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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
ESTABLISHING THE PRESIDENCY


BACKGROUND INFORMATION
The Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association: The Possibilities and Debates in a Civil Society

From George Washington’s death in 1799 until the 1850s, Mount Vernon remained privately owned in the hands of his family’s estate. Over these decades, the family struggled to maintain mansion and lands, where they continued to force enslaved people to work. Many of the thousands of visitors who trekked to Mount Vernon each year complained about its ramshackle appearance. Both the mansion and George Washington remained vital national symbols for many Americans, but it seemed that the federal government had fallen short in preserving the site and commemorating its history.

[bookmark: _GoBack]This is where the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association for the Union (MVLA) comes in. Ann Pamela Cunningham launched this voluntary organization in 1853 when it appeared that the government would never purchase and maintain the site. She hope to raise the necessary funds to purchase Mount Vernon and restore it to what it had been during Washington’s life. Born to a wealth cotton plantation owning family in South Carolina, Cunningham wrote a letter to her fellow southern women, entitled “To the Ladies of the South.” As the letter demonstrates, Cunningham wanted to claim Washington and Mount Vernon as the inheritance of the South. But she soon expanded her call for support to elite and patriotic women across the United States, as well as influential men such Edward Everett, an epic fundraiser for the MVLA. Initially, the Washington estate and others rebuffed and even laughed at Cunningham’s efforts, but the collective work of MVLA supporters added up. This was impressive, since Cunningham campaigned during a time when women were not afforded voting rights.

Over the next few years, the MVLA and their advocates raised hundreds of thousands of dollars. To do this, they wrote newspaper articles and letters, held public events, and appealed to Americans’ sentiment of Washington. By the end of the decade, they successfully purchased Mount Vernon, forming the first major historic preservation organization in the United States. They did all of this at a moment when the sectional crisis between Northern free states and Southern slave-holding states was reaching its peak.
The MVLA showed that people who were typically excluded from the political process and leadership roles in society could still exercise their civic agency toward a project aimed at serving a broader community.
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