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Midshipman Washington: Telling of How George 
Washington Nearly Joined the British Navy

Denver Brunsman

Abstract: George Washington’s childhood is the least understood period of his 
life. The most well-documented event of his childhood and early adolescence involved 
a plan by his older half-brother, Lawrence Washington, for George to serve as a 
midshipman in the British navy. Despite a handful of primary sources surrounding the 
episode, Washington’s biographers have downplayed or misinterpreted it since the early 
nineteenth century. Over time, the role of Washington’s mother, Mary Ball Washington, 
in ending the naval plan has especially evolved. Today, the naval story of fers numerous 
insights into George Washington’s childhood, including the powerful inf luence of 
his mother, his uncertain f inancial prospects, and his attraction to serving the British 
Empire.
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标题：海军学员华盛顿—讲述乔治· 华盛顿是如何险些参加英国海军的

内容提要：乔治· 华盛顿的童年是其人生中最鲜为人知的一段岁月。在

他童年和少年时期，记载最为翔实的事件是其同父异母兄长劳伦斯· 华盛顿曾

计划让他担任英国海军学员。尽管这一事件有许多原始资料，但自 19 世纪初

以来，为华盛顿立传的作家们就对此事轻描淡写或加以误读。尤其是他母亲

玛丽· 鲍尔· 华盛顿在他未能成行过程中所起的作用，对此的历史评价不断演

变。如今，这段经历为我们深入了解华盛顿的童年给出诸多见解，包括母亲对
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他影响巨大，财务前景不确定，他对为英帝国效力的向往。
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George Washington’s childhood has always been a mystery. His earliest diary 
entries and correspondence date to 1748, when he was already sixteen years old. In 
1932, the bicentennial of George Washington’s birth, the eminent American historian 
Samuel Eliot Morison opined, “Washington is the last person you would ever suspect of 
having been a young man, with all the bright hopes and black despairs to which youth 
is subject” (1). Dating from Washington’s earliest biographers, the solutions to his 
childhood have been to remain silent or to embellish. Famously, Mason Locke Weems 
did the latter, riding the cherry tree myth and other fables to mass commercial success in 
the early nineteenth century. Weems’ Washington could not tell a lie, but the biographer 
told many, without a hint of irony, in extolling his subject’s renowned integrity. ①

In 1806, for the f ifth edition of his Washington biography, Weems f irst shared the 
cherry tree story, which he claimed to have learned from an elderly distant relative of 
the Washington family. The biography’s title also added the promise “Enriched with a 
Number of Very Curious Anecdotes, Perfectly in Character, and Equally Honorable to 
Himself, and Exemplary to His Young Countrymen” (Weems, “The Life of Washington 
the Great”). Nearly all these “curious anecdotes,” such as the cherry tree story, were 
either false or had no documentary record, with one notable exception: a story about 
how, as a teenager, Washington nearly joined the British navy:

It was in his 15th year, according to the best of my information, that 
Washington f irst felt the kindlings of his soul for war... The name of OLD 
ENGLAND was music in their ears: and the bare mention of a blow mediated 
against her, never failed to rouse something at the heart, which instantly 
f lamed on the cheek, and f lashed in the eye. Washington had his full share 
of these virtuous feelings: on hearing, therefore, that France and Spain were 
mustering a black cloud over his MOTHER COUNTRY, his youthful blood 
took f ire; and he instantly tendered what aid his little arm could af ford. The 
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rank of midshipman was procured for him on board a British ship of war, then 
lying in our waters; and his trunk and clothes were actually sent on board. But 
when he came to take leave of his mother, she wept bitterly, and told him, she 
felt that her heart would break if he left her. George immediately got his trunk 
ashore! As he could not, for a moment, bear the idea of inf licting a wound 
on that dear life which had so long and so fondly sustained his own (Weems, 
“The Life of George Washington” 28).

The story did not have the gripping moral power of Washington confessing to his father 
that he cut down a family cherry tree, but it contributed to Weems’ larger portrait of an 
ever-dutiful son who was always ready to serve his country, whether it was England or 
America. 

Although the naval story never enjoyed the fame of the cherry tree myth, by 
appearing in the most popular American biography of the f irst half of the nineteenth 
century, the story also never disappeared. This essay seeks to trace, for the f irst time, the 
full career of the naval story, from the actual events to its use by Washington biographers 
from Weems to the present. As the most well-documented event from Washington’s 
childhood and adolescence until his f irst survey expeditions in the late 1740s, the naval 
story holds important clues to Washington’s early life. But, perhaps more signif icantly, 
the story’s own history provides fascinating insights into how Washington has been 
remembered and misremembered for more than two centuries. Because of its evidentiary 
grounding, the naval story has long surpassed the cherry tree myth in Washington 
biographies. Yet, even though it is based on fact, the story is still far less famous than the 
cherry tree fable, as the naval story trades moral certainty and a f irm American identity 
as the key features of Washington’s childhood for contingency and deep uncertainty that 
might have resulted in him remaining a British subject for life. 

