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In his new biography of George Washington, Edward G. Lengel has relied heavily upon the Papers of George Washington Project, in which he served as an associate editor. The project, established 1969 by the University of Virginia, where Lengel is as associate professor of history, will eventually result in the publication of 90 volumes of Washington’s letters and personal papers. By using this invaluable resource, Lengel has been able to incorporate a good deal of new research into his book.

Unlike so many Washington biographers, the author has resisted the temptation to glorify Washington and his military career. Instead, Lengel reveals the general’s considerable tactical liabilities and failures. Foremost among these were an over-aggressiveness, bordering on rashness, and carelessness in making defensive arrangements. Especially during the early years of the American Revolution, Washington’s weaknesses as a tactician repeatedly placed his army in serious danger. More importantly, however, Lengel praises Washington’s overall strategic insight, thought, and vision.  

 
The author shows that Washington’s personality was dominated by an all-consuming ambition, only partly fulfilled when the Continental Congress appointed him commander-in-chief of the Continental Army. Often overlooked is the fact that Washington’s appointment was a political decision made primarily to gain wider support, especially in the Middle and Southern colonies. Until then, the revolution was mostly New England-based. Thus, possessing only limited military experience, Washington was a political general, and he had to learn the art of war on the job.

Lengel’s Washington emerged with a host of impressive strengths almost as soon as he took command. Early on, he became a politically savvy war leader and an able administrator. Most important, Washington greatly inspired his ill-supplied troops, who fought doggedly on as much for their commander-in-chief as to fulfill the dream of an independent nation. Washington soon came to symbolize the revolution. He served as the all-important moral foundation for the infant nation’s struggle against the world’s superpower. According to Lengel, Washington possessed all the essential qualities, in just the right balance, for leading a successful revolutionary effort against Great Britain.  

Unlike so many past Washington biographers, Lengel devotes much attention to Washington’s pre-revolution years, when he served on behalf of the British during the French and Indian War. The book explores the earliest stages of Washington’s career in order to thoroughly trace his development as a military commander. For example, as a young officer, Washington proved so inept on the battlefield that he could never secure a commission in the British Army—the Virginian’s all-consuming ambition before the start of the American Revolution. 

Up to now, we have forgotten Washington’s legacy before the start of the American Revolution. After General Edward Braddock’s defeat by the French, Indians, and Canadians in 1755, Washington transformed the Virginia Regiment under his command into a cadre of disciplined soldiers. Though he never could secure an officer’s commission in the King’s service, Washington, “built the first professional American military force in history [which was] one of his greatest military accomplishments.”

From the defeats and disasters of the French and Indian War, Washington learned many invaluable lessons for the future. Most of all, he found that the key to victory was a professional military force of well-trained, disciplined soldiers. The Continental Congress had to overcome its obsession with the anti-standing army ideology prevalent in the Age of Enlightenment in order to give Washington the dependable Continental regiments he demanded. Throughout the revolution, the professional soldiers (regulars) known as the Continentals served as the sturdy backbone of Washington’s Army.

General Washington’s iron will, his determination to never accept defeat, enabled him continue the resistance year after year, keeping the revolution alive during its darkest days. In this regard, Lengel summarizes Washington’s most enduring and important legacy: “But without George Washington there could have been no victory in the Revolutionary War, no United States . . . [he was] the savior of his country.”
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