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1

Integrity and Leadership
George Washington

Caroline Cox

In March 1783, when peace negotiations with Great Britain were 
under way and the end of the Revolutionary War was in sight, the 
American army faced one of its greatest crises. The restless officers of 
the Continental Army believed they had endured enough hardship. 
Their pay was in arrears, as usual, and their accounts had not been 
settled for the food and clothing that they had provided for their 
men. From their winter quarters at Newburgh, New York, the officers 
petitioned Congress in Philadelphia to address their grievances. They 
even hinted of a possible mutiny. Some congressional delegates were 
sympathetic to their plight, and perhaps a few hoped that discontent 
in the army would lead to a change in the constitutional arrange-
ments that would give Congress the authority to tax the states. But 
whatever political intrigue swirled, the Continental Congress had no 
funds to pay the officers what they were owed. General George Wash-
ington wrote to his former aide de camp, Alexander Hamilton, “The 
sufferings of a complaining Army on the one hand and the inability of 
Congress and tardiness of the States on the other, are the forebodings 
of evil.” He feared the situation would “end in blood.”1

The evil that Washington feared manifested itself on 10 March, 
and in facing it, he staked his own integrity. The crisis began when he 
was handed an anonymously written flyer that called the officers of 
the army to a meeting. The note warned ominously, “The army has 
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Integrity and Leadership 15

its alternative.” One alternative was for the army to refuse to disarm 
if a peace treaty were struck with Britain. If no peace were negotiated, 
the army could also disband, leaving the nation to deal with the Brit-
ish without armed forces.2

Shocked by the threat of disobedience, Washington acted quick-
ly. He issued general orders the next day that strongly condemned 
such “disorderly proceedings.” Recognizing that the groundswell 
of unhappiness had to be quelled, Washington called for his own 
meeting of the officer corps. Before it could take place, however, the 
anonymous author issued another flyer. It claimed that Washington’s 
agreement to meet with the officers indicated his sympathy for their 
cause, and he had thus “sanctified” their complaints.3 The meeting 
would be tense.

On 15 March, promptly at noon, Washington addressed his as-
sembled officers and, in one of the most moving speeches of his long 
public life, defused the crisis and transformed his disgruntled, mu-
tinous officer corps into dutiful servants of the new nation. He ac-
complished this feat by interlocking his own reputation for integrity 
with their actions, by speaking with eloquence, and by having a small 
measure of luck. Washington embodied the ideal of the officer and 
gentleman. An unflinching commitment to safeguard his reputation 
for personal honor had always guided his actions. Thus his call for 
his officers to remember their own “sacred honor” had profound 
meaning. He encouraged them to rebuff those who sought to “over-
turn the liberties of our Country.” He implored them to do nothing 
“which, viewed in the calm light of reason, will lessen the dignity and 
sully the glory you have hitherto maintained.” In addition to remind-
ing them of their own honor and integrity and of the great cause for 
which they all labored, Washington spoke of his own commitment 
and integrity and linked his star to their conduct: “I have never left 
your side one moment. . . . I have been the constant companion and 
witness of your Distress, and not among the last to feel and acknowl-
edge your Merits. . . . I have ever considered my own Military reputa-
tion as inseparably connected with that of the Army.”4

Washington’s speech was eloquent and moving, infused with can-
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16 Caroline Cox

dor and genuine emotion. A happy accident also served him well. In 
explaining the country’s dire financial difficulties, he read aloud a let-
ter written by Joseph Jones, a congressional delegate from Virginia. 
Washington struggled to read this densely written text, which did not 
make for scintillating speechifying. He pulled his spectacles out from 
his pocket to read more easily. As he did so, he casually commented 
to the crowd, “Gentlemen, you must pardon me. I have grown gray 
in your service and now find myself growing blind.” The aside pro-
foundly moved his audience and dissipated the tension. After Wash-
ington left the room, the officers reasserted their loyalty to Congress 
and entrusted the general to negotiate with that body on their behalf. 
The so-called Newburgh conspiracy was over.5