In April 1743, at age eleven, George Washington’s life took a precarious turn 
with the death of his father, Augustine Washington. For the remainder of George’s 
adolescence, we know, in part from the naval story, that he would have two caretakers, 
his mother, Mary Ball Washington, and his older half-brother Lawrence Washington. 
Mary never remarried, remaining to run the family plantation along the Rappahannock 
River in Fredericksburg, Virginia, which later became known as Ferry Farm. Lawrence 
had recently returned from serving as a royally commissioned provincial of f icer in 
Britain’s unsuccessful attack on the Spanish outpost of Cartagena (today Cartagena, 
Colombia) in the War of Jenkins’ Ear (1739—1743). From Augustine, Lawrence inherited 
the family farm north of Fredericksburg at Little Hunting Creek, which he soon renamed 
“Mount Vernon” in honor of his British commander in the war, Admiral Edward Vernon. 
Around the same time, Virginia named Lawrence adjutant general (commander), at 
the rank of major, of its colonial militia, and he soon married Anne Fairfax, the eldest 
daughter of the region’s most powerful family (Lengel 4—7; Brumwel 22). 
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Here, then, was the context for the naval story, which took place in 1746: at age 
fourteen (not f ifteen as Weems’ narrative claimed), young George could not help but 
be impressed by Lawrence. George had far less certain prospects. In Augustine’s will, 
George received Ferry Farm, a property one-f ifth the size of Little Hunting Creek, along 
with ten slaves (far fewer than Lawrence). In a sense, though, George had nothing, 
at least immediately. Mary would hold Ferry Farm until he could inherit the property 
outright at age twenty-one, and it was not clear what would become of the already-
struggling property in seven years (Levy, “Where the Cherry Tree Grew” 54—58). 

In the summer of 1746, Lawrence provided George with an opportunity to follow 
his path by serving in the Royal Navy. No doubt using his deep military connections, 
Lawrence arranged for George to occupy a berth as a midshipman on a British naval 
vessel anchored in Virginia. We have three primary sources for what ensued next: letters 
to Lawrence from his associates William Fairfax and Robert Jackson and a letter to Mary 
from her half-brother, Joseph Ball, who was in England. The evidence conf irms what 
has become a truism in Washington biographies dating to Weems, that Mary stopped 
Lawrence’s plan. As we will see, however, later retellings to this day have actually 
diminished Mary’s strength in the af fair while also downplaying George’s agency and 
active involvement in Lawrence’s naval scheme. 

In September 1746, Lawrence sent two letters, one for George and the other for 
Mary, to Fredericksburg via his father-in-law, Colonel William Fairfax. George had 
instructions to keep his letter a secret and to deliver Mary’s letter himself. Since the 
letters do not survive, we can only surmise their contents based on Fairfax’s report 
on September 9 to Lawrence: “George has been with us, and says He will be steady 
and thankfully follow your Advice as his best Friend. I gave him his Mother’s letter to 
deliver with Caution not to shew his” (Conway 238). George’s enthusiastic response 
suggests that he fully engaged with Lawrence’s plan to make him a naval of f icer. 

Robert Jackson, a Fredericksburg merchant and Washington family friend, wrote to 
Lawrence on September 18. Jackson’s letter implies that Mary also supported the plan 
initially but then turned against it. “I am afraid Mrs. Washington will not keep up to her 
f irst resolution,” Jackson reported. “She seems to intimate a dislike to George’s going 
to Sea and says several Persons have told her it’s a very bad Scheme. She of fers several 
trif ling objections such as fond and unthinking mothers naturally suggest, and I f ind that 
one word against his going has more weight than ten for it.” We learn from Jackson that 
Mary must have solicited advice from several other people and determined that George 
should not go to sea. Although Jackson did not list Mary’s “trif ling objections,” they are 
not hard to imagine for a recent widow facing the prospect of losing her oldest child and 
son while managing a plantation and other properties by herself (Conway 239—40). 

In December 1746, Mary apparently also mentioned the episode to her half-brother 
in England, Joseph Ball, in a letter that no longer exists. The dating of his response, 
May 19, 1747, means that Mary would not have received it until sometime in July 1747, 
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almost a year after the af fair took place. Therefore, if anything, in warning against 
George joining the Royal Navy, the letter simply reinforced Mary’s early conclusions 
based on her intuition and exchanges with other people. By summer 1747, George had 
already turned to surveying, with his f irst practice surveys around Mount Vernon, before 
joining a surveying expedition with the Fairfax family the following year (Freeman 
1:196—98). 

