to show his passport and commission and then tendered the letter from Governor Dinwiddie. St. Pierre declined to receive it at that time. Would Monsieur Washington retain the papers until the arrival from the next fort of Monsieur Repentigny, who had been sent for and was expected shortly?


The delay gave George time to examine the fort casually. He found it a stout frontier structure of four houses built as corner bastions with the space between them stockaded. Before he was able to study the armament, he was informed that the officer from Presque Isle had arrived. George again went to Headquarters, and after an introduction to Captain Repentigny, delivered the papers. St. Pierre took them and went into another room so that the Captain, without distraction, could turn the documents into French. When the translation of this was approved, Washington asked for an early answer; the commandant said he would call a council to consider the question. George retired to await a decision and, meantime, to get such information as he could of the fort and the minor matters covered by his instructions.


Had the young Virginian undertaken that night to analyze the information he and his men had acquired at Fort Le Boeuf, he would have found two items important. First, there did not appear to be the least doubt in the mind of the commandant that the French had a valid title to the Ohio and could hold that river and its tributaries. Second, the intruders were preparing to extend their occupation the next spring. On this point, George’s companions reported along the creek at Fort Le Boeuf fifty birch canoes and 170 of pine. Many others were being blocked out. These preparations convinced Washington that the French were making ready on a large scale for an early descent on the Ohio. Virginia must act quickly and in strength. Not one day must be lost in getting to Williamsburg the news of what the French were undertaking.


Equally apparent was the French aim to detach the Indians from their British alliance. The tactics employed to entice Half King at Venango were being repeated at Le Boeuf. The Chief was as anxious as ever to return the treaty belt, but, he said, the commandant would not give him an audience. St. Pierre was seeking to delay the Indians in the hope that George would leave without them. If that happened, the French knew precisely how to wean the natives from the English and win them with rum, presents and promises.


Perhaps it was a game in which all the odds were against George, but it was not a contest the young man would forfeit. His aim must be to procure an early answer, depart with the Indians and, after that, get to Williamsburg as soon as possible. In this spirit he flatly declined St. Pierre’s next proposal—that Washington proceed to Quebec and present to the Governor of Canada the communication from His Excellency of Virginia. His orders were to deliver the letter to the commander on the frontier the French had occupied. He had no authority to go farther or to place the paper in the hands of anyone else. From this stand he did not permit himself to be shaken. George would do his utmost to spur Half King to press for the council St. Pierre was trying to avoid. Immediately after Half King made his speech and returned the treaty belt, young Washington intended to start down the creek.


Washington got the horses off without difficulty, and then he urged Half King again to seek an interview with the commandant. Half King got St. Pierre to receive him late on December 14, but this was done privately and with only one or two other officers—virtual defeat in itself, because the Chief had wished the return of the treaty belt to be formal and public. St. Pierre had not been willing to accept it, even though de Marin previously had demanded it. St. Pierre had protested that he had great friendship for the Indians over whom Half King held sway. The French wished to trade with the tribes, the commandant had assured him, and, as proof of this, would send goods immediately to Logstown.


That evening George received the formal written answer to Governor Dinwiddie’s letter. Along with the paper was assurance that two canoes would be at Washington’s disposal the next morning. St. Pierre was as good as his word. Early on December 15, there was much activity on the part of the French in seeing that the emissary be made comfortable for his voyage down the creek, but at the same time every blandishment was offered the Indians to keep them from leaving with the Englishmen. In this critical affair, on which the continued support of the Six Nations might depend, the young Virginian instinctively relied on moral force. He went to Half King and, with all the strength of argument at his command, tried to prevail on the Chief to depart with him. For the first time in George’s dealings with Half King, the Indian palpably evaded: The commandant, he said, would not let him go until the next day. George walked forthwith to St. Pierre and squarely faced the old soldier: Would the commandant complete his business with Half King and permit the natives to leave? Ill treatment was being accorded an emissary, because to delay the Indians was to hamper his own departure.


The Indians were waiting because the French had promised they would receive the next morning a present of guns and the supplies they most loved. For the sake of a few rifles, the savages were delaying a return journey on which English control of the Ohio might depend. George quickly made up his mind that he also would remain. Then, if the French redeemed their promise, the savages would get the presents and still go with the Virginians; if the French delayed the gifts, then George could accuse them before the Indians of breaking promises.


The next morning St. Pierre and his lieutenants saw that Washington had the advantage. Without further chicanery the presents were given the Sachems with appropriate ceremony and fine words. Then the French played their last card: Liquor was offered the Redmen. George knew that if the savages took any of it, they soon would get drunk and neither would nor could attempt that day the difficult work of steering their canoe down the creek; so, once again, George appealed to the Indians. The party must start, and at once! Half King and this three companions looked at the jugs, and then, to Washington’s immense relief, they went about the final preparations for departure. Soon both canoes were ready. George gave the word. They were off, all hands. George had won.


George and his party reached Venango December 22. He made ready to start for Logstown the next day and sent for Half King in order to learn whether the Indians were going overland with the Englishmen or intended to continue by water. Half King explained that he would use the canoe for the rest of the journey. George no longer had to depend on Half King and could not wait indefinitely at Venango to protect the Chief against the cunning of Joincare, but he took pains to warn the Indians against Joincare. Half King was reassuring in answer: Washington need not be concerned; the Chief knew the French too well to be deceived by them. He had not yet satisfied himself concerning George’s abilities but he had a measure of affection for the tall Major and a certain belief in the future of the young white emissary. Half King already had given him an Indian name, Caunotau-carius, Towntaker. What this new brother of the Six Nations needed, the tribes would endeavor to supply.


George thanked the Chief and bade him farewell. The next day the white men set out from Venango for Murthering Town. Five miles only were covered before early twilight and the weariness of the animals forced Washington to call a halt. By the morning of December 26, three of the men were so badly frost-bitten that they could do nothing. George stood inflexibly to his resolution to get the answer of the French to Williamsburg without the loss of a day that could be saved. He proposed to Gist that they strike out on foot. The veteran frontiersman did all he could to dissuade the Virginian, but the Major was insistent. Although the two men followed the easiest trail that led towards Murthering Town, the pace was exhausting, the cold, in George’s own words, “scarcely supportable,” and the small streams so tightly frozen that it was difficult to get even drinking water. The guide was correct: this was not the life for a gentleman. At Murthering Town they found among the natives one who spoke English and professed to know Gist. It seemed good fortune that this fellow had been encountered, because George now was determined to leave the trail and make for the nearest crossing of the Allegheny. The Indian might be able to show them the shortest route. On inquiry, he said he could, and would do so gladly.


With this guide Washington and Gist set out. As the Indian carried George’s pack easily, in addition to his own rifle, they made good speed for eight or ten miles. Then the Major had to admit that his feet were getting very sore and that he was weary. It would be well, he said, if they camped. On this, the Indian offered to carry George’s gun as well as his pack, but George did not wish to part with his rifle or to give the strange Indian two. Refusal displeased the savage. He became churlish and insisted that the party press on because, he said, there were Ottawas in the woods. If the white men stopped and went to sleep, these Indians would attack and scalp them.


Gist had become suspicious by this time and had noticed that the man was proceeding too far to the northeast to reach the nearest crossing of the Allegheny. George had not received either a glance or a whisper from Gist to show that the frontiersman distrusted the Indian, but he himself was growing dubious. Soon, in the belief that the Indian was leading them astray, Washington told him that when they reached the next water, they would stop. If the native guide made any reply over his shoulder, George did not remember it afterward. He noticed only the back of the savage, less than fifteen paces ahead, and the wideness of a meadow spotted here and there with trees. The three had gone a little way into this meadow when George saw the Indian wheel, lift his rifle and fire straight at them.


“Are you shot?” George cried to Gist.


