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Yesterday in Mekeel’s:
George Washington’s Big Day

by Thomas W. Bradley
(From Mekeel’s Weekly, April 29, 1989, with images added)

April 30, 1789, not only was a big day for George Wash-
ington, but also a momentous day in the history of the fledgling 
United States. For it was on that day that Washington took 
the oath of office as the first president of the country. 

On April 14, 1989, the U.S. Postal Service issued a com-
memorative stamp focusing attention on the executive branch 
of the government, as well as the first presidential inaugura-
tion. The adhesive is part of the ongoing Constitution Series. 

Half a century, ago, on April 30,1938, the U.S. Post 
Office Department also issued a stamp commemorating the 
first presidential inauguration.

But, what was it like, back: two centuries ago when 
Washington was about to embark on his role of leading his 
country as its first president? 

   The framers of the Constitution had done their job. 
The Electoral College had met in New York City on Feb. 4, 
1789. Ten states had sent 69 electors. 

   Ironically, New York State had not chosen its electors. 
The votes of four electors, two each from Maryland and Vir-
ginia, were delayed. North Carolina and Rhode Island had 
not yet ratified the Constitution and, thus, were not eligible 
to cast electoral votes. 

Each elector cast one of his two votes for Washington who 
received 69 of the 138 votes. The remaining 69 votes went to 
11 others, with John Adams grabbing the greatest number:, 
34, and thus becoming vice president. (Through the 1800 
election, the person receiving the second highest number of 
electoral votes was elected vice president.) 

It would be a while before Congress would count the 
votes and officially notify Washington that he had been cho-
sen president. Nonetheless, Washington knew he had been 
tapped to lead the nation and began to take care of some 
personal affairs. 

On March 7 through 9, he visited his mother in Freder-
icksburg, Va. It was to be his last visit with her, for Mary Bell 
Washington would die on Aug. 25 of that year. 

There also was the matter of finances. Although Wash-
ington was one of the richest men of his time, he was “land 
poor” and was obliged to borrow money to finance his trek 
to New York City, then the nation’s capital, for his inaugu-
ration. He received a loan of £600 from Richard Conway of 
Alexandria, Va. 

Congress, meanwhile, had a little trouble getting orga-
nized, with some of the members taking their time making 
their initial journey to the seat of the government. 

It wasn’t until April 1 that the House of Representatives 
managed to muster a quorum, the Senate taking another 
half-dozen days to reach it. With the full Congress officially 
in session, the electoral votes were counted. 

It was on April 14 that the secretary of the Congress, 
Charles Thomson, arrived in Mount Vernon to notify Wash-
ington officially that he had been picked to be the nation’s 
first chief executive. 

Washington must have had his bags packed, for two days 
later he began what would prove to be a triumphal journey 
from Mount Vernon to New York City. 

On the day of his departure, Washington penned in his 
diary: “About 1 o’clock I bade farewell to Mount Vernon, to 
private life, and to domestic felicity, and with a mind oppressed 
with more anxious and painful sensations than I have words 
to express, set out for New York…with the best disposition 
to render service to my country in obedience to its call, but 
with less hope to answering expectations.” 

A full spring was burning 
out over the Virginia hills as 
Washington left. He moved 
northward over roads that at 
some points paralleled the route 
he had taken in 1781 to capture 
Lord Cornwallis at Yorktown.

In every hamlet, town 
and city, people poured forth 
to give him lusty cheers. In 
Alexandria, Va., Washington 
was entertained at a public dinner by his neighbors and more 
immediate personal friends. 

Garik cachet for FD of Sc. 2414, Executive Branch issue, 
depicting the Presidential swearing in ceremony

Early Artcraft color FDC for Sc. 854, stamp and cachet 
depicting the Presidential swearing in ceremony

Sc. 644, Surrender of Bur-
goyne, 150th Anniversary
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At Philadelphia, cavalry paraded and Washington rode 
under triumphal arches of evergreen and laurel. 

He reached Trenton, N.J., on a Sunday afternoon, where 
a dozen years earlier he had crossed the Delaware River in 
darkness and storm to strike one of the most famous blows 
against the Redcoats. 

At Trenton, a party of white-clad maidens strewed flowers 
before the president-elect and sang an ode. 

On the shores of New York Bay, Washington was escorted 
aboard a handsome barge manned, appropriately, by 13 men 
in white uniforms. 

Sc. 1688s, 1976 Bicentennial sheet imperf error. Notice the 
24¢ denominations where the five stamps should be perfed.

As he approached 
the city, 13 guns boomed 
while the general landed 
to find the city of 33,000 
filled with joyful crowds 
which included many 
Revolutionary War veter-
ans. It now was April 23. 