Despite its late timing, Joseph Ball’s letter has immense value for understanding 
young George’s prospects in the mid-eighteenth-century British Empire. We do not know 
what Mary told Ball about George’s opportunity, but, based on his response, he either 
received misinformation that George would be a common sailor (not a midshipman) or 
that he did not understand the privileged place of midshipmen, as of f icers-in-training, in 
the Royal Navy. “I understand that you are advised and have some thoughts of putting 
your son George to sea,” Ball wrote to Mary. “I think he had better be put apprentice 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 ship to ship, where he has f ifty shillings a month, 
and make him take twenty-three, and cut and slash and use him like a negro, or rather 
like a dog” (Harland 79—80). As a midshipman, George was not ensured of attaining a 
royal commission in the Royal Navy, which required passing an examination, but he 
would have had protections, including against impressment, not available to common 
seamen (Brunsman, 65—66).

Ball had a more realistic sense of the George’s longer-term potential as a provincial 
in the British service. “And as to any considerable preferment in the navy,” according 
to Ball, “it is not to be expected, as there are so many gaping for it here who have 
interest, and he has none” (Harland 80). Here Ball alluded, correctly, to the fact that the 
British navy favored those with wealth and connections even if the service had more 
meritocratic elements than the British army. Given that George had no “interest” in 
Britain, Ball recommended that he instead focus on advancing through acquiring and 
developing land in America. Even if George came to become the master of his own ship, 
Ball contended, it still would not provide the type of material riches of being a plantation 
owner with slaves. Ball wrote from his experience, as he was born in Virginia and lived 
the f irst half of his life there before moving to England. Based on the other primary 
evidence from the naval story, Mary would have welcomed Ball’s reinforcement of the 
direction that she had set for George. 

The f irst account of the naval story came forty years later and blurred the lines 
between a primary and secondary source. In the latter 1780s, George Washington 
authorized his secretary David Humphreys to write a biography of his life. For 
Washington’s early life, Humphreys worked from few, if any, primary sources 
beyond conversations with the retired general after the American Revolutionary War 
(1775—1783). Manuscript sources indicate that Washington made numerous corrections 
and a handful of longer contributions to Humphreys’ work. In its original version, the 
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biography provided the following account of the naval story:

As it was the design of his Father that he should be bred for an Of f icer 
of the British navy, his mental acquisitions & exterior accomplishments were 
calculated to give him distinction in that profession. At 15 years old, he was 
entered as a midshipman on board of the [blank] & his baggage prepared 
for embarkation: but the plan was abandoned in consequence of the earnest 
solicitations of his Mother.

Washington added the correction: “It was rather the wish of my eldest brother (on whom 
the several concerns of the family devolved) that this should take place & the matter was 
contemplated by him-My father died when I was only 10 years old.” George conf irmed 
the primary source evidence that Lawrence conceived of the plan for him to serve in the 
British navy (Humphreys 7—8). 

We can assume George’s consent of the other details in the Humphreys biography 
by his lack of additional editorial changes. The source provides the f irst mention in the 
record that George would become a naval of f icer. The Fairfax and Jackson letters to 
Lawrence only stated that George would “go to sea,” while the Ball letter specif ied the 
navy. Nowhere in the primary record does it explicitly state that Washington would be 
a midshipman, but no other rating makes sense. George was the ideal age and social 
station to enter the navy as a midshipman, which functioned much like an of f icer 
apprenticeship in the eighteenth century. Humphreys’ account recorded George’s age 
wrong during the naval episode (f ifteen instead of the correct age of fourteen). But, as 
evidenced by George stating that he was ten, rather than eleven, when his father died, he 
had only a loose sense of when events took place in his childhood. One f inal new detail 
emerges from the biography, that George’s baggage was “prepared for embarkation.” 
The use of the passive voice obscures who exactly prepared George’s bags, likely 
full of clothing and supplies as well as possibly seafaring equipment, but the passage 
reinforces the evidence in the other primary accounts that George actively participated in 
Lawrence’s plan.

