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Chaos in Hillsborough

Virginia Gazette (Williamsburg), October 25, 1770.

As you read...

ADDING INSULT TO INJURY

For two years after Edmund Fanning’s trial there was relative peace in the backcountry, but the Regulators
remained angry. Their grievances had not been answered, and the abuses of local officials continued.
Herman Husband was sued for debt by lawyers he had contracted to defend him in 1768. Two witnesses
who had testified against Edmund Fanning were countersued for slander, and lost. Residents of the
Piedmont were giving up hope that they could get help through the courts.

Then in July 1770, Governor Tryon incorporated the borough (town) of Hillsborough, making it officially
a town with its own government. Boroughs were entitled to a representative in the Assembly, and Tryon
appointed Edmund Fanning to the position until the next election. This may have been the last straw for the
Regulators.

The superior court opened session in Hillsborough on September 22, with several Regulator cases
pending trial. Large numbers of Regulators arrived, and when the court would not hear their arguments,
they grew violent. The violence is described in this article from a Virginia newspaper.

COLONIAL NEWSPAPERS

North Carolina had at least four newspapers before the Revolution, including the North Carolina Gazette in
New Bern and the Cape Fear Mercury in Wilmington. But no issues of these newspapers survive from 1771,
and so we don’t know what was being written in the eastern part of the colony about events in the west.

Eighteenth-century newspapers, though, freely borrowed articles from other sources — and sometimes
edited and embellished them. The byline of this article from the Virginia Gazette says New Bern, October 5,
and it is possible that the article was originally published in a New Bern newspaper. If not, a resident of New
Bern probably wrote this information in a letter.

If the Virginia Gazette was the first newspaper to print this story, it wasn't the last. The Pennsylvania
Gazette of Philadelphia printed it a few weeks later, and it may have appeared in other newspapers, as well.
Within weeks, colonists up and down the east coast were reading about the violent adventures of the
Regulators.

“WHAT HEART BUT FEELS”?

The Gazette asks, “What heart but feels for the distresses of this unfortunate Gentleman” — that is,
Edmund Fanning? Clearly the newspaper’s sympathies are with Fanning. Where are yours? How much of
the Regulators’ behavior, if any, would you consider justified?
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NEWBERN, OCTOBER 5

On Wednesday last, a special messenger arrived in town from Granville County, to his
Excellency the Governor, with the melancholy account of a violent insurrection, or rather
rebellion having broke out in Orange County, among a set of men who call themselves
regulators, and who for some years past have given infinite disturbance to the civil
government of this province, but now have sapped its whole foundation, brought its courts
of Justice to their own controul, leaped the strong barrier of private property, and
audaciously violated the laws of God and man.

These people have for a long time opposed paying all manner of taxes, have
entertained the vilest opinion of the Gentlemen of the law, and often threatened them with
their vengeance. Accordingly, as the Hon. Judge Henderson, and several Gentlemen of the
law, were returning from Salisbury Circuit' to Hillsborough, in order to hold court there,
they were waylaid by a number of them with their rifles; but happily having notice of their
hellish design, by taking a contrary rout?, eluded their bloody plot. They still gave out their
threats of meeting them at Hillsborough, and wreaking their vengeance on them there.

