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In 1450, North America, Europe, and Africa were each home to complex 

societies with their own distinctive cultures. But their histories were 

about to collide, bringing vast changes to all three continents. European 

voyagers sailing in the wake of Christopher Columbus set in motion one 

of the most momentous developments in world history: sustained contact 

among Native Americans, Europeans, and Africans in dozens of distinct 

colonial settings. Before the arrival of Europeans, a wide range of com-

plex Native American societies claimed the continent as their own. 

Although colonization brought profound change, it did not erase what 

had come before because Native American societies interacted with colo-

nizers from the beginning. They shaped colonial enterprise in important 

ways, enabling some forms of colonization while preventing others.

Native Americans, Europeans, and Africans were surprisingly similar 

in many ways, though the differences among them were important as 

well. Their distinctive ideas about gods and the spirit world informed 

their political systems and animated their approaches to trade and 

warfare. Whether they met in peace or war  —  or whether peaceful inter-

actions quickly turned violent  —  Native Americans, Europeans, and 

Africans viewed one another through lenses that were shaped by these 

ideas.

In Part 1, we compare Native American, European, and African soci-

eties on the eve of colonization and then explore how Europeans experi-

mented with various models of colonization in the first two centuries of 

sustained transatlantic contacts. The story in Chapters 1 and 2 addresses 

three main developments that are central to this period:
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Native American Diversity 
and Complexity 

Popular culture can lead us to think of Native American 
societies as being substantially the same everywhere in 
North America: they were organized into tribes, with 
few material possessions and primitive beliefs and 
cultures, and reliant mostly on hunting for their 
subsistence. This impression distorts a much more 
complicated picture. Native American political orga-
nization ran the gamut from vast, complex imperial 
states to kin-based bands of hunters and gatherers. 
Patterns of political organization varied widely, and 
the familiar label of tribe does more to obscure than 
to clarify their workings. Native Americans’ economic 
and social systems were adapted to the ecosystems 
they inhabited. Many were extremely productive 
farmers, some hunted bison and deer, while others 
were expert salmon fishermen who plied coastal 
waters in large oceangoing boats. Native American 
religions and cultures also varied widely, though they 
shared some broad characteristics.

These variations in Native American societies shaped 
colonial enterprise. Europeans conquered and coopted 
Native American empires with relative ease, but smaller 
and more decentralized polities were harder to exploit. 
Mobile hunter-gatherers appeared politically amor-
phous, but they became especially formidable 
opponents of colonial expansion.

Colonial Settlement and the 
Columbian Exchange 

European colonization triggered a series of sweeping 
changes that historians have labeled the “Columbian 
Exchange.” At the same time that people crossed the 
Atlantic in large numbers, so too did plants, animals, 
and germs. Old World grains like wheat and barley 
were planted in the Americas for the first time, and 
weeds like dandelions were carried across the ocean 
as well. Potatoes, maize (corn), and tomatoes, among 
other foods, crossed the Atlantic in the other direction 
and transformed dietary practices in Asia as well as 
Europe. Native Americans domesticated very few 
animals; the Columbian Exchange introduced horses, 
pigs, cattle, and a variety of other creatures to the 
American landscape. Germs also made the voyage, 
especially the deadly pathogens that had so disor-
dered life in Europe in the centuries prior to 
colonization. Smallpox, influenza, and bubonic 
plague, among others, took an enormous toll 
on Native American populations. Inanimate materi-
als made the voyage as well: enough gold and silver 
traveled from the Americas to Europe and Asia to 
transform the world’s economies, intensifying com-
petition and empire building in Europe.

Old World diseases devastated Native American 
peoples.  On average, they lost ninety percent of their 
numbers over the first century of contact, forcing them 
to cope with European and African newcomers in a 
weakened and vulnerable state.
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Experimentation 
and Transformation 

The collisions of American, European, and African 
worlds challenged the beliefs and practices of all 
three groups. Colonization was, above all, a long 
and tortured process of experimentation. Over time, 
Europeans carved out three distinct types of colonies 
in the Americas, each shaped by the constraints and 
opportunities presented by American landscapes and 
peoples. Where Native American societies were organized 
into densely settled empires, Europeans conquered the 
ruling class and established tribute-based empires of 
their own. In tropical and subtropical settings, colo-
nizers created plantation societies that demanded 
large, imported labor forces — a need that was met 
through the African slave trade. And in the temperate 
regions of the mainland North America, where neither 
the landscape nor the native population yielded easy 
wealth, European colonists came in large numbers 
hoping to create familiar societies in unfamiliar set-
tings.

Everywhere in the Americas, core beliefs and world-
views were shaken by contact with radically unfamiliar 
peoples. Native Americans and Africans struggled to 
maintain autonomy in their relations with colonizers, 
while Europeans labored to understand — and profit 
from — their relations with nonwhite peoples. These 
transformations are the subject of Part 1.

Transformations of 
North America
1450–1700

Thematic Understanding

This timeline arranges some of the important 

events of this period into themes. Look at 

the entries for “Ideas, Beliefs, and Culture” 

from 1450 to 1700. How did the Protestant 

Reformation and the response of the Catholic 

Church influence the colonization of the 

Americas in these years? In the realm of 

“Work, Exchange, and Technology,” how did 

colonial economies evolve, and what roles 

did Native American and African labor play 

in them? >
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WORK, 
EXCHANGE, & 
TECHNOLOGY 

PEOPLING POLITICS & 
POWER 

IDEAS, BELIEFS, 
& CULTURE 

IDENTITY 

1450   Diversified economies 
of Native America

  Rise of the Ottoman 
Empire blocks Asian 
trading routes of the 
Italian city-states 

  Europeans fish off 
North American coast

  Portuguese traders 
explore African coast

  Christopher Columbus 
explores the Bahamas 
and West Indies 
(1492–1504)

  Pedro Alvares Cabral 
makes landfall in Brazil 
(1500)

  Spanish conquest 
of Mexico and Peru 
(1519–1535)

  Rise of monarchical 
nation-states in Europe

  Aztecs and Incas 
consolidate their 
empires

  Probable founding 
of the Iroquois 
Confederacy

  Rise of the Songhai 
Empire in Africa

  Protestant Reformation 
(1517) sparks century 
of religious warfare

  Henry VIII creates 
Church of England 
(1534)

  Founding of Jesuit order 
(1540)

  Castile and Aragon 
joined to create Spain; 
the Inquisition helps 
create a sense of 
Spanishness

  John Calvin establishes 
a Protestant 
commonwealth in 
Geneva, Switzerland

1550   Growth of the outwork 
system in English textile 
industry

  Spanish encomienda 
system organizes native 
labor in Mexico

  Inca mita system is 
co-opted by the Spanish 
in the Andes

  Castilians and Africans 
arrive in Spanish 
America in large 
numbers

  English colonies in 
Newfoundland, Maine, 
and Roanoke fail

  Elizabeth’s “sea 
dogs” plague Spanish 
shipping

  English monarchs adopt 
mercantilist policies

  Defeat of the Spanish 
Armada (1588)

  Philip II defends the 
Roman Catholic Church 
against Protestantism

  Elizabeth I adopts 
Protestant Book of 
Common Prayer (1559)

  English conquest and 
persecution of native 
Irish 

  Growing Protestant 
movement in England

1600   First staple exports from 
the English mainland 
colonies: furs and 
tobacco

  Subsistence farms in 
New England

  Transition to sugar 
plantation system in the 
Caribbean islands

  First set of Anglo-Indian 
wars

  African servitude begins 
in Virginia (1619)

  Caribbean islands 
move from servitude to 
slavery

  James I claims divine 
right to rule England

  Virginia’s House of 
Burgesses (1619)

  English Puritan 
Revolution

  Native Americans rise 
up against English 
invaders (1622, 1640s)

  Persecuted English 
Puritans and Catholics 
migrate to America

  Established churches 
set up in Puritan New 
England and Anglican 
Virginia

  Dissenters settle in 
Rhode Island

  Pilgrims and Puritans 
seek to create godly 
commonwealths

  Powhatan and 
Virginia Company 
representatives attempt 
to extract tribute from 
each other

1700   Tobacco trade stagnates

  Maturing yeoman 
economy and emerging 
Atlantic trade in New 
England

  Growing gentry 
immigration to Virginia

  White indentured 
servitude shapes 
Chesapeake society

  Africans defined 
as property rather 
than people in the 
Chesapeake

  Restoration of the 
English crown (1660) 

  English conquer New 
Netherland (1664)

  Metacom’s War in New 
England (1675–1676)

  Bacon’s Rebellion calls 
for removal of Indians 
and end of elite rule

  Salem witchcraft crisis 
(1692)

  Social mobility for 
Africans ends with 
collapse of tobacco 
trade and increased 
power of gentry
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IDENTIFY THE BIG IDEA 
How did the political, economic, and 
religious systems of Native Ameri-
cans, Europeans, and Africans com-
pare, and how did things change as 
a result of contacts among them?

1
I

n April 1493, a Genoese sailor of humble 
origins appeared at the court of Queen 
Isabella of Castile and King Ferdinand 

of Aragon along with six Caribbean natives, 
numerous colorful parrots, and “samples of 
finest gold, and many other things never 
before seen or heard tell of in Spain.” The 
sailor was Christopher Columbus, just returned from his first voyage into the Atlantic. 
He and his party entered Barcelona’s fortress in a solemn procession. The monarchs 
stood to greet Columbus; he knelt to kiss their hands. They talked for an hour and then 
adjourned to the royal chapel for a ceremony of thanksgiving. Columbus, now bearing 
the official title Admiral of the Ocean Sea, remained at court for more than a month. 
The highlight of his stay was the baptism of the six natives, whom Columbus called 
Indians because he mistakenly believed he had sailed westward all the way to Asia.

In the spring of 1540, the Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto met the Lady of 
Cofachiqui, ruler of a large Native American province in present-day South Carolina. 
Though an epidemic had carried away many of her people, the lady of the province 
offered the Spanish expedition as much corn, and as many pearls, as it could carry. As 
she spoke to de Soto, she unwound “a great rope of pearls as large as hazelnuts” and 
handed them to the Spaniard; in return he gave her a gold ring set with a ruby. De Soto 
and his men then visited the temples of Cofachiqui, which were guarded by carved 
statues and held storehouses of weapons and chest upon chest of pearls. After loading 
their horses with corn and pearls, they continued on their way.

A Portuguese traveler named Duarte Lopez visited the African kingdom of Kongo in 
1578. “The men and women are black,” he reported, “some approaching olive colour, 
with black curly hair, and others with red. The men are of middle height, and, excepting 
the black skin, are like the Portuguese.” The royal city of Kongo sat on a high plain that 
was “entirely cultivated,” with a population of more than 100,000. The city included a 
separate commercial district, a mile around, where Portuguese traders acquired ivory, 
wax, honey, palm oil, and slaves from the Kongolese.

Three glimpses of three lost worlds. Soon these peoples would be transforming one 
another’s societies, often through conflict and exploitation. But at the moment they first 
met, Europeans, Native Americans, and Africans stood on roughly equal terms. Even a 
hundred years after Columbus’s discovery of the Americas, no one could have foreseen 
the shape that their interactions would take in the generations to come. To begin, we 
need to understand the three worlds as distinct places, each home to unique societies 
and cultures.

THE NATIVE AMERICAN 
EXPERIENCE

The First Americans

American Empires

Chiefdoms and Confederacies

Patterns of Trade

Sacred Power

WESTERN EUROPE: 
THE EDGE OF THE OLD 
WORLD

Hierarchy and Authority

Peasant Society

Expanding Trade Networks

Myths, Religions, and Holy 
Warriors

WEST AND CENTRAL 
AFRICA: ORIGINS OF THE 
ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE

Empires, Kingdoms, and 
Ministates

Trans-Saharan and Coastal Trade

The Spirit World

EXPLORATION AND 
CONQUEST

Portuguese Expansion

The African Slave Trade

Sixteenth-Century Incursions

Colliding Worlds
1450–1600

C H A P T E R 
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Village of Secoton, 1585  English colonist John White painted this view of an Algonquian village on 
the outer banks of present-day North Carolina. Its cluster of houses surrounded by fields of crops closely 
resembled European farming communities of the same era. White captured everyday details of the town’s 
social life, including food preparation and a ceremony or celebration in progress (lower right). Service 

Historique de la Marine Vincennes, France/Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library.
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The Native American 
Experience
When Europeans arrived, perhaps 60 million people 

occupied the Americas, 7 million of whom lived north 

of Mexico. In Mesoamerica (present-day Mexico and 

Guatemala) and the Andes, empires that rivaled the 

greatest civilizations in world history ruled over mil-

lions of people. At the other end of the political spec-

trum, hunters and gatherers were organized into kin-

based bands. Between these extremes, semisedentary 

societies planted and tended crops in the spring and 

summer, fished and hunted, made war, and conducted 

trade. Though we often see this spectrum as a hier-

archy in which the empires are most impressive and 

important while hunter-gatherers deserve scarcely a 

mention, this bias toward civilizations that left behind 

monumental architecture and spawned powerful rul-

ing classes is misplaced. Regardless of size or political 

complexity, the energies and innovations of Native 

American societies everywhere profoundly trans-

formed American landscapes. To be fully understood, 

the Americas must be treated in all their complexity, 

with an appreciation for their diverse societies and 

cultures.

The First Americans
Archaeologists believe that migrants from Asia 

crossed a 100-mile-wide land bridge connecting 

Siberia and Alaska during the last Ice Age sometime 

between 13,000 and 3000 b.c. and thus became the 

first Americans. The first wave of this migratory 

stream from Asia lasted from about fifteen thousand 

to nine thousand years ago. Then the glaciers melted, 

and the rising ocean submerged the land bridge 

beneath the Bering Strait (Map 1.1). Around eight 

thousand years ago, a second movement of peoples, 

traveling by water across the same narrow strait, 

brought the ancestors of the Navajos and the Apaches 

to North America. The forebears of the Aleut and Inuit 

peoples, the “Eskimos,” came in a third wave around 

five thousand years ago. Then, for three hundred gen-

erations, the peoples of the Western Hemisphere were 

largely cut off from the rest of the world.

During this long era, migrants 

dispersed through the continents 

as they hunted and gathered avail-

able resources. The predominant 

flow was southward, and the dens-

est populations developed in 

central Mexico — home to some 20 million people 

at the time of first contact with Europeans — and the 

Andes Mountains, with a population of perhaps 12 mil-

lion. In North America, a secondary trickle of migra-

tion pushed eastward, across the Rockies and into the 

Mississippi Valley and the eastern woodlands. 

Around 6000 b.c., some Native American peoples 

in present-day Mexico and Peru began raising domes-

ticated crops. Mesoamericans cultivated maize into a 

nutritious plant with a higher yield per acre than 

wheat, barley, or rye, the staple cereals of Europe. In 

Peru they also bred the potato, a root crop of unsur-

passed nutritional value. The resulting agricultural sur-

pluses encouraged population growth and laid the 

foundation for wealthy, urban societies in Mexico and 

Peru, and later in the Mississippi Valley and the south-

eastern woodlands of North America (Map 1.2). 

American Empires
In Mesoamerica and the Andes, the two great empires 

of the Americas — the Aztecs and Incas — dominated 

the landscape. Dense populations, productive agricul-

ture, and an aggressive bureaucratic state were the keys 

to their power. Each had an impressive capital city. 

Tenochtitlán, established in 1325 at the center of the 

Aztec Empire, had at its height around 1500 a popula-

tion of about 250,000, at a time when the European cit-

ies of London and Seville each had perhaps 50,000. The 

Aztec state controlled the fertile valleys in the high-

lands of Mexico, and Aztec merchants forged trading 

routes that crisscrossed the empire. Trade, along with 

tribute demanded from subject peoples (comparable 

to taxes in Europe), brought gold, textiles, turquoise, 

obsidian, tropical bird feathers, and cacao to 

Tenochtitlán. The Europeans who first encountered 

this city in 1519 marveled at the city’s wealth and beauty. 

“Some of the soldiers among us who had been in many 

parts of the world,” wrote Spanish conquistador Bernal 

Díaz del Castillo, “in Constantinople, and all over Italy, 

and in Rome, said that [they had never seen] so large a 

market place and so full of people, and so well regu-

lated and arranged” (see American Voices, p. 32). 

Ruled by priests and warrior-nobles, the Aztecs 

subjugated most of central Mexico. Captured enemies 

were brought to the capital, where Aztec priests bru-

tally sacrificed thousands of them. The Aztecs believed 

that these ritual murders sustained the cosmos, ensur-

ing fertile fields and the daily return of the sun.

Cuzco, the Inca capital located more than 11,000 feet 

above sea level, had perhaps 60,000 residents. A dense 

network of roads, storehouses, and administrative 

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
What factors allowed 
for the development of 
empires in central Mexico 
and the Andes?
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Vegetation zones:

Using a global projection, the cartographer has
placed North America in the center of  the map,
but parts of four other continents appear.

Evidence indicates that peoples came
from Asia to the Americas during the
Ice Age, when the sea level was much lower
than today and a large land bridge-labeled
Beringia on the map-connected the continents. As scholars learn more about the

advances and retreats of the ice sheets,
the camping sites of the migrating
peoples, and changes in vegetation zones,
a more complete picture of the peopling
of the Americas will emerge.

Current scholarship holds that the migrating
peoples initially traveled on a narrow strip of 
ice-free land along the Pacific coast. As the
area between the Cordilleran and Laurentide
ice sheets lost its cover of ice, probably between
14,000 and 12,000 B.C., migrants may also have
used the  inland routes from present-day
Alaska to the American interior.

Many groups, accustomed to
living at the ocean’s edge,
probably continued along
this route, pushing ever
southward into South America.
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MAP 1.1 
The Ice Age and the Settling of the Americas

Some sixteen thousand years ago, a sheet of ice covered much of Europe and North America. The 
ice lowered the level of the world’s oceans, which created a broad bridge of land between Siberia 
and Alaska. Using that land bridge, hunting peoples from Asia migrated to North America as they 
pursued woolly mammoths and other large game animals and sought ice-free habitats. By 10,000 
B.C., the descendants of these migrant peoples had moved south to present-day Florida and central 
Mexico. In time, they would settle as far south as the tip of South America and as far east as the 
Atlantic coast of North America.



10 PART 1  TRANSFORMATIONS OF NORTH AMERICA, 1450–1700

centers stitched together this improbable high-altitude 

empire, which ran down the 2,000-mile-long spine of 

the Andes Mountains. A king claiming divine status 

ruled the empire through a bureaucracy of nobles. Like 

the Aztecs, the empire consisted of subordinate king-

doms that had been conquered by the Incas, and tribute 

flowed from local centers of power to the imperial core.

Chiefdoms and Confederacies
Nothing on the scale of the Aztec and Inca empires 

ever developed north of Mexico, but maize agriculture 

spread from Mesoamerica across much of North 

America beginning around a.d. 1000, laying a founda-

tion for new ways of life there as well.
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MAP 1.2 
Native American Peoples, 1492

Having learned to live in many environments, Native Americans populated the entire Western 
Hemisphere. They created cultures that ranged from centralized empires (the Incas and Aztecs), 
to societies that combined farming with hunting, fishing, and gathering (the Iroquois and 
Algonquians), to nomadic tribes of hunter-gatherers (the Micmacs and Shoshones). The great 
diversity of Native American peoples — in language, tribal identity, and ways of life — and the long-
standing rivalries among neighboring peoples usually prevented them from uniting to resist the 
European invaders.
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The Mississippi Valley The spread of maize to the 

Mississippi River Valley around a.d. 1000 led to the 

development of a large-scale northern Native American 

culture. The older Adena and Hopewell cultures had 

already introduced moundbuilding and distinctive 

pottery styles to the region. Now residents of the 

Mississippi River Valley experienced the greater urban 

density and more complex social organization that 

agriculture encouraged. 

The city of Cahokia, in the fertile bottomlands 

along the Mississippi River, emerged around 1000 as 

the foremost center of the new Mississippian culture. 

At its peak, Cahokia’s population exceeded 10,000; 

smaller satellite communities brought the region’s pop-

ulation to 20,000 to 30,000. In an area of 6 square miles, 

archaeologists have found 120 mounds of varying size, 

shape, and function. Some contain extensive burials; 

others, known as platform mounds, were used as bases 

for ceremonial buildings or rulers’ homes. Cahokia 

had a powerful ruling class and a priesthood that wor-

shipped the sun. After peaking in size around 1350, it 

declined rapidly. Scholars speculate that its decline was 

caused by an era of ruinous warfare, exacerbated by 

environmental factors that made the site less habitable. 

It had been abandoned by the time Europeans arrived 

in the area.

Mississippian culture endured, however, and was 

still in evidence throughout much of the Southeast at 

the time of first contact with Europeans. The Lady of 

Cofachiqui encountered by Hernando de Soto in 1540 

ruled over a Mississippian community, and others dot-

ted the landscape between the Carolinas and the lower 

Understanding the Cosmos 
of the Aztecs

Using Aztec sources, German 
geographers drew this map of 
Tenochtitlán in 1524. Recent 
scholarship suggests that the 
Aztecs viewed their city as a 
cosmic linchpin, where the human 
world brushed up against the 
divine. In the center of the city 
stand two elevated temples that 
represent Coatepec, the Serpent 
Mountain and the mythic birth - 
place of the Aztecs’ tribal god 
Huitzilopochtli. Priests sacrificed 
thousands of men and women 
here, a ritual the Aztecs believed 
transformed the temples into the 
Sacred Mountain and sustained 
the cosmos. Bildarchiv Preussischer 
Kulturbesitz/Art Resource, NY.
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Mississippi River. In Florida, sixteenth-century Spanish 

explorers encountered the Apalachee Indians, who 

occupied a network of towns built around mounds and 

fields of maize. 

Eastern Woodlands In the eastern woodlands, the 

Mississippian-influenced peoples of the Southeast 

interacted with other groups, many of whom adopted 

maize agriculture but did not otherwise display Mis-

siss ippian characteristics. To the north, Algonquian and 

Iroquoian speakers shared related languages and life-

ways but were divided into dozens of distinct societies. 

Most occupied villages built around fields of maize, 

beans, and squash during the summer months; at other 

times of the year, they dispersed in smaller groups to 

hunt, fish, and gather. Throughout the eastern wood-

lands, as in most of North America, women tended 

crops, gathered plants, and oversaw affairs within the 

community, while men were responsible for activities 

beyond it, especially hunting, fishing, and warfare.

In this densely forested region, Indians regularly 

set fires — in New England, twice a year, in spring and 

fall — to clear away underbrush, open fields, and make 

it easier to hunt big game. The catastrophic population 

decline accompanying European colonization quickly 

put an end to seasonal burning, but in the years before 

Europeans arrived in North America bison roamed 

east as far as modern-day New York and Georgia. 

Early European colonists remarked upon landscapes 

that “resemble[d] a stately Parke,” where men could 

ride among widely spaced trees on horseback and even 

a “large army” could pass unimpeded (America 

Compared, p. 14). 

Algonquian and Iroquoian peoples had no single 

style of political organization. Many were chiefdoms, 

with one individual claiming preeminent power in a 

community. Some were paramount chiefdoms, in 

which numerous communities with their own local 

chiefs banded together under a single, more powerful 

ruler. For example, the Powhatan Chiefdom, which 

The Great Serpent Mound

Scholars long believed that this mound was the work of the Adena peoples (500 B.C.–A.D. 200) because of its 
proximity to an Adena burial site in present-day southern Ohio. Recent research places the mound at a much 
later date (A.D. 950–1200) and, because of the serpent imagery, ties it to the Fort Ancient culture, which is 
closely related to the Mississippian complex. The head of the serpent is aligned with the sunset of the 
summer solstice (June 20 or 21 in the Northern Hemisphere), an event of great religious significance to a 
sun-worshipping culture. © Bettmann/Corbis.
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dominated the Chesapeake Bay region, embraced more 

than thirty subordinate chiefdoms, and some 20,000 

people, by the time Englishmen established the colony 

of Virginia in Powhatan territory. Powhatan himself, 

according to the English colonist John Smith, was 

attended by “a guard of 40 or 50 of the tallest men his 

Country affords.”

Elsewhere, especially in the Mid-Atlantic region, 

the power of chiefs was strictly local. Along the 

Delaware and Hudson rivers, Lenni Lenape (or 

Delaware) and Munsee Indians lived in small, inde-

pendent communities without overarching political 

organizations. Early European maps of this region 

show a landscape dotted with a bewildering profusion 

of Indian names. European colonization would soon 

drive many of these groups into oblivion and force sur-

vivors to coalesce into larger groups.

Some Native American groups were not chief-

doms at all, but instead granted political authority to 

councils of sachems, or leaders. This was the case with 

the Iroquois Confederacy. Sometime shortly before 

the arrival of Europeans, probably around 1500, five 

nations occupying the region between the Hudson 

River and Lake Erie — the Mohawks, Oneidas, 

Onondagas, Cayugas, and Senecas — banded together 

to form the Iroquois. 

These groups had been fighting among themselves 

for years, caught in a destructive cycle of wars of retri-

bution. Then, according to Iroquois legend, a Mohawk 

man named Hiawatha lost his family in one of these 

The Kincaid Site

Located on the north bank of the Ohio River 140 miles from Cahokia, the Kincaid site was a Mississippian 
town from c. A.D. 1050 to 1450. It contains at least nineteen mounds topped by large buildings thought to 
have been temples or council houses. Now a state historic site in Illinois, it has been studied by anthropolo-
gists and archaeologists since the 1930s. Artist Herb Roe depicts the town as it may have looked at its peak. 
Herb Roe, Chromesun Productions.
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Altered Landscapes

A M E R I C A 
C O M P A R E D

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. What benefits and dangers does Morton attribute to the 

practice of Indian burning? How did he and his fellow 
colonists respond to the practice?

2. Since Europeans did not practice widespread burning 
in the Indian manner, they achieved deforestation only 
slowly, through many years of backbreaking labor. Think-
ing comparatively about European and Native American 
approaches to landscape management, how would you 
assess the benefits and challenges of each approach?

In the eastern woodlands, Native Americans set fires once or twice a year to clear 
underbrush and open up landscapes that would otherwise have been densely 
wooded. The burnings made it easier to plant corn, beans, and squash and drew 
big game animals into the clearings, where hunters could fell them. As European 
colonization displaced Indian populations, this practice ended. Some scholars 
have even suggested that the decline in burning caused a drop of carbon in the 
atmosphere large enough to account for the Little Ice Age, an episode of global 
cooling that lasted from about 1550 to 1850, though the claim is controversial.

14

by this custome of theirs, have spoiled all the rest: for this 

custome hath bin continued from the beginninge.

And least their firing of the Country in this manner 

should be an occasion of damnifying us, and indaingering 

our habitations, wee our selves have used carefully about 

the same times to observe the winds, and fire the grounds 

about our owne habitations; to prevent the Dammage that 

might happen by any neglect thereof, if the fire should 

come neere those howses in our absence.

For, when the fire is once kindled, it dilates and 

spreads it selfe as well against, as with the winde; burning 

continually night and day, untill a shower of raine falls to 

quench it.

And this custome of firing the Country is the meanes 

to make it passable; and by that meanes the trees growe 

here and there as in our parks: and makes the Country 

very beautifull and commodious.

Source: Thomas Morton, The New English Canaan (Boston: John Wilson and Son, 1883 

[orig. pub. 1637]), 172–173.

Thomas Morton, Of the Custome in burning the 
Country, and the reason thereof (1637)

The Savages are accustomed to set fire of the Country in 

all places where they come, and to burne it twize a yeare, 

viz: at the Spring, and the fall of the leafe. The reason that 

mooves them to doe so, is because it would other wise be 

so overgrowne with underweedes that it would be all a 

coppice wood, and the people would not be able in any 

wise to passe through the Country out of a beaten path.

The meanes that they do it with, is with certaine min-

erall stones, that they carry about them in baggs made 

for that purpose of the skinnes of little beastes, which 

they convert into good lether, carrying in the same a 

peece of touch wood, very excellent for that purpose, 

of their owne making. These minerall stones they have 

from the Piquenteenes, (which is to the Southward of all 

the plantations in New England,) by trade and trafficke 

with those people.

The burning of the grasse destroyes the underwoods, 

and so scorcheth the elder trees that it shrinkes them, and 

hinders their grouth very much: so that hee that will looke 

to finde large trees and good tymber, must not depend 

upon the help of a woodden prospect to finde them on 

the uplandground; but must seeke for them, (as I and oth-

ers have done,) in the lower grounds, where the grounds 

are wett, when the Country is fired, by reason of the snow 

water that remaines there for a time, untill the Sunne by 

continuance of that hath exhaled the vapoures of the earth, 

and dried up those places where the fire, (by reason of the 

moisture,) can have no power to doe them any hurt: and 

if he would endevoure to finde out any goodly Cedars, 

hee must not seeke for them on the higher grounds, but 

make his inquest for them in the vallies, for the Savages, 
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wars. Stricken by grief, he met a spirit who taught him 

a series of condolence rituals. He returned to his people 

preaching a new gospel of peace and power, and the 

condolence rituals he taught became the foundation 

for the Iroquois Confederacy. 

