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4. S T A W E D E R A L  AGENCY CERTIFICATION 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, I hereby certify 
that this - nomination - request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for 
registering properties in the National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional 
requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. In my opinion, the property - meets - does not meet the 
National Register Criteria 

Signature of Certifying Official Date 

State or Federal Agency and Bureau 

In my opinion, the property - meets - does not meet the National Register criteria. 

Signature of Commenting or Other Official Date 

State or Federal Agency and Bureau 

5. NATIONAL PARK SERVICE CERTIFICATION 

I hereby certify that this property is: 

- Entered in the National Register 
- Determined eligible for the National Register 
- Determined not eligible for the National Register 
- Removed from the National Register 
- Other (explain): 

Signature of Keeper Date of Action 
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Historic: Domestic Sub: Single Dwelling 
Transportation Water Related 

Current: Recreation and Culture Sub: Museum 
Outdoor Recreation 

Landscape Park - 
7. DESCRIPTION 

Architectural Classification: 

Materials: 

Foundation: 
Walls: 
Roof: 
Other: 
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Describe Present and Historic Physical Appearance. 

PROPERTY LOCATION AND HISTORY 

George Washington's Childhood Home Site, generally known as Ferry Farm (hereafter referred 
to as "Ferry Farm" or "the site"), is within the boundaries of George Washington's Feny Farm, a 
private historical and archaeological park owned by the Kenrnore Association, Inc., in Stafford 
County, Virginia, on the left (east) bank of the Rappahannock River directly across the river 
from the City of Fredericksburg. The site consists of 68.8 acres bounded by Virginia Route 3 on 
the east, the Route 3 Highway Connector on the south, a privately owned farm (the Bass-Embrey 
Farm) on the north and the Rappahannock River on the west (Figure 7.1 and Figure 7.2). 

The site is located on the Northern Neck of Virginia about one mile below the falls of the 
Rappahannock River. The general course of the Rappahannock is from west to east, but the river 
makes a turn to the south at the falls, and flows southward past the site. Most of the site is 
located on a river terrace about 60 feet above Mean Sea Level (AMSL). A slope on the west side 
of the site falls away to a narrow river terrace that is about 15 feet AMSL. The river is at about 
10 feet AMSL. A small, spring-fed stream flows westward across the northern part of the site, 
forming a ravine that divides the northern f i f i  of the site tiom the remainder to the south. The 
river passes through a short but ecologically rich area of tidal fresh water at the site. Native 
Americans occupied the site at various times during the pre-historic period. A very broad lithic 
scatter along the edge of the upper terrace characterizes evidence of Native American cultural 
activity. 

European and African settlement of the region below the falls began in the second half of the 
17th century. The property that became Ferry Farm was located within a 2,000-acre patent 
issued to Col. John Catlett on June 2, 1666. The Catlett Patent lay on the left bank of the 
Rappahannock between the lower falls and a point about three miles downstream, and extended 
inland about a mile and a half.' The Catlett Patent was divided and subdivided over the 
succeeding forty years, but no evidence has been found that any of the land was occupied during 
that period. In September 1710, Thomas Hanvood purchased 150 acres of the Catlett Patent, 
including the area of the later Washington domestic complex, fiom Maurice Clark of Richmond 
County. Although no physical evidence of a domestic complex associated with Hanvood's 
ownership has been found, he apparently cultivated the land. In 1726 legislation provided for the 
establishment of a ferry from the right bank of the Rappahannock to Harwood's plantation. 

In 1727 Harwood sold this land to William Strother. Strother acquired two tracts adjacent to the 
Harwood plantation: a 200-acre tract away from the river owned by Alice Cale, which Strother 
bought in 1729, and a 150-acre tract owned by John Hartshorn, which Strother bought in 1732. 
The earliest domestic site at Feny Farm, designated the Strother-Washington House, is 
associated with the Strother occupancy. Interpretation of the physical evidence recovered ffom 

