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“The original purchase was blood, and mine 
shall seal the surrender”:

The Importance of Place in Botetourt County’s 
Resolutions, 1775

Sarah E. McCartney

On March 11, 1775, the Virginia Gazette published a statement of 
support and instruction from the freeholders of Botetourt County to their 
delegates at the upcoming Second Virginia Convention, scheduled to begin 
just nine days later.1 The Second Virginia Convention, held at St. John’s 
Church in Richmond, Virginia, is best remembered as the place of Patrick 
Henry’s “Liberty or Death” speech; however, Henry’s passionate address 
and statement that he had “but one lamp by which my feet are guided; 
and that is the lamp of experience” were not the first stirring sentiments or 
emphasis on history and experience expressed in Virginia in 1775.2 Through 
the winter months of 1775, four counties—Augusta, Botetourt, Fincastle, 
and Pittsylvania—which were part of Virginia’s frontier region known 
as the “backcountry” and spanned the Shenandoah Valley and Allegheny 
Mountains, published resolutions articulating their agreement with the 
growing patriotic fervor.3 These resolutions also gave instructions to county 
delegates and Virginia’s patriot leaders to champion the revolutionary cause. 
This article specifically considers the resolutions from Botetourt County 
and situates those resolutions within the context of the region’s settlement 
history and experience, arguing for the importance of place as a foundational 
element of revolutionary-era sentiment in a frontier region where historians 
often focus on movement and impermanence.

The Botetourt Resolutions
Resolutions from Fincastle County, Botetourt County’s neighbor, 

were the first in a wave of statements issued by Virginia’s western counties 
through the winter months of 1775, and they have received substantial 
attention from historians;4 however, the Botetourt Resolutions (see 
Appendix) are less well known despite similar language and a compelling 
portrait of backcountry hardships and experience. The Botetourt Resolutions 
were written by Botetourt County’s freeholders and were addressed to the 



2

Sarah E. McCartney

county’s delegates to the Second Virginia Convention, Andrew Lewis and 
John Bowyer. Lewis and Bowyer were prominent residents of Botetourt 
County, and both had risen to positions of leadership in Augusta County 
prior to Botetourt’s formation in 1769. Beyond “freeholder,” the identities 
of the men who drafted the Botetourt Resolutions are unknown; however, 
the law stated that a freeholder was a property-owning male over the age 
of twenty-one who owned at least one hundred acres of land, twenty-five 
acres of land with a house or plantation, or a lot or house located in a town 
or city.5 Additionally, the freeholders likely met at the county courthouse, 
located in present-day Fincastle, Virginia, to draft their statement. The town 
of Fincastle was situated on the eastern edge of a county spanning more than 
one hundred and fifty miles of mountainous terrain from the Shenandoah 
Valley to the Ohio River, so it is likely that the eastern portion of the county 
had better representation among the authors of the Botetourt Resolutions 
than the western areas of the county.6 

The Botetourt Resolutions began with an expression of gratitude to 
Andrew Lewis and John Bowyer for their service, which, in the case of 
Lewis, was particularly in recognition of his leadership a few months earlier 
during an October 1774 expedition against the Shawnees. The expedition, 
which is known as Lord Dunmore’s War, was organized by Virginia’s royal 
governor, John Murray, the Fourth Earl of Dunmore, who appointed Lewis 
as the commander of the expedition’s southern army, which was traveling 
west from a rendezvous point in the Greenbrier Valley along the New and 
Kanawha rivers.7 The “war,” culminating with a battle at Point Pleasant on the 
banks of the Ohio River, was a pivotal moment for backcountry Virginians as 
it was the first time the recently formed frontier counties united and, led by 
Lewis and his company of men from eastern Botetourt County, made a full-
scale offensive attack against Native Americans.8 The recognition for Lewis’s 
service was even more pronounced because Lord Dunmore himself, who was 
expected to travel a northern route down the Ohio River, never arrived at the 
battle, so Lewis and his southern army faced the Shawnees alone.

