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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the Museum of the American Revolution and the audio tour for our newest special 
exhibition, When Women Lost the Vote: A Revolutionary Story, 1776-1807. I’m Adrienne Whaley, 
the Museum’s Director of K-12 Education and Community Engagement, and I’ll be your guide. 
You can use this audio tour as a guide to the special exhibition, which is installed in our core 
Galleries, or alongside our original audio tour to find out what’s new and learn more about 
specific stories and objects. If you’re in the Museum, look for wall labels with audio tour 
numbers or ask a staff member to help you locate a stop. 

The photographs in our Virtual Museum were taken before we installed When Women Lost the 

Vote, but there is an amazing new online exhibition that you can explore through our website. 

Bank of America and Comcast NBCUniversal are presenting sponsors of When Women Lost the 
Vote. Other support was provided by The Pennsylvania Department of Community and Economic 

Development and the National Society Daughters of the American Revolution. The exhibition was 

also made possible in part by a major grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities: 

Exploring the human endeavor.  

All of the clips are linked as audio files on our website, so you can listen to them from home or 
using your phone at the Museum. Just clink a link to play the clip for that stop. 

A century ago, in 1920, Congress passed the Nineteenth Amendment, granting American 
women the right to vote. But the history of the women’s suffrage movement did not end in 
1920. Nor did it begin in 1848, when hundreds of activists gathered in Seneca Falls, New York, 
to hold the first women’s rights convention and sign their Declaration of Sentiments.  

Believe it or not, women voted in Revolutionary America, over a hundred years before the 
Constitutional amendment declared that “the right of citizens of the United States to vote 
shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex.”  
Who were these women, and how did they lose their right to vote?  

This is a little-known story, but with big meaning. It is a story that centers on Revolutionary 
New Jersey, where women and free people of color voted from 1776 to 1807. But it also a 
national story of hope, potential, and backlash in the early years of America’s Revolutionary 
experiment. What it means today is up to you.
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A TRANSFORMED GENERATION OF WOMEN?  

As you explore the Museum’s Galleries, you will notice objects and stories that form a new 
temporary exhibition: When Women Lost the Vote, a Revolutionary Story, 1776-1807. This 
exhibition explores the stories of women in the Revolutionary era. In particular, it uncovers 
how women and people of color voted in early New Jersey and what this means to us today.

In a large red case in this Gallery, there are portraits of women who lived in the mid-
Atlantic British colonies in the 1700s and objects women owned. These women represent 
the diversity of colonial New Jersey: British, German, Quaker; farmers and city-dwellers; 
free people and enslaved people. Their experiences show us how the Revolution changed 
women’s lives. Take, for example, Margaret Kemble Gage and Elizabeth “Betty” Dorn, whose 
portraits appear to the right in this case.  Gage, the wife of the commander in chief of 
the British forces in North America, was deemed a loyalist and was banished to England. 
Elizabeth Dorn may have been born enslaved in New Jersey but became free sometime 
during her life. By the end of the century, along with thousands of other women and free 
people of color, she might have had the power to vote in New Jersey.

Two amazing pieces of clothing help us imagine the complexity and variety of women’s 
lives in the eighteenth century. In general, colonial American women had fewer rights 
than men of the same social position. But in this monarchical world, a woman born into an 
elite family could have more rights and liberties than a lower-ranking man. Race, ethnicity, 
class, and religion shaped women’s lives as much as gender. After the Revolutionary War 
ended in 1783, Jane Sloan LeConte and Elizabeth Dorn lived in the same town: Shrewsbury, 
New Jersey. Imagine them passing each other on the street, LeConte wearing the elegant 
two-piece gown in the right-center of the case and Dorn wearing a more practical petticoat 
and the short gown, the garment that looks like a jacket, to the right. Where might they 
have been going? What were they thinking?   

In the old world of monarchy and hierarchy, the law put LeConte unquestionably above 
Dorn. But the Revolution would unsettle all forms of authority in the colonies. It would 
create a radical political experiment right in Dorn and LeConte’s back yard, in the newly-
independent state of New Jersey.
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DAUGHTERS OF LIBERTY  

In the 1760s, colonial calls for “No taxation without representation” posed a problem for 
women. English common law prohibited most married women from owning property. 
Without any property, how could married women consent to have it taxed? Their husbands 
assumed authority in a legal system called “coverture” and voted on behalf of the 
household. Single women, on the other hand, could own property and make contracts just 
like men. Legally, however, they could not vote.

Even with limits on their own property rights, women found ways to defend colonial 
principles. The objects in this case convey some of their methods. Women dubbed 
“Daughters of Liberty” were at the forefront of protests aimed at securing British rights 
for British subjects in the colonies. They helped lead boycotts against British imports. They 
purchased household ceramics with political slogans – like the mug in this case painted 
with “Success to the City of Boston.” They sought American-made goods in a “homespun” 
movement. Throughout this Gallery, women appear in sketches and satirical prints, as the 
subjects of writings and broadsides, and through the objects they used. 

