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Preface

When Benjamin Franklin left the Constitutional Convention in Phila-
delphia in July 1787, a bystander reportedly asked him what sort of
government the delegates had created. “A republic,” he replied, “if you
can keep it.”

Keeping a republic is no easy task. The most important requirement
is the active involvement of an informed people committed to hon-
esty, civility, and selflessness—what the Founders called “republican
virtue.” Anchored by its Constitution, the American republic has en-
dured for more than 220 years, longer than any other republic in mod-
ern history.

But the road has not been smooth. The American nation came apart
in a violent civil war only 73 years after ratification of the Constitution.
When it was reborn five years later, both the republic and its Consti-
tution were transformed. Since then, the nation has had its ups and
downs, depending largely on the capacity of the American people to
tame, as Franklin put it, “their prejudices, their passions, their errors
of opinion, their local interests, and their selfish views.”

Our goal in writing Building the American Republic has been to
craft a clear, engaging, readable, and thoughtful narrative history of
the United States. In a world of increasing complexity and danger,
America’s civic tradition, both past and present, is a vital public asset
and a continuing source of national renewal. Those who want to build
abetter America, however they define it, must understand the nation’s
history, its place in the world, the growth of its institutions, and their
own role in preserving and reinvigorating the Republic.

Harry L. Watson
Jane Dailey
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CHAPTER 1

“First Americans, to 1550

The island’s name was Guanahani. It shimmered in the sunlight of a
calm, fragrant sea, and the sailors gazed on its palms and beaches with
unspeakable relief. Their commander undoubtedly shared his men’s
excitement, but he controlled himself in a dry notation to his diary.
“This island is quite big and very flat,” the admiral reported. “[It has]
many green trees and much water and a very large lake in the middle
and without any mountains.” Allowing his feelings to escape momen-
tarily, he added, “And all of it so green that it is a pleasure to look at it.”

Nor was Guanahani empty. “These people are very gentle,” the
admiral marveled. “All of them go around as naked as their mothers
bore them. .. . They are very well formed, with handsome bodies and
good faces. . . . And they are of the color of the [Canary Islanders],
neither black nor white.” Certain that he had reached the outer shores
of India, the explorer called the people “Indians” and their home the
“Indies.” His blunder still persists.

It is no wonder that Christopher Columbus rejoiced to see green
branches and gentle people on October 12, 1492. Columbus and his
crew had been sailing for 33 days, westward from the Canary Islands
off the west coast of Africa. They traveled in three small ships, the
Nifia, the Pinta, and the Santa Maria, and they were searching on be-
half of the king and queen of Spain for a western passage to the fabled
ports of China. No one had ever done such a thing, and they did not yet
know that they had failed at their task, while succeeding at something
they had never dreamed of.

The villagers who met the sailors were members of the Taino, or
Arawak, people, who uneasily shared the islands and coastlines of the
Caribbean Sea with neighbors they called the Caribs. Their home lay at
the eastern edge of an island cluster later called the Bahamas. We can-
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not know how they felt when the white sails of the little Spanish fleet
loomed out of the sea that fateful morning, nor what they thought of
the bearded strangers who cumbered themselves with hard and heavy
clothing, and busied themselves with puzzling ceremonies involving
banners, crosses, and incomprehensible speeches. The Tainos were
certainly curious, however, and gathered around the landing party to
receive gifts of red caps and glass beads, and to examine the Spaniards’
sharp swords. In return, the Tainos swam out to the boats with parrots
and skeins of cotton thread, and then with food and water.

Neither the Tainos nor their visitors could know it, but their ex-
change of gifts that morning launched the beginning of a long inter-
action between the peoples of Europe and the Western Hemisphere.
Interaction would have profound effects on both sides. The Europeans
gained new lands, new knowledge, new foods, and wealth almost
without measure. Tragically, the exchange brought pestilence, enslave-
ment, and destruction to the Tainos, but Native Americans managed
to survive through a tenacious process of resistance and adaptation.
Interaction was unequal, but it also produced a multitude of new soci-
eties and cultures, among them the United States of America. For the
Tainos as well as the Spanish, therefore, the encounter on that fateful
October morning was the beginning of a very new world.

Land, Climate, and First Peoples

The Tainos of Guanahani were among the thousands of tribes and na-
tions who inhabited the continents of North and South America at
the time of Columbus’s voyages. The Native Americans were people of
enormous diversity and vitality, whose ways of living ranged from mi-
gratory hunting and gathering to the complex empires of Mexico and
Peru. Each people had its own story to explain its origins, but modern
anthropologists have concluded that most of their ancestors crossed
a land bridge that connected Siberia and Alaska between 11,000 and
15,000 years ago.

FROM THE LAND BRIDGE TO AGRICULTURE

The earliest Americans traveled widely, eventually spreading across
North and South America as they hunted huge mammals that are
now mostly extinct: elephant species called mammoths and masto-
dons, wooly rhinoceroses, giant bison, horses, camels, and musk oxen.
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When these animals died out, they turned to other foods, according to
their local environments.

Coastal people gathered fish and shellfish. Great Plains hunters
stalked a smaller species of bison (often called buffalo), and eastern
forest dwellers sought white-tailed deer and smaller game. Women
everywhere gathered edible plants and prepared them for meals with
special grinding stones. As people adjusted to specific local environ-
ments, they traveled less and lost contact with other bands. Individual
groups developed their own cultural styles, each with its own variety
of stone tools. Linguistic and religious patterns undoubtedly diverged
as well, as local populations assumed their own unique identities.

One of the most important adaptations occurred when women
searching for a regular supply of seeds began to cultivate productive
plants. The earliest Indian farmers grew a wide variety of seed-bearing
plants, but those of central Mexico triumphed by breeding maize, or
“Indian corn,” from native grasses about 3,000 years before the Com-
mon Era (BCE). Mexican Indians also learned to grow beans, squash,
and other crops—an important improvement since the combination of
corn and beans is much more nutritious than either food alone, Knowl-
edge of corn spread slowly north from Mexico, finally reaching the east
coast of North America around the year 200 of the Common Era (CE).

Agriculture brought major changes wherever it spread, and often
replaced the older cultures based on hunting and gathering. Farmers
had to remain in one place, atleast while the crop was growing. Village
life became possible, and social structure grew more complex. Arti-
sans began making and firing clay pots to store the harvest. Baskets,
strings, nets, and woven textiles made many things easier, from stor-
ing food to catching fish to keeping warm. Hunters exchanged their
spears for more effective bows and arrows. More elaborate rituals ap-
peared as planting peoples made corn the center of their religious life
and made the endless cycles of sun, rain, and harvest the focus of their
spiritual lives. In Mexico, farming led to village life by about 2500 BCE
and supported a major increase in population.

The new tools did not spread everywhere, but Native Ameri-
can cultures became increasingly diverse. California Indians did not
adopt agriculture, for example, but gathered bountiful harvests of
wild acorns. In the Pacific Northwest, salmon and other fish were so
plentiful that the Haida, Tlingit, and Kwakiutl tribes built elaborate
and complex cultures based on the sea. The buffalo herds supported
hunting cultures on the Great Plains. After the coming of the Span-
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ish, tribes like the Comanche, Lakota (Sioux), Cheyenne, Arapaho,
and Kiowa acquired European horses to pursue their prey and their
enemies, laying the basis for powerful images of American Indians as
mustang-riding warriors who lived in teepees made of buffalo skins.

Living very differently from the Plains Indians, four native North
American cultures joined the Tainos in bearing the first brunt of the
European encounter. All four depended on farming more than hunt-
ing, and all lived in permanent settlements that ranged in size from
simple villages to impressive cities. The Pueblo villagers of the area
that became the southwestern United States met the Spanish explorer
Coronado as he wandered north seeking the mythical Seven Cities of
Gold. In the future southeastern states, the mound-building Mississip-
pian people resisted the march of Hernando de Soto, another probing
Spaniard. The Woodland peoples of eastern North America received
the first English explorers, from Virginians to New Englanders. And
south of the future United States, the empires of Central America as-
tonished the Spanish with their wealth and sophistication, and sharp-
ened the invaders’ appetites for gold.

PUEBLOAN VILLAGERS, THE FIRST TOWNSPEOPLE

The introduction of agriculture brought permanent villages, with pot-
tery making and extensive systems of irrigation, to the area that would
become the southwestern United States. The earliest American towns-
people lived in circular pit houses roofed against the elements, but by
700 CE they were building large, multiroom apartment houses out
of stone and mud (adobe) brick. The Spaniards would later call these
communities pueblos, or villages, and these Puebloan Indians built the
largest residential buildings in North America until the construction of
modern apartment houses in nineteenth-century cities.

The ancestral Puebloan people built some of their earliest and most
elaborate structures in Chaco Canyon, New Mexico, between 9oo and
1150 CE. Chaco was a large and well-planned urban community, con-
taining 13 pueblos and numerous small settlement sites, with space for
5,000-10,000 inhabitants. Linked by a network of well-made roads,
the people of Chaco drew food from 70 surrounding communities.
Farther north, another major Puebloan culture developed around
Mesa Verde, in what is now southwestern Colorado. The Mesa Ver-
deans, perhaps numbering 30,000 people, built elaborate structures
under cliffs and rock overhangs and also lived in scattered villages and
outposts surrounding the larger settlements.
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By 1300 CE, both the Chaco and Mesa Verde communities lay de-
serted amid evidence of warfare and brutal conflict, but refugees seem
to have built new pueblos to the south and west. The Hopi and Zuni
tribes of Arizona and the modern Pueblo people of northern New
Mexico are their descendants. One of their settlements, Acoma Pueblo
in New Mexico, dates to 1250 CE and is the oldest continuously occu-
pied town in the modern continental United States.

MISSISSIPPIAN CHIEFDOMS

Long before European contact, some North American Indians lived
in socially and politically complex societies known as chiefdoms, with
hereditary leaders who dominated wide geographical areas. The Mis-
sissippian people, as archaeologists call them, built large towns with
central plazas and tall, flat-topped earthen pyramids, especially on the
rich floodplains adjoining the Mississippi and other midwestern and
southern rivers. Now known as Cahokia, their grandest center lay at
the forks of the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers. At its height between
1050 and 1200 CE, Cahokia held 10,000-20,000 people in its six
square miles, making it the largest town in the future United States be-
fore eighteenth-century Philadelphia. Its largest pyramid was 100 feet
tall and covered 16 acres, and over 100 other mounds stood nearby.
Other large Mississippian complexes appear at Moundville, Alabama;
Etowah, Georgia; and Spiro, Oklahoma.

Mississippian mounds contain elaborate burials of high-status
individuals, often accompanied by finely carved jewelry, figurines,
masks, and other ritual objects made of shell, ceramics, stone, and
copper. Long-distance trading networks gathered these raw materi-
als from hundreds of miles away and distributed the finished goods to
equally distant sites. With many similar motifs, these artifacts suggest
that Mississippians used their trading ties to spread a common set of
spiritual beliefs, which archeologists call the Southeastern Ceremo-
nial Cult. With more ritual significance than practical utility, the cult’s
ceremonial objects were often buried with their owners for use in the
next world rather than hoarded and passed through generations as a
form of wealth.

Mound construction clearly required a complex social and politi-
cal order in which a few powerful rulers deployed skilled construc-
tion experts and commanded labor and tribute from thousands of dis-
tant commoners. The Spanish conqueror, or conquistador, Hernando
de Soto encountered many such chiefdoms in his march across the
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American southeast between 1539 and 1541. Survivors from his expe-
dition described large towns of thatched houses, surrounded by strong
palisades and watchtowers. Borne on a cloth-covered litter, the queen
of a major town called Cofitachique showed de Soto her storehouses
filled with carved weapons, food, and thousands of freshwater pearls.
Almost two centuries later, French colonists in Louisiana described
the last surviving Mississippian culture among the Natchez Indians.
Their society was divided by hereditary castes, led by a chieftain called
the “Great Sun,” and included a well-defined nobility, a middling
group called “Honored People,” and a lower caste called “Stinkards.”
As in Mexico and Central America, the Natchez pyramids were some-
times the scene of human sacrifice.

Wars and ecological pressures began to undermine the largest Mis-
sissippian chiefdoms before de Soto’s arrival, and epidemics appar-
ently depleted most of the others by the time English colonizers arrived
in the seventeenth century. The survivors lived in smaller alliances or
even single towns without large mounds or powerful chiefs, but gov-
erned themselves by consensus. They also coalesced in larger confed-
eracies when necessary; Europeans would know them as Creeks or
Choctaws.

WOODLAND PEOPLES OF THE EAST

On the Atlantic coast, Eastern Woodland Indians lived by a combina-
tion of hunting, fishing, and farming, and dominated the area when
the Mississippians declined. Woodland women had developed agri-
culture independently, by cultivating squash, sunflowers, and other
seed-bearing plants as early as 1500 BCE. They adopted corn around
900 CE and added beans and tobacco.

Woodland Indians practiced a slash-and-burn agricultural tech-
nique, in which men killed trees by cutting the bark around their
trunks and then burned them to clear a field. Women then used stone-
bladed hoes and digging sticks to till fertilizing ashes into the soil and
to plant a mixed crop of corn and beans in scattered mounds. When
the field’s fertility declined, the villagers would abandon it and clear
another, returning to the original plot when a long fallow period had
restored its fertility. Anthropologists have found that slash-and-burn
agriculture is very efficient, generating more food calories for a given
expenditure of energy than more modern techniques, but it obviously
requires ample territory to succeed in the long run.
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Woodland Indians lived in semipermanent villages for the grow-
ing season. They made houses from bent saplings covered with bark,
mats, or hides, and sometimes surrounded their villages with log pali-
sades. During the fall and winter, men frequently left their villages for
extended hunting trips. Spring could bring another migration to dis-
tant beds of shellfish or to the nearest fishing ground. Coastal peoples
developed complex systems of netting, spearing, and trapping fish
later copied by Europeans. With appropriate variations according to
climate and other conditions, this way of life prevailed extensively up
and down the Atlantic coast, from Florida to Maine.

Woodland villages ranged in size from 50 inhabitants to as many
as several hundred. Adjacent villages usually spoke the same lan-
guage, and several large families of languages prevailed across most of
eastern North America: Algonquin on the Atlantic coast and around
the Great Lakes, Iroquoian in the Hudson River Valley and parts of
the south, Muskogean in the southeast. Europeans usually referred
to the speakers of a common language as members of a “nation” or
“tribe,” but the Indians themselves did not feel the same degree of po-
litical unity that the Europeans expected of them. Village chiefs nor-
mally ruled by custom and consent, and individual clans and fami-
lies were responsible for avenging any injuries they received. Related
tribes might come together in confederacies, like the League of the
Iroquois, or Haudenosaunee, in western New York or the Powhatan
Confederacy of Chesapeake Bay, but these loose-knit federations
needed charismatic leadership and continual diplomacy to hold them
together. Each tribe claimed its own territory for hunting and tillage,
and specific plots belonged to different families or clans, but tribes
owned their lands in common and individuals did not buy or sell land
privately. Like the Mississippians and most other Native Americans,
Woodland peoples traded raw materials and finished goods, including
strings or belts of shell beads called wampum, over wide areas, and
cherished fine objects for their manitou, or spiritual power. These ex-
changes were not barren commercial transactions but forms of recip-
rocal gift giving that bound the givers into valued social relationships
ranging from loyalty between leaders and their supporters to alliances
between towns.

Woodland men were responsible for hunting and war, while women
took charge of farming and childcare. Most Woodland Indians prac-
ticed matrilineal kinship, which meant that children belonged to the
families and clans of their mothers. In contrast to the women of six-
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teenth- and seventeenth-century European societies, Indian women
took an active role in political decision making and often made critical
decisions regarding war or peace as well as the fate of military captives.

Woodland tribes fought frequent wars against one another, but
usually not to expand their territories. Instead, warriors gained per-
sonal honor by demonstrating bravery and avenging old injuries. They
might adopt their captives to replace lost relatives, or torture them
to death to satisfy the bereaved. Native warfare changed dramatically
after the Europeans arrived, as some Woodland tribes fought for favor-
able positions in the fur trade or sold their prisoners to the colonists
as slaves.

THE EMPIRES OF CENTRAL AND SOUTH AMERICA

The most spectacular civilizations in precolonial North America
emerged in Mexico and Central America, also called Mesoamerica.
When the Spanish arrived in the sixteenth century, many Mesoameri-
cans lived in cities that dwarfed the capitals of Europe, with stone
palaces and pyramids that provoked the newcomers’ envy and amaze-
ment. Mayas and Aztecs made gold and jeweled objects of exquisite
beauty, cloaked their leaders in shimmering feathered robes and luxu-
rious textiles, and recorded their deeds in brilliantly colored books. It
was an impressive record of power and material achievement, but the
Spanish destroyed most of it in their zeal to stamp out the Indians’ reli-
gion and amass their treasure. What we now know about these civili-
zations comes from reports by the conquerors and a few survivors,
from archeology, and from the painstaking decoding of surviving in-
scriptions.

Mesoamericans began living in cities as early as 1200 BCE, but the
cultures who met the Spanish had appeared more recently. In Yucatan
and adjoining areas of Central America, the Mayan people built nu-
merous city-states between 300 and goo CE, with a total population
of some five million. Each city featured one or more stone temples and
a hereditary nobility supported by tribute from peasants. The Mayan
city-states made frequent wars on their neighbors to obtain more trib-
ute and to capture victims for sacrifice atop their dizzying pyramids.
They also devised the only written language in the Americas before
European contact and used a precise calendar to record key dates from
the reigns of their kings. Unlike the ancient Romans, Mayan mathema-
ticians used a zero in their calculations and accurately measured the
movement of heavenly bodies. Though remnants of elite Mayan cul-
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ture persisted until the era of the Spanish conquest, the Mayas aban-
doned most of their cities for unknown reasons by about 950 CE.

The Aztecs (or Mexica) were the most powerful people the Spanish
conquerors met in the sixteenth century. About 1325 CE, ancestors of
the Aztecs migrated to the central valley of Mexico and founded the
city of Tenochtitlan on an island in a lake there. By 1434, Tenochtitlan
had become the dominant power in a coalition of three city-states that
eventually collected tribute from 10 million subjects who lived across
125,000 square miles. The city of Tenochtitlan held 200,000 people,
more than any city in Spain and five times the population of sixteenth-
century London. Its largest pyramid was 200 feet high and crowned
by temples to the gods of rain and war. Highly skilled artisans cre-
ated a wide array of luxury goods and ordinary consumer items that
wealthy merchants traded all over Mesoamerica, and a powerful army
made almost perpetual war on surrounding peoples. Successful war-
fare provided the Aztecs with an endless stream of sacrificial victims,
whose blood, they believed, was essential nourishment for the sun
god. Endless raiding made many enemies, however, and the Aztecs’
victims would later become indispensable Spanish allies in the con-
quest of 1521.

Farther to the south, in the Andean region of South America, large
chiefdoms and city-states had emerged even earlier than in Mexico,
and a succession of powerful empires had ruled for many centuries.
The Andean Indians cultivated maize and potatoes, domesticated
herds of llamas and related animals, wove complex wool and cotton
fabrics, and became expert artisans in gold, silver, copper, and bronze.
Early in the fifteenth century, the Incas created a powerful chiefdom
in southern Peru, with its capital city at Cuzco. A century later, their
empire extended more than 2,500 miles along the crest of the Andes
Mountains, from northern Ecuador to central Chile, and contained
6-12 million people. A sophisticated bureaucracy and almost 19,000
miles of stone highways held the empire together. Like their Aztec
contemporaries, however, the Incas did not remain in power for long.
A war between rival claimants to the throne divided and weakened
their government just as the Spanish approached in 1525, with fateful
consequences for their empire.

The Expanding Nations of Europe

As the Incas and Aztecs rose and flourished, forces were stirring across
the Atlantic that would utterly transform the society of the Americas.
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Fifteenth-century Europe slowly emerged from poverty and isolation
to launch a wave of expansion into Africa, Asia, and finally America.
Europe’s invasion of the Western Hemisphere would devastate Na-
tive American cultures and create a set of colonial societies ruled and
largely populated by newcomers from across the ocean. Thousands
of the immigrants were Europeans, but thousands more were African
slaves. Interacting together, Indians, Europeans, and Africans created
new American societies that borrowed heavily from their old customs
but sharply differed from what had come before.

POPULATION GROWTH AND PROSPERITY

The first Europeans to reach America were almost certainly Scandi-
navian Vikings from medieval Iceland and Greenland. According to
Viking epic poetry, Leif Erikson sailed west from Greenland about
the year 990 CE and established a small settlement in a distant land
he called Vinland. His relatives sustained the outpost for about two
decades. Archeologists in the 1960s confirmed this story by recover-
ing Viking artifacts from a small excavation at L’Anse aux Meadows on
the northeastern coast of Canada. The Vikings’ toehold remained un-
known to the rest of Europe and had no major impact on the Native
Americans.

The contact between Europe and America that would transform
both continents grew out of deep social and economic changes. Earlier,
a social and economic system known as feudalism had dominated
most of medieval Europe. In feudal society, a king parceled out lands
to his leading noblemen, or vassals, and they subdivided it among vas-
sals of their own in a descending series of ranks that followed the al-
lotment of land. At the bottom, impoverished serfs or peasants lacked
freedom of movement, toiled by compulsion, and split their crops and
their labor with their lords. In theory, every vassal owed loyalty, obedi-
ence, and service to his lord and protection to his own dependentsina
long chain of mutual obligations. In practice, leading noblemen main-
tained private armies of vassals and waged nearly endless warfare with
other nobles or even the king. By comparison to later periods, towns
were small, trade was limited, and economic change came very slowly.

In the mid-fourteenth century, Europe suffered a devastating epi-
demic of bubonic plague, or the Black Death, which killed as many as
one-third to one-half of its people, and contributed to the breakup of
feudal society. Noblemen’s armies were decimated, allowing fifteenth-
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century kings to assert their own authority and restrain the private
wars that had devastated the medieval countryside. Surviving peas-
ants escaped serfdom and gained land through a combination of rental
and individual or common ownership. Artisans turned out plentiful
goods like woolen cloth and metalwork in growing numbers of mar-
ket towns, selling to merchants who shipped crops and handicrafts to
distant consumers by pack trains and sailing vessels. Responding to
prosperity, Europe’s population rebounded between 1400 and 1500.
Most of its inhabitants still struggled against poverty, famine, and early
death, but greater stability and prosperity encouraged the daring to
look for further improvements.

Europe’s expanding economy fed a parallel cultural change, a re-
birth of art and learning following the end of feudalism that histori-
ans call the Renaissance. Newly rich rulers, merchants, and church-
men celebrated their ascent with displays of beautiful and costly goods
that ranged from silks and spices to stunning works of painting, sculp-
ture, and architecture. Their patronage encouraged a dramatic out-
pouring of artistic achievement that started in Italian city-states like
Florence and Venice but spread across the Alps into northern courts
and cities. Successful princes supported intellectuals who could re-
cover the lost learning of the ancient Greeks and Romans, often by
studying with Arab or Turkish scholars and copying manuscripts from
their libraries. Broader knowledge led scholars from the study of the-
ology to the nature and needs of humanity, a movement historians
have called humanism. More practical experts struggled to learn the
secrets of mathematics, navigation, metallurgy, and cannon making.
Perhaps their most significant innovations were movable type and the
printing press, which made books cheaper and spread the new learn-
ing widely. Europe’s new hunger for luxurious goods, new informa-
tion, and, above all, the money to buy these things would soon power
its seemingly insatiable drive for overseas expansion.

RELIGIOUS RIVALRY AND TRADE

Christianity was the professed religion of almost all Europeans of the
fifteenth century, and most in western Europe were Roman Catholics
who acknowledged the spiritual leadership and worldly power of the
pope in Rome. The Catholic Church owned extensive lands through-
out the continent and collected substantial taxes from the population.
An elaborate hierarchy of bishops, archbishops, and cardinals gov-
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erned the church, while thousands of men and women devoted their
lives to its service as priests, monks, and nuns. Princes might struggle
with the papacy’s worldly power, and moralists might condemn its
corruption, but the truth of the Gospels and the spiritual authority
of the church were deeply venerated, even where magic and the rem-
nants of pre-Christian religions continued to coexist with orthodoxy
in popular culture.

On its southern and eastern borders, Christendom faced Islam, its
powerful rival for spiritual and material supremacy. Expanding from
the Arabian Peninsula in the eighth and ninth centuries CE, Mus-
lims had conquered all the lands from Mesopotamia to North Africa.
Known as Moors, Muslim Arabs from North Africa then crossed the
Mediterranean and captured the Iberian Peninsula, now the location
of Spain and Portugal. Embracing and protecting the secular scholar-
ship of the ancient world, Islamic civilization far outshone Europe in
wealth, technology, science, mathematics, and commerce with India
and East Asia. Crucial navigational instruments like the magnetic
compass, for example, and the astrolabe (used for measuring latitude)
probably reached medieval Europe from the Muslim world.

Arab advances had frightened Christians as early as the eleventh
century, when Pope Urban II first called for a massive campaign, or
crusade, to free the holy places of Jerusalem from Muslim “infidels.”
The crusaders founded a temporary Christian kingdom in Palestine,
and there the roughhewn knights of medieval Europe first met the
luxuries of the distant Orient. Silk for the warrior’s body, perfume for
his nostrils, spices for his meat, and sugar for his sweet tooth were all
part of the successful crusader’s experience, and he brought home an
enduring taste for such finery. Even when Muslims retook the King-
dom of Jerusalem, a hunger for the exports of Asia still persisted
among the European upper classes.

Happy to oblige, Muslim merchants disregarded religious rivalries
to trade extensively with Venice, Genoa, Pisa, and other city-states of
northern Italy. The most popular commodities were silk from China
and pepper, cloves, cinnamon, ginger, and nutmeg from the coasts of
India and the islands of what is now Indonesia. Aromatic spices were
immensely prized in Europe, where salted and tasteless meat and
fish were staples of even the most opulent tables. Passing through the
hands of countless middlemen as they passed from Sumatra to India
to Arabia to Syria and finally to Italy, these lightweight and compact
cargoes were the most profitable commodities of international trade.
Merchants were as eager to join this commerce as monarchs were to
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tax it, and the spice trade became one of the most important aspects of
the fifteenth-century economy. At the same time, the need for some-
thing to offer in exchange for spices gave European traders a special
incentive to find new sources of gold and silver to spend in eastern
markets.

PORTUGAL’S FIRST STEPS

Hunger for Asian riches and rivalry with Islam drove the first expan-
sion of Europe across the oceans. One motive fed on the other, since
campaigns for the Christian faith would require funds, while dis-
placing Muslim states and merchants might be the fastest way to get
rich. These dual motives kindled expansionist dreams in the poor and
tiny kingdom of Portugal, which bordered the Atlantic Ocean, along
the western edge of Spain. Once Portugal succeeded in its drive for
wealth and Christian victories, international rivalry tempted the other
Atlantic powers to imitate it.

Medieval Christian kings had fought a long and bitter reconquista to
retake the Iberian Peninsula from its Muslim rulers. Their struggle was
almost complete in the fifteenth century, with only a single Moorish
enclave, the kingdom of Granada, still remaining in southern Spain.
Determined to continue the war against Islam, Portugal seized the city
of Ceuta in northern Morocco in 1415 and followed this with a series of
penetrating voyages along the west coast of Africa.

A younger brother of the king of Portugal, known in English as
Prince Henry the Navigator, became the principal sponsor of Portu-
guese voyages to Africa. After distinguishing himself for valor at the
capture of Ceuta, Henry became intrigued with Africa, especially in
the possibility of harassing the Muslims from its western side. He con-
sidered forging an anti-Muslim alliance with Prester John, the mythi-
cal king of a Christian realm beyond the Sahara. More practically,
Henry wanted to follow the African coastline southward to find the
source of the gold Arab camel caravans had long carried north across
the desert.

Though he did not set sail personally, Henry used his considerable
wealth to send a series of small fleets down the west coast of Africa.
His mariners faced considerable difficulties, because prevailing winds
in the eastern Atlantic made it easy to sail away from Portugal but very
hard to get back. Henry’s role in solving such nautical problems by
founding a special school of ship design, mapmaking, and navigation
has been exaggerated. Instead, the Portuguese relied on a series of
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small practical refinements of existing knowledge, especially in adapt-
ing a traditional vessel, the caravel, to the demands of Atlantic sailing.
Using these means, Henry’s men successfully located and colonized
the uninhabited island clusters of the Madeiras and the Azores. By
1434, they had returned safely from farther south than traditional Arab
and Christian authorities ever thought possible. A decade later, the
voyagers finally passed the southern border of the Sahara and located
traders who would barter with them for gold. More ominously for the
future, they also returned with cargoes of human slaves.

The World of West Africa

To the south of the Sahara, Africa contained a wide range of climates
and natural environments. The desert gave way to a band of semiarid
grasslands near the mouth of the Senegal River, at about the 15th paral-
lel. Tropical forests began farther to the south, where the African coast
turns eastward. The 2,600-mile Niger River bends across the entire
region, beginning in the highlands of modern Guinea, then flowing
northeastward toward the heart of the Sahara before turning south-
eastward and entering the Atlantic Ocean through a fan-shaped delta
in modern Nigeria. The Senegal and Gambia Rivers arise nearby but
flow roughly westward to the sea, creating three major water highways
that tie interior districts to each other and to the coast.

West Africa contained a diverse assembly of peoples, cultures, lan-
guages, and religions with their own long and complex histories. Kin-
ship knit together most of its societies, and some sustained no govern-
ments larger their own villages, but large and prosperous empires also
flourished in the area, complete with complex economies, populous
cities, powerful armies, and well-developed bureaucracies. Elaborate
trade routes crossed the Sahara, tying southern parts of the continent
with the Arab north. Islam spread southward along these connections,
but traditional African religions were also widespread. Indigenous
African languages remained unwritten, but especially under Islam,
religious and political elites used written Arabic much as contempo-
rary Europeans used Latin as their international scholarly language.

THE PEOPLE OF WEST AFRICA

Most West African cultures shared features that underlay their diver-
sity. Cattle herders dominated the northern grasslands, while the for-
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est people practiced agriculture. The farmers tilled their fields with
hoes instead of plows, since draft animals were likely to die from dis-
eases carried by the tsetse fly. Residents of both regions were very
familiar with metalworking and used iron tools. In some areas such as
the kingdom of Benin in modern Nigeria, artists created magnificent
portraits and bas-relief sculptures in iron and bronze.

Extensive trading networks had shaped the creation of African
states. Treacherous winds and currents hampered the development of
ocean navigation, so commerce traveled inland toward overland routes
that began along the Niger and stretched across the Sahara. Whoever
controlled the upper Niger and the nearby headwaters of the Senegal
and Gambia Rivers could dominate the region, so from as early as the
ninth to the seventeenth centuries CE ambitious rulers made this area
the seat of three extensive empires: Ghana, Songhai, and Mali. Their
princes embraced Islam and made lavish pilgrimages to Mecca, and
also fostered a famous center of trade and Muslim learning in the an-
cient trading city of Timbuktu. Farther south and west, smaller king-
doms lined the coasts of the Atlantic and the Gulf of Guinea, some the
size of England or France and others no larger than city-states. Farther
south, in West Central Africa, the coastal kingdoms of Loango and
Kongo dominated a cluster of smaller states around the mouth of the
Zaire (Congo) River from modern Gabon to Angola.

The gold sought by the Portuguese came from inland deposits in
the forested coastal region that runs roughly parallel to the equator be-
tween modern Sierra Leone and the Bight of Benin. Local rulers sent
it north to trading centers such as Timbuktu where they exchanged it
for salt with Arab and Berber merchants, whose camels then carried it
to Mediterranean ports. Coined by Continental monarchs, West Afri-
can gold supplied the currency for Europe’s growing trade and in-
spired Prince Henry to find its source.

SUGAR AND SLAVES

Europeans first came to Africa for gold, but they kept coming back for
slaves. The colonization of America gave rise to an international traffic
in human beings that saw the capture, deportation, and exploitation of
millions of African people. The cost in human suffering was immense,
and the impact on the history of Africa and the Americas was equally
profound.

Slavery had been the fundamental economic institution of the
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ancient world, but it had given way to serfdom in northern Europe
without disappearing from the Mediterranean basin. Unlike Ameri-
can slavery, however, ancient and medieval slavery had no connec-
tion with modern concepts of race. Greek and Roman slaves had been
military captives of every color. Medieval Europeans had hesitated to
enslave their fellow Christians, but Muslims and other non-Christians
were fair game. In the tenth century, German emperor Otto the Great
sold his pagan Slavic captives into slavery, giving us the word “slave.”
Arab Muslims also seized white Slavic people from the Black Sea re-
gion to sell throughout the Mediterranean basin.

The revival of human slavery, and the exclusive targeting of Africans
as its victims, grew out of the culture of sugarcane, a plant that Cru-
saders had learned about from the Arabs. The tantalizing crystals of
the sugarcane plant produced a far sweeter taste sensation than honey,
the strongest sweetener known to medieval Europeans, and sugar
had joined the other spices as an expensive and exotic item of eastern
trade. Crusaders grew sugar on the islands of the eastern Mediterra-
nean, and knowledge of the crop spread westward in the Middle Ages,
gradually coming to the western Mediterranean and the southern tip
of the Iberian Peninsula. Fifteenth-century Spaniards found that sugar
grew well on the Canary Islands off the coast of Morocco. The same
was true on the islands the Portuguese found and claimed on their way
to West Africa, beginning with the Madeiras, the Azores, and the Cape
Verdes, and later Sao Tomé, Fernando Po, and Principé farther south.

Sugar was not easy to make. Cane required enormous amounts of
very hard labor to grow and especially to harvest, when workers had
to cut and process the crop very quickly, using expensive machin-
ery to grind the stalks and boil the juice. Free workers often refused
this drudgery, so many sugar growers used forced labor. The need for
costly equipment and a bound workforce kept small farmers out of the
sugar business, moreover, and encouraged the rise of plantations, or
large estates that often used unfree workers to concentrate on a single
commercial crop. Mediterranean sugar planters used slaves. Off the
coasts of West Africa, the Spanish and Portuguese did likewise.

THE EARLY SLAVE TRADE

While many of the slaves who toiled in Mediterranean cane fields were
white, some also came from West Africa. Like many ancient and medi-
eval societies, the African kingdoms commonly enslaved their military
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captives. It did not occur to the enslavers that they were victimizing
their “own people,” just because both parties were black, any more
than Russians or Italians used skin color as an excuse to refrain from
enslaving alien whites. African captives could become laborers or do-
mestic servants. They might be adopted by their masters’ families, and
their children might go free, but some were sold to the caravans head-
ing north. Those who somehow survived the march across the desert
were important articles of trade in the markets of North Africa. Pur-
chased there by Europeans, African slaves became commonplace in
fifteenth-century Italy, Spain, and Portugal, usually as domestic ser-
vants. When the Turks took Constantinople in 1453, the trade in Black
Seaslaves declined, with the fateful result that western slavery became
closely associated with Africans alone.

The mariners of Prince Henry the Navigator readily joined the slave
trade when they rounded the capes of West Africa, initially seizing
their own captives and later purchasing them from local kings. Euro-
pean involvement increased dramatically when the Portuguese began
to grow sugarcane on their offshore African islands and purchased
their workforce from local traders. Sugar was so profitable that plant-
ers could pay top prices for slaves and make exorbitant profits for
chieftains whose only expense was the cost of capturing and transport-
ing the victims. Some rulers declined the bargain, so European slavers
avoided their domains. Others found the opportunity irresistible, but
strictly controlled the trade by limiting sales to enemy captives, col-
lecting stiff taxes from European captains, insisting on high-quality
textiles, alcohol, and guns in exchange, and imposing their own condi-
tions on prospective buyers. West African warfare inevitably escalated
as rival rulers raided each other’s villages to supply more captives to
the traders on the coast.

The slave trade flourished as sugar culture spread, and soon it out-
paced the export of gold from West Africa. As early as 1482, the Por-
tuguese built a massive fort at Elmina (“the mine”) in modern Ghana,
complemented by a massive sugar colony on the offshore island of Sao
Tomé. Elmina’s first purpose was protecting the gold trade, but its
dungeons soon became holding pens for slaves as well. Other forts and
markets soon sprouted along the West African coast, and Europeans
began calling its different stretches by their major exports: the Grain
Coast, the Ivory Coast, the Gold Coast, the Slave Coast.

Once established on Sao Tomé and other islands, the Spanish and
Portuguese might have expanded their sugar plantations eastward to
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the African mainland, but its powerful rulers strictly confined them
to coastal trading posts. Plantations in the Americas were an obvi-
ous alternative. When Spain and Portugal established their American
colonies in the sixteenth century, the transplantation of slavery and
the sugar plantation became an easy, almost automatic extension of
their activities on the eastern side of the Atlantic. In America, Euro-
pean colonizers readily imposed terms of forced labor on captives,
convicts, and paupers from their own societies, but reserved lifetime
slavery for Africans and some Indians. Their African victims were en-
slaved already and apparently seemed so alien that harsh treatment
came easily. Masters also found that Africans were somewhat resis-
tant to Eurasian diseases like smallpox, and also to malaria and the
other tropical fevers that proved so fatal to Europeans. Every colo-
nizing nation in the Western Hemisphere would eventually follow the
Spanish and Portuguese example, and African slavery became a deeply
entrenched institution of colonial America. In the sixteenth, seven-
teenth, and eighteenth centuries, enslaved Africans were by far the
largest group of people who crossed the Atlantic to America, possibly
numbering as many as 10 million people over four centuries.

Europe Comes to America

Portugal was not alone in seeking new wealth from overseas. Search-
ing for an alternate route to the Indies, the king and queen of Spain
financed the voyages that led Columbus to America, where the Span-
ish built an empire that soon eclipsed the achievements of its Por-
tuguese rival. Spain’s successes brought more imitators, as England,
France, the Netherlands, and other rivals scrambled to match its con-
quests.

Like Columbus himself, Spain’s American empire mixed high ad-
venture and breathtaking ambitions with cruelty and exploitation. The
invaders overwhelmed most of the Indian societies they confronted,
from the Tainos of the Caribbean to the civilizations of Mexico and
Peru. Obsessed with finding gold and silver, the Spanish forced the
Indians to mine these metals wherever they could. If local Indians
died out, and especially where plantations seemed more profitable
than mines, slaves from Africa took their places. The Spanish investi-
gated North America but mostly abandoned it when their search for
precious metals yielded nothing. These lands remained available to
Spain’s competitors.
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THE VOYAGES OF COLUMBUS

The Portuguese did not halt their voyages when Prince Henry died in
1460. In 1488, a captain named Bartolomeu Dias finally reached the
southernmost tip of Africa, which he called the Cape of Good Hope,
and safely returned to Portugal. Nine years later, in 1497, Vasco da
Gama led a fleet around this cape and did reach India, finally return-
ing home with a fabulously profitable cargo of pepper. Others quickly
followed, and soon the tiny kingdom of Portugal had established a line
of forts and trading posts around the west and east coasts of Africa, to
India, to the Spice Islands, and on to China and Japan. It was a stun-
ning imperial achievement, and wealth from the royal monopoly on
the spice trade made the kings of Portugal the envy of all their neigh-
bors.

Portugal’s success invited competition, but opportunities for direct
trade with the East remained limited. The Italians controlled direct
contact with the Middle East, and Portugal would not tolerate rivals
in Africa, so challengers needed to find an alternative. Since the time
of the Greeks, all educated Europeans had known that the earth was
round, and that it was theoretically possible to make direct contact
with Asia by sailing west across the Atlantic Ocean. Most experts be-
lieved, however, that the size of the earth made such a voyage imprac-
tical and that any sailor who foolishly attempted to cover the immense
distance between Europe and China would surely perish in the at-
tempt.

Christopher Columbus was an Italian sailor who disagreed. The son
of a weaver and wool merchant of Genoa, Columbus had become an
experienced mariner in the Mediterranean and the Atlantic, ranging
as far south as Elmina on the Gold Coast and north to England and
possibly Iceland. He was fascinated by sailors’ tales of land in the west-
ern Atlantic, and convinced that Japan lay no more than 2,400 nauti-
cal miles west of Spain’s colony in the Canary Islands. In fact, Japan
is 10,600 nautical miles from the Canaries, so the experts were much
closer to the truth than Columbus. The determined sailor could not be
dissuaded, however, and he begged a number of European monarchs
for ships and men to test his theories.

Rejected by Portugal, Columbus approached King Ferdinand and
Queen Isabella of Spain. Isabella was an especially pious Catholic who
was determined to increase the power and extent of the church, and
in 1492 Spanish armies had just conquered Granada, the last Muslim
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foothold in Spain. In the same year, she and Ferdinand demanded the
conversion or expulsion of all Jews from their dominions, and later
extended the order to Muslims. When Columbus came to them with
a plan to enrich the monarchy and spread Christianity by a westward
voyage to China, the sovereigns were reluctant at first, but Isabella be-
came more and more interested. In 1492, she granted Columbus three
ships and permission to sail west in search of unknown islands or con-
tinents, naming him “Admiral of the Ocean Sea” and governor and
viceroy of any lands he might claim for Castile. Not expecting him to
claim China itself, she also gave him a letter of introduction to its em-
peror. In return, Isabella asked for 9o percent of the voyage’s profits.

Admiral Columbus set out in two caravels, the Nind and the Pinta,
and a larger flagship, the Santa Maria. His little fleet stopped for fresh
food and water in the Canary Islands, and then caught the trade winds
for arelatively quick and uneventful 33-day voyage across the Atlantic.
Toward the end of the journey, the sailors began to grumble, not be-
cause they were afraid of falling off the edge of the earth, but because
they did not know how they would ever get home in the teeth of such
a steady eastern breeze. To cheer them on, Columbus pointed to the
driftwood and shorebirds around them and predicted that land could
not be far distant. Guanahani came into sight soon afterward, and
Columbus quickly claimed the island for the crown of Castile. Ignor-
ing its Taino name, he rechristened it San Salvador, or “Holy Savior,”
in honor of Jesus Christ.

Almost immediately, Columbus and his men began to mingle arro-
gance and violence with piety and garbled good intentions in a pattern
that scarred European relations with Native Americans for centuries.
The Tainos puzzled the voyagers, for they bore no resemblance to trav-
elers’ descriptions of the Chinese, but Columbus thought they could
make good Christians and perhaps good slaves as well. He was even
more interested in the Tainos’ golden ornaments and longed to find
their source. He needed interpreters, moreover, so he did not hesi-
tate to kidnap six islanders to teach them Spanish. On his next voyage,
Columbus sought to cover his expenses by seizing Indians for sale in
Seville.

The admiral completed his first voyage with a series of exploratory
cruises that took him to Cuba, Hispaniola (now divided between Haiti
and the Dominican Republic), and to numerous other islets in the
eastern Caribbean. Everywhere he looked for signs of India, China,
or Japan, or at least for some valuable commodity to make his voy-
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age worthwhile. Asia proved maddeningly elusive, but gold turned up
on Hispaniola, and Columbus began to realize that colonizing these
islands might yield just as much wealth as direct trade with China.
Leaving a contingent of men behind him, he turned back to Spain and
arrived in the spring of 1493 after a long and very difficult passage.

Ferdinand and Isabella were so pleased by Columbus’s voyage that
they sent him back with 17 ships and 1,200 men, clearly intending to
add his “discoveries” to their realm. Arriving at Hispaniola, the admi-
ral discovered that the Tainos had killed the men he left behind and
destroyed their fort, acts which he punished by attacking and enslav-
ing the supposed perpetrators. He followed his second voyage with
two more, eventually sailed as far as the coasts of Central and South
America, and founded Spain’s Caribbean empire. Until his death, the
admiral remained convinced that he had found a water route to the
Orient. A clumsy administrator, he quarreled with his subordinates
and brooded on the religious implications of his travels, hoping to find
the original Garden of Eden and to finance the recapture of Jerusalem.
On one occasion, when Columbus interfered too much in the work of
other officials, he had to be arrested and returned to Spain in chains
and disgrace. Though he managed to regain the confidence of the king
and queen, Columbus proved to be a courageous but eccentric and
intransigent visionary rather than a level-headed colonial governor.
Consumed with boundless ambition, passionate curiosity, and a thirst
for personal advancement, he was also capable of heedless brutality
to the people he encountered. The conquerors who followed him—
English, French, Spanish, and Portuguese—would all share many of
the same characteristics.

Spanish authorities attempted to displace Columbus himself, but
they clearly saw the value of his discoveries and quickly took posses-
sion of the largest Caribbean islands. Technically, the conquistadors
were not supposed to enslave the Indians they controlled, but they did
confine them to private estates called encomiendas and forced them
to work as a form of tribute. Priests and friars arrived to convert the
natives, and those who resisted faced terrible tortures. When tales of
cruelty reached the queen, Isabella ordered that her newest subjects
must not be mistreated, but her directives proved impossible to en-
force. As the Caribbean Indians succumbed to mistreatment and alien
diseases, the Spanish replaced them with Africans.
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SPAIN’S RIVALS AND IMITATORS

The news of Columbus’s voyages touched off a burst of European ex-
ploration. The volume of international commerce had grown all over
Europe, feeding the appetites of monarchs for more trade, more
profits, more islands, and more gold. Columbus had proved there were
riches in the west; if he had failed to find China, the next voyager might
succeed. Suddenly, almost every kingdom on Europe’s Atlantic coast
showed interest in exploration.

English, French, and Basque mariners had been catching codfish in
the northwest Atlantic for several decades before Columbus’s voyages.
They may even have made a landfall in Newfoundland as early as 1480,
but if so, they did not share their secret with the world. In 1497, the
English king supported a voyage to the same region by the Italian Gio-
vanni Caboti, known to the English as John Cabot, once more look-
ing for a passage to Asia. When Caboti returned empty-handed, the
English went back to fishing and made no further efforts in America
for almost a century.

The Portuguese were still deeply interested in the African route
to India, though da Gama would not return with his cargo of pepper
until 1499. When Columbus proclaimed that he had found a western
route to the Indies, the Portuguese hastened to protect their own out-
posts from Spanish incursions. With papal approval, the two king-
doms negotiated the Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494, agreeing that all
new lands more than 1,100 miles west of the Canary Islands would
belong to Spain, while lands to the east would go to Portugal. Un-
known to the negotiators, their line crossed eastern Brazil, so Portugal
gained its own American colony when a storm-tossed vessel reached
its shores. Soon afterward, a Florentine geographer named Amérigo
Vespucci visited the area, and later declared in print that the lands that
Columbus had called the Indies were actually a continent previously
unknown to Europe. Mapmaker Martin Waldseemiiller promptly sug-
gested that the continent bear Amérigo’s name and “America” it has
been ever since.

Geographers did not begin to realize just how big this continent
really was, however, until Ferdinand Magellan led a Spanish fleet
around the tip of South America in 1519. Magellan himself died in
the Philippine Islands, but survivors of his expedition brought home
a single ship around the coast of Africa, becoming the first men to
circumnavigate the globe. The length of their trip across the Pacific
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proved that older ideas about the size of the earth had been fairly accu-
rate, and that Asia was indeed much farther from Europe than Colum-
bus had ever imagined.

In 1524, shortly after the return of Magellan’s last ship, Giovanni da
Verrazzano, an Italian sailing for France, became the first European to
explore the coast of North America, tracing the shoreline from North
Carolina to Cape Cod, fruitlessly searching for a northwest passage
that would break through the continent to the ocean beyond. In 1534
and 1535, another French explorer, Jacques Cartier, continued the
search in Canadian waters and spent a winter at the head of naviga-
tion on the St. Lawrence River, but to no avail. Slowly, Atlantic cap-
tains absorbed the reality that an immense tract of territory barred
their way to Asia, but that the riches of this new world might actually
surpass those of the old.

THE CONQUEST OF MEXICO AND PERU

As the Spanish established themselves in the Caribbean, they ex-
panded their American empire with astonishing rapidity. After secur-
ing the main islands, they sent exploring parties to the surrounding
mainland, perhaps as far as Chesapeake Bay, often in search of Indian
slaves. Juan Ponce de Léon visited the mainland north of Cuba in 1513,
naming it La Florida on account of its flowers. In the same year, Vasco
Nuiiez de Balboa crossed the Isthmus of Panama and became the first
European to view the Pacific Ocean.

