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The Man and the Myth

.}

If we are to believe traditional history, George
Washington was the greatest moralist since
Christ, the greatest warrior since Alexander the
Great, and the wisest ruler since Solomon. Some-

thing less than the legend that overshadows him was
the man himself.

In reality, George Washington was subject to the same human
frailties inherent in all men. Far from the wooden icon portrayed
by history, he was a complex personality who could be warm and
friendly or aloof and unyieldingly stubborn. Fortunately, those
negative traits proved to be an asset in dealing with an equally ar-
rogant Continental Congress; and a less stubborn man might have
given up after suffering as many battlefield defeats as Washington
experienced in the darkest days of the nation’s struggle for inde-
pendence. Through it all, he was plagued by personal problems—
most of them rising from a strained relationship with a domineer-
ing, emotionally troubled mother.

Many of the myths attached to Washington Howed from the
pen of Mason Locke Weems, author of The Life of George Washing-
ton. Unfortunately, Weems’s flawed biography became a source for
subsequent works. His cherry tree story is an example of an inno-
cent tale that became mythical history.

According to the yarn, young Washington decided to try out
his new hatchet by felling a cherry tree. When confronted by his fa-
ther, the future president confessed: “1 cannot tell a lie. Tt was I
who chopped down the cherry tree.” It was a nice little morality
anecdote that fit comfortably into school textbooks, the lesson
being that we should all be as forthcoming with the truth as was
the father of our country. Regrettably, the story has no basis in
fact.

Weems had a proclivity for making up stories to spice up his bi-
ographies. Although he never recanted this particular story, he did

as well as parts of his book, The Life of Wilham Fenn, including a
very detailed—and fictitious—description of Penn signing his fa-
mous treaty with the Indians. Somewhat ironic is the fact that
Weems was a clergyman.

And the real George Washington? Physically, he stood six feet
tall and weighed a little over 200 pounds. He was big-boned and
had large hands. Under a powdered wig was a shock of reddish-
brown hair. Blue eyes looked out from beneath drooping lids. His
cheeks were pocked, the result of a childhood bout with smallpox.
According to legend, he never smiled because he did not want to
show his wooden false teeth. If truth be known, he did not smile in
those old portraits because he probably was distraught at having to
sit still for the artist. In fact, Washington was a social animal who
enjoyed the adulation heaped upon him. Indeed, he had false
teeth; but they were not wooden. They were carved from ivory by
an accomplished dentist named John Greenwood, who implanted
several animal teeth in the plates for practical chewing purposes.

Washington was gracious and charming. He enjoyed dancing
and flirting with the adoring women who flocked around him at
social events. It was rumored that he engaged in extramarital af-
fairs. He loved to play cards, go fox hunting, and fish. He was a so-
cial drinker who prefered wine and beer to hard liquor. He had his
own whiskey still, a winery, and brewed his own beer. Although he
grew tons of tobacco, he did not smoke.

He exuded strength and inspired confidence. He had an mg:Q
to remain calm in the most trying circumstances, but also pos-
sessed an unpredictable temper that might manifest itself at the
most unexpected times—a trait that, no doubt, was effectve in
keeping his political enemies off guard.

Washington was born on February 11, 1732, not February 22
as noted on modern calendars, because he was born when the Ju-
lian calendar was still in use. His parents were Augustus and Mary
Ball Washington, and young Washington grew up on a farm near
Fredericksburg, Virginia. Although well off, his father was not ex-
ceedingly wealthy. Augustus Washington died when George was
eleven years old. George’s mother, who was self-centered and de-
manding, would have a contentious relationship with her son until
the day she died. Unable to get along with his mother, 16-year-old
George went to live with his half-brother, Lawrence. He accompa-
nied Lawrence to Barbados in the West Indies on a business trip
and contracted the smallpox that left his face scarred for life.
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forgo a $500-per-month salary and work for expenses. With the
end of the war he turned in some $400,000 worth of expenses,
(Later, when he became president, Washington offered to forgo his
$25,000-per-year salary and work for expenses, prompting the
Congress to say thanks, but no thanks, George.,

Although Washington eventually was paid, many of his officers
and men were not. In 1883, the unpaid troops staged a rebellion at
Newburgh, New York, threatening to take over the government.
Addressing them, Washington demonstrated a flair for theatrics.
Using a pair of spectacles for his prop, he told the troops: “I have
not only grown gray but also blind in the service of my country,”
gaining immediate support from the men. He then read a commu-
nication promising that all wages would be paid—which, if not
technically a lie, certainly was not the truth. Most of the men were
never paid.

Seldom acknowledged by historians is Washington’s troubled
personal life. He and his mother were estranged for most of his
adult life. She did not attend his wedding and never visited his
home, probably at the insistence of his wife, Martha. There are in-
dications his mother suffered bouts of mental illness. AJthough she
was wealthy, she would wear the same dress day after day for
months on end, until the garment was virtually in tatters. In spite
of her wealth, she constantly harrassed her son for money. On one
occasion, she even wrote a letter to the Virginia assembly com-
plaining that George would not give her enough money to live on,
and accusing him of neglecting her. Mary Washington never ex-
pressed pride in the accomplishments of her famous son.

Washington was sixty-seven when he contracted a throat virus.
He died not from the virus but at the hands of his doctors, who
drained half of the blood from his body in less than twelve hours.
At the end, he pleaded with his doctors to, “Let me go off quickly, I

cannot last long.”
What would last was the legend that cloaked the man who be-

came known as “The Father of Our Country.”







