
Decoding Primary 

Source Documents at 

Liberty Hall Museum 
 

Documents speak volumes and can give us insight into historical events, but what exactly is a 

document?  A document is a written or printed paper or record furnishing information or evidence.  Do 

you think you have ever handled a document?  Have you ever received a receipt from a restaurant or 

store? That receipt is a document, and that “document”, if found two hundred years from now, could 

provide a historian in the year 2220 vital information about the diet of people living 200 years ago.   

The document you’ll be examining today is a specific type of document, called a primary source 

document.  That means it was created at the time under study.   

The document below is a copy of the original document.  We have provided this document for study 

purposes because the actual document may be too fragile to handle.  While analyzing this document, 

you will be doing the work of a historian.  When you read a social studies textbook, have you ever 

wondered “how do we know that happened?” or whose viewpoint is being represented.  This is your 

opportunity to directly explore how historians record history.   

Instructions: 

 Start by looking at the document itself.  Do your best to read the cursive and try to pick out a 

few words.   We have provided a transcribed version of the document to make things a little 

easier.   

 Read through the transcription. 

 Follow the prompts on the worksheet:  

o Collect Knowledge 

o Analyze the Information 

o Question the Document 

 Remember to think about what conclusions you can draw about this period in history from 

reading the document. 

 

Tag us on Social Media! 

If you enjoyed decoding this document, we'd love to hear about it!  Please share your stories and 

pictures by emailing the museum or tagging us on our social media platforms! 

 Email: libertyhall@kean.edu 

 Facebook: libertyhallmuseum 

 Instagram: @libertyhallmuseum 

 

mailto:libertyhall@kean.edu


Document: 

 



Transcription: 

 

To: Governor William Livingston 

From: John Jay 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

       New York, 6 March 1788 

 

 

Dear Sir 

                  The enclosed cauliflower seed is of the early kind If you wish to have any of the late, I can 

easily procure it. I got this and the madeira lettuce from a gardiner, who says they are of the same 

parcels of which he means to take seed  for his own garden. I hope they will both prove good.  I am not 

certain whether that this letter will go by the boat or the Post-if by the former, a little tub with pickled 

salmon will accompany it—we are all well and impatient to see you, which we shall endeavor to do as 

soon as the bay becomes a little more free from ice- 

                                         I am [             ]  

                                                             Your affectionate [     ]  servant 

       John Jay 

His excellency Governor Livingston 
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Background information: John Jay was William Livingston’s son-in-law.  John Jay and Livingston’s 
daughter, Sarah were married at Liberty Hall in April of 1774.  At the time this letter was written John 
and Sarah were living in New York City.  
 
 
Collect Knowledge:                                                                                                                                          
What is the date? ____________________       
                                                     
Who is the author?__________________________________         
                                                                                        
Who received the document?______________________________ 
 
 
Analyze the Information: 

1. What is John Jay sending to his father-in-law?   

 

a. What does this tell about how people lived during Livingston’s time?  

 

2. What bay is John Jay referring to?  

 

a. Why would the bay be frozen?   

 

b. Why would the frozen bay prevent mail from getting from New York City to New Jersey?   

 

c. What does this tell us about life during Livingston’s time? 

 

Question the Document: 

What questions does this document raise? 
 
 

 

 

libertyhall@kean.edu 

908.527.0400 

1003 Morris Avenue 

Union, NJ 07083 

In the transcription, the empty brackets that look like this [    ], 

mean the transcriber was not sure what John Jay wrote.  

Cursive writing from 232 years ago can sometimes be hard to 

decipher!   

Try your hand at figuring out what those words might be and 

send us an email with your best guess at libertyhall@kean.edu. 


