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Before there was the American Revolution, there was a “Regulator 
Revolution” in North Carolina (which historians call the Regulator 
Rebellion). The grievances and ideas that inspired the Regulator 

Rebellion are similar to those that would 
eventually cause the outbreak of the 
American Revolutionary War.

The American Revolution took place from 1775 to 1783. American 
colonists fought for their independence from the government 
of Great Britain — and won. Many Americans who fought for the 
independence of the United States believed in the principle of self-
rule: the idea that large groups of people who live near each other 
and share the same language and traditions should not be ruled by 
some outside person or group living in another land.

Many of the Americans who fought for independence also believed 
that all people have a natural right to choose the leaders who will 
represent them. This idea is called representative government. 
One of the slogans that was commonly heard during the American 
Revolution was “No taxation 
without representation!” In 
other words, if a government 
is going to use its authority 
to take people’s hard-earned 
money through taxation, the 
people should get to choose 
the leaders who will make 
tax laws and other laws. Also, 

many supporters of the American Revolution believed that 
laws should be applied equally to both the rich and the 
poor. This idea is called equality under the law. In the 1770s, 
North Carolina citizens were among the first to speak out in 
favor of independence based on the principles of self-rule, 
representative government, and equality under the law.

However, even before the American Revolution, as early as 
1768, a group of North Carolinians fought to defend their 
natural rights. They called themselves Regulators.

Who Were the Regulators?
At that time, North Carolina was a colony of Great Britain (one of the 13 British colonies that 
became the original 13 states, which united to become the United States of America). As a colony, 
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North Carolina’s “colonial governor” was chosen by the King of Great Britain (on the other side of 
the Atlantic Ocean). North Carolina also had an elected General Assembly which made the local 
laws for the colony (but these laws had to be approved by the colonial governor). To be a member 
of this lawmaking group, a man had to own at least 50 acres of land. (At the time, only men could 
be members of the General Assembly.)

Most of the members of North Carolina’s General Assembly were wealthy landowners from the 
eastern part of the state. Many farmers in the west did not own enough land to be allowed to 
serve in the colonial General Assembly. (Back then, people considered any place west of Raleigh 
to be the “western” part of the state.)

In that day, the roads in 
western North Carolina 
were so bad that it was 
difficult for farmers to 
take their crops to the 
places where they could 
easily sell them. Also, 
farmers in western 
North Carolina were 
treated badly by colonial 
government officials. 
Taxes were high, and the people had no control over how much they would have to pay in taxes. 
Farmers in the western part of the state claimed that the colonial General Assembly (whose 
members came mostly from the eastern part of the state) kept raising taxes.

Even worse, county governments were controlled by dishonest officials. Back then, the three most 
important officials in each county government were the sheriff, the county clerk, and the Justice 
of the Peace. These officials were not elected. They were chosen by the governor, who lived in the 
town of New Bern (in the eastern part of the state). Sometimes dishonest tax collectors forced 
farmers to pay even more taxes than the law required. If a farmer couldn’t pay the taxes, other 
county government officials could take away the farmer’s land.

As farmers became increasingly unhappy, they began to join together and ask the colonial 
government for change. They sent petitions (public letters asking government officials to make 
changes) to the colonial General Assembly and the colonial courts, but they received no answer.

These unhappy farmers began to call themselves Regulators. This name had been used in England 
for more than 100 years. In England, a regulator was an official whose job was to make sure that 
other officials did not overuse their power and harm others. That was the American Regulators’ 
goal — to keep the local officials from using too much power against them. The Regulators began 
to organize and chose leaders such as Herman Husband and James Hunter.

The Regulators Go Beyond Protests
When the Regulators’ many petitions failed to persuade colonial leaders to respect their natural 
rights, the Regulators finally decided that they had no choice except to use more forceful 
methods. In September 1770, they started the “Hillsborough Riot.” A group of 150 Regulators 
stormed (forcefully entered without permission) the county courthouse of Hillsborough, North 
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Carolina. First, they drove out the judge and beat up a government official named Edmund 
Fanning. Then, they went to his home and burned it down.

By May 1771, Governor Tryon decided that he’d had enough. He said he would take his militia 
(army) to Hillsborough to fight the Regulators. Hearing this, a group of 2,000 Regulators met at 
Great Alamance Creek, near today’s Burlington, North Carolina. Although they were not very well 
organized or trained as soldiers, they thought they could beat Governor Tryon’s army because 
they had more fighters. The governor had only 1,000 men.

The Regulators Fight Governor  
Tryon’s Forces

Governor Tryon demanded that the Regulators give up. 
But the Regulators refused, and the Battle of Alamance 
took place. The battle went on for about two hours. 
Even though the Regulators had more fighters, the 
governor’s soldiers were well trained and well organized. 
Governor Tryon’s forces defeated the Regulators.

Some of the Regulators were executed (killed by order 
of the government) and others signed oaths (written 
promises) that they would be loyal to the King of Great 
Britain. This was the end of the Regulators’ Rebellion, 
but it is not the end of story. A few years later, North 

Carolinians joined with the residents of other colonies in defense of ideas that were very similar to 
those held by the Regulators: self-rule, representative government, and equality under the law.

Reading Review Questions:
1.	 In your own words, describe the principle of self-rule.
 

 
 

 

2.	 In your own words, describe the principle of representative government.
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3.	 In your own words, describe the principle of equality under the law. 

 
 

 
 

 

4.	 In your own words, explain why farmers living in western North Carolina in the 1760s were 
unhappy with the colonial government.

 
 

 
 

 

5.	 In your own words, describe the peaceful and forceful ways that the Regulators sought to 
change the colonial government in response to their grievances.

 
 

 
 

 

6.	 Describe two similarities between the Regulators’ Rebellion and the American Revolution.

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

7.	 Describe two differences between the Regulators’ Rebellion and the American Revolution.

 
 

 
 

 


