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Lesson Plan: Freedom is Worth Fighting For—Billy and James 
 
 
Primary Sources: 
Dunmore's Proclamation, November 11, 1775 
Petition of Mann Page on the Behalf of Billy, June 7, 1781 
James's Petition to the General Assembly, November 30, 1786 


 
Understanding Goal: Freedom is worth fighting for. 


 
Investigative Question: What choice did the Revolutionary War in Virginia create for enslaved 
African Americans? 


 
Overview: Investigate Dunmore's Proclamation through inquiry-based learning, and apply 
knowledge gained to draw conclusions about choices made by two enslaved African 
Americans, Billy and James Lafayette. 


 
Student performance tasks: 


• Students will examine Dunmore's Proclamation, Mann Page's Petition on the 
Behalf of Billy and James Lafayette's Petition. 


• Students will compare and contrast Billy and James Lafayette using a Venn diagram. 
• Students will write a short essay from the perspective of either James Lafayette or 


Billy. 
 
Time Required: 


One forty-minute class period. 
 
Standards Covered: 
Virginia Standards of Learning Virginia Studies 


VS.1—The student will demonstrate skills for historical and geographical analysis and responsible citizenship, 
including the ability (d) to draw conclusions and make generalizations; (e) to make connections between past and 
present. 


VS.5 (b) The student will demonstrate knowledge of the role of Virginia in the American Revolution by 
identifying the various roles played by whites, enslaved African Americans, free African Americans, and 
American Indians in the Revolutionary War Era, including George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Patrick 
Henry, and James Lafayette. 


 
National History Standards: 
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Education and Outreach Division 



http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/doc/dunmores_proclamation

http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/doc/billy

http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/doc/james
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Standard 2C (7–12) - Compare the reasons why many white men and women and most African American and 
Native Americans remained loyal to the British. 
Standards in Historical Thinking - Historical Analysis and Interpretation 


 
 
Teacher Actions: 
1. Teacher preparation: From the “Shaping the Constitution” Web site, read the historical 
background essays on Dunmore's Proclamation, Petition of Mann Page on the Behalf of 
Billy, and James's Petition to the General Assembly, as well as the biographical profiles for 
John Murray, earl of Dunmore, Billy, James Lafayette, and the Marquis de Lafayette. 


 
2. Review with students the events leading up to the American Revolution, and to Dunmore’s 
Proclamation, issued in November 1775, specifically. Fighting had been going on since the 
battles of Lexington and Concord in April 1775. About the same time that fighting broke out 
in Massachusetts, Lord Dunmore, royal governor of Virginia, removed the gunpowder from 
the public magazine in Williamsburg, igniting the outrage amongst the patriots. In the 
months that followed, the first, second, and third meetings of Virginia’s Revolutionary 
Convention took place, as the patriot leadership planned for their collective defense. Have 
students explore the Virginia Chronology section on the American Revolution (1774–1783), 
available from the Library of Virginia at 
http://www.virginiamemory.com/reading_room/virginia_chronology. 


 
3. As a group, explore Dunmore's Proclamation. You can project the image of the document 
on the screen, and pass out copies of the document to each student. Discuss public 
announcements and how information moved in colonial Virginia: broadsides, newspapers, 
word of mouth, etc. When is the document dated? Who is it from? To whom is the 
proclamation addressed? Discuss the uproar caused by the announcement that slaves of rebels 
could gain freedom. How do you think slave-owning or indenture-holding Virginians reacted 
to the news? For a more formal investigation, have student complete an Analysis Worksheet, 
available at 
http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/historical_analysis_middle.pdf. 


 
4. Ask students about what stands out about the Proclamation. Why and how are some 
words emphasized? Who was Dunmore? What was he announcing? Where was he when he 
made the Proclamation? What is unusual about his location? 


Unfamiliar vocabulary words: 
Dominion—area under control by a leader 
Accommodation—settling of differences, 
adaptation Tender—small boat that attends a 
larger one Abettor—aider, helper 
Civil law—regular civilian law 
Martial law—law imposed by military authority 
Standard—flag (here Dunmore ordered all men capable of fighting to join 


the king's troops) 



http://www.virginiamemory.com/reading_room/virginia_chronology

http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/historical_analysis_middle.pdf





Liege—loyal, faithful 
Quitrents—kind of property tax or rent paid to the King 


 
5. Discuss the offer that Dunmore made to the enslaved African Americans and indentured 
servants of rebels (patriots). What were the ways in which slaves heard about the 
proclamation? A few might have been able to read the broadsides, while others may have 
overheard their masters and other people talking about them, and told each other. 


 


6. Introduce Billy to the class by passing out copies of his petition. Have the students attempt 
to read the document first, but then present them with a transcription. If time allows, 
complete an Analysis Worksheet. Because this document contains so little information, ask 
students what unanswered questions they have about it? What else would they like to know? 
Once they are able to answer the basic questions, read aloud or share Billy’s biography and 
tell his story. Discuss Billy’s case with the students. What was he accused of? Do you think 
he was guilty as charged? How does this document relate to Dunmore’s Proclamation? What 
might it tell us about Billy’s motivations? What does the argument being made in Billy’s 
defense tell us about the status of enslaved African Americans during this time period? 


 
7. Introduce James Lafayette to the class by passing out copies of his petition. You can also 
show a picture him (engraving from the Virginia Historical Society on the LVA site 
http://www.lva.virginia.gov/public/archivesmonth/2005/vhs/VHS_4.htm). Have the students 
attempt to read the document first, but then present them with a transcription. If time allows, 
complete an Analysis Worksheet. Explain James's fame in being associated with the Marquis 
de Lafayette and for his contributions as a spy for American forces. 


 
8. Pass out the Billy/James Venn Diagram handout and instruct students (individually, in 
pairs, or in groups) to fill it out, comparing and contrasting Billy and James. What did they 
have in common? How did their choices during the Revolution differ? What risks were 
involved? How were the outcomes of their decisions different? Remind students to think 
about the men's status, actions, choices, and situations. 


 
Analysis: 


 
Now that the students have demonstrated an understanding by filling out the Venn Diagram, 
have them apply this knowledge by writing a short essay from the perspective of either Billy 
or James explaining why he fought for the side he chose. In Billy's case, they can tell the 
truth about what happened to him. Did he run away to fight with the British? Or was his 
defense true? Was he was kidnapped? 


 
1. What can this knowledge tell us about the lives, decisions, philosophies, and political ideas 
of enslaved people during the American Revolution? 
 
2. What observations did the students make throughout the process? 
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http://www.lva.virginia.gov/public/archivesmonth/2005/vhs/VHS_4.htm
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3. What did they learn about the decisions enslaved people chose to make? Were they difficult 


or easy decisions? 
 
4. How are Americans today affected by what happened during the American Revolution? 


What does Dunmore's Proclamation symbolize to present-day Americans? 








Shaping the Constitution: Resources from the Library of Virginia and the Library of Congress 
 
 


Billy and James were both enslaved African Americans who fought in the American Revolutionary 
War. How were they the same? How were they different? 


 
 
 
 


Billy James 
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