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George Washington was born, Feb 22, 1732 in what was then the British Commonwealth 

of Virginia.  His early life presaged little of the future greatness he would achieve as a 

military hero, international statesman, and first president of the United States.  By all 

accounts, he seemed destined for an ordinary life far from the public eye.  Raised in the 

tradition of a Virginia planter, his interests lay primarily in farming and agriculture. 

  

The source of his greatness lay in his nobility of character and an innate trust in God.  A 

man of tremendous will and energy, he believed deeply in the ideals for which he fought, 

and felt that, somehow, in spite of overwhelming odds, the colonists would be victorious. 

Above all else, he placed duty, honor, and the ideal of selfless service first and foremost 

in his life.  

 

On a visit to Mount Vernon in 1927, Paramhansa Yogananda said of him,  

Most great men who serve, live hundreds of years before their time.  He was a 

man of wide vision, who lived for the ideal of freedom and independence.  He 

mastered himself and the situations in which he was placed and then withdrew 

into a life of seclusion.  He performed his duties, but never forgot the Giver of all 

gifts. 

 

In our present age of widespread cynicism, the values that Washington held so dear are 

often seen as antiquated and remote. But for the devotee, a study of his life can be very 

worthwhile and inspiring, not only for the magnitude of his accomplishment, but as an 

example of a man who undertook to live wisely and reflected that wisdom in everything 

he did.  At the heart of his idealism was the belief that nothing really worthwhile could be 

accomplished without self-mastery.  His self-discipline was legendary despite tendencies 

to a violent temper, which he struggled with all his life.  This self-discipline eventually 



won the day for American independence, whose survival more often than not hung by the 

merest thread. 

 

One of ten children, he was the eldest son of a second marriage whose prospects were far 

from encouraging.  His father’s sudden death in 1743 left young Washington a poor 

relation.  He received a small inheritance, but more importantly his father’s death ruled 

out the possibility of an English education which was proper for a young man of his 

social class. 

 

Early on he learned to become self-reliant.  He was especially acute in business matters 

and inherited his father’s trait of acquisitiveness.  At age 16, he decided on a career as a 

surveyor and led many expeditions into the frontier wilderness where he developed a 

lifelong interest in westward expansion. 

 

When his older half-brother, Lawrence, died in 1752, Washington inherited his Mount 

Vernon estate as well as his brother’s military office.  In spite of his youth and lack of 

experience, he acquitted himself well.  He was noted for his maturity and good judgment, 

and made a name for himself during the French and Indian War.  Most importantly, he 

gained valuable military experience that would later serve him well as Commander-in-

chief of the Continental Army. 

 

He married in 1759 and settled into comfortable life of an eighteenth century gentleman 

farmer.  He amassed a fortune as a planter and businessman and for sixteen years 

occupied a seat in the Virginia State legislature.  In 1774 he became an influential 

member of the First Continental Congress. All that changed drastically after the Battle of 

Lexington, April 19, 1775—the first major engagement of the American Revolution.  

 

He wrote to a friend in England saying, “The brother’s sword has been sheathed in the 

brother’s breast.  We now have a sad choice.  Either we are to live as slaves or the once 

happy plains of America are to be drenched in blood.” 

  



That summer he was named Commander in Chief of the Continental Army, a position he 

did not seek nor ask to be paid for.  John Adams, who lobbied for Washington’s 

appointment, later wrote in his diary: 

I had but one gentleman in mind, someone who’s skill and experience, who’s 

independent fortune, great talents and excellent character would win the approval 

of all America and unite the colonies better than any other person in the union. 

 

The first eighteen months of his command went badly.  He lost battle after battle. It 

seemed his only option was not to give up.  The crisis came to a head in the winter of 

1776.  He wrote to his stepson saying, “If I were to put a curse on my worst enemy, it 

would be to wish him in my position now.  I just do not know what to do.  It seems 

impossible to continue my command in this situation, but if I withdraw all is lost.” 

 

Many Americans thought it was time to give up.  His troops were underfed, under-armed, 

as well as suffering from typhus and dysentery.  Washington was blamed for Congress’s 

ineptitude, and there was open talk of replacing him.  He was engaged in a personal battle 

for survival.  Yet, was a measure of his character, political skill and idealism that he 

never lost sight of the larger objective.  The watchword became “Victory or Death.”   

 

On Christmas night, in one last desperate attempt to salvage the war, he crossed the 

Delaware River and launched an attack on the British in Trenton, NJ.  Catching them by 

complete surprise, he took over 900 prisoners, and lost only four men.  He immediately 

followed up with another victory at Princeton, NJ. 

 

Militarily these were not important victories, but the psychological impact was enormous.  

They breathe new life into the revolution. Enlistments began to pour in from all parts of 

the colonies, and people everywhere began to feel that it was possible to reverse the 

course of the war.  Washington, whose very command was in doubt, now became a 

national hero.  From this point on, he could do no wrong.  With the aid of the France, he 

achieved final victory in 1783. 

 



Once the peace was secured, he retired from public life. This was an unprecedented and 

electrifying event throughout the world.  In a brief statement to Congress he said, “Many 

years ago when I accepted your commission, I never thought I had the abilities to 

accomplish so difficult a task.  But these doubts were always overcome by a belief in the 

justice of our cause.  I have acted under orders from this august body and now I bid an 

affectionate farewell to Congress.  I return my commission and take leave of public life.” 

 

Traditionally, victorious generals expected political rewards commiserate with their 

military achievement.  Washington gave a whole new definition to the meaning of 

greatness, which was the renunciation of power rather than the embrace of it—a concept 

that many parts of the modern world are still trying to grasp.  It’s no accident that on his 

deathbed Napoleon said, “They wanted me to be another Washington.” 

 

In 1789 he was unanimously elected first president of the United States, and immediately 

he began hammering out the parameters of the executive office.  Aware that his actions 

and character would define the very nature of the presidency he said, “I walk on 

untrodden ground. There is scarcely any part of my conduct which may not hereafter be 

drawn in precedent.”  After two terms he deliberately stepped down as president, 

dispelling the notion of a presidency for life.  

 

In his Farewell Address he said: 

Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and 

morality are indispensable supports.  In vain would a man claim the tribute of 

patriotism, who should labor to subvert these great pillars of human happiness.  

The mere politician, equally with the pious man, ought to respect and cherish 

them.   

 

He died December 14, 1799.  Henry Lee, a friend and fellow compatriot, eulogized him 

with the words, “First in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen.”  

 

 



   

 

 

  


