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Surveying land became so important to the American colonists that it was often taught as a part of the basic curriculum for schoolchildren.  George Washington’s formal schooling consisted mostly of tutors or private schools.  His two older half-brothers would go to England to finish their education, but George was only 11 when his father died, ending all hopes of attending school abroad. 


George’s formal education ended around the age of 15 at the same time he began practicing land surveying.  He was interested in an adventurous career and first asked his mother to join the British Navy, but she refused to give her permission.  George then began using a set of surveyor’s instruments found in his father’s storehouse.  The instruments were valued in his father’s inventory at £1.10, about the same price given to a mare in the inventory. 


As George visited his two older half-brothers, he learned the surveying trade by practicing on the family’s plantations.  When he was 15, he drew a plat showing where Bridge’s Creek meets the Potomac River on the same property as his birthsite.  Next, he would practice at Mt. Vernon on the turnip field.  He labeled this survey in the style of a teenager, “A Plan of Major Law. Washington’s Turnip Field as Surveyed by me.”





A Gunter’s chain had 100 links and measured 66 feet so that ten square chains equaled an acre.
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Learning the Trade





It would have been very difficult for the average person to purchase land in England during the 17th and 18th centuries, but the American colonies were beckoning settlers with the vast wilderness available for settlement and the opportunity to become the owner of their very own plantation.  


As Europeans settled in the colonies, they brought with them a concept of land ownership different than the Native Americans.  Surveying needed to be done for the first time so each person could know their boundaries.  As a result of this new demand, land surveyors were placed in a respectable position in society as professionals.  


A surveyor would always carry the main tools necessary which included a Gunter’s chain to measure distances, a surveying compass, and a notebook.  They would need to be skilled in mathematics and science and be capable of staying for long periods in the frontier backcountry.      








George Washington would have given an oath similar to this on numerous occassions during his life, especially as a young adult.  He is most famous for being the first president of the United States and the Commander-in Chief of the Continental Army during the American Revolution, but Washington’s first career was as a land surveyor in Colonial America.  Washington and other colonial surveyors had an important and distinguished position in society defining the geographic boundaries in the colonies.





A Surveyor’s Oath
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Washington as Land Surveyor








I do solemnly swear that I will truthfully and faithfully discharge and execute the duties as land surveyor to the best of my knowledge and power and I will use equipment that measures justly and exactly.
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George Washington wrote the basic information about land surveying in his school copy book when he was only 13 years old.  He notes that “Surveying is the Art of Measuring Land and it consists of 3 parts.  1st The going round and measuring a piece of Wood Land 2nd Plotting the same and 3rd to find the content thereof and first have to measure a piece of Land.”


Image Courtesy Library of Congress





Along with the personal acquaintances and relationships he built as a professional land surveyor, George also advanced his social status in other ways.  Some estimates claim that only the best lawyers could make more money annualy than a land surveyor.  George spent much of the money he earned as a surveyor to purchase his own land.  Owning land was essential to being a part of the ruling class in colonial society.  Eventually, he would own more than sixty-five thousand acres in thirty-seven different places.  


George’s experience in the backcountry  as a land surveyor also gave him an advantage over others when he was an officer in the Virginia militia during the French and Indian Wars because he was familiar with the territory.  By 1775, George Washington was known for his knowledge and skill as a soldier in the colonies, so he was chosen as the first Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Army.  Maps were so important to George during the Revolutionary War that he appointed Robert Erskine as the official geographer of the Continental Army.  


Beginning in 1747 with his first practice survey drawn near his birthsite, George continued to compose surveys and maps until the same year as his death in 1799.  In these 52 years, George completed over 200 surveys.  Although he had many careers throughout his life, George Washington’s time as a land surveyor set him up to play the significant parts necessary to the founding of a country.     








An Extensive Career





Fairfax Connection





George’s connection with his oldest half-brother, Lawrence, would prove as valuable as finding the surveyor’s instruments in his father’s storehouse.  


Lawrence Washington had married Anne Fairfax, whose father was the land agent for Lord Thomas Fairfax, the proprietor for the entire Northern Neck region of Virginia consisting of all the land between the Potomac and Rappahannock Rivers.  George’s visits to Mount Vernon not only improved his social graces, but the visits also introduced him to families like the Fairfaxes.  


In 1748, George accompanied George William Fairfax and others on a month-long expedition in the Blue Ridge Mountains to survey some land for Lord Fairfax.  George got his first taste of the profession during this adventure.  He kept a journal during this time noting every survey drawn as well as daily struggles such as floods, poor lodging, encounters with Native Americans and that their “Straw catch’d a Fire that we were laying upon and was luckily Preserv’d.”


Later, in 1749 when George was 17, he was appointed the official surveyor of Culpeper County in Virginia thanks in part to his connection with the Fairfax family.  This would be his first paid position in this prestigious career.  











Colonial surveying techniques demonstrated at George Washington Birthplace National Monument
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