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Francis Nicholson was a wildly immoderate and disordered man, of unsound and indeed immoral
character. “One might as well pretend to describe an hurricane to one that never saw it,” commented one
Virginian, “as to think to describe the brutality and savageness of his passions.” To another he was the
“proudest man I ever saw,” a “viper,” a man whose most common demeanor was “to hector and
domineer.” Such commentators emphasized Nicholson’s experience as an officer in the English Tangier
garrison, where, they implied, he had learned his arrogant and imperious style. Nicholson instructed his
subjects “that they were dogs, and their wives were bitches; that he knew how to govern the Moors, and
would beat them into better manners.” The Tangier regiment was infamous for its excesses putting down
Monmouth’s rebellion in 1685—not at all the training ground for leaders respectful of the “rights of
Englishmen.”[1]

So at least said his detractors. In the first years of the eighteenth century a substantial number of
highly placed Virginians, many of them connected by marriage to the influential Harrison family, devoted
considerable energy to disparaging the character of their Governor. He was, they said, the antithesis of
the public-minded magistrate Englishmen praised as the ideal ruler. Within just a few years of assuming
office in 1698, Nicholson was the subject of a veritable torrent of critical narratives, recounted to
officials, friends, and patrons in England. In the depictions of his critics, Governor Nicholson was
temperamentally unfit to rule anybody, and certainly not Englishmen. The descriptions contained within
the dozens of stories written and told about the Governor offer an extraordinary window onto the practical
ethics of a substantial body of early eighteenth-century Virginians. In vilifying Nicholson, the authors of
these stories revealed themselves.

A later generation of English political thinkers had no difficulty analyzing the disordered
personality Nicholson’s detractors perceived in their governor. Working within the tradition of
Whig political and constitutional theory, especially as it developed in the years following the

Glorious Revolution, these analysts contrasted the evils of absolute monarchy with the security
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for English liberty provided by the Revolution settlement of 1688. “Despotic princes,” wrote
John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon in January, 1720, “educated in pride and luxury” and
surrounded by sycophants, necessarily were detached from their people. It could hardly be
expected that they should employ their power for the public good, since they habitually used “for
the support of their greatness, the same vile measures by which they acquired their greatness, till
they have at length sacrificed all things in heaven and earth to their ambition.” England, however,
was blessed with a constitutionally limited monarch, ruling within the framework of a “mixed” or
“balanced” constitution. In such a setting the “passions and infirmities of the prince cannot enter
into the measures of his government.” So long as the equilibrium of the constitution was
maintained, English liberty would be preserved, and it was the duty of the good citizen to stand
watchful guard against any measure which might over-balance it.[2]

Colonists later in the eighteenth century certainly remembered Nicholson precisely in
such terms. His name, for example, appeared in a long litany of allegedly despotic colonial
governors published in a 1734 edition of the New York Weekly Journal. These rulers, “as very
bashaws as ever were sent from Constantinople,” illustrated the dangers of unrestrained executive
authority. Corrupt, ambitious governors like Nicholson must be enveloped in the habits and rules
of law. Their authority must be restrained by an ever-vigilant citizenry, and checked and
balanced by countervailing government institutions. There is some indication, moreover, that
Whig political theory also colored contemporary accounts of Nicholson’s administration. Robert
Beverley, for example, one of Nicholson's more hostile critics, drew in part from Whig ideals in
his History and Present State of Virginia (1705). Governor Nicholson did not "make the acts of
assembly the rule of his judgements,” wrote Beverley, but rather governed arbitrarily, by "his
own all sufficient will and pleasure." Beverley emphasized Nicholson’s contempt for the basic

securities of English liberty. The governor, Beverley claimed, had announced "he would hang up
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those that should presume to oppose him, with Magna Carta about their necks." Historians who
have interpreted the controversy as an expression of Whig political values in the colony have
good warrants for their claims.[3]

When we examine the stories told about Nicholson, however, we do not find a
straightforwardly Whig villain. While Nicholson’s enemies certainly expressed due concern for
the security of their traditional English rights, the focus of their stories was not primarily on
Nicholson’s threat to the proper balance of public institutions. Nor were their concerns primarily
even about the abuse of political power, although to be sure accusations of public corruption did
figure into some of their accounts of Nicholson. The socially prominent planters of early
eighteenth century Virginia were men whose education and experience of metropolitan England
dated from before the Glorious Revolution. As they contemplated passing their authority to a
younger generation born in Virginia, who had little firsthand experience of England, they
expressed anxiety for the prospects of English civilization in the colony. “The first Stock of
Virginia gentlemen,” wrote the authors of a report to the Board of Trade in 1697, “having had
their Education in England, were a great deal better accomplish’d in the Law, and their
Knowledge of the World” than their descendants. As apprehensive Virginians, in the words of
historian Carole Shammas, “grew more concerned about their colony’s deficiencies,” they
naturally turned to England for their image of the good society. The narratives defaming
Nicholson, then, provide access to the ethical sensibilities of a group of powerful Virginians at
the moment in which a stable plantation society was coming into existence. To these gentlemen,
Nicholson’s inability to display an appropriate character was vitally important, because the
project of erecting a civil society in the colony depended upon the temperament of the chief

magistrate at the apex of the social order. [4]
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Thus, alongside the Whig political idiom employed by Nicholson’s foes were prominent
strains of much older understandings of the good society and of the good ruler, derivative from
the political order that predated the English civil wars of mid-seventeenth century. Incorporated
into the practical theology and ethics of the post-restoration moderate Anglican via media, these
older conceptions of the good society and the good ruler stressed an understanding of human
nature derivative from Thomas Aquinas and ultimately from Aristotle. In this model of the good
society, civility emanated from the top of the social hierarchy down. Its advocates emphasized
the obligation of rulers to embody virtue, setting the pattern to be emulated by inferiors lower in
the social hierarchy, and thus, ultimately fashioning the civil character of the entire society. In
the first decades of the century, this older idiom, as rearticulated in and reinforced by moderate
Anglican theology, flourished in the colony of Virginia, and structured the multitude of stories
told about Nicholson. Nicholson’s private character was the key issue in the stories his critics
told, not his conduct in office. In the sensibilities of these men we see the origins of the “ethos of
stewardship” Jack P. Greene and others argue characterized mid-eighteenth century Virginia.
Ironically, in a colony early defined by individual striving for material success, a substantial body
of Virginia’s most socially prominent gentlemen rejected alternative, market ethics which
grounded visions of the good society solely in human appetite or aversion from pain. The
narratives produced by Virginians at the tum of the century emphasized an organically integrated
hierarchical society, not a society forged from the exertions of autonomous individuals.[5]

I

Francis Nicholson became Captain General and Governor in Chief of Virginia in 1698,
and the process by which he acquired the position sheds some insight into the controversy that
erupted some years later. Nicholson had served in the colonies for more than a decade, initially

as an officer under the command of Colonel Sir Edmund Andros in the newly created Dominion
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of New England. He was a competent soldier, and Andros rewarded him with increasing
administrative responsibility. When English officials extended the Dominion in 1688 southward
to include New York and the Jerseys, they offered Nicholson a position as Lieutenant Governor.
The Glorious Revolution resulted in the Dominion’s dissolution, but Nicholson's patrons in
England subsequently secured for him a post as Lieutenant Governor of New York, and then
almost immediately Lieutenant Governor of Virginia. Two years later, in 1692, authorities in
England transferred him to serve as Lieutenant to the Governor of Maryland, while Edmund
Andros took Nicholson’s place in Virginia. Nicholson remained in that position for six years,
until he was promoted to the Governorship of Virginia. He was thus a remarkably seasoned
officer and magistrate, with extensive experience in Colonial administration throughout England's
continental colonies.[6]