Humphreys never completed his biography, which brought the story of 
Washington’s life to the brink of the presidency in 1789. Nor was the work ever 
published in full. These facts have meant that Washington biographers and scholars have 
long missed that Humphreys still published portions of the biography anonymously 
(Humphreys xxvii). The American geographer Jedidiah Morse’s 1789 compilation The 
American Geography; or, A View of the Present Situation in the United States of America 
includes as part of its “Notes” section a f ive-page abridged version of Humphreys’ 
biography of Washington through the Revolutionary War. The account abbreviates the 
naval story to share that “at f ifteen years old he was entered a midshipman on board 
of a British vessel of war stationed on the coast of Virginia, and his baggage prepared 



114

JOURNAL  OF M ODERN L IFE W RITING ST U D I E S现代传记研究

for embarkation: but the plan was abandoned on account of the reluctance his mother 
expected to his engaging in that profession” (Morse 127). Two years later, Samuel 
Stearns, an early astronomer and writer, republished the account from Morse’s book 
with only slight changes under the heading “Character of George Washington” in The 
American Oracle, Comprehending an Account of Recent Discoveries in the Arts and 
Sciences. As a British Loyalist during the American Revolution, Stearns published his 
work in London, where he f led after the war (Stearns, Baker 137, 143). 

These early printings of Humphreys’ account of the naval episode, which 
Washington had vetted, proved critical to the later spread of the story. Even before 
Weems added the naval story in the f ifth edition of his biography in 1806, John Marshall 
included it in the second volume of his biography of George Washington in 1804. Then 
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, Marshall was selected to write the authorized 
biography of George Washington by his fellow Justice and Washington family heir, 
Bushrod Washington. Marshall’s access to Washington’s papers did not include any 
of the three primary sources about the naval episode, which would not be published 
and widely available until the late nineteenth century. Therefore, he was limited to the 
Humphreys account, to which Marshall provided his own spin:

Very early in life the cast of his genius disclosed itself. The war in which 
his country was then engaged against France and Spain, f irst kindled those 
latent sparks which afterwards blazed with equal splendour and advantage; 
and at the age of f ifteen he urged so pressingly to be permitted to enter into 
the British navy, that the place of midshipman was obtained for him. The 
interference of a timid and af fectionate mother suspended for a time the 
commencement of his military course (Marshall 2:2).

The account took up more space than any other event from Washington’s childhood, 
which covered only a page and a half in the biography that ultimately stretched to f ive 
volumes. Marshall’s work, which John Adams likened to a “Mausoleum” for its length 
and ponderous prose, dealt with Washington’s childhood with remarkable ef f iciency 
(Lengel 20). 

Also critical of Marshall, Weems deemed the chief justice’s f ive-volume biography 
the “Washingtoniad” (Smith xi). At the same time, the two biographers shared much 
in common. In an era of regional publishers, the Weems and Marshall biographies of 
Washington stood out for their national distribution. In fact, as a bookseller (one of his 
many occupations, including the ministry), Weems actually sold Marshall’s work for the 
Philadelphia publisher Caleb P. Wayne. Marshall’s inf luence is also evident in Weems’ 
telling of the naval story shared at the start of this essay, particularly the theme of martial 
duty. Weems emulated the national distribution of Marshall’s biography by working with 
Philadelphia publisher Mathew Carey starting with his sixth edition in 1808. Carey kept 
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printing the book in the same 228—page form, with the naval story unchanged, for the 
next two decades, the twentieth edition appearing in 1825 (Casper 23, 71—72).

To this day, Washington biographers following Weems have sought to escape the 
myths that he created, particularly the cherry tree fable, to discover the “real” George 
Washington. The naval episode became part of this pursuit as the original three primary 
sources slowly entered the public record. In 1837, Jared Sparks, the f irst editor of 
Washington’s papers, published eleven volumes of letters along with a one-volume 
biography. Sparks had gained access to Robert Jackson’s letter to Lawrence Washington 
that highlighted Mary Ball Washington’s “trif ling objections” to George joining the 
navy. The evidence allowed Sparks to correct the mistake f irst made by Humphreys by 
listing Washington as fourteen, not f ifteen, during the episode. Further, Sparks credited 
Mary for recognizing that George’s “character and manners” already “exhibited a 
promise” that would not be fulf illed by a life at sea. Apparently without access to the 
Joseph Ball letter, Sparks gave Mary agency in the story that later biographers would 
ascribe to her half-brother (10—11).

Despite Sparks’ breakthrough, the works for the next half-century provided no 
additional evidence for the naval story, substituting sentimentality and fabrication for 
facts. In 1856, Washington Irving published the f irst of his f ive-volume biography of 
George Washington. The last of the biographers who knew Washington, Irving met his 
namesake as a boy in New York before the f irst presidential inauguration in April 1789. 
Perhaps not surprising for the author of short stories like “Rip Van Winkle” (1819) 
and “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” (1820), Irving embellished the naval story with 
romantic scenes of George Washington listening to war stories by Lawrence Washington 
and his fellow of f icers that instilled “a growing desire for military life” and “produced 
that desire to enter the navy.” As in Sparks’ telling, Mary Washington emerges as the 
heroine in Irving’s account with a “resolute mind” and “urgent remonstrances” that 
succeeded in blocking the naval scheme. The portrait of Mary as a strong, moral, and 
loving mother ref lected her near deif ication in the mid-nineteenth century, not unlike the 
biblical Mary (Irving 1:24). 