The most momentous probe took Herndn Cortés to the coast of
Mexico in 1519. Resentful local Indians complained to him of the op-
pressive empire of the Aztecs, or Mexicas, and Cortés marched in-
land to find it. Accompanied by 1500 Spanish men-at-arms, prancing
horses, snarling war dogs, a handful of cannon, and an army of several
thousand allies from the Tlaxcalan Indians, Cortés entered the city of
Tenochtitlin as a guest, but quickly subdued its ruler, the emperor
Montezuma II, and attempted to use him as a Spanish puppet. After
several months of uneasy standoff, angry Aztecs attacked the Spanish
and murdered Montezuma as a traitor. Fighting his way out of Tenoch-
titlan in a desperate midnight battle, Cortés regrouped with his Indian
allies and besieged, captured, and destroyed the city in 1521. The re-
mainder of the Aztec Empire fell quickly thereafter.

The spectacular conquest of Mexico stemmed partly from Spanish
advantages in armor, firearms, and horses, partly from Cortés’s own
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brilliance as a leader, partly from the assistance of Indian allies, and
partly from an epidemic of smallpox that decimated Aztecs and Tlax-
calans alike. The victorious conquistadors placed themselves atop the
Aztecs’ existing system of tribute and forced labor and made them-
selves the rulers of an Indian empire. They called it the Viceroyalty
of New Spain, and they built its capital, Mexico City, on the ruins of
Tenochtitldn.

Eleven years later, in 1532, a similar conquest by Francisco Pizarro
gave the Spanish control of the South American realm of the Inca.
The Aztecs and Incas had possessed great quantities of gold and silver,
and the Spanish promptly melted all the sacred and precious objects
they could find. By the 154 0s, they had finally located the rich deposits
they had longed for, and put the Indians to work in the silver mines
of Zacatecas and Potosi. During the second half of the sixteenth cen-
tury, an immense American treasure flowed steadily into the coffers
of Spain, and its sovereigns used its buying power to make Spain the
mightiest kingdom in Europe.

SPAIN IN NORTH AMERICA

Discoveries of gold and silver did not halt the Spanish search for
wealth. Intoxicated by the vision of personal enrichment and the
glory of expanding the power of their king and church, conquistadors
probed every accessible corner of the Americas in hopes of replicating
the deeds of Cortés and Pizarro. Most of their North American efforts
proved unsuccessful. In 1527, Panfilo de Narvaez attempted the con-
quest of Florida with 600 men, but most of them died in shipwrecks
and Indian attacks. Only four survivors, who included the officer Alvar
Nufiez Cabeza de Vaca and an African slave named Estaban, stumbled
back to Mexico in 1536, after years of wandering and Indian captivity.
They bore fantastic tales of the Seven Cities of Cibola, made entirely of
gold and located somewhere to the north. In 1540, guided by Estaban,
Francisco Vasquez de Coronado pursued the rumor with an expedi-
tion to the southwestern region of the future United States. Instead of
golden cities, Coronado found the Zuii pueblos.

Coronado easily captured these villages and his men raped and pil-
laged their inhabitants, but they could not find any gold. Refusing to
give up, Coronado kept searching. On a side trip, one of his lieutenants
gazed into the vast depths of the Grand Canyon. Coronado himself
reached Kansas and witnessed the Great Plains, the buffalo herds, and
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the teepee-dwelling Indians who hunted them, but finally returned
to Mexico empty-handed. It would be more than half a century be-
fore Juan de Oiate successfully followed up Coronado’s expedition
by founding New Mexico in 1598, in the northern valley of the Rio
Grande, but his settlement remained small and isolated, focused on
farming and converting the Pueblo Indians, not gold mining.

Most Spanish expeditions to southeastern North America were
even less rewarding. After surveying the shores of modern Florida,
Georgia, and South Carolina in 1525, Lucas Vasquez de Allyon estab-
lished a small settlement on what became the Carolina coast, but died
with most of his companions a year later. In 1539, Hernando de Soto
led over 600 men into Florida, determined to find the rumored riches
of the Indian city of Cofitachique. When Cofitachique disappointed
him, de Soto kept marching from one Mississippian chiefdom to the
next, fighting several pitched battles and kidnapping Indians at the
slightest provocation, but never finding the gold he longed for. Death
overtook him on the banks of the Mississippi River, and his survivors
committed his body to its waters before retreating hastily to the Carib-
bean.

In succeeding decades, other Spaniards made intermittent efforts
to occupy the southern Atlantic coast. In 1565, Pedro Menéndez de
Avilés wiped out a French settlement on the northern coast of mod-
ern Florida and replaced it with a post he called San Agostin. Known
in English as St. Augustine, this settlement has become the oldest con-
tinuously occupied European town in what is now the United States.
In 1566, Juan Pardo reached farther with a fort at Santa Elena, on what
is now Parris Island, South Carolina, followed by six inland garrisons
along a route to the Appalachian Mountains. Indians burned these
forts and killed their residents two years later. In 1570, a party of Span-
ish Jesuits established a mission to the Indians at Ajacin by Chesa-
peake Bay, and sent “Don Luis,” a local Indian youth, to Spain for edu-
cation. On his return, “Don Luis” turned on his patrons and helped his
people kill them. Santa Elena did not survive past 1587.

Over the course of the sixteenth century, the Spanish gradually
realized that their greatest interests in America lay to the south. The
mines of Peru and Mexico were phenomenally successful, and a com-
bination of Indian labor and African slavery supported a growing colo-
nial economy elsewhere in their dominions. Though the Indian popu-
lation declined drastically, it did not disappear. Spanish men made
marriages and informal unions with Indian women, giving rise to a
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large mixed, or mestizo, population, particularly in Mexico. The wealth
of New Spain gave the colonial authorities every incentive to maintain
tight control, so colonial Latin America developed without the tra-
dition of local self-government that would prevail in North America.

Spain made only limited efforts to carry its colonial system north of
Mexico. Until the founding of California in 1769, only New Mexico, St.
Augustine, and even smaller stations in Arizona and Texas remained as
small but enduring beachheads of Hispanic culture in North America.
Spain took over New Orleans and nearby districts from France in
the eighteenth century, and claimed the entire Mississippi basin, but
French influence still dominated the region’s European culture. In the
following century, the conquest and colonization of this portion of
the Americas would mostly fall to kingdoms in northern Europe: the
Dutch, the French, and especially the English.

After Columbus

Human affairs changed dramatically after Christopher Columbus
came ashore on Guanahani. People had long interacted across cultural
and geographical distances, but the pace and intensity of worldwide
interactions radically increased in the aftermath of the Columbian en-
counter. And despite the first peaceful exchanges between Columbus
and the Indians, the encounter soon became a conquest, as the Native
Americans proved vulnerable to foreign weapons and diseases, and
the Europeans pressed their advantages. The most obvious result was
the eventual colonization of the Western Hemisphere and the creation
of new nations in North and South America. In addition, the transfer
of plants and animals across the Atlantic in both directions changed
economies, environments, and daily life in both hemispheres. Even-
tually, Europeans and their descendants would extend their power
across the globe, directly colonizing Africa and much of Asia, while
dominating most of the rest of the world. Less tangibly, the encounter
brought cultural changes to every society it touched, from the Aztecs
to the Guineans to the Chinese,

As they contemplated their conquests and struggled with their nu-
merous failures, moreover, Europeans struggled to understand what
they had started. Was America a place of moral and physical peril, or
a providential opportunity to create a new and better world? How
should the colonizers carry out that task? A struggle to answer these
questions would preoccupy the colonizers and the colonized for cen-
turies to come.
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MODES OF CONQUEST

Native Americans had developed the bow and arrow, pottery making,
weaving, agriculture, metalworking, irrigation, and vast construction
projects. They domesticated a wide variety of plants that human beings
use heavily today, including maize, potatoes, beans, tomatoes, pea-
nuts, squash, gourds, cassava, chocolate, and —less happily —tobacco.
From elaborate empires to small villages, the Indians displayed a sen-
sitive and intelligent adaptation to their various surroundings and sus-
tained complex and populous cultures. Demographers now estimate
that at least 10 million and perhaps as many as 18 million people lived
north of the Rio Grande in 1492, while the more urban civilizations
to the southward may have supported as many as 25 million people in
central Mexico alone.

Paradoxically, the Aztec and Inca Empires proved more vulnerable
to foreign conquest than the smaller, decentralized tribes of North
America. The Spanish could take over Mexico and Peru by destroying
the Indian leadership and placing themselves at the top of an existing
imperial structure. In North America, Europeans confronted a large
number of distinct Indian societies, each composed of mobile and
semiautonomous villages that could only be taken individually. Their
skilled warriors could attack without warning at any time and then slip
away to fight again later. European military commanders consistently
reported that Indian archers could fire deadly arrows faster and more
accurately than the clumsy matchlock guns of the explorers. Cortés
could thus conquer and keep the Aztec Empire relatively quickly, but
Juan Pardo could not preserve his forts in the Carolina backcountry.
The arrival of Europeans did not mean instant defeat, therefore, but
the beginning of a long continental struggle. North American Indians
would hold their own for centuries by adopting European military
methods such as guns and horses, and by pitting one imperial power
against another.

Native Americans suffered a massive loss of life from their encoun-
ters with Europeans, though exact numbers and proportions are very
hard to determine. Twentieth-century estimates of North America’s
Indian population ranged from 1 million to 18 million, with sugges-
tions that their numbers fell by as much as 9o percent by the mid-
seventeenth century. More recent estimates of peak Indian population
fall between two and seven million. Thereafter, scholars now stress,
mortality was serious, but varied by time, place, and circumstances.

Epidemic diseases certainly played an enormous role in decimating
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Native Americans. Europeans and Africans lived in very close quar-
ters, with poor sanitation, and often side by side with domestic ani-
mals. Germs spread quickly in these environments, often from live-
stock to people, so epidemics of smallpox, bubonic plague, cholera,
and other deadly maladies repeatedly appeared and took millions of
lives. Native Americans also suffered from diseases, but they had no
prior exposure to the germs brought by the newcomers. Smallpox was
certainly a serious killer. It appeared on Hispaniola in 1518 and quickly
swept through the Caribbean, possibly killing a majority of the na-
tive Carib and Taino people in a decade or two. The epidemic reached
Mexico within a year and devastated the Aztecs, including the heir to
the throne and his most talented generals, while leaving the Spanish
invaders relatively unscathed. The Incas suffered a similar fate, and
the same smallpox epidemic may have spread as far as California be-
fore subsiding. By 1548, a veteran Spanish colonist estimated that the
population of Hispaniola had fallen from as many as 300,000 Indians
to no more than 500.

Disease was not the only cause, however, for wars between Euro-
peans and Native Americans also took countless lives. Anxious for
labor and profits, colonists subjected survivors to cruelty, malnutri-
tion, and overwork, leading to even more casualties. As late as 1715, a
flourishing Indian slave trade spread deadly violence through south-
east North America. Disease and exploitation could work together,
moreover, since people weakened by hunger and overwork were
more likely to get sick and die. It is quite possible that trade, slaving,
and warfare conducted or inspired by English settlers spread far more
germs among Indians than the marches of Spanish conquistadors.
Over time, moreover, some Indian groups would begin to grow again,
and keep a large presence in eastern North America well into the nine-
teenth century.

Experts dispute whether the transfer of diseases worked in reverse,
bringing new ailments from America to Europe. Syphilis may have
crossed the Atlantic with the crews of Columbus, for its first Euro-
pean outbreak coincided with their return in 1494. Contemporary
physicians thought it came from America, and there is archaeologi-
cal evidence that the disease had long existed among the Indians. The
infection quickly spread along routes of commerce and warfare, and
like smallpox among the Indians, it brought agony and relatively rapid
death to previously unexposed populations.

For centuries after the arrival of Columbus, epidemic diseases re-
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peatedly swept through Indian communities, often far in advance of
the Europeans themselves. Smallpox was the worst killer, but waves of
measles, influenza, typhus, cholera, scarlet fever, diphtheria, and even
bubonic plague were almost as bad. The epidemics played a crucial
role in sweeping native peoples from the colonists’ path and breaking
the morale of the survivors. In the southeastern United States, most
of the chiefdoms visited by de Soto had vanished by the time Euro-
peans revisited his line of march, while the Pilgrims discovered that a
deadly plague had almost wiped out the Indians of coastal Massachu-
setts shortly before their arrival in 1620. “They not being able to bury
one another,” reported William Bradford, governor of the Plymouth
colony, “their skulls and bones were found in many places lying still
above the ground where their houses and dwellings had been, a very
sad spectacle to behold.”

The statistics of Native American population and depopulation
have very important implications. North America was not an empty
continent in 1492, waiting to be filled by European colonizers. Instead,
its population density probably exceeded the definition of “frontier”
later adopted by the US Census Bureau. The drama of the earliest
“frontier,” therefore, was not acted out between civilized Europeans
and an empty wilderness, but in a vibrant zone of interaction between
diverse cultures. Without knowing the true cause of infection, more-
over, less vulnerable Europeans readily attributed the Indians’ decline
to divine providence, and Native Americans at times feared that their
own gods had deserted them.

THE COLUMBIAN EXCHANGE

Deadly germs were not the only organisms to follow Columbus across
the Atlantic, fora “Columbian exchange” of living things brought many
varieties of plants and animals from each hemisphere to the farmers
and consumers of the other. As food for people and animals alike,
maize began spreading across southern Europe in the sixteenth cen-
tury and soon reached Africa before expanding worldwide. Domesti-
cated by Andean Indians, white potatoes fed millions of Europeans
from Ireland to Russia by the eighteenth century and kept expand-
ing thereafter. Sweet potatoes from South America spread almost as
widely. The manioc root (also called cassava or tapioca) migrated from
South America to the fields of Africa, India, and Indonesia, as farmers
carefully copied the technique for removing its deadly poison first de-
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veloped by Amazonian Indians. The world’s cooks embraced Ameri-
can varieties of beans and also took up peanuts, squash, pumpkins,
and tomatoes, together with delicacies like pineapple and chocolate.
Native Americans also gave the world tobacco and the most widely
cultivated variety of cotton.

In the opposite direction, the Western Hemisphere imported major
species of domestic animals from the east. Native Americans kept
dogs, llamas, turkeys, and guinea pigs, but Europeans added cows,
horses, pigs, and sheep. The availability of horses especially trans-
formed the lives of buffalo hunters on the North American Great
Plains and strengthened many tribes militarily. Rats were far less wel-
come immigrants.

Colonists also brought their favorite plants to America, especially
wheat and sugarcane, and both became very profitable staples. They
also planted European fruits and vegetables in their American gardens.
Bananas spread from Asia to Africa and followed the slave trade to the
Caribbean. Rice took a similar path from Africa to South Carolina and
Georgia, and southeastern Indians learned to plant peach orchards. In-
edible plants crossed the Atlantic as well, from grasses and ornamental
flowers to dandelions. The vast transfer of organisms from each hemi-
sphere greatly increased the world’s production of food, providing
essential nutrition as human population doubled between 1650 and
1800, and radically altering ecosystems throughout the planet.

UNDERSTANDING AMERICA

The encounter with America presented learned Europeans with a
series of profound intellectual challenges. The scholars of medieval
Europe had little direct contact with the outside world, but they knew
about Africans and Asians and argued theology with Muslims and
Jews, so these different societies puzzled them far less than reports of
an entirely “new world.” They wondered why America was completely
unmentioned in the Bible, the foundation of all human knowledge.
Why had God allowed almost 1,500 years to pass before permitting
its inhabitants to hear the Christian gospel? Observers of the natu-
ral world likewise wondered at the enormous diversity of American
plants and animals, and the differences between the species of each
hemisphere. They noticed that the commonest animals of Europe —
from chickens to war-horses —were completely unknown in America,
but America contained an astonishing variety of species that seemed
completely new. Had all these creatures wandered from the landing
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place of Noah’s ark to different continents without leaving any traces
along the way?

The biological questions would puzzle Europeans for centuries,
until Charles Darwin proposed his answers. More urgent questions
concerned the American Indians. Theologians seriously debated
whether Indians were truly human beings with souls who could con-
vert to Christianity, or animals or devils in human form. If they were
indeed human, should they be forced to accept Christianity, as Ferdi-
nand and Isabella had demanded of the Jews and Muslims of Spain?
Were compulsory labor and the seizure of Indian lands necessary for
spreading the Christian faith? The conquistadors themselves spent
little time on such issues. They were already accustomed to combat-
ing and enslaving non-Christian peoples, and they did not question
their rights to American land and gold. Some of the Catholic clergy
who came with them were more sensitive, however, and pushed for
answers to difficult questions.

As early as 1511, the Dominican monk Fray Antonio de Montesi-
nos had outraged the rulers of Hispaniola by denouncing their treat-
ment of the Indians. “Are these not men?” he demanded. “Have they
not rational souls? Must you not love them as you love yourselves?”
Pope Paul III agreed, and declared in 1537 that “the Indians are truly
men and that they are not only capable of understanding the Catholic
Faith but, according to our information, they desire exceedingly to re-
ceive it.” But what if the Indians rejected Christianity? Fray Bartolomé
de Las Casas, who grew up on Hispaniola and became the bishop of
Chiapas, Mexico, denounced the use of violence and the encomienda
system to force the conversion of Indians. In his voluminous writings,
Las Casas protested Spanish cruelty to Native Americans so powerfully
that King Charles I (also known as Emperor Charles V of the Holy Ro-
man Empire) convened a special council in 1550 to thrash out the law-
fulness of compulsory labor and conversion. Held in the Spanish city
of Valladolid, this extraordinary debate over Indian policy pitted Las
Casas against another monk, Fray Juan Ginés de Sepulveda, but ended
inclusively. As a practical matter, the Spanish government halted the
worst abuses of the encomienda system but still required labor tribute
from conquered Indians. When Spanish demands for labor exceeded
the local supply, they substituted African slaves for Indian workers, a
policy Las Casas first supported but later opposed. Since the Span-
ish had long bought and sold Africans at home, their enslavement in
America apparently touched fewer consciences.

Las Casas was not alone in defending the humanity of Native Ameri-
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cans. Some Renaissance thinkers praised the Indians as innocent
“noble savages” whose natural virtues mocked the vices of civilized
Christians, though exaggerated accounts of Indian innocence were
as unrealistic as contrasting reports of Indian savagery. In a famous
book of essays published in 1580, Frenchman Michel de Montaigne
described Brazilian Indians who lived in a land of plenty, shared all
their possessions in common, and spent their days hunting and danc-
ing. Europeans called these Indians barbarous, he observed, but only
because their customs were unfamiliar. Montaigne admitted that visi-
tors called the Brazilians cannibals, but he mocked the moral preten-
sions of Europe by dryly observing that eating prisoners was kinder
than torturing them, as Europeans did in their wars of religion. “We
may then call these people barbarous, in respect to the rules of rea-
son,” he concluded, “but not in respect to ourselves, who in all sorts of
barbarity exceed them.”

Few Europeans were willing to go so far as Montaigne in compar-
ing themselves to alleged cannibals, but America still challenged their
sense of superiority and forced them to reckon with a vaster range
of human possibilities than they had ever known before. If America
was inferior to Europe, then the empire builders felt obliged to uplift
it, perhaps by civilizing and Christianizing the Indians. If the Indians
were somehow superior to their conquerors, then Europeans might
justify their conquest by the creation of new societies that corrected
the deficiencies of Europe and America. The Spanish responded to the
moral challenge of America with fervent efforts to convert the Indians,
but they were not the only colonizers to feel a moral imperative. En-
glish religious reformers revealed similar emotions when they chose
a symbol for their colony on Massachusetts Bay: the image of a half-
naked Indian calling, “Come over and help us.” The utopian pressure
represented by that symbol would continue its potent influence on the
nation that the English colonists created.

*

The Native Americans were complex and diverse peoples whose histo-
ries were 15,000 years old in 1492. Their lifestyles ranged from simple
hunting and gathering to large urban civilizations, and they had de-
veloped a wide variety of cultural practices, from archery to agricul-
ture to building stone pyramids. Most North American social struc-
tures were less complex than those of Mexico and Peru, but from the
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Pueblos to the Mississippians, many of its people created impressive
urban settlements and intricate social hierarchies.

The European explorers who first encountered these Indians
came from other complex cultures that suddenly expanded in the fif-
teenth century. Driven by a craving for Asian luxuries, a lust for gold,
an immense curiosity, a yearning to save souls, and a fierce compe-
tition with each other and their Muslim rivals, European Christians
began the voyages to West Africa that eventually led them to America.
Soon after their arrival, Europeans combined slavery with plantation
agriculture in a system that would profoundly shape the history of
America, Europe, and Africa.

The invasion of Indian societies, the enslavement of Africans, and
the founding of colonial empires was not a one-sided process of subju-
gation. The experience brought Europeans, Indians, and Africans close
together for the first time and launched a course of interaction and
exchange that would create new societies with fundamental contri-
butions from all three. It was a highly unequal development in which
Europeans benefited from stronger governments and economic sys-
tems, as well as superior weapons, and resistance to deadly epidemics.
But Native Americans exerted their own pressures on Europeans and
did not leave the colonists unmoved or unscathed. When Columbus
died in 1506, the physical and cultural demands of empire building
had just begun.



FIGURE 1. Colonizing Europeans depicted Native Americans in widely diverging
ways to reflect both their fantasies and their fears. A, Theodor de Bry, Columbus, as
he first arrives in India, is received by the inhabitants and honored with the bestowing of
many gifts, 1594. Engraving. Theodor de Bry’s America, Special Collections, Univer-
sity of Houston Libraries, accessed November 11, 2016, http://digital.lib.uh.edu/col
lection/p15195¢coll39/item/84. B, Matthaus Merian, after a work by Theodor de Bry,
The Massacre of the Jamestown Seitlers, 1634. Engraving. John D. Rockefeller Jr. Li-
brary, Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, accession no. 1986-15, image no. C86-461.



CHAPTER 2

The First English Colonies,
1584—1676

The captured Englishman stared death in the face. Guards pinned his
head on two large stones as mighty executioners raised their clubs,
awaiting the king’s signal to dash his brains out. After a life of esca-
pades that stretched from England to Turkey to Russia, was this bold
adventurer really about to die at the far end of the earth, at the hands
of half-naked strangers? No, not yet. The king’s favorite daughter sud-
denly rushed forward and cradled the captive’s head in her arms. John
Smith was spared.

Pocahontas’s rescue of Captain John Smith is one of the most melo-
dramatic stories in American memory, the subject of endless retellings
in print and on-screen. As Smith recalled some 20 years later, the inci-
dent took place in December 1607, eight months after a tiny contingent
of Englishmen reached the shores of Chesapeake Bay in a country they
called Virginia. Assuming leadership of a weak and bitterly divided
band of colonists, Smith had gone to the local Indians for desperately
needed food. Instead of trading, however, the Indians seized Smith
and took him to their leader Powhatan, whom the English called an
emperor. Smith certainly thought Powhatan had decided to put him
to death when Pocahontas intervened and allowed him to obtain the
food he had come for.

But what had really happened? Pocahontas was no more than 13
years old at the time, and probably less. Had she fallen in love with
this bearded stranger, as mythmakers have imagined? Did Providence
move Powhatan to compassion, as Smith later concluded? Both expla-
nations are unlikely. Instead, the resourceful chief probably arranged
the outcome in advance.

Ever since their arrival, the feeble band of Englishmen had troubled
Powhatan’s people with endless demands for food that were especially
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hard to satisfy because recent crops had withered in a massive drought.
But the English had also brought valuable objects for trade —iron tools
to fight Powhatan’s enemies and exotic materials like cloth and bells to
impress them. Powhatan had decided that the English could stay, but
they must learn his rules and join the government he had worked for
decades to create,

Smith’s mock execution was probably an initiation ceremony that
brought him to the brink of death and allowed him to be reborn sym-
bolically as a dependent who owed the chief his life. Following his sup-
posed rescue, Powhatan adopted Smith as his son, gave him an Indian
name, and proclaimed him a werowance, or local chief. Henceforth,
Powhatan would expect Smith to govern the English as a subordinate
tribe, free to manage their internal affairs but subject to his ultimate
authority.

Ten months later, it was Powhatan’s turn to be initiated. Captain
Christopher Newport arrived from England with badly needed sup-
plies, and imposed the emperor’s policy in reverse by proclaiming
Powhatan a subordinate chief under the authority of King James I of
England. Newport carried a copper crown to symbolize the new re-
lationship, but the proud chief refused to cooperate. Finally the exas-
perated Newport pushed down on Powhatan’s shoulders and forced
him to stoop low enough to get the circlet on his head. In a more famil-
iar ceremony, the two leaders exchanged gifts. Among other items,
Powhatan received a scarlet cloak and gave Newport his beaded deer-
skin mantle in return. Today the mantle rests in an English museum,
a pointed reminder of the mutual incomprehension between English-
men and Indians.

Neither John Smith nor Powhatan understood or accepted their
initiations. Certainly neither one had knowingly agreed to subject
himself to the other. Each ceremony was an effort to manage radi-
cally different people by assigning them familiar roles. No matter
how clumsy, the rituals also embodied hopes for peaceful —though
unequal —cooperation between Indians and Englishmen. These hopes
were sadly doomed to fail, not only from misunderstanding but also
because the two sides’ purposes were fundamentally at odds. Some
months after his coronation ceremony, Powhatan put his finger on the
problem when he told Smith that “many do informe me, your coming
is not for trade, but to invade my people and possesse my Country.”
Despite the niceties of initiation ceremonies, the prediction proved
true, not only in Virginia but also farther north, in a region that John
Smith had named New England.
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The English would extend a chain of colonies up and down the
Atlantic seaboard by the end of the seventeenth century, with even
more valuable sugar colonies sprinkled among the Caribbean islands.
On the mainland, the Chesapeake colonies of Virginia and Maryland
came first and flourished from the cultivation of tobacco. These colo-
nies depended on plantation agriculture and forced labor, first with
English laborers and later with African slaves. New England sheltered
religious dissidents called Puritans, who established an economy
based on family farms, small villages, and active commerce. The Puri-
tans hoped to create an ideal Christian community and left an endur-
ing mark on secular and religious culture in the United States. Both
sets of colonies reflected important aspects of English society, and
both fought bitterly with Indian neighbors like Powhatan, but the con-
trasts between them became at least as important as the similarities.

England and the Atlantic

The movements that brought John Smith and Powhatan together
were part of a vortex of changes in the seventeenth century that trans-
formed people all around the basin of the Atlantic Ocean. Whatever
their hemisphere, almost all ancient and medieval people had seen
the Atlantic as an impassable barrier, far too dangerous to cross. The
sixteenth-century explorers had shown instead that the Atlantic could
be a bridge or even a highway. Joined by a sprinkling of other Euro-
peans, the Spanish and Portuguese had crossed this bridge to contact
other Atlantic peoples and, often, to sweep them into colonial em-
pires. As the sixteenth century became the seventeenth, several na-
tions of northern Europe, notably England, France, and the Nether-
lands, challenged Spain and Portugal by using the ocean to greatly
expand their contacts with Africa and America. The inhabitants of
Africa and America responded in a variety of ways—sometimes by
seeking to repel the newcomers and sometimes by enlisting them in
their own alliances, but often by agreeing to trade with them, swap-
ping exotic products that the Europeans craved for goods the Euro-
peans could provide. The result was a crisscross of relationships
around a new Atlantic world that brought together diverse people who
were previously unknown to one another. These relationships brought
a dramatic increase of commerce and interaction, as well as a height-
ened scramble for empire.

Commerce and new empires did not expand in a vacuum, for reli-
gious changes had also swept through sixteenth-century Europe. Be-
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ginning in the early sixteenth century, the Protestant Reformation split
Christians into warring camps that pitted Protestant England against
Catholic Spain, and various Protestants against each other. Together,
these quarrels interacted with economic and political rivalries to affect
the drive for colonization, and especially influenced the English settle-
ments that rose in eastern North America and later became the United
States. The forces that brought John Smith and Powhatan to their twin
initiations were thus much larger than either could fully comprehend.

A NEW ATLANTIC WORLD

For most of the sixteenth century, the Spanish and Portuguese kept
the business of Atlantic trade and empire for themselves. Even before
Columbus, the Spanish learned the colonial enterprise by conquering
the Canary Islands off the African coast, enslaving most of the natives,
and forcing them to make sugar. After the voyages of Columbus, they
repeated the pattern on the major Caribbean islands, but then concen-
trated on the mainland when the mines of Mexico and Peru proved
even more profitable than plantations. As provided in the Treaty of
Tordesillas, the Portuguese built a different kind of empire by con-
tinuing to send voyages southward along the African coast. After Vasco
da Gama rounded the Cape of Good Hope in 1497, other Portuguese
commanders pressed onward to the Southeast Asian islands where the
spices originated, and built strings of forts and trading posts behind
them that reached as far as Africa, India, Southeast Asia, and China
and Japan. By sailing south and east they finally found the water route
to Asia that Columbus had sought by sailing west.

Portugal also took advantage of its treaty rights to develop a colony
in Brazil, first as a source of material for making dye and later for sugar
plantations. Like the Spanish in the Caribbean, they began with Indian
labor before turning to African slaves. To find them, the Portuguese
converted their Gold Coast fort of Elmina to slave trading, expanded
their contacts with the West Central African kingdom of the Kongo,
and laid the groundwork for a colony farther south, in Angola. Portu-
gal dominated the first century of the Atlantic slave trade, sending as
many as 650,000 Africans to America before 1640.

The kingdoms of northwestern Europe watched with growing con-
cern as the Spanish and Portuguese empires grew, especially as Spain
used American silver to wage war and exert influence throughout
Europe. Their concern only deepened after 1580, when Spain briefly
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took over Portugal, uniting both world empires under a single sover-
eign. As the Iberian kingdoms grew stronger, their rivals hungered to
break their imperial monopolies. These new participants dramatically
increased the pace and complexity of the seventeenth-century Atlan-
tic world. They generally began with their own trading companies and
voyages, went on to raid Spanish commerce, and finally sought colo-
nies of their own.

A few examples can illustrate the intensity and complexity of what
happened. In 1580, Francis Drake became the first English mariner
to sail around the world, and he gave captured Spanish treasure to
Queen Elizabeth that exceeded the value of her total annual income.
Seeking a base to replicate this feat, England tried to colonize Vir-
ginia between 1584 and 1587, but did not begin to succeed until the
founding of Jamestown in 1607. France put its first permanent settle-
ment on the St. Lawrence River in 1600, while the Netherlands char-
tered the Dutch East India Company in 1602 to capture the spice trade
from Portugal. A year after Jamestown, Samuel de Champlain pushed
higher up the St. Lawrence to found Quebec City, future anchor of the
fur-trading empire of New France. A year after that, Henry Hudson,
an English captain serving the Dutch, stumbled on the river that still
bears his name while searching vainly for the Northwest Passage. Call-
ing the surrounding territory New Netherland, the Dutch launched
their own fur-trading empire with a post at Albany in 1617. Still search-
ing for the Northwest Passage, this time for England, Henry Hudson
sailed into Hudson’s Bay in 1610, staking England’s claim for its own
share of the fur trade. Native American hunters supplied the French,
Dutch, and English with the pelts they purchased, and Native Ameri-
cans replaced their stone technology with the metal tools they took
in exchange. Colonization became so popular that even the distant
Swedes and Danes got involved by founding New Sweden on the Dela-
ware River south of New Netherland, a Danish sugar colony on St.
Thomas in the modern Virgin Islands, and slave-trading companies in
both nations.

Soon after the founding of Albany, moreover, English religious dis-
sidents (whom later Americans called the Pilgrims) left their Dutch
refuge to start a very different colony in New England, not far from
New Netherland. As they did so, the Netherlands gave a monopoly
on its African and American trade to a new venture, the Dutch West
India Company. In 1628, the company scored its greatest coup by cap-
turing the entire Spanish treasure fleet. Besides running New Nether-
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land, moreover, the company quickly moved on Portuguese Brazil and
managed to hold it for three decades. By 1640, it was exporting sugar
technology to Barbados, a Caribbean island claimed by the English in
1627. Led by Barbados, England’s Caribbean sugar islands were the
world’s largest sources of sugar by 1700 and the biggest destination for
the African slave trade. The islands could not supply themselves with
food or fuel, however, but nourished another commercial empire by
importing those items from English North America, on ships sailing
from New England. The colonies that became the United States grew
directly from this dizzying network of Atlantic relationships.

REFORMATION AND EMPIRE

Economic rivalries fed Atlantic expansion, but religious rivalries were
also crucial to the motives of kings and settlers alike. Many Europeans
had worried that the Roman Catholic Church had become worldly and
corrupt, and they joined a sweeping movement to reform and purify it
that became known as the Protestant Reformation. In 1517, two years
before Cortés invaded Mexico, German monk Martin Luther publicly
denounced church abuses and the theological reasoning used to de-
fend them. In place of outward practices like church rites, the ven-
eration of saints, or the bestowal of spiritual promises in exchange
for gifts of money, which all reinforced the institutional power of the
church and could become moneymaking schemes, Luther insisted
that the Bible was the only source of Christian truth and that salvation
came only from sincere personal faith. These ideas put private con-
science and personal interpretations of scripture ahead of church tra-
ditions and authority. Luther’s followers also replaced the Latin Mass
with services and Bible readings in the worshippers’ own languages
and allowed their clergy to marry. To loyal Catholics, these changes
spelled moral chaos and heresy, or gross violation of religious truth,
but Luther’s followers found them liberating and consoling, and called
themselves Protestants to emphasize their protest against Catholicism.

The Swiss theologian John Calvin took Luther’s ideas several steps
further. With fierce and unbending logic, Calvin concluded that an all-
powerful and all-knowing God must have planned, or “predestined,”
the salvation or damnation of every human being in advance, even
before the creation of the world. Calvin also taught the “innate de-
pravity,” or fundamental wickedness, of all humanity, stemming from
the disobedience of Adam and Eve. Everyone deserved eternal damna-
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tion in this view, but God showed mercy to his chosen few and no one
could influence His decision. Paradoxically, perhaps, belief in predes-
tination did not discourage Calvinists from seeking salvation. Instead,
they lashed their consciences over every hint of sin or worldly frivolity
and fervently prayed for God’s guidance. Spiritual improvement might
be a comforting sign that God had chosen them for salvation. Reject-
ing every church practice they could not find in the Bible, Calvinists
called for simple worship services centered on Bible reading, preach-
ing, and prayer, and some abandoned all forms of church government
beyond the individual congregation. Calvin’s demanding faith took
deep root in English America, where a search for different versions
of religious and moral perfection would be a recurrent cultural theme
from the seventeenth century to the twenty-first.

Protestantism spread widely in northern Europe, where resentment
of Rome ran deep, but long campaigns against Jews and Muslims left
Spain staunchly Catholic. England’s King Henry VIII resisted the Ref-
ormation at first, but when his Spanish wife did not bear a son, Henry
alienated Spain by asking the pope to annul their marriage. When the
pope refused, Henry rejected Rome’s authority and obtained his di-
vorce from a cooperative archbishop of Canterbury. Henry wanted no
radical changes in doctrine or theology, but Protestant ideas spread
quickly after his death. Divorce, however, did not bring the healthy son
the king had wanted. Henry VIII famously married six wives, but his
only son did not survive him long.

Political and religious instability roiled England until Henry’s
daughter Queen Elizabeth I began a long reign that lasted from 1558
to 1603. With the monarch as its earthly head, the Church of England
(or Anglican Church) adopted a conservative form of Protestantism
while retaining Catholic rituals, vestments, and holy days, as well as
governance by bishops and archbishops serving under the monarch.

Queen Elizabeth won deep love and extravagant praise from her
subjects as she guided them successfully through political and mili-
tary perils. When she came to power, England was a tiny realm on the
fringes of Europe, with no more than 3.5 million people—perhaps no
more than one-fifth as many subjects as the Aztec emperor Monte-
zuma. Under her leadership, England grew dramatically in economic
and military power, and its population rose, reaching s million by
1680. Spain had used its American wealth to finance wars against Prot-
estantism, but the English fought back with a deep conviction that the
Almighty favored their nation, their church, and their queen. “God is
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English,” proclaimed one Elizabethan preacher, and few in his audi-
ence seemed shocked by the assertion.

Like other English monarchs, Elizabeth shared power with Parlia-
ment, a legislature that included the House of Lords for nobles and
bishops and the House of Commons for members chosen by towns-
men and rural landowners. The English Parliament gained strength
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and new laws and new
taxes could not be imposed without its consent. Elizabeth dealt tact-
fully with the lawmakers, but the next two kings, James I and his son
Charles I, were less accommodating. In the 1640s, parliamentary
forces overthrew Charles I and put him to death. Establishing the prin-
ciples of representative government and parliamentary supremacy co-
incided with the founding of England’s overseas empire, with central
importance for American history.

THE PRICE REVOLUTION AND ITS CONSEQUENCES

Atlantic empires changed the European economy in ways that made
colonization seem more important and more affordable to its rivals.
Spain spent its American silver on manufactured goods from other
countries, including English woolens. The influx of silver caused infla-
tion, and English consumer prices rose more than fivefold in the six-
teenth century. A similar pattern prevailed in most of Europe, leading
to what historians have called the price revolution. Wool producers
and other exporters benefited from rising prices, but wages usually
failed to keep pace with inflation, so laborers and artisans suffered ac-
cordingly.

Inflation hit rural areas the hardest. Noblemen and a group of
wealthy commoners known as the gentry owned most of England’s
farmland and rented it to peasant cultivators under long leases and
fixed rents. Their real incomes shrank as prices climbed, so innova-
tive gentry tried to repair their fortunes with alternatives to traditional
agriculture. The most popular measure was to enter the booming wool
market by evicting tenants, consolidating their tiny plots, and enclos-
ing these larger tracts with fences or hedges to make sheep pastures.

Victims of enclosure could toil as day laborers, work in the woolen
industry, or turn to beggary and crime. Contemporaries may have ex-
aggerated, but earnest observers worried that enclosure brought pri-
vate benefits and social catastrophe. “The people. .. doe swarme in the
land, as yong bees in a hive in June,” warned one. “The mightier like
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strong old bees thrust the weaker, as younger, out of their hives: Lords
of Manors convert towneships, in which were a hundred or two hun-
dred [church] communicants, to a shepheard and his dog.”

While wandering laborers and improving landlords transformed
the countryside, merchants and manufacturers grew rich from trad-
ing cloth and other finished goods and looked for new ventures to re-
invest their profits. The price revolution thus elevated a group of men
with money to spend on colonies, and uprooted others who lacked
prospects at home, who were used to moving around already, and who
might be willing to try their luck in America.

Religious and political rivalry inspired some Englishmen to break
Spain’s monopoly of empire, and new wealth gave them means to do so.
If American treasure financed war against Protestants, they reasoned,
the Almighty would surely bless a counterattack. In 1562, a Plymouth
mariner named John Hawkins seized a cargo of African slaves and sold
them in the Spanish Caribbean in defiance of Spain’s monopoly. In
1573, Hawkins’s associate Francis Drake captured an enormous ship-
ment of Peruvian gold as it crossed the Isthmus of Panama. A later raid
made him the first Englishman to sail around the world, as he robbed
Spanish fleets in the Pacific and kept heading west. Spain denounced
Hawkins and Drake as pirates, but Elizabeth knighted them both and
the nation acclaimed them as heroes.

The exploits of Hawkins and Drake fired the imagination of English
writers and scholars who began to ask why England should not colo-
nize America directly. Richard Hakluyt, an English clergyman and
diplomat, collected stories of past English voyages and arguments for
western settlement. Somewhere in America, he reasoned, there had to
be a northwest passage leading safely to the Orient; the Spanish could
not have found all the gold and silver in America, and there must be
plenty left over for the English; American naval bases would enable
English ships to attack the annual Spanish treasure fleets as they fol-
lowed the Gulf Stream north and east across the Atlantic; and finally,
he predicted, the Indians would remember Spanish cruelties, join
the kindly English to oppose them, and embrace Christianity in the
bargain.

The Enterprise of Virginia

Wishful thinking inspired all these arguments, but they were persua-
sive enough to carry English colonists to Virginia. Poor planning and
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unrealistic expectations undermined their efforts, and England’s first
attempted settlement on Roanoke Island in modern North Carolina
vanished entirely. The Jamestown colony on Chesapeake Bay nearly
failed too, as its colonists lived like soldiers, neglected agriculture, an-
tagonized the Indians, and focused on a fruitless search for gold. Vir-
ginia would not flourish until its settlers abandoned their initial goals
and established private farms, added women and families, and began
to feed Europe’s new appetite for smoking tobacco.

ROANOKE AND JAMESTOWN

Hakluyt caught the attention of Walter Raleigh, a renowned soldier
and favorite courtier of Queen Elizabeth. In 1584, the queen gave
Raleigh permission to search for new lands and claim them for En-
gland. Later that year, his first exploring party reached Roanoke Island
and reported that the natives were friendly and harmless, and the soil
and climate were delightful. Collecting his own knighthood, Raleigh
named the area Virginia in honor of his unmarried “Virgin Queen.”

The next year, Raleigh’s second expedition tried to found a per-
manent base. Commander Ralph Lane’s men mapped the area and
located Chesapeake Bay to the north while artist John White made
sensitive sketches of the native inhabitants. Despite these advances,
Lane antagonized the Indians with endless demands for food and
by murdering their chief at a supposed peace conference. When Sir
Francis Drake visited the colony in the early summer of 1586, the be-
sieged survivors accepted his offer to bring them home, and the colony
ended in failure.

Undaunted, Raleigh sent John White back to Virginia in 1587 with a
shipload of men, women, and children. They first intended to settle on
Chesapeake Bay, but later decided to reoccupy Lane’s old fort on Roa-
noke. Soon after their arrival, White’s daughter, Elizabeth Dare, gave
birth to a girl, Virginia Dare, the first English child born in America.
Without much pause, Governor White then returned to England for
more supplies, but while he was there, King Philip II of Spain dis-
patched an enormous fleet, or armada, to invade England, dethrone
Elizabeth, and reclaim her realm for Catholicism. Drake and Hawkins
led in England’s defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588, but the emer-
gency delayed White’s return for two more years. When he finally ar-
rived, his colonists had vanished, and the fate of the “Lost Colony” re-
mains a mystery to this day.
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After the fiasco at Roanoke, Raleigh lost favor at court and aban-
doned his efforts to settle Virginia. Queen Elizabeth died in 1603 and
her cousin James Stuart, who ruled Scotland as King James VI, suc-
ceeded her as King James I of England. Within a year, James had made
peace with Spain, and a group of London investors had decided to
try again in Virginia, hoping to find profits there without challeng-
ing Spain. In 1606, they organized the Virginia Company, a joint-
stock company which sold shares to investors who expected to split
its profits through dividends, much like a modern corporation. On an
early April morning of 1607, their three tiny ships entered Chesapeake
Bay.

The expedition consisted of 104 men and boys, most of whom were
gentlemen who expected to share in the honor, glory, and wealth of
the new colony, but not in its manual labor. Others were personal ser-
vants, and some were technical experts who could identify the gold
and jewels that everyone expected to find. Only a handful had more
practical skills and none was a farmer or gardener.

When the leaders opened their locked chest of instructions, they
were chagrinned to find that their seven-member governing council
included Captain John Smith, a cocksure young adventurer of humble
birth who lacked due respect for his superiors. Submitting to Smith’s
elevation as best they could, the council elected Edward Maria Wing-
field as governor and considered where to settle.

They found that Chesapeake Bay penetrated a heavily forested plain
that sluggish streams and estuaries had cut into alternating bands of
land and water. They called the largest of these the James River after
their king and followed it upstream for 60 miles. One enthusiastic
colonist later reported that the banks were sprinkled with “faire med-
dowes and goodly tall Trees, with such Fresh-Waters . . . as I was al-
most ravished at the first sight thereof.” Finally finding an easily defen-
sible promontory with a safe, deepwater anchorage on May 13, 1607,
the exhausted men disembarked, named the place Jamestown, and set
about making a fort.

SURVIVING IN POWHATAN'S VIRGINIA

The newcomers had unwittingly entered the territory of a confederacy
of some 30 small Indian tribes from the Algonquian language group
who shared the name or title of their supreme chief, or “emperor,”
Powhatan. Partly by inheritance and partly by force, the aging Powha-
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tan had brought them together while still a young man and installed
subsidiary chiefs, or werowances (mostly male but some female), to
guide each tribe and village within the group. Like the related tribes
who had sparred with the Roanoke colonists, the Powhatans grew
corn, beans, and squash, lived in bark-covered houses, and hunted
game and seafood with stone-tipped arrows.

The Powhatans already knew about Europeans, for explorers’ ves-
sels had occasionally entered the Chesapeake for several decades. The
emperor’s kinsman and ultimate successor Opechancanough may
have been “Don Luis,” the youth whom Spanish missionaries had sent
to Spain in 1570, but who returned and helped kill them in 1571. Pow-
hatan may also have met survivors from the Roanoke expedition, for
he later reported that white people had once lived near the mouth of
Chesapeake Bay but died in an intertribal war. He knew the bearded,
pale-skinned newcomers could be dangerous, but he also knew they
brought valuable trade goods. After several initial skirmishes, the En-
glish and the Powhatans settled into a wary truce, occasionally punc-
tuated by murders and violence on either side. Each group wisely dis-
trusted the other but resolved to make use of their antagonists. As
Powhatan himself later explained to John Smith, “[I]t is better to eate
good meate, lie well, and sleep quietly with my women & children,
laugh and be merrie with you, have copper, hatchets, or what I want,
being your friend: then bee forced to flie from al[l], to lie cold in the
woods, feed upon acorns, roots, and such trash, and so be hunted by
you, that I can neither rest, eat nor sleepe.”

Not surprisingly, the English first needed the Indians more than the
reverse. They did not bring enough food and the river’s feeble currents
did not flush away their wastes. The leaders quarreled endlessly and
the gentlemen would not work. As servants of the Virginia Company,
the colonists expected their employer to feed them. Failing that, they
might live off the local population like soldiers in enemy territory, but
severe drought had left the Powhatans with little to spare. Hungry and
wracked by intestinal diseases, only 38 of the original 104 Englishmen
were still alive at the end of January 1608.

These were the circumstances when John Smith went looking for
food and fell captive to Powhatan. He may never have grasped the
meaning of his “rescue” by Pocahontas, but Smith certainly realized
that English lives depended on those they called “Salvages.” Combin-
ing threats with barter, he obtained enough corn from the Powhatans
to keep his company alive. As other leaders died or departed, Smith



The First English Colonies, 1584-1676 * a7

took command and minimized casualties with his famous rule that “he
that shall not worke, shall not eate.” Smith’s blunt speech and strin-
gent methods never endeared him to others, however, and a serious
injury forced him back to England in 1609. John Smith never returned
to Virginia, though he later explored the northern coasts of America,
named them New England, and continued to promote American colo-
nization.

Smith’s departure was followed by the “starving times.” Over the win-
ter of 1609-1610, Jamestown’s population plunged from five hundred to
sixty, as Powhatan refused assistance and the frantic colonists ate dogs,
rats, roots, and (in at least one grisly case) even one another in a des-
perate struggle to stay alive. When a new governor landed in May of
1610, he decided the situation was hopeless and ordered everyone into
his boats for a return to England. Just as they were passing the mouth of
the James, however, the starving colonists met three supply ships laden
with provisions, and returned to Jamestown for another effort.

Virginia barely flickered back to life. The countryside seemed de-
void of profitable exports, and supplies from home were never reli-
able. Arriving in 1611, Deputy Governor Sir Thomas Dale attempted to
whip the demoralized colonists into shape with a severe legal code, the
“Lawes Divine, Morall and Martiall,” that imposed the death penalty
for crimes ranging from disobedience and desertion to sex offenses
and robbing gardens. As in John Smith’s day, everyone was required
to work and the colonists attempted to grow their own food, but they
did not stop raiding the Indians. The result was a bitter war of attrition
with the Powhatans that did not abate until 1613, when the settlers
captured Pocahontas and held her hostage. Colonist John Rolfe sealed
this peace by marrying Pocahontas in 1614. He took his bride and their
infant son to England two years later, where she impressed the court
with her noble bearing, her command of English, and her conversion
to Christianity. Sadly, Pocahontas did not return to Virginia, but sick-
ened and died before the couple’s planned return.