Once bound by these rituals, the Five Nations 

began acting together as a political confederacy. They 

avoided violence among themselves and became one of 

the most powerful Native American groups in the 

Northeast. The Iroquois did not recognize chiefs; 

instead, councils of sachems made decisions. These 

were matriarchal societies, with power inherited 

through female lines of authority. Women were influ-

ential in local councils, though men served as sachems, 

made war, and conducted diplomacy.

Along the southern coast of the region that would 

soon be called New England, a dense network of 

powerful chiefdoms — including the Narragansetts, 

Wampanoags, Mohegans, Pequots, and others —  

competed for resources and dominance. When the 

Dutch and English arrived, they were able to exploit 

these rivalries and play Indian groups against one 

another. Farther north, in northern New England and 

much of present-day Canada, the short growing season 

and thin, rocky soil were inhospitable to maize agricul-

ture. Here the native peoples were hunters and gather-

ers and therefore had smaller and more mobile com-

munities, though they were no less complex than their 

agriculturally oriented cousins. 

The Great Lakes To the west, Algonquian-speaking 

peoples dominated the Great Lakes. The tribal groups 

recognized by Europeans in this region included the 

Ottawas, Ojibwas, and Potawatomis. But collectively 

they thought of themselves as a single people: the 

Anishinaabe. Clan identities — beaver, otter, sturgeon, 

deer, and others — crosscut tribal affiliations and were 

in some ways more fundamental. The result was a 

social landscape that could be bewildering to outsiders. 

Here lived, one French official remarked, “an infinity of 

undiscovered nations.”

The extensive network of lakes and rivers, and the 

use of birchbark canoes, made Great Lakes peoples 

especially mobile. “They seem to have as many abodes 

as the year has seasons,” wrote one observer. They trav-

eled long distances to hunt and fish, to trade, or to join 

in important ceremonies or military alliances. Groups 

negotiated access to resources and travel routes. Instead 

of a map with clearly delineated tribal territories, it is 

best to imagine the Great Lakes as a porous region, 

where “political power and social identity took on mul-

tiple forms,” as one scholar has written. 

The Great Plains and Rockies Farther west lies the 

vast, arid steppe region known as the Great Plains, 

which was dominated by the hunting and gathering 

activities of small, dispersed groups. The geopolitics of 

the Plains Indians was transformed by a European 

import — the horse — long before Europeans them-

selves arrived. Livestock was introduced in the Spanish 

colony of New Mexico in the late sixteenth century, 

and from there horses gradually dispersed across the 

plains. Bison hunters who had previously relied on 

stealth became much more successful on horseback.

Indians on horseback were also more formidable 

opponents than their counterparts on foot, and some 

Plains peoples leveraged their control of horses to 

gain power over their neigh-

bors. The Comanches were a 

small Shoshonean band on the 

northern plains that migrated 

south in pursuit of horses. They 

became expert raiders, captur-

ing people and horses alike and 

trading them for weapons, food, 

clothing, and other necessities. 

Eventually they controlled a vast territory. From their 

humble origins, their skill in making war on horseback 

made the Comanches one of the region’s most formi-

dable peoples.

Similarly, horses allowed the Sioux, a confederation 

of seven distinct peoples who originated in present-day 

Minnesota, to move west and dominate a vast territory 

ranging from the Mississippi River to the Black Hills. 

The Crow Indians moved from the Missouri River to 

the eastern slope of the Rocky Mountains, where they 

became nomadic bison hunters. Beginning in the mid-

eighteenth century, they became horse breeders and 

traders as well.

In some places, farming communities were 

embedded within the much wider geographical range 

of hunter-gatherers. Thus the Hidatsa and Mandan 

Indians maintained settled agricultural villages along 

the Missouri River, while the more mobile Sioux dom-

inated the region around them. Similarly, the Caddo 

Indians, who lived on the edge of the southern plains, 

inhabited agricultural communities that were like 

islands in a sea of more mobile peoples.

Three broad swaths of Numic-speaking peoples 

occupied the Great Basin that separated the Rockies 

from the Sierra Mountains: Bannocks and Northern 

Paiutes in the north, Shoshones in the central basin, 

and Utes and Southern Paiutes in the south. Resources 

were varied and spread thin on the land. Kin-based 

bands traveled great distances to hunt bison along the 

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
How did landscape, 
climate, and resources 
influence the develop-
ment of Native American 
societies?
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Yellowstone River (where they shared territory with 

the Crows) and bighorn sheep in high altitudes, to fish 

for salmon, and to gather pine nuts when they were in 

season. Throughout the Great Basin, some groups 

adopted horses and became relatively powerful, while 

others remained foot-borne and impoverished in com-

parison with their more mobile neighbors.

The Arid Southwest In the part of North America 

that appears to be most hostile to agriculture —  

the canyon-laced country of the arid Southwest —  

surprisingly large farming settlements developed. 

Anasazi peoples were growing maize by the first cen-

tury a.d., earlier than anywhere else north of Mexico, 

and Pueblo cultures emerged around a.d. 600. By 

a.d. 1000, the Hohokams, Mogollons, and Anasazis (all 

Pueblo peoples) had developed irrigation systems to 

manage scarce water, enabling them to build sizable 

villages and towns of adobe and rock that were often 

molded to sheer canyon walls. Chaco Canyon, in mod-

ern New Mexico, supported a dozen large Anasazi 

towns, while beyond the canyon a network of roads 

tied these settlements together with hundreds of small 

Anasazi villages. 

Extended droughts and soil exhaustion caused the 

abandonment of Chaco Canyon and other large settle-

ments in the Southwest after 1150, but smaller com-

munities still dotted the landscape when the first 

Europeans arrived. It was the Spanish who called these 

groups Pueblo Indians: pueblo means “town” in 

Spanish, and the name refers to their distinctive build-

ing style. When Europeans arrived, Pueblo peoples, 

including the Acomas, Zuñis, Tewas, and Hopis, were 

found throughout much of modern New Mexico, 

Arizona, and western Texas. 

The Pacific Coast Hunter-gatherers inhabited the 

Pacific coast. Before the arrival of the Spanish, 

California was home to more than 300,000 people, 

subdivided into dozens of small, localized groups and 

speaking at least a hundred distinct languages. This 

diversity of languages and cultures discouraged inter-

marriage and kept these societies independent. Despite 

these differences, many groups did share common 

characteristics, including clearly defined social hierar-

chies separating elites from commoners. They gathered 

acorns and other nuts and seeds, caught fish and shell-

fish, and hunted game.

The Pacific Northwest also supported a dense pop-

ulation that was divided into many distinct groups who 

controlled small territories and spoke different lan-

guages. Their stratified societies were ruled by wealthy 

families. To maintain control of their territories, the 

more powerful nations, including the Chinooks, Coast 

Salishes, Haidas, and Tlingits, nurtured strong warrior 

traditions. They developed sophisticated fishing tech-

nologies and crafted oceangoing dugout canoes, made 

from enormous cedar trees, that ranged up to 60 feet 

in length. Their distinctive material culture included 

large longhouses that were home to dozens of people 

and totem poles representing clan lineages or local 

legends.

Patterns of Trade 
Expansive trade networks tied together regions and 

carried valuable goods hundreds and even thousands 

of miles. Trade goods included food and raw materials, 

tools, ritual artifacts, and decorative goods. Trade 

enriched diets, enhanced economies, and allowed the 

powerful to set themselves apart with luxury items.

Anasazi Ladle

Crafted between A.D. 1300 and 1600 and 
found in a site in central Arizona, this 
Anasazi dipper was coiled and molded by 
hand and painted with a geometric motif. 
Anasazi pottery is abundant in archaeologi-
cal sites, thanks in part to the Southwest’s 
dry climate. Clay vessels and ladles helped 
Anasazi peoples handle water — one of 
their most precious resources — with care. 
National Museum of the American Indian, 
Smithsonian Institution.
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In areas where Indians specialized in a particular 

economic activity, regional trade networks allowed 

them to share resources. Thus nomadic hunters of the 

southern plains, including the Navajos and Apaches, 

conducted annual trade fairs with Pueblo farmers, 

exchanging hides and meat for maize, pottery, and cot-

ton blankets. Similar patterns of exchange occurred 

throughout the Great Plains, wherever hunters and 

farmers coexisted. In some parts of North America, a 

regional trade in war captives who were offered as 

slaves helped to sustain friendly relations among neigh-

boring groups. One such network developed in the 

Upper Mississippi River basin, where Plains Indian cap-

tives were traded, or given as diplomatic gifts, to Ottawas 

and other Great Lakes and eastern woodlands peoples.

Across longer distances, rare and valuable objects 

traveled through networks that spanned much of the 

continent. Great Lakes copper, Rocky Mountain mica, 

jasper from Pennsylvania, obsidian from New Mexico 

and Wyoming, and pipestone from the Midwest have 

all been found in archaeological sites hundreds of miles 

from their points of origin. Seashells — often shaped 

and polished into beads and other artifacts — traveled 

hundreds of miles inland. Grizzly bear claws and eagle 

feathers were prized, high-status objects. After 

European contact, Indian hunters often traveled long 

distances to European trading posts to trade for cloth, 

iron tools, and weapons.

Within Native American groups, powerful leaders 

controlled a disproportionate share of wealth and 

redistributed it to prove their generosity and strengthen 

their authority. In small, kin-based bands, the strongest 

hunters possessed the most food, and sharing it was 

essential. In chiefdoms, rulers filled the same role, 

often collecting the wealth of a community and then 

redistributing it to their followers. Powhatan, the 

powerful Chesapeake Bay chief, reportedly collected 

nine-tenths of the produce of the communities he 

oversaw — “skins, beads, copper, pearls, deer, turkeys, 

wild beasts, and corn” — but then gave much of it back 

to his subordinates. His generosity was considered a 

mark of good leadership. In the Pacific Northwest, the 

Chinook word potlatch refers to periodic festivals in 

which wealthy residents gave away belongings to 

friends, family, and followers.

Sacred Power
Most Native North Americans were animists who 

believed that the natural world was suffused with spir-

itual power. They sought to understand the world by 

interpreting dreams and visions, and their rituals 

appeased guardian spirits that could ensure successful 

hunts and other forms of good fortune. Although their 

views were subject to countless local variations, certain 

patterns were widespread.

Women and men interacted differently with these 

spiritual forces. In agricultural communities, women 

grew crops and maintained hearth, home, and village. 

Native American conceptions of female power linked 

their bodies’ generative functions with the earth’s fertility, 

and rituals like the Green Corn Ceremony — a summer 

ritual of purification and renewal — helped to sustain 

the life-giving properties of the world around them.

For men, spiritual power was invoked in hunting 

and war. To ensure success in hunting, men took care 

Chilkat Tlingit Bowl 

This bowl in the form of a brown bear, 
which dates to the mid-nineteenth cen- 
tury, is made of alder wood and inlaid 
with snail shells. The brown bear is a 
Tlingit clan totem. Animal-form bowls like 
this one, which express an affinity with 
nonhuman creatures, are a common 
feature of Tlingit culture. National Museum 
of the American Indian, Smithsonian Institution.



18 PART 1  TRANSFORMATIONS OF NORTH AMERICA, 1450–1700

not to offend the spirits of the ani-

mals they killed. They performed 

rituals before, during, and after a 

hunt to acknowledge the power of 

those guardian spirits, and they 

believed that, when an animal had 

been killed properly, its spirit 

would rise from the earth unharmed. Success in hunt-

ing and prowess in war were both interpreted as signs 

of sacred protection and power. 

Ideas about war varied widely. War could be fought 

for geopolitical reasons — to gain ground against an 

enemy — but for many groups, warfare was a crucial 

rite of passage for young men, and raids were con-

ducted to allow warriors to prove themselves in battle. 

Motives for war could be highly personal; war was 

often more like a blood feud between families than a 

contest between nations. If a community lost warriors 

in battle, it often retaliated by capturing or killing a like 

number of warriors in response — a so-called mourn-

ing war. Some captives were adopted into new commu-

nities, while others were enslaved or tortured. 

Western Europe: The Edge 
of the Old World
In 1450, Western Europe lay at the far fringe of the 

Eurasian and African continents. It had neither the 

powerful centralized empires nor the hunter-gatherer 

bands and semisedentary societies of the Americas; it 

was, instead, a patchwork of roughly equivalent king-

doms, duchies, and republics vying with one another 

and struggling to reach out effectively to the rest of the 

world. No one would have predicted that Europeans 

would soon become overlords of the Western 

Hemisphere. A thousand years after the fall of the 

Roman Empire, Europe’s populations still relied on 

subsistence agriculture and were never far from the 

specter of famine. Moreover, around 1350, a deadly 

plague introduced from Central Asia — the Black 

Death — had killed one-third of Europe’s population. 

The lives of ordinary people were afflicted by poverty, 

disease, and uncertainty, and the future looked as diffi-

cult and dark as the past.

Hierarchy and Authority
In traditional hierarchical societies — American or 

European — authority came from above. In Europe, 

kings and princes owned vast tracts of land, forcibly 

conscripted men for military service, and lived off the 

peasantry’s labor. Yet monarchs were far from supreme: 

local nobles also owned large estates and controlled 

hundreds of peasant families. Collectively, these nobles 

challenged royal authority with both their military 

power and their legislative institutions, such as the 

French parlements and the English House of Lords.

Just as kings and nobles ruled society, men gov-

erned families. These were patriarchies, in which prop-

erty and social identity descended in male family lines. 

Rich or poor, the man was the head of the house, his 

power justified by the teachings of the Christian 

Church. As one English clergyman put it, “The woman 

is a weak creature not embued with like strength and 

constancy of mind”; law and custom “subjected her to 

the power of man.” Once married, an Englishwoman 

assumed her husband’s surname, submitted to his 

orders, and surrendered the right to her property. 

When he died, she received a dower, usually the use 

during her lifetime of one-third of the family’s land and 

goods.

Men also controlled the lives of their children, who 

usually worked for their father into their middle or late 

twenties. Then landowning peasants would give land 

to their sons and dowries to their daughters and choose 

marriage partners of appropriate wealth and status. 

In many regions, fathers bestowed all their land on 

their eldest son — a practice known as primogeniture — 

forcing many younger children to join the ranks of the 

roaming poor. Few men and even fewer women had 

much personal freedom.

Hierarchy and authority prevailed in traditional 

European society because of the power held by estab-

lished institutions — nobility, church, and village — and 

because, in a violent and unpredictable world, they 

offered ordinary people a measure of security. Carried 

by migrants to America, these security-conscious insti-

tutions would shape the character of family and society 

well into the eighteenth century.

Peasant Society
In 1450, most Europeans were peasants, farmworkers 

who lived in small villages surrounded by fields farmed 

cooperatively by different families. On manorial lands, 

farming rights were given in exchange for labor on the 

lord’s estate, an arrangement that turned peasants into 

serfs. Gradually, obligatory manorial services gave way 

to paying rent, or, as in France, landownership. Once 

freed from the obligation to labor for their farming 

rights, European farmers began to produce surpluses 

and created local market economies.

UNDERSTAND POINTS 
OF VIEW 
How did Native Americans’ 
conceptions of the spiritual 
world influence their daily 
lives?
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As with Native Americans, the rhythm of life fol-

lowed the seasons. In March, villagers began the 

exhausting work of plowing and then planting wheat, 

rye, and oats. During the spring, the men sheared 

wool, which the women washed and spun into yarn. 

In June, peasants cut hay and stored it as winter fodder 

for their livestock. During the summer, life was more 

relaxed, and families repaired their houses and barns. 

Fall brought the harvest, followed by solemn feasts of 

thanksgiving and riotous bouts of merrymaking. As 

winter approached, peasants slaughtered excess live-

stock and salted or smoked the meat. During the cold 

months, they threshed grain and wove textiles, visited 

friends and relatives, and celebrated the winter sol-

stice or the birth of Christ. Just before the cycle began 

again in the spring, they held carnivals, celebrating 

with drink and dance the end of the long winter 

(Figure 1.1). 

For most peasants, survival meant constant labor, 

and poverty corroded family relationships. Mal-

nourished mothers fed their babies sparingly, calling 

them “greedy and gluttonous,” and many newborn 

girls were “helped to die” so that their brothers would 

have enough to eat. Half of all peasant children died 

before the age of twenty-one, victims of malnourish-

ment and disease. Many peasants drew on strong reli-

gious beliefs, “counting blessings” and accepting their 

harsh existence. Others hoped for a better life. It was 

the peasants of Spain, Germany, and Britain who 

would supply the majority of white migrants to the 

Western Hemisphere.

Expanding Trade Networks
In the millennium before contact with the Americas, 

Western Europe was the barbarian fringe of the civi-

lized world. In the Mediterranean basin, Arab scholars 

carried on the legacy of Byzantine 

civilization, which had preserved 

the achievements of the Greeks 

and Romans in medicine, philos-

ophy, mathematics, astronomy, 

and geo graphy, while merchants 

controlled trade in the Mediter-

ranean, Africa, and the Near East. 

This control gave them access to 

spices from India and silks, magnetic compasses, 

water-powered mills, and mechanical clocks from 

China. 

In the twelfth century, merchants from the Italian 

city-states of Genoa, Florence, Pisa, and especially 

Venice began to push their way into the Arab-

dominated trade routes of the Mediterranean. Trading 

in Alexandria, Beirut, and other eastern Mediterranean 

ports, they carried the luxuries of Asia into European 

markets. At its peak, Venice had a merchant fleet of 

more than three thousand ships. This enormously prof-

itable commerce created wealthy merchants, bankers, 

and textile manufacturers who expanded trade, lent 

vast sums of money, and spurred technological innova-

tion in silk and wool production. 

Italian moneyed elites ruled their city-states as 

republics, states that had no prince or king but instead 
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FIGURE 1.1
The Yearly Rhythm of Rural Life and Death

The annual cycle of nature profoundly 
affected life in the traditional agricul- 
tural world. The death rate soared by 20 
percent in February (from viruses) and 
September (from fly-borne dysentery). 
Summer was the healthiest season, with 
the fewest deaths and the most successful 
conceptions (as measured by births nine 
months later). A value of 100 indicates an 
equal number of deaths and conceptions.

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST 
In what ways were 
the lives of Europeans 
similar to and different 
from those of Native 
Americans? 
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were governed by merchant coalitions. They celebrated 

civic humanism, an ideology that praised public virtue 

and service to the state and in time profoundly influ-

enced European and American conceptions of govern-

ment. They sponsored great artists — Michelangelo, 

Leonardo da Vinci, and others — who produced an 

unprecedented flowering of genius. Historians have 

labeled the arts and learning associated with this 

cultural transformation from 1300 to 1450 the 

Renaissance.
The economic revolution that began in Italy spread 

slowly to northern and western Europe. England’s 

principal export was woolen cloth, which was prized in 

the colder parts of the continent 

but had less appeal in southern 

Europe and beyond. Northern 

Europe had its own trade system, 

controlled by an alliance of mer-

chant communities called the 

Hanseatic League centered on the 

Baltic and North seas, which dealt 

in timber, furs, wheat and rye, honey, wax, and amber.

As trade picked up in Europe, merchants and arti-

sans came to dominate its growing cities and towns. 

While the Italian city-states ruled themselves without 

having a powerful monarch to contend with, in much 

of Europe the power of merchants stood in tension 

with that of kings and nobles. In general, the rise of 

commerce favored the power of kings at the expense of 

the landed nobility. The kings of Western Europe estab-

lished royal law courts that gradually eclipsed the 

manorial courts controlled by nobles; they also built 

bureaucracies that helped them centralize power while 

they forged alliances with merchants and urban arti-

sans. Monarchs allowed merchants to trade through-

out their realms; granted privileges to guilds, or artisan 

organizations that regulated trades; and safeguarded 

commercial transactions, thereby encouraging domes-

tic manufacturing and foreign trade. In return, they 

extracted taxes from towns and loans from merchants 

to support their armies and officials.

Myths, Religions, and Holy Warriors
The oldest European religious beliefs drew on a form of 

animism similar to that of Native Americans, which 

held that the natural world — the sun, wind, stones, 

animals — was animated by spiritual forces. As in 

North America, such beliefs led ancient European 

peoples to develop localized cults of knowledge and 

spiritual practice. Wise men and women developed rit-

uals to protect their communities, ensure abundant 

harvests, heal illnesses, and bring misfortunes to their 

enemies.

Procession in St. Mark’s Square in Venice, 1496

Venice was one of the world’s great trading centers in the fifteenth century. Its merchant houses connected 
Europe to Asia and the Middle East, while its complex republican government aroused both admiration and 
mistrust. Here, Venetian painter Gentile Bellini (c. 1429–1507) depicts a diplomatic procession celebrating the 
League of Venice, a union of European states opposed to French expansion into Italy. Galleria dell ’Accademia, 
Venice, Italy/Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library.

TRACE CHANGE 
OVER TIME 
How did the growth of 
commerce shift the struc-
ture of power in European 
societies?
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The pagan traditions of Greece and Rome overlaid 

animism with elaborate myths about gods interacting 

directly with the affairs of human beings. As the Roman 

Empire expanded, it built temples to its gods wherever 

it planted new settlements. Thus peoples throughout 

Europe, North Africa, and the Near East were exposed 

to the Roman pantheon. Soon the teachings of 

Christianity began to flow in these same channels.

The Rise of Christianity Christianity, which grew 

out of Jewish monotheism (the belief in one god), held 

that Jesus Christ was himself divine. As an institution, 

Christianity benefitted enormously from the conver-

sion of the Roman emperor Constantine in a.d. 312. 

Prior to that time, Christians were an underground 

sect at odds with the Roman Empire. After Constantine’s 

conversion, Christianity became Rome’s official reli-

gion, temples were abandoned or remade into churches, 

and noblemen who hoped to retain their influence 

converted to the new state religion. For centuries, the 

Roman Catholic Church was the great unifying institu-

tion in Western Europe. The pope in Rome headed a 

vast hierarchy of cardinals, bishops, and priests. 

Catholic theologians preserved Latin, the language of 

classical scholarship, and imbued kingship with divine 

power. Christian dogma provided a common under-

standing of God and human history, and the authority 

of the Church buttressed state institutions. Every vil-

lage had a church, and holy shrines served as points of 

contact with the sacred world. Often those shrines had 

their origins in older, animist practices, now largely 

forgotten and replaced with Christian ritual. 

Christian doctrine penetrated deeply into the every-

day lives of peasants. While animist traditions held that 

spiritual forces were alive in the natural world, Christian 

priests taught that the natural world was flawed and 

fallen. Spiritual power came from outside nature, from 

a supernatural God who had sent his divine son, Jesus 

The Last Judgment, 1467–1471 

Death — and their fate in the after-
life — loomed large in the minds of 
fifteenth-century Christians, and artists 
depicted their hopes and fears in vividly 
rendered scenes. In this painting by the 
German-Flemish artist Hans Memling 
(c. 1433–1494), Christ and his apostles sit 
in judgment as the world ends and the 
dead rise from their graves. The archangel 
Michael weighs the souls of the dead in a 
balance to determine their final fate: 
either eternal life with God in heaven or 
everlasting punishment in hell. Erich Lessing/
Art Resource, NY.
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Christ, into the world to save humanity from its sins. 

The Christian Church devised a religious calendar that 

transformed animist festivals into holy days. The win-

ter solstice, which had for millennia marked the return 

of the sun, became the feast of Christmas.

The Church also taught that Satan, a wicked super-

natural being, was constantly challenging God by 

tempting people to sin. People who spread here-
sies — doctrines that were inconsistent with the teach-

ings of the Church — were seen as the tools of Satan, 

and suppressing false doctrines became an obligation 

of Christian rulers.

The Crusades In their work suppressing false 

doctrines, Christian rulers were also obliged to com-

bat Islam, the religion whose followers considered 

Muhammad to be God’s last prophet. Islam’s reach 

expanded until it threatened European Christendom. 

Following the death of Muhammad in a.d. 632, the 

newly converted Arab peoples of North Africa used 

force and fervor to spread the Muslim faith into sub-

Saharan Africa, India, and Indonesia, as well as deep 

into Spain and the Balkan regions of Europe. Between 

a.d. 1096 and 1291, Christian armies undertook a 

series of Crusades to reverse the Muslim advance in 

Europe and win back the holy lands where Christ had 

lived. Under the banner of the pope and led by Europe’s 

Christian monarchs, crusading armies aroused great 

waves of popular piety as they marched off to combat. 

New orders of knights, like the Knights Templar and 

the Teutonic Knights, were created to support them.

The crusaders had some military successes, but 

their most profound impact was on European society. 

Religious warfare intensified Europe’s Christian iden-

tity and prompted the persecution of Jews and their 

expulsion from many European countries. The 

Crusades also introduced Western European merchants 

to the trade routes that stretched from Constantinople 

to China along the Silk Road and from the Medi-

terranean Sea through the Persian Gulf to the Indian 

Ocean. And crusaders encountered sugar for the first 

time. Returning soldiers brought it back from the 

Middle East, and as Europeans began to conquer terri-

tory in the eastern Mediterranean, they experimented 

with raising it themselves. These early experiments with 

sugar would have a profound 

impact on European enterprise 

in the Americas — and European 

involvement with the African 

slave trade — in the centuries to 

come. By 1450, Western Europe 

remained relatively isolated from 

the centers of civilization in Eurasia and Africa, but the 

Crusades and the rise of Italian merchant houses had 

introduced it to a wider world. 

The Reformation In 1517, Martin Luther, a Ger-

man monk and professor at the university in Witten-

berg, took up the cause of reform in the Catholic 

Church. Luther’s Ninety-five Theses condemned the 

Church for many corrupt practices. More radically, 

Luther downplayed the role of the clergy as mediators 

between God and believers and said that Christians 

must look to the Bible, not to the Church, as the ulti-

mate authority in matters of faith. So that every literate 

German could read the Bible, previously available only 

in Latin, Luther translated it into German.

Meanwhile, in Geneva, Switzerland, French theolo-

gian John Calvin established a rigorous Protestant 

regime. Even more than Luther, Calvin stressed human 

weakness and God’s omnipotence. His Institutes of the 

Christian Religion (1536) depicted God as an absolute 

sovereign. Calvin preached the doctrine of predestina-
tion, the idea that God chooses certain people for sal-

vation before they are born and condemns the rest 

to eternal damnation. In Geneva, he set up a model 

Christian community and placed spiritual authority in 

ministers who ruled the city, prohibiting frivolity and 

luxury. “We know,” wrote Calvin, “that man is of so 

perverse and crooked a nature, that everyone would 

scratch out his neighbor’s eyes if there were no bridle to 

hold them in.” Calvin’s authoritarian doctrine won 

converts all over Europe, including the Puritans in 

Scotland and England.

Luther’s criticisms triggered a war between the 

Holy Roman Empire and the northern principalities 

in Germany, and soon the controversy between the 

Roman Catholic Church and radical reformers like 

Luther and Calvin spread throughout much of Western 

Europe. The Protestant Reformation, as this move-

ment came to be called, triggered a Counter-
Reformation in the Catholic Church that sought 

change from within and created new monastic and 

missionary orders, including the Jesuits (founded in 

1540), who saw themselves as soldiers of Christ. The 

competition between these divergent Christian tradi-

tions did much to shape European colonization of the 

Americas. Roman Catholic powers — Spain, Portugal, 

and France — sought to win souls in the Americas for 

the Church, while Protestant nations — England and 

the Netherlands — viewed the Catholic Church as cor-

rupt and exploitative and hoped instead to create 

godly communities attuned to the true gospel of 

Christianity.

TRACE CHANGE 
OVER TIME 
How did the growing 
influence of the Christian 
Church affect events in 
Europe?
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West and Central Africa: 
Origins of the Atlantic 
Slave Trade
Homo sapiens originated in Africa. Numerous civiliza-

tions had already risen and fallen there, and contacts 

with the Near East and the Mediterranean were millen-

nia old, when Western Europeans began sailing down 

its Atlantic coast. Home to perhaps 100 million in 

1400, Africa was divided by the vast expanse of the 

Sahara. North Africa bordered on the Mediterranean, 

and its peoples fell under the domination of Christian 

Byzantium until the seventh century, when Muslim 

conquests brought the region under Islamic influence. 

In its coastal seaports, the merchandise of Asia, the 

Near East, Africa, and Europe converged. South of the 

Sahara, by contrast, the societies of West and Central 

Africa bordering on the Atlantic were relatively iso-

lated. After 1400, that would quickly change. 

Empires, Kingdoms, and Ministates 
West Africa — the part of the continent that bulges into 

the Atlantic — can be visualized as a broad horizontal 

swath divided into three climatic zones. The Sahel is 

the mostly flat, semiarid zone immediately south of the 

Sahara. Below it lies the savanna, a grassland region 

dotted with trees and shrubs. South of the savanna, in 

a band 200 to 300 miles wide along the West African 

coast, lies a tropical rain forest. A series of four major 

watersheds — the Senegal, Gambia, Volta, and Niger — 

dominate West Africa (Map 1.3). 

Sudanic civilization took root at the eastern end 

of West Africa beginning around 9000 b.c. and trav-

eled westward. Sudanic peoples domesticated cattle 

(8500–7500 b.c.) and cultivated sorghum and millet 

(7500–7000 b.c.). Over several thousand years, these 

peoples developed a distinctive style of pottery, began 

to cultivate and weave cotton (6500–3500 b.c.), and 

invented techniques for working copper and iron 

(2500–1000 b.c.). Sudanic civilization had its own tra-

dition of monotheism distinct from that of Christians, 

Muslims, and Jews. Most Sudanic peoples in West 

Africa lived in stratified states ruled by kings and 

princes who were regarded as divine.

