10 Questions for Christopher Sheels
Lives Bound Together Interview Activity

Interviewers: Gianna Kolar, Katie Hunter

Background: When did your subject live on Washington's Mount Vernon, what was their role, and what
were their connections to the Washington family and other free and slave who lived and worked on the
plantation?

Christopher Sheels started his work for George Washington at age 13, he was born on the plantation in 1776
and started his work in 1789. Christopher Sheels had 4 other siblings. Their mother Alce worked in the Maison
House Farm as a spinner. His father, Charles was free and did not work for Mr. Washington. Christopher's job
was as a personal assistant to George Washington, Christopher had a stronger connection with the
Washingtons compared to other enslaves people who lived on the plantation, because Christopher was to help
Washington with his everyday needs around the plantation. Becoming this close to the Washington family led
to many positive outcomes such as promotions, trust, and loyalty between Christopher Sheels and President
George Washington.

Question 1: You were able to become George Washington's assistant at such a young age, what were
some of the factors that led to Washington choosing you as his assistant?

Answer- | did have family members that were assigned to the house at Mount Vernon, my mother worked at
the Mansion House Farm as an enslaved spinner. My father, however, Charles is free and has no work with
Mr.Washington. Meaning Mr.Washington could have seen me with my mother at the Mansion house or had
chosen me because he saw potential between me and the eight others assigned to Mount Vernon. But with all
honesty, | am not sure why Mr.Washington choose me to be his personal assistant.

Question 2: How did Mr.Washington treat you personally compared to the other houseworkers?

Answer-Since | was a personal assistant to Mr.Washington he treated me with more respect. Once | had gotten
rabies caused by a rabid dog, Mr.Washington commanded that | should be rushed to a doctor and treated, to
ensure | would survive. He had trusted me to go to the doctor, giving me $25. This showed a more respectful
bond between me and Mr.Washington because he trusted that | would not run away.

Question 3: Was there a time when Mr.Washington doubted you or dis-trusted you?

Answer- Yes, | got illegally married in 1779 to an enslaved woman owned by Colonel Roger West. While this
marriage was illegal Mr.Washington still allowed it until he found notes written between us both. We talked
about running away, we planned to run away on a ship to Alexandria, a town 10 miles north of Mount Vernon.
After this event, it became a different trust between me and Mr.Washington but even after this, | was able to
keep my position as his assistant.

Question 4: What happened after this plan to run away?

Answer- | was demoted quite a bit but still kept my position as Mr. Washington's assistant. About 4 months
after this event occurred | was one of the 4 enslaved people including Caroline Branham, Charlotte, and Molly
to stand by Mr. Washington's bedside when he came down with a throat infection. | stood by Mr.Washington

throughout his illness and was there when he passed from the infection.

Question 5: How did Mr. Washington's death change your way of life?



Answer- After his death, | was not among the 123 enslaved people who were freed in his will, and once Mrs.
Washington died | was inherited by Mr.Washingtons grandson Mr.Cusits and was moved to the Arlington house
where | was valued at 120 euros (127 US dollars). My sister eventually was moved to the Arlington house as
well where she became the nanny of the Custis children, Mary.

Question 6: Who were some of the people you worked with while at Mount Vernon?

Answer- | worked with many people but some | encountered every day, such as William Lee who was also an
assistant to Mr.Washington. William Lee and | would rotate between their Virginia house and Pennsylvania
house to ensure we could not declare our freedom due to Pennsylvania laws. | and William were both valet
and wore White and Red suits to ensure Mr.Washington would remain tolerable to the rich.

Question 7: What happened to the rest of your family members after the death of Mr.Washington?

Answer- Much of my family was inherited by Eliza Parke Custis, the oldest of Martha Washington's
grandchildren. Eliza Parke Custis inherited about 80 slaves, who were mostly taken by her husband Thomas

Law.
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