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1

Introduction

A Tale of Two Uprisings

DOI: 10.5876/9781607323082.c000

In January 1674, Roger Delke was incarcerated in Surry County, Virginia, for his par-
ticipation in a December 1673 meeting at the Lawne’s Creek Parish church in which 
he and thirteen other Surry County residents had discussed a plan to encourage their 
neighbors to resist paying a recently enacted tax levy. The available evidence suggests 
that the fourteen conspirators were certain that their fellow Virginians would rise up 
beside them if the government attempted to stop them. Furthermore, they were pre-
pared for a violent uprising should that occur. According to his jailors, Delke stated as 
much: “It is apparent that the said Delk [sic] . . . did this day discourseing of that meet-
ing, Justifye the same and said we will burn all, before one shall Suffer.”1 Yet despite 
Delke’s promises, his neighbors did not flock to the cause. In fact, three days after he 
uttered the threat, many of his co-conspirators (the record is unclear as to whether 
he was one of them), upon being lectured by the court as to the justice of the levy, 

“answered that they were exceeding well satisfied in the case, and were heartily sorry 
for what they had done.”2 Nothing burned and the Lawne’s Creek plot remained just 
that, a plot that failed much as had previous attempts to ignite a broad-based social 
rebellion in Virginia during the 1660s and 1670s.3

Two years later, during the spring and summer of 1676, Virginia famously exploded 
in the violent uprising known as Bacon’s Rebellion. During this period an army 
made up of Virginians from all levels of society attempted, according to their leader 
Nathaniel Bacon, to “ruine and extirpate all Indians in Generall.” When the lead-
ers of the colony led by the Royal Governor, Sir William Berkeley, branded them 
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as rebels and attempted to apprehend Bacon before he could achieve his genocidal 
aims, Bacon and his followers proceeded to loot their estates and terrorize their 
families. The ensuing four months of warfare between loyalist and rebel Virginians 
remained a particularly terrifying and potent memory for Virginians into the era of 
the American Revolution.4

Less than thirty months separated the Lawne’s Creek plot and Bacon’s Rebellion, 
yet while one produced widespread social rebellion, the other fizzled because of a 
lack of support from the populace and a lack of commitment among the leadership. 
Understanding the reasons why Bacon’s Rebellion succeeded in garnering broader 
support and commitment while the Lawne’s Creek plot failed is the central ques-
tion of this study. Specifically, in this book I argue that while the Lawne’s Creek plot 
stemmed from many of the same social conflicts that later fed Bacon’s Rebellion, it 
lacked the ability to break the powerful bonds of dependence that bound the vari-
ous groups of disgruntled Virginians to the wealthy and powerful planters who con-
trolled the colony’s government. A call for the extermination of all Indians constitutes 
the critical element missing from the Lawne’s Creek rising, but that call was so power-
fully present in Bacon’s Rebellion, so compelling in fact, that it helped unite enough 
of the disparate strands of disaffection in the colony to forge a widespread social rebel-
lion. The differences in the two incidents demonstrate that the imbalance in political 
power and the burdens of regressive taxation were not enough in and of themselves 
to spark an uprising in Virginia. Something or someone needed to unite dissatisfied 
Virginians across class, geographic, political, and social boundaries. I contend that 
that something was a desire to violently displace Indians, and the man who exploited 
that hatred most effectively was Nathaniel Bacon.

In addition, whereas it may be tempting to view Bacon’s Rebellion as a sudden and 
violent eruption that, in the words of Edmund Morgan, “produced no real program 
of reform” and espoused no defined principles, when we examine the rebellion as 
the logical outgrowth of the social relations established in the early decades of the 
colony, we can begin to see both the principles and the reform program dismissed 
by previous scholars.5 In short, we must view Bacon’s Rebellion not as a precursor 
to eighteenth-century colonial America but instead as an incident created by and 
representative of an earlier social matrix and the interaction of that social matrix 
with Native societies. Homicidal tendencies toward Virginia Indians represent much 
more than an unimportant symptom of Bacon’s Rebellion. They embody both the 
rebellion’s primary cause and its ultimate goal or program. Therefore, the relation-
ships and ideas that produced the rebellion deserve study in their own right, as much 
as those resulting from it.6

