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Bacon’s Rebellion1 

 
Nathaniel Bacon was the leader of Bacon’s Rebellion. The 

1676 Virginia uprising was the earliest major popular rebellion 

against British colonial rule in America, and the events and issues 

surrounding it tell much of divisions between Virginia’s upper and 

lower classes, Indian-white relations, and the eventual 

entrenchment of slavery in Virginia and other American colonies. 

The son of a nobleman and graduate of Cambridge University 

in England, Bacon immigrated to Virginia in 1674, and established 

a plantation on the western frontier of the colony. He found the 

colony deeply divided. The colonists in the western region 

consisted largely of former indentured servants with little land 

struggling to make a living. The Virginians of the eastern 

(Tidewater) region were the established tobacco planters and 

merchants who had evolved into an aristocratic class that 

dominated the ownership of productive land, the tobacco trade, 

and the colonial government. Elections were seldom held, and in 

1670 the vote was restricted to landowners. 

A particular bone of contention between the two regions was 

Indian policy. In 1675 a combination of western colonists’ desire 

for Indian land and revenge for some Indian attacks led many of 

them to call for open warfare against Indians in their midst. 

Colonial governor William Berkeley and his allies in government, 

who had established friendly relations (and a profitable fur trade) 

with some of the frontier Indians, opposed war, and suggested 

instead an expensive system of frontier forts, to be paid for by 

increased taxation. Defying Berkeley’s orders against retaliatory 

action, several hundred western settlers in 1676 elected Bacon to 

lead them on a punitive expedition against the Indians. Berkeley 

responded to the unauthorized campaign by calling for new 

elections to the House of Burgesses (Virginia’s legislative 

assembly), and by declaring Bacon a rebel. In July, Bacon and his 

followers turned from attacking Indians to attacking the Virginia 
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capital of Jamestown. Bacon’s forces forced Berkeley to flee, 

plundered the estates of Berkeley and his followers, and burned 

Jamestown in September. The rebellion collapsed shortly after 

Bacon’s sudden death from natural causes in October. 

The first viewpoint below is taken from Bacon’s “Manifesto 

concerning the Present Troubles in Virginia”, which he proclaimed 

on July 30, 1676. Bacon lists grievances held against the 

leadership of Governor Berkeley and defends his own actions. 

Historians have debated how much Bacon actually represented 

“the people”, and whether he was a leader of a political rebellion 

that was a true precursor to the American Revolution, or simply a 

political opportunist whose followers were mainly interested in 

looting plantations and killing Indians for their land. 

William Berkeley was appointed colonial governor of Virginia 

by King Charles I in 1641, and governed the colony from 1642 to 

1652. Reappointed by King Charles II in 1660, he served again as 

governor until 1676. He gained popularity among the colonists in 

the early years of his governorship by leading them to victory 

against Indians in the Second Powhatan War of 1644-1646, and by 

promoting economic development in Virginia’s interior. But by the 

1670s many people, especially from the poorer western districts of 

the colony, were accusing Berkeley of corruption and favoritism in 

granting political favors, offices, and land grants to his friends. 

Efforts to redress their grievances peacefully were thwarted in 

part because Berkeley chose not to hold elections to the House of 

Burgesses between 1661 and 1676. 

The rumblings of discontent erupted I 1675 over the issue of 

Indians in the frontier. Several hundred of Virginia’s poorer 

residents formed an impromptu army and placed Nathaniel Bacon, 

a young, newly arrived English aristocrat, in command of an 

unauthorized April 1676 mission to attack Indians. Berkeley 

responded in May by declaring Bacon and his followers traitors, 

and also calling on new elections for the House of Burgesses. At 

the end of May he wrote a “Declaration and Remonstrance,” from 

which the second viewpoint below is taken, in which he defends his 

record as governor, including his refusal to grant military 

commissions to Bacon. 

Bacon later drove Berkeley out of Jamestown and seemed to 

be on the verge of taking political control of the colony when he 
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suddenly died in October 1676. Berkeley was able to regain power 

and execute 23 of the rebels, but shortly afterwards was recalled to 

England. Bacon’s Rebellion had two major effects on American 

colonial history. One was that no future colonial governor would 

hold as much power as Berkeley. The other was the swift 

development of a labor replacement for indentured servants (who 

had participated heavily in Bacon’s uprising). The new source of 

labor was slaved imported from Africa. 

 

 

Bacon’s Rebellion Is a Justified Revolution (1676) 
Nathaniel Bacon (1647-1676)2 

 

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 
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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. 

 

Concerns About Indians 

 

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 
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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 
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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. Reade 

 

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.  

 

 

Bacon’s Rebellion Is a 

Treasonous Insurrection (1676) 
William Berkeley (1606-1677)3 

 

The declaration and Remonstrance of Sir William Berkeley his 

most sacred Majesty’s Governor and Captain General of Virginia. 

