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Summary

Collection Title:
Robert Lawson Papers, 1776-1825 (bulk 1781)

Abstract:
Robert Lawson (1748-1805) was an officer in the Revolutionary War who served 
as Brigadier General of the Virginia Militia. The collection primarily consists of 
letters to Lawson regarding the raising, reinforcement, and movement of troops in 
Virginia and North Carolina during the Revolutionary War in 1781.

Extent:
0.25 Linear Feet

Language:
Materials in English.

Collection ID:
RL.11973

Permalink:
https://idn.duke.edu/ark:/87924/m1x15w

Preferred Citation

[Identification of item], Robert Lawson Papers, David M. Rubenstein Rare 
Book & Manuscript Library, Duke University.

Return to Table of Contents

Background

Scope and Content

The Robert Lawson Papers primarily consist of letters to Lawson, Brigadier 
General in the Virginia Militia, regarding the raising, reinforcement, and 
movement of troops in Virginia and North Carolina, during the Revolutionary 
War in 1781. Some letters concern military promotions and family affairs. 
Later letters indicate that Lawson moved to Kentucky, having considered 
South Carolina. Several concern Lawson's possible reinforcement of 
Nathanael Greene's troops. Included also are a letter of America Lawson 
Lewis to Lafayette in 1825 sending him some of her father's papers for brief 
examination, and routine letters of Thomas Jefferson while governor of Virginia. 
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Correspondents include Thomas Jefferson, Jonathan Beckley, A. L. Lewis, 
S. Hardy, Baron Von Steuben, John P. Muhlenberg, and Richard Henry Lee. 
Also included is an account book (1776 September-December) relating to 
Lawson's service with the 4th Virginia Battalion, military commissions, letters 
of introduction (1787) for Lawson from George Mason and Henry Lee to Pierce 
Butler, Charles Pinckney, and William Few, an 1801 receipt from Washington 
Tavern, Alexandria, and other miscellany.

Biographical/Historical

Robert Lawson (1748-1805) was an officer in the Revolutionary War who served 
as Brigadier General of the Virginia Militia. Lawson was born in Yorkshire, 
England in 1748 January 23 to Benjamin and Elizabeth Lawson. After arriving 
in the U.S., Robert Lawson practiced law in Prince Edward County, Virginia. In 
1780, he received his commission as Brigadier General of the Virginia Militia, 
where he was involved in various Revolutionary War campaigns, likely including 
the Battle of Guilford Courthouse. In 1782, Lawson was appointed to the 
Virginia Privy Council, and he settled in Kentucky in about 1789. Lawson also 
served as a trustee of Hampden-Sydney College.

Robert Lawson married Sarah Merriwether Pierce, daughter of Sir John Pierce 
and Sarah Merriwether, on 1769 November 30. Robert Lawson and Sarah 
Pierce had five children: Sarah Merriwether Lawson (born 1770 September 13), 
John Pierce Lawson (born 1771), America Lawson (born 1778 January 22), Arria 
Lawson (born 1785 March 14), and Columbus Lawson (born 1789 August 11). 
Robert Lawson died in Richmond on 1805 March 28, and his wife Sarah Pierce 
Lawson died in 1809.

Some information provided by Mrs. Raphael H. Morvant in 1974 September 
25 letter to the library, and by Walter S. Lewis in a 1938 March 29 letter to the 
library. Both letters can be found in the collection control file.

Return to Table of Contents

Administrative Information

Publication Statement

David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library

411 Chapel Drive
Duke University
Durham 27708
askRL@duke.edu
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URL: https://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/

Access Restrictions

Collection is open for research.

Use Restrictions

The copyright interests in this collection have not been transferred to Duke 
University. For more information, consult the Rubenstein Library's Citations, 
Permissions, and Copyright guide.

Acquisition Information

The Robert Lawson Papers were received by the David M. Rubenstein Rare 
Book & Manuscript Library as a gift in 1938.

Processing Information

Collection rehoused and finding aid updated by Elliot Mamet, January 2022.

Original spelling has been maintained.

