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LEVEL: 
High School 

TIMEFRAME: 

Approximately 20 minutes 

OBJECTIVES: 
Students will examine secondary sources to understand the changing historiography of Martha 
Washington and women’s history. 

STANDARDS:
· Colonial America
· Civic Values and Social Norms
· Revolution and the New Nation
· Explaining How and Why Perspectives

of People Change Over Time

· Evaluating Sources
· Reading for Perspective
· Integrating Evidence from Multiple

Relevant Historical Sources Into a
Reasoned Argument About the Past

PROCEDURE: 

1. Define the term “historiography” for students as the study of how historians write 
about the past. Share the Background Information handout (included in PDF) to 
ensure that students are comfortable with the concept of historiography.

2. Distribute the Secondary Source Set - Historiography of Martha Washington handout 
(included in PDF) for students to read.

3. Distribute the Historiography of Martha Washington worksheet (included in PDF) 
and ask students to compare and contrast the secondary sources and analyze how 
historians have changed their approaches to studying Martha Washington throughout 
the 20th and 21st centuries.
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Historiography is the study of how historians write about the past. This is typically divided 
into different schools of thought based on common elements of historians’ writings in different 
time periods. The study of women’s history as a new specialty for historians derived from the 
New Left Historiography that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s during the Civil Rights 
Movement and Women’s Rights Movement. New Left Historiography focuses on primary 
source driven analysis and seeks to broaden the perspective of history by studying race, 
gender, and ethnicity.  

 

Martha Washington is often relegated to “George Washington’s wife” as her only achievement 
of note in the majority of historians’ writings on early United States history. As the first First 
Lady, Martha Washington is admired but little studied. Most 20th-century writings view her as 
a grandmotherly figure no matter her actual age. More recent, 21st-century studies re-examine 
Martha Washington as a more complex figure with a personality and goals of her own. 
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Source A – Excerpt: Flexner, James Thomas. Washington, the Indispensable Man. New York, 
NY: New American Library, 1969, page 37 

 

1 After his recovery from his seemingly mortal illness and before he marched with Forbes,  

2 Washington became engaged to Martha Dandridge Custis, a widow slightly his senior and with  

3 two small children, who had inherited from her first husband a rich estate.  The future Mrs.  

4 Washington, being about five feet tall, came up only to her suitor’s chest.  She was plump, with  

5 small hands and feet. Her large eyes, wide brows, and strong curved nose would have created  

6 bold beauty had not timidity imposed a gentle charm.  Despite her grand first marriage, her own  

7 family background had been modest; she preserved simple manners, uninsistent dignity.  She was  

8 not given to startling ideas or brilliant talk; her intelligence and imagination ran to relations with  

9 other people. 

 
 
Source B – Excerpt: Schwartz, Marie Jenkins. Ties That Bound: Founding First Ladies and 
Slave. Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 2017, page 17 

 
10 Martha [Washington] understood that slavery supported the economic, social, and political world  

11 in which she and her grandchildren lived, and her handling of her husband’s affairs shows that  

12 she accepted this reality.  Her goals and values differed in important ways from those of her  

13 husband.  He had been concerned about the fate of Mount Vernon’s slaves and had devised a plan  

14 to free some of them after his demise.  She too was concerned about the slaves, but she focused  

15 mainly on how to prevent her husband’s plan from adversely affecting her and her grandchildren 
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Source C – Excerpt: Bryan, Helen. Martha Washington, First Lady of Liberty. New York: NY: 
John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 2002, page 77 

 
16 Although historians have dismissed Martha’s intellectual capacities and her formal education, the  

17 way Martha [Custis] rose to the occasion [after the death of her first husband, Daniel Parke  

18 Custis] and shouldered the business of the estate suggests the opposite.  She was clearly familiar  

19 with the practical aspects of tobacco growing and shipping, and when she said she believed the  

20 quality of her tobacco was good, she was speaking from experience, because she had known  

21 tobacco from an early age.  She also consulted Daniel’s lawyers over the Dunbar Suit.  She may  

22 have taken the advice of friends, consulted her brother Bartholomew, or referred to Daniel’s file  

23 of correspondence to assist her, but she wrote as good a business letter to her London factors as  

24 any planter.  She showed herself to be shrewd, capable, and efficient.  Clearly Martha did not  

25 simply sigh helplessly and fall into the arms of the net available man willing to deal with it all on  

26 her behalf  

 
 

Source D – Excerpt: Brady, Patricia. Martha Washington: An American Life. New York: NY: 
Penguin Books, 2005, page 52 

 
27 Unlike most widows in colonial Virginia, [Martha] Custis was rich and independent, free to make  

28 any decision she pleased about her own future.  In contrast, slave women were forced to keep  

29 working despite their sorrow; poor women might be reduced to beggary, their children taken  

30 away and apprenticed; the middling sort often ran their husband’s businesses, taverns, or farms if  

31 they had sons old enough to work the fields; planters’ widows had money and social position, but  

32 their property was sometimes controlled by male trustees set in place by the wills of distrustful  

33 husbands. 

 

34 Free from such galling conditions, Patsy [a nickname for Martha at the time] controlled and  

35 immense property.  English common law ensured dower rights of the widows of property-owning  
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36 men; such women automatically inherited one-third of their husbands’ estates for their own  

37 lifetimes, and Patsy had no trustees to interfere with her decisions 
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Analyze the four excerpts about Martha Washington using the focus questions below. Cite specific evidence from the source in the 
column labeled “Evidence from the Source” and explain your own interpretation in the column labeled “In Your Own Words”. Finally, 
answer the question at the end using full sentences and specific examples from the sources.  

 
Focus Question 

 
Flexner 

 
Schwartz 

 
Bryan 

 
Brady 

 Evidence from 
the Source 

In Your Own 
Words 

Evidence from 
the Source 

In Your Own 
Words 

Evidence from 
the Source 

In Your Own 
Words 

Evidence from 
the Source 

In Your Own 
Words 

 
 
What is Martha 
Washington’s 
key personality 
trait? 

        

 Evidence from 
the Source 

In Your Own 
Words 

Evidence from 
the Source 

In Your Own 
Words 

Evidence from 
the Source 

In Your Own 
Words 

Evidence from 
the Source 

In Your Own 
Words 

 
Does the 
historian have a 
favorable or 
unfavorable 
view of Martha 
Washington? 

        

NAME___________________________________ 
 
DATE ___________________________________ 
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What are the commonalities between each author? What are the major differences in their interpretations of Martha Washington?  

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Focus Question 

 
Flexner 

 
Schwartz 

 
Bryan 

 
Brady 

 Evidence from 
the Source 

In Your Own 
Words 

Evidence from 
the Source 

In Your Own 
Words 

Evidence from 
the Source 

In Your Own 
Words 

Evidence from 
the Source 

In Your Own 
Words 

 
How is Martha 
Washington’s 
relationship with 
other People 
described?  
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