“No,” answered Gist, who had not seen the Indian fire.


As they looked, the man ran ahead a little way, got behind a big oak and started to reload his rifle. Almost instantly the two white men were upon him. Gist would have killed him without a word, but Washington restrained his companion. Silently and alertly, then, with the Indian in front of them, the travelers went on downgrade to a little run. There George called a halt and directed the savage to make a fire, while George either stood by the guns or saw that Gist was within instant reach of the weapons.


Presently Gist whispered: “As you will not have him killed, we must get him away and then we must travel all night.”


George agreed. Gist went about arranging things as if they were to camp there, and at length turned to the Indian. “I suppose,” said he, “you were lost and fired your gun.”


The bewildered savage answered only that he knew the way to his cabin and that it was nearby.


“Well,” Gist answered indulgently, “do you go home, and as we are much tired, we will follow your track in the morning; and here is a cake of bread for you, and you must give us meat in the morning.”


The native had thought he was going to be killed, and when he saw that he had a chance to get away alive, he was happy to depart without word, loot or scalps. Gist followed him some distance and listened to be sure the Indian continued to put many yards between him and the campfire. Not long after nine o’clock, Gist came back and told George they must move to another site. Weary as Washington was, he picked up his pack and tramped about a mile. Then Gist stopped again and lighted a fire so they could see to set their compass. This done, they fixed their course and started for the Allegheny. Although George had thought early in the day that he could not go any farther, new strength came with danger. In the knowledge that his trail could be followed rapidly in the snow, he was able to travel all night and all the next day.


On the twenty-ninth the two reached the shore of the Allegheny about two miles from Shannopin’s Town. One glance at the stream was enough to dishearten: Instead of the solid sheet across which he had expected to walk, George saw only about fifty yards of ice adjoining each of the banks. In midstream was angry, open water, down which broken ice was driving. A raft offered the only means of traversing that turbulent and forbidding stream, a raft that had to be built of standing timber, for felling which the pack included only one hatchet! An all-day job the two men had, but just after sundown the raft was complete. George and Gist shoved it to open water and got the rough platform into the stream. Before they could push halfway across they were in an ice jam that threatened to overwhelm the raft. It flashed over George, on the downstream side, that he might be able to stop the raft and let the ice run past. Quickly and with all his strength, he pushed his pole downward in about ten feet of water. Then he swung to it. On the instant, the force of the current threw the raft against the pole with so much violence that the top of the pole was dashed forward—with George hanging to it. He fell into the water and might have lost his life had not one of his long arms reached a log of the raft. He gripped it, pulled himself up, and, in freezing garments gave such help as he could to Gist in handling the raft. It was to no purpose. The two men could not push to either shore. At last, finding a little island in the river, they left the raft and got on the bit of ground. George was sheeted in ice; Gist had his fingers frost-bitten. The island was of all resting-places the bleakest and the coldest; but the two men were still alive and had their packs, their guns, their hatchet . . . and the dispatch to Dinwiddie.


Daylight brought an entrancing sight: from the shore of the little island to the bank, the river was frozen over stoutly enough to bear the weight of men with packs. George and Gist crossed without any trouble and, after a tramp of ten miles, entered the hospitable door of Frazier’s trading post.


The remaining days of the mission were tedious but not dangerous. At Gist’s new settlement, which he reached January 2, 1754, Washington bought a horse and saddle, so that Frazier’s might be sent back to him. Then George started for Wills Creek. It was speed, speed, speed to arouse Virginia for the prompt occupation of the country the French were preparing to seize. George was at Belvoir on January 11, but he did not feel he could linger when he had news for the Governor. He hurried to Williamsburg and, on January 16, 1754, placed the letter from St. Pierre in the hand of the official who anxiously had been awaiting his return.


The firm but noncommital answer and George’s description of conditions on the frontier so impressed Dinwiddie that he asked Washington to write a report that could be laid before Council the next day. This required George to throw together hastily the entries he had made almost daily in his journal. The product was a narrative of seven thousand words, loosely constructed and in some passages obscure; but it had interest and it contained much information at once accurate and apropos.


When George moved about Williamsburg he found himself and his mission the objects of much curiosity. He was applauded by the friends of the Governor and accused secretly by the enemies of His Honor and by rival speculators of magnifying the danger in order to get help for the Ohio Company. Washington’s immediate desire was to know what would be done to anticipate the advance of the French to the Ohio. Dinwiddie believed that success hung on speed. Unless the English hastened their march, the French would get to the Ohio first and would so strongly secure themselves that the might of England would be taxed to drive them away. As surely as with Washington on the way home, it was speed, all speed. Soon after George’s return, the Governor changed the date for the meeting of the prorogued Assembly from April 18 to February 14.


In advance of the session of the lawmakers, Dinwiddie felt he should provide an adequate guard for the protection of the men whom he already had dispatched to build a fort at the junction of the Monongahela and the Allegheny. Accordingly, on January 21, five days after his return, Major Washington, as Adjutant of the Northern Neck District, was authorized to enlist one hundred of the militia of Augusta and Frederick Counties; the Indian trader, Capt. William Trent, was directed to raise a like force among men of his own calling, whose property and livelihood were most threatened. The quota did not seem high. Of the three hundred English traders who went out yearly into the Indian country, a third should be expected to volunteer. By the time these two hundred men had reached the Ohio, four hundred to be requested of the General Assembly could be enlisted. If other Colonies then would send contingents, these combined forces, “with the conjunction of our friendly Indians,” Dinwiddie explained, “I hope will make a good impression on the Ohio and be able to defeat the designs of the French.”


George examined the instructions given him. He found that fifty of his men were to be supplied from the militia of Frederick by Lord Fairfax, County Lieutenant. James Patton, County Lieutenant of Augusta, was to furnish a similar number. By February 20 these two detachments were to be in Alexandria, where George was to train and discipline them. Many of the militiamen were expected to volunteer for service; but if volunteers did not suffice, the required total was to be reached through a draft by lot.


To speed the muster, George procured the Governor’s permission to send Jacob van Braam to assist the County Lieutenant of Augusta. George hurried to Frederick to act with Fairfax. He quickly uncovered that the militia, as the Governor phrased it, were in “very bad order.” George waited impatiently but helplessly until about February 11 and then, disillusioned, started back to Williamsburg with a letter in which Fairfax confessed that the draft was a failure. Like reports came from Augusta, though it had suffered during the previous summer from an Indian raid.


About the time George brought to Williamsburg the news from Frederick, the General Assembly met. On the opening day Dinwiddie delivered a message in which he summarized Major Washington’s report of the mission to Fort Le Boeuf. His Honor gave warning that 1500 French, with their Indian allies, were preparing to advance early in the spring, rendezvous at Logstown, and “build many more fortresses” on the Ohio. With a fervent description of the horrors of a frontier war, the Governor called on the Burgesses to vote a “proper supply.”


With this information in hand, the Burgesses began to review the Governor’s appeal for funds. There was no enthusiasm for an expedition to the Ohio. Some officials insisted that the report was “a fiction and a scheme to promote the interest of a private company”—the Ohio Company, of course. Debate was precipitated; dissent was vigorous. “With great application,” Dinwiddie subsequently reported, “many arguments and everything I possibly could suggest, the [Burgesses] at last voted £10,000 for protecting our frontiers.”


As soon as the £10,000 had been voted, Dinwiddie undertook to raise six companies of fifty men each and to dispatch these new soldiers to the contested river. To command the volunteers, officers had now to be commissioned by the Governor—a fact that immensely interested George; if new military service was to be offered and new honors won, Washington must have a share in them! Ambitious as George had become, he told himself in all candor that he did not have the age or the experience to justify him in aspiring immediately to the general command of the expedition to the Ohio; but he believed that if he could get a commission as Lieutenant Colonel under a qualified senior, he would not fail.


