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American Democracy: A Great Leap of Faith  

American Democracy Collections in the Classroom is a companion packet to an exhibition at 
the Smithsonian National Museum of American History that celebrates the bold and radical 
experiment to test a wholly new form of government. Democracy is still a work in progress, 
but it is at the core of our nation’s political, economic, and social life. This exhibit explores 
democracy from the Revolution to the present using objects from the Smithsonian’s collection, 
in addition to collection items from the Virginia Museum of History & Culture. Not only famous 
voices are presented; like democracy itself, the exhibition preserves the voices of everyday 
people by showcasing campaign materials, protest signs, and a host of other items from 
everyday life that reflect the promises of American democracy throughout the nation’s 
history. This packet will help you and your students understand various aspects of this great 
experiment by examining representative primary sources from the VMHC’s collection.  

 

READING AND ANALYZING  

Background: Primary Source Material 

This primary source packet is designed to help familiarize students with a variety of primary source materials from the 
Smithsonian’s exhibition American Democracy. The sources included will expose students to a variety of collection 
materials, including newsletters, speeches, objects, buttons, letters, and pamphlets. Prompt your students to consider 
the intersections of things like race, gender, and socioeconomic status. When analyzing the materials, keep in mind the 
origin of the source – was it meant to be public or private? Who is to, and who is it from? Does it contain opinions or 
facts, and, can you tell the difference? Is it written or illustrated? Is it a paper source or an object? These questions, the 
material in the corresponding source packet, the contextual information and images, and the guidelines below will 
provide an avenue for integrating museum collections into the classroom. 

 

 

   



Background: American Democracy  

The sources in this packet span four centuries of 
Virginia history. Within those years, the state 
underwent a dramatic change in how it defined and 
enacted democratic principles. These sources reflect the 
broader changes that occurred on a national level and 
speak to how individual Americans from a wide variety 
of backgrounds experienced them.  

More than just waging a war of independence, 
American revolutionaries took a great leap of faith and 
established a new government based on the 
sovereignty of the people. It was truly a radical idea that 
entrusted the power of the nation not in a monarchy 
but in its citizens. Each generation since continues to 
question how to form “a more perfect union” around 
this radical idea. 

British colonists inherited a world ruled by kings, 
hereditary aristocrats, and wealthy gentlemen. Then, in 
1776, Americans decided to change that world. They 
would do without a king or aristocrats. They would 
create a new government based solely on “the people.” 
But who would really count as “the people,” and how 
would it all work? Should wealthy and educated 
gentlemen still dominate the government? Could a new, 
representative form of government truly represent the 
interests and views of common men and women? How 
should those people participate to make their voices 
heard? Ever since the Revolution, Americans have 
debated these vital questions. 

When it was established, the United States of America 
boasted more eligible voters than ever before. But 
voters still made up just a fraction of the new country’s 
population. The nation’s founders never envisioned the 
numbers, classes, sexes, and races of Americans that 
cast ballots each Election Day. They envisioned a world 
in which propertied men rose above self-interest and 
voted on behalf of the rest of “the people.” Many of 

“the people,” however, showed a stubborn desire to 
vote directly to choose their leaders and laws. The 
result has been reluctant adjustments, contentious 
struggles, and ongoing negotiations as groups tried to 
persuade lawmakers, the courts, and their fellow 
citizens to let them share the power of the polls. 

Informal institutions and activities not actually spelled 
out in the Constitution help make America’s 
participatory political system possible. State and 
national parties, nomination and ratification 
conventions, and intense and elaborate campaigns are 
examples of the informal processes Americans have 
adopted that give life and form to the ideas in the 
Constitution. 

The First Amendment of the Constitution established 
that Congress shall make no law restricting “the right of 
the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the 
Government for a redress of grievances.” Not limiting 
their participation to electoral politics, individuals and 
groups with very different resources—on the streets, in 
back rooms, and through the media of their times—
have brought their interests and concerns before the 
nation. From 18th-century petitioning and mass 
demonstrations, to formal and informal lobbying of 
government officials, to electronic letter-writing 
campaigns, Americans have exercised this very basic 
democratic right to shape their country beyond the 
ballot box. 

