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The "Free State" of Fauquier, Virginia 

Relatively little has been written about the "Free State" of Fauquier County. Much of what we know and believe has been 
passed on by stories overmany generations. The name "Free State" came from its residents often successful defiance of lawful 
authority. 

The " Free State" was a section of Fauquier County with no specific geographical boundaries. It was described as being roughly 
12 square miles and generally located between Carter's Run and Thumb Run. Today this area would be considered as being 
north and west of Warrenton. More specifically it is in part of the area west of Route 17 going north out of Warrenton and north of 
Route 211 going west. Route 721, Free State Road, runs through the original area. Towns in this area include Orlean, Hume, 
Ashville, and Markham. It extended up to Marshall, known as the capital of the "Free State". 

The origin of the " Free State" goes back to Colonial times with property rights disputes leading to law disobedience and violence. 
Historically, this area was originally part of the lands granted to Thomas Fairfax known as the Manor of Leeds. The Fairfax family 
leased land tracks to emigrant families pushing their way west. At the close of the Revolutionary War when Thomas Fairfax died 
(1781 ), the land went to his heirs (mainly Denny Martin Fairfax) who also issued leases. In 1806 the Marshall family and a group 
of friends (Marshall Syndicate) acquired the land. At first the Marshalls paid little attention to the "mounta in families" living on 
the land, but later they attempted to collect rent and evict nonpayers. Many families, who officially had become squatters, claimed 
ownership to the land as they had lived on the land for many years and claimed that the original land titles had run out. As the 
"Free Staters" struggled to keep their land by almost any means, their lawless reputation grew. Over the years these citizens 
sought refuge from the land owners and local government while continuing their fight for land ownership, Some "Free State" 
residents just picked up and moved west while others went to court (Foley vs. Marshall) while they ignored paying rents and taxes . 
As the years passed, the population in the area began to slowly change. The independent spirit of "Free State" residents, however, 
was felt through much of the 19th and 20 th centuries, and persists even today . 

There are many stories about the "Free State" area. In addition to the land ownership controversy, reports of tax avoidance, 
disregard for law enforcement, fighting, other violence, and bootleg liquor production were common. One story told how Mosby's 
Rangers during a still -destroying effort killed Sandy Jefferies, the self-styled "King of the Free State" and a good fiddler. 
Although Mosby was a teetotaler, his Rangers were said to have destroyed the liquor by drinking it. Another story talked of a 
revenuer offering a bribe (reward) to a local youth for information on the location of stills. The youth demanded payment for the 
information in advance as he was sure that the official would not return alive from the "Free State". Stories of fighting in the "Free 
State" are infamous. Several stories spoke of fights , particularly in Marshall, involving large numbers of people and where on­
lookers were told to either join in the fight or leave . It was reported that windows in Marshall were heavily shuttered as protection 
from fighting and shooting, particularly after dark. The town became known for their Election Day consumption of alcohol and 
widespread fighting. A story about Charlie Ashby, known as "old man Ashby" and another "King of the Free State", displays the 
character of free state residents. It is said that while turkey hunting he used a turkey call and upon getting what he thought was a 
response came upon a man sitting on a fence blowing on the stem of his pipe. Charlie became so mad he took his gun and shot the 
pipe out of the mans mouth, chasing him off the fence and out of the area 

Although the original "Free State" is remembered for lawlessness and violence, some have described the area as not being much 
different from other areas of the county back in those days . Some blame many of the negative stories about this area on outsiders. 
The inhabitants were known as independent people who worked, played and prayed hard. They were known generally to be good 
neighbors, who took care of each other. As the years passed, new less violent and lawless residents moved in and the bad 
reputation subsided. Whereas in the early days to be considered a resident of the "Free State" had a negative connotation, over the 
years a strong pride developed among those living in this area and some will even adjust the map of Fauquier County just to be 
counted as being a "Free Stater". 
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