George went about the task of recruiting for the new force. His headquarters were in Alexandria, where he had close relations with John Carlyle. That gentleman, on January 26, had been appointed Commissary of Supply for the expedition to the Ohio. George had a good opinion of Carlyle and, after experience with him, concluded that the Commissary was altogether capable and most painstaking. At the time there was nothing in Carlyle’s record to indicate that he was a man too ready to accept promise as performance.


There was no enthusiasm for enlisting. After approximately a week of hard persuasion, George enlisted about twenty-five individuals, most of whom he described as “loose, idle persons,” devoid of shoes and almost every garment. Haplessly, there were no uniforms and no credit for buying any. A few recruits who were enlisted elsewhere drifted into Alexandria, but the upbuilding of the force to the stipulated strength of three hundred was slow, dangerously slow in the light of news that came from Trent on the Ohio. Trent repeated in a letter to Washington what friendly Indians had told him of great threats made by the French and urged that Washington hasten to him.


Dinwiddie, sifting all he knew, soon chose Joshua Fry as the man best qualified to command the expedition. Fry, a former professor of mathematics at William and Mary, an engineer and cartographer who had gone in 1745 to the new County of Albemarle in the Piedmont, had done no fighting but he knew men, won their respect easily, and displayed always a justice and serenity of spirit in dealing with them. George Muse was named Captain and soon was promoted Major. Of the appointment of a third officer, Capt. Adam Stephen, George probably heard also. The other commissions, as he ascertained gradually, went in most instances to ambitious young men who wished to learn something of the frontier.


Of his place in the organization, George had received some assurance before he knew who were and were not to be his companions-in-arms. By March 20 a messenger brought him a letter of instructions from the Governor and a note in which Richard Corbin said briefly: “I enclose your commission. God prosper you with it.” The commission was at the rank of Lieutenant Colonel, the second in command of the expedition. Dinwiddie expressed surprise that the French were expected to move so early in the season to the Ohio. This, said he, “makes it necessary for you to march what soldiers you have immediately to the Ohio, and escort some wagons, with the necessary provisions.” Colonel Fry was to follow with the other troops as soon as possible. There was an opportunity! The Lieutenant Colonel was to command the vanguard on an advance to the river and meet whatever adventure awaited the Virginians there.


The speed of preparation increased at Alexandria. As George tried to make soldiers of his homeless and destitute volunteers, Carlyle sought to procure supplies and equipment. George decided to start with supplies sufficient only for the march to Winchester and get additional wagons and provisions there for the long journey to the Ohio. When his troops at Alexandria increased to 120, he organized them into two companies, one temporarily under van Braam and the other under Peter Hog, who had the Governor’s commission as Captain. With these two officers, five subalterns, two sergeants and six corporals, all probably inexperienced, George continued to give his men such drill and inculcate such discipline as they would take; but they still were raw recruits when, at the beginning of April their Lieutenant Colonel issued marching orders. On the morning of April 2 George led his little column out of Alexandria and westward in the direction of the “Blew Mountains.” This was the first time he ever had commanded troops on the road. A long and a strange road it was to prove, the road of a career he coveted but had not planned.


When Washington reached Winchester he found there the company raised in that area by Captain Stephen. He looked next for the transportation to carry to Wills Creek and on to the Ohio the supplies his men and horses must have if the expedition was to succeed. Virtually nothing had been done to assemble the needed vehicles. Dinwiddie had called Carlyle’s attention to the impressment law and had said that it must be invoked if wagons could not be hired at reasonable rates, but no official in Frederick had acted. Forty wagons George impressed, fifty, sixty—and received at his camp not one in seven of them. He waited for the arrival of others that had been requisitioned, and when they did not arrive, he impressed still more. When a week of fruitless impressment and argument had passed, George felt he no longer could wait, because all indications had been that the French would start early for the Ohio. About April 18, Washington and 159 men started westward across the mountain.


Towards western country George rode over North Mountain and then northward down the right bank of the Cacapon. He had crossed this river when he met a man who rode rapidly towards him with an express. This horseman brought from Trent a number of letters that Washington read eagerly. They were an appeal for reenforcement at the forks of the Ohio with all possible speed: Eight hundred French troops were approaching, Trent wrote; he was expecting attack at any hour.


More trouble awaited George at Wills Creek. When he inquired for the pack animals to be used for a swift, light march westward, he found that Trent had failed to redeem the promise to collect the horses. Not one was there. Lack of transport might doom the expedition. Amid George’s first grim reflections on this paralysis came the blackest news of all: Ensign Edward Ward who had been in immediate command at the mouth of the Monongahela rode up to Wills Creek on the twenty-second and reported that the fort had been captured. The French had won control of the forks of the Ohio. George had lost the race almost before it had begun.


Ensign Ward had a humiliating story to tell—the forks of the Ohio lost, a French force estimated at more than one thousand men there to defy the 159 under Washington, the Indians clamoring for reenforcements, of whom only a few weak companies were within marching distance. Short of the defection of the Six Nations and the destruction of the little force at Wills Creek, the situation was about as bad as it could be, but it did not appall the young commander. He felt, instead, what he termed a “glowing zeal.” George’s mind and military inexperience would not yield to odds or circumstance. The Indians needed help and asked it in a spirit of loyalty that made George doubly anxious to extend it. Besides, to withhold aid would be to lose the savages’ support. Even with the insignificant force he had, George felt that he must advance as far as he could and must hold a position from which the column, when reenforced, would proceed to the forks, recover the fort and drive the French away.


When the young Virginian had reached this conclusion, his knowledge of the country shaped his action. The best station at which to hold his detachment until reenforcements arrived in sufficient number to justify an offensive was, he thought, a place he had not visited, the junction of Red Stone Creek with the Monongahela, thirty-seven miles above the forks. From that point it would be possible to send the artillery and the heavy supplies by water to the mouth of the river. In order to reach Red Stone Creek with the heavy guns and the wagons it would be necessary to widen the trail into a road, but this could be done with the men George had.


Progress was hideously slow. Everywhere the trail had to be widened and repaired. Effort availed scarcely at all. Never was the column able to advance more than four miles a day. When conditions were at their worst, night found the wagons no farther than two miles from their starting point. One English trader after another would arrive at camp from the west with his skins and his goods and explain that he was fleeing from the French and tell of the strength of the force that had come down from Lake Erie. Some merely repeated rumor; but one of them, Robert Callender, reached Washington’s detachment with information of a nearer potential enemy: At Gist’s new settlement, Callender had encountered a party of five French under Commissary La Force. The number was trifling; their proximity was suspicious. Ostensibly, they were searching for deserters; but actually, in Callender’s opinion, they were reconnoitring and studying the country.


That news was enough to give a faster beat to any young officer’s heart, especially when Callender brought word that Half King was marching with fifty men to join the English detachment. George determined to send out twenty-five men under Captain Stephen on May 11 to reconnoitre and to meet Half King.


There followed a week of discouraging reports, brightened by dispatches from Williamsburg. An express brought letters in which George was informed that Colonel Fry had reached Winchester with more than 100 men and soon would march to join the advanced contingent. Other troops were coming, too. North Carolina was to send 350 men; Maryland was to supply 200; although Pennsylvania would furnish no soldiers, she would contribute £10,000; from New England, Gov. William Shirley was to march 600 troops to harass the French in Canada. George had not yet learned how readily hopes and half-promises might be accepted as assurances and guarantees. He took all the reports at face value and rejoiced, in particular, over the prospect of a demonstration against Canada.


