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George Washington



George Washington, a Biography, by Douglas Southall Freeman (1886– 1953) is a 

seven-volume masterpiece tracing the life and career of America’s greatest hero. It was awarded the
1957 Pulitzer Prize for History. America’s 18th century colonial experience springs amazingly to life
in this marvelous series.

ashington’s great-grandfather, John Washington, emigrated
from Sulgrave, England, to Bridges Creek in the British colony
of Virginia in late 1656 and accumulated 5,000 acres of land, 
including Little Hunting Creek on the Potomac River. George
Washington was born on February 22, 1732, at Popes Creek in
Westmoreland County, Virginia. He was the first child of six born

to Augustine Washington
and Mary Ball. His father
was a Justice of the Peace 
and a prominent public 
figure who already had three 
children from his first 
marriage to Jane Butler.

uring Washington’s childhood the family moved first to 
Little Hunting Creek, then Ferry Farm near Fredericksburg.
After Augustine’s death in 1743, Washington inherited Ferry
Farm and ten slaves; his older half-brother Lawrence inherited
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Based on recent archeological discoveries, this
drawing by Leslie Barker shows Ferry Farm 
and the Washington house as it would have 
appeared around 1740. 

At left: This lithograph by John C. McRae was
made from an original 1867 painting by G. G.
White. Augustin Washington, Sr. is shown with
his child, George. 

The cover image depicts George Washington as a nineteen year old surveyor. This is a photo of a wax figure on display at the 
Mt. Vernon Estate. The wax model of young Washington was created by the following team of experts: Jeffrey Schwartz,
anthropologist and team leader; Steven Horak, makeup artist and wigmaker at the Met, who made the wax sculpture; and 
Sue Day, freelance wax color specialist. The background painting circa 1860 is of Natural Bridge, Virginia by David Johnson.
It is on view at the Reynolds House Museum of American Art in Winston-Salem, N.C.
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Little Hunting Creek and renamed it Mount Vernon. Washington was 
denied the education his older brothers received at Appleby Grammar School
in England. Of his eight years of schooling, only some three were spent in 
formal education at a school in Fredericksburg. He learned mathematics,
trigonometry, and surveying and he was talented in draftsmanship and map-
making. By early adulthood he was writing with considerable force and precision.

ashington often visited Mount Vernon and the plantation of his brother’s 
father-in-law, William Fairfax, at Belvoir. What he saw inspired ambition in 
him for the same wealthy lifestyle of the planter aristocracy. Fairfax became

Washington’s patron and surrogate father, and in 1748 
Washington spent a month with a team surveying Fairfax’s

Shenandoah property. The next year, Washington 
received a surveyor’s license from the College of William & Mary, and, with
the patronage of Fairfax, was appointed surveyor of Culpeper County. He 
conducted surveys of the Shenandoah Valley, primarily for Fairfax, during 
which time he familiarized himself with the frontier region. By the time he 
resigned from the job in 1750, Washington had bought almost 1,500 acres
in the Valley, and by 1752 he owned 2,315 acres.

n 1751, Washington made his only trip abroad when he accompanied 
Lawrence to Barbados for the purpose of seeking a cure for his brother’s 

tuberculosis in the warm climate. While in Barbados, Washington contracted smallpox, which
immunized him but left his face slightly scarred. Two years after Lawrence’s death in 1752, 
Washington leased Mount Vernon from Lawrence’s widow and inherited it after her death in 1761.

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

George William Fairfax,
contemporary and
friend of George

ashington. This 
miniature was painted
by Joseph Wood in 1816
(watercolor on ivory).

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

The portrait of Lawrence
Washington, older 
half-brother of George 
Washington, may have 
been painted by Gustavus
Hesselius, an itinerant
painter working out of 
Annapolis, Maryland.
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EARLY AMERICAN CAREER Lawrence’s service as adjutant general of the Virginia militia 
inspired Washington to seek a commission. In December 1752, the lieutenant governor of 
Virginia, Robert Dinwiddie, commissioned Washington with the colonial rank of major and 
appointed him commander of one of the four militia districts. At the time, the British and French
were competing for control of the Ohio Valley; the British were building forts along the Ohio River
while the French were building forts between Lake Erie and the river. In
October 1753, Dindwiddie appointed Washington as a special envoy,
tasked with delivering to the French a demand that they vacate territory
claimed by the British. Washington was also tasked to make peace with
the Iroquois Confederacy and gather intelligence about the French
forces. He and six frontiersmen reached the Ohio River in November.
He met with Half-King Tanacharison and other Iroquois chiefs at
Logstown to secure their promise of support against the French. 
Washington continued to Fort Le Boeuf, delivered the demand to the
French commander Jacques Legardeur de Saint-Pierre, who refused to
comply. Washington returned to Virginia, completing the dangerous 
mission over a 77-day period in difficult winter conditions. On receipt of his report, Dinwiddie and
Virginia’s chief executive were convinced that war with France was unavoidable. Washington
achieved a measure of fame when his report was published in Virginia and London.

n February 1754, Dinwiddie promoted Washington to lieutenant colonel and appointed him
second-in-command of the 300-strong Virginia Regiment, raised to confront French forces at the
Forks of the Ohio. Washington set off for the Forks with half of the regiment in April but soon
learned a 1,000-strong French force had begun construction of Fort Duquesne there. He pressed