In a military career that endured a variety of crises—fiscal, logis-
tical, and military—the crisis at Newburgh during the last winter of 
the war exemplified the importance of Washington’s integrity to his 
effective leadership. Later generations of historians were not alone 
in citing the centrality of his integrity. Washington himself had con-
sciously brought this quality to his duties as commander in chief. It 
was one of the primary characteristics that contemporaries recognized 
in him and that earned him the generalship of the American army. In 
the eighteenth century, the word “integrity” was not used lightly. 
Its meaning was profound. To have integrity meant to be indepen-
dent, incorruptible, selfless, dedicated, honest, and of sound moral 
principle. One had to be perceived as responsible and trustworthy 
in every setting and circumstance, whether social, financial, or po-
litical. A person of integrity was true to all personal commitments 
and, as a result, was capable of building and sustaining trusting re-
lationships.6

When Washington forestalled a possible mutiny, it was an accom-
plishment borne of his stellar reputation for integrity. He had consis-
tently demonstrated his commitment to the patriotic cause. He had 
built trusting relationships with his officers. When he reminded them 
of their common larger purpose against the British, he was in fact re-
minding them of their own obligation to act with integrity. Through 
his war service, Washington had come to epitomize the cultural ideals 
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Integrity and Leadership 17

of military and gentlemanly honor, of which integrity was the central 
quality, and his officers admired him accordingly.

Washington’s influence over his officers would have been lim-
ited had his integrity been an abstract virtue. However, he had dem-
onstrated it continuously throughout the war and thus earned the 
respect of the army and Congress. Both had given him enormous 
power over all their lives. Congress had channeled huge sums of 
money through his hands and granted him considerable latitude in 
war planning and in matters of civilian and military relations. He nev-
er once abused that trust. Indeed, he had been reluctant at times to 
use the full range of authority granted him. The officers and men of 
the army had accepted his leadership and his authority to make life-
or-death decisions. Washington had used his integrity and the trust 
that it generated to keep the army together as it struggled against the 
British, then the most powerful army in the world. As commander 
in chief, he wielded considerable influence yet led by example, dem-
onstrating personal courage, financial honesty, and steadfast political 
commitment. Drawing on modern theories of management, we can 
see that Washington offered his men both transactional leadership, 
an exchange of interests and responsibilities to meet individual needs, 
and transformational leadership, a chance to participate in something 
larger than themselves. Washington, of course, knew nothing of these 
academic theories; instead he acted on the bases of character and 
experience.

Even as a youth, Washington sought to act in ways that would 
bring him respect as a gentleman of integrity. Although he never ac-
tually chopped down a cherry tree and then refused to lie about it, 
young Washington consciously thought about how to acquire a good 
reputation. To be a gentleman was a social necessity for a prosperous 
man in eighteenth-century Western society generally and in Virginia 
society particularly. Financial independence was part of the equation, 
but one also had to be a man of knowledge, manners, and honor. 
Many men who aspired to be gentlemen failed to live up to this cul-
tural ideal, but Washington was determined to be respected. When he 
was about fifteen years old, he famously transcribed 110 rules of civil-
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18 Caroline Cox

ity, which he copied from a widely available courtesy book on good 
manners. Two central themes of these rules were that respect should 
be given to others when due and that respect from others was earned 
by one’s personal conduct. Guided by these cultural values, Washing-
ton always tried to act in ways that would earn him respect.7

Washington’s integrity was shaped by his father and his older half 
brother, Lawrence, by his own sociability, by his ambition, and by his 
inquiring mind. His quick temper might have derailed him, but he 
controlled it reasonably well. Born in 1732 to a prosperous planter, 
Washington received a mostly informal education, provided at differ-
ent times by his father, Lawrence, tutors, and teachers. This impro-
vised schooling served him well. He possessed a curious mind and 
loved grappling with detail. His father died when he was eleven years 
old, and Lawrence, fourteen years George’s senior, became the family 
patriarch. Although Lawrence left George in order to manage Mount 
Vernon, a family property, he stayed in close contact with his younger 
brother, offering him guidance, adventure, direction, and an educa-
tion. Lawrence’s marriage to Ann Fairfax connected the Washingtons 
to one of Virginia’s wealthiest families and swept George into a higher 
social world, where a reputation for integrity was paramount.8 After 
Lawrence’s death, young George seized the opportunity to demon-
strate his managerial and leadership abilities. Not only did he skillfully 
organize and administer his brother’s confused business affairs, but 
he also assumed Lawrence’s position in the Virginia militia—becom-
ing a regional adjutant at twenty-one.9

