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Everyone who engages in historical research knows that once
a false statement gains circulation it is extremely difficult to
correct. Propgandists know that a falsehood, if repeated often
enough, will ultimately be believgd by most of those who hear it,.

This has certainly been the'aase of a remarkable falsehood
circulated about George Wythe, which started from a comparatively
insignificant source has been copﬂed‘and recopied and embellished
by historiangzband biographerslwho did not take the time to do the
research necessary to correct thlis falsehood or to evaluate the
material that they had which ought to have put them on notice
that the statement which they so freely circulated would not be

true.

We all know that Wythe was one of the great lawyers of Colonial
Virginia, a signer of the Declaration of Independence, a great
Judge and probably the greatest teacher of law produced by this
Commonwealth when we consider the fact that he instructed John
Marshall, Thomas Jefferson,and Henry Clay among others in the law.

From his works we know that he had been a student from his
early years and from his twentibth year a young but busy lawyer
engaged in the practice of his profession in the county courts and
from the autumn of 1748 a busy practitioner in the City of Williams-
burg.

Nogwithstanding these facts, in 1825 long after his death and
when all of the companions of his youth had departed from this world,



there appeared an edition of Lempriere's Blographical Dictionary
edited by Eleazar Lord born in Connecticqt and then a resident of
New York, a sketch of George Wythe. Lord is said to have
contributed eight hundred original articles to this Dictionary.
Whether he was the author of the sketch of Wythe is unknown.
However, in this sketch for the first time,lso far as I have been
able to ascertain, the falsehood about Wythe was first published.

Daniel Call, who ought to have known how false the charge
against Wythe was, probably through indolence, copied the bio-
graphical sketch of Wythe from this Dictionary as the sketch of
Wythe which he sponsored in IV Call's Reports, x.

The false statemenq.about Wythe found in the sketch published
in IV Call is as follows:

"At the age of thirty he abandoned a course in dissipation to
which he had addicted himself and devoted his attention to the
acquisition of knowledge. After accomplishing himself in the
languages and sciences he studied law and commenced its practice."

The only truthful statements in the above was that Wythe
"devoted his attention to the acquisition of knowledge" which he
did from childhood until his death, and the statement thaﬁ "after
accomplishing himself in the languages and eciences, he studied

law and commenced its practice? Every other statement therein is



demonstrably false.

Unfortunately, for the truth of history, those who have
written about Wythe subsequent to this, with few exceptions,
have swallowed this falsehood and embellished it, without making
any effort to examine the record; which prove the above statement
about Wythe leading a life of dissipation to be wholly false.

John Sanderson when he was preparing his blographical sketches
of the silgners of éhe Declaration of Independence wrote to Thomas
Jefferson for information about Wythe. Jefferson took the trouble
to write a blographical sketch of Wythe which he sent to Banderson
with a letter dated 31 August, 1820.(1).

.Y Sandersggzzgil}zifgtéd Jefferson's sketch and the admonition
of his letter which said®in part:

"These scanty outlines you will be able, I hope to fill up
from other information, and they may serve sometimes, as land marks
to distingulish truth from error, in what you hear from others.

The exalted virtue of the man will also be a pdlar star to guide
you in all matters which may touch that element bn his character."

Jefferson was probably more intimately acquainted with Wythe
than any other man.

Notwithstanding Jefferson's admonition to him, Sanderson
in preparing his sketch of Wythe*!rotez

"0Of this excellent mother he was bereaved during his minority.

He lost also, near the same time, his father, of whom there is given
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a very amiable character for simplicity and of candor of behaviour,
parental tenderness, and for prudence in the management of his‘fortgne.
Being thus in the possession of money and exposed to the luxuﬁ?nce‘
of youthful passions to the seductions of pleasure, he suspended
during several years, all useful‘gtudy, and spent his whole time

in idle amusements and dissipation. But to whatever leveties he
may have been betrayed, it is evident from the subsequent events of
his 1ife, that his brinciples of honor remained uncorrupted. When
he had attained his thirtieth year he shook off all these youthful
follies and employed himself in the most indefatigable study"xx (2)

Sanderson was a Pennsylvanian (3) and may possibly be excused
for failing to follow Jéfferson's advice as to how he should evaulate
the other statements which he gﬁthered about ¥Wythe.

