Reading & Understanding Primary Sources

From the Library of Congress’s “Teaching with Primary Resources”

WHAT IS A PRIMARY SOURCE?

A primary source is like a time machine. It’s something made or written during the time you are
studying. Examples are letters, diaries, newspapers, photos, speeches, or objects.

This is different from a secondary source, which is when someone later writes or talks about the past
(like a history book or documentary).

HOW TO USE PRIMARY SOURCES

Closely observe each primary source & try to make connections to events or ideas you have already
learned about. Before reading a primary source, ask yourself:

e Who made this primary source?
e When was it made?
e What’s the first thing you notice about it?

During/after reading a primary source, ask yourself:

e Do you see anything surprising?

e Are there strong words or big ideas expressed?

e How does it make you feel or what does it make you think about?
e What questions pop into your head?

Think about the bigger picture.

¢ What was happening in the world when this was made?

e Why do you think the person made it?

¢ Who were they trying to share it with?

¢ Do you notice any unfair opinions or stereotypes?

e How does it compare to other sources from the same time?

¢ Does it change what you thought about history, or does it confirm it?
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Analyzing Primary Sources

“The Rights of the Colonies Examined” Ral G H Fo§
Rhode Island Governor Stephen Hopkins published an essay titled “The 2F
Rights of the Colonies Examined” as a response to the Sugar Act of 1764, COLONIES
excerpted below: EXAMINED.

“The charging foreign molasses with this high duty will not affect all the colonies equally, nor any other
near so much as this of Rhode Island, whose trade depended much more on foreign molasses and on
distilleries than that of any others; this must show that raising money for the general service of

the crown or of the colonies by such a duty will be extremely unequal and therefore unjust...

...Here it may be urged by many, and indeed with great appearance of reason, that the equity, justice,
and beneficence of the British constitution will require that the separate kingdoms and distant
colonies who are to obey and be governed by these general laws and regulations ought to be
represented, some way or other, in Parliament, at least whilst these general matters are under
consideration...these colonies ought in justice and for the very evident good of the whole
commonwealth to have notice of every new measure about to be pursued and new act that is about to
be passed, by which their rights, liberties, or interests will be affected. They ought to have such
notice, that they may appear and be heard by their agents, by counsel, or written representation, or

by some other equitable and effectual way.

The colonies are at so great a distance from England that the members of Parliament can generally
have but little knowledge of their business, connections, and interest but what is gained from people
who have been there...All such kind of informations are too uncertain to be depended on in the
transacting business of so much consequence and in which the interests of two millions of free
people are so deeply concerned. There is no kind of incoveniency or mischief can arise from the
colonies having such notice and being heard in the manner above mentioned; but, on the
contrary, the great mischiefs have already happened to the colonies, and always must be
expected, if they are not heard before things of such importance are determined concerning
them.

Had the colonies been fully heard before the late act had been passed, no reasonable man can
suppose it ever would have passed at all in the manner it now stands; for what good reason can
possibly be given for making a law to cramp the trade and ruin the interests of many of the colonies,
and at the same time lessen in a prodigious manner the consumption of the British manufactures in
them?”

Full text available at www.stampactnewport.org under “Documents”
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“The Rights of the Colonies Examined” Rsl G H-T &
e Who made this primary source? Why was it made? COLONIES
EXAMINED.

Are there strong words or big ideas expressed by the author? What are they?

What questions pop into your head?

How does it make you feel or what does it make you think about?

e What does the creator do to get his or her point across?

Full text available at www.stampactnewport.org under “Documents”
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Analyzing Primary Sources LETTEHR
“Letter from a Gentleman at Halifax” FROM A

Martin Howard, Jr., Esq. published “Letter from a Gentleman at Halifax” as GENTLEMAN at Halifax,
a direct response to “The Rights of the Colonies Examined” by Governor
Stephen Hopkins. Though Howard published the pamphlet anonymously,
his Loyalist sympathies were a well-known fact in Newport.

TO HIS

-FRIEND in Rbode-Ifland,

“Whereas the rights of colonies examined, is a laboured, ostentatious piece, discovers its author to be
totally unacquainted with style or diction, and eagerly fond to pass upon the world for a man of

letters...