Nicholson's elevation to the Governor's seat came at the expense of Sir Edmund Andros.
By 1697 Nicholson was allied with the Reverend James Blair, the senior Anglican clergyman in
the colony and a member of the Governor’s council, against Andros. Blair, in various letters and
memorials, described several confrontations between Nicholson and Andros in the late 1690s, and
the factional alliance between Nicholson, Blair, and Blair's allies among the leading men of
Virginia, on the one hand, against Andros and his supporters on the other, seems to have been
common knowledge among Nicholson's English patrons. Blair traveled to England in 1697, to
lobby support for the College of William and Mary, but he used his time there to good effect, to
undermine Governor Andros, and to support Nicholson. In December, 1697, the Archbishop of
Canterbury and the Bishop of London met at Lambeth Palace to discuss the allegations against
Andros. The meeting at Lambeth represented the culmination of Blair’s effort to unseat the
Governor, and despite the enthusiastic effort that the Governor's advocate, the young William

Byrd I1, mounted in his defense, Blair succeeded in convincing the Bishops that Andros "never
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did any considerable service to the King, nor the people,” and that he "was a great instrument of
arbitrary power." Sir Edmund Andros, the Earl of Bellomont reported to the Board of Trade in
April, 1699, "for quarreling with Dr. Blair in Virginia brought the resentment of the Bishop of
London and the Church (they say) on his head, which is the reason he has lost his government."
Andros resigned, in ill health and under considerable pressure, in May, 1698.[7]

Blair worked to undermine Andros by assaulting his character. "In his private
conversation he is a great encourager of tattlers, tale-bearers and sycophants," Blair wrote. “By
these methods the ancient kindness, hospitality and good neighborhood of Virginia is broke off,
and a peaceable and quiet country as ever was in the world is now come to such a degree of
faction and animosity, that they scarce none visit one another, or pay common civility.” There
was a direct connection between the personal deportment of the magistrate and the behavior of
the governed, Blair implied. In a report to the Board of Trade that he co-authored in 1697, Blair
likened the ideal governor to "a tender nurse," whose guidance and good example "is sufficient to
take the management of the infant government, till it grow older, and wants other tutors and
governors to look after it." Andros had failed to provide a good role model, with ruinous
consequences for the "common civility" of the country. In this attack on Andros, Blair rehearsed
the later, and much more fully developed critique he and numerous others would narrate against
Francis Nicholson. To appreciate fully the vision of the good ruler and the good society which
Blair and other Virginians deployed, we must briefly sketch the intellectual and theological
context which structured the ethical thought of men like James Blair.[8]

IL

In assaulting Andros’s character in this fashion, Blair invoked an understanding of the

good ruler and the good society of long provenance in England. Sixteenth and seventeenth

century political theory took for granted that sovereignty inhered in the person of the monarch,
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and thus focused attention not on the inevitability of executive corruption but rather on the ethical
problem of ensuring that the right kind of person exercised authority. The “lawfull good King,”
wrote no less an authority than James I, “acknowledges himself ordained for his people,” and thus
governs with their good always in mind. A tyrant, on the other hand, “thinketh his people
ordained for him, a prey to his passions and inordinate appetites.” The problem then was to
ensure that the man destined to become a ruler possessed the dispositions necessary to remain
virtuous, that is, to resist the impulses of appetite. Lurking behind the commitment to absolute
monarchy, then, was a commitment to an attenuated version of Thomistic (and ultimately
Aristotelian) ethics. The virtuous man suppressed his appetites through cultivation of good
habits, directed by practical reason.[9]

The claim that the conduct of a magistrate established the civil pattern for the people
subject to his authority, which Blair used to attack first Andros and then Nicholson, originated in
sixteenth century pedagogy and political theory. No less venerable a thinker than Desiderius
Erasmus, writing as a guest in the home of Thomas More, argued that the comportment of the
Prince set the standard for his realm. "All men's eyes are upon him,” Erasmus wrote. If the
Prince set a good example, he “gave life and safety to mankind.” But even small lapses “from
the Rule of Honesty and Honour reaches farther than himself, and opens a gap to many men's
ruin." In this notion of kingship, a monarch ruled not by inspiring fear and awe in his subjects,
but rather by displaying his exemplary virtue. This conception of regal authority was pervasive in
subsequent British moral discourse. James Stuart’s influential Basilikon Doron (1599), for
example, popularized this image of the good magistrate. James’ treatise became the model for a
series of advice manuals, aspiring to teach the principles of civility to young gentlemen, which
appeared with some regularity throughout the seventeenth century. James emphasized the

importance of a monarch acting as a good model for his people. “Your behaviour in your owne
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person,” he advised his son, will “teach your people by your own example, for people are
naturally inclined to counterfaite . . . their Prince’s maners.” A king, James underscored, “is as
one set on a stage, whose smallest actions and gestures, all the people gazingly doe behold.”[10]

English moralists recognized, moreover, that the importance of shaping magisterial
character extended deeper into the social hierarchy. In the aftermath of the Tudor reforms and the
creation of local administrative bodies organized around the Commission of the Peace, political
commentators extended their focus to include the preparation of subordinate magistrates for
wielding public power. Sir Thomas Elyot’s Boke Named Governor (1531), for example, was not
meant solely or even primarily for the King. Elyot aimed throughout the Boke Named Governour
at producing civically minded magistrates. "By example of governors," he wrote, echoing
Erasmus, "men do rise or fall in virtue or vice." Throughout his essay Elyot argued that
prospective governors must learn self-mastery before they could rule others. Young gentlemen
who aspired to be magistrates or rulers must subordinate their natural appetites or passions to
reason. A magistrate had an obligation to exercise “a double governance.” First, he must effect
“an interior or inward governance,” over “his affects or passions, which do inhabit within his
soul, and be subjects to reason,” and only second “an exterior or outward governance,” over the
people. Since public manners emanated outward from the inward qualities of the governors,
preparation for rule began by fashioning the inward qualities of the virtuous man.[11]

English moralists working in this tradition asserted an Aristotelian psychology, mediated
via Thomas Aquinas, which distinguished unrefined humanities’ base, animalistic nature from
the higher capacities permitted by exercise of human reason. Erasmus, in his 1529 treatise De
Pueris Instituendis (On Education for Children), had explicitly argued that education was
necessary to achieve a man's full, human potential. The man whose faculties were unrefined by

education “is a creature quite inferior to the brute animals,” Erasmus wrote, because only careful
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refinement permitted a man’s rational faculties to govern his passions. “There is no beast more

savage and dangerous than a human being who is swept along by the passions of ambition, greed,
anger, envy, extravagance, and sensuality.” In the seventeenth century this understanding of
human nature pervaded English pedagogical treatises. Appetite was to be suppressed whenever
possible; the antithesis of civility was bestial savagery or unrestrained passion, which English
moralists equated with the baseness of the fallen human soul. Concern for careful self-discipline
and for its artful performance was thus constituent of seventeenth century British ideals of good
rulership. A man’s external demeanor advanced claims to public virtue and hence fitness to hold
public power. It was this standard against which the James Blair and his allies measured Sir
Edmund Andros, and after him Francis Nicholson, and found both deplorably lacking.[12]