After beginning the Botetourt Resolutions with the statement of 
gratitude to Lewis and Bowyer, Botetourt County freeholders discussed 
their view of Britain. Describing “hearts replete with the most grateful and 
loyal veneration” for the House of Hanover, which had ruled Britain since 
the early 1700s, and “dutiful affection for our Sovereign,” they declared 
their contempt for the king’s councilors, whom they described as “a set 
of miscreants, unworthy to administer the laws of Britain’s empire.”9 This 
language of regard for King George and disgust for Parliament stands 
out among the resolutions from Augusta and Fincastle counties, which 
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expressed frustration in more subdued references to “respect for the parent 
state” and an unwillingness to consider submitting their liberty or property 
to “the will of a corrupt Ministry”; however, all three counties conveyed 
their displeasure with royal authority.10

The Botetourt County freeholders went on to illustrate an acute 
awareness of both their situation on the western edge of Virginia and the 
unity across the North American colonies during a time when revolutionary 
fervor directed toward Britain was beginning to boil. Referring to events in 
Boston more than a year earlier, the freeholders stated that “the subjects of 
Britain are ONE; and when the honest man of Boston, who has broke no law, 
has his property wrested from him, the hunter on the Allegany must take the 
alarm [emphasis in original document].”11 By expressing their support for 
the people of Boston, whose harbor had been closed in 1774 as part of the 
Crown’s reaction to the infamous tea party, Botetourt County freeholders 
belatedly joined the public outcry against Britain cutting off Boston’s trade 
activity.12 The animosity toward Britain continued to grow as legislatures 
and citizens throughout the American colonies expressed concern that what 
had happened in Massachusetts could soon occur in their own colonies.13

In Williamsburg, Virginia, the House of Burgesses declared a day of 
fasting and prayer at the end of May 1774 to protest the “hostile Invasion of 
the city of Boston” and the closing of Boston Harbor.14 Lord Dunmore, who 
saw the protest as an affront to the king, responded by dissolving the House of 
Burgesses, whose members famously moved their planned meeting down the 
Duke of Gloucester Street from the Capitol to Raleigh Tavern. Dunmore’s actions 
spurred Virginia’s delegates toward the First Virginia Convention in August 
1774, the Continental Congress a month later, and eventually a declaration of 
independence.15 While these activities took place in eastern Virginia through 
the spring and summer of 1774, Virginia’s backcountry settlers looked west 
toward the Ohio River in preparation for Dunmore’s expedition. By the time 
the backcountry counties regrouped after Lord Dunmore’s War and issued their 
statements, the freeholders ensured that their voices joined the chorus of scorn 
and solidarity against the Boston Port Bill, although months later.

After beginning the Botetourt Resolutions with a declaration of 
steadfast respect for the king, disgust for Parliament, and support for the 
people of Boston, Botetourt’s freeholders used the resolutions to speak 
specifically to Virginia’s backcountry history and the violence that was 
part of the settlement experience. With language intended to remind county 
delegates and any other readers about the sacrifices backcountry settlers 
made to secure their homes and land, as well as the region’s role as the 
colony’s barrier against western threats from Native Americans and other 
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European nations through the French and Indian War, the freeholders offered 
a rousing charge to Lewis and Bowyer, writing:

Gentlemen, my gun, my tomahawk, my life, I desire you to tender to 
the honour of my King and country; but my LIBERTY, to range these 
woods on the same terms my father has done is not mine to give up; it 
was not purchased by me, and purchased it was, it is entailed on my son, 
and the tenure is sacred. Watch over it, Gentlemen, for to him it must 
descend unviolated, if my arm can defend it; but if not, if wicked power 
is permitted to prevail against me, the original purchase was blood, and 
mine shall seal the surrender [emphasis in original document].16

While the emotion and language Botetourt County freeholders used to 
express their frustration is generally representative of the ideology of the 
American Revolution, Botetourt settlers were also describing their specific 
experiences and hardships via the reference to gun and tomahawk.  

As Botetourt freeholders expressed the trials of settlement, they associated 
those trials specifically with land and a connection to place. Referring to their 
liberty “to range these woods on the same terms my father has done,” the 
importance of passing this land-related liberty to their sons, and the “original 
purchase” in blood, the Botetourt freeholders argued that claiming their lands 
had not simply been an issue of paper and pen but one that required their sweat 
and blood—and even their lives.17 For the freeholders, these sacrifices cemented 
their land claims and gave them a greater reason to defend their homes.18 The 
reference to these personal experiences also increased the significance of the 
Botetourt Resolutions for settlers and their communities.19 

At the conclusion of the resolutions, Botetourt County freeholders 
turned back to the broader patriot rhetoric, asking that their statement 
be published so “that our countrymen, and the world, may know our 
disposition” and that the members of the First Continental Congress accept 
their gratitude for actions taken in Philadelphia the previous autumn.20 
They also thanked their delegates, described as “SONS of WORTH and 
FREEDOM,” and pledged to “religiously observe their resolutions, and 
obey their instructions, in contempt of our power, and temporary interest 
[emphasis in original document]”21 Should the economic boycott and non-
exportation measures Congress took the previous October fail to produce 
the desired result, Botetourt’s citizens declared that they would “stand 
prepared for every Contingency.”22