' King George County Deed Book 3: 276-77, Virginia Land Ofice Patent Bwk 5: 623. The Catlm patent was located 
in dd Rarmahamod: Countv. established in 1656. When Rmnahannock Countv was divided between Richmond and Essex 
counties k 1692, the ~ a t l e i ~ a t c n t  fell within Hanover ~arisi:Richmond ~ o u n b .  In 1720 the western pottion of Richmond 
County, including Hanover Parish, was designated King George County. The site was located in King George County during the 
Washington occupancy. A revision in county boundaries in 1776  laced Ferry Farm in Stafford County. Documents relating to . . 
the hist& of the site are thus located in the kunty records of s e v h  counties. Many of the most important documents related to 
the Washineton occunanw are in the wssession of Kina Georec County nnvemmenr althouah the site is in Stafford County. 
~ h c  t111c o f ~ i r r y  Farm has bein ably reeonsrm&d by hens  in& in " ~ e c o m c t i &  the Washington w arm and thi 
Catlcn Patcnt," Ferry Farm Project. StafTnrd, Va, 1992. 
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the siPe does not preclude the house dating to the Hanvood period. Further investigation will be 
needed to determine whether the structure was built during the Hanvood or the Strother period. 

William Strother made his will, naming his wife, Margaret, as his executrix, on November 20, 
1732. He died within three and a half months. His will was entered into probate on March 2, 
1732.~ A detailed inventory of Strother's estate was not presented to the King George County 
Court until April 7,1738. The inventory contains a room by room description of the contents of 
the Strother house, indicating that it consisted of four rooms and a central hall downstairs and 
two rooms above. In his will, Wi iam Strother recommended that his wife sell the property for 
her own benefit and that of their six unmarried daughters. The property was advertised for sale 
in 1738 and s h o e  thereafter was sold to the highest bidder. 

THE WASHINGTON PERIOD, 1738-1 774 

The successfd bidder for the Strother property was Augustine Washington (1694-1743), a 
resident of Prince William Countv. Aurmstine Washineton was alreadv the owner of two 
plantations in addition to other re2 estate. He owned aplantation in westmoreland County, on 
Popes Creek, a portion of which is preserved by the National Park Service as George 
Washington Birthplace National Monument, and another plantation in Prince William (later 
Fairfax) County on Little Hunting Creek, which his eldest son, Lawrence, would inherit and 
name Mount Vernon. The Strother plantation became Augustine Washington's third plantation. 
On November 2, 1738, Augustine Washington received a deed to "all that messuage, tenement 
and mansion house where the said William Strother lately Dwelt and all the several pieces and 
parcels of land adjoining that whereon the mansion house stands-together about 280 acres. 
Consisting of the 3 parcels purchased by Wm Strother fiom Thomas Harwood, John Hartshom, 
and Alice Cale, widow."3 

The Strother property probably appealed to Augustine Washington for several reasons. First, it 
was within two miles of a 400-acre tract of land on Little Falls Run inherited by his wife, Mary 
Ball Washington (1708-1789), from her father. Augustine probably intended to develop this 
property into a productive plantation. Second, the Strother property was directly atross fiom the 
port of Fredericksburg, a newly established town that offered Augustine Washington investment 
opportunities and access to the amenities of what passed for urban life in mid-18th-century 
Virginia Third, the plantation was within convenient riding distance of Augustine's iron mining 
and furnace operation on Accokeek Creek, located several miles away in what is now central 
Stafford county? 

Augustine was also faced with the problem of providing an estate adequate to the support of 
several prospective heirs. By 1738 Augustine Washington was the father of six sons and a 
daughter - the two surviving sons from his marriage to Jane Butler (d. 1729), Lawrence and 
Augustine (Austin) - and five children by his second wife, Mary Ball - George, Samuel, 

~ G m g e W i l l  Book A-I: 95. 

' mGcorgc  County Deed Book 2: 220-224 

' Of these various reasons, most Washington biographers have treated the last as detmninative; see Douglas Southall 
Freeman, George Washington, (7 vols., Charles Swibnds Sons: New York, 1948-1957), 1: 58, and James T. Flcxncr, George 
Warhingron ~e Forge o/&erience (Little, Bmwn: Boston, 1965), 13-14. M o n  recently, John Fcrling has placed equal 
cm~hasis on the bmcr prosrxcts for cducatina OW and his younger brothers in the Frcdcricksburg area; scc Fcrling, 7he First of 
~ e " :  A Life of~eor~e-washington (UniversG of ~cnnes& R&: Knoxville, 1988), 4-5. 

