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Chapter 1

S

“FIRST IN THE HEARTS OF HIS COUNTRYMEN”

G

eorge Washington was dead, and America
mourned.

He died at 11:30 p.m., Saturday, December 14,

1799, at age sixty-seven. The cause of death was
acute epiglottitis, a bacteriological infection similar
to strep throat. His sudden death occurred after the
first president spent a day on horseback in freezing
rain and snow inspecting operations at his Mount
Vernon plantation in northern Virginia. He ate dinner
that evening in his wet clothes, and then spent time
with his wife, Martha, reading in the Mount Vernon
parlor. Later, before going to bed for the night, he
developed hoarseness in his voice. In the morning, he
awakened with a painfully severe sore throat. When
the chambermaid came in to build the morning fire,
Martha asked her to quickly summon help. Riders
were dispatched from Mount Vernon to fetch three
doctors and a bleeder to treat the former president.1
The bleeder arrived first. He was a farm overseer,
not a physician, but he was experienced at bloodletting. Medical practice of the day held that the
systematic purging of blood from a patient could
remove illness-bearing poisons and restore health.
Washington’s throat was swollen shut and he could
not swallow, but he managed to encourage the
bleeder to make the incision. “Don’t be afraid,” he
told the man, and then encouraged him to widen
the wound. “More,” he ordered. “The orifice is not
large enough.” After about a half pint of blood was
drained from Washington’s body, the bleeding was
stopped. It was later resumed, and eventually some
five pints of blood were drained until the former
president was weakened and, apparently, near shock.2

George Washington, America’s first commander-in-chief and president, as he appeared in later life in a portrait by Gilbert Stuart.
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When Washington was stricken by a fatal bacteriological
infection similar to strep throat, his doctors attempted to treat
it by bleeding him with a fleam such as this.

opposed further bloodletting, fearing it was weaken-

was the American commander-in-chief. When he

ing the patient, and urged the other two physicians to

was America’s first president, she had been his chief

perform a tracheotomy, opening Washington’s throat

supporter and encourager for eight years as America’s

with an incision below the inflamed constriction.

original First Lady. Now, in his final moments, she

Brown and Craik opposed the procedure, however,

was at his bedside. They spoke to one another briefly,

fearing it would hasten death. Dick offered to assume

and Washington made sure she had his correct will.

full responsibility if the tracheotomy failed, but the

“I find I am going,” he managed to say at one point.
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thirty-seven-year-old junior physician was overruled.

“My breath cannot continue long; I believed from the

Despite Washington’s pain and breathing difficulty,

first attack it would be fatal.” To his physicians, he

he did not complain. Shortly before dusk, he asked for

said, “I thank you for your attention. You have better

Martha, who had borne so many trials and duties with

not take any more trouble about me; but let me go off

him in service to the nation. She had endured six years

quietly; I cannot last long.” More beetle blisters were

of warfare in the Revolutionary War when Washington

applied about eight o’clock, and poultices of wheat bran

About nine o’clock that morning, the first physician
arrived, seventy-year-old Dr. James Craik, who was
a close friend of Washington’s. Craik immediately
recognized the symptoms of a deadly throat closure—
which he diagnosed as “inflammatory quinsy”—and
promptly attempted to treat it with the accepted medical
practices of the day. He pasted a concoction composed
of ground-up European blister beetles on Washington’s
throat, which he hoped would draw the inflammation to
the surface of the skin. He also had Washington inhale
steam from a mixture of vinegar and water and ordered
more bleeding. The inhalation treatment was designed
to reduce swelling and free airspace in Washington’s
throat, allowing him to breathe normally, but it was
not effective against bacterial epiglottitis. Neither was
the doctor’s attempt to bathe Washington’s throat with
a mixture of vinegar and sage tea; when the former
president tried to swallow it, he almost suffocated.3
In mid-afternoon, two more doctors arrived. Dr.
Elisha Dick came from Alexandria, about eight miles
from Mount Vernon, and Dr. Gustavus Richard Brown
had traveled from his home in southern Maryland.
The

three

physicians

concurred:

Washington’s

condition appeared fatal. The two older doctors, Craik
and Brown, nevertheless believed that Dr. Craik’s
treatment was the only remedy. Dr. Dick disagreed. He

Washington spent his last night in Mount Vernon’s parlor, reading with his wife, Martha.
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America’s first president died at 11:30 p.m., December 14, 1799, at age sixty-seven. His last words: “’Tis well.”
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were applied to his neck; but nothing worked, and he

lead-lined, mahogany coffin bore two Bible-based

steadily grew weaker. Finally, at eleven-thirty, George

phrases inscribed in Latin: Surge Ad Judicium—“Rise to

Washington whispered his last words: “’Tis well.”

Judgment”—and Gloria Deo—“Glory to God.”
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spotless example [and] his spirit is in heaven.”7
President

John

Adams,

who

had

succeeded

Washington as the nation’s chief executive, publicly

In his will, Washington had asked to be buried at

Throughout the nation, Americans grieved at the

called the late first president America’s “most esteemed,

Mount Vernon “in a private manner, without parade

news of Washington’s death. “The whole United States

beloved, and admired citizen.” Said Adams: “His

or funeral oration,” but it was not to be—too many of

mourned for him as for a father,” observed Benjamin

example is now complete, and it will teach wisdom

his countrymen loved and admired him. Martha and

Rush, a signer of the Declaration of Independence.

and virtue to magistrates, citizens, and men, not only

the family assented, and a public funeral was held at

“There has a great man fallen,” noted Elias Boudinot,

in the present age, but in future generations, as long
as our history shall be read.” By presidential order,

Mount Vernon on Wednesday, December 18, 1799. To the
somber sounds of muffled drums and a funeral dirge,
Washington’s coffin was borne from his house by army

1847 U.S.
postage
stamp

“The whole United States mourned for him
as for a father.”

Adams required U.S. Army personnel to wear black
sleeve bands, and First Lady Abigail Adams would
wear nothing but mourning for months to come.

officers and Freemasons, escorted by infantry, and led
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by cavalry. The general’s rider-less horse, equipped

a former president of the Continental Congress. “We

with his saddle, holsters, and pistols, accompanied

have great cause of gratitude & thankfulness, amidst

ten

the procession, while artillery salutes were fired by a

our mourning, that God in his Providence has contin-

Public observances were also held in Scotland and

battery of field artillery and from a schooner anchored

ued him so long a public blessing.” Upon receiving

the Netherlands. The British navy, once among

in the Potomac. The coffin was placed in the family

the news, the United States Congress immediately

Washington’s greatest enemies, respectfully saluted

crypt, which Martha Washington could see from

adjourned in official mourning, and all federal courts

the fallen American leader by lowering ships’ flags to

her upstairs bedroom at Mount Vernon. Along with

were closed. “Thanks to God . . . ,” Congress officially

half-mast. “The Long life of General Washington is not

Washington’s name and dates of birth and death, his

proclaimed, “Washington yet lives—on earth in his

stained by a single blot,” observed a London newspaper.

In France, Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte ordered
days

of

mourning

observed

nationwide.

★ Military posts, including Maryland’s Fort Washington,
and warships, including the world’s first nuclear-powered
ballistic missile submarine and the U.S. Navy’s nuclearpowered aircraft carrier—both named USS George
Washington
★ Numerous streets and roadways, such as Washington
Memorial Parkway in the nation’s capital
★ Major bridges, including the George Washington Bridge,
a giant suspension bridge that spans the Hudson River
between New Jersey and New York, and which could carry
more automobiles than any bridge in the world when it was
built
★ Universities, colleges, and schools, such as George
Washington University in Washington, D.C., Virginia’s
Washington and Lee University, and Washington University
in St. Louis

In his will, Washington requested
burial at Mount Vernon. He had
selected a site for a new family
tomb, and he was reinterred
there alongside his wife in 1831.
T his late -ninetee nth-ce nt ur y
stereoscopic photographic card
preserved the appearance of the first
president’s tomb in the 1800s.