TOBACCO

Pocahontas’s death did not interrupt John Rolfe’s experiments with
a new crop that eventually secured Virginia’s future. Native Ameri-
cans grew several varieties of the tobacco plant and used it widely in
their ceremonies. Spaniards had taken up smoking in the Caribbean
and Sir Walter Raleigh made it popular in Elizabeth’s court. The habit
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caught on quickly among the rich and fashionable, and soon there was
a thriving market in Europe for the golden brown leaf. Virginia’s native
tobacco was harsh to English throats, but Rolfe discovered that the
milder Caribbean variety grew well at Jamestown, and he sold a large
shipment in 1617 for the tidy sum of three shillings per pound. His
fellow colonists scrambled to do likewise and planted tobacco every-
where they could, including the streets of Jamestown. Tobacco be-
came so important that Virginians soon used it for money.

Potential farmland was plentiful in Virginia but labor was not, and
tobacco required enormous amounts of painstaking, backbreaking
work. Fields were cleared by axe and fire and prepared for planting
by the hoe. Seeds were nurtured in specially prepared beds until the
delicate seedlings could be transplanted to a larger field. Workers hoed
endlessly to control the weeds and nipped small shoots and flowers to
force the growth of larger leaves. At harvest, whole plants were care-
fully cut and hung in large, open-air drying sheds until the leaves could
be stripped and packed into barrels. All these tasks were done by hand,
but with enough effort, even an inexperienced worker could raise be-
tween 500 and 1,000 pounds of tobacco per season, and enough corn
to eat the following year. At prevailing prices in the 1610s and early
1620s, one worker’s crop could be worth as much as £100 in London,
more money than most English laborers would see in a lifetime. Any-
one who commanded the labor of many workers could gain a hand-
some fortune in a few short years.

PLANTATIONS AND BOND SERVANTS

Rolfe’s success sparked a clamor for tobacco workers, and the Virginia
Company was happy to help. In 1619, a Dutch vessel arrived in James-
town and exchanged a cargo of “twenty negars” for food, but we do
not know if these first African Americans were held as slaves. More
commonly, London officials scoured the docks and poorhouses for un-
employed men and women cast adrift by the changing English econ-
omy, and offered them passage to Virginia in exchange for a term of
service that ranged between four and seven years. They sealed these
agreements with documents called indentures, much like apprentice-
ship contracts, so the laborers were called indentured servants.

Most indentured servants were single men in their teens or early
twenties, but some were women and some were much younger. Not all
came voluntarily—some did not understand what they were signing
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and others were simply kidnapped. Once in the Chesapeake, however,
their labor was the personal property of whoever owned their inden-
tures, and they were sold to new masters from the decks of their ships.
Until they had served out their terms, servants received no pay and
minimal subsistence. They could be sold over and over, bequeathed in
a will, or even lost in a card game. Runaways had to repay their mas-
ters with at least twice as much time as the length of their absences.
Pregnancy cost a female servant two more years of bondage, and her
child suffered servitude in turn until the age of 24— 30 if the father was
one of Virginia’s slowly growing number of Africans. Whipping was
the punishment for disobedience or for running away, and little but
the promise of eventual freedom, with the chance to grow tobacco on
their own, distinguished their lives from those of slaves.

The Virginia Company encouraged the tobacco boom by allowing
settlers to create their own private farms. The company released its
veteran employees and gave them each 100 acres of land. Anyone who
paid to import a newcomer (either himself, a family member, or a ser-
vant) would receive a headright of 50 acres. Well-connected settlers
could receive even larger grants, or purchase land for low prices and
an annual fee, or quitrent. Responding eagerly, English settlers pressed
up and down the James River and throughout the Chesapeake basin
to find the best land. Much to the dismay of London authorities, they
refused to live in compact towns or villages but scattered widely along
the shore of the James and nearby creeks and rivers, with each planter
shipping his tobacco to London from his own waterside dock. For cen-
turies into the future, Virginia and the other southern colonies pre-
ferred scattered farms over towns and cities.

Tobacco farmers (early Virginians called them all planters, what-
ever the size of their farms) who gained enough land and servants
could become very wealthy. Many hoped to make enough in a few
years to return to England, purchase an estate, and escape Virginia’s
misery forever. This get-rich-quick objective encouraged masters to
extract as much labor from their servants as they could, in the short-
est possible time and at the lowest possible cost. The most nimble or
unscrupulous succeeded in amassing large landholdings and numer-
ous servants, laying the groundwork for a dominant class of wealthy
plantation owners. Conditions on their estates were often brutal and
life expectancies were very short. One young servant, Richard Fret-
horne, undoubtedly spoke for many in 1622 when he implored his par-
ents to redeem him. “Wee must work hard both earlie, and late for a
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messe of water gruel and a mouthful of bread, and beife,” he wrote
them. “If you love me or respect me, as your Child release me from
this bondage, and save my life.” Frethorne’s pleas were ineffective, and
he died within a year like so many others. One careful investigator of
1623 discovered that the Virginia Company had brought 3,570 settlers
to its colony between 1619 and 1622, joining 700 who were living there
already, but no more than 1,240 were left alive at the end of that three-
year period.

Important political changes coincided with the rise of tobacco cul-
ture. A new governor, Sir George Yeardley, arrived in 1619. He aban-
doned the “Lawes Divine, Morall and Martiall” and instead summoned
a General Assembly, composed of his appointed Council and a House
of Burgesses elected by the colonists, to make laws. In time, the Gov-
ernor’s Council would function as an upper house of the colonial legis-
lature while the House of Burgesses claimed the rights and roles of a
colonial House of Commons. No one foresaw this in 1619, as America’s
first representative assembly seemed to view itself as something like an
English town council. The members took their duties very seriously,
however, and spent several days in Jamestown’s church adopting a
code of laws and regulations that settled matters from the prices of
commodities to the penalties for swearing.

Stabilizing the Chesapeake

Tobacco production finally created the basis for stability and pros-
perity in Virginia, especially after the English government took over
government from the Virginia Company. Crushing Indian resistance,
the colonists re-created as much of English life as possible, including
familiar forms of government, an established Anglican Church, and
the presence of women and children. Unlike England, however, pros-
perity rested on the labor of bound workers and the creation of a plan-
tation economy. Virginia was successful enough to inspire imitation in
the nearby new colony of Maryland, but it also fostered severe social
tensions that brought rebellion and a colonial civil war.

INDIAN WARS AND ROYAL GOVERNMENT

Powhatan died in 1617, just as the tobacco boom was taking off, and
any traces of a mutually beneficial Indian-English relationship in Vir-
ginia died with him. As the English took more and more land for to-
bacco planting, his successor Opechancanough plainly saw the bal-
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ance of power tipping inexorably against his people and decided to
strike while he could. On the morning of March 22, 1622, his men at-
tacked without warning and slew 347 colonists in a matter of hours.
The “massacre,” as white Virginians called it, wiped out one-third of
the English population, but it was not enough to kill the colony. Vir-
ginians struck back ruthlessly, vowing to root the Powhatans “out from
being longer a people uppon the face of the Earth.” Powhatan casual-
ties soon exceeded English losses many times over, and sporadic war-
fare continued until 1632, leaving the tribe barely independent on a
fragment of its former territory.

The Powhatans struck once more in 1644, but they were far too weak
for victory. Virginians captured and murdered the elderly Opechanca-
nough, while the remnants of the once-powerful confederacy became
tributary nations who lived peacefully inside the colony’s boundaries
in exchange for annual payments and submission to English authority.
Tributary Indians traded furs and skins for the English products they
now relied on and helped the colonists fight other tribes. The promi-
nent colonists who dominated the fur trade appreciated their pres-
ence, but ordinary whites frequently distrusted them and coveted
their meager reservations.

Virginia was beginning to succeed, but not the Virginia Company.
It never turned a profit and the death rate stayed high, even though
individuals prospered on their private plantations. Disgruntled direc-
tors complained to King James and appalled His Majesty with their
tales of Indian attacks, wholesale death, and general incompetence.
In 1623, English courts revoked the charter of the Virginia Company,
shortly before the death of King James. Two years later, his son, King
Charles I, proclaimed Virginia a royal colony.

Royal government did not change Virginia much in the short term.
The king appointed a governor and a council, and the governor be-
came Virginia’s chief link to England’s monarchy. Grudgingly (for King
Charles had no love of elected assemblies) the Crown continued to
allow the freeholders, or landowners, of Virginia to select members
of the House of Burgesses to represent them. Together, the Gover-
nor’s Council and the House of Burgesses formed a bicameral, or two-
chambered, assembly for the passage of colonial laws. The governor
and the Crown could both veto their bills. The result was not democ-
racy, for the majority of Virginia’s residents were tenants, bound ser-
vants, or other dependents of established planters. Over time, how-
ever, Virginia’s House of Burgesses would become the institutional
basis for an increasingly self-governing colony.
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The Assembly divided Virginia into counties and created an En-
glish system of local government. In each county, the governor in-
stalled a number of substantial planters as justices of the peace, with
authority to settle minor local controversies without formality. Sitting
together, the justices composed the county court, and met each month
to try civil and criminal cases, issue licenses, regulate roads and tav-
erns, supervise the collection of taxes, and generally transact the rou-
tine public business of the county. Like their English counterparts,
the county justices were never elected, served virtually for life, and,
in practice, used the power of recommendation to fill the vacancies
in their own ranks. Able justices gained their peers’ respect and won
election to the House of Burgesses, and the county courts became key
institutions for cementing the power of Virginia’s planter gentry.

Planters also ruled the colony’s Anglican Church. England’s na-
tional religion had always been legally established in Virginia, but few
spared time for religion in the early years of the tobacco boom. As
society gradually stabilized, the Assembly created an Anglican parish
in each county and ordered a vestry, or committee of prominent lay-
men who were often justices of the peace, to impose taxes to sup-
port a church and a minister and provide local charity. Vestries did
not always comply, but churches and Anglican clergy spread gradually
over prosperous parishes. Inhabitants were required to attend church,
and courts and vestries made conscientious efforts to punish immoral
behavior. Like the county courts and the House of Burgesses, the An-
glican Church became an important bulwark of the established order
and Virginia’s dominant social class.

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL STABILITY

The growth of stable institutions owed much to the passing of the
tobacco boom. Tobacco prices fell as production rose, until almost
everyone could afford the comfort of a pipe. Falling prices made over-
night riches impossible, but the planter with plenty of hands could
still become wealthy by remaining in the Chesapeake. More perma-
nent settlers gradually built a society where a small and wealthy upper
class controlled vast lands and tilled them with unfree workers whom
they bought and sold at will. The majority of residents were small or
middling planters who tilled their own fields with the help of their
families. The outlines of a plantation society had emerged long before
African slaves replaced white Englishmen in the tobacco fields.
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Lower profits made it harder to replace dying workers, so even the
cruelest masters provided better food and living conditions by the
1640s. With better treatment, more servants survived to seek farms of
their own, so settlement spread ever farther along the rivers and creeks
of Virginia’s tidewater. As they moved inland, more Virginians escaped
deadly marshes and bad water, and their lives grew even longer.

Stability also brought more women to the colony. Only a handful of
the first settlers had been female, most of them wives of senior com-
manders. Beginning in 1619, the Virginia Company sent over several
boatloads of young single women, rightly expecting they would easily
find husbands to pay for their passage. These women suffered from
the same poor conditions and high death rates as male newcomers,
but their numbers continued to grow. Female servants worked in-
doors more often than in the fields, but their hard work in the prepa-
ration and preservation of food and clothing was indispensable to the
colony’s success. Female servants faced the threat of sexual abuse, but
the unbalanced sex ratio gave poor women in Virginia much more
freedom in the choice of marriage partners than they had in England.
A high death rate created many widows, and fortunate women could
radically raise their standing by marrying a succession of wealthy men
and combining their estates. By English law, however, a husband had
full control of his wife’s property, so men could also improve their for-
tunes by marriage to wealthy widows.

As white Virginians began to marry, the sounds of their children’s
games and voices mingled with the din of axes and the calls of work-
ing adults. The death rate remained higher in Virginia than in England
for most of the seventeenth century, so many of these children died
young. Most of the survivors lost one or both parents before reaching
adulthood, but the presence of a rising generation was an unmistak-
able sign of Virginia’s growing success. Slowly and unconsciously, Vir-
ginians of the 1640s had transformed their settlement from an outpost
into a home.

MARYLAND JOINS VIRGINIA

Imitation was another telling sign of success. In 1632, King Charles
set off a separate colony on the northern shores of the Potomac River
and Chesapeake Bay and called it Maryland in honor of his wife. He
granted it to George Calvert, Lord Baltimore, a trusted councilor and
tireless colonial promoter who had been active in the Virginia Com-
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pany and in plans for a colony in Newfoundland. Maryland was a pro-
prietary colony whose owner held full rights to govern as he saw fit, so
long as his laws did not conflict with England’s. George Calvert died
before the grant was complete, but his son Cecilius Calvert became
the next Lord Baltimore and first Lord Proprietor of Maryland, devel-
oping his colony on familiar lines.

Maryland’s economy, like Virginia’s, depended on tobacco. Those
who brought in new settlers got headrights of land and could purchase
more, but owed an annual quitrent in return. Most of the early workers
were indentured servants, joined by a sprinkling of slaves. The propri-
etor appointed the governor, but an elected assembly made the prov-
ince’s laws and county courts administered local government. As in
Virginia, a small group of wealthy landowning planters dominated so-
ciety and government.

Religion formed the greatest difference between Maryland and Vir-
ginia. The Calverts were Roman Catholics when most English Protes-
tants still regarded so-called papists as potential enemies of the state
and supported strict laws that discriminated harshly against them. The
Calverts were mainly interested in Maryland for economic reasons, but
they also wanted a haven for their fellow Catholics. England would not
have allowed an exclusively Catholic settlement, but Cecilius Calvert
protected his coreligionists by refusing to establish an official church
and allowing all professing Christians complete freedom to worship
as they chose.

The Maryland Assembly ratified the policy of toleration with its Act
Concerning Religion in 1649, the first law guaranteeing religious free-
dom for competing denominations of English Christians. As expected,
most Marylanders were nominal Anglicans, but their church remained
weak without public funds or official support. Radical Protestants
found safe havens in Maryland when they faced persecution in Vir-
ginia. The Catholic population remained small but enjoyed a dispro-
portionate share of wealth and political influence. At the end of the
seventeenth century, religious and political tensions led Maryland
Protestants to defy the Calverts and revoke religious liberty, but until
then, the colony demonstrated the feasibility of toleration to the rest
of the English world.

BACON’S REBELLION

A violent uprising in 1676 marked the end of Virginia’s founding era.
By the early 1670s, a ring of counties pressed out from the shores of the
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Chesapeake to the fall line, a band of rapids that blocked river passage
from the coastal plain or tidewater to the piedmont uplands. Beyond
the fall line, the powerful Susquehannocks dominated diverse Indian
peoples who surrounded white settlements from a distance, jockey-
ing with colonists and each other for access to trade and safeguards
for their independence. Within the white settlements, wealthy planters
held most of the best land but depended heavily on the labor of large
numbers of discontented servants. Governor William Berkeley and
his closest friends enriched themselves with the Indian trade and used
their offices for private gain. Ordinary planters complained bitterly of
official corruption and the high taxes that top officials did not have to
pay, and declining tobacco prices often blighted their dreams of secu-
rity. Freed servants pressed westward beyond them and collided with
the first tier of Indian inhabitants. Often landless, freed servants could
be just as discontented as bound ones. Senior officials worried that
they were “pressed at our backs with the Indians [and] in our bow-
ells with our servants,” and could not tell which group would be more
dangerous.

The tension snapped in 1675, when a dispute between whites and
Doeg Indians took the lives of some innocent Susquehannocks and ig-
nited a war between their tribe and the Virginians, who promptly split
into factions. Hoping to contain the conflict and return to profitable
trading, Governor Berkeley would only attack Susquehannocks and
asked the Assembly for an expensive line of defensive forts. This de-
cision disgusted backcountry farmers who did not trade with Indians
but feared them all. They preferred a full-scale war against all Indians
that would pay for itself through the sale of captives. When the gov-
ernor refused again, an obscure young gentleman named Nathaniel
Bacon stepped forward as popular champion.

Bacon had just arrived in Virginia as a high-born but restless young
man of 27 and readily agreed to lead a force of angry settlers against all
Indians, concentrating on the peaceful tributary tribes and avoiding
the more dangerous Susquehannocks. Aroused by Bacon’s defiance, a
new Assembly passed reforms to empower ordinary settlers and clean
up official corruption. When Governor Berkeley resisted, the insur-
gents burned Jamestown and looted the plantations of his wealthiest
supporters. Violence suddenly collapsed in October 1676, when Bacon
took sick and the rebellion died with him, but his followers had al-
ready defeated most Virginia tribes, allies and enemies alike. Defeat
removed restrictions on the Indian slave trade, and warring southern
tribes sold the English as many as 30,000-50,000 captives in the next
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generation. Berkeley retaliated by hanging 23 rebels and annulling
their reforms, but the Crown decided he had acted too harshly. When
a royal commission arrived to soothe the shattered colony, Berkeley
lost his job, returned to England, and died soon afterward.

Bacon’s Rebellion uncovered deep rifts in Virginia’s social fabric.
White farmers were clearly enraged by their subordinate position
in Virginia society. They might seek vengeance by attacking people
they saw as radically different, especially those of another color, but
they could also turn against their social superiors. In the future, great
planters who longed for social stability would treat the complaints
of small farmers with greater sensitivity. Planters would also benefit
when racial hostility between poor whites and black slaves obscured
class differences among whites, and when enslaved plantation workers
could not become free and rebel. In the generation after 1676, Indian
slaves were not enough, so Virginia’s great planters gradually replaced
their indentured servants with African victims of a growing Atlantic
slave trade. The imperial government also resolved to keep Virginia
and its other colonies under tighter central control.

Puritan America

The English settlers of Virginia had reacted to the economic and social
disruption of their homeland by looking to America for economic op-
portunity. Facing similar pressures, other English people saw a moral
and spiritual crisis that they hoped to reverse by creating a more per-
fect church and commonwealth in America. Contemporaries called
these men and women Puritans, because they wished to purify the
English church and nation of deep-seated corruption that they blamed
on persisting remnants of Roman Catholicism. Beginning on the mar-
gins of the Church of England, Puritans would lead the settlement of
the New England colonies and briefly take control of the English gov-
ernment. Their ideals and values would leave a lasting mark on the cul-
ture and politics of the United States.

THE PURITAN FAITH

Puritanism was not a clear-cut sect or denomination, but a broad reli-
gious movement among English men and women who worried that
the Church of England had not done enough to rid the nation of sin or
itself of Catholic errors. Under Queen Elizabeth, the Anglican Church
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had embraced a moderately Calvinist theology, conducted its services
in English, and allowed its clergy to marry, but it retained Rome’s hier-
archy of bishops and archbishops to supervise parish priests or minis-
ters, and church courts to regulate public morals and religious teach-
ing. Ministers wore Catholic-style vestments during services and read
from an officially adopted Book of Common Prayer. Strict laws de-
fined all English Christians as members of the Church of England, re-
quired them to attend its services, and demanded their acceptance of
its doctrines and structure.

Like their fellow English subjects, Puritans took enormous pride
in England’s leadership of the Reformation. As in the days of the Old
Testament, they concluded, God had made a covenant, or contract,
with the English and made them his new chosen people, offering them
special protection in exchange for their special devotion. This national
covenant was a blessing and a burden, for God had held the Hebrews
to higher standards than other nations. Surely He would treat the
English likewise, but Puritans fretted that England had repaid God’s
blessings with indifference. They saw shortcomings everywhere: ne-
glect of public worship, sports and games on Sunday, immoral or indif-
ferent clergy, commercial greed, and government corruption. Above
all, Puritans complained that the Church of England included every-
one in the realm, saints and sinners alike, when a true church should
be more selective. With such abounding wickedness, who could es-
cape God’s wrath?

Puritan standards for individuals were as strict as their demands
for their country. Devoted followers of John Calvin, they denied that
anyone became a true Christian by birth or upbringing. Instead, genu-
ine “saints” gained their faith through a lengthy process they called
“conversion.” Usually beginning in young adulthood, anxious sinners
worried that damnation was almost certain. After a long period of
agonized study and prayer, however, the “elect” would slowly gain a
hope, and then a more confident “assurance,” that God had decided
to save them after all. In the joyous aftermath, devout converts still
worried about overconfidence, and tested their own perceptions by
constantly grilling their consciences and struggling to live righteous
lives. Like other Calvinists, good Puritans were never certain of sal-
vation —that knowledge belonged only to God—but they fervently
hoped that moral progress might be a sign that God had chosen them
indeed. By contrast, the Church of England taught that salvation was a
lifelong process, not a distinct moment of radical change, and forgave
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the shortcomings of its members and clergy far more readily than its
Puritan critics.

Puritans were keenly aware of England’s social and economic ills,
and blamed them on sins like greed and pride. No one expressed their
concerns more vividly than John Winthrop, a Puritan gentleman and
rural landowner. “The land growes weary of her inhabitants,” he re-
flected in 1629, “so that man, which is the most precious of all crea-
tures, is here more vile and base than the earth they tread upon.” A
stern but loving man, Winthrop immediately worried over the moral
consequences of overpopulation. “Children, neighbors and friends,”
he mourned, “especially of the poore, are counted the greatest bur-
dens which if things were right, would be the highest earthly bless-
ings.” Like other Puritans, Winthrop worried about rampant selfish-
ness and dishonesty. As he put it, “All arts and trades are carried on in
that deceitful manner and unrighteous course as it is almost impos-
sible for a good upright man to maintain his charge and live comfort-
ably in any of them.”

Puritanism grew slowly in the reign of Elizabeth and continued to
spread in the early seventeenth century. Reformers did not come from
any single class, but they were most numerous in the middling ranks
of society. Their movement was especially popular where people were
abandoning the traditional economy to take up trading and manufac-
turing. Ironically, Puritans condemned greed and selfishness but they
also praised frugality, self-control, and personal responsibility —useful
virtues for worldly success. The sober-minded Puritan who rejected
self-indulgence in favor of hard and steady work was more likely to
prosper than his easygoing neighbors, so the Puritan faith found an
undeniable affinity with the emerging capitalist economy.

The leaders of the English church and government agreed that men
and women should have good morals, but viewed their Puritan crit-
ics as potential subversives. English leaders believed that God had ap-
pointed them to protect righteous government and true religion with
a firm hierarchy in church and state, beginning with the king himself
and proceeding downward through archbishops and bishops, nobles
and magistrates, parish priests, and ordinary parishioners. Puri-
tans threatened this order by disputing Anglican doctrines, rejecting
church hierarchy, and demanding a “converted” clergy. Fundamen-
tally, English rulers opposed the Puritans for questioning God’s ap-
proval of the king, his ministers, and his church.

Puritans were also unpopular among ordinary Englishmen who re-
sented their campaign against minor faults and harmless amusements
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or hated their eternal soul-searching and fault-finding. Despite official
suspicion and popular disapproval, however, most Puritans continued
to worship in Anglican churches and refused to break openly with the
authorities. Hoping to reform the church and state from within, they
tried to stay out of trouble and prayed for the day when their chance
would come.

PLYMOUTH’'S PILGRIMS

A small number of the most zealous Puritans gave up on the Church
of England. Insisting that the Anglican establishment was too cor-
rupt to be a true church at all, Separatists wanted to withdraw from
it altogether to form their own tiny congregations of fellow believers.
Unlike most others, these Puritans faced serious persecution for their
open rejection of the king’s religion.

One special group of Separatists launched the first Puritan settle-
ment in New England. Suffering from fines and imprisonment in 1608,
a congregation from the village of Scrooby in Nottinghamshire first
sought refuge in Calvinist Holland. After years of discouragements
there, and worried that their children would grow up Dutch, the
people who came to be known as Pilgrims decided to settle in Virginia.
Obtaining financial backing and permission from the Virginia Com-
pany, their first contingent of 102 passengers set sail for America from
the port town of Plymouth in 1620, tightly packed in a tiny ship called
the Mayflower. Thirty-seven had been members of the Dutch congre-
gation, joined by 22 of their servants and family members. The others
were “strangers” who sailed for a variety of motives, including the hope
for economic gain, but church members and their values dominated
the expedition. Outside of New England, few English settlements
would share their religious motives for migration.

The Pilgrims were officially bound for the mouth of the Hudson
River, then within the boundaries claimed by Virginia. Blown off
course, the Mayflower actually landed on Cape Cod in mid-November,
and its crew refused to go farther. A few passengers muttered that their
settlement was illegal and its rules nonbinding outside of Virginia, so
leaders persuaded the other men to sign an agreement later known
as the Mayflower Compact, which tied them together as a “civil body
politic” and bound them to rules of their own making. They then chose
William Bradford as governor and a group of “assistants” to legislate
with him, and went ashore to build the community they would call
Plymouth, after their port of departure.



60 * CHAPTER TWO

The Mayflower Compact did not renounce the English Crown, but
king and Parliament had no formal role in the government it created.
Practically speaking then, Plymouth was America’s first republic, or
government that the citizens elected without a functioning monarch
or nobility. English authorities would eventually reclaim their au-
thority, but the other early colonies in New England followed Plym-
outh’s example and made self-government a founding principle.

As at Jamestown, conditions were grim during Plymouth’s first win-
ter, and almost half the colonists died. Also as in Jamestown, there
were Native Americans in the area with prior European contacts. Like
“Don Luis” in the Chesapeake, a Patuxet Indian named Squanto had
been to England, but returned to find his tribe dead or scattered from
an epidemic. Squanto mediated between the Pilgrims and the nearby
Wampanoags, interpreting for both sides and teaching the English to
plant corn. Massasoit, the Wampanoag sachem, or chief, followed the
same logic as Powhatan and thought the English could help him deal
with rival tribes, and concluded a treaty of friendship. Though the Pil-
grims shared the suspicion that most early modern Englishmen felt for
those they termed “savages,” they refrained from wanton attacks and
escaped Virginia’s early trauma of Indian warfare.

The Plymouth colony grew slowly through further immigration and
gradually gained the power to feed itself. After their first harvest in
1621, the Pilgrims invited Massasoit and his warriors to a five-day feast
that later Americans remembered as the first Thanksgiving. They later
won a firmer legal foundation when English authorities gave them
retroactive permission to settle and govern themselves.

Settled by married couples and their children, Plymouth enjoyed
an equal sex ratio and a full range of ages from the outset. Families
received land grants and established farms to raise foodstuffs, not to-
bacco. They bought supplies from England with exports of fish and
furs. Until the 1675-1676 Indian war known as King Philip’s War, the
Plymouth colony quietly grew and prospered in the southeast corner
of modern Massachusetts. In 1691, a new royal charter merged the
Plymouth colony with Massachusetts, its larger and more turbulent
neighbor.

MASSACHUSETTS'S GREAT MIGRATION

King Charles I succeeded his father James I in 1625. Charles was more
hostile to Puritanism than James, and even showed signs of nostal-
gia for Catholicism. William Laud, his archbishop of Canterbury,



The First English Colonies, 1584-1676 * 61

severely persecuted Puritans to “harry them out of the land.” Charles
also envied European kings who ruled as absolute monarchs, and tried
to rule without consulting Parliament. His religious policies offended
Puritans, and his political ambitions outraged the country gentlemen
who dominated the House of Commons, many of whom were also
Puritans. Rising tensions split the kingdom, with royalists and Angli-
cans increasingly on one side and parliamentary supporters and Puri-
tans on the other.

As conflict escalated in the late 1620s, John Winthrop and some
other leading Puritans considered seeking refuge in America. Safe in
the wilderness, they could devise more godly political and religious
institutions and bring them back to England when the time was ripe.
They would not establish freedom of religion, however. Like their An-
glican and Catholic opponents, Puritans were sure that their own reli-
gion was the only truth, and that God required them to establish truth
and punish falsehood. What they called their “godly commonwealth,”
or community founded on the common good, would establish their
understanding of the true faith in true churches, and nothing else.

To implement these plans, a few Puritan gentlemen took over an
existing trading company, renamed it the Governor and Company of
the Massachusetts Bay in New England, and won permission to found a
settlement. In a daring legal maneuver, the directors then transformed
their private company into a civil government located in America. As
in Plymouth, the freemen, or free adult males of Massachusetts, chose
a council of assistants and made John Winthrop their governor. They
soon added that voters must be church members and created a legisla-
ture, or General Court, composed of town representatives. Governor
Winthrop would serve 13 one-year terms between 1629 and his death
in 1649.

In June 1630, Winthrop and the first group of 400 settlers arrived
at Massachusetts Bay in the Arbella and three other ships. Six hundred
others soon followed them. Over the ensuing decade, about 10,000
settlers, most of them English Puritan couples with their children,
would come to Massachusetts in an unprecedented mass movement
that historians later called the Great Migration.

“God’s Commonwealth”

The newcomers built their first towns around the mouth of the Charles
River, where it emptied into Massachusetts Bay. John Winthrop’s own
group founded Boston on a peninsula jutting into the harbor from



62 * CHAPTER TWO

the river’s south shore. More supplies and colonists arrived in Febru-
ary 1631, but 200 still died the first winter, and more than 8o returned
to England. Despite this perilous beginning, migrants kept coming.
With intense idealism, they tried to create a reformed version of their
homeland that conformed as much as possible to their understanding
of God’s will.

A COVENANTED PEOPLE

The governing principles of Puritan commonwealths differed pro-
foundly from those of the US Constitution, but still left a deep imprint
on American culture. John Winthrop spelled them out in a famous ser-
mon he delivered to passengers on the Arbella. Unlike Thomas Jeffer-
son’s Declaration of Independence over a century later, Winthrop’s
“A Modell of Christian Charity” began by firmly rejecting any notion
of human equality. “God Almightie in his most holy and wise provi-
dence hath soe disposed of the Condicion of mankinde,” Winthrop
explained, “as in all times some must be rich, some poore, some highe
and eminent in power and dignitie[,] others meane and in subjeccion.”
But Winthrop immediately linked inequality to the ideals of justice
and mercy. Hierarchy existed to enforce God’s will on earth, he re-
minded his audience, so “no man is made more honorable than an-
other or more wealthy etc., out of any particular and singular respect
to himself, but for the glory of his Creator and the common good of
... man.” Bound by the spirit of Christian love, he explained, no man’s
personal interests should overrule the needs of others, so social rank
must support the greater goals of God’s service and the common good.

Winthrop thought cooperation was more important in Massachu-
setts than other places because more was at stake. Proclaiming a na-
tional covenant like ancient Israel’s, he declared that New England’s
sacred mission gave it a unique role in history and a special relation-
ship with God. “Wee shall be as a Citty upon a Hill,” he admonished.
“The eyes of all people are upon us.” This did not mean that Massa-
chusetts was already a perfect society, but only that it ought to be.
Like a biblical prophet, Winthrop warned his people to put religious
obligations ahead of worldly interests, or “the Lord will surely breake
out in wrathe against us[,] be revenged of such a perjured people[,]
and make us know the price of the breache of such a Covenant. . . till
wee be consumed out of the good land whether wee are going.” Simi-
lar warnings about the special nature of America’s covenant with the
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Almighty would echo from future generations of religious and secular
reformers, endlessly warning backsliders to reclaim the founders” high
standards to avoid a terrible fate.

TOWN, CHURCH, AND COLONY

Reflecting their commitment to church and community, the settlers
of Plymouth and Massachusetts Bay did not scatter themselves like
Chesapeake planters butlived in close-knit “towns” that were not truly
urban places, but farming villages that strictly controlled their own
local affairs. To create a town, a group of men, mostly heads of fami-
lies, sought a land grant from the colony and spelled out their guid-
ing principles in a written covenant modeled on the larger covenant
they felt they had with God. In a typical example of 1636, the founders
of Dedham, Massachusetts, committed themselves to “that most per-
fect rule, the foundation whereof is everlasting love,” and warned away
those who could not comply: “We shall by all means labor to keep off
from us all such as are contrary minded, and receive only such unto
us as may be probably with one heart with us.” The founding ideals
of these little communities thus linked the duty of mutual support to
powerful pressures for conformity.

Town leaders gave each man a plot of land that reflected his family’s
size and social rank. Some towns distributed strips of land in large
fields that the residents tilled together; others gave a separate farm to
every household. All retained some common land to share later, and
for grazing and timber in the meantime. Reflecting their commitment
to mutuality, the adult men of a town continued to make major deci-
sions in a general town meeting, but they often elected a committee of
selectmen to handle routine public business.

After some hesitation, Massachusetts Puritans decided to “gather,”
or assemble, their churches according to their understanding of scrip-
ture. In each town, the most pious elders met for lengthy prayer and
mutual interrogation until a small number recognized one another as
properly converted “visible saints” with the right and duty to form a
church. These men signed another covenant that spelled out their reli-
gious principles and invited some worthy man to become their minis-
ter. Over time, they would extend the privilege of church membership
to other men and women who convinced them of their own conver-
sions, but members who broke moral or religious laws could expect
to be disciplined or expelled. Whether members or not, all the towns-
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people were required to attend weekly worship and pay taxes for the
minister’s salary.

Unlike the Church of England, New England church government
was called congregational because each congregation ruled itself and
chose its own minister, without control by an outside hierarchy. There
was no denominational structure at first, but ministers maintained
unity with regular meetings for prayer and consultation. The churches
had no formal place in government, but only church members could
vote, religious and secular leaders often overlapped, and magistrates
punished anyone who strayed from Puritan doctrines. Careful not to
press defiance too far, the churches of Massachusetts claimed formal
communion with the Church of England while rejecting most of its
practices.

Puritan churches required a learned clergy who could properly ex-
pound their intricate doctrines. As early as 1636, a pious benefactor
named John Harvard left money for the training of godly ministers,
and Harvard College in nearby Cambridge was named in his honor.
The colonial government also required each town to maintain a com-
mon school where children could learn to read the Bible. Even in
Massachusetts’s earliest decades, Harvard graduates and other well-
educated New Englanders began writing and publishing a large body
of erudite sermons, tracts, theological treatises, poems, and chronicles,
creating a rich intellectual life in the community and laying the basis
for an American literary tradition.

The Massachusetts economy rested on farming families who tilled
their own land, perhaps with a servant or two. Wives and husbands
had equally important responsibilities, with women in charge of cook-
ing, cleaning, gardening, poultry, and the preservation of food, as well
as the routines of childcare. Children learned their grown-up roles by
helping and copying their parents, a practical education that was just
as important as schoolwork. Unwitting agents of the Columbian ex-
change, husbands planted English crops like wheat, rye, oats, and peas,
as well as Indian corn and pumpkins, and carefully tended horses,
cows, and pigs. Hay was an important summer crop that carried live-
stock through bitter New England winters.

Families who arrived first sold some of their harvests to the immi-
grants who arrived every season, and bought from them items like
iron, lead, cloth, and salt. This trade carried the Bay Colony through
its own “starving times” relatively quickly, and made it self-sustaining
by the mid-1630s. After 1640, however, alooming political crisis in En-



The First English Colonies, 1584-1676 * 65

gland cut the flow of migrants, forcing New Englanders to shift from
supplying newcomers to exporting fish, lumber, and furs instead. In an
early sign of business talent, the prudent merchants of Boston, Salem,
and other port towns also turned to shipping and shipbuilding as their
colony began to flourish.

Massachusetts Bay grew much faster than Virginia in its early de-
cades. Most of the first Virginians were single men, but the Great Mi-
gration brought repeated shiploads of married couples with their chil-
dren. Those who survived the first few brutal winters enjoyed long lives
in a healthy climate. In the carefully studied town of Andover, Mas-
sachusetts, for example, most of the founders lived into their seven-
ties while raising an average of 7.2 children to adulthood. Even when
substantial immigration declined after 1640, the excess of births over
deaths pushed the population of Massachusetts as high as 20,000 by
1660 and almost three times that by the end of the seventeenth cen-
tury.

A growing population spread more towns across eastern Massa-
chusetts. In 1635, a group inspired by the Reverend Thomas Hooker
traveled much farther west and founded the town of Hartford in the
Connecticut River Valley. Their community became the nucleus of
Connecticut, which established its own General Court and frame of
government by 1639. Connecticut later absorbed the separate Puritan
colony of New Haven. New Hampshire took shape to the north of the
Merrimack River, but Massachusetts kept Maine until well into the
nineteenth century. These spin-off colonies mostly grew harmoniously
with Massachusetts Bay and collectively embraced its sense of mis-
sion and Puritan orthodoxy. The founding of the tiny enclave of Rhode
Island, however, was not nearly so tranquil.

THE CHALLENGE OF DISSENT

One of the most noted early migrants to Massachusetts was the elo-
quent and learned young minister Roger Williams. A charming man
whom everyone loved, Williams was also a doctrinal purist who could
never keep tactful silence when he spotted a sin. Arriving in 1631, he
began to preach in the town of Salem and immediately questioned the
moral and legal basis for the entire colony. First he claimed that King
Charles never owned Massachusetts so he had no right to grant lands
there; the colony should invite the king to repent of his sin and cor-
rect it. Williams next declared that government had no right to regu-
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late religion, so his Salem congregation should hold aloof from other
churches that condoned this error.

Williams’s sermons frightened and outraged Governor Winthrop
and the Massachusetts leadership. They had no intention of lecturing
the king or tolerating heresy. More fundamentally, they feared that
Williams demanded an impossible degree of perfection in merely
human affairs, rejecting all compromises and undermining the flexi-
bility their godly experiment required. When Williams would neither
change his mind nor quit inciting disputes, they reluctantly ordered
him to leave Massachusetts. In January 1636, Roger Williams and a
small band of followers departed to found the dissenting colony of
Rhode Island.

A second controversy erupted the following year. Arriving with her
husband in 1634, Mrs. Anne Hutchinson began to hold religious dis-
cussions in her Boston home, and suggested to her followers that most
of the colony’s leaders were hypocrites who went through the motions
of good behavior without a genuine conversion. Hutchinson strongly
hinted that God identified the imposters to her personally and freed
her from the need to obey them —a heresy known as antinomianism.

Once again, an upstart was urging ordinary Puritans to spurn their
leaders as damnable sinners. Anne Hutchinson was not only a woman
who did not know her place, Puritan leaders feared, but like Roger
Williams, her divisive teachings could stir up factions and tear the frag-
ile colony apart. When the General Court summoned Hutchinson to
account for herself, she skillfully parried their questions for two days,
until she slipped and claimed to hear God “by the voice of his own
spirit to my soul.” This was flagrant antinomianism. Unwilling to allow
anyone’s inner voices to overturn authority, the court quickly ordered
Hutchinson and a few of her followers to join Roger Williams in Rhode
Island. Of her two favorite ministers, John Cotton escaped punish-
ment, but John Wheelwright departed to become a founder of New
Hampshire. Mrs. Hutchinson could not settle down, however. After
four years, she and her family left Rhode Island for the neighboring
colony of New Netherland, where Indians killed her in 1643. The patri-
archs of Massachusetts Bay took grim satisfaction from her fate. “The
Lord heard our groans to heaven,” wrote one, “and freed us from our
great and sore affliction.”

Rhode Island adopted town government, congregational churches,
and many other institutions from the other Puritan colonies, but like
Maryland, it granted liberty of conscience, or freedom from religious
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dictation, to all its residents. With Roger Williams as one of its lead-
ing citizens, Rhode Island became a beacon of religious tolerance, and
irritated its neighbors by sheltering Baptists, Quakers, Jews, and other
dissidents from Puritan orthodoxy.

War and Transition

Asin the Chesapeake, the 1670s seemed to bring New England’s found-
ing era to a close. Half a century after the Pilgrims established Plym-
outh, Puritan towns spread westward from Cape Cod to the Connecti-
cut River Valley, and dotted the shores of Long Island Sound. Steady
growth brought the problems of success, including warfare with Indi-
ans, whom the colonists defeated with bloody determination. Events
in England forced conscientious New Englanders to rethink their mis-
sion, as English Puritans dealt with King Charles and fought a civil
war without their help. As New England’s first generation gave way to
the second, many ministers worried that rising prosperity and chang-
ing priorities were sapping religious devotion. In 1676, a renewal of
Indian warfare demonstrated that New England could survive these
challenges and keep expanding, redefining its sense of purpose with-
out surrendering it.

THE ENGLISH CIVIL WAR

Back in England, political and religious tensions had continued to
mount while the Puritan colonies were growing. In a bid for abso-
lute power, Charles I had tried to ignore Parliament, until the need
for money finally forced him to relent in 1640. The king resisted when
Parliament tried to limit his power, and in 1642, the English Civil War
broke out between supporters of the king and the Anglican Church
on one side and Parliament and the Puritans on the other. Parlia-
ment’s army triumphed under Puritan general Oliver Cromwell and
beheaded King Charles in 1649. Cromwell tried to rule England as a
Puritan commonwealth without king or Parliament, but the experi-
ment foundered when he died in 1658. The former king’s son had been
waiting in France for just such a moment, and in 1660 he returned to
England as King Charles II. The Restoration, as it was called, reestab-
lished the monarchy, the Parliament, and the Anglican Church, and
England turned firmly away from its Puritan revolution. Like the Puri-
tan “republics” of New England, however, the commonwealth experi-
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ment in kingless government held enormous importance for the future
American republic and fed many of the ideas that later supported its
revolution.

Virginia remained quietly loyal to the Stuart dynasty in the Civil
War and Interregnum, as the period between kings was called, but
New England’s position was more difficult. Its founders had planned
to rescue England when its crisis inevitably arrived, but events moved
too quickly in the end and English Puritans made their own decisions
without consulting Massachusetts. American Puritans felt suddenly ir-
relevant and intensely disappointed, especially when the Restoration
ended their hopes for a Puritan England. If God had further work for
his chosen people, they must find it in America.

Governor John Winthrop died in 1649, the same year as Charles 1.
While he was governor, the people of Massachusetts had gradually
given more attention to their own problems than to those of England.
They did not abandon the ideals of a covenanted people, but focused
more on preserving their own colony than reforming all Christendom.
In the future, the Puritans’ most serious challenges would come from
the conflicts they found between their twin objectives of holiness and
prosperity in America.

THE SECOND GENERATION

As New England continued to grow, Puritans increasingly wrestled
with a painful contradiction. They worked hard and practiced self-
denial to glorify God and avoid temptation, but these frugal habits
could bring material success and even more temptation. The contra-
diction was less severe in rural communities where families struggled
to feed and clothe themselves, and could not aspire to much more than
supplying the next generation with enough land and household goods
to start farms of their own. Family arguments were the biggest source
of rural social tension, as long-lived parents tried to keep their lands
and their children’s labor for as long as possible and young people
longed to marry and start their own households.

Most farm families supplied as many of their own needs as possible,
but they also traded a bit in market towns, which allowed ports like
Boston to swell with Atlantic commerce. New England merchants
sent furs, fish, lumber, and foodstuffs all over the Atlantic basin in
locally made vessels manned by local mariners. They returned with
overseas cargo that ranged from sugar and tobacco to the finest silks
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and wines. As ports and merchants prospered, pious Puritans worried
that the quest for profits and the lure of luxuries could undermine reli-
gious zeal.

The most visible sign of spiritual malaise was the failure of the found-
ers’ children to join their parents’ churches. Young people prayed sin-
cerely for spiritual rebirth, but fewer of them experienced the trans-
forming sensation that was still the test of true conversion. Most of
them had been baptized as children because their parents had been
church members, but could the children of these pious but officially
unconverted Puritans be baptized as well? After long debate, the ma-
jority of ministers finally consented, and devised the so-called Half-
way Covenant to cope with the new reality. After 1662, the child of a
baptized but unconverted person could be baptized in turn, but could
not be admitted to full communion until he or she reported a personal
conversion experience.

Arguments about the Halfway Covenant seemed to betray disunity
and declining faith. Near the end of his life, Governor William Brad-
ford mourned in his chronicle of the Plymouth colony that the found-
ing spirit of mutual love and cooperation seemed to be lost: “I have
been happy, in my first times, to see, and with much comfort to enjoy,
the blessed fruits of this sweet communion, but it is now a part of my
misery in old age, to find and feel the decay and want thereof (in a
great measure) and with grief and sorrow of heart to lament and be-
wail the same.” In eloquent sermons known as jeremiads, after the Old
Testament prophet Jeremiah, vigilant ministers warned their flocks
against declension, or a decline in religious standards. Over and over,
they denounced the moral decay that seemed to follow success, and
predicted that God’s wrath would destroy an errant people unless they
repented and returned to primitive purity. “We have in great part, for-
gotten our Errand in this Wilderness,” thundered Increase Mather,
president of Harvard. “Although the Lord hath been calling upon us,
not only by the voice of His servants, but by awful judgments, that we
should return unto Him who hath been smiting us, yet men will not
return every one from his evil way.” Dozens of less-famous contempo-
raries added their condemnations to Mather’s.

The jeremiads could not bring everyone to repentance or distract
many merchants from their business. Even in worldly Boston, how-
ever, life in 1660 or 1670 was still simple and straitlaced by the stan-
dards of a century later. But the fact that the sermons were preached,
published as pamphlets, and purchased in large numbers reveals that
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the old perfectionist temper was not entirely dead. It had only changed
its form, and would keep doing so as the burdens of the covenant con-
tinued to weigh uneasily on the spiritual heirs of John Winthrop.

INDIAN WARFARE

Like the Spanish, the French, and the Virginians, the Puritans had
partly justified their migration to America by promises to convert the
Indians to Christianity. Also like the Virginians (but not the Spanish
or French), they did relatively little to practice this intention, and like
most Englishmen of their day, distrusted the Indians as savage wor-
shipers of Satan. Soon after his arrival, Governor John Winthrop re-
joiced that the Indians “are all neere dead of the small Poxe, so as the
Lord hathe cleared our title to what we possess.” The Reverend John
Eliot worked hard to convert Indians in Massachusetts, and brought
about 1,100 “praying Indians” to specifically designated towns by the
mid-1670s, but most Puritans assumed that Indians should disappear
like the Old Testament nations displaced from Canaan by the children
of Israel.

As in Virginia, however, the Indians did not decline nearly as fast
as New England expanded, and the result was bloody warfare. In the
Pequot War of 1637, Connecticut struck when Indians raided its fron-
tier town of Wethersfield. Militiamen surrounded the Pequots’ main
town when most of its warriors were away, set it on fire, and shot the
old men, women, and children as they fled. Between 300 and 700
Pequots died in an hour. Over the following months, Massachusetts,
Plymouth, and Connecticut militias captured most of the stragglers
and sold those they spared into Caribbean slavery. The war did not end
until settlers had destroyed most of the Pequot nation, but the victors
assured themselves that “we had sufficient light from the Word of God
for our proceedings.”

Metacom’s War was an even deadlier conflict that ravaged New En-
gland in 1675 and 1676, almost simultaneously with Bacon’s Rebellion
in Virginia. Both upheavals exposed deep rifts in the white community
and aroused fears of a general uprising of Indians up and down the
Atlantic seaboard. Whites were finally victorious in both, but the vio-
lence shook both colonies deeply and marked the end of their found-
ing eras.

By 1675, whites and Indians lived side by side throughout much
of southern New England. Metacom, whom the English called King
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Philip, had replaced his father Massasoit as sachem of the Wampanoags,
and lived on the eastern side of Narragansett Bay near the border be-
tween Plymouth and Rhode Island. His traditional enemies, the Nar-
ragansetts, held the opposite shore. There were also Nipmuck towns
between Boston and the Connecticut River Valley, and the Abenakis
held most of inland Maine. As New England grew, whites eyed Indian
land with increasing jealousy, and rival colonies competed to acquire
it. Indians’ resentment also grew as the English demanded more land,
livestock raided their fields and clam beds, and colonial governments
treated them as subjects instead of independent neighbors.

Relations between the Wampanoags and Plymouth grew especially
tense by the early 1670s. Plymouth protested loudly when Metacom
sold land to the despised colony of Rhode Island, but Metacom coun-
tered that Plymouth was stealing tribal land for its own settlements.
Deeply suspicious, colonial leaders listened carefully when a Chris-
tian Indian accused Metacom of plotting war, and believed his re-
ports when the informer was found dead, seemingly murdered. Pre-
paring for the worst, Wampanoags readied themselves for combat
and struck the border town of Swansea when Plymouth executed the
alleged killers. Massachusetts came to Plymouth’s aid, and counter-
attacks soon spiraled into general war, as rival tribes and colonies put
aside their differences and united against each other. Powerful bands
of English and Indians burned one another’s towns throughout New
England and drove their inhabitants into fortified garrisons. In one of
these raids, a party of Narragansetts kidnapped Mary Rowlandson, a
minister’s wife from Lancaster, Massachusetts, who lived to publish
The Sovereignty and Goodness of God, a model for innumerable other
tales of frontier capture and rescue and one of the earliest books writ-
ten by an American woman.