- . 
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Elizabeth, John Augustine, and Charles. By 1738 he had decided to leave the Little Hunting 
Creek plantation to Lawrence and the Popes Creek plantation to Austin. His acquisition of the 
Strother plantation, followed by purchases of land in Stafford and Westmoreland counties was 
almost certainly intended to provide for the sons of his second marriage. Augustine Washington 
probably acquired the Strother plantation with the intention of leaving it to his son George, as he 
did at his death in 1743. 

George Washington (1732-1799) was six years old when his father acquired the Strother 
plantation. He was born at his father's Westmoreland County plantation on Popes Creek. In 
1735 Augustine Washington moved his family, including three year-old George, to the Little 
Hranting Creek plantation, where Augustine apparently built a new house, which recent research 
suggests consisted of two rooms downstairs and two small rooms in a half story above.5 
Augustine Washington moved his family to the more spacious house on the Strother plantation in 
November, 1738. The move can be dated to this degree of specificity because on the November 
2,1738 deed Augustine was described as a gentleman "of Prince William County," but on 
December 1, 1738 he signed a different legal agreement as Augustine Washington "of King 
George County." The latter agreement was a lease of 300 acres adjoining the Strother property 
on the south, concluded with the owner, Rosewell Neale of ~ a r y l a n d . ~  Although the record of 
the transaction seems to be lost, Augustine Washington subsequently purchased the Neale tract 
- he owned it in fee simple at his death in 1743. Joining the Strother and Neale properties, 
Augustine Washington formed a plantation of about 580 acres. 

This plantation - known since at least the 19th c e n y  as Feny Farm - was the home of 
George Washington until he reached young manhood. He lived there from 1738 to 1754, when 
he moved permanently to Mount Vernon. In addition to George the family included his three 
younger brothers and sister Elizabeth (Betty). A second sister, Mildred, was born at Feny Farm 
in early 1739 but died in the fall of 1740. She was apparently buried on the property.s 

Evidence regarding the children's education is hgmentary and inconclusive. For George, 
formal schooling probably began when he was about seven. He may have attended a nearby 
school kept by John Hobby, who was described by Mason Locke Weems as a former convict 
servant and tenant of Augustine Washington. Weems' account of Washington's life is generally 
suspect, and there is no evidence to verify his assertion. But in Washington's youth Hobby 
owned property less than a mile south of Feny Farm and kept a school. It is entirely plausible 
that Washington attended it. As to Washington's later education, the known evidence will not 
support any conclusion. Washington may have attended a school in Fredericksburg maintained 

' Robnt F. Dal~ell, Ir., and Lee B. Dalzell, George Washingion's Mount Vernon: Conrhucting Independence in 
Revolutionary America (Oxford Univmity Rcss: Nnv York, 1998). 25-26. 

King George County Deed Book 2: 272. 

' The name "Ferry Farm" has been the object of considerable confusion. It was used by Union soldiers who occupied 
the properly in 1862, suggesting that the name was current in the neighborhood before the Civil War. It may have dated as far 
back a the Washington period, but it seems more likely that the name was applied to the properly by Hugh Tmnant Mercer, the 
son of Gen. Hugh Mmer,  who owned the property in the fim quarter of the 19th century and who actually operated the ferry that 
landed there. n t e  Wsshinaons never operated the feny and soem to have regarded it as anuisance, so it is not likely they would 
have called the place " F C ~  Farm." ~ i k c  "~akef i e l~" - the  name applied to popes Creek Plantation since the late eighteenth 
century, the name "Fmy Farm" is now unavoidably, if anachmninically, linked to Washington's childhood home. 

' George Wahington used a tombstone near the house as a key point in a survey that he made of the property in 1771. 
Mildred is the only white penon known to have died at Fmy Farm before that date whose body is not believed to be interred 
elsewhere. 
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by the Rev. James Marye or a &ol kept on one of the nearby plantations. Washington's aide 
David Humphreys wrote in his sketch for a biography of Washington that a private tutor" 
conducted his later education. Washington reviewed Humphreys' draft and made comments and 
corrections, but passed over this assertion, which may mean much or little? Although 
Washingion's surviving school papers, which he preserved, offer few clues to the identity of his 
schoolmaster or the location of the school, they suggest that his education continued until he was 
about fourteen, by which time he had demonstrated an aptitude for mathematics and mastered the 
basic principles of geometry, which are the basis for a career as a surveyor, and nearly as 
essential for a successful general.10 

New archaeological and documentary research has demonstrated that on Christmas Eve, 1740, 
the Strother-Waslhgton House was destroyed by fire (Figure 7.3). The family took refuge in 
the kitchen dependency. Shortly thereafter they apparently returned to Little Hunting Creek, 
where they lived for most of 1741. At Augustine's command a new house was constructed at 
Ferry Farm, which the family seems to have occupied late in 1741. The new Washington House 
was apparently similar to the destroyed Strother-Washington dwelling, and consisted of four 
rooms downstairs around a central hall with two chambers above.'' 