...However disguised, polished or softened the expression of this pamphlet may seem, yet every one

must see, that its professed design is sufficiently prominent throughout, namely, to prove, that the

colonies have rights independent of, and not controllable by, the authority of parliament. It is upon

this dangerous and indiscreet position I shall communicate to you my real sentiments. To
suppose a design of enslaving the colonies by parliament, is too presumptuous; to propagate it in

print, is perhaps dangerous...

...What purpose then can be served by these pamphlets, but to embitter the minds of a simple,
credulous, and hitherto loyal people, and to alienate their affections from Great-Britain, their
best friend, their protector, and alma mater. A different behaviour would be much more prudent
and politick. If we have any thing to ask, we should remember that diffidence and modesty will

always obtain more from generous minds, than forwardness and impertinence....

...It is notorious, that smuggling, which an eminent writer calls a crime against the law of nature,
had well nigh become established in some of the colonies. Acts of parliament had been uniformly
dispensed with by those whose duty it was to execute them; corruption, raised upon the ruins of duty
and virtue, had almost grown into a system; courts of admiralty, confined within small territorial
jurisdictions, became subject to mercantile influence; and the king's revenue shamefully sacrificed to

the venality and perfidiousness of courts and officers.

—If, my friend, customs are due to the crown; if illicit commerce is to be put an end to, as
ruinous to the welfare of the nation:— If, by reason of the interested views of traders, and the
connivance of courts and custom-house officers, these ends could not be compassed or
obtained in the common and ordinary way; tell me, what could the government do, but to
apply a remedy desperate as the disease: There is, I own, a severity in the method of

prosecution...but it is a severity we have brought upon ourselves.”

\ Full text available at www.stampactnewport.org under “Documents”
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Analyzing Primary Sources LETTEHR
“Letter from a Gentleman at Halifax” FPROM A
GENTLEMAN at Halifax,

e Who made this primary source? Why was it made? To HIs

-FRIEND in Rbode-Ifland,

¢ Are there strong words or big ideas expressed by the author? What are they?

e What questions pop into your head?

¢ How does it make you feel or what does it make you think about?

e What does the creator do to get his or her point across?

\ Full text available at www.stampactnewport.org under “Docuinents”
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Analyzing Primary Sources
Newport Mercury, Monday, August 26™, 1765
Newporters suspected Martin Howard of authoring the controversial “Letter from a Gentleman at Halifax” pamphlet

almost immediately. Howard was pressured to retract his statements, but he refused. Instead, he published the
following in the Newport Mercury:

“The author of the Halifax Letter gives | HE duther of the _ w . ' te ‘;; .
out to the Public, That he is a Native of | | - Publ s Ttat be ir a Natinn "‘h. it
’ ~a Heart as warmly attached 1o their true Interefl us

the Colonies, and has a Heart as warmly ary Man swhatever : bat the Semtiments be has

attached to their true interest as any in Print, have fince appeared to be the l*m of the
Parliament of Great-Eritain y and the Opinion of Nine-

Man whatever... Tenths of the Britith Nation ; and be bas publifbed them avith
that Freedon,whick is the Priviledge,K2 ought 1o be the Boa
...[The author] cannot repress his of evergEnglithman, He therefore cannot reprejs bisAjlonifb-

ment at the miflaken Notions of thefe, who, unaer u Fretence
of Jerving the Caufe of Liberty, awould rake away the Right

Astonishment at the mistaken

Notions of those, who, under a “of privare Tudgizent, and flop the Avenues to Trath, by in-
Pretense of Serving the Cause of ﬁfzﬂ!.ﬂ: the Pﬂfﬂ!‘fﬁ and nlhwmlg ﬂﬁ" l‘ffr F.z
againft the Perfon and Intereft of @ Man, meerly becauje

Liberty, would take away the Right .

happers to differ in Opinion from bis Countrymen : Andin
of private judgment, and stop the

that Inflance, only exercifes the jame Privilige avbich they
Avenues to Truth, by instigating the claim and empoy.

The Writer does hot verral? any Pofition comtained in the
| Halifax Letcer ; and therefore does not meanly jollicit any
their Fury against the Person and | Fawvour or Exemption from the Abufe intended bim, becauje
| if bis Perfon and Intereft become the Objecls of popular Re-
. . : wenge for thefe Sentiments, be thinks be fhall sever lament
[the author] happens to differ in " the Canle, whatever may be the Confequences.

Opinion from his Countrymen... =

Populace, and endeavouring to point

Interest of a Man, merely because he

Martin Howard declares he was exercising his right to free speech in
writing the “Letter From a Gentleman at Halifax” pamphlet, and that

....The Writer does not retract an
Y he is being persecuted for expressing an opinion people did not like.