To learn more about one Revolutionary woman, Phillis Wheatley, select the link with her 
name on it.
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THE ADAMS LETTERS   

Four amazing letters — the original handwritten ones — are on display here. Abigail 
Adams made perhaps the most famous statement in defense of women’s rights of the 
Revolutionary era in a letter to her husband, Continental Congressman John Adams, dated 
March 31st, 1776. In it, she urged him to “Remember the Ladies.” “In the new code of laws” 
of the Revolutionary governments, she urged, “Do not put such unlimited power into the 
hands of the husbands.” Ladies like her, Abigail Adams wrote, “will not hold ourselves 
bound by any laws in which we have no voice or representation.”  

John Adams’s response to his wife’s request was dismissive. That prompted Abigail to 
write to her friend, Mercy Otis Warren. “I think I will get you to join me in a petition to 
Congress,” she wrote. The Adams’s letters, on display here, show us a radical challenge to 
gender inequality in Revolutionary America. Abigail Adams remained committed to this 
cause. Years later, in 1797, in reference to a church election in Massachusetts, she cited 
women voting in New Jersey as an inspiration. If the Massachusetts state “constitution had 
been equally liberal as that of New Jersey and had admitted females to Vote,” she wrote, 
she would have had a voice in this local election.
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THE NEW JERSEY STATE CONSTITUTION   

The 1776 New Jersey State Constitution was arguably the most inclusive state constitution, 
in terms of race and gender, produced by the newly independent states. The Provincial 
Congress of New Jersey adopted its new Constitution on July 2nd, 1776, the same day that 
the Continental Congress voted for American independence. All of the new states created 
constitutions for their governments, and many used male pronouns (like he, him, and his) 
when referring to their citizens. This was true of New Jersey’s as well. But one thing set the 
New Jersey Constitution apart. Its electoral statute — specifying who could vote — used the 
gender-neutral pronoun “they.” 

On display here is the original New Jersey State Constitution of 1776. When the 
Revolutionary Provincial Congress adopted the Constitution on July 2nd, it transformed 
New Jersey from a colony into a state. “All inhabitants of this colony of full age,” it 
reads, “who are worth fifty pounds proclamation money or clear estate in the same, and 
have resided within the county in which they claim to vote twelve months immediately 
preceding the election, shall be entitled to vote.” Fifty pounds was not an insignificant 
amount of property, but you didn’t have to be rich to vote under this requirement. Owning 
a small piece of land, a few livestock, or even a single enslaved person was enough to 
qualify someone to vote. Even more profoundly, the wording meant that anyone who met 
the property requirement — no matter their race or gender — had the right to vote. 

But a key question remained unanswered at the time and is even uncertain today: was 
dubbing voting citizens “they” intentional, or was it a rushed oversight? 

On November 18th, 1790, with the Revolutionary War long over, the New Jersey General 
Assembly made a decisive change. They altered the language of the law to include the 
words “he or she.” This deliberate and revolutionary “she” proclaimed what the New Jersey 
Constitution of 1776 had only implied: that propertied women could vote. Initially applied 
to only certain counties, the law went statewide in 1797. It also implemented township-
level voting — so that people could vote closer to home — and secret ballots, giving voters 
new confidence in the validity of the election process. Women began appearing on lists of 
people who voted in increasing numbers.
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REVOLUTIONARY WOMEN AT WAR   

During the Revolutionary War, though barred from formal military service, women 
sometimes defended their homes from attack. Many women became artisans, nurses, or 
“belonged to the army” as “camp followers,” usually relatives of soldiers. These women 
supported the army by doing laundry, nursing the sick and wounded, and selling produce. 
A few women even disguised themselves as men and enlisted in the army. Though often 
overlooked in modern memory, stories of female military heroism helped make the case 
among some that patriotic women should have political rights.

Near the end of the war, for example, in 1782, a Marshfield, Massachusetts, woman named 
Deborah Sampson dressed in “men’s clothes,” and enlisted in the Continental Army.  
She served under the alias “Robert Shurtleff.” Sampson fought as part of the army’s light 
infantry battalions, until she became ill. In the course of treating Sampson, a doctor 
identified her as female. The story immediately reached the newspapers as an example of 
female virtue and patriotism, and Sampson was honorably discharged.