★ Untold numbers of parks and plazas, such as Washington
Square Park in Philadelphia and Washington Square in Salt
Lake City
★ Neighborhoods throughout America, including Washington
Heights in Chicago and Washington Park in Winston-Salem,
North Carolina
★ Countless American male children over the course of more
than two centuries

Twenty-dollar gold certificate, 1905
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“His fame, bounded by no country, will be confined to
no age.” In the U.S., state legislatures throughout the
nation issued official bereavement proclamations, as did
numerous cities and towns. In South Carolina, Governor
Edward Rutledge, also a signer of the Declaration of
Independence, was reportedly so distressed at hearing
of Washington’s death that he suffered a fatal stroke. By
one estimate, no fewer than 300 public eulogies were
given in honor of Washington in 185 locations from
Georgia to Maine. So many Americans took to wearing
mourning attire of some type that the nation’s retailers
suffered a shortage of black cloth for months.9
In Philadelphia, the nation’s capital at the time, the

George Washington
“The Father of Our Country”
Remembered through
Countless Names

R

Soon after his death, General George Washington—
America’s first commander-in-chief and first president—
became popularly known as “the Father of his Country.”
The capital of the United States, the District of Columbia,
came to be named in his honor as Washington, D.C. Cities
large and small were named for him as was the state of
Washington. So too were numerous American counties,
mountains, bodies of water, roadways, monuments,
colleges and schools, institutions, buildings, warships,
military units—and, for generations, countless newborn
boys. Following is a sampling of what was named in George
Washington’s honor:

president’s chair in the United States Senate was draped
in black, and a period of national mourning officially
began on December 26. On that date, a procession of
mourners solemnly marched through the city’s streets,
led by a parade of troops while a sixteen-gun battery
of artillery fired salutes. A memorial service was held
at Philadelphia’s Zion Lutheran Church. A parade of
American soldiers led the procession, followed by no
less than thirty-four clergymen and an immense crowd
of mourners, who filled the church. The main eulogy
was delivered by a dear friend of Washington, Virginia
Congressman Henry “Light Horse Harry” Lee, who
would become the father of Robert E. Lee and who
was Washington’s favorite cavalry commander in the
Revolution.10
“I see his august image,” Lee told the assembled
mourners, “and hear, falling from his venerable lips,
these deep sinking words: Reverence religion, diffuse
knowledge throughout your land, patronize the arts and

★ America’s national capital—Washington, D.C.

sciences, let liberty and order be inseparable compan-

★ The Washington Monument, which dominates the
Washington, D.C. skyline

ions, control party spirit—the bane of free govern-

★ Washington State

all nations . . . contract rather than extend national

★ Numerous counties, cities, towns, and villages in a majority
of American states

connections, rely on yourselves only, [and] be American

★ Lake Washington near Seattle and Washington Island in
Wisconsin

Upon Washington’s death, musical eulogies designed to honor
and mourn the fallen leader were composed and published
throughout the nation. This one was the work of Boston
composer Peter A. von Hagen.

★ Mount Washington in New Hampshire, the highest peak
in the American Northeast, and Mount Washington in
Yellowstone National Park
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At a memorial service in Philadelphia, then the nation’s capital,
Washington was eulogized by Revolutionary War veteran
Henry “Light Horse Harry” Lee, who described America’s first
president as “first in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of
his countrymen.”

in thought and deed.” Few men outside of family, if
any, were closer to Washington than Lee—the dashing
young cavalry commander had served Washington
and America faithfully on numerous fields of fire and
glory. Understandably, his eulogy was prolonged and
heartfelt, and it also contained a one-line description
of Washington that would ring through the ages. It
was a supremely fitting profile of the man who would
become known as “the Father of His Country.” George
Washington, Lee told the hushed assembly, would always
be remembered by Americans as “first in war, first in
peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen.”11

Enclosed: Across America, newspapers reported the death and
funeral of George Washington. Many, such as Russell’s Gazette
in Boston, did so with the front page trimmed in black as an act
of mourning.
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