The class relationships of seventeenth-century Virginia exemplify the scenario 
best expressed by E. P. Thompson in his famous “field of force” analogy that 
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compared the various orders of English society to a science experiment in which “an 
electrical current magnetized a plate covered with iron fillings.” When magnetized, 
most of the fillings attached themselves to whichever pole they happened to be 
closest to, but the fillings in the middle of the plate wound up caught between the 
magnetic fields of both poles. Thompson argued that one pole represented the elite 
classes of gentry and aristocracy while the other symbolized the plebeian classes. 
The paralyzed shavings in the middle represented the middling orders of tradesmen, 
artisans, and lesser gentry who were, in Thompson’s words, “bound down by lines 
of dependency to the rulers.”7

The analogy best applies to seventeenth-century Virginia during the thirty years 
preceding Bacon’s Rebellion. During that time period, which according to histo-
rian Edmund Morgan was “a golden fleecing,” the attempts at aggrandizement by 
Virginia’s social and economic elite grew evermore brazen. In the words of historian 
Anthony Parent, during this period “an elite evolved, consolidated its power, and 
fixed itself as an extensive land- and slaveholding class.” Parent places this develop-
ment in the era immediately following the end of the Anglo-Powhatan Wars, largely 
because of his conclusion that the switch to African slavery occurred in the 1670s 
and 1680s. However, John Coombs places the transition much earlier. Specifically, 
he locates the conversion to race-based slavery in Virginia as early as the 1650s, with 
slaves outnumbering indentured servants by the 1680s. If Coombs is correct, the 
colony’s elites would have to have acquired the massive landholdings required for 
a slave society by that period. Therefore, the period between the beginning of the 
Second Anglo-Powhatan War in 1622 and the arrival of Sir William Berkeley as 
governor in 1641 represents the critical period for examining the rise of this planter 
elite.8

By the 1670s, elite Virginians’ self-serving manipulation of the colony’s legal, 
political, and judicial structures had combined with other issues beyond their con-
trol to create a situation in which middling planters, westerners, and others out-
side the small circle of power that surrounded Virginia governor William Berkeley 
broke away from the force exerted on them by Virginia’s elite. When this occurred, 
the balance of the field of force tilted in favor of non-elites, and they exploited the 
opportunities this presented to unleash violence against all Indians in Virginia as 
a way of gaining the land they felt was both their birthright and their best hope 
for checking the growing power of their elite counterparts. Specifically, the issue 
of carte blanche permission for all-out war on all Indians in Virginia divided the 
colony’s planter classes to the point that many of them joined with landless freed-
men, former indentured servants, middling and small landholders, and others out-
side the small inner circle of men who controlled Virginia’s government to plunge 
the Old Dominion into months of violent chaos.9



I ntroduction           :  A  Tale    of   T wo  U prisings       4

This book asserts that Bacon’s Rebellion resulted from myriad internal and external 
factors, building in Virginia since its earliest days, that drove Virginians to increas-
ingly interpret their disputes with one another along class lines. Disputes over access 
to political power, taxation, land, and defense policies that seemed to favor the well-
connected at the expense of those outside the inner circle of power; failed attempts 
to diversify the colony’s economy; restrictions on access to the lucrative Indian trade; 
the reverberations of wars between Indian groups outside Virginia; English conflicts 
with the Dutch during the 1660s; the effects of the transition from indentured ser-
vitude to slavery; the ups and downs of the tobacco economy; and tensions result-
ing from increased Crown intervention in the governance of the colony all played a 
significant role in driving Virginia to the 1676 upheaval. In the end, though, only a 
call for the annihilation of all Indians in Virginia could unite the different factions 
arising from these issues and mold them into a widespread social rebellion.