Return to Table of Contents

Collection Inventory

Information Folder, 1938, 1974, circa 1940s Box 1 > Folder 1

Small memo book of Robert Lawson, 1776 
September-December Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

Contains receipts for money turned over by Robert Lawson to various captains 
of Virginia regiments to supply regiments and battalions.

Letter from Thomas Jefferson to Robert Lawson, 
Richmond, 1780 October 23 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

Refers to preparations for organizing Lawson's corps. Plans changes on account 
of present invasion. Suggests the cavalry be sent in the neighborhood of the 
enemy as soon as they are ready. Infantry can repair to rendezvous at Cabbin 
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Point. Blank Powers enclosed for subscribing men on the march. Commissions 
will be issued as soon as your returns are in. Approve your appointment of 
Major Jones to command the horse. Militia called from your county may enter 
your command if they choose.

Resolutions of the House of Delegates of Virginia, 
1780 November 30 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

Refers to delay of volunteers marching to S. Carolina on account of invasion of 
state. The time they were to serve has been lessened by the delay, resolved that 
they be discharged unless they agreed to service in the Southern campaign, 
or unless the governor after consultation with Steuben shall conclude that the 
situation does not permit their discharge.

Letter from Thomas Jefferson to Robert Lawson, 
circa 1780-1781 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

Commission of Brig. General of Volunteers.

Letter from Baron Von Steuben to Robert 
Lawson, Headquarters, Cabbin Point, 1781 
January 17 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

Copy of letter enclosed.

Letter from Baron Von Steuben to Robert 
Lawson, 1781 January 21 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

Brief letter. Indistinct. Acknowledges letter from Lawson and informs him he 
will meet him the following day.

Letter from John P. Muhlenberg to Robert 
Lawson, Cabin Point, 1781 January 30 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

About number of men in Lawson's command. His corps to consist of some many 
men and horse. Keeping up corps strength. Movement of riflemen to relieve Col. 
Faulkness' regiment. 1 page - spare arms referred to in P.S.

Letter from Thomas Jefferson to Robert Lawson, 
Richmond, 1781 January 31 Box 1 > Folder 2
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Scope and Contents

Refers to very interesting conference with Steuben on subject of magazines. 
Stueben objected to plan and gave his own views and instructions. Cannot 
understand why Gen. Nelson's cavalry are in want since they had been provided 
for not long ago. Conference with Steuben on the subject of raising volunteer 
horse. Expresses hope Lawson can secure enough tools by impressing to build 
huts for the soldiers. They will be warmer than tents. Refers to destruction of 
shops and tools. About tents.

P.S. Refers to discussion with Mr. Newton about provisions and powers under 
they will be impressed for purpose of forming magazine.

North to John P. Muhlenberg, Richmond, 1781 
January 31 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

Sent by Muhlenberg to Lawson. Discusses troop strength. Supplies for him and 
Lawson.

Letter from Baron Von Steuben to Robert 
Lawson, Richmond, 1781 February 2 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

General Muhlenberg ordered to reinforce Lawson with a regiment of 300 men. 
Post them between Mackay Mill and Suffolk. Suggests Everets Mill a good 
place, but Lawson being on the spot will judge what is best. Send Col. Mathews 
with his riflemen to Reddock Mill to worry the enemy. If he is checked his 
retreat will be covered by Col. Parker who will keep his posts at Reddocks Mill 
and Suffolk. You may reinforce him if you think necessary. Major Dick ordered 
to choose out 200 men from Gen. Nelson and Muhlenberg's commands and 
take orders from you. Post him at Sleep Hole and caution him to guard against 
surprises. As General Muhlenberg will attend to Chesterfield on the 20th, 
the whole command on the other side of the James will devolve on you. The 
regiment left at Cabbin Point will remain under the command of its colonel.

P.S. As little communication with the enemy with flags as possible. None to 
go to them and if any sent by them, discharge the officer and send dispatches 
immediately.

Letter from John P. Muhlenberg to Robert 
Lawson, Cabin Point, 1781 February 2 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

Acknowledges letter from Lawson received before daybreak advising 
movements of enemy toward a certain plane. Will hold his force in readiness to 
come at moment's notice to Lawson's aid when enemy movements are certain. 
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In meantime keep open communications with place enemy are aiming for so as 
not to be separated from force at that place. If it turns out enemy is out in force 
these troops can fall back on you. Discuss other troop movements. 1 page.