Like the rebellious followers of Nathaniel Bacon, New Englanders
responded to Indian trouble with indiscriminate violence against all
the Indians in reach, even the “praying Indians” converted by John
Eliot. As these measures succeeded in the winter and spring of 1676,
Metacom sought the help of Mohawks from the Iroquois Confederacy,
but they sided with his enemies instead. When Metacom retreated to
the Wampanoag homeland on Narragansett Bay, a combined force of
Indians and Plymouth militia captured and killed him, selling most of
his people into slavery.

The English lost at least 600 lives, 8,000 cattle, and 1,200 houses in
Metacom’s War, proportionately the bloodiest in American history. Its
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expenses ran to £150,000. The Indians lost about 3,000 men, women,
and children, their political independence, and most of their land. In
the war’s aftermath, ministers hurled more jeremiads at their congre-
gations, certain that God had sent calamity to punish a sinful people.
Returning to the theme of declension, royal official Edward Randolph
reported that the clergy pointed specifically to the declining church at-
tendance, toleration of the persecuted sect known as Quakers, young
people who dishonored their parents, men who grew long hair or wore
wigs, and women who adopted “strange fashions in their apparel.” As
Puritan zeal continued to wane, it would be harder and harder to com-
bat the enduring appeal of “strange fashions,” despite the ministers’
best efforts.

Isolated bands of Indians hung on in southern New England, and
their descendants still live there, but the colonists subjected them to
English control. The victorious colonies absorbed most Indian lands
within their own boundaries, but they failed to wrest territory from
their neighbors, except for Massachusetts, which soon swallowed
Plymouth. Metacom’s War weakened colonies and tribes so badly that
neighboring New York (the former New Netherland, which England
acquired in 1667) and the Iroquois Confederacy soon replaced them
as the dominant military powers in the northeast, the guarantors of its
peace, and the lords of its fur trade.

*

Bacon’s Rebellion and Metacom’s War exposed deep rifts in the colo-
nies they touched. Virginia’s poor attacked the rich, and New England
colonies turned on each other in a scramble for Indian land. Presented
with unmistakable signs of crisis, English authorities began to won-
der if the colonies were misgoverned. Certainly New England’s semi-
independent “republics” could not continue to imitate Cromwell’s
commonwealth. At the very least, they reasoned, royal governors like
Virginia’s should rein them in and perhaps impose even stricter con-
trols. The coming years would see other important plans for subjecting
all American colonies to tighter English control, and the loss of Massa-
chusetts’s own treasured independence.

Despite these setbacks, neither Bacon nor Metacom could perma-
nently damage their targets. By the final quarter of the seventeenth
century, Virginia, Plymouth, and Massachusetts Bay had burst their
original boundaries to spawn Maryland, Connecticut, New Hamp-



The First English Colonies, 1584-1676 * 73

shire, and Rhode Island. Despite early hopes for coexistence, plant-
ers and Puritans had both proved willing to strike their Indian rivals
with all the violence deemed necessary. Each region had deep roots
in its parent culture, but each had developed its own way of life based
on varying local conditions and the portions of English culture they
imported. Heartened by the examples of Virginia and Massachu-
setts, other colonizers would continue to imitate them, soon creating
a string of English outposts from chilly Newfoundland to the sunny
Caribbean.
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CHAPTER 3

The Emerging Empire,
1676—1756

New York militia major Jacob Leisler gave his dying speech on a rainy
May morning in 1691. With his son-in-law Jacob Milborne beside
him, Leisler tried to explain their recent conduct in “great & weighty
matters of State affairs.” Though penitent, Leisler still insisted “be-
fore god & the world that what I have done was for king William &
Queen Mary, for the defence of the protestant religion & the Good
of the country.” Moments later, the hangman tied his blindfolds, and
the bodies of Leisler and Milborne swung lifeless from the gallows
of Manhattan. Their severed heads would soon bear public witness to
rebellion’s awful price.

England had taken the Dutch colony of New Netherland in 1664
and a treaty of 1667 had formalized its new status. King Charles IT had
given the province to his brother James, the Duke of York, who re-
named it New York and installed an autocratic government before
taking the throne himself in 1685. At the time of Leisler’s Rebellion, a
genuine crisis had gripped the colony and its neighbors, for England
had toppled King James II in an upheaval known as the Glorious Revo-
lution. The overthrow of New York’s official proprietor upset public
authority and led to panic over imagined Catholic conspiracies and
Indian attack. Ostensibly acting for the new sovereigns, King William
and Queen Mary, and traditional English liberties, Leisler and his fol-
lowers seized local power and held it for nearly two years. When royal
authorities finally arrived to reestablish a lawful government, how-
ever, Leisler fired on their troops, so newly appointed governor Henry
Sloughter resolved to make him an example.

Under other circumstances, the governor might have shown mercy.
Colonial upheavals did not always end with bloody reprisals. Leisler
had acted in a real emergency, he was basically loyal, and he finally



76 * CHAPTER THREE

disarmed voluntarily. He and his followers also believed they had de-
fended popular rights against arbitrary power, a belief that English
events had seemed to confirm. But the new government was not
secure and war had broken out with France. New York was a valuable
port, vulnerable to attack by land and sea, and rife with ethnic and reli-
gious dissension. Above all, while Leisler had many supporters, he had
also made many enemies who now had the governor’s ear. Sloughter
would take no chances so early in his term, so Leisler’s disobedience
cost him his life. In short, Leisler and his followers thought the prin-
ciples of the Glorious Revolution should allow them local autonomy,
especially in an emergency, but English authorities insisted on more-
central control of their growing empire.

Though founded as New Netherland, New York was otherwise em-
blematic of the seventeenth-century English empire. It was one of sev-
eral proprietorships established by the Stuart Restoration, and filled
a vital gap between the Chesapeake and New England. In an empire
based increasingly on commerce, the Hudson River Valley provided
bountiful food exports and a vital highway for the fur trade, but its di-
verse people were prone to quarreling. James II hated representative
assemblies in both his kingdom and his colony, so he would not allow
New York to elect a legislature like Virginia’s or Massachusetts’s, but
his appointees had proved inept in the recent emergency and opened
the way for Jacob Leisler’s coup. In the aftermath of the Glorious Revo-
lution, a more successful imperial system would require enough cen-
tral authority to maintain stability and protect the interests of empire,
balanced by enough flexibility and popular consent to resolve disputes
and maintain public support. It was a formula that eighteenth-century
colonists and officials worked hard to establish, so incidents like Leis-
ler’s execution would no longer be necessary.

Like New York, most of the colonies that became the United States
slowly took shape and found stability between the Restoration and the
early eighteenth century. Several experienced disruptions, but most
escaped political violence. Competition between rival empires spurred
the colonies’ development, and imperial officials struggled constantly
to control trade, but had to balance central control and commercial
interests against popular expectations. Though repression ended Leis-
ler’s Rebellion, representative assemblies in England’s other colonies
gained central roles in imperial governance, bolstered by the results of
the Glorious Revolution. The new empire would depend on the right
combination of imperial requirements, colonial aspirations, and the
realities of the American continent.
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Rivals for America

American colonial development always took place within the frame-
work of Atlantic imperial competition. Eighteenth-century Spain
claimed an immense empire stretching from California and Florida
to the southern tip of South America. Its mines still yielded vast quan-
tities of silver, but Spain’s economic and military might began to ebb
in the early seventeenth century, allowing England, France, and Hol-
land to advance by exchanging America’s products for Europe’s. With
the right balance of trade, commercial countries could divert gold and
silver from Spain’s treasury to their own. As hopes faded for the dis-
covery of more mineral treasure in America, European statesmen be-
came more and more excited by the possibilities of empires built on
Atlantic trade.

SPAIN AND NEW SPAIN

Spain claimed most of North and South America, though much of
its territory was still in Native American hands. It divided this em-
pire in quarters, each headed by a viceroy who represented the Span-
ish Crown and directed the governors of individual provinces. With
its capital at Mexico City, the former Tenochtitlan, the viceroyalty of
New Spain included all Spanish territory north of Panama. A large bu-
reaucracy administered the affairs of its church and state, and the only
elected bodies were local town councils, or cabildos.

Spain’s American wealth was the envy of Europe, but precious
metals actually weakened its economy. The Crown claimed one-fifth
of all thesilver from the colonies and designed its trade policies to pro-
tect this revenue from smugglers, pirates, and foreign enemies. Most
of the remaining silver went to the nobility and some of it went to
the church. Like the Crown, these recipients were anxious to protect
their incomes and avoid risks, and they shunned direct involvement
in business as socially degrading. Silver therefore crossed the Atlantic
in closely guarded annual convoys and entered Spain through a single
port (Seville first, Cadiz later), where a small guild of merchants held
a trading monopoly. These policies did not stop smuggling, but they
limited the growth of more innovative urban rivals.

Once in Spain, silver paid for expensive armies and navies, the life-
styles of nobles and churchmen, and imported manufactures that
undermined Spain’s own industries. Though Spain forbade direct for-
eign exports to its colonies, merchants evaded the barrier by bringing
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foreign goods to Spain before reshipping them to America. Foreigners
also supplied most of the capital for this trade, leaving Spain and its
empire economically dependent on other countries. Contemporaries
remarked that “the cloth trade is England’s Indies,” because exchang-
ing textiles for Spanish silver was an ideal path to riches.

The economies of the Spanish colonies centered on mining or sup-
plying the mines with necessities like food, livestock, and leather. If
they did not own mines themselves, leading colonists raised these
products, as well as sugar and tobacco, on large landed estates called
haciendas. Some of their workers were African slaves, especially in the
sugar districts, but most were Indians laboring under the encomienda,
or tribute, system or struggling to repay debts that kept them in a state
of semibondage called peonage. As in Spain itself, the focus on mines
and haciendas discouraged economic diversity and self-sustaining de-
velopment, and led to a society dominated by a small wealthy elite
atop a mass of impoverished laborers. Hostage to the silver trade, the
economy of Latin America depended on Spain just as Spain itself de-
pended on Europe.

Latin American society developed patterns of racial and ethnic di-
versity that sharply contrasted with those in the English colonies. Rela-
tively few Spaniards came to America and many were single men who
hoped to return to Spain. These men often had children with Indian or
African women, creating a racially mixed population of mestizos (with
white and Indian parents), mulattos (with white and African parents),
and all combinations of their descendants. Free, mixed-race people
took jobs that might otherwise have gone to poor or middling whites,
and they became intermediaries between the white elite and the mass
of slaves and Indians. Latin America became a society where light skin
was a key to social rank, but with many gradations of color, power,
and status between very dark and very light. In the English colonies,
by contrast, wealthy whites extended a certain kind of equality to poor
and middling whites while treating free people of color almost as badly
as enslaved Africans.

New Spain guarded its northern boundaries with a series of fron-
tier outposts, beginning with San Agostino (St. Augustine) in 1565
and followed by New Mexico in 1598, nine years before the English
came to Jamestown. Spanish settlements reached Texas in 1691, and
finally California in 1769. The Spanish did not find gold or silver in
these places, but used them to convert Indians while warding off ene-
mies and preserving their claims against England, France, and (on the
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Pacific coast) Russia. When private settlers ventured to these distant
outposts, their principal economic activity was cattle ranching and the
export of hides and tallow.

Missionary efforts were central to all these border settlements.
Members of the religious orders, especially Franciscans, accompa-
nied conquistadors wherever they went, and the government funded
their efforts to bring Christianity and Hispanic culture to the Indians.
The colonizers typically established themselves near an Indian com-
munity and offered it protection in exchange for work and Christian
baptism. Participation was supposed to be voluntary, but the Spanish
presence might provoke attacks from other Indians, disease was an
ever-present menace, and Spanish animals could overrun fields and
other food sources. Nearby Indians might thus have little choice but
to enter the mission community. Once there, they were not allowed
to leave or continue their traditional religions, but forced to practice
Christianity and work under conditions of near slavery. Mistreatment
and disease soon took their toll, and the population of border areas
dropped as grimly as elsewhere.

The most successful rebellion against the mission system erupted
among the Pueblo Indians of New Mexico. Scattered in separate adobe
villages along the Rio Grande Valley, the Pueblos had accepted the
Spanish without much resistance between 1598 and 1680, while their
numbers dropped from 60,000 to 17,000. A chain of events then
drove them to fury, beginning with a prolonged drought that devas-
tated crops and drew raids from neighboring Navahos and Apaches.
Pueblos revived their traditional religion when Spanish soldiers and
the Spanish God seemed equally powerless against these dangers.
Determined to keep their converts, the Franciscans cracked down on
“witchcraft” by whipping and hanging the offenders.

One of these, a young man named Popé, struck back by organiz-
ing a rebellion in the summer of 1680, soon after Bacon’s Rebellion
and Metacom’s War in the far-distant English colonies. Using series of
knotted cords to count off the days, his recruits struck almost simulta-
neously in mid-August and quickly killed nearly 400 Spanish settlers
and missionaries, while besieging most of the rest in the governor’s
palace at Santa Fe. One band of survivors immediately retreated to the
village of El Paso, then located on the south bank of the Rio Grande.
Once the Santa Fe garrison surrendered, Indians allowed its mem-
bers to join them. The victorious Pueblos destroyed all the signs of
Spanish culture they could find, from churches and crosses to live-
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stock and fruit trees, and the Spanish did not attempt to return until
1692, after Popé’s death. A smaller revolt followed in 1697, until the
warring parties struck a compromise in which the Pueblos tolerated
the Spanish presence and ultimate authority in return for greater in-
dependence and religious toleration. The Spanish and Pueblos could
then unite against their common enemies, the Navajos and Apaches.

THE DUTCH AND NEW NETHERLAND

The Netherlands was England’s closest economic competitor in the
seventeenth century. The low-lying Dutch provinces on the North Sea
had fallen to the Spanish Crown by conquest and marriage, but they
outraged its Catholic monarchy by embracing Calvinism in the Ref-
ormation. Spanish efforts to crush Dutch Protestantism touched off
a prolonged struggle for independence that made the disparate prov-
inces a true nation. Fighting broke out in 1568 and continued sporadi-
cally for another 80 years, but the United Provinces of the Netherlands
enjoyed de facto independence after 1585, with a republican govern-
ment that practiced religious toleration. This generous policy not only
made the United Provinces a refuge for dissident European Protes-
tants, but it also brought the energy and talents of Sephardic Jews per-
secuted by Spain and Portugal.

Seafaring skills, a shortage of land, and a weak nobility gave the
Dutch a long trading tradition that encouraged economic indepen-
dence and innovation. Expanding capitalism thus blended with reli-
gious and patriotic motives to inspire Dutch attacks on Spanish and
Portuguese commerce, particularly after 1580, when the Dutch in-
dependence struggle overlapped with the union of the two Iberian
kingdoms. Founded in 1602, the Dutch East India Company captured
Portuguese trading posts in Africa, India, Ceylon, and Java, gained
exclusive trading privileges in Japan, and established the colony that
became South Africa. Founded in 1621, the Dutch West India Com-
pany seized Elmina on the Gold Coast, Caribbean islands and Surinam
on the northern coast of South America, and coastal Brazil, where it
briefly took over the sugar industry.

The Dutch West India Company also founded New Netherland,
North America’s first major mid-Atlantic colony, by settling 30 families
there in 1624. Like the founders of New France, the company mostly
sought furs, so it first ignored the excellent harbor at the mouth of the
Hudson River in favor of Fort Orange, an upstream trading post at
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the present site of Albany. Two years later, a second group purchased
Manhattan Island from the local Indians and established New Amster-
dam as the capital of New Netherland. The price was 60 florins’ worth
of trade goods, not the 24 dollars of legend, but the exact sum is vir-
tually impossible to translate into a modern currency. As often hap-
pened, the Manhattan Indians probably thought they were renting the
island, not selling it. To stabilize the fur trade, Dutch officials and the
Five Nations of the Iroquois formed an alliance that promised mutual
friendship and cooperation and recognized Iroquois dominance of the
neighboring tribes.

As European population grew, newcomers began building farms
along the Hudson to Fort Orange, and beyond there to the Mohawk
River outpost of Schenectady. To encourage more immigration with-
out resorting to indentured servants or deported paupers and crimi-
nals as the English did, the Dutch made some very large Hudson Valley
land grants that gave the owners certain rights of government and the
title of patroon if they brought in so tenant families. Patroons could
operate courts and collect rents and their own taxes, but their tenants
escaped colonial taxes for 10 years. The largest of these, the manor,
or patroonship, of Rensselaerwyck went to Kiliaen van Rensselaer in
1630, and contained approximately one million acres on both banks
of the upper Hudson. In addition to collecting rents and administer-
ing justice, the patroons could require tenant labor on their roads and
fences, appoint clergymen, and collect taxes to pay them. They did not
always exercise these privileges, and many of the largest landholdings
broke up after sale or inheritance in the eighteenth century. Other ma-
norial families, including the van Rensselaers, established themselves
as enduring rural aristocrats in the Hudson Valley. They attracted ten-
ants by offering low rents on long leases, with the right to sell the im-
provements to their farms if and when they chose to move. The English
continued patroonships and even created new ones when they took
over New Netherland, and Rensselaerwyck survived until the early
nineteenth century.

The population of New Netherland was never wholly Dutch. The
first 30 families were French speakers from what is now Belgium. New
Englanders built Puritan townships on eastern Long Island. French
Protestants, called Huguenots, fled persecution at home to found New
Rochelle, and German refugees came from the Rhine Valley for simi-
lar reasons. New Netherland absorbed New Sweden in 1655, and Sep-
hardic Jews arrived from Brazil when Portugal recaptured that colony
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and ended its religious freedom. The Dutch brought African slaves to
their colony, and the Iroquois Indians traded there regularly. Manhat-
tan residents spoke 18 different languages in the seventeenth century,
more than any other town in North or South America. The Dutch Re-
formed Church was New Netherland’s legally established faith, but
persecution was bad for business and other sects enjoyed de facto tol-
eration.

Commercial competition sparked three Anglo-Dutch wars in the
seventeenth century, and New Netherland became a pawn in these
conflicts. Coveting the fur trade, England seized New Netherland in
1664, lost it to the Dutch again in 1673, and finally regained it after the
Third Anglo-Dutch War of 1674. Renaming its prize New York, En-
gland cemented its control of the entire Atlantic coastline from Maine
to South Carolina.

NEW FRANCE AND THE “MIDDLE GROUND”

France became England’s most enduring rival for control of North
America. The kingdom had suffered serious internal conflict during the
Reformation, but the Huguenots did not prevail and Catholic France
replaced Spain as the strongest and wealthiest realm in seventeenth-
century Europe. In the era when Parliament won supremacy in En-
gland, French kings and their able ministers concentrated power in
royal hands and used their authority to bring stability and prosperity.
Like Spain, France became an absolute monarchy, where the king
ruled by decree and individual subjects depended on traditions and
intermediaries rather than legal safeguards to shield them from the
central state. French glory reached its zenith under King Louis XIV,
known as the Sun King for the splendor of his reign and his court at
Versailles. Louis XIV fought a series of costly wars to assert his king-
dom’s power and expand its boundaries to the Rhine, challenging most
of the surrounding states, including England, for political and military
supremacy.

French expansion reached America when sixteenth-century voy-
ages by Giovanni da Verrazzano and Jacques Cartier established
France’s claims to the St. Lawrence River Valley. French fishermen had
long taken codfish from the rich waters of the Grand Banks, just off the
coasts of modern Newfoundland, dried their catches on neighboring
islands, and traded for furs with nearby Indians. Building on this traf-
fic, an expedition in 1600 established France’s first permanent North
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American settlement at the village of Tadoussac at the mouth of the St.
Lawrence River. Farther upriver, Samuel de Champlain founded the
city of Quebec in 1608. The colony of New France took shape along the
St. Lawrence between the Atlantic and the Great Lakes, as French fur
traders paddled their canoes ever higher up the waterways in search
of skins. Jesuit priests frequently accompanied them, earnestly seek-
ing to convert the Indians, and sometimes burning at the stake when
their audiences proved unreceptive.

Hearing of the Mississippi River from Indians living near the Great
Lakes, Father Jacques Marquette and fur trader Louis Jolliet followed
their portage across modern Wisconsin in 1673 and descended the
Mississippi to the mouth of the Arkansas River before returning to
New France. Robert de La Salle followed in 1682, traveling the length
of the Mississippi to the Gulf of Mexico, claiming the lands it drained
for France, and naming them Louisiana for its king. La Salle later
hoped to found a settlement by ascending the river from its mouth,
but in 1687, he died at the hands of his own colonists when he could
not find the elusive channel. A permanent French presence on the Gulf
began in 1699, followed by the city of New Orleans in 1718. Moving up-
stream, French colonists slowly built a chain of riverbank trading posts
that tied Louisiana to New France. To counter the partnership of the
Dutch and the Iroquois, and later the English, the Indians of the pays
d’en haut, or “upper country,” of the St. Lawrence Valley allied with
New France to protect their trade and to settle disputes. French, En-
glish, and Indian land claims would overlap in the triangle formed by
the Ohio River, the Mississippi, and the Great Lakes, and spark bloody
struggles for control of the Ohio country.

The fur trade became very important for all its participants. French
individuals and trading companies gained commercial profits. The
government of New France collected revenue from the sale of trading
licenses. More important, the government and the Indians used their
trade agreements to stabilize the pays d’en haut, reduce the chance of
war, and protect each other from their Dutch, English, and Iroquois
rivals. Like most native peoples, the Hurons and Algonquian-language
speakers of the upper country traded with the French and other Euro-
peans according to their own needs and their older traditions of inter-
tribal trade. They might exchange furs for copper kettles, for example,
but cut up the new vessels to make weapons or ornaments instead of
cooking food. Rejecting the Europeans’ acquisitive or utilitarian atti-
tude to wealth or material possessions, they tapped the manitou of for-
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eign products for spiritual power and social prestige as well as practical
uses. They also expected generous presents from traders and officials
to signify their friendship, whether they had furs to exchange or not.
Throughout colonial North America, clashing understandings of trade
inevitably led to numerous disputes between Indians and whites.

Settlement patterns created marked differences between the
French and English mainland colonies. French officials welcomed
immigration, but Canada’s stern climate hindered agriculture, and
French people seemed reluctant to abandon their homeland. Those
who did come built homes and farms along the St. Lawrence River,
but many trappers and traders married Indian women and did little to
transplant French society into America. By contrast, the English main-
land colonies had large and growing populations that outnumbered
French Canada by twenty to one in the 1750s. England’s expanding
colonies always thirsted for more Indian lands, but the French claimed
vast territories without fully occupying them.

The upper country has been called the Middle Ground because it
bridged the worlds of Indians and Europeans and sheltered a diverse
population who needed each other and mingled, intermarried, and did
business there on terms of relative equality. The Middle Ground also
linked New France to Louisiana, with its Mississippi outposts stretch-
ing as far north as modern Illinois. Recognizing the benefits of the
Middle Ground, the French supported it with gifts, alliances, and me-
diation among its diverse inhabitants. Though the French and Indians
shared control of this intermediate zone, Indians ruled the territories
farther west. There, enduring Indian power safeguarded the fur trade,
protected tribal autonomy, and held off land-hungry Anglo-Americas
behind an arc of territory stretching from the Gulf of St. Lawrence to
the Great Lakes and south to the Gulf of Mexico. Eighteenth-century
war and diplomacy would severely test the security of this prized re-
gion, until the final expulsion of France from North America on the
eve of the American Revolution.

CARIBBEAN SUGAR COLONIES

England, France, Spain, and Holland also competed in the develop-
ment of West Indian sugar islands that purchased food and timber
from the mainland colonies and introduced them to African slavery.
Sugar became less important to Spain when silver proved more profit-
able, but production surged in Portuguese Brazil. The Dutch learned
sugaring skills when they occupied Brazil from 1630 to 1654, brought
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cane cultivation to their own Caribbean colonies, and passed it to
nearby English islands.

England’s first sugar colonies appeared in the Lesser Antilles, a long
chain of islands between Hispaniola and South America that Spain
had bypassed on its way to the mainland. England occupied St. Kitts
in 1624, soon followed by Barbados (1627), Nevis (1628), Montserrat
(1632), and Antigua (1632). Only 166 square miles, Barbados stood out
because of its fertility and its closer location to England and Africa.
Much as in Virginia, early settlers cleared small farms with help from
indentured servants who received some tools, supplies, and land (until
it ran out) after five years of service. Also as in Virginia, masters in-
flicted beatings and other harsh punishments to make their servants
work, and bought and sold them freely. The first planters tilled crops
of tropical cotton and tobacco, but adopted sugar when Virginia’s leaf
became more popular.

The need for expensive machinery for grinding cane excluded small
planters from the Barbados sugar boom, sending some to other islands
and some to the mainland. Wealthier planters bought them out to cre-
ate large estates of 150-200 acres, engrossed the best land, and estab-
lished themselves as a small ruling class, even wealthier than Virginia’s.
Also like Virginia, Barbados and the other islands adopted elected as-
semblies to represent the interests of their largest planters. Both Vir-
ginia and the Caribbean sugar colonies thus found economic success
by growing one crop with unfree labor on large plantations. The great-
est thing they both still required was a dependable source of labor
when indentured servants proved insufficient. Barbados and the other
sugar islands adopted slavery about the same time they discovered
sugar. Virginia followed the same path, but took a little longer.

By the end of the seventeenth century, a couple of hundred sugar
barons owned most of Barbados, each operating one or more planta-
tions of about 200 acres and about the same number of African slaves.
The very richest spent their lives and profits in England, and left the
management of their estates (and the risk of tropical diseases) to a
handful of salaried white employees. Blacks outnumbered whites by
as many as ten to one, since European inhabitants were mostly limited
to a handful of managers, overseers, artisans, and shopkeepers.

Displaced from Barbados, white ex-servants and small farmers
carried the sugar system up and down the Antilles chain. Cane spread
to Jamaica after 1655, when Admiral Sir William Penn (father of Penn-
sylvania’s founder) plucked it from Spain. Jamaica eventually sur-
passed Barbados as the wealthiest English colony. France likewise
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brought sugar from the small twin islands of Guadeloupe and Mar-
tinique to its much larger colony of Saint Domingue (later known as
Haiti) on the western end of Hispaniola. Throughout most of the West
Indies, a captive African population replaced the native Caribs and
Arawaks, and toiled under the whips of European masters and over-
seers to produce the bewitchingly sweet crystals craved by ever-larger
numbers of international consumers.

Like tobacco, the price of sugar fell as production increased. The
new sweetener crossed class lines, from flavoring the confections fan-
cied by the wealthy to flavoring more affordable treats like coffee, tea,
and chocolate, and providing cheap rum and molasses for the poor.
Sugar profits became a treasured source of European prosperity,
and the sugar islands far outranked the colonies of mainland North
America in the wealth they generated for their respective empires.

Restoration Colonies

When King Charles II gained the English throne in 1660, he owed
heavy debts of gratitude to the courtiers and power brokers who had
restored him. His chosen rewards were lavish American land grants.
Like the Calvert family’s venture in Maryland, the king’s gifts were
proprietary colonies, which belonged to their developers. Proprietors
normally received English title to all the land in their colonies and also
governing rights, so long as they did not contradict the laws of En-
gland or the ultimate sovereignty of the king. After some fumbling
with other forms of government, most proprietors ruled their prov-
inces much like the Crown. They granted headrights to settlers and
sold much larger tracts of land to developers and speculators, subject
to an annual quitrent. Like the king, they normally appointed a gover-
nor and an advisory council and allowed the settlers to choose a repre-
sentative assembly. Most granted religious toleration. The proprietors
hoped to profit from their territories by attracting as many settlers
as possible, stimulating a prosperous local economy, and collecting
plentiful quitrents as immigrants streamed in. Most of the proprietary
colonies made good homes for their free settlers, but their proprietors
rarely earned as much as they had hoped.

THE TWO CAROLINAS

King Charles I had named Carolina after himself (“Carolus” is Latin for
“Charles”) when he named Maryland in honor of his wife. In 1663, his
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son Charles II granted this vast expanse between Virginia and Spanish
Florida to eight Lords Proprietors, a mixed group who included some
high-ranking Stuart loyalists, some key parliamentary supporters who
assisted the Restoration by adroitly switching sides, and some lesser
gentry with valuable experience in America. Receiving their char-
ter in 1663, the proprietors employed the philosopher John Locke to
draw up a plan of government called the Fundamental Constitutions
of Carolina. Locke proposed a feudalistic system with titled nobility
ruling a population of serfs, slaves, and smaller landholders. His plans
were largely unworkable because free people would not submit to
feudal discipline when America offered so many alternatives. Never
fully implemented and later discarded, Locke’s plans illustrated how
the most elaborate plans for settlement could collapse in the face of
American reality.

The Carolina proprietors paid little attention to the small band of
fugitive Virginians who had already slipped into the far northern cor-
ner of their new province. They pinned their hopes instead on a more
southern settlement they called Charles Town (later simplified to
Charleston), originally located a few miles inland and then moved to
a peninsula where the Ashley and Cooper Rivers meet the sea. From
its origins in 1670, Charles Town maintained close ties with Barbados
and welcomed Barbadian immigrants who were seeking new homes as
sugar reshaped life in their parent colony. The more prosperous West
Indians brought slaves with them as a matter of course and quickly
started trading with their earlier island home. The Barbadians had
stripped away their forests for cane fields, leaving little wood behind
to fire the sugar boilers or make casks for the finished product, and
little space to grow food and livestock. Early Carolinians could easily
supply these deficiencies and prospered by sending cattle, hogs, corn,
and timber to the Caribbean islands.

This pattern began to change when planters learned how to grow
rice in the fertile wetlands of the colony’s low country, or coastal re-
gion, drawing on the knowledge of slaves who grew it in Africa. Caro-
linians were harvesting substantial rice crops by 1690, and the fluffy
grain became their economic mainstay in the eighteenth century. “The
only commodity of Consequence produced in South Carolina is rice,”
one observer reported in 1761, “and they reckon it as much their staple
Commodity as Sugar is to Barbados and Jamaica, or Tobacco to Vir-
ginia and Maryland.” The main exception to this rule was indigo, a blue
vegetable dye from India that Eliza Lucas Pinckney, daughter of the
governor of Antigua, a British sugar colony, introduced in the 1740s.
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Worked by large forces of slaves, plantations became so widespread
and prosperous in coastal South Carolina that the colony contained a
black majority by 1708.

The northern part of Carolina developed very differently. Early
North Carolinians carved out small farms along the northern shores of
Albemarle Sound, not far from the original site of Sir Walter Raleigh’s
settlement on Roanoke Island. Shallow rivers and a hazardous coast-
line barred them from easy access to Atlantic commerce and limited
the growth of a Chesapeake-style tobacco economy. From the outset,
the proprietors seemed to recognize that distance and circumstances
required a separate local government for the northern settlement,
though formal separation of North and South Carolina did not occur
until 1712.

Unruly and independent-minded, the North Carolinians smuggled
a little tobacco into Virginia by land and to northern ports through
their own shallow inlets, and did not hesitate to rough up any governor
or imperial official who tried to interfere. The colony remained poor
and underpopulated well into the eighteenth century. In addition to
foodstuffs for the West Indies, North Carolina’s most valuable com-
modities were lumber and naval stores, or tar, pitch, and turpentine,
which were extracted from the sap of pine trees and used to water-
proof wooden ships.

NEW NETHERLAND BECOMES NEW YORK

Soon after England’s capture of New Netherland in 1664, King
Charles II included the former Dutch colony in a huge proprietary
grant to his brother, James Stuart, the Duke of York and the future
King James II. Renamed New York, James’s province originally em-
braced the entire Atlantic seaboard between the Delaware and Con-
necticut Rivers, and territories west and north of New England. James
regranted much of this territory to others and did not insist on a Con-
necticut River boundary, but kept the Hudson Valley for himself.
New York already had as many as 10,000 people scattered among
four major regions, so James did not need to recruit new settlers. To-
bacco planters spilled over from Maryland and clustered along the
southern banks of the Delaware River. Albany thrived on the Indian
fur trade, though farms were developing nearby. Connecticut farmers
raised grain and livestock on eastern Long Island, where they also pre-
pared whale oil, while Hudson Valley farms grew wheat to export as
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flour. New York City was the commercial center for all four regions,
with a population of some 1,500 residents. The majority were Dutch,
but the government stoked ethnic tensions by seeming to favor En-
glish newcomers. In rural areas, James continued the Dutch prac-
tice of issuing large manorial grants to be tilled by tenants, which
made landlord-tenant conflicts a recurrent feature of eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century politics.

Dispensing with an elected legislature, James appointed a colonial
governor who chose a council to advise him and sit as a court. The gov-
ernor made laws and set taxes by decree, and enforced the laws that re-
directed the colony’s trade from Amsterdam to London. The first pro-
prietary governor boasted that “our newe Lawes are not contrived soe
Democratically as the rest,” yet the English settlers in particular rarely
stopped agitating for an assembly with the power to control taxation.

PENNSYLVANIA, NEW JERSEY, AND DELAWARE

The last mainland settlements of the Restoration era were also carved
from the lands of the Duke of York. Together with New York itself, the
proprietorships of New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Delaware became
known as the middle colonies. They were too far north for plantation
crops and lacked the exclusively Puritan mission of New England, but
the middle colonies contained excellent harbors and river systems
that supported two major commercial centers, Philadelphia and New
York. Towns encouraged trade and economic development, while the
countryside attracted settlers from a wide variety of ethnic and reli-
gious backgrounds. Diversity often bred distrust of rival communities
and interests, and public life in the middle colonies often featured fac-
tional quarrels and political contentiousness. As colonists learned to
negotiate their differences, however, diversity could also encourage
respect for personal liberty, individual exertion, tolerance of differ-
ences, and a drive for personal advancement, characteristics that be-
came boasted aspects of American culture in later centuries.

When he received New Netherland, the duke split off the land be-
tween the Hudson and the Delaware Rivers as a proprietary grant to
two friends, Lord John Berkeley and Sir George Carteret. They named
their province New Jersey after Carteret’s birthplace and divided it be-
tween them. Carteret took the northeastern half, or East Jersey, and
attracted many settlers from Long Island and Puritan New England.
Berkeley sold his half, or West Jersey, to a group of investors seeking
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refuge for the Quakers, or Religious Society of Friends. Repeated sales
of the proprietorships brought political uncertainty and bitter disputes
over land titles, which prompted the Crown to reunite New Jersey and
govern it as a royal colony after 1702.

Quakers, formally known as the Religious Society of Friends, had
emerged from the welter of dissenters that blossomed in the era of
England’s Civil War and Interregnum, and attracted followers who
rejected the Puritans’ efforts to establish religion by worldly power.
They avoided Calvinist-style arguments about the nature of salvation
and abandoned external rituals like sacraments, formal preaching, and
structured prayers, in favor of quiet meditation to find guidance from
the divine spark, or “inner light,” that Quakers saw in every human
being. Renouncing violence and the trappings of worldly status,
Friends enraged English officials by refusing to bear arms, to take
oaths, and to bow, curtsey, or doff their hats to social superiors, and
by using the familiar pronouns “thee” and “thou” for everyone, regard-
less of rank. To the committed Puritans who still reigned in Massachu-
setts, Quakerism recalled the chaotic heresies of Anne Hutchinson and
the Antinomians, who had also disrupted public order by claiming to
hear God’s voice directly.

Unlike most of the splinter sects of the Commonwealth period, the
Quakers did not disappear in the Restoration, but continued to win
converts and experience persecution. English officials jailed as many
as 15,000 Quakers, and their missionaries faced whippings, exile, and
even the death penalty in Massachusetts. Most Friends were men and
women from modest backgrounds, but some were prominent mer-
chants, intellectuals, and members of the gentry, including one popu-
lar and persuasive young gentleman named William Penn.

Penn’s father had commanded the fleet that captured Jamaica for
Oliver Cromwell’s Commonwealth, but he befriended the Stuarts
when Cromwell died, loaned money to Charles I, and remained influ-
ential in his court. The younger Penn held on to his father’s wealth and
access to power even after he joined the despised Quaker movement,
and he helped the Friends who sought a religious haven in West Jer-
sey. Disillusioned by their disputes over politics and ownership, Penn
decided to seek his own colony in the promising territory lying west
of the Delaware River.

Though William Penn had been jailed four times for his Quaker
faith, he maintained an unlikely friendship with the Duke of York.
After breaking with the Church of England, the two shared a common
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interest in religious freedom, though James had taken the more in-
flammatory step of embracing Catholicism. King Charles sympathized
with James’s religious leanings, so the royal brothers were receptive
when Penn asked to found a new colony based on freedom of con-
science for all. In the spring of 1681, the king awarded Penn a propri-
etary charter for Pennsylvania, or “Penn’s Woods,” a huge tract of land
lying west of the Delaware River between New York and Maryland,
and explained to suspicious Anglicans that the grant would simply re-
pay his large debt to the Penn estate.

Penn saw his grant as a blessed opportunity, not only to shelter per-
secuted Quakers and demonstrate the benefits of religious freedom,
but to establish the ideal Christian society. “I eyed the Lord in the ob-
taining of it,” he explained, and “desire that I may not be unworthy
of his love, but do that which may answer his kind providence and
serve his truth and people.” Like the Puritans before him, Penn wanted
Pennsylvania to be “an example . . . set up to the nations,” and earnestly
prayed that “there may be room there. .. for such a godly experiment.”
At the same time, he expected his province to turn a profit, explaining
that “I desire to extend religious freedom, yet I want some recompense
for my trouble.”

To raise capital for an initial settlement, Penn sold large land grants
to wealthy Friends and devised the first of several “Frames of Govern-
ment” to protect landowners while extending liberty of conscience to
all settlers. His plans won enthusiastic support from English and Con-
tinental Friends, and 23 ships brought supplies and 2,000 passengers
to Pennsylvania in 1681. Penn himself and 2,000 more settlers arrived
the following year. Taking the post of governor, Penn led his colonists
in forging friendly relations with the Lenni Lenape, or Delaware Indi-
ans, establishing a record of honesty and fairness that remained firm
until after his death. Penn went back to England after a two-year stay
in Pennsylvania, and only spent another two years there in 1699-1701,
but his influence on the colony and its capital of Philadelphia remained
strong.

The bulk of early settlers in Pennsylvania were English, Irish, and
Welsh Quakers. Many were attracted by the commercial possibilities
of Philadelphia, but some of the early merchants were closely con-
nected to Penn and shared his confidence, while others felt more iso-
lated from the center of power. Other differences arose from the fact
that Quaker settlers dominated the three counties around Philadel-
phia, while inhabitants of the three Lower Counties near the mouth of
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the Delaware were very similar to their neighbors in nearby Maryland
and tended to favor the claims of its proprietor, Lord Baltimore. These
differences bred an early pattern of political dissension, with propri-
etary and anti-proprietary parties taking shape among the Quakers,
and the Lower Counties agitating for their own particular interests.
Fervent opposition prevented Penn from collecting most quitrents,
while the Lower Counties gained their own legislative assembly and
eventually became the separate colony of Delaware.

Step by step, Penn retreated in the face of demands for more
powerful and more representative legislative institutions, though the
constant clamor for new laws and more legal protections distressed
him. “For the love of God, me, and the poor country,” he wailed at one
point, “be not so governmentish, so noisy and open in your dissatisfac-
tions!” The fractious colonists of Pennsylvania were reluctant to obey,
however, and continued a lively sparring contest with Penn and his
successors for the remainder of the colony’s existence.

CHARITY AND GEORGIA

Georgia, the southernmost colony to join the American Revolution,
did not take shape until the 1730s, long after the establishment of the
other twelve. Led by James Oglethorpe, a group of English humani-
tarians known as the Trustees of Georgia obtained a charter in 1732 to
found a refuge for debtors, petty criminals, and other poor persons,
as well as persecuted foreign Protestants, on lands to the south of
the Savannah River that were included in the original grant to Caro-
lina. Calling the settlement Georgia in honor of King George II, they
gave free transportation, supplies, and land to hard-pressed artisans,
laborers, and their families, but rejected actual debtors and convicts.
The trustees banned slavery to preserve Georgia as a society of small
farmers supporting themselves by their own labor, but the settlers
themselves were unhappy with this policy, and cast envious eyes on
the prosperity of South Carolina’s nearby rice plantations. After years
of complaints and economic stagnation, the trustees abandoned their
utopian plans, lifted the ban on slaves, and surrendered the colony to
royal government in 1752. For most of the eighteenth century, colo-
nial Georgia remained a fringe settlement along the Savannah River,
smaller and weaker and exposed to attack from Spaniards and Indi-
ans, but otherwise very similar to the neighboring colony of South
Carolina.
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The Operations of Empire

The growth and social development of the English colonies in the late
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries took place within a larger
framework of Atlantic commerce and empire. By the middle of the
1680s, all the colonies (except Georgia) that later formed the core of
the United States had taken shape on the Atlantic seaboard. Other
colonies flanked them, including Spanish Florida, the sugar islands,
and the fur-trading empire of New France. Political and economic
structures varied widely, but kings, ministers, and lawmakers gov-
erned all these empires to enrich their own countries through trade.

MERCANTILISM AND TRADE

Following the thought of Adam Smith, a Scottish author whose path-
breaking book, The Wealth of Nations, appeared in 1776, modern
economists usually argue that profits and growth are greatest when
businesses are free to buy and sell as they choose. During Smith’s life-
time, however, most imperial administrators believed no such thing.
For them, colonial trade was much too precious to be left to chance
or the unreliable choices of individuals, so the colonizing countries all
enacted strict rules to govern what their colonists could sell to whom,
and from whom they could buy.

Imperial regulation took shape within a body of intellectual as-
sumptions that later analysts called mercantilism, because it favored
the merchants who conducted imperial trade. Every leading nation of
Europe tried to sell more to its neighbors than it purchased, hoping
that the difference between the value of its exports and imports would
remain in the kingdom as specie, or gold and silver coin. By defini-
tion, not every country could succeed in creating a favorable balance
of trade, for no country could acquire a surplus unless one or more of
its partners ran a deficit. Mercantilists thus saw trade as a zero-sum
game in which one country’s gains always spelled losses for another.
Nevertheless, monarchs hoped to use trade to accumulate a hoard of
cash that they could tap to maintain their armies, their courts, and
their kingdoms’ larger interests. As part of this strategy, each empire
sought to prevent the escape of specie to its neighbors by using its
colonies to supply commodities and purchase finished goods. English
mercantilists also tried to encourage overseas commerce by granting
certain corporations monopoly privileges in certain areas of business,
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like the East India Company in South Asia, Hudson’s Bay Company
in northern Canada, or the Royal African Company in the slave trade.

The broad outlines of English mercantile policy appeared in a series
of basic laws called the Navigation Acts, successively adopted by Par-
liament between 1650 and 1698. Pinpointing their imperial purposes,
one observer called the Navigation Acts “a true way to enlarge domin-
ions throughout the world, the most easy for conquests, and the least
costly for appropriating the property of others.” The acts were compli-
cated and often amended, but their basic intent was to create a closed
trading universe among the colonies and the mother country. A set
of enumerated goods that included sugar, tobacco, indigo, and other
valuable commodities could only be shipped in English or colonial ves-
sels, manned by English or colonial crews, and sent to English or colo-
nial ports. Once in England, these goods could be unloaded, taxed,
and then reloaded and sold to another country, but colonists could not
sell enumerated goods directly to foreign buyers, nor could they pur-
chase goods abroad without paying English taxes. American products
such as flour and fish, which England could supply for itself, could be
sold anywhere, usually in the West Indies. The duties imposed by the
Navigation Acts were quite valuable to the Crown, and produced as
much as £140,000 per year as early as 1670.

England enforced the Navigation Acts by a combination of prohi-
bitions and taxes designed to make certain forms of commerce too
expensive to pursue. Regulatory taxes were supposedly collected in
the colonies, but unlike more lucrative levies, they normally yielded
little or no revenue, either because they made a given trade too costly
or channeled it to smugglers who paid no taxes at all. Special vice-
admiralty courts, which did not use juries, tried all violations of the
Navigation Acts, so colonial lawbreakers could not count on sympa-
thetic neighbors to protect them from convictions.

Slavery was an important aspect of imperial trade that tied all the
colonies together, regardless of its local importance. Slavery was
essential to the cultivation of the empire’s most valuable commodi-
ties, including sugar, tobacco, rice, and indigo, and made the West
Indies, the Chesapeake colonies, and South Carolina into full-fledged
slave societies very early. Caribbean colonies were especially valu-
able. As early as 1700, for example, Barbados, Jamaica, and the Lee-
ward Islands were annually producing about £768,600 in sugar, rum,
and molasses, while the Chesapeake’s annual exports only equaled
£218,300. By the time of the American Revolution, the annual value
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of British West Indian sugar products had risen to some £3.9 million.
Sugar, molasses, and rum were so valuable that the sugar colonies pro-
duced virtually nothing else, and imported all their other necessities
from England or the mainland. The slave economies of the Caribbean
thus supported the economies of the other colonies, providing crucial
markets for such products as foodstuffs, livestock, and wood for fuel,
building, and sugar barrels. In the late colonial years, for example, New
England sold well over half its total exports in the West Indies and the
proportion for the middle colonies was almost as high.

The Navigation Acts were particularly important to colonists who
participated directly in international trade, especially the merchants
who bought and sold the colonies’ principal products, and the plant-
ers and farmers who supplied them. These men held the highest and
wealthiest ranks in colonial society, dominated the assemblies, and
paid close attention to the twists and turns of English politics. The
fall of a minister, the rise of a privileged new interest group, the hint
of a tightened or loosened approach to commercial regulation, all re-
ceived anxious and intense attention in the taverns and coffeehouses
where men of business gathered to discuss the news. During the 1680s,
these were the men who paid closest attention to the English political
crisis that led to the overthrow of King James II. Unexpectedly, the
crisis also affected the views of many other Americans on the proper
relationship between liberty, property, religion, kingship, and repre-
sentative government.

JAMES II AND THE GLORIOUS REVOLUTION

King Charles II had no legitimate children, so when he died in 1683,
his brother James became the new king. Repeating the mistakes that
dethroned his father, James also ignored the Parliament and seemed
to prefer ruling England as an absolute monarch. He and his ministers
also worried about the colonies’ tendencies to go their own way, espe-
cially Massachusetts, which governed itself under the charter of the
old Massachusetts Bay Company.

As early as 1676, the Crown had sent its trusted emissary Edward
Randolph to investigate the Massachusetts government in the after-
math of Metacom’s War. Randolph was astonished to discover that
officials in Boston, the largest portin North America, were completely
ignoring the Navigation Acts on the grounds that their colony’s char-
ter exempted it from acts of Parliament. Randolph struggled to correct
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that situation, but met only limited success and bitterly complained
that Boston’s defiance cost the kingdom more than £100,000 annually.
Randolph’s protests finally led English courts to revoke the charter of
Massachusetts in 1684, but King Charles had not decided on a new
government before his death the next year. The new king and his min-
isters sought an administration for Massachusetts and all the colonies
that would protect English revenues, enforce the mercantilist system,
and firmly bind them to imperial rule.

James also distrusted New England on religious grounds. All the
Stuart kings had resented what they viewed as the disorderly and anti-
monarchical tendencies of radical Protestantism, but only James II re-
pudiated the Reformation and tried to restore the Catholic Church. As
we have seen, this step gave him an interest in religious toleration and
strengthened his friendship with William Penn. James also married an
Italian Catholic princess who gave birth to a healthy son in 1688 and
was promptly baptized in his parents’ faith. Under James II, England
seemed poised for a return to Catholicism.

Most Protestant Englishmen were deeply prejudiced against
“popery,” which they associated with treason and tyranny, and sup-
ported discriminatory laws against Catholics as potential public ene-
mies. James tried to help the Catholic minority by promoting tolera-
tion, but he did so by defying anti-Catholic laws and asserting his right
to ignore the will of Parliament. These claims frightened English and
American Protestants who remembered the struggle against the abso-
lutist ambitions of Charles I. They worried especially in New England,
where Puritan leading ministers and magistrates still believed that
Puritan uniformity was essential to public order and the preservation
of New England’s sacred covenant with the Lord.