Fulfilling the ideals of American democracy required 
defining “The People” and determining the meaning of 
citizenship. Not clearly articulated in the founding 
documents, these unsettled issues were left for future 
generations. Some basic questions have long been 
debated by Americans. How diverse should the citizenry 
be? Do we need to share a common national story? 
What are the rights and responsibilities of citizens? 
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OVERALL DISCUSSION AND GUIDING QUESTIONS 

OBSERVE 

1. What do you notice first?  
2. Find something small but interesting.  
3. What do you notice that you didn't expect? What do you notice that you can't explain? 

What do you notice now that you didn't earlier?  

REFLECT 

1. Where do you think this came from?  
2. Why do you think somebody made this? What do you think was happening when this 

was made?  
3. Who do you think was the audience for this item?  
4. What tool was used to create this?  
5. Why do you think this item is important?  
6. If someone made this today, what would be different?  
7. What can you learn from examining this? 

QUESTION 

1. What do you wonder about...who? what? when? Where? Why? How? 

  



CONTEXT AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR EACH SOURCE  

 
Petition, Virginia House of Burgesses, 1772 

VMHC Call Number: Mss4 V81934 a 4 

Petitioning involves adding your name, along with others, to an official appeal to a government or authority 
figure. Petitions have been used for centuries to influence policy makers for those who do not have a direct 
say in the decision-making process. In this petition signed by members of the Virginia House of Burgesses, they 
ask King George III to ban the importation of enslaved people to the colonies. However, economic motives, 
not humanitarian feelings for the enslaved, led them to do so. By the 1770s, a surplus of enslaved people lived 
in Virginia, and enslavers calculated that the value of these people would rise if the slave trade from Africa 
ended. The petition was rejected in London.  

 

1. What is the main reason the House of Burgesses gives for wanting to end the importation of slaves 
from Africa?  

2. What are the similarities and differences between this petition and one that might be created for a 
modern issue today? What tactics do the writers use to make their argument? 

3. Why do the writers of this petition use such formal and flowery language? Are there any words that 
you do not recognize? 

 

Letter, George Washington to Bryan Fairfax, 20 July 1774. 

VMHC Call Number: Mss2 W277 c 3  

Following the Boston Tea Party in December 1773, the British 
Parliament passed a series of acts intended to punish Massachusetts 
for its rebellious actions. Known as the Intolerable Acts in North 
America, they sparked widespread outrage. Parliament’s intention 
of subduing revolutionary sentiment served as a catalyst for unifying 
the colonies in opposition. It was within this context in the summer 
of 1774 that George Washington engaged in correspondence with 
his friend and neighbor Bryan Fairfax. In this letter, Washington 
writes to Fairfax after presiding over a committee of Fairfax County 
citizens that issued a series of resolves opposing British action and 
calling on a unified colonial response. Washington replies to a letter 
from Fairfax that called for a more moderate response to the 
controversy and explains his opposition to Parliament’s policies.  

 

1. What is Washington’s tone? Is he calm, upset, happy? How can you tell?  
2. What is Washington’s main point of disagreement with Great Britain?  
3. Why would Washington invoke his fear of slavery (pg. 5-6 of letter) when he enslaved dozens of people 

himself?  

George Washington 
(VMHC 1889.5) 



4. What does Washington mean when he says (on pg. 5), “I think the Parliament of Great Britain hath no 
more Right to put their hands into my Pocket, without my consent, than I have to put my hands into 
your’s, for money?” 

