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This document explores George Washington's many roles:

 Heir

 Pioneer

 Scientist

 Innovator

 Businessman

 Slave owner

 Soil conservationist

 Agricultural patriot

 Entrepreneur

Heir 

George Washington was an important part of our history because of 

his personal qualities, but he might not have had the effect on American 

history if he had not inherited and married into land and slaves. 

 At age eleven Washington inherited ten slaves 

when his father died. At age twenty-seven, after 

inheriting Mount Vernon from his half-brother, he 

married Martha Custis, a very wealthy widow. 

She brought with her 84 slaves and an estate of 

£30,000, which was a great deal of money. At the time Washington 

inherited Mount Vernon, it was an estate of 3,000 acres. With his 

inheritances and Martha’s wealth, Washington had opportunities to exhibit 

his personal qualities and rise to a position of influence.  

Pioneer 

Washington tried ideas and methods in agriculture that were new and 

different. Some of the most important and fundamental aspects of 

American agriculture were first developed by George Washington.  

Scientist 

The scientific method that is so familiar 

today was being used by Washington in the 

eighteenth century. Washington was a great 

inquirer. He read published works and had 
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intentional, meaningful discussions with others. Although Washington did 

not create the scientific method, he used it when others were prone to 

traditional methods, regardless of their efficacy. 

Washington was not satisfied with adhering to agricultural traditions. 

He was always looking for better ways to get things done. He was not 

afraid to admit that there could be a better way, and he used rigorous 

tests to find what methods were the most effective. That is, he used 

scientific methods. 

Innovator 

Three examples of Washington’s accomplishments in innovation are 

the barrel plow, the sixteen-sided barn, and the introduction of the mule. 

He watched workers in the field planting seeds. What he saw was several 

workers each using a different tool. He thought that it would be better to 

accomplish the task with just one worker using one tool that would plow, 

smooth the planting bed, drop the seeds, and cover them in one pass.  

Using his own ideas and tools he built the barrel plow, which helped to 

complete multiple steps with only one worker with one tool. 

 

 

 

 

 

He designed the sixteen-sided barn to solve several problems. Before 

wheat can be used it has to be removed from the stalk in a process called 

threshing. Historically, wheat had been threshed 

outdoors. That method exposed the grain to dirt, 

wind, moisture, and theft. Washington moved the 

whole operation indoors into a barn that he 

designed. The barn had to be circular, and a 

sixteen-sided barn is nearly circular. The barn had 

A mule or a 

horse pulled the 

barrel plow. 

As the mule pulled the 

plow, the wheel turned.  

The rotation of the wheel 

turned the belt that was 

attached to its hub. 

The belt went over and 

around the barrel which 

held the seeds.  As the belt 

turned, the barrel rotated. 

The barrel had 

holes in it, and as it 

rotated, seeds fell 

through the holes 

and into the 

channels that 

carried them to the 

furrow below. 

Three plow blades cut 

three furrows into the 

soil. 



an upper floor and a lower floor. Wheat still on the stalk was laid on the 

upper floor. Then, horses were brought in to gallop around and around the 

barn, trampling on the wheat. The impact of their hooves caused the grain 

to separate from the stalks. The floor boards were spaced far enough apart 

so that the grain fell through the cracks to the room below. By doing the 

threshing in the barn, the grain was protected from wind and rain, and it 

did not get mixed with dirt on the ground. When the wheat fell onto a stone 

floor below, it was packed into barrels and locked up.  

Like his peers, Washington used oxen and horses for farm work, but 

he also tried something new. He pioneered the use of mules in America.  

A mule, the offspring of a male donkey and a mare, could work harder than 

a horse and ate less. The king of Spain heard of 

Washington’s interest in mules, and had two 

donkeys shipped to Virginia. The one that 

survived the journey Washington named Royal 

Gift. Washington’s friend the Marquis De 

Lafayette gave him two jennies, or female 

donkeys.  Then Washington could produce more 

donkeys and expand the line of mules. 

Businessman 

George Washington was a hard-nosed, no- 

nonsense businessman, and he ran Mount Vernon 

as a business. If a strategy was not profitable, he 

dispensed with it and moved on. He expected each 

aspect of his operation to be profitable. He expected 

slaves and paid workers to be highly productive. 

