18TH CENTURY
A GEOGRAPHICAL PERSPECTIVE
GEORGE WASHINGTON (1732-1799)

“It has always been my opionion that the shortest, easiest and least expensive communication
with the invaluable back country would be to let the courses and distances be taken to the
mouth of the Muskingum and up that river to the carrying place to the Cuyahoga, down the
Cuyahoga to Lake Erie.”

George Washington

George Washington and the West
George W. Knepper

The topic of this paper, George Washington and the West, might appear to have little to do with the
Western Reserve. As far as we know, Washington never set foot in it, and, as a Virginian operating under
what was known as Virginia custom, his approach to western land development differed in detail from the
experiences of the New England speculators responsible for developing the lands of the Connecticut Re-
serve. Furthermore, until 1775 Washington operated under the constraints of a royal colonial system that
differed substantially from the controls imposed upon the Reserve, first by the State of Connecticut, and
then by the Connecticut Land Company, an association of land speculators free to determine their own
rules and procedures. It might be of some interest, however, to compare and contrast these two differing
approaches to the problems associated with developing western lands—acquiring the land, surveying it,
selling or leasing it, protecting it.

But first a word about George Washington. If one were to create an ideal type to lead in the late eigh-
teenth century development of western lands, one would do well simply to clone George Washington. He
was a visionary, physically vigorous, ambitious, brave, willing to take a chance on himself, a careful man-
ager, somewhat self-righteous, and willing to plead preference for himself to those who could assist him.
After marrying the wealthy widow, Martha Dandridge Custis, when he was just twenty-six years old, he
had access to considerable fluid capital, an advantage that cannot be overemphasized in land speculations.

Washington’s first experiences in Virginia’s western lands are well known. At age sixteen, he worked
with a crew surveying land in the Shenandoah Valley and beyond for Thomas, Lord Fairfax, and, with his
first wages, he purchased several hundred acres of choice land. By the following year he had qualified as a
county surveyor and, for the next several years, led his own crews beyond the Blue Ridge. Each year he
bought additional land or took land as payment in lieu of cash. All this time he was learning about the
characteristics of people who frequented frontiers and about the dangers and limitations they faced. This
experience was a crash course for a young man whose whole life would be spent, as time allowed, pursuing
his western interests. '

Washington had figured out that land was a key to social preference, but by his twenty-first year he
was also seeking preference in the military. In 1753 the royal governor of Virginia, Robert Dinwiddie, en-
trusted Washington to deliver a warning to the French commandant of fortifications along the Upper Ohio
that his troops must vacate lands claimed by the British crown. The French commandant, asserting France’s
counterclaims, refused to consider evacuation. In 1754, Dinwiddie placed Washington in command of Vir-
ginia troops and ordered him to seize the strategic Forks of the Ohio, an expedition that ended with hu-
miliating defeat at Fort Necessity. The next year, Washington commanded Virginia troops that accompa-
nied the ill-fated British troops under General Edward Braddock on their disastrous march toward the
French fort recently built at the Forks. By the age of twenty-three, therefore, young George Washington
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