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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

In March 1780, inspired by the American Revolution and the rhetoric of the war against the tyranny of Britain and King George III, Pennsylvania passed An Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery. The law prohibited the importation of slaves into Pennsylvania and changed the legal status of children born to enslaved mothers, after the law went into effect, to indentured servants. At the time, Philadelphia was the acting capital of the United States and Congress was the sole legislative body under the Articles of Confederation. Importantly, members of Congress were exempt from the law.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]A 1788 amendment to An Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery closed many of the loopholes of the original law. Included in the amendment was new language prohibiting the rotation of slaves in and out of the state by non-residents – a practice that had previously voided the original law’s language regarding emancipation for slaves owned by non-residents who stayed in the state for more than six months. When the United States moved from the Articles of Confederation to the Constitution, it was unclear if the exemption for members of Congress extended to the newly created Executive and Judicial branches of the government.   

Martha and George Washington brought nine enslaved people with them to the Presidential Mansion in Philadelphia, including their favorite cook Hercules. The Washingtons often returned their slaves to Mount Vernon on a six-month schedule to maintain them in bondage and acted as if the exemption to abolition laws extended to the Executive branch.  
Martha Washington took advantage of Philadelphia’s location as a seaport city and purchased many items that were difficult to acquire at Mount Vernon including imported cloth. Much of this cloth was sent back to Mount Vernon under the care of her niece Frances (Fanny) Bassett to be sewn by Charlotte, a skilled seamstress and enslaved woman on the plantation. 

For more information on Hercules, including details of his escape from slavery, visit: https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/hercules/

For more information on Charlotte visit: https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/charlotte/
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