Letter from John P. Muhlenberg to Robert 
Lawson, Cabin Point, 1781 February 3 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

No news from you, but have held my troops in readiness to support you. 
Mentions troops and number selected for Major Poset. Collecting spare arms. 
Armorers at work repairing. Talks about spare arms and ability to furnish 
muskets. About arming troops with arms of those relieved. 1 page.

2nd page - arrival of certain battalion. Movement of force. About relieving 
certain troops and bringing battalion up to a certain strength. Mentions colonel 
in command of battalion.

Letter from John P. Muhlenberg to Robert 
Lawson, Cabin Point, 1781 February 4 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

About sending and receiving flags from enemy. Course to pursue. Orders of Von 
Steuben on subject. Also on matter of reinforcements for Lawson. Refers to 
meeting of officers of Va. Line and Continental Establishment at a certain place 
to settle certain matters affecting the Line. Suggestions about relief for soldiers.

Letter from Baron Von Steuben to Robert 
Lawson, Cabbin Point, 1781 February 6 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

Speaks of troops that will march tomorrow to join Lawson and be under his 
command. One battalion to be left at Cabbin Point commanded by a field officer. 
As General Muhlenberg is employed elsewhere the command of this side of the 
river rests on Lawson. Disposition of trees and plans left to Lawson, in whom 
Steuben expresses confidence. Keep me advised of every material movement 
of British and yourself. Congratulates Lawson on Morgan's success "at the 
South." Glorious event to be celebrated with a "Feu de Joy" by the troops under 
Lawson's command. Details of "Feu de Joy." A body of 30 horse under a certain 
major will join Lawson, who will use them as he sees fit. Many of them deserters 
from the British. Must be cautious with them. Mentions sum of money—20 
guineas—to be delivered to Lawson by Major Mitchell to be sent Arnold with a 
flag. Paper accompanies the money. See that receipt is given. 2 pages.

Instructions to Col. Mathews on Military Matters, 
1781 February Box 1 > Folder 2
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Scope and Contents

Marked "a copy."

Letter from Thomas Jefferson to Robert Lawson, 
1781 March 20 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

Commission of Brig. General of Militia. One commission was issued during the 
present invasion.

Discharge of Va. Militia Under Lawson, 1781 
April 1 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

By order of General Greene, they having served their time with credit. After 
Guilford Court House battle, Greene wrote by way of pleasantry to account for 
the thinning out of his army that the soldiers went home to kiss their wives and 
sweethearts. This discharge is the official reason of the thinning out process.

Letter from Nathanael Greene to Robert Lawson, 
Headquarters, Evans Hill, 1781 April 7 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

Unsigned. Cornwallis was about forty miles from Wilmington. Why did he not 
pursue him or attack him there. Going south at once. Refers to what he believes 
are Cornwallis' plans. Hopes to check them. Enclosed order to call 2200 men in 
the field. Lawson to command. Militia to be called from upper counties. Fixes 
place for assembling. Does not know how they will be organized or officered. 
Keep me informed. Write the executive for permission to arrange as you see 
fit. Hopes same officer come out you had before. Couples names of Sumpter, 
Marion and Pickens. What they are doing. "I think we shall vex Lord Cornwallis 
if not beat him." Closes with "my compliments to your Lady and the happy 
circle." No signature after "humble servant."

According to the Life of General Greene by Geo W. Greene, the General spent 
the entire day of Apri. 6, 1781 at Evans Mill on Rocky River

Letter from Thomas Jefferson to Robert Lawson, 
Richmond, 1781 May 4 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

You were here when our council was broke up (as he wrote it) by the departure 
of Col. Fleming. No board since that time. At present only a single mother. Do 
not know when he shall have a board but as soon as he has, your matter shall be 
taken up. Refers to seven counties ordered to reinforce Gen. Greene which had 
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asked to be excused. Impossible to do so. Excused Rockbridge on supposition 
they had performed a "tour" more than others. Might have accepted from Henry 
a lesser number, but cannot accept what was offered. Refers to movement of 
enemy at the Hundred. Movements of Lafayette's army.