The concept of class is fraught with multiple interpretations and connotations. 
In using the term in a pre-industrial context such as seventeenth-century Virginia, I 
have employed the definition used by Gary Nash in The Urban Crucible. According 
to Nash, Americans, “living amid historical forces that were transforming the 
social landscape, came to perceive antagonistic divisions based on economic and 
social position; they began to struggle in relation to these conflicting interests; and 
through these struggles developed a consciousness of class.”10 In other words, to 
paraphrase E. P. Thompson, classes come into existence through conflict over dif-
fering interests. Those interests may be defined by the classic relationship to the 
ownership of the means of production, or they may not.11

In this case, access to land, servants, and political power came to define the class 
interests of seventeenth-century Virginians. Class antagonism stemming from 
these interests roiled throughout the first seventy-five years of Virginia’s existence. 
For much of that same period, unremitted violence against Virginia’s Indian peo-
ples also constituted the norm. Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676 represents a unique his-
torical moment in which both class conflict and violence against Indians became 
enmeshed, with terrifying and long-lasting consequences. Therefore, the role of 
class-based disputes over who could and who could not authorize violence against 
Virginia’s Indian peoples represents a critical element of Bacon’s Rebellion here-
tofore understudied by scholars of seventeenth-century Virginia in general and of 
Bacon’s Rebellion in particular. Whereas other studies of Bacon’s Rebellion assign 
Virginia’s Native people to a relatively minor role as unwitting instigators of its out-
break, this study argues that Indians were crucial to the rebellion’s beginning, prog-
ress, and, ultimately, its resolution.12 That resolution not only hastened the spread of 
African slavery and the development of patriarchal gender relations in Virginia but 
also forever altered the relationships among Native Americans, Virginia colonists, 
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and the Virginia government in ways fundamental to our understanding of the later 
history of Virginia and the relationship between Native Americans and whites, as 
well as class and race in the future United States.

Specifically, the violent confrontations between colonists and the Powhatan 
chiefdom during the first thirty-five years of the colony, while necessary for the 
consolidation of elite power, also inculcated in the minds of many Virginians a 
belief that unrestrained violence against Indians by any member of white Virginia 
society for land acquisition purposes represented the normative state of Virginia-
Indian relations.13 When the end of the Cromwellian Protectorate in 1660 returned 
Sir William Berkeley to the governorship of Virginia, he used the opportunity to 
embark upon what one historian has termed “the boldest state-building program 
the colony had yet seen.”14 The key components of this program were a lucrative 
trading relationship based on peaceful coexistence with Indians, both in Virginia 
and beyond its borders; securing the loyalty of property-owning Virginians; check-
ing the potential for disorder among the colony’s landless, servant, and enslaved 
populations; and diversifying Virginia’s economy. For various reasons, many of 
which were beyond his control, Berkeley’s state-building program ultimately failed. 
The repercussions of that failure, including the imposition of higher taxes, the 
abridgement of political rights, and attempts to protect the Indian trade by uphold-
ing the rights of Indians at the same level as those of whites, led to Bacon’s Rebellion. 
While Virginians held grievances against the Virginia government before this time, 
it took Berkeley’s reluctance to allow the indiscriminate killing of Indians by fron-
tier whites to finally bring about the rebellion.

This study differs from many previous works in ways intended to augment rather 
than replace their conception of seventeenth-century Virginia society. Specifically, 
my aim is not to explain the role of Bacon’s Rebellion in hastening the onset of 
African slavery, hardening the patriarchal gender system in Virginia, or demonstrat-
ing the rebellion’s connection to either King Philip’s War (which was raging in New 
England at the same time) or the American Revolution 100 years later. Instead, I 
seek to examine the social struggle that created the rebellion and to place a dispute 
among Virginians over the permissibility of eradicating Indians for land at the fore-
front of our understanding of this pivotal event.15

In addition, other works that examine the social and political structures of seven-
teenth-century Virginia often fail to treat Virginia Indians with the same complexity 
they apply to whites.16 Many works that focus on Virginia Indians do the exact oppo-
site.17 One of the overriding goals of this study has been to present whites and Indians 
in Virginia as equally sophisticated participants in the making of their shared history.