James’s religious and constitutional views reinforced each other
and inspired an attack on New England’s independence. In 1686, he
revoked the charters of Connecticut and Rhode Island, and lumped
them together with Massachusetts, Plymouth, and New Hampshire
in a new entity called the Dominion of New England. Citing the
need for stricter enforcement of the Navigation Acts, he appointed
as governor-general Sir Edmund Andros to rule the new government
without an elected assembly, and added New York and New Jersey
two years later. While eliminating self-government, the new adminis-
tration ended legal privileges for Puritanism and even seized Boston’s
South Church for Anglican services. Going further, James hinted that
he would like to subject all the other colonies to a similar consolidated
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arrangement, which resembled a Spanish viceroyalty more than a tra-
ditional English colony.

Unfortunately for him, James’s religious and political views were as
unpopular in England as they were America. Political leaders divided
into rival camps: those who opposed his policies were called Whigs
and his supporters were called Tories. Profoundly fearful of Catholi-
cism and absolutism, a handful of prominent Whigs reached out to
James’s Protestant daughter Mary, wife of the leading Dutch noble-
man, Prince William of Orange. At their invitation, William crossed
the English Channel with an army in 1688, and James fled to France.
Early the following year, Parliament proclaimed William and Mary
the joint sovereigns of England and Scotland, with executive power
held by William. War broke out between France and England, as James
got help from King Louis XIV in an unsuccessful effort to reclaim his
Crown.

To prevent future monarchs from repeating James’s offenses, Par-
liament required William and Mary to accept a statute called the En-
glish Bill of Rights. Still a pillar of the British constitution, this far-
reaching law defined James’s flight as an abdication of the throne,
required all future kings to be Protestant, and praised King William as
“the glorious instrument of delivering this kingdom from popery and
arbitrary power.” It further declared that the monarch could never set
aside a law, raise taxes or maintain a peacetime army without Parlia-
ment’s consent, or detain any subject contrary to established law. It
guaranteed free and frequent elections to Parliament and protected
freedom of speech in Parliament. It barred cruel and unusual punish-
ment and excessive bail, while protecting free deliberations by juries
and the right of Protestants to bear arms. Many of its provisions were
later included in the Bill of Rights of the United States Constitution.

The Bill of Rights established the supremacy of Parliament in En-
glish law. While the absolute monarchs of the Continent continued to
claim that Almighty God had placed them on their thrones with the
“divine right” to rule with no restraint but God’s own laws, the future
kings of England were constrained by the will of their subjects. This
did not mean that seventeenth- or eighteenth-century England had
become a democracy. The subjects’ “consent” was conveyed by Par-
liament, and Parliament obeyed the titled nobility, the rural gentry,
urban businessmen, and the great merchants and bankers who domi-
nated the city of London, not the ordinary population of the realm.
Even so, Englishmen became so pleased with the events of 1688-1689
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that they called James’s overthrow their Glorious Revolution, and they
began to make the liberty of the English government their proudest
national boast.

In the aftermath of the revolution, John Locke, the philosopher who
had earlier composed the authoritarian Fundamental Constitutions of
Carolina, found it safe to publish his Two Treatises of Government, at-
tacking the divine right of kings. Locke argued that men (not women)
had created governments to protect their natural rights, especially to
their lives and personal liberty, and their property or the fruits of their
labor. A just government was thus founded on a voluntary agreement,
or social contract, between the people and their rulers in which the
people surrendered some of their natural liberty to their rulers in ex-
change for protecting the rest. When rulers violated men’s rights, as
James IT had done, they broke the compact, and the people had a right
to replace them. The spirit of the Two Treatises differed sharply from
the feudalistic measures of the Fundamental Constitutions and gave
strong philosophical support to the Glorious Revolution. Locke’s new
thinking had a profound impact on subsequent British and American
ideas about the nature and value of public and private liberty.

THE GLORIOUS REVOLUTION IN AMERICA

The Glorious Revolution had immediate repercussions in America.
James’s efforts to cancel colonial charters, abolish assemblies, and re-
place elected officials with appointees had been very unpopular. When
rumors arrived that the king had been overthrown and war had bro-
ken out with France, colonists celebrated the end of a hated reign and
struck out against imagined Catholic conspiracies to restore it. In Mas-
sachusetts, a popular uprising toppled the Dominion of New England
and jailed Governor-General Sir Edmund Andros and most of his top
lieutenants. As we saw earlier, a militia led by Major Jacob Leisler over-
threw the Dominion in New York, while Connecticut, Rhode Island,
and Plymouth quietly resumed their former governments. Protestants
seized power in Maryland, convinced that their Catholic proprietor
would inevitably side with James and the French.

When the dust settled, colonists discovered that King William dis-
approved of these disruptions and did not believe that a change of
kings gave them new powers or permitted disobedience of established
authority. Imperial officials continued to believe that the purpose of
the empire was to benefit England through trade, and enforcing the
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rules of a trading empire could require a firm hand and a strong mea-
sure of central control. If colonial governments needed adjustments,
the king and his ministers would attend to those themselves. If their
governments needed adjustment to comply with the revolution, they
would deal with that too. William accordingly released the former offi-
cials whom rebellious colonists had sent home for trial and slowly con-
sidered his next steps. Eventually he decided to give up the Dominion
of New England and allowed Connecticut and Rhode Island to resume
their previous governments. He joined Plymouth to Massachusetts
under a new royal charter that balanced an elected assembly with an
appointed governor and gave all Protestants legal equality. In Mary-
land, William confirmed the overthrow of the Catholic proprietorship
and installed a royal government, though the Calverts regained their
property when they joined the Church of England in 1715.

The Glorious Revolution left its deepest mark in America on New
York. In the spring of 1689, local administration had collapsed along
with the Dominion of New England. Panicked rumors swirled that
French Catholics would revenge the overthrow of King James by send-
ing Indians to attack the Hudson Valley, scalping and pillaging every-
where. A committee of safety formed in New York City and handed
power to militia commander Jacob Leisler, who repeatedly invoked
the language of popular rights and Protestant radicalism to justify his
authority. But Leisler was a clumsy politician who manipulated elec-
tions, jailed all who crossed him, and saw papists everywhere. Fears
of French and Indian attack came true with a serious raid on Schenec-
tady, but Leisler could not respond effectively and became increas-
ingly unpopular.

Jacob Leisler finally overstepped in 1691 when he refused to sur-
render Manhattan’s fort to the duly appointed new governor. After his
execution, New York became a royal colony with an elected assembly
like the others, but Leisler’s bitter legacy remained. His rebellion had
revealed serious class and ethnic rivalries, with poorer Dutch residents
tending to support him against wealthier English settlers. In addition
to these ongoing tensions, Leisler had treated his opponents so harshly
and his own punishment was so severe that the surviving leaders of
each side fiercely hated each other, leaving New York divided between
Leislerians and Anti-Leislerians for a generation to come.

Old-line Massachusetts Puritans mourned their lost charter and
lost independence, but most colonies welcomed the Glorious Revo-
lution. Most whites were devoted English subjects who held the same
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religious and political values as their kinfolk back home. The events
of 1688-1689 seemed to confirm that English government rested on
popular consent, that representative bodies must approve all taxes,
and that popular liberty required strict legal protection and a balance
between the power of the king (known as the royal prerogative) and
the power of legislative assemblies. Colonial Englishmen assumed that
these guarantees applied to them as much as to Englishmen at home.

English leaders drew a different lesson from the revolution. They
concluded that Parliament alone was supreme within the empire, not
representative institutions in general. The colonies still existed to serve
the mother country, so they could not be entirely equal to it. In prac-
tice, this meant that if the combined will of the king and Parliament
clashed with the views of colonial assemblies, the assemblies would
have to give way. The conflict between these two points of view would
later have a crucial significance that few people noticed in the jubilant
aftermath of the Glorious Revolution.

The Empire and the British Constitution

As the revolution’s turmoil gradually subsided, colonial governments
settled into stable routines. One major theme in the prevailing pattern
was the importance of international rivalries, particularly the rivalry
between England, France, and their Native American allies for control
of North America. Another was the continued relevance of events and
developments in Britain.

FIGHTING THE FRENCH AND INDIANS

Britain and France clashed frequently in the eighteenth century and all
their wars involved America. Indians played an active role, carefully
choosing and changing sides and recruiting Europeans to their own
quarrels, just as Europeans sought Indian allies for theirs. American-
based combat could take the form of colonial assaults on strongholds
of the enemy, or it could erupt from skirmishes in Indian country be-
tween the English colonies and New France. All contestants between
the Ohio River and the Great Lakes tried to play their multiple ad-
versaries against each other, striving to protect their independence
and the terms of trade. Parallel contests emerged in the similar space
where the claims of Spanish Florida, French Louisiana, and English
Georgia overlapped in the homelands of the Choctaw, Chickasaw, and
Creek Indians.
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For all sides, the most immediate stakes of colonial war were con-
trol of the interior fur trade, though the balance of power in Europe
also worried diplomats. From the colonial perspective, all the major
military conflicts from 1689 to 1763 were really French and Indian
wars, though only the last one, known in Europe as the Seven Years’
War (1756-1763), was remembered by that name in America. Instead,
Americans called the others by the name of the reigning monarch,
while the English named them after relevant events in Europe: King
William’s War (War of the League of Augsburg, 1689-1697), Queen
Anne’s War (War of Spanish Succession, 1702-1713), and King George’s
War (War of Austrian Succession, 1740-1748).

Other wars pitted groups of tribes against white Americans and
their Indian allies, without the involvement of European powers. Re-
senting white incursions on their lands, for example, Tuscarora Indians
descended on North Carolina settlements in 1711 and killed hundreds
of whites. Unable to defend itself, North Carolina sought aid from
South Carolina, which sent a party of Yamasee Indians under white
command. They crushed the Tuscaroras by 1713 and repaid themselves
by selling hundreds of captives into slavery. Most surviving Tuscaroras
then joined their kinfolk in New York to become the sixth nation of
the Iroquois Confederacy. Only two years later, the Yamasees and their
allies among the Catawbas, Creeks, and neighboring tribes launched
their own war against South Carolina and killed approximately 7 per-
cent of its white population. The colony survived by recruiting Chero-
kees to counterattack and kill or enslave most of the Yamasees.

The outcomes of the Tuscarora and Yamasee Wars were conspicu-
ous examples of the widespread enslavement of Native Americans by
colonial whites. Columbus himself had originated the practice, but
King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella had banned it in favor of forcing
Indian labor through the encomienda system. New Englanders had en-
slaved captives in their wars with the Pequots, Wampanoags, and other
tribes. Carolinians were especially active slavers, and sold as many as
30,000-50,000 Indians between 1670 and 1715. To reduce the chance
of uprisings, most went to the West Indies instead of local plantations.
Across the Southeast, slave raids by whites and by other Indians wiped
out numerous small tribes such as the Westos of South Carolina, as
well as most of the native inhabitants of lowland Georgia and Florida
and the coastal tribes of Louisiana, and even struck large groups such
as the Creeks, Choctaws, and Chickasaws. Native combatants did
not believe they were fighting “their own people” in these conflicts
because they did not embrace a common identity. As always, tribes
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fought one another for revenge, but also to gain resources like hunt-
ing grounds or favorable trading positions. As their numbers declined,
tribes could try to rebound by consolidating with others or adopting
captives, but they could also sell their prisoners to the whites.

Each of these conflicts brought terror and destruction to colonial
frontiers and their Indian neighbors. In Queen Anne’s War, for ex-
ample, a party of French, Mohawks, and other Indians attacked the
town of Deerfield, Massachusetts, killed over 40 inhabitants, and cap-
tured 112 for ransom. Other campaigns saw large colonial mobiliza-
tions to attack the enemy’s military strongholds. Creeks and Carolini-
ans besieged St. Augustine in 1704, and a New England expedition in
King George’s War took the massive French fortress of Louisburg on
Cape Breton Island in northeast Canada. War also changed or strength-
ened imperial claims. In Queen Anne’s War, for example, Britain took
Canada’s Nova Scotia, Newfoundland, and Hudson Bay, while France
strengthened its hold on the Mississippi Valley.

THE EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY
BRITISH CONSTITUTION

In 1707, Parliament passed the Act of Union to merge the previously
separate countries of England and Scotland into the new kingdom of
Great Britain. The change gave Scots access to American markets, and
Scottish merchants came to have an increasingly important role in the
eighteenth-century tobacco trade. Americans also attended closely to
the succession of British monarchs. Worried that the Catholic Stuarts,
supported by plotters called Jacobites, might once more try to seize the
throne and undo the Glorious Revolution, Parliament passed the Act
of Settlement in 1701 to reemphasize that no Catholic could occupy
the throne. When Queen Anne (Mary’s sister, who succeeded the joint
monarchs) died childless in 1714, the new king was accordingly her
Protestant cousin George I, from the German principality of Hanover.
Taken all together, these laws and actions became major features of
the eighteenth-century British constitution, which was never written
down in a single place or adopted in a formal deliberative process, but
won deep popular loyalty as the freest government in the world.
Britain’s constitution was based on a theory of mixed, or balanced,
government. Political thinkers assumed that there were three funda-
mental divisions in society: the king, the nobility, and the common
people. Each of these segments underpinned one of the three classic
forms of government: monarchy, or government by one; aristocracy,
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or government by a few; and democracy, or government by many. By
themselves, theorists agreed that each of these systems was vulnerable
to a corresponding abuse — tyranny, oligarchy, or anarchy — that could
overturn liberty and order.

Eighteenth-century Englishmen believed that the rest of Europe
and Asia already suffered from varying degrees of tyranny, but their
own mixed constitution protected liberty by combining the best parts
of monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy. Each segment of society
supposedly controlled a different branch of the British government:
the Crown, the House of Lords, and the House of Commons. Each of
these institutions provided government with a different benefit: firm-
ness and single-mindedness from the Crown, stability and wisdom
from the Lords, and love of liberty from the Commons. New laws re-
quired the consent of all three branches, so the liberties promised by
the Glorious Revolution to Englishmen of every rank were considered
safe. Boasting of their freedom from arbitrary power, Englishmen and
Americans embraced the new philosophical theories of John Locke,
and proudly claimed that any future would-be tyrant would suffer the
fate of James II.

The British government operated very differently in practice. The
German-born King George I could not speak English, so Sir Robert
Walpole, First Lord of the Treasury and the king’s principal minister,
led the government without much royal interference. The appearance
of parliamentary supremacy remained, but Walpole managed to con-
trol opinion in the House of Commons by distributing government
jobs and patronage to its members and their relatives and other depen-
dents. Though Crown and Parliament jointly ruled the country, Wal-
pole prevented serious conflict between them while dominating both
between 1721 and 1742.

Though the House of Commons spoke for the people of the realm,
moreover, it did not represent them directly. Property requirements
limited voting rights, most members came from medieval towns, or
boroughs, with widely varying populations, and some large cities sent
no representatives at all. Rotten boroughs had lost so much popula-
tion that the remaining voters could be bribed or intimidated. Some
ancient boroughs had entirely disappeared, leaving pocket boroughs
owned by a single person, who chose the representative himself. Mem-
bers of the House of Commons did not have to live in the districts that
sent them, and most members were landed gentlemen whose social
and economic interests overlapped with the hereditary members of
the House of Lords. Others represented financial interests in the city
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of London, but Walpole made sure these interests did not clash, so no
fundamental power struggles disrupted the harmony of British gov-
ernment,

Aggressively promoting Britain’s commerce, Walpole laid the basis
for a future acceleration of economic development that came to be
called the Industrial Revolution. Founded in 1694, the powerful Bank
of England already existed to facilitate government borrowing, but
with firm support from financiers, Walpole strengthened it and made
reliable payments on the sizable national debt. The mercantilist em-
pire approached its heyday, harvesting profits from a worldwide net-
work of colonies and business partners that stretched from Hudson’s
Bay to the Caribbean, and from African trading posts to the subcon-
tinent of India. Walpole also created a large navy to protect British
shipping and a professional standing army to deploy at will on land.
The British people paid heavy taxes for these costly measures, but
the government could always borrow more money in times of war or
other emergency because Walpole had made government bonds a su-
premely secure investment.

In accordance with the Glorious Revolution, the British govern-
ment continued to respect the personal liberty of individual subjects
more fully than any other monarchy in Europe, but the majority of
Britons had no vote in elections and no significant voice in the gov-
ernment. Hungry laborers could riot from time to time, but the gov-
ernment did not depend on their approval. Subsequent kings and
ministers followed Walpole’s example, so British society and govern-
ment became far more stable in the eighteenth century than it was
in the seventeenth. Politically active Englishmen liked to believe that
the balance of king, Lords, and Commons created this stability, but it
actually resulted from a fundamental consensus among the governing
classes and the undisputed control of Parliament by the Crown and its
ministers.

THE OPPOSITION TRADITION

Not all Englishmen were satisfied with Walpole’s version of balanced
government. A small group of disenchanted radicals hated the ma-
nipulation of elections, the high taxes, and the corrupt distribution
of jobs and favors that the government routinely used to control the
House of Commons. Deeply distrustful of human nature, they were
certain that strong ministers would always use their powers for per-
sonal gain instead of the public welfare. Abuses would breed more
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abuses, taxes would skyrocket, elections would become meaningless,
and a standing army would crush dissent. Freedom’s only hope, they
argued, was a truly balanced government overseen by a virtuous and
hypervigilant populace. Without immediate and radical reforms, cor-
ruption would overwhelm the kingdom and liberty would perish.

Foremost among these self-styled Real Whigs were John Trenchard
and Thomas Gordon, authors of a series of essays signed “Cato,” which
first appeared in newspapers between 1720 and 1723 and were followed
by at least six bound editions before 1755. Also calling themselves the
Country Party (in opposition to Walpole’s Court Party), Trenchard
and Gordon and a vocal band of imitators sang the praises of British
liberty, calling it “the divine source of all human happiness,” but end-
lessly warned that it hung by a thread. “Liberty chastises and shortens
Power,” they cautioned, “therefore Power would extinguish Liberty;
and consequently Liberty has always exceeding cause to be jealous,
and always upon her Defence.” To safeguard liberty, Trenchard and
Gordon stressed the importance of public virtue, or the willingness
to sacrifice personal interests for the good of all. In their minds, self-
indulgent citizens would readily surrender their liberties in exchange
for immoral personal benefits ranging from frivolity and vice to cor-
ruption and government favoritism. Without strict public virtue, they
pleaded, liberty would be lost.

Generally satisfied with their government, most influential English-
men dismissed such alarms, but many Americans read them eagerly.
Wide distribution of property, relatively simple lifestyles, and feisty
colonial assemblies made free Americans especially proud of their
liberty and virtue, while the arbitrary power and seductive allure of
royal government might threaten them both. Far from the seats of
real power, even the most powerful Americans easily believed in con-
spiracies against them. Their newspapers reprinted selections from
Cato’s Letters endlessly and bound copies appeared in over one-third
of American private libraries. Politically active colonists repeatedly in-
voked Cato’s ideas to justify resistance to imperial policies. For most
of the eighteenth century, they did not go on to reject royal power
altogether, but when relations with Britain turned sour, they would
blend English radical suspicions with the revolutionary ideas of John
Locke to interpret the crisis and prescribe a remedy.

The radical, or Real Whig, tradition appealed to colonists who
could read, vote, and freely participate in public affairs, but it was not
the only cultural framework available for resisting established author-
ity. Below the ranks of land-owning white men were thousands of
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artisans, wage earners, tenants, sailors, and laborers who claimed the
rights of freeborn Englishmen even though they might not vote or
read political theories. They usually deferred, or submitted, to upper-
class rule, but in return, they expected the authorities to treat them
fairly and preserve a moral economy, or decent conditions for the
poor. When the elite failed in these duties, as in times of famine or op-
pressive taxation, for example, poor people in England, America, and
continental Europe often formed crowds or mobs to protest and cor-
rect their grievances. These crowds could include women, free blacks,
and young people as well as adult white men. Up to a point, the au-
thorities often tolerated such outbursts and acted on their complaints,
believing that stable government required a minimum level of popular
support. In this irregular fashion, even the poorest free subjects thus
claimed the right to influence public affairs. In times of political crisis,
these crowd actions could bring elite and popular protesters together.

BALANCED GOVERNMENT IN THE COLONIES

With all their suspicions of centralized power, colonial Americans still
shared British enthusiasm for parliamentary supremacy, the Protes-
tant succession, the House of Hanover, and the freedom and stability
they seemed to produce. The widespread enslavement of Africans
radically contradicted their boasts of British liberty, but few whites
seemed troubled. Their own colonial governments shared many fea-
tures of Britain’s constitution that they were quick to magnify. The
royal or proprietary governors were obviously the local representa-
tives of the king, and the governors’ councils, appointed from the very
wealthiest and most distinguished colonial families, resembled the
House of Lords. The elected assemblies were apparently analogous to
the House of Commons, and colonials made much of their power to
initiate legislation, to control their own membership, to approve all
public taxes, and to control all public expenditures.

The king’s ministers and governors scoffed at these claims. So far
as they were concerned, the colonial assemblies were inferior local
bodies more like boards of village aldermen than the august House of
Commons. Without the will or resources to create a large imperial bu-
reaucracy like Spain’s, it was more convenient to leave the colonials in
charge of their own local affairs, but that was not at all the same as con-
ceding that the assemblies had equal powers with Parliament itself. In
1760, Governor Arthur Dobbs of North Carolina reported with mixed
anger and incredulity that “the Assembly think themselves entitled to
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all the Priviledges of a British House of Commons and therefore ought
not submit to His majesty’s honorable Privy Council further than the
Commons do in England, or to submit to his Majesty’s instructions to
His Governor and Council here.” Despairing of proper government
under such conditions, Dobbs demanded more power to “oppose and
suppress a republican spirit of Independency rising in this colony.”
Like other governors, he was largely disappointed, for most British
ministers had more important things to worry about.

London expected governors to control their assemblies. In Britain
itself, the Hanoverian kings abandoned their personal control of legis-
lation, including the power to veto acts of Parliament, and relied on
their ministers to cajole or manipulate the lawmakers to obtain the
results they wanted. The case was far different in the colonies, where
governors used the veto with great frequency, and the Crown often
disallowed, or vetoed, laws that the governor had approved. Colonial
governors could also call and dismiss assemblies without restraint, de-
mand new elections or forbid them as they wished, and exercise far
more powers over courts than the Crown claimed in Britain.

Royal governors provoked endless controversy when they tried
to flex these executive muscles. About a fifth of them were born in
America, but most were career bureaucrats or the needy relatives of
some powerful person in Britain. They were usually honest and con-
scientious, but frequently knew little or nothing about America. They
typically arrived at their posts with a sheaf of official instructions about
what they were supposed to accomplish and how they were to go about
it, but eventually clashed with their assemblies and found that their
supposedly extensive powers were difficult to exercise. Unlike the min-
isters back home, governors lacked authority to entice assemblymen
with offers of jobs and patronage. Unpopular governors could also face
dismissal, as resentful colonial leaders pulled every string they could
find to undermine their standing with the home government. It was
therefore very difficult for the typical governor to gain an assembly’s
compliance without granting equal or greater concessions in return.

Unlike Britain, moreover, colonial society was often bitterly di-
vided. Backcountry representatives frequently wanted more protec-
tion against Indians and coastal towns wanted to avoid the expense of
war. Ambitious speculators wanted handsome land grants and their
rivals wanted to stop them. Religious dissenters quarreled with the
established church. A faction from one section of a colony struggled
with enemies from another over place and preferment, and so on.

Also in contrast to Britain, many of the malcontents could vote,
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for land was so cheap that many colonists could meet the property re-
quirements for the suffrage. Historians estimate that as many as one-
half to three-quarters of free white men in America could cast a ballot,
while the corresponding number in Britain was no more than one-
third. Enfranchised Americans also had closer ties to their elected rep-
resentatives than most Britons had, for their assembly districts were
more equally apportioned and assemblymen were more likely to live
among their constituents. While the eighteenth-century British Parlia-
ment was a model of stability and decorum, quarrels with governors
and among internal factions bitterly split its colonial counterparts.

Most of the time, governors and assemblies reached the agreements
they needed. Many assemblies controlled the governor’s salary and
refused to pay it without his cooperation. Others could make gener-
ous land grants to governors who pleased them. The endless cycle of
colonial wars forced governors to go repeatedly to assemblies with
requests for men and money, and assemblies demanded recognition
of their powers before granting the supplies. Successful governors
learned to play one faction of the assembly against another or grant
the majority’s demands in exchange for cooperation. “A governor is
no sooner appointed than the first question is, Into whose hands shall
I throw myself ?” wrote one experienced veteran in 1752. “The answer
is ready, Into whose but such as can best manage the Assembly. Hence
prime ministers and courtiers are established, and, of course, anti-
courtiers.”

In the course of these disputes, the gentlemen who dominated the
assemblies grew accustomed to thinking of themselves as the real
rulers of their own colonies, despite the grumbles of their governors.
They consistently thought of themselves as loyal and dutiful subjects
of the British Crown and contented members of the larger empire, but
regarded local control of colonial society as their fundamental right.
This assumption would eventually drive them away from the king and
toward an American republic.

British North America changed a great deal between the twin crises
of Metacom’s War and Bacon’s Rebellion in the late seventeenth cen-
tury and the eve of the Seven Years’ War in 1756. Colonies that had not
even existed in 1676 had grown and flourished. Extravagant blueprints
for imaginary utopias had given way to more practical arrangements



The Emerging Empire, 1676-1756 * 109

worked out by endless negotiation. Most important from a political
standpoint, colonists and administrators had absorbed many lessons
from England’s Glorious Revolution and attempted to apply them to
colonial conditions. The results were a ragged and uneven approxi-
mation of Britain’s balanced government that combined popular lib-
erties with centralized powers for protecting trade, but leading colo-
nists took pride in this achievement. Though they frequently quarreled
with specific imperial demands, they cherished their membership in
the British Empire.

The triumph of William and Mary seemed to settle the most press-
ing issues of colonial governance and identity. Eighteenth-century
Americans shifted their attention to economic concerns, and varied
local resources brought diverse ways of life to different regions. The
population of the thirteen mainland colonies would grow dramatically
by immigration and natural increase until it almost reached two mil-
lion whites and blacks. Distinct societies emerged in the South, the
middle colonies, and New England, yet the colonies shared common
features that resembled and contrasted with conditions in Britain. A
provincial elite appeared everywhere, with free subordinates enjoy-
ing a simple but substantial prosperity below them. Proud of their
achievements, few if any colonists guessed that their loyalty to the
British Empire would be strained past the breaking point by events in
the third quarter of the eighteenth century.
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CHAPTER 4

Colonial Society and Culture,
1676—1756

In 1798, an elderly African told a listener in Connecticut how he came
to America. About the year 1735, Broteer Furro had been a six-year-old
boy who later remembered his father as “Prince of the tribe of Dukan-
darra,” somewhere in the interior of West Africa. The Dukandarra had
paid invaders to escape attack, but the raiders struck anyway. Broteer
watched helplessly from a thicket of reeds as his father fought bravely
but alone until he was finally overpowered. Dragging the boy from his
hiding place, the attackers beat him, bound him with the women and
other children, and tortured his father to death.

Marched overland for months by his African captors and finally de-
livered to the waiting slave ships, Broteer and his family were among
12 million victims of the African slave trade. Like the Dukandarra,
whole nations disappeared in a dragnet for human lives that continued
from the mid-fifteenth century to the late nineteenth. Most of those
who survived the notorious Middle Passage across the Atlantic Ocean
came to the Caribbean or Latin America, but as many as half a million
reached British North America, mostly before 1770.

Broteer was among them. A ship’s officer bought him as a personal
servant and gave him the new name Venture, because his purchase was
a private investment. That act may have saved the boy from confine-
ment in the filth and stench that others endured belowdecks, where
smallpox killed 60 out of 260 captives on the transatlantic voyage.
Eventually it brought him to his master’s home in Rhode Island in-
stead of the others’ destination, the cane fields of Barbados.

As a man, Venture became famous for his size, strength, and dili-
gence. He used these gifts to “hire his time” — that is, to pay his owners
for the privilege of working independently —and to save enough from
his remaining wages to buy freedom for himself, his wife Marget, and
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their three children. Taking the surname of his last master, Venture
Smith toiled for years as a farmhand and a woodcutter and later as
a shipowner and farmer. Often cheated by customers who scorned
to pay a black man, Venture Smith still secured three houses and 100
acres of good farmland in Haddam Neck, Connecticut, before his
death in 1805. His memoirs circulated widely for the rest of the nine-
teenth century.

The remarkable life of Venture Smith was part of the extraordi-
nary growth of the eighteenth-century British colonies. Like many of
the new Americans who arrived between 1700 and 1770, Smith came
as a slave. Unlike the vast majority of his peers, however, he won his
freedom and used it to approximate the success that free Europeans
sought when they crossed the ocean voluntarily. Capping his father’s
achievements with patriotic service, Smith’s son Solomon even fought
for his country’s liberty in the War for Independence. The experience
of Venture Smith thus combined slavery and freedom, starkly con-
trasting aspects of America’s colonial history.

The America of Venture Smith had rapidly changed since the Glori-
ous Revolution of 1688-1689. Its population grew dramatically, both
from the large families of existing settlers and from free and unfree
newcomers. Immigrants brought more social and cultural diversity to
the colonies, and distinct regional economies and cultures took shape
along the Atlantic seaboard. The Chesapeake and Carolina colonists
created tobacco and rice plantations whose slaves produced most of
the colonies’ exports. The middle colonies of New York, New Jersey,
Pennsylvania, and Delaware welcomed thousands of Europeans to
growing towns and cities or to their own small farms. New England
also fostered productive farms and active commerce, giving Venture
Smith his business opportunities, but growth and prosperity strained
its Puritan heritage.

The eighteenth-century colonies faced an array of social and cul-
tural challenges. Colonial assemblies governed slaves with labor codes
that had no European precedents. Prosperity brought increased op-
portunities for some, but also sustained a clear social hierarchy. A
growing population depended very directly on the presence of women
and families, and inspired corresponding laws, ideas, and customs that
did derive from English precedents. Eager to share in a broader intel-
lectual community, leading colonists absorbed new ideas about the
role of reason and science in human life and embraced the opportunity
to join a transatlantic movement called the Enlightenment. Americans



Colonial Society and Culture, 1676-1756 * 113

also launched a revival of Protestant Christianity that blended vitality
and stability amid unsettling change.

A Changing Population

Britain’s American colonies expanded dramatically in the three-
quarters of a century before the American Revolution, growing from
a quarter million inhabitants in 1700 to about 2.5 million in 1775. Much
of this growth came from natural increase, as families were large and
settlers lived longer, but over half a million people were newcomers.
Almost half were captive Africans like Venture Smith, but slightly more
came from Europe, especially Britain, Ireland, and Germany. The fate
of African exiles would be far different from that of the Europeans, but
their contributions to the colonies’ society and economy were equally
unmistakable. The new Americans added striking diversity to the colo-
nial population and ensured that the future nation would not become
areplica of England but a distinctive society of its own.

IMMIGRANTS FROM EUROPE

New migrants dramatically changed the ethnic composition of the
colonial population. Most of the seventeenth-century settlers had
been English, but a careful recent estimate suggests that England pro-
vided less than 8 percent of the migrants between 1700 and 1775, while
14 percent came from Germany, 18 percent from Ireland, 6 percent
from Scotland, 5 percent from Wales, and the rest from Africa. About
40 percent of the roughly 300,000 European immigrants were bound
servants of some kind, including some 50,000 British convicts.

The largest group of migrants from continental Europe came from
Germany, especially from the Palatinate, a mostly Protestant region
along the Rhine River whose nobles were pressing for higher rents
and feudal dues. When Britain welcomed foreign Protestants to its
mainland colonies, as many as 84,000 Palatines and other Germans
accepted the invitation. As the first cohort established themselves,
they urged their friends and relatives to follow, creating a pattern of
chain migration that brought repeated waves of settlers from the same
districts. To reach America, Palatines sailed down the Rhine River to
Rotterdam and booked passage for Philadelphia, the largest colonial
port. If their funds ran low, passengers borrowed from the ship’s cap-
tain, hoping to find a friend or relative to redeem them in Pennsylva-
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nia. If unsuccessful, these redemptioners repaid their debts with stints
of indentured servitude.

Many of the new arrivals became urban artisans, common laborers,
or domestic servants, but more purchased land from private specu-
lators or Pennsylvania’s proprietor and began their own farms. They
usually settled near kinfolk, creating German-speaking ethnic en-
claves across the countryside. Preserving a non-English culture pro-
voked resentments that would frequently recur in the American im-
migrant experience. “Why should the Palatine Boors [i.e., peasants] be
suffered to swarm into our settlements,” grumbled Benjamin Franklin,
“and by herding together establish their languages and manners to the
exclusion of ours?” Such sentiments encouraged the growth of ethnic
blocs in Pennsylvania politics, another recurrent pattern. Corrupting
Deutsch (the German word for “German”), Anglo-Americans called
the Palatines “Dutch,” and their descendants are still known as the
“Pennsylvania Dutch.”

An estimated 66,000 Protestant settlers from northern Ireland
joined the Germans in Pennsylvania and the other mainland colonies.
Their journey to America had begun in the early seventeenth century
when King James I had seized the lands of Irish Catholic rebels, espe-
cially in the northern province of Ulster, and awarded them to fol-
lowers who promised to settle them with Protestant tenants. Thou-
sands of Scottish Presbyterians soon crossed over to Ireland, rented
small plots in Ulster, and battled the dispossessed Catholics for control
of the territory. England had sponsored these immigrants but discrimi-
nated against Presbyterians as well as Catholics, taxing all inhabitants
to support the Anglican Church, reserving lands, offices, and even
university enrollments for Anglicans, and even denying the validity of
Presbyterian weddings. Ulster Protestants endured these burdens and
initially prospered by raising flax and making linen. When landlords
raised rents and the linen business faltered, first after 1720 and again
after 1750, thousands left Ulster for Pennsylvania, where they came to
be known as the Scots-Irish on account of their dual heritage.

Europeans came more slowly to other colonial empires. In 1660,
the 58,000 inhabitants of British North America far outnumbered
the 6,000 residents of New France, for example. Both New France
and Louisiana claimed the vast river drainages, with small numbers
of French downstream and Indians controlling the interior. French
authorities ruthlessly suppressed and exploited the “little nations”
who preceded them on the Gulf coast of Louisiana but upstream on
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the Mississippi and the St. Lawrence, both colonial governments re-
spected Indian sovereignty and depended on Indian allies to main-
tain their supposed authority. The settlers of New France rented small
farms from noble landowners and raised grains and livestock in the
short growing season. Louisiana faced additional challenges from
heat, floods, hurricanes, and tropical diseases. Over 5,000 whites and
6,000 slaves came to the colony before 1730, but a combined attack by
slaves and Natchez Indians killed 10 percent of the population in 1729.
As in the Carolinas, the French settlers could not defeat these enemies
alone, but used lavish presents to get help from the Choctaws. Their
combined forces then killed or enslaved most of the Natchez, scat-
tering the survivors to other southeastern tribes. In the aftermath, no
more than 2,000 whites and 4,000 Africans remained in Louisiana,
growing indigo and tobacco that sold poorly. Unlike the French sugar
islands, both New France and Louisiana languished and their revenues
never matched expenses.

In addition to the uncounted Indians who remained independent,
the population of New Spain grew vigorously in the eighteenth cen-
tury, from 1.5 million in 1650 to nearly 5 million in 1790—roughly a
million more than the infant United States in the same year. Most of
this growth came from Indian and mestizo families who survived the
earlier epidemics. In Florida, however, the non-Indian Spanish pres-
ence dwindled to small garrisons at St. Augustine and Pensacola, and
its other borderland settlements were not much larger.

THE EXPANSION OF SLAVERY

Africans came to Virginia as early as 1619, but white servants outnum-
bered them before 1700. According to current estimates, about 12
million Africans boarded the slave ships in Africa but only 10 million
reached the Americas alive, about half of them in the eighteenth cen-
tury. In all, about half a million came to British North America and the
United States, three-fifths of them before 1775.

Much about Virginia’s first Africans remains uncertain. Most ap-
parently came from the Caribbean and not directly from Africa. They
knew something about European culture and often bore Portuguese
and Spanish names like Antonio or Driggus (from Rodriguez), so they
may have been baptized Catholics. Some remained slaves for life, but
others gained their freedom quickly and may have been released like
other servants. Court records show that early slaves and free blacks
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lived about like other servants—drinking, gambling, thieving, having
sex, and running away with their English fellows as if there were few
differences between them. Free Africans had fewer rights than the En-
glish, but they could still hold property, marry black or white spouses,
go to court, testify against whites, and enjoy freedom in ways that later
black generations could only dream about.

Conditions worsened after 1660, as planters sought new sources of
labor. Indentured servants were increasing in price and decreasing in
number, as poor British workers found better opportunities at home.
A limited number of Indian slaves were available, but they still suf-
fered badly from diseases and they might help their tribesmen dur-
ing attacks. Soon after Bacon’s Rebellion, however, the Royal Afri-
can Company started shipping as many as 5,000 captives a year to the
West Indies and the Chesapeake, at prices American planters could af-
ford. Virginia’s plantation owners soon began shifting from servants to
slaves. Small planters in Virginia and Maryland still grew tobacco with
their own hands and purchased indentured servants when they could,
but by 1700, most tobacco workers were probably black.

Slavery also flourished on the rice plantations of South Carolina.
Rice became a valuable export to the Caribbean and southern Europe,
but it required frequent flooding, and constant heavy labor was nec-
essary to build and maintain dikes and sluices and to tend the crop
in mud and stagnant water. White South Carolinians bought so many
slaves for this work that their colony contained a black majority by
1708, and its centers of rice cultivation contained as many as ten Afri-
cans for every white.

Slavery scarcely existed in England, so colonial assemblies estab-
lished it with new laws that defined slaves as personal, or chattel,
property, and stripped them of rights that belonged to the poorest
Englishman. In Virginia, the first clear distinction between slaves and
free servants came in a statute of 1661. “That in case any English ser-
vant shall run away in company with any negroes who are incapable
of making satisfaction by the addition of time,” the House of Burgesses
declared, “Bee it enacted that the English so running away . . . shall serve
for the time of the said negroes absence.” The assembly presumed, in
other words, that Africans’ terms could not be extended since they
already served for life. A year later, the House of Burgesses reversed
English custom and decreed that children would inherit the status of
their mothers, not their fathers, so enslaved mothers’ children were
enslaved as well. Masters could thus increase their slaveholdings by
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impregnating female slaves. In 1669, the assembly acknowledged that
slavery rested on violence, and protected masters by ruling that any
slave’s death “from the extremity of . . . correction” must be deemed
an accident, for murder required an intent to kill and no one would de-
stroy his property on purpose. The need for repression was so great, in
other words, that masters got permission to whip their slaves without
limit, even to death.

The greatest number of slaves came from West Central Africa,
where the states of Gabon, Congo, and Angola are today, followed by
those from the Bight of Biafra, just to the south of the Niger River, and
the Bight of Benin to its west. As with Venture Smith, Africans seized
most of the victims and sold them to whites along the coast, allowing
kingdoms like Ashanti, Dahomey, and Benin to rise and flourish on
profits from the trade. One king received £250,000 in 1750, five times
the income of the richest English nobleman. The leading European
traders came from Britain, Portugal, and France, and usually supplied
their own nations’ colonies. Captives who survived a kidnapping raid
and the brutal march to the African coast were chained and packed
together “spoonways” in the holds of slave ships with as little as five
feet between floors. The ships carried between 250 and 600 people,
who suffered in unbearable filth and stench during a the Middle Pas-
sage, which could last for two or three months, before reaching a colo-
nial port such as Charles Town or Savannah.

NATIVE AMERICANS AND COLONIAL EXPANSION

By 1700, coastal tribes like the Powhatans and the Wampanoags had
nearly vanished, and survivors had submitted to English authority.
Living as inconspicuously as possible, they quietly farmed in unwanted
places like swamps and sandy wastes, sometimes selling pottery, bas-
kets, or game, and occasionally working for pay. Farther inland, some
of the larger Indian societies began to recover their numbers in the
eighteenth century, partly by absorbing survivors from smaller groups.
In the Southeast, tribes such as the Creeks, Cherokees, Choctaws, and
Chickasaws occupied wide territories beyond the limits of white occu-
pation and held the balance of power among the British, French, and
Spanish empires. In a counterpart to the French Canadian fur trade,
they conducted a lively trade in deerskins with South Carolina mer-
chants, selling as many as 53,000 hides a year for weapons, cloth, and
alcohol.
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The Iroquois Confederacy of New York was an especially powerful
network with a crucial role in diplomacy and the fur trade. Brought
together by Chief Hiawatha in the late fifteenth century, the Five Na-
tions included the Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, and Seneca
tribes, and occupied the strategic corridor in western New York that
connected the Hudson River to Lake Erie and the Ohio Valley. After
defeat in North Carolina, the related Tuscarora tribe migrated north
to become the sixth member of the confederacy in 1722. Controlling
the fur trade of the eastern Great Lakes, the Iroquois expanded by col-
lecting captives and tribute from weaker tribes to their south and west.

Iroquois dealings with Britain and France illustrate the methods of
Indian diplomacy. When the English acquired New York, the Five Na-
tions maintained their independence, but as they had with the Dutch,
they joined the newcomers in an alliance called the Covenant Chain.
Over time, various treaties formalized this relationship between Brit-
ain and the Iroquois, and recognized the confederacy as the dominant
power in western New York and the Great Lakes basin. The allies of
the Covenant Chain thus squared off against New France and its own
Indian allies in the upper country, often using diplomacy instead of
war to assert themselves. When France used gifts and trade to counter-
act Iroquois power over weaker tribes, for example, the Six Nations
made friendly overtures to Britain, France, and their respective Indian
allies, neutralized potential opposition, and then overpowered the
Shawnees, Delawares, and other tribes of the Ohio Valley. Iroquois
agents, or half kings, remained with subordinate tribes to oversee
trade and external relations.

Avoiding dependence on either empire, the Iroquois offered bene-
fits to both Britain and France by allowing the British to trade in the
Ohio country and the French to travel through it to Louisiana. When
colonial wars broke out, the Iroquois tried to stay neutral, but when
that failed, they gave nominal support to Britain while quietly en-
couraging France. At the height of its power in 1744, the confederacy
granted land (which it did not really control) to Virginia in exchange
for access to the Cherokees and Catawbas, hoping to reduce them to
vassalage as well. Unfortunately for the Six Nations, Virginia took far
more land than the confederacy intended to give, and used its advan-
tage to open the upper Ohio Valley to its land speculators. Until then,
the Iroquois continued to dominate the territory bounded by the Hud-
son and Ohio Rivers and the Great Lakes, while Britain and France
each courted their favor.
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Elsewhere on the continent, Creeks, Cherokees, Choctaws, and the
Indians of New France used similar tactics to safeguard their indepen-
dence by pitting one European power against another. In the words of
one New York negotiator, “To preserve the balance between us and
the French is the great ruling principle of the modern Indian politics.”
Though the large native states of Mesoamerica and the Andes had
quickly lost independence to the sixteenth-century Spanish, North
American Indians used a combination of war and diplomacy to con-
trol as much as three-quarters of their continent through the 1780s.

The South as a Slave Society

Historians of slavery make a distinction between slave societies, where
slavery dominates the economy and other institutions, and societies
with slaves, where slavery is just one of several kinds of labor. In this
sense, both South Carolina and the Chesapeake colonies became slave
societies by about 1700. Coastal areas of North Carolina and Geor-
gia soon followed, but their upland regions were societies with slaves
for much longer. Northern colonies were also societies with slaves,
though blacks were 12 percent of New York’s population in 1770, 7 per-
cent of New Jersey’s, and 6 percent of Rhode Island’s.

LIFE IN BONDAGE

There was a very important difference between slavery in North
America and slavery in the colonies farther south. In the sugar islands,
most slaves were men who died young, and continuous imports were
available to replace them. In most parts of the eighteenth-century
mainland, however, enslaved women were more numerous, so the
slave population began to grow by natural increase, or an excess of
births over deaths. In one 50-year period, for example, 150,000 Afri-
cans came to Barbados but its slave population only rose by 28,000. At
about the same time, Virginia imported 100,000 Africans but its slave
force rose from 10,000 to 100,000.

These differences arose from cold calculations. Wealthy sugar plant-
ers could afford to pay high prices for enslaved men, overwork them,
and replace the dead or disabled with fresh purchases, knowing that a
mostly male workforce would yield higher profits than one composed
of men and women who would need years of milder and costlier treat-
ment to reproduce themselves. Tobacco plantations were less lucra-
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tive, so mainland masters had to buy at least one woman for every two
men, pay to protect their lives and health, support child-rearing, and
add new workers from the ranks of their children. Planters also real-
ized that men with wives and children would be less troublesome than
bachelors. One spoke realistically in 1769:

I Shd. Be obliged. . . . to render the Negroes I now have happy and con-
tented, wch I know they cannot be without having each a Wife. This will
greatly tend to keep them at home and to make them Regular and tho
the Women will not work all together so well as ye Men, Yet Amends
will be sufficiently made in a very few years by the Great Encrease of

Children.

Slave owners were not always farsighted, and shocked travelers re-
ported that slaves often lacked adequate food, clothing, and shelter.
Poorer masters were less generous than affluent ones, and did not own
enough slaves for them all to find spouses nearby. The law did not rec-
ognize slave marriages, moreover, so enslaved families had no protec-
tion from sale or sexual abuse. But as more and more masters learned
the value of a growing workforce, they provided more basic material
necessities,

Modest improvements never eased the fundamental brutality of
bondage, and slaves resisted their condition whenever possible. Ship-
board rebellions happened often enough to keep captains and crews
on their guard at all times, and some captives committed suicide rather
than submit. Slaves made persistent efforts to escape the plantations.
Known as maroons, some found refuge in remote swamps or other
hidden places, where they re-created African-style communities and
conducted occasional raids on white settlements. These communi-
ties were especially significant in colonies with accessible hideouts
and large numbers of Africans, such as Jamaica and Brazil, but they
also took shape in the Carolina swamplands. When escape seemed im-
possible, day-to-day resistance could take the form of feigning sick,
breaking tools, or working poorly.

In America, well-armed whites usually outnumbered the slaves, so
overt rebellions were unlikely to succeed. When Spanish authorities
in St. Augustine offered freedom to runaway slaves from the English
colonies, however, some 20 Angolans on South Carolina’s Stono River
somehow heard the news and launched a strike for freedom in 1739.
Killing about 20 whites who stood in their way, the original band re-
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cruited between 60 and 100 others to make a break for Florida, before
being crushed by a massive white counterattack. Louisiana’s Natchez
Revolt took 200 whites lives in 1729, and the colony stagnated when
the danger persisted.

Even while they resisted, African Americans slowly forged their
own culture, using their own versions of English with African words
and grammatical features. At first, whites made few efforts to convert
them to Christianity, but Africans used charms and magic to influence
natural forces and made no sharp distinctions between the sacred and
the secular. Like their African forebears, African Americans included
highly rhythmic music in the tasks of everyday life and kept a place
for African instruments like the banjo and the drum. Throughout the
Americas, slaves punctuated their worship and their work rhythms
with the call-and-response pattern of West African singing in which
a leader offers a phrase or a sentiment to a group and the group re-
plies by reinforcing or amplifying the leader’s theme. Cultural roots
in Africa would sustain and anchor the African American community
throughout the brutal centuries ahead.

MASTERS IN A SLAVE SOCIETY

For whites, the spread of slavery reinforced a social structure that al-
ready existed by the time of Bacon’s Rebellion and reflected patterns
on the sugar islands. In the Chesapeake and the Carolinas, a small
group of wealthy planter gentry owned most slaves and the best land.
Middling farmers bought slaves when they could. A much larger group
of common whites, many of them poor ex-servants, struggled to find
their own farms, often in hillier or less fertile districts far from the
coast,

The great planters dominated society wherever slavery flourished.
In Virginia, for example, Robert “King” Carter used marriage, inheri-
tance, and political appointments to get his start in tobacco planting,
land speculation, and the slave trade, and he died owning 300,000
acres, over 1,000 slaves, and £10,000 in cash. His sons Landon Carter
and Robert Carter IIT were almost equally wealthy and prominent.
Patriarchs of the “first families of Virginia,” including the Randolphs,
Beverleys, and Lees, ruled their county courts and vestries, filled the
House of Burgesses and Governor’s Council, and supplied generations
of leaders to Virginia and the United States.

