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Nathaniel Bacon on Bacon's Rebellion (1676)

Editor’s note: 

The largest popular revolt in the early English colones was Bacon's Rebellion, which
occurred in Virginia in 1676. For thirty years, Governor William Berkeley had run a
corrupt regime in alliance with an inner circle of tobacco planters, while heavy taxes
reduced the prospects of small farmers. His refusal to allow white settlement in areas
reserved for Indians angered colonists who saw landownership as central to freedom.

After a minor confrontation between Indians and settlers on Virginia's western
frontier, settlers demanded that the governor authorize the extermination or removal of
the colony's Indians to open more land for whites. Berkeley refused. An uprising
began·that quickly grew into a full-fledged rebellion. The leader, Nathaniel Bacon, was
himself a wealthy and ambi- tious planter. But his call for the removal of all Indians
from the colony, a reduction of taxes, and an end to rule by "grandees" rapidly gained
support from small farmers, landless men, indentured servants, and even some slaves.
Bacon's "manifesto," which follows, outlined the rebels' complaints against the governor
and the colony's "protected and darling Indians." The uprising failed. But thefrightened
authorities reduced taxes and adopted a more aggressive Indian policy, opening western
areas to small farmers. They also accelerated theshift from indentured white labor to
African slaves.

Bacon’s Rebellion Is a Justified Revolution (1676)
by Nathaniel Bacon (1647-1676)

If virtue be a sin, if piety be guilt, all the principles of morality, goodness and
justice be perverted, we must confess that those who are now called rebels may be in
danger of those high imputations. Those loud and several bulls would affright innocents
and render the defense of our brethren and the inquiry into our sad and heavy
oppressions, treason. But if there be, as sure there is, a just God to appeal to; if religion
and justice be a sanctuary here; if to plead the cause of the oppressed; if sincerely to aim
at his Majesty's honor and the public good without any reservation or by interest; if to
stand in the gap after so much blood of our dear brethren bought and sold; if after the
loss of a great part of his Majesty's colony deserted and dispeopled, freely with our lives
and estates to endeavor to save the remainders be treason; God Almighty judge and let
guilty die. But since we cannot in our hearts find one single spot of rebellion or treason,
or that we have in any manner aimed at the subverting the settled government or
attempting of the person of any either magistrate or private man, notwithstanding the
several reproaches and threats of some who for sinister ends were disaffected to us and
censured our innocent and honest designs, and since all people in all places where we
have yet been can attest our civil, quiet, peaceable behavior far different from that of
rebellion and tumultuous persons, let truth be bold and all the world know the real
foundations of pretended guilt. 

We appeal to the country itself what and of what nature their oppressions have



been, or by what cabal and mystery the designs of many of those whom we call great
men have been transacted and carried on; but let us trace these men in authority and
favor to whose hands the dispensation of the country's wealth has been committed. Let
us observe the sudden rise of their estates composed with the quality in which they first
entered this country, or the reputation they have held here amongst wise and discerning
men. And let us see whether their extractions and education have not been vile, and by
what pretense of learning and virtue they could so soon [come] into employments of so
great trust and consequence. Let us consider their sudden advancement and let us also
consider whether any public work for our safety and defense or for the advancement and
propagation of trade, liberal arts, or sciences is here extant in any way adequate to our
vast charge.  Now let us compare these things together and see what sponges have
sucked up the public treasure, and whether it has not been privately contrived away by
unworthy favorites and juggling parasites whose tottering fortunes have been repaired
and supported at the public charge. Now if it be so, judge what greater guilt can be than
to offer to pry into these and to unbridle the mysterious wiles of a powerful cabal; let all
people judge what can be of more dangerous import than to suspect the so long safe
proceedings of some of our grandees, and whether people may with safety open their
eyes in so nice a concern.

 Another main article of our guilt is our open and manifest aversion of all, not
only the foreign but the protected and darling Indians. This, we are informed, is
rebellion of a deep dye for that both the governor and council are by Colonel Cole's
assertion bound to defend the [Indian] Queen and the Appamatocks with their blood.
Now, whereas we do declare and can prove that they have been for these many years
enemies to the king and country, robbers and thieves and invaders of his Majesty's right
and our interest and estates, but yet have by persons in authority been defended and
protected even against his Majesty's loyal subjects, and that in so high a nature that even
the complaints and oaths of his Majesty's most loyal subjects in a lawful manner
proffered by them against those barbarous outlaws, have been by the right honorable
governor rejected and the delinquents from his presence dismissed, not only with
pardon and indemnity, but with all encouragement and favor; their firearms so
destructive to us and by our laws prohibited, commanded to be restored them, and open
declaration before witness made that they must have ammunition, although directly
contrary to our law. Now what greater guilt can be than to oppose and endeavor the
destruction of these honest, quiet neighbors of ours? 

