James Armistead
Lafayette
A FIGHT FOR
FREEDOM & EQUALITY

In a partnership with VMHC, the John Marshall Center has created a set of
lesson plans to complement the VMHC’s exhibition,

Determined: the 400-year struggle for Black Equality
This is lesson 1:

James Armistead Lafayette

A FIGHT FOR FREEDOM AND EQUALITY (HS)
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Following the French and Indian War, tensions between the 13 colonies and Great Britain grew
until a full scale war was waged for independence. The Declaration of Independence was a
“break up” letter presented to King George that officially announced colonies’ separation from
Great Britain. Many patriots across the 13 colonies fought for America’s freedom, including
many in bondage who were also fighting for personal freedom and equality.

OBJECTIVE

Students will be able to explain why the involvement of African Americans in the Revolutionary War illustrates
the contradiction of the words, “all men are created equal” contained in the Declaration of Independence.

V O C A B U L A R Y
You Will Find The Following Terms Throughout Your Activity.
Understanding These Terms Will Be Important For Completing This Assignment

Indentured
servants
People who signed a
contract agreeing to
work for typically 5-7
years in exchange
for transportation to
the 13 colonies.

Enslaved
Africans
People who were
forcibly brought to
the 13 colonies from
the Continent of
Africa, treated as
property and
deprived of their
human rights.

Declaration of
Independence
Document sent to the
King of England
formally explaining
why the 13 colonies
were ﬁghting for
freedom.

Emancipation
The act or process of
being set free from
legal, social, or
political restriction.

Patriots
Colonists during the
Revolutionary War
who rejected British
rule and fought for
America’s
independence
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THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE
was a “break up” letter to King George, the leader of Great Britain. This
document provided a list of grievances which outlined the reasons why the
colonies were separating and creating their own nation.
Read the following famous quote pulled from the Declaration of Independence.
Move the three stars to the words or statements you think are most
important and answer the following questions:
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What does the phrase “All men are
created equal”
mean to you?

Based upon your knowledge of U.S
. history, is there
anything surprising about this quo
te? Why or why not?

READ AND HIGHLIGHT IN YELLOW THE ACTIONS
AFRICAN AMERICANS TOOK DURING

THE REVOLUTIONARY WAR
THEN ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BELOW.

What is the most interesting
part of this reading? Why?

What questions do you ha
ve after
completing this reading?

The Declaration of Independence and widespread talk of liberty provided thousands of
Enslaved Africans high expectations, and many were ready to ﬁght for a democratic
revolution that might offer them freedom. African Americans refused to be mere bystanders
and gave their loyalty to the side that seemed to offer the best prospect for freedom.
From the start African Americans made an impact on the war. At the ﬁrst battles of Lexington
and Concord at least 10 to 15 black soldiers, including some enslaved africans, fought against
the British. Two of these men, Salem Poor and Peter Salem, earned special distinction for
their bravery. Despite their bravy the Continental Congress adopted a policy of excluding
black soldiers from the army.
In spite of these discouragements, many free and enslaved African Americans in New England
colonies were still willing to take up arms against the British. In fact, as soon as the colonies
found it difﬁcult to ﬁll their enlistment quotas, they began to turn to African Americans.
Eventually every colony above Virginia recruited enslaved Africans for military service, usually
in exchange for their freedom. Some voluntarily joined the war while others were forced to
join by their enslavers taking their spot in the army. By the end of the war it is estimated
5,000 to 8,000 African Americans had served the American cause in some capacity. Many
African Americans served by ﬁghting in regiments. Several all-black units, commanded by
white ofﬁcers, also were formed and saw action against the British. While some served in
support roles such as cooks, waiters, and artisans; Enslaved Africans were often trained and
very talented in carpentry, masonry, as blacksmiths, shoemakers, seamstresses, bakers, and
distillers. Their skills and talents were an important asset to the Americans in the
Revolutionary War.
Black participation in the Revolution, however, was not limited to supporting the American
cause. Thousands also fought for the British. Enslaved Africans made their own assessment of
the conﬂict and supported the side that offered the best opportunity to escape bondage.