 

Emancipation Document, “Sarah,” 1782 

VMHC Call Number: Mss3 Su 788 a 5  

Revolutionary ideals of liberty and equality—along with growing moral condemnation from some religious 
denominations—inspired many Americans to reconsider their thoughts on human bondage. Between 1777 
and 1804, all the Northern states abolished slavery, either immediately or gradually. In the South, however, 
slavery boomed. Although Virginia’s state legislature did not consider ending slavery in this period, it passed a 
law in 1782 making manumission easier by dropping the requirement that slaveowners obtain government 
approval. By 1806, approximately 10,000 enslaved Virginians were freed. Thousands more self-emancipated 
by running away. Richard Rowell of Surry County invoked the “natural rights of all mankind” as justification for 
emancipating one of his enslaved people, a woman named Sarah, who gained her freedom following the 
submission of this document in August 
1782. 

 

1. What are some of the reasons that 
Richard Roswell gives for 
emancipating Sarah?  

2. What else does the document 
promise, other than giving Sarah her 
freedom?  

3. What challenges might Sarah face 
after her emancipation?  

4. What opportunities might Sarah have  
now that she is free?  

 

Citizenship Certificate, James Scott, 1811 

VMHC Call Number: Mss2 Sco842 a 1 

Congress passed the first Naturalization Act in 1790 and limited the opportunity of citizenship to “free white 
persons, who have resided within the limits and under the jurisdiction of the United States for the term of two 
years.” Compared to contemporary European nations that had literacy, religious, or skill requirements, 
America was very liberal in who it allowed to become a citizen. However, this welcoming policy completely 
excluded all non-white people. By the early 1800s, Congress had increased the residency requirement to five 
years and required new citizens to be “of good moral character.”  Between 1783 and 1815, approximately 
250,000 European immigrants arrived in the United States. One of these people was James Scott, who 
successfully received this certificate of citizenship in 1811.  

 

1. How many years had James Scott lived in the United States when his citizenship was granted?  
2. Who did Scott have to renounce his allegiance to prior to becoming a citizen?  

Freedom Pass for  
Nancy Bowser, 1798  

(VMHC Mss3 Su 788 a 44) 



3. What do you think the court means by “good moral character?” Why is this not more specific?  
4. How does this process compare to the immigration process 

today? What might explain some of the differences? 

 

Sugar bowl promoting William Henry Harrison, 1840 

VMHC Object Number: 2019.36.18 

From early elections to today, political campaigns and businesses 
have distributed or sold all kinds of branded objects in support or 
opposition to certain candidates. Born in Virginia, William Henry 
Harrison (1773 – 1841) joined the military and built a life and career 
in Ohio. As a presidential candidate, he was depicted as a man of the 
people from the rough and tumble West who was content to drink 
hard cider in a log-cabin, as shown on this sugar bowl. His opponent, 
president Martin Van Buren (1782 – 1862), was depicted as a snob. 
Harrison won the election, but died 31 days after his inauguration.  

 

1. What features or things do you see depicted on the bowl?  
2. Does this depiction of the log cabin/frontier look positive or 

negative?  
Do you think this is an accurate portrayal of frontier life? Why or why not?  

3. Can you think of any other politicians who have had a particular persona during their 
campaign/presidency? 

4. Are you surprised that a sugar bowl can tell us something about the past? Can you think of any 
‘average’ items in your house that could tell us something about you, your family, or the world you live 
in?  

 

Election Ticket, Democratic Party, 1860 

VMHC Object Number: 2010.1.56 

The earliest elections were conducted by voice vote or 
with paper ballots put into ballot boxes. These paper 
ballots, called “party tickets,” listed names from just one 
party, and they were counted under the watchful eye of 
local party and election officials. This ticket from the 
presidential election of 1860 is for the candidates of the 
Southern Democratic Party. Due to debates over the 
future of slavery, the Democratic Party could not agree 
on a presidential candidate at its 1860 national 
convention. This led to two separate presidential 
nominees; Stephen Douglas represented more moderate 
northern Democrats and John Breckenridge represented 

Painting, William Henry 
Harrison 

(VMHC 1992.249) 

Newspaper announcement of 
South Carolina’s secession  
(VMHC Broadside 1860:30) 



staunchly pro-slavery southern Democrats. The Republican Party’s Abraham Lincoln won the 1860 election, 
leading to the immediate secession of South Carolina. Ten other states would follow South Carolina’s example, 
forming the Confederate States of America and leading to the Civil War.        