Ensign Ward, whom Washington had sent on to Williamsburg, came back to camp on the seventeenth with a letter from Dinwiddie. The Governor told of the arrival in Virginia of an Independent Company from South Carolina and of the expectation that the two similar companies from New York would reach Virginia waters within about ten days. He wrote that Council approved of George’s caution in planning to halt at Red Stone Creek until reenforcements arrived. Somewhat deliberately in this same letter, George and the other Virginia officers were admonished not to let “some punctillios about command” interfere with the expedition.


Ward probably supplemented this with news that a committee controlling pay of the officers and men had limited to £1 6s. the allowance for enlisting each soldier, and Council had not raised the scale of compensation of officers or added to the ration previously allowed, which merely was that of the private soldier. This had been a sore subject with the officers. Now they soon would be serving with Captains, lieutenants and ensigns of Independent Companies who would be receiving higher pay. This prospect combined with hard work, wet weather and poor fare to produce near-mutiny among the Virginia officers. Under the chairmanship of Stephen, they drafted a formal protest to the Governor, and, reviewing their hardships, concluded with at least a threat of resignation en masse. This document they signed and brought to George for transmission. George felt the sting of poor pay as sharply as they did, but resignation was a different matter. Although he would not fail to stand his ground against discrimination, he wished to do this in a manner that would not jeopardize his continuance as Lieutenant Colonel.


Reflection suggested a means of achieving both ends. On May 18 George wrote the Governor a letter that was at once boyish, wrathful and shrewd. He confessed his sympathy with the protest and went on to explain that the officers would have resigned their commissions had they not felt themselves obligated by the nearness of danger to remain on duty. Then he deliberately began a new paragraph to distinguish their intentions from his own: “Giving up my commission is quite contrary to my intention. Nay, I ask it as a greater favor, than any amongst the many I have received from your Honor, to confirm it to me. But let me serve voluntarily; then I will, with the greatest pleasure in life, devote my services to the expedition without any other reward than the satisfaction of serving my country; but to be slaving dangerously for the shadow of pay, through woods, rocks, mountains—I would rather prefer the great toil of a day laborer, and dig for a maintenance, provided I were reduced to the necessity, than serve upon such ignoble terms. . . . Be the consequence what it will, I am determined not to leave the Regiment, but to be amongst the last men that quit the Ohio, even if I serve as a private volunteer, which I greatly prefer to the establishment we are now upon.”


Ward brought, also, a message from Dinwiddie to Half King, whom the Governor was anxious to have with him at the conference soon to be held in Winchester. George did not forward the message itself. He reasoned that Half King and the other Chiefs, possessing full measure of curiosity, would proceed more quickly if informed that a speech from the Governor was at the headquarters of the English. Speed seemed imperative, in spite of high water, because two friendly Indians who came to camp now reported that Frenchmen on reconnaissance had been within six or seven miles of the English. George continued to hope he would be able to bag some French. To do this he would need the assistance of Half King, and he consequently took much pains with the “speech” of invitation to the Chiefs.


On the twenty-third Stephen had a strange report to make. The Captain and his men had reached the Monongahela not far from Red Stone Creek, and there they had met Indian traders whom the French had permitted to return towards the English settlements. All that these men could tell Stephen was that some French soldiers under a young officer styled Jumonville had been reconnoitring along the Monongahela, but had gone back the previous day to the fort at the forks of the Ohio, Fort DuQuesne as it now was styled.


The next day some small information of a reliable character began to arrive from the country ahead. The Indian previously sent to Half King returned with a companion who had a message from the Sachem. This was a clear warning and a definite encouragement. The French in undetermined number were advancing to fight; Half King was coming to counsel. Later in the day, after the column had reached the Great Meadows between Laurel Hill and Chestnut Ridge, an Indian trader reported that he had seen two Frenchmen the previous day. He was certain that a strong hostile detachment was on the march. This information appealed to George as accurate and as calling for immediate defensive preparation. He sought out favorable ground in the Meadows and at length found two gulleys that were close together and, to his inexperienced eye, adequate as natural trenches. These he promptly manned and then he placed his wagons between them.


The morning of May 27 brought the most explicit information George had received of the movements of the French. Gist rode into camp and described how the previous noon La Force and fifty soldiers had come to his new settlement, which he had left in the charge of two Indians. The French were in hostile mood; Gist hurried off to warn Washington. En route, about five miles from camp, Gist found the tracks of numerous white men whom he took to be those who had been at his place on the twenty-sixth. The canoes of this advance party, Gist had learned, were at Red Stone Creek. If the Frenchmen were far from their landing place, and close to his camp, George thought he had an excellent chance of cutting them off.


Night was bringing the blackest of darkness when, about 9 P.M., an Indian runner subsequently known as Silverheels came to the camp with stirring news from Half King. The Chief sent word that he was about six miles away and that he had seen footprints of two Frenchmen who had crossed the trail. Half King believed these men belonged to the party who had passed Gist’s. All of them, the Chief thought, were nearby.


George resolved immediately to join Half King and attack the French. Although he had scarcely more than eighty men, he called up forty of them and, within an hour, started for the bivouac of the friendly natives. Day was breaking when the guide stopped at the crude shelter of Half King. The inevitable council was brief. Half King and the others agreed to make common cause and join the English in attacking the enemy. Quickly the Virginians and the natives went to the spot where the footprints of the Frenchmen had been seen. Then Half King told two of his Indians to follow the trail and ascertain where the French were encamped.


At length the two Indian scouts returned: They had found their quarry! About half a mile from the trail, in a bower well concealed among rocks, was a body of French troops. The situation was ideal. By proceeding carefully, George’s men could surround the French and attack on all sides.


Between 7 and 8 A.M. deployment was completed. The Virginians and Indians crept nearer until they were within a little more than a hundred yards of the unsuspecting French. George waited until he was sure everything was in order. Then he stepped forward and gave his command. Almost on the instant his tall figure was under the eyes of Frenchmen. As fast as they could, these soldiers ran back to their bower to get their rifles. A moment later, shots rang out. Men began to fall. George heard the whistle of passing bullets as they cut the air and somehow felt exhilarated. Stephen closed in with his platoon and captured an officer. Some of the French gave ground, made off, and then, at a shout from their commander, came running back with uplifted hands. These men had seen the Indians in their rear and, knowing what their fate would be at the hands of the savages, preferred to surrender to the British. Behind them came half a dozen Indians who fell upon the wounded, brained and scalped them.


By this time firing had ceased. All the twenty-one unwounded French survivors had thrown down their weapons. On the ground were ten dead and one wounded man who had escaped the hatchet of the Indians. One French soldier, Mouceau by name, had been seen to make off. An Englishman was dead. The wounded on Washington’s side numbered only two or three. From first shot to last surrender, not quite fifteen minutes had elapsed. The surprise had been complete; George’s first skirmish had achieved the ideal of the soldier, the destruction of the adversary as a fighting force. The commander of the French part, Joseph Coulon, Sieur de Jumonville, had been killed by Half King, or at least the Chief so boasted. Jumonville’s second in command, Druillon, and two cadets were among the captured; but the most valuable of the prisoners was La Force, whom Washington described as “a bold, enterprising man and a person of great subtlety and cunning.”


Washington started the prisoners and his men back to the camp in the Meadows. On the way, the captured French officers began to protest that they had come as an embassy to serve notice on the English to leave the domain of the French King. They insisted they should be treated as attendants of an ambassador, not as prisoners of war, and should be returned with an escort to Fort DuQuesne, precisely as the French had treated Washington the previous winter.


Washington’s officers argued, if the French were an embassy, why were they so numerous and why so careful to hide themselves? Why did they not come boldly out and declare their presence and their mission? There was evidence that the French had been two miles closer to the camp than when they were discovered and that they had moved back and had sent off runners to report to Claude Pierre Pécaudy, Sieur de Contrecæur, the strength and position of Washington’s party. Behind this reasoning was conviction that the French seizure of the fort at the forks had been an act of war. In the minds of Washington and the other Englishmen, the French already were the enemy. Half King was wholly of this view. The French, he said, never intended to come otherwise than in hostility: if the English were fools enough to let them go, he never would assist in taking another Frenchman.