Washington’s experiences leading the militia and subsequently 
provincial troops in the Ohio Valley in 1754 and through the French 
and Indian War were formative, and they laid the foundation for his 
public reputation as a leader of ability, energy, and integrity. He de-
veloped his skills in the field, observing experienced British officers 
and gaining practical knowledge by building fortifications, managing 
scarce men and materiel, and administering the complex details neces-
sary to operating an army. He augmented this learning with extensive 
reading of classical literature, such as Julius Caesar’s Commentaries, 
and contemporary training manuals, such as Humphrey Bland’s Trea-
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Integrity and Leadership 19

tise of Military Discipline. While youthful inexperience caused him to 
make critical mistakes in tactics, he demonstrated his ability to think 
clearly in the midst of chaos. During the infamous defeat of the Brit-
ish forces under General Edward Braddock at the hands of the French 
and Indians in 1755, he remained coolheaded and competent. As the 
British troops embarked on an ignoble retreat and many officers lay 
dead or dying, including Braddock himself, Washington brought or-
der to the confusion and ensured the safe return of the survivors. He 
secured Braddock’s body, gave him a dignified funeral, and took news 
of the disaster back to military and civilian leaders. Washington’s in-
tegrity was exemplified by his honest financial management while in 
command of the Virginia provincial troops. The exigencies of war 
required him to manage significant sums of money, and unlike some 
other leaders, Washington consistently resisted the temptation to pad 
his own expenses. In fact, he brazenly assured the governor of Vir-
ginia, Robert Dinwiddie, that “no man, that ever was employed in a 
public capacity, has endeavored to discharge the trust reposed in him 
with greater honesty, and more zeal for the country’s interest, than I 
have done.” Having thus conducted himself with honor and excelled 
as an administrator and leader, Washington emerged from the war 
with a well-deserved reputation for ability and integrity.10

Washington’s reputation as a man of honor and competence was 
solidified in the postwar era when he fully entered public life. He 
served as a vestryman in his church, as a representative in the House of 
Burgesses, and eventually as a member of the Continental Congress. 
He continued to read widely, mastered new farming methods, and 
studied his community. His personal fortune, which was enhanced 
greatly by his marriage to the wealthy widow Martha Custis, helped 
to secure him further prominence. One could be a man of integrity 
without amassing substantial wealth, of course, but it was widely con-
sidered that only a gentleman of financial independence could serve 
the public interest without obligation to any individual or political 
faction. Not many of Washington’s contemporaries attained the ideal 
of financial independence. As the colonial political crisis with Great 
Britain intensified in the years before the Revolutionary War, even 
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20 Caroline Cox

the most prosperous Virginia gentlemen experienced cash flow prob-
lems as tobacco prices fell and western land speculation failed to yield 
immediate profits. Washington also encountered such problems. He 
was in debt to his London agent, but unlike many others, he had 
diversified his crops and had not recklessly gambled on frontier real 
estate. In short, Washington’s prudent management kept his wealth 
secure, and he came to epitomize the ideal public servant: indepen-
dent and incorruptible.11

Washington’s reputation as a man of character and integrity pre-
ceded him as he moved from Virginia to the national stage. His 
moral character was especially admired by members of the Con-
tinental Congress and other leaders. American patriots often sus-
pected that many of their travails with the British government came 
from the intrigues of placemen, men who held patronage appoint-
ments and who were forever maneuvering for personal advancement 
rather than the public good. Thus, when congressional delegates 
were considering who should command armed forces, they were 
dismayed by men who actively lobbied for the position, such as 
John Hancock and Charles Lee. Washington, in contrast, did not 
aggressively court the office—though he did wear his Virginia mi-
litia uniform to meetings to signal his military experience. His re-
nowned prudence, his military record, his general reputation, and 
his residence in the most populous colony all made him a prime 
candidate to lead the army.

Washington’s prominent reputation led to his appointment as 
commander in chief of the Revolutionary Army in June 1775. When 
he rejected any salary, settling only for the reimbursement of his ex-
penses, he embodied the eighteenth-century notion of an honorable 
public servant. Yet there are two issues that, for some modern schol-
ars, stain his reputation for integrity and disinterested public service: 
he was a slave owner and a speculator in western lands. On both 
matters, British policies weakened his financial interests. In 1775, the 
royal governor of Virginia, Lord Dunmore, offered freedom to all 
slaves who came to British lines, and some of Washington’s slaves 
were among those who answered this call. Like other Virginia plant-
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Integrity and Leadership 21

ers, Washington was outraged by this challenge to Virginia’s author-
ity and to colonial property rights. Additionally, the British closed 
western lands to new settlement in the hope of staving off conflict 
between settlers and native peoples, and that delayed any financial 
return Washington might have made on his land investments there. 
Neither of these matters lessened his reputation for integrity in the 
eyes of his contemporaries. That the British had violated his prop-
erty rights simply fortified his patriotic credentials and did nothing 
to injure his reputation as a man who stood above faction and pas-
sion. His willingness to risk his fortune for those rights attested to his 
high principles. Thus John Adams could recommend Washington as 
“an Officer, whose independent fortune, great Talents and excellent 
universal Character” made him an ideal candidate to be commander 
in chief.12