These menaces were treated with contempt, or rather the violent ravings of a factious
and discontented mob, than any settled and fixed resolution of men or property to commit
so daring an insult to the laws of the Country, and accordingly the court was opened, and
proceeded to business. But on Monday, the second day of the court, the tragical scene
began; a very large number of those people, headed by men of considerable property,
appeared in Hillsborough, armed with clubs, whips, loaded at the ends with lead or iron (a
stroke from which would level the strongest man) and many other offensive weapons, and
at once beset the courthouse. The first object of their revenge was Mr. John Williams, a
Gentleman of the law, who they assaulted as he was entering the court; him they cruelly
abused with many and violent blows with their loaded whips on the head, and different
parts of his body, until he by a great good fortune made his escape, and took shelter in a
neighbouring store. They then entered the courthouse, and immediately fixed their
attention on Colonel Fanning, as the next object of their merciless cruelty; he expected his
fate, and had retired to the Judge’s seat, as the highest part of the courthouse, from which
he might make the greatest defence against these bloodthirsty and cruel savages; but, poor
Gentleman, vain were all his efforts, for after behaving with the most heroic courage he fell
a sacrifice to numbers, and suffered a cruelty the richest language can but faintly paint.
They seized him by the neck, dragged him down the steps, his head striking violently on
every step, carried him to the door, and forcing him out, dragged him on the ground over
stones and brickbats3, struck him with their whips and clubs, kicked him, spit and spurned
at him, and treated him with every possible mark of contempt and cruelty; until at length,
by a violent effort of strength and activity, he rescued himself from their merciless claws,
and took shelter in a house. The vultures pursued him there, and gave him a stroke that
will probably destroy one of his eyes. In this piteous and grievously maimed condition they
left him for a while, retreated to the courthouse, knocked down and very cruelly treated the
deputy clerk of the Crown, ascended the bench, shook their whips over Judge Henderson,
told him his turn was next, ordered him to pursue business, but in the manner they should
prescribe, which was, that no lawyers should enter the courthouse, no juries but what they
should pack, and order new trials in cases where some of them had been cast for their
malpractices. They then seized Mr. Hooper, a Gentleman of the law, dragged and paraded
him through the streets, and treated him with every mark of contempt and insult. This
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closed the first day, but the second day presented a scene, if possible, more tragick.
Immediately on their discovering that the Judge had made his escape from their fury, and
refused to submit to the dictates of lawless and desperate men, they marched in a body to
Colonel Fanning’s House, and on a signal given by their ringleaders, entered the same,
destroyed every piece of furniture in it, ripped open his beds, broke and threw in the streets
every piece of china and glass ware in the house, scattered all his papers and books in the
winds, seized all his plate, cash, and proclamation money#; entered his cellars, and after
satiating and gorging their more than savage stomachs with his liquors stove and threw in
the streets the remainder. Being now drunk with rage, liquor, and lawless fury, they took
his wearing clothes, struck them on a pole, paraded them in triumph through the streets,
and, to close the scene, pulled down and laid his house in ruins, Hunter and Butler, two of
their chiefs, stripping in Buff, and beginning the heroic Deed. They then went to a large
handsome church bell that Colonel Fanning, at the Expence of 6o or 7o £, had made a
present of to the church of Hillsborough, and split it to pieces, and were at the Point of
pulling down the church, but their leaders, thinking it would betray their religious
principles, restrained them. Their revenge being not yet satiated on this unhappy
Gentleman, they again pursued him, again cruelly beat him, and at length with dogs
hunted him out of town, and with a cruelty more savage than bloodhounds stoned him as
he fled. What heart but feels for the distresses of this unfortunate Gentleman! What hand
that would not be uplifted in defence of such injured innocence!

When they had fully glutted their revenge on the lawyers, and particularly Colonel
Fanning, to shew their opinion of courts of justice they took from his chains a negro that
had been executed some time, and placed him at the lawyer’s bar, and filled the Judge’s
seat with human excrement, in derision and contempt of the characters that fill those
respectable places. Would a Hottentot> been guilty of such a Piece of brutality! or is there
the most savage nation on earth whose manners are less cultivated!

A paragraph of a letter from a Gentleman, who was eye witness of the above dismal
scene, says: “The merchants stores are broke and rifled, Mr. Cooke’s house torn to pieces,
and Mr. Edward’s had not shared a better fate. The inhabitants have fled the town and the
regulators live at their expense; they are in possession of their houses, and make the best
use of the emergency to satiate their cursed passions, and appetites. Here my pen drops; I
satiate with the painful recital”.

In short, all civil government in Orange County is relaxed, the courts of justice totally
stopped, and every thing reduced to the power and controul of a set of men who call them
selves regulators; but are in fact no other than a desperate and cruel banditi, actuated by
principles that no laws can restrain, no honour or conscience bind.

On the web

The Virginia Gazette

http://research.history.org/DigitalLibrary/VirginiaGazette/
VGIssueThumbs.cfm?IssueIDNo=70.PD.31

The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation provides high-resolution scans of all eighteenth-century
issues of the Virginia Gazette, including this one from October 23, 1770. The article reprinted
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here, which appears in the left column of page 2, is nearly unreadable, but you can see the
context in which it originally appeared.

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including Edmund Fanning, Hillsborough, North Carolina, Orange County, Regulators,
colonial, courts, and riots.

Notes

1. The Salisbury Circuit was the circuit court of Salisbury. In a circuit court, a judge and perhaps a
group of lawyers would travel from place to place to hold court.

2. Route.
3. Pieces of bricks.

4. Proclamation money was paper money printed by the colonial government or other materials,
such as foreign currency, used as money. See “The Value of Money in Colonial America” for a
fuller explanation.

5. “Hottentots” was the name given by Europeans to a native people of southwest Africa, the
Khoikhoi, related to the Bushmen. The term was also used (as it is here) to suggest general
savagery.
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