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Peyton Randolph

Peyton Randolph, speaker of the House of Burgesses
and President of the First Continental Congrecss, was
born in williamsburg, Virginia in 1721. His father,
Sir John Randolph, was a prominent man in colonial
Virginia, having been Speaker of the Housze of Burgesses
(1736% and recorder of the city of Norfolk. It was
while visiting Ingland in 1730 to get a new charter
for William and Mary Colle_e ‘that he was knighted for
his services to the crown.:

Young Randolph decided to follow hi: father's
footsteps and become a lawyer, Accordingly, he entered
Willi-m and Jary Colleje, and after graduation, went
to England where he studied law at the Inner Temple.2
Returing from London in 1743, he set up practice in
Williamsburg and soon had-a po00d trade. 1In 1748 he
entered the House of Burgescses as a delegate from
Williamsburg, in the same year he..w-s appointed King's
attorney for the colony. AN

At the time of his appointment, the colony was

under the rule of Governor Gooch, and the relations

1. National Cyclopedia gi American Biography, V. 2, p. 115,

2. Ibid.



betweén the colony and Ingland were on a fairly firm

5 However, in 1751, Robert Dinwiddie was appoint-

basisg.
ed Governor, and a new era in the relations between
the colonies and parent country began. Dinwiddie was
well received when hé first came to Virginia, but his
disapproval of certain acts which Gooch had allowed
soon aroused the angzer of the House of Burgesses.4
The dispute betwecn Dinwiddie and the House flamed
intc open waf when the Governor attempted to levy-a
tax of one pistole,(a Spanish coin worth about $4.00))
upon the recording of deeds to land and also to collect
back zuit-rents. Dinwiddie contended that people would
get grants to settle lands owned by the crown in dis-
tant parts of the colonies, :ettle on them, raise crops,
ete; 5ut never record the deeds. By not recording the
deeds no rents were paid on the land, since they were
supposedly the property of the crown. To the Governor
this was fraud, and he determined to collect the back
taxes which were due.5 The House of Burgesses, on the

other hand, roused stern opposition to thic measure, and

3 Brock, Official Records of Hobert Dinwiddie, V. 3%4.

4. Ibid.

5’ Ibid- 363.

ot e etrten



drew up a petition to the kin; in order to have it re-
voked. The mission was entrusted to Randolph, =ndal754,
he sailed for England to appear before the Board of
Trade and present his case.® For taking part in this
affair, Gov. Dinwiddie dismissed Randolph as Attorney
General, and appointed. George Wythe in his place.
(Wythe only held the job while Randolph was in England
and he resigned as soon as his friend r'etur'ned.)7 The
Attorney General was alsopromised 2,500 pounds for his
work abroad, a fact which made Dinwiddie angry since
the House of Burges:zes had justAvoted down a bill ap-
propriating money to carry on the war betwcen the Ehg-
lish and French raging at that time.S
Randolph's trip turned out to be a victory for the
Governor. The Board of tr-de decided to turn down the
petition for the revocation of the pistole fee, but
compromised on their decision. It was decided not to
levy a fée to record deeds of less than 100 acres, and
that land which lay west .0of the mountains was also to

be recorded free. Personsy who were given land before
i\

N

6. Ibid.

7. Notional Cyclopedia of American Biography, p. 115-16.

8. Brock, QOp. Cit. p. 72,



+
April 22,1752, &Qé fact being recorded in the Home Sec-

retary's QOffice, were to be registered tax free, and no
back quit-rents collected)while all land given at a |
latér date was to be taxed.9 The Board of Trade also
recoﬁmended that Governor Dinwiddie reappoint Randolph
as Attqrney General in order to satisfy the colony.lO
As to the 2,50Q pounds promised Randdlph for the
completion of his mission, it is very doubtful if itv
were ever paid. .Due to the fall of -‘Fort Necessity on
July 4, 1754, the Virgihia Ascembly was called together
to vote a large sum of money for the prosecution of the
War. A bill, raiging 20?000 pounds by means of a poll
tax, was drawn up, and proceeded smoothly through the.
House until August 31 when a rider -a,ing that the
2,500 pounds voted to Randolph be paid out of the money
raisedy”%gﬁiiouse pacsed the bill, but it was defeated
by the Assembly when Governor Dinwiddie let it be known
that he would veto the bill if it paszed. Accordingly,
even though the situation on the frontier was serious,

