An Annotated Bibliography Pertaining to Bacon’s Rebellion

Bacon’s Rebellion was the most serious challenge to royal authority in English North America before 1776. Its occurrence destroyed the reputation of long-time Governor-General Sir William Berkeley and forever altered the relationship between Virginia and the crown. Nathaniel Bacon and Governor Berkeley, the chief antagonists, were controversial figures in their own time and so they remain to this day because historians have never come to a universal understanding about the nature of the uprising or the intentions of the principals. Arriving at fair assessments of both men presents a difficult challenge, given the great losses to the documentary record. There is no Nathaniel Bacon archive, nor is there even a picture of the man, although Berkeley’s papers exist in some abundance. Nevertheless, historians have written extensively about the causes, meaning, and consequences of the rebellion, which makes Bacon’s Rebellion perhaps the single most commented upon event in Virginia history before 1700.

Although this bibliography is by no means exhaustive, it provides a generous sampling of that voluminous literature, especially that part which is accessible through interlibrary loan, the World Wide Web, or local public libraries. It is divided into two parts. Part I lists important primary source materials, both in print and in manuscript, and Part II lists secondary sources, primarily books.

Part I—Primary Sources.

A. Manuscripts

· Documents about the rebellion are widely dispersed. Three large accumulations are in the Virginia Colonial Records Project (VCRP), the Virginia county court records, and the Henry Coventry Papers. The VCRP brought together 963 reels of microfilmed manuscripts that relate to Virginia in the period 1607 to 1783. Those films reproduce texts that are housed mainly in British repositories. Individual reels are available via interlibrary loan. A searchable online guide can be found on the Library of Virginia’s (LVA) website, http://www.lva.virginia.gov. Microfilm copies of the Virginia county court records are also held by the LVA and are likewise available through interlibrary loan. Henry Coventry was one of the principal secretaries of state in 1676, and his papers are in the possession of his descendant, the incumbent marquess of Bath in the library at Longleat House, Wiltshire. Films of those papers are in the VCRP.

B. Printed Sources

Charles M. Andrews, ed., Narratives of the Insurrections, 1675–1690 (New York, 1915).

· One in the larger twenty-volume series called Original Narratives of Early American History, which the American Historical Association sponsored at the beginning of the twentieth century under the general editorship of J. Franklin Jameson. The intent was to put well-edited primary records within easy reach of the reading public. Andrews’s volume gathered four contemporary accounts of Bacon’s Rebellion. His renditions were generally sound, though his annotations have been largely superseded by later scholarship.  An online version is available at http://www.archive.org/details/narrativesofinsu01andr.
Warren M. Billings, ed., The Papers of Sir William Berkeley, 1605–1677 (Richmond, 2007).

· Brings together all of Berkeley’s extant papers, a large portion of which deal with Bacon and the rebellion.  This book may be ordered from the Library of Virginia at http://www.thevirginiashop.org/papersofsirwilliamberkeley1605-1677.aspx.

Harry Finestine, comp., Bacon’s Rebellion: The Contemporary News Sheets (Charlottesville, 1956).

· Reprints two contemporary English accounts of Bacon’s Rebellion.

William Waller Hening, ed., The Statutes at Large; Being a Collection of all the Laws of Virginia from the First Session of the Legislature, in the Year 1619 (Richmond 1809–1823), vols. 2–3.

· Volume 2 contains the acts of assembly of June 1676—the called “Bacon’s Laws,” which Charles II voided by proclamation, as well as other items that are in an appendix. Volume 3 also contains documents that exist nowhere else. An online version is available at http://www.vagenweb.org/hening/.

H.R. McIlwaine, ed., Journals of the House of Burgesses of Virginia, 1659/60–1693 (Richmond, 1915).

· Contains fragmentary records of the General Assemblies of June 1676 and February 1676/77. Available online at Google Books.

H.R. McIlwaine, ed., Minutes of the Council and General Court of Colonial Virginia, 2d ed., (Richmond, 1979).
· Includes documents relating to the prosecution of Bacon’s rebels.

John Davenport Neville, comp., Bacon’s Rebellion: Abstracts of Materials in the Colonial Records Project (Richmond, 1976).
· This volume contains abstracts of documents relating to the rebellion that were filmed as part of the Virginia Colonial Records Project, described above. It is a useful starting point for anyone wishing to become familiar with rebellion documents housed in English repositories. It is no longer in print.

Michael Leroy Oberg, ed., Samuel Wiseman’s Book of Record: The Official Account of Bacon’s Rebellion in Virginia, 1676–1677 (Lanham, Md., 2005).

· Samuel Wiseman was the secretary to the royal commission that investigated the causes of Bacon’s Rebellion. As such he kept record copies of all pertinent documents that related to the work of the commission. Those documents were subsequently bound into an unpaginated volume that now rests in the Pepysian Library, Magdalene College, University of Cambridge. Professor Oberg edited and annotated the volume, which is available in paperback and in research libraries.