 

1. How does this ticket differ from modern ballots people use to vote today?  
2. What do you think are some downsides of voting using a ticket that looks like this? Can you think of 

any benefits?  
3. Can you list some of the principles that the candidates of this party stand for?  
4. What is the meaning of the principle, “The People of the Territories in forming State Governments to 

adopt their own Institutions?”  

 

Certificate, The Grand Army of Republicans 
issued to James Jones, 1878 

VMHC Object Number: 2010.0074  

Formed on an anti-slavery platform in 1854, the 
Republican Party was instrumental in the 
passage of the 13th, 14th, and 15th 
Amendments, ending slavery, granting African 
Americans citizenship, and giving Black men the 
right to vote, respectively. Following the end of 
the Civil War, formerly enslaved people eagerly 
entered politics to defend their hard-earned 
rights and fight for equality. Most Black people 
supported the Republican Party, including 
Prince Edward County farmer James Jones, who 
was active in recruiting voters in his 
community. Between 1867 and 1895, this 
political activism resulted in nearly 100 Black 
Virginians serving in the two houses of the 
General Assembly or in the Virginia 
Constitutional Convention of 1867-1868.  

 

1. What election is James Jones organizing voters to  
participate in?   

2. What part of Virginia is James Jones working to  
recruit voters in?  

3. Examine the slogan on the left-hand side of the 
certificate:  
“The Union: It Must and Shall Be Preserved.” What do you think this slogan is referring to?  

4. Can you identify some of the challenges Black men might face when voting  
that are mentioned on the certificate? Are there any other challenges you can think of?  

 

 

“The First Vote,” engraving published in 
Harper’s Weekly, Nov. 16, 1867, 
courtesy of the Library of Virginia 



 

Speech, John Randolph Tucker, 1882 

VMHC Call Number: JV6870 .T79 

While the Civil War led to expanded access to citizenship for Black Americans, in the decades after, the U.S. 
restricted access to people of Asian descent. This prejudice culminated in the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, 
which banned immigrants from China for a 10-year period that was eventually extended indefinitely. Pushed 
by western states that feared the labor competition posed by Chinese immigrants, some Virginia politicians 
supported the act on grounds of racial superiority. In this speech on the floor of the House of Representatives, 
Virginia Congressman John Randolph Tucker spoke in support of the Chinese Exclusion Act.  

 

1. What are some of the main reasons Tucker provides for his opposition to Chinese immigration?  
2. How does Tucker define civilization? Why might his definition be subjective?  
3. Think of some examples of modern-day debates over immigration. What are the similarities and 

differences between Tucker’s arguments in favor of the Chinese Exclusion Act? 

 

Broadside, Results of Equal Suffrage, 1916 

VMHC Call Number: Broadside 1916.5  

Since the mid-1800s, women demanded the 
right to vote. Prior to the twentieth century, 
Virginia did not have a dedicated woman’s 
suffrage club. This ended in 1909, when Lila 
Meade Valentine established the Equal 
Suffrage League of Virginia (ESL). By 1916, the 
club had grown to almost 16,000 members and 
held large rallies in Richmond and other cities 
across the state. Despite their efforts, the ESL 
failed to convince state representatives of the 
importance of female suffrage and would not gain 
voting rights until passage of the 19th amendment to 
the Constitution in 1920. The ESL distributed this 
broadside to demonstrate the benefits other states had seen when they allowed women to vote.  