the whole bill fell through.ll

Governor Dinwiddic iumediately offered a compromise

9. Ibid. B 365
lo,’ Ibid o) po 3650

11. Journals of House of Burgesses-1752-55, pp.XIX, XX.




solution, saying that if the Hou.e passed an appropri-
ation bill without the rider, he would sign an act to
pay Randolph the 8,500 pounds provided the act\would
not go into effect until the King agreed to it. This
settlement was turned down, and Dinwiddie prorogued the
Assembly.12 During the time from the failure of the
appropriation bill and the return of Randolph from Eng-

land in 1755, the House under speaker Robinson made
peace with the Governor. The Governor had his way, and
all Randolph feceived for his trip was avote of thanks
and reélection by Williamsburg to his seat in the As-
sembly.13

With+ the annihilation of Braddock's army by the

French and Indians, the colonies were thrown into an:
uproar. The House of Burgesses passe%&everal aprropri=
ation bills seeking to raice more men for the army, and
build forts in western Virginia in order to check the
oncoming enemy whom they thought would strike any day.l4
In order to show their loy~lty to the crown, one hundred

members of the House, with Randolph as their commander,

decided to band together, and paying their own expenses;

12. Ibid.p. XA
13. Ibid. p. XXII.

14. Ibid. p. XXVI.



15 ¢ince most of the

march to the aid of the militia.
members of this expedition were Brought up in ease, the
rigors of army life did not appeal to them; and the
commander of the militia was embarrassed with their
presence. Hdwever, the volunteers met no enemy, and
they returned home at the end of the campaign, little
worse for wear, but highly held in public esteem.1®

In order to pay for the forts and other expenses
of war, the coiony of Virginia was authorized to issue
interest bearing notes signed by two persons decignated
by the House. Randolph had been named in various acts
as one of the cosigners.‘ When he became head of the
volunteers, the House made other arrangements for the
signing of the notes in an actentitled "An act for
granting protection to certain persons and for other
purposes therein mentioned."17 This act also encouraged
formation of volunteer companies such as Randolph headed
By granting the volunteefs certain privileges. Due to
the conditions of the time the House decided to make
twenty- five members a quorum representing the eighty

~-four members at that seccion.if

15.1bid.

16. Ford, Uritings of Thomas Jefferson, V. X, p. 58.

17. Journals of House of Burgesses, 1752-55, p. XXVI.

18. Ibid.)XXVII.



When .the assembly met in April 1757, Governor Bin-
widdie after reporting that the finances of the colony
were in bad shape and that money was needed to‘pay the
soldiers and to carry on the work of war, let it be
known that he was contemplating retiring on account of
his health. This last news made the House, which had
fought against many of his measures more sympathetic
towards him, and accordingly, it passed many of the
appropriation bills he desired. The House of Burgesses,
however, to show it still had authority, refused to vote
to send supplies to the army unless the governor raised
the embargo placed on shipping by Lord London commander
of England's forces in America. Governor Dinwiddie,
who opposed the embargo wrote to England and succeeded
in having it raised.l9