After the war, in 1785, Sampson married Benjamin Gannett. Sampson dressed as a man 
to fight in the war, but she returned to the conventional life of a Massachusetts woman of 
her era and wore the dress on display here at her wedding. In 1797, Sampson published an 
autobiography and went on a speaking tour where she demonstrated military maneuvers 
on stage. In this same case, you can examine a post-war portrait of Sampson, objects like 
those she carried in the war, and accounts of her service and of other women who served  
in disguise.
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CHOOSING SIDES   

Not all women chose to side with the Revolution. And for many, loyalty to their 
communities and families was more important than higher causes. In a nearby theater, 
you can listen as men and women of the Oneida Indian Nation debate whether to ally 
themselves with the United States or with Great Britain.  The Oneida people were one of 
many indigenous societies in the Revolutionary era in which women held positions of 
great political influence. Among the figures here is a woman known to English speakers 
as Two Kettles Together, who eventually fought in battle alongside her family for the 
Revolutionary cause at Oriskany, in 1777. The Baroness von Riedesel, on the other hand, 
joined her husband to oppose the Revolution. He was a commander of German forces 
(known as “Hessians”) who served with the British, and she crossed the Atlantic Ocean with 
children in tow to be with him. She was taken prisoner along with the rest of the British 
army defeated at the Battle of Saratoga in October 1777. Here is how she described the 
harsh conditions of their new life as prisoners:

[A woman’s voice begins in German and fades to English]  

“…our cook had remained in town with my husband’s baggage, all of which was lost on the 
second night after our arrival, though it was under the guard of ten or twenty American 
soldiers. I preserved only my bed and that of my children, and the little I had kept with me 
for daily use. This was the more unfortunate, as it was at a time when we were in pressing 
want of many things which we could not have procured even had we been furnished with 
plenty of money. Each of the English officers — or, as I should rather call them, our friends, 
for such they proved themselves to be during the whole time that we were together in 
America — supplied something for our relief. One gave plates, another spoons, etc., and 
from these supplies we were obliged to keep up our establishment for three years. I am 
not sure that my vehicle excited much curiosity, though really the wagon looked more 
like a cart in which wild animals are conveyed than anything else. But we were frequently 
stopped and inquiries were made for the German general’s wife and children. To prevent 
them from tearing the oilcloth cover, I often alighted myself immediately, and did well in 
doing so. But I must say, in justice, that the Americans were civil and seemed much pleased 
that I spoke their language, the English.”

The Riedesels were eventually released, and they returned to Germany in 1783 along with a 
fourth daughter, born in 1779, whom they named America.
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BUILDING A NEW NATION    

During the Valley Forge winter, in 1777 to 1778, many women devoted themselves 
to preserving family and community. Others risked everything for the Revolution. 
Philadelphian Mary “Polly” Fraser, married to a Continental officer, spied for the army. 
On October 9th, 1777, she delivered this military chest to her husband. He was among the 
prisoners-of-war held in the Pennsylvania State House, a scene which is recreated in this 
Gallery. She snuck a letter out of the prison between the quilting of her petticoats and 
delivered it to George Washington, who commanded the Continental Army. The letter 
alerted Washington to the poor conditions of the American prisoners.

In New Jersey, the war put some women in new positions of power and visibility. They 
often managing property and households while their husbands were away at war or as 
widows. Annis Boudinot Stockton was one of America’s first published female poets and 
lived in Princeton, New Jersey. When her husband fell ill and died in 1781, she became a 
widow of femme sole status (an independent woman), which would have made her eligible 
to vote in the state of New Jersey. Stockton’s and writings appear in this Gallery. And a New 
Jersey voter — Mary McIlvaine Bloomfield — looks out at you from a portrait painted by 
Philadelphia artist Charles Willson Peale. These are the faces of American Revolutionaries. 
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BETWEEN THE LINES    

During the Revolutionary War, many states passed acts ordering the seizure and sale of 
known loyalists’ property. “Confiscation laws” called into question the meaning and status 
of women’s citizenship in the new nation. Women implored lawmakers to determine if 
married women had a right to a political or legal identity separate from their husbands, 
and if so, if they should be subject to the seizure of their family estates, furniture, and 
personal belongings. 

Elizabeth Drinker and her husband Henry were Philadelphia Quakers. As pacifists, the 
couple tried to stay neutral during the war. But in September 1779, the Philadelphia 
Committee of Observation and Inspection seized the Drinkers’ property because the 
Drinkers had been refusing to pay wartime taxes. The chair displayed here belonged to  
the Drinkers and may have been one of the six taken from their home that day. 