From these cultural origins, three great empires 

arose in succession in the northern savanna. The first, 

the Ghana Empire, appeared sometime around a.d. 

800. Ghana capitalized on the recently domesticated 

camel to pioneer trade routes across the Sahara to 

North Africa, where Ghana traders carried the wealth 

of West Africa. The Ghana Empire gave way to the Mali 

Empire in the thirteenth century, which was eclipsed in 

turn by the Songhai Empire in the fifteenth century. All 

three empires were composed of smaller vassal king-

doms, not unlike the Aztec and Inca empires, and 

relied on military might to control their valuable trade 

routes. 

Gold, abundant in West Africa, was the corner-

stone of power and an indispensable medium of inter-

national trade. By 1450, West African traders had 

carried so much of it across the Sahara that it consti-

tuted one-half to two-thirds of all the gold in circula-

tion in Europe, North Africa, and Asia. Mansa Musa, 

the tenth emperor of Mali, was a devout Muslim 

famed for his construction projects and his support of 

mosques and schools. In 1326, he embarked on a pil-

grimage to Mecca with a vast retinue that crossed the 

Sahara and passed through Egypt. They spent so much 

gold along the way that the region’s money supply was 

devalued for more than a decade after their visit.

To the south of these empires, the lower savanna 

and tropical rain forest of West Africa were home to a 

complex mosaic of kingdoms that traded among them-

selves and with the empires to the north. In such a 

densely populated, resource-rich region, they also 

fought frequently in a competition for local power. A 

few of these coastal kingdoms were quite large in size, 

but most were small enough that they have been 

termed ministates by historians. Comparable to the 

city-states of Italy, they were often about the size of a 

modern-day county in the United States. The tropical 

ecosystem prevented them from raising livestock, since 

the tsetse fly (which carries a parasite deadly to live-

stock) was endemic to the region, 

as was malaria. In place of the 

grain crops of the savanna, these 

peoples pioneered the cultivation 

of yams; they also gathered 

resources from the rivers and 

seacoast.

Trans-Saharan and Coastal Trade 
For centuries, the primary avenue of trade for West 

Africans passed through the Ghana, Mali, and Songhai 

empires, whose power was based on the monopoly 

they enjoyed over the trans-Saharan trade. Their 

caravans carried West African goods — including 

gold, copper, salt, and slaves — from the south to the 

north across the Sahara, then returned with textiles 

and other foreign goods. For the smaller states clustered 

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST 
How do the states of 
the savanna compare to 
those of the Americas and 
Europe?
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along the West African coast, merchandise originating 

in the world beyond the Sahara was scarce and expen-

sive, while markets for their own products were 

limited.

Beginning in the mid-fifteenth century, a newly 

opening coastal trade with Europeans offered many 

West African peoples a welcome alternative. As 

European sailors made their way along the coast of 

West and then Central Africa, they encountered a 

bewilderingly complicated political landscape. Around 

the mouths of the Senegal and Gambia rivers, numer-

ous Mande-speaking states controlled access to the 

trade routes into the interior. Proceeding farther along 

the coast, they encountered the Akan states, a region 

of several dozen independent but culturally linked 

peoples. The Akan states had goldfields of their own, 

and this region soon became known to Europeans as 

the Gold Coast. East of the Akan states lay the Bight of 

Benin, which became an early center of the slave trade 

and thus came to be called the Slave Coast. Bending 
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MAP 1.3 
West Africa and the Mediterranean in the Fifteenth Century

Trade routes across the Sahara had long connected West Africa with the Mediterranean region. 
Gold, ivory, and slaves moved north and east; fine textiles, spices, and the Muslim faith traveled 
south. Beginning in the 1430s, the Portuguese opened up maritime trade with the coastal regions 
of West Africa, which were home to many peoples and dozens of large and small states. Over the 
next century, the movement of gold and slaves into the Atlantic would surpass that across the 
Sahara.
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south, fifteenth-century sailors encountered the King-

dom of Kongo in Central Africa, the largest state on the 

Atlantic seaboard, with a coastline that ran for some 

250 miles. It was here in 1578 that Duarte Lopez visited 

the capital city of more than 100,000 residents. 

Wherever they went ashore along this route, European 

traders had to negotiate contacts on local terms 

(Thinking Like a Historian, p. 26). 

The Spirit World
Some West Africans who lived immediately south 

of the Sahara — the Fulanis in Senegal, the Mande-

speakers in Mali, and the Hausas in northern 

Nigeria — learned about Islam from Arab merchants 

and Muslim leaders called imams. Converts to Islam 

knew the Koran and worshipped only a single God. 

Some of their cities, like Timbuktu, the legendary com-

mercial center on the Niger River, became centers of 

Islamic learning and instruction. But most West 

Africans acknowledged multiple gods, as well as spirits 

that lived in the earth, animals, and plants. 

Like animists in the Americas and Europe, African 

communities had wise men and women adept at 

manipulating these forces for good or ill. The Sudanic 

tradition of divine kingship persisted, and many 

people believed that their kings could contact the spirit 

world. West Africans treated their ancestors with great 

respect, believing that the dead resided in a nearby spir-

itual realm and interceded in their lives. Most West 

African peoples had secret societies, such as the Poro 

for men and the Sande for women, 

that united people from different 

lineages and clans. These societies 

conducted rituals that celebrated 

male virility and female fertility. 

“Without children you are naked,” 

said a Yoruba proverb. Happy was 

the man with a big household, many wives, many chil-

dren, and many relatives — and, in a not very different 

vein, many slaves.

Exploration and Conquest
European engagement with the wider Atlantic world 

began around 1400, when the Portuguese monarchy 

propelled Europe into overseas expansion. Portugal 

soon took a leading role in the African slave trade, 

while the newly unified kingdom of Spain undertook 

Europe’s first conquests in the Americas. These two ven-

tures, though not initially linked, eventually became 

cornerstones in the creation of the “Atlantic World.”

Portuguese Expansion
As a young soldier fighting North African Moors with 

the Crusading Order of Christ, Prince Henry of 

Portugal (1394–1460) learned of Arab merchants’ rich 

trade in gold and slaves across the Sahara. Seeking a 

maritime route to the source of this trade in West 

Africa, Henry founded a center for oceanic navigation. 

Henry’s mariners, challenged to find a way through the 

treacherous waters off the northwest African coast, 

designed a better-handling vessel, the caravel, rigged 

with a lateen (triangular) sail that enabled the ship to 

tack into the wind. This innovation allowed them to 

sail far into the Atlantic, where they discovered and 

colonized the Madeira and Azore islands. From there, 

they sailed in 1435 to sub-Saharan Sierra Leone, where 

they exchanged salt, wine, and fish for African ivory 

and gold.

Terracotta Figure from Mali 

Dating to the thirteenth or fourteenth century, this terracotta 
figure came from an archaeological site near Djenna. The 
rider wears a large, ornate necklace, while the horse has a 
decorative covering on its head. The Mali Empire relied on a 
large cavalry to expand and defend its borders, and the horse 
was an important symbol of Mali’s wealth and power. Werner 
Forman/Art Resource, NY.

PLACE EVENTS IN 
CONTEXT 
Why were West African 
leaders eager to engage in 
trade with Europeans?
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Colliding Cultures 

T H I N K I N G  L I K E 
A  H I S T O R I A N 

Carefully consider each of the objects or texts below. What meanings might 
you — thinking like a historian — impart to them?

1. Mississippian warrior gorget (neck guard), A.D. 
1250–1350. 

does he miss what he shoots at. If the arrow does not find 

armor, it penetrates as deeply as a crossbow. The bows are 

very long and the arrows are made of certain reeds like 

canes, very heavy and so tough that a sharpened cane 

passes through a shield. Some are pointed with a fish 

bone, as sharp as an awl, and others with a certain stone 

like a diamond point.

3. Duarte Lopez, A Report on the Kingdom of Kongo, 
1591. A Portuguese explorer’s account of his travels 
in southern Africa in the sixteenth century. 

[T]he Kingdom of Sofala lies between the two rivers, 

Magnice and Cuama, on the sea-coast. It is small in size, 

and has but few villages and towns. . . . It is peopled by 

Mohammedans, and the king himself belongs to the same 

sect. He pays allegiance to the crown of Portugal, in order 

not to be subject to the government of Monomotapa 

[Mutapa]. On this account the Portuguese have a fortress 

at the mouth of the River Cuama, trading with those 

countries in gold, amber, and ivory, all found on that 

coast, as well as in slaves, and giving in exchange silk 

stuffs and taffetas. . . . It is said, that from these regions 

the gold was brought by sea which served for Solomon’s 

Temple at Jerusalem, a fact by no means improbable, for 

in these countries of Monomotapa are found several 

ancient buildings of stone, brick, and wood, and of such 

wonderful workmanship, and architecture, as is nowhere 

seen in the surrounding provinces. 

The Kingdom of Monomotapa is extensive, and has a 

large population of Pagan heathens, who are black, of 

middle stature, swift of foot, and in battle fight with great 

bravery, their weapons being bows and arrows, and light 

darts. There are numerous kings tributary to Monomo-

tapa, who constantly rebel and wage war against it. The 

Emperor maintains large armies, which in the provinces 

are divided into legions, after the manner of the Romans, 

for, being a great ruler, he must be at constant warfare in 

order to maintain his dominion. Amongst his warriors, 

those most renowned for bravery, are the female legions, 

greatly valued by the Emperor, being the sinews of his 

military strength. 

Source: The National Museum of the American Indian/George Gustav Heye 
Center/New York, NY William E. Meyer Collection 15/853.

2. Portuguese officer’s account of de Soto’s expedi-
tion, 1557. This excerpt describes Indian resistance 
in the face of de Soto’s campaign of conquest 
against Indians in the southeastern United States. 

[Spanish soldiers] went over a swampy land where the 

horsemen could not go. A half league from camp they 

came upon some Indian huts near the river; [but] the 

people who were inside them plunged into the river. They 

captured four Indian women, and twenty Indians came at 

us and attacked us so stoutly that we had to retreat to the 

camp, because of their being (as they are) so skillful with 

their weapons. Those people are so warlike and so quick 

that they make no account of foot soldiers; for if these go 

for them, they flee, and when their adversaries turn their 

backs they are immediately on them. The farthest they 

flee is the distance of an arrow shot. They are never quiet 

but always running and crossing from one side to another 

so that the crossbows or the arquebuses can not be aimed 

at them; and before a crossbowman can fire a shot, an 

Indian can shoot three or four arrows, and very seldom 
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4. Benin figurine of a Portuguese soldier from the 
seventeenth century. This brass figure would have 
been kept on an altar or on the roof of the royal 
palace of Benin. 

ANALYZING THE EVIDENCE
1. What can you infer about cultural values among Missis-

sippian peoples from source 1? About the cultural values 
of the Spanish and Portuguese from sources 5 and 6? 
What can’t you infer from these objects?

2. How does de Soto describe the native peoples he 
encounters in Florida (source 2)? How does that com-
pare to the traits of the African kingdoms that Lopez 
comments upon in source 3? Why might the king 
of Sofala prefer a Portuguese alliance to subjection 
to Monomotapa?

3. What does source 4 suggest about Benin relations with 
the Portuguese?

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
What do these sources tell us about the ways Native Ameri-
cans, Europeans, and Africans thought about themselves, 
perceived one another, and capitalized on cross-cultural 
exchanges as they came into sustained contact? Write a 
short essay that considers the connection between the 
impulses of warfare and commerce, which appear again 
and again in contact settings.

6. Sixteenth- or seventeenth-century Spanish silver 
real. Spain minted enormous quantities of Ameri-
can silver; much of it was shipped to Manila, where 
it was exchanged for Asian luxury goods. 

Source: © The Trustees of the British Museum/Art Resource, NY.

5. Sixteenth-century Portuguese coin made from 
African gold. Before the discovery of the Americas, 
half of the Old World’s gold came from sub-
Saharan Africa. 

Source: © The Trustees of the British Museum/Art Resource, NY.

Source: © RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, NY.

Sources: (2) John E. Worth, “Account of the Northern Conquest and Discovery of 

Hernando de Soto by Rodrigo Rangel,” trans. John E. Worth, in Lawrence A. Clayton et 

al., eds., The De Soto Chronicles: The Expedition of Hernando de Soto to North America 

in 1539–1543 (University of Alabama Press, 1993), 59; (3) Filippo Pigafetta, A Report of 

the Kingdom of Congo, trans. Margarite Hutchinson (London: John Murray, 1881), 

117–119. 
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Henry’s efforts were soon joined to those of Italian 

merchants, who were being forced out of eastern 

Mediterranean trade routes by the rising power of the 

Ottoman Empire. Cut off from Asia, Genoese traders 

sought an Atlantic route to the lucrative markets of the 

Indian Ocean. They began to work with Portuguese 

and Castilian mariners and monarchs to finance trad-

ing voyages, and the African coast and its offshore 

islands opened to their efforts. European voyagers dis-

covered the Canaries, the Cape Verde Islands, and São 

Tomé; all of them became laboratories for the expan-

sion of Mediterranean agriculture.

On these Atlantic islands, planters transformed 

local ecosystems to experiment 

with a variety of familiar cash 

crops: wheat, wine grapes, and 

woad, a blue dye plant; livestock 

and honeybees; and, where the 

climate permitted, sugar. By 1500, 

Madeira was producing 2,500 metric tons a year, 

and Madeira sugar was available — in small, expensive 

quantities — in London, Paris, Rome, and Constan-

tinople. Most of the islands were unpopulated. The 

Canaries were the exception; it took Castilian adven-

turers decades to conquer the Guanches who lived 

there. Once defeated, they were enslaved to labor in the 

Canaries or on Madeira, where they carved irrigation 

canals into the island’s steep rock cliffs.

Europeans made no such inroads on the continent 

of Africa itself. The coastal kingdoms were well 

defended, and yellow fever, malaria, and dysentery 

quickly struck down Europeans who spent any time in 

the interior of West Africa. Instead they maintained 

small, fortified trading posts on offshore islands or 

along the coast, usually as guests of the local king.

Portuguese mariners continued to look for an 

Atlantic route to Asia. In 1488, Bartolomeu Dias 

rounded the Cape of Good Hope, the southern tip of 

Banza in the Kingdom of Kongo, c. 1670

The city of Banza, or Mbanza Kongo, was the capital of the Kingdom of Kongo when Portuguese traders 
first arrived in 1483. Kongo’s king, Nzinga a Nkuwu, chose to be baptized to cement an alliance with Por- 
tugal and took the name João I. Kongo became officially Christian and Banza came to be known as São 
Salvador. Duarte Lopez visited and described the city in 1578; this engraving shows the city as it appeared 
a century later. Banza in the Kingdom of Kongo, San Salvador, from Olfert Dapper, ca. 1668.

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
How did Europe’s desire 
for an ocean route to Asia 
shape its contacts with 
Africa?
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Africa. Vasco da Gama reached East Africa in 1497 and 

India in the following year; his ships were mistaken for 

those of Chinese traders, the last pale-skinned men to 

arrive by sea. Although da Gama’s inferior goods — tin 

basins, coarse cloth, honey, and coral beads — were 

snubbed by the Arab and Indian merchants along 

India’s Malabar Coast, he managed to acquire a highly 

profitable cargo of cinnamon and pepper. Da Gama 

returned to India in 1502 with twenty-one fighting ves-

sels, which outmaneuvered and outgunned the Arab 

fleets. Soon the Portuguese government set up fortified 

trading posts for its merchants at key points around the 

Indian Ocean, in Indonesia, and along the coast of 

China (Map 1.4). In a transition that sparked the 

momentous growth of European wealth and power, the 

Portuguese and then the Dutch replaced the Arabs as 

the leaders in Asian commerce. 

The African Slave Trade
Portuguese traders likewise ousted Arab merchants 

as the prime purveyors of African slaves. Coerced 

labor — through slavery, serfdom, or indentured servi-

tude — was the norm in most premodern societies, 

and in Africa slavery was wide-

spread. Some Africans were 

held in bondage as security for 

debts; others were sold into ser-

vitude by their kin in exchange 

for food in times of famine; 

many others were war captives. 

Slaves were a key commodity of exchange, sold as agri-

cultural laborers, concubines, or military recruits. 

Sometimes their descendants were freed, but others 

endured hereditary bondage. Sonni Ali (r. 1464–1492), 
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The Eurasian Trade System and European Maritime Ventures, c. 1500

For centuries, the Mediterranean Sea was the meeting point for the commerce of Europe, North 
Africa, and Asia — via the Silk Road from China and the Spice Route from India. Beginning in the 
1490s, Portuguese, Spanish, and Dutch rulers and merchants subsidized Christian maritime explorers 
who discovered new trade routes around Africa and new sources of wealth in the Americas. These 
initiatives undermined the commercial primacy of the Arab Muslim–dominated Mediterranean.

TRACE CHANGE 
OVER TIME 
How was the African slave 
trade adapted to Euro-
pean needs?
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the ruler of the powerful Songhai Empire, personally 

owned twelve “tribes” of hereditary agricultural slaves, 

many of them seized in raids against stateless peoples.

Slaves were also central to the trans-Saharan trade. 

When the renowned Tunisian adventurer Ibn Battuta 

crossed the Sahara from the Kingdom of Mali around 

1350, he traveled with a caravan of six hundred female 

slaves, destined for domestic service or concubinage 

in North Africa, Egypt, and the Ottoman Empire. 

Between a.d. 700 and 1900, it is estimated that as many 

as nine million Africans were sold in the trans-Saharan 

slave trade.

Europeans initially were much more interested in 

trading for gold and other commodities than in trad-

ing for human beings, but gradually they discovered 

the enormous value of human trafficking. To exploit 

and redirect the existing African slave trade, Portuguese 

merchants established fortified trading posts like those 

in the Indian Ocean beginning at Elmina in 1482, 

where they bought gold and slaves from African 

princes and warlords. First they enslaved a few thou-

sand Africans each year to work on sugar plantations 

on São Tomé, Cape Verde, the Azores, and Madeira; 

they also sold slaves in Lisbon, which soon had an 

African population of 9,000. After 1550, the Atlantic 

slave trade, a forced diaspora of African peoples, 

expanded enormously as Europeans set up sugar plan-

tations in Brazil and the West Indies.

Sixteenth-Century Incursions
As Portuguese traders sailed south and east, the Spanish 

monarchs Ferdinand II of Aragon and Isabella I of 

Castile financed an explorer who looked to the west. As 

Renaissance rulers, Ferdinand (r. 1474–1516) and 

Isabella (r. 1474–1504) saw national unity and foreign 

commerce as the keys to power and prosperity. Married 

in an arranged match to combine their Christian 

The Map Behind Columbus’s Voyage

In 1489, Henricus Martellus, a German cartographer living in Florence, produced this huge (4 feet by 6 feet) 
view of the known world, probably working from a map devised by Christopher Columbus’s brother, 
Bartholomew. The map uses the spatial projection of the ancient Greek philosopher Claudius Ptolemy 
(A.D. 90–168) and incorporates information from Marco Polo’s explorations in Asia and Bartolomeu Dias’s 
recent voyage around the tip of Africa. Most important, it greatly exaggerates the width of Eurasia, 
thereby suggesting that Asia lies only 5,000 miles west of Europe (rather than the actual distance 
of 15,000 miles). Using Martellus’s map, Columbus persuaded the Spanish monarchs to support his 
 westward voyage. Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz/Art Resource, NY.
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 kingdoms, the young rulers completed the centuries-

long reconquista, the campaign by Spanish Catholics 

to drive Muslim Arabs from the European mainland, by 

capturing Granada, the last Islamic territory in Western 

Europe, in 1492. Using Catholicism to build a sense of 

“Spanishness,” they launched the brutal Inquisition 

against suspected Christian heretics and expelled or 

forcibly converted thousands of Jews and Muslims.

Columbus and the Caribbean Simultaneously, 

Ferdinand and Isabella sought trade and empire by 

subsidizing the voyages of Christopher Columbus, an 

ambitious and daring mariner from Genoa. Columbus 

believed that the Atlantic Ocean, long feared by Arab 

merchants as a 10,000-mile-wide “green sea of darkness,” 

was a much narrower channel of water separating 

Europe from Asia. After cajoling and lobbying for six 

years, Columbus persuaded Genoese investors in 

Seville; influential courtiers; and, finally, Ferdinand 

and Isabella to accept his dubious theories and finance 

a western voyage to Asia. 

Columbus set sail in three small ships in August 

1492. Six weeks later, after a perilous voyage of 3,000 

miles, he disembarked on an island in the present-day 

Bahamas. Believing that he had reached Asia — “the 

Indies,” in fifteenth-century parlance — Columbus 

called the native inhabitants Indians and the islands 

the West Indies. He was surprised by the crude living 

conditions but expected the native peoples “easily [to] 

be made Christians.” He claimed the islands for Spain 

and then explored the neighboring Caribbean islands 

and demanded tribute from the local Taino, Arawak, 

and Carib peoples. Buoyed by stories of rivers of gold 

lying “to the west,” Columbus left forty men on the 

island of Hispaniola (present-day Haiti and the 

Dominican Republic) and returned triumphantly to 

Spain (Map 1.5). 

To see a longer excerpt of Columbus’s views of the 
West Indies, along with other primary sources from 
this period, see Sources for America’s History. 
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The Spanish Conquest of America’s Great Empires

The Spanish first invaded the islands of the Caribbean, largely wiping out the native peoples. 
Rumors of a gold-rich civilization led to Cortés’s invasion of the Aztec Empire in 1519. By 1535, 
other Spanish conquistadors had conquered the Mayan temple cities and the Inca empire in Peru, 
completing one of the great conquests in world history.
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The Spanish Conquest 

of Mexico

A M E R I C A N 
V O I C E S

Bernal Díaz del Castillo

Cortés and Moctezuma Meet

Bernal Díaz was an unlikely chronicler of great events. 
Born poor, he went to America as a common soldier in 
1514 and served under conquistadors in Panama and Cuba. 
In 1519, Bernal Díaz joined Cortés’s expedition, fought 
in many battles, and as a reward received an estate in 
present-day Guatemala. In his old age, Díaz wrote The 
True History of the Conquest of New Spain, a compelling 
memoir written from the perspective of a common soldier. 
In fresh and straightforward prose, it depicts the conquest 
as a divinely blessed event that saved the non-Aztec 
peoples of Mexico from a barbarous regime.

The Great Moctezuma had sent these great Caciques in 

advance to receive us, and when they came before Cortés 

they bade us welcome in their language, and as a sign of 

peace, they touched their hands against the ground. . . .

When we arrived near to [Tenochtitlán], . . . the Great 

Moctezuma got down from his litter, and those great 

Caciques [aristocrats] supported him with their arms 

beneath a marvelously rich canopy of green coloured 

feathers with much gold and silver embroidery . . . which 

was wonderful to look at. The Great Moctezuma was 

richly attired according to his usage, and he was shod 

with sandals, the soles were of gold and the upper part 

adorned with precious stones. . . .

Many other Lords walked before the Great 

Moctezuma, sweeping the ground where he would tread 

and spreading cloths on it, so that he should not tread on 

the earth. Not one of these chieftains dared even to think 

of looking him in the face, but kept their eyes lowered 

with great reverence. . . .

When Cortés was told that the Great Moctezuma was 

approaching, and he saw him coming, he dismounted 

from his horse, and when he was near Moctezuma, they 

simultaneously paid great reverence to one another. 

Moctezuma bade him welcome and our Cortés replied 

through Doña Marina [Malinali, also called Malinche, 

Cortés’s Indian interpreter who bore him a child] wish-

ing him very good health. . . . And then Cortés brought 

out a necklace which he had ready at hand, made of glass 

stones, . . . which have within them many patterns of 

diverse colours, these were strung on a cord of gold and 

with musk so that it should have a sweet scent, and he 

placed it round the neck of the Great Moctezuma. . . . 

Then Cortés through the mouth of Doña Marina told him 

that now his heart rejoiced having seen such a great 

Prince, and that he took it as a great honour that he had 

come in person to meet him. . . .

Thus space was made for us to enter the streets of 

Mexico, without being so much crowded. But who could 

now count the multitude of men and women and boys 

who were in the streets and in canoes on the canals, who 

had come out to see us. It was indeed wonderful. . . . 

Coming to think it over it seems to be a great mercy that 

our Lord Jesus Christ was pleased to give us grace and 

courage to dare to enter into such a city; and for the many 

times He has saved me from danger of death . . . I give 

Him sincere thanks. . . .

They took us to lodge in some large houses, where 

there were apartments for all of us, for they had belonged 

to the father of the Great Moctezuma, who was named 

Axayaca. . . .

Cortés thanked Moctezuma through our interpreters, 

and Moctezuma replied, “Malinche, you and your breth-

ren are in your own house, rest awhile,” and then he went 

How could a Spanish force of 600 men take control of an empire of 20 million 
people? That the Spanish had steel swords, armor, some guns, horses, and attack 
dogs certainly gave them a military advantage. Still, concerted attack by the 
armies of the Aztecs and their allies would have overwhelmed the invaders 
before they reached the capital of Tenochtitlán. Why was there no such attack? 
One reason was that Cortés’s force was bolstered by a sizable army from Tlaxcala, 
an independent kingdom hostile to the Aztecs. A later tradition also suggests 
that some Aztecs, including Moctezuma, thought that Cortés might be an emis-
sary of their god Quetzalcoatl.

These documents come from people who experienced the conquest. Consider 
them first as sources: How trustworthy are they? Are they biased in any way? 
Then think about their contents: Do their accounts agree? Do they explain why 
the Spaniards reached the city unmolested?

1314
Typewritten Text
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QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. Both Díaz’s account and that of the Aztec elders were 

written in retrospect, and both reflect their authors’ 
awareness of the impending conquest. Compare the 
tone of these accounts. How does each reflect the 
author’s knowledge of what is to come?

2. Why does Moctezuma pay “great reverence” to Cortés? 
Why does Cortés return the honor? What is the strategy 
of each leader?

3. What is Díaz’s explanation for the easy entry of the 
Spanish into the city? What explanation is suggested by 
the elders’ account?

And their bodies were everywhere covered; only their 

faces appeared. They were very white; they had chalky 

faces; they had yellow hair, though the hair of some was 

black. . . . And when Moctezuma so heard, he was much 

terrified. It was as if he fainted away. His heart saddened; 

his heart failed him. . . . [but] he made himself resolute; 

he put forth great effort; he quieted, he controlled his 

heart; he submitted himself entirely to whatsoever he was 

to see, at which he was to marvel. . . . [He then greeted 

Cortés, as described above.]

And when [the Spaniards] were well settled, they 

thereupon inquired of Moctezuma as to all the city’s trea-

sure . . . the devices, the shields. Much did they importune 

him; with great zeal they sought gold. . . . Thereupon were 

brought forth all the brilliant things; the shields, the 

golden discs, the devils’ necklaces, the golden nose cres-

cents, the golden leg bands, the golden arm bands, the 

golden forehead bands.

Source: From Friar Bernardino de Sahagún, Florentine Codex: General History of New 

Spain, translated by Arthur O. Anderson and Charles E. Dibble. Copyright © 1975. 

Reprinted by permission of Utah Press.

to his palaces, which were not far away, and we divided 

our lodgings by companies, and placed the artillery point-

ing in a convenient direction, and the order which we had 

to keep was clearly explained to us, and that we were to be 

much on the alert, both the cavalry and all of us soldiers. 

A sumptuous dinner was provided for us according to 

their use and custom, and we ate it at once. So this was 

our lucky and daring entry into the great city of 

Tenochtitlan Mexico on the 8th day of November 

the year of our Saviour Jesus Christ, 1519.

Source: Bernal Díaz del Castillo, The True History of the Conquest of New Spain, trans. 

A. P. Maudslay (1632; London: Routledge, 1928), 272–275.

Friar Bernardino de Sahagún

Aztec Elders Describe the Behavior of 
Moctezuma

During the 1550s, Friar Bernardino de Sahagún published 
General History of the Things of New Spain. His History 
compiled the stories of Aztec elders who lived through the 
conquest. They told their stories to Sahagún in a repetitive 
style, according to the conventions of Aztec oral histories, 
and he translated them into Spanish.

Moctezuma enjoyed no sleep, no food, no one spoke to 

him. Whatsoever he did, it was as if he were in torment. 

Ofttimes it was as if he sighed, became weak, felt 

weak. . . . Wherefore he said, “What will now befall us? 

Who indeed stands [in charge]? Alas, until now, I. In 

great torment is my heart; as if it were washed in chili 

water it indeed burns.” And when he had so heard 

what the messengers reported, he was terrified, he was 

astounded. . . . Especially did it cause him to faint away 

when he heard how the gun, at [the Spaniards’] com-

mand, discharged: how it resounded as if it thundered 

when it went off. It indeed bereft one of strength; it shut 

off one’s ears. And when it discharged, something like 

a round pebble came forth from within. Fire went show-

ering forth; sparks went blazing forth. And its smoke 

smelled very foul; it had a fetid odor which verily 

wounded the head. And when [the shot] struck a 

mountain, it was as if it were destroyed, dissolved . . . 

as if someone blew it away.

