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Excerpts from the Northwest Ordinance 

July 13, 1787 

An Ordinance for the government of the Territory of the United States northwest of the River Ohio. 

…Be it ordained by the authority aforesaid, That there shall be appointed from time to time by 

Congress, a governor, whose commission shall continue in force for the term of three years, unless 

sooner revoked by Congress; he shall reside in the district, and have a freehold estate therein in 

1,000 acres of land, while in the exercise of his office. 

There shall be appointed from time to time by Congress, a secretary, whose commission shall 

continue in force for four years unless sooner revoked; he shall reside in the district, and have a 

freehold estate therein in 500 acres of land, while in the exercise of his office. It shall be his duty to 

keep and preserve the acts and laws passed by the legislature, and the public records of the district, 

and the proceedings of the governor in his executive department, and transmit authentic copies of 

such acts and proceedings, every six months, to the Secretary of Congress: There shall also be 

appointed a court to consist of three judges, any two of whom to form a court, who shall have a 

common law jurisdiction, and reside in the district, and have each therein a freehold estate in 500 

acres of land while in the exercise of their offices; and their commissions shall continue in force during 

good behavior. 

The governor and judges, or a majority of them, shall adopt and publish in the district such laws of 

the original States, criminal and civil, as may be necessary and best suited to the circumstances of the 

district, and report them to Congress from time to time… 

The governor, for the time being, shall be commander in chief of the militia, appoint and commission 

all officers in the same below the rank of general officers; all general officers shall be appointed and 

commissioned by Congress. 

Previous to the organization of the general assembly, the governor shall appoint such magistrates and 

other civil officers in each county or township, as he shall find necessary for the preservation of the 

peace and good order in the same: After the general assembly shall be organized, the powers and 

duties of the magistrates and other civil officers shall be regulated and defined by the said assembly; 

but all magistrates and other civil officers not herein otherwise directed, shall during the continuance 

of this temporary government, be appointed by the governor. 

For the prevention of crimes and injuries, the laws to be adopted or made shall have force in all parts 

of the district, and for the execution of process, criminal and civil, the governor shall make proper 

divisions thereof; and he shall proceed from time to time as circumstances may require, to lay out the 

parts of the district in which the Indian titles shall have been extinguished, into counties and townships, 

subject, however, to such alterations as may thereafter be made by the legislature… 
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