Augustine Washington died in this new house in April, 1743; his body was interred at his 
ancestral burying ground near the Popes Creek Plantation. By the terms of his will, the bulk of 
his estate, including his plantations at Popes Creek and Little Hunting Creek, were left to the 
sons of his first marriage. George Washington - eleven at his father's death - was to inherit 
Feny Farm when he reached his majority. In the interim the plantation was left in the hands of 
Mary Ball Washington. Though only thirty-four at the time of her husband's death, she never 
remarried. 

Augustine Washington's death dealt a major blow to his son George's prospects. His older half- 
brothers had enjoyed the benefit of education in England, at the Appleby School, which 
Augustine had earlier attended. Augustine probably intended to send George to the school, but 
his death dashed any hope that George would receive a polished gentleman's education abroad. 
In 1746 Lawrence Washington proposed that George be sent to sea as a midshipman in the 
British Navy, but Mary Ball Washington rejected the idea Implicit in Lawrence's solicitude for 
George's future was the assumption that the income to be derived from Feny Farm would not be 
adequate to maintain George's position in the Virginia gentry at the level at which the family was 
accust~rned.'~ 

Rosemarie Zag&, ed., David Humphreys' "Li/e of General Washington" with George Washington's "Remarkc" 
(University ofGeorgia Ress: Athens, Ga, 1991), 6. 

'' Washington's school exercises are preserved in the Washington P a p m  Library of Congress. 

" This episode is sated below in the Nmt ive  Statement of Significance. 

There is no reliable documentaw basis for the hadition. embraced by an earlier generation of biographers, that 
W- wa snt Io live with ~a\rrrnce Washington at Mount v a n i n  after thcirfatheh death. The tradition stems 

from the& 1- bkrabkd e f f m  of John hlarshall and Jared Sparks, who can Lawrcnce In h e  role of a surrogate 
fa therd  mcrcd r& mohd. %nowhere in his surviving papm does ~ e o &  Washington suggest that Lawrence assumed 
wcb r mll b 6u. Wmhhguds few comments aboul ~a-ie arc monly mildly disparaging [see, e g  . Washington's 
comments on David Humphms' sketch for a biography of Washiigton, wrincn in the 1780% recently edited by Rosemarie 
Zagani and published as bavlb Humphreys' "~i /e-oi~;nernl  ~ashin~ton"  with George Washington's "Remarh" (University of 
Georgia Pms: Athens. Ga. 1991). em. DD. 8-91. Geome Washinaton was unquestionably living at Ferry Farm in 1746 whm 
will& Fairfax m n  with him in ~ ~ & & s b u r g  w disc-uss the proposal that h; go to sca ~ashington'cearl~ comspondmce, 
practice surveys, professional surveys, and earliest account book, which document the msuing yeam demonmatc that he made 
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This certainly occurred to George as well. Having demonstrated an early aptitude for 
mathematics, George turned to surveying to provide him with a cash income that would allow 
him to acquire more and better land. He may have first practiced with the surveying instnunents 
listed in his fatheis estate inventory as being kept in Ferry Farm storeh~use.'~ In 1748 he was 
invited to accompany a surveying party sent out by Lawrence's neighbors, the Fairfax family of 
Belvoir. The next year, owing to the patronage of the Fairfaxes, Washington was appointed 
official surveyor of Culpeper County. His surveying work took young Washington away from 
home for several weeks each spring and fall. At other times he enjoyed visiting with his brothers 
at Mount Vernon and Popes Creek, with the Fairfaxes at Belvoir, and with his cousins in the 
Chotank region of Stafford (now King George) County, about twenty miles east of Ferry Farm. 
But despite the attraction of these places, Feny Farm remained his home. The surviving 
documentation is not sufficient to work out the chronology of Washington's movements between 
1748 and 1752 with precision, but it seems that he spent more time at Ferry Farm during those 
years than anywhere else. In 1753 and 1754 his military duties - including the expedition to 
Fort Le Boeuf in 1753 and the Fort Necessity campaign in 1754, events of major national 
significance - kept him away from home for a considerable amount of time. 