Shows That about the year 1660 Col. Mathews the then 

Governor died and then in consideration of the service I had done 

the Country, in defending them from, and destroying great 

numbers of the Indians, without the loss of three men, in all the 

time that war lasted, and in contemplation of the equal and 

uncorrupt Justice I had distributed to all men, Not only the 

Assembly but the unanimous votes of all the Country, concurred to 

make me Governor in a time, when if the [Puritan] Rebels in 
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England had prevailed, I had certainly died for accepting it, `twas 

Gentlemen an unfortunate Love, showed to me, for to show myself 

grateful for this, I was willing to accept of this Government again, 

when by my gracious Kings favor I might have had other places 

much more profitable, and less toilsome then this hath been. Since 

that time that I returned into the Country, I call the great God 

Judge of all things in heaven and earth to witness, that I do not 

know of anything relative to this Country wherein I have acted 

unjustly, corruptly, or negligently in distributing equal Justice to 

all men, and taking all possible care to preserve their proprieties, 

and defend the from their barbarous enemies. 

But for all this, perhaps I have erred in things I know not of, if 

I have I am so conscious of human frailty, and my own defects, 

that I will not only acknowledge them, but repent of, and amend 

them, and not like the Rebel Bacon persist in an error, only 

because I have committed it, and tells me in diverse of his Letters 

that it is not for his honor to confess a fault, but I am of opinion 

that it is only for devils to be incorrigible, and men of principles 

like the worst of devils, and these he hath, if truth be reported to 

me, of diverse of his expressions of Atheism, tending to take away 

all Religion and Laws. 

 

Nathaniel Bacon’s Treason 

 

And now I will state the Question betwixt me as a Governor 

and Mr. Bacon, and say that if any enemies should invade 

England, any Counselor, Justice of peace or other inferior officer, 

might raise what forces they could to protect his Majesty’s 

subjects, But I say again, if after the King’s knowledge of this 

invasion, any the greatest peer of England, should raise forces 

against the king’s prohibition this would be now, and ever was in 

all ages and Nations [facing] treason. Nay I will go further, that 

though this peer was truly zealous for the preservation of his King, 

and subjects, and had better and greater abilities then all the rest 

of his fellow subjects, do his King and Country service, yet if the 

King (though by false information) should suspect the contrary, it 

were treason in this Noble peer to proceed after the King’s 

prohibition, and for the truth of this I appeal to all the laws of 

England, and the Laws and constitutions of all other Nations in 

the world, And yet further it is declared by this Parliament that 

the taking up Arms for the King and Parliament is treason, for the 

event showed that whatever the pretense was to seduce ignorant 

and well affected people, yet the end was ruinous both to King and 

people, as this will be if not prevented, I do therefore again declare 

that Bacon proceeding against all Laws of all Nations modern and 

ancient, is Rebel to his sacred Majesty and this Country, nor will I 

insist upon the swearing of men to live and dye together, which is 

treason by the very words of the Law. 

Now my friends I have lived 34 years amongst you, as 

uncorrupt and diligent as ever Governor was, Bacon is a man of 

two years amongst you, his person and qualities unknown to most 

of you, and to all men else, by any virtuous action that ever I heard 

of, And that very action which he boasts of, was sickly and 

foolishly, and as I am informed treacherously carried to the 

dishonor of the English Nation, yet in it, he lost more men than I 

did in three years War, and by the grace of God will put myself to 

the same dangers and troubles again when I have brought Bacon 

to acknowledge the Laws are above him, and I doubt not but by 

God’s assistance to have better success then Bacon hath had, the 

reason of my hopes are, that I will take Council of wiser men than 

myself, but Mr. Bacon hath none about him, but the lowest of the 

people. 

Yet I must further enlarge, that I cannot without your help, do 

anything in this but dye in defense of my King, his laws, and 

subjects, which I will cheerfully do, though alone I do it, and 

considering my poor fortunes, I cannot leave my poor Wife and 

friends a better legacy then by dyeing for my King and you: for his 

sacred Majesty will easily distinguish between Mr. Bacons actions 

and mine, and Kings have long Arms, either to reward or punish. 

Now after all this, if Mr. Bacon can show one precedent or 

example where such actions in any Nation whatever, was approved 

of, I will mediate with the King and you for a pardon, and excuse 

for him, but I can show him an hundred examples where brave and 

great men have been put to death for gaining Victories against the 

Command of their Superiors. 
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Berkeley’s Indian Policy 

 

Lastly my most assured friends I would have preserved those 

Indians that I knew were [utterly] at our mercy, to have been our 

spies and intelligence, to find out our bloody enemies, but as soon 

as I had the least intelligence that they also were treacherous 

enemies, I gave out Commissions to destroy them all as the 

Commissions themselves will speak it. 

To conclude, I have done what was possible both to friend and 

enemy, have granted Mr. Bacon three pardons, which he hath 

scornfully rejected, supposing himself stronger to subvert then I 

and you to maintain the Laws, by which only and God’s assisting 

grace and mercy, all men might hope for peace and safety. I will 

add no more though much more is still remaining to Justify me 

and condemn Mr. Bacon, but to desire that this declaration may be 

read in every County Court in the Country, and that a Court be 

presently called to do it, before the Assembly meet, That your 

approbation or dissatisfaction of this declaration may be known to 

all the Country, and the Kings Council to whose most revered 

Judgments it is submitted, Given the 30th day of May, a happy 

day in the 35th year of his most sacred Majesty’s Reign, Charles 

the second, who God grant long and prosperously to Reign, and let 

all his good subjects say Amen. 

 