Letter from Thomas Jefferson to Robert Lawson, 
Hors du Monde, 1781 May 11 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

Council reconsidered military appointments and authorized me to make you 
out a brig. gen's commission. Could not do it then since the clerk left Richmond 
with the great seal. Will make it out on my return. The council does not think 
it has the right under the constitution to relinquish to you the right to make 
appointments for the subordinate positions. They will pay particular attention to 
your recommendations and especially as to the officers you had with you before.

Small portion on right side torn. A few words missing. You will note that 
Jefferson and Greene both refer to the same Gentlemen Lawson had with him 
on a former occasion. Lawson must have sent a detachment to reinforce Morgan 
at Cowpens. That would explain Steuben's assigning to his corps the honor of 
celebrating the victory and the expressions used by Greene and Jefferson.

Letter from Thomas Jefferson to Robert Lawson, 
Charlottesville, 1781 May 21 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

Refers to letter received from Lawson by Mr. Archer. Will place 
recommendations before Connell. Council must disperse and cannot say when it 
will meet. Call the gentlemen into command as formerly, as far as there shall be 
men for them to command, of those formerly ordered to reinforce Gen. Greene, 
a list of whom was sent to you by Gen. Green from list I sent him. As soon as 
Council meets, matter shall be attended to. (Jefferson underscores above).

Letter from Baron Von Steuben to Robert 
Lawson, Albemarle Old C.H., 1781 May 28 Box 1 > Folder 2

Scope and Contents

Speaks of letter from the Marquis giving information that Cornwallis joined 
Arnold at Petersburg the 20th with about 1200 men, that they moved to 
Macon and crossed over to Westover. About reinforcements from New York 
with estimate of number of soldiers. No news from Gen. Greene since his last 
letter May 1st. Does not believe Greene knows of Cornwallis's movements this 
way. Situation changed by enemy plane and anxious to hear from the South. 
Send information if you have any. Superiority of enemy referred to. Greatest 
importance to keep communication across James and prevent enemy from 
having any above Falls. Plans to protect state magazines. Collecting boats at 
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certain place. Very important under these serious circumstances to keep each 
other informed of what we do. Refers to surprise attach by Tarleton on Col. 
Coode. Number killed and prisoners.

General Instructions, Camp Dandridge, unsigned, 
1781 June 21 Box 1 > Folder 3

Letter from John P. Muhlenberg to the Marquis 
de Lafayette, Headquarters near the Barrel 
Ordinary, 8 o'clock A.M., 1781 July 2 Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

Talks about a small body of enemy cavalry coming up the road at sunrise thru 
the byways. Fired on by the pickets. Retired on a larger force. Hoped they 
would come out, but it seems too late now to expect Tarleton. A man at Barrel 
Ordinary said the enemy understood our army had moved to York river and they 
were out to find out about this matter. Moving to get water for the man. No 
news from Wayne. Sending express to meet him. 1 page and part of another.

P.S. Tells of Penn troops coming up. Halting. P.S. refers to Bird Ornary where the 
Penn troops arrived and was signed by aide-de-camp.

Letter from Thomas Nelson, Jr. (Signer of the 
Declaration of Independence) to Robert Lawson, 
Richmond, 1781 August 2 Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

Copy enclosed

Circular Letter from Robert Lawson, Prince 
Edward, 1781 August 3 Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

Stirring appeal for men to make a supreme effort and take up arms. Three 
pages. Notation that copies should be sent by express to various counties 
named.

Letter from Benjamin Lawson to his brother 
Robert Lawson written from Camp Bacon's 
Bridge, twenty miles from Charles Town, 1782 
April 6 Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

Rest of mentions threatened attack by enemy. Came out with a great figures 
deal of parade, but retired to their stronghold, when [?] torn off. They found the 
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general ready to engage. Refers to marching by [?] of Major Posey with a troops 
of horse. They did not stop.