CLICK ON THE IMAGES ABOVE TO READ ABOUT THE BLACK HEROES OF THE REVOLUTIONARY WAR

African Americans played an extensive role in the American Revolutionary War. They fought not only
for our nation's independence but for their own personal freedom and equality. These heroes were
a living contradiction to the words in the Declaration of Independence.
To explore this contradiction, we will look at the life of James Lafayette and the actions he took to
bring our nation closer to realizing the ideals of freedom and equality enshrined in the Declaration.

To understand James’s story we need to first learn about Dunmore’s Proclamation:
In 1775 Lord Dunmore, the British Governor of Virginia, feared an attack on Williamsburg and ﬂed to a British
ship. Aboard that ship, he issued the following proclamation. Read an excerpt of the proclamation below
and answer the following questions.

DUNMORE’S PROCLAMATION
“...And I hereby further declare all indentured servants, blacks, or others...free, that are able and willing to
bear arms, they joining His Majesty's (King George’s) Troops, as soon as may be, for the more speedily
reducing the Colony to a proper sense of their duty, to this Majesty's crown and dignity.”

Who is the intended
audience of this
Proclamation? Who is he
trying to “speak to”?

In exchange for freedom,
what action(s) must these
people take?

What is the purpose of
this Proclamation?
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We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created
equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain
unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness.
- Declaration of Independence

Re-read the quote above and read the statements below. Move the hearts
next to the statements you believe SUPPORT the quote above.
ALL WOMEN SHOULD HAVE THE RIGHT TO VOTE
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ALL HUMANS SHOULD HAVE ACCESS TO EDUCATION
ALL HUMANS SHOULD BE BORN FREE
CREATE YOUR OWN STATEMENT BELOW THAT WOULD BE SUPPORTED BY THE QUOTE:.
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Although the Declaration of Independence
contains the words: "We hold these truths to
be self-evident, that all men are created
equal..." there was a contradiction to those
words at the time they were ﬁrst written.
Slavery had existed in America for over a
century and despite the principles presented
in the Declaration of Independence, the
Founding Fathers did not acknowledge it in
this published document.
Many colonists across the 13 colonies made
the decision to ﬁght for independence against
Great Britain. Those in bondage also made the
decision to ﬁght for freedom. Thousands of
African Americans became involved in the
war, refusing to be bystanders, ﬁghting on
both sides in the hopes of achieving
emancipation.
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Why do you think it is important to learn about enslaved
African Americans fought on both sides of the war?

How do you think this will impact the Revolutionary War?

For some enslaved-turned-soldiers, the Revolution’s promise of liberty
became a reality. But despite the famous words from the Declaration of
Independence, “all men are created equal”, free and enslaved African
Americans did not experience widespread emancipation. Using the text you
have just read, answer the questions below.
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Born into enslavement around 1760, James Armistead lived much of his life on a plantation in New Kent,
Virginia. During the American Revolution, James received permission from his enslaver, William
Armistead, to enlist in the Marquis de Lafayette’s French Allied unit of the Continental Army. Lafayette
sent James to the British to work as a spy, posing as a household servant. Because of Dunmore’s
Proclamation and the promise of freedom it contained, the British received James Armistead and
thousands of other enslaved Africans without suspicion. James Armistead worked to gain the conﬁdence
of the British, promising to share his knowledge of Virginia terrain and routes only a local Virginian would
know, all the while still sending intelligence about British back to the Continental Army. Each day James
worked behind enemy lines he risked being hanged for treason, but despite that threat he continued his
work ﬁghting for freedom and equality.

List some James’s actions to
serve the colonies during the
Revolutionary War.

James
Armistead
Lafayette

Why are James’s actions
significant?
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The British assigned James
to work for British General
Benedict Arnold. At ﬁrst
James was completing
menial tasks such as
pouring cups of tea and
taking care of uniforms.

Over time, by helping General

Arnold maneuver his troops
through Virginia, James gained
signiﬁcant insight into British
movements. The British
generals were so impressed
with James they tasked him with
spying on the Continental army.

How was James able to gain the confidence of
the British during the war?