All iron was their war array. In iron they clothed 

themselves. With iron they covered their heads. Iron were 

their swords. Iron were their crossbows. Iron were their 

shields. Iron were their lances. And those which bore 

them upon their backs, their deer [horses], were as tall as 

roof terraces.
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Although Columbus brought back no gold, the 

Spanish monarchs supported three more of his voy-

ages. Columbus colonized the West Indies with more 

than 1,000 Spanish settlers — all men — and hundreds 

of domestic animals. But he failed to find either golden 

treasures or great kingdoms, and his death in 1506 

went virtually unnoticed.

A German geographer soon labeled the newly 

found continents America in honor of a Florentine 

explorer, Amerigo Vespucci. Vespucci, who had 

explored the coast of present-day South America 

around 1500, denied that the region was part of Asia. 

He called it a nuevo mundo, a “new world.” The Spanish 

crown called the two continents Las Indias (“the Indies”) 

and wanted to make them a new Spanish world.

The Spanish Invasion  After brutally subduing the 

Arawaks and Tainos on Hispaniola, the Spanish probed 

the mainland for gold and slaves. In 1513, Juan Ponce 

de León explored the coast of Florida and gave that 

peninsula its name. In the same year, Vasco Núñez de 

Balboa crossed the Isthmus of Darien (Panama) and 

became the first European to see the Pacific Ocean. 

Rumors of rich Indian kingdoms encouraged other 

Spaniards, including hardened veterans of the recon-

quista, to invade the mainland. The Spanish monarchs 

offered successful conquistadors noble titles, vast 

estates, and Indian laborers.

With these inducements before him, in 1519 

Hernán Cortés (1485–1547) led an army of 600 men to 

the Yucatán Peninsula. Gathering allies among native 

peoples who chafed under Aztec rule, he marched on 

Tenochtitlán and challenged its ruler, Moctezuma. 

Awed by the Spanish invaders, Moctezuma received 

Cortés with great ceremony (American Voices, p. 32). 

However, Cortés soon took the emperor captive, and 

following a prolonged siege, he and his men captured 

the city. The conquest took a devastating toll: the 

Mexican Counterattack 

This image, which comes from a history of the Aztecs written in 1570 by the Spanish Dominican monk Diego 
Durán, illustrates a successful counterattack by Mexica warriors against Spanish soldiers prior to the final 
conquest of Tenochtitlán. The Spaniards try to hold their position as the Mexicans prepare to strike. Institut 
Amatller d’Art Hispanic/Arxiu Mas.
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 conquerors cut off the city’s supply of food and water, 

and the residents of Tenochtitlán suffered spectacu-

larly. By 1521, Cortés and his men had toppled the 

Aztec Empire. 

The Spanish had a silent ally: disease. Having been 

separated from Eurasia for thousands of years, the 

inhabitants of the Americas had no immunities to com-

mon European diseases. After the Spaniards arrived, a 

massive smallpox epidemic ravaged Tenochtitlán, 

“striking everywhere in the city,” according to an Aztec 

source, and killing Moctezuma’s brother and thousands 

more. “They could not move, they could not 

stir. . . . Covered, mantled with pustules, very many 

people died of them.” Subsequent outbreaks of small-

pox, influenza, and measles killed hundreds of thou-

sands of Indians and sapped the survivors’ morale. 

Exploiting this demographic weakness, Cortés quickly 

extended Spanish rule over the Aztec Empire. His lieu-

tenants then moved against the Mayan city-states of the 

Yucatán Peninsula, eventually conquering them as well.

In 1524, Francisco Pizarro set out to accomplish 

the same feat in Peru. By the time he and his small 

force of 168 men and 67 horses finally reached their 

destination in 1532, half of the Inca population had 

already died from European diseases. Weakened mili-

tarily and divided between rival claimants to the 

throne, the Inca nobility was easy prey. Pizarro killed 

Atahualpa, the last Inca emperor, and seized his enor-

mous wealth. Although Inca resistance continued for a 

generation, the conquest was complete by 1535, and 

Spain was now the master of the wealthiest and most 

populous regions of the Western Hemisphere.

The Spanish invasion changed life forever in the 

Americas. Disease and warfare wiped out virtually all 

of the Indians of Hispaniola — at least 300,000 people. 

In Peru, the population of 9 million in 1530 plum-

meted to fewer than 500,000 a century later. 

Mesoamerica suffered the greatest losses: In one of the 

great demographic disasters in world history, its popu-

lation of 20 million Native Americans in 1500 had 

dwindled to just 3 million in 1650.

Cabral and Brazil At the same time, Portuguese 

efforts to find a sailing route around the southern tip of 

Africa led to a surprising find. As Vasco da Gama and 

his contemporaries experimented with winds and cur-

rents, their voyages carried them ever farther away 

from the African coast and into the Atlantic. On one 

such voyage in 1500, the Portuguese commander Pedro 

Alvares Cabral and his fleet were surprised to see land 

loom up in the west. Cabral named his discovery Ihla 

da Vera Cruz — the Island of the True Cross — and 

continued on his way toward India. Others soon fol-

lowed and changed the region’s name to Brazil after the 

indigenous tree that yielded a valuable red dye; for sev-

eral decades, Portuguese sailors traded with the Tupi 

Indians for brazilwood. Then in the 1530s, to secure 

Portugal’s claim, King Dom João III sent settlers who 

began the long, painstaking process of carving out 

sugar plantations in the coastal lowlands. For several 

decades, Native Americans supplied most of the labor 

for these operations, but African slaves gradually 

replaced them. Brazil would soon become the world’s 

leading producer of sugar; it would also devour African 

lives. By introducing the plantation system to the 

Americas — a form of estate agriculture using slave 

labor that was pioneered by Italian merchants and cru-

sading knights in the twelfth century and transplanted 

to the islands off the coast of Africa in the fifteenth 

century — the Portuguese set in motion one of the 

most significant developments of the early modern era.

By the end of the sixteenth century, the European 

colonization of the Americas had barely begun. Yet 

several of its most important elements were already 

taking shape. Spanish efforts demonstrated that densely 

populated empires were especially vulnerable to con-

quest and were also especially valuable sources of 

wealth. The Portuguese had discovered the viability of 

sugar plantations in the tropical regions of the Americas 

and pioneered the transatlantic slave trade as a way of 

manning them. And contacts with native peoples 

revealed their devastating vulnerabilities to Eurasian 

diseases — one part of the larger phenomenon of the 

Columbian Exchange (discussed in Chapter 2).

SUMMARY
Native American, European, and African societies de-

veloped independently over thousands of years before 

they experienced direct contacts with one another. In 

the Americas, residents of Mesoamerica and the Andes 

were fully sedentary (with individual ownership of 

land and intensive agriculture), but elsewhere societies 

were semisedentary (with central fields and villages 

that were occupied seasonally) or nonsedentary 

(hunter-gatherers). West and Central Africa also had a 

mix of sedentary, semisedentary, and nonsedentary 

settlements. Western Europe, by contrast, was predom-

inantly sedentary. All three continents had a complex 

patchwork of political organization, from empires, to 

kingdoms and chiefdoms, to principalities, duchies, 

and ministates; everywhere, rulership was imbued 

with notions of spiritual power. Ruling classes relied on 
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warfare, trade, and tribute (or taxes) to dominate those 

around them and accumulate precious goods that 

helped to set them apart from ordinary laborers, but 

they also bore responsibility for the well-being of their 

subjects and offered them various forms of protection.

As Portuguese and Castilian (later Spanish) seafar-

ers pushed into the Atlantic, they set in motion a chain 

of events whose consequences they could scarcely 

imagine. From a coastal trade with Africa that was sec-

ondary to their efforts to reach the Indian Ocean, from 

the miscalculations of Columbus and the happy acci-

dent of Cabral, developed a pattern of transatlantic 

exploration, conquest, and exploitation that no one 

could have foretold or planned. In the tropical zones of 

the Caribbean and coastal Brazil, invading Europeans 

enslaved Native Americans and quickly drove them 

into extinction or exile. The demands of plantation 

agriculture soon led Europeans to import slaves from 

Africa, initiating a transatlantic trade that would 

destroy African lives on both sides of the ocean. And 

two of the greatest empires in the world — the Aztec 

and Incan empires — collapsed in response to unseen 

biological forces that acted in concert with small invad-

ing armies. 

European Map of Brazil, 
c. 1519

This lavishly illustrated map of 
Brazil is drawn from the Miller 
Atlas, made by order of King 
Manuel I of Portugal around 
1519. It features images of 
Indians harvesting brazilwood; 
macaws and other colorful birds; 
a monkey; and — improbably — a 
fire-breathing dragon. Note, too, 
the dense annotations and place 
names along the coast — a 
reminder that Portuguese famil-
iarity with Brazil was confined 
almost entirely to the seaboard. 
Bibliotheque Nationale de France. 



 CHAPTER 1  CHAPTER REVIEW 37

Key Concepts and Events

Key People

REVIEW QUESTIONS Answer these questions to demonstrate your 
understanding of the chapter’s main ideas.

Hiawatha (p. 13)

Martin Luther (p. 22)

Mansa Musa (p. 23)

Vasco da Gama (p. 29)

Christopher Columbus (p. 31)

Hernán Cortés (p. 34)

Moctezuma (p. 34)

Pedro Alvares Cabral (p. 35)

tribute (p. 8)

matriarchy (p. 15)

animism (p. 17)

patriarchy (p. 18)

primogeniture (p. 18)

peasants (p. 18)

republic (p. 19)

civic humanism (p. 20)

Renaissance (p. 20)

guilds (p. 20)

Christianity (p. 21)

heresy (p. 22)

Islam (p. 22)

Crusades (p. 22)

predestination (p. 22)

Protestant Reformation (p. 22)

Counter-Reformation (p. 22)

trans-Saharan trade (p. 23)

reconquista (p. 31)

Identify and explain the significance of each term below.TERMS TO KNOW

Go to LearningCurve to retain what you’ve read.M A K E  I T  S T I C K

C H A P T E R  R E V I E W

1. How did the rulers of Native American, European, 

and African empires and kingdoms secure and sus-

tain their power? How did ordinary people benefit 

from, or suffer under, their rule?

2. What role did religious and spiritual ideas play in 

shaping the experience of ordinary people on the 

three continents?

3. Why was long-distance trade in exotic goods such 

an important phenomenon in North America, 

Europe, and Africa?

4. Compare the societies of the eastern woodlands of 

North America with the kingdoms of Western 

Europe. What similarities do you see? Differences? 

How do you weigh their relative importance?

5. THEMATIC UNDERSTANDING Review the 

events listed under “Peopling” and “Work, 

Exchange, and Technology” on the thematic time-

line on page 5. How did contacts among Europeans, 

Native Americans, and Africans alter the econo-

mies of the three continents? 
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Recognize the larger developments and continuities within 
and across chapters by answering these questions.

MAKING 
CONNECTIONS

1. ACROSS TIME AND PLACE The century 

following the first contacts among Europe, sub-

Saharan Africa, and the Americas brought some of 

the most momentous changes in world history: a 

dramatic reconfiguration of human populations 

across the globe, new patterns of trade and warfare, 

and immense challenges to peoples’ worldviews. 

Thinking about our contemporary world, what 

monumental changes are currently affecting our 

lives? How would you compare them with the 

events described in this chapter?

2. VISUAL EVIDENCE Return to the image of The 

Last Judgment on page 21. How does the emphasis 

on universal truth and everlasting punishment and 

reward make Christianity different from animism? 

How might faith in such a religious system shape 

the values and priorities of believers?

Start here to learn more about the events discussed in this chapter.MORE TO EXPLORE

Philip D. Curtin, The Rise and Fall of the Plantation 

Complex, 2nd ed. (1998). Traces the long evolution of 

plantations and slavery in world history.

Peter C. Mancall, ed., Travel Narratives from the Age of 

Discovery (2006). Travelers’ accounts from Asia, 

Africa, the Americas, and Europe.

Charles C. Mann, 1491 (2005) and 1493 (2011). These 

two books explore the Americas before Columbus and 

the global changes unleashed by his voyages.

David Northrup, Africa’s Discovery of Europe: 1450–

1850, 2nd ed. (2008). European-African interactions 

from an African perspective.

Timothy R. Pauketat, Cahokia (2009). An evocative 

account of North America’s great city and archaeolo-

gists’ efforts to unearth it.

“1492: An Ongoing Voyage” (loc.gov/exhibits/ 1492 

/intro.html). Offers images and analysis of the native 

cultures of the Western Hemisphere.
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KEY TURNING POINTS: The domestication of maize (6000 b.c.), the founding of Tenochtit-

lán (1325), and the conquest of the Aztec empire (1519–1521). How did the domestication of 

maize make the city of Tenochtitlán possible? What characteristics of the Aztec empire and its 

capital city made it vulnerable to conquest?

c. 13,000–3000 B.C.  Asian migrants reach North America

c. 6000 B.C.  Domestication of maize begins in Mesoamerica

312  Roman emperor Constantine converts to Christianity

c. 600  Pueblo cultures emerge

632  Death of Muhammad

632–1100  Arab people adopt Islam and spread its influence

c. 800  Ghana Empire emerges

c. 1000  Irrigation developed by Hohokam, Mogollon, and Anasazi peoples

c. 1000–1350  Development of Mississippian culture

c. 1050  The founding of Cahokia

1096–1291  Crusades link Europe with Arab trade routes

c. 1150  Chaco Canyon abandoned

c. 1200  Mali Empire emerges

1300–1450  The Renaissance in Italy

c. 1325  Aztecs establish capital at Tenochtitlán

1326  Mansa Musa’s pilgrimage to Mecca

c. 1350  The Black Death sweeps Europe; Cahokia goes into rapid decline

c. 1400  Songhai Empire emerges

1435  Portuguese trade begins along West and Central African coasts

1492  Christopher Columbus makes first voyage to America

1497–1498  Portugal’s Vasco da Gama reaches East Africa and India

1500  Pedro Alvares Cabral encounters Brazil

c. 1500  Founding of the Iroquois Confederacy

1513  Juan Ponce de León explores Florida

1517  Martin Luther sparks Protestant Reformation

1519–1521  Hernán Cortés conquers Aztec Empire

1532–1535  Francisco Pizarro vanquishes Incas

1536  John Calvin publishes Institutes of the Christian Religion

1540  De Soto meets the Lady of Cofachiqui; founding of the Jesuit order

1578  Duarte Lopez visits the Kongo capital

 
TIMELINE Ask yourself why this chapter begins and ends with these dates 

and then identify the links among related events.
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IDENTIFY THE BIG IDEA
In what ways did European 
migrants transfer familiar patterns 
and institutions to their colonies in 
the Americas, and in what ways did 
they create new American worlds? 
How did Native Americans adapt to 
the growing presence of Europeans 
among them? 

2
B

eginning in the 1660s, legislators in 
Virginia and Maryland hammered 
out the legal definition of chattel 

slavery: the ownership of human beings 
as property. The institution of slavery  —  
which would profoundly affect African 
Americans and shape much of American 
history  —  had been obsolete in England 
for centuries, and articulating its logic 
required lawmakers to reverse some of the 
most basic presumptions of English law. For example, in 1662 a Virginia statute declared, 
“all children borne in this country shalbe held bond or free only according to the condi-
tion of the mother.” This idea  —  that a child’s legal status derived from the mother, 
rather than the father  —  ran contrary to the patriarchal foundations of English law. The 
men who sat in Virginia’s House of Burgesses would not propose such a thing lightly. 
Why would they decide that the principle of patriarchal descent, which was so funda-
mental to their own worlds, was inappropriate for their slaves?

The question needed to be addressed, according to the statute’s preamble, since 
“doubts have arisen whether children got by an Englishman upon a negro woman 
should be slave or free.” One such case involved Elizabeth Key, a woman whose father 
was a free Englishman and mother was an African slave. She petitioned for her freedom 
in 1656, based on her father’s status. Her lawyer was an Englishman named  William 
Greensted. He not only took Key’s case, but he also fathered two of her children and, 
eventually, married her. Key won her case and her freedom from bondage. Elizabeth 
Key escaped her mother’s fate  —  a life in slavery  —  because her father and her husband 
were both free Englishmen. The 1662 statute aimed to close Key’s avenue to freedom.

The process by which the institution of chattel slavery was molded to the needs of 
colonial planters is just one example of the way Europeans adapted the principles they 
brought with them to the unfamiliar demands of their new surroundings. In the show-
down between people like Elizabeth Key and William Greensted, on the one hand, and 
the members of Virginia’s House of Burgesses on the other, we see how people in dis-
orienting circumstances  —  some in positions in power, others in various states of sub-
jection to their social and political superiors  —  scrambled to make sense of their world 
and bend its rules to their advantage. Through countless contests of power and author-
ity like this one, the outlines of a new world gradually began to emerge from the colli-
sion of cultures.

By 1700, three distinct types of colonies had developed in the Americas: the tribute 
colonies created in Mexico and Peru, which relied initially on the wealth and labor of 
indigenous peoples; plantation colonies, where sugar and other tropical and subtropical 
crops could be produced with bound labor; and neo-Europes, where colonists sought to 
replicate, or at least approximate, economies and social structures they knew at home.

SPAIN’S TRIBUTE 
COLONIES

A New American World

The Columbian Exchange

The Protestant Challenge to 
Spain

PLANTATION COLONIES
Brazil’s Sugar Plantations

England’s Tobacco Colonies

The Caribbean Islands

Plantation Life

NEO-EUROPEAN 
COLONIES

New France

New Netherland

The Rise of the Iroquois

New England

INSTABILITY, WAR, AND 
REBELLION

New England’s Indian Wars

Bacon’s Rebellion, 1675–1676

American Experiments
1521–1700

C H A P T E R
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Power and Race in the Chesapeake In this 1670 painting by Gerard Soest, proprietor Lord 
Baltimore holds a map of Maryland, the colony he owned and which would soon belong to his grandson 
Cecil Calvert, shown in the painting as already grasping his magnificent inheritance. The presence 
of a young African servant foretells the importance of slave labor in the post-1700 economy of the 
Chesapeake colonies. Enoch Pratt Free Library, Maryland’s State Library Resource Center. All Rights reserved.
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Spain’s Tribute Colonies
European interest in the Americas took shape under 

the influence of Spain’s conquest of the Aztec and Inca 

empires. There, Spanish colonizers capitalized on pre-

existing systems of tribute and labor discipline to tap 

the enormous wealth of Mesoamerica and the Andes. 

Once native rulers were overthrown, the Spanish mon-

archs transferred their institutions — municipal coun-

cils, the legal code, the Catholic Church — to America; 

the empire was centrally controlled to protect the 

crown’s immensely valuable holdings. The Spanish 

conquest also set in motion a global ecological trans-

formation through a vast intercontinental movement 

of plants, animals, and diseases that historians call the 

Columbian Exchange. And the conquest triggered hos-

tile responses from Spain’s European rivals, especially 

the Protestant Dutch and English (Figure 2.1).

A New American World
After Cortés toppled Moctezuma and Pizarro defeated 

Atahualpa (see pages 34–35), leading conquistadors 

received encomiendas from the crown, which allowed 

them to claim tribute in labor and goods from Indian 

communities. Later these grants were repartitioned, 

but the pattern was set early: prominent men con-

trolled vast resources and monopolized Indian labor. 

The value of these grants was dramatically enhanced 

by the discovery of gold and, especially, silver deposits 

in both Mexico and the Andes. In the decades after 

the conquest, mines were developed in Zacatecas, in 

Guanajuato, and — most famously — at Potosí, high in 

the Andes. Spanish officials co-opted the mita system, 

which made laborers available to the Inca Empire, to 

force Indian workers into the mines. At its peak, Potosí 

alone produced 200 tons of silver per year, accounting 

for half the world’s supply.

The two great indigenous empires of the Americas 

thus became the core of an astonishingly wealthy 

European empire. Vast amounts of silver poured across 

the Pacific Ocean to China, where it was minted into 

money; in exchange, Spain received valuable Chinese 

silks, spices, and ceramics. In Europe, the gold that had 

formerly honored Aztec and Inca gods now flowed into 

the countinghouses of Spain and gilded the Catholic 

churches of Europe. The Spanish crown benefitted 

enormously from all this wealth — at least initially. In 

the long run, it triggered ruinous inflation. As a French 

traveler noted in 1603: “Everything is dear [expensive] 

in Spain, except silver.”

A new society took shape on the conquered lands. 

Between 1500 and 1650, at least 350,000 Spaniards 

migrated to Mesoamerica and the Andes. About two-

thirds were males drawn from a cross section of 

Spanish society, many of them skilled tradesmen. Also 

arriving were 250,000–300,000 Africans. Racial mix-

ture was widespread, and such groups as mestizos 

(Spaniard-Indian) and mulattos (Spaniard-African) 

grew rapidly. Zambo (Indian-African) populations 

developed gradually as well. Over time, a system of 

increasingly complex racial categories developed — the 

“casta system” — buttressed by a legal code that differ-

entiated among the principal groups.

Indians were always in the majority in Mexico and 

Peru, but profound changes came as their numbers 

declined and peoples of Spanish and mixed-race 

descent grew in number. Spaniards initially congre-

gated in cities, but gradually they moved into the coun-

tryside, creating large estates (known as haciendas) 

and regional networks of market exchange. Most 

Indians remained in their native communities, under 

the authority of native rulers and speaking native 

1520

New Spain

1530

Spanish Peru

1542

Portuguese Brazil

1620

Plymouth Colony 1630

Massachusetts Bay 1634

Maryland

1635

Connecticut

1636

Rhode Island1607

English Virginia

1608

New France

1613

New Netherland

1628

New Sweden

FIGURE 2.1 
Chronology of European Colonies in the Americas
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languages. However, Spanish priests suppressed reli-

gious ceremonies and texts and converted natives to 

Christianity en masse. Catholicism was transformed in 

the process: Catholic parishes took their form from 

Indian communities; indigenous ideas and expecta-

tions reshaped Church practices; and new forms of 

Native American Christianity emerged in both regions.

The Columbian Exchange
The Spanish invasion permanently altered the natural 

as well as the human environment. Smallpox, influ-

enza, measles, yellow fever, and other silent killers 

carried from Europe and Africa ravaged Indian com-

munities, whose inhabitants had never encountered 

these diseases before and thus had no immunity to 

them. In the densely populated core areas, populations 

declined by 90 percent or more in the first century 

of contact with Europeans. On islands and in the trop-

ical lowlands, the toll was even heavier; native popula-

tions were often wiped out altogether. Syphilis was the 

only significant illness that traveled in the opposite 

direction: Columbus’s sailors carried a virulent strain 

of the sexually transmitted disease back to Europe 

with them. 

The movement of diseases and peoples across the 

Atlantic was part of a larger pattern of biological trans-

formation that historians call the Columbian Exchange 
(Map 2.1). Foods of the Western Hemisphere — especially 

maize, potatoes, manioc, sweet potatoes, and tomatoes — 

significantly increased agricultural yields and pop-

ulation growth in other continents. Maize and pota-

toes, for example, reached China 

around 1700; in the follow-

ing century, the Chinese popula-

tion tripled from 100 million to 

300 million. At the same time, 

many animals, plants, and germs 

were carried to the Americas. 

European livestock transformed 

American landscapes. While 

Native Americans domesticated very few animals — 

dogs and llamas were the principal exceptions — 

Europeans brought an enormous Old World bestiary 

to the Americas, including cattle, swine, horses, oxen, 

chickens, and honeybees. Eurasian grain crops — wheat, 

barley, rye, and rice — made the transatlantic voyage 

along with inadvertent imports like dandelions and 

other weeds. 

The Protestant Challenge to Spain
Beyond the core regions of its empire, Spain claimed 

vast American dominions but struggled to hold them. 

Controlling the Caribbean basin, which was essential 

for Spain’s transatlantic shipping routes, was especially 

difficult, since the net of tiny islands spanning the east-

ern Caribbean — the Lesser Antilles — provided many 

safe harbors for pirates and privateers. Fortified out-

posts in Havana and St. Augustine provided some 

Smallpox Victims

Hans Staden, a German soldier who was 
shipwrecked in Brazil in 1552, was captured 
by a Tupinambá Indian named Jeppipo 
Wasu. Shortly thereafter, Wasu and his 
family traveled to a neighboring village as 
smallpox ravaged the population; when 
they returned, they were very sick. Wasu 
recovered, but he lost his mother, two 
brothers, and two children. This engrav-
ing, which depicts Wasu’s return amid his 
townspeople’s grief, appeared in the third 
volume of Theodor de Bry’s monumental 
America, published in Frankfurt in 1593. 
Courtesy of the John Carter Brown Library at 
Brown University.

PLACE EVENTS 
IN CONTEXT 
How did the ecological 
context of colonization 
shape interactions be-
tween Europeans and 
Native Americans?



44 PART 1  TRANSFORMATIONS OF NORTH AMERICA, 1450–1700

protection, but they were never sufficient to keep ene-

mies at bay.

And Spain had powerful enemies, their animosity 

sharpened by the Protestant Reformation and the 

resulting split in European Christendom (see p. 22). In 

the wake of Martin Luther’s attack on the Catholic 

Church, the Protestant critique of Catholicism broad-

ened and deepened. Gold and silver from Mex ico and 

Peru made Spain the wealthiest nation in Europe, and 

King Philip II (r. 1556–1598) — an ardent Catholic — 

its most powerful ruler. Philip was determined to 

root out challenges to the Catholic Church wherever 

they appeared. One such place was in the Spanish 

Netherlands, a collection of Dutch- and Flemish-

speaking provinces that had grown wealthy from tex-

tile manufacturing and trade with Portuguese outposts 

in Africa and Asia. To protect their Calvinist faith and 

political liberties, they revolted against Spanish rule in 

1566. After fifteen years of war, the seven northern 

provinces declared their independence, becoming the 

Dutch Republic (or Holland) in 1581.

The English king Henry VIII (r. 1509–1547) ini-

tially opposed Protestantism. However, when the pope 

refused to annul his marriage to the Spanish princess 

Catherine of Aragon in 1534, Henry broke with Rome 

and placed himself at the head of the new Church of 

England, which promptly granted an annulment. 

Although Henry’s new church maintained most 

Catholic doctrines and practices, Protestant teachings 

continued to spread. Faced with popular pressure for 

reform, Henry’s daughter and successor, Queen 

Elizabeth I (r. 1558–1603), approved a Protestant con-

fession of faith. At the same time, however, Elizabeth 

retained the Catholic ritual of Holy Communion and 

left the Church in the hands of Anglican bishops and 

archbishops. Elizabeth’s compromises angered radical 
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The Columbian Exchange

As European traders and adventurers traversed the world between 1430 and 1600, they began 
what historians call the Columbian Exchange, a vast intercontinental movement of plants, 
animals, and diseases that changed the course of historical development. The nutritious, high-
yielding American crops of corn and potatoes enriched the diets of Europeans, Africans, and 
Asians. However, the Eurasian and African diseases of smallpox, diphtheria, malaria, and yellow 
fever nearly wiped out the native inhabitants of the Western Hemisphere and virtually 
ensured that they would lose control of their lands.
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Protestants, but the independent Anglican Church was 

anathema to the Spanish king, Philip II. 

Elizabeth supported a generation of English sea-

farers who took increasingly aggressive actions against 

Spanish control of American wealth. The most famous 

of these Elizabethan “sea dogs” was Francis Drake, a 

rough-hewn, devoutly Protestant farmer’s son from 

Devon who took to the sea and became a scourge to 

Philip’s American interests. In 1577, he ventured into 

the Pacific to disrupt Spanish shipping to Manila. 

Drake’s fleet lost three ships and a hundred men, but 

the survivors completed the first English circumnavi-

gation of the globe and captured two Spanish treasure 

ships. When Drake’s flagship, the Golden Hind, 

returned to England in 1580, it brought enough silver, 

gold, silk, and spices to bring his investors a 4,700 per-

cent return on their investment. 

At the same time, Elizabeth supported military 

expeditions that imposed English rule over Gaelic-

speaking Catholic Ireland. Calling the Irish “wild sav-

ages” who were “more barbarous and more brutish in 

their customs . . . than in any other part of the world,” 

English soldiers brutally massacred thousands, pre-

figuring the treatment of Indians in North America. 

To meet Elizabeth’s challenges, Philip sent a Spanish 

Armada — 130 ships and 30,000 men — against England 

in 1588. Philip intended to restore the Roman Church 

in England and then to wipe out Calvinism in Holland. 

But he failed utterly: a fierce storm and English ships 

destroyed the Spanish fleet.

Philip continued to spend his American gold and 

silver on religious wars, an ill-advised policy that 

diverted workers and resources from Spain’s fledgling 

industries. The gold was like a “shewer of Raine,” com-

plained one critic, that left “no benefite behind.” 

Oppressed by high taxes on agriculture and fearful of 

military service, more than 200,000 residents of Castile, 

once the most prosperous region of Spain, migrated to 

America. By the time of Philip’s death in 1598, Spain 

was in serious economic decline.