No such excuse can be offered for so distinguished a Virginian
as Hugh Blair Grigsby who in his Digcourse On The Virginia Convention-
of 1776, said:

"He served his apprenticeship to the law under his uncle John
Lewis of Prince George; (4) but coming into the possession of a
respectable estate by the death of his elder brother and of his
mother, he led a careless life, and wasted 1n idleness some years
of his youth-precious years, the loss of which he deplored to his
dying day. 411 of his substantial acquisitions were the work of
after 1ife." xxx (5)



The same criticism may be offered of B, B, Minor who wrote
a sketch for ﬁythe's Opinions published in 1852.

Minor séid: "His mother died before he attained his majorityl
Her death and the death of his Bgother put him in possession of the'
means of self indulgence, and he now gave himself up to a long careér
of pleasure and dissipation. It cannot be supposed, however, that
his studies were eﬁtirely suspended by his unfortunate habits;
for such thirst of knowledge agphad imbibed could not have been
slackened by the intoxlcating draughts of pleasure and must still
have been indulged in the intervals of dissipation".(6)

- Henry Howe in His Historical Collections of Virginia (1845)

repeated this falsehood about Wythe. (7) Charles Campbell who
should have known that such a statement about Wythe could not be
true in his History of Virginia (1860) repeated this falsehood. (8).

Although Doctor Walter L. fleming in his introduction to
Volume X11 of the South In The Building of the Nation speaking of
the two volumes of Biography included in this work said: '"The
Vol
xoluwe of the work then is in its accuracy and in the sympathetic
point of view of the writers, in the adequacy of treatment and in
the completion of the general history by this biographical history
of the South, a section where character, personality and individuality
have always counted for so much", the unknown author of the sketch

of Wythe in this work included therein the same false statement about
his idleness and dissipation. (9)



By the time the sketch of Wythe was prepared for Appleton's
Cyclopaedia of American Biograﬁhy'this falsehood about Wythe had -
become so firmly established the author gf that sketch wrote:

"xx But the death of both parents before he attained his
majority and the consequent uncontrolled pdssession of a large
fortune lead him into extravagance and dissipation. He reformed
when he was about thirty years old, studied law under John
Lewis(lo), anleminent prectitioner and quickly rose to the front
rank of the Virginia -Bar." (11)

Doctor Lyon G. Tyler who prepared the excellent biographical
sketeh of Wythe for Great American Lawyers edited by VWilliam Draper
Lewls, and who should have known better from the other facts that he
assembled about Wythe said:

"He entered upon the practice of law and qualified in the
Court of Elizabeth City at the age of twenty years, but soon removed
to Spotsylvania County where he became associated with John Lewis
an eminent lawyer in that part of the Colony and in December 1747
Jarried his sister Anne Lewils who lived only till August 1748,

"Wythe continued to live in Spotsylvania some eight years
after his wife's death and we are told that he became addicted to
the amusements and dissipations of society, but certain facts seem
to indicate that the foilbles of his youth have been greatly exaggerated."
(12),

If Doctor Tyler had taken the time to evaluate the other facts
that he assembled about Wythe for this article I am sure that he

would have seen how fglse this story was.
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But the story has continued to be jrepeated by most of those

who have written about Wythe. |
Nannie McCormiclk Coleman in The Constitution and Its Framers (1910)

has repeated the same falsehood. (13)

Mr. Theodore S. Cox in the article on George Wythe in the
Dictionary of #merican Biographt) has narrated this'falsehood in
these words: _

"December 1747'Wythe married Lewis' sister #nne the daughter
of Zachary Lewlis; she died the next year. Wythe remained at
Spotsylvaenia for abbut eight more years indulgling it is said in the
amusements and dissipationa of socliety xx"

It 1s the object of this paper to explode this falsehood about
George Wythe and to demonstrate by record evidence how false it is.

Let us first analyze the statements as to the pelod in which it
i1s sald this false happening occurred.

Call places the end of the period at hhs thirtieth year or 1756,
afterlwhich he says "he accomplished himself in the languages and
science and studied law and commenced its practice.”

Sanderson places the period shortiy after the death of his
father which he says continued until his thirtieth year. His father
died in 1729 when George Wythe was three years of age. He was 30
years of age in 1756. (14).

