
The Regulator protests that took place in frontier North Carolina from 1766 to 1771 were a local movement aimed at the cessation of unfair taxes and fees levied by county officials in the newly-settled Piedmont.  The counties’ appointed officials, whose main goal in the matter was to line their own pockets, perpetrated the extortion under which the settlers suffered.  The Regulators, men who undertook an active protest against the unfairness, did not blame the colonial government or the King’s government in England for the unjust taxation; and in fact the Regulators appealed to the colonial governor numerous times for aid in their endeavor.  Because of this lack of blame, the Regulator movement cannot really be viewed as a true precursor to the American Revolution, except in its superficial similarity to the problem of “taxation without representation.” 


To attempt to settle on the frontier was not an easy task, nor was it inexpensive.  Land, although it came cheaply, had to be purchased, and in no simple manner.  Lord Granville and the King, who both owned a great deal of the cheap land in the Piedmont, had to be approached; and as both of these men resided in England, land deals could take a lengthy amount of time to negotiate.


The other source of land for would-be settlers was land speculators, who were apt not to be as fair as they might have been in their land sales.  These agents were suspected of fraud and overcharging more often than not.  They also had a tendency to sell land to those whose presence and influence in the area would be most beneficial.  Thus those frontiersmen not already wealthy were forced to nearly bankrupt themselves for the promising land in the fertile Piedmont.  


Their newly purchased land wasn’t yet fully productive, so the settlers had to borrow on credit to give themselves a financial start.  Often this put the settlers deeply into debt, as crop yields were not always immediate.  Standard practice in the case of debt was for the creditor to sue whoever it was that owed him money, and if his suit was won, to obtain a piece of the debtor’s property in recompense for his lost money.  In a sort of snowball effect, then, the people’s ability to pay anything—debts, taxes, and fees—was diminished considerably.


Much of the Piedmont was populated by families farming their land to survive.  What little surplus there was couldn’t really be sold for profit because of the inability to transport it to a needy market.  This was the state of the general populace, then, when the Regulators’ protests began.


The local officials in these areas were appointed by the colonial government and not elected by the people, and so had no particular responsibility to those under their administration.  As long as the government above them was satisfied, their jobs were complete.  In this position the officials were able to commit grievous injustices right under the nose of the colonial government.  The nature of these injustices was purely monetary.  People felt they were being overcharged for fees, monies paid for government services such as marriage licenses (159).  They believed sheriffs were fraudulent in the cases of poll taxes—either the sheriffs claimed to the government that there were fewer people than actually were, or they overcharged the people for the tax.  In either case, the officials pocketed the difference.  The seizure of property was also unfair, the Regulators complained:  when taxes couldn’t be paid on the spot, instead of allowing leeway, the sheriffs immediately seized property for payment and sold it at auction for the exact amount of money owed rather than for the actual value of the object.  In other cases when money was owed, creditors required the debt to be worked off.  This practice resulted in debtors being unable to work their own property for a time—in essence, they took another step into debt, since they weren’t getting any yield from their own land during that time.


Though there is evidence that complaints were being voiced before 1765 (159), the first public complaints did not take place until 1765, in a speech given by George Sims to his neighbors in Granville County.  Sims’s oration is a basic outline of the “common evil” the frontier settlers suffered from the county officials (131).  He explains the laws and rights of the people, in what ways the laws have been abused by the officials, and the need of the people to recover the rights of which they are being systematically stripped (132).  Sims specifically does NOT condemn the colonial government or that of the King as being responsible for the abuse.  He refers several times to the people’s basic rights under the King’s government and the kingdom’s “inimitable System of law….established for the safety of his kingdom” (132).  He also speaks reverently of the King’s authority (135).  At one point Sims even lays down that the problem is manifestly not with the government:  “it is not our mode, or form of Government, nor yet the body of our laws, that we are quarrelling with, but with the malpractices of the Officers of our County Court” (133).  From statements of this nature, it is evident that Sims doesn’t fault the government or laws of the kingdom, and in fact has the highest respect for them.  This appeal to the greater authority of the government in full expectation of justice characterizes the protests of the Regulators until the very end of the movement.


During the next few years, the action of the Regulators consisted of a series of community meetings, at which various advertisements were written and circulated.  The nature of these advertisements is informational and persuasive.  They relate the discussions and goals of the Regulators and enjoin the guilty officials to either confirm or deny the complaints (137, 138).  They also encourage more people to stand up and take part in the movement.   A few of the advertisements detail the further protestant actions of the Regulators, such as refusals to pay more fees and taxes than necessary from then on unless forced to (139).  In these ads, several mentions are made of the liberty and privileges given to every British subject by Parliament and the way in which the oppression by the officials contradicts these freedoms (137,138).  In 1766 colonial governor William Tryon issued a proclamation requiring all public officials “not to demand or receive any other Fees for publick business transacted in their Offices, than what are established by the proper Authority” (137) on penalty of being ousted from office.  This proclamation probably went a long way to lift the spirits of the Regulators; but as they were to soon find out, proclamations do little when unenforced.


And this one was most definitely not enforced; and the abuses continued.  Eventually, as groups of angry people are wont to do, the less-disciplined Regulators formed a mob and began to riot.  The corrupt official in question, Edmund Fanning, sent certain military men to put down the riots.  Upon arriving at the scene, the military commanders attempted to raise the militia for assistance and, because of the “universal dissatisfaction” (141) of the people, failed miserably; they were quickly reduced to arranging a peace with the mob.  It became clear that Fanning and his fellow officials were the ones with whom issue was taken (141), and, the riots continuing without pause, they accordingly complained to the governor.  


Governor Tryon was appropriately displeased with the insurrections, and made clear that those who disregarded the law would no longer be under its protection—a very valid argument, since the protesters refused to pay their taxes and to allow the smooth and continued operation of the local government (147).  After this the Regulators satisfied themselves by petitioning the governor himself.  They made clear their contrition for the earlier riots and assured Tryon of their loyalty to the constitution and their “readiness to submit to the Laws of our Country” (148).  All this praise of the British government and assurances of compliance to what they saw as just governance, made manifest that the Regulators’ problem was not with the British laws and officials, but with the corruption in their own local authorities.


However strong their loyalties may have been, the Regulators were not pleased to find no punishment being exacted and no forced cessation of the extortion.  This displeasure took the form of more unheeded petitions, and in 1771 erupted into out-and-out violence.  The Regulators assembled a troop at Alamance of some 2,000 men and met the opposing British forces on May 16.  The superior military tactics of the trained British army soon overcame the passionate defense of the Regulators, despite the fact that the British were outnumbered by about 2 to 1 (157).  The Regulators dispersed, and the battle was the definitive end of the Regulator protests.  


Throughout the five years of open protest, the Regulators showed consistency in their refusal to fault the British law or government for the injustices about which the complained.  They maintained their anger with the local officials, who were, after all, the ones benefiting unfairly from their corrupt practices.  The Regulator protests might have been a forerunner of the American Revolution; but if so, it was in the nature of the complaint—unfair taxation by a non-representational body—and not the institution at which the complaint was aimed.

