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On October 18, 1775, as the colonies prepared to go to war with England, the Continental Congress adopted a resolution banning African Americans from the Revolutionary army. A week after this decision was made, the enslaved poet Phillis Wheatley sent this poem to George Washington, along with a modest letter introducing herself and reminding him of his commanding position as “Generalissimo of the Armies of North America.”
Although the poem made no reference to her race or enslaved condition, it did contain language suggesting that Wheatley knew of the Continental Congress's recent decision. The words “we demand the grace and glory of thy martial band” seem to deplore the exclusion of African American soldiers from the Revolutionary army, and twice in the poem Wheatley reminds Washington of the “virtue” that should be on his side.

On December 30, 1775, possibly in response to Wheatley's poem, Washington issued orders that army recruiters were to accept any “Free Negroes … desirous of enlisting.” Four months after sending the poem to General Washington, he sent her the following courteous reply, apologizing for the delay, thanking her for the poem and inviting her to visit him at his Cambridge headquarters.
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