Washington’s Stepchildren

Although George Washington never had biological
children of his own, family life was central to his world.
Far from being a distant or childless figure, Washington
was deeply involved in raising and guiding the children
who filled Mount Vernon with energy, responsibility,
and affection throughout his life.

When Washington married Martha Dandridge Custis in
1759, he embraced her two young children from her
first marriage as his own. John Parke Custis, known as
"Jacky,” was about four years old at the time, and
Martha Parke Custis, called “Patsy,” was just two.
Washington took on the role of a devoted stepfather,
overseeing their education, manners, and moral
development, and providing them with the stability of a
prominent Virginia household.
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Jacky grew up under Washington's watchful eye but
struggled with discipline and direction as a young
adult. During the Revolutionary War, he joined the
Continental Army as a civilian aide and contracted
"camp fever” (likely typhus) while serving at Yorktown.
He died in 1781, a loss that deeply affected
Washington and reshaped his family responsibilities.
Patsy, meanwhile, suffered from severe epilepsy, a
condition poorly understood at the time. Despite her
parents’ efforts to find treatment, she died in 1773 at
just seventeen years old, a heartbreaking blow to both
Martha and George.

After Jacky's death, Washington and Martha took in the
two youngest of his four children, effectively adopting
them and raising them at Mount Vernon. Eleanor
“Nelly” Parke Custis and George Washington “Wash”
Parke Custis became the closest Washington would
come to parenting children from early childhood into
adulthood. Nelly was especially close to her step-
grandfather, later describing him as kind, attentive, and
quietly affectionate. Wash, who carried Washington's
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name, inherited Mount Vernon and went on to become
a writer and preservationist of his grandfather’s legacy.
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Washington also helped care for Jacky's two older
daughters, Elizabeth "Eliza” Parke Custis Law and
Martha Parke Custis Peter, maintaining close ties with
them throughout their lives.

Beyond his immediate household, Washington served
as a surrogate father or guiding uncle to several nieces
and nephews, including George Steptoe Washington
and Lawrence Augustine Washington. He offered
financial support, career advice, and moral guidance,
often stepping in when their own parents could not.

The reason Washington had no biological children
remains unknown, though historians speculate that
illness earlier in life—possibly smallpox—may have left
him infertile. Whatever the cause, his life demonstrates
that fatherhood, for Washington, was defined not by
biology but by responsibility, devotion, and care.
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