Finally, as alluded to earlier, much of the scholarship that focuses solely on Bacon’s 
Rebellion has long been preoccupied with whether the rebellion represented the 
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first stirrings of the liberal democratic ideals often associated with the American 
Revolution. Therefore, those interpretations have generally sought to explain the 
events of 1676 in light of the events of 1776. They therefore provide little in the way 
of explaining how seventeenth-century Anglo and Indian Virginians understood 
the world in which they lived.18 My work seeks to understand this period in terms 
the participants themselves would have understood, not in light of a revolution 
100 years later that none of them could have foreseen. To do so, we must begin 
at the beginning, so to speak, by examining the various attitudes and assumptions 
Virginians and Indians brought with them to their encounter and the ways those 
assumptions started them on the path toward the momentous events of 1676.19

At the dawn of the seventeenth century, Virginia, or Tsenacommacah as its 
Algonquian inhabitants referred to it, stood on the cusp of what historian Elliot West 
has referred to as one of those times when “events line up to produce explosions of 
imagination.” For West, the contact between previously separate peoples constitutes 
one of the most dynamic instances in which we can glimpse the “human envisioning 
of new lifeways and routes to power, the effects of that search on physical and social 
environments and the dilemmas and disasters that so often follow.”20 While West 
was referring to the meeting of Native Americans and whites on the Great Plains, 
the contact era in Virginia also fits this model. First, the Algonquians of Virginia 
fashioned a powerful chiefdom out of smaller, tangentially connected settlements. 
They did so not simply to accumulate temporal political gains or in response to 
environmental stimuli, though both of these were factors, but, most important, for 
the accretion of, and in accordance with, their understanding of powerful spiritual 
forces that guided their actions through ritual, ceremony, and vision. Almost as soon 
as this spiritually ordained “empire” came into existence, the Europeans arrived in 
the midst of the “new world” the Powhatans of Virginia had created for themselves.

Having only recently broken the bonds of ignorance and superstition that had 
circumscribed their movements for a millennium, Europeans likewise began to re-
imagine the world and their place in it. Spurred on by the developments of the 
Renaissance and the Scientific Revolution, Europeans quickly re-engineered old 
religious, societal, economic, and governmental structures such that, by the late six-
teenth and early seventeenth centuries, the idea that humans could understand and 
control all things in the world had become commonplace. Furthermore, the notion 
that groups of people, organized into governments and nations, were in competi-
tion with one another for the world’s wealth spurred Europeans to spread out across 
the globe in an effort to dominate the lands, peoples, and resources of distant shores.

This process brought the Algonquians of Virginia face to face with English invad-
ers in 1607. The meeting of Algonquian and English cultures in seventeenth-century 
Virginia opened in the minds of many on both sides new paths to power and new 
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opportunities to strengthen their respective societies. To again cite Elliot West, 
“Above all the merging of worlds was a revelation of routes to power in its largest 
sense.”21 So rather than a conservative clash in which each side sought to impose 
its traditional ways of doing things on the other, both Virginia Algonquians and 
English colonists developed particular visions for the future of Virginia that involved 
the merging of their cultures to a certain extent. Eventually, English colonists envi-
sioned two different and competing scenarios that they attempted to impose on the 
region’s Native inhabitants. Many of Virginia’s leaders envisioned a well-ordered col-
ony based on a hierarchical social structure. Whether such a schema was designed 
to enrich them personally or represented the best means for securing the good of 
the entire population is less important than the undeniable fact that they prized 
an ordered society in Virginia above all things. Regardless of what motivated their 
desire for said order, challenges to it would be met with swift and severe resistance.

In addition, many outside the colony’s leading families came to perceive this 
desire for order on the part of the elite as motivated solely by a desire to enrich the 
few at the expense of the many, and they thus began to struggle against their leaders. 
Many Virginians—particularly those who possessed less wealth and political power 
than those who controlled the colony’s government but also wealthy men who by 
the 1670s, as a result of geography, political ideology, or temperament, found them-
selves outside Sir William Berkeley’s increasingly small inner circle—sought oppor-
tunity above all else. Having left a homeland in which the combination of a small 
amount of land and a growing population had virtually destroyed any hope they 
may have had of improving their economic life and, by extension, gaining for them-
selves some small measure of political power, many poor Englishmen were easily 
lured to Virginia by promotional literature that portrayed the colony as a veritable 
land of milk and honey. Being worked to death for the purpose of enriching some-
one else was decidedly not what they had in mind.