Letter from Richard Henry Lee to Robert 
Lawson, Richmond, 1782 June 22 Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

Refers to Lawson as worth patron of those who do their duty and particularly 
their military duty. Mentions fact that for some reason the pay of Westmoreland 
militia has been held up and request aid to see that they are paid. Had occasion 
to witness their bravery. States that from the time of Arnold's invasion until 
the siege of Yok the commerce on the Potomac was continually threatened and 
actually attacked. 1 page and a half. Torn on the left side of page - signature 
intact and gist of letter clear.

Resolutions of the House of Delegates of Virginia, 
1782 June 28 Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

Lawson appointed to Privy Council or Council of State.

Letter from S. Hardy to Robert Lawson, 
Richmond, 1782 November 2 Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

Refers to arrival at Hampton of flag of truce from Charlestown. In her came 
a passenger Capt. John Wormley, who wanted to become a citizen. His 
application denied as the executive refused to recede from the policy which 
has been followed. Learned from him that the necessary vessels had arrived 
at Charlestown to take the troops and they would leave by the 12th or 15th of 
the month. Refers to the treaty of commerce with Holland which soon will be 
signed. Dr. Fitzherbert soon will leave for Paris for the purpose of negotiating a 
treaty of peace.

Letter from Baron Von Steuben to Robert 
Lawson, June 12, 11 o'clock A.M., Cobb's Ferry, 
circa 1780-1782 Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

Short letter expects to be at Prince Md. Co. house tomorrow. Want to see you. If 
you cannot come, send any intelligence of enemy movements.

Letter from Baron Von Steuben to Robert 
Lawson, June 2 or 7, circa 1780-1782 Box 1 > Folder 3

- Page 12 -



Guide to the Robert Lawson Papers, 1776-1825 (bulk 1781)

Scope and Contents

"It was not my intention to make any considerable halt here till the troops 
arrived here. I beg you will press on this place. There is a good road leading 
from Lewis to Albemarle old *** the distance not further than the fork. It is 
necessary some patrols should be on the road. I have not a horseman. It must by 
you to attend to this."

(Writing dim)

Letter from Robert Lawson to Beverly Randolph, 
Richmond, 1785 March 21 Box 1 > Folder 3

Letter addressed to "Dear George", 1786 
November Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

Signature missing.

Letter from Richard Henry Lee to Pierce Butler, 
introducing Lawson, 1787 December 12 Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

Introducing Lawson. Mrs. Lee sends regard to family.

Letter from Richard Henry Lee to Charles 
Pinckney, Richmond, 1787 December 15 Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

Introducing Lawson.

Letter from Richard Henry Lee to William Few, 
introducing Lawson, 1787 December 19 Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

Introducing Lawson.

Letter from George Mason to Charles Colesworth 
Pickney, Richmond, Letter of Introduction to be 
used by Robert Lawson, 1787 December 21 Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

Introducing Lawson. Refers to him as a member of the assembly and well 
acquainted with the proceedings of the legislature in reference to the proposed 
national government and the sentiments of the people on this important subject.
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Letter from Adam Stephen to Robert Lawson, 
1789 Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

Refers to Lawson's arrival in Kentucky.

Bill from the Washington Tavern, Alexandria, 
from Peter Heiskell, 1801 December 20-24 Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

Includes list of rates for bed, room, and board. "Bill paid in full. P. Heiskell"

America (Lawson) Lewis to Marquis de Lafayette, 
Fauxbourg De Clouet, 1825 April 11 Box 1 > Folder 3

Scope and Contents

This place was an old suburb of New Orleans. America Lawson, daughter of 
Robert Lawson, married Joshua Lewis at Harrodsburg, Ky in December 1797. 
She preserved these letters of her father. She cut the pages of an old ledger 
and posted the letters to the stubs in open form. Joshua Lewis in 1806 was 
appointed judge of the Territory of Orleans, now the state of Louisiana and he 
moved here with his family. On Lafayette's vist to our city in 1825, America 
Lawson Lewis sent him these letters as a matter of interest to him and asked 
him to return them: in returning them he returned her letter to him. It is a 
fitting final chapter to the collection of some interest. Robert Lawson was a 
charter member of the Order of the Cincinnati. He was buried by that order in 
Richmond about 1804.
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