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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

[bookmark: _GoBack]In 1750, Martha Dandridge married Daniel Parke Custis. Custis came from a wealthy Virginia planter family that owned 17,500 acres of land cultivated by hundreds of enslaved people. After her husband’s death in 1757, Martha Dandridge Custis was entitled to the use of one-third of her husband’s estate, including the enslaved men and women, their labor, and the wealth produced from their work for the duration of her life. These enslaved people were known as dower slaves, as they were considered part of her widow’s share of Daniel Parke Custis’ estate. After marrying George Washington in 1759, control of the dower slaves fell to Martha’s new husband.  Many of the Custis slaves were brought to Washington’s Mount Vernon estate to labor alongside his own enslaved people. 

On December 14, 1799, as George Washington lay dying, he asked Martha Washington to bring him the two wills he had previously prepared. One he directed be put in the fire and burned and the other he used as his last will and testament. The will George Washington selected stipulated that Martha Washington could use and benefit from the labor of Mount Vernon’s slaves for the duration of her lifetime at which time the enslaved people owned outright by Washington would be emancipated, supported, and educated. Importantly, this directive only included the enslaved people owned by George Washington – it did not include the dower slaves from the Custis estate who made up nearly half of the enslaved people living and working at Mount Vernon. 

George Washington was aware that many of the enslaved marriages on his estate were between Washington slaves and dower slaves. Many historians believe that George Washington delayed the emancipation of his enslaved people in order to postpone the separation of families that would inevitably happen under the terms of his will.

As seen in his last will and testament, George Washington’s views of slavery as an institution, along with his views of emancipation and abolition, changed during his lifetime. Martha Washington, on the other hand, may not have shared this change in view regarding slavery. Though she freed the Washington slaves before her own death, many historians argue this was done out of a fear for her own life rather than due to any abolitionist tendencies. In her own last will and testament, Martha included an addendum regarding the one enslaved man, Elish, who she owned outright. According to her will, Elish was to be left to her grandson, George Washington (Wash) Parke Custis, “to him and his heir for ever”.
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