Increasingly, as the seventeenth century wore on, Indian land in the West came 
to represent their last opportunity for improvement. Likewise, smaller property 
holders looking to maintain or increase their social position and wealthier indi-
viduals denied access to the inner sanctum of power in the colony also looked to 
the Indian lands in the western portions of the colony as both a sort of birthright 
and a gateway to the lucrative Indian trade beyond. As mentioned, seventeenth-
century Virginia society was not one of static classes defined by an unchanging rela-
tionship to a sort of pre-industrial “means of production”; instead, class in Virginia 
was a lived and changeable relationship defined by many things, some economic 
in nature but many not. At times, class consciousness in Virginia was defined by 
tobacco wealth, land ownership, political power, occupation, and various other 
means by which seventeenth-century Virginians differentiated themselves. By 1676, 
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the essential division within Virginia society had become the fundamental impor-
tance of Indian land to one’s future and the access to the political power needed to 
make the acquisition of that land possible.22

Finally, though he had created an extremely powerful chiefdom, the Algonquian 
leader Powhatan was not content to sit back and rest. Powerful non-Algonquian 
groups to his north and west, as well as the rebellious tendencies of some members 
of his own chiefdom, created a powerful need to seek new alliances in the physical 
world and new avenues of power in the spiritual world. As such, the Algonquian 
peoples of Virginia possessed their own vision of Virginia’s future, and all newcom-
ers to the area would be dealt with according to their perceived ability to help or 
hinder the realization of that vision.

During the first thirty-five to forty years of the colony’s existence, these compet-
ing visions of Virginians and Virginia Algonquians spawned three separate con-
flicts known collectively as the Anglo-Powhatan Wars. It was during those wars that 
many Virginians first came to believe that violence against Indians for the purpose 
of obtaining land needed no sanction beyond that of the individual engaged in it. 
In seeking to win those wars, Virginia’s leaders unwittingly encouraged this idea to 
develop. By the end of the Anglo-Powhatan Wars in 1646, the roots of the conflict 
that would become Bacon’s Rebellion were well entrenched; despite the defeat and 
dissolution of the Powhatan chiefdom, Indian hatred constituted the critical ele-
ment around which all other disaffection in Virginia coalesced.

Beyond this introduction, this book is divided into six chapters and an epi-
logue. The first chapter describes the early relationship of the Virginians and the 
Powhatans at Jamestown. In these early years, best remembered for the incidents 
involving John Smith and Pocahontas, one can see the early stirrings of the conflicts 
that would bedevil the Anglo-Powhatan relationship for the next thirty years.

Chapter 2 locates the early origins of the belief in unrestrained violence against 
Native people that eventually spawned Bacon’s Rebellion in the First Anglo-
Powhatan War. It was during this conflict that Virginia’s leadership first encour-
aged violent retribution against Native people by all levels of society as a means of 
establishing full control over the colony. Sixty years later, Nathaniel Bacon and his 
followers would employ much of the language and rationale used during this period 
in their own campaign against Virginia’s Indian people.

The third chapter covers the years 1614 to 1646, with particular emphasis on the 
role of the Second Anglo-Powhatan War and the tobacco boom in the creation of 
a group I refer to as the “planter elite.” Virginia colonists, like their brethren back 
in England and in other colonies, understood that society was organized along the 
lines of hierarchy and inequality. However, if it had ever been their purpose, the 
early leaders of the colony proved unable to completely replicate the social structure 
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of England on the banks of the James River. Specifically, the opportunity for land 
ownership was certainly more widespread. However, as we will see, this did not 
necessarily mean land ownership was widespread. In addition, owning land did not 
necessarily convey the same degree or level of social and political status it did in 
England. Instead, one’s ability to own the labor of other human beings, be they 
indentured servants or slaves, became the basis for the major social distinctions in 
seventeenth-century Virginia. Because these social distinctions were based on one’s 
ability to control the distribution of servants and slaves and, to a lesser extent, land 
and not on hereditary distinctions, the social hierarchy in Virginia remained quite 
volatile throughout the seventeenth-century, with many individuals moving in and 
out of the various rungs of the social ladder. However, through their membership 
on the Council of State and service in the House of Burgesses as well as the local 
county bench, a relatively small group of people came to dominate Virginia society 
and politics during the period between the end of the First Anglo-Powhatan War in 
1614 and the end of the Third Anglo-Powhatan War in 1646.23

