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 Cabbages & Kings 
Mankind when left to themselves 

are unfit for their own government.
George Washington, 1786

A MERICA’s FIRST PRESIDENT
 began his legendary military career by 
accidentally starting a world war. 
   In May of 1754, the twenty-two year old 
George Washington was leading a band of 
Virginia militiamen in a frontier mission for 
the British when they ambushed a French 
scouting party. The French commander was 
killed in the skirmish, and Washington was 
later captured. To secure his release, he 
signed a statement confessing that he’d 
murdered the Frenchman. 
   Back home in Williamsburg, the man 
famous for ‘never telling a lie’ claimed he 
didn’t know enough French to understand 
what “a l’assassinate de M. Jumonville” 
meant, despite the presence of an interpreter. 

Washington was exonerated, but the 
resulting outrage in France sparked the 
Seven Years War, history’s first truly global 
conflict, with over a million casualties. 
(The portion fought in the colonies—known 
as the French and Indian War—secured 
Britain’s dominance in North America. )   
    Two decades later, Washington’s ragtag 
colonial militia was trounced by the British 
in nearly every early battle of the American 
Revolution. By the harsh winter of 1777, his 
barefoot, frozen army was barely hanging 
together at Valley Forge, decimated by 
exposure, disease, and desertion.
   Meanwhile, Benjamin Franklin was in 
Paris negotiating an alliance with France. 
Washington’s chief aide, Alexander 
Hamilton, remarked despairingly, “Our 
countrymen have the passiveness of sheep…
They are determined not to be free… If we 
are saved, France and Spain must save us.”



   Indeed, the intervention of the European 
powers proved to be the decisive factor in 
defeating the British, but Franklin’s role 
was largely forgotten, while Washington—
who never won a single battle—was hailed 
as America’s first (and greatest) war hero.   
   Resentful of the overshadowing of his 
own prominent role, John Adams wrote that 
the history of the Revolution would be “one 
continuous lie from one end to the other.” 
   He was right, but for the wrong reason. 
   Far from forging the free and egalitarian 
society envisioned by the Declaration of 
Independence, the crucible of the Revo-
lution inflamed already well-entrenched 
class divisions. In the latter years of the war, 
the ‘Founding Fathers’ confiscated vast 
tracts of land from fleeing loyalists, 
enriching themselves and further widening 
the yawning gap between rich and poor.
   In 1787, Washington was lured out of 
retirement to attend the Constitutional 
Convention, called to address rising protests 
against the crushing taxation the new fed-
eral government was imposing on farmers 
and workers. (The very thing the Revolution 
had been fought to bring an end to.) The 
resulting Constitution solidified the power 
of the central government, with Washington 
unanimously chosen as its first president. 
   Left largely free to define the office, 
Washington assigned himself formidable 
executive powers, and wasted no time in 
employing them. To crush the Whiskey 
Rebellion, a revolt by farmers refusing to 
pay excise tax on the small whiskey 
distilleries common throughout the back-
country, Washington drafted and led a 
militia as large as his entire Revolutionary 
Army. Hamilton, now Treasury Secretary, 
championed a national bank, a system of 
tariffs, and a standing army—grievances 
similar to those for which the colonists had 
rebelled against England’s King George III. 

   Facing mounting hostility to his own 
increasingly monarchial tendencies, ‘King 
George IV’ declined to run for a third term 
in 1796. By this time, Washington was 
exceedingly rich, having expropriated vast 
swaths of Indian land as a surveyor for the 
British, married into a wealthy Virginia 
family, and participated in the lucrative 
division of spoils after the Revolution. 
   In 1797, America’s richest man retired to 
his Mount Vernon estate—to tend to his vast 
tobacco plantation, the nation’s largest 
whiskey distillery, and his several hundred 
(presumably much less troublesome) slaves. 
   After one of the most contentious national 
elections in  U.S. history, Washington’s vice 
president, John Adams, was chosen to fill 
his size 13 shoes. It would be hard to ima-
gine a tougher act to follow, and Adams’s 
single term in office was marked by 
uninterrupted dissension and mudslinging. 
(One senator likened Adams to a monkey 
put into breeches, and  the public derided 
the portly Adams as ‘His Rotundity.’)
   But Adams was no stranger to ridicule. 
When a heated debate erupted in 1789 over 
what title to grant Washington, Adams 
proposed ‘His Majesty the President,’ 
‘His Highness the President’, or some 
similarly regal title putting Washington on 
par with the kings and princes of Europe. 
But Congress settled on the relatively 
humble ‘Mr. President’, and Adams was 
thereafter widely mocked for the effort.
   Following an unsuccessful bid for 
reelection in 1800, Adams retired from 
public life. Returning to his farm in 
Massachusetts to tend to his vegetable 
garden, he urged his eldest son to abandon 
his political ambitions, even it obliged him 
to live on ‘turnips, potatoes, and cabbage.’
   Needless to say, John Quincy Adams 
ignored his father’s advice, establishing the 
nation’s first political dynasty in 1824. ◾