Position contained in the Halifax
In the final paragraph of this article, he states that he is not looking

o . for “any Favour or Exemption from the abuse intended him” for his
solicit any Favour or Exemption from opinions.

Letter; and therefore does not meanly

the Abuse intended him, because if his
Person and Interest become the Objects / Based on everything you’ve read so far, how do you think

. , 0
of Popular Revenge for these Newporters reacted to Martin Howard’s words?

Sentiments, he thinks he shall never
lament the Cause, whatever may be

the Consequences.”

Full text available at www.stampactnewport.org
under “Documents”
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th in Print, have fince to be the of the
Newport Mercury, Monday, August 26", 1765 e s ad he O B
Tenths of the Britith Nation ; and bebas publifbed them with
that Freedimywhich is the Priviledge,&S cught'to be the Boafl -
of everyEnglitman. He therefore cannot reprejs bisAjlomifh-
ment at the miflaken Notions of thefe, whe, unucr u Fretence
2 2 of Jerving Jl:}Caqﬁ ofLihrl_y.:ufl rake ll;lj I:: gi;bl
1 3 1 of private #ent, and flop thy Avenues to Trut in-
¢ Who made this primary source? Why was it made? P oty ety i
againft the Perfon and Intereft of a Man, meerly becanje
bappens to diffir in Opinion from bis Countrymen : Andin
that Inflance, enly exercifes the [ame Privilege avbich they
claim and enjoy. %

Thoe Wriier does #ot retrall any Pofition contained in the
Halifax Letcer ; and therefore docs not meanly yollicit any
| Favour or Exemption from the Abufe intended bim, becaufe
| if bis Porjon and Insirst bucome che Objes of papular Re-

¢ Are there strong words or big ideas expressed by the author? What are they?

e What questions pop into your head?

¢ How does it make you feel or what does it make you think about?

e What does the creator do to get his or her point across?

Full text available at www.stampactnewport.org under “Documents”
\ ;



The Stamp Act Riot
Tuesday, August 27, 1765

In the News:

Thomas Moffat’s Account:

From the Newport Mercury, August 1765.
Minor edits made for educational purposes.

“Last Tuesday Morning a Gallows* was erected
on Queen-Street, just below the Colony
House, whereon the Effigies of three
Gentlemen were exhibited, one of whom was a
Distributor of Stamps [Augustus Johnston],
which was placed in the Center. The other two
effigies [Dr. Thomas Moffat and Martin
Howard Junior, Esquire] were suspected of
countenancing and abetting the Stamp Act.
Various Labels were affixed to their Breasts,
Arms, etc., denoting the Cause of these
indignant Representations, and the Persons
who were the Subjects of Derision.

They hung from Eleven o’Clock till about Four,
when some Combustibles being placed under
the Gallows, a Fire was made, and the effigies
were consumed, amidst the cheering of the
crowd.

The whole event was conducted with
Moderation, and with no Violence against any
Persons or the Property of any Man.”

Both accounts tell the same story,
but through very different voices
and perspectives.

From a letter sent by Dr. Moffat in October
1765. Minor edits made for educational purposes.

“Early on the morning of the 27th [of August,
1765] a few persons without any interruption on
the south side of the Colony House and within
forty paces of it erected a Gallows™ thereon
placing the effigies of Mr. Howard Mr. Johnson
and me with very scurrilous scandalous and
defamatory labels fixed in the hands and upon
the breast of the figures.

At Eleven in the morning when the Governor
[Samuel Ward] and other officials went into the
Colony House for a meeting, the crowd
gathered outside was calm, quiet, and few in
number and the platform and effigies were
guarded only by three men who patrolled the
area around it in muffled big coats, flapped hats,
and bludgeons.

Towards five in the afternoon the people who
planned the demonstration showed some
uneasiness and fear because the crowd was not
assembling as they hoped. So, they sent into the
street plenty of strong Drink with Cheshire
cheese to provoke the town into a drunken riot.
By these means the mob was collected and after
sunset the effigies were cut down and burnt on
the spot.”

*Gallows - large wooden platform

Full text available at www.stampactnewport.org under “Documents”
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The Stamp Act Riot

In the News:

Wednesday, August 28", 1765

From the Newport Mercury, August 1765.
Minor edits made for educational purposes.