At the time of his appointment, Washington expressed serious 
personal doubts about his ability to mold an army that would be 
capable of defeating the British. He hoped his moral compass would 
serve as his guide. In his acceptance speech to Congress, he expressed 
his concern that he “may not be equal to the extensive & important 
Trust” given to him. Many in Congress interpreted this as modesty, 
but he had also confided his insecurity to his wife and friends. He 
confessed his fear to Martha that Congress had bestowed a “trust too 
great for my Capacity.” He told Burwell Bassett that he worried over 
his “want of experience in the conduct of so momentous a concern.” 
In the end, he believed his role as the American military commander 
was “a kind of destiny.” He wrote to Bassett that he would be sus-
tained by three factors: “a firm belief in the justice of the cause—close 
attention to the prosecution of it—and the strictest Integrety [sic].” 
The first two sustained Washington in the field when he was most 
disheartened. It was his personal integrity, however, that guided his 
daily actions and stands as the hallmark of his leadership.13

One important aspect of Washington’s integrity was that he al-
ways assumed responsibility for his decisions, even when they had 
arisen from lengthy consultations with others. As the newly appointed 
commander of the army, he willingly accepted Congress’s injunction 
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22 Caroline Cox

to consult frequently with a “council of war” that consisted of senior 
military officers. Congress favored the advisory council because it was 
suspicious of standing armies and the unrestrained power of its com-
mander. This stipulation did not offend Washington. Uncertain of his 
command abilities, he relied heavily on the council. In fact, during 
the first year of the war, he allowed it to overrule him. For example, 
the council challenged him when he presented plans for a full-scale 
attack on Boston in February 1776. One biographer suggests that 
his plans were so optimistic that council members “questioned his 
grasp on reality.” Washington later admitted that his planned attack 
was “more than could be warranted by prudence.” As General Wash-
ington gained experience and confidence, he continued to seek the 
council’s advice, but increasingly he followed his own instincts, and 
he always accepted the burden of responsibility.14

The importance of integrity to effective military leadership in 
the eighteenth century cannot be overstated. Harsh and brutal pun-
ishments were often seen as the keys to maintaining discipline, and 
coercion certainly occurred. However, another cornerstone of mili-
tary authority was trust. Soldiers in the Continental Army needed to 
trust their officers’ integrity—their fairness, honesty, morality, and 
courage. Because soldiers lived in harsh conditions with poor food 
and intermittent pay, they had to trust that their officers and the 
commander in chief would be just and active agents on their behalf. 
Whereas soldiers in European armies often served for life, American 
soldiers in the Revolutionary War were mostly volunteers who served 
under a variety of short-term contracts, ranging from several months 
to three years. It was crucial, then, that Washington’s soldiers acquire 
sufficient confidence in the officer corps so that when they left the 
military, they were willing to reenlist or support it in other ways.15

Because officers possessed the authority to make life-or-death de-
cisions, they needed to inspire an extraordinary degree of trust and 
confidence. These crucial decisions took place most commonly on 
the battlefield, but officers had additional settings in which to exer-
cise critical leadership power. Since death from diseases such as dys-
entery and typhus far outstripped battlefield deaths in this period, 
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Integrity and Leadership 23

policing camp life had implications beyond daily comfort. Moreover, 
military courts had the authority to dole out fines, imprisonment, 
corporal punishment, or execution by hanging or a firing squad. In 
short, the power of military leaders over their men encompassed al-
most every aspect of daily life. Nevertheless, the fact that most men 
were volunteers meant that officers had to demonstrate their integrity 
by treating soldiers fairly and with a modicum of respect. The army 
was desperate for men, and despite harsh conditions, low pay, and, 
in the words of one veteran, “marching and countermarching, starv-
ing and freezing,” it needed soldiers to sign up for multiple years of 
service.16