 

1. Who do you think is the main audience for this broadside, men or women? Why?  
2. What other major national social issue is mentioned in this broadside?  
3. Why do you think the percentage of men who vote goes up when women have the right to vote?  
4. Can you think of any other differences between states that might have been a result of not allowing 

women to vote?   

Equal Suffrage League Membership Card  
(VMHC 2000.54.2) 



 

Pamphlet, Virginia Bureau of Vital Statistics, 1924 

VMHC Call Number: HQ750.U6 V5 1925 

In the early 1900s, the pseudoscience of eugenics falsely claimed 
measurable differences between races. Supporters believed 
undesirable physical and moral characteristics could be eliminated by 
controlling marriage and reproduction. Virginia’s state registrar of vital 
statistics, Walter A. Plecker, strongly believed in eugenics and used his 
office’s authority over birth, death, and marriage certificates to label 
people as either “colored” or “non-colored” based solely on the 
person’s family history. These policies aligned with the growing 
popularity of organizations that promoted white Christian superiority, 
like the Ku Klux Klan. In this pamphlet, Plecker describes his belief in 
eugenics and provides a copy of the 1924 Racial Integrity Act, which he 
helped pass, that placed restrictions on Virginians’ ability to identify 
themselves and prohibited inter-racial marriage. Virginia’s ban on 
inter-racial marriage remained in place until the 1967 Loving v. Virginia 
Supreme Court ruling ended such bans nationwide.   

 

1. What was the punishment for making a false statement on a racial registration certificate?  
2. Why might people not be able to accurately fill out a racial registration certificate?  
3. Can you think of any other examples of debates over the right to marriage?  
4. During the 1930s, Germany looked to the United States as inspiration for passing its own laws 

persecuting Jewish people. What similarities do you see 
between Virginia’s Racial Integrity Act and Nazi-era laws? 

 

Civil Rights Stamp, 1940s  

VMHC Object Number: 2002.148.5 

As the United States prepared to enter World War II, African 
Americans called out the hypocrisy of America’s global support for 
democracy, while at the same time denying equal protections for its 
own citizens. In response, Black activists, led by A. Philip Randolph, 
began organizing a mass march on Washington D.C. for the summer of 
1941. These efforts became known as the March on Washington 
Movement (MOWM). To head off this protest, President Roosevelt 
issued an executive order establishing the Fair Employment Practices 
Committee (FEPC). This committee was designed to investigate and 
act against discriminatory hiring and labor practices in any industry 
that received government contracts. After the war, government 
officials debated the continued need for the FEPC, and while several 
attempts were made to make the agency permanent, they all failed. 

KKK Hood 
(VMHC 2005.44) 

NAACP Wartime Poster, 1944, 
courtesy of the Library of Congress 



This stamp promotes the MOWM and uses an image of a Black sailor to stress the importance of African 
Americans to the U.S. war effort.  

 

1. What are the two main demands of the March on Washington Movement’s slogan that can be seen on 
this stamp? Do you see any similarities between their slogan and those of other civil rights 
movements? 

2. Can you think of any other wars in U.S. history where protestors called out the hypocritic actions or 
words or the American government?   

3. During World War II, why would African Americans join the military or work in defense industry jobs 
when they were treated like second class citizens?  

 

Report, Virginia Voters League, 1944 

VMHC Call Number: JK1929.V8 V8 

In 1902, Virginia adopted a new state constitution that enacted sweeping restrictions on the right to vote, 
specifically targeting African Americans. Among the provisions included were poll taxes, an understanding 
clause, and literacy tests. These measures led to a drastic reduction in the number of Black voters; in 1944, 
89% of eligible Black voters did not meet the requirements to vote. Formed in 1941 and led by civil rights 
advocate Luther P. Jackson, the Virginia Voters League worked with the NAACP to increase African American 
voting rates. This booklet provides statistics on voter participation and advice on how best to improve voter 
turnout.  

 

1. The Virginia Voters League’s slogan is “Pay the poll tax in order to abolish the poll tax.” What do you 
think this means?  