In New Jersey, women like Rebecca VanDike sometimes cleverly used the courts and the 
law of coverture to circumvent these laws. In 1777, the state confiscated the property of 
her husband John upon suspicion of his loyalist affiliations. That year, Rebecca petitioned 
the state in John’s defense, arguing that her husband had merely been “forced into 
enemy lines.” The state rejected her appeal. Rebecca and her father Roeleff, John’s uncle, 
purchased John’s confiscated estate at auction and Rebecca began paying the taxes on 
their 227-acre farm. In 1784, when the state pressed a debt case for back taxes on the estate 
purchase, her lawyer argued that as a married woman and under coverture, Rebecca 
VanDike could not be considered the property owner and therefore could not accrue debt. 
Even after her husband’s return, VanDike sometimes remained the primary property 
owner in tax lists. Women in the VanDike household voted in an 1801 Montgomery 
Township election. You can explore a life-size recreation of this moment towards the end  
of the exhibition.
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SLAVERY AND FREEDOM    

The Revolutionary War disrupted the institution of slavery, and not always in the ways 
you would expect. Some American Revolutionaries fought to uphold slavery. In New 
Jersey, many advocates of independence saw no problem with slaveholding. In South 
Carolina, white soldiers fought for the Revolution wearing badges that said “Liberty” on 
their caps while also enslaving men, women, and children of African descent, sometimes 
marking them with brands like the replica in a case nearby. But others came to see it as 
incompatible with a democratic republic. And many African Americans chose to side with 
the British instead. Women like Eve and Deborah, who you can learn more about in our 
Finding Freedom interactive, fled to the British in their quests for freedom. In 1781, in 
Massachusetts, an enslaved woman called Mumbet sued for her freedom in court — and 
won. Inspired by the ideals of the Revolution, and the words “that all men are created 
equal,” she took a new name: Elizabeth Freeman. Years later, she told an author,

[A woman’s voice]

“Anytime when I was a slave if one minute’s freedom had been offered to me, and I had 
been told that I must die at the end of that minute, I would have taken it just to stand one 
minute on God’s earth a free woman, I would.”

But in most places across the new United States, slavery remained legal for decades. Even 
though the Revolutionary War ended in 1783, the American Revolution was far from over.
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VOTING WOMEN     

The 1790s saw the rise of the first national political parties in the new American Republic, 
the Democratic-Republicans and the Federalists. Partisan rivalry came to a head in the 
1800 presidential election when Democratic-Republican Thomas Jefferson defeated 
Federalist incumbent John Adams. In New Jersey, both parties pushed for regulations to 
prevent fraud, while also campaigning with new methods and among new constituencies.

Amidst the growing partisanship, women and people of color played an increasingly 
crucial role in politics. Both Federalists and Republicans vied for their votes, believing 
women and free Blacks had the power to influence or even determine elections in the 
state. Women voters used and saw the objects displayed here on election days. The ballot 
box, for example, is from Deptford Township in Gloucester County, and matches the strict 
regulations issued in 1797 that were meant to prevent election tampering and fraud. Voting 
often took place in public spaces like taverns. Unlike today, when campaign materials 
are forbidden inside polling places, partisan imagery was everywhere. Imagine walking 
into a tavern whose sign bore a painting of Democratic-Republican party leader Thomas 
Jefferson, like the one displayed here.

Heated political contests sparked conflicts and accusations of voter fraud across the state. 
As early as 1783, the New Jersey State Legislature began to receive petitions from residents 
across the state eager to curb voter suppression and voter fraud and reform the state’s 
election system. Some of these petitions argued that people were voting illegally, often 
targeting people of color, non-residents, immigrants or “aliens,” and married women 
as likely suspects. It remains questionable whether these accusations were legitimate. 
In addition, controversies over the state’s first gradual abolition law, adopted in 1804, 
compounded regional and political tensions within New Jersey. These accusations and 
controversies contributed to a new law, passed in 1807. All white male taxpayers could 
now vote. But the Legislature stripped that right from women, people of color, and recent 
immigrants. 

The story of how women lost the vote exposes some of the most profound contradictions  
of the American Revolution. 
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THE ONGOING CHALLENGE OF DEMOCRACY      

In 2018, the Museum of the American Revolution discovered polling records that prove — 
for the first time — that large numbers of women voted in New Jersey elections before that 
right was removed in 1807. Between 2018 and 2020, we identified the names of 163 women 
voters on nine poll lists who cast ballots across the state from 1800 to 1807. These lists 
introduce new stories of the nation’s first women voters. 

Their stories show us a Revolution with unfinished business. In the years after New 
Jersey barred women from the electorate, women turned to educational initiatives. 
The students of the schools they founded became the next generation of activists and 
suffragists. Later generations of women and people of color found inspiration in the 
surprising story of voting in Revolutionary New Jersey. The Fifteenth Amendment, ratified 
in 1870, guaranteed the right to vote to all men, regardless of race, though enforcing it 
proved a decades-long challenge. The generation of women who secured the passage of 
the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920 drew on the laws and imagery of New Jersey’s early 
democratic experiment for their own movement. 

In the earliest days of the new United States, women and people of color in New Jersey 
committed a revolutionary act: they voted. But their story remains a cautionary tale.  
It suggests that our past has not always been an orderly advancement of progress.  
Rights and liberties require constant vigilance to preserve and protect. How will you 
continue the fight?
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