Grigsby said that the alleged period of dissipation occurred
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after the death of his brother and his mother. His mother died in

1746. His brother, Thomas Wythe died in 1755 when George Wythe

was twenty-nine years of age. (14) "
Charles “ampbell says that it occurred after the death of his.

elder brother and mbs mother. (15) As noted, Thomas Wythe died in

1

1755, Hewme fixes the palo@ as belng after the death of both pa-
rents. (16)

Appleton's Cyclopaedia says that it occurred after the death
of his parents and continued until he was about thirty years of
age after which he studied law. (17)

Mr. Theodore S. Cox and Uoctof Lyon G. Yyer placef the period
from 1748 to 1756 and fix the place of his dfssipation as

Spotsylvania County.

It will be seen from the foregoing how much division there
is about the time of his alleged dissipation.

Sanderson places the périod from his third year to his thirtieth
year.

Grigsby fixes the beginning to the period after the death of
his brother Thomas Wythe who died in 1755,

Doctor Lyon G. Tyler and Mr. Theodore ®. Cox fix the period
as beginning 1748 and extending to 1756.

Now, let us demonstrate how false is this slander of George
Wythe. It is obvious that no child of three years of age could

have been engaged in any dissipation, however much idleness was
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to be expected at that age. Nor could there have been any period
of idleness or dissipation before he began the study of law,

Jefferson says: "He had notlthe benefit of a regular education
in the schools, but acguired a good one for himself, and without
assistancedinsomuch as to bepome,%he best Lagﬁ and Greek scholar
in the State. It is said that while reading the Greek Testament
his mother held an £nglish one to aid him in rendering the Greek
text confnrqably with that. He also ac@uired by his own reading
a good knowledge of Mathematics and Natural and Moral Philosophy.
He engaged in the study of the law under the direction of a Mr.
Lewis of that profession and went early to the bar of the General
Court then occupied by men of great ability, learning and dignity
in their profession xx" (18)

Somewhere in the period before he studied law under Zachary
Lewlis he attended William and Mary College.

In the Provisional List of the Alumni of Wi;liam and Mary
College issued as an Appeal for Additional Information in 1941, it.

is stated that he attended William and Mary College girca 1746.

This 1s obviously an error as we shall see., His attendance must
later than 1743.

George Wythe went to Spotsylvania County to study law under
Zachery Lewls of Bel Air, the Kihg's Attorney in Spotsylvania,

Caroline and Orange Counties, and one of the most learned, brilliant

4

<
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and successful attorneys of Colonial Virginia.

Wythe was probably not more than seventken, certainly not more
than elghteen years of age when he arrived at Bel Air to begin the

study of %he law.

Certainly no part of his career before he began the study of

4

law could have been wasted when we consider the amount of education !
he had scquired before beginning the study of the law.

That no part of his time between 1743 and 1746 could have been
wasted is evidenced by the fact that he was licensed to practice
law prior to 16 June 1746 0.8. when he qualified to practice law
before the County Court of Elizabeth City County (19). On 4 November,
1746 0.8. he qualified before the County Court of Spotsylvania
County (20) and on Friday 13 Pebruary, 1746 0.S. he qualified before
the County Court of Caroline County (21). The Order Book reads:
"George Wythe, Gent. produced a license to plead as an attorney,
took the oaths appointed to be taken and subscribed the Test, and
was accordingly sworn."

On 27 May, 1747 he qualified before the County Court of Augusta
County (22), and sometime that year he qualified before the “ounty
Court for Orange County as during that year he represented one
John Willis before that Court. (23)

He married Anne Lewis the daughter of Zachary Lewis and Mary
Waller his wife circa 27 December 1747. (24)

It will be seen from the foregoing that he was licensed to

practice law when only twenty years of age and judging from the
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courts in which he qualified he was busily engaged in the practice
of the law before he was twenty-one years of age.

The records of Spotsylvania and Orange Counties show that he
was certalnly practicing law in those counties during the years |
1746 to May 1748 (25). The fact "that ke qualified in Elizabeth '
City, Caroline and Augusta Counties during this period indicates
that he had cases before those courts.

The records iﬁdicate that he was leading the life of a normal
active young lawyer in Spotsylvania and adjoining counties to
May 1748 and possibly later.

His wife died 8 August, 1748 and it is the next eight years
that Doctor Lyon G, Tyler and Mr. Theodore S. Cox say that he spent
in idleness and dissipation.

