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A. Note to Educators and Librarians 

 

 
The Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History is delighted to bring you this traveling exhibition. 

Traveling exhibitions are freestanding panels with graphic reproductions of important historical 

documents, images, and interpretive text by leading scholars. Exhibitions cover a range of major topics in 

American history, including the Revolutionary era, the Civil War era, and the Civil Rights Movement. 

Since 1997, exhibitions have been hosted in almost fifty states nationwide. 

One of the goals of this project is to expand educational outreach in your community. Document-based 

traveling exhibitions, in particular, support the mission of the Gilder Lehrman Institute of American 

History, a New York-based national nonprofit devoted to the teaching and learning of American history. 

Gilder Lehrman draws on top scholars, an unparalleled collection of original historical documents, and a 

national network of affiliate schools to create and provide a broad range of innovative resources, help 

new generations of students learn about American history in a way that is engaging and memorable, and 

promote critical thinking and excellent writing. 

For further information about the Institute, visit www.gilderlehrman.org. 
 
 

 

Susan F. Saidenberg 

Senior Curator 

saidenberg@gilderlehrman.org 

http://www.gilderlehrman.org/
mailto:saidenberg@gilderlehrman.org


B. Overview of Exhibition 

 
Freedom: a natural right or a civil right? 

Freedom: the right to resist oppression and to live free of bondage? 

Freedom: the right to participate in the political life of a nation and to elect officials? 

Freedom: the opportunity to earn a living and to enjoy the fruits of one’s labor? 

In the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson based the colonists’ right to separate on the King’s denial of 

their freedom – their inalienable rights to “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” Yet for more than 

225 years the principle of freedom and our understanding of its implications have evolved dramatically. 

The debates, decisions, and battles of our past shape the United States in which we live today. For all their 

idealism and confidence, Americans know that their history is grounded in the experiences of real men 

and women. This exhibition invites you to read the words and see the images of men and women who, 

whether they arrived in this land by choice or in chains, forged this nation. Their words and images 

provide insights into the complexity of the past. 

Freedom: A History of US draws primarily on materials from the Gilder Lehrman Collection. These 
artifacts present a few of the Americans who fought and, in some cases, died in the cause of freedom. We 
hope that the legacy of their struggle will resonate for Americans as they face the challenges of the future. 



C. Documents and Questions for Interpretation 

1. Paul Revere. “The Bloody Massacre perpetrated in King-Street, Boston on March 5, 1770.” 

(The Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC01868) 

 

By the beginning of 1770, there were 4,000 British soldiers in Boston, a city with 15,000 inhabitants, and 

tensions were running high. On the evening of March 5, crowds of day laborers, apprentices, and 

merchant sailors began to pelt British soldiers with snowballs and rocks. A shot rang out, and then 

several soldiers fired their weapons. When it was over, five civilians lay dead or dying, including Crispus 

Attucks, an African American merchant sailor who had escaped from slavery more than twenty years 

earlier. 

Produced just three weeks after the Boston Massacre, Paul Revere’s historic engraving, “The Bloody 

Massacre in King-Street,” was probably the most effective piece of war propaganda in American history. 

Not an accurate depiction of the actual event, it shows an orderly line of British soldiers firing into an 

American crowd and includes a poem that Revere likely wrote. Revere based his engraving on that of 

artist Henry Pelham, who created the first illustration of the episode—and who was neither paid nor 

credited for his work. 

 

Questions for Discussion 

Read the introduction, examine the document, and study the transcript. 

Then apply your knowledge of American history to answer the following questions: 

 

1. Use the information from the illustration and your knowledge of American history to: a) describe the 

setting; b) the participants; and c) the action taking place. 

2. Explain the point of view of the artist, Paul Revere. Identify clues in the image which help to 

understand Revere’s sympathies. 

3. How do the title, as well as the text and the poem below the image, reinforce the illustration’s 

depiction of the event? 

4. Why has this illustration been called “brilliant propaganda?” 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2. George Washington, letter to John F. Mercer, 9 September 1786 

(The Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC03705) 

 

In this letter, written at a time when he owned 250 slaves, Washington avows his dislike of the institution 

of slavery, an institution that violates the ideal of freedom and equality. “I never mean… to possess 

another slave by purchase; it being among my first wishes to see some plan adopted by which slavery in 

this Country may be abolished….” He looks to legislators to pass laws ending nation’s most troubling 

issue. 

Questions for Discussion 

Read the introduction, examine the document, and study the transcript. 

Then apply your knowledge of American history to answer the following questions: 

 
1. How does this letter illustrate Washington’s changing opinion of slavery? 

2. Why did Washington write that slavery must be “abolished by slow, sure and imperceptible degrees?” 

3. Explain the methods Washington considered to settle his debts. 





Transcript of George Washington, letter to John F. Mercer, 9 September 1786. 