2. Why would poll taxes prevent people from voting?  
3. Can you think of any laws that exist today that might prevent people from voting?  

 

Political Buttons, 1930s – 1990s  

VMHC Object Numbers: 1995.5.84, 1995.5.260, 1995.5.15, 
1995.5.56, 1995.5.5, 1998.88.17 

Every election year, thousands of buttons, stickers, signs, and 
other forms of campaign advertisement are worn or displayed 
by voters to show their support for a candidate or cause. 
These materials build a sense of community among like-
minded individuals and encourage them to turn out on 
Election Day. One of the most popular and well-known 
campaign items are buttons. First used in Abraham Lincoln’s 
1860 presidential campaign, political buttons began to be 
mass produced and used widely by the late 1800s. These 
buttons from our collection represent several different 20th 
century campaigns.  

Commemorative clothing button made 
to celebrate the first inauguration of 

George Washington, 1789 
(VMHC 2019.36.1) 



 

1. Look at these buttons as a group – what are some of the different approaches to advertising you see?  
2. Can you take away any information about the candidates’ or their opponents’ ideas from the buttons?  
3. Choose one button that you think is most successful or least successful - why?  

 

Newsletter, Gay Rights Association, 1970s  

VMHC Call Number: Mss3 G2546 a 

While LGBTQ+ people have been 
fighting for acceptance and 
belonging for centuries, the 
modern Gay Rights Movement is 
generally traced back to the 1969 
Stonewall Riots in New York City. 
Following Stonewall, gay civic 
organizations formed throughout 
the U.S. to lobby government 
officials on behalf of their 
community. Richmond’s Gay 
Rights Association (GRA) was 
formed in 1977 by members of 
the gay community who were 
impatient for direct political action. In this 
newsletter, the GRA encourages 
supporters to attend a Richmond City Council meeting and advocate for the passing of a local anti-
discrimination ordinance that would include language protecting sexual orientation.  

 

1. What other groups of people does the newsletter identify as allies in support of this ordinance?  
2. Why do you think the newsletter has to reassure readers that, “Your appearance at a City Council 

meeting … will not single you out as being gay?”  
3. Can you identify three tactics the newsletter thinks will be effective in sharing their message at the 

meeting?  
4. Can you think of modern-day issues where LGBTQ+ people are still fighting for acceptance?  

 

 

 

 

Virginia Gay Lesbian Bisexual Community Center Flag 
(VMHC 2004.358) 



Protest Sign, “Women’s Rights are Human Rights,” 2018  

VMHC Object Number: 2018.72.8 

The Women’s March of 2017 was the largest single-day protest in 
U.S. history. Satellite marches in cities around the world, including 
Richmond, represented a groundswell of female activism. Largely 
seen as a response to the election of President Donald Trump, this 
group showed their support for a variety of progressive issues. In 
January 2018, on the first anniversary of these protests, another 
round of marches took place. The 2018 events reflected continued 
opposition to the Trump administration and support for the growing 
#MeToo feminist movement, which continues to highlight sexual 
harassment and gender discrimination in society. This sign was used 
during the 2018 protest that took place in Richmond, Virginia. 

 

1. What do you notice about the sign’s design?  
2. How do the sign’s features connect with the message of the 

Women’s March?  
3. What other items could you bring to a protest to signal your support of an idea?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Pussy hat” from Women’s March 
RVA/Pride, 2019  

(VMHC 2019.30.4) 



American Democracy 
Petition, Virginia House of Burgesses, 1772 
VMHC Call Number: Mss4 V81934 a 4 



TRANSCRIPT | Petition, Virginia House of Burgesses, 1772 

To the King’s most Excellent Majesty.  

This humble Address of the House of Burgesses  

of Virginia.  

Most Gracious Sovereign, 

We your Majesty’s dutiful and loyal Subjects the Burgesses of  

Virginia, now met in General Assembly, beg Leave with all Humility to  

approach your Royal Presence.  