In this challenging leadership environment, Washington relied on 
inspirational tactics and his personal reputation for integrity to keep 
the Continental Army together. He offered his men an opportunity 
to transform themselves, to pursue something larger than their indi-
vidual interests. He reminded the officers that they were “contending 
for liberty,” a political objective that most appealed to the propertied 
men, who possessed voting rights and served on juries. Washington 
understood that enlisted men had limited political rights and believed 
they had little stake in the legal issues of the Revolution. He had no 
illusions about “such People as compose the bulk of an Army.” He 
believed they were probably not motivated to serve “by any other 
principles than those of [material] interest.” Unfortunately, Washing-
ton also knew that he could not always supply enlisted soldiers with 
the promised pay, food, and supplies. Instead, he had to draw on his 
personal integrity to instill in soldiers a pride in being part of the army 
itself and part of the larger Revolutionary cause.17

This inspirational tactic became increasingly effective as American 
soldiers gained experience, professional skills, and the confidence to 
compete with the legendary British armed forces. During the terrible 
winter of 1777–1778 at Valley Forge, Washington was continually 
visible to his men. Regardless of weather conditions, he inspected 
the encampment daily and directed its maintenance. Beyond such 
a regimen, he also attended to the larger war strategy and trained 
the troops. The army suffered harsh conditions at Valley Forge but 
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emerged a more confident and professional fighting force. Moreover, 
the experience there deepened the soldiers’ personal connection to 
Washington, as he had earned their trust and loyalty.18

An exemplary officer and gentleman, Washington instilled con-
fidence, skill, and pride through leadership by example. He fully un-
derstood that he had to model appropriate behavior and promote 
high standards of conduct, including personal integrity in financial 
matters. He demanded that his officers be equally virtuous, and that 
was no easy task. After all, he later noted, “the most enviable of all 
titles” was to have “the character of an honest man.” It was an envi-
able reputation not only because it added to personal honor but also 
because it was so difficult to accomplish. Even so, it was basic to 
Washington, and he was surprised at having to chastise junior officers 
for financial irregularities. Because officers bought food and clothing 
for their men, a good deal of money passed through their hands. In 
1775, Washington was outraged that some engaged in “low & dirty 
arts . . . to filch the public.” He campaigned successfully for improved 
pay, which he hoped would solve the problem. It did, along with rig-
orous courts-martial of those suspected of embezzling.19

Washington also used much subtler means to promote integrity 
in his officers. For example, he arranged regular dinners with senior 
subordinates to become better acquainted with them, to assess their 
talents, and to model effective leadership. Such events were key to his 
ability to earn trust and respect, and the dinners, inspired by the Brit-
ish army’s regimental mess system, integrated new officers into their 
regiments. There was no comparable institution in the Continental 
Army, but through this extension of his Virginia hospitality, Washing-
ton accomplished many of the same goals, and he expected in turn 
that his senior staff socialize with junior officers.20

Within his relatively small army, Washington also used his reputa-
tion for integrity to build trust with junior officers in direct ways. He 
met frequently with them to discuss petitions for the redress of griev-
ances and to forge influential personal connections. Lieutenant John 
Bell Tilden of Pennsylvania, a twenty-year-old college graduate, met 
Washington for the first time in 1781 at Williamsburg, Virginia. In his 
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Integrity and Leadership 25

journal, he described the fanfare of the commander in chief’s arrival 
and noted that Washington invited all officers of the Pennsylvania line 
to his quarters, where “he received them very politely and shook each 
officer by the hand.” Tilden was thrilled at this mark of warmth and 
affability, as bowing was the formal way of acknowledging someone. 
The young lieutenant was in awe of Washington’s informality and ac-
cessibility, which only increased his trust in him.21