George announced no decision after this discussion of the twenty-eighth. The next morning the French formally asked him in what manner he regarded them. They were prisoners, said George; they were to march under guard to Winchester, where Dinwiddie was assumed to be. In a letter written later that day George cautioned His Honor against listening to the “smooth stories” of the Frenchmen concerning their alleged embassy. . . In strict justice,” he said, “they ought to be hanged as spies of the worst sort. . .”


Not for an instant did Lieutenant Colonel Washington permit the protests of the French prisoners to divert him from two other matters of much concern—his answer to the Governor on the sore question of pay, and his preparations to meet the attack he expected in retaliation for the defeat of Jumonville’s party.


The Governor’s reply to the protest George had forwarded was a sharp letter written from Winchester May 25 in which Dinwiddie took up the complaints of Captain Stephen and the other officers. Where the Governor thought the complaint justified, he promised such correction as he could make; where he believed the officers wrong, he said so, and reminded them that other applicants for commission “were desirous to serve on those conditions.” The Governor gave the commander a verbal spanking, professed his understanding of George’s difficulties and assured the young man that merit would not “pass unnoticed.” The letter disturbed George. It touched his pride and his pocket, concerning both of which he was sensitive, and it raised, vaguely, the question of his continuance in command. On the day after the fight with Jumonville, he sat down and wrote Dinwiddie an answer that displayed his youth and his ambition. He argued the issues in detail, and not unskillfully, and promised to do what he could “to reconcile matters”; but he could not forbear stating how he figured he was receiving almost ten shillings less per day than an officer of like rank on the regular establishment would receive, to say nothing of the fact that he had no prospect of half-pay on retirement. As he did not consider his circumstances permitted, he would not insist on serving without pay and would continue to accept the per diem of 12 s. 6d. Not until he made this completely, indeed tediously, plain, did he even announce to the Governor the victory he had won.


The effect of that success on his state of mind was what might have been expected in the case of an inexperienced but intelligent soldier: It increased his self-confidence and created an unwarranted contempt for the enemy at the same time that it admonished him to prepare against an attack by a force numerically much superior to his own. He began on May 30 to strengthen the ground where he had found the “natural entrenchments” between which he had placed his wagons. The French did not approach, but the fort was not finished in reasonably defensible form until June 3 and then was by no means as strong as its young engineer believed. The English escort brought in, on June 2, eighty or more Indians, but that total included women and children.


Badly as George needed more men, the arrival of the squaws and the children along with the warriors gave new seriousness to a condition that had troubled him for several days: Food had become scarce; flour, in particular, was almost exhausted. Every issue lowered the supply until, on June 6, the sergeant came to the bottom of the last sack.


In the wretched crisis this shortage of food presented him, George had new responsibility placed on his shoulders: Gist, on the very day of the exhaustion of the flour, brought news that Fry was dead. The Colonel had sustained a fall from his horse, several days prior to May 29, and had succumbed on May 31. As a result, George now had the chief command of the expedition, the post to which he had not dared aspire a few months previously.


As if to exemplify his extension of command, George received on June 9 the first reenforcements, aside from Indians, that had joined him after he had left Wills Creek. These were the remaining three companies of the Virginia Regiment under Capts. Robert Stobo and Andrew Lewis and Lieut. George Mercer, who had been advanced slowly by their temporary commander, Maj. George Muse. In the charge of Stobo, Lewis and Mercer were approximately 181 soldiers, few of whom had ever fired a rifle at any other target than game. These men brought scant supplies, but with the convoy there arrived nine small guns and the swivels on which to place them so that they could be fired horizontally in any direction. These were the first swivel guns George had received and they were to be the principal armament of the little stockade.


More interesting than anything else Major Muse brought with him was an emissary and interpreter, Andrew Montour, who spoke good French and English, as well as several Indian tongues. Along with Montour and the English reenforcements, or on their heels, George received three letters from Dinwiddie. In one written after receipt of the news of the death of Fry, the Governor informed George that he was to take Fry’s place with the rank of Colonel. Muse was to be Lieutenant Colonel; the senior Captain, Stephen, was to be made Major. The executive went on to say that Col. James Innes, “an old, experienced officer,” was expected daily and “is appointed Commander-in-Chief of all the forces, which I am very sensible will be very agreeable to you and the other officers.”


Dinwiddie already had written George that the Independent Companies were on their way to the fort, and now renewed his admonition that controversy with the commanders of these troops be shunned. The coming of the Independent Companies most certainly would raise the vexatious issue of rank and command. George was a Virginia Colonel; the officer in charge of the nearest Independent Company was James Mackay, a Captain by royal commission. Was rank so to be disregarded that the Captain would command the Colonel, or—what was more probable—would the Captain be exempt from the orders of a man three grades his senior? George asked himself the question in manifest disturbance of spirit. “Your Honor may depend I shall myself and will endeavor to make all my officers show Captain Mackay all the respect due to his rank and merit; but [I] should have been particularly obliged if your Honor had declared whether he was under my command or independent of it; however, I shall be studious to avoid all disputes that may tend to the public prejudice, but as far as I am able, I will inculcate harmony and unanimity.”


Righteous resolution and correspondence alike were interrupted that June 10 by reports of the approach of a party of French. George at once sent out Indian scouts and made ready to receive the enemy, but no French appeared and no fire was opened. The next day, Washington pushed out another detachment to find the foe. Two of these scouts returned on the twelfth with news that they had seen a small number of French in the woods.


On about June 14, Captain Mackay arrived with the Independent Company from South Carolina. George was at a loss how to act or what to do concerning the use of the company, but he was determined to receive Mackay as a gentleman and a comrade. When, therefore, he saw Mackay ride up, he greeted him in friendly manner and gave him no orders. Mackay picked his own campsite; George did not go to the company or inspect it. The first test came when Washington, as commander, sent the Captain the parole and countersign. Mackay replied that he did not think he should receive these from the Colonial Colonel. Mackay insisted that his command was a separate force and maintained that the Governor could not issue a commission that would command him. Another complication arose over the duty the Independent Company was to perform. The Colonials were working on the road to Red Stone. Would Mackay have his troops share in this labor? No—that was to say, not unless Colonel Washington was prepared to allow the men the regular pay of one shilling sterling per day for such special service. George, it will be remembered, was allotted eight pence daily for his own soldiers; he could not give more to those of the Independent Company.


At first, George did not know what to do when he came to this impasse. He wished that Mackay were somewhere else. As the Virginia Colonel could not detach the Independent Company, he concluded that he would himself leave: He would take his own men and their part of the remaining provisions, and would start for Red Stone Creek; Mackay could remain at the Meadows with the Independent Company. George assembled his troops on the morning of June 16 and prepared to start for Red Stone Creek. By persistence and in spite of many obstacles, he reached Gist’s new settlement and from that point sent back all except two of his wagons and teams to haul provisions.


The Colonel now had to return to a diplomatic role. George had heard that the Delawares and the Shawnees had taken up the hatchet against the English. Doubtless on the advice of Half King, the commander had sent messengers and wampum to those tribes and had invited them to a council at Gist’s. Washington felt better equipped now for negotiations with the savages because he had as his counsellors not only Montour and Half King but also the trader, Indian diplomatist and interpreter, George Croghan.


The Delawares and several Shawnee emissaries came promptly, but before Washington could employ Croghan’s arts on these Indians, there arrived from Logstown eight Mingoes who seemed curiously in a hurry. They asked to see Washington without delay and told him they had a commission that required an immediate council. Surprised by this haste, the Colonel brought some of his advisers together and let the Mingoes explain themselves. They went on with so many expostulations in discussing the French that George and his companions became suspicious: These Mingoes might be spies! Because of this possibility, George proceeded to act with appropriate caution and told the Mingoes that he could not receive their speech until Half King could be present. Delaware spokesmen similarly were asked to wait until that friend of the English could sit with the white men.