Irving’s speculations appeared tame compared to other popular accounts of the 
naval story in the mid-nineteenth century that celebrated Mary as the ideal of a Christian 
mother. Earlier, in the fall of 1848, multiple newspapers stretching from Boston to 
Milwaukee reprinted an imagined exchange between George and Mary on the day he 
meant to go to sea:

Gen. George Washington, when quite young, was about to go to sea as 
a midshipman; everything was arranged, the vessel lay opposite his father’s 
house, the little boat had come on shore to take him of f, and his whole heart 
was bent on going. After his trunk had been carried down to the boat, he went 
to bid his mother farewell, and saw the tear bursting from her eyes. However, 
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he said nothing to her; but he saw that his mother would be distressed if he 
went, and perhaps never be happy again. He just turned round to the servant 
and said, ‘Go and tell them to fetch my trunk back. I will not go away to break 
my mother’s heart.’ His mother was struck with his decision, and she said to 
him, ‘George, God has promised to bless the children that honor their parents, 
and I believe he will bless you.’ ② 

Of course, such an exchange would never have taken place, particularly with a naval 
vessel on the Rappahannock opposite Ferry Farm, because Mary stopped the naval plan 
long before George reached the point of embarking. The f ictionalized account appeared 
in newspapers connected with the Whig Party and emerging Free Soil Party, which each 
stressed Christian and family values. In its long afterlife, the story continued to use 
George Washington to promote obedience and faith with reprintings in the Illustrated 
Family Christian Almanac for the United States (1850), the Ladies’ Home Magazine 
(1859), the Mormon Children’s Friend (1910), and, into the twenty-f irst century, in 
Striking Illustrations in Christianity (2001). ③

Further legends surrounding the naval story, which originated in the mid-nineteenth 
century and stress Christian obedience, persist to this day. In 1860, newspapers including 
the New Hampshire Farmer’s Cabinet reported on a penknife that Mary supposedly 
gave to George to reward his obedience for not joining the British navy. “My son 
George,” Mary pledged, “if you will not enter the King’s naval service, you shall have 
this beautiful knife!” The account upheld George as an example of what “all good sons 
and daughters should do” in following his mother, who taught her children “to think, to 
speak, and to pray.” ④ Today, the story remains attached to a penknife, which Washington 
purportedly kept through the American Revolutionary War, and which is now held in 
the collections of the George Washington National Masonic Memorial in Alexandria, 
Virginia. In 1812, Washington’s nephew George Steptoe Washington donated the object 
to his uncle’s home Masonic Alexandria-Washington Lodge No. 22, although the story 
of its supposed origins did not appear before the mid-nineteenth century (Haskew). 

Beyond propagating Christian duty, the naval story became popular in the 
nineteenth century as an adventure tale for young boys. Typically, these accounts 
included the most invention. In a particularly egregious case, the Milwaukee Sentinel 
reprinted a story in 1885 that mixed the experiences of George and Lawrence 
Washington, suggesting that George had actually served under Admiral Edward Vernon 
in his famous attack on Porto Bello (today Portobelo, Panama) in the War of Jenkins’ 
Ear (something that even Lawrence had not done). According to the story, while at Porto 
Bello, Admiral Vernon “observed a f ine young man in appearance, who with the most 
intrepid courage, attended with perfect calmness; was always in that part of the ship that 
was most engaged.” Upon his victory, Vernon discovered that the young man was George 
Washington, and of fered the boy a midshipman’s commission. It was after this incident 
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that Mary Washington “strongly urged him not to accept” the commission (J.H.). Absent 
any new information, popular retellings of the naval story in the nineteenth century could 
invent new details to model George Washington for safe, productive boyhood adventure 
or almost any purpose.

In the late nineteenth century, as newspapers traded f iction for fact, the three 
original sources for the naval story became widely available for the f irst time. In 1889, 
Massachusetts Senator Henry Cabot Lodge released his two-volume biography of 
Washington. Though not an academic, Lodge approached Washington in a scholarly 
way, dismissing Weems’ style as “turgid, overloaded, and at times silly” (Lodge 1:40). 
“Let us therefore consign the Weems stories and their of fspring to the limbo of historical 
rubbish,” Lodge declared, “and try to learn what the plain facts tell us of the boy 
Washington” (1:46). To that end, he introduced the Joseph Ball letter into a published 
narrative for the f irst time. Lodge wrongly suggests that Ball contended that the plan 
was to enter the young Washington on a tobacco ship, ref lecting the imprecision of the 
original letter, but grasps his larger point about the challenges of rising in British society 
as a provincial (1:47—49). 

