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Questions: PERSONS OF' MEAN
1. What were the causes of Bacon’s Rebellion? Zinn >ZU /NHHLE QAVZHUH‘HHOZ

characterizes the rebellion as both “anti-aristrocratic”
and “anti-Indian”. Explain.

2. How does Zinn characterize indentured servitude? How
similar or different was it from slavery according to

Zinn? How well does he support his position with In 1676, seventy years after Virginia was founded, a hundred vears
nn- w .

before it supplied leadership for the American Revolution, that colony

evidence? faced a rebellion of white frontiersmen, joined by slaves and servants, a
rebellion so threatening that the governor had to flee the burning capi-
tal of Jamestown, and England decided to send a thousand soldiers

3. What conclusions does Zinn come to concerning social across the Atantic, hoping to maintain order among forty thousand
class in colonial society during the 17" and early 18" ‘ colonists. This was Bacon’s Rebellion. After the uprising was sup-
centuries? pressed, its leader, Nathaniel Bacon, dead, and his associates hanged,

Bacon was described in a Royal Commission report:

He was said to be about four or five and thirty years of age, indifferent tall

but slender, black-hair’d and of an ominous, pensive, melancholly Aspect, of

a pestilent and prevalent Logical discourse tending to atheisme. ... He
seduced the Vulgar and most ignorant people to believe (two thirds of each
county being of that Sort) Soe that their whole hearts and hopes were set
now upon Bacon. Next he charges the Governour as negligent and wicked,
treacherous and incapable, the Lawes and Taxes as unjust and oppressive
and cryes up absolute necessity of redress. 'Thus Bacon encouraged the
Tumultand as the unquiet crowd follow and adhere to him, he listeth them
as they come in upon a large paper, writing their name circular wise, that
their Ringleaders might not be found out. Having connur’d them into this
circle, given them Brandy to wind up the charme, and enjoyned them by an
oath to stick fast together and to him and the oath being administered, he

went and infected New Kent County ripe for Rebellion.
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42 A PEOPLE’S HISTORY OF THE UNITED STAT

It was a complex chain of oppression in Virginia. "The Indians were
plundered by white frontiersmen, who were taxed and controlled by the
Jamestown elite. And the whole colony was being exploited by England,
which bought the colonists’ tobacco at prices it dictated and made
100,000 pounds a year for the King. Berkeley himself, returning to
England years earlier to protest the English Navigation Acts, w hich
gave English merchants a monopoly of the colonial trade, had said:

. we cannot but resent, that forty thousand people should be impoverish’d
to enrich little more than forty Merchants, who being the only buyers of our
Tobacco, give us what they please for it and after it is here, sell it how they
please; and indeed have forty thousand servants in us at n:a..%o_. rates, than

any other men have slaves.

From the testimony of the governor himself, the rebellion against
him had the overwhelming support of the Virginia population. A mem-
ber of his Council reported that the defection was “almost general” and
laid it to “the Lewd dispositions of some Persons of desperate Fortunes
who had “the Vaine hopes of takeing the Countrey wholley out of his
Majesty’s handes into their owne.” Another member of the Governor’s
Council, Richard Lee, noted that Bacon’s Rebellion had started over
Indian policy. But the “zealous inclination of f the multitude” to support
Bacon was due, he said, to “hopes of levelling.’

“Levelling” meant equalizing the wealth. Levelling was to be behind

countless actions of poor whites against the rich in all the English

colonies, in the century and a half before the Revolution.

The servants who joined Bacon’s Rebellion were part of a large
underclass of miserably poor whites who came to the North American
colonies from uropean cities whose governments were anxious to be
rid of them. In England, the development of commerce and capitalism
in the 1500s and 1600s, the enclosing of land for ﬁrc production of
wool, filled the cities with vagrant poor, and from the reign of Elizabeth
on, laws were passed to punish them, imprison them in workhouses, or
exile them. The Elizabethan definition of “rogues and vagabonds”

included:

All persons calling themselves Schollers going about begging, all
Seafaring men pretending losses of their Shippes or goods on the sea going
about the Country begging, all idle persons going about in any Country
either begging or using any subtile crafte or unlawful Games ... comon

Players of Interludes and Minstrells wandring abroade ... all wandering

PERSONS OF MEAN AND VILE CONDITION 43

persons and comon Labourers being persons able in bodye using loytering
and refusing to worke for such reasonable wages as is taxed or commonly
given. . ..