After Half King reached the camp, the English and about forty Indians opened a council. It lasted three days and, in the slow preparation and translation of long speeches, must have been exceedingly tedious. The substance of the speeches George made the Indians was that he and his men had come to fight by the side of the Six Nations and the Delawares, who were invited to send their women and children to safety in the English settlements. All other Indians of the Ohio were put on notice to choose between French and English and take the consequences.


The council, terminating June 21, was held under the eyes of the eight Mingoes, whose behavior confirmed the suspicion that they were spying on the force and were spreading false information concerning the strength of the French. To verify or disprove the statements of the Mingoes regarding the dispositions of the enemy, Washington sent out friendly natives as counter-spies. “I left off working any further on the road,” George explained later, “and told [the Mingoes] that as we intended to continue it through the woods as far as the fort, felling trees, etc., that we were waiting here for the reenforcements which were coming to us. . . . But as soon as they were gone, I set about making out and clearing a road to Red Stone.”


In spite of this deception of the enemy and the encouragement of friends, George discovered promptly that the council had been a failure. The Delawares could not be induced to go to the camp in the Meadows with their families. The Shawnees silently vanished. These were not the only disappointments. When the council was over, Half King and all his people started back to camp. As a consequence of this defection, George had to use his own inexperienced men as scouts to prevent surprise by the French.


This failure shook the faith of Washington in Montour and Croghan, who never were able to bring into camp more than thirty Indians, and not more than half of the thirty serviceable. Deeper than this reason for the Indians’ reluctance to fight was the meagreness of the presents George could offer. More Indian goods were coming but they had not arrived when most needed. Still another reason why the Indians had begun to hold back was their belief, not openly voiced, as yet, that the forces of the English were inferior to those of the French. The zeal of the Indians was dampened, further, by the shortage of provisions. All the flour and bacon of the advanced party had been consumed by June 23; nothing was left but a few steers, the milch cows and their calves. Until more provisions arrived, the English and their Indian guests would have to subsist on a little parched corn and on unsalted fresh meat.


George did not hesitate in the face of that contingency. He steeled himself to carry through what he had undertaken. He reasoned that the French either would come up the Monongahela and thence up Red Stone Creek or would follow the trail from Fort DuQuesne to Gist’s settlement. It appeared that the best attainable result was to be had by dispatching Captain Lewis with a few officers and sixty men to clear a road to the mouth of Red Stone Creek. The remaining troops must stay at Gist’s. Mackay and the Independent Company, presumably, still were at Great Meadows.


That night or the next morning, June 28, there arrived a message from Monakatoocha, a most startling message: The Chief had been at Fort DuQuesne two days previously, had witnessed the arrival of reenforcements there, and had heard the French say they were going to march forward and attack the English with eight hundred white troops and four hundred Indians. In Washington’s judgment, the fact that this report came from so experienced and trustworthy a man as Monakatoocha gave it credibility. An early attack by a greatly superior force was altogether probable, almost certain. He immediately sought the counsel of the few officers with him. Common judgment was that the scattered parts of the little force, Mackay’s Independent Company, Lewis’s detachment and Washington’s own contingent, should be united as soon as possible at Gist’s.


Captain Mackay understood the plight of his Colonial comrade and, as became a good soldier, hurried forward with his troops. Lewis, too, pressed his detachment and, by the forenoon of the twenty-ninth, was at Gist’s. In spite of this successful reunion of the scattered forces, the Indian allies became more and more alarmed. Some of them had scouted around Fort DuQuesne; some had heard exaggerated stories of the overwhelming strength of the French. All the natives soon gave warning that they would leave the English unless Colonel Washington returned to the fort in the Great Meadows.


The fort at Great Meadows would be more accessible to supplies. In addition, it should not be difficult there to get an early report of a French advance, whereas, at Gist’s, there always was the possibility that the French would slip eastward from Red Stone and lie in wait across the English line of supply. In favor of the strategy that would avoid this possibility there was, finally, the insistence of Indians on a withdrawal. Loss of the Indian scouts might be fatal in that difficult country. These considerations led George and his brother officers to decide unanimously that the column should retreat forthwith to Great Meadows. It was not an easy task. Besides the mountainous character of the country and the badness of the road, George had once more to contend with the lack of transport that had cramped and cursed the expedition from the day it reached Winchester. Only two teams, a few horses and the officers’ mounts remained with the troops. These animals and the men themselves were all the resources George had for moving the nine swivels, the ammunition and the baggage. The soldiers must draw the swivels; the ammunition and as many as possible of the other articles must be carried in the wagons and on the pack horses.


The retreat commenced—an ordeal that men endured only because the alternative was death in the woods from the bullet or war hatchet of an Indian. There was nothing to eat except parched corn and lean beef slaughtered, cooked and swallowed in the same hour. Every grade was a despair, every furlong a torture. The worst was the attitude of the men of Mackay’s Independent Company. They refused to help in getting the ammunition ready for transportation and, once the march began, would not lend a hand in dragging the swivels or removing obstacles from the road. These, said the regulars, were not the duties of soldiers, and could not be required of them.


It was the first of July when the exhausted men pulled the swivels into their feeble fort in the Great Meadows. The fort must be strengthened so that it would be safe until an enlarged force was able to take the offensive against the French. Tired as were the men, those who had the mettle and the muscle must clear a longer field of fire, fell trees, work on the stockade or dig trenches outside. The position did not now appear to be the “charming field for an encounter” that Washington had thought it when he first had sheltered his wagons behind “natural entrenchments.” It was possible, George quickly perceived, to carry his crude trench beyond a small branch, so that his men could be sure of getting water. Moreover, as part of the ground around the fort was so marshy that a direct assault by infantry probably could be made from one direction only, the south, it might be possible, also, to complete the little stockade in the middle of the entrenchments and to secure there the powder and provisions. This was the measure of advantage. For the rest, the fort was in a damp “bottom”; woods came within easy musket range of it; high ground surrounded it. Time did not permit the selection of a stronger, more defensible site. The best had to be made of a weak position. George gave it the name of Fort Necessity. Its effective total of fighting men was 284.


About daybreak on July 3, a single shot rang out. The troops were ordered to get under arms. Sleepy soldiers scarcely had made ready for action when a steady rain began to fall. For five hours, the unsheltered men had rain, rain, rain. In preparation for the enemy’s arrival, George could do almost nothing except to urge the men to keep their powder dry. Mud was deep inside the fort; water was rising in the trenches. About eleven o’clock, an alert sentinel caught a glimpse of armed men and sounded a new alarm by firing his musket. It was a challenge the French accepted. George saw them emerge from cover and move forward in three columns. The shout of the white men and the wild yell of the Indians told the garrison to expect the utmost in soldierly skill and the worst in savage cruelty. George met valor with vigor. He moved his troops into the open and formed them to repel a charge. When the French halted and opened fire at approximately six hundred yards, there was no wavering by the English and, fortunately, no loss. George did not let the men return the fire at that distance.


Now the French began to advance as if they intended to press their attack home. At the word of command, the English slipped back immediately into their trenches, which were deeper than ever in water. From the low parapet of these defences, the Virginians and the regulars prepared for a volley that would repulse the onslaught, but the charging soldiers dropped to the ground, scattered and almost disappeared. “They then,” wrote Washington, “from every little rising, tree, stump, stone and bush kept up a constant, galling fire upon us. . . .” He saw, too, that it was not directed against his men only. The French deliberately shot every horse, every cow and even the dogs in the camp, until, while the engagement still was young, the English realized they had lost already their transport and their meat.