The many Instances of your Majesty’s benevolent Intentions and  

most gracious Disposition to promote the Prosperity and Happiness of your  

Subjects in the Colonies encourage us to look up to the Throne, and implore  

your Majesty’s paternal Assistance in averting a Calamity of a most alarming  

Nature.  

The Importation of Slaves into the Colonies from Coast of  

Africa hath long been considered as a Trade of great Inhumanity, and, under its 

present Encouragement, we have too much reason to fear will endanger the very  

Existence of your Majesty’s American Dominions.  

We are sensible that some of your Majesty’s Subjects in Great  

Britain may reap Emoluments from this Sort of Traffick, but when we consider  

that it greatly retards the Settlement of the Colonies with more useful Inhabitants, 

and may, in Time, have the most destructive Influence, we presume to hope that the  

Interest of a few will be disregarded, when placed in Competition with the security  

and Happiness of such Numbers of your Majesty’s dutiful and loyal Subjects.  

Deeply impressed with these Sentiments, we most humbly beseech your  

Majesty to remove all those Restraints on your Majesty’s Governors of this Colony 

which inhibit their assenting to such laws, as might check so very pernicious a  

Commerce. Your Majesty’s ancient Colony and Dominion of Virginia hath 

At all Times and upon every Occasion been entirely devoted to your Majesty’s (cont.) 



American Democracy 
Petition, Virginia House of Burgesses, 1772 
VMHC Call Number: Mss4 V81934 a 4 

sacred Person and Government, and we cannot forego this Opportunity of  

renewing those Assurances of the truest Loyalty and warmest Affection, which we 

have so often, with the greatest Sincerity, given to the best of Kings, whose  

Wisdom and Goodness we esteem the surest Pledges of the Happiness of all  

his People.  

Peyton Randolph Speaker  



American Democracy 
Letter, George Washington to Bryan Fairfax, 20 July 1774 
VMHC Call Number: Mss2 W277 c 3 
(pg.3) 



TRANSCRIPT | Letter, George Washington to Bryan Fairfax, 20 July 1774 (pg. 3) 

Majesty in as humble, & dutiful a manner as Sub- 

jects could do; nay more, we applied to the  

House of Lords, & House of Commons in their  

different Legislative Capacities setting forth  

that, as Englishmen, we could not be deprivd  

of this essential, & valuable part of our  

Constitution; If then (as the Fact really is) it  

is against the Right of Taxation we now do,  

& (as I before said) all along have contended,  

why should they suppose an exertion of this  

power would be less obnoxious now, than for- 

merly? and what reasons have we to be- 

lieve that, they would make a Second attempt 

whilst the same Sentiments fill’d the Breast  

of every American, if they did not intend  

to inforce it if possible? The conduct of the  

Boston People could not justify the rigour of  

their Measures, unless their had been a requi- 

sition of payment & refusal of it; nor did  

that measure require an Act to deprive the  

Governmt of Massachusets Bay of their Char- 

ter; or to exempt Offenders from tryal in the  

place, where Offences were Committed, as there  

was not, nor could not be, a single Instance  

produced to manifest the necessity of it—Are  

not all these things self evident proofs of  

a fixed & uniform Plan to Tax us? If we  

want further proofs, does not all the Debates (cont.) 
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by the Law of Nature & our Constitution we  

are, in my opinion, indubitably entitled  

to; I should even think it criminal to go  

further than this, under such an Idea;  

but none such I have, I think the Parlia- 

ment of Great Britain hath no more Right  

to put their hands into my Pocket, without  

my consent, than I have to put my hands  

into your’s, for money; and this being alrea- 

dy urged to them in a firm, but decent man- 

ner by all the Colonies, what reason is there  

to expect any thing from their justice?  