While it is impossible to discover the identity of each Botetourt County 
freeholder supporting the resolutions because of the scarcity of records 
in this frontier county, examining settlement patterns, militia rosters, and 
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county records reveals the identities of some men and offers greater insight 
into residents’ connection to place through the experiences of those whose 
identities are known. Although the freeholders were unidentified in the 
resolutions, the county’s gentlemen justices, more than sixteen men whose 
names are known from the court order books, were by definition among the 
county’s freeholders and likely spearheaded drafting the resolutions.23 In 
addition to the justices, militia officers were appointed by the county court 
and typically came from the upper tiers of colonial Virginia society, so the 
six officers who survived the battle at Point Pleasant would certainly have 
been freeholders in the county as well.24 There is some overlap between the 
men who served as both justices and officers; however, altogether there are 
roughly twenty men whose positions ensured their status as freeholders and 
were likely among the signers of the Botetourt Resolutions.

Among the known freeholders who were also justices or militia officers, 
roughly half of the men lived in the eastern fourth of Botetourt County, 
while the others were from areas beyond the Shenandoah Valley, such as 
the Greenbrier Valley and the area known at the time as “western Botetourt” 
along the Kanawha River in present-day West Virginia. The minimal number 
of justices from the county’s western region demonstrates that county 
governance in Botetourt County was carried out primarily by men who lived 
in areas east of the Allegheny Mountains and who experienced less instability 
from warfare and violence in the 1770s; however, only a few decades earlier, 
those areas and residents were on the frontlines of the Indian wars, and many 
had endured hardships as children moving into the region with their families.

Settling Botetourt County
Settlers first moved into the Shenandoah Valley in the early eighteenth 

century, and by 1740, Augusta County stretched from the Blue Ridge 
Mountains to the western “limits of Virginia.”25 The southern “Upper 
Valley” region was settled primarily by an influx of Protestant Irish, known 
as the Scots-Irish today, whose settlements were so extensive in the region 
that it became known as the “Irish Tract.”26 There were settlers from other 
areas of Europe and England, but the Irish were so prevalent in the Upper 
Valley that German-speaking Moravians traveling from Pennsylvania to the 
Carolinas described a 150-mile route through the Irish communities.27

During the 1750s, settlers pushed farther west out of the Shenandoah 
Valley into the Greenbrier River Valley and Kanawha River Valley at 
present-day Lewisburg and Charleston, West Virginia, respectively, where 
they encroached on Native American lands.28 Historian Gregory Evans 
Dowd noted that the Shawnees saw this movement through the area that 
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became Botetourt County, along a route that paralleled much of present-
day Interstate-64 at the Virginia–West Virginia border, as a “dangerous 
westward thrust of British Settlement” across the Appalachian Mountains, 
and they responded with action and a message that they would resist the 
Virginians’ continued intrusion.29

The French and Indian War of the 1750s also brought increased 
violence to the Virginia backcountry as Native Americans and their French 
allies waged a devastating war against British settlers who were ever moving 
toward the Ohio country.30 In the summer of 1755, a series of Indian attacks 
occurred throughout southern Augusta County with loss of life in Draper’s 
Meadows, located in present-day Blacksburg, Virginia, and further west on 
the New River and Greenbrier River in present-day West Virginia.31 The 
violence often wiped out an entire community and certainly devastated 
individual families since husbands and fathers were frequently killed while 
women and children were taken captive. In 1756, an attack at the settlements 
near Jackson’s River (known today as Jackson River), which zigzags across 
today’s Interstate-64 between Clifton Forge and Covington, Virginia, resulted 
in thirteen deaths and twenty-nine settlers taken captive.32 While Native 
Americans delivered many captives to Fort Pitt at the end of the French 
and Indian War, recently returned family members created a new challenge 
for backcountry settlers as they attempted to assimilate their relatives, many 
of whom had been captured as young children and considered themselves 
as Indians, back into colonial society.33 In spite of the danger, settlers did 
not immediately abandon western areas when periods of violence began, 
although many settlers living beyond the Allegheny Mountains eventually 
retreated to less vulnerable communities in the east until the violence ended.