Dinwiddie 1left Virginia in January 175¢, and was

20 A committee consisting

succeded by Governor Fauguier.
of Richard Henrj Lee, Thomas Lee, Randolph,(the Attorney
Generai} Landon Carter, Eland and Thompson ilason was
empowered to draw up a resolution expres.ing confidence

in the new governor, zand hoping that his relations with

the colonies would be cordial.®l This showed that the

19. Ibid.)XXIX.

20. Ibid. XXIX.
21. Ibid. 1758-61, p.5.



most powerful men in Virginia at that time were willing
to obey the King, although a few years latep,with the

passage of the Stamp Act the first real seeds of inde-

)

pendence began to sprout. However, in order not to have
a disagreement between the assembly and Governor as
arose during the dispute on the pistole fee, the House
of Bur_esses passed an act appointing an agent for the
whole colony of Virginia whose duty it was to represent
the colony before the Board of Trade in England.22
Governor Fauquier was a diplomat of the first de-
gree. He realized thaf a spirit of independence was
gfowing in the colony, and did his utmost to put it out.
His relatidns with the House of Burge-.ses were always
courteous, and it was only after the Stamp Act had been
passed over his warning to Pitt not to overtax the
colonies, that their relations bcca@e seriously strained.®?
The French and Indian War ended in 1763, resulting
in an overwhelming victory for England. As a result,
the British became master: of the American Continent,
and the French driven out for goad. The American colo-
nies were looking farward towards a period of peace and
prosperity, but in this they were sadly mistaken. The

English were looking for a new source of revenue to pay

22. Ibidv XVII.

23. Ibid) XIX.



the cost of the war, and, naturally, they turned to
their best colony for aid.%4

At first the Navigation Acts, which in éffect
stated that =211 goods coming into America must‘be brought
in on English bottoms, were strengthened and rigorsly
enforced. This was done to stamp out the sumggling of
goads by the colonists in their own boails and to raise
revenue. In England, Lord Grnville wanted to have the
originsl charters of the colonies changed so that they
would not have so much atho:rity, thought better of it
and let the matter drop. Reports that .Grenville was
changing the charter started to circulate  in the colonies,
and the spirit of independence which was smouldering
becausga,.ﬁl'lo‘t,‘(.er'.25

Fngland decired to meintain a standing army in the
colonies, and she decided that the colonies should pay
for its upkeep.26 In the Declatory Resolves | passed in
March 1764, the doctrine of Parliament taxinq the col-
onies was laid down. As a result of this act, protests
were held in Virgini-, =nd Peyton Randolph, Landon

Carter, Richard Bland and George Wythe were empowered

24. Ibid.’LIm
25. Ibid.
26. Ibid.
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to draw up a protest. The Virginia Memorials, as this
measure was called, protest:d the pascage of taxes with-
out the consent of the colonies. A professed loyalty
‘to the king was written in at the end of the petition.Z”

Grenville took no heed of the protest, and, in
February 1765, introduced the Stamp Act to Parliament
which subsequently passed it. The primeAminister rea-
soned that since a standing army was to be kept‘in the
colonies the latter should help pay for it. Also Eng-
land's debt from the war was 140,000,000 pounds while
that of the colonies was only 80Q,000 pounds. The
colonies pald England only 75,0QQ pounds a year in
taxes and Grenville wanted more than that.<®

At firet, the House of Burgescses and the colonists
in Virginia seemed to take the Stamp Act without protest;
but Pétrick renry, who saw in the act not only the
chance of Britain to get money to maintain an army in
the new country)but also.a chance to use the tax as a
source of revenue for her cwn benefit, in.troduced a
series of resolutions calling for the repeal of the act

into the House of Burgesses. The conservative House

27 . LEckenrode, Revolution In Virginia, p. 1o

28. Journals of House of Burgesses, p. LVIII.
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of Burgesses with Randolph, Pendleton, Nickolas and
Wythe osposing the resolutiqné,(not because theykfa-
vored the Stamp Act, but because they favored a diff-
erent method (petition the King) of repeal), fought

29 It is to be noted

Henry with all its power but lost.
~that all these men became active in the American Revo-
lution 1l~ter on.