Elite families often intermarried to build up fortunes and networks
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of powerful kin. Virginia law followed primogeniture and awarded a
father’s land to his oldest son unless a will directed otherwise. Owners
could also entail their lands to prevent heirs from selling or subdividing
them. Sometimes educating their sons in England, planters used im-
pressive houses, the finest furnishings, elaborate entertainments, and
polished manners to display their wealth and claim superior status.
Like many successful elites, the Virginia gentry often had roughhewn
origins and could make room for some talented newcomers, so lesser
planters hoped for the educational opportunities or the advantageous
match that might place one of their own children in the ranks of their
colony’s upper crust.

Farther to the south, in the rice and indigo country of South Caro-
lina and Georgia, leading families like the Rutledges, Middletons, and
Pinckneys surpassed even the Virginians in their wealth and flourishes.
To avoid the danger of malaria on their swampy plantations, the low-
country rice planters built townhouses in nearby Charles Town, where
they enjoyed races, balls, and matchmaking in a fashionable social sea-
son. Unable to equal this display of elegance, aspiring Georgians strove
to imitate it in their own capital of Savannah, and the even less pros-
perous North Carolinians tried their best in coastal villages like Wil-
mington and New Bern.

Colonel William Byrd II of Virginia vividly illustrates the achieve-
ments, frustrations, and vices of the planter aristocracy. After a pol-
ished education in England, Byrd entered the House of Burgesses at
the age of 22. Rebuffed when he courted an English heiress, he mar-
ried the daughter of a planter and imperial official who promised the
couple £1,000, and later inherited his father’s hundreds of slaves and
thousands of acres. Byrd adorned his plantation with Westover, an
elegant brick mansion whose symmetrical lines and balanced propor-
tions perfectly embodied the aesthetic ideals of his era. Though hugely
rich and successful, Byrd chafed at his colonial status and longed to
enter the English aristocracy or to win appointment as governor of
Virginia. He never achieved either goal.

William Byrd is best known today for his detailed and perceptive
diary. It reveals a man of great learning and sharp wit who excused
his nonchalant brutality with superficial piety. Remembering a visit
to Williamsburg in October 1709, he noted, “I sent for the wench to
clean my room and when she came I kissed her and felt her, for which
God forgive me.” Another entry complained of a slave’s cooking. “Moll
had not boiled the bacon half enough,” Byrd noted casually, “for which
I gave her some stripes under which she beshit herself. . . . I said my
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prayers and [retired with] good health, good thoughts, and good hu-
mor, thank God Almighty.” With no restraints on their authority, other
slaveholders could be equally callous.

Public institutions in the southern colonies bolstered the actual and
symbolic power of men like William Byrd. Planters dominated Vir-
ginia’s county courts and constructed substantial brick courthouses
that resembled their own impressive mansions. They raised an even
more splendid edifice for the House of Burgesses and the rest of colo-
nial government, and in 1693 founded the College of William and
Mary to train their sons. In South Carolina, westerners had to transact
legal business in Charles Town, for its assembly refused to create local
governments that might empower nonslaveholders.

Anglicanism was the established religion of the southern colonies,
but the Church of England remained weak. In the most affluent par-
ishes, vestries levied taxes to construct substantial churches and fill
their pulpits with ministers who blessed the planters’ power. Less
developed neighborhoods often sheltered religious dissenters or re-
sented a costly establishment, so they neglected church construction
and hired poorly qualified clergy or none at all. Unlike the French and
Spanish, moreover, the English made few efforts to convert slaves or
Indians to Christianity. Anglican weaknesses left the southern colonies
open for future generations of evangelists.

Despite the fundamental inequality of white society, its tensions
slowly abated as race replaced class as the strongest measure of social
distance. Seeking allies against a possible slave revolt, planters reached
out to poorer whites. As the Indian population declined, ex-servants
gained land more easily and thus the right to vote in provincial elec-
tions. Candidates learned to treat their poorer neighbors with greater
respect and the simple possession of white skin became a valuable new
privilege.

The wealthiest whites did not always welcome this development,
but they submitted to it. “I am sensible of many bad consequences of
multiplying these Ethiopians amongst us,” wrote William Byrd in 1736.
“They blow up the pride, and ruin the Industry of our White People,
who seeing a Rank of poor Creatures below them, detest work for
fear it should make them look like Slaves.” Colonel Byrd could com-
mit these words to paper in a letter to an English friend, but he would
probably hesitate to utter them at a militia muster or a market day
where common white men might overhear. Paradoxically perhaps, the
growth of liberty and equality for white men depended in part on the
spread of black slavery.
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THE BACKCOUNTRY SOUTH

Plantations were scarce in the southern backcountry because high
transportation costs absorbed agricultural profits. Most slaveholders
owned no more than 5 or 10 workers and lived in sturdy homes of
clapboards or squared logs, dressed themselves and their families in
rough work clothes, and usually worked in fields beside their slaves.
Known as yeomen, after the class of small, land-owning cultivators
of rural England, the majority owned no slaves but purchased 100 or
200 acres from the Crown or the Carolina proprietors and cleared out
small farms with the labor of neighbors and family. Poorer folk, who
rented their land or squatted without permission on clearings in the
wilderness, lived in an even simpler style.

Backcountry settlement lagged until the middle of the eighteenth
century, when a second generation of Germans and Scots-Irish began
to overflow from Pennsylvania. Clearing the Great Wagon Road from
Lancaster, Pennsylvania, south into the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia,
and across the Carolinas as far as Augusta, Georgia, these migrants
became yeoman farmers and the first white inhabitants of the inland
South. Far from established authorities, their communities sometimes
suffered from corrupt local officials or from crime and social disorder
that troubled orderly inhabitants like George Washington, who called
the Shenandoah settlers “a parcel of Barbarian’s and an uncooth set of
People”

The labor of men and women was equally valuable in yeoman
households. Men and boys performed heavy field work while women
and girls devoted themselves to the preparation and preservation of
food, the culture of poultry and vegetables, the production of textiles
and clothing, and, of course, the care of many infant children. West-
erners traded whatever they could at coastal or fall line settlements for
items like iron, salt, and gunpowder that could not be made in their
communities, but they had fewer commercial dealings than coastal
residents.

Life in the Middle Colonies

Mostly founded after New England and Virginia, the middle colonies
of New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Delaware mushroomed in
the eighteenth century, growing from about 50,000 people in 1700 to
more than half a million seven decades later. The Penn family’s willing-
ness to sell fertile land at low prices made Pennsylvania and Delaware
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\VENERATE THE PLOUGH ,

FIGURE 3. The eighteenth century brought growth and prosperity to Britain’s main-
land colonies, and praise for yeoman farmers as ideal free citizens. Miscellaneous
Items in High Demand, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, LC-
DIG-ds-04633.

especially attractive, and their tolerant religious policies made them
hospitable to foreign dissenters. New York’s policy of renting land
within large privileged manors made it less desirable. The middle colo-
nies supported large numbers of modestly prosperous yeoman farms
that raised a wide variety of crops for sale and family consumption.
Slavery was present, but it coexisted with family labor, hired workers,
and indentured servitude. Commerce encouraged the growth of
towns, while social, economic, and ethnic diversity marked the entire
region and laid the basis for a lively and contentious public life.

FARMS AND RURAL LIFE

Rural dwellers of the middle colonies developed customs and land-use
patterns that characterized much of the American frontier in the eigh-
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teenth and nineteenth centuries. As many as half the inhabitants were
tenants or laborers at any one time, but land was affordable and most
white men could reasonably aspire to owning their own farms even-
tually. Families dispersed their farms across the landscape and did not
build large plantations or cluster in villages like some New Englanders.
Their farms were about 50-300 acres in size, but few households could
till that much at one time.

Much like their kinfolk in the southern backcountry, yeoman fami-
lies often lived in log cabins that they copied from the early settlers of
New Sweden, and raised corn, pigs, and a few cattle. Stout split-rail
fences enclosed the fields while the animals fed themselves by roam-
ing the woods until a fall roundup, followed by fattening and slaughter.
This system allowed families with little or no land to raise numerous
livestock, but prevented them from renewing their fields with the ani-
mals’ manure. European observers criticized this wasteful practice but
farmers persisted, for as Thomas Jefferson said, “We can buy an acre of
new land cheaper than we can manure an old one.” They also squan-
dered timber by girdling trees to clear land, cutting the bark around
their trunks and later burning them. Plowing was impossible until the
stumps rotted, so families used hoes to plant corn in hills, or small
mounds, instead of rows.

Households concentrated on their own welfare and valued self-
reliance, but no family could perform all its tasks alone. Neighbors re-
mained very important for activities like barn raisings, quilting bees,
and cornhuskings. Local communities tended to be informal clus-
ters of similar folk rather than government entities like New England
towns. To make cooperation easier, relatives and people from the
same ethnic groups tended to stick together, seeking out neighbors
who knew their language and customs and shared their views about
schools and churches. Some rural counties in the middle colonies were
virtually all German or all Scots-Irish, while others resembled checker-
boards of different religious and ethnic communities.

Families could get by on corn, pork, and garden vegetables, with
some wool and flax for simple clothing, but they also needed a cash
crop to pay taxes, buy or rent land, and purchase things they could not
make themselves, like shoes, tools, iron, and salt, or modest luxuries
like sugar and tea. When the fields were ready and the farmer could af-
ford a plow and a team of horses or oxen, he usually supplemented his
corn with wheat, the favorite commercial crop of the middle colonies.
Wheat suited the local soil and climate, it needed little labor between
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sowing and harvest, and it did well on farms of any size, so farmers
could raise it without slaves or servants. Ground by water-powered
grist mills, wheat flour commanded a ready market in southern Europe
and in the West Indies, and also provisioned the numerous ships that
stopped at Philadelphia. Unwilling to stake all their hopes on one crop,
however, farmers also sold corn, livestock, and flaxseed, while farm
women sent large quantities of butter and cheese to market.

Unlike large plantation owners, small farmers in the middle colo-
nies and elsewhere had to be cautious about raising crops for sale. If
William Byrd faced crop failure or low tobacco prices, he could sell
some spare acres or even some slaves to buy food for the rest without
damaging his entire plantation. If the same thing happened on a 100-
acre farm, the family might go hungry or lose their land and the inde-
pendence that came with it. Especially where poor transportation or
uncertain market conditions made commercial agriculture unreliable,
farmers were careful to raise the family’s food supply first, selling the
surplus only when subsistence needs were satisfied. Unlike tobacco,
wheat was an ideal cash crop in this respect, for families could eat it if
a short harvest left no surplus.

Judging from their choices of crops and their marketing decisions,
mid-Atlantic yeoman families worked hard to attain simple comforts
and to leave something for their children, but they avoided commer-
cial gambles that might imperil their competency, or modest financial
independence. Economic historians have called this practice safety-
first farming. Family farmers sold market crops within safe limits, but
they also protected themselves by careful self-sufficiency in food and
other basic necessities. They were also reluctant to undertake difficult
improvements of doubtful immediate usefulness, like soil conserva-
tion. This pattern of semisubsistence farming and extensive land use
would be commonplace in the future of rural America, much to the
dismay of later commercial boosters and agricultural reformers. The
middle colonies prospered under this system, however, and became
famous as a fertile region where humble immigrants could flourish by
hard work and steady habits. Pennsylvanians liked to call their colony
“the best poor man’s country.”

TOWNS AND CITIES

Rural prosperity encouraged the growth of towns and cities in the
middle colonies, for the export of commercial crops required mer-
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chant shippers and port facilities, and farmers wanted artisans to make
their houses, furniture, shoes, tools, and finer clothing. With 24,000
inhabitants by 1760, Philadelphia was the largest city in the colonies
and one of the largest in the empire—about the size of Dublin, Edin-
burgh, or Bristol —while New York and Boston ranked second and
third. A network of smaller towns also dotted the landscape, offer-
ing local farmers a place to sell their crops, shoe their horses, order
clothes, buy a drink, cast a ballot, or tend to legal business. The top
ranks of urban society included the leading merchants and shipowners
who controlled the import and export trade, together with the law-
yers and imperial officials who made their residences in colonial capi-
tals. Families like the Livingstons and DeLanceys of New York City
composed an urban gentry who often competed in factional disputes
to control colonial politics and enjoyed an opulent lifestyle in elegant
urban townhouses. Their counterparts in Philadelphia were a Quaker
elite who lived more simply but exercised a similar power in provin-
cial affairs.

Beneath these wealthy families, a solid stratum of smaller busi-
nessmen and successful artisans composed the middle ranks of urban
society. Many of these had been among the thousands of skilled re-
demptioners and indentured servants who entered the middle colo-
nies during the eighteenth century to work in the region’s towns and
cities. Gaining their freedom, these men and women found that hard
work and frugality could bring modest prosperity and respectability.
Colonial towns also housed a population of poor and disabled inhabi-
tants who needed public charity, as well as a sometimes-unruly group
of laborers, apprentices, sailors, and slaves. Colonial towns were di-
verse and robust places that offered challenges and opportunity to a
variety of inhabitants.

The Philadelphia printer and politician Benjamin Franklin was the
preeminent representative of urban life and ambition in the middle
colonies. Born in Boston in 1706, Franklin was a talented printer’s
apprentice when he escaped from his overbearing master (who was
also his older brother) to seek his fortune in Philadelphia. Working for
wages at first, Franklin later used his own press to publish the Penn-
sylvania Gazette, one of the colony’s first newspapers, and his famous
pamphlet series, Poor Richard’s Almanack.

The almanac was an annual calendar of planting directions and as-
trological data, but Franklin spiced it up with pungent sayings and
proverbs that reflected the ambitions and mobility of the surrounding
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society. “Waste not, want not,” Poor Richard reminded his readers,
and “God helps those who help themselves,” while “A Ploughman on
his Legs is higher than a Gentleman on his Knees.” Poor Richard’s ad-
vice to work hard, live frugally, and stay out of debt resonated power-
fully with the common sense of farmers and artisans anxious to earn
their own competence, even when the lure of imported luxuries out-
weighed this good advice from time to time. Reflecting the wisdom
of semisubsistence farmers who expected to raise their own food but
also hoped to sell something in the marketplace, Poor Richard ad-
vised readers to “plough deep while Sluggards sleep, and you shall
have Corn to sell and to keep.” Franklin’s own life seemed to be an apt
illustration of the benefits of his suggestions, for his successful printing
business enabled him to retire at the age of 42, and devote the rest of
his long life to science, philanthropy, and public service. Most artisans
and apprentices in colonial Philadelphia could only dream of such suc-
cess, but Franklin’s words and example both reflected and encouraged
the aspirations of their society.

SLAVES AND FREE BLACKS
IN THE NORTHERN COLONIES

Without plantations, the middle colonies had a limited but still signifi-
cant demand for slave labor. The Dutch brought slaves to New Nether-
land and so did the English, initially from the West Indies and later
from Africa. The black population of New York’s southern counties
exceeded 16 percent as late as 1750, and proportions were similar in
northern New Jersey. Benjamin Franklin owned as many as five slaves
in his early career, and printed advertisements for slave sales and run-
aways in the Pennsylvania Gazette, though he turned against slavery
near the end of his life.

Throughout the countryside, most slaves worked by ones and twos
for the region’s more prosperous farmers, but a few masters held 20
slaves or more. Wealthy urban families used slaves as status symbols,
dressing them in velvet coats and powdered wigs to work as domestic
servants, while other slaves toiled in the streets as artisans, teamsters,
and laborers. One New Jersey iron mine employed over 200 bonds-
men.

Northern slaves shared the grievances of their southern counter-
parts, and northern whites were as likely as white southerners to crush
their protests violently. In 1712, two dozen New York City slaves tried
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to launch a general insurrection by setting a building on fire and then
killing 9 whites and wounding 6 others as they rushed to fight the
blaze. Whites retaliated by burning 20 convicted rebels at the stake
and beating another to death. A generation later, the city panicked
again when a series of mysterious fires broke out in the spring and
summer of 1741. When a handful of black and white suspects were ar-
rested, an accused white servant launched a spree of executions by
describing a widespread conspiracy by slaves and poor whites to burn
the city, kill or rape its white inhabitants, and create their own govern-
ment. Before the summer was over, almost half the city’s adult male
slaves had been jailed and at least 26 blacks and 4 whites had been
hanged or burned. Many of the condemned were surely innocent, but
plans for a real insurrection may indeed have inspired the alleged New
York Slave Conspiracy of 1741.

Changes in New England

The descendants of Puritans continued to populate eighteenth-
century New England. Their farms and towns flourished like those
of the middle colonies, but their unique religious heritage made little
room for immigrants. By the early eighteenth-century, however, the
intensity of early New England had begun to fade. The rising genera-
tion honored their faith and the notion of covenant, but hard work
and diligence had brought material rewards and accompanying temp-
tations. A bloody purge of accused witches in Salem, Massachusetts,
was the most conspicuous symptom of the social strain.

THE TENSIONS OF TRADE AND RELIGION

As in the middle colonies and the South, the population of New
England grew sharply in the eighteenth century, rising from about
90,000 in 1700 to almost 600,000 by 1770. Rising generations spilled
out from the oldest settled regions, pressing north and west into Maine
(still part of Massachusetts), New Hampshire, and the interiors of
Massachusetts and Connecticut. Slavery was more limited than in the
middle colonies, though Rhode Island merchants and shipowners be-
came leaders in the slave trade and brought home Africans like Ven-
ture Smith to work in their fields and households.

New England’s economy grew to match its swelling numbers. Its
thin, rocky soil favored pasturage over wheat fields, so New England-
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ers raised livestock and caught codfish instead. Like flour, pickled beef
and salted fish would sell in most markets around the Atlantic basin,
and New England merchants were particularly active in provisioning
the sugar islands. These activities stimulated shipbuilding and com-
merce, not only in Boston but also in Newport, Salem, and a string of
smaller ports. Like the middle colonies, New England continued to
develop an urban network, a population of free skilled workers, and
a concentration of cash in the hands of merchant families who would
finance later developments. Venture Smith likewise found opportu-
nity in this economy to buy his freedom and then secure his livelihood.

The key difference between eighteenth-century New England and
the middle colonies lay in the continued importance of religious dis-
tinctiveness. Nobody used the word “Puritan” much in the eighteenth
century—New Englanders spoke about “orthodoxy” or the “Stand-
ing Order” before settling on “Congregational” as the customary label
for their region’s established churches. Uniformity had eroded since
the seventeenth century, for the Crown had finally forced the dissent-
ing colonies to stop persecuting Anglicans, Quakers, and other non-
Puritans. Orthodox leaders still believed in their godly covenant, how-
ever, and supported their churches with public taxes.

Tensions between religion and material prosperity had long
troubled New Englanders and they intensified in the eighteenth cen-
tury. Preachers demanded that all good Christians work hard in their
callings, for honest work was a blessed spiritual discipline. Like living
a moral life, worldly success could be a sign (though never a cause) of
God’s blessing, so ministers expected the saints to prosper. But what
if the desire for worldly success overwhelmed the spiritual fervor that
should inspire it? “The Cursed Hunger of Riches,” the Reverend Cotton
Mather warned, “will make man break through all the Laws of God.”
Unfortunately, neither Mather nor his colleagues could be sure where
godly diligence left off and the sins of greed and pride took over. He
could only remind them that “when Wealth is more unto us, than the
Creator of all our Wealth; Here, is Criminal Covetousness.”

Cotton Mather’s own career illustrates the transitional character of
New England religion in the early eighteenth century. Born in Bos-
ton in 1663, he came from a distinguished line of Puritan ministers.
His grandfathers had been towering spiritual patriarchs in early Mas-
sachusetts Bay, and his father, Increase Mather, had been minister of
Boston’s Second Church, president of Harvard College, and Massa-
chusetts’s colonial agent. A brilliant youth, Cotton Mather entered
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Harvard at the age of 12, already determined to follow his forebears in
the ministry, and was ordained in his father’s church in 1685. Mather
devoted his life to sustaining the Calvinist tradition, but rival denomi-
nations and religious indifference kept advancing, along with doctri-
nal quarrels among the faithful themselves. Groomed to succeed his
father as president of Harvard, Mather never won the post, partly be-
cause his theology had become so old-fashioned.

Even so, Mather embraced new ideas in other fields. He supported
nondenominational benevolent societies to relieve social problems
that an earlier generation might have left to God’s care. He was like-
wise an intense and highly accomplished scholar who published more
than 400 books, pamphlets, and sermons, and whose thinking re-
flected an earnest desire to combine conservative theology with a re-
spect for science and the direct observation of nature. Defying public
opinion, Mather strenuously defended the dangerous and newfangled
idea of inoculation against smallpox. Though he feared witches sin-
cerely and supported the Salem witchcraft trials (see below), Mather’s
scientific writings won him election to the Royal Society, England’s
prestigious scientific association. (Benjamin Franklin and William
Byrd II also belonged.) Like his father and grandfathers, Cotton
Mather longed for weighty political as well as religious influence on
the larger society around him, but he never reached their eminence of
unchallenged authority. By the time of his death in 1728, the Puritan
legacy had loosened its grip on New England, but remained a power-
ful influence on its broader culture.

WITCHCRAFT IN SALEM

Certainly the most dramatic and tragic illustration of New England’s
tendency to see change as the work of the devil burst out in a fear-
ful campaign against witches in Salem Village, now Danvers, Mas-
sachusetts. The trouble began in 1691, when several neighborhood
girls fell to mumbling in strange fits and trances. Pressed by adults
around them, the “afflicted girls” began to accuse older, unmarried,
or unpopular women of sending invisible spirits to torment them. Ar-
rests and trials only seemed to make the problem worse, and over the
course of 1692, almost 200 people in eastern Massachusetts were ac-
cused of consorting with the devil. During the same period, 14 women
and 5 men were hanged for the crime of witchcraft and another man
died under torture,
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Like most of their contemporaries, Salem Villagers did not doubt
that Satan could grant terrible powers to those who served him. They
saw women as especially susceptible to his allure, just as Eve had been
vulnerable in the Garden of Eden, and they particularly suspected
widows and spinsters. Many believed that Satan worked harder to be-
witch New England, for the Puritans had captured his former domain
for God’s commonwealth. New Englanders tried far more accused
witches than other colonial Americans, but only Salem saw mass exe-
cutions.

Massachusetts faced unusual pressures in 1692. The Glorious Revo-
lution had just stripped the colony of its independence and cherished
charter. Many doubted the legitimacy of Sir William Phips, King
William’s appointed governor. England and France were still fight-
ing King William’s War, and France’s Indian allies were attacking New
England’s northern frontiers. Frightened villagers could thus see the
devil’s handiwork all around them.

Still more subtle factors may have played their part. Salem Village
was an agricultural hamlet that lacked the prosperity of nearby Salem
Town. Most of the accused witches were somehow connected—
often in inferior or dependent roles—to families who shared in Salem
Town’s wealth and far-flung connections. Town and village factions
had recently quarreled about their minister—whose daughter and
niece were the first to be afflicted. Did accusers unconsciously blame
Salem’s mysterious success on black magic? Did they try to strike back
by attacking their rivals’ wives and servants? We cannot be sure at this
distance, but it is tempting to think so.

Certainly no one in 1692 dared to say that the charges were inher-
ently absurd. Increase Mather, Cotton Mather, and other eminent
ministers cautioned against the misuse of evidence but warned au-
thorities to take the charges seriously. As investigations continued,
most of the accused sought safety by naming alleged accomplices who
ranked higher and higher up the social scale. Governor Phips finally
called a halt when someone accused his wife. He suspended the trials
and executions and freed the remaining prisoners. Belief in witchcraft
did not vanish overnight, but most of the colony’s leaders soon real-
ized they had made a terrible mistake. Future concern about the ten-
sion between Christian devotion and worldly success in New England
would not take the form of a witch-hunt but may have encouraged a
major religious revival in the 1740s.
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Social and Cultural Trends

As the eighteenth-century colonies grew and diversified, social and
cultural developments influenced popular ideas, customs, and beliefs,
and often crossed regional lines to build up a widely shared culture.
Ideas about families and gender, race, and the social order were espe-
cially important to this process. At the same time, Americans shared
in the cultural and intellectual life of the Atlantic basin. Wealthy and
well-educated colonists embraced the ideas of the European Enlight-
enment, which honored science and reason and stressed the perfecti-
bility of human nature. Others concluded that eighteenth-century
society had lost its religious bearings and called for repentance and
personal transformation. A revival movement known as the Great
Awakening swept the colonies, splitting old denominations, revital-
izing personal piety, and encouraging ordinary Christians to decide
religious questions themselves. The Enlightenment and the Awaken-
ing would both have important roles in the future of American culture.

FREE WOMEN AND FAMILIES

Immigration was one major source of colonial growth; families were
the other. The first settlers of New England and the middle colonies
came in family groups that included men, women, and children.
Women were scarce in the early Chesapeake, but sex ratios were
nearly even by 1700, and both African Americans and whites began
growing by natural increase.

The family or household was the fundamental unit of free society
in the colonies. Almost every free person married, and lived with their
parents before then. Most economic activity took place on family
farms or in workshops within the owner’s home. A “family” in these
circumstances usually consisted of a married couple, their unmarried
children, and their servants, apprentices, and slaves. While he lived,
the father had legal authority over his dependents. He owned the
family’s labor, earnings, and property, and minor children could not
“rob” him by moving away without permission. The father represented
the family in all its relations with outsiders, and authorities could hold
him responsible for his household’s behavior. Fathers even carried out
government functions, as some were paid through taxes to care for
orphans or needy adults, for example.

English law subordinated women to men, especially inside the
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family, and conventional wisdom taught that women were the weaker
sex both intellectually and morally. Women could not vote, hold office,
sit on juries, or serve in the militia. The moment she married, even a
technically free woman became a feme covert (“covered” or “hidden
woman”) whose husband absorbed her civil existence. She could be
tried and punished for a crime, but she could no longer control prop-
erty, transact business, make a contract, write a will, obtain credit, or
make any legally valid decision for herself. Courts almost always de-
fended a husband’s authority, even in cases of gross mistreatment or
desertion, and it was nearly impossible for a wife to take control of her
earnings or her children from an abusive or absent husband. A widow
could use one-third of her husband’s land until she died or remarried.
It then reverted to his heirs (usually his sons), so she could not sell it
or bequeath it as she chose. Divorce usually required a special act of
the assembly when it was possible at all, and the husband normally
received custody of his children. Though harsh laws and customs gov-
erned the lives of free women, enslaved women lived far more harshly,
with no recognition of their marriages or other legal protections.

A free widow or adult single woman had the legal status of a feme
sole, which allowed her to acquire property and do business as if she
were male. In extraordinary cases of desertion or abuse, assemblies
might grant feme sole status to a wife, with the right to hold property
and run her own household but not remarry. Prenuptial agreements
could safeguard the property rights of heiresses, but these were rare.

Free colonial couples could not easily marry without the resources
to form their own households. Except among the poor, groom’s fami-
lies were expected to provide land for a farm while the bride’s father
gave cash or equipment. It took fathers time to accumulate these
goods, so in the mid-eighteenth century, the average age at first mar-
riage was about 26 or 27 for men and 22 for women. Poorer couples
had less reason to wait and married somewhat earlier.

Once married, a woman’s duty was to bear as many children as
possible. Her first child usually followed the wedding within a year
and more followed at intervals of two or three years until her death or
menopause. In New England, where information is most reliable, most
wives bore about seven or eight children and reared about five or six
to adulthood, if they escaped the serious danger of death in childbirth.
Colonial children were an economic asset, performing small tasks as
early as six or seven and working seriously from the time they were
young teenagers until their own marriages. Large families, longer life-
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spans, and continued immigration caused the American population to
double almost every 25 years.

A woman’s labor was as important as her ability to bear children.
Like slaves and servants, poor free women performed hard field labor
like hoeing and reaping. Even when mothers were spared from the
field, caring for numerous children could be endless and exhausting
work. Most housewives were also responsible for cleaning, spinning,
and making and mending clothes, as well as cooking and preserving
food by drying, pickling, and fermenting. Farm women also cared for
milk cows, poultry, and kitchen gardens, and turned milk into cheese
and butter. Wealthy families had slaves or servants for household labor
and childcare but wives had to supervise their work.

The sale of eggs, butter, cheese, and soap could become a serious
business for farm women who lived near urban markets. The wives of
urban tradesmen or shopkeepers often helped with their husbands’
affairs, but while their husbands lived, law and custom usually kept
them from going into business themselves. Widows might continue
their husbands’ businesses, however, from a simple grocery to a more
elaborate inn or workshop. Women could also keep small schools or
use their sewing skills to make clothing or hats, but economic oppor-
tunities were still scarce outside of marriage. Those who never married
faced dependent lives in the homes of relatives, and widows without
means or prosperous relatives faced serious danger of poverty.

Colonial children practiced the roles of adulthood by observing
their parents and imitating them in small tasks, and their jobs became
more demanding as they grew older. Some parents bound out their off-
spring as servants or apprentices by age 12 or younger, so they could
learn their roles from less indulgent adults. Education for the poorest
stopped there, but most learned simple literacy from their parents or
from a teacher hired by neighboring families. Further schooling was
deemed unnecessary for girls. Affluent or ambitious families might
send their sons to more advanced academies, and a few of these at-
tended one of the dozen or so colleges that appeared before 1775.

The lives of eighteenth-century children may have changed more
than those of their mothers. In the seventeenth century, strict Calvin-
ists taught that even infants were inherently sinful, so the parents’ job
was to break a child’s will and teach him or her obedience to human
and divine authority. By contrast, the English philosopher John Locke,
whose Two Treatises of Government had defended the Glorious Revo-
lution, also published An Essay Concerning Human Understanding and
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Thoughts on Education in the 1690s, arguing that the human mind
began as a “blank slate” that could be trained to good or evil. He en-
couraged parents to be loving and patient with their children, to avoid
physical punishment, and to teach them by good example. Over the
course of the eighteenth century, wealthy and well-educated par-
ents grew increasingly receptive to such advice and seemed to soften
their strictness with more indulgence and open affection. Love for
the unique personality of each child likewise spread among the gen-
try and gradually seeped downward. The respect for individual rights
that later became so important in American public life may have had
psychological roots in the changing eighteenth-century family.

DEFINING RACE

Early modern Englishmen had gloried in their own nation and often
looked down on everyone else, so their views of the Indians, the Irish,
the French, and the Spanish were uniformly negative. These low opin-
ions did not depend on concepts of race, because they rarely distin-
guished between inherent inferiority (which could not change) and
cultural inferiority (which might). When comparing themselves to
Indians, for example, seventeenth-century settlers usually spoke of
“Christians” and “savages” instead of colors like “white” and “red.” All
the same, the English could treat the Indians as especially different,
inferior, and naturally deserving of violence, as when a roving party
of Virginians reportedly amused themselves by “shoteinge owtt [the]
Braynes” of Indian children. In other words, early English settlers did
not clearly think in racial terms, and claimed to believe that Indians
could improve themselves by adopting English customs, but they
could feel and act in ways that later generations would recognize as
racist. Over the course of the seventeenth century, these feelings and
actions intensified, until we can speak of whites” “racial” hostility to
Indians, even without well-developed theories of race.

African slavery encouraged the growth of ideas about race. En-
glish prejudice against Africans was especially strong, for black was
the traditional color of the devil and a powerful synonym for “sin-
ful,” “wicked,” and “base.” Perhaps as a result, early English voyagers
did not hesitate to buy, sell, or steal Africans though enslaving Euro-
peans never seems to have occurred to them. From the beginning,
they also subjected African women to field labor more readily than
whites. People in West Africa wore considerably less clothing than the
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Elizabethans, moreover, so startled explorers were quick to imagine
that tropical sexuality was as heated as the climate. Viewing sex as a
dark and bestial passion, they spread absurd stories of sex between
apes and African women, and easily assumed that all Africans were
somehow like animals. As early as the sixteenth century, European ex-
plorers began creating mental links among Africans, blackness, sexu-
ality, and subhuman creatures that would have long and lethal con-
sequences for African Americans. These early prejudices did not lead
directly to slavery but helped convince the English that Africans were
especially suited for it.

If early prejudice helped justify enslavement, enslavement also
deepened prejudice. The purchase of a human cargo, confinement
belowdecks, brutal living conditions, and violent punishments were
all part of enslavement. Such cruelties came easier when the perpetra-
tors believed that their victims were innately inferior. John Woolman,
an early Quaker critic of slavery and the slave trade, understood the
process very well. “Placing on men the ignominious title slave,” he re-
flected, “dressing them in uncomely garments, keeping them to servile
labor, in which they are often dirty, tends gradually to fix a notion in
the mind, that they are a sort of people below us in nature.”

Not all early colonists shared these convictions, for black and white
servants mingled freely and sometimes intimately, and cooperated to
resist their bondage. As decades passed, authorities fought these alli-
ances and reinforced slavery by imposing legal inferiority on Africans,
specifically because of their color. The new statutes defined black-
ness as a form of gross pollution, especially in connection with sex
and mixed-race children. In 1664, for example, Maryland authori-
ties denounced “freeborne English women [who] forgettful of their
free Condicion and to the disgrace of our Nation doe intermarry with
Negro Slaves.” The Virginia assembly imposed its own ban on inter-
racial marriage in 1691, condemning the “abominable mixture and
spurious issue” that resulted. The laws also imposed a heavier penalty
on free people who aided runaway slaves than on those who aided
fugitive white servants, and devised increasingly bloody punishments
for Africans who defied white authority.

Legal discrimination reinforced prejudice and supported the be-
lief that Africans were inherently inferior. Theorists would eventually
spin this idea into elaborate concepts of race that ranked all human
beings in color-based categories, with whites at the top, Africans at
the bottom, and Indians somewhere between them. Long before then,
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however, powerful whites courted their poorer white neighbors with
color-based privileges that offered a kind of equality across class lines.
In other words, concepts of deep-seated racial identity and inferiority
did not arise inevitably from physical differences among Indians, Afri-
cans, and Europeans. While prior prejudice played its role, whites
began constructing race and racism from the practices of enslavement
and conquest.

RANK AND THE SOCIAL ORDER

Seventeenth-century England was a steeply ranked society that ex-
tended from the king and a handful of titled aristocrats at the top, down
through a larger class of gentry and urban merchants, and on through
a mass of yeomen, shopkeepers, artisans, laborers, servants, and beg-
gars. Status corresponded to wealth, power, education, personal re-
finement, and family connections, and no one expected America to be
different. The leaders of Jamestown resisted Captain John Smith as a
social climber, and Governor John Winthrop carefully reminded the
passengers on the Arbella that “some must be . . . highe and eminent
in power and dignitie[,] others meane and in subjeccion.” The origi-
nal settlers of the English colonies saw rank as a crucial part of social
order.

Despite these expectations, wilderness tended to undermine the
hierarchy that crossed the Atlantic. In the rough-and-tumble world of
the early Chesapeake, men with strength and cunning might capture
more land and labor than those with finer pedigrees, while Bacon’s fol-
lowers looted the plantations of those who claimed unwarranted su-
periority. Without the violence of class rebellion, the unsettled econ-
omy of New England could also humble the distinguished and elevate
the obscure. Puritan leaders tried to preserve traditional appearances
with laws preventing upstarts from sporting lace and gold braid, but
they could not freeze the economic order.

As conditions stabilized in the eighteenth century, the American
economy grew more rapidly than its population. While living stan-
dards improved for almost everyone, prosperity supported a firmer
social and economic hierarchy. In the Chesapeake and South Caro-
lina, successful planter families passed land, slaves, and status to their
rising generations. Outside the South, the wealthiest men were mer-
chants and shippers in Philadelphia, New York, Boston, and smaller
ports. Whether they were landed magnates like William Byrd II, self-
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made businessmen like Benjamin Franklin, or respected ministers like
Cotton Mather, established leaders were known as the “better sort
of people” and enjoyed wealth, political power, and public recogni-
tion. Their families enjoyed deference, or voluntary respect and sub-
mission, from the lesser folk around them, and deference usually en-
abled social leaders to monopolize both elected and appointed public
offices. Colonists reserved the words “lady” and “gentleman” for adults
of the better sort, and only community leaders and their wives could
claim the titles of “Mister” and “Mistress.”

Most Americans seem to have accepted social inequality as a fact of
life. Conventional opinion took it for granted that some people should
dominate the rest, so long as they respected the rights of those below
them. To receive political power, a gentleman should have the respect
and confidence of his community. He should also be affluent, well-
educated, supportive of established religion, and distinguished for
good taste in art, literature, conversation, and dress. As stable elites
emerged in most colonies, the movement of English society across the
Atlantic seemed more complete

At the opposite end of the social scale, some Americans suffered
long-term poverty. Slaves were the poorest of all, for they did not even
own themselves. Cities contained a permanently impoverished class of
sailors, laborers, disabled people, and propertyless widows and their
families. Rural districts also supported destitute inhabitants or forced
penniless wanderers to move on. Even landowners could feel the pinch
of inequality, especially in the older towns of New England, where
fathers continued to divide their lands equally among their sons and
average landholdings shrank from 150 acres in the seventeenth century
to as few as 40 in the later eighteenth. Within the colonies as a whole,
economic historians estimate that the richest tenth of free Ameri-
cans owned half their society’s wealth while the poorest tenth owned
.02 percent. If slaves are included among the propertyless, America’s
poorer half owned only 3 percent of its wealth. Even so, the poorest
Americans ate better and lived longer than their European counter-
parts, and escaped the disastrous famines that still brought dire suffer-
ing and starvation to many in the countries they left behind.

Between the rich and the poor, land-owning yeoman farmers en-
joyed higher incomes as they sold a growing surplus to local and Atlan-
tic traders. American leaders had also spread political rights to lure
more immigrants, giving average white men far more influence over
their governments than elsewhere in the Western world. Foreign
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observers frequently commented that American society had fewer
peaks and valleys than Europe’s. “The leveling principle here operates
strongly and takes the lead,” remarked a typical Boston visitor in 1764.
“Every body has property and every body knows it.” Though “every
body” in America did not own property, better and wider opportuni-
ties for owning land and making a living clearly joined political pro-
tections and religious toleration to inspire the surge in colonial immi-
gration.

Economic growth allowed most free Americans to buy more goods.
Especially after 1740, English workshops turned out greater and
greater quantities of consumer products that ranged from ordinary
cloth and tableware to more elaborate clocks, books, textiles, china,
glass, silver, and other luxuries. In the consumer revolution, Americans
snapped up these goods as eagerly as the English did, and drove up the
value of British imports by 360 percent between 1740 and 1770. Up and
down the social scale, Americans enjoyed the opportunity to make
their lives more comfortable and more stylish, and to show off their re-
finement through elaborate social rituals like the proper way of serving
tea. “There are zealous efforts in every single Person to imitate the
person next above him, and in every Town to equal [the] next [high-
est] in Wealth, Popularity, and Politeness,” one writer protested in the
Connecticut Courant of 1765. “Thus by a [spread] of the most ridiculous
Mimickry, the Fashions of London are communicated to the poorest,
meanest town in Connecticut.” Moralists protested the love of luxury,
but ordinary free Americans joined the gentry in using consumer im-
ports to brighten their lives and display their achievements.

REASON AND THE ENLIGHTENMENT

As colonial society grew more elaborate, a transatlantic movement
later called the Enlightenment reached growing numbers of educated
Americans. Itsideas had begun to stir as early as 1637, when French phi-
losopher René Descartes made his famous declaration, “I think, there-
fore I am,” and shifted the source of moral and intellectual authority
from God and tradition to the rational human mind. Fifty years later,
English scientist Sir Isaac Newton offered a practical demonstration
of reason’s power in his Principia Mathematica, showing how natural
laws, expressed in a few simple formulas, could explain the behavior
of all moving objects, from a falling apple to revolving planets. The
political and educational ideas of Englishman John Locke extended
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rationalist principles to human life, and promoted the perfectibility of
human nature, the importance of individual rights and judgment, and
the rights of subjects to overthrow oppressive rulers. By the middle
of the eighteenth century, French scholars Denis Diderot and Jean le
Rond d’Alembert felt ready to catalogue all human knowledge in their
comprehensive, 30-volume Encyclopédie. The French philosopher Vol-
taire applied his witty, biting satire to all forms of traditional authority,
especially the Catholic Church. From Scotland, pioneer economist
Adam Smith attacked mercantilism, the basis of Britain’s imperial
trade policy. Enlightenment ideas spread when the violence and bru-
tality of religious wars discredited the churches’ dogmatism and made
theological controversies seem increasingly irrelevant to philosophers
and their followers.

In all the leading cities of Europe and America, these educated
people gathered in coffeehouses, debating societies, and salons to
discuss ideas in a new public sphere, uncontrolled by church or royal
authority. Some dared to hope that earthly suffering was not inevi-
table and that reason and education could improve the human condi-
tion. Despising superstition and raw emotion, Enlightenment thinkers
made the word “enthusiasm” one of the most negative terms in their
vocabulary. Admiring the harmony that early scientists found in na-
ture, they favored balance, calm, order, and uniformity in art and lit-
erature. They encouraged the direct observation of the natural world
and cheered Benjamin Franklin’s famous experiments with electricity.
Political thinkers celebrated the balance of the British constitution and
insisted that colonial government replicate its virtues. The Enlighten-
ment was an inspiration to optimistic reformers on both sides of the
Atlantic, but its emphasis on science and reason necessarily limited its
appeal to the educated few.

Some followers of the Enlightenment became deists. Using Newton’s
findings to compare the universe to a clock, they saw God as the clock-
maker who created the world, gave it natural laws, and allowed it to
run freely. Deists believed that human reason could discover the laws
of nature and morality without religious guidance, and often con-
demned “priestcraft” as superstitious and fanatical. Without endorsing
any sect, they favored toleration for all since persecution could never
change anyone’s mind. Even some ministers approached deism, par-
ticularly in the more prestigious and well-established churches, and
tried to explain Christianity by rational proof instead of spiritual con-
viction or biblical authority. Deism became the favorite philosophical
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stance of the Enlightenment’s most eminent representatives, from the
distinguished philosophers of France to Benjamin Franklin, Thomas
Jefferson, and other leaders of the American Revolution.

THE GREAT AWAKENING

While the “better sort” flirted with deism, rekindled faith warmed
more ordinary Americans. Beginning in the 1730s and continu-
ing through the 1760s, a wave of renewed religious intensity swept
through the Protestant Atlantic world. Renewed spiritual fervor and
personal conviction gripped the German churches in a movement
known as Pietism. The brothers John and Charles Wesley led a Meth-
odist movement to revive personal piety in the Church of England
that later became a separate denomination. Americans experienced a
wave of religious revivals known as the Great Awakening. Leaders in
all these movements visited and corresponded with one another fre-
quently and supported similar goals.

Colonial prosperity had allowed American churches to grow and
spread in the eighteenth-century. New towns in northern and western
New England included new Congregational churches. German migra-
tion brought Lutheran, German Reformed, and Pietist churches to the
middle colonies, and the Scots-Irish took Presbyterianism wherever
they went. Plantation exports paid for a wave of new Anglican par-
ishes in southern colonies from Maryland to South Carolina. Growth
brought diversity; a 1771 image of New York City depicts 18 houses of
worship, including a prominent Anglican church, a Jewish synagogue,
and an Anabaptist meetinghouse, for its 25,000 inhabitants. Despite
the influence of deism, eighteenth-century Americans had clearly not
abandoned religion.

A handful of especially zealous ministers still feared that religious
devotion had slackened. A generation after the Halfway Covenant,
many young New Englanders still lacked life-changing conversions
and could not assume full membership in their churches. Despite their
best efforts, moreover, established denominations could not keep up
with population growth. Many backcountry districts lacked worship
facilities, and eastern clergy worried that their inhabitants lived in law-
lessness and sin.

From his pulpit in Northampton, Massachusetts, the Reverend
Jonathan Edwards began to strike back in the 1730s. A brilliant phi-
losopher and theologian who shared the Enlightenment’s respect for
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human reason, Edwards was also a practical preacher who worried
about the coldness of his flock. Fearing that logic could never warm
them, he used terror instead. “The God that holds you over the pit of
hell, much as one holds a spider or some loathsome insect over the
fire, abhors you, and is dreadfully provoked,” he reminded the uncon-
verted sinner. “His wrath towards you burns like fire; he looks upon
you as worthy of nothing else but to be cast into the fire.” Edwards
spoke calmly and without gestures, but the solemnity of his bear-
ing only magnified the horror of his words. In the tradition of Puri-
tan jeremiads, his sermons launched an emotional revival in the 1730s
that brought tears, shrieks, and fainting spells to his anguished and
penitent listeners. Conversions increased dramatically, and word of
Edwards’s extraordinary preaching spread widely.

Other preachers followed quickly. Also in the 1730s, William Ten-
nent Sr. and his sons, William Jr., Charles, John, and Gilbert, set a
blaze among Scots-Irish Presbyterians in the middle colonies. Samuel
Davies did the same in Virginia. The most renowned preacher of the
Great Awakening was the Reverend George Whitefield, an Anglican
missionary with Methodist leanings who repeatedly toured the colo-
nies between 1739 and his death, preaching to immense crowds out-
doors. Convinced that mere logic could never crack a hardened heart,
Whitefield and the other revivalists appealed to emotions over abstract
reason. During Whitefield’s visit to Philadelphia, Benjamin Franklin
remembered that “it was wonderful to see the Change soon made in
the Manners of our inhabitants; From being thoughtless or indifferent
about Religion, it seem’d as if all the World were growing Religious; so
that one could not walk thro’ the Town in an Evening without Hearing
Psalms sung in different Families of every Street.”

Inspired by Edwards, Whitefield, and the Tennents, dozens of
lesser preachers fanned across the colonies. Known as itinerants, the
revivalists constantly traveled from one community to another and
often accused more settled ministers of neglecting the genuine gos-
pel to drone lifeless dogma in empty meetinghouses. They preached
in fields or packed houses, everywhere declaring that stale, superfi-
cial worship meant nothing, that the people were drenched in sin,
that they must repent and seek forgiveness, and that joyous salvation
awaited those who sincerely did so. Like the Puritans, they stressed the
importance of personal conversion, a theological stance that is often
called evangelical. Without explicitly renouncing predestination, the
itinerants undermined it by hinting that everyone who truly sought
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God would find Him. Timing of the Awakening varied from place to
place, peaking in the 1740s in New England, and continuing into the
1750s in the South and elsewhere. Almost everywhere they traveled,
the itinerants won hundreds, even thousands, of weeping, joyful con-
verts who flocked to join old churches or form new ones.

Evangelicals insisted on strict standards of personal conduct that
drew sharp lines between their followers and “the world.” When main-
stream clergy rejected their methods, the evangelicals broke away
and split Protestants between New Light supporters and Old Light
opponents of revivalism. In New England, the two factions quarreled
bitterly over public funds to support their churches. Throughout the
colonies, evangelicalism invigorated Baptists, Presbyterians, and,
later, Methodists, while Anglicans, Quakers, and Old Light Congrega-
tionalists languished. The denominations linked to New Light evange-
lism would eventually become the leading Protestant churches of the
United States.

By opening salvation to everyone, the Great Awakening democ-
ratized religion and especially appealed to Americans who did not
share the prosperity around them. Denouncing drunkenness, gam-
bling, dancing, card playing, theatergoing, and sexual misconduct,
evangelicals won few converts in the upper classes but offered a sober,
serious life to humble folk who wearied of disorderly social change.
Women and young people converted more readily than older men, the
“middling” and “lower” sorts were more receptive than the wealthy,
and the first large wave of African Americans entered the Christian
churches. Everywhere, revivalists exalted humble converts beyond
their rank in worldly society. As Baptist preacher Isaac Backus put it,
“The common people now claim as good a right to judge and act in
matters of religion as civil rulers or the learned clergy.”