Such persons found begging could be stripped to the waist and whipped
bloody, could be sent out of the city, sent to workhouses, or transported
out of the country.

In the 1600s and 1700s, by forced exile, by lures, promises, and lies
by kidnapping, by their urgent need to escape the living conditions of
the home country, poor people wanting to go to America became com-
modities of profit for merchants, traders, ship captains, and eventually

their masters in America. Abbot Smith, in his study of indentured servi-

tude, Colonists in Bondage, writes: “From the complex pattern of forces
producing emigration to the American colonies one stands out clearly as
most powerful in causing the movement c_. servants. ['his was the pecu-
niary profit to be made by shipping them.’

After signing the indenture, in which the immigrants agreed to pay
their cost of passage by working for a master for five or seven years, they
were often imprisoned until the ship sailed, to make sure they did not
run away. In the year 1619, the Virginia House of _w:_‘mnicm, born that
year as the first representative assembly in America (it was also the year
of the first importation of black slaves), provided for the recording and
enforcing of contracts between servants and masters. As in any contract
between unequal powers, the parties m_,_x.,,:m; on paper as equals, but
enforcement was far easier for master than

s servant.
The voyage to America lasted eight, ?\,: or twelve weeks, and the
ervants were packed into ships with m:n same fanatic concern for profits
:ﬁ: marked the slave ships. If the weather was bad, and the trip took too
long, they ran out of food. The sloop Sea-Flower; leaving Belfastin 1741,
was at sea sixteen weeks, and when it arrived in Boston, forty-six 3 1ts
106 passengers were dead of starvation, six of them eaten by the sur-
vivors. On another trip, thirty-two L:_;_r: died of hunger and disease

and were thrown into the ocean. Gotdieb Mittelberger, a musician, trav-
eling from Germany to America around 1750, wrote about his voyage:

During the journey the ship is full of pitiful signs of distress—smells, fumes

horrors, vomiting, various kinds of sea sickness, fever, dvsentery, headaches,

heat, constipation, boils, scurvy, cancer, mouth-rot, and similar afflictions,
all of them caused by the age and the high salted state of the food, especially
of the meat, as well as by the very bad and filthy water. . .. Add to all that

shortage of food, hunger, thirst, frost, heat, dampness, fear, misery, vexation,
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STATES

J_a A PEOPLE’S HISTORY OF THE UNITED

Two companies of English soldiers remained in Virginia to guard
against future trouble, and their presence was defended in a report to
the Lords of Trade and Plantation saying: “Virginia is at present poor
and more populous than ever. There is great apprehension of a rising
among the servants, owing to their great necessities and want of clothes;
they may plunder the storehouses and ships.” .

Iscape was easier than rebellion. “Numerous instances of mass

»
S,

desertions by white servants took place in the Southern colonies

reports Richard Morris, on the basis of an inspection of colonial news-
papers in the 1700s. “The atmosphere of seventeenth-century Virginia,”
he says, “was charged with plots and rumors of combinations of servants
away.” The Maryland court records show, in the 1650s, a conspir-

to run
a dozen servants to seize a boat and to resist with arms if inter-

acy of
cepted. They were captured and whipped.

The mechanism of control was formidable. Strangers had to show
passports or certificates to prove they were free men. Agreements
among the colonies provided for the extradition of fugitive servants—
these became the basis of the clause in the U.S. Constitution that per-
sons “held to Service or Labor in one State . . . escaping into another . ..

”

shall be delivered up. . ..

Sometimes, servants went on strike. One Maryland master com-
slained to the Provincial Court in 1663 that his servants did “perempto-
loe their ordinary labor.” The ser-

I
rily and positively refuse to goe and ¢
vants responded that they were fed only “Beanes and Bread” and they
were “soe weake, wee are not able to perform the imploym’ts hee puts us
uppon.” They were given thirty lashes by the court.

