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George Washington 

(1732–1799) 

"The basis of our political systems is the right of the people to 

make and to alter their Constitutions of Government." 

—Farewell Address, 1796 

George Washington was not only the nation's first President, but 

also the person for whom the office was created. 

Early Years 

Washington grew up on a farm in Virginia, and inherited the 

Mount Vernon estate at the age of 20 from his half-brother. By 

that time, he was already a professional surveyor. Washington 
spent 20 years enlarging, improving, and enjoying Mt. Vernon. 

He also served as an officer in the French and Indian War, 

resigning from the army when he was elected to the Virginia 

House of Burgesses. 

The Revolution 

As colonial dissatisfaction with British rule grew, 
Virginia sent Washington to the First, and then to 

the Second Continental Congress, where he was

unanimously chosen as commander in chief of the 
colonial armies. General George Washington 
received much of the credit for the American 

victory in 1783. 

The Presidency 

His successful leadership in the fight for 

independence made the tall and imposing 57
year-old the new nation's leading public figure. 

Washington was famous, too, for his honesty, 

dignity, and self-control. The Framers of the

Constitution created the office of president with 

him in mind, confident that he could be trusted 

with its enormous powers. As President of the United States, he acted with dignity and 

restraint, thus easing many people's fears about the new government. 

After a successful first term, Washington was unanimously reelected in 1792.

criticism and controversy marked his second term. Many Americans distrusted the new, 

stronger government; disliked Alexander Hamilton's economic plans; and disapproved of 
Washington's pro-British foreign policy, feeling that the United States should support 

France instead. Convinced that Washington was leading the nation away from the ideals of 

the Revolution, these opponents rallied behind Thomas Jefferson who had resigned as 

secretary of state in 1793. Offended and tired, Washington refused to run for a third term.

Retirement 

In 1796 Washington returned to his beloved Mt. Vernon, 

where he again enjoyed the life of a Virginia planter. When he died in 1799, Americans put 

aside the bitter conflicts of his presidency. They remembered instead his years of
service to the nation, first as a general fighting a difficult war and later as President 

seeking a workable balance between order and liberty. 
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Washington addressing the First Continental 

Congress after being appointed Commander in 

Chief of American forces during the 

Revolutionary War. 
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