(The Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC03705) 
 

Mount Vernon 9th. Sep 1786, 

Dear Sir,, 

Your favor of the 20th. ulto. did not reach me till about the first inst. - It found me in a fever, from 

which I am now but sufficiently recovered to attend to business. - I mention this to shew that I had it not 

in my power to give an answer to your propositions sooner. -, 

With respect to the first. I never mean (unless some particular circumstances should compel me to 

it) to possess another slave by purchase; it being among my first wishes to see some plan adopted by, 

[inserted: The Legislature by] which slavery in this Country may be abolished by slow, sure, & 

imperceptable degrees. - With respect to the 2d., I never did, nor never intend to purchase a military 

certificate; - I see no difference it makes with you (if it is one of the funds allotted for the discharge of my 

claim) who the the purchaser is [2] is. - If the depreciation is 3 for 1 only, you will have it in your power 

whilst you are at the receipt of Custom - Richmond - where it is said the great regulator of this business 

(Greaves) resides, to convert them into specie at that rate. - If the difference is more, there would be no 

propriety, if I inclined to deal in them at all, in my taking them at that exchange., 

I shall rely on your promise of Two hundred pounds in five Weeks from the date of your letter. - It 

will enable me to pay the work men which have been employed abt. this house all the Spring & Summer, 

(some of whom are here still). - But there are two debts which press hard upon me. One of which, if there 

is no other resource, I must sell land or negroes to discharge. - It is owing to Govr. Clinton of New York, 

who was so obliging as to borrow, & become my security for £2500 to answer some calls of mine. - This 

sum was to be returned in twelve [3] twelve months from the conclusion of the Peace. - For the remains 

of it [struck: this sum], about Eight hundred pounds york Cy. I am now paying an interest of Seven prCt.; 

but the high interest (tho’ more than any estate can bear) I should not regard, if my credit was not at 

stake to comply with the conditions of the loan. - The other debt tho’ I know the person to whom it is due 

wants it, and I am equally anxious to pay it, might be put of a while longer. - This sum is larger than the 

other, 

I am. Dr Sir, 

Yr. Most Obedt. Hble Sert, 

Go: Washington 



3. First draft of the United States Constitution, with notes and changes in the handwriting of Pierce 

Butler, 6 August 1787. (The Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC00819.01) 

 

This copy of the draft of the Constitution was printed secretly for the delegates with wide margins for 

notes. Delegate Pierce Butler, one of the wealthiest slaveholders from South Carolina, added the clause 

requiring the return of fugitives to their owners. 

4. United States Constitution, printed for members of the Constitutional Convention, inscribed by 

Benjamin Franklin to Jonathan Williams, 17 September 1787. (The Gilder Lehrman Institute, 

GLC03585) [Note: for comparison only. Does not appear in exhibition.] 

 

The first official printed version of the Constitution was distributed to the delegates, among whom 

Benjamin Franklin, aged 81, was the senior member. Franklin underlined the passages legalizing rights of 

individuals in cases of bankruptcies and standards of punishment, principles he championed throughout 

his life. 

Questions for Discussion 

Read the introduction, examine the document, and study the transcript. 

Then apply your knowledge of American history to answer the following questions: 

 
1. How does the preamble differ between the Pierce Butler and Benjamin Franklin versions of the United 

States Constitution? 

2. Why were states specifically named in the Pierce Butler version? 

3. How do the two versions illustrate the concern over the role of a central government? 





 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



              5. “Slave Market of America.” Published by the American Anti-Slavery Society, New York, 1836. 

The Gilder Lehrman Collection, GLC04557 

 
Beginning in the 1830s, abolitionist societies printed millions of broadsides to expose the brutality of 

slavery. “Slave Market of America” asserts that slavery violates the Bible, the Declaration of 

Independence, and the Constitution. The image of Washington D.C. as home of the free is eclipsed by an 

image of the nation’s capital on the right as “Land of the Oppressed.” 

 

 

Questions for Discussion 

Read the introduction, examine the document, and study the transcript. 

Then apply your knowledge of American history to answer the following questions: 

 
1. Why do you think abolitionists selected the District of Columbia as the subject for this broadside? 

2. Directly below the District of Columbia are two images. Why did the artist choose to label one “The 

Land of the Free” and the other “The Home of the Oppressed”? 

3. Select two images from the broadside which illustrate the brutal nature of the slave trade. Explain the 

reason for your choices. 

4. Why would abolitionists publicize this picture? What reaction did they expect to this broadside? 

Explain. 





6. Abraham Lincoln, manuscript fragment of “House divided” speech, ca. 1857. 

The Gilder Lehrman Collection, GLC02533 

 
In this draft, Abraham Lincoln offers an early formulation of the ideas that he would advance in his 

speech accepting the Republican nomination for the U.S. Senate in 1858. Lincoln identified slavery as a 

moral and a political issue that threatened the continued existence of the United States. Invoking the 

famous biblical words, “A house divided against itself cannot stand,” he declared, “I believe this 

government cannot endure permanently half slave, and half free.” 