By contrast, England grew significantly during the 

sixteenth century, its economy stimulated, as colonial 

advocate Richard Hakluyt noted, by a “wounderful 

increase of our people.” As England’s population soared 

from 3 million in 1500 to 5 million in 1630, its mon-

archs supported the expansion of commerce and man-

ufacturing. English merchants had long supplied 

European weavers with high-

quality wool; around 1500, they 

created their own outwork tex-

tile industry. Merchants bought 

wool from the owners of great 

estates and sent it “out” to land-

less peasants in small cottages 

to spin and weave into cloth. The 

government aided textile entrepreneurs by setting low 

wage rates and helped merchants by giving them 

monopolies in foreign markets. 

This system of state-assisted manufacturing and 

trade became known as mercantilism. By encouraging 

textile production, Elizabeth reduced imports and 

increased exports. The resulting favorable balance of 

trade caused gold and silver to flow into England and 

stimulated further economic expansion. Increased trade 

Queen Elizabeth Receiving Dutch 
Ambassadors

This sixteenth-century Dutch painting 
by an anonymous artist depicts a pair 
of Dutch ambassadors being received 
by England’s Queen Elizabeth I. The 
seventeen provinces that constituted 
the Dutch Republic were in rebellion 
against Spanish rule in the later dec-
ades of the sixteenth century and 
hoped for Elizabeth’s support. In 
1585 she signed the Treaty of Non-
such, pledging her support for the 
Dutch cause. An undeclared war 
with Spain ensued, punctuated by 
the defeat of the Spanish Armada 
in 1588. © Museumslandschaft Hessen Kassel/
The Bridgeman Art Library.

TRACE CHANGE 
OVER TIME 
Why did Spain’s economy 
deteriorate and England’s 
economy improve in the 
sixteenth century?
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with Turkey and India also boosted import duties, 

which swelled the royal treasury and the monarch’s 

power. By 1600, Elizabeth’s mercantile policies had laid 

the foundations for overseas colonization. Now the 

English had the merchant fleet and wealth needed to 

challenge Spain’s control of the Western Hemisphere.

Plantation Colonies
As Spain hammered out its American empire and 

struggled against its Protestant rivals, Portugal, 

England, France, and the Netherlands created suc-

cessful plantation settlements in Brazil, Jamestown, 

Maryland, and the Caribbean islands (Map 2.2). 

Worldwide demand for sugar and tobacco fuelled the 

growth of these new colonies, and the resulting influx 

of colonists diminished Spain’s dominance in the New 

World. At the same time, they imposed dramatic new 

pressures on native populations, who scrambled, in 

turn, to survive the present and carve out pathways to 

the future.

Brazil’s Sugar Plantations
Portuguese colonists transformed the tropical low-

lands of coastal Brazil into a sugar plantation zone like 

the ones they had recently created on Madeira, the 

Azores, the Cape Verdes, and São Tomé. The work 

proceeded slowly, but by 1590 more than a thousand 

sugar mills had been established in Pernambuco and 

Bahia. Each large plantation had its own milling oper-

ation: because sugarcane is extremely heavy and rots 

quickly, it must be processed on site. Thus sugar plan-

tations combined backbreaking agricultural labor with 

milling, extracting, and refining processes that made 

sugar plantations look like Industrial Revolution–era 

factories. 

Initially, Portuguese planters hoped that Brazil’s 

indigenous peoples would supply the labor required to 
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The Plantation Colonies

The plantation zone in the Americas extended from the tropical coast of Brazil northwestward 
through the West Indies and into the tropical and subtropical lowlands of southeastern North 
America. Sugar was the most important plantation crop in the Americas, but where the soil or 
climate could not support it planters experimented with a wide variety of other possibilities, 
including tobacco, indigo, cotton, cacao, and rice. 
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operate their sugar plantations. But, beginning with a 

wave of smallpox in 1559, unfamiliar diseases soon rav-

aged the coastal Indian population. As a result, planters 

turned to African slaves in ever-growing numbers; by 

1620, the switch was complete. While Spanish colonies 

in Mexico and Peru took shape with astonishing speed 

following conquest, Brazil’s occupation and develop-

ment progressed more gradually; it required both trial 

and error and hard work to build a paying colony.

England’s Tobacco Colonies
England was slow to embrace the prospect of planting 

colonies in the Americas. There were fumbling attempts 

in the 1580s in Newfoundland and Maine, privately 

organized and poorly funded. Sir Walter Raleigh’s three 

expeditions to North Carolina likewise ended in 

disaster when 117 settlers on Roanoke Island, left 

unsupplied for several years, vanished. The fate of 

Roanoke — the “lost colony” — remains a compelling 

puzzle for modern historians. 

The Jamestown Settlement Merchants then took 

charge of English expansion. In 1606, King James I 

(r. 1603–1625) granted to the Virginia Company of 

London all the lands stretching from present-day 

North Carolina to southern New York. To honor the 

memory of Elizabeth I, the never-married “Virgin 

Queen,” the company’s directors named the region 

Virginia (Map 2.3). Influenced by the Spanish example, 

in 1607 the Virginia Company dispatched an all-male 

group with no ability to support itself — no women, 

farmers, or ministers were among the first arrivals — 

that expected to extract tribute from the region’s Indian 

Carolina Indians Fishing, 1585

Though maize was a mainstay of the Indian diet, 
native peoples along the Atlantic coast also 
harvested protein-rich fish, crabs, and oysters. In 
this watercolor by the English adventurer John 
White, Indians gather fish (in their “cannow,” or 
dugout canoe) in the shallow waters of the 
Albemarle Sound, off present-day North Carolina. 
On the left, note the weir used both to catch fish 
and to store them live for later consumption. 
© Trustees of the British Museum/Art Resource, NY.
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population while it searched out valuable commodities 

like pearls and gold. Some were young gentlemen with 

personal ties to the company’s shareholders: a bunch of 

“unruly Sparks, packed off by their Friends to escape 

worse Destinies at home.” Others hoped to make a 

quick profit. All they wanted, one of them said, was to 

“dig gold, refine gold, load gold.” 

But there was no gold, and the men fared poorly in 

their new environment. Arriving in Virginia after an 

exhausting four-month voyage, they settled on a swampy 

peninsula, which they named Jamestown to honor the 

king. There the adventurers lacked access to fresh 

water, refused to plant crops, and quickly died off; only 

John White’s Map of Virginia

This map, drawn by Roanoke colonist John White, may hold 
a clue to the fate of the so-called lost colony. The island of 
Roanoke is right of center, just off the mainland and within 
the barrier islands. Directly west, on the point where the 
Roanoke and Chowan rivers join, is a (barely visible) paper 
patch. When lit from behind, a red fort is clearly visible 
beneath the patch, suggesting that the Roanoke colonists 
may already have identified a settlement site there: when he 
left the colony, John White wrote that the remaining colonists 
“were prepared to remove from Roanoak 50 miles into the 
maine[land].” Archaeologists and historians plan to use this 
discovery to guide further explorations in the area. The Art 
Archive at Art Resource, NY.
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By 1650, four European nations had permanent 
settlements along the eastern coast of North America, 
but only England had substantial numbers of settlers, 
some 25,000 in New England and another 15,000 in the 
Chesapeake region. French, Dutch, Swedish, and English 
colonists were also trading European manufactures to 
Native Americans in exchange for animal furs and skins, 
with far-reaching implications for Indian societies.
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38 of the 120 men were alive nine months later. Death 

rates remained high: by 1611, the Virginia Company 

had dispatched 1,200 colonists to Jamestown, but fewer 

than half remained alive. “Our men were destroyed with 

cruell diseases, as Swellings, Fluxes, Burning Fevers, 

and by warres,” reported one of the settlement’s leaders, 

“but for the most part they died of meere famine.” 

Their plan to dominate the local Indian population 

ran up against the presence of Powhatan, the powerful 

chief who oversaw some thirty tribal chiefdoms 

between the James and Potomac rivers. He was willing 

to treat the English traders as potential allies who could 

provide valuable goods, but — just as the Englishmen 

expected tribute from the Indians — Powhatan 

expected tribute from the English. He provided the 

hungry English adventurers with corn; in return, he 

demanded “hatchets . . . bells, beads, and copper” as 

well as “two great guns” and expected Jamestown to 

become a dependent community within his chiefdom. 

Subsequently, Powhatan arranged a marriage between 

his daughter Pocahontas and John Rolfe, an English 

colonist (Thinking Like a Historian, p. 50). But these 

tactics failed. The inability to decide who would pay 

tribute to whom led to more than a decade of uneasy 

relations, followed by a long era of ruinous warfare. 

The war was precipitated by the discovery of a cash 

crop that — like sugar in Brazil — offered colonists a 

way to turn a profit but required steady expansion onto 

Indian lands. Tobacco was a plant native to the 

Americas, long used by Indians as a medicine and a 

stimulant. John Rolfe found a West Indian strain that 

could flourish in Virginia soil and produced a small 

crop — “pleasant, sweet, and strong” — that fetched a 

high price in England and spurred the migration of 

thousands of new settlers. The English soon came to 

crave the nicotine that tobacco contained. James I ini-

tially condemned the plant as a “vile Weed” whose 

“black stinking fumes” were “baleful to the nose, harm-

ful to the brain, and dangerous to the lungs.” But the 

king’s attitude changed as taxes on imported tobacco 

John Smith and Opechancanough

The powerful Indian warrior Opechancanough 
towers over English explorer John Smith in this 
engraving. In December 1607, Smith led a party 
of Jamestown colonists upriver in search of 
Indian food supplies. Two hundred warriors 
intercepted them, captured Smith, and took him 
to the Powhatan village of Werowacomoco. It 
was on this occasion that Pocahontas suppos-
edly interceded to save his life (see Thinking Like 
a Historian, p. 50). The note at the bottom of 
the engraving is doubly mistaken, as it was 
Opechancanough (not Powhatan) who took 
Smith captive. Library of Congress.



50

T H I N K I N G  L I K E 
A  H I S T O R I A N

Who Was Pocahontas?

Matoaka — nicknamed Pocahontas — was born around 1596 in the region the 
English would soon name Virginia. A daughter of Chief Powhatan, her interac-
tions with colonists were important at the time and have been mythologized 
ever since. Pocahontas left no writings, so what we know of her comes from 
others. From these accounts, we know that she acted as a mediator with the 
Jamestown settlers; she was the first Native American to marry an Englishman; 
and she traveled to England with her husband and son.  Pocahontas fell ill and 
died in Gravesend, England, in June 1617.

1. John Smith, Generall Historie of Virginia, 1624. 
Smith’s description of being a captive of Powhatan 
in 1607. 

Having feasted [Smith] after their best barbarous manner 

they could, a long consultation was held, but the conclu-

sion was, two great stones were brought before Powhatan: 

then as many as could layd hands on him, dragged him to 

them, and thereon laid his head, and being ready with 

their clubs, to beate out his braines, Pocahontas the Kings 

dearest daughter, when no entreaty could prevaile, got his 

head in her armes, and laid her owne upon his to save 

him from death: whereat the Emperour was contented he 

should live to make him hatchets, and her bells, beads, 

and copper.

2. Robert Vaughn’s engraving of Pocahontas saving 
Smith’s life, from John Smith’s Generall Historie of 
Virginia, 1624. 

3. John Smith, Generall Historie of Virginia, 1624. 
Pocahontas visited Jamestown regularly in the 
years following Smith’s capture. Smith returned to 
England in 1609; four years later Captain Samuel 
Argall kidnapped Pocahontas and held her captive 
in Jamestown. 

[S]he too James towne [was brought.] A messenger 

forthwith was sent to her father, that his daughter 

 Pocahontas he loved so dearely, he must ransome with 

our men, swords, peeces, tooles, &c. he treacherously had 

stolen. . . . [H]e . . . sent us word, that when we would 

deliver his daughter, he would make us satisfaction for all 

injuries done to us, and give us five hundred bushels of 

Corne, and for ever be friends with us. . . . [W]e could 

not believe the rest of our armes were either lost or stolen 

from him, and therefore till he sent them, we would keep 

his daughter. . . . [W]e heard no more from him a long 

time after. . . . . 

[Long before this, Master John Rolfe, an honest 

Gentle man of good behavior had been in love with 

 Pocahontas, and she with him. . . . T]his marriage came 

soone to the knowledge of Powhatan, a thing acceptable 

to him, as appeared by his sudden consent, for within ten 

daies he sent Opachisco, an old Uncle of hers, and two of 

his sons, to see the manner of the marriage, and to do 

in that behalf what they were requested . . . which was 

 accordingly done about the first of April: And ever since 

we have had friendly trade and commerce. 

4. John Rolfe, Letter to Sir Thomas Dale, 1614. 
Pocahontas and John Rolfe married in April 1614. 
In June, Rolfe defended his motives in this letter to 
Virginia’s deputy-governor. 

I freely subject my selfe to your grave and mature judg-

ment, deliberation, approbation and determination. . . .  

[I am not led by] the unbridled desire of carnal affection: 

but for the good of this plantation, for the honour of our 

countrie, for the glory of God, for my owne salvation, and 

for the converting to the true knowledge of God and Jesus Source: © British Library Board / Robana / Art Resource, NY.
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[H]earing shee was at Branford with divers of my friends, 

I went to see her: After a modest salutation, without any 

word, she turned about, obscured her face, as not seeming 

well contented; and in that humour her husband, with 

divers others, we all left her two or three houres. . . . But 

not long after, she began to talke, and remembred mee 

well what courtesies she had done: saying, [“]You did 

promise Powhatan what was yours should bee his, and he 

the like to you; you called him father being in his land a 

stranger, and by the same reason so must I doe you:[”] 

which though I would have excused, I durst not allow of 

that title, because she was a Kings daughter; with a well 

set countenance she said, [“]Were you not afraid to come 

into my fathers Countrie, and caused feare in him and all 

his people (but mee) and feare you here I should call you 

father; I tell you then I will, and you shall call mee childe, 

and so I will bee for ever and ever your Countrieman. 

They did tell us [always] you were dead, and I knew no 

other till I came to [Plymouth]; yet Powhatan did com-

mand Uttamatomakkin to seeke you, and know the truth, 

because your Countriemen will lie much.[”]

Sources: (1, 3, 6) John Smith, Generall Historie of Virginia (Glasgow: James MacLehose 

and Sons, 1907), 101, 218, 220, 238–239; (4) J. Franklin Jameson, Narratives of Early 

Virginia (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1907), 237–244.

ANALYZING THE EVIDENCE
1. Most historians now believe that the event described 

and shown in sources 1 and 2 was a Powhatan ritual 
to make Smith an ally and that his life was not actually 
in danger. What elements of these sources suggest the 
validity of this interpretation? Why would Pocahontas —  
a child of eleven or twelve at the time — have had a role 
in such a ritual?

2. How does Vaughn (source 2) depict power relations and 
social hierarchy among the Powhatans? Where does 
Pocahontas fit within this hierarchy? What messages 
about Pocahontas do you think Van De Pass (source 5) 
intended to convey? How do these images contribute to 
the Pocahontas myth?

3. How does Rolfe explain his interest in Pocahontas 
(source 4)? What is his view of her? How do you inter-
pret the letter?

4. Assess the reliability of sources 1, 3, and 6 and consider 
Smith’s motive in including them in his Historie. Source 
6 purports to record an actual conversation between 
Pocahontas and Smith. What is the tone of this encoun-
ter, and what might explain Pocahontas’s remarks?

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
Imagine the various encounters Pocahontas experienced 
with the Jamestown Englishmen from her point of view. 
Reflect on who Pocahontas was as described in these docu-
ments — savior and friend, captive, baptized wife, Virginia 
Company prize, and betrayed ally — and in a brief essay, use 
Pocahontas’s experience to explore the uncertain nature of 
English-Powhatan relations in the first decade of contact.

Christ, an unbeleeving creature, namely Pocahontas. To 

whom my hartie and best thoughts are, and have [for] a 

long time bin so intangled, and inthralled in so intricate a 

labyrinth, that I was even awearied to unwinde my selfe 

thereout. . . . [I have often thought]: surely these are 

wicked instigations, hatched by him who seeketh and 

delighteth in man’s destruction[.]

I say the holy spirit of God has often demanded of 

me, why I was created . . . but to labour in the Lord’s vine-

yard. . . . Likewise adding hereunto her great appearance 

of love to me, her desire to be taught and instructed in the 

knowledge of God, her capableness of understanding, her 

aptness and willingness to receive any good impression, 

and also the spirituall, besides her owne incitements stir-

ring me up hereunto. . . .

Now if the vulgar sort, who square all men’s actions by 

the base rule of their owne filthiness, shall tax or taunt me 

in this my godly labour: let them know, it is not any hun-

gry appetite, to gorge my selfe with incontinency; sure (if 

I would, and were so sensually inclined) I might satisfy 

such desire, though not without a seared conscience.

5. Portrait of Pocahontas by Simon Van De Pass, 
1616. In 1616, the Virginia Company of London 
sent Pocahontas, John Rolfe, and their son Thomas 
to England, where she met King James and 
sat for this portrait, the only surviving image 
of Pocahontas. 

Source: National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution/
Art Resource, NY.

6. John Smith, Generall Historie of Virginia, 1624. In 
1624, John Smith recalled a meeting he had with 
Pocahontas during her 1616 tour of England. 
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bolstered the royal treasury. Powhatan, however, now 

accused the English of coming “not to trade but to 

invade my people and possess my country.”

To foster the flow of migrants, the Virginia 

Company allowed individual settlers to own land, 

granting 100 acres to every freeman and more to those 

who imported servants. The company also created a 

system of representative government: the House of 
Burgesses, first convened in 1619, could make laws and 

levy taxes, although the governor and the company 

council in England could veto its acts. By 1622, land-

ownership, self-government, and a judicial system 

based on “the lawes of the realme of England” had 

attracted some 4,500 new recruits. To encourage the 

transition to a settler colony, the Virginia Company 

recruited dozens of “Maides young and uncorrupt to 

make wifes to the Inhabitants.”

The Indian War of 1622 The influx of migrants 

sparked an all-out conflict with the neighboring 

Indians. The struggle began with an assault led by 

Opechancanough, Powhatan’s younger brother and 

successor. In 1607, Opechancanough had attacked 

some of the first English invaders; subsequently, he 

“stood aloof” from the English settlers and “would not 

be drawn to any Treaty.” In particular, he resisted 

English proposals to place Indian children in schools 

to be “brought upp in Christianytie.” Upon becoming 

the paramount chief in 1621, Opechancanough told 

the leader of the neighboring Potomack Indians: 

“Before the end of two moons, there should not be an 

Englishman in all their Countries.” 

Opechancanough almost succeeded. In 1622, he 

coordinated a surprise attack by twelve Indian chief-

doms that killed 347 English settlers, nearly one-third 

of the population. The English 

fought back by seizing the fields 

and food of those they now 

called “naked, tanned, deformed 

Savages” and declared “a per-

petual war without peace or 

truce” that lasted for a decade. 

They sold captured warriors 

into slavery, “destroy[ing] them who sought to destroy 

us” and taking control of “their cultivated places.”

Shocked by the Indian uprising, James I revoked 

the Virginia Company’s charter and, in 1624, made 

Virginia a royal colony. Now the king and his ministers 

appointed the governor and a small advisory council, 

retaining the locally elected House of Burgesses but 

stipulating that the king’s Privy Council (a committee 

of political advisors) must ratify all legislation. The king 

also decreed the legal establishment of the Church of 

England in the colony, which meant that residents had 

to pay taxes to support its clergy. These institutions — 

an appointed governor, an elected assembly, a formal 

legal system, and an established Anglican Church — 

became the model for royal colonies throughout 

English America.

Lord Baltimore Settles Catholics in Maryland A 

second tobacco-growing colony developed in neigh-

boring Maryland. King Charles I (r. 1625–1649), 

James’s successor, was secretly sympathetic toward 

Catholicism, and in 1632 he granted lands bordering 

the vast Chesapeake Bay to Catholic aristocrat Cecilius 

Calvert, Lord Baltimore. Thus Maryland became a ref-

uge for Catholics, who were subject to persecution in 

England. In 1634, twenty gentlemen, mostly Catholics, 

and 200 artisans and laborers, mostly Protestants, 

established St. Mary’s City at the mouth of the Potomac 

River. To minimize religious confrontations, the pro-

prietor instructed the governor to allow “no scandall 

nor offence to be given to any of the Protestants” and to 

“cause All Acts of Romane Catholicque Religion to be 

done as privately as may be.”

Maryland grew quickly because Baltimore 

imported many artisans and offered ample lands to 

wealthy migrants. But political conflict threatened the 

colony’s stability. Disputing Baltimore’s powers, settlers 

elected a representative assembly and insisted on the 

right to initiate legislation, which Baltimore grudg-

ingly granted. Anti-Catholic agitation by Protestants 

also threatened his religious goals. To protect his 

co religionists, Lord Baltimore persuaded the assembly 

to enact the Toleration Act (1649), which granted all 

Christians the right to follow their beliefs and hold 

church services. In Maryland, as in Virginia, tobacco 

quickly became the main crop, and that similarity, 

rather than any religious difference, ultimately made 

the two colonies very much alike in their economic 

and social systems.

The Caribbean Islands
Virginia’s experiment with a cash crop that created a 

land-intensive plantation society ran parallel to develop-

ments in the Caribbean, where English, French, and 

Dutch sailors began looking for a permanent toehold. 

In 1624, a small English party under the command 

of Sir Thomas Warner established a settlement on 

St. Christopher (St. Kitts). A year later, Warner allowed a 

French group to settle the other end of the island so they 

could better defend their position from the Spanish. 

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
How did the proximity of 
the Powhatan Chiefdom 
affect developments in 
early Virginia?
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Within a few years, the English and French colonists on 

St. Kitts had driven the native Caribs from the island, 

weathered a Spanish attack, and created a common set 

of bylaws for mutual occupation of the island.

After St. Kitts, a dozen or so colonies were founded 

in the Lesser Antilles, including the French islands of 

Martinique, Guadeloupe, and St. Bart’s; the English 

outposts of Nevis, Antigua, Montserrat, Anguilla, 

Tortola, and Barbados; and the Dutch colony of St. 

Eustatius. In 1655, an English fleet captured the Spanish 

island of Jamaica — one of the large islands of the 

Greater Antilles — and opened it to settlement as well. 

A few of these islands were unpopulated before 

Europeans settled there; elsewhere, native populations 

were displaced, and often wiped out, within a decade 

or so. Only on the largest islands did native popula-

tions hold out longer. 

Colonists experimented with a wide variety of cash 

crops, including tobacco, indigo, cotton, cacao, and 

ginger. Beginning in the 1640s — and drawing on the 

example of Brazil — planters on many of the islands 

shifted to sugar cultivation. Where conditions were 

right, as they were in Barbados, Jamaica, Nevis, and 

Martinique, these colonies were soon producing sub-

stantial crops of sugar and, as a consequence, claimed 

some of the world’s most valuable real estate. 

Plantation Life
In North America and the Caribbean, plantations were 

initially small freeholds, farms of 30 to 50 acres owned 

and farmed by families or male partners. But the logic 

of plantation agriculture soon encouraged consolida-

tion: large planters engrossed as much land as they 

A Sugar Mill in the French West Indies, 1655

Making sugar required both hard labor and considerable expertise. Field slaves labored strenuously in the hot 
tropical sun to cut the sugarcane and carry or cart it to an oxen- or wind-powered mill, where it was pressed 
to yield the juice. Then skilled slave artisans took over. They carefully heated the juice and, at the proper 
moment, added ingredients that granulated the sugar and separated it from the molasses, which was later 
distilled into rum. The Granger Collection, New York.
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could and experimented with new forms of labor disci-

pline that maximized their control over production. In 

Virginia, the headright system guaranteed 50 acres of 

land to anyone who paid the passage of a new immi-

grant to the colony; thus, by buying additional inden-

tured servants and slaves, the colony’s largest planters 

also amassed ever-greater claims to land. 

European demand for tobacco set off a forty-year 

economic boom in the Chesapeake. “All our riches for 

the present do consist in tobacco,” a planter remarked 

in 1630. Exports rose from 3 million pounds in 1640 

to 10 million pounds in 1660. After 1650, wealthy 

migrants from gentry or noble families established 

large estates along the coastal rivers. Coming primarily 

from southern England, where tenants and wage labor-

ers farmed large manors, they copied that hierarchical 

system by buying English indentured servants and 

enslaved Africans to work their lands. At about the 

same time, the switch to sugar production in Barbados 

caused the price of land there to quadruple, driving 

small landowners out.

For rich and poor alike, life in the plantation colo-

nies of North America and the Caribbean was harsh. 

The scarcity of towns deprived settlers of community 

(Map 2.4). Families were equally scarce because there 

were few women, and marriages often ended with the 

early death of a spouse. Pregnant women were espe-

cially vulnerable to malaria, spread by mosquitoes that 

flourished in tropical and subtropical climates. Many 

mothers died after bearing a first or second child, so 

orphaned children (along with unmarried young men) 

formed a large segment of the society. Sixty percent of 

the children born in Middlesex County, Virginia, 

before 1680 lost one or both parents before they were 

thirteen. Death was pervasive. Although 15,000 English 

migrants arrived in Virginia between 1622 and 1640, 

the population rose only from 2,000 to 8,000. It was 

even harsher in the islands, where yellow fever epi-

demics killed indiscriminately. On Barbados, burials 

outnumbered baptisms in the second half of the seven-

teenth century by four to one. 

Indentured Servitude Still, the prospect of owning 

land continued to lure settlers. By 1700, more than 

100,000 English migrants had come to Virginia and 

Maryland and over 200,000 had migrated to the islands 

of the West Indies, principally to Barbados; the vast 

majority to both destinations traveled as indentured 

servants (Figure 2.2). Shipping registers from the 

English port of Bristol reveal the backgrounds of 5,000 

servants embarking for the Chesapeake. Three-quarters 

were young men. They came to Bristol searching for 

work; once there, merchants persuaded them to sign 

contracts to labor in America. Indentured servitude 
contracts bound the men — and the quarter who were 

women — to work for a master for four or five years, 

after which they would be free to marry and work for 

themselves. 

For merchants, servants were valuable cargo: their 

contracts fetched high prices from Chesapeake and 

West Indian planters. For the plantation owners, inden-

tured servants were a bargain if they survived the 
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River Plantations in Virginia, c. 1640

The first migrants settled in widely 
dispersed plantations along the James 
River, a settlement pattern promoted 
by the tobacco economy. From 
their riverfront plantations wealthy 
planter-merchants could easily load 
heavy hogsheads of tobacco onto 
oceangoing ships and offload supplies 
that they then sold to smallholding 
planters. Consequently, few substantial 
towns or trading centers developed in 
the Chesapeake region.
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voyage and their first year in a harsh new disease 

environment, a process called “seasoning.” During the 

Chesapeake’s tobacco boom, a male servant could pro-

duce five times his purchase price in a single year. 

To maximize their gains, many masters ruthlessly 

exploited servants, forcing them to work long hours, 

beating them without cause, and withholding permis-

sion to marry. If servants ran away or became preg-

nant, masters went to court to increase the term of 

their service. Female servants were especially vulner-

able to abuse. A Virginia law of 1692 stated that “disso-

lute masters have gotten their maids with child; and yet 

claim the benefit of their service.” Planters got rid of 

uncooperative servants by selling their contracts. In 

Virginia, an Englishman remarked in disgust that “ser-

vants were sold up and down like horses.”

Few indentured servants escaped poverty. In the 

Chesapeake, half the men died before completing the 

term of their contract, and another quarter remained 

landless. Only one-quarter achieved their quest for 

property and respectability. Female servants generally 

fared better. Because men had grown “very sensible of 

the Misfortune of Wanting Wives,” many propertied 

planters married female servants. Thus a few — very 

fortunate — men and women escaped a life of landless 

poverty.

African Laborers The rigors of indentured servi-

tude paled before the brutality that accompanied the 

large-scale shift to African slave labor. In Barbados 

and the other English islands, sugar production 

devoured laborers, and the sup-

ply of indentured servants quickly 

became inadequate to planters’ 

needs. By 1690, blacks outnum-

bered whites on Barbados nearly 

three to one, and white slave 

owners were developing a code 

of force and terror to keep sugar 

flowing and maintain control of 

the black majority that sur-

rounded them. The first comprehensive slave legislation 

for the island, adopted in 1661, was called an “Act for 

the better ordering and governing of Negroes.”

In the Chesapeake, the shift to slave labor was more 

gradual. In 1619, John Rolfe noted that “a Dutch man 

of warre . . . sold us twenty Negars” — slaves originally 

shipped by the Portuguese from the port of Luanda in 

Angola. For a generation, the number of Africans 

remained small. About 400 Africans lived in the 

Chesapeake colonies in 1649, just 2 percent of the pop-

ulation. By 1670, that figure had reached 5 percent. 

Most Africans served their English masters for life. 

However, since English common law did not acknowl-

edge chattel slavery, it was possible for some Africans 

to escape bondage. Some were freed as a result of 

Christian baptism; some purchased their freedom 

from their owners; some — like Elizabeth Key, whose 

story was related at the beginning of the chapter — won 

their freedom in the courts. Once free, some ambitious 

Africans became landowners and purchased slaves or 

the labor contracts of English servants for themselves.