In his attempts to build trust with subordinates, Washington was 
careful not to become overly friendly. He was frequently reserved, 
even aloof. He did not suffer fools gladly and only rarely engaged 
in idle chitchat. Yet he understood both the power of his reputation 
as a man of great integrity and the value of visibility and personal 
interaction. He realized that young officers such as Tilden, who ad-
mired him as a man of honor, would be motivated by the contact. On 
select occasions, Washington even bantered with enlisted men and 
with the women of the camp. As in other eighteenth-century armies, 
a large number of women—wives, laundresses, sutlers, and others—
traveled with the Continental Army. One of these women was the 
young Sarah Osborn, who had followed her husband to the army 
camp. She cooked, sewed, and washed for him and his messmates. 
One day, when his unit was in an entrenchment besieging York- 
town, she braved flying missiles to carry “beef, bread, and coffee” 
to the soldiers. She later remembered that Washington had called 
out to her and asked if she were not afraid of the cannonballs. She 
replied, “No, the bullets would not cheat the gallows,” joking that 
she had a rougher destiny. It was a small exchange but indicative of a 
commander whose followers believed they had an intimate connec-
tion to him. Such ties were critical to the soldiers and camp followers 
who often marched on empty stomachs and served in physically try-
ing conditions. For Tilden and Osborn, Washington’s conduct rein-
forced their image of him as a leader with integrity who had earned 
their trust and loyalty.22

Washington’s personal reputation among soldiers and officers 
was crucial for an army that had little to celebrate. From the dis-
tance of more than two centuries, we measure Washington’s effec-
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tiveness by his ultimate military victory over the British. However, 
for much of the war, the army’s engagements with the British were 
largely unsuccessful. Even as peace was being negotiated, the enemy 
still controlled important North American cities. Thus the measure 
of leadership success in the Revolution was not the kind that we usu-
ally expect in military conflicts. Success for Washington was not in 
battlefield victory alone but also in simply keeping the army together. 
No matter what disappointments the army faced in the field, as long 
as it continued to exist, the Revolution was alive. The longer the 
Continental forces fought, the more secure Congress and the new 
nation became, the more other nations accepted the legitimacy of 
the new government, and the more disgruntled and war weary the 
British became.

Despite a steady string of military setbacks through 1776, Wash-
ington’s evident integrity and selflessness quickly gained the trust 
of Congress and the army. As a result, Congress invested Washing-
ton with broad decision-making powers to enhance his effectiveness 
in the field and to improve organizational efficiency. The powers it 
granted went far beyond the needs of the moment, allowing him to 
raise and “equip three thousand light horse, three regiments of artil-
lery, and a corps of engineers, and to establish their pay,” appoint of-
ficers, requisition supplies from local populations, and “to arrest and 
Confine Persons who refuse to take the Continental Currency.” This 
authority was given to him by politicians who were highly suspicious 
of the concentration of power and who were struggling against Brit-
ish parliamentary usurpation of authority. In an era without a presi-
dent, Washington became the closest thing to a chief executive. It is 
a testament to his integrity that, in this crisis, Congress entrusted him 
with such unprecedented authority. This trust was not misplaced, as 
the general was uncomfortable with these immense powers and rarely 
used them.23

The military situation deteriorated through 1777, and while no 
one questioned Washington’s integrity, some questioned his com-
petence. There were murmurs of discontent from various American 
political and military leaders who thought that others—perhaps even 
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they themselves—would make better commanders in chief. These 
criticisms coalesced into the so-called Conway cabal, named after 
Brigadier General Thomas Conway, who authored several damning 
letters. Although most historians discount the existence of an orga-
nized cabal against his authority, Washington clearly suspected one. 
This tempest gathered after American general Horatio Gates’s vic-
tory at Saratoga, New York, in October 1777, while Washington was 
struggling in vain against the British near Philadelphia. Always sensi-
tive to criticism, Washington was disturbed by a letter from Conway 
to Gates that questioned his leadership abilities. Washington believed 
that these two men, along with their supporters in Congress, might 
attempt to remove him. He went on the offensive, going public with 
their criticisms and objecting to these slights to his reputation. Some 
people wondered whether Washington’s quick response was politi-
cally calculated. Regardless, the crisis passed when the men who had 
privately doubted the general leapt to his defense. The affair forced 
Congress to consider more openly its military leadership alternatives. 
This challenge to Washington’s authority, however, only served to 
cement his positive reputation. As Washington biographer James 
Flexner notes, there were few leaders capable of performing better. 
The much respected Washington, it seems, was indeed “the indis-
pensable man.”24

In this affair, as in all other matters, Washington ultimately sub-
mitted himself to the will of Congress. The Conway cabal only added 
to his stature as a disinterested public servant, and no matter how he 
chafed against the slow pace of congressional or state assembly ac-
tion, he kept his frustrations private. His correspondence with those 
bodies was always respectful, if firm, and he always deferred to civilian 
authority. Thus, as the war progressed, his own stature rose because 
of what he did not do—abuse his power. This was striking to foreign 
observers such as the Marquis de Chastellux, a French major general, 
who noted that Washington always had “obeyed the Congress; more 
need not be said, especially in America, where they know how to ap-
preciate all the merit contained in this simple fact.” 25