In 1766, John Robinson, speaker of the House of
Burgesaeé, died, and Randolph was elected in his place.50
He held this position to his death in 1775. Up until
the time of his election, the new speaker had been very
active in the affairs of the colony. He had served on
many committees including that of defense of frontiers,
the committee to transport the neutral French to Eng-
1and,62 =nd that of examining the notes of the colony
twice a year, and making a report on the financial
conditions of the colony.ga

Previoﬁs to his election it had been the custom

Of combining the offices of §oeaker of the House with

that of freasurer of the colony. The purpose of this

£9. Eckenrode, Op. Cit.)p. 17-18.
¢0. Ford, QOp. Cit. p-. 5.
3l. Hening's Statutes at Large, vuzg'p. 437.

2. Ibid. V.-Ff p-32.
3%. Ibid. p. 353.
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was to give the‘SPeaker a chance to have an income
during his term of office. The House of Burgeéses did
not pay the Speaker as such, but he drew a comaission
frpm certain Treasury transactions. Speaker Robinson,
however, took advantage of his position as Treasurer and
defrauded the colony of a large amount of money. In
order not to have that happen again, the House decided
to create two sggizate offices for the colony?y Randolph
was 6fferéd the job;}_treasurer but he refused}since
the treasurer would not be allowed to sit as a member
of the House.35 So that the Speaker might devote his
full time to his duties, and since the division of the
cffices had taken away his income, the House voted to
pay the $peaker 500 pounds?olater 625 pounds?7a year
‘for his work. As Randolph was Speaker, he naturally
resigned his job as,@ttorney General, and he also re-
tired from active practice.38'
‘Due to the wholesale opposition of all the colo-
nies and not wishing to send troops to put down any
disturbances, the minéstry dectded to repeal the Stamp

Act. However, the mother country did not give up the

idea of taxing the colonies, and in its place substi-

34, Journal of House of Bur,esses, 1769-72, p. X1V, XVI.
5. Ibid.)p. Xv. 36. Hening, Op. Cit.)p. 21Q.
37. Ibid. p. 594. 36. Ford, Op. Cit. p. 58.



13

tuted the Igﬂggiiiimfcts of 1869. The English claimed
that the acts regulated shipping and commerce, and there-
fore were an "external" control, while the colonists
insisted that the taxes interfered'With domestic affairs
and were an "internal" control; and, therefore were un-
lawful. Sihce the repeal of the Stamp Act, the colo-
nists, had seen that the Parliament would back down
against force and threats, and so they determihed to
uce them again to gain their ends.39
Massachusetts was the first colony to pass reso-
lutions against thevTownesend Acts, and it was quickly
followed by acts passed by Virginia giving. them moral

40 Lord Botetount, who was governor, asked the

. \'\ :
House to reconsider its acts, and when the House re-

support.

fused he dissolved it on géy 17, 1769. The members

of the House adjourned to é private home in Williams-

burg, and there performed what is generally considered
the first act of the revolution.4l

Randolph was elected Moderator of the g roup which

“was to be known as the Association. The purpose of the
organization was to introduce a boycott of British

goods in the colony until the tax laws were lifted.42

39. Bokenrode, Op. Cit. bp. 5756

40. Journal gﬁ House of Burgesses, 1769-72, p. IX.

4] . Ibid.)1765-69, XXXVIII. 42. Ibid. XXXIX.
/
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In order to see that provisions of phe ﬁssociation were
carried out, a committee of five men was appointed in
each Virginia county with the purpose of publishing
names and trying those who violated the agre&ment.43
Events went quietly in the House of Burgesses
Sessions of_;éZi:72. Randolph still held his position
as speaker #ht this time, his most pressing problem was
to help keep the currency oft$olony on a sound basis.
Conterfeiting was being practiced in the west, and it
was the assembly's duty to see that it wasstopped.
Randolph and J.R. Nicholas, the Treasurer, suggested to
Dunmore that special police should be used to break
up the racket. This advice was followed, and the cur-
fency of the colony came back on a firmer stand.44
In the session of 1773, things began to happen.
The radicals under Henry, Jefferson, R.H. Lee, T.L. Lee,
and Carr suggested that a commeittee of correspondencé
be appointed, the purpose of which was to correspond with
other colonies and see if they all ¢ouldn't get together
to settle their broblems with-England.4® The resolution
was passed by the House =nd Randolph, Bland, Nicholas,
Pendleton, B. Harrison, Jefferson, Patrick Henry and

., —46
Carr were appointed to it.