James’s work as a double
agent allowed him to easily
travel between camps.
James gathered valuable
information from British
ofﬁcers who spoke openly
about their strategies in
front of him.
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Because he could read and
write, James was able to
scribble handwritten notes
to be handed off to other
spies and delivered to
Lafayette. At the same time,
he was giving the British
false information.

What do James’s actions show us
about
his dedication for fighting for the
colonies
and his own freedom?

One of James’s most valuable pieces of intel came near the end of the summer in 1781.
He sent a note to Lafayette, detailing Cornwallis’s move from Portsmouth to Yorktown
and giving word of the expected arrival of 10,000 British troops at the new location. In
response, Lafayette informed General George Washington, and the pair made
preparations to create a blockade around Yorktown by land and sea. Thanks to James’s
information, the blockade was a success and resulted in the ﬁnal major victory for the
colonists. Lord Cornwallis, head of the British Army, surrendered to the Americans on
October 17, 1781. The victory at Yorktown ultimately led to the end of the Revolutionary
War, and ensured the new nation’s independence from Great Britain in 1783.

What is the significance of the
victory at Yorktown?
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John Trumbull’s painting The Surrender of Lord
Cornwallis, which hangs in the US Capitol Rotunda,
depicts the forces of British General Charles
Cornwallis surrendering to French and American
forces Oct. 19, 1781, after the Siege of Yorktown.

Describe an image that an artist could create that fully represents the
events at Yorktown and the contribution of African Americans.

A Virginia law was passed in 1783 stating that
enslaved men who “have faithfully served
agreeable to the terms of their enlistment, and
have thereby of course contributed towards the
establishment of American liberty and
independence, should enjoy the blessings of
freedom as a reward for their toils and labours.”
What was the purpose of thi

s law?
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Although Americans celebrated freedom throughout the United
States at the end of the war, James Armistead returned to a life
of enslavement. Despite his heroic actions to help Continental
Army win the Revolutionary War, he had to return to bondage.
The Act of 1783 only emancipated enslaved soldiers who fought
for the Americans, not spies like James. James repeatedly
petitioned the Virginia legislature (lawmakers) for his freedom,
but his requests were continuously ignored.
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In 1784 Marquis de Lafayette visited the General Assembly in Richmond. During that visit, the Marquis de Lafayette
discovered that James, his former spy was still enslaved. To help James achieve his freedom, the Marquis provided
a testimonial letter, conﬁrming James’s instrumental work. In the note, Lafayette wrote:

In
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“This is to certify that James has done essential services to me while I had
the honour to command in this State. His intelligence from the enemy's
camp were industriously collected and most faithfully delivered. He perfectly
acquitted himself with some important commissions I gave him and appears
to me entitled to every reward his situation can admit of.”
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Although they read this letter, the Virginia General Assembly did not respond or make any decisions in regards to
James emancipation. In fact, two years letter James had to petition the Assembly one more time...

What reason(s) does Marquis de Lafayette
give for why James should have his freedom?

is de Lafayette
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What was the outcome of the Ma
rquis de
Lafayette letter?

Two years following the Marquis de Lafayette’s letter on behalf of James, the General Assembly had still not reached a decision regarding his emancipation.
James sent another petition on November 30, 1786. Read a paraphrased portion of his petition below.

“The petition of James humbly shows he had an honest desire to serve this country during the
ravages of the British government, with permission of his enslaver, entered into service of
Marquis Lafayette. During this time, often at the peril of his life frequented the British
camps providing useful communication to the army, the most secret and important
information. He undertook and performed all commands with cheerfulness..”
On December 25, 1786, the Virginia General Assembly ﬁnally decided to legally emancipate James Armistead.
On January 1, 1787 James Armistead ofﬁcially became a free man. Living off his annual pension fee, Armistead moved to his own
40-acre farm in Virginia, where he married, raised a family, and lived out the rest of his life as a free man.
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For some enslaved people who became soldiers, the Revolution’s
promise of liberty became a reality. But despite the famous words
from the Declaration of Independence that “all men are created
equal”, American victory in the Revolutionary War did not result in
widespread emancipation for enslaved African Americans.

After everything you have learned in this lesson, return to our original question.

How does James Armistead Lafayette’s story highlight the contradiction in the
words,“all men are created equal” in the Declaration of Independence?