As to the Resolution for addressing  

the Throne, I own to you Sir I think the  

whole might as well have been expung’d;  

I expect nothing from the measure; nor shd  

my voice have accompanied it, if the non 

Importation Scheme was intended to be Re- 

tarded by it; for I am convinc’d, as much  

as I am of my Existance, that there is no  

relief for us but in their distress; & I think,  

at least I hope, that there is publick Vir- 

tue enough left among us to deny ourselves  

every thing but the bare necessaries of Life  

to accomplish this end—this we have a Right  

to do, & no power upon Earth can compel us  

to do otherwise, till they have first reducd  
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ever was designd for Mankind. The Stopping  

our Exports would, no doubt, be a shorter Cut  

than the other, to effect this purpose, but if  

we owe Money to Great Britain, nothing but 

 the last necessity can justify the Non-payment  

of it; and therefore, I have great doubts  

upon this head, & wish to see the other me- 

thod, which is legal, & will facilitate these payments, first tried. 

I cannot conclude, without expres- 

sing some concern that I should differ so  

widely in Sentiments from you in a matter  

of such great Moment, & general Import;  

& should much distrust my own judgment  

upon the occasion, if my Nature did not 

recoil at the thought of Submitting to Mea- 

sures which I think Subversive of every  

thing that I ought to hold dear and valu- 

able —and did I not find, at the sametime, 

 that the voice of Mankind is with me. 

 I must appologize for sending you so  

rough a sketch of my thoughts upon your  

Letter. when I look’d back and saw the length  

of my own, I could not, as I am also  

a good deal hurried at this time, bear the  

thoughts of making off a fair Copy.  

I am Dr Sir Yr Most Obedt Humble Servt 
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[For a transcription of the full letter, see the National Archives’ Founders Online page, linked here.] 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/02-10-02-0081
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I Richard Rowell of Surry County in Virginia being fully persuaded that  

Freedom is the Natural Right of all Mankind and that it is my duty to do unto 

others as I would desire to be done by in the like situation and having  

under my care one Negro whom I have heretofore held as a Slave by  

the Name of Sarah, aged fifty five years: I hereby Emancipate and set  

free the said [?] and I do for myself my Heirs, Executors and Admi- 

nistrators relinquish all my Right, Tithe, Interest, and Claim or pretensi- 

on of claim whatsoever either to her Person or to any Estate she may  

hereafter acquire. The above said Negro and all her Future Increase  

to enjoy their full Freedom without any Interruption from me or any 

Person for, by, or under me. In Witness whereof I have hereunto set  

my Hand and Seal this August Twenty Sixth Anno Dom 1782.  

Richd. Rowell LS 

At a Court held for Surry County August 27th 1782. 

The afore Written Manumission was acknowledged by the within  

named Richard Rowell and on he Motion Ordered to be Recorded. 

A Copy Teste 

JH Faulcon [?] [?] 
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Virginia, to wit,  

At a Court of Appeals held at the Capitol in Richmond, the  

twenty second day of March 1811.  

James Scott, merchant, an alien and a native of that part of Great Britain called  

Scotland, this day personally came into Court, and applied to be admitted to become 

a citizen of the United States, and it appearing to the Court, on due proof made, 

that he was residing within the limits, and under the Jurisdiction, of the United 

States between the eighteenth day of June 1798, and the fourteenth day of April  

1802, and has continued to reside within the same, and also that he has resided 

within this state one year immediately preceeding this day; and he having in  

open court declared on Oath that he will support the constitution of the  

United States, and that he doth absolutely and entirely renounce and abjure 

all allegiance and fidelity to every foreign Prince, Potentate, State or  

Sovereignty whatever and particularly to George the Third King of the United  

Kingdoms of Great Britain and Ireland; and moreover It appearing to the  

satisfaction of the court that during his residence in the said United States  

he has behaved as a man of good moral characer, attached to the constitution  

of the United States, and well disposed to the good order and happiness of the  

same, he the said James Scott is thereupon admitted a citizen of the  

United States  

A copy, teste, H. Dance L. L. 
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