The new constitutional order legitimated by the Glorious Revolution shifted attention
from the ethical problem of crafting virtuous magistrates. If sovereignty did not have to inhere in
the person of the monarch, but could instead be divided or shared within a “mixed” or “balanced”
constitution, then it became possible to consider institutional mechanisms for protecting the
people from the effects of tyranny. English political discourse as it evolved after the Glorious
Revolution increasingly emphasized the potential for power to corrupt even the best of men, and
thus the necessity of devising mechanisms for limiting executive power. “There is something
wanton and monstrous in lawless power, that there scarce ever was a human spirit that could bear
it,” proclaimed Cato’s Letters. “The mind of man, which is weak and limited, ought never to be
trusted with a power that is boundless.”[13]

The late seventeenth century transition in constitutional order corresponded with a period
of heated debate in English moral philosophy. From the Civil Wars of the mid-seventeenth
century on, one notorious and increasingly influential strain of ethical thought emphasized an

egoistic conception of human nature, which stressed the inherent self-interestedness of human
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motivations. Thomas Hobbes, widely condemned as an atheist in the latter half of the
seventeenth-century, had famously argued that all human motivation stemmed from base desire,
thus foreclosing the efforts of English pedagogues to fashion thé good man by habituating reason
to subdue passion. Even as the drama in Virginia played itself out, the Dutch physician Bernard
Mandeville published his satirical poem The Fable of the Bees, in which he argued forcefully for
the proposition that “private vices” produced the public good. For Mandeville, human
motivations reduced wholly to egoistical self-interest. The moderate divines of the post-
restoration Anglican church, inciuding James Blair, in turn condemned this ethical tradition in
strident tones. Anglican social thought, one obvious source of value for Virginia gentlemen
anxious to preserve English civilization in their colony, thus represented a conservative ethical
position within metropolitan England. The radical egoism of Hobbes and Mandeville, as
domesticated by the Scottish Enlightenment, represented the future.[14]

Just as English moral thought was in a state of transition across the late seventeenth
century, so too was Anglican theology. Indeed, the moderate Anglican theology which
increasingly defined English orthodoxy afier the Restoration broadly encompassed and
rearticulated the Thomistic understanding of the good, both in England and in Virginia. Starting
in the 1640s and 1650s, a number of popular moderate Anglican divines, including William
Chillingworth, Henry Hammond, Jeremy Taylor and Richard Allestree, as well as a group of
Anglican theologians and philosophers at Cambridge, including Benjamin Whichcote, Ralph
Cudworth, John Smith, and Henry More, argued for a less extreme vision of human nature than
that of the radical Calvinists, as affirmed in the Canons produced by the Synod of Dort (1619) or
in the Westminster Confession of Faith (1647). These moderate Anglicans asserted that human
beings, far from being completely depraved, retained some capacity to exercise right reason to

interpret scripture and nature. "It is necessary that every man should consider," Taylor urged in
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his 1650 treatise Holy Living, "that since God hath given him an excellent nature, wisdom and

choice, an understanding soul, and an immortal spirit, having made him Lord over the Beasts, and
but little lower than the Angels; he hath also appointed him for a work and service great enough
to employ these abilities." As historian W. M. Spellman has noted, the moderate Anglican
movement which emerged from the work of these theologians, derisively labeled "latitudinarian”
by its dissenting foes, represented an effort to return the Church to the semi-Pelagian vision of
human nature articulated by the medieval church, and by Northern humanists like Erasmus and
Colet during the Reformation. But in affording greater scope of action to human reason,
moderate Anglican theologians reaffirmed the Thomistic and Erasmian conception of the role of
the good ruler.[15]

Post-restoration Anglican theologians were sharply critical of cgoist cthics that attributed
the sources of human motivation solely to self-aggrandizement. Unchecked egoism resulted in
civic decay. “No principle, or rule of practice is left, beside brutish sensuality, fond self-love,
private interest, in their highest pitch, without any bound or curb,” said Isaac Barrow, “which
therefore will dispose men to do nothing but prey on each other.” Egoism elevated men’s lower,
brutish nature, at the expense of civility. Moderate Anglican thinkers equated egoism with
atheism, which, they thought, encouraged the kind of conduct that political thinkers like Thomas
Hobbes described as the essence of human nature. “Every man thence will be a God to himself, a
fiend to each other,” said Barrow, “so that necessarily the world will be turned into a chaos and a
hell.” To indulge desire or appetite was, moreover, fundamentally a conscious human choice.
“Wickedness,” preached John Tillotson, one of the most influential moderate Anglican
theologians, “is a kind of voluntary frenzy, and a chosen distraction.” The social conditions
Hobbes ascribed to the “state of nature” were thus hardly natural at all. They derived from

human choice, not natural law. Faithless people could not regulate their passions, and lack of
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faith itself reflected destructive human habits and decisions. “The naughtiness of infidelity will
appear by considering its effects and consequences” Isaac Barrow proclaimed, “which are plainly
a spawn of all vices and villanies.” Remove faith, he said, and “no virtue can remain.”’ In a
properly faithful society, religion would teach gentlemen to rein in self-centered passions, and to
exemplify good behavior for their dependents. A society lacking in faith, on the other hand, -
tended towards the destruction of private virtue, and hence of social order and stability. The
aphorism Bernard Mandeville would make famous several decades later thus reversed moderate
Anglican moral theology. Whereas, for Mandeville, “private vices” produced “public benefits,”
for these theologians public good stemmed from private virtue.[16]

The Reverend James Blair, a forceful narrator of dramatic stories concerning Virginia’s
Royal Governors in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, preached within the
moderate Anglican idiom. Blair asserted the fundamental rationality of the Christian message.
The apprehension of religious truth “requires a great deal of sedate thought to make us in any
degree sensible” of it, he claimed. Until the “innate principles in our minds” are “excited by
reason and argument,” Blair argued, we know God best “from the excellency of his works, and
the holiness of his precepts.” From careful study of the bible and of nature the reasonable man
could deduce the existence'of God. The fall of man was not complete--a remnant of reason
remained. Thus, among the ways that “Christians may be said to suppress their light,” Blair
argued, was “by neglecting to make use of the means of grace, whereby their own minds may be
duly enlightened.”[17]

Blair emphasized, like other early eighteenth century Virginia ministers, an Aristotleian
view of humanity. All creatures have a telos, Blair said. “The chief good of brute creatures
consists in sensible things, such as tend to the fattening of the body, and the gratifying the lusts

thereof;, but the chief good of rational creatures is to enjoy God.” Thus, Blair maintained, the
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rational man must suppress his carnal appetites. Blair condemned the “vain mirth and sottishness
occasioned by gluttony and drunkenness,” because indulging such appetites hampered “thought
and reflection.” He who “blindly follows the brutish appetites” and permits them to “blunt his
understanding,” Blair affirmed, “like a brute beast” can have “no right sense of God and
religion.” Here is the northern humanist pedagogy of Erasmus, now incorporated into moderate
Anglican theology. The temperate man restrained his animal nature by exercising his reason and
by actively placing his faith in God.[18]