Social mobility for Africans ended in the 1660s 

with the collapse of the tobacco boom and the increas-

ing political power of the gentry. Tobacco had once 

sold for 30 pence a pound; now it fetched less than one-

tenth of that. The “low price of Tobacco requires it 

should bee made as cheap as possible,” declared 

Virginia planter-politician Nicholas Spencer, and 

“blacks can make it cheaper than whites.” As they 

imported more African workers, the English-born 

political elite grew more race-conscious. Increasingly, 

Spencer and other leading legislators distinguished 

English from African residents by color (white-black) 

rather than by religion (Christian-pagan). By 1671, the 

Virginia House of Burgesses had forbidden Africans to 
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Chesapeake Whites: Workers, Dependents, and 
Indentured Servants, 1640–1700

The Chesapeake’s white population grew tenfold in the 
years after 1640, and it also changed significantly in 
character. As more women migrated to Virginia and 
Maryland and bore children, the percentage of the 
population who worked in the fields daily fell dramati-
cally, from 75 percent to 46 percent. The proportion of 
indentured servants in the labor force likewise declined, 
from 30 percent to 10 percent. 

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST 
How were the experiences 
of indentured servants and 
slaves in the Chesapeake 
and the Caribbean similar? 
In what ways were they 
different?
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own guns or join the militia. It also barred them — “tho 

baptized and enjoying their own Freedom” — from 

owning English servants. Being black was increasingly 

a mark of inferior legal status, and slavery was fast 

becoming a permanent and hereditary condition. As 

an English clergyman observed, “These two words, 

Negro and Slave had by custom grown Homogeneous 

and convertible.”

Neo-European Colonies
While Mesoamerica and the Andes emerged at the 

heart of a tribute-based empire in Latin America, and 

tropical and subtropical environments were trans-

formed into plantation societies, a series of colonies 

that more closely replicated European patterns of eco-

nomic and social organization developed in the tem-

perate zone along North America’s Atlantic coast 

(America Compared, opposite page). Dutch, French, 

and English sailors probed the continent’s northern 

coastline, initially searching for a Northwest Passage 

through the continent to Asia. Gradually, they devel-

oped an interest in the region on its own terms. They 

traded for furs with coastal Native American popula-

tions, fished for cod on the Grand Banks off the coast 

of New foundland, and established freehold family 

farms and larger manors where they reproduced Euro-

pean patterns of agricultural life. Many migrants also 

came with aspirations to create godly communities, 

places of refuge where they could put religious ideals 

into practice. New France, New Netherland, and New 

England were the three pillars of neo-European coloni-

zation in the early seventeenth century. 

New France
In the 1530s, Jacques Cartier ventured up the St. Law-

rence River and claimed it for France. Cartier’s claim 

to the St. Lawrence languished for three-quarters of a 

century, but in 1608 Samuel de Champlain returned 

and founded the fur-trading post of Quebec. Trade 

with the Cree-speaking Montagnais; Algonquian-

speaking Micmacs, Ottawas, and Ojibwas; and 

Iroquois-speaking Hurons gave the French access to 

furs — mink, otter, and beaver — that were in great 

demand in Europe. To secure plush beaver pelts from 

the Hurons, who controlled trade north of the Great 

Lakes, Champlain provided them with manufactured 

goods. Selling pelts, an Indian told a French priest, 

“makes kettles, hatchets, swords, knives, bread.” It also 

made guns, which Champlain sold to the Hurons. 

The Hurons also became the first focus of French 

Catholic missionary activity. Hundreds of priests, most 

of them Jesuits, fanned out to live in Indian communi-

ties. They mastered Indian languages and came to 

understand, and sometimes respect, their values. Many 

Indian peoples initially welcomed the French “Black 

Robes” as spiritually powerful beings, but when prayers 

to the Christian god did not protect them from disease, 

the Indians grew skeptical. A Peoria chief charged that 

a priest’s “fables are good only in his own country; we 

have our own [beliefs], which do not make us die as his 

do.” When a drought struck, Indians blamed the 

missionaries. “If you cannot make rain, they speak of 

nothing less than making away with you,” lamented 

one Jesuit.

While New France became an expansive center of 

fur trading and missionary work, it languished as a 

The Fur Trade

Luxuriant pelts like ermine and silver fox 
were always desirable, but the humble 
beaver dominated the early trade 
between Europeans and Indians in the 
Northeast. It had thick, coarse hair, 
but beneath that outer layer was soft 
“underfur.” Those fine hairs were 
covered in microscopic barbs that 
allowed them to mat into a dense mass. 
European hatmakers pressed this fur 
into felt so strong and pliable that even 
broad-brimmed hats would hold their 
shape. As such hats became fashionable 
in Europe and the colonies, beavers were 
hunted to near-extinction in North 
America. National Archives of Canada.
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good store and better cheap to build warm houses and 

make good fires, which makes the winter less tedious. . . . 

[T]rue it is that some venturing too nakedly in extremity 

of cold, being more foolhardy than wise, have for a time 

lost the use of their feet, others the use of their fingers; 

but time and surgery afterwards recovered them. Some 

have had their overgrown beards so frozen together that 

they could not get their strong-water bottles into their 

mouths. . . . [W]hereas many do disparage the land, say-

ing a man cannot live without labor, in that they more 

disparage and discredit themselves in giving the world 

occasion to take notice of their dronish disposition that 

would live off the sweat of another man’s brows. . . . 

For all in New England must be workers of some 

kind. . . . And howsoever they are accounted poor, 

they are well contented and look not so much at 

abundance as at competency.

Source: William Wood, New England’s Prospect (Boston: The University of Massachu-

setts Press, 1993), 28–29, 68.

Henry Whistler’s Journal, 1655

This Island [Barbados] is one of the Richest Spots of 

ground in the world and fully inhabited. . . . The gentry 

here doth Hue [appear] far better than ours do in En-

gland : they have most of them 100 or 2 or 3 of slaves[,] 

apes who they command as they please. . . . This Island 

is inhabited with all sorts : with English, French, Dutch, 

Scots, Irish, Spaniards they being Jews : with Indians and 

miserable Negroes borne to perpetual slavery they and 

their seed : these Negroes they do allow as many wives as 

they will have, some will have 3 or 4, according as they 

find their body able : our English here doth think a negro 

child the first day it is born to be worth £5, they cost them 

nothing the bringing up, they go all ways naked : some 

planters will have 30 more or les about 4 or 5 years old : 

they sell them from one to the other as we do sheep. This 

Island is the Dunghill whereon England doth cast forth 

its rubbish. . . . A rogue in England will hardly make a 

cheater here : a Bawd brought over puts on a demure 

comportment, a whore if handsome makes a wife for 

some rich planter.

Source: The Narrative of General Venables (New York: Longmans, Green, and Co., 

1900), 145–146.

William Wood, New England’s Prospect, 1634

But it may be objected that it is too cold a country for our 

English men, who have been accustomed to a warmer cli-

mate. To which it may be answered . . . , there is wood 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. Henry Whistler was a soldier who briefly visited Barbados 

on a military expedition to the West Indies, while William 
Wood lived for four years in Massachusetts Bay. How 
might that difference influence the tone of these two 
descriptions?

2. What core values does each author ascribe to the colony 
he writes about? What kinds of people are most likely to 
end up in each of these two colonies?

The prospects for Europeans who traveled to tropical plantations like Barbados 
differed dramatically from those traveling to neo-European colonies like Mas-
sachusetts Bay. In the former, planters employed small armies of servants and 
slaves; in the latter, the first generation of colonists worked hard, often in cold 
climates and rocky soils, to eke out a living. 

farming settlement. In 1662, King Louis XIV (r. 1643–

1714) turned New France into a royal colony and 

subsidized the migration of indentured servants. 

French servants labored under contract for three years, 

received a salary, and could eventually lease a farm — far 

more generous terms than those for indentured ser-

vants in the English colonies.

Nonetheless, few people moved to New France, 

a cold and forbidding country “at the end of the 

world,” as one migrant put it. And some state policies 

discouraged migration. Louis XIV drafted tens of thou-

sands of men into military service and barred 

Huguenots (French Calvinist Protestants) from migrat-

ing to New France, fearing they might win converts 

and take control of the colony. Moreover, the French 

legal system gave peasants strong rights to their village 

lands, whereas migrants to New France faced an 

oppressive, aristocracy- and church-dominated feudal 

system. In the village of Saint Ours in Quebec, for 

example, peasants paid 45 percent of their wheat crop 
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to nobles and the Catholic Church. By 1698, only 

15,200 Europeans lived in New France, compared to 

100,000 in England’s North American colonies.

Despite this small population, France eventually 

claimed a vast inland arc, from the St. Lawrence Valley 

through the Great Lakes and down the course of the 

Ohio and Mississippi rivers. Explorers and fur traders 

drove this expansion. In 1673, Jacques Marquette 

reached the Mississippi River in present-day Wisconsin; 

then, in 1681, Robert de La Salle traveled down the 

majestic river to the Gulf of Mexico. To honor Louis 

XIV, La Salle named the region Louisiana. By 1718, 

French merchants had founded the port of New 

Orleans at the mouth of the Mississippi. Eventually a 

network of about two dozen forts grew up in the Great 

Lakes and Mississippi. Soldiers and missionaries used 

them as bases of operations, while Indians, traders, and 

their métis (mixed-race) offspring created trading 

communities alongside them.

New Netherland
By 1600, Amsterdam had become the financial and 

commercial hub of northern Europe, and Dutch finan-

ciers dominated the European banking, insurance, and 

textile industries. Dutch merchants owned more ships 

and employed more sailors than did the combined 

fleets of England, France, and Spain. Indeed, the Dutch 

managed much of the world’s commerce. During their 

struggle for independence from Spain and Portugal 

(ruled by Spanish monarchs, 1580–1640), the Dutch 

seized Portuguese forts in Africa and Indonesia and 

sugar plantations in Brazil. These conquests gave the 

Dutch control of the Atlantic trade in slaves and sugar 

and the Indian Ocean commerce in East Indian spices 

and Chinese silks and ceramics (Map 2.5).

In 1609, Dutch merchants dispatched the English 

mariner Henry Hudson to locate a navigable route to 

the riches of the East Indies. What he found as he 

probed the rivers of northeast America was a fur 

bonanza. Following Hudson’s exploration of the river 

that now bears his name, the merchants built Fort 

Orange (Albany) in 1614 to trade for furs with the 

Munsee and Iroquois Indians. Then, in 1621, the Dutch 

government chartered the West India Company, which 

founded the colony of New Netherland, set up New 

Amsterdam (on Manhattan Island) as its capital, and 

brought in farmers and artisans to make the enterprise 

self-sustaining. The new colony did not thrive. The 

population of the Dutch Republic was too small to 

support much emigration — just 1.5 million people, 

compared to 5 million in Britain and 20 million in 

France — and its migrants sought riches in Southeast 

Asia rather than fur-trading profits in America. To 

protect its colony from rival European nations, the 

West India Company granted huge estates along the 

Hudson River to wealthy Dutchmen who promised to 

populate them. But by 1664, New Netherland had only 

5,000 residents, and fewer than half of them were 

Dutch. 

New Amsterdam, c. 1640

As the wooden palisade suggests, 
New Amsterdam was a fortlike 
trading post at the edge of a vast 
land populated by alien Indian 
peoples feared by the Dutch. The 
city was also a pale miniature 
imitation of Amsterdam, with its 
many canals. The first settlers built 
their houses in the Dutch style, with 
gable ends facing the street (note 
the two middle houses), and 
excavated a canal across lower 
Manhattan Island (New York City’s 
Canal Street today). Library of 
Congress.
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Like New France, New Netherland flourished as a 

fur-trading enterprise. Trade with the powerful Iroquois, 

though rocky at first, gradually improved. But Dutch 

settlers had less respect for their Algonquian-speaking 

neighbors. They seized prime farming land from the 

Algonquian peoples and took over their trading net-

work, which exchanged corn and wampum from Long 

Island for furs from Maine. In response, in 1643 the 

Algonquians launched attacks that nearly destroyed 

the colony. “Almost every place is abandoned,” a settler 

lamented, “whilst the Indians daily threaten to over-

whelm us.” To defeat the Algonquians, the Dutch 

waged vicious warfare — maiming, burning, and kill-

ing hundreds of men, women, and children — and 

formed an alliance with the Mohawks, who were no 

less brutal. The grim progression of Euro-Indian 

relations — an uneasy welcome, followed by rising ten-

sions and war — afflicted even the Dutch, who had few 

designs on Indian lands or on their “unregenerate” 

souls and were only looking to do business.

After the crippling Indian war, the West India 

Company ignored New Netherland and expanded 

its profitable trade in African 

slaves and Brazilian sugar. In 

New Amsterdam, Governor 

Peter Stuyvesant ruled in an 

authoritarian fashion, rejecting 

demands for a representative 

system of government and alienating the colony’s 

diverse Dutch, English, and Swedish residents. Con-

sequently, the residents of New Netherland offered 

little resistance when England invaded the colony in 
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The Eurasian Trade System and European Spheres of Influence, 1650

Between 1550 and 1650, Spanish, Portuguese, and Dutch merchants took control of the maritime 
trade routes between Europe and India, Indonesia, and China. They also created two new trading 
connections. The South Atlantic System carried slaves, sugar, and manufactured goods between 
Europe, Africa, and the valuable plantation settlements in Brazil and the Caribbean islands. And 
a transpacific trade carried Spanish American silver to China in exchange for silks, ceramics, and 
other manufactures. (To trace long-term changes in trade and empires, see Map 1.4 on p. 24 and 
Map 5.1 on p. 154.)

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
Why did New France and 
New Netherland struggle 
to attract colonists?
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1664. New Netherland became New York and fell 

under English control.

The Rise of the Iroquois
Like other native groups decimated by European dis-

eases and warfare, the Five Nations of the Iroquois suf-

fered as a result of colonization, but they were able to 

capitalize on their strategic location in central New 

York to dominate the region between the French and 

Dutch colonies. Obtaining guns and goods from Dutch 

merchants at Fort Orange, Iroquois warriors inflicted 

terror on their neighbors. Partly in response to a viru-

lent smallpox epidemic in 1633, which cut their 

number by one-third, the Iroquois waged a series of 

devastating wars against the Hurons (1649), Neutrals 

(1651), Eries (1657), and Susquehannocks (1660) — all 

Iroquoian-speaking peoples. They razed villages, kill-

ing many residents and taking many more captive. The 

conquered Hurons ceased to exist as a distinct people; 

survivors trekked westward with displaced Algonquian 

peoples and formed a new nation, the Wyandots. 

Iroquois warriors pressed still farther — eastward into 

New England, south to the Carolinas, north to Quebec, 

and west via the Great Lakes to the Mississippi — 

dominating Indian groups along the way. Collectively 

known as the Beaver Wars, these Iroquois campaigns 

dramatically altered the map of northeastern North 

America.

Many Iroquois raids came at the expense of French-

allied Algonquian Indians, and in the 1660s New 

France committed to all-out war against the Iroquois. 

In 1667, the Mohawks were the last of the Five Nations 

to admit defeat. As part of the peace settlement, the 

Five Nations accepted Jesuit missionaries into their 

communities. A minority of Iroquois — perhaps 20 

percent of the population — converted to Catholicism 

and moved to the St. Lawrence Valley, where they set-

tled in mission communities near Montreal (where 

their descendants still live today).

The Iroquois who remained in New York did not 

collapse, however. Forging a new alliance with the 

Englishmen who had taken over New Netherland, they 

would continue to be a dominant force in the politics 

of the Northeast for generations to come.

New England
In 1620, 102 English Protestants landed at a place they 

called Plymouth, near Cape Cod. A decade later, a 

much larger group began to arrive just north of 

Plymouth, in the newly chartered Massachusetts Bay 

Colony. By 1640, the region had attracted more than 

20,000 migrants (Map 2.6). Unlike the early arrivals in 

Virginia and Barbados, these were not parties of young 

male adventurers seeking their fortunes or bound to 

labor for someone else. They came in family groups to 

create communities like the ones they left behind, 

except that they intended to establish them according 

to Protestant principles, as John Calvin had done in 

Geneva. Their numbers were small compared to the 

Caribbean and the Chesapeake, but their balanced sex 

ratio and organized approach to community formation 

allowed them to multiply quickly. By distributing land 

broadly, they built a society of independent farm fami-

lies. And by establishing a “holy commonwealth,” they 

gave a moral dimension to American history that sur-

vives today. 

The Pilgrims The Pilgrims were religious separat-

ists — Puritans who had left the Church of England. 

When King James I threatened to drive Puritans “out of 

the land, or else do worse,” some Puritans chose to live 

among Dutch Calvinists in Holland. Subsequently, 35 

of these exiles resolved to maintain their English iden-

tity by moving to America. Led by William Bradford 

and joined by 67 migrants from England, the Pilgrims 

sailed to America aboard the Mayflower. Because they 

lacked a royal charter, they combined themselves 

“together into a civill body politick,” as their leader 

explained. This Mayflower Compact used the Puritans’ 

self-governing religious congregation as the model for 

their political structure. 

Only half of the first migrant group survived until 

spring, but thereafter Plymouth thrived; the cold cli-

mate inhibited the spread of mosquito-borne disease, 

and the Pilgrims’ religious discipline encouraged a 

strong work ethic. Moreover, a smallpox epidemic in 

1618 devastated the local Wampanoags, minimizing 

the danger they posed. By 1640, there were 3,000 

settlers in Plymouth. To ensure political stability, they 

established representative self-government, broad polit-

ical rights, property ownership, and religious freedom 

of conscience.

Meanwhile, England plunged deeper into religious 

turmoil. When King Charles I repudiated certain 

Protestant doctrines, including the role of grace in 

 salvation, English Puritans, now powerful in Parlia-

ment, accused the king of “popery” — of holding 

Catholic beliefs. In 1629, Charles dissolved Parliament, 

claimed the authority to rule by “divine right,” and 

raised money through royal edicts and the sale of 

monopolies. When Charles’s Archbishop William 

Laud began to purge dissident ministers, thousands of 
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Puritans — Protestants who did not separate from the 

Church of England but hoped to purify it of its cere-

mony and hierarchy — fled to America. 

John Winthrop and Massachusetts Bay The 

Puritan exodus began in 1630 with the departure of 

900 migrants led by John Winthrop, a well-educated 

country squire who became the first governor of the 

Massachusetts Bay Colony. Calling England morally 

corrupt and “overburdened with people,” Winthrop 

sought land for his children and a place in Christian 

history for his people. “We must consider that we shall 

be as a City upon a Hill,” Winthrop told the migrants. 

“The eyes of all people are upon us.” Like the Pilgrims, 
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MAP 2.6
The Puritan Migration to America, 1620–1640

Forty-five thousand Puritans left England for America and the West Indies between 1620 and 1640. 
About half traveled to the New England colonies of Plymouth, Massachusetts Bay, and Connecticut, 
where they created durable societies with deep religious identities. Migrants from the three major 
centers of Puritanism in England — Yorkshire, East Anglia, and the West Country — commonly 
settled among those from their own region. Often they named American communities after their 
English towns of origin and tried to live as they had in Old England. For example, settlers from 
Rowley in Yorkshire transplanted their customary system of open-field agriculture to Rowley in 
Massachusetts Bay.

To see a longer excerpt of Winthrop’s “City Upon 
a Hill” sermon, along with other primary sources 
from this period, see Sources for America’s History. 
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the Puritans envisioned a reformed Christian society 

with “authority in magistrates, liberty in people, purity 

in the church,” as minister John Cotton put it. By their 

example, they hoped to inspire religious reform 

throughout Christendom.

Winthrop and his associates governed the 

Massachusetts Bay Colony from the town of Boston. 

They transformed their joint-stock corporation — a 

commercial agreement that allows investors to pool 

their resources — into a representative political system 

with a governor, council, and 

assembly. To ensure rule by the 

godly, the Puritans limited the 

right to vote and hold office to 

men who were church mem-

bers. Rejecting the Plymouth 

Colony’s policy of religious tol-

erance, the Massachusetts Bay Colony established 

Puritanism as the state-supported religion, barred 

other faiths from conducting services, and used the 

Bible as a legal guide. “Where there is no Law,” they 

said, magistrates should rule “as near the law of God as 

they can.” Over the next decade, about 10,000 Puritans 

migrated to the colony, along with 10,000 others flee-

ing hard times in England.

The New England Puritans sought to emulate the 

simplicity of the first Christians. Seeing bishops as 

“traitours unto God,” they placed power in the congre-

gation of members — hence the name Congregationalist 

for their churches. Inspired by John Calvin, many 

Puritans embraced predestination, the idea that God 

saved only a few chosen people. Church members 

often lived in great anxiety, worried that God had not 

placed them among the “elect.” Some hoped for a con-

version experience, the intense sensation of receiving 

God’s grace and being “born again.” Other Puritans 

relied on “preparation,” the confidence in salvation that 

came from spiritual guidance by their ministers. Still 

others believed that they were God’s chosen people, 

the new Israelites, and would be saved if they obeyed 

his laws.

Roger Williams and Rhode Island To maintain 

God’s favor, the Massachusetts Bay magistrates purged 

their society of religious dissidents. One target was 

Roger Williams, the Puritan minister in Salem, a 

coastal town north of Boston. Williams opposed the 

decision to establish an official religion and praised the 

Pilgrims’ separation of church and state. He advocated 

toleration, arguing that political magistrates had 

authority over only the “bodies, goods, and outward 

estates of men,” not their spiritual lives. Williams also 

questioned the Puritans’ seizure of Indian lands. The 

magistrates banished him from the colony in 1636.

Williams and his followers settled 50 miles south 

of Boston, founding the town of Providence on land 

purchased from the Narragansett Indians. Other reli-

gious dissidents settled nearby at Portsmouth and 

Newport. In 1644, these settlers obtained a corporate 

charter from Parliament for a new colony — Rhode 

Island — with full authority to rule themselves. In 

Rhode Island, as in Plymouth, there was no legally 

established church, and individuals could worship 

God as they pleased.

Anne Hutchinson The Massachusetts Bay magis-

trates saw a second threat to their authority in Anne 

Hutchinson. The wife of a merchant and mother of 

seven, Hutchinson held weekly prayer meetings for 

women and accused various Boston clergymen of plac-

ing undue emphasis on good behavior. Like Martin 

Luther, Hutchinson denied that salvation could be 

earned through good deeds. There was no “covenant 
of works” that would save the well-behaved; only a 

“covenant of grace” through which God saved those 

he predestined for salvation. Hutchinson likewise 

declared that God “revealed” divine truth directly to 

individual believers, a controversial doctrine that the 

Puritan magistrates denounced as heretical.

The magistrates also resented Hutchinson because 

of her sex. Like other Christians, Puritans believed 

that both men and women could be saved. But gender 

equality stopped there. Women were inferior to men 

in earthly affairs, said leading Puritan divines, who 

told married women: “Thy desires shall bee subject to 

thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.” Puritan 

women could not be ministers or lay preachers, nor 

could they vote in church affairs. In 1637, the magis-

trates accused Hutchinson of teaching that inward 

grace freed an individual from the rules of the Church 

and found her guilty of holding heretical views. 

Banished, she followed Roger Williams into exile in 

Rhode Island.

Other Puritan groups moved out from Massa-

chusetts Bay in the 1630s and settled on or near the 

Connecticut River. For several decades, the colonies of 

Connecticut, New Haven, and Saybrook were inde-

pendent of one another; in 1660, they secured a charter 

from King Charles II (r. 1660–1685) for the self-

governing colony of Connecticut. Like Massachusetts 

Bay, Connecticut had a legally established church and 

an elected governor and assembly; however, it granted 

voting rights to most property-owning men, not just to 

church members as in the original Puritan colony.

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST 
What made New England 
different from New France 
and New Netherland?
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The Puritan Revolution in England Meanwhile, a 

religious civil war engulfed England. Archbishop Laud 

had imposed the Church of England prayer book on 

Presbyterian Scotland in 1637; five years later, a rebel 

Scottish army invaded England. Thousands of English 

Puritans (and hundreds of American Puritans) joined 

the Scots, demanding religious reform and parliamen-

tary power. After years of civil war, parliamentary 

forces led by Oliver Cromwell emerged victorious. In 

1649, Parliament beheaded King Charles I, proclaimed 

a republican Commonwealth, and banished bishops 

and elaborate rituals from the Church of England. 

The Puritan triumph in England was short-lived. 

Popular support for the Commonwealth ebbed after 

Cromwell took dictatorial control in 1653. Following 

his death in 1658, moderate Protestants and a resur-

gent aristocracy restored the monarchy and the hierar-

chy of bishops. With Charles II (r. 1660–1685) on the 

throne, England’s experiment in radical Protestant 

government came to an end.

For the Puritans in America, the restoration of the 

monarchy began a new phase of their “errand into the 

wilderness.” They had come to New England expecting 

to return to Europe in triumph. When the failure of the 

English Revolution dashed that sacred mission, min-

isters exhorted congregations to create a godly repub-

lican society in America. The Puritan colonies now 

stood as outposts of Calvinism and the Atlantic repub-

lican tradition.

Puritanism and Witchcraft Like Native Americans, 

Puritans believed that the physical world was full of 

supernatural forces. Devout Christians saw signs of 

God’s (or Satan’s) power in blazing stars, birth defects, 

and other unusual events. Noting after a storm that the 

houses of many ministers “had been smitten with 

Lightning,” Cotton Mather, a prominent Puritan theo-

logian, wondered “what the meaning of God should 

be in it.”

Puritans were hostile toward people who they 

believed tried to manipulate these forces, and many 

were willing to condemn neighbors as Satan’s “wizards” 

or “witches.” People in the town of Andover “were 

much addicted to sorcery,” claimed one observer, and 

“there were forty men in it that could raise the Devil as 

well as any astrologer.” Between 1647 and 1662, civil 

authorities in New England hanged fourteen people for 

witchcraft, most of them older women accused of 

being “double-tongued” or of having “an unruly spirit.”

The most dramatic episode of witch-hunting 

occurred in Salem in 1692. Several girls who had expe-

rienced strange seizures accused neighbors of bewitch-

ing them. When judges at the accused witches’ trials 

allowed the use of “spectral” evidence — visions of evil 

beings and marks seen only by the girls — the accusa-

tions spun out of control. Eventually, Massachusetts 

Bay authorities tried 175 people for witchcraft and exe-

cuted 19 of them. The causes of this mass hysteria were 

complex and are still debated. Some historians point to 

group rivalries: many accusers were the daughters or 

servants of poor farmers, whereas many of the alleged 

witches were wealthier church members or their 

friends. Because 18 of those put to death were women, 

other historians see the episode as part of a broader 

The Protestant Almanack, 1700

The conflict between Protestants and Catholics took 
many forms. To reinforce the religious identity of English 
Protestants, a writer using the pseudonym Philopretes 
published this almanac that charted not only the passage 
of the seasons (and the influence of the pagan signs of the 
“Zodiack”) but also the “Pernicious Revolutions of the Papacy 
against the Lord and his Anointed.” Cambridge University Library.
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Puritan effort to subordinate women. Still others focus 

on political instability in Massachusetts Bay in the early 

1690s and on fears raised by recent Indian attacks in 

nearby Maine, which had killed the parents of some of 

the young accusers. It is likely that all of these causes 

played some role in the executions.

Whatever the cause, the Salem episode marked a 

major turning point. Shaken by the number of deaths, 

government officials now discouraged legal prosecu-

tions for witchcraft. Moreover, many influential people 

embraced the outlook of the European Enlightenment, 

a major intellectual movement that began around 1675 

and promoted a rational, scientific view of the world. 

Increasingly, educated men and women explained 

strange happenings and sudden deaths by reference to 

“natural causes,” not witchcraft. Unlike Cotton Mather 

(1663–1728), who believed that lightning was a super-

natural sign, Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790) and 

other well-read men of his generation would investi-

gate it as a natural phenomenon.

A Yeoman Society, 1630–1700 In building their 

communities, New England Puritans consciously 

rejected the feudal practices of English society. Many 

Puritans came from middling families in East Anglia, a 

region of pasture lands and few manors, and had no 

desire to live as tenants of wealthy aristocrats or submit 

to oppressive taxation by a distant government. They 

had “escaped out of the pollutions of the world,” the 

settlers of Watertown in Massachusetts Bay declared, 

and vowed to live “close togither” in self-governing 

communities. Accordingly, the General Courts of 

Massachusetts Bay and Connecticut bestowed land on 

groups of settlers, who then distributed it among the 

male heads of families. 

Widespread ownership of land did not mean 

equality of wealth or status. “God had Ordained differ-

ent degrees and orders of men,” proclaimed Boston 

merchant John Saffin, “some to be Masters and 

Commanders, others to be Subjects, and to be com-

manded.” Town proprietors normally awarded the 

largest plots to men of high social status who often 

became selectmen and justices of the peace. However, 

all families received some land, and most adult men 

had a vote in the town meeting, the main institution of 

local government (Map 2.7). 