The Virginians and Carolinians felt sure they killed many a Frenchman and kept the others from pressing closer, but they themselves now were losing steadily and were having more and more difficulty in keeping their weapons and their cartridges dry enough to use. The unequal fight continued into the late afternoon and rose in the fury of fire until the rain filled the trenches, got into the men’s cartridge-boxes, wet their firelocks and reached even the powder that had been placed carefully in what was thought to be the driest spot inside the stockade. The fire fell off.


About eight o’clock, there came a cry from the French, “Voulez-vous parler?” No. There was a wait and then another shouted question from beyond the trenches: Would the commander send out an officer to receive a proposal, an officer who could speak French? The messenger would be permitted to return unhurt.


Washington, heavy-hearted, but convinced of his duty, called two French-speaking officers, van Braam and William La Peyroney, and sent them out between the lines to ascertain what the French proposed. They soon brought back assurance that the French were willing to permit the English to return to Virginia without becoming prisoners of war. Probably because of the vagueness of these terms, Washington rejected them and instructed his representatives to return for further parley. La Peyroney either had been wounded earlier in the day and collapsed about this time, or else he received a shot that dropped him now. Van Braam was left as the one French-speaking officer to carry on the negotiations. The Dutchman left the entrenchments and returned, after a time, with a folded sheet. On the first page were the badly penned opening paragraphs of a Capitulation, in French, accorded by Coulon de Villiers, commanding the troops of His Most Christian Majesty, to the English troops dans le fort De Necessité. As best van Braam might, he undertook to translate the difficult handwriting. In the Dutchman’s own poor English the document set forth that it never had been the intention of the French to disturb the peace and bonne harmonie that subsisted between the two princes, “but only to avenge . . .”


There van Braam came to a word over which he probably hesitated as at least one other translator did subsequently. It may have looked as if it were l’assailir, which did not make sense. Van Braam finally translated it as “death,” or “loss” or “killing”—there later was some doubt which word he used. The text then went on ”qui a été fait sur un de nos officiers,” which of course was easy. Washington and others believed the language meant that the French said they sought to avenge the death of one of their officers, who, of course, was Jumonville.


At the moment, less thought was given to this than to the specific terms. First, the English commander could retire with his entire garrison to his own country. No insult would be offered by the French, who would do all they could to restrain their Indians. Second, the English could carry with them all their belongings except their artillery and “munitions of war,” which the French “reserved” to themselves. Third, the defenders of the fort would receive the honors of war and could march out of the entrenchments with drum beating and with one small cannon. Fourth, as soon as the terms were signed, the English were to strike their colors. Fifth, at daybreak, a detachment of French would see the English marched off and the French left in possession of the fort. Sixth, as the English had no horses or cattle with which to remove their effects, they could put these en cache until they could send draft animals for them; and to this end they could leave a guard, on condition that they should not work on any establishment in that vicinity or on that side of the mountains for one year. Finally, as the English held prisoners taken at the—again that word van Braam translated “loss” or “death” or “killing” of Jumonville—they must liberate and deliver these men, under escort, at Fort DuQuesne. As surety for this and for the general agreement two Captains were to be left as hostages until the arrival of the French and Canadian prisoners. The victors offered to provide a guard for these hostages, who promised return of the French prisoners in two and a half months at latest.


The main provisions were honorable. George balked at one stipulation only: the English ought not to be compelled to surrender their “munitions of war,” because that phrase would include ammunition. If the troops started back without powder and ball, every man of them might be killed and scalped by the Indians. Van Braam must return to the French and insist on the elimination of that phrase.


Back once more went the Captain. He soon returned: The French had been reasonable. From the capitulation the words et munitions de guerre had been stricken by a penstroke. There remained the question of hostages. Who of the Captains should be delivered to the French? Van Braam and Stobo, young, unmarried and unattached, were the most available hostages. The French commander was so informed. George signed the capitulation in a hand that showed neither excitement nor exhaustion. Mackay, too, attached his name because he would not recognize the authority of a Colonial to act for his troops. It was then about midnight of July 3.


Destruction of belongings took some hours. It was close to ten o’clock on July 4 when the survivors marched out of the fort. They stepped to beat of drum; their colors were flying; they carried their arms; they received the honors of war; but they could not keep the Indians from plundering what they left behind or anything they did not guard vigilantly while they carried it with them.


When the survivors of Fort Necessity were counted at the bivouac the next morning they numbered 293 officers and men. By the time it reached Wills Creek on July 8 or 9, the Virginia Regiment had been reduced by death, wounds, detachment, lameness and desertion to 165 rank and file. Total killed finally were counted at thirty and the wounded at seventy for the entire force, which, at the beginning of the expedition, had consisted of about four hundred of all ranks.


George and most of his officers soon recovered from the physical strains of the battle and the retreat, but the surviving private soldiers of the Virginia Regiment less quickly responded to rest and full rations. This exhaustion could lead to demoralization, but, in retrospect, there had been little in the conduct of the men that should shame them or their Colonel. Cowardice there doubtless had been, but the only notorious display of lack of mettle had been by an officer. Lieutenant Colonel Muse had shown himself unable to endure the dangers of combat. Speedy resignation was acceptable.


This was individual humiliation. General distress was created in the command when some officer with a reading knowledge of French scrutinized the text of the capitulation. The word that van Braam had translated “loss” or “death” or “killing” proved to be in one place I’assassin and in the other I’assassinat. For the first time it was plain to the English officers that they unwittingly had made an acknowledgment that they had assassinated Jumonville. George, Mackay and Stephen were willing to swear that van Braam had not once used the word “assassination” in translating the paper; but there the word was. In their wrath, they suspected the worst and denounced van Braam as treacherous.


Their indignation would have burnt even more deeply had they realized with what satisfaction the French regarded the entire operation against Fort Necessity. De Villiers, one of six brothers of Jumonville, was furiously anxious to avenge his brother’s death and was in command. The fight, according to de Villiers, had cost him two killed and seventeen wounded. When de Villiers’ comment appeared in print, it was not lacking in self-praise or in derogation of his adversaries: “We made them consent to sign that they had assassinated my brother in his camp; we had hostages for the security of the French who were in their power; we made them abandon the King’s country; we obliged them to leave their cannon, nine pieces; we destroyed their horses and cattle and made them sign that the favors granted were evidence that we wanted to use them as friends.”


Dinwiddie was balanced in his criticism and was relieved, in a sense, that the disaster had not been worse. When the Governor learned of the defeat, he soon persuaded himself that he explicitly had ordered George not to attack until “the whole forces were joined in a body.” Although he blamed George to this extent, Dinwiddie adhered to his belief that larger responsibility rested on the other Colonies and, among Virginians, first on those who, having contracted to deliver flour promptly, had failed to do so. Croghan was as much condemned at Alexandria and in Williamsburg as he had been at Fort Necessity. Criticism was not limited to the Colonies in general, to Washington, to Croghan and to other traders who did not meet their contracts for provisions or transport. Gradually, after George came back to the settlements, he learned how and why the Governor had been disappointed, most of all, in the failure of the North Carolina contingent and of the two New York Independent Companies to reach Great Meadows.


Col. James Innes had been told by Governor Dinwiddie as early as March 23 that the position of Commander-in-Chief of the expedition to the Ohio had been intended for him. Delay had attended the organization of the North Carolina troops whom Innes was to bring to Virginia, but the Colonel himself had proceeded to Winchester. He had arrived in the Valley town on June 30 and had begun to exercise command under orders and commission of Dinwiddie. As Innes held also an old commission as Captain in the regular establishment, he seemed well chosen. He could give orders to the young Captains of Independent Companies and thereby could escape the disputes over rank that George had encountered. Because their Colony had no magazine, Innes’s men had no arms except those that private individuals chose to bring along with them. Two of his five North Carolina companies had disembarked at Alexandria late in June, but they found no weapons there. The other reenforcements on which Dinwiddie had relied for months were the two Independent Companies from New York. These troops had received in March orders to move to Virginia, but they had not reached Norfolk until June 16 and then proved to be poor human material, feebly equipped.