Another article of our guilt is to assert all those neighbor Indians as well as
others, to be outlawed, wholly unqualified for the benefit and protection of the law, for
that the law does reciprocally protect and punish, and that all people offending must
either in person or estate make equivalent satisfaction or restitution, according to the
manner and merit of the offences, debts, or trespasses. Now since the Indians cannot,
according to the tenure and form of any law to us known, be prosecuted, seized, or
complained against, their persons being difficultly distinguished or known; their many
nations' languages, and their subterfuges such as makes them incapable to make us
restitution or satisfaction, would it not be very guilty to say they have been unjustly
defended and protected these many years? If it should be said that the very foundation
of all these disasters, the grant of the beaver trade to the right honorable governor was
illegal, and not grantable by any power here present as being a monopoly, were not this
to deserve the name of rebel and traitor? Judge, therefore, all wise and unprejudiced



men who may or can faithfully or truly with an honest heart, attempt the country's good,
their vindication, and liberty without the aspersion of traitor and rebel, since as so doing
they must of necessity gall such tender and dear concerns. But to manifest sincerity and
loyalty to the world, and how much we abhor those bitter names; may all the world
known that we do unanimously desire to represent our sad and heavy grievances to his
most sacred Majesty as our refuge and sanctuary, where we do well know that all our
causes will be impartially heard and equal justice administered to all men. 

The Declaration of the People 

For having upon specious pretenses of the public works, raised unjust taxes upon the
commonalty for the advancement of private favorites and other sinister ends, but no
visible effects in any measure adequate. 

For not having during the long time of his government in any measure advanced this
hopeful colony, either by fortification, towns or trade. 

For having abused and rendered contemptible the majesty of justice, of advancing to
places of judicature scandalous and ignorant favorites. 

For having wronged his Majesty's prerogative and interest by assuming the monopoly of
the beaver trade. By having in that unjust gain bartered and sold his Majesty's country
and the lives of his loyal subjects to the barbarous heathen. 

For having protected, favored and emboldened the Indians against his Majesty's most
loyal subjects, never contriving, requiring, or appointing any due or proper means of
satisfaction for their many invasions, murders, and robberies committed upon us. 

For having, when the army of the English was just upon the track of the Indians, which
now in all places burn, spoil, and murder, and when we might with ease have destroyed
them who then were in open hostility, for having expressly countermanded and sent
back our army by passing his word for the peaceable demeanor of the said Indians, who
immediately prosecuted their evil intentions, committing horrid murders and robberies
in all places, being protected by the said engagement and word passed of him, the said
Sir William Berkeley, having ruined and made desolate a great part of his Majesty's
country, have now drawn themselves into such obscure and remote places and are by
their successes so emboldened and confirmed, and by their confederacy so strengthened
that the cries of blood are in all places, and the terror and consternation of the people so
great, that they are now become not only a difficult, but a very formidable enemy who
might ease have been destroyed, etc. When upon the loud outcries of blood, the
Assembly had with all care raised and framed an army for the prevention of future
mischiefs and safeguard of his Majesty's colony. 

For having with only the privacy of some few favorites, without acquainting the people,
only by the alteration of a figure, forged a commission by we know not what hand, not
only without but against the consent of the people, for raising and effecting of civil wars
and distractions, which being happily and without bloodshed prevented. 



For having the second time attempted the same thereby calling down our forces from
the defense of the frontiers, and most weak exposed places, for the prevention of civil
mischief and ruin amongst ourselves, whilst the barbarous enemy in all places did
invade, murder, and spoil us, his Majesty's most faithful subjects. Of these, the aforesaid
articles, we accuse Sir William Berkeley, as guilty of each and every one of the same, and
as one who has traitorously attempted, violated and injured his Majesty's interest here,
by the loss of a great part of his colony, and many of his faithful and loyal subjects by
him betrayed, and in a barbarous and shameful manner exposed to the incursions and
murders of the heathen.  And we further declare these, the ensuing persons in this list,
to have been his wicked and pernicious counsellors, aiders and assisters against the
commonalty in these our cruel commotions:

Sir Henry Chicherly, Knt.
Col. Charles Wormley
Phil. Dalowell
Robert Beverly
Robert Lee
Thos. Ballard
William Cole
Richard Whitacre
Nicholas Spencer
Mathew Kemp
Jos. Bridger
Wm. Clabourne
Thos. Hawkins, Jr.
William Sherwood
Jos. Page, Clerk
Jo. Cliffe,
Hubberd Farrell
John West
Thos. Read

And we do further demand, that the said Sir William Berkeley, with all the persons in
this list, be forthwith delivered up, or surrender themselves, within four days after the
notice hereof, or otherwise we declare as follows: that in whatsoever house, place, or
ship any of the said persons shall reside, be hid, or protected, we do declare that the
owners, masters, or inhabitants of the said places, to be confederates and traitors to the
people, and the estates of them, as also of all the aforesaid persons, to be confiscated.
This we, the commons of Virginia, do declare desiring a prime union amongst ourselves,
that we may jointly, and with one accord defend ourselves against the common enemy. 

And let not the faults of the guilty be the reproach of the innocent, or the faults or crimes
of the oppressors divide and separate us, who have suffered by their oppressions. These
are therefore in his Majesty's name, to command you forthwith to seize the persons
above mentioned as traitors to the king and country, and them to bring to Middle
Plantation, and there to secure them, till further order, and in case of opposition, if you
want any other assistance, you are forthwith to demand it in the name of the people of



all the counties of Virginia. 

Signed
Nath Bacon, Gen'l.
By the Consent of the People.

Questions to Consider

1. What are the rebels' main complaints against the government of Virginia?
2. Do Bacon and his followers envision any place for Indians in Virginia society?