In this society of independent households and self-

governing communities, ordinary farmers had much 

more political power than Chesapeake yeomen and 

European peasants did. Although Nathaniel Fish was 

one of the poorest men in the town of Barnstable — he 

owned just a two-room cottage, 8 acres of land, an 

ox, and a cow — he was a voting member of the town 

meeting. Each year, Fish and other Barnstable farmers 

levied taxes; enacted ordinances governing fencing, 

roadbuilding, and the use of common fields; and chose 

The Mason Children

This 1670 portrait of David, Joanna, and 
Abigail Mason by an unknown painter 
illustrates the growing prosperity of 
well-to-do Boston households. All three 
wear white linen edged with fine lace 
and expensive ribbons. Eight-year-old 
David is dressed like a gentleman; his 
slashed sleeves, kid gloves, and silver-
tipped walking stick represent the height 
of English fashion. Puritans, with their 
plain style, were uneasy about such 
finery. As minister Samuel Torrey com - 
plained, “a spirit of worldliness, a spirit 
of sensuality” was gaining strength in the 
younger generation. The Fine Arts Museums 
of San Francisco, M. H. de Young Memorial 
Museum, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. John D. 
Rockefeller III, 1979.7.3. © Fine Arts 
Museums of San Francisco.
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in the Connecticut River Valley and
so many dispersed settlements in
eastern Massachusetts?

The map of Andover shows how an originally nucleated
settlement changed over time into a dispersed town.
New farms tended to be located farther and farther
from the meeting house and town center, represented
by a triangle on the town plan.

Wethersfield in 1640 is an example
of a nucleated village, with house
lots clustered around the meeting
house and  fields arranged in
geometric patterns in the
surrounding countryside.

The field boundaries in Wethersfield indicate
that the land is flat in the Connecticut River
Valley. In contrast, the pattern of roads and
paths in Andover suggests a hilly topography.
These uplands gave the Merrimack River a
strong current and many rapids, which were
later harnessed for industrial development.
(See Map 9.1 on page 288.)
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MAP 2.7
Settlement Patterns in New England Towns, 1630–1700

Throughout New England, colonists pressed onto desirable Indian lands. Initially, most Puritan 
towns were compact: families lived close to one another in village centers and traveled daily to 
work in the surrounding fields. This 1640 map of Wethersfield, Connecticut, a town situated on the 
broad plains of the Connecticut River Valley, shows this pattern clearly. The first settlers in Andover, 
Massachusetts, also chose to live in the village center. However, the rugged topography of eastern 
Massachusetts encouraged the townspeople to disperse. By 1692 (as the varied location of new 
houses shows), many Andover residents were living on farms distant from the village center.



66 PART 1  TRANSFORMATIONS OF NORTH AMERICA, 1450–1700

the selectmen who managed town affairs. The farmers 

also selected the town’s representatives to the General 

Court, which gradually displaced the governor as the 

center of political authority. For Fish and thousands of 

other ordinary settlers, New England had proved to be 

a new world of opportunity.

Instability, War, and Rebellion
Everywhere in the colonies, conflicts arose over the 

control of resources, the legitimacy of colonial leaders’ 

claims to power, and attempts to define social and cul-

tural norms. Periodically, these conflicts flared spec-

tacularly into episodes of violence. Each episode has its 

own story — its own unique logic and narrative — but 

taken together, they also illustrate the way that, in their 

formative stages, colonial societies pressured people to 

accept new patterns of authority and new claims to 

power. When these claims were contested, the results 

could quickly turn deadly.

New England’s Indian Wars
Relations between colonists and Indians in early New 

England were bewilderingly complex. Many rival 

Indian groups lived there before Europeans arrived; by 

the 1630s, these groups were bordered by the Dutch 

colony of New Netherland to their west and the 

various English settlements to the east: Plymouth, 

Massachusetts Bay, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New 

Haven, and Saybrook. The region’s Indian leaders cre-

ated various alliances for the purposes of trade and 

defense: Wampanoags with Plymouth; Mohegans with 

Massachusetts and Connecticut; Pequots with New 

Netherland; Narragansetts with Rhode Island. 

Puritan-Pequot War Because of their alliance 

with the Dutch, the Pequots became a thorn in the 

side of English traders. A series of violent encounters 

began in July 1636 with the killing of English trader 

John Oldham and escalated until May 1637, when a 

combined force of Massachusetts and Connecticut 

The Hurons’ Feast of the Dead

Hurons buried their dead in temporary 
raised tombs so they could easily care for 
their spirits. When they moved their 
villages in search of fertile soil and better 
hunting, the Hurons held a Feast of the 
Dead and reburied the bones of their own 
deceased (and often bones from other 
villages) in a common pit lined with beaver 
robes. This solemn ceremony united living 
as well as dead clan members, strengthen-
ing the bonds of the Huron Confederacy. It 
also was believed to release the spirits of 
the dead, allowing them to travel to the 
land where the first Huron, Aataentsic, fell 
from the sky, “made earth and man,” and 
lived with her son and assistant, Iouskeha. 
Library of Congress.
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militiamen, accompanied by Narragansett and Mohe-

gan warriors, attacked a Pequot village and massacred 

some five hundred men, women, and children. In the 

months that followed, the New Englanders drove the 

surviving Pequots into oblivion and divided their lands.

Believing they were God’s chosen people, Puritans 

considered their presence to be divinely ordained. 

Initially, they pondered the morality of acquiring 

Native American lands. “By what right or warrant can 

we enter into the land of the Savages?” they asked 

themselves. Responding to such concerns, John 

Winthrop detected God’s hand in a recent smallpox 

epidemic: “If God were not pleased with our inheriting 

these parts,” he asked, “why doth he still make roome 

for us by diminishing them as we increase?” Experiences 

like the Pequot War confirmed New Englanders’ confi-

dence in their enterprise. “God laughed at the Enemies 

of his People,” one soldier boasted after the 1637 mas-

sacre, “filling the Place with Dead Bodies.”

Like Catholic missionaries, Puritans believed that 

their church should embrace all peoples. However, their 

strong emphasis on predestination — the idea that God 

saved only a few chosen people — made it hard for 

them to accept that Indians could be counted among 

the elect. “Probably the devil” delivered these “miser-

able savages” to America, Cotton Mather suggested, 

“in hopes that the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ would 

never come here.” A few Puritan ministers committed 

themselves to the effort to convert Indians. On Martha’s 

Vineyard, Jonathan Mayhew helped to create an 

Indian-led community of Wampanoag Christians. 

John Eliot translated the Bible into Algonquian and 

created fourteen Indian praying towns. By 1670, more 

than 1,000 Indians lived in these settlements, but rela-

tively few Native Americans were ever permitted to 

become full members of Puritan congregations.

Metacom’s War, 1675–1676 By the 1670s, Euro-

peans in New England outnumbered Indians by three to 

one. The English population had multiplied to 55,000, 

while native peoples had diminished from an estimated 

120,000 in 1570 to barely 16,000. To the Wampanoag 

leader Metacom (also known as King Philip), the pros-

pects for coexistence looked dim. When his people cop-

ied English ways by raising hogs and selling pork in 

Boston, Puritan officials accused them of selling at “an 

under rate” and restricted their trade. When Indians 

killed wandering hogs that devastated their cornfields, 

authorities prosecuted them for violating English prop-

erty rights (American Voices, p. 68). 

Metacom concluded that the English colonists had 

to be expelled. In 1675, the Wampanoags’ leader forged 

a military alliance with the Narragansetts and Nip-

mucks and attacked white settlements throughout New 

England. Almost every day, settler 

William Harris fearfully reported, 

he heard new reports of the 

Indians’ “burneing houses, take-

ing cattell, killing men & women 

& Children: & carrying others 

captive.” Bitter fighting continued 

into 1676, ending only when the 

Indian warriors ran short of gun-

powder and the Massachusetts Bay government hired 

Mohegan and Mohawk warriors, who killed Metacom.

Metacom’s War of 1675–1676 (which English set-

tlers called King Philip’s War) was a deadly affair. 

Indians destroyed one-fifth of the English towns in 

Metacom (King Philip), Chief of the Wampanoags

The Indian War of 1675–1676 left an indelible mark on the 
history of New England. This painting from the 1850s, done 
on semitransparent cloth and lit from behind for effect, was 
used by traveling performers to tell the story of King Philip’s 
War. Notice that Metacom is pictured not as a savage but 
as a dignified man. No longer in danger of Indian attack, 
nineteenth-century whites in New England adopted a 
romanticized version of their region’s often brutal history. 
© Shelburne Museum, Shelburne, Vermont.

UNDERSTAND POINTS 
OF VIEW 
How did New Englanders’ 
religious ideas influence 
their relations with neigh-
boring Native American 
peoples?
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The Causes of 

Metacom’s War 

A M E R I C A N 
V O I C E S

John Easton

A Relacion of the Indyan Warre

John Easton was the deputy governor of Rhode Island and 
a Quaker. Like many Quakers, Easton was a pacifist and 
tried to prevent the war. He wrote this “Relacion” shortly 
after the conflict ended.

In [January 1675], an Indian was found dead; and by 

a coroner inquest of Plymouth Colony judged mur-

dered. . . . The dead Indian was called Sassamon, and 

a Christian that could read and write. . . .

The report came that . . . three Indians had confessed 

and accused Philip [of employing them to kill Sassamon, 

and that consequently] . . . the English would hang Philip. 

So the Indians were afraid, and reported that . . . Philip 

[believed that the English] . . . might kill him to have his 

land. . . . So Philip kept his men in arms.

Plymouth governor [Josiah Winslow] required him to 

disband his men, and informed him his jealousy [his 

worry about land seizure] was false. Philip answered he 

would do no harm, and thanked the Governor for his 

information. The three Indians were hung [on June 8, 

1675]. . . . And it was reported [that] Sassamon, before his 

death had informed [the English] of the Indian plot, and 

that if the Indians knew it they would kill him, and that 

the heathen might destroy the English for their wicked-

ness as God had permitted the heathen to destroy the 

Israelites of old.

So the English were afraid and Philip was afraid and 

both increased in arms; but for forty years’ time reports 

and jealousies of war had been very frequent that we did 

not think that now a war was breaking forth. But about a 

week before it did we had cause to think it would; then to 

endeavor to prevent it, we sent a man to Philip. . . . 

He called his council and agreed to come to us; 

[Philip] came himself, unarmed, and about forty of his 

men, armed. Then five of us went over [to speak to the 

Indians]. Three were magistrates. We sat very friendly 

together [June 14–18]. We told him our business was to 

endeavor that they might not . . . do wrong. They said that 

was well; they had done no wrong; the English wronged 

them. We said we knew the English said that the Indians 

wronged them, and the Indians said the English wronged 

them, but our desire was the quarrel might rightly be 

decided in the best way, and not as dogs decide their 

quarrels.

The Indians owned that fighting was the worst way; 

then they propounded how right might take place; we 

said by arbitration. They said all English agreed against 

them; and so by arbitration they had had much wrong, 

many square miles of land so taken from them, for the 

English would have English arbitrators. . . . 

Another grievance [of the Indians]: the English cattle 

and horses still increased [and that] . . . they could not 

keep their corn from being spoiled [by the English 

livestock]. . . . 

So we departed without any discourtesies; and sud-

denly [c. June 25] had [a] letter from [the] Plymouth 

 governor, [that] they intended in arms to [subjugate] 

Philip . . . and in a week’s time after we had been with 

the Indians the war thus begun.

Source: John Easton, “A Relacion of the Indyan Warre, by Mr. Easton, of Roade Isld., 

1675,” in Narratives of the Indian Wars, 1675–1699, ed. Charles H. Lincoln (New York: 

Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1913), 7–17.

Edward Randolph

Short Narrative of My Proceedings

Edward Randolph, an English customs official in Boston, 
denounced the independent policies of the Puritan colo-
nies and tried to subject them to English control. His “Short 
Narrative,” written in 1675, was a report to his superiors in 
London.

Various are the reports and conjectures of the causes of 

the present Indian war. Some impute it to an impudent 

zeal in the magistrates of Boston to Christianize those 

heathen before they were civilized and enjoining them the 

The causes of — and responsibility for — every American war are much debated, 
and the war of 1675–1676 between Puritans and Native Americans is no excep-
tion. The English settlers called it King Philip’s War, suggesting that the Wampa-
noag chief Metacom (King Philip) instigated it. Was that the case? We have no 
firsthand Indian accounts of its origins, but three English accounts offer differ-
ent versions of events. Given the variation among the accounts and their frag-
mentary character, how can historians reconstruct what “really happened”? 
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QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. Compare what these documents say about the causes of 

the war. Where do the documents agree and disagree 
about these causes? 

2. According to Randolph, what did the magistrates of 
Massachusetts Bay believe to be a major cause of the 
war? Could historians verify or disprove their explana-
tion? How? What additional sources of evidence might 
be useful?

3. Drawing from these sources, who was the prime instiga-
tor of the war? Which documents provide the most 
compelling evidence for your conclusion? Why?

where they lived]. . . . They plundered the nearest houses 

that the inhabitants had deserted [on the rumor of a war], 

but as yet offered no violence to the people, at least none 

were killed. . . . However, the alarm was given by their 

numbers, and hostile equipage, and by the prey they 

made of what they could find in the forsaken houses.

An express came the same day to the governor 

[c. June 25], who immediately gave orders to the captains 

of the towns to march the greatest part of their compa-

nies [of militia], and to rendezvous at Taunton. . . . 

The enemy, who began their hostilities with plunder-

ing and destroying cattle, did not long content themselves 

with that game. They thirsted for English blood, and they 

soon broached it; killing two men in the way not far from 

Mr. Miles’s garrison. And soon after, eight more at Mat-

tapoisett, upon whose bodies they exercised more than 

brutish barbarities. . . . 

These provocations drew out the resentment of some 

of Capt. Prentice’s troop, who desired they might have 

liberty to go out and seek the enemy in their own quarters 

[c. June 26].

Source: Benjamin Church, Entertaining Passages Relating to Philip’s War Which Began in 

the Month of June, 1675, ed. Thomas Church (Boston: B. Green, 1716).

strict observation of their laws, which, to a people so rude 

and licentious, hath proved even intolerable. . . . While 

the magistrates, for their profit, put the laws severely 

in execution against the Indians, the people, on the 

other side, for lucre and gain, entice and provoke the 

Indians . . . to drunkenness, to which those people are 

so generally addicted that they will strip themselves to 

their skin to have their fill of rum and brandy. . . . 

Some believe there have been vagrant and jesuitical 

[French] priests, who have made it their business, for 

some years past, to go from Sachem to Sachem [chief to 

chief], to exasperate the Indians against the English and 

to bring them into a confederacy, and that they were 

promised supplies from France and other parts to 

 extirpate the English nation out of the continent of 

America. . . . Others impute the cause to some injuries 

offered to the Sachem Philip; for he being possessed of a 

tract of land called Mount Hope . . . some English had a 

mind to dispossess him thereof, who never wanting one 

pretence or other to attain their end, complained of inju-

ries done by Philip and his Indians to their stock and 

cattle, whereupon Philip was often summoned before the 

magistrate, sometimes imprisoned, and never released 

but upon parting with a considerable part of his land.

But the government of the Massachusetts . . . do 

declare [that because of the sins of the people] . . . God 

hath given the heathen commission to rise against 

them. . . . For men wearing long hair and periwigs made 

of women’s hair; for women . . . cutting, curling and 

 laying out the hair. . . . For profaneness in the people 

not frequenting their [church] meetings.

Source: Albert B. Hart, ed., American History Told by Contemporaries (New York: 

Macmillan, 1897), 1: 458–460.

Benjamin Church

Entertaining Passages

Captain Benjamin Church fought in the war and helped 
end it by capturing Metacom’s wife and son and leading 
the expedition that killed the Indian chieftain. Forty years 
later, in 1716, Church’s son Thomas wrote an account of 
the war based on his father’s notes and recollections.

While Mr. Church was diligently settling his new 

farm . . . Behold! The rumor of a war between the English 

and the natives gave a check to his projects. . . . Philip, 

according to his promise to his people, permitted them to 

march out of the neck [of the Mount Hope peninsula, 
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Massachusetts and Rhode Island and killed 1,000 set-

tlers, nearly 5 percent of the adult population; for a 

time the Puritan experiment hung in the balance. But 

the natives’ losses — from famine and disease, death in 

battle, and sale into slavery — were much larger: about 

4,500 Indians died, one-quarter of an already dimin-

ished population. Many of the surviving Wampanoag, 

Narragansett, and Nipmuck peoples moved west, inter-

marrying with Algonquian tribes allied to the French. 

Over the next century, these displaced Indian peoples 

would take their revenge, joining with French Catholics 

to attack their Puritan enemies. Metacom’s War did not 

eliminate the presence of Native Americans in south-

ern New England, but it effectively destroyed their 

existence as independent peoples.

Bacon’s Rebellion
At the same time that New England fought its war with 

Metacom, Virginia was wracked by a rebellion that 

nearly toppled its government. It, too, grew out of a 

conflict with neighboring Indians, but this one inspired 

a popular uprising against the colony’s royal governor. 

Like Metacom’s War, it highlighted the way that a land-

intensive settler colony created friction with Native 

American populations; in addition, it dramatized the 

way that ordinary colonists could challenge the right of 

a new planter elite to rule over them.

By the 1670s, economic and political power in 

Virginia was in the hands of a small circle of men who 

amassed land, slaves, and political offices. Through 

headrights and royal grants, they controlled nearly half 

of all the settled land in Virginia; what they could not 

plant themselves, they leased to tenants. Freed inden-

tured servants found it ever harder to get land of their 

own; many were forced to lease lands, or even sign new 

indentures, to make ends meet. To make matters worse, 

the price of tobacco fell until planters received only a 

penny a pound for their crops in the 1670s.

At the top of Virginia’s narrow social pyramid was 

William Berkeley, governor between 1642 and 1652 

and again after 1660. To consolidate power, Berkeley 

bestowed large land grants on members of his council. 

The councilors exempted these lands from taxation 

and appointed friends as justices of the peace and 

county judges. To win support in the House of 

Burgesses, Berkeley bought off legislators with land 

grants and lucrative appointments as sheriffs and tax 

collectors. But social unrest erupted when the Burgesses 

took the vote away from landless freemen, who by now 

constituted half the adult white men. Although property-

holding yeomen retained their voting rights, they were 

angered by falling tobacco prices, political corruption, 

and “grievous taxations” that threatened the “utter ruin 

of us the poor commonalty.” Berkeley and his allies 

were living on borrowed time.

Frontier War An Indian conflict ignited the flame of 

social rebellion. In 1607, when the English intruded, 

30,000 Native Americans resided in Virginia; by 1675, 

the native population had dwindled to only 3,500. By 

then, Europeans numbered some 38,000 and Africans 

another 2,500. Most Indians lived on treaty-guaranteed 

territory along the frontier, where poor freeholders 

and landless former servants now wanted to settle, 

demanding that the natives be expelled or extermi-

nated. Their demands were ignored by wealthy plant-

ers, who wanted a ready supply of tenants and laborers, 

and by Governor Berkeley and the planter-merchants, 

who traded with the Occaneechee Indians for beaver 

pelts and deerskins.

Fighting broke out late in 1675, when a vigilante 

band of Virginia militiamen murdered thirty Indians. 

Defying Berkeley’s orders, a larger force then sur-

rounded a fortified Susquehannock village and killed 

five leaders who came out to negotiate. The Susquehan-

nocks retaliated by attacking outlying plantations and 

killing three hundred whites. In response, Berkeley 

proposed a defensive strategy: a series of frontier forts 

to deter Indian intrusions. The settlers dismissed this 

scheme as a militarily useless plot by planter-merchants 

to impose high taxes and take “all our tobacco into 

their own hands.”

Challenging the Government Enter Nathaniel 

Bacon, a young, well-connected migrant from England 

who emerged as the leader of the rebels. Bacon held a 

position on the governor’s council, but he was shut out 

of Berkeley’s inner circle and differed with Berkeley on 

Indian policy. When the governor refused to grant him 

a military commission, Bacon mobilized his neighbors 

and attacked any Indians he could find. Condemning 

the frontiersmen as “rebels and mutineers,” Berkeley 

expelled Bacon from the council and had him arrested. 

But Bacon’s army forced the governor to release their 

leader and hold legislative elections. The newly elected 

House of Burgesses enacted far-reaching reforms that 

curbed the powers of the governor and council and 

restored voting rights to landless freemen. 

These much-needed reforms came too late. Poor 

farmers and servants resented years of exploitation by 

wealthy planters, arrogant justices of the peace, and 
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“wicked & pernicious Counsellors.” As one yeoman 

rebel complained, “A poor man who has only his labour 

to maintain himself and his family pays as much [in 

taxes] as a man who has 20,000 acres.” Backed by 400 

armed men, Bacon issued a “Manifesto and Declaration 

of the People” that demanded the removal of Indians 

and an end to the rule of wealthy “parasites.” “All the 

power and sway is got into the hands of the rich,” Bacon 

proclaimed as his army burned Jamestown to the 

ground and plundered the plantations of Berkeley’s 

allies. When Bacon died suddenly of dysentery in 

October 1676, the governor took revenge, dispersing 

the rebel army, seizing the estates of well-to-do rebels, 

and hanging 23 men.

In the wake of Bacon’s Rebellion, Virginia’s leaders 

worked harder to appease their humble neighbors. 

But the rebellion also coincided with the time when 

Virginia planters were switch-

ing from indentured servants, 

who became free after four 

years, to slaves, who labored for 

life. In the eighteenth century, 

wealthy planters would make 

common cause with poorer 

whites, while slaves became the 

colony’s most exploited workers. That fateful change 

eased tensions within the free population but commit-

ted subsequent generations of Americans to a labor 

system based on racial exploitation. Bacon’s Rebellion, 

like Metacom’s War, reminds us that these colonies 

were unfinished worlds, still searching for viable 

foundations.

SUMMARY
During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, three 

types of colonies took shape in the Americas. In 

Mesoamerica and the Andes, Spanish colonists made 

indigenous empires their own, capitalizing on pre-

existing labor systems and using tribute and the dis-

covery of precious metals to generate enormous wealth, 

which Philip II used to defend the interests of the 

Catholic Church in Europe. In tropical and sub-

tropical regions, colonizers transferred the plantation 

complex — a centuries-old form of production and 

labor discipline — to places suited to growing exotic 

crops like sugar, tobacco, and indigo. The rigors of 

plantation agriculture demanded a large supply of 

labor, which was first filled in English colonies by 

indentured servitude and later supplemented and 

eclipsed by African slavery. The third type of colony, 

neo-European settlement, developed in North Amer-

ica’s temperate zone, where European migrants adapted 

familiar systems of social and economic organization 

in new settings.

Everywhere in the Americas, colonization was, first 

and foremost, a process of experimentation. As resources 

Nathaniel Bacon

Condemned as a rebel and a traitor in his own time, 
Nathaniel Bacon emerged in the late nineteenth century as 
a southern hero, a harbinger of the Confederate rebels of 
1860–1865. The Association for the Preservation of Virginia 
Antiquities, founded in 1888, commissioned this stained-glass 
window depicting Bacon in dual guises of a well-dressed 
gentleman and a rebel in body armor. Installing Bacon’s por - 
trait in a window of the Powder Magazine in Williamsburg 
(built by Governor Alexander Spotswood in 1715), explained 
a leading member of the association, would connect “present 
Virginia with her great and noble past” and commemorate 
those who shed their “blood for Virginia and the South.” 
Preservation Virginia.

PLACE EVENTS 
IN CONTEXT 
In what ways was Bacon’s 
Rebellion symptomatic 
of social tensions in the 
colony of Virginia?
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from the Americas flowed to Europe, monarchies were 

strengthened and the competition among them — 

sharpened by the schism between Protestants and 

Catholics — gained new force and energy. Establish-

ing colonies demanded political, social, and cultural 

innovations that threw Europeans, Native Americans, 

and Africans together in bewildering circumstances, 

triggered massive ecological change through the 

Columb ian Exchange, and demanded radical adjust-

ments. In the Chesapeake and New England — the two 

earliest regions of English settlement on mainland 

North America — the adjustment to new circum-

stances sparked conflict with neighboring Indians and 

waves of instability within the colonies. These external 

and internal crises were products of the struggle to 

adapt to the rigors of colonization.

1. How did Spain’s conquest of central Mexico and the 

Andes shape European competition in the 

Americas? How did the Protestant Reformation 

affect this competition?

2. How did environmental and ecological factors 

shape colonial enterprise, and how did the process 

of colonization impact American ecology and 

environments?

Answer these questions to demonstrate your 
understanding of the chapter’s main ideas.

REVIEW QUESTIONS 

Philip II (p. 44)

Francis Drake (p. 45)

Opechancanough (p. 52)

Lord Baltimore (p. 52)

John Winthrop (p. 61)

Roger Williams (p. 62)

Anne Hutchinson (p. 62)

Metacom (p. 67)

Key People

Identify and explain the significance of each term below.

chattel slavery (p. 40)

neo-Europes (p. 40)

encomienda (p. 42)

Columbian Exchange (p. 43)

outwork (p. 45)

mercantilism (p. 45)

House of Burgesses (p. 52)

royal colony (p. 52)

freeholds (p. 53)

headright system (p. 54)

indentured servitude (p. 54)

Pilgrims (p. 60)

Puritans (p. 61)

joint-stock corporation (p. 62)

predestination (p. 62)

toleration (p. 62)

covenant of works (p. 62)

covenant of grace (p. 62)

town meeting (p. 64)

TERMS TO KNOW

Go to LearningCurve to retain what you’ve read.M A K E  I T  S T I C K

C H A P T E R  R E V I E W

Key Concepts and Events
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1. ACROSS TIME AND PLACE In Chapter 1, we 

saw that there were many parallels between Native 

American, European, and African societies on the 

eve of contact. Yet Europeans ended up dominating 

both Native American and African populations in 

colonial American settings. Based on what you 

learned in Chapter 2, what factors help to explain 

that dominance?

2. VISUAL EVIDENCE Take another look at the 

image of John Smith and Opechancanough on page 

49. It is taken from Smith’s Generall Historie of 

Virginia, New-England, and the Summer Isles, 

which was first published in 1624. What is the 

dominant theme of the image? How might recent 

events in Virginia have colored the emphases in the 

book’s illustrations?

Recognize the larger developments and continuities within 
and across chapters by answering these questions.

MAKING 
CONNECTIONS

Virginia DeJohn Anderson, Creatures of Empire 

(2004). Explores the significance of animal domestica-

tion in early New England and Chesapeake colonies.

Kathleen Brown, Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and 

Anxious Patriarchs (1996). Examines the interrela-

tionship of gender and race in early Virginia.

Alfred W. Crosby, Ecological Imperialism (1986). 

Introduces the term neo-Europes and asks why there 

are so many of them.

Jenny Hale Pulsipher, Subjects unto the Same King 

(2005). Considers the multifaceted contest for power 

in seventeenth-century New England.

“The Plymouth Colony Archive Project” (histarch 

.uiuc.edu/plymouth/). A rich array of fully searchable 

texts and material culture resources.

“Salem Witch Trials” (etext.virginia.edu/salem 

/witchcraft/home.html). Extensive materials on the 

Salem witchcraft trials, including a fascinating 

interactive map feature.

Start here to learn more about the events discussed in this chapter.MORE TO EXPLORE

3. What “push factors” caused people to leave England 

for its colonies in the seventeenth century? What 

“pull factors” drew them to particular colonies or 

regions?

4. THEMATIC UNDERSTANDING Review the 

events listed under “Politics and Power” and “Ideas, 

Beliefs, and Culture” on the thematic timeline 

on page 5. How did political developments in 

seventeenth-century England impact the develop-

ment of its American colonies?
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Ask yourself why this chapter begins and ends with these dates 
and then identify the links among related events.

TIMELINE 

1550–1630  English crown supports mercantilism

1556–1598  Reign of Philip II, king of Spain

1558–1603  Reign of Elizabeth I, queen of England

1577–1580  Francis Drake’s Golden Hind circles the globe, captures Spanish treasure fleet

1560–1620  Growth of English Puritan movement

1588  Storms and English ships destroy Spanish Armada

1603–1625  Reign of James I, king of England

1607  English traders settle Jamestown (Virginia)

1608  Samuel de Champlain founds Quebec

1609  Henry Hudson explores North America for the Dutch

1614  Dutch set up fur-trading post at Fort Orange (Albany)

1619  First Africans arrive in Chesapeake region

 House of Burgesses convenes in Virginia

1620  Pilgrims found Plymouth Colony

1620–1660  Chesapeake colonies enjoy tobacco boom

1621  Dutch West India Company chartered

1622  Opechancanough’s uprising

1624  Virginia becomes royal colony

1625–1649  Reign of Charles I, king of England

1630  Puritans found Massachusetts Bay Colony

1634  Colonists arrive in Maryland

1636  Beginning of Puritan-Pequot War

 Roger Williams founds Providence

1637  Anne Hutchinson banished from Massachusetts Bay

1640s  Iroquois initiate wars over fur trade

1642–1659  Puritan Revolution in England

1660  Restoration of the English monarchy

 tobacco prices fall and remain low

1664  English conquer New Netherland

1675  Bacon’s Rebellion in Virginia

1675–1676  Metacom’s War in New England

1692  Salem witchcraft trials
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KEY TURNING POINTS: The Chesapeake tobacco boom (1620–1660), Opechancanough’s 

uprising (1622), and the takeover of Virginia by the crown (1624). How were these events 

related to each other? What was their cumulative result?
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2
P A R T

British North 
America and the 
Atlantic World
1660–1763

CHAPTER 3 

The British Atlantic 
World, 1660–1750

CHAPTER 4 

Growth, Diversity, and 
Conflict, 1720–1763

By 1660, the patterns of colonial enterprise in the Americas were becom-

ing clear. For the colonies of England — which became Britain after the 

1707 Act of Union with Scotland — the period from 1660 to 1763 was one 

of growth and diversification. Slave imports to plantation colonies 

exploded, while a wide array of European peoples — coming from Ireland 

and continental Europe as well as England, Wales, and Scotland — jostled 

together in rapidly growing regions of neo-European settlement. Yet a 

coherent imperial vision for these American holdings emerged slowly, 

and the colonies remained largely independent of crown control.

