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Describing the street-level impact of the decisions made by the Wilmington Committee 
of Safety, Janet Schaw, a supporter of the Crown, illustrates the extent to which the 
American Revolution had, by 1775, become a close, personal insurgency, pitting 
neighbor against neighbor. 
 
Schaw was a young, well-educated Scottish woman who traveled to North Carolina to 
visit her older brother Robert, the owner of a plantation on the Cape Fear River near 
Wilmington. She arrived in March of 1775 and while in North Carolina witnessed, 
among other things, land clearing through controlled burning and the killing of an 
alligator. More important, she observed a society that was splitting asunder under the 
stress of revolutionary politics. The decisions of the Wilmington Committee forced men 
and women along the Cape Fear to take sides. Patriots employed violence and 
intimidation and, Schaw suggests, even feigned a slave revolt to unite their countrymen 
in opposition to the British. As the editor of Schaw's journal reminds us, "such 
contemporary evidence makes us realize that our forefathers, however worthy their 
object, were engaged in real rebellion and revolution, characterized by the extremes of 
thought and action that always accompany such movements, and not in the kind of 
parlour warfare, described in many of our text books.”1   
 
1. Evangeline Walker Andrews, "Introduction," Journal of a Lady of Quality; Being the 
Narrative of a Journey from Scotland to the West Indies, North Carolina, and Portugal, in 
the Years 1774 to 1776, 1921, electronic edition, Documenting the American South, 
http://docsouth.unc.edu/nc/schaw/schaw.html, p. 9. 
 
 

Discussion Questions 

1. What is Schaw’s attitude toward the colonial militia? 
2. Why, in Schaw’s view, are people along the Cape Fear turning against Britain? 
3. From the evidence in Schaw’s journal, what sort of people remained loyal to the 

king; what sort joined the patriots? 



4. According to Schaw, what tactics did the patriots employ to bring people to their 
cause? 

5. What point does Schaw make by having the colonial officer read Falstaff’s speech 
from Henry IV? 

6. According to Schaw, what motivates the patriots to renounce allegiance to the 
crown? 

7. How reliable is Shaw’s account? 
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