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Female Ancestor Number:  049 

Name:  Dickinson, Mary "Polly" (Norris)  

Dates:   

Born:  17 Jul 1740 Philadelphia, PA 

Died:  23 Jul 1803 Wilmington, New Castle Co., DE 

Colonial Society:    PA                                                   Date added to ROA: January 2023 

Service:  Woman of Distinction: Estate owner/manager, 1766 

Authority : City of Philadelphia, Register of Wills, Isaac Norris, Esq., Administration Files, No. 55-73, 
75-80, 1766; McKenney, Janice, E., "Women of the Constitution, Wives of the Signers" (Lanham, MD: The 
Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2013), pp 51-58.  

Biography: 
Polly Norris was the daughter of Sarah Logan and Isaac Norris of Philadelphia and considered one of the 
most amiable and desirable heiresses in the Colonies.  

Her maternal grandfather was James Logan of Stenton, William Penn's Provincial Secretary. Her paternal 
side was no less exalted, as her paternal grandfather, Isaac Norris (Sr.) was a prosperous Quaker merchant 
and helped establish the Colony with William Penn. All of her male family members held office in the 
Provincial government.  

At age 26, she inherited and ran her family's large estate, Fair Hill, outside Philadelphia. She was 
well-educated and her family library was known to be one of the largest in the Colonies with an estimated 
1500 books. Within 3-years she became the sole surviving daughter when her younger sister Sally died in 
1769. Before her marriage she held personal property between £50,000 to £80,000 (upwards of $12 million 
in present day value.) She corresponded with many other educated women, and a number of politically 
engaged men, such as Patrick Henry and Benjamin Franklin.  

On 19 July, 1770, Polly (age 30) married John Dickinson. While both were raised in the Society of Friends, 
they had a civil ceremony, rather than being married in a Quaker Meeting due to the prohibitions on 
defending oneself if attacked. John Dickinson would become a Founding Father, but declined to sign the 
Declaration of Independence (due to its indications of future violence). While Mary continued to manage 
their properties, Dickinson was able to help draft the Articles of Confederation, and later the 
Constitution of the U.S. In between, he enlisted in the Pennsylvania Militia and was later named a 
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brigadier general in the Continental Army. Polly's shared political and social ideals with her husband was 
noted by John Adams, who wrote  after a particular dinner that he did not appreciate Polly's 
forthrightness. Adams said "if I should have had such a wife..., I should have shot myself."  

Their home at Fair Hill was burned to the ground by the British occupying troops during the Battle of 
Germantown. The library survived as it was separated from the main house. They had another house in 
Philadelphia as well.  

Polly and John had five children, but only Sally and Maria survived to adulthood.  

Dickinson College in Carlisle, PA, originally named John & Mary College, was founded by Dr. Benjamin 
Rush, on land bequeathed by the Dickinsons, along with much of their library.  

 
 


