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GEORGE’S BIRTHDAY: Celebration of 277th birthday of George Washington,
today–tomorrow, 9 a.m.–5 p.m., George Washington Birthplace National Monument,
1732 Popes Creek Road, Westmoreland. Living-history demonstrations by the
4–H Heritage Club. Free. 804/224-1732; nps.gov/gewa.

THE WORLD OF MARY BALL WASHINGTON

MARY BALL Washington (1708–89)
is one of the most often mentioned
women in American history. But with

scant information, historians have relied heavily
on their own subjective interpretations of the
character of George Washington’s mother, who
lived in the Fredericksburg area for a half-
ce n tu ry .

There are circumstances and events that made her
life unusual, and that may add some understanding
of the culture of our Colonial predecessors.

MARY BALL’S COLONIAL ORIGINS
The Northern Neck was Virginia’s second

frontier after Jamestown. From the mid-17th
century, Virginia’s local history was accumulated
in county and parish records.

But historians have done a disservice, perhaps,
by not crossing county lines in pursuit of a story
such as Mary Ball’s.

Mary Ball Washington’s life story is a complex
one involving her Colonial roots, laws of
inheritance and sheer coincidence. It spans
almost a century and covers three counties
in the Northern Neck alone.

Mary’s mother’s origins are still being debated
by Northern Neck historians.

Whatever they were, she was evidently the
“Widow Johnson” who attracted three husbands
and had ambitious plans for her daughter by
Joseph Ball.

Until it is proved otherwise, we have identified
her to our satisfaction as an indentured servant
who arrived in the late 17th century and captured
the heart of Joseph Ball, a leading member of the
gentry of Lancaster County.

This ambitious and apparently charismatic
woman achieved her goals and took advantage
of events that not only created her own fortune
but also achieved gentry status for her daughter
by Joseph Ball.

So we must begin by trying to reconstruct the
mother’s story, because it is so unusual for an
indentured servant (if that’s what she was).
—Paula S. Felder and Marian McCabe
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THE SERIES
As the nation prepares to observe
George Washington’s birthday
tomorrow, here is the first of a
seven-part series that links his
mother, Mary Ball’s, early years to
her Northern Neck heritage and
her Washington connections.
The series is written by Paula S.
Felder of Fredericksburg, a histo-
rian and author specializing in the
area’s 18th-century past, with the
aid of Marian McCabe, editorial
and research associate.
Felder is author of “George
Washington’s Fredericksburg”;
“Forgotten Companions: The
First Settlers of Spotsylvania
County and Fredericksburgh
Town”; “Fielding Lewis and the
Washington Family”; and “Fred-
ericksburg on the Rappahannock
River: Historic Gateway.” She has
been a frequent contributor to
Town & County, including a 13-
part series on Fredericksburg’s
18th-century origins and a series
of profiles on Fredericksburg’s
patriots in the Revolutionary War.
E–mail her in care of gwoolf@
f re e l a n c e s t a r.c o m .

BIRTHPLACE OF MARY BALL WASHINGTON

FROM 1754 PRINT OF THE 1751 MAP OF VIRGINIA BY FRY AND JEFFERSON

The map shows sites of prominent early families on the Northern Neck.

CHAPTER ONE

SEE MARY, PAGE 6

Part one of a seven-part series
BY PAULA S. FELDER
FOR THE FREE LANCE–STAR

THE NORTHERN Neck,
the topmost peninsula
of the colony of Virginia,

has a history all its own. That
history combined opportunities
in the colony of Virginia with the
deplorable conditions in Eng-
land—poverty, disease and over-
population—that drove thou-
sands of the poor into signing
indentures to seek escape. The
population slowly spread into the
fertile Rappahannock River basin.
Counties were formed there by
the middle of the 17th century.

This growth was caused
by radical changes back in
England.

King Charles I, who was sitting
on the throne, was overthrown by
Oliver Cromwell.

Charles was beheaded and
many of the aristocracy lost their
lands and their fortunes. They
became a higher class of immi-
grants seeking to establish them-
selves in a new life on the
Northern Neck.

Among the 17th-century ar-
rivals were the Washingtons,
Lees, Carters and Balls.

Meanwhile, exiled in France,
Charles II bestowed on several of

his faithful supporters the vast
acreage in Virginia lying between
the Rappahannock and Potomac
rivers as far as the western
m o u n ta i n s .

This arbitrary gift of more
than 5 million acres, called the
Northern Neck Proprietary,
would give that region a unique
h i sto ry .

In 1690, the vast territory
passed to the Fairfax family, with
Lord Fairfax as the Proprietor.
The Fairfaxes remained a power-
ful presence in the region
throughout the 18th century.

“To assemble the facts first, and in the
process of arranging them in narrative form,
to discover a historical conclusion emerging
of its own accord . . . is the built-in treasure
hunt of writing history.”
— BARBARA W. TUCHMAN, PULITZER PRIZE-WINNING
AUTHOR, “PRACTICING HISTORY”
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