Soon scholars and the general public alike had access to the primary record of the 
naval episode. Over time, the wealthy Havemeyer family of New York had acquired the 
letters from William Fairfax and Robert Jackson to Lawrence Washington in September 
1747. In 1892, the family made the letters available to be transcribed and printed in 
full in Daniel Conway’s Barons of the Potomack and the Rapphannock. The following 
year, the descendants of the Ball family did the same by permitting the author Mary 
Virginia Terhune, who wrote under the pen name Marion Harland, to print a long 
excerpt of the letter from Joseph Ball to Mary Washington in May 1747 in The Story 
of Mary Washington. In 1932, the bicentennial of George Washington’s birth, the Ball 
descendants donated the full Joseph Ball letterbook to the Library of Congress, where it 
remains to this day. 

The content of the three sources still took time to enter historical accounts. 
Paul Leicester Ford’s The True George Washington (1896) succeeded in humanizing 
Washington where other works had failed, but it omitted any mention of the naval story. 
In 1898, while still a professor of jurisprudence and politics at Princeton University, 
Woodrow Wilson wrote a biography of George Washington. Although the work included 
a chapter on Washington’s childhood, it only brief ly referenced the naval story with no 
evidence beyond the Humphreys account except for George’s correct age of fourteen 
(51). Between future political rivals, then, Henry Cabot Lodge proved the more skilled 
biographer than Wilson. As late as 1921, the American artist Jean Leon Gerome Ferris, in 
his painting The Call of the Sea, 1747, missed the date of the naval episode by a year in a 
romanticized depiction of the young George Washington looking stoically out a window 
while a worried Mary Washington leans forward in a chair to grab her son’s hand. Well 
into the twentieth century, despite the availability of the full documentary record of the 
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naval story, popular accounts still relied on the earliest versions of the episode from more 
than a century earlier.

To date, the fullest and most accurate account of the naval story appeared, f ittingly, 
in the most comprehensive biography of Washington. In 1948, Douglas Southall 
Freeman published the f irst of what would become a seven-volume biography of 
Washington; Freeman’s researchers released the seventh volume in 1957, four years after 
his death. The publication of John C. Fitzpatrick’s thirty-nine volumes of The Writings 
of George Washington (1931—1944), as well as four volumes of Washington’s diaries 
(1925), opened new possibilities for historical detail. Where early biographies dispensed 
of Washington’s childhood in a page or two and the naval story in a paragraph, Freeman 
devoted two volumes to the young Washington through the end of his service in the 
Seven Years’ War in 1758. 

The naval story f illed nine pages. Freeman used the episode to explore Joseph 
Ball’s life in Virginia and relationship with Mary Washington. The account shares the 
context of Mary’s letter to Ball in December 1746 that prompted his long opinion on 
George’s future. She asked for permission to use timber and stone from his share of land 
that they held together near Ferry Farm and where she was considering building a new 
home. Typical of his commitment to detail, Freeman closed the episode by reprinting not 
an excerpt but the full letter from Ball to Mary in May 1747. The reader learns that Ball 
told his half-sister yes to stone but no to timber before dispensing advice about George’s 
prospects in the Royal Navy (Freeman, 1948:1:190—99).

Freeman’s work remains unsurpassed in George Washington studies to this day, but 
it has never qualif ied as pleasure reading. Freeman, both a journalist and a history Ph.D., 
let his academic impulse win out in his treatment of Washington. Although the world did 
not seem to need another biography of Washington, the writer James Thomas Flexner 
published the f irst volume of his four-volume biography in 1965 very purposely seeking 
to surpass Freeman in style if not substance. Flexner memorably deemed Washington 
the “indispensable man” and successfully played Weems to Freeman’s Marshall. Indeed, 
Flexner’s work became the bestselling Washington biography since Weems while still 
receiving the endorsement of a Pulitzer Prize special citation in 1973 (Freeman won the 
Pulitzer Prize for biography in 1958). 

While Flexner generally grounded his narrative in primary sources, with clear 
inf luence from Freeman, he was not above rhetorical f lourish. In his telling of the naval 
story, Flexner claimed, without evidence, that George “was relieved” when the plan 
failed, as he had “never showed any taste for the ocean” (31). In fact, George’s diary of 
his trip to Barbados with Lawrence Washington in late 1751 includes an enthusiastic, 
professional-grade ship’s log of the winds, navigation, and weather, as well as the 
occasional spotting of sea life like “Baricoota’s” and “Dalp[h]in” (Anderson and Price 
21). In April 1984, Flexner’s one-volume abridgement of his biography, Washington: 
The Indispensable Man (1969), became adapted into a CBS miniseries of the same name. 
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Neither the biography nor miniseries mention the naval story, choosing not to complicate 
the young George’s career choice between surveying and soldiering.