Since God permitted us the faculties to refine ourselves, and by doing so to understand
better the nature of the divine, every person was obligated to undertake a project of self-
improvement. Blair condemned roundly those “who neglect to make use of the several talents,
whether natural or acquired, wherewith they are entrusted; by which negligence it comes to pass,
that their own minds are kept in darkness.” He recognized, however, that social stratification
permitted some persons greater time and opportunity to engage themselves in this process of
reflection and self-improvement than others. “God has given a plentiful portion to some men,” he
said. One of the benefits high station permitted was the leisure to pursue education. Refined men
and women who possessed virtue had a special obligation to fashion and present themselves as
good role models for their dependents. “Parents, teachers, pastors, tutors, guardians, masters,
mistresses, relations, friends and acquaintances,” Blair asserted, diffused “knowledge and practice
of religion and virtue,” by means of “instruction, advice, or example.” Proper comportment was
thus, in Blair’s estimation, especially an obligation of those gentlemen and gentlewomen in the
upper reaches of British society, who might then “communicate their knowledge in their several
stations to others, who might be the better for it.”[19]

Like Tillotson and other late seventeenth century latitudinarian divines, Blair argued that

degenerate living caused men to develop atheistic principles. “Wicked living obscures light,” he
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said, “and dims the candle both of natural knowledge and divine grace.” Dissolute men, “of
atheistical opinions are commonly brought to that horrid state by the wickedness of their lives.”
Since most men required some consistency between their principles and their practice, he
thought, those who could not “’forbear their wicked practices, and bring up their lives to their
good principles,” too often instead chose to “bring down their good principlés to their wicked
lives.” Atheism was thus evidence for moral crisis, and the obligation to choose both God and
virtue fell heavily upon the right reason of the individual believer. Within just a few years of
Nicholson’s arrival in Virginia, James Blair seems to have concluded that the Governor was
precisely such a disordered person. Many of the stories that he and his allies told about
Nicholson stressed the Governor’s lack of respect for the Church and its clergy, and thus implied
not only that the Governor lacked self-control, but also that the source of his personal incapacity
was the failure of his faith. As an appropriate “nurse” for the young colony then, Nicholson stood
twice condemned in these stories: he lacked the capacity to govern himself, because he did not
stand in a properly righteous relationship with God.[20]

1.

During his visit to England, Blair developed a relationship with John Locke, the Whig
philosopher and spokesman for limited government, who served on and lent his considerable
prestige to the newly formed Board of Trade from its establishment in 1696 until 1700. Locke
wasted little time in placing his stamp on imperial policy. Under his urging, the Board of Trade
undertook a systematic examination of economic conditions in the colonies. Edward Randolph,
the Surveyor General of Customs in America, authored a report on Virginia received by the
Board in 1696, which acquired a certain prominence. Randolph argued that indentured servants
had ceased to immigrate to Virginia because there was an artificial land shortage there.

"Members of the Council and others who make an interest in Government," Randolph wrote,
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"have from time to time procured grants of very large tracts of land, so that for many years there

has been no waste land to be taken up by those who bring with them servants, or by servants who
have served their time."[21]

Locke called on other sources, among them James Blair, to comment on Randdlph's
analysis. In 1697 Blair prepared a briefing paper for Locke in which he substantiated Randolph's
claim. “The great men of the country,” Blair wrote, have “20, 25, or 30 thousand acres of land in
their hands, and there is hardly any left for the poor people to take up.” Blair urged a much
stricter accounting of the "great tracts possessed already," that their owners pay the proper
quitrents due to the crown. He also decried the "arbitrariness of Government" and argued that the
Governor possessed too much ability to manipulate the Council, and hence that the Council could
not serve as a check upon the potentially tyrannical power of the chief magistrate. A second,
similar report to the Board of Trade by Henry Hartwell, Edward Chilton, and James Blair
likewise supported the claims that Randolph had advanced in 1696. These authors emphasized
the degree to which the land system in Virginia was open to abuse, both by "the ignorance and
knavery of surveyors," and by the county clerks, who exercised "great liberty . . . in issuing out
Celftiﬂcates for [land] rights." They also noted "there has been great talk of concealment of quit-
rents,” a charge that Hartwell, in a separate letter to the Board of Trade, substantiated in greater
detail. These analyses shaped the policies of the Board of Trade. Blair's characterization of
Virginia's government usefully undercut the administration of the "tyrannical" and "corrupt"
Governor Andros. It also, perhaps, had consequences unintended by Blair, for it immediately
influenced the instructions given to the next governor of Virginia, Francis Nicholson.[22]

Nicholson presented his commission to the Council of Virginia on the ninth of December,
1698. He arrived with a strong reputation as a friend of the Church of England. When he left

Maryland, the House of Burgesses of that colony offered a testimonial to Nicholson’s service,
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which the Governor, no doubt with deep satisfaction, copied in a 1699 letter to his patron the Earl
of Bridgewater. The Marylanders praised Nicholson’s “great care & study . . . to promote the
practice of piety and worship of almighty God by erecting churches, schools & nurseries of
learning both for reforming of manners and education of youth.” They noted the various ways in
which Nicholson “maintained his Majesty’s glory and authority in this province,” and they
praised him for the vigor with which he promoted order and justice in the colony. But they
especially emphasized Nicholson’s good character, and the good example he had set for the
colony. They closed by thanking him for his “pious, and just, . . .noble and benevolent carriage in
all things,” which, they said, promoted “better parts” in the colony. In this description, Nicholson
was a “a generous and good governor,” indeed a paragon of the ideal English magistrate. [23]
Nicholson’s private correspondence with the Earl of Bridgewater revealed, however, that
all had been not quite as tranquil in Maryland as the testimonial of the House of Burgesses might
imply. He implored Bridgewater in August of 1688, “that what ever articles may be exhibited
against me, your lordship would be pleased to suspend your beliefs of them.” As would happen
in Virginia, Nicholson had provoked the ire of a faction of Maryland gentlemen, who were busily
spreading accounts of his administration “part false, part foolish, and part scandalous &
malicious.” As Nicholson observed “they act according to the proverb, fling a great deal of dirt,
and some of it will stick.” Nicholson dismissed the authors of these calumnies as men of
“notoriously bad” character “both here and in England,” and as “papists and jacobites,” men, that
is, who judgements did not have to be taken seriously. They were enemies of stability and order,
who “are never satisfied with any government, but always endeavoring to raise commotions and
rebellions.” But he obviously took them quite seriously indeed, for he continued to work to
strengthen his ties to his patron in later letters. “I thank God,” he wrote from Virginia in February

of 1699, “that I endeavored [while Governor of Maryland], as I hope I shall do here, to discharge
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my duty to God, his majesty, and you my honorable patron, as also to do the people all good I

possibly can.” The hierarchy expressed here, the rank ordering of magisterial and personal duty
and obligation, would inform Nicholson’s conduct throughout his career in Virginia. Nicholson
acknowledged his deep gratitude to Bridgewater “for my being advantageously removed hither,
whence I hope (God willing) to behave myself that your lordship may never have any cause to the
contrary.”[24]

Nicholson’s instructions as Governor of Virginia reflected Locke's Whig philosophy, and
aimed, among other things, to correct the abuses delineated by the various reports received by
Locke and the Board of Trade. Nicholson's instructions limited the ability of the governor to
control the Council by curtailing his capacity to suspend councilors. They also required
Nicholson to contain the power of the Council by reducing pluralism in office. In addition, the
Governor's instructions required him to put a stop to the practice of wealthy, well-connected men
engrossing large quantities of land, and also to develop better means for collecting quitrents.
Nicholson's efforts to follow these instructions contributed to the bitter antagonism that
surrounded him over the next several years.[25]

