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George Washington’s Visit to Guilford Courthouse
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About midday on June 2, 1791, an impressive white coach and four, a baggage wagon, and a group of outriders clad in red and white livery clattered up New Garden Road to the town of Martinville (formerly the hamlet known as Guilford Courthouse), seat of government for Guilford County, North Carolina.  The crowds gathered in Martinville for a glimpse of the passenger, the owner of this sumptuous piece of rolling stock that he had referred to as his “chariot”, and whose initials “GW” were emblazoned on the carriage doors. 
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Martinville was a small and physically less inviting town than Salem.  A courthouse building and jail, and perhaps a mercantile establishment dominated the town.  Governor Martin owned a house one-half mile from the courthouse; it was in this house that the President probably spent the night of June 2-3, 1791.





There was no official welcome for the President in Martinville: no artillery salutes, no formal welcoming address, no music, and certainly no gala ball or festive dinner.  





The political sentiment in Guilford County leaned anti-Federalist but Martinville was also too small and lacked sufficient wealth to stage any sort of formal affair.





Washington’s visit to Martinville was successful in that he toured the battlefield where his most trusted subordinate, Major General Nathanael Greene, waged one of the fiercest engagements of the Revolutionary War.  This visit made a strong impression on Washington’s thinking about military tactics.  Washington’s tour ended when he departed Martinville at 4:00 a.m. on June 3, 1791 for Mount Vernon. 











Touring the Battle of Guilford Courthouse





Washington planned to arrive at Martinville on the afternoon of June 1, spend the following day of rest from travel conferring with North Carolina Governor Alexander Martin and seeing the Guilford Court House battlefield, then departing early on June 3.  When he reached Salem on May 31, he received a message that Governor Martin would like to confer with the President in Salem on June 1.  Thus, Washington waited.	





The Moravians at Salem were anxious to impress the President, and they made his stay very pleasant.  The residents of Salem heralded Washington’s arrival and he rested at the Salem Tavern. The Moravians gave Washington a formal welcoming address. Toward evening, Governor Martin arrived; he and the President attended a service. The next day, on June 2, Washington left proceeding on to Guilford where he dined and people gathered out of curiosity. 








Washington stays in Salem, North Carolina





The Southern Tour








George Washington, American commander-in-chief in the Revolutionary War, first president of the United States arrived in Martinville on the last leg of an 83-day tour of the southern states.  





Washington decided that he would visit each state in the nation to see the county and its resources, and judge “the temper and disposition toward the new government.”  Because North Carolina was one of the states that initially refused to ratify the Constitution, he was particularly interested in seeing evidence of North Carolinians’ temperament.  


 These visits by Washington could also alleviate doubts about the wisdom of vesting power in a centralized government. 


 


Washington stopped at most of the important Revolutionary War battle sights in the South.  These excursions held great interest for the General; they enabled him to see sites that he had known previously only through the reports of his officers; and allowed him to make judgments about the strategy and tactics of his subordinates and their adversaries.  In this way, he planned to see the battlefield at Guilford Court House.
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At the same time, an admirable effort is under way to digitize the voluminous Jefferson Papers and put them onto the Library’s American Memory website. What is less well known to the public is that almost two-thirds of Jefferson’s original collection of books was destroyed in fire on Christmas Eve of 1851.








George Washington visits
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