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Source A – Maryland Gazette, August 20, 1761
Source Type: Newspaper Advertisement

Background Information: Prior to the American Revolution, George Washington was a man unconcerned with the moral issues surrounding slavery. This attitude is evident in this advertisement announcing the escape of several enslaved persons owned by Washington.

1 Ran away from a Plantation of the Subscriber’s, on Dogue Run in Fairfax, on Sunday the 9th 
2 Instant, of the following Negroes

3 Peros, 35 or 40 Years of Age, a well-set Fellow, of about 5 Feet 8 Inches high, yellowish 
4 Complexion, with a very full round Face, and full black Beard, his Speech is something slow
5 and broken, but not in so great a Degree as to render him remarkable. He had on when he went 
6 away, a dark colour’d Cloth Coat, a white Linen Waistcoat, white Breeches and white Stockings.

7 Jack, 30 Years (or thereabouts) old, a slim, black, well made Fellow, of near 6 Feet high, a small       
8 Face, with Cuts down each Cheek, being his Country Marks, his Feet are large (or long) for he 
9 requires a great Shoe: The Cloathing he went off in cannot be well ascertained, but it is thought
10 in his common working Dress, such as Cotton Waistcoat (of which he had a new One) and 
11 Breeches, and Osnabrig Shirt.

12 Cupid, 23 or 25 Years old, a black well made Fellow, 5 Feet 8 or 9 Inches high, round and full
13 faced, with broad Teeth before, the Skin of his Face is coarse, and inclined to be pimpley, he has 
14 no other distinguishable Mark that can be recollected; he carried with him his common working 
15 Cloaths, and an old Osnabrigs Coat made Frockwise.

16 The two last of these Negroes were bought from an African Ship in August 1759, and talk very
17 broken and unintelligible English; the second one, Jack, is Countryman to those, and speaks 
18 pretty good English, having been several Years in the Country. The other, Peros, speaks much 
19 better than either, indeed has little of his Country Dialect left, and is esteemed a sensible judicious 
20 Negro…

21 Whoever apprehends the said Negroes, so that the Subscriber may readily get them, shall have, if 
22 taken up in this County, Forty Shillings Reward, beside what the Law allows; and if at any greater 
23 Distance, or out of the Colony, a proportionable Recompence paid them, 

24 by George Washington


Source B – Excerpt: Declaration of Independence, 1776 
Source Type: Public Document  
Background Information: This famous line from a famous document has generated immense controversy over the course of American history. How could a man who owned slaves write this?  What was the definition of “men?” Arguably, this could be considered one of the most controversial statements in American history.

25 We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by
26 their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of
27 Happiness. 


Source C – Excerpt: Notes on the State of Virginia, Thomas Jefferson, 1782
Source Type: Book 
Background Information: Thomas Jefferson’s thoughts regarding human equality in “Notes…” stand in stark contrast to his words in Source B.

28 It will probably be asked, Why not retain and incorporate the blacks into the state, and thus save, 
29 the expence of supplying, by importation of white settlers, the vacancies they will leave? Deep 
30 rooted prejudices entertained by the whites; ten thousand recollections, by the blacks, of the 
31 injuries they have sustained; new provocations; the real distinctions which nature has made; and 
32 many other circumstances, will divide us into parties, and produce convulsions which will 
33 probably never end but in the extermination of the one or the other race. -- To these objections, 
34 which are political, may be added others, which are physical and moral.  The first difference 
35 which strikes us is that of colour. Whether the black of the negro resides in the reticular 
36 membrane between the skin and scarf-skin, or in the scarf-skin itself; whether it proceeds from 
37 the colour of the blood, the colour of the bile, or from that of some other secretion, the difference 
38 is fixed in nature, and is as real as if its seat and cause were better known to us.  And is this 
39 difference of no importance?  Is it not the foundation of a greater or less share of beauty in the 
40 two races?  Are not the fine mixtures of red and white, the expressions of every passion by greater 
41 or less suffusions of colour in the one, preferable to that eternal monotony, which reigns in the 
42 countenances, that immoveable veil of black which covers all the emotions of the other 
43 race?  Add to these, flowing hair, a more elegant symmetry of form, their own judgment in favour 
44 of the whites, declared by their preference of them, as uniformly as is the preference of the 
45 Oranootan for the black women over those of his own species. The circumstance of superior 
46 beauty, is thought worthy attention in the propagation of our horses, dogs, and other domestic 
47 animals; why not in that of man? Besides those of colour, figure, and hair, there are other physical 
48 distinctions proving a difference of race. They have less hair on the face and body. They secrete 
49 less by the kidnies, and more by the glands of the skin, which gives them a very strong and 
50 disagreeable odour. This greater degree of transpiration renders them more tolerant of heat, and 
51 less so of cold, than the whites.








