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'hen the British army finally evacuated Savannah and
in the summer of 1782, they left behind a province in
All of Georgia had suffered devastation in the American
on and at the end of the war the new state was plagued by
it acts of highwaymen, pirates, Indians, and vigilantes. The
nment was reduced to offering land bounties to citizens
ed to stay in Georgia until the end of the war while not
e British, Indians, and bandits. This government was weak,
) resort to barter to meet expenses; the 1eg1slature could only
‘quorum for 11 of its 20 scheduled sessions between 1782-

o restore peace, Georgia’s state government had to do more
ist on paper. Justice and civil authority had to be re-
ed on the local level through a legal court system, not left to
- had the most firepower or popular support. One such
in this struggle was won when State Attorney General
el Pendleton persuaded a lynch mob, led by Revolutionary
General Elijah Clarke, not to hang a man just acquitted of
tealing.? However, law and order advocates and state officials
always win such confrontations. The courts were severely
pped in administering justice in Georgia because no printed
ition of the state’s laws was available to courts and local
s. Most laws were published after each session of the
ure, but no one had a complete set of even the annually printed
As Robert Watkins would lament in 1798:

Many of the laws have never been published, some are
entirely lost or destroyed, others in a tattered and
mutilated condition, and the mass. . .almost as much
out of reach as the laws of Cahgula

‘The meeting of Georgia’s unicameral assembly in 1786, one of
st organized of the period,® attempted to deal with this
m. On January 30, 1786, it approved an ordinance to appoint
e to compile for publication the colonial and state laws of
a. After sending the measure to the Governor and Council
mment, Nathaniel Pendleton, a member of the Assembly, was
1ted to compile the laws for the approval of the Governor and



Council. Pendleton was to receive 300 pounds for |
Historians have argued that Pendleton probably did n
digest and certainly never published it.” He did in £
digest of Georgia laws, and the first published diges
laws may have been his work. Pendleton’s digest, how
in the confusion and scandals of Georgia in the 1780s and
he never received credit for his accomplishment. :

Nathaniel Pendleton was a good choice for
Georgia’s laws. He had studied law in Long Island, Ni
later in South Carolina under General Charles Coteswo
before being licensed to practice law in Georgia by
February 22, 1785. While the legislature was passin
compile the digest of Georgia laws, Pendleton was appo;
first term as Georgia’s attorney general. He also had stro
credentials. During the American Revolution, Pendleton
captain and aide-de-camp under General Nathaniel
Greene’s successful campaign to drive the British from
For service at the Battle of Eutaw Springs, South Caroli
had received the thanks of Congress. After becomin
County resident in 1785 and marrying Susannah Bard of
was elected to the 1786 Georgia Assembly from bo §
Camden counties (he chose to represent Camden). [
Georgia’s chief justice in 1787, served in the state cor
convention of 1788, and missed being a Georgia delegate
Philadelphia Convention because of his judicial duties.

Pendleton wrote to Governor Edward Telfai
1786 that work on compiling the Georgia digest had
following January he presented a committee of the legisl
several laws of 1777 that had been passed but never em
following year, another committee of the legislature rep
digest was basically finished and that 150 pounds shoul
Pendleton for proofreading the original and printing :
Although the money was paid,'® on April 24, 1788 the Go
Council asked when they would be allowed to see
Pendleton responded on June 15 that he lacked proper tra
to deliver the manuscript. He did not feel safe in
compilation by water.!!

Pendleton were before the Governor and Council.
took no action to have the manuscript published.!? On No
1791, the State Senate asked to see the digest. That da
document and its author appeared. Two days later,
ordered that the digest be reviewed by a joint commil
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Senate, Attorney General, and Solicitor General. On
8, the committee reported that Pendleton had compiled a
e digest of Georgia laws, arranged chronologically, but that

r and Council, contrary to the law, had never reviewed
It was not practical, the committee claimed, for it to
e work. Rather the digest was referred to three
ners who were to have 300 copies printed. John Houstoun,
ephens, and Joseph Clay were appointed commissioners by
solution, while Pendlton agreed to bring his manuscript up
* The resolution was sent to the House, where no further
s taken. The minutes for that session of the House have not

ppointed Georgia’s first federal judge on September 26,
leton made no further efforts to publish his digest. He
the opportunity to push this matter, for in 1795 he was
bing Georgia legislators to pass the infamous Yazoo Act,
f the state’s unsettled western lands for a few cents per
igned his federal judgeship in 1796 and left Georgia in
move to New York State. He later earned notoriety as a

Pendieton died at his New York residence on October 20,

he Yazoo Fraud also played a part in the publication of
’s digest. Although no action was taken on printing the
pt in 1791, the need for a digest of laws was still great. A
yunty grand jury in 1792 pronounced the failure to publish
eaves us almost in a state of nature."*® Frenchman Duc
efoucauld-Liancourt, visiting Georgia at that time, found
three lawyers with copies of the administrative laws of
n in force. After searching for a week in Savannah, he
e to find a copy of the state constitution and when he did
rrow General James Jackson’s personal copy, it did not have
dments.'® The governors of Georgia constantly received
om other states for compilations of Georgia’s laws.
ert Watkins set out, perhaps as early as 1794 to answer this
was a delegate to the Convention that drafted the state
of 1798, the text of which called for a published digest
laws. Watkins apparently wrote that clause in the new
on. The Georgia legislature further authorized Watkins and
r George to publish the digest, which was already at the
The "Watkins and Watkins" digest appeared in 1800 and was
ogical arran%?_ment of the Georgia laws, exactly like the

manuscript. The two Watkins brothers never mentioned
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or acknowledged Pendleton’s manuscript even though tf
receive $1500 for the digest. Although no evidence can
the first digest of Georgia laws was an updated draft of
work, it is probable that the Watkins used Pendleton’s ms
their compilation.
Whoever was the original author of the first publ
of Georgia laws, the work never became the official digest
laws. Robert Watkins had been the only member o
legislature to vote for the Yazoo Act without a bribe, alth
critics acidly pointed out, the bill was a great financial
members of his immediate family.!® He unsuccessft
Governor James Jackson’s anti-Yazoo clauses in the Cons
1798, on technical grounds. Jackson had built one of
political parties upon opposition to the Yazoo Act an
connected to it. Jackson refused to give the Watki
appropriation for the digest on constitutional ground
published digest implied that repealing the Yazoo A
legally questionable. Jackson successfully prevented th
being accepted by the legislature as the official diges
laws to insure the repeal of the Yazoo Act remained fi
A new, anonymous, edition of the digest, witho
Act and the other offending passages, was publish
probably without the Watkins’ consent. In 1802, Rober
James Jackson settled their differences, and their v
attempts to kill one another, in a duel that almost kill
Secretary of State Horatio Marbury, Jackson f‘ollower'i
Crawford, and George Watkins were then appointed to
publish a new official digest of Georgia laws. Watki
serve on the committee. The official digest publis
arranged by subject, was less complete and regarded as i
Watkins and Watkins (Pendleton?) digest.?0
A single, complete, digest of Georgia laws was esse
years after the American Revolution to reopen the
establish civil and criminal law on the local level.
indifference and inadequacy of state government in th
the Yazoo Act scandal of that time obstructed the public
digest when it could have done some good at solving
problems. Only as these problems were ending and stabm 3
did such a digest finally appear in print. ;
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