After the French and Indian War, settlers again pressed west into the 
mountains, but the period of peace was short-lived as many native groups 
embraced Delaware prophet Neolin’s call for Native Americans to reject all 
elements of white society and to expel them from the frontier.  This ideology 
spread throughout the backcountry as part of Pontiac’s War, and in Virginia, 
Shawnees, led by Cornstalk, attacked settlements in the Greenbrier Valley 
at Muddy Creek Mountain, as well as the nearby Clendenin settlement, then 
moved further east to again attack settlements along Jackson’s River.34 By 
the end of the war, the Shawnees had taken more captives from the intrusive 
western peninsula of British settlement that became Botetourt County, 
especially the Greenbrier Valley and Jackson’s River settlements, than from 
any other Virginia backcountry area.35

In the mid-1760s, the Virginia backcountry was a key territory in 
various treaty negotiations and legal actions by the Crown and its colonial 
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representatives even as the population continued to swell from settlers 
moving west. Whether by the Royal Proclamation of 1763, the treaties at 
Fort Stanwix and Hard Labor in 1769, or the 1770 Treaty of Lochaber and 
treaty line established by John Donelson, Britain sought to balance her 
imperial interests with those of land speculators and settlers in addition to 
placating native peoples.36 By the time the last treaty was finalized in 1771, 
Native Americans had roughly ten million fewer acres along the tributaries 
of the Ohio River, and Virginia had created a new backcountry county as a 
result of population growth in the area. The new county, which was called 
Botetourt after Virginia’s beloved royal governor, Norborne Berkeley, Lord 
Botetourt, was formed from the southern portion of Augusta County in 1769 
(see Figure 1).37 Botetourt County’s boundaries were redrawn in 1772 when 

Figure 1: Map of Augusta County and Botetourt County, 1769 (created by Sarah E. 
McCartney using Google Maps and Microsoft Powerpoint).
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the territory to the west and southwest of the Kanawha River and New River 
in present-day West Virginia became Fincastle County (see Figure 2).38

By the time of the expedition against the Shawnees in 1774 and 
Lord Dunmore’s mobilization of Virginia’s western counties, backcountry 
settlers were committed to their homes and lands and were well accustomed 
to violence and uncertainty. This connection to place meant that they 
were willing, and even enthusiastic, to take offensive action against a 
Native American threat if they believed it would secure their families and 
communities.39 In August 1774, Andrew Lewis and nearly fifteen hundred 
backcountry men flooded the Levels of the Greenbrier Valley near present-
day Lewisburg, West Virginia, and within weeks they began their march 
across more than one hundred miles of the Appalachian Plateau toward the 

Figure 2. Map of Augusta County, Botetourt County, and Fincastle County, 1772 
(created by Sarah E. McCartney using Google Maps and Microsoft Powerpoint).

Sarah E. McCartney



9

Ohio River.40 Roughly six weeks later, just before sunrise on October 10, 
1774, two militiamen discovered a Shawnee camp within a few miles of 
the army’s encampment at the confluence of the Kanawha and Ohio rivers, 
and the battle began.41 When the conflict ended late in the day, the survivors 
faced the task of caring for the wounded and burying their slain comrades.42 

In the aftermath of Lord Dunmore’s War, the fresh loss of life and 
the reality that many men would live out their lives with wounds from 
the expedition further strengthened settlers’ connection to place. Some 
men, like William Fleming, had such extensive wounds that they were 
not expected to survive, and rumors of Fleming’s death circulated in the 
Virginia Gazette alongside the first accounts of the battle, although he lived 
until the 1790s. Meanwhile, Andrew Lewis’s youngest brother, Charles 
Lewis, who was a highly respected and admired officer, died during the 
battle.43 Andrew Lewis addressed the troops after his brother’s death, giving 
insight into the camaraderie of the men and the devastation of loss on the 
battlefield, stating, “You have lost your brave leader & I in him have lost the 
best of Brothers.”44 The family of John Vanbibber had survived the Indian 
attacks at Muddy Creek more than a decade earlier, but he lost one of the 
two brothers he fought alongside at Point Pleasant. Robert McClenachan, 
brother of Botetourt County Justice William McClenachan, also died in the 
battle.45 If kinship did not sharpen the pain of loss and settlers’ connection 
to place, friendship certainly did. Robert McClenachan and John Stuart had 
moved from the Shenandoah Valley to the Greenbrier Valley of Botetourt 
County together as young men, and both served as captains of Greenbrier’s 
Botetourt County regiment at Point Pleasant, but only Stuart returned 
from the battle.46 When the Botetourt County freeholders published their 
resolutions, the recent sacrifices of their family members, friends, and 
comrades at Point Pleasant further strengthened the power of place as a 
reminder that there was a physical and emotional cost to settling in the 
Virginia backcountry that physically linked them to the region.47 

