
Lord Dunmore's Proclamation

Figure 1. A contemporary
portrait of John Murray, 4th Earl

of Dunmore and last royal
governor of Virginia.

By His Excellency the Right Honorable john Earl of dunmore, His majesty’s Lieutenant
and Governor General of the Colony and Dominion of virginia, and Vice Admiral of the
same.

A PROCLAMATION.

As I have ever entertained Hopes that an Accommodation might have taken Place between
great-britain and this colony, without being compelled by my Duty to this most
disagreeable but now absolutely necessary Step, rendered so by a Body of armed Men
unlawfully assembled, bring on His majesty’s [Tenders], and the formation of an Army,
and that Army now on their March to attack His majesty’s troops and destroy the well
disposed Subjects of this Colony. To defeat such unreasonable Purposes, and that all such
Traitors, and their Abetters, may be brought to Justice, and that the Peace, and good Order
of this Colony may be again restored, which the ordinary Course of the Civil Law is unable
to effect; I have thought fit to issue this my Proclamation, hereby declaring, that until the
aforefaid good Purposes can be obtained, I do in Virtue of the Power and Authority to me
given, by His majesty, determine to execute Martial Law1, and cause the same to be
executed throughout this Colony: and to the end that Peace and good Order may the sooner
be [effected], I do require every Person capable of bearing Arms, to [resort] to His majesty’s
standard, or be looked upon as Traitors2 to His majesty’s Crown and Government, and
thereby become liable to the Penalty the Law inflicts upon such Offences; such as forfeiture
of Life, confiscation of Lands, &c. &c. And I do hereby further declare all indentured
Servants, Negroes, or others, (appertaining to Rebels,) free that are able and willing to bear
Arms, they joining His majesty’s Troops as soon as may be3, for the more speedily
reducing this Colony to a proper Sense of their Duty, to His majesty’s Leige Subjects, to
retain their [Quitrents], or any other Taxes due or that may become due, in their own
Custody, till such Time as Peace may be again restored to this at present most unhappy
Country, or demanded of them for their former salutary Purposes, by Officers properly
authorised to receive the same.

given under my Hand on board the ship william, off norpole, the 7th Day of
november, in the sixteenth Year of His majesty’s Reign.

dunmore.
(god save the king.)
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On the web

Colonial Slave Resistance

http://www.sog.unc.edu/programs/civiced/resources/docs/colonialslaveresistance.pdf

In this lesson from the North Carolina Civic Education Consortium, students will work to see
beyond the stereotypical image of slaves as docile archetypes and examine the various ways
slaves, as rational men and women, resisted their unjust circumstances to the best of their
ability.

Missing Pieces of the Puzzle: African Americans in Revolutionary Times

http://www.sog.unc.edu/programs/civiced/resources/docs/AfricanAmericansRevWar.pdf

In this lesson from the North Carolina Civic Education Consortium, students will learn how
blacks were contributing to colonial society, making active choices to survive their bondage and
striving to shape and control their own lives amidst the Patriots’ struggle for political freedom.
Students will explore the roles of blacks during the Revolutionary War, gaining an
understanding of the contradiction of a nation seeking independence while simultaneously
denying freedom to those enslaved.

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including African Americans, American Revolution, Lord Dunmore, North Carolina, Virginia,
history, slavery, and war.

Notes

1. Under martial law, the military takes over the system of justice and serves as police and courts.
Martial law is most often imposed during time of war, when civilian authority breaks down. By
the end of 1775, the royal government of the colonies had become completely powerless, and so
the king authorized his governors to use the army to keep order.

Typically under martial law people can be seized and held without trial, and they may be subject
to quick trials and harsher penalties than under normal civilian justice.

2. His Majesty’s standard was the flag carried by the king’s troops. Dunmore is demanding that any
man capable of bearing arms join the king’s troops or be declared a traitor — in which case he
would be subject to a penalty of death, and all his property and lands would be seized. Since the
committees of safety had already branded any man a traitor who didn’t join them, it’s clear that
there was no longer any room for compromise.

3. Under martial law, Dunmore could seize any property he thought the army needed — including
slaves. (Interestingly, Abraham Lincoln would use the same logic in issuing the Emancipation
Proclamation 87 years later: He had the legal authority to free the slaves only because their
owners were in rebellion against the government.) Dunmore also wanted freed slaves and
servants for his army, because he did not have enough troops to put down the rebellion.
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Figure 1 (page 1)

A contemporary portrait. Original image available from Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
File:4thEarlOfDunmore.jpg). This image is believed to be in the public domain. Users are
advised to make their own copyright assessment.
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