
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 you 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: 
 
From: William Livingston 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Transcription: 
 
From: William Livingston  
 

 
 Let the scyons be cut in the month of February & put in or— 
box with Earth and distinguished by Labels or Tallies with marks or— 
numbers corresponding to others upon paper where they are to be 
explained & let them be sent by the first Vessel bound for New York 
after they are cut. If two or more of the names in any instance be- 
long to the same fruit, let it be marked in the Invoice where any— 
such articles are mentioned. And Let be the nursery man put two— 
quarts of horse chestnuts at the Bottom of the Box in which he puts— 
the scions.  The box should be close & substantial to preserve the— 
Scions from rats & mice which are apt to know of the Tallies.  
 

I am 
 

[ ] Sir 
 

Your most humble Servant 

  



Decoding Documents at Liberty Hall Museum 
 

Background information:  Shortly after William Livingston purchased the land upon which Liberty Hall 
was built, he ordered several different varieties of trees to be planted.  Many of these trees were apples, 
pears, and plums.  Livingston also ordered scions, which weren't trees but really branches that would be 
grafted onto trees once received at Liberty Hall, including those for Horse Chestnut trees. Today at 
Liberty Hall, one of the oldest trees on the property is a Horse Chestnut tree, planted by Livingston’s 
daughter Susan in 1790.   
 
Collect Knowledge:                                                                                                                                          
Who is the author? _____________________________ 
 
How do we know? __________________________________         
                                                                                        
When do we think this document was written?______________________________ 
 
 
Analyze the Information: 
1. The word “scion” is used multiple times in the letter. Why might it be spelled two different ways as 

“Scion” and as “Scyon”? 

 

 

2. What type of tree does Livingston ask for specifically?  

 

a. What benefit might that type of tree bring to the Livingston’s? 

 

 

3. What method of transportation will be used to get the box of trees to Livingston? 

 

a. How long do you think that journey would take from New York to Liberty Hall? 

 

b. What does this tell you about transportation during Livingston’s time? 

 

 

4. Why would it be important to plant trees on his property?  

 

 

Question the Document: 

What questions does this document raise? Feel free to email your questions to the museum at 

libertyhall@kean.edu.  

 

 

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 Livingston wrote.  Cursive writing 

from 250 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. 

 