Let us examine the record.
as on 28 October 1748 he was appointed Clerk of the Committee of
Privileges and Llection and the Committee of Propositions and
Grievances of the House of Burgesses. (R26) He was again appointed
Clerk of these Committees on 28 February 1752. (27)

On 3 March 1752 Richard Booker of Amelia County complained
of an undue election of lir. Wood Jones of that County. The Journal
has this entry:

"Ordered that George Wythe, Gent. €lerk of the Committee of

Privileges and Elections be admitted to appear as counsel for the
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sald Richard Booker before the said Committee of Privileges and
Elections." (28) v
On 11 March, 1752 the Jounnal has this entry:
"Ordered that Mr. Wythe Clerk of the Committee of Privileges
and Elections have liberty to apﬁear as counsel in any matter of i
controverted elections that shall-hgppen before the sald Gommittee.(R9)
As the above entry follows 1mmediately after the complaint of
Henry Robinson against John Chiswell and John Syme of an undue
election in Hanover County it is probable that he represented one
or the other of these parties.
The records of the General Court were destroyed in the Richmond
Fire of April 1865, and, therefore, we cannot appeal to those records
to show his work in that court. We héve Jefferson's word for it,
however, that he "went early to the bar of the General Court". It is
generally recognized "that the outstanding rivalry in the long
history of that Court was between Pendleton and Wythe." (30)
Pendleton was five years older than Wythe. He qualified in
the CGeneral Court in April 1745. (31) Wythe probably qualified
before that Court circa 1748.
In 1754 the House of Burgesses commissioned Peyton Randolph,
the Attorney General, to argue the case involving the pistole fee
claimed by the governor on every land patent and which was loudly
protested by the Colonists. ¥This appointment necessitated a trip
by Randolph to #ngland. Governor Vinwiddie according to Edmund
Randolph in revenge "suspended Peyton Randolph from the Office of
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Attorney General, and appointed George Wythe in his room. bBut

as the habits of a seducing and not wholly unambitious profession
never warp’ed him from friendship or patriotism he accepted the h
commission with the customary professlons of gratitude, not disclosing
his secret and honorable determinhtion that he would resign it to
his predecessor on his return" (32), which he did. »

Wythe was at this time twenty-eight years of age.

On the death of Armistead Burwell, the representative from
Williamsburg in the House of Burgesses in 1754, George Wythe was
elected to succeed him, He appeared at the Session that began
1 May 1755, and was appointed a member of the Committees of
Privileges and Elections, Propositions and Grievances, and Courts
of Justice. (33) Membership on these committees involved much work
and responsibility.

The French and Indian War was now in progress and the General
Assembly passed in August 1755 an Act for raising the sum of Forty
thousand pounds for the.protection of the Colonlist on the frontiers
of the Colony. George Wythe was appointed with other distinguished
members of the House of Burgesses to superintend the expenditure
of this sum, with the consent and approbation of the governor.

His standing at this time may be judged by the other members
of this Committee. They were John Robinson, Spesker of the House,
Peyton Randolph, #ttorney General, Charles Carter, Carter Burwell,
Benjamin Waller, John Chiswell, Richard Bland, James Power, William
Digges, John Page, John Norton, William Harwood, Landon Carter and
Edmund Pendleton. (34)
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He was appointed one of a similar @ommittee under the Act of
March 1756 providing for the raising of twenty-five thousand
pounds for the defence of the frontliers which committee consisted -
of the above named gentlemen with R&bert Carter Nicholas added. (BSX
He was also appointed a member of the Committee to expend the fundsi
provided by the Act of April 1757. (36) He was one of the members
of the Committee to expend the funds authorized by the Aqt of
Bebruary 1759 providing for the encouragement of Arts and Manu-
factuﬂ? in the Colony. (37) He was appointed one of a Committee
to exgmine the Treasurers accounts by the Actgy of March 1760 (38)
which Committee was continued by the Acty of November 1761. (39)

On 30 October 1760 he signed the subs?ription agreement to
pay 2 ¥ per annum for eight years to the treasurer appointed under
the Act of November 1762 providing for the encouragement of Arts
and Manufactures in the colony. (40)

About 1755 he married Elizabeth Taliaferro the daughter of
Richard Taliaferro and Elizabeth Eggleston, his wife. (41)

