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Coverture, Colonial Family Ethic, and Widowhood


BACKGROUND INFORMATION

[bookmark: _GoBack]Colonial Family Ethic was the organization of families and marriage during the colonial period. It was a stable system and had common elements throughout the various geographic regions of Britain’s North American colonies. The four basic principles of Colonial Family Ethic are marriage, complementary roles for helpmeets (spouses), child bearing and child rearing, and literacy. Unmarried women had a few options. Literate women could become governesses or teach school. Women skilled at cloth making could produce textiles. Unskilled women could work as maids or domestics. Remarriage after the death of a spouse was encouraged as too many unmarried women was seen as destabilizing to a town. 

Coverture was a system of laws that defined a women’s position in society as subordinate to that of men. Once she became a wife, a woman was seen as being one and the same as her husband. A married woman was connected to her husband’s identity and did not have her own political citizenship. Women were acknowledged as mothers and wives, but only under the governance of men. Married women, under coverture, could not own property or control finances; nor she have rights to her own body. Widows whose husbands died without a will, which was known as intestate, were entitled to a dower share of their husband’s estate. The dower was the use of one-third of the husband’s estate for the widow’s lifetime. This “the widow’s third” was under the control of the widow until she remarried, at which time her new husband would take over control. The rest of the estate would be placed into a trust for any children of the marriage. When a husband died with a last will and testament written he often included the name of a trustee to control his estate property. 

Background Information: Martha Washington
In 1750, the eighteen-year-old Martha Dandridge married Daniel Parke Custis, who was twenty years her senior. Though Martha grew up as a member of the lower gentry her marriage into the wealthier Custis family made her part of the upper gentry. The Custis family owned hundreds of enslaved people and thousands of acres of plantations and land. Martha and Daniel Parke Custis had four children; however, only John (Jacky) Parke Custis and Martha (Patsy) Parke Custis survived infancy. After only seven years of marriage, Daniel died intestate in 1757. Martha became the wealthiest widow in Virginia and took control of roughly 17,500 acres of land and nearly 300 enslaved people, and oversaw the business of selling tobacco to England and ordering goods for the family. As a widow whose husband died intestate, she was free from the bonds of coverture and could act as the head of household in ways that married women could not. 
The expectations of the Colonial Family Ethic were that most widows and widowers under the age of forty would remarry. Martha Dandridge Custis had several suitors from which to choose. Her pick was Colonel George Washington. When she married Colonel Washington on January 6, 1759, he took over management of the Custis estate for both Martha and her two children. Martha and George Washington moved to his home Mount Vernon, to raise their family. Unfortunately, George and Martha never had children of their own; however, they did raise Jacky and Patsy together. Patsy died of epilepsy in 1773 and Jacky died in 1781 after the Battle of Yorktown during the American Revolution. After Jacky’s death, the Washingtons raised his two youngest children as their own, Eleanor “Nelly” Parke Custis and George Washington “Washy” Parke Custis. Martha was also particularly close to her niece Frances “Fanny” Bassett. Fanny married George Washington’s nephew George Augustine Washington in 1785. After his death in 1793, she married Washington’s personal secretary Tobias Lear.

Martha and George Washington were married for over forty years at the time of Washington’s death in 1799. Because of her age, wealth, and status as former First Lady, there was no expectation that Martha Washington would remarry. Following instructions in his will, George Washington was buried at Mount Vernon. Soon after Washington’s funeral, President John Adams wrote to Martha Washington expressing the desire of Congress to inter Washington’s body in a vault built under the Capitol. Despite her immense grief, Martha reluctantly agreed, while asking that her own body be placed there beside her late husband’s.  Neither of the Washingtons’ bodies was moved to the Capitol and they remain together in the New Tomb at Mount Vernon.
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