These people were the “winners” in the scramble set off by the tobacco boom 
and the head-right system. Specifically, they wanted to create social stability, which 
meant they desired to end the wars against the Powhatans as soon as possible, as long 
as the Powhatans would either relocate or accept the role prescribed for Indians in 
their vision of the colony’s future. They also wanted to limit competition from new 
arrivals and non-elites, such as middling and small planters, artisans, and landless 
freeman. Finally, elites wanted order above all things. Whether that desire stemmed 
from Renaissance Humanist sources, from the Metropole’s (Crown, company, far-
away decision makers) need for profit, or from racialist notions first espoused to 
justify the subjugation of Ireland in the end matters little. Order, to allow for the 
maximization of personal profit or of what they termed the greater good, consti-
tuted the overriding goal of Virginia elites.24 Eventually, this group became divided 
against itself as a result of factors relating to geography, length of time in the colony, 
political opinion, and general temperament. The call for an extermination cam-
paign against all Indians in 1676 represents the issue that brought all of these divi-
sions to the fore and spawned Bacon’s Rebellion.

Chapter 4 describes the disappointing experience of many immigrants to 
Virginia during the first half of the seventeenth century. While many of these immi-
grants eventually became landholders and a few even obtained planter elite status, 
the majority came from groups beneath the great planters. According to historians 
Warren Billings, John Selby, and Thad Tate, these groups included servants, slaves, 
and freemen. The latter were further subdivided into the categories of the landless 
underclass, small planters, and middling Virginians. The Virginia underclass con-
sisted of former servants, slaves, failed planters, and others of the dispossessed. Their 
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most distinguishable characteristics were their landlessness and their lack of a tie to 
any particular locale. Small planters stood one level removed from the underclass 
and had been only marginally successful at attaining enough land to make a go of 
tobacco planting. In addition, they rarely, if ever, held even the most insignificant 
political office. Middling planters included tobacco planters as well as most artisans. 
These individuals owned enough property and, therefore, sufficient tobacco profits 
to allow them to own a small number of servants or, more rarely, slaves. In addition, 
Billings, Selby, and Tate found that many of them brought powerful connections to 
the English mercantile sector that allowed them to diversify their economic activi-
ties and avoid sole dependence on the tobacco trade. Members of this group were 
often successful at obtaining political office, particularly at the county level, and 
many of the most adroit of their number managed to attach themselves to elites in a 
burgeoning client-patron system so that they often managed to leave their children 
in a higher social position than the one they had originally occupied.25

My collective labeling of this group is not meant to indicate unanimity of thought, 
opinion, or action among them. In fact, many of these groups found themselves 
at odds with each other as often as not. Middling and small planters nearly always 
aspired to join the ranks of those who were above them in the social hierarchy and 
therefore were often less inclined to support the grievances of those within or below 
their station so they would not damage their standing with their more elite patrons. 
However, in 1676 circumstances aligned to drive them into an alliance with one 
another against the leadership of the colony. Despite their differences, these groups 
did share one basic commonality: they came to Virginia expecting opportunity. They 
were promised it in the promotional literature in general and by those who either 
paid their way or recruited them to undertake the journey. Therefore, their vision of 
Virginia’s future was one in which they expected to enjoy more economic success and 
political power than they had in England. Instead, many small planters and members 
of the underclass found themselves exploited by elite planters looking to capitalize on 
the tobacco boom. Likewise, many middling planters and artisans found their road to 
political and social advancement increasingly blocked by the growing concentration 
of power in the hands of the planter elite as the seventeenth century wore on.