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .
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This portrait of Virginia’s
colonial governor 
Robert Dinwiddie is
housed at the National
Portrait Gallery, London.
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on, but when he learned a French detachment of
unknown size was heading south from the fort,
Washington halted some 50 miles south of the
Forks to await reinforcements and began 
construction of Fort Necessity. On May 28, having
learned the French detachment numbered no
more than 50 men, Washington advanced with a
small force of Virginians and Indian allies to 
ambush them. In the brief Battle of Jumonville Glen

the French commander, Joseph Coulon de Jumonville, was killed. The battle ignited the
French and Indian War, which two years later became part of the global Seven Years’ War.

he next month, the rest of the Virginia Regiment joined Washington at Fort Necessity with
the news that he had succeeded to the command of the regiment and been promoted to
colonel following the death of its commander. Washington was further reinforced by the 
100-strong independent company of South Carolinians led by Captain James Mackay. Despite
his nominally inferior rank, MacKay held a royal commission which, under British law, 
outranked Washington’s colonial commission, and, the two clashed over who held authority.
On July 3, a 900-strong French force attacked. The Battle of Fort Necessity ended in 
Washington’s surrender and his apparent admission, under disputed circumstances, that 
Jumonville had been assassinated while engaged on a diplomatic mission. In the aftermath,
Colonel James Innes was given command of intercolonial forces and the Virginia Regiment
was broken up into independent companies, each commanded by a captain. Washington 
refused to accept demotion upon his return, and, resigned his commission. His military future
did not look promising. But, the great adventure of his life still lay ahead.

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

The model shows Fort Duquesne (the New Fort
at Pittsburgh).
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V O L U M E  O N E

Young George Washington
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The Region of the Adventures of Young George Washington (1732-1759).
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .
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Early Routes to Winchester and Wills Creek

When Washington and George William Fairfax made their journey to the Shenandoah Valley

in 1748, the “road” from Fredericksburg by way of Neville’s Ordinary and Ashby’s Gap was a

mere trail. Beyond Winchester the route to Wills Creek was changed frequently as early roads

were washed out or “short cuts” were discovered. The line drawn Northwest of Winchester is,

consequently, no more than an approximation of the paths and river banks along which 

Washington traveled prior to 1755.
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .
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How Washington Rode 

to Fort Le Boeuf in 1753

Washington’s own map, as 

submitted to Governor Dinwiddie

on the young Adjutant’s return to

“the settlement” in January, 1754.

If that map is correctly orientated,

it shows that Washington did not

make many serious mistakes in 

estimating distances and getting

his compass bearings.

d
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Washington’s

sketch of his first
mission.
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The Region of Washington’s “Campaign of 1754”

In his attempt to establish an advance base for operations to recover the “forks of the Ohio”,
Washington in 1754 retraced his route of 1753 as far as Gist’s New Settlement. Andrew Lewis went

farther westward to some undetermined point on Red Stone Creek. News of the approach of the
French in Superior numbers compelled Washington to withdraw to the Great Meadows.

d
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Douglas Southall Freeman (1886 - 1953), was born in

Lynchburg, Virginia. He earned a PhD in history at Johns 
Hopkins University in Baltimore in 1908 at the age of 22. 
Freeman joined the staff of the Richmond Times-Dispatch
in 1909 and, in 1915, at the age of 29, he became editor of 
The Richmond News Leader—a position he held for 34 years. 

Freeman’s newspaper editorials and daily radio broadcasts

made him one of the most influential Virginians of his day. His
analysis of the military campaigns of World War I and World War II brought him
recognition throughout the country, especially in military circles. President Franklin
Delano Roosevelt thanked him for suggesting the use of the term “liberation”, rather
than “invasion”, of Europe. Military commanders such as Admiral Chester W. Nimitz
and Generals George Marshall, Douglas MacArthur, and Dwight D. Eisenhower
sought his friendship and advice. Douglas Southall Freeman died of a heart attack on
June 13, 1953 at his home in Richmond, Virginia, at the age of 67. He was buried in
Hollywood Cemetery in Richmond.

Freeman’s fame rests on four works of history: Lee’s Dispatches in 1915, R.E. Lee

in 1934, Lee’s Lieutenants in 1942, and George Washington in 1954. The
biographies of Lee and Washington earned him the prestigious Pulitzer Prize. 
These biographies have since gone on to become iconic works whose power and 
scope will probably never be equaled. 

The insert above displays a photograph of Douglas Southall Freeman c. 1916 as the new editor of
“The Richmond News Leader”.
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d

Author and historian Douglas Southall Freeman, above left when he was 

newspaper editor at “The Richmond News Leader”. On the right he is at work in his study.
Bottom right Freeman (center) enjoying a light moment with Admiral Nimitz (left) 

and General Dwight Eisenhower in 1946. 
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .
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While at work on George Washington, Freeman told a Time Magazine reporter, “Washington

did not himself climb up on a marble pedestal, strike a pose and stay there. What we’re going to
do, please God, is to make him a human being. The great big thing stamped across that man is
character.” Freeman was not a portrait painter who got his effect with quick, inspired strokes.
Rather, his method was careful, cumulative, and scholarly. His biographies have been described as
monumental…and monumental they literally are. Freeman built his books block by patient block,
soundly based, immense, and majestic. They are towering edifices of historical fact artfully 
prepared and presented. .  .  .  .  .  .  .

D.S. Freeman on the
cover of Time Magazine,
October 18, 1948.
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George Washington’s mother refuses to allow him to go to sea as a midshipman. This 1857

lithograph is by Alonzo Chappel.