Early on Wednesday Evening, as four
Gentlemen, among whom was Martin Howard,
jun. Esq; were walking down Queen Street
when, a Person with a grudge against one of
the men, assaulted one of them, who soon
disengaged himself from the fight, and
retreated. The assaulted man’s friends tried to
challenge the attacker; but they were met with
such aggression that the four Gentlemen
decided to withdraw, and go towards Mr.
Howard’s House.

News of what happened immediately spread
among the People, a Mob collected, and
marched directly to Mr. Howard’s; and not
finding the Gentlemen there, they shattered
some of the Windows, and left. But not
satisfied with the Mischief they had done, they
soon returned to Mr. Howard’s house with
redoubled Fury, broke the Windows and Doors
all to Pieces, damaged the Partitions of the
House, and ruined the Furniture that was left
inside, the best pieces being happily removed
by the mob between the Attacks. This being
done, the Mob drew off, and proceeded to the
hired House that Doctor Moffat lived in, where
they committed outrages equally terrible, in
tearing the House to Pieces, and demolishing
his Furniture. The Cellars of both Houses were
ravaged, and the Provisions, Wines, &c.
destroyed and lost.

From the Doctor’s they again went in search of
Martin Howard, who had luckily, by that Time,
got on board the Cygnet, a British warship that
was anchored in Newport Harbor. After this,
they surrounded the House of the then Stamp-
Master; but he promised to resign from his job,
and the mob left his property unharmed.

It was near Eleven o’Clock at night when the
mob left the Stamp-Master’s house, deciding
instead to satisfy themselves by returning and
rendering more complete the Ruin of the two
Houses belonging to Mr. Howard and Mr.
Moffat.

The Ship Friendship, Capt. Lindsey, sailed for
England Yesterday.

Doctor Thomas Moffat, and Martin Howard,
jun, Esq; of this Town, went Passengers.

What, if anything,
stands out to you about
this news story?

Full text available at www.stampactnewport.org under “Documents”
N\
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The Stamp Act Riot
Wednesday, August 28™, 1765

Thomas Moffat’s Account:

From a letter sent by Dr. Moffat in October
1765. Minor edits made for educational purposes.

The Next day (Wednesday) it was the general
opinion that this extraordinary Tribunal of
Justice was fully satisfied, but a little past eight
o’clock in the evening the chief ring leaders of
yesterdays spectacle rushed into the streets with
a chosen band of Ruffians at their heels with
their faces painted and being prepared and
furnished with broad axes and other tools of
desolation, proceeded huzzaing to the house of
Mr. Howard which they forcibly entered
destroying and demolishing all his furniture
instantly, dashing into pieces all his china,
looking glasses & such, then stripping and
plundering every room of every article carrying
off all Mr. Howard’s clothes and bed and table
Linnen in the most open daring and
unrestrained manner, then breaking into his
Cellars drank wasted and carried away all his
wines and other liquors. . .

Towards eleven at night they entered Mr.
Howard’s house again cleaving to bits all the
doors and casements tore up all the floors,
hearths, and chimney, leaving the house a
miserable shell only. From thence they
roared up to my house where the same
scene of ruin was repeated and committed
exactly. Now the Ring-leaders and their
adherents were intoxicated and heated even
to a thirst of blood and a parole for
discovering us was now given out in form
but they could by no means learn where we
were. ..

At two in the morning they again visited Mr.
Howard’s house . .. cutting down the locust
trees which ... were planted on a line in
front of his house. ..

What differences (if any) do you notice
between Thomas Moffat’s account and the
Newport Mercury account of the riot?

Full text available at www.stampactnewport.org under “Documents”
\ |
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Analyzing Primary Sources
The Stamp Act Riot - Newport Mercury

Who made this primary source? Why was it made?

¢ Do you notice any unfair opinions or stereotypes?

How does it compare to other sources from the same time?

How does it make you feel or what does it make you think about?

¢ Does it change what you thought about history, or does it confirm it?

Full text available at www.stampactnewport.org under “Documents”
\ |
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Analyzing Primary Sources
The Stamp Act Riot - Thomas Moffat’s Account

Who made this primary source? Why was it made?

Do you notice any unfair opinions or stereotypes?

How does it compare to other sources from the same time?

How does it make you feel or what does it make you think about?

Does it change what you thought about history, or does it confirm it?

Full text available at www.stampactnewport.org under “Documents”
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