If Flexner won the battle from the 1960s into the 1980s, Freeman has triumphed 
in the long war of inf luence among Washington biographers. Freeman’s use of primary 
evidence, particularly the Ball letter, in his telling of the naval story has shaped nearly 
all subsequent accounts. His emphasis on Ball’s role in the af fair has also introduced 
a new distortion: the diminishment of Mary Washington in the story and, to a larger 
extent, in Washington’s full life. The trend reached its apex with Ron Chernow’s Pulitzer 
Prize-winning Washington: A Life in 2010. At 904 pages, Chernow’s work is the longest 
single-volume biography of Washington ever published. As Freeman benef ited from 
Fitzpatrick’s edition of Washington’s letters, Chernow made extensive use of the modern 
edition of the Washington Papers. Curiously, Chernow makes Washington’s own mother 
the main antagonist of his young life; at every turn, with little evidence, she seeks to 
tame George’s ambitions in favor of her own interests. Chernow’s account of the naval 
story extensively quotes Ball’s highly quotable letter in making his advice decisive in 
ending George’s possible naval career. The narrative collapses time, never sharing that 
Ball’s letter arrived nearly a year after Mary had already foiled Lawrence’s scheme. 
Chernow also cannot resist a parting shot at Mary at the end of the story: “One can say 
with certainty that it was the f irst of many times she seemed to measure her son’s worth 
not by what he might accomplish elsewhere but by what he could do for her, even if it 
meant thwarting his career” (18).

In her review of Chernow’s book in The New Yorker, Jill Lepore called out 
Chernow’s misogyny in his treatment of Mary Washington (Lepore). More recently, 
in the f irst full-length Washington biography written by a woman, You Never Forget 
Your First (2020), Alexis Coe makes Chernow’s mistreatment of Mary a central 
feature in her book. Deeming Chernow the king of the “Thigh Men” of history, 
Washington biographers have a peculiar fascination for their subject’s physical 
features and masculinity, while also denigrating the women in his life, especially his 
mother. Although her interpretation adds no new information to the naval story beyond 
speculating that George might have been attracted to the British navy for its wages, Coe 
restores Mary to her place in the nineteenth century as the devoted mother who keeps 
George from becoming a midshipman (Coe).

Where does this leave us in understanding George Washington’s childhood? In 
more than two hundred years of the naval story, from Humphreys to Coe, it can seem 
that we have landed in the same place with a strong widowed mother who prevented 
other people, even within her own family, from prematurely determining the fate of her 
f irstborn child and son. We should not discount the importance of this development. 
With the ascendance of the Joseph Ball letter in the naval story, starting in earnest with 
Freeman’s work in the 1940s, scholars long diminished Mary’s primary role in George’s 
young life in place of male family members. In the early twenty-f irst century, another of 
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Coe’s “Thigh Men,” Joseph Ellis, inexplicably omitted Mary in identifying Lawrence 
Washington and the Fairfax family as “the two major inf luences on Washington’s 
youthful development” (Ellis 9). After Coe’s prominent attack on the subtle and not-
so-subtle forms of misogyny that have informed generations of George Washington 
scholarship, it is hard to imagine any future biographer, male or female, ignoring Mary 
Washington’s central inf luence.

While recent turns in the historiography suggest that future tellings of the naval 
story will help to return Mary Washington as a leading agent in George Washington’s 
life, there is still a f igure conspicuously absent from the episode: George himself. Again, 
the few glimpses of George’s perspective in primary accounts of the naval story suggest 
that he actively contributed to the plan for him to become a midshipman. William 
Fairfax assured Lawrence Washington that George would “follow your Advice as his 
best Friend” (Conway 238). And although the passive voice in the Humphreys biography 
hides the agent who prepared George’s baggage “for embarkation,” common sense tells 
us that the teen had to be central to this process (Humphreys 8).

If we can fairly assume, then, that Washington pursued the midshipman berth, 
another question emerges: why? Why would a young man destined to inherit land at 
age twenty-one abandon that sure path in favor of the uncertainty of a naval career? 
Here getting beyond biographers to more specialized studies on the Washington family 
can help to better understand the large number of contingencies surrounding the young 
George Washington’s future. In his studies of Washington’s boyhood home of Ferry 
Farm, historian and archaeologist Philip Levy has made the most crucial contribution 
to understanding the context of the naval story. In his will, George’s father, Augustine 
Washington, made a late change before dying in 1743 that granted Lawrence authority 
to sell the northern tract of Ferry Farm to a neighbor, Anthony Strother, whose land 
adjoined the Washington property (in 1738, Augustine had purchased the farm from 
William Strother, Anthony’s brother). “The change in the will was a time bomb,” 
according to Levy (“Where the Cherry Tree Grew” 57). The provision diminished 
George’s future prospects as a tobacco planter, as the only long-term hope for making 
Ferry Farm a prof itable plantation depended on cultivating both the northern and 
southern tracts. And, sure enough, in 1748, Lawrence exercised his authority by selling 
the northern tract of the farm to Strother. By Augustine’s will, the proceeds from the sale 
belonged to George, but there is no evidence that he received the money.