George Washington formally inherited the plantation in 1753, but he left his mother in 
possession of the property. Mary Ball Washington continued to occupy the site and cultivate the 
land - with the heldof an overseer - until 1772. George Washington made occasional visits to 
the olantation during this time and assisted his mother in the management of the urouertv. On a 

A + 

visi to the in 1771 he made a survey of the fence lines &d other features of the 
"Home House" farm, apparently in anticipation of leasing the property. This survey constitutes 
the most valuable known record of the layout of the plantation.'4 In 1772 Mary Ball Washington 
moved into a house in Fredericksburg George Washington bought for her. Shortly thereafter 
Washington leased the property to nearby landowners William Fitzhugh and James Hunter while 
he sought a buyer. 

The Washington family occupied the site continuously for more than thirty-three years. During 
the Washington occupancy the plantation consisted of a "Home House" farm along the river, 
where the domestic complex was located, and a quarter at "Cale's" located to the east, away from 
the river. The present site includes the area where the Washington domestic complex was 
located and about half of the land under cultivation at the "Home House" farm. At Augustine 
Washington's death in 1743 the domestic complex included the Washington House, a kitchen 
dependency, dairy, and at least 2 storehouses, in addition to barns, other outbuildings, and slave 
quarters sufficient to housetwenty slaves at the "Home House." There were slave quarters for 
seven at the quarter and apparently also a modest overseer's house there. Corn and tobacco were 

visits (perhaps extending for several waks in some caws) to the homes of various relatives, including Lawrence. but that Ferry 
Farm remained his home. For the conrspondence and professional surveys, see W.W. Abbot, er 01, cds., The Papers of George 
Wahingfon, Colonial Series (10 vols.. Univm~ty Ress of Virginia: Charlottesvillc, Va, 1983-95). 1: 1-55. Washington's 
practice surveys and earliest account book, which are mostly tmpublished, are in the George Washington Papm. Library of 
Congress. 

'' This probably the basis for the long-standing tradition that identifies a small frame building on the site as "George 
Washington's Surveying Office"; see the description of archaeological resources below. 

" Washington's account of preparing this w e y  is found in his diary for Scptrmbu 13. 1771 ponald Jackson and 
Dorothy Twohig, eds., The Diaries of George Wahingfon , (University F'rcss of Viinia:  Charlottmillc, Va, 1976-79). 3: 53). 
Washington's survey notes are preserved in the Rosenbach Library in Philadelphia No plat bawd on thcx notes has been found. 
The notes were used as the basis for a plat prepared by Lawrence Martin, Chief ofthe Map Division of the Library of Congress, 
for The George Warhingfon Atlar (George Washington Bicentennial Commission: Washington, D.C., 1932). 
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apparently the primary crops; wheat was grown during the latter years of the Washington 
occupancy. Livestock - enumerated in the inventory of Augustine Washington's estate - 
included horses, cattle, swine, and sheep. There were hog pens and other livestock enclosures. 
Poultry was not listed but George Washington's 1771 survey of the "Home House" farm locates 
the family hen yard, adjacent to the kitchen garden to the north of the house." 

The ferry, which then or later gave the plantation its name, crossed the Rappahannock from the 
town and landed on the Washington's property near the southwest comer of the plantation. It 
was at this sitete according to Mason Locke Weems, that young Washington was able to throw a 
stone across the river. The U ' a s h i o n  family never owned the ferry or profited from its 
opedon ,  whifh was carried out iry the property owners on the Fredericksburg side, although 
they probabky enjoyed the convenient access to the town that the ferry provided. This probably 
changed in 1745, when the ferry became a free, or subscription, ferry. Traffic probably 
increased and the Washington family seems to have come to regard the ferry as a nuisance. 
George Washington's earliest known letter, written to his half-brother Lawrence on May 5, 1749, 
complained that "we suffer enough with the Free Ferry." Later in the Washington occupancy the 
ferry landing was shifted to the northwest comer of the plantation -much closer to the 
Washington House -where it remained through the early 19th century. When George 
Washington moved his mother into Fredericksburg in 1774, he paid to have her personal and 
household effects carried across the river on this feny.16 

THE MERCER OWNERSHIP, 1774-1 829 

In 1774 George Washington sold the plantation for £2,000 Virginia currency to Dr. Hugh Mercer 
of Fredericksburg, who intended to make the plantation his home after making improvements 
and repairs. The Revolutionary War upset these plans. Mercer joined the Continental Army, 
was appointed a brigadier general, and died of wounds received at the Battle of Princeton. 
Mercer made provision in his will for the repair and improvement of the property, but no 
evidence has been found that his widow occupied it." It was probably leased to a series of 
tenants during the Mercer period. No evidence of new building construction during this period 
has been found. 