43. Eckenrode, QOp. Cit. 29.

44. Journal of House of Burgesses, 1773-76, p. IX-XI.

45. Ibid.)XI—XII. 46. Fckenrode, Op. Cit)'p. 32.
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The famous Boston Tea Party took place in 1774
and as a result the Boston Pbrt Bill calling for the
closure of Bosﬁon Harbor in June 1, 1774, was pﬁt
into effect. When news of this bill reached Virginia,
the House of Burgesses was aroused, and passed a reso-
lution to hold a fast day in Virginia the day the harbor
was closed. As a result of this, Lord Denmore pro-
rouged the assembly.26 |

Instead of going home the members of the ascembly
met at Williamsburg tavern, and, after electing Ran~
dolph as their chairman, proceeded to draw up a protest
to be sent to all the colonies. 1In @ffect, this pro-
test stated that the East Indian Company products should
be boycotted, and that a meeting should be arranged
between all the colonies as soon as possible for the
purpose of'discuséing their common problems and interests.
This‘meeting should be held at least once é year, and
Philadelphia was chosen as thé spot to meet because of
its central location. The petition did not go so far
as Lo boycott all English goods, but it stated that
unless the unconstitutional taxes were raised all Eng-

47

lish merchants would be boycotted. The Assembly

46. Journals of House of Burzesses, 1773-76,ppXIII=XV.

)
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called for new elections from the countksfor a conven-
tion to be held in August to discuss the colonial
affairs.®

Most of the delegates elected to the August con-
vention were members of the old House of Burgesses.
Randolph was elected Moderator, and the convention,
without the consent of the Governor, proceeded to act
as a legal as:zembly. This in reality was the first
Virginia ConVention, and the real starp of the revolu-
tion in that state. The delegates drew up a stricter

non-intercourse code, and then proceeded to elect

representatives among whom wére Patrick Henry, Randolph,.

Pendleton, Thomas Jefferson, Washington, R.H. Lee, and’
Benjamin Harrison as representatives to the Continental
CongreSS.49

Lord Dunmore,, seeing that the assembly would not
obey him and fearing a revolt any day, moved fifteen
barrels of powder from Williamsburg. His excusérwas
that the magazine was being repaired and that the

powder would be returned at a later date. This excuse

"did not satisfy the crowd and only the intervention

of Randolph asking that they remain calm prevented a riot.

‘I8, Eckenrode, Op. Cit. 5. o4

49. Ibid. p. .25

50. Journals of House of Burgesses, 1772-75, XVIII.

50
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The first meeting of the Continental Gongress was
held in August, 1774. Randolph, who was the leader of
the Virginia delegates was elected president unanimously

and took his seat at once.51

luch was accomplished at
the first convention in the way of an economic boycott
of English goods. A Continental Association, a larger
and more widespread use of the old Virginia As:ociation,
was put into effect in the hope that a mass boycott of
English goods by the colonies would force the mother
country to change her tactics.52 The Continental
Association was an attempt far peacé and it was only
through mutual miscalculation that war came as a result.55
A rumor had reached the congress thet General
Gage was constructing forts in the Boston Area. In
order to acertain the truefacts, Rdndolph-wrote Gage a
letter advising him to stop work or that a revolution