Superficially, the Enlightenment and the Great Awakening seemed
to have little in common. Intellectuals mocked what they called the
“enthusiasm” of self-taught preachers whose pulpit thunder exceeded
their formal learning, just as the roughhewn itinerants knew little of
Isaac Newton. Fundamentally, however, both movements stressed the
importance of direct personal experience as a measure of the truth.
For the Enlightenment scientist or statesman, observable facts could
overrule tradition. New Lights encouraged believers to reject all reli-
gious authorities except the Bible, to think for themselves religiously,
and to value a personal sensation of salvation over the bookish debates
of the Old Lights. Together, the Enlightenment and the Great Awaken-
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ing challenged Americans to test received tradition by the light of per-
sonal experience, and authorized them to build their lives and institu-
tions according to their own understandings of the truth.

The personal test of truth led easily to religious clashes, especially
when New Lights cited their own insights to attack Old Light reli-
gious authorities, and both sides battled over limited public funds.
Influenced by deistic distaste for sectarian disputes, pragmatic politi-
cians would eventually decide that the best solution was to disestablish
the churches and cut off public funding in the name of religious free-
dom. They would also use Enlightenment reasoning to advance “self-
evident truths” about government. In the second half of the eighteenth
century, the Enlightenment and the Awakening both had profound
effects on American views of public liberty.

*

Developments in the eighteenth century had brought a new popula-
tion to the English colonies and accelerated the evolution of distinc-
tive regional societies. The expansion of slavery marked the southern
colonies as slave societies, while New England and the middle colo-
nies combined commercial and subsistence farming with the growth
of towns and handicrafts. Despite these unique regional features,
however, growth and stability brought the colonies closer to prevail-
ing patterns of English society and culture, and opened them to such
transatlantic movements as the consumer revolution, the Enlighten-
ment, and the Great Awakening. Prosperity and cultural diversity also
fostered differences of opinion and public debates, especially in towns
and cities where taverns, docks, and squares formed a public sphere
between the chambers of government and the privacy of home. As the
colonists passed the half-century mark, few had any idea that their in-
creasing similarity to the mother country might also lead to increasing
imperial tension.



CHAPTER §

The Era of Independence,
1756—1783

On the afternoon of May 30, 1765, Virginia’s House of Burgesses had
nearly finished its spring session, and most of its members had gone
home, but one important issue still remained. Virginians had recently
learned that the British Parliament had adopted a stamp tax for the
American colonies. The law would require an expensive stamp for al-
most every kind of official paperwork, from a bill of sale to a court de-
cision to a marriage license. Newspapers, college diplomas, and play-
ing cards would carry costly stamps as well. The proceeds would pay
foran army of 10,000 men—supposedly to guard the frontier, but per-
haps for suppressing political dissent.

Virginians disliked all taxes, but they truly hated the Stamp Act be-
cause it came from Parliament, not their own assembly. It thus sought
to tax Virginians without the consent of their representatives and, in
their view, violated the British constitution. The House of Burgesses
had protested when the Stamp Act was only a rumor, but Parliament
paid no attention. Now would the assembly truckle to Parliament’s
authority?

House leaders thought quiet objections would be most effective, but
one freshman member felt otherwise. Patrick Henry was a 29-year-old
attorney from the rural piedmont who had just won a popular and
successful court case against British efforts to control the salaries of
Anglican clergy. Rewarded with his first assembly seat, Henry became
a firebrand for American rights, most remembered for his later slogan
“Give me liberty, or give me death!”

Henry introduced five resolutions of protest. The first four declared
that the colonists had kept their English rights when they came to Vir-
ginia, that royal charters had confirmed these rights, that Englishmen
could not be taxed without their consent, and that neither could Vir-
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ginians. Later rescinded by the House of Burgesses, a more radical
fifth resolution warned that colonial taxation by Parliament could “de-
stroy British as well as American Freedom.”

Everyone later agreed that Henry made a fiery speech, but accounts
differed over what he said. In 1810, patriotic biographer William
Wirt gave stirring details. “Caesar had his Brutus,” he had Henry say,
“Charles the first, his Cromwell —and George the third—"and then
the Speaker of the House of Burgesses interrupted. ““Treason!” cried
the speaker — ‘treason, treason, echoed from every part of the house.”
Would the rash young lawyer physically threaten his august sovereign?
No. In Wirt’s account, Henry recovered brilliantly. “And George the
third . . .,” he concluded, “‘may profit by their example. If this be trea-
son, make the most of it.””

Wirt’s version has thrilled patriots since he wrote it, but other evi-
dence gives different details. In a diary that surfaced later, a visitor who
heard the speech reported that Henry backed down when listeners
cried “treason.” “If he had affronted the speaker or the house, he was
ready to ask pardon,” he explained, and pledged to support the king
“at the Expence of the last Drop of his blood.” Unlike Wirt, the only re-
corded eyewitness mixed Henry’s defiance with apologies.

These dueling stories illustrate the challenge of conflicting his-
torical evidence, but they also reflect the hesitation and ambivalence
that Patrick Henry and other Americans felt as they challenged the
empire of Great Britain. Most white Americans were of British de-
scent, they drew their political principles from English history, and
they reverenced the king as protector of his people and their liber-
ties. The Stamp Act was imposed by Parliament, not King George, but
Henry denounced the king and linked his name to history’s most fa-
mous king-killers because history taught Virginians that kings always
threatened liberty more than legislatures. Even so, cutting their ties to
Britain would not be easy.

Patrick Henry retreated a bit, but his resolutions made a greater
impact than he anticipated. Garbled newspaper reports made his reso-
lutions seem more radical than they were, and other assemblies then
hastened to match or exceed Virginia’s stance. Taking their cue from
legislators, violent mobs continued the fight and made the Stamp Act
unenforceable throughout the colonies.

The American War for Independence began as a quarrel over taxes
that was launched in colonial assemblies by men like Patrick Henry,
carried to the streets by violent mobs, and finally decided in battle. The
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dispute began when officials decided that the empire needed central
direction and Americans should pay more of its expenses. Carried to
extremes, the new policy could take control of the colonies from men
like Patrick Henry and give it to London officials. The House of Bur-
gesses was thus defending its own interests when protesting the Stamp
Act, but torrents of rhetoric like Henry’s suggest that its constitutional
objections to “taxation without representation” were not feigned or
consciously hypocritical. Like Patrick Henry, moreover, the other bur-
gesses struggled to balance their constitutional principles and their
loyalty to Britain.

The men who made the speeches did not win independence by
themselves. They needed volunteers and willing sacrifice. For popular
support, they touched the convictions of middling and poorer Ameri-
cans, and linked legal theories to practical realities. To defend their
own privileges, they empowered ordinary freemen and launched a
movement that continued long after fighting had stopped. Their prin-
ciples eventually spread to Americans they had not meant to reach,
beginning with common white men and stretching to African Ameri-
cans and women. In the process, a war for independence became truly
revolutionary.

Imperial War and Its Consequences

Henry’s resolutions marked a looming crisis in the long relation-
ship between Britain and its colonies that followed yet another war
between Britain and France. British victory in a worldwide struggle
called the Seven Years’ War (1756-1763), known in the colonies as the
French and Indian War, had expelled France from the North Ameri-
can mainland, giving Canada and Florida to Britain and Louisiana to
Spain. The war had nearly bankrupted the British treasury, however,
and further expenses lay ahead. Efforts to cover these costs sparked a
bitter and escalating controversy.

THE SEVEN YEARS WAR

Unlike most of the eighteenth-century conflicts between Britain and
France, the Seven Years’ War began in America and then spread to
Europe, Asia, and Africa as the two empires struggled for global su-
premacy. The immediate issue was the Ohio River Valley, a rich source
of furs that the British wanted for future expansion and the French
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wanted in order to stop them. Indians wanted to keep it from both
empires because they lived there. Other issues concerned the balance
of power in Europe and commercial dominance worldwide. Britain
and France had long clashed over these issues, most recently in King
George’s War (known in Europe as the War of Austrian Succession,
1740-1748) but had not settled the fundamental questions. Follow-
ing King George’s War, Britain and France began preparing for the
next conflict by adding more Indian alliances, new forts, and addi-
tional trading posts in the Ohio country. Hoping to settle the area, the
Crown granted 200,000 acres in 1749 to the Ohio Company, a group
of Virginia land speculators. They had seven years to build a fort and
establish 100 families at the Forks of the Ohio, where the Mononga-
hela and Allegheny Rivers join to form the Ohio River at the modern
site of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Exploration and construction began,
but progress was slow and France continued to move southward. Fear-
ing that France could lure away their dependent tribes, the Iroquois
drew closer to Britain and Virginia to preserve their dominance in the
Ohio country.

In 1754, imperial officials, Iroquois representatives, and delegates
from all the colonies north of Virginia met in Albany, New York, to fos-
ter cooperation in case of war with France. There Benjamin Franklin,
a delegate from Pennsylvania, proposed the Albany Plan of Union,
which would place the British mainland colonies under a single gov-
ernment to manage Indian affairs, including war, trade, and land pur-
chases, to make land grants beyond the existing colonies, to organize
and govern new settlements, to raise and equip armed forces, and to
finance them with quitrents and import duties. Each colony would
keep its own laws and identity and govern itself internally. This blend
of local and central authority foreshadowed the structure of the future
United States government, but colonial and imperial authorities re-
jected Franklin’s plan as too ambitious.

A Mohawk chief named Hendrick had warned the Albany Con-
gress that the French and their Indian allies were already preparing
for another war by building a string of forts to connect Lake Ontario
with the Forks. “Look at the French,” he mocked. “They are men; they
are fortifying every where; but we are ashamed to say it; you are like
women, bare and open, without any fortifications.” Recognizing the
threat, London officials ordered Virginia to warn them off and protect
the interests of the Ohio Company. The task fell to a small expedition
commanded by a promising young major named George Washington,
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21-year-old half-brother of Ohio Company shareholders Lawrence and
Augustine Washington.

Washington had been born into the lesser Virginia gentry in 1732.
His father died while he was still a child, depriving young George of the
English education received by his older half-brothers. The ambitious
youth studied hard to master the science of land surveying instead and
grew accustomed to the rough work of measuring large tracts in the
backcountry wilderness. Six feet three inches in height, with an ath-
letic build and strength to match, young Washington wanted to excel
in public leadership more than planting or surveying, and he pulled
hard on his family’s connections to win the governor’s permission to
confront the intruders.

Unsurprisingly, the French refused to blink, and sent Washington
back to Williamsburg while they occupied the Forks and began con-
structing Fort Duquesne to guard the spot. The following spring, Wash-
ington returned with Tanaghrisson, the local Iroquois half king, and
a larger force of whites and Iroquois, defeating a small French party
near the Forks. The sequel might have been a truce, but Tanaghris-
son wanted no stalemate that could leave the French in his domain.
Probably hoping to provoke a conflict that the French would lose, he
stepped forward when the skirmish ended and whispered to the fallen
French commander, “You are not dead yet, my father.” Then he sud-
denly tomahawked the stricken officer and defiantly wiped his hands
in his victim’s brains before scalping him. His tribesmen then fell on
the other French prisoners, as Virginians tried to save as many as pos-
sible. The Virginians fell back to a small stockade named Fort Neces-
sity but could not hold it against a French and Indian counterattack.
Once again, the French sent Washington home with another refusal
o move.

If the half king wanted a full-scale war, his tactic worked. Loss of
the Forks prompted British authorities to order a major assault on
New France while France launched a recruiting drive for Indian allies
that would bring in thousands of fighters from the Ohio Valley and as
far away as Georgia and modern Iowa. In 1755, London sent General
Edward Braddock to the Chesapeake with 2,000 Irish regulars and
orders to capture Fort Duquesne. Massachusetts forces headed west to
capture another French fort on the Niagara River while New Yorkers
marched on Lake Champlain. These offensives all failed disastrously.
Accompanied by Washington and his Virginia militia, Braddock blun-
dered into a French and Indian ambush as they approached the Forks.
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Braddock died along with half his men, but Washington won credit
for bravery in the battle and the subsequent retreat, and gained com-
mand of Virginia’s battered army. Hearing of Braddock’s defeat, the
Massachusetts expedition abandoned its attack on Niagara, and the
New Yorkers were repulsed from Lake Champlain. Fort Oswego, Brit-
ain’s outpost on Lake Ontario, fell the following year. France drew
heavily on its Indian allies in these victories, but the Iroquois —whose
half king had touched off the explosion —gave no active aid to Britain
until later in the war.

Britain suffered another painful loss in the summer of 1757, when a
mixed force of French and Huron Indians advanced on Fort William
Henry, located on Lake George in northern New York. Vastly outnum-
bered, the British surrendered after a brief siege and accepted French
terms that allowed them to withdraw unharmed after laying down
their arms. This time it was France’s Indian allies who refused to ac-
cept the limitations of European warfare. Deprived of the captives and
plunder they expected, Indians swept into the nearly empty fort and
killed its wounded occupants before turning on the retreating British
for booty, prisoners, and more scalps. Exaggerated accounts of the
Fort William Henry massacre soon inflamed the British and Ameri-
can side and fed the Americans’ fear of Indians for decades to come.

Defeats in America did not stop the British, and fighting spread
worldwide. In Europe, France’s allies Austria and Russia attacked Brit-
ain’s partner Prussia in order to reclaim the province of Silesia. French
and British trading companies fought each other in India, using local
allies and their own troops, while the British navy seized French sugar
colonies and African slaving posts. In America, Braddock’s defeat em-
boldened the Shawnees, Delawares, and other western Indians to defy
their Iroquois overlords, attack white settlements from Maine to Vir-
ginia, and push the frontier back as many as 50 miles eastward in some
places.

Though Britain had stumbled at first, the tide of battle slowly turned
as William Pitt, a new British minister, borrowed massive sums to as-
semble major forces and pay the colonies’ military expenses. Forts
Duquesne and Niagara surrendered, along with the French post on
Lake Champlain, which the victors renamed Fort Ticonderoga. Louis-
burg, the French fortress that commanded the mouth of the St. Law-
rence, fell in 1758. A year later, General James Wolfe ascended that
river to besiege Quebec. Leading a small force up a steep opening in
the cliffs below the city’s defenses, the attackers won a short battle
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at the top in which Wolfe and his French antagonist, the marquis de
Montcalm, both died. Montreal fell to Britain the following year, and
France’s Indian allies dispersed as British naval victories cut the flow
of supplies they relied on. In the end, even a Spanish alliance could
not stave off French defeat. In the 1763 Peace of Paris, Britain acquired
the entire colony of New France and the half of Louisiana that lay east
of the Mississippi, while Spain took the western half of Louisiana and
passed its own colony of Florida to Great Britain. British allies likewise
triumphed in Europe while the British East India Company laid the
basis for another future empire by besting French forces in India and
acquiring extensive territories of its own. The loss of New France and
Louisiana entirely expelled the French from the mainland of North
America.

The Seven Years” War had profound consequences for the colo-
nies and the entire Atlantic world. Its costs prompted Britain to tax
its colonies, starting a train of events that led to the American Revo-
lution. France lost most of its American empire and incurred massive
debts that contributed to its own revolution and the overthrow of its
monarchy. And the French Revolution led to a successful slave revolt
in the Caribbean colony of Haiti, with massive challenges to slavery
throughout the Americas. Despite these momentous changes, the im-
perial rivalry between Britain and France would continue for decades
in wars spawned by the American and French Revolutions.

PONTIAC RISES

A European treaty did not end all the fighting. Combat in America had
subsided when Montreal fell, but France’s former Indian allies wanted
Britain to assume the roles of ally, judge, and benefactor long played
by French officials. Using gifts, trade, and diplomacy to reestablish the
Middle Ground conflicted with traditional British policies, however,
and Lord Jeffery Amherst, commander in chief of Britain’s American
forces, spurned the Indians’ demands as expensive and presumptuous.
Instead, he banned the sale of alcohol to Indians and strictly limited
their purchases of gunpowder and ammunition, a step that brought
famine and severely restricted the deerskin trade. Native Americans
responded to this distress with a pan-Indian military and spiritual
movement to defend their independence and restore an earlier cul-
ture. Similar efforts would also appear in the wake of the American
Revolution and the War of 1812. The first began in 1761, when a Dela-
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ware prophet named Neolin preached that the Master of Life was pun-
ishing Indians for abandoning their traditions. Neolin told his hearers
to regain the Master’s favor by renouncing white culture, including
liquor, guns, and textiles, and returning to traditional clothing and
weaponry. The message spread from tribe to tribe in the upper coun-
try, the Ohio country, the Illinois country, and even farther, convinc-
ing converts that the tribes should unite to expel the British from the
Mississippi Valley.

In the spring of 1763, a war chief named Pontiac took the first step
by organizing a siege of Fort Detroit by Potawatomis, Hurons, and
his own Ottawa tribe. As word spread over the summer, other bands
joined in attacking British bases throughout the western territory,
from Illinois to the Forks of the Ohio, and captured all but Niagara,
Detroit, and Fort Pitt. Amherst was so angered by the wave of assaults
that he authorized the distribution of smallpox-infected blankets to
one party of besiegers, though the epidemic was already rampant and
his proposed experiment in germ warfare may have made little differ-
ence. In the east, frontier residents of Paxton, or Paxtang, Pennsylva-
nia, feared attack so much that enraged mobs murdered 20 helpless
Indian noncombatants in 1763 before marching on Philadelphia to de-
mand the deaths of 140 more. Patient diplomacy finally deflected the
Paxton Boys, but anti-Indian passions ran dangerously high.

Pontiac eventually lifted the siege of Detroit, but other forts kept
falling over 176 4. Amherst tried to crush the uprising with massive mili-
tary force, but he failed and was recalled. His successor, Sir Thomas
Gage, was no more successful. Fighting gradually subsided into a stale-
mate. Pontiac himself was only one of the campaign’s many leaders,
but in a series of 1765 peace conferences, he persuaded most of his
allies to accept a return to the prewar status quo. In other words, with-
out expelling the British or surrendering their own lands, the tribes
would resume trading and allow the British to reoccupy their forts.
The last Indian combatants abandoned the fight that year by crossing
the Mississippi into Spanish Louisiana. The British returned to their
older policies of gifts and trade and reluctantly accepted the role of
paternal leadership and mediation once exercised by the French. War
had claimed 2,000 colonial lives and untold numbers of Indians.
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A STANDING ARMY AND REVENUE REFORM

Britain and its colonies celebrated the outcome of the Seven Years’ War
but struggled with its consequences. Wartime expenses had doubled
the British national debt, to just under £130,000,000, and interest
payments required half the government’s annual revenue. Canada,
Florida, and the Ohio Valley would all be valuable in the long run, but
Pontiac’s War helped convince the government that the new territo-
ries needed guarding by an army of 10,000 men costing £400,000 per
year—as much to guard the Indians from the colonists as vice versa.

Officials also decided to reorganize imperial government. The
Treaty of Paris left Britain with an American empire of 26 colonies,
including the 13 that later joined the American Revolution, a clutch of
sugar islands led by Barbados and Jamaica, East and West Florida, and
5 in what is now Canada: Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward
Island, Rupert’s Land around Hudson Bay, and Quebec. Most of the
North American colonies had elected assemblies that vigorously de-
fended their autonomy. Governors had complained for years that the
colonies were too independent and uncooperative, but centralization
raised thorny constitutional issues. Most colonies had been founded
by royal authority and “belonged” to Britain through their allegiance
to the Crown. The Glorious Revolution had subordinated the king to
Parliament, however, and Parliament’s authority in the empire was un-
clear. It regulated the colonies’ trade with the Navigation Acts, but
could it govern their internal affairs? Could it tax them? Britain’s au-
thority supposedly flowed through royal governors, but their instruc-
tions had no legal force until assemblies enacted them. In practice, the
colonies were governed by their own elites instead of king or Parlia-
ment, an arrangement that parliamentary leader Edmund Burke later
called “salutary neglect.”

George III was the young and inexperienced king who oversaw the
process of reform. Earnest but dull, George inherited his grandfather’s
throne in 1760, at age 22. He wanted to be a good king but distrusted
politicians and longed to exercise real power. Over the next decade,
chief ministers came and went as George struggled to find one he
liked, and colonial government suffered from political gyrations that
usually had little or nothing to do with events in America. When peace
arrived in 1763, George Grenville was Chancellor of the Exchequer
and First Lord of the Treasury, and he developed what historians have
called a new imperial policy to raise money and control the colonies.
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The first step was a proclamation forbidding settlement beyond the
crest of the Appalachian Mountains, intended to reduce the chance of
costly Indian wars. The new army of 10,000 troops would enforce the
Proclamation Line of 1763 from their frontier forts, and the Quarter-
ing Act of 1765 required assemblies to shoulder part of the cost. Passed
to satisfy London merchants who hated payment in inflated bills, the
Currency Act of 1764 made these costs harder to pay by forbidding
the use of colonial paper money. All these measures curbed colonial
freedom of action and reminded sensitive Americans of power-hungry
schemes condemned by the Real Whig, or Country Party, tradition.

Grenville first looked for revenue in the lucrative trade between
New England and the Caribbean. New Englanders made large quanti-
ties of rum from West Indian molasses, but to keep them from trading
with the French, the Molasses Act of 1733 had imposed a tax of six-
pence a gallon on molasses imported from outside the empire. When
British islands could not supply all the syrup the distillers wanted, they
still bought from the French and bribed the ill-paid customs inspectors
to look the other way. Even without this abuse, however, the Molasses
Act could never have raised much money. The duty made foreign mo-
lasses too expensive to use, so strict enforcement would have ended
both importation and revenue. As a result, Americans did not think of
the Molasses Act as a real tax, but only a trade regulation.

Grenville decided to change that policy. He reformed the customs
agency to make it more honest and efficient, and he set the Royal Navy
to chasing smugglers. More important, the Sugar Act of 1764 reduced
the duty on foreign molasses to an affordable threepence a gallon and
tightened collection procedures. Violators still faced vice-admiralty
courts, without juries, and could lose their ships and cargoes if con-
victed. Royal governors, customs inspectors, and naval captains would
divide the proceeds, creating handsome incentives for rigorous en-
forcement. Colonial merchants soon complained that corrupt officials
used minor technical violations as pretexts to confiscate their prop-
erty. Grenville ignored their objections, however, and the Sugar Act
began to raise a modest annual revenue of £20,000.

Imperial Crisis

Grenville’s new imperial policy proved extraordinarily unpopular in
the colonies. Americans claimed they did not object to paying their
fair share of imperial expenses, but the Currency Act would make it
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very difficult to find the cash to pay them. More fundamentally, the
new measures reduced the colonies’ long-established powers of self-
government. The elites who dominated the colonial assemblies natu-
rally resented this loss of authority, but even ordinary subjects began
to protest what many came to believe were “unconstitutional” threats
to American liberty.

RESISTING THE STAMP ACT

Colonists objected to the Sugar Act, but they were outraged when
Grenville announced plans for a colonial stamp tax modeled after a
similar levy in Britain. The law required stamped paper for publica-
tions and a wide range of legal and commercial transactions. Like the
taxes on molasses, moreover, the stamps would have to be purchased
with pounds sterling, or official British currency, just when the Cur-
rency Act had stretched the demand for scarce coinage even tighter.
After spending a year to collect more information, Parliament passed
the Stamp Act on March 22, 1765, and set November 1 as the date it
would take effect.

A storm of protest followed Patrick Henry’s outburst in the House
of Burgesses. Every assembly on the mainland and several in the West
Indies denounced the Stamp Act for taxing them without their con-
sent, and public anger exploded from port towns to isolated villages. In
a typical response, the inhabitants of Leicester, Massachusetts, blasted
the new law as “contrary to the Rights of Mankind & Subversive of ye
English Constitution,” with “a Direct Tendency, to bring us into a State
of abject Slavery & Vassalage.” Complaints commonly stressed that the
old Molasses Act was a trade regulation in the form of a tax, but taxa-
tion for actual revenue was “taxation without representation.” If the
king needed money, he should ask each assembly for an appropriation,
just as he asked Parliament. If colonists submitted to the moderate
but unconstitutional costs of the Stamp Act, worse impositions would
inevitably follow, for illicit power would never restrain itself volun-
tarily. Before long, the colonists would lose their liberty along with
their property, as Country Party writers had predicted.

As protests mounted, Massachusetts called for a meeting of all the
colonies to present a united front, so in October 1765, the Stamp Act
Congress convened in New York with delegates from nine colonies. It
issued the firm but calmly worded Declaration of Rights and Griev-
ances, which promised loyalty to the king and “due subordination” to
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Parliament, but insisted that taxation without consent broke funda-
mental English rights. Less abstractly, the congress also claimed that
Americans did not have enough hard currency to pay for the stamps
and that commercial restrictions like the Sugar Act would impair their
purchases of British manufactures.

The Sugar Act and the Stamp Act touched off a prolonged constitu-
tional debate about colonial rights, mostly conducted through dueling
pamphlets and newspaper essays that continued until independence.
In this debate, the Crown’s writers usually declared that Parliament
was the supreme authority in Britain, so British colonies must obey
it. Colonial authors denied the claims of Parliament and called for a
return to the “salutary neglect” they had enjoyed before 1763. Trea-
sury spokesman Thomas Whately argued, for example, that Ameri-
cans did not need to elect a member of Parliament to be represented
there, because the elected members “virtually” represented the whole
realm and not just the voters who sent them. Maryland lawyer Daniel
Dulaney struck back, acknowledging that some British towns sent no
one to the House of Commons but shared interests with those that
did. Since British taxes would fall on everyone there, a member of Par-
liament might represent voters and nonvoters alike. But who in Brit-
ain was affected by a tax in America? Which British borough shared
the conditions and circumstances of colonists across the ocean? While
“virtual representation” might work in Britain, Dulaney declared, the
idea was preposterous for America.

Ministry spokesmen eventually abandoned the argument over rep-
resentation and declared that every government must contain a sover-
eign, or ultimate, undivided authority. In Britain, the sovereign power
was “the King in Parliament,” or the combined will of king, Lords,
and Commons. For the empire to have any meaning, sovereign power
could not be split between Parliament and the colonies, so Americans
must obey Parliament whether they were represented there or not.
This position put the colonies in a state of permanent inferiority to
Britain itself, a situation they finally rejected.

Unconcerned with theory, the ministry continued its plans to imple-
ment the Stamp Act, and colonists responded with direct action. Pres-
sured by public anger, most merchants in New York, Boston, Philadel-
phia, and smaller ports signed nonimportation agreements pledging
not to buy any British goods until the Stamp Act was repealed. Publi-
cists followed with calls to replace British goods with homespun cloth
and other colonial products. Semisecret bands called the Sons of Lib-
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erty led popular protests in every port. Mostly composed of artisans
and shopkeepers of a distinctly lower social class than the merchants
and lawyers who wrote the pamphlets and dominated the assemblies,
the Sons of Liberty drew on longstanding English traditions of mob
protest to completely block the operation of the Stamp Act.

A REVOLUTION FROM BELOW?

Events in Boston set the example for events that followed. Bostonians
were well prepared for crowd actions, for lower-class leaders had long
organized raucous popular parades to celebrate Pope’s Day, the anni-
versary of a foiled plot to impose Catholicism and “Stuart tyranny.”
Going further, angry mobs had mobilized in 1747 to protect sailors
from impressment, or forced service in the British navy. Over a de-
cade later, when the end of the Seven Years’ War left Boston impover-
ished, a political war broke out pitting Lieutenant Governor Thomas
Hutchinson (a wealthy merchant who later became chief justice of
Massachusetts) and his privileged friends and family against a popular
movement that called itself the Caucus. The two factions battled for
years, first over Hutchinson’s effort to abolish the Boston town meet-
ing, and then over customs enforcement. Both factions were thus well
primed to react to the inflammatory Stamp Act.

Hutchinson had privately lobbied against the law, but still wrangled
the profitable office of stamp distributor for his brother-in-law Andrew
Oliver. On August 14, 1765, a hanged effigy of Oliver appeared promi-
nently in Boston, and Governor Francis Bernard could not find anyone
brave enough to take it down. Ebenezer MacIntosh, a shoemaker and
chief organizer of Pope’s Day, gathered his followers to denounce the
governor, destroy the suspected new stamp office, burn the effigy with
its wreckage, and break the windows of Oliver’s house. Believing that
Hutchinson favored the Stamp Act, MacIntosh led another mob two
weeks later in attacking and demolishing his elegant townhouse. Soon
afterward, Andrew Oliver stood at the foot of Boston’s Liberty Tree to
publicly resign the office of stamp distributor.

There was no inherent reason why leading colonists’ fight for “lib-
erty,” or freedom from British taxation, should also have led to a fight
for “equality,” or a broader distribution of power within America. In
other words, the merchants, lawyers, and gentry who were most af-
fected by the Stamp Act might have opposed it without losing their
power over lower-ranking colonists. Nevertheless, protesting gentle-
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men recruited artisans and laborers by invoking their equal rights to
the liberties of freeborn Englishmen. Men like MacIntosh and his
followers responded to their appeals, even though the Stamp Act—
mostly a tax on legal and commercial documents—was unlikely to
weigh on them heavily. Artisans did know that nonimportation would
benefit them by cutting off foreign trade and increasing demand for
their own products. Just as important, perhaps, they also knew that
Thomas Hutchinson and his friends were wealthy, powerful, arrogant,
and longstanding enemies of the “mob.” Attacking Hutchinson would
not only defend their liberty from arbitrary taxation, but it could also
bring them more equality, or greater political power in Massachu-
setts. The entry of men like MacIntosh was therefore a step toward
what historians now describe as a “revolution from below” that devel-
oped alongside the gentry’s “revolution from above,” sometimes co-
operatively and sometimes in conflict. As political clashes mounted,
demands for liberty and equality for those “below” would only grow
stronger. In the short run, most (but not all) the participants in this
popular revolution were white men of modest means. Over time, their
participation set a precedent that other Americans used and still use
for broader claims to liberty and equality.

Riots like those in Boston broke out against stamp distributors in
Newport, Rhode Island, and New York. Sons of Liberty confronted
stamp distributors from New Hampshire to Georgia and forced them
to resign. By the time the stamped paper arrived in most ports, there
was no one on hand with the authority to receive it, and crowds com-
pelled local officials to resume port business without using it. Mob vio-
lence had nullified the law.

Protests did not stop with the future United States. Except for Que-
bec, all the colonies had significant English populations who boasted
of liberty and balanced government, though slaves far outnumbered
whites in the Caribbean. Just as in Boston, Newport, and New York,
mobs on Nevis and St. Kitts destroyed supplies of stamped paper and
forced the stamp distributors to resign. Jamaica’s stamp distributor
complained of “repeated Threats of Violence, Torrents of Personal
abuse and many other very disagreeable Circumstances,” and was
finally burned in effigy. According to their governor, West Floridians
viewed the stamps as “badges of slavery.” On the whole, however, the
Canadian and Caribbean colonies kept their protests moderate. Brit-
ain maintained a strong military presence in both regions, guarding
against foreign attack and the very real possibility of Caribbean slave
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revolts, but the troops could also silence protesters. West Indies mer-
chants and planters depended on the Navigation Acts for protected
markets in Britain, and while they grumbled at parliamentary inter-
ference, they would not endanger their privileged position. Most Nova
Scotians had come from New England, but they depended heavily
on military spending, and the Crown controlled their government
tightly, while French-speaking Quebec lacked British political tradi-
tions of self-government. The thirteen mainland colonies from New
Hampshire to Georgia thus remained the centers of protest against the
Stamp Act and subsequent taxes by Parliament, as well as the indepen-
dence movement that followed.

Back in London, merchants complained that colonial boycotts hurt
their business, and their voices carried more weight than those of the
colonists. Parliament gave in and repealed the Stamp Act in March
1766, but it also passed a Declaratory Act asserting that it had “full
power and authority . . . to bind the colonies and people of America
... in all cases whatsoever.” Ignoring this pronouncement, Americans
greeted repeal with toasts, bonfires, and jubilant celebrations. They
did not ask if Parliament had truly renounced its intention of taxing
them, or if British and American understandings of public liberties
were the same. Time proved that they were not.

POLITICAL THEORY

What can explain the extraordinary upheaval against the Stamp Act?
The tax would cost money, of course, and the combined effects of the
Currency Act and a postwar economic downturn would magnify its
burden, but Americans knew that some taxation was inevitable. Back
in Britain, the common people quietly submitted to a much heavier
tax burden than Americans. Why then should normally law-abiding
subjects resort to violence against this modest and arguably necessary
measure?

As revealed in the language of protest, Americans had absorbed a
set of political ideas that made the possibility of parliamentary taxation
seem not just costly but intolerably dangerous. Some of these ideas
came from the Puritan notion of covenant, which taught that govern-
ment was a sacred responsibility and that God would punish those
who tolerated its abuses. Enlightenment philosopher John Locke had
likewise argued that human government rested on a social contract
between the people and their rulers. If rulers broke that contract as
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James IT had done, men could and should resist them. By attempting to
take Americans’ property without their consent, Parliament appeared
to have broken this fundamental bargain.

Americans also remembered the early eighteenth-century English
radicals who had called themselves the Real Whigs, or the Country
Party. These writers had denounced their own government as mas-
sively corrupt, a mockery of rule by consent, and bent on despotism.
Almost everywhere they looked, Country Party writers saw secret
plots to “enslave” the British people by taking control of their opinions,
persons, and property. Following their example, colonial writers like
Rhode Island’s Stephen Hopkins linked “slavery” to taxation without
consent. “Those who are governed at the will of another, or of others,
and whose property may be taken from them by taxes, or otherwise,
without their own consent, and against their will,” he explained, “are in
the miserable condition of slaves.” The Whig political tradition was so
important to protesting Americans that they began to call themselves
“Whigs,” while condemning supporters of the king and Parliament as
“Tories.”

The fear of enslavement did not seem far-fetched to many Ameri-
cans, perhaps because real slavery already surrounded them. “Prefer-
ring death to slavery,” North Carolina’s Sons of Liberty succinctly ex-
plained, “we will . . . unite . . . in preventing entirely the operation of
the Stamp Act.” The Boston town meeting was more elaborate but just
as certain. “If Taxes are laid upon us in any shape without ever having
a Legal Representation where they are laid,” it demanded, “are we not
reduced from the Character of Free Subjects to the miserable state of
Tributary Slaves?”

Country Party writers stressed the importance of what they called
public virtue, which included ordinary morality but also a willing-
ness to sacrifice personal pleasures for the common good. They loudly
warned that ambitious tyrants would undermine both. “They will pro-
mote luxury, idleness, and expence, and a general depravation of man-
ners,” Cato had predicted. “From immorality and excesses [the people]
will fall into necessity; and from thence into a servile dependence upon
power.” A certain measure of economic and social equality was also
necessary to protect virtue and liberty, Cato insisted, because “where
there is inequality of estates there must be inequality of power,” and
excessively powerful men would surely take liberty from others to sat-
isfy their own corrupt desires.

Cato’s admirers thus tied liberty and equality to a secular version
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of Puritanism. Boston activist Samuel Adams braided Country Party
rhetoric with revival sermons and jeremiads to prophesy that parlia-
mentary taxation would corrupt Massachusetts with “standing armies
and ships of war; episcopates [i.e., Anglican bishops] and their nu-
merous ecclesiastical retinue; pensioners, placemen and other job-
bers, for an abandoned and shameless ministry; hirelings, pimps,
parasites, panders, prostitutes, and whores.” In the wake of Boston’s
anti-impressment riots, his popular newspaper had foreshadowed
later disputes by tying political and social or economic grievances
together. “All men are by nature on a level,” it declared, “born with an
equal share of freedom, and endowed with capacities equally alike.”
His cousin John Adams explained more simply that “liberty can no
more exist without virtue and independence, than the body can live
and move without a soul.”

American realities lent credence to radical Whig predictions. With-
out intending despotism, the Crown did expect royal governors to
strengthen their powers and control unruly assemblies, so colonial
politics did resemble the endless struggle between rulers and subjects
that Cato had predicted. As America’s economy and society grew be-
yond frontier simplicity, the consumer revolution introduced previ-
ously unknown luxuries, distance widened between rich and poor,
and overcrowding and land scarcity threatened to bring English-style
poverty to America. Pamphleteers warned that the real purpose of
parliamentary taxation was to hasten this process, strip American free-
holders of their little farms and reduce them all to tenancy and want.
“If the breath of a British house of commons can ... . [take] away all our
money,” a Boston meeting reasoned, “our lands will go next or be sub-
ject to rack rents from haughty and relentless landlords who will ride
at ease, while we are trodden in the dirt.” Prosperity led colonists to
import more British products, moreover, and then to fret that luxury
might corrupt them. While Englishmen lived with much heavier taxes,
even the most moderate and level-headed Americans saw parliamen-
tary taxes as leading to despotism.

The Contagion of Liberty

Wealthy and well-educated Americans had better opportunities to
study political theory than artisans, farmers, and laborers. Stamp Act
protesters had reached beyond the elite, however, to rally the “lower”
and the “middling” sorts against the threat to liberty. As they did, what
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some writers called the “contagion of liberty” spread through the
American social order, arousing rich and poor, town and country, and
members of excluded groups such as women and African Americans.
Beginning as a defense of privileges for the “better sort,” the campaign
for colonial rights slowly broadened under new rounds of parliamen-
tary taxes, and led to demands for greater equality inside American
society.

PROTESTING THE TOWNSHEND DUTIES

Charles Townshend became the king’s chief minister in 1767. Like
George Grenville, Townshend believed that the colonies must submit
to Parliament and pay their share of imperial expenses. To replace the
Stamp Act, he asked Parliament for import duties on certain products
that the colonists regularly bought from abroad: lead, paper, glass,
painter’s colors, and tea. He hoped Americans would accept these
duties because they were external taxes (like the Molasses Act and
Sugar Act) on overseas commerce, rather than internal taxes (like the
Stamp Act) on transactions inside the colonies.

Philadelphia lawyer John Dickinson attacked this distinction in his
persuasive pamphlet Leiters from a Pennsylvania Farmer. The Towns-
hend Duties were just as bad as the Stamp Act, he argued, because
they still raised revenue without popular consent. Collections would
pay the salaries of governors and other royal officials, moreover, strip-
ping assemblies of the power to coerce officials by refusing to pay
them. Instead of backing down, the ministry raised more fears by mov-
ing frontier troops to the seaports, supposedly to cut costs, while Par-
liament strengthened the notorious vice-admiralty courts and created
a centralized customs office for America.

Radical minds saw threats to liberty in all these measures, but it
was not until February 1768 that the Massachusetts assembly adopted
a circular letter to other colonies calling for peaceful measures of re-
sistance. Lord Hillsborough, the newly appointed secretary of state
for the colonies, unwisely demanded that Massachusetts rescind this
circular and forbade the other legislatures to accept it, which only
strengthened their determination to discuss whatever they wished.
Governors then dissolved the defiant assemblies, fulfilling radical
warnings that corrupt rulers would abolish free government to silence
dissent.

Attempted intimidation brought a new round of nonimportation
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agreements against the Townshend Duties. The Sons of Liberty re-
sumed attacks on defiant merchants, and soldiers could not stop them
without provoking further violence. The boycotts brought hard times
to the Boston docks, where sailors and laborers competed with off-
duty soldiers for scarce employment. Clashes mounted in streets and
taverns until March 5, 1770, when sailors, laborers, and apprentices
began pelting a small group of soldiers with snowballs, rocks, and cat-
calls. Pressed too far, the redcoats fired back and killed five rioters, in-
cluding a free black sailor named Crispus Attucks.

Publicists dubbed this incident the Boston Massacre and illustrated
it with gory lithographs depicting the wanton slaughter of aggrieved
and harmless civilians. The truth was more complicated, but when sol-
diers fired on an unarmed mob, ordinary colonists concluded that the
orators and pamphleteers were right: British forces threatened liberty.
Farmers, artisans, laborers, and even dockside toughs fought back
with more demonstrations, hangings in effigy, and rounds of angry
speeches fortified with strong drink and stronger language. With tacit
approval from colonial leaders, property was damaged and people got
hurt. As violence escalated, angry crowds connected the gentry’s pro-
tests with their own grievances and applied the lessons of liberty to
their own lives.

These developments were still invisible in London, where the gov-
ernment had changed hands again. Lord Frederick North, the new
chief minister, supported Britain’s right to tax the colonies, but he
would not fight for the unpopular policies of his predecessor. He re-
sponded to the boycotts by asking Parliament to repeal all the Towns-
hend Duties but one, keeping the tax on tea for the sake of principle.

RURAL PROTESTS

Social and economic tension did not stop at coastal ports in the 1760s.
When military spending slackened at the end of the Seven Years’ War,
credit shrank and crop prices fell in a sharp economic contraction,
punishing farmers just as tighter enforcement of the Navigation Acts
barred their crops from foreign markets. New York’s manorial land-
lords tried to boost their incomes with higher rents and shorter leases,
but their tenants fought back with rent strikes and riots. Dispossessed
local Indians also came forward and convinced many tenants that the
patroons had never purchased their lands, so they had no right to col-
lect rents from their vast manors. In 1765, officials evicted and jailed
Philipse Manor tenants when they refused give up their long leases
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for shorter agreements that could lead to higher rents, but hundreds
of angry farmers marched on New York City to free them. “Mobs had
overcome Kings before,” their leader warned, “and why should they
not overcome now?” In this environment, unrest spread quickly to
rural districts, and white farmers followed townspeople in protesting
with the language of liberty.

Economic problems were especially acute in Virginia, where yeo-
men and planters had spent freely on expensive imports when tobacco
sold well but could not pay their debts when its price fell. Many Vir-
ginians blamed themselves and lashed their consciences for over-
spending, but could not give up the purchases that proclaimed their
status. “From immorality and excesses we fall into necessity,” wailed
a writer in the Virginia Gazette, echoing Cato, “and this leads us to a
servile dependence on power, and fits us to the chains prepared forus.”
Others blamed the imperial system itself and decided that conditions
would improve if the Navigation Acts allowed them to produce their
own manufactures, avoid British middlemen, and trade directly with
foreign buyers. “Britain from her exclusive trade to these colonies, and
from the manner in which she tied up our manufacturing hands,” de-
spaired prominent planter Richard Henry Lee, “involved the people
here in very heavy debt, which agriculture, without arts, and a trade
so confined, will probably never pay.”

The Currency Act only made repayment harder. When Virginia
sought to loosen credit with a government-owned loan office, and
tried to control costs and limit tobacco production by halting slave
imports, Britain said no. Nor could Virginians escape their problems
on new lands beyond the mountains, for the Proclamation Line of 1763
had reserved this territory for the Indians. Tempers mounted as Vir-
ginians realized that liberty had practical as well as theoretical value.

Farther south, rural tension pitted the Carolina backcountry against
low-country elites. The great planters who dominated South Caro-
lina’s assembly were very suspicious of upland pioneers. Not trusting
these poor, unruly strangers with the power to elect assemblymen,
the planter gentry refused to give them courts, county governments,
or other institutions of law and order. Horse thieves and cattle rustlers
roamed above the fall line until vigilantes called Regulators began
dishing out rough justice after 1765. Violence did not diminish until
1769, when the legislature finally established courts for the area.

In North Carolina, a different group of Regulators protested cor-
ruption in their local governments. Their assembly had been all too
ready to establish local courts, stocking them with venal officials who
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lined their pockets by collecting local taxes with oppressive severity
and embezzling the proceeds. “The sons of Liberty withstood the
Lords in Parliament in behalf of true Liberty,” the Regulators com-
plained in 1766, so “let not Officers under them carry on unjust Op-
pression in our own Province.” When petitions failed and violent mobs
disrupted western courts, Governor William Tryon mobilized 1,200
eastern militiamen in 1771 and marched west to crush the disorder.
After a two-hour battle at Great Alamance Creek, he scattered 2,000
insurgents and hanged 7 others. Ironically, most of North Carolina’s
leading revolutionaries were eastern leaders who fought with Tryon
in this conflict, but the clash taught frontier yeoman to distrust both
coastal slaveholders and British officials.

Whether in New York, Virginia, or the Carolinas, it is difficult to
draw direct lines between rural protests of the 1760s and 1770s and
the opposing sides of the American Revolution. Sometimes dissenters
sided with the drive for independence, sometimes they were neutral,
and sometimes they concluded that the Whig gentry were more dan-
gerous than the Crown. It is clear, however, that rural America was
subject to increasing social and political tensions in the late colonial
era and that frontier farmers were learning to apply the rhetoric of lib-
erty for themselves.

DAUGHTERS OF LIBERTY

Calls for liberty also touched American women, for assumptions about
proper sex roles deeply colored ideas about public life. Like most
rights, liberty belonged to men, not women. Condemning the effects
of the consumer revolution on liberty, virtue, and masculinity, John
Adams praised “manly” resistance to tyranny but denounced depen-
dence on British goods as “vicious, luxurious, and effeminate.”
Conflict with the “mother country” still had deep implications for
American women. Their shopping habits determined the effectiveness
of the nonimportation agreements. They spun and wove American
cloth when men renounced British imports. Newspapers, essayists,
and ministers urged the “Daughters of Liberty” to practice their pub-
lic virtue by rejecting British frippery and making essentials at home.
In an incident known as the Edenton Tea Party, North Carolina ladies
committed themselves to nonimportation, while their counterparts
elsewhere took their spinning wheels out of storage to make home-
spun in public displays of patriotism. Milcah Martha Moore of Phila-
delphia used rhyme to protest the Townshend Duties, explicitly con-



The Era of Independence, 1756-1783 * 169

trasting the patriotism of women, who lacked public rights, to the
venality of men, who might succumb to pro-British temptations:

If the Sons (so degenerate) the Blessing despise,
Let the Daughters of Liberty, nobly arise,

And tho’ we’ve no voice, but a negative here
The use of the Taxables, let us forbear.

Sentiments like these did not lead immediately to legal changes in
the position of American women, but they fed the idea that women
could and must be public spirited in their own ways. In the genera-
tion after independence, American women would continue to build
on these ideas to fashion a concept of female citizenship and public
service that extended from the home to the larger community.

THE RHETORIC AND REALITY OF SLAVERY

When whites complained of British “slavery,” African Americans de-
manded freedom as well. In 1765, Henry Laurens of South Carolina
watched approvingly as Stamp Act protesters chanted, “Liberty Lib-
erty and stamp’d paper.” Three months later, he and other white towns-
men shuddered and put the whole province on alert when slaves fol-
lowed suit and shouted “Liberty” in the streets of Charles Town. Some
white Americans were painfully aware of the contradictions between
their words and their behavior. A Boston firebrand declared in 1774
that “the colonists are by the law of nature free born, as indeed all men
are, white or black.” Even Virginia aristocrat Arthur Lee agreed. “Free-
dom is unquestionably the birthright of all mankind,” he wrote to the
Virginia Gazette in 1767, “of Africans as well as Europeans.”
Freedom-loving slaveholders drew bitter charges of hypocrisy.
“Why is it that we hear the loudest yelps for liberty from the drivers
of negroes?” mocked English literary lion Samuel Johnson, and black
and white Americans raised the same question. “Blush ye pretended
votaries for freedom! ye trifling patriots!” cried John Allen, a Baptist
minister from Massachusetts. “[ You] are making a mockery of your
profession by trampling on the sacred natural rights and privileges
of Africans.” African-born poet Phillis Wheatley of Massachusetts in-
sisted, “In every human Breast, God has implanted a Principle, which
we call love of Freedom.” Writing to Native American minister Sam-
son Occom in 1774, she acidly remarked, “How well the cry for Lib-
erty, and the reverse Disposition for the exercise of oppressive Power
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overothers agree .. . does not require the Penetration of a Philosopher
to determine.”

Spurred at first by religious faith and Enlightenment principles,
vocal opposition to slavery as an institution had slowly emerged
in eighteenth-century America and Europe. Puritan judge Samuel
Sewall had denounced slavery in an early pamphlet of 1700. French
Enlightenment philosopher Baron Charles-Louis de Montesquieu
called slavery contrary to natural law in The Spirit of the Laws (1748),
and Adam Smith of the Scottish Enlightenment called it backward
in his Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759). Eccentric Quaker Benjamin
Lay scolded Pennsylvania Friends for the sin of slaveholding in the
1740s. Fellow Quakers John Woolman and Anthony Benezet took up
the cause in the following decade, leading the Society of Friends to
ban slaveholding by its members in 1774. Without freeing his own five
slaves, Benjamin Franklin endorsed their views and joined Benezet’s
Society for the Relief of Free Negroes Unlawfully Held in Bondage,
America’s first abolition society, and eventually served as its president.
In London, a small group of Quaker and Anglican reformers created
the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade in 1787, and
France’s first abolition society, the Société des Amis des Noirs, ap-
peared the following year.