 

 
Questions for Discussion 

Read the introduction, examine the document, and study the transcript. 

Then apply your knowledge of American history to answer the following questions: 

 
1. What evidence can be presented that in 1857 Lincoln believed that the US was at a crossroads 

regarding race? 

2. Why does Lincoln believe that a nation “cannot endure permanently half-slave and half-free? 

3. Why did Lincoln point to the Dred Scott decision as an indication of a terrible predicament facing 

America? 

4. From reading this selection, can you determine whether Lincoln opposed slavery? Explain your 

answer. 





Transcript of Abraham Lincoln, manuscript fragment of “House divided” speech, ca. 1857 

The Gilder Lehrman Collection, GLC02533 

 
Why, Kansas is neither the whole, nor a tithe of the real question. 

“A house divided against itself can not stand” 

I believe this government can not endure permanently, half slave, and half free – 

I expressed this belief a year ago; and subsequent developements have but confirmed me. 

I do not expect the Union to be dissolved – I do not expect the house to fall; but I do expect it will 
cease to be divided – It will become all one thing, or all the other – Either the opponents of slavery will 
arrest the further spread of it, and put it in course of ultimate extinction; or its advocates will push it 
forward till it shall become alike lawfull in all the states, old, as well as new – Do you doubt it? Study the 
Dred Scott decision, and then see, how little, even now, remains to be done. – 

That decision may be reduced to three points – The first is, that a negro can not be a citizen – That 
point is made in order to deprive the negro in every possible event, of the benefit of that provision of the 
U. S Constitution which declares that: “The citizens of each State shall be entitled to all previleges and 
immunities of citizens in the several States” 

The second point is, that the U. S. Constitution protects slavery, as property, in all the U. S. 
territories, and that neither Congress, nor the people of the territories, nor any other power, can prohibit 
it, at any time prior to the formation of State Constitutions – 

This point is made, in order that the territories may safely be filled up with slaves, before the 
formation of State constitutions, and thereby to embarrass the free state sentiment, and enhance the 
chances of slave constitutions being adopted. 

The third point decided is that the voluntary bringing of Dred Scott into Illinois by his master, and 

holding him here a long time as a slave, did not operate his emancipation, did not make him free. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7. “Men of Color, to Arms! to Arms!” Philadelphia, ca. 1863.

Private Collection 

During the early years of the Civil War, Frederick Douglass had lobbied the President to organize black 

regiments and proclaim emancipation. The President postponed the decision, awaiting a favorable 

political climate. After emancipation, Douglass toured the country leading recruitment drives, entreating 

African Americans to “join in fighting the Battles of Liberty and the Union.” 

Questions for Discussion 

Read the introduction, examine the document, and study the transcript. 

Then apply your knowledge of American history to answer the following questions: 

1. Explain the purpose of this broadside.

2. Identify the emotional arguments used to persuade African Americans to join the Union Army.

4. Why did this broadside not appear before 1863?

5. Why did many African Americans agree with the broadside that “This is our golden moment!”?





8. “The Fifteenth Amendment Celebrated.” New York, 1870. 

Private Collection. 

 
The passage of the thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth amendments were greeted enthusiastically by the 

African American community. 

Questions for Discussion 

Read the introduction, examine the document, and study the transcript. 

Then apply your knowledge of American history to answer the following questions: 

 
1. List the contributions of individuals in the broadside who worked to end slavery. 

2. Explain the new opportunities open to African Americans which appear as illustrations in the 

broadside. 

3. In what way did the Fifteenth Amendment fulfill for African Americans the ideals of the Declaration of 

Independence? 
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E. About the Gilder Lehrman Institute 

 
Founded in 1994 by Richard Gilder and Lewis E. Lehrman, the Gilder Lehrman Institute of American 

History is a nonprofit organization devoted to the improvement of history education. The Institute has 

developed an array of programs for schools, teachers, and students that now operate in all fifty states, 

including a website that features more than 60,000 unique historical documents in the Gilder Lehrman 

Collection. Each year the Institute offers support and resources to tens of thousands of teachers, and 

through them enhances the education of more than a million students. The Institute’s programs have 

been recognized by awards from the White House, the National Endowment for the Humanities, and the 

Organization of American Historians. 

The Gilder Lehrman Institute offers professional development and resources to assist teachers in their 

classrooms. The Institute has pioneered new models of history schools and programs, with proven 

success in improving academic achievement. 

 
For more information about the Gilder Lehrman Institute, and to access our resources, including primary 

source documents and Teaching Literacy through History lesson plans, please visit our website: 

www.gilderlehrman.org 

http://www.gilderlehrman.org/

