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“I wish you would quicken Lamphere and Sears about the Dining Room Chimney Piece
(to be executed as mentioned in one of my last Letters) as I could wish to have that end of
the House completely finished when I return.”

It was August of 1775. George Washington had arrived in Cambridge, Massachusetts, barely a month
earlier to take command of the Continental Army. Whatever the future might hold, England and the colo-
nies were at war, and the difficulties involved in molding the rag-tag collection of patriot troops camped
around Boston into an effective fighting force would have made a far more sanguine individual than Wash-
ington quake with fear. Indeed, it was an assignment he earnestly claimed he had not wanted, did not want.
But despite all the problems he faced, there he was, writing home to Lund Washington, his kinsman, friend,
and manager at Mount Vernon, about the work he wanted done on his “mansion house,” which had been
under renovation for the past sixteen months.

That Washington could concern himself so intently, at such a moment, with a dining room
chimneypiece, underlines what anyone who knew him at all well understood: Mount Vernon was far more
than simply his home. It was an extension of the man himself, a tangible emblem of his character, his per-
sonality, his hopes, his dreams. Twice he all but completely rebuilt the main house, both times doubling it in
size. As part of each rebuilding he also remade the grounds around the house. And over the years scores of
smaller projects filled his thoughts and correspondence. For all of this work, too, Washington served as
chief planner, architect, and landscape designer, roles he shared with no one, not even Martha Washington.
Signature and self-portrait, Mount Vernon reflected at every turn his sense of himself and his place in the
larger world, and it remains the most personal—the most intimate—expression of those things we have
from his own hand.

It is our plan today to discuss the process that produced this result as a series of separate, sequential
acts, involving both architecture and landscape design, calculated and carried out at different times, with
different ends in mind. Broadly speaking, we see three distinct stages to the process. In the 1750s and 60s it
reflected the choices made by a young planter quite self-consciously positioning himself in Virginia’s elite.
Then, over the next two decades, Washington reworked that design, making sweeping changes in it against
the backdrop of the more intangible landscape of republican ideology. And finally, at the end of his life, he
laid plans for revising the entire composition yet again, this time with an eye to unmaking all it had taken
so much time and energy to create. What linked the three stages—aside from the place and Washington
himself—was an overriding concern with issues of personal control and independence.

But to begin the story, we must go back in time to 1674, when John Washington, Washington’s great
grandfather, secured a patent to the land that formed the core of what eventually became Mount Vernon.
Located on the Potomac River, some two hundred and eighty miles from where it flowed into Chesapeake
Bay, the tract was well beyond the existing line of settlement in the colony. Even the name the family gave
the place—Eppsewassen—hinted of the wilderness and a not too distant past when Indians dominated the
area.

John Washington was not alone in acquiring distant tracts of this sort. For with the addition of enough
capital to buy the labor needed to cultivate it,land was the single most important avenue to riches in Vir-
ginia, and the first three generations of Washingtons saw the frenzy for accumulating acreage escalate dra-
matically among the colony’s leading families. In the Northern neck alone, where Mount Vernon was lo-
cated, King Carter managed to patent over 200,000 acres for himself and his family by 1731. To place the
Washingtons in the social and political landscape of the time would be to note that they did moderately
well, but they were scarcely in the same league as the Carters.

John Washington’s tract in the wilderness was inherited by his son, who in turn passed it along to his
infant daughter, Mildred, leaving his more valuable acreage to his sons—one of whom, Augustine, or Gus,
as he was known, was George Washington’s father. In 1727, Gus bought the tract in question from his sister
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