He looked for weekly reports from the paid staff and 

if something was amiss, he wanted an explanation. He kept careful 

accounting records, which he reviewed for problems. Even while he was away 

during the war and his presidency, he kept up regular correspondence with 

his farm manager. He read reports that came in the post and he sent 

instructions back weekly. 

Slave Owner 

 Washington was born at a time when slave ownership was a part of 

everyday life in the class of Virginia planters. He inherited ten slaves when 



he was eleven years old. When he died in 1799, there were 317 slaves at 

Mount Vernon, but he personally owned only 124. The other 193 slaves 

belonged to his wife’s estate. 

The question is often raised about Washington’s feelings on the 

subject of slavery. After all, the principles of the American Revolution and 

the American government do not seem to support the idea that it is correct 

for one American to own another. We know today that he was conflicted 

about slavery. Late in life, he felt that slavery was morally wrong and that it 

was not good for the nation. However, he was a businessman first and 

foremost, and he did not allow ideals to force his hand. Because of that, he 

did not free his slaves even though they had become a financial burden by 

1799. 

Washington was neither particularly good nor particularly bad to 

his slaves. As a businessman he expected the slaves 

to be very productive. If slaves ran away, he made 

every effort to have them returned. He provided 

them with food, clothing, and lodging, although those 

provisions were considered meager by some 

observers. He did not allow slaves to own dogs 

because the dogs could warn the slaves of surprise 

visits by supervisors. 

On the other hand, he allowed slaves to marry and did not break up 

slave families. He allowed them to hunt, fish, and farm on his property 

during their free time. He paid them when he needed goods that they had 

produced for their own use. He allowed some slaves to go into town and 

sell goods that they had produced and to keep the money. 

Soil Conservationist 

Like other Virginia farmers, Washington produced tobacco because it 

could be sold for cash or traded for other goods. However, there were two 

costs to tobacco production. The first problem was that the tobacco plant 

pulls nutrients out of the soil. Tobacco takes so many of the nutrients out 

of the soil that within a few years, there is very little for 

a tobacco plant or any other plant to live on. Because 

nothing will grow, the soil washes away. At that point, 

the planter usually moved to another area where the 

soil was still rich in nutrients. Washington knew that a planter can’t just 

keep abandoning a plot of exhausted soil and doing the same thing 

somewhere else, so he did something new. He quit raising tobacco, and he 

The slaves who worked in the 

mansion lived here



started putting natural supplements on his fields in order to replace 

nutrients and keep the soil fertile. 
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Agricultural Patriot 

As Washington developed successful strategies in agriculture, he 

enthusiastically shared them with other farmers. Although his own success 

was his first priority, he was eager to share his success with others. As the 

use of mules proved to be successful, he encouraged others to use them.  

He sent his jackasses around the countryside to provide stud services 

which helped others to establish their mule assets.  He shared his methods 

for crop rotation. When he found which breeds of sheep and hogs were 

most successful for him, he shared that information with others. 

Washington believed that if the United States were to be strong at 

home and internationally then it must be strong agriculturally. He hoped 

that the US would become the bread basket of the world. To move things 

along in that direction, he shared every success he had with fellow farmers 

so that the nation would be strong. 

Entrepreneur 



One of the great successes at Mount Vernon was the fishery. The 

Potomac River flows along the southern border of Mount Vernon, and each 

spring all hands were put onto the job of harvesting herring and other fish.  

One year, the workers pulled in 1.5 million herring. The harvest was usually 

so abundant that there was enough collected to provide the meat portion 

for the slaves’ food for a year. The surplus was sold and sent to the West 

Indies in Washington’s ship the Farmer. 

The gristmill was also very successful 

partly because it enabled Washington to mill all 

of his grains himself, but also because his 

neighbors brought their grain to Mount Vernon 

where it was ground for a fee to Washington.  

The mill was an automated marvel of its time.    

The flour produced at his mill was a very high 

quality which he sold locally and overseas. Additionally, the mill provided 

the milled grain that Washington’s distillery used to make whiskey.   

The distillery was the largest in the United States. Washington was 

easily able to sell his entire product for cash or for trade in goods that he 

needed. An additional benefit of the distillery was 

that when the distiller was finished with the rye 

and corn used in whiskey production, it was fed 

to Washington’s cattle and pigs. It was very 

nutritious and put a lot of weight on the livestock. 
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