Chapter 5 examines the period from the outbreak of the Third Anglo-Powhatan 
War in 1644 to the eve of Bacon’s Rebellion more than thirty-five years later. During 
this period, particularly after the Stuart Restoration, many of Virginia’s leaders, Sir 
William Berkeley chief among them, came to believe they had succeeded in establish-
ing the colony and their government on a firm footing of authority sufficient to unleash 
a period of peace and prosperity unrivaled in the English Atlantic world. In many 
ways, Berkeley was correct. The thirty years between his capture of Opechancanough 
and the outbreak of Bacon’s Rebellion brought unprecedented peace, wealth, and 
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stability to many in Virginia. However, this reality led Berkeley and his closest associ-
ates to attempt a series of sweeping reforms of Virginia’s economy and society that 
ultimately failed, thus endangering this period of stability. In addition, a much more 
hands-on approach by restored Stuart officials in England intent on using the colo-
nies to forge a lasting mercantile empire, the repercussions of Iroquois aggression to 
the north, warfare with the Dutch, as well as a growing perception among many fron-
tier residents that Berkeley’s government had increasingly come to favor the fortunes 
of a small inner circle of longtime friends and councilors to the detriment of the rest 
of the population initiated much of the unrest that culminated in Bacon’s Rebellion.

In this chapter, I return to the events of the Lawne’s Creek Uprising. The standard 
interpretation is that the uprising never got off the ground because of the low social 
standing of those who led it and that it would take people much higher up in the 
social hierarchy to build a movement broad enough to truly threaten Virginia’s ruling 
elites. I complicate this by arguing that the missing element is Indians. While I do not 
believe scholars such as Edmund Morgan are wrong to say that the missing element 
is the leadership of someone like Bacon, the key issue for Bacon was the permissibil-
ity of the violent acquisition of Indian land. Therefore, it took both leadership from 
the middling planter–frontier elite strata of society and the issue of violence against 
Indians to unite the heretofore separate streams of unrest into a cohesive rebellion.

The next chapter examines the rebellion itself. I place particular emphasis not 
only on the role of violence toward Indians in the outbreak and progress of the 
conflict but also on the way the rebellion transitioned from a war against Indians 
to an excuse to terrorize and loot the estates of Berkeley’s elite supporters. When 
this occurred, those elites whose support was so critical to Bacon’s Rebellion largely 
deserted him, thus dooming his uprising to failure.

The final chapter is an epilogue that outlines the ways Virginia was irrevocably 
changed by the experience of Bacon’s Rebellion. It does so in two primary ways. 
First, it examines the post-rebellion era in which the right of all Virginians, regard-
less of social standing, to violently wrest land from Native Americans was affirmed 
and, among other things, helped to forge a heretofore missing unity between the 
House of Burgesses and the general population in the colony that became increas-
ingly important to understand the conflicts between the royal governors and the 
Council of State on one hand and the burgesses on the other that characterized 
their eighteenth-century relationship. I conclude with a discussion of the way that, 
despite the increasing desperation of their situation, Virginia Indians managed to 
ensure their continued existence in Virginia by manipulating English legal struc-
tures in the 1677 Treaty of Middle Plantation.

Bacon’s own actions sufficiently support the arguments outlined here. In his 
drive to clear the backcountry of those he referred to as “Robbers and Theeves and 
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Invaders of his Majesties Right and our Interest and Estates,” Bacon gave no quarter. 
He reportedly tortured and killed prisoners as well as combatants. According to 
one account, Bacon indiscriminately “fell upon the Indians and killed some of them 
who were our best Friends.”26

Perhaps the best evidence of the primacy of Indian hatred for Bacon and his fol-
lowers comes not from Bacon but from one of his lieutenants. With his last words 
Thomas Hansford, the first of Bacon’s followers to be executed as part of Governor 
Berkeley’s campaign to reassert his control over Virginia, cited only one reason 
he took up arms against the government: “Dureing the short time he had to live, 
after his sentance, he approved to his best advantage for the well fare of his soule, 
by repentance and contrition for all his Sinns, in generall, excepting his Rebellion, 
which he would not acknowledg; desireing the People, at the place of execution, to 
take notis that he dyed a Loyall Subject, and a lover of his Countrey; and that he 
had never taken up arms, but for the destruction of the Indians, who had murthered 
so many Christians.”27

We now turn to an examination of the cultures that met in Virginia during the 
seventeenth century to determine what assumptions about the world and their 
place in it they brought to that meeting. It is hoped that this examination will lead 
us much closer to understanding Nathaniel Bacon, Thomas Hansford, their follow-
ers, their opponents, and their Algonquian victims.
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