
 
 
 
 
 

Lesson Plan: Women & the American Revolution— 
   Anna Maria Lane and Mary Willing Byrd 
 
 
Handouts: Biographies 

o Mary Willing Byrd 
o Anna Maria Lane 

 
 
Handout: Byrd / Lane Venn diagram 
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MARY WILLING BYRD (1740–1814) 
 
Mary Willing Byrd was a wealthy widow during most of the American Revolution. With 
unwavering determination she protected her husband's estate from plundering troops during the 
fighting and preserved the inheritance of her numerous children. 
 
Willing was born on September 10, 1740, probably in Philadelphia. Benjamin Franklin was one 
of her godfathers, and when she was a child, he sent her books from Europe. In 1761 she married 
William Byrd (1728–1777), a man who is now sometimes known as William Byrd III. William 
Byrd already had five children when they married, and the couple had ten children together. In 
1762 they moved from Philadelphia to Charles City County, Virginia, to live at Westover, 
William Byrd's elegant estate. 
 
After William Byrd died, debt-ridden and suspected of Loyalist tendencies, in 1777, Mary 
Willing Byrd paid off his creditors, settled his estate, and protected her children's inheritance. 
Using her shrewd economic judgment, Mary Willing Byrd preserved the Westover estate by 
selling off many of William Byrd's remaining assets, including a large number of slaves, western 
lands, and the extensive and well-known library of his father. 
 
Soon, however, the fighting of the American Revolution came to Mary Willing Byrd. In January 
1781, British troops under Benedict Arnold, whose wife was Byrd's first cousin, took over and 
occupied Westover. After the British left Westover, taking with them slaves, horses, and two 
ferryboats, Byrd attempted to regain some of her property under an American flag of truce. This 
action embroiled her in a controversy, as some Americans believed her to be trading with the 
enemy. On February 21, 1781, a company of American infantry raided Westover, seizing her 
papers. 
 
Two days later Byrd wrote a letter to Governor Thomas Jefferson defending her loyalty: "I wish 
well to all mankind, to America in particular. What am I but an American? All my friends and 
connexions are in America; my whole property is here—could I wish ill to everything I have an 
interest in?"* She was brought up on charges but her case never went to trial. 
 
Mary Willing Byrd died sometime during March 1814, but her exact death date was not 
recorded. In 1813 she wrote a will in which she was able to provide handsomely for her children 
and grandchildren. 
 
*Quotation from a lost letter recorded in the Thomas Jefferson Papers, Vol. 5, page 691. 


 


Source: Shaping the Constitution, 
http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/people/mary_willing_byrd
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ANNA MARIA LANE (fl. 1776–1807) 


Perhaps a native of New Hampshire, Anna Maria Lane followed her husband, John Lane, who 
enlisted in the Continental army in 1776 and served in the campaigns in New York, New Jersey, 
Pennsylvania, and Georgia. During the conflict, it was not uncommon for women to work as 
cooks, nurses, seamstresses, or laundry assistants at the military encampments. Anna Maria 
Lane, however, dressed in the manner of a soldier and undertook military service and duties. At 
the Battle of Germantown, near Philadelphia, on October 3, 1777, she performed “extraordinary 
military services” and was wounded during the battle. 


After the war, the Lanes lived in Virginia, where John Lane worked at the state arsenal at Point 
of Fork in Fluvanna County. In 1801 the couple moved to Richmond and he joined the public 
guard. She volunteered to assist in the military hospital and made the acquaintance of Dr. John 
H. Foushee, at whose request Governor James Monroe and the Council of State authorized her to 
be paid a small stipend for her work. 


By late 1804 Anna Maria Lane was apparently too feeble to work, as her name no longer 
appeared in the council journal as a nurse. Early the next year Governor William H. Cabell 
requested the General Assembly to provide pensions for the disabled male soldiers in the public 
guard as well as for a few women. The assembly awarded Anna Maria Lane $100 a year for life 
in recognition of her service “in revolutionary war, in the garb, and with the courage of a 
soldier.” 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Shaping the Constitution, 
http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/people/anna_maria_lane 
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Lesson Plan: Women & the American Revolution—Anna Maria Lane  
and Mary Willing Byrd 


 
Primary Sources:  
Anna Maria Lane, Revolutionary Pension, January 28, 1808 
Mary Willing Byrd, oil painting 
A Society of Patriotic Ladies, at Edenton, North Carolina, October 25, 1774 
 
Understanding Goal:  


Women played an important role in America’s fight for independence. 
 
Investigative Question:  


How were women impacted by and involved in the American Revolution? 
 
Overview:  


Investigate the Society of Patriotic Ladies political cartoon through inquiry-based  
learning, and apply knowledge to draw conclusions about the lives of two Revolutionary- 
era women, Anna Maria Lane and Mary Willing Byrd. 