When blame for the capitulation at Fort Necessity was apportioned, Dinwiddie and Washington and all their friends could point to the number of idle troops: of the eight companies, approximately 550 men, who had been expected to support the Virginia Regiment, only Mackay’s company had joined Washington. The delay of the regulars and of the North Carolinians, the Governor told some of his correspondents, had been “monstrous.” Dinwiddie did not once suggest that, as conditions were, the more men Washington had, the sooner they would have gone hungry. The Governor never seemed to appreciate the part that feeble transportation played in the defeat of the expedition. He continued rightly to blame the contractors; he did not realize, or at least did not admit, that he had been culpably over-optimistic in his assumption of the speed with which vehicles could be assembled and men and supplies moved to the Ohio over the rough, mountainous road George slowly had reopened.


Detailed judgment of the misadventure had not been formulated fully by the time George and Mackay hurried to Winchester, where they reported to Colonel Innes, their Commander-in-Chief. They left Winchester on July 11 to ride to Williamsburg to report to the Governor. It was July 17, a fortnight after the bloody day at Fort Necessity, that the two officers reached Williamsburg.


The Governor received George, heard the details of what had happened, and began to make his preparations for the next phase of the struggle. His new orders to Colonel Innes were for the building at Wills Creek of a log fort to receive six months’ provisions. “. . . I think it’s not prudent to march out to the Ohio,” the Governor wrote, “till you have a sufficient force to attack the enemy, and that you be properly provided with everything for that purpose.” This policy was accepted as sound and fixed.


George found that his expedition was the theme of every man’s talk in Williamsburg. He was himself conspicuous, not to say famous. The victory in the skirmish with Jumonville had been much applauded. Public men shared his humiliation at having signed a document that admitted the “assassination” of the young French officer, but this word was attributed more violently than ever to treachery on the part of van Braam. No blame was attached to Washington for the capitulation itself.


Otherwise than by Dinwiddie, official commendation of George and the other officers could not be expected immediately in Virginia because the General Assembly was not in session; but the Governor and Council did have authority to make a grant to the men from money voted at the previous session. When, therefore, Washington started back to his command, he had in his baggage three hundred pistoles for distribution among the men of his Regiment and of the South Carolina Independent Company “as a reward for their bravery in the recent engagement with the French.”


George found the survivors of the expedition in worse condition than they had been at any time. The Independent Companies remained at Wills Creek; his own men had come—or soon came—to Alexandria. They were demoralized, half naked, without hats or blankets, and were in resentful temper because they had not been paid. Some had created disorder at Winchester; others had deserted and carried their arms with them. Miserable as was their plight, George could do little to relieve it, except to appeal to the Governor to remit funds with which to pay them. George learned, also, that the North Carolina troops were close to dissolution because the fund for their support was almost exhausted. The Independent Companies, especially Mackay’s, remained under discipline and in fair condition, but they were numerically weak.


George knew that, lamentable though it was, the men who had been engaged at Fort Necessity were incapable of another effort that year. Clarke’s and Innes’s troops were not equipped or seasoned for the attempt. Even if they were, they lacked adequate transport, without which advance was self-murder. Colonel Washington, for these reasons, was stunned when he opened, a few days later, a dispatch from Dinwiddie dated August 3. Another attempt was to be made forthwith to drive the French from the Ohio. It seemed incredible that such a thing could be considered by a Governor who a fortnight previously had been content to talk of building a fort at Wills Creek and of victualling it for six months’ supply of troops who were not to start westward until they were equipped and concentrated.


George’s orders were that he was to proceed as soon as possible to Wills Creek with the troops he had. The Council, Dinwiddie explained, had decided that, as the French probably would be stronger in the spring of 1755, it would be wise to recross the Alleghenies at the earliest possible moment and either to capture Fort DuQuesne or to construct defences at some point selected by a council of war. Washington was to join Innes for this purpose.


George stood aghast at Dinwiddie’s plan. It seemed the counsel of madness. At the moment he did not trust himself to address the Governor. He reflected and, as soon as he could muster his arguments and discharge his temper, he wrote William Fairfax a long critique of Dinwiddie’s plan. George tore the plan to bits and, in doing so, gave himself an excellent drill in military analysis. If he realized, when he finished it, how much he had learned since the previous November concerning the management of troops and preparation for war, he did not drop a boastful word. The subject was too grim for self-praise. Study of a theoretical military problem was not enjoyable when he might be required to attempt an impossible solution.


The next day he wrote Innes that he was withholding the letter “to Williamsburg,” until he heard from the North Carolinian, so that he might “write nothing inconsistent with what” his immediate superior proposed. Then George recorded explicitly: “If you think it advisable to order me in the shattered condition we are in to march up to you, I will, if no more than ten men follows me (which I believe will be the full amount). . . .”


Events of the next few days made this prediction almost a probability. Desertion continued. Every night or so, some of the ragged men of the Virginia Regiment would slip away. Strength of the Regiment dropped steadily towards a minimum of 150. Among the North Carolina soldiers conditions were even worse. One company mutinied in Augusta County; a like spirit was said to prevail among the others. With alarming speed, companies disbanded for lack of money with which to provide pay or purchase subsistence. By the end of August barely twoscore or, at most, fifty North Carolinians remained as an organized force in Virginia.


Soon George heard at Alexandria that Dinwiddie had declared the plans for an offensive “entirely defeated” by the “obstinacy of our Assembly” in its failure to provide financial support to contest the French, the disbanding of the North Carolinians and the reduction in the strength of the Virginia Regiment. The Governor argued stubbornly that if the Burgesses had provided the money, he could have raised six hundred troops and thereby could have offset the loss of the Carolinians. Plans for an offensive in the autumn of 1754 were suspended. New alarm seized frontier families who expected Indian attacks.


About September 15 marching orders reached Washington, but they opened with the statement by the Governor: “I fear we are not numbers sufficient to attack the fort taken from us by the French.” George was to proceed to Wills Creek with such men as he could muster after detaching forty or fifty, who were to go to Augusta County as a guard against incursions of small bodies of Indians and perhaps of French. At Wills Creek George and the remnant of the Regiment would receive further orders. In all these dealings there was one consolation only: The General Assembly, before prorogation, had voted thanks to George and Mackay and to their respective officers, except Muse and van Braam, “for their late gallant and brave behaviour in the defence of their country.”


As it eventuated, circumstances and sickness probably relieved George of the unnecessary march to Wills Creek that autumn. The loss of health he attributed to the hardships he had endured; the hampering circumstances were the preparations for the departure of Captain Lewis’s men for Augusta, and, doubtless, Washington’s inability to get others equipped for a winter on the upper Potomac.


Avoidance of that dull service was not escape from all annoyance. On the contrary, there were new irritations, regrets and further humiliation. Gov. Horatio Sharpe of Maryland made criticisms of the affair at Fort Necessity in a manner that showed misunderstanding of what had happened. The principal regret was over news of the death of Half King. Half King had been the most loyal of the supporters of England in the realm of the Six Nations. It was distressing to learn that he had arrived at Paxton, Pennsylvania, on October 1 in ill health. Three days later he died. George’s new humiliations were over the prospect that if he went back to Wills Creek, he no longer would be commander of the forces. Instead, he would be subordinate to Innes and in unpleasant relationship to the Captains of the Independent Companies. Either he would have to remain entirely separate from those officers or recognize their authority as superior to his.
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