While the break between Nicholson and his opponents did not erupt until 1702, relations
between Blair and Nicholson seem to have become strained shortly after Nicholson's arrival in
Virginia. In his 1702 memorial to the Bishop of London, the first official letter of complaint that
Blair registered against Nicholson, Blair recounted a violent confrontation with Nicholson shortly
after the Commissary returned to the Colony. "He began his Government with picking a quarrel
with me upon the subject of moderation," Blair observed, "which your grace and several other of
his friends had recommended to him." Blair carried with him a number of letters for the
Governor, which included the advice that so offended Nicholson. “He asked me what the Devil

they meant to recommend moderation to him," Blair related. “I answered that his friends were all
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of opinion that it was the best advice could be given him, for said I they have seen the articles
which were exhibited against your Excellency from Maryland and judged that all those ill things

”»

they accuse you of proceeded from your passion.” Nicholson, according to Blair, responded
angrily to this. "I know better to govern Virginia and Maryland than all the Bishops in England,
if I had not hampered them in Maryland and kept them under I should never have been able to
have governed them.” In his conclusion to this dialogue, Blair reported himself telling Nicholson,
somewhat sanctimoniously, "I don't pretend to understand Maryland but if I know anything of
Virginia they are a good natured tractable people as any in the world and you may do what you
will with them by way of civility but you will never be able to manage them in that way you
speak of by hampering and keeping them under." The initial story that Blair narrated to attack
Nicholson, then, turned on Nicholson’s allegedly unbalanced character. Blair portrayed
Nicholson in much the same fashion as he earlier had portrayed Andros. Nicholson's lack of
moderation, and his insistence on "hampering and keeping them under" rather than governing
with "civility," made him unfit to hold office. The governor's external demeanor hinted at a
disordered, unbalanced inward temperament, governed more by passion than reason.[26]

Blair's disdain for Nicholson, however, stemmed as much from factional politics in
Virginia as from Nicholson's explosive personality or Blair's prickly sensibility. Blair, by virtue
of his status as the Bishop of London's Commissary, occupied a seat on the Governor's Council of
the colony. In 1687 he had married Sarah Harrison, the daughter of Benjamin Harrison I, thereby
establishing relationships with a cluster of other significant Virginia families. One of his
brothers-in-law was Philip Ludwell II. Another notable family to whom Blair was connected by

marriage was the Burwells, one of the more substantial families in the colony. These men had

formed the core of the faction that had supported Blair in his campaign against Andros.
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Nicholson’s actions as Governor ultimately threatened their interests, and provoked the crisis
which marred his final years in Virginia.[27]

Nicholson, upon his arrival in Virginia, proceeded with some vigor to implement the
program contained in the instructions Locke had drafted for him. William Byrd I, in a letter to
Philip Ludwell, commented on the "storm and continual hurry" of business at the capitol, noting
that "councils and assemblies begin to be weekly or monthly." Nicholson acted quickly to bar
members of the Council from holding lucrative positions as naval officers or collectors of
customs, and he restricted some of the civil privileges that members of the Council had up until
then enjoyed. The governor also moved, although less energetically, to address land reform. He
called for a county by county "rent roll," or list of land-holders, in order to facilitate collection of
quit-rents, and he took steps to limit the size of land-grants and to regulate more closely the
administration of head-rights. He also asserted control over the sale of "treasury rights," claims
sold directly at the rate of 5 5. per 50 acres. Nicholson required surveyors and county clerks to
submit all sales of more than 1,000 acres to hirﬁ for approval. William Byrd I, in his capacity as
Auditor of the colony, reported to Nicholson the "very great abuse" by county sheriffs and
surveyors, who he claimed systematically under-reported quantities of land. "I conceive a great
part of those frauds might be prevented by making of good diligent men to be sheriffs," Byrd
noted. Thus, in order to ensure that these new regulations would be followed, the governor
claimed control of the appointment of county sheriffs and clerks of the county courts.[28]

By challenging, in such an essential fashion, the entrenched institutions of the colony,
Nicholson was almost sure to have provoked an eruption of factional politics. In curtailing
pluralism of office by members of the Council, for example, Nicholson required eight councilors
to give up office as Collectors, and a ninth, Robert Carter, to resign his commission as a naval

officer. Nicholson's efforts at land reform threatened one of the fundamental arrangements by

19



Narratives of Villainy and Virtue: Governor Francis Nicholson and the Character of the Good
Ruler in Early Virginia
Kevin R. Hardwick, James Madison University, 13 August 2002

which Virginia's emergent aristocracy derived its wealth. By 1702, open conflict with the

Harrison faction on the council had erupted. In that year Nicholson had opened land south of the
James River, the Blackwater Swamp, to settlement, and members of the Harrison clan had used
their connections to aggrandize most of it before it was made available to other planters.
Moreover, the College of William and Mary owned a substantial tract of land in the area, and
James Blair, as president of the College, hoped to enhance the revenues of the College by selling
it. William Byrd I, among others, complained acidly to Nicholson of the Harrisons' land-grab,
writing "I humbly conceive a great part [of the sales] are very irregular and contrary to the intent
and meaning of His Majesty's said royal instructions." Nicholson's decision to close the region,
amid charges of favoritism and corruption, thus brought the governor into immediate conflict
with a well-developed faction of powerful, intermarried Virginia families.[29]
v

In the midst of the political tensions produced by Nicholson's reform efforts, an ugly
confrontation erupted between Nicholson and Blair in the summer of 1702, provoking a spate of
competing narratives addressed to church authorities in England. The immediate occasion of this
conflict was a funeral oration, delivered by Blair when Virginia received news of the death of the
King, in which the Commissary warned of the dangers of absolutist government. Nicholson, all
accounts agreed, interpreted the sermon personally, as a public rebuke of his administration.
Nicholson hastened to assure Archbishop Tenison that his dispute with Blair would not prevent
him "from endeavoring to do my duty to my holy Mother the Church of England." Some months
later twenty of Virginia's clergymen addressed a lengthy testimonial in support of the Governor to
the Bishop of London, complaining bitingly against Commissary Blair. "His funeral oration upon
the death of his late Majesty, and his contemptuous speeches in conversation with several of us

and others in the colony are sufficient demonstrations not only of affronting the Governor's
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person, but also of lessening him in his authority and undermining him in the dignity of his
office," they wrote.[30]