A substantial number of items appear in back issues of the Virginia Magazine of History and Biography and the first two series of the William and Mary Quarterly, many of which pertain to individual actors in the rebellion. If one has access to JSTOR, then one can do search both journals electronically. Otherwise, one must turn to Earl Gregg Swem’s Virginia Historical Index, 4 vols. (Roanoke, 1934–1936).
Part II—Secondary Sources (Books only)

Robert Beverley, The History and Present State of Virginia, in Four Parts (London, 1705).
· The son of a close Berkeley ally at the time of the rebellion, Beverley wrote what may be regarded as the first treatment of Bacon’s revolt by an historian. Beverley clearly had little use for the rebel and high praise for the governor, but his assessment of the causes of the revolt was judicious. In 1947, he Omohundro Institute of Early American History and Culture published a facsimile edition of The History, which the historian Louis B. Wright edited and provided a lengthy introduction that considered the book as a work of history and American literature. A new, updated, and more generously annotated edition is forthcoming from the OIEAHC.

Warren M. Billings, John E. Selby, and Thad W. Tate, Colonial Virginia: A History (White Plains, N.Y., 1984).

· Chapter 4 puts Bacon’s Rebellion in the context of Virginia’s growth in the fifty years that followed the downfall of the Virginia Company of London in 1624. It also anticipates Billings’s interpretation of the uprising in his later writings.

Warren M. Billings, Jamestown and the Founding of the Nation (Gettysburg, Pa., 1991).

· Chapter 6 assesses the rebellion in terms of its effect upon Jamestown.
Warren M. Billings, Sir William Berkeley and the Forging of Colonial Virginia (Baton Rouge, 2004).

· This is the first ever book length biography of Berkeley. The last three chapters cover the run-up to the rebellion, Berkeley’s handling of the revolt, and the aftermath.  This book is available at the Colonial Williamsburg visitor center bookstore or from the LSU Press at http://www.lsu.edu/lsupress/bookPages/9780807130124.html.

John Daly Burk, The History of Virginia, from its First Settlement to the Present Day (Petersburg, 1804).
· An early exponent of Nathaniel Bacon as a small “d” democrat and of Berkeley the cruel, despotic aristocrat. He popularized the theme of the rebel as a liberal reformer, which gave rise to a democratic interpretation that would dominate scholarly readings of the rebellion for more than a century and a half.

Jane Carson, Bacon’s Rebellion, 1676–1976 (Jamestown, 1976).

· Jane D. Carson was an important mid-twentieth-century Berkeley scholar who spent most of her active professional career in the employ of the Research Department at the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation. Her doctoral dissertation, which she wrote at the University of Virginia, was the first detailed study of Berkeley’s governorship. She conducted research on Green Spring House that guided Louis R. Caywood who dug the site in 1954–1955. The Jamestown-Yorktown foundation recruited her to prepare this small book in part to commemorate the 300th anniversary of the rebellion. It is in the nature of a bibliographic essay that discusses how historians and writers of fiction dealt with the rebellion down to 1976.

Wesley Frank Craven, The Southern Colonies in the Seventeenth Century, 1607–1689 (Baton Rouge, 1949).

· A judicious, thoughtful scholar, Craven questioned the validity of the prevailing democratic interpretation of the rebellion. Because he dealt with the revolt and its leader in a single chapter, he did not develop his doubts at length, however.

Richard L. Morton, Colonial Virginia (Chapel Hill, 1960).

· Morton’s treatment of the rebellion merely echoed the prevailing democratic interpretation.

Mary Newton Stanard, The Story of Bacon’s Rebellion (New York, 1907).

· An early twentieth-century rendering of the rebellion that unquestioningly bought into Bacon as the democratic reformer interpretation.

Wilcomb E. Washburn, The Governor and the Rebel: A History of Bacon’s Rebellion in Virginia (Chapel Hill, 1957).

· Arguably the best narrative of the players and the events, the book portrays Berkeley as the hero and Bacon the villain of the tale. Accordingly, Washburn mounted a vigorous defense of Berkeley, which he based on his reading of the Coventry papers. He included a chapter that neatly summarized what he described as a “democratic myth” that is well worth reading. The book set off a lively debate that continues to this day. 

Stephen Saunders Webb, 1676: The End of American Independence (New York, 1984).

· Webb revived the democratic interpretation in a stirring rendering of the rebellion and its principal actors.

Thomas Jefferson Wertenbaker, Virginia Under the Stuarts, 1607–1688 (Princeton, 1914).

· This book introduced class analysis to early Virginia politics. Wertenbaker argued that leaders like Governor-General Sir William Berkeley, together with their “venal” henchmen, designed an emerging social order in ways that stifled opportunity for ordinary planters and oppressed them sorely. Such oppressions loosed struggles for democracy that led to rebellion in 1676 and foreshadowed revolution in 1776.

Thomas Jefferson Wertenbaker, Torchbearer of the Revolution: The Story of Bacon’s Rebellion and Its Leader (Princeton, 1940).

· A mixture of fiction and history that does justice to neither genre, although the book presents the democratic interpretation in its most extreme form.

Readers might also wish to consult the Dictionary of Virginia Biography, Encyclopedia Virginia, and the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (ODNB), all of which contain sketches of many of the people who participated in Bacon’s Rebellion. A work in progress, Encyclopedia Virginia is an electronic compilation that can be found at http://encyclopediavirginia.org. The ODNB is in both print and on line, however, the electronic version is only available on a subscription basis via a library that has a site license.

If one has access to JSTOR, one can do electronic searches in scholarly journals such as the American Historical Review, the Journal of American History, the Journal of Southern History, the Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, and the William and Mary Quarterly for appropriate articles.