Praise for Washington’s integrity during the Conway cabal add-
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ed greatly to his stature among his contemporaries from all walks 
of life. By his honorable conduct in relations with Congress, he ful-
filled a contemporary political ideal. In the eighteenth century, Whig 
sentiment was deeply entrenched in the colonies. Whigs saw power 
as expansive, always needing to be checked, and liberty as delicate, 
needing protection and nurturing. Patriot Samuel Adams observed 
that “ambition and lust of power above the law are . . . the predomi-
nant passions in the breasts of most men.” Thus General Washing-
ton’s continual deference to civilian authority was much more than 
a “simple fact.” He embodied the Whig ideal, and this fortified the 
country’s trust in him.26

It was not only the political elite who trusted Washington; so 
too did the soldiers of the army. This was reflected in the reenlist-
ment rates. On one occasion, knowing that the size of his army might 
dwindle, Washington risked an attack on Hessian troops at Tren-
ton, New Jersey, and achieved an overwhelming victory. To follow 
through on that success and press the enemy, however, he needed his 
army to reenlist. The men, filthy, tired, and homesick, resisted all en-
treaties, flatteries, and inducements until Washington’s personal plea 
on New Year’s Eve turned the tide. One sergeant remembered that 
Washington’s prepared speech elicited little response. Then the com-
mander in chief exclaimed, “My brave fellows, you have done all I 
asked you to do and more than could be reasonably expected . . . but 
we know not how to spare you. . . . The present is emphatically the 
crisis, which is to decide our destiny.” The sergeant recalled that the 
“soldiers felt the force of the appeal.” Although hundreds did leave, 
many more stayed on. Washington was both inspiring and lucky. On 
New Year’s Day, a sack of hard cash arrived at camp, and he was able 
to pay the reenlistment bounties he had offered his men.27

Washington’s commitment to the patriot cause and his willing-
ness to risk his own life for it were at the core of his integrity. On the 
battlefield, he led by example. At the Battle of Monmouth in June 
1778, for example, he saved the day with what Alexander Hamilton 
called “the skill of a master workman.” There was considerable con-
fusion on the battlefield when General Charles Lee ordered American 
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forces to withdraw. Washington claimed this directive was against his 
express instructions. Some historians have been kinder to Lee, argu-
ing that Washington’s orders were unclear. Whatever the case, Wash-
ington rallied and exhorted the exhausted troops to reengage the 
enemy. In doing so, he exposed himself to considerable personal dan-
ger from enemy fire. Alexander Hamilton remembered that Wash-
ington “brought order out of confusion, animated his troops and led 
them to success.” At best the battle was a draw, but that was much 
better than a defeat. Hamilton was correct in noting that Washington 
had “turned the fate of the day.” It was one of his finest moments as 
a battlefield leader. It was also an occasion in which he forged a bond 
with his soldiers who had fought hard in intense heat that day. He 
had inspired them, and they identified their own bravery with his.28

There is another, less-known leadership accomplishment that de-
pended on, and also deepened, the trust of his soldiers: the contain-
ment of the terrible smallpox epidemic that swept through the army. 
The disease made its appearance in 1775. Although nothing could 
be done to treat it, Americans already knew about a practice of in-
oculation known as variolation. Infectious material was taken from 
the smallpox pustules of a sick person and inserted under the skin of 
a healthy person, who, if well rested, usually contracted only a slight 
case of the disease. This brief experience conferred a lifetime of im-
munity. Because there was some risk of contracting a full-blown case 
of the often fatal illness, however, many people were afraid of the 
inoculation procedure.29

