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ABOUT MARY: Mary Ball Washington was born in Lancaster County, spent her adolescence in
Northumberland County in the home bequeathed to her mother by her third husband, Richard Hues, and
lived in Westmoreland for the first three years of her marriage to Augustine Washington before moving
to Little Hunting Creek (today the site of Mount Vernon). She moved to a Stafford County farm on the
Rappahannock in 1738. She bore six children in seven years, all but one of whom survived.
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D I SCOV E R I NG
For years, historians have painted George Washington’s mother in negative terms. Now, a Fredericksburg

historian is doing original research to uncover the truth about Mary Washington’s character.
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AFTER 30 YEARS of
studying and writing
about Fredericksburg-area

history (going back to its beginning in
the early 18th century), I have decided
to embark on a journey to learn about
the one person who has, to my mind,
eluded a proper presentation. That
person is George Washington’s moth-
er, Mary Washington.

In 1995, I was finishing my biogra-
phy of Fielding Lewis when Kenmore
saved the Washington farm from
becoming a Wal–Mart. I added several
months of searching to include the
story of the two families—Lewis and
Washington—that were of such im-
portance to our local history.

I was dissatisfied with the harsh and
negative interpretation of Mary
Washington’s character by Washing-
ton’s 20th-century biographers. Al-
though Douglas Southall Freeman was
not the first, he was certainly the one
who was cited as their original source
by subsequent historians.

Yet I found that I could refute his
characterization of her by offering
contradictory or extenuating infor-
m at i o n .

Although I could not claim to know
what she was, I spent much of 1999
challenging their portrayal of her. It
was a thankless task, especially for an
uncredentialed historian, and I gave
up the pursuit until recently.

In her last decade, Mary Washing-
ton suffered grave illnesses, the loss of
her son-in-law, Fielding Lewis—who
was an invaluable surrogate for his
brother-in-law George Washington
(a contribution to which not only
George himself but also his biogra-
phers have seemed oblivious)—and
a terrible anxiety for George’s safety,
which she openly expressed at the
beginning of his military career.

It is most unlikely that the creation
of the new nation and her son’s fame
were uppermost in Mary’s mind when
George visited Fredericksburg in 1784

to receive the honors of the town. She
was old and ill and cared only for the
chance to see him after his long
absence. And I believe that the public
tribute that he paid her during his
visit, freed at last from the stress of
his harrowing and lonely responsibili-
ties, was spoken from the heart.

But who was she and what was her
life experience from the beginning?

RECONSTRUCTING HER LIFE
To be sure, half a century ago there

were not the historical resources that
we have today, through the Internet
and scholarship at all levels. But
Freeman’s extensively researched

multivolume biography has deserved-
ly remained a classic.

When the first volumes appeared
in 1945, however, a Colonial scholar
offering otherwise high praise took
Freeman to task for “defaming a
woman who seems to have been

worthy of her son’s affection and
respect.” And Freeman himself, in his
introduction, wrote that “much the
most exacting of all the sketches that
had to be undertaken was that of Mary
Ball Washington.”

He even wrote, “A student could ask
for nothing more fascinating than to
take the meager references to Mrs.
Washington and to put them together
in an effort to discover the real
personality that lies behind the scraps
of paper.”

Unfortunately, he then created his
own arbitrary and gratuitous interpre-
tation, which he justified in subjective
essays in his appendices, describing
Mary as “a poor manager” and
“acquisitive,” saying she “drew money
from the son which was spent to no
purpose,” and making other demean-
ing references. Writing his text based
on this vision of her, he made her into
a believable shrew.

BACK TO HER BEGINNINGS
Virginia’s celebration of its 400

years has brought me the realization
that we have given ourselves a pass on
the 17th century. A journey to
discover the life of Mary Washington
and her origins, I believe, can be the
means of enriching our appreciation
of our history.

I am preparing a Web site that will
carry us from the beginning of her
life—including what can be known
of her parents’ lives—and trace her
experiences through the 23 years she
lived on the Northern Neck, then the
brief years at Little Hunting Creek,
then the decades at the farm across
the river, and her final years in
Fre d e r i c ks b u rg .

With so many new tools available,
I especially want to capture Mary
Washington’s life up to her 30th year,
when she arrived with five children
and another on the way in the dead of
winter at the farm across the river.

It is a formidable challenge, but an
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The map
shows the
various places
in the Northern
Neck and
Fredericksburg area
where Mary Ball
Washington lived.