Source D – Excerpt: George Washington to John Mercer, September 9. 1786
Source Type: Letter 
Background Information: It is believed that George Washington’s views on slavery, and African-Americans in general, changed over the course of the Revolution after he witnessed to the bravery and sacrifice of African-American soldiers.

52 I never mean (unless some particular circumstances should compel me to it) to possess another     
53 slave by purchase; it being among my first wishes to see some plan adopted by [inserted: The 
54 Legislature by] which slavery in this Country may be abolished by slow, sure, & imperceptable    
55 degrees.


Source E – Excerpt: South Carolina Ratifying Convention, January 17, 1788, Charles Cotesworth Pinckney
Source Type: Speech
Background Information: Pinckney, a very wealthy plantation owner from South Carolina and a delegate to the Constitutional Convention, makes it clear that he believes the economic health of his home state would suffer immeasurably without the institution of slavery.

56 While there remained one acre of swamp-land uncleared of South Carolina, I would raise my 
57 voice against restricting the importation of negroes. I am . . . thorougly convinced . . . that the 
58 nature of our climate, and the flat, swampy situation of our country, obliges us to cultivate our 
59 lands with negroes, and that without them South Carolina would soon be a desert waste.












Source F – The Pennsylvania Gazette,  May 24, 1796
Source Type: Newspaper Advertisement
Courtesy of the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association
Background: Ona, or Oney, Judge was Martha Washington’s own personal servant. She ran away while serving the Washington family during Washington’s second term as President in Philadelphia.  Washington tried for years to capture Ona Judge, to no avail. How do we square this Washington with the man who expresses serious reservations regarding slavery in Source D?
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Source G – Excerpt: The Last Will and Testament of George Washington, 1799
Source Type: Legal Document
Background: In his will, George Washington freed all of the slaves he personally owned. A significant portion of the enslaved people at Mount Vernon could not be freed, however, as they were dower slaves and would were the property of the heirs of Martha Washington’s first husband’s estate.

1 Upon the decease ⟨of⟩ my wife, it is my Will & desire that all the Slaves which I hold in 
2 ⟨my⟩ own right, shall receive their freedom. To emancipate them during ⟨her⟩ life, would, tho’ 
3 earnestly wished by me, be attended with such insuperable difficulties on account of their 
4 intermixture by Marriages with the dower Negroes, as to excite the most painful sensations, if not 
5 disagreeable consequences from the latter, while ⟨both⟩ descriptions are in the occupancy ⟨of⟩ the 
6 same Proprietor; it not being ⟨in⟩ my power, under the tenure by which the Dower Negroes are 
7 held, to manumit them. And whereas among those who will recieve freedom according to this 
8 devise, there may be some, who from old age or bodily infirmities, and others who on account of 
9 their infancy, that will be unable to support themselves; it is my Will and desire that all who come 
10 under the first & second description shall be comfortably cloathed & fed by my heirs while they 
11 live; and that such of the latter description as have no parents living, or if living are unable, or 
12 unwilling to provide for them, shall be bound by the Court until they shall arrive at the age of 
13 twenty five years; and in cases where no record can be produced, whereby their ages can be 
14 ascertained, the judgment of the Court, upon its own view of the subject, shall be adequate and 
15 final. The Negros thus bound, are (by their Masters or Mistresses) to be taught to read & write; 
16 and to be brought up to some useful occupation, agreeably to the Laws of the Commonwealth of 
17 Virginia, providing for the support of Orphan and other poor Children. and I do hereby expressly 
18 forbid the Sale, or transportation out of the said Commonwealth, of any Slave I may die possessed 
19 of, under any pretence whatsoever. And I do moreover most pointedly, and most solemnly enjoin 
20 it upon my Executors hereafter named, or the Survivors of them, to see that this clause respecting 
21 Slaves, and every part thereof be religiously fulfilled at the Epoch at which it is directed to take 
22 place; without evasion, neglect or delay…

Source H – Excerpt: Thomas Jefferson to John Holmes, April 22, 1820
Source Type: Letter
[bookmark: _GoBack]Background Information: Towards the end of his life, Thomas Jefferson was still grappling with slavery, an issue that threatened the nation’s survival with the impending statehood of Missouri. His opinion that slavery was evil yet insoluble still held almost fifty years after the Declaration of Independence.  

1 I can say with conscious truth that there is not a man on earth who would sacrifice more than I 
2 would, to relieve us from this heavy reproach, in any practicable way. The cession of that kind of 
3 property, for so it is misnamed, is a bagatelle which would not cost me in a second thought, if, in 
4 that way, a general emancipation and expatriation could be effected: and, gradually, and with due 
5 sacrifices, I think it might be. But, as it is, we have the wolf by the ear, and we can neither hold 
6 him, nor safely let him go. Justice is in one scale, and self-preservation in the other.
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