During the Mercer ownership the site first became the object of veneration. George Washington 
was appointed commander-in-chief of the Continental Army in 1775 and in 1777 the first 
recorded tourist made a pilgrimage to Ferry Farm. Ebenezer Hazard, later a pioneering 
American historian, went out of his way while passin through the region to visit the site, where 
he erroneously believed Washington had been bom.lBDuring the decades that followed, many 
more pilgrims followed Hazard's example of traveling to Ferry Farm. Among these was Mason 

Is lmcntay of Capt A u p s t k  Washington, July 1,  1743, King George Counly Inventories, Book 1: 285; The hog 
pens are mentioned in George Washington's Account with Mary Washington, April 27, 1775, in Papers ofGeorge Washington, 
Colonial Series, 10: 34749; Furthw details about me pmpary ax found in the appraisal of  goods belonging to Mary Ball 
W-OcDbcr IJ,lTI1, pcpMd by Fiewing Lewis and Charles Washington (MS collection, Mount Vernon Ladies . . A s a c m W & ~ V s o o g  V i )  

I4 Gcorg WXbtgUXl to L.wrrna Washington, May 5,1749, in Papers of George Washington, Colonial Series (10 
voh,  Univnnfy Press of Virginia: Cbarloftesville, Va, 1983-1996). 1: 6-8. 

I7 Hugh Mercer to George Washington, March 21, 1774, in Papers ofGeoge Washington, Colonial Series, 10: 2-3. 

11 Fred Shelley, cd., "The Journal of Ebenczn Hazard in Virginia, 1777," Virginia Mogmine ofHirtory 
Biogrup/y, 62 (1954). 419. 
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Locke Weems, an itinerant Episcopal minister and bookseller from Dumfries, Va., who visited 
the area on numerous occasions. In his Life of Washington, first published in 1800 and expanded 
in later editions, Weems tried to correct the popular misconception that the site was 
Washington's birthplace and offered the first description of the Washington house in print. 
Weems is best remembered, however, for popularizing stories about Washington's childhood, the 
most well-known of which is the story of Washington and the cherry tree, which Weems set at 
Ferry Farm. Weems' Life of Washington passed through twenty-nine editions by 1825, making it 
one of the most popular books of the period. The cherry tree story achieved even greater 
popularity when it appeared in McGuffey's Readers and was borrowed by other biographers, 
with or without attribution.19 

THE ANTEBELLUM PERIOD. 1829-1 860 

Even as the story of the child Washington and the cherry tree at Ferry Farm was being 
immortalized in American popular memory, the site itself was falling into decay. Hugh Mercer's 
son John Tennant Mercer offered the property for sale in 1826, describing the property and 
adding that "The Land was purchased by my father from General Washington, who resided some 
years of his early life on the estate - and altho' not the native spot of this illustrious man, yet he 
was in part reared upon it - an interesting fact which gives some degree of interest to the estate 
and somewhat consecrates its soil." Mercer offered the farm for what he described as an 
"unusually low" price "allowing to the depreciated state of property of every kind"'' The 
property was sold in 1829 to Judge John Coalter, who lived at nearby Chatham. 

By that time or shortly thereafter, the Washington House that had stood since 1741 was 
demolished. In 1833, artist John Gadsby Chapman visited the site to paint "Fredericksburg from 
the Old Mansion of the Washington Family," which depicts the ridge on which Washington 
House had stood, with a pile of rubble in the middle distance apparently intended to represent the 
remains of the house (Fig. 7.4). On the back of the canvas is a note, seemingly in the artist's 
hand, that the house had been "pulled down." Washington Irving, in the fust volume of his Life 
of George Wmhington, published in 1855, commented that there was nothing visible to indicate 
where the Washington House had stood but "fragments of brick, china, and earthen~are."~' In 
1846 the son-in-law of the late John Coalter sold the property to Winter Bray. In 1857 Bray's 
heirs built a new house at Ferry Farm - a modest b e  house built over a stone walled cellar. 
The Bray House was standing when the Civil War began. 