In December 1774, Lord Dunmore returned to Williamsburg from the 
expedition against the Shawnees and penned a letter to the Earl of Dartmouth 
illuminating his thoughts about backcountry Virginians. He wrote that he 
had “frequent opportunities to reflect upon the emigrating Spirit of the 
Americans” and the inability to restrain them through established authority 
and government.48 He also noted his observations, likely drawn from his 
recent experience in the backcountry, that these people had “no attachment 
to Place: But wandering about Seems engrafted in their Nature; and it is a 
weakness incident to it, that they Should for ever imagine the Lands further 
off, are Still better than those upon which they are already Settled.”49 By 
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expressing these views, Dunmore, who first arrived in the American colonies 
in 1770 and in Virginia in 1771, proved to be oblivious to the experiences 
and sentiments of backcountry settlers. His statement demonstrated his 
ignorance about the trials backcountry Virginians experienced through 
decades of settlement that strengthened the bonds of their communities and 
the importance of place, which was at the root of their eagerness to strike 
against Native Americans the previous autumn.

The history of backcountry settlement and the personal experience 
of Botetourt County inhabitants and freeholders reveal the importance of 
place and deepen our understanding of the fiery sentiments expressed in 
the Botetourt Resolutions. By offering “my gun, my tomahawk, my life” 
for the liberty to continue living on the lands first claimed by their fathers 
and entailed on their sons, Botetourt County settlers recalled the multi-
generational settlement experience of moving to the Shenandoah Valley 
with their parents and seeing the hardships of settlement as children. The 
violence and warfare settlers experienced impacted everyone, regardless of 
age or gender, and the settlers’ perspective that they had “purchased” these 
lands not only with land claims, but also with their blood, strengthened 
the importance of place and their commitment to defend the region. The 
statements expressed in the resolutions were not new but rather were 
a continuation of the sentiment Botetourt County settlers had already 
demonstrated in their actions, though the emotion was aimed in a different 
direction than it had been previously. Instead of facing west toward French 
or Native American opponents, Botetourt County’s residents now faced east 
and were prepared to offer the same dedication and perseverance against a 
new adversary, in the form of Britain, as they pledged to defend hearth and 
home against all foes.

Sarah E. McCartney
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Appendix: The Botetourt Resolutions

To Col. ANDREW LEWIS, and Mr. JOHN BOWYER.  

Gentlemen,
For your past service, you have our thanks, and we presume it is all the reward ye 
desire.  And as we have again committed you the greatest trust we can confer (that 
of appearing for us in the great council of the colony) we think it expedient [you] 
hear our sentiments at this important juncture. And first, we require you to represent 
us with hearts replete with the most grateful and loyal veneration for the race of 
Brunswick, for they have been truly our fathers; and at the same time the most 
dutiful affection for our Sovereign, of whose honest heart we cannot entertain any 
diffidence; but sorry we are to add, that in his councils we can no longer confide. 
A set of miscreants, unworthy to administer the laws of Britain’s empire, have 
been permitted impiously to sway. How unjustly, cruelly, and tyrannically, they 
have invaded our rights, we need not now put you in mind. We only say, and we 
assert it with pride, that the subjects of Britain are one; and when the honest man 
of Boston, who has broke no law, has his property wrested from him, the hunter on 
the Allegany must take the alarm, and, as a Freeman of American, he will fly to his 
Representatives and thus instruct them. Gentlemen, my gun, my tomahawk, my life, 
I desire you to tender to the honour of my King and country; but my LIBERTY, to 
range these woods on the same terms my father has done is not mine to give up; it 
was not purchased by me, and purchased it was, it is entailed on my son, and the 
tenure is sacred. Watch over it, Gentlemen, for to him it must descend unviolated, if 
my arm can defend it; but if not, if wicked power is permitted to prevail against me, 
the original purchase was blood, and mine shall seal the surrender.
 That our countrymen, and the world, may know our disposition, we choose 
that this be published. And we have one request to add, that is, that the SONS of 
WORTH and FREEDOM who appeared for us at Philadelphia will accept our most 
ardent, grateful acknowledgments; and we hereby plight them our faith, that we will 
religiously observe their resolutions, and obey their instructions, in contempt of our 
power, and temporary interest; and should the measures they have wisely calculated 
for our relief fail, we will stand prepared for every Contingency. We are Gentlemen, 
your dutiful, &c.
                                         The Freeholders of Botetourt.

Source: Virginia Gazette (Dixon and Hunter), 11 March 1775, 3.
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