Blair, in turn, fired off letters to his ecclesiastical patrons denouncing Nicholson in the
most vitriolic terms. "What a storm has fallen upon us, upon the occasion of a funeral oration I
pronounced in our College in memory of King William," he noted. "It was chiefly occasioned by
my making use of that opportunity, to commend the mildness and gentleness of the King's reign,
which our great man took to be a tacit reflection on himself for his furious and mad way of
Government." The public dispute, however, concealed a much deeper animosity. In a second
memorial Blair noted that while he had heard "strange stories of [Nicholson's] rudeness and
abusiveness," he also recollected Nicholson's vigorous support, while Governor of Maryland, for
the Church. I was, Blair wrote, "so blinded with my former good opinion of him . . . that for a
great while after he was detected by others that were near witnesses of his life and conversation I
inclined to the charitable side, had still good hope of him, defended him on all occasions, and
took him to be a good man at bottom." Blair recounted "the strange and unexpected manner" in
which God "opened my eyes" to Nicholson's true character. "It was a scene of one of the vilest
and grossest sorts of lewdness," the "particulars of which are not so proper as to be put in
writing." Nicholson's "strange lewdness," which he conducted "to a degree of impudence and
brutality beyond that of most other men," revealed a fatally flawed character. "He made many
base attempts upon persons of honor and virtue," Blair related, "and those with such abundance of
rudeness and violence as looked more like a design of perpetrating a rape than obtaining a
consent." The story of Nicholson's "amours," Blair wrote, "gave such numerous instances of
fury, jealousy, and revenge etc. threatening etc. with many other extravagant things of this nature

that I really came at last to consider him as a man of the blackest soul and conscience that I had
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ever known in my life." This was powerful language indeed, coming from the senior clergyman
in Virginia.[31]

The occasion of Blair's contempt was Nicholson's effort to woo the daughter of a
prominent local gentleman. Shortly after his arrival in Virginia in 1698, Nicholson met and fell
in love with Lucy Burwell, the daughter of Major Lewis Burwell, who in turn was related by
marriage to the Harrison family. The governor at that point was in his mid-forties, while the
subject of his courtship was more than twenty years his junior, so given the age difference and the
developing factional animosity it is perhaps not surprising that she refused him. In May, 1700
Nicholson wrote Burwell asking leave to court his daughter, "who by her beauty, many
extraordinary virtues and rare accomplishments," the Governor wrote, "hath charmed me to a
degree beyond expression." Burwell responded tersely that Lucy was betrothed to another,
"which for me to endeavor to prevent, being consenting to it, will make me seem odious in the
sight of God and man." Nicholson was, he wrote, "in an ecstacy of trouble, which I am heartily
sorry for, but which I know not how to relieve." The Governor pressed his suit anyway, writing
ardently to Lucy attesting his love for her, as well as entreating her father to reconsider the match.
"Sir," he wrote in an undated letter to Burwell, "I beg of you to believe that I'm an honest and
sincere man, without either artifice or cunning."[32)

As his romantic prospects worsened, Nicholson became something of a laughingstock,
both in Virginia and England. A friend in England reported "it is here said and sneered at by the
meanest of those who have come in lately that you still prosecute your amours without the least
hopes of success; and it is in truth not a little trouble to us that have a value for you to find out
how much it lessens you to make such a rout about this matter." No doubt feeling embarrassed
and exposed, Nicholson became increasingly hostile. He accused Burwell of intervening with his

daughter to prevent Lucy from marrying him. Amid a deteriorating atmosphere ever more
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charged with anger and denial, the correspondence between Burwell and Nicholson became
frosty. Nicholson accused Burwell of intervening with his daughter to prevent the match, which
Burwell heatedly denied. By early 1703, Nicholson had realized the futility of his romantic hopes.
Nicholson wrote Burwell requesting the return of his correspondence with the family, terminating
his courtship in a series of bitter recriminations against Lucy and her father.[33]

Nicholson’s conduct of this romance became a central element of his opponents’ critique
of his private character. The Reverend Stephen Fouace, for example, had lurid stories to tell
describing Nicholson’s ungentlemanly management of this affair. Nicholson was "so incredibly
jealous in the great concern of his love" that any unmarried man who chanced to be in her
company risked bringing upon himself the full "fierceness, resentment, and violence" of the
Governor. Indeed, Fouace described, "he has often threatened to have the hearts blood of his
mistress' relations that he thinks do oppose his having of her," and "he swore once to Mr. Blair
that if she was married to another he would cut the throats of the minister, of the Bridegroom, and
of him that should give the license."[34]

Nicholson's romance soured in tandem with the political tranquility of his administration.
Early in 1703, six councilors, most allied with the Harrison family, petitioned the Queen for
Nicholson's removal. "We beg leave in all humility," they wrote, to relieve us from "the many
great grievances and pressures we lie under by reason of the unusual, insolent and arbitrary
methods of government as well as the wicked and scandalous examples of life which have been
now for divers years past put in practice by his Excellency Francis Nicholson, Esq." Robert
Carter, John Lightfoot, Matthew Page, Philip Ludwell, Benjamin Harrison, and James Blair, half
the council, took this extraordinary step on May 20, 1703, and in so doing raised the factional
conflict in Virginia to new levels of caustic intensity. As in the previous struggle against Sir

Edmund Andros, a key part of their strategy was to demonstrate the Governor’s lack of
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gentlemanly character, thereby establishing that he was temperamentally unqualified to govern.

Nicholson's private failings, they argued, disqualified him from public office.[35]
v

The charges the dissident councilors made against the Governor were serious. In a
lengthy document submitted to the Board of Trade they presented a detailed catalog of
Nicholson's failings. "We shall limit our observations," they wrote, "to his behavior towards
ourselves, in the several capacities wherein we act," for to do otherwise, they insisted, "would
require a large volume." This document revealed their own vested interest, as members of the
Council of Virginia, and as landed gentlemen. Nicholson was an autocrat, they insisted, who
"engrosses all power by acting alone in most of the chief affairs of Government." They
complained that Nicholson now appointed important colonial offices--Justices of the Peace,
Sheriff, Naval and Militia Officers--without consulting the Council. Moreover, they sharply
criticized Nicholson for attempting to reform the land system in Virginia. "Rules of limitation in
taking up land have been prescribed to surveyors," they wrote, "against both law and custom."
They were especially incensed by Nicholson's closure of the Blackwater Swamp lands. "When
the Blackwater Land was opened," they wrote, "and a great many people had been at the charge
of purchasing rights of her majesty and of making entries and surveys, he by his private orders
contradicted and retracted all, forbidding the surveyors to proceed, without taking any notice to
the council.” In brief, they complained, Nicholson resorted to every method to "engross all power
into his own hands and to render the Council insignificant ciphers."[36]

The six councilors emphasized Nicholson's egregious failings of civil comportment.
They devoted the fourth and longest section of their grievance, more than half the document, to a
long series of complaints about Nicholson's personal conduct. "His haughty, furious, and insolent

behavior to the best gentlemen in the country is more like downright madness than anger or
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passion,” they wrote. His language, they said, was profane, and his demeanor abusive. Many of

the charges in this section, unlike the previous ones, were expansively written, with little specific
substantiation. From the stories told in subsequent letters and memoranda, however, it is clear
that the councilors alluded to particular incidents in the factional disputes of Virginia politics,
including especially the Governor's courtship of Lucy Burwell. Their complaints, moreover,
illustrate the degree to which the councilor's civil position was threatened by their dispute with
Nicholson. "He is," they wrote, "exceedingly self willed and utterly uncounselable by any person
or persons whatsoever." By failing to embody civil order, Nicholson threatened the entire
structure of civil life in Virginia. A responsible magistrate affirmed by his benevolent
paternalism the social status of his subordinates. Nicholson’s unrestrained passion and contempt
for local elites made him "uncounselable," and left the gentlemen of his court without an
appropriate civil role. In a society in which civilization began at the top, how was Virginia to
become civilized?[37]