As Inauguration Day 
drew near, the joyous 
mood of the people began 
to approach hysteria. 
When Washington ap-
peared on the morning 
of the ceremony, crossing 
the harbor on a ceremo-
nial barge, the town’s 
citizens and thousands 
of visitors cheered wildly and tirelessly. It now was April 30.

Washington looked majestic, calm, and tall. After all, he 
was six feet two inches tall and tipped the scales at 175 pounds. 
He was dressed in brown broadcloth and white stockings, 
with his dress sword at his side. His suit was American made. 

No one bothered to jot down the weather conditions of 
the day. Years later, two conflicting accounts of inaugural 
weather conditions were given. 

Sixty-five years after that famous day, Rufus Griswold 
published Washington Irving’s reminiscence of the occasion. 
Irving remembered, in 1854, that at 8 a.m. the skies had 
been cloudy, but by 9, when the ceremony began, the sun 
had shown brightly. 

On the other hand, Mary Hunt Parker, daughter of a 
prominent general, who was 14 years old in 1789, recalled 
clouds at age 85. But, her clouds were larger, darker and more 
forbidding than Irving’s. Parker’s clouds never disappeared, 
but instead brought down a drenching rain. She said, “It never 
rained faster than it did that day.” 

Regardless of whose weather tale is more accurate, 
Washington had to carry an umbrella as he proceeded up the 
street to be sworn in. 

The inau-
gural ceremony 
was held out of 
doors on the bal-
cony of the Sen-
ate Chamber in 
Federal Hall, lo-
cated at the cor-
ner of Wall and 
Nassau streets. 
A subtreasury 
building now oc-
cupies the site. 

The oath 
was adminis-
tered by Robert 
R. Livingston, 
then chancellor 
of New York State 
and no stranger 
to history. He 
had been a member of Thomas Jefferson’s committee to draft 
the Declaration of Independence, and later was to negotiate the 
Louisiana Purchase Treaty with France and became a prime 

Federal Hall, facing Wall Street, with Trinity 
Church in the background facing what is to-
day where Wall Streets ends at Broadway .
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f inancial 
b a c k e r 
of Robert 
Fu l t on ’ s 
s t e a m -
boat, the 
Clermont, 
n a m e d 
for Living-
ston’s Hud-
son River 
estate. 

The Bible used in the ceremony 
was borrowed from St. John’s Masonic 
Lodge and Washington rested his hand 
on Psalm 127:1: “Except Jehovah build 
the house, They labor in vain that build 
it: Except Jehovah keep the city, The 
watchman waketh, but in vain.” 

A newspaper account of the time 
noted that Washington repeated the oath with such “devout 
fervency” that many of the huge crowd were in tears. 

After the oath, Washington bowed and kissed the Bible . 
Livingston intoned: “It is done—long live George Washington, 
president of the United States.” The crowd echoed the cry as 
cannon fire and bell ringing rolled out across the city. 

After the official ceremony ended, the group retired to the 
Senate chamber for the first inaugural address, 1,425 words 
long, and then to the president’s house at No. 1 Cherry St. 

The evening celebration opened and closed by 13 sky-
rockets and 13 cannons being fired. 

The first inaugural ball was held May 7 in the Assem-
bly Room on the east side of Broadway, a little above Wall 
Street. It was attended by Washington, Adams, the French 
and Spanish minister, Livingston, Baron von Steuben, Gen. 
Henry Knox, John Jay, Alexander Hamilton, and members 
of the House and Senate. 

Fans decorated with a medallion portrait of Washington’s 
profile were presented as souvenirs to the women. 

Notably absent during all of the inaugural festivities was 
Martha Washington who did not arrive in New York City until 
the end of May to take up residence at the first presidential 
mansion. 

The only other president to take his oath of office in New 
York City was Chester A. Arthur. That was on Sept. 20, 1881, 
the day after the death of President James Garfield. Arthur 
later repeated the oath in the vice president’s room in the 
U.S. Capitol building.

Sc. 3782, Signing 
of the Louisiana 
Purchase Treaty 
Bicentennial issue, 
with Robert Living-
ston at center.

Sc. 323, Robert Livingston 
on the 1¢ Louisiana Pur-
chase Centennial issue.

Federal Hall today, fronted by a large statue of Washington. 
The original building where Washington was inaugurated 
was demolished in 1812.
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Yesterday in STAMPS: 
The Parenthood of the Bicentennial Series

From STAMPS Magazine, December 3, 2032

Not part of either article, we see here the Washington Inauguration Bicentennial  issue, 
Sc. 854, and a wider rendition of the design on which the stamp was based.
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The George Washington Portraits
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