On 27 March 1756 he was appointed by the House of Burgesses
one of the commission to hear the evidence in the election contest
of Mr, William Wager and John Tabb. (42)

In the Sessions of 1758-1761 he represented the College of
William and Mary and the Journals for these sessions show that he
was extremely active. (43)

George Wythe was thirty years of age in 1756, and it has been



215=

conclusively shown by record evidence there could have been no
idleness or dissipation during the period from 1746 to 1756 from hig
twentieth to his thirtieth year. '

Doctor Lyon G. Tyler and Mr, Theodore 5. Cox are the only
writers about Wythe who have fixed a definite period from 1748
to 1756 and place for his alleged idleness and dissipation &3
Spotsylvania County.

Amne Lewis his first wife died 8 August 1748.

ks we have seen the r ecords of Spotsylvania, Caroline,
Elizabeth City, Orange and Augusta Counties show that he was engaged
in the active practice of the law in tho§e counties certainly to
May 1748. The records show that in October 1748 he was 4n Williams-
burg receiving an appointment from the House of Burgesses which no
idle or dissipated man would have received or could have held. The
‘Journal of the House also shows that he was busily engaged in the
practice of the law before the Lommittee of Privileges and #lections
and he was probably practicing before the General Court.

There is no evidence that he even lived in Spotsylvania County
after circa August 1748,

Certainly there could have been no idleness or dissipation
from the time he was licensed to practice law until his death. No
one who stops to consider the education he had acquired before he
studied the law can believe that there was much idleness and

certainly no dissipation in the years before he went to Bel Air
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to study law under Zachary Lewis.

The information about Wythe written by those who were intimately
acquainted with him fully corroborate the findings of this paper
and are far better and more rel%%ble evidence than the accounts
of him which have been written by those who were not acquainted
with him and long after his death.

In the Richmond Enquirer of 10 June 1806 (44), it was said
of him:

"If nature gave him instability, reason rendered him in general
one of the calmest, the mildest of men. The infantine heart is
not less sullied than that which beat in his bosom. Conscious of

the equality of others rights, there was generally a humility about
him seldom found amongst those who were inferior to him in under-
sthhding and morals. Every moment not beneficially employed, in
his estimation, was criminally lost. He rejected with disdain
everything like excess, in which he comprehended all those things
not absolutely useful. His extraordinary temperance preserved
or added to a strength of constitution which brought him to his
eightieth year with few attacks of sickness. To his country he

gave his life exclusively for many years. xxx

"Few have more strongly evinced the height of moral and
intellectual excellence to which man is capable of ascending xxx"

We have already quoted Jefferson's account of him.
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William Munford who had been trained by Wythe, and, who was
intimately acquainted with him, séid in the course of the funeral
oration: "Plain in his manners, strictly temperate in his life,
and regardless of all profits, except such as were made with honor |
and a good conscience, he furnished an example of the wigor of his 1
youth (as I have been told by some of whom I am happy to see here
present) of a truly honest and upright lawyer a character supposed
by many (though I hope erroneously) to be uncommon. No consideration
could ever induce him to swerve from the straight line of integrity
to violate justice or the laws of his country. With the spirit
of a philosopher he lived a lawyer and was indeed the brightest
ornament of the bar." (45)

How much more valuable is the direct evidence of those who were
acquainted with George Wythe than is the hearsay evidence on which
this falsehood has been builtl

It 1s submitted that this paper conclusively proves by record
evidence that George Wythe never engaged in idlermss or dissipation.
That he did not begin the study of law after he was thirty fears
of age; that he was licensed to practice law before he was twenty
years of age; that between his twentleth and his thritieth year
he was busily engaged in the practice of his profession in the
county courts of Elizabeth City, Spotsylvania, Caroline, Orange
eand Augusta Counties, before the Committee of Privileges and

Elections of the House of Burgesses and before the General Court;
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that at the age of twenty-eight he was Attorney General for the
Colony of Virginia and was a hard'working and useful member of
the House of Burgesses before he was thifty years of age.

Now thaﬁ proof has been sﬁbp}tted of what he was doing
during the years from 1746 to 1756 and after, let us hope that:
those who write about George Wythe in the future will not again
repeat this outrageous falsehood which has been allowed to pass

unchallenged for too many years.

R, W et

Leon M, Bazile
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