The memorial against Nicholson was presented to the Queen in March, 1704, some ten
months after it was written. Meanwhile Blair had returned to England, to lobby for Nicholson’s
removal. Blair submitted additional documents to buttress the charges against Nicholson,
including two personal affidavits, the first on 25 April 1704, and the second a few days later, on 1
May. Robert Beverley and Stephen Fouace likewise submitted affidavits supporting the charges
in the councilor's original memorial, and also a series of letters from Lewis Burwell, Nathaniel
Burwell, William Byrd, Robert Carter, William Drummond, Benjamin Harrison, Nathaniel
Harrison, John Lightfoot, and Philip Ludwell Jr., documenting various aspects of Nicholson's
deportment as described in the original complaint.[38]

These documents contained numerous stories illustrating the Governor's temper and lack

of self-control. Captain Moody, for example, complained that the Governor's behavior had been
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immoderate and passionate almost from Moody's first meeting with Nicholson in 1701. When he

reported to Nicholson in September of that year, the Governor asked him to attend the funeral of
another local naval officer, Captain Neville. Nicholson lent his prestige and authority to the
occasion, in honor of the deceased, and called out the local militia. Moody described the "great
concourse of people” who attended the funeral, together with "a great many of the militia, both
horse and foot." Nicholson undercut this display of governmental authority, however, by failing
to maintain a moderate demeanor. Moody "went out of the Church," he recalled, “where he saw
and heard the Governor, in the most outrageous passion that he ever saw, swearing the most
horrid oaths and most bitter imprecations, against Mr. Slaughter, the then minister of that parish, .
.. shaking his horsewhip and threatening to beat the said Slaughter therewith, and to pull his
gown over his ears.” Moody noted that "upon inquiring the reason of the Governor's so violent
passion, there was answer made, that was little, to what was usual with the Governor."[39]
Numerous other writers had similar stories to tell. Robert Beverley, for example,
emphasized that he had "heard the governor very profanely curse and swear in the church yards
both of James Town and Middle Plantation or Williamsburg, immediately after divine service in
church, as well as in may other public places." Somewhat later Beverley noted "I have heard
Governor Nicholson often in public threaten several gentlemen of good repute with ruin and
abuse them in vile Billingsgate terms, and nothing is more common with him." George Luke, a
Commissioner of Customs in Virginia, recounted witnessing and being subject to a number of
such outbursts. When departing from a Williamsburg church service, Luke reported in a
deposition to the Board of Trade in 1704, he "heard the Governor cursing and swearing in a
violent manner in the churchyard." Luke described a second incident in which Nicholson stopped
him after a church service, "fell into a very exceeding great passion continued in the same for haif

an hour at least, during which time he uttered very many oaths and curses and gave [Luke] very
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scurrilous and opprobrious language." Implicit in such stories, but left unstated, was Nicholson’s
status as a Godly man. The Governor’s disordered behavior was indicative of a faithless,
unregenerate man. [40]
VI

By March, 1704, Nicholson clearly was aware that complaints had been leveled against
him, although he remained ignorant until September of the full scope and intensity of the charges.
Nicholson’s patrons in England and friends in the imperial bureaucracy, once they were aware of
the situation, appraised the Governor of the campaign against him. He received a series of letters
in the summer of 1704, offering him advice about how to respond to the allegations against him.
These writers were most concerned to address the allegations that Nicholson was disloyal to the
Crown. Nicholson, for example, acknowledged William Blathwayt’s advice that he “should take
care to answer more particularly what Mr. Blair & others have alleged concerning the public
accounts.” The pace of transatlantic correspondence, however, ensured that Nicholson’s
information was partial, and his reaction correspondingly slow. As he complained later, the long
delay before he was informed of the charges against him was by design. His opponents,
Nicholson wrote, submitted their petition and supporting documents to the authorities in England
at a time "when the ships were all sailed for Virginia, and they were sensible that I could not have
any notice of it, and would be a long time before I could make my answer." Nicholson did not
learn of the full extent of the grievances against him until December 1704, almost a year after the
charges against him were first leveled, and almost two years after the six councilors and their
allies first prepared their complaints.[41]

Unlike the previous governor, Andros, Nicholson was ably represented in England, by
John Thrale, agent to the colony of Virginia and an accomplished lawyer. Thrale acted quickly

on Nicholson's behalf to challenge the substance of the councilor's allegations, noting rightly

27



Narratives of Villainy and Virtue: Governor Francis Nicholson and the Character of the Good
Ruler in Early Virginia
Kevin R. Hardwick, James Madison University, 13 August 2002

enough that they were vague and largely undocumented. He also demanded that Nicholson be

informed of the proceedings and given the opportunity to defend himself and clear his name.
Many of the charges against Nicholson, Thrale said, "are in such general terms that it is
impossible a direct answer" could be made to them. Since the Governor was subject to so "many
scandalous aspersions" against his good name, of which Nicholson "could not possibly have any
notice," Thrale requested that the Board of Trade conduct a formal hearing as soon as Nicholson
had had the opportunity to respond to the charges. Having carefuily reviewed the charges against
Nicholson, item by item, Thrale noted that in any case, "no matter of truth charged in this
memorial is of that weight as to subject the Governor . . . either to her Majesty's displeasure or
your Lordship's censure.” Sadly for Nicholson, Thrale was in ill health, and shortly died, leaving
Nicholson without an active representative in England to plead his case.[42]

It was not until the Spring of 1705 that Nicholson began actively to defend himself. He
promptly addressed the Virginia House of Burgesses, summarizing the dispute and describing to
them the nature of the Councilors’ complaint, and asking for their support. Nicholson provided
copies of the various petitions, memorials, and affidavits against him to the Speaker of the House,
for the Burgesses' perusal. He was, he told the House, appalled at the tenor of the petitions. "I
had rather lie in a jail and live upon bread and water an honest man than to have the greatest
honor and estate in the world and to be such a man as they have represented me," he said. "If I
were conscious to myself that the five hundredth part of the inhabitants here would join in their
petition [and] memorial to her Majesty and approve of their affidavits I should think myself duty
bound . . . to quit the government and to petition her most sacred Majesty that I may lay down her
Majesty's commission at her Royal feet." The Burgesses obligingly considered the charges
against the governor in a session several days later, and voted, 27 to 17, on a series of resolutions

affirming their continued support for his administration. Nicholson also marshaled support from
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the Clergy, from various militia companies, and from the minority on the Council who supported
him.[43]

The chief thrust of Nicholson's defense, in his direct responses to the Board of Trade,
demonstrate the degree to which he worked from a very different ethical frame than his
opponents. Nicholson emphasized the priorities he had delineated in his earlier letters to the Earl
of Bridgewater—his duty, in rank order, to God, Crown, Patron, and only last the people under
his rule. He prepared four letters to the Board of Trade on March 1, 2, 3 and 6--long, detailed
statements addressing the allegations against him. Understandably, Nicholson was most
concerned to refute those charges that accused him of malfeasance in office or mal-
administration. The focus of his lengthy correspondence was on vindicating his policies
regarding the militia, his handling of official funds, his appointment of councilors, and his overall
loyalty. He was especially incensed at insinuations "that there would be a rebellion here, either
by my setting up in the nature of Cromwell or Bacon," or "that the people are so exasperated
against me, that unless I was turned out of the government, they would rise."[44]

