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‘TOUCH BOX’ PROGRAM: Washington’s Ferry Farm, 268 Kings Highway (State
Route 3 east), Stafford. This new program enables the blind and visually impaired to explore
the history of Washington’s boyhood home. Braille and large-print maps also available.
Open 10 a.m.–4 p.m.; adults, $5; ages 6–17, $3; under age 6, free. 540/370-0732; ferryfarm
.o rg .
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WIDOW: On the trail of Mary Ball’s still-unidentified mother
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than a decade unaccounted
for. But since we have now
more pieces of information,
thanks to the contributions
of John Copley, our local
authority on colonial ship-
ping records, we include it
here in the interest of schol-
arship—as no other candi-
dates have materialized.

MARY BENNETT: A POSSIBLE
INDENTURED SERVANT?

According to an Inden-
tured Servants Search on the
Virtual Jamestown Web site,
on Aug. 19, 1684, a young
woman named Mary Bennett
signed a contract in Middle-
sex, England, for a four-year
indenture to be served in
Maryland for the London
merchant Abraham Wild,
one of the larger traders in
indentures between England,
Maryland, and Virginia.

She listed no parents on
her application, only a wit-
ness, William Beale. On Aug.
25, the ship bearing Mary
Bennett departed from Lon-
don.

A POSSIBLE WILLIAM
J O H N SO N ?

Another transporter of
servants on this same route
was William Johnson, master
of the ship Content, who
made annual voyages in the
1680s to Virginia and Mary-
land.

Johnson also signed in-
denture contracts in Middle-
sex that August and sailed
for Virginia on Sept. 4.

(Middlesex England was
not a regular departure point
for such voyages. Perhaps
there was an overflow of
passengers from Bristol or
London awaiting transport.)

Some time after 1686,
William Johnson retired
from the indenture trade and
may have remained on the
Virginia side of the ocean.

On Feb, 10, 1689, a few

months after Mary Bennett’s
four-year indenture would
have ended, the following
entry was made in the Regis-
ter of Christ Church Parish in
Virginia’s Middlesex County
(left).

In Middlesex County, late
in the 1680s, a William
Johnson purchased 50 acres
of land but apparently had no
talent for agricultural pur-
suits. It was a time of falling
tobacco prices and depres-
sion, and he went deeply into
d eb t .

He was finally sent to
prison in 1696 by his credi-
tors. After being held in
“close prison” (presumably
denying him even the free-
dom of the prison bounds),
he disappeared and was not
heard from after that time.

As late as 1708, when the
sheriff of Middlesex at-
tempted to locate him at his
last known address—where
he had quarters with a Mrs.
Hackney in the southeast
part of the county below the
lower parish church—there
was no sign of a wife.

Johnson was not there, but
his landlady testified that his
estate came to a value of two
shillings and sixpence, to-
gether with a small chest and
an old spoon.

CLUES TO THE IDENTITY
OF ‘THE WIDOW JOHNSON’

For now, we can only
summarize our known clues
about Joseph Ball’s wife to
eliminate unacceptable can-
d i d ates :

Her whereabouts were
not known between 1689 and
1704 .

Her first husband was
named Johnson.

She was English.
She had two children by

her first husband, who were
not “of age” in 1712 according
to the will of her last
husband (Richard Hues).

She never mentioned
any other close relatives.

The principal argument
against the Widow Johnson’s
having been an indentured
servant seems to be that
marriage to such a person
would have been beneath the
Ball family of Lancaster
Co u n ty .

We do know that “the
Widow Johnson” in Joseph
Ball’s life became the mother
of Mary Ball Washington.
Our continuing curiosity is
warranted, and the answer
may some day be found,
perhaps in 17th-century
re co rd s .

Paula S. Felder of Fredericksburg is
a historian and author specializing in
the area’s 18th-century past. Marian
McCabe, editorial and research
associate, contributed to this article.
E–mail Felder in care of gwoolf@
f re e l a n c e s t a r.c o m .
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EXCERPT FROM CHRIST CHURCH PARISH REGISTER

This entry in the Christ Church Parish Register of Middlesex
County shows the marriage of William Johnson of Norwich
and Mary Bennett of West Chester on Feb. 10, 1688/89.

These were new counties created between 1645 and 1669
in the Northern Neck and Middle Peninsula.
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**Before the change from the Julian to the Gregorian calendar in
England and the colonies in 1752, the New Year began March 25. Dates
from Jan. 1 to March 24 were considered to be in what today would
consider the previous year, hence the notation “Feb. 10, 1688/89.”