THE CIVIL WAR, 1861-1865 

The Civil War had a significant impact on the site (Figure 7.5). The river crossing that gave 
Feny Farm its name also made it a position of strategic importance. Union troops occupied the 
site in late April, 1862. They constructed a pontoon bridge at the ferry landing and occupied 
Fredericksburg and Ferry Farm until the end of May, when the bridge was removed and the 
troops withdrew to the north. The Army of the Potomac returned in November, 1862, and 

The many popular biographies that bornwed the chmy tree story and other episodes from Wetms' Life of 
Washingion are listed in W.S. Baker, Bibliotheca Wahingfoniam: A Descriptive Lirt ofthe Biographies andBiographica1 
Sketches of George Washingfon (Robert M Lidsay: Philadelphi& 1889). 

lo FredencksburgJJ'irginia Herald, September 13, 1826. 

Washington Irving, The LLi/e of George Woshingron (3 vols., G.P. Rrmam: New YoT~,  1855), 1: 19. 
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established mtillery emplacements on the river terraces facing Fredericksburg. Ferry Farm was 
at the center of the Union lines immediately prior to the First Battle of Fredericksburg 
(December 14,1862). A battery commanded by Lt. Francis W. Seeley was posted near the site 
of the Washington House; a second battery under Capt. Richard Waterman overlooked the ferry 
landing a short distance to the north, and Huntington's battery was posted on the south side of the 
old Washington plantation. These two batteries overlooked the City of Fredericksburg and faced 
directly west, toward the Sunken Road. Earthworks were constructed to protect these batteries, 
and soldiers of the Army of the Potomac set up camp over much of what had been the 
Washington plantation. 

On December 1 1,1862, Union engineers constructing a pontoon bridge at the ferry landing were 
thwarted by the fire of Confederate soldiers hiding in and around buildings on the Fredericksburg 
side of the river. That afternoon, after an artillery bombardment had failed to dislodge the 
snipers, elements of the 89th New York crossed the Rappahannock River in pontoons to attack 
the Confederates and facilitate the completion of the pontoon bridge. A large part of the Union 
army crossed the pontoon bridge on the night of December 11. The ferry road down which they 
marched is a prominent feature of the site, and remains substantially as a soldier of the 5th New 
Hampshire described it: "The road to the descent was steep and narrow, and was bordered on 
one side by a chasm ten or fifteen feet deep. As my train went down, one mule driver overturned 
his wagon, mules and all, into the chasm. The wagon alighted on its top and its wheels loomed 
up vaguely through the darkness." This ravine is a prominent and readily recognized feature of 
the site. 

Military maps drawn in 1862 indicate that there were two significant structures on the property 
in addition to the Bray House; all three structures were gone by 1864. Rail fences, if they 
survived the first Union occupation, were burned for fuel. Pontoon bridges were built across the 
river at the ferry landing in December 1862, May 1863, and May 1864. The Bray House was 
apparently demolished by Union troops during the winter encampment of 1862-63. All of the 
standing structures in the vicinity of the Washington domestic complex were demolished by 
1864. Photographs taken h m  the opposite bank of the river indicate that no structure in the 
vicinity of the Washington House site survived the war. 

THE POST-WAR PERIOD AND THE COLBERT OWNERSHIP, 1865-1926 

In 1872, Charles R. Bray conveyed the Ferry Farm property to St. George T. Fitzhugh. Fitzhugh 
subdivided the property into smaller tracts, and in 1876 soM the riverside parcel, including the 
site of the Washington domestic complex, to John and Jane Carson. Shortly thereafter the 
Carsons built a new house over the cellar of the 1857 Bray House. In 1900 the Carsons 
conveyed the property to James B. Colbert. In 1914 Colbert moved the Carson House about 100 
feet to the south and poured a new concrete cellar on its original site, encasing the walls of the 
1857 Bray House and unwittingly preserving a large part of the cellar walls and floor of the 
Strother-Washington House beneath the poured-concrete floor. The built a new house -the 
fourth on the spot - on the new concrete foundations. The Colbert House stood until 1994, 
when it was h y e d  by fire. 












































