54

will result. Gage wrote back saying that nothing was

wrong in Boston, and that he was doing his best in order
to affect a reconcilistion with the people.55 Randolph
also ssnt a petition to George III stating the colo-

nies grievances and asking releif. No answer was received. 99

51. Journals of Continental Congress, V.L, p. 14.

52. Eckenrode, Op. Cit) p. 37 53. Ibidv p. 40.

54. Journals of Continental Congress, V.I, p. 61.

95. Ibid.)pp'll4-l5. 56..Ibid) p. 117.
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When the Continental Congress met in 1775, Randolph
was again elected President of that bbdy, The‘Same
members of the Virginla delegation were present except
Patrick Henry who was detained.%6 Randolph, however,
did not remain in Philadelphia long. Governor Dunmore,
on receiving Lord North's conciliatory proposals,
called the General Assembly of Virginia to order, and
Randolph resigned as President of the Congress in
order to attend. He was succeeded by John Hancock .27

Randolph wanted Virginia's answers to be in the
same tone and spirit as the body he had jus£ left and
he assigned Tﬁomas Jefferson to draw up the resolutions.
After they were drawn up, the speaker guided them through
the House with very little trouble except from a few
timid members.. The replies sent to Englund)the Houge
ad journed, and Randolph returned to Philadelphia for

58
the third time. Because of his health Jefferson was

named as his alternate. 59

With his return to. Thiladelphia, Randolph took up

‘where he left off. He was appointed to several com-

mittees, among them being the committee to consider

56. 1bid. VI, p- 12- 7. Ibid. p. 56

58. Ford, Op. Cit. V.X, p. 59.

59. Journals of Contipental Congresslvgg; p. 40z.
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the state of trade and the American Colonies and to

60

report on it later; and the committee to find ways

and<gA4 means to regulate saltpetre.6l

His last offi-
cial act was to report favorably on a secret weapon
invented by a Captain McPherson,for destroying ships
6
in Boston Harbor. 2
On Octqber'29,<izzg} Randolph was stricken by

aporplexy and died.63

The Congress adjourned out of
respect, and went into mourning for one month. The
entire body atténded rites for him in Philadelphia,:
and then sent his body to Virginia for burial. His
Virginia funeral was attended by the House of Burgesses,
the Governor and a ho;t of friendé, admirers and
curious persons. Randolph was buried in a vault be-
neath the chapel of William and Mar; next to his father.%%
Besides his interest in the House of Burgesses,
Rgndolph had mz2ny other diversions. He had a very
good iibrary, was Grand Master of the Williamsburg

65

Masons, and belonged to many clubs. Randolph was

married to Elizabeth Harrison, and although they had

)

63. "James Mercer", William and Mary Quarterly, VZWp
p. 204.

60. Ibid.)V..ﬂL p. 259. 61. Ibid.)p. 296. 62. Ibid. 301.

64. Journal of Continental Congress, V. J, pp. 202-03.

65. "Williamsburg Lodge of Masons," William and Mary

Quarterly, V.m p. 147.




20
no children, they had a good home life. His wife
survived him and she and a nephew, Edmund Randolph,

thouzh not lar_e

received the bulk of his estate which )

was enough tao keep her in comfort.65 /

As for a summation of Randolph, there is not much
to say. At his death he Was only about fifty-four
years old, and, if he had lived, there is no doubt:that
Randolph would have become one of the foremost leaders
of post-revolutionary America.

Randolph was a man well read in law, and a person
whose opinions were often asked and highly esteemed.
He was a very large and inert man and this fact caused
him to get less business than he could have ordinarily
obtained. Randolph was well read and up to date on all
political affairs. wWhile in office, he endeavored to
carry out the duties to the best of his abilities, and
his work was rarely critiecized.®” A good example of
his work and philosophy can be found in the Fredericks-
burg Résolutions of 1775, in which he laid down the
principles of ffeedom later Lo be incorporated into

the Declaration of Independence.68

66._"Will of Peyton Randolnh, Esquire," Virginia His-
torical Magazine, V\.]Q& Janurary 1911, p. 87.

&7. Ford, Op. Cit. ,pp. 59-60.

68. "Descendents of Joseph Herndon," Virginia Historical

Magazine,'vzx:, July, 1903, p. 99.
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