The driving issue raised by Nicholson's critics was his character, however, not
malfeasance in office or maladministration. Addressing these attacks was not a high priority for
Nicholson, judging from the space and detail he gave them in his letters. "How they came to
have such a bad opinion of me now, when they had quite the contrary formerly," Nicholson
wrote; "I can't tell except it were that I would not be guided and governed by them and turn
secretaries, auditors, collectors naval officers and others out of their places, and put them and
their friends in." Nicholson made only the weakest efforts to establish his fitness to rule, and to
challenge the damning ethical portrait of him painted by his enemies. "I hope I shall not be found
to have a cloven-foot, to be a fury or have snakes instead of hair (for both by the petition,

memorial and affidavits they have represented me to be possessed with a legion of devils),"” he

29



Narratives of Villainy and Virtue: Governor Francis Nicholson and the Character of the Good
Ruler in Early Virginia
Kevin R. Hardwick, James Madison University, 13 August 2002

argued, "but like another ordinary man both in person and disposition." Nicholson developed this

line of argument further, in his letters of March 3 and 6, contesting, if only indirectly and
abstractly, the character charges against him. He protested that he was, after all, only a fallible
human being. "What is true" in the allegations against him, Nicholson protested, "I hope God
willing to be able to justify, abating human frailty and infirmities. I must own that I never did,
nor do I pretend to be a saint, or to have the spirit of a martyr; but I hope in God that I shall prove
that I have been, and am an honest man."[45]

Intriguingly, Nicholson bolstered this line of defense by appending two long quotations,
from sermons by John Tillotson and Robert South, two of the most prominent moderate Anglican
divines of the late seventeenth-century, to his long final letter of March 6. Tillotson's sermon,
preached "Against Evil Speaking," was especially relevant. "They that will observe nothing in a
wise man but his oversight and follies, nothing in a good man but his failings and infirmities may
make a shift to render a very wise and good man very despicable," Tillotson had written. The
selection Nicholson choose from South was similarly pointed. "Nothing can be imagined more
destructive to society"” than slander, South wrote. "It robs the public of all that benefit and
advantage that it may justly claim and ought to receive from the worth and virtue of particular
persons by rendering their virtues utterly insignificant, for good itself can do no good while it
passes for evil."[46]

But by the standards of his opponents, and critically, of moderate Anglican social ethics,
Nicholson needed to do more than assert that he was an "ordinary man." He gave little attention
to counteracting the devastating stories of unrestrained passion surrounding his courtship of Lucy
Burwell. Any irregularities in his housekeeping, he noted in his only reference to his romance,
should be "put upon .the score of my not being so fortunate as to have a wife . . . but I think

endeavored as much as any man could to have got one, who I believe amongst her other good
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qualifications would have been able to have managed that affair, and therefore what is amiss on
that account is not my fault but theirs, who used all the ways and means possible to hinder that
match.” Such statements, buried among the pages of prose vindicating his official conduct, could
hardly have answered the concerns of his critics. Moreover, by arguing that he should be held to
the standards of "ordinary men,"” Nicholson forfeited, at least by their ethical standards, his claim
to authority. No doubt the evils of slander and malicious gossip against which Tillotson and
South argued were real enough, but Nicholson's line of defense, viewed from the moral
perspective of this critics, implicitly conceded that there was truth to the character faults alleged
against him. The ethical standard asserted by Nicholson’s enemies demanded more from its
magistrates, who set the moral tone, by their example, for the rest of society. Nicholson instead
predicated his fitness to rule on his loyalty to his superiors in England and his administrative
efficiency, and not on the civil model that he set for Virginia's society.[47]
VII

Nicholson governed at a time in which Virginia's elite had only recently stabilized, and
was attempting, with apprehension and vigor, to erect a self-consciously English society in the
colony. Nicholson’s conflict with the faction formed around the Harrison family, for which
James Blair was such a powerful spokesman, was complexly rooted both in personal animosities
and Nicholson’s challenge to the faction’s self-interest. The language that these men employed to
attack the Governor, however, was revealing. While clearly familiar with Whig political theory,
Nicholson’s opponents drew liberally upon other ethical models as well. The vast majority of the
narratives that they recounted to discredit Nicholson focused on his private character. In those
stories, he was more often an antagonist crafted along Thomistic, Erasmian, or moderate

Anglican lines, than he was a Whig villain.
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Robert Beverley, Stephen Fouace, James Blair, and men like them, ultimately a sizable
faction from among the most powerful families in Virginia, expended considerable effort to
secure the removal of Governor Nicholson in the first years of the eighteenth-century. Their
effort is noteworthy, however, more for its rhetoric than for its success. While the crown
ultimately did remove Nicholson from office, its action had less to do with the content of the
accusations leveled against the Governor than for the fact that the accusations existed at all. The
storm of protest against his administration provided an opportunity to exert colonial patronage
that others, in the charged political atmosphere of the English Court, seized upon for their own
ends. As historian Stephen Saunders Webb has noted, the ascent of the Duke of Marlborough
meant a reshuffling of colonial patronage between 1704 and 1709, and Nicholson might very
likely have lost his job in any case, though the tempest of remonstrations emanating from the
colony certainly made Nicholson's removal easier to justify. Moreover, Nicholson's career hardly
came to an end because of the spiteful confrontation that emerged from his tenure as Governor of
Virginia. Nicholson had many years of distinguished service ahead of him in 1705, when the
Queen recalled him to England, both as a military officer and as a Royal Governor, albeit not in
Virginia.[48]

Judged as a causally significant event, then, the confrontation between Nicholson and his
critics is at best of minor significance. The stories Nicholson’s enemies recounted tell us
relatively little regarding the political influence in England of the Virginia plantation elite, nor do
they seem to have contributed much to shaping subsequent events in the colony. But the
multitude of letters, memoranda, petitions, and depositions in which Blair and his allies told their
stories reveal a deep moral outrage and disgust for their Governor. Nicholson’s opponents quite
clearly were acting in part to protect their political and economic interest from the threat of

external imperial control. Nonetheless, the language they choose to frame their opposition and to
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express their revulsion for the Governor sheds insight into the moral values of Virginia’s

plantation elite, at that liminal moment when the mature eighteenth-century Virginia plantation
society, so ably described by historians like Rhys Isaac and Jack Greene, was coming into self-
conscious existence.

The sensibility of a significant number of prominent and powerful Virginians at the
beginning of the eighteenth century rejected a view of human society predicated upon possessive
individualism. They do not adopt the proto-liberal egoism of radical thinkers like Bernard
Mandeville, who in the first decades of the eighteenth century would claim such influence in the
ethical thought of forward looking British intellectuals. Rather, these men formulated their
understanding of magisterial authority and character within a traditional and conservative body of
ethical thought that was Aristotelian and Thomistic, mediated by the thought of Erasmas and his
pedagogical successors in England. This conception of the role of “governors” perceived
civilization originating in the good character of the men at the apex of the local social and
political hierarchy. Its most forceful spokesmen in the colony were Anglican ministers, who
rearticulated in the social theology of moderate Anglican orthodoxy older English conceptions of
the good ruler. Part of what it meant to be English, at least as Virginians comprehended it at the
beginning of the eighteenth century, was to be ruled by gentlemen who comported themselves
appropriately. Nicholson’s failure to meet such a standard of behavior provided the focal point of
the complaints against him, which in turn were instigated by his challenge to the material,

political, and social standing of a prominent group of aspiring Virginia families.
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