After 1689, Europe plunged into a century of warfare that had an 

enormous impact on the Americas. As wars spilled over into North 

America, British, French, and Spanish colonies all engaged more deeply 

with neighboring Indians, whom they often sought to employ as allies in 

their struggles to control North American territory. Native American 

polities were undergoing dramatic transformations in these same years, 

reshaping themselves to function more effectively in relation to their 

European neighbors. At the same time, warfare, immigration, and trade 

laid the foundation for more intensive interactions across the Atlantic. 

These interactions, and the cultural movements they supported, helped to 

knit together the increasingly diverse colonies of British North America.

Part 2 addresses these developments, giving particular attention to 

the following three main concepts:
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The Diversification of 
British North America

The American colonies of the various European nations 
gradually diverged from each other in character. The 
tribute-based societies at the core of Spain’s empire 
developed into complex multiracial societies; Portu-
guese Brazil was dominated by its plantation and 
mining enterprises; the Dutch largely withdrew their 
energies from the Americas, except for a few planta-
tion colonies; the French, too, developed several 
important plantation colonies in the West Indies but 
struggled to populate their vast North American 
holdings. The population of Britain’s colonies, by 
contrast, grew and diversified after 1660. Britain came 
to dominate the Atlantic slave trade and brought more 
than two million slaves to its American colonies. The 
great majority went to Jamaica, Barbados, and the 
other sugar islands, but half a million found their way 
to the mainland, where, by 1763, they constituted 
nearly 20 percent of the mainland colonies’ popula-
tions. Slavery was a growing and thriving institution in 
British North America.

Non-English Europeans also crossed the Atlantic in 
very large numbers. The ethnic landscape of Britain’s 
mainland colonies was dramatically altered by 115,000 
migrants from Ireland (most of them Scots-Irish Presby-
terians) and 100,000 Germans. Most immigrated to 
Pennsylvania, which soon had the most ethnically 
diverse population of Europeans on the continent. 
Relations among these groups were often divisive, as 
each struggled to maintain its identity and autonomy in 
a rapidly changing landscape.

Rise of the British Atlantic World 

These population movements were part of the larger 
growth and development of the Atlantic World, a 
phrase historians use to refer to the quickening pace 
of contacts and exchanges connecting Europe, Africa, 
and the Americas. The rise of the British Atlantic was a 
layered phenomenon that began with the strength of 
Britain’s transatlantic shipping networks, which in turn 
laid the foundation for large-scale population flows, 
 rising economic productivity, and dramatic cultural 
transformations. The growing power of its navy, 
merchant marine, and manufacturing sector allowed 
Britain to dominate the eighteenth-century Atlantic. 
Much of the cultural impact of its maritime power 
derived from two further developments: the print 
revolution, which brought a vast array of ideas into 
circulation; and the consumer revolution, which 
flooded the Atlantic World with a wide array of newly 
available merchandise.

The British Atlantic World gave rise to four critically 
important cultural developments. It spread Enlight-
enment ideas and helped to create a transatlantic 
community of literati interested in science and rational-
ism; it supported communities of Pietists who promoted 
the revival and expansion of Christianity; it gave well- 
to-do colonists access to genteel values and the finery 
needed to put them into action; and, by making such 
an abundance of consumer goods available, it encour-
aged colonists to go further into debt than they ever 
had before.
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Contact and Conflict 

Alongside the diversification of colonial populations 
and the rise of the British Atlantic, the eighteenth 
century was shaped by contact and conflict: between 
colonies and their Native American neighbors, and also 
among rival European empires. In Europe, the period 
after 1689 has sometimes been called the Second 
Hundred Years’ War, when Britain, France, and their 
European allies went to war against each other repeat-
edly. As these conflicts came to the North American 
theater, they decisively influenced Indian relations. 
Native American populations shrank dramatically or 
disappeared altogether during the seventeenth century, 
devastated by the effects of the Columbian Exchange 
(Chapter 2). The rise of imperial warfare encouraged 
the process of “tribalization,” whereby Indians 
regrouped into political structures — called “tribes” by 
Europeans — that could deal more effectively with their 
colonial neighbors and strike alliances in times of war. 
Europeans, in turn, employed Indian allies as proxy 
warriors in their conflicts over North American territory.

This pattern culminated in the Great War for Empire, 
which began in the North American backcountry, 
engaged thousands of provincial soldiers and Native 
American warriors, and reshaped the map of North 
America. The Treaty of Paris of 1763 gave Britain 
control of the entire continent east of the Mississippi. 
Events would soon show what a mixed blessing that 
outcome would turn out to be.

British North 
America and the 
Atlantic World 
1660–1763

Thematic Understanding

This timeline organizes some of the important 

developments of this period into themes. 

How did the demographic changes outlined 

under the theme “Peopling” impact the 

developments that are listed under “Work, 

Exchange, and Technology”? >
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WORK, 
EXCHANGE, & 
TECHNOLOGY 

PEOPLING POLITICS & 
POWER 

IDEAS, BELIEFS, 
& CULTURE 

IDENTITY 

1660    South Atlantic System 
links plantation and 
neo-European colonies

   Mercantilist legislation 
in England: Navigation 
Acts (1651, 1660, 1663)

   New York inherits 
Hudson River Valley 
manors from the Dutch; 
Carolina proprietors try 
but fail to institute a 
manorial system

   Migrants to Pennsylvania 
seek freehold lands 

   Rapid expansion of 
African slave imports 
undergirds sugar, 
tobacco, and rice 
plantation systems 

   The Middle Passage 
shapes Africans’ 
experiences of arrival

   Indian slave trade 
emerges in South 
Carolina

   First Mennonites arrive 
in Pennsylvania (1683)

   Dominion of New 
England (1686–1689)

   Glorious Revolution 
(1688–1689)

   War of the League of 
Augsburg (1689–1697)

   Founding of the 
Restoration Colonies: 
the Carolinas (1663), 
New York (1664), 
Pennsylvania (1681)

   Collapse of the Puritan 
Commonwealth leads 
to toleration in England

   Isaac Newton publishes 
Principia Mathematica 
(1687)

   Restoration makes 
England a monarchy 
again; royalist revival

   The Glorious Revolution 
makes England a 
constitutional monarchy

   Massachusetts loses 
its charter (1684) and 
gains a new one (1691)

1690    New England 
shipbuilding industry 
and merchant community 
come to dominate the 
coastal trade

   Agricultural labor and 
artisanal skills in high 
demand in the Middle 
colonies

   Quakers emigrate to 
Pennsylvania and New 
Jersey 

   Second wave of 
Germans arrives 
in Pennsylvania, 
Shenandoah Valley

   Parliament creates 
Board of Trade (1696)

   War of the Spanish 
Succession (1702–1713)

   John Locke publishes 
Two Treatises on 
Government (1690)

   Rise of toleration 
among colonial 
Protestants

   Print revolution begins

   Colonists gain 
autonomy in the post–
Glorious Revolution era 

   Tribalization developing 
among Native American 
peoples

1720    The price of wheat rises 
(doubles in Philadelphia, 
1720–1770)

   British trade dominates 
the Atlantic

   Opportunity and 
inequality in the Middle 
colonies

   Ohio Company of 
Virginia receives 
200,000 acres (1749)

   Scots-Irish begin 
migrating to 
Pennsylvania (c. 1720)

   Parliament charters 
Georgia (1732)

   Penns make Walking 
Purchase from the 
Delawares (1737) 

   Robert Walpole is prime 
minister (1720–1742)

   Stono Rebellion (1739)

   War of Jenkins’s Ear 
(1739–1741)

   War of the Austrian 
Succession (1740–1748)

   George Whitefield’s 
visit to America sparks 
the Great Awakening 
(1739)

   Benjamin Franklin 
founds American 
Philosophical Society 
(1743)

   New colleges, 
newspapers, magazines

   African American 
community forms in the 
Chesapeake

   Planter aristocracy 
emerges in the 
Chesapeake and South 
Carolina

   Culture of gentility 
spreads among well-
to-do

1750    Freehold society in crisis 
in New England

   Half of Middle colonies’ 
white men landless

   Conflicts over western 
lands and political 
power (1750–1775)

   British industry being 
mechanized; colonial 
debt crisis

   40,000 Germans 
and Swiss emigrate 
to Pennsylvania 
(1749–1756)

   Anglo-Americans 
pushing onto 
backcountry lands

   French and Indian 
War/Seven Years’ War 
(1754–1763)

   The Albany Congress 
(1754)

   The Treaty of Paris 
(1763)

   Pontiac’s Rebellion 
(1763)

   At least twelve religious 
denominations in 
Philadelphia 

   Neolin promotes 
nativist revival among 
Ohio Indians (1763)

   Victory in the Great 
War for Empire sparks 
pro-British pride in the 
colonies

   Desire for political 
autonomy and 
economic independence 
strong
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IDENTIFY THE BIG IDEA
How did the South Atlantic System 
create an interconnected Atlantic 
World, and how did this system 
impact development in the British 
colonies?

3
F

or two weeks in June 1744, the 
town of Lancaster, Pennsylvania, 
hosted more than 250 Iroquois men, 

women, and children for a diplomatic con-
ference with representatives from Pennsyl-
vania, Maryland, and Virginia. Crowds of 
curious observers thronged Lancaster’s 
streets and courthouse. The conference grew out of a diplomatic system between the 
colonies and the Iroquois designed to air grievances and resolve conflict: the Covenant 
Chain. Participants welcomed each other, exchanged speeches, and negotiated agree-
ments in public ceremonies whose minutes became part of the official record of the 
colonies.

At Lancaster, the colonies had much to ask of their Iroquois allies. For one thing, 
they wanted them to confirm a land agreement. The Iroquois often began such confer-
ences by resisting land deals; as the Cayuga orator Gachradodon said, “You know very 
well, when the White people came first here they were poor; but now they have got our 
Lands, and are by them become rich, and we are now poor; what little we have had for 
the Land goes soon away, but the Land lasts forever.” In the end, however, they had 
little choice but to accept merchandise in exchange for land, since colonial officials 
were unwilling to take no for an answer. The colonists also announced that Britain was 
once again going to war with France, and they requested military support from their 
Iroquois allies. Canassatego — a tall, commanding Onondaga orator, about sixty years 
old, renowned for his eloquence — replied, “We shall never forget that you and we 
have but one Heart, one Head, one Eye, one Ear, and one Hand. We shall have all your 
Country under our Eye, and 
take all the Care we can to 
prevent any Enemy from 
coming into it.”

The Lancaster conference — and dozens of others like it that occurred between 
1660 and 1750 — demonstrates that the British colonies, like those of France and Spain, 
relied ever more heavily on alliances with Native Americans as they sought to extend 
their power in North America. Indian nations remade themselves in these same years, 
creating political structures — called “tribes” by Europeans — that allowed them to 
regroup in the face of population decline and function more effectively alongside neigh-
boring colonies. The colonies, meanwhile, were drawn together into an integrated eco-
nomic sphere — the South Atlantic System — that brought prosperity to British North 
America, while they achieved a measure of political autonomy that became essential to 
their understanding of what it meant to be British  subjects.

COLONIES TO EMPIRE, 
1660–1713

The Restoration Colonies and 
Imperial Expansion 

From Mercantilism to Imperial 
Dominion

The Glorious Revolution in 
 England and America

IMPERIAL WARS AND 
NATIVE PEOPLES

Tribalization

Indian Goals

THE IMPERIAL SLAVE 
ECONOMY

The South Atlantic System

Africa, Africans, and the Slave 
Trade

Slavery in the Chesapeake and 
South Carolina

An African American Community 
Emerges

The Rise of the Southern Gentry

THE NORTHERN 
MARITIME ECONOMY

The Urban Economy

Urban Society

THE NEW POLITICS OF 
EMPIRE, 1713–1750

The Rise of Colonial Assemblies

Salutary Neglect

Protecting the Mercantile System

Mercantilism and the American 
Colonies

The British Atlantic World
1660–1750

C H A P T E R

To see a longer excerpt of the Canassatego 
document, along with other primary sources from 
this period, see Sources for America’s History.
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English Tobacco Label, c. 1700 This label, which was used to advertise Virginia tobacco to London consumers, 
illustrates the growth of plantation economies in North America. Three well-to-do planters, bewigged and dressed 
in fashionable, colorful coats, take their ease with pipes of tobacco and glasses of liquor while slaves labor for them 
in the fields. The product’s name — London’s Virginia — highlights the relationship between production on colonial 
plantations and consumption in the English metropolis. The Granger Collection, New York.
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Colonies to Empire, 1660–1713
Before 1660, England governed its New England and 

Chesapeake colonies haphazardly. Taking advantage of 

that laxness and the English civil war, local “big men” 

(Puritan magistrates and tobacco planters) ran their 

societies as they wished. Following the restoration of 

the monarchy in 1660, royal bureaucrats tried to 

impose order on the unruly settlements and, enlisting 

the aid of Indian allies, warred with rival European 

powers.

The Restoration Colonies and  
Imperial Expansion
Charles II (r. 1660–1685) expanded English power in 

Asia and America. In 1662, he married the Portuguese 

princess Catherine of Braganza, whose dowry included 

the islands of Bombay (present-day Mumbai). Then, in 

1663, Charles initiated new outposts in America by 

authorizing eight loyal noblemen to settle Carolina, an 

area that had long been claimed by Spain and popu-

lated by thousands of Indians. The following year, he 

awarded the just-conquered Dutch colony of New 

Netherland to his brother James, the Duke of York, 

who renamed the colony New York and then re-

granted a portion of it, called New Jersey, to another 

group of proprietors. Finally, in 1681, Charles granted 

a vast track to William Penn: Pennsylvania, or “Penn’s 

Woods.” In a great land grab, England had ousted the 

Dutch from North America, intruded into Spain’s 

northern empire, and claimed all the land in between.

The Carolinas In 1660, English settlement was con-

centrated in New England and the Chesapeake. Five 

corporate colonies coexisted in New England: Mass-

achusetts Bay, Plymouth, Connecticut, New Haven, 

and Rhode Island. (Connecticut absorbed New Haven 

in 1662, while Massachusetts Bay became a royal col-

ony and absorbed Plymouth in 1692.) In the Chesa-

peake, Virginia was controlled by the crown while 

Maryland was in the hands of a Lord Proprietor. Like 

Lord Baltimore’s Maryland, the new settlements in 

Carolina, New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania — 

the Restoration Colonies, as historians call them — 

were proprietorships: the Carolina and Jersey grantees, 

the Duke of York, and William Penn owned all the land 

in their new colonies and could rule them as they 

wished, provided that their laws conformed broadly to 

those of England (Table 3.1). Indeed, in New York, 

James II refused to allow an elective assembly and 

ruled by decree. The Carolina proprietors envisioned a 

traditional European society; there the Fundamental 

Constitutions of Carolina (1669) legally established the 

Church of England and prescribed a manorial system, 

with a mass of serfs governed by a handful of powerful 

nobles.

The manorial system proved a fantasy. The first 

North Carolina settlers were a mixture of poor families 

and runaway servants from Virginia and English 

Quakers, an equality-minded Protestant sect (also 

known as the Society of Friends). Quakers “think there 

is no difference between a Gentleman and a labourer,” 

complained an Anglican clergyman. Refusing to work 

on large manors, the settlers raised corn, hogs, and 

tobacco on modest family farms. Inspired by Bacon’s 

Rebellion, they rebelled in 1677 against taxes on 

tobacco and again in 1708 against taxes to support the 

Anglican Church. Through their stubborn indepen-

dence, residents forced the proprietors to abandon 

their dreams of a feudal society.

In South Carolina, the colonists also went their 

own way. The leading white settlers there were migrants 

from overcrowded Barbados. Hoping to re- create that 

island’s hierarchical slave society, they used enslaved 

workers — both Africans and Native Americans — to 

raise cattle and food crops for export to the West Indies. 

Carolina merchants opened a lucrative trade in deer-

skins and Indian slaves with neighboring peoples. Then, 

around 1700, South Carolina planters hit upon rice 

cultivation. The swampy estuaries of the coastal low 

country could be modified with sluices, floodgates, and 

check dams to create ideal rice-growing conditions, and 

slaves could do the backbreaking work. By 1708, white 

Carolinians relied upon a few thousand slaves to work 

their coastal plantations; thereafter, the African popu-

lation exploded. Blacks outnumbered whites by 1710 

and constituted two-thirds of the population by 1740.

William Penn and Pennsylvania In contrast to the 

Carolinas, which languished for decades with propri-

etors and colonists at odds, William Penn’s colony was 

marked by unity of purpose: all who came hoped to 

create a prosperous neo-European settlement that 

approximated the social and economic systems they 

knew at home. In 1681, Charles II bestowed Penn-

sylvania (which included present-day Delaware) on 

William Penn as payment for a large debt owed to 

Penn’s father. The younger Penn, though born to 

wealth — he owned substantial estates in Ireland and 

England and lived lavishly — joined the Quakers, who 

condemned extravagance. Penn designed Pennsylvania 

as a refuge for his fellow Quakers, who were persecuted 

in England because they refused to serve in the military 

or pay taxes to support the Church of England. Penn 
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himself had spent more than two years in jail in 

England for preaching his beliefs. 

Like the Puritans, the Quakers sought to restore 

Christianity to its early simple spirituality. But they 

rejected the Puritans’ pessimistic Calvinist doctrines, 

which restricted salvation to a small elect. The Quakers 

followed the teachings of two English visionaries, 

George Fox and Margaret Fell, who argued that God 

had imbued all men — and women — with an “inner 

light” of grace or understanding. Reflecting the sect’s 

emphasis on gender equality, 350 Quaker women 

would serve as ministers in the colonies.

Mindful of the catastrophic history of Indian rela-

tions in the Chesapeake and New England, Penn 

exhorted colonists to “sit downe Lovingly” alongside 

the Native American inhabitants of the Delaware and 

Susquehanna valleys. He wrote a letter to the leaders of 

the Iroquois Confederacy alerting them to his inten-

tion to settle a colony, and in 1682 he arranged a public 

treaty with the Delaware Indians to purchase the lands 

that Philadelphia and the surrounding settlements 

would soon occupy.

Penn’s Frame of Government (1681) applied the 

Quakers’ radical beliefs to politics. It ensured reli-

gious freedom by prohibiting a legally established 

church, and it promoted political equality by allowing 

all property-owning men to vote and hold office. 

Cheered by these provisions, thousands of Quakers, 

mostly yeoman families from the northwest Midland 

region of England, flocked to Pennsylvania. To attract 

European Protestants, Penn published pamphlets in 

Germany promising cheap land and religious tolera-

tion. In 1683, migrants from Saxony founded German-

town (just outside Philadelphia), and thousands of other 

Germans soon followed. Ethnic diversity, pacifism, 

and freedom of conscience made Pennsylvania the 

most open and democratic of the Restoration Colonies. 

From Mercantilism to 
Imperial Dominion
As Charles II distributed American land, his ministers 

devised policies to keep colonial trade in English 

hands. Since the 1560s, the English crown had pursued 

mercantilist policies, using government subsidies and 

charters to stimulate English manufacturing and for-

eign trade. Now it extended these mercantilist  strategies 

to the American settlements through the Navigation 
Acts (Table 3.2).

The Navigation Acts Believing they had to control 

trade with the colonies to reap their economic benefits, 

English ministers wanted agricultural goods and raw 

materials to be carried to English ports in English 

TABLE 3.1

English Colonies Established in North America, 1660–1750

Colony Date
Original  
Colony Type Religion Status in 1775

Chief Export/
Economic 
Activity

Carolina 1663 Proprietary Church of England Royal

North 1691
Farming, naval 
stores

South 1691 Rice, indigo

New Jersey 1664 Proprietary Church of England Royal Wheat

New York 1664 Proprietary Church of England Royal Wheat

Pennsylvania 1681 Proprietary Quaker Proprietary Wheat

Georgia 1732 Trustees Church of England Royal Rice

New Hampshire 
(separated from 
Massachusetts) 1741 Royal Congregationalist Royal

Mixed farming, 
lumber, naval 
stores

Nova Scotia 1749 Royal Church of England Royal

Fishing, mixed 
farming, naval 
stores
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 vessels. In reality, Dutch and French shippers were 

often buying sugar and other colonial products from 

English colonies and carrying them directly into for-

eign markets. To counter this practice, the Navigation 

Act of 1651 required that goods be carried on ships 

owned by English or colonial merchants. New parlia-

mentary acts in 1660 and 1663 strengthened the ban 

on foreign traders: colonists could export sugar and 

tobacco only to England and import European goods 

only through England; moreover, three-quarters of 

the crew on English vessels had 

to be English. To pay the cus-

toms officials who enforced these 

laws, the Revenue Act of 1673 

imposed a “plantation duty” on 

American exports of sugar and 

tobacco.

The English government backed these policies with 

military force. In three wars between 1652 and 1674, 

the English navy drove the Dutch from New Netherland 

and contested Holland’s control of the Atlantic slave 

trade by attacking Dutch forts and ships along the West 

African coast. Meanwhile, English merchants expanded 

their fleets, which increased in capacity from 150,000 

tons in 1640 to 340,000 tons in 1690. This growth 

occurred on both sides of the Atlantic; by 1702, only 

London and Bristol had more ships registered in port 

than did the town of Boston.

Though colonial ports benefitted from the growth 

of English shipping, many colonists violated the Nav-

igation Acts. Planters continued to trade with Dutch 

shippers, and New England merchants imported sugar 

and molasses from the French West Indies. The Massa-

chusetts Bay assembly boldly  declared: “The laws of 

William Penn’s Treaty with the Indians, 1771

Benjamin West executed this famous picture of William Penn’s 1683 meeting with the Lenni-Lenapes, who 
called themselves the Common People. A Quaker pacifist, Penn refused to seize Indian lands by force and 
negotiated their purchase. But his son, Thomas Penn, probably had a political purpose when he commis-
sioned the painting in 1771. By evoking a peaceful past, West’s work reinforced the Penn family’s proprietary 
claims, which were under strong attack by the Pennsylvania assembly. Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, 
Philadelphia, USA / The Bridgeman Art Library.

PLACE EVENTS IN 
CONTEXT 
How did the ambitions of 
Charles II and James II 
remake English North 
America?
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England are bounded within the seas [surrounding it] 

and do not reach America.” Outraged by this inso-

lence, customs official Edward Randolph called for 

troops to “reduce Massachusetts to obedience.” 

Instead, the Lords of Trade — the administrative body 

charged with colonial affairs — chose a less violent, but 

no less confrontational, strategy. In 1679, it denied the 

claim of Massachusetts Bay to New Hampshire and 

eventually established a separate royal colony there. 

Then, in 1684, the Lords of Trade persuaded an English 

court to annul the Massachusetts Bay charter by charg-

ing the Puritan government with violating the Nav-

igation Acts and virtually outlawing the Church of 

England.

The Dominion of New England The Puritans’ 

troubles had only begun, thanks to the accession of 

King James II (r. 1685–1688), an aggressive and inflex-

ible ruler. During the reign of Oliver Cromwell, James 

had grown up in exile in France, and he admired its 

authoritarian king, Louis XIV. James wanted stricter 

control over the colonies and targeted New England 

for his reforms. In 1686, the Lords of Trade revoked the 

charters of Connecticut and Rhode Island and merged 

them with Massachusetts Bay and Plymouth to form a 

new royal province, the Dominion of New England. As 

governor of the Dominion, James II appointed Sir 

Edmund Andros, a hard-edged former military officer. 

Two years later, James II added New York and New 

Jersey to the Dominion, creating a vast colony that 

stretched from Maine to Pennsylvania (Map 3.1).

TABLE 3.2

Navigation Acts, 1651–1751

Purpose Compliance

Act of 1651 Cut Dutch trade Mostly ignored

Act of 1660
Ban foreign shipping; enumerate goods that go only to 
England Partially obeyed

Act of 1663 Allow European imports only through England Partially obeyed

Staple Act (1673) Ensure enumerated goods go only to England Mostly obeyed

Act of 1696 Prevent frauds; create vice-admiralty courts Mostly obeyed

Woolen Act (1699) Prevent export or intercolonial sale of textiles Partially obeyed

Hat Act (1732) Prevent export or intercolonial sale of hats Partially obeyed

Molasses Act (1733) Cut American imports of molasses from French West Indies Extensively violated

Iron Act (1750) Prevent manufacture of finished iron products Extensively violated

Currency Act (1751) End use of paper currency as legal tender in New England Mostly obeyed
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MAP 3.1
The Dominion of New England, 1686–1689

In the Dominion, James II created a vast royal colony 
that stretched nearly 500 miles along the Atlantic coast. 
During the Glorious Revolution in England, politicians 
and ministers in Boston and New York City led revolts 
that ousted Dominion officials and repudiated their 
authority. King William and Queen Mary replaced 
the Dominion with governments that balanced the 
power held by imperial authorities and local political 
institutions.
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The Dominion extended to America the authori-

tarian model of colonial rule that the English govern-

ment had imposed on Catholic Ireland. James II 

ordered Governor Andros to abolish the existing legis-

lative assemblies. In Massachusetts, Andros banned 

town meetings, angering villagers who prized local 

self-rule, and advocated public worship in the Church 

of England, offending Puritan Congregationalists. 

Even worse, from the colonists’ perspective, the gover-

nor invalidated all land titles granted under the origi-

nal Massachusetts Bay charter. Andros offered to pro-

vide new deeds, but only if the colonists would pay an 

annual fee.

The Glorious Revolution in 
England and America
Fortunately for the colonists, James II angered English 

political leaders as much as Andros alienated colonists. 

The king revoked the charters of English towns, 

rejected the advice of Parliament, and aroused popular 

opposition by openly practicing Roman Catholicism. 

Then, in 1688, James’s Spanish Catholic wife gave birth 

to a son. To forestall the outcome of having a Catholic 

heir to the English throne, Protestant bishops and par-

liamentary leaders in the Whig Party invited William 

of Orange, a staunchly Protestant Dutch prince who 

was married to James’s Protestant daughter, Mary 

Stuart, to come to England at the head of an invading 

army. With their support, William led a quick and 

nearly bloodless coup, and King James II was over-

thrown in an event dubbed the Glorious Revolution by 

its supporters. Whig politicians forced King William 

and Queen Mary to accept the Declaration of Rights, 

creating a constitutional monarchy that enhanced the 

powers of the House of Commons at the expense of the 

crown. The Whigs wanted political power, especially 

the power to levy taxes, to reside in the hands of the 

gentry, merchants, and other substantial property 

owners. 

To justify their coup, the members of Parliament 

relied on political philosopher John Locke. In his Two 

Treatises on Government (1690), Locke rejected the 

divine-right monarchy celebrated by James II, arguing 

that the legitimacy of government rests on the consent 

of the governed and that individuals have inalienable 

natural rights to life, liberty, and property. Locke’s cele-

bration of individual rights and representative govern-

ment had a lasting influence in America, where many 

political leaders wanted to expand the powers of the 

colonial assemblies.

Rebellions in America The Glorious Revolution 

sparked rebellions by Protestant colonists in Massa-

chusetts, Maryland, and New York. When news of the 

coup reached Boston in April 1689, Puritan leaders 

and 2,000 militiamen seized Governor Andros and 

shipped him back to England. Heeding American 

complaints of authoritarian rule, the new monarchs 

broke up the Dominion of New England. However, 

they refused to restore the old Puritan-dominated gov-

ernment of Massachusetts Bay, instead creating in 1692 

a new royal colony (which included Plymouth and 

Maine). The new charter empowered the king to 

The Leviathan Absolutist State

This detail from the title-page engraving of 
Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan (1651) conveys 
Hobbes’s belief that peace and security 
required submission to a powerful sovereign. 
In this image, a giant king looms over his 
domain, his staff and sword symbolizing his 
civil and religious powers. He is the head 
of a body made up of the multitudes of his 
faceless and voiceless subjects, as they carry 
out his commands. What Hobbes celebrated, 
a majority of English politicians and people 
rejected. Fearing the claims of absolute 
power by Stuart kings, they revolted twice, 
executing Charles I in 1649 and deposing 
James II in 1688. Title page from the first edition 
of Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan, published in 1651.
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appoint the governor and customs officials, gave the 

vote to all male property owners (not just Puritan 

church members), and eliminated Puritan restrictions 

on the Church of England.

In Maryland, the uprising had economic as well as 

religious causes. Since 1660, falling tobacco prices 

had hurt poorer farmers, who were overwhelmingly 

Protestant, while taxes and fees paid to mostly Catholic 

proprietary officials continued to rise. When Parliament 

