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LOST THE VOTE
A Revolutionary Story, 1776–1807

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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