Therefore, George’s uncertain inheritance provides a key premise for the naval 
story. To rise in British society, he had to do something. After Mary ended the naval 
plot, that something shifted to surveying, but military service never left his mind. In 
fact, there is evidence that he had not fully given up on the navy. In 1748, at age sixteen, 
Washington acquired Voyage Round the World, a narrative of British Admiral George 
Anson’s circumnavigation of the globe from 1740 to 1744 (Goetz). Washington’s 
detailed ship’s log for his own voyage to Barbados in 1751 further suggests that he 
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might have still conceived of himself as a potential sailor-to-be. However, that same trip 
also highlights how the army also increasingly appealed to him, as Washington dined 
and socialized with several provincial of f icers and marveled that the island was “one 
entire fortif ication” (Anderson and Price 78). Early in the Seven Years’ War, Washington 
acknowledged with keen self-awareness that “my inclinations are strongly bent to 
arms.” ⑤

Since its origins in the early American republic, the naval story has ref lected 
the values of dif ferent eras in the country’s history. Yet, whether extolling republic 
virtue in the founding era or Christian duty in the nineteenth century, the story has 
had one constant, George Washington’s essential Americanness. Today’s emphasis on 
hard evidence in professional history and biography makes it possible to demystify 
Washington’s childhood in less patriotic terms. To the lessons about Washington’s 
childhood imparted by the naval story showing a strong maternal inf luence, considerable 
uncertainty about his future, and a proclivity for military service, we can add a f inal 
takeaway: the young Washington was a committed British nationalist and imperialist. 
Dating to the early twentieth century, critics of Mary Washington could at least 
appreciate that she helped to rescue America’s future by keeping her son out of the 
British Navy. In Chernow’s words, Mary “performed a major service in American 
history” (Chernow, 2010:18). But, of course, by not joining the Royal Navy, Washington 
was hardly set on the path to American independence. He f irst served as a provincial 
army of f icer in the British Empire and wanted more than anything to have a royal 
commission in the regular British army. The naval story and his potential rating as a 
midshipman, essentially an of f icer apprentice, adds critical context to Washington’s 
pursuit of a royal commission. It was not simply a passing interest but a primary 
objective of the f irst third of his life. His failure, starting by not becoming a midshipman 
as a teen, shows how the American Revolution emerged from a long trail of broken 
British dreams.

Notes

① For a recent attempt to establish the veracity of Weems’ stories about George Washington, see James Bish, 
Parson Weems and the Truth about George Washington’s Cherry Tree, Prayer at Valley Forge, and Other 
Anecdotes (Columbia, SC, 2023). This essay uses the sixth edition (1808) of Weems’ biography, which 
became the template for all future editions. For the evolution of Weems’ biography, see Paul Leicester 
Ford, ed., Mason Locke Weems: His Work and Ways, 3 vols. (New York, 1929). 

② The account appeared in the following newspapers: Fayetteville Observer (NY), September 19, 1848; 
Scioto Gazette (Chillicothe, OH), October 25, 1848; Emancipator (Boston), November 8, 1848; Hudson 
River Chronicle (Westchester, NY), November 14, 1848; Milwaukee Sentinel, November 21, 1848. I thank 
my former Ph.D. student Dr. Alexa Price for sharing the newspaper references in this and the following 
paragraphs.

③ The Illustrated Family Christian Almanac for the United States (Boston: American Tract Society, 1850), 
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20; T. S. Arthur and Virginia F. Townsend, eds., The Ladies’ Home Magazine, vol. 14 (Philadelphia: T. S. 
Arthur & Co., 1859), 147; The Children’s Friend, vol. 9 (Salt Lake City: The Deseret News, 1910), 346; 
Ken Alley, ed., Striking Illustrations in Christianity (Lincoln, NE: Writers Club Press, 2001), 40.

④ “Washington and his Mother’s Penknife,” Farmer’s Cabinet (Amherst, NH), October 3, 1860. 
⑤ George Washington to William Fitzhugh, November 15, 1754, National Archives, Founders Online, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/02-01-02-0114.
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