Enslaved Africans in Massachusetts sought their own freedom in a
rash of successful lawsuits dating from the 1770s. In 1773, Boston slaves
filed the first known petition for complete abolition. They described
themselves as “discreet, sober, honest, and industrious,” as well as “vir-
tuous and religious,” but owing to their bondage (and quoting from
Psalm 49), “neither they, nor their Children to all Generations, shall
ever be able to do, or to possess and enjoy any Thing, no, not even Life
itself, but in a Manner as the Beasts that perish.” A year later, a simi-
lar group protested that they were unjustly “held in the bowels of a
free and Christian country” and “deprived of every thing that hath a
tendency to make life even tolerable.” The abolition movement would
not become widespread until after American independence, but Afri-
can Americans would not allow the campaign for liberty to stop at the
color line.

The Conflict Escalates

Though Americans continued to stress their loyalty, pamphlets,
speeches, and mob violence did break into armed rebellion. Boston
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radicals destroyed a valuable cargo of the British East India Com-
pany, and Parliament retaliated by revoking many powers of self-
government in Massachusetts. When other assemblies protested, their
governors dismissed them, and many Americans predicted that colo-
nial self-rule was disappearing. They responded by creating alternate
governments, from local committees of safety to the Continental Con-
gress, that protected themselves by gathering arms. Serious fighting
broke out when royal troops tried to seize such weapons from Con-
cord, Massachusetts. Without yet declaring independence, Americans
faced full-scale war.

THE BOSTON TEA PARTY AND THE COERCIVE ACTS

Protests of the tea tax eventually faltered, and Americans either paid
it or smuggled tea from Holland. Tensions exploded again, however,
when Parliament tried to help the powerful East India Company. The
Tea Act of 1773 gave the company a monopoly on the sale of tea in
America and, by cutting out middlemen, allowed it to undersell the
smugglers. Lord North hoped that Americans would pay more taxes
by drinking the cheaper legal tea. The Treasury, the company, and
the customers would all benefit, and no one would complain but the
smugglers.

His lordship was mistaken. In Philadelphia, New York, Charles
Town, and virtually every other port, the Sons of Liberty reemerged
to tar and feather any merchant who accepted taxed tea from the East
India Company. Most captains of ships carrying tea turned back from
American harbors before risking their safety and their employers’
property. In Boston, however, Massachusetts-born Thomas Hutchin-
son had become the new governor, and the tea was consigned to his
relatives. A proud and sensitive man, Hutchinson resolved to honor
the king’s trust, protect his family, and defeat the radicals who had
leveled his house in the Stamp Act riots. When three tea ships slipped
inside Boston Harbor in November 1773, he would not let them leave
without paying the hated duty.

For three weeks, crowds met almost daily at the Old South Church
to hear fiery denunciations of the ministry’s horrid scheme. At night-
fall on December 16, 1773, a crowd burst out of the church and headed
for Griffin’s Wharf. Crudely disguised as Indians, they swarmed aboard
the ships and dumped tea worth £11,000 into Boston Harbor. To make
sure no one acted for personal gain, vigilant guards enforced the tra-
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ditional rules for crowd actions of this kind: they took nothing but tea,
they made sure it was thoroughly destroyed, they prevented anyone
from helping himself to a handful, and they even swept up afterward.
Overawed by the crowd, neither the ships’ crews nor the king’s troops
lifted a finger to resist.

King George, Lord North, and Parliament all demanded harsh
punishment for the Boston Tea Party. Under the Coercive Acts of the
spring of 1774, the port of Boston would remain closed until Massa-
chusetts paid for the drowned tea; town meetings were suspended; an
appointed council supplanted Massachusetts’s elected upper house;
any British official charged with a capital crime in the colonies—one
committed while suppressing protests, for example —was promised an
English trial; and the army could lodge its soldiers in private homes.
General Thomas Gage, commander of British forces in America, re-
placed Thomas Hutchinson as Massachusetts’s governor, with full au-
thority to suppress disorder with his troops.

Dubbed the Intolerable Acts by furious colonists, the Coercive Acts
did not subdue Massachusetts, but convinced other Americans that
all their representative governments were at risk. They were almost
equally alarmed by the Quebec Act, an unrelated piece of legislation
that established a nonelected government for the former New France
and protected its Catholic Church. It also fixed Quebec’s southern
boundary at the Ohio River, nullifying the claims of Virginia, Massa-
chusetts, and Connecticut. The Quebec Act respected the customs
of French Canadians, but frightened American Protestants with the
specter of encroaching tyranny and papism, and outranged colonists
who thought they had fought the Seven Years” War to obtain the Ohio
Valley for themselves. They quickly associated the Quebec Act with
the other Intolerable Acts and demanded their immediate repeal.

THE FIRST CONTINENTAL CONGRESS

Like the Stamp Act, the Coercive Acts inspired American leaders to
call an intercolonial meeting to plan common action. In September
1774, the Continental Congress assembled in Philadelphia with rep-
resentatives from all the mainland colonies from New Hampshire to
South Carolina. The 55 delegates included such luminaries as John and
Samuel Adams, the cousins from Massachusetts, George Washington
and Patrick Henry from Virginia, James Wilson and John Dickinson
of Pennsylvania, and Roger Sherman of Connecticut. In its final reso-
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lutions, Congress declared that the Coercive Acts violated their rights
as British subjects and ought not to be obeyed. To enforce this posi-
tion, the delegates adopted an agreement they called the Continental
Association, which renounced all British imports —including slaves —
and threatened to block exports as well until the repeal of the Coer-
cive Acts. The Association also called for local, elected committees
to inspect all merchants and customhouses to detect and denounce
violations of the agreement. Ominously, Congress sent representa-
tives to Europe seeking money and arms. More theoretically, Congress
resolved that Parliament had no right to legislate for the colonies at
all, but agreed to respect the Navigation Acts voluntarily. They also
pledged their continued loyalty to the king, but petitioned him to seek
repeal of the Coercive Acts and other restrictions of their liberties. Un-
certain of its next steps, the Continental Congress adjourned after six
weeks and promised to reassemble the following May.

Enforcing the Continental Association with elected committees
unleashed more popular activity than Congress may have anticipated.
Local communities chose as many as 7,000 committee members,
many of them ranking far lower in the social scale than those who cus-
tomarily held colonial office. These committees did not hesitate to use
public humiliation and intimidation to get results. In Massachusetts,
crowds shut down courts rather than submit to restrictions on provin-
cial self-government imposed by the Coercive Acts. The Pennsylvania
militia became the leading political force in Philadelphia, and calls for
greater political equality increasingly accompanied demands for lib-
erty. Conservative leaders increasingly worried that inciting popular
protests had been a mistake. In the words of William Bull, lieutenant
governor of South Carolina, “Men of property begin at length to see
that . . . the people . . . have discovered their own strength and impor-
tance, and are not now so easily governed by their former leaders.”
As imperial conflict deepened, Whig leaders began to realize that re-
storing an acceptable form of British authority might be unattainable,
so an independent government led by American gentry would be far
better than no government at all.

Without entirely realizing it, delegates to the First Continental
Congress had begun to act as the shadow of a national government,
adopting the equivalent of laws (e.g., the nonimportation agree-
ments), reaching out to foreign governments, negotiating with the
king and Parliament, and even authorizing local bodies to carry out
its decisions. The structure of royal authority began to crumble. Six
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governors had tried to prevent the appointment of delegates to the
Continental Congress by disbanding their constitutional assemblies,
only to see extralegal provincial congresses take their places. With a
larger and more representative number of delegates than the old as-
semblies, the provincial congresses quickly made themselves the de
facto governments of their respective provinces, approving the Con-
tinental Association and arranging for local enforcement committees.
When surviving royal assemblies continued to resist the Intolerable
Acts, governors closed them as well and unauthorized provincial con-
gresses took their places. Congresses and local gatherings outdid one
another in sending donations of food to beleaguered Boston, agreeing
that, as a Philadelphia meeting put it, “our brethren at Boston [are]
suffering in the common cause of America.” Wherever possible, the
congresses also took charge of public supplies of gunpowder and other
weapons, and the Massachusetts Provincial Congress called for com-
panies of minutemen to begin training to defend the public liberties at
a minute’s warning.

LEXINGTON TO VIRGINIA

These measures enraged the governors, especially General Thomas
Gage of Massachusetts. Over the winter and early spring of 1775, Gage
felt increasingly isolated on Boston’s slender peninsula as the reach of
royal authority dwindled to the range of his own guns. To regain the
upper hand, Gage decided to send troops to nearby Concord to arrest
leaders of the Massachusetts Provincial Congress and destroy their
munitions. His secret plans leaked, however, and when 8oo redcoats
crossed the Charles River on the night of April 18, 1775, Paul Revere,
a leading Boston silversmith, and his companion William Dawes gal-
loped ahead to rouse the countryside.

Alerted by the messengers, about 70 minutemen from the town of
Lexington gathered on their village green before dawn. They only in-
tended to demonstrate their opposition by standing in arms on the
roadside, and they started to obey when the approaching commander
ordered them to disperse. Suddenly, in the dim light and tense confu-
sion, an unknown person fired, and the British company followed with
a couple of well-aimed volleys. The minutemen got off a few shots, but
8 of them fell dead; 10 others and an Englishman were wounded be-
fore the Americans broke for cover.

As blood soaked into the Lexington common, the infantry cheered,
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re-formed their ranks, and resumed the march to Concord. There they
fired on more minutemen, but they had lost the element of surprise
and failed to find the powder or the politicians they wanted. Returning
to Boston empty-handed, they faced even more trouble as minutemen
from the surrounding towns launched continual ambushes from road-
side trees, fences, and stone walls. British soldiers were virtually invin-
cible on an open battlefield, but this way of fighting seemed savage,
cowardly, and indefensible to them. The close of day left 273 British
regulars and about 95 Americans dead or wounded.

Gage was now trapped in Boston. From all around New England,
15,000 militiamen quickly gathered on surrounding hills. A small force
commanded by Colonel Ethan Allen captured the British outpost at
Fort Ticonderoga on Lake Champlain and hauled its captured cannon
into place around the city. On June 17, 1775, Gage tried to break this
siege by ordering his men to capture a crudely fortified installation
on top of Breed’s Hill on the opposite side of the Charles River. In the
misnamed Battle of Bunker Hill, British troops charged three times
against the withering fire of their entrenched opponents, but did not
capture the summit until the Americans had exhausted their ammu-
nition. Of the 2,500 British soldiers involved in the battle, almost 50
percent were killed or wounded.

As fighting broke out in New England, southern slaves mounted
their fight for independence by deserting their masters and, with
hopes of freedom, offering their services to the British. Facing the col-
lapse of royal authority in November 1775, John Murray, the Earl of
Dunmore and last royal governor of Virginia, took a fateful step: he
issued a proclamation that offered freedom to all slaves and inden-
tured servants who would escape rebellious masters and fight for the
Crown. According to Thomas Jefferson, the prospect of a slave revolt
“raised our country to a perfect frenzy.” Between 800 and 1,000 blacks
eventually enrolled in Dunmore’s Ethiopian Regiment, with uniforms
bearing the motto “Liberty to Slaves.” As many as 30 percent of the
runaways were women and children, and eight belonged to Peyton
Randolph, Speaker of the House of Burgesses and future president of
the Continental Congress. The Ethiopian Regiment soon fought Whig
forces “with the intrepidity of lions” at the Battle of Great Bridge, but
many then succumbed to virulent smallpox that festered in Britain’s
Chesapeake fleet. Despite this tragic reprieve, fear and outrage over
Dunmore’s tactic deeply disturbed white southerners and convinced
many that reconciliation was both dangerous and hopeless, but British
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service attracted even more slaves when the war turned decisively
southward after 1779.

Decision for Independence

The Second Continental Congress combined policies of war and
peace, creating an American army headed by George Washington
while still petitioning the king for a constitutional settlement. As war
preparations continued on both sides, Thomas Paine’s hard-hitting
Common Sense appeared, mocking the idea of kingship and dismiss-
ing the remaining arguments for reconciliation. As Paine’s arguments
sank in, one assembly after another instructed its delegates to vote for
separation. Congress finally adopted Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration
of Independence on July 4, 1776. The Declaration’s fervent language
has inspired and challenged Americans ever since.

THE SECOND CONTINENTAL CONGRESS

The Second Continental Congress assembled in Philadelphia in May
1775, three weeks after the Concord fight. Its members faced an en-
tirely different situation than their predecessors had the previous au-
tumn, for the earlier body had merely coordinated resistance to the
Intolerable Acts, but the second faced outright war. In its first major
decision, Congress embraced the impromptu gathering of militia
units around Boston and proclaimed them the Continental Army.
Emphasizing intercolonial solidarity, it gave the army’s command to
George Washington. The 43-year-old Virginian had military experi-
ence, but more important was his air of calm authority and his re-
markable ability to inspire trust from almost everybody. Convinced
that all North Americans must be as unhappy with British rule as they
were, the delegates sent a force to “free” Quebec, but French Canadi-
ans failed to respond and the foray failed disastrously. Needing money,
Congress sent emissaries to Europe to beg assistance and also ordered
the printing of $2 million in paper bills, though it lacked the means
to back them up with either coinage or taxation. It also sought Indian
allies and undertook to regulate the Indian trade. By organizing an
army, launching an invasion, sending out diplomats, issuing currency,
and conducting Indian affairs, the Second Continental Congress was
already acting like a sovereign national government in the summer of
1775, though all but a handful of delegates still insisted they rejected
the goal of independence.
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In a final bid for imperial unity, Joseph Galloway, a delegate from
Pennsylvania who later became a Loyalist, proposed parallel legis-
latures for Britain and America under a common king. His idea re-
sembled Benjamin Franklin’s Albany Plan of Union and the future
British Commonwealth, but it strained against conventional beliefs in
an undivided sovereign, or ultimate authority in government, and no
one showed much interest. In effect, Franklin’s radical concept of 1754
had become the conservative compromise of 1775. Instead of seeking a
new structure, Congress sent the king the Olive Branch Petition, call-
ing again for the loosely jointed empire of 1763. Noting Americans’ ac-
tions instead of their words, King George refused to receive the Olive
Branch Petition and proclaimed that the colonies had broken into
outright rebellion and were no longer under his protection. Lacking
an army of sufficient size, his ministers hired mercenaries from the
German principality of Hesse and continued their plans to reduce the
American colonies by force.

COMMON SENSE

Sentiment for independence began to crystalize in January 1776,
with the appearance of an inflammatory pamphlet entitled Common
Sense. Its author was Thomas Paine, a hard-pressed English radical
and former artisan who arrived in Philadelphia in 1774 after numerous
personal and professional failures at home. The imperial crisis gave
Paine a new identity as a freelance revolutionary, and he went on to
distinguish himself in both the American and French Revolutions. Un-
like earlier pamphleteers, Paine did not cite philosophers or theorists
but drew his arguments from the Bible and the “common sense” of
ordinary literate Americans. Upholding popular demands for politi-
cal equality as well as liberty, Paine implicitly asserted that ordinary
people could judge their institutions by the rules of reason as well as
European philosophers.

Common Sense ridiculed the “balanced” government of king, Lords,
and Commons, and denied that the king’s authority came from God. In
Paine’s view, Old Testament kingship violated the covenant between
God and Israel, and the monarchy founded by William the Conqueror
in 1066 was no better. “A French bastard landing with an armed Ban-
ditti, and establishing himself king of England against the consent of
the natives, isin plain terms a very paltry rascally original,” he sneered.
“It certainly hath no divinity in it.” Continuing, Paine attacked heredi-
tary power itself as “an insult and an imposition on posterity. For all
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men being originally equals,” he reasoned, “no one by birth could have
a right to set up his own family in perpetual preference to all others.”
And how could a return to the system of 1763 atone for the suffer-
ing inflicted at Lexington and Concord? Instead, Paine called on his
adopted countrymen to reject “the hardened, sullen tempered Pha-
raoh of England for ever; and disdain the wretch, that with the pre-
tended title of FATHER OF HIS PEOPLE can unfeelingly hear of their
slaughter and composedly sleep with their blood upon his soul.” He
thus called boldly for an American republic, or elected government
without a king, and included a proposed constitution. Common Sense
closed by predicting a world-historical destiny for the new nation.
Freedom was disappearing throughout the world, he claimed. “O! re-
ceive the fugitive,” Paine begged his readers, “and prepare in time an
asylum for mankind.”

Common Sense sold as many as 120,000 copies in three months.
Paine’s strong language shocked readers who were more accustomed
to respectful political discourse, but to those who snapped it up, Com-
mon Sense seemed to break the psychological bonds that still tied
Americans to the idea of kingship. When he read the pamphlet, and
heard simultaneously about Britain’s destruction of coastal towns in
Maine and Virginia, George Washington was ready to put reservations
about style and decorum to the side. “A few more of such flaming ar-
guments as were exhibited [in the burning] of Falmouth and Norfolk,
added to the sound doctrine and unanswerable reasoning contained
in the pamphlet Common Sense, will not leave members [of the Conti-
nental Congress] at a loss to decide upon the propriety of separation.”

In part, Common Sense was so popular because Paine voiced ideas
that many Americans believed already, including the linkage between
liberty, or freedom from British domination, and equality, or a broader
distribution of political power within America. Paine’s ridicule of
kingship and hereditary power clearly implied a republican govern-
ment for America, and strengthened the “revolution from below” by
insisting that the citizens of a new American nation should be both
free and equal.

Public meetings and protests agreed, and increasingly demanded
independence to escape from Britain and redistribute power in
America. The anti-Stamp Act mobs had protested the authority of
men like Thomas Hutchinson as much as the claims of Parliament.
Five years later, in 1770, Boston’s artisans had denounced the mer-
chants who wanted to abandon nonimportation, and defended their
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voting rights in town meetings by declaring, “If they had no property,
they had liberty, and their posterity might have property.” In the spring
of 1775, the citizens of Mecklenburg County, North Carolina, not far
from the centers of Regulator activity, proclaimed “the former civil
Constitution of these colonies for the present wholly suspended,” and
created their own provisional government, with voting based on mili-
tia membership rather than landownership. The next fall, the Phila-
delphia militia made similar demands, and New York radicals echoed
them when the state began to write its own constitution. John Adams,
Samuel’s more conservative cousin, had to admit in the spring of 1776
that “a more equal liberty than has prevailed in other parts of the earth
must be established in America.”

THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE

Still the Second Continental Congress hesitated. Several middle colo-
nies were not ready for independence, and the others would not move
without them. The last holdouts were wavering by June 7, 1776, when
Richard Henry Lee of Virginia moved a resolution “that these United
Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent States.”
Instead of debating the resolution right away, however, Congress ap-
pointed a committee to prepare a declaration of independence: John
Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Roger Sherman, Robert Livingston, and
Thomas Jefferson.

Thomas Jefferson was a 33-year-old lawyer and planter from pied-
mont Virginia. His father had been a respected mapmaker and land
surveyor who had risen to moderate prominence and to membership
in the House of Burgesses, and Jefferson had gained from his father’s
estate the rare opportunity of education at the College of William and
Mary. A gifted though eclectic scholar, Jefferson had embraced the
ideas of the Enlightenment and England’s Country Party. He espe-
cially loved the rational and philosophical study of law, government,
and history. Though he inherited most of his father’s land and slaves,
he practiced law until marriage with Martha Wayles Skelton doubled
the size of his estate and enabled him to begin the plantation he called
Monticello. In Virginia’s House of Burgesses, Jefferson gravitated to
the radical Whig faction led by Patrick Henry and Richard Henry Lee,
but distinguished himself as a brilliant political writer rather than
speechmaker. Jefferson’s service at the Second Continental Congress
was his first appearance in politics outside Virginia.
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At the committee’s request, Jefferson composed a stirring draft that
skillfully blended Whig theory, Enlightenment philosophy, and popu-
lar demands from American crowds and legislatures. It opened by as-
serting that “all men are created equal,” for all possess the same God-
given, “unalienable rights.” Legitimate government must respect these
rights, or the citizens could change it. Jefferson then insisted that King
George had indeed broken the contract and cited a long list of spe-
cific violations. This section of the Declaration drew on the old radical
Whig notion of a conspiracy against liberty by listing “a long train of
abuses and usurpations” that supposedly “evinces a design to reduce
them under absolute despotism.” Jefferson blamed these actions on
the king instead of Parliament, not because George III was truly re-
sponsible for all of them, but because he was the last link Americans
still accepted with Great Britain.

Receiving Jefferson’s text, the committee made some revisions and
passed it on to Congress, which had approved Lee’s resolution on
July 2. Congress polished it still further by clarifying and simplifying
several important passages. It also deleted some of Jefferson’s more
fanciful complaints, including his claim that the king had foisted the
slave trade on innocent Americans, only to incite the slaves against
their masters. Jefferson never fully forgave his colleagues for tamper-
ing with his words, but he swallowed his resentment for the sake of
solidarity. Well aware of the penalty for treason but nervously putting
their lives on the line, the delegates adopted the United States Declara-
tion of Independence on July 4, 1776, and signed it in the weeks ahead.

LIBERTY, EQUALITY, AND SLAVERY

Through almost constant repetition and invocation, the text of the
Declaration of Independence has become a classic, some would say
sacred, statement of American values. Certainly its affirmation that “all
men are created equal” has become a touchstone of American ideal-
ism and a demanding standard for national self-scrutiny. Especially in
the twentieth century, however, Americans became painfully aware
of the discrepancy between the stern but inspiring demand of human
equality and the failure of Jefferson and his society to live up to this
standard, particularly on the subject of slavery and race.
Paradoxically, there were powerful links between liberty and
slavery. As we have seen, seventeenth-century planters had recruited
allies against slave revolts by expanding the rights of common white
men. Foreign visitors to the colonial South frequently remarked that
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the powerful experience of personal mastery lent special force to the
desire for independence in the slaveholding elite. “They are haughty
and jealous of their liberties,” one observer wrote as early as 1759,
“and can hardly bear the thought of being controlled by any superior
power.” Despite their passion for autonomy, however, Virginia’s plant-
ers were almost all in deep debt to the British merchants who sold their
tobacco and purchased their supplies. The indebted gentry writhed
in self-reproach at this situation, claiming that the “Root of our mis-
fortunes is our Pride, our Luxury and Idleness,” but they could not
curb the extravagance that proved their rank in a slave society. Thomas
Jefferson was no exception to this rule, and he remained deeply in debt
his whole life, though never sparing expenses at Monticello. The con-
flict between the masters’ love of autonomy and ostentation and their
embarrassed dependence on their creditors undoubtedly fed their
psychological discomfort with colonial subordination and contributed
to their support for American independence.

In varying degrees, Virginia’s gentry were also aware of the incon-
gruity of demanding liberty for themselves while holding others in
bondage. Patrick Henry, who cried “give me liberty or give me death,”
called slavery an “abominable practice . . . as repugnant to humanity,
as it is inconsistent with the bible, and destructive to liberty,” yet ad-
mitted that he could not abandon “the general inconvenience of living
without them.” Jefferson expressed similar sentiments, and supported
measures to end the African slave trade and to encourage masters to
free their slaves voluntarily. His efforts grew weaker over time, how-
ever, and he could never bring himself to take a forthright public stand
for emancipation or racial equality. What then could Thomas Jefferson
and his fellow white Americans have meant by the declaration that “all
men are created equal”?

Thomas Jefferson knew perfectly well that all people were not
alike, but he believed that “all men” had an equal and God-given right
to a government that protects their “life, liberty, and the pursuit of
Happiness.” It probably never occurred to him to expect the same for
women, whom he left to the government of their husbands. He did see
the conflict between his grand ideals and African slavery, and though
he questioned their intellectual abilities, Jefferson never explicitly de-
nied blacks’ fundamental right to liberty. He did believe, however, that
rights applied to men within political communities, and blacks were
outside the American political community in 1776. Instead of going
free immediately, blacks should receive their rights under a govern-
ment of their own, as soon as white safety would allow it. As Jefferson
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later put it, “We have the wolf by the ear, and we can neither hold him
nor safely let him go.” His pledges in the Declaration of Independence
are thus good examples of statements whose meaning has grown over
time, and whose fullest import has rightfully expanded beyond the
imaginations of the people who first composed them.

The Military Challenge

The revolutionaries faced a dual challenge. They had to win a war
against the most formidable army and navy of the Atlantic world, and
build a republican government and society that would retain popu-
lar support and justify their daring rebellion. They pursued the two
tasks simultaneously, but the military effort had the greatest immedi-
ate urgency (see chapter 6 for republican government). The war would
not be easy, and both armies faced serious military challenges. Both
sides competed for the allegiance of undecided Americans, whose
choices would be crucial to the outcome.

THE CONTINENTAL ARMY

George Washington took command of the Continental Army on July 2,
1775. In the years since his youthful scrapes with the French and Indi-
ans, he had grown in judgment and estate. His older brothers had died,
leaving him substantial property, including the plantation at Mount
Vernon and its large force of slaves, and he acquired more by marry-
ing Martha Dandridge Custis, a wealthy widow. As the imperial crisis
mounted, Washington had devoted himself to plantation manage-
ment, served on his Anglican parish vestry, and entered the House of
Burgesses. Regarded as strong and wise rather than brilliant, Washing-
ton brought to his command maturity, judgment, and steadfastness, in
addition to his military experience.

The soldiers around Boston were militiamen who expected to go
home when the crisis had passed. Reckless civilians boasted that cou-
rageous American militiamen, devoted to liberty and hardened by the
wilderness, could easily defeat the king’s degraded mercenaries. Wash-
ington knew better. In an open battlefield, the iron discipline of profes-
sional troops would enable them to stand in crisp blocks firing volley
after volley with murderous effectiveness, while the independent-
minded militiamen would be all too inclined to break and run.

Washington’s first task was to create a permanent force trained to
follow orders and execute maneuvers without question or delay. It was
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not an easy task for an army committed to liberty, and Washington
and his officers never had more than partial success. As the war con-
tinued, they enticed enlistees with cash bounties and 100-acre land
grants, some for three-year terms and others for the duration of the
war. Desertion remained a problem and recruiting efforts could never
slacken. High costs kept both armies small, however, causing British
and American generals to launch major battles with less than 2,000-
3,000 men on a side.

States ultimately required quotas of soldiers from each community,
and local committees of safety chose individuals for the service. Sen-
sitive to community pressures, they leaned heavily on the poor and
powerless, and allowed affluent draftees to hire substitutes. Over time,
the American army increasingly resembled its adversary, filled with
disadvantaged young men with limited prospects in the civilian world.
Fearful of losing his men, however, Washington never subjected them
to the full rigors of British discipline, which included lashings for dis-
obedience and unflinching use of the firing squad against mutiny, cow-
ardice, and desertion.

THE BRITISH DILEMMA

The British Army faced serious problems as well. Most Americans
were unfriendly and the terrain was unfamiliar. Transatlantic supply
lines were long and fragile. The army could not subdue the dispersed
population by capturing a capital city; the rebellion would continue
until all rebel armies were destroyed, and each colony pacified. British
critics questioned the rationale for the war, arguing that the empire
existed for commerce, and that Americans would need to trade their
raw materials for British manufactures whether they were indepen-
dent or not. Why waste lives and money to keep an empire that was
already too expensive?

Several times before surrender, the king’s generals and ministers
were ready to accept this logic, but King George refused to give up.
His determination led to difficulties, for the old empire had largely
depended on consent. Could an army restore consent by force? If it
tried to woo the Americans with gentleness, the impact of force disap-
peared. If it punished them harshly, it alienated Loyalists and neutrals,
and consent would never return. Could the empire survive a fight to
preserve it?

This dilemma brought indecision and inconsistency to British
policy. Generals could never make up their minds about where they
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wanted to be or what they wanted to do, marching endlessly around
the country without ever making much progress. Officers often had
contempt for all colonials, underestimating the enemy and neglect-
ing their supporters. The treatment of occupied territory shifted from
leniency to scorched earth and back again, leaving neutrals with the
growing conviction that nothing would return to normal until the
British left. Without a clearer idea of why they were in America and
what they wanted to accomplish, it was always hard for the British to
devise a winning strategy.

THE LOYALISTS

America’s loyal population was a potential British advantage. Known
as “Tories” and “traitors” to their enemies, the king’s friends were a
mixed group. At the highest level of government, royal governors and
other officials deeply believed in the order, justice, and glory of the
British Empire. While many leading merchants supported indepen-
dence, others preferred their business connections to Britain. Some
of the “better sort” feared that order, rank, and civility could not sur-
vive in republican society. Some ethnic groups did not trust the Anglo-
Americans and counted on royal protection. Quakers and the German
pacifist sects hated war on principle. Particularly in the South, some
backcountry settlers distrusted the planter elite, and clung to the king
when the gentry turned rebellious. Also in the South, thousands of
slaves were potential enemies of revolutionary masters. All along the
frontier, Indian tribes had more to fear from expanding colonists than
from distant royalists

Many potential supporters had little interest in the principles of
monarchy but might respond to tact and persuasion. Neutrals would
live with either side. When diehards persisted, states levied heavy
penalties on Loyalists, including extra taxation, confiscation of prop-
erty, and even banishment for those who refused to swear oaths of
allegiance to the new governments. In rough fractions, perhaps three-
fifths of the American population truly supported independence, one
fifth gave active support to the Crown, and the remainder showed
varying degrees of neutrality.

The Course of War

For three years, revolutionary fighting centered in the middle Atlan-
tic region, as successive British commanders pursued the Continen-
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tals through New Jersey and Pennsylvania. Americans also defeated
a British invasion from Canada, an impressive victory with important
diplomatic consequences. The war then shifted to the South, where a
British offensive destabilized slavery and sparked fierce guerilla war-
fare but could not destroy its adversary. When Britain’s weary army
camped by the Chesapeake for resupply by sea, quick maneuvers by
French and American forces trapped them at Yorktown, Virginia. Brit-
ain then conceded defeat and recognized American independence in
1783.

FIGHTING IN THE NORTH

After the fiasco at Bunker Hill, the ministry replaced General Thomas
Gage with his subordinate, General Sir William Howe. Trapped in Bos-
ton for the winter of 1775-1776, Howe withdrew by sea to Nova Scotia
and then decided to attack New York. Joining with an overland force
from Canada, he planned to occupy the Hudson Valley, isolate New
England, and choke the rebellion. In July 1776, Howe began landing
32,000 men, including 8,000 Hessians, on Staten Island. Marching
from Boston in pursuit, the Continentals could not prevail when Howe
attacked them on Long Island in late August. The Americans retreated
to Manhattan and then to northern New Jersey, where Howe followed
and defeated them whenever he made contact, but they always slipped
away before suffering a deathblow. When Washington’s army reached
safety in Pennsylvania, Howe gave up the chase and returned to New
York, leaving a Hessian garrison to hold Trenton, New Jersey. Then
Washington turned the tables. Recrossing the Delaware River with a
small force of 2,400 men, he surprised and captured the Hessians on
December 26, 1776. The victory lifted American spirits and demon-
strated that quick movements and clever escapes could preserve the
Continental Army and its fragile revolution.

Britain resumed the offensive in the summer of 1777, but stumbled
from miscommunication. In England, General John Burgoyne revived
the idea of cutting off New England by seizing the Lake Champlain/
Hudson River corridor from Canada to New York City. He won com-
mand of the march south from Canada while another force would
come from Lake Erie to join him at Albany. Success depended on
Howe’s presence in New York City, but Howe did not hear about these
plans and sailed his army to Philadelphia instead.

Washington could not prevent Howe’s capture of Philadelphia, but
the rest of the summer and fall went more successfully. An American
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force in New York’s Mohawk River Valley repulsed the invasion from
Lake Erie. Burgoyne descended from Canada and retook Fort Ticon-
deroga on Lake Champlain, but collapsed farther south at the Battle of
Saratoga, and surrendered his entire army to General Horatio Gates in
October 1777. Far away in Paris, the Saratoga victory proved American
strength to the French government, leading to French recognition of
the United States and a crucial French-American alliance.

To spend the approaching winter, Washington’s army found a hilly,
unpromising refuge called Valley Forge, Pennsylvania, which was
easily defended but lacked convenient supplies of water, food, fodder,
and most other necessities. While the British warmed themselves in
Philadelphia, Washington’s 11,000 men suffered bitterly for lack of
food, clothing, and shelter. They were sure that neighboring farmers
had plenty to eat and were selling ample supplies for British money,
but like his British counterparts, Washington refused to seize supplies
for fear of a backlash. There was no solution but to drill and suffer, and
the soldiers did both until the spring of 1778, when General Sir Henry
Clinton replaced William Howe as senior British commander and
moved the army back to New York. Washington attacked his troops
on the way, but could not halt their progress.

DIPLOMACY AND THE FRONTIER

The major land battles of the American War for Independence took
place along the Atlantic seaboard, but conditions in Europe and the
trans-Appalachian frontier both had major implications for its out-
come. As early as 1775, the First Continental Congress had used agents
to seek money and weapons in France and elsewhere in Europe. To the
west, American settlers pressed continuously against the Indian lands,
and Britain angered Americans when it responded with the Proclama-
tion Line of 1763. With the outbreak of war, the United States pressed
harder for European support, and the British recruited Indians to at-
tack Americans from the rear.

Britain and France were traditional adversaries, and a chance to
undermine Britain always appealed to French diplomats. In the Seven
Years’ War, Britain and Spain had taken France’s American empire, so
American independence could even the score by salving French pride
and injuring British commerce. American merchants had long wanted
to defy the Navigation Acts and trade directly with France, moreover,
so a wartime partnership could interest both sides. Cooperation would
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not come easily, however. Louis XVI had no love of republican revo-
lutions (he later lost his head in one) and Protestant Americans had
deep-seated fears about French Catholicism.

After declaring independence, the Second Continental Congress
named a commission headed by Benjamin Franklin to negotiate with
France. Franklin was immediately popular in Paris as a plainspoken
emblem of American simplicity, but his commission worked without
success for nearly a year to win French recognition of the United States
and entry into its war. When Americans proved their staying power at
the Battle of Saratoga, King Louis and his advisors put caution aside,
recognized American independence, and signed a treaty of alliance
and a treaty of amity and commerce in February 1778. A few months
later, France declared war on Britain and sent an army and navy to
America. Eventually, France’s ally Spain also declared war on Britain
(without a formal treaty with the United States), giving additional sup-
port to the campaign for independence.

If France and the United States had common interests, so did the
British and the Native Americans. French defeat in the Seven Years’
War had cost the Indians an ally and encouraged American efforts
to cross the mountains into the Ohio Valley. The intruders included
squatters who built homes and farms without a legal title, and large-
scale land speculators who would need legal authorization to resell
plots to more cautious settlers. North Carolina hunter Daniel Boone
served the Transylvania Company, which sought to buy most of mod-
ern Kentucky from the tribes who hunted there. In 1775, Boone defied
the Proclamation Line and marked a trail that became known as the
Wilderness Road, across the North Carolina mountains, through the
Cumberland Gap, and into central Kentucky’s lush bluegrass region,
where he founded the town of Boonesborough.

Indians tried to take advantage of the colonial dispute to reverse
such incursions. Armed by the British, the Cherokees attacked white
settlements in what is now eastern Tennessee in 1776. Militia from the
Carolinas, Georgia, and Virginia struck back hard, inflicting numerous
casualties, and burning over 50 Cherokee towns along with their food,
fields, and livestock. Most Cherokees sought peace in 1777 and surren-
dered their lands in South Carolina and much of Tennessee, but the
Chickamauga band of Chief Dragging Canoe kept fighting until 1794.

Similar events unfolded among the Iroquois. In 1775, the Continen-
tal Congress had sought the neutrality of the Six Nations by assuring
them, “This is a family quarrel between us and Old England. You Indi-
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ans are not concerned in it.” With longstanding ties to Britain, most
Iroquois thought otherwise. Thayendanegea, a talented Mohawk chief
and Anglican convert whom the English called Joseph Brant, had been
educated among whites, visited Britain, and served as a British inter-
preter. His sister Molly Brant joined him in building ties between the
British and the Iroquois. Joseph Brant led Indian fighters in damaging
raids on western New York and Pennsylvania in 1779, but had no more
lasting success than the Cherokees. In 1779, an American punitive ex-
pedition destroyed 40 Iroquois towns while their inhabitants sought
shelter with the British at Fort Niagara. Shawnee and Delaware war-
riors likewise fought with the British in the Ohio country. Kentucky
militia under General George Rogers Clark captured British posts in
the future Illinois, but white Americans did not control most of the
Trans-Appalachian West when fighting finally ended. Indians thus ex-
pected the British to protect their land claims in peace negotiations.
That moment was still distant when France declared war in 1778,
but French and Spanish participation had major implications for the
military struggle. War with France required the British to keep forces
at home to prevent a cross-Channel invasion, leading some strate-
gists to worry that British power was spread too thin to prevail. King
George would not hear of defeat, however, so strategy changed again.
Stalemated in the North, Britain fought in the South instead.

WAR IN THE SOUTH

British planners believed that southern Loyalists only waited for a
chance to rally to the king. They also knew that southern slaves were
potential allies who terrified their rebellious masters. General Clinton
tested the potential of a southern campaign by sending a small force
to Georgia in November 1778. They quickly captured Savannah and
then the rest of Georgia, reestablishing a loyal legislature and the sem-
blance of colonial rule. A year later, Clinton followed up with an attack
on South Carolina. Sailing from New York, his expedition captured
Charleston in May 1780 and fanned out across South Carolina. Clin-
ton then returned to New York, leaving General Lord Charles Corn-
wallis in charge. The new commander scored a crucial victory at the
Battle of Camden on August 16, 1780, when he smashed the American
army of General Horatio Gates. Gates had been the hero of Saratoga
three years earlier, but he and his men collapsed at Camden, running
pell-mell from the British charge and apparently opening the South to
full-scale occupation.
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Cornwallis did find Loyalists in South Carolina. The state had
embraced independence reluctantly in 1776, and some leaders still
favored a cooperative or coordinate linkage with Britain. Severe class
and sectional divisions split the whites and led some to side with Brit-
ain simply because their enemies supported the Continental Congress.
Even some prominent Whigs concluded that British victory was in-
evitable, and either pledged allegiance to the Crown or accepted Clin-
ton’s invitation to lay down their arms without reprisals.

Cornwallis mustered sympathizers into Loyalist militias, but soon
found their loyalty unreliable and their power to reestablish order
even weaker. Wherever Loyalist units emerged, Whig militias formed
nearby, and the two sides began robbing and butchering one another.
British officers tended to treat all Americans as the enemy and plun-
dered the property of Whigs and Loyalists alike, driving their vic-
tims to the Whig camp. Cornwallis decided that Clinton had been too
lenient, and decreed that all defeated Whigs must not only stop fight-
ing but give him active support, a decision that turned many sidelined
Whigs against him. Militia units switched sides, sometimes more than
once, and both armies faced gangs of bandits who killed and looted
indiscriminately.

Social disruption badly undermined the occupation of South Caro-
lina. Whig guerillas erupted everywhere behind Cornwallis’s lines,
attacking supply trains and isolated soldiers. British and Tory forces
tried to intimidate their enemies with unsparing violence against pris-
oners, civilians, and private property, and Whigs retaliated in kind.
At King’s Mountain, for example, in October 1780, a party of “over-
mountain” men from what later became Tennessee surrounded and
defeated a Loyalist force on the border of North and South Carolina
but slaughtered many of their prisoners. “Such scenes of desolation,
bloodshed and deliberate murder I never was a witness to before ... !”
exclaimed one Continental officer. “For want of civil government the
bands of society are totally disunited, and the people, by copying the
manners of the British, have become perfectly savage.”

THE AFRICAN AMERICANS WAR

African Americans recognized the War for Independence as an op-
portunity to find their own freedom, and weighed their options care-
fully. Like Solomon, the son of Venture Smith of Connecticut, a cer-
tain number of northern blacks fought for American independence,
including about 150 free men of color at the Battle of Bunker Hill and
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eventually as many as 500 from Massachusetts alone. George Wash-
ington initially accepted blacks in the Continental Army but expelled
them when white southerners objected. He slightly relented six weeks
later, still closing his ranks to slaves but accepting free men of color. In
1777 and 1778, as many as one-fourth of Rhode Island’s enslaved men
of military age joined an almost all-black regiment when offered free-
dom at war’s end, and fought successfully all the way to Yorktown.

Far more African Americans served the British. As early as 1774,
Abigail Adams reported to her husband, John, that a number of en-
slaved Bostonians had conspired to fight for Governor Gage in ex-
change for arms and the promise of freedom. Lord Dunmore began to
gather his Ethiopian Regiment a year later, and the scale of black sup-
port for the British soared when the war moved south in 1779.

British strategists had long seen slaves and Indians as potential allies
who could attack the revolution from within. In January of 1775, the
House of Commons had discussed emancipation as a means of “hum-
bling the high aristocratic spirit of Virginia and the southern colo-
nies,” but the proposal only seems to have stiffened colonial resis-
tance. When South Carolina’s provincial congress heard the news that
May, it added “the dread of instigated insurrections at home” to the
news from Lexington and Concord as grounds “to drive an oppressed
people to the use of arms.” North Carolinians quickly echoed them and
dispatched patrols “for the more effectually disarming and keeping the
negroes in order.” Jefferson likewise mentioned the alleged incitement
of “merciless Indian Savages” as one of the causes that justified the
Declaration of Independence.

Even as they recognized the potential uses of black allies, British
leaders did not want to alienate slaveholding neutrals or Loyalists,
much less to start a race war. A general assault on southern slavery was
therefore unlikely, even if the British had favored it in principle. To en-
courage desertions, they decided to free the slaves who fled to them
from rebel owners but to keep captured slaves as booty. The slaves of
Loyalists would remain with their masters. Clear in theory, these dis-
tinctions proved difficult to maintain in practice.

Slave escapes subsided after Dunmore’s defeat and withdrawal,
but immediately began again with the invasion of Georgia in 1778.
Throughout the South, both Whigs and Loyalists took thousands of
slaves from their enemies, along with livestock, wagons, and food
supplies. In the confusion, some black Georgians headed for British-
held Florida, where Spain had sheltered runaways in the past. Others
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built maroon communities in swamps or forests, but more joined
the British forces. Women and children joined the exodus, though in
smaller numbers than men. So many escaped that commanders could
not use them all, but many worked as laborers or servants, and some
served in pioneer units building roads, bridges, and fortifications. Of
Georgia’s 15,000 slaves, as many as 5,000 escaped in the first three
months of the invasion, joined by 5,000 more by war’s end.

Escapes only multiplied when Cornwallis entered the Carolinas
and Virginia. Well-versed in the paths and waterways of the low-
country, black guides steered his troops to Charleston, and then up
the main rivers into the piedmont. Desperate to avoid capture and to
keep their human property, Whig planters scattered before the enemy
and brought as many slaves as possible along with them. As in Georgia,
those left behind could seek their freedom in Florida, in the woods, or
with the invaders. A few fought in British uniforms. Anxious to pre-
serve social order, British commanders put captured slaves to work on
confiscated plantations, gave some to Loyalists to cover their losses,
and sold some as personal property. Fighting back, Whig command-
ers assembled militia units by promising captured slaves as soldiers’
pay or as enlistment bounties. Tragically, however, disease still raged
in British ranks. Fugitive blacks got the worst food, clothing, and shel-
ter available, so pestilence took thousands who had just grasped their
liberty. Across the entire South, perhaps as many as 80,000-100,000
enslaved African Americans left their masters in the American Revolu-
tion, but only about 20,000 departed with the British in 1782. Of these,
perhaps half found freedom in Canada or Africa and half faced re-
enslavement in Florida or the West Indies. Faced with lashings, death,
or sale if recaptured, a probable majority of southern slaves decided
to remain in place, but the war had badly disrupted the institution of

bondage.

VICTORY AND THE TREATY OF PARIS

Realizing that guerillas alone could not stop Cornwallis, Washington
sent his ablest subordinate, General Nathanael Greene, to reconsti-
tute the Continental Army in the South. Greene reached North Caro-
lina in November 1780 and began to reassemble the army’s fragments.
By a series of bold maneuvers, he and his deputies drew Cornwallis
out of South Carolina and into a wild goose chase across the interior
of North Carolina, into Virginia, and back again. He paused for battle
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at Guilford Courthouse, North Carolina, in March 1781, and inflicted
heavy casualties before another retreat. Cornwallis did not pursue him
but marched his bloodied and exhausted troops to the North Caro-
lina coast and pondered what to do. His withdrawal from Georgia and
the Carolinas had ceded all the British gains of the past 15 months,
leaving them with no more than a few southern ports. To complete this
achievement, Greene turned away from Cornwallis to mop up remain-
ing resistance in South Carolina.

Cornwallis rested briefly in the coastal town of Wilmington and
then headed north. Hoping for a fresh start, he looked for a spot beside
the Chesapeake where supplies could reach him by sea. In August 1781,
he settled on the village of Yorktown, located on a peninsula formed by
the York and James Rivers.

It was a fatal mistake. The French fleet sailed from the West Indies
and closed the entrance to Chesapeake Bay. Washington slipped away
from Clinton in New York, and sped his army south. With a French
force under General Rochambeau, the allies sealed the neck of the
York Peninsula in September 1781 and began bombarding the British
camp. Hopelessly surrounded, Cornwallis accepted defeat within a
month and surrendered his entire army of 7,000 men on October 19,
1781.

Yorktown did not end all fighting, for there were still strong British
armies in New York, Charleston, Savannah, and elsewhere in North
America, but Parliament had no more stomach for the contest. Lord
North resigned and King George replaced him with the Marquess of
Rockingham, who had managed repeal of the Stamp Act.

Rockingham agreed to peace, and the Continental Congress sent
Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and John Jay to Paris, where they
slowly hammered out a settlement with their British counterparts.
On November 30, 1782, over a year after Yorktown, the negotiators
signed a preliminary agreement in which Britain recognized Ameri-
can independence and set the new nation’s boundaries at the Canadian
border, the Mississippi River, and the 31st parallel, north of Florida.
Both sides promised to honor their prewar debts to the other, and the
United States made an empty promise to request the state legislatures
to return the confiscated property of Loyalists. Violating a promise to
the northwestern tribes, Britain did not require Americans to recog-
nize Indian claims in the Ohio country. “It was an act of cruelty and
injustice that Christians only were capable of doing,” tribal spokesmen
protested, who now faced expansionist Americans with only token
support from British Canada and Spanish Florida.
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It took another year for France and Spain to work out their own
differences with Britain, including the return of Florida to Spain, so
the final treaty was not signed until September 3, 1783. When British
vessels finally sailed from New York, Charleston, and Savannah, they
carried over 30,000 white Loyalists and as many as 20,000 African
Americans to new homes in Florida, Canada, Nova Scotia, and Sierra
Leone, a British African colony for free blacks.

*

The American War for Independence had finally ended. Jubilant citi-
zens celebrated with toasts, bonfires, parades, and public speeches.
The war had cost thousands of lives: 6,824 American fighters fell in
battle, diseases took another 10,000, and 8,500 died while prisoners
of war. British losses were about the same, but the toll among escaped
and captured slaves was far higher. Economic historians estimate that
the United States spent as much as $400 million just to pay its troops,
while Britain’s costs may have reached £250 million. France and Spain
also spent vast sums, and the costs of boycotts, property damage, and
lost opportunities were proportionately high. To cover its costs, the
United States had borrowed heavily from foreign governments and its
own citizens; these creditors would now demand repayment from a
struggling economy, while consumers borrowed more to regain what
they had lost. The state and federal governments had also issued mil-
lions of dollars and pounds in paper money, which had largely lost
its value, giving the new nation little hard currency with which to re-
build. At war’s end, George Washington made a widely praised gesture
of self-restraint by relinquishing power and resigning his commission.
As he did so, citizens asked themselves anxiously if other Americans
would always act so virtuously, especially in economic matters.

No one had planned for independence when colonial protests had
begun, for the British had no desire to “enslave” the Americans and
Americans felt genuine loyalty to Britain. Americans were deeply fear-
ful of plots against their liberty, however, and after 1763, British steps
to consolidate the empire seemed to follow a well-rehearsed script
for the approach of despotism. Even if the colonists’ fears were over-
blown, the centralization t