More than half the colonists who came to the North American
shores in the colonial period came as servants. They were mostly
English in the seventeenth century, Irish and German in the eighteenth
century. More and more, slaves replaced them, as they ran away to free-
dom or finished their time, but as late as 1755, white servants made up
10 percent of the population of Maryland.

What happened to these servants after they became free? There are
cheerful accounts in which they rise to prosperity, becoming landowners
and important figures. But Abbot Smith, after a careful study, concludes
that colonial society “was not democratic and certainly not equalitarian;
it was dominated by men who had money enough to make others work
for them.” And: “Few of these men were descended from indentured
servants, and practically none had themselves been of that class.”

After we make our way through Abbot Smith’s disdain for the ser-
ants, as “men and women who were dirty and lazy, rough, ignorant,

dl
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W_M,E_, :‘:;_::o: n,_‘_.:::ur:‘%_5 “thieved and wandered, had bastard chil-
:u_nv””:.:: n‘.c:.w:;m; society with FH,:_Zc:E diseases,” we find that
one in ten was a sound and solid individual, who would if fort
nate survive his ‘scasoning,” work out his time, take up land, and 7:1,
ﬁ,_nnc::.,u prosperous.” Perhaps another one in ten would _F,a::,_ ar .s‘ .
san or an overseer. T'he rest, 80 percent, who were “certainly , ﬂ‘._,:.M.T
less, hopeless, ruined individuals,” either “died during Mrc.,v ,.y.'.nu: .
_‘Q\:w:n.i to England after it was over, or became ,tcc_.ma‘::n“ vﬂn: e
Smith’ conclusion is supported by a more recent study :m WS.<. 51
mn.?,:?,m:zTnn:::..< Maryland, where it was found that LVE P,ﬁ ﬁ.w_:,,w _:,
m” ”_ﬂ_n, ants rﬂﬁ_m,o _m:wﬁ_cs‘:c_,m and politically ..F.:.<m in the Q,V_,E”._,wnm:”
y the second halt of the century more than half the v.n_é,::ﬁ«g e fter
F.,:. years of freedom, remained landless. Servants bee: e e e
vent years of freedom, : ecame tenants, pro-
mc_‘,;m:_r%.?% labor for the large planters both during and after ﬁ_rc:A

.: seems quite clear that class lines hardened through the colonial
period; the ;mm‘::c::: between rich and poor became sharper _WAH A_:w:;
mrﬁm were fifty rich families in Virginia, with E.y.:w:,c_ﬁ M:.,: _.M :c
,”_A“,cc: _:M::wm (a huge sum those days), who lived :_w. the ?W::_,“vwww.,mww
slaves and white servants, owned the plantations. sat A, : nor's
council, mcw.,dg as local magistrates. rm?? ﬁ,uh..“““mvwm.w fﬁrv”g:wum m,w,.\w_.:%_,.m
by a proprietor whose right of total c:::.m: :«M% :_m co_c_,a we_w_n_ w:,n,ﬁ_
granted by the English King. Between 1650 and _QLC‘ the N vere fre
revolts against the proprietor. , o e e e

In the Carolinas, the Fundamental Constitutions were written in the
_%c,ﬁ r@@::.: Locke, who is often considered the ‘t_:_cm: ::.nni, M:M Mr
of the _;:,::::m ‘athers and the American system. T:nro%n::w”.ﬂ.:,.F_
w@nﬂh:r_w% M.Q_:_m_-a_vﬁo w:.h,f,ﬁoc_,.,_h? in which cwm_: _::.:‘:f, s,d:E,:_am__”_HMw

reent ot the colony’s land, and only a baron ¢ - governor
:5. crown took direct control of VZGZWcmh“””w““MMFWMMW_A_:,‘_;/U\hwc:
against the land arrangements, rich speculators mr”m,wn,,_ ‘_ﬁ:m \“h:“r:_”v:
:_? »w:. ﬂ,_,ﬁ:wo?om, :E:C_:,v:i:m the good farming land a: car 1““
coast. Poor people, desperate for land, squatted on bits of farml: . l and
fought all through the pre-Revolutionary period against : ol ..::,
attemots to collect rent. & st fandlonds

ilderness,
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