 
Student Performance Tasks: 


- Students will examine and analyze the Society of Patriotic Ladies political cartoon, the 
Anna Maria Lane pension letter, and the portrait of Mary Willing Byrd. 
- Students will compare and contrast Anna Maria Lane and Mary Willing Byrd using a 
Venn diagram. 
- Students will write a short essay from the perspective of either Anna Maria Lane or 
Mary Willing Byrd. 


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


USI.5(c) 
 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the factors that shaped colonial America by 


c) describing colonial life in America from the perspectives of large landowners, farmers, artisans,  
women, free blacks, African Americans, indentured servants, and enslaved African Americans. 


 
VS.5(b)  
The student will demonstrate knowledge of the role of Virginia in the American Revolution by  
b) identifying the various roles played by whites, enslaved African Americans, free African Americans, and  
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http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/doc/lane

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

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





American Indians in the Revolutionary War–era, including George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Patrick  
Henry, and James Lafayette. 


 
VUS.4(c)  
The student will demonstrate knowledge of events and issues of the Revolutionary Period by 
 c) describing the political differences among the colonists concerning separation from  
Britain. 


 
National History Standards: 


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 A Society of Patriotic Ladies, at Edenton, North Carolina, October 25, 
1774; Anna Maria Lane, Revolutionary Pension, January 28, 1808; and Mary Willing Byrd, oil 
painting, as well as the biographical profiles for Anna Maria Lane and Mary Willing Byrd. 
Watch the video, Women of the American Revolution: Anna Maria Lane 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wCCg3LiyyCY (Also available on the Virginia Department 
of Education's iTunes U site) 
 
2. Beginning with the Stamp Act, have students explore the events that led to the American 
Revolution through 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 the engraving A Society of Patriotic Ladies. You can project the image of 
the document on the screen and/or pass out copies of the document to each student. Discuss how 
information moved in colonial Virginia: broadsides, newspapers, word of mouth, etc. This 
engraving from 1774 is essentially a political cartoon by a British artist. It shows a group of 
women in Edenton, North Carolina, signing a petition to support a boycott of British goods. In 
1774 it was very unusual for women to take any political action; men handled all conventions 
and governing. Take a good look at the people and actions depicted in the cartoon. Ask students 
what stands out about the cartoon. Why and how are some aspects emphasized? Is it a flattering 
picture of American women? Why did the artist choose to make some of the women look like 
men? Point out that the rectangular items in the picture are containers that the colonists used to 
hold tea; why might the artist have decided to put so many of these chests in the picture? For a 
more formal investigation, have students complete a historical source analysis worksheet, 
available from the “Shaping the Constitution” Web site, under Tips for Using Resources from 
"Shaping the Constitution" in Your Classroom: 
http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/for_educators 
 
4. Introduce Anna Maria Lane to the class by passing out copies of the governor’s letter 
recommending that she receive a pension. Have students attempt to read the document first, but 
then present them with a transcription. If time allows, perform a historical source analysis. 


Page 2 of 3 
 
 


Education and Outreach Division 



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wCCg3LiyyCY
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Because this document provides only a 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 Anna Maria Lane’s biography or tell her story. How does this 
document relate to A Society of Patriotic Ladies?  
 
7. Introduce Mary Willing Byrd to the class by passing out copies of her oil painting. If time 
allows, perform a historical source analysis. Ask students what they can determine about her 
based on the portrait. What questions do they have about her? Once they have answered some 
basic questions and come up with some of their own, read aloud Mary Willing Byrd’s biography 
or tell her story. How does this primary source relate to A Society of Patriotic Ladies? To the 
pension letter for Anna Maria Lane? 
 
8. Pass out the Lane/Byrd Venn Diagram handout and instruct students (individually, in pairs, or 
in groups) to fill it out, comparing and contrasting Anna Maria Lane and Mary Willing Byrd. 
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 women’s status, actions, choices, and situations. 
 
Analysis: 
 
Now that the students have demonstrated an understanding of Anna Maria Lane and Mary 
Willing Byrd by filling out the Venn Diagram, have them apply this knowledge by writing short 
essays from the perspective of either Anna Maria Lane or Mary Willing Byrd describing their 
feelings about the American Revolution, and why they feel the way they do. 
 
1. What can this knowledge tell us about the lives, decisions, philosophies, and political ideas of 
women during the American Revolution?  
 
2. What observations did the students make through the process?  
 
3. What did they learn about the decisions women chose to make? Were they difficult or easy 


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


would present-day Americans react in similar circumstances? 
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Anna Maria Lane and Mary Willing Byrd were both women who lived during the American Revolutionary War. How were 
they the same? How were they different? 
 


Mary 
Willing 


Byrd 


Anna 
Maria 
Lane 