Washington faced the difficult decision of whether to inoculate 
his soldiers. Characteristically, he sought input from his subordinates. 
Washington, who had experienced smallpox as a young man, thought 
that inoculation was too dangerous for the army. He not only ques-
tioned the viability of the practice but also feared a British attack if the 
enemy learned that many soldiers were on enforced rest. Still, many 
doctors and surgeons were in favor of variolation, and some soldiers, 
contrary to Washington’s orders, had inoculated themselves. Wash-
ington decided to attempt to prevent the disease from spreading by 
quarantining sick soldiers and burning contaminated clothes.30
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Washington’s preventive measures were only temporarily success-
ful. In January 1777, while he was celebrating important victories 
at Trenton and Princeton, the disease struck again. Washington was 
initially still indecisive as to whether to proceed with inoculation. The 
task was immense. The soldiers had to be polled to find out who 
had already had the disease. Those at risk had to be separated from 
their units, nursed through the process, and then returned to duty. 
The medical procedure had to be conducted with “the necessity of as 
much secresy [sic] as the nature of the Subject will admit” to prevent 
the British from learning of it. Finally, Washington decided to take 
the risk, and over the next year or so, doctors inoculated hundreds of 
men. Thereafter, the army experienced only occasional outbreaks of 
the disease. Washington never fully grasped the magnitude of his ac-
complishment, but in the words of historian Elizabeth Fenn, he had 
carried out the “first large scale, state-sponsored immunization cam-
paign in American history.” The program had required an immense 
commitment of resources, administrative energy, and the cooperation 
of the soldiers themselves. Washington had made a bold and risky 
decision. In a time when many more soldiers died from disease than 
on the battlefield, it was an extraordinary achievement made possible 
because of Washington’s deep commitment to his troops and their 
absolute trust in him.31

In a military career filled with demonstrations of his integrity, per-
haps the most symbolic one, and arguably the most significant, came 
when Washington resigned his commission at the end of December 
1783. Valuing reputation above all else, he made certain that his final 
acts as commander in chief exemplified and enhanced his credibility. 
At the beginning of the war, Congress had trusted him with immense 
power because of his reputation for integrity. Throughout the long 
years of the war, he had given Congress every reason to be secure in 
that trust. His actions continually testified to his belief that civilian 
control of the army was sacrosanct. It was his adherence to this moral 
principle, his absolute integrity on this matter, that was his greatest 
legacy to the new nation. Rarely in human history had anyone in such 
a strong position to usurp power shied away from doing it. Washing-
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ton insisted that his resignation as commander in chief be a public 
event. It was important that everyone know that he had fulfilled this 
immense public trust and walked away. Historian Robert Middlekauff 
notes that when Washington arrived in Annapolis, where Congress 
was sitting, “some hoped—and others feared—that he was Caesar,” 
that he would fail this final test of his willingness to subordinate him-
self to civilian authority. However, as Middlekauff observed, Wash-
ington might “have admired Caesar [but] he admired the republic 
more.”32 In what he thought would be his last significant public act, 
Washington demonstrated his deference to civilian authority.

The carefully planned resignation on 23 December 1783 was well 
attended. The president of Congress, Thomas Mifflin, met Washing-
ton as he entered the capitol. The general read his prepared speech to 
Congress. His hands trembled with emotion, but his voice gained in 
confidence as he spoke: “Having now finished the work assigned me, 
I retire from the great theater of Action; and Bidding an Affectionate 
farewell to this August body under whose orders I have so long acted, 
I here offer my Commission, and take my leave of all the employ-
ments of public life.” Mifflin’s reply, written by Thomas Jefferson, 
acknowledged Washington’s gift to the nation: “You have conducted 
the great military contest with wisdom and fortitude, through invari-
ably regarding the rights of the civil government power through all 
disasters and changes.”33

Many years later, after Washington’s death, Jefferson recalled 
the commander in chief he had known. Not all of his memories were 
complimentary. Washington’s “mind,” he wrote, “was great and pow-
erful without being of the very first order . . . slow in operation, be-
ing little aided by invention or imagination.” He also remembered 
Washington’s sharp temper but noted that “reflection and resolution 
had obtained a firm and habitual ascendancy over it.” Perhaps most 
important, Jefferson recalled that Washington’s integrity was “most 
pure, his justice the most inflexible I have ever known, no motives of 
interest or consanguinity, of friendship or hatred, being able to bias 
his decision. . . . His character was, in its mass, perfect.”34 Washing-
ton’s wartime service in “the great theater of Action” exemplified 
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the many meanings of leadership integrity. We, in the present day, 
know how the story ended, but for much of the war, Washington 
could not foresee the outcome. Indeed, for many years, he saw only 
a bleak future. His commitment to the Revolutionary cause and his 
sense of duty, honor, and integrity sustained him through the darkest 
days. That same integrity bound the army, Congress, and the public 
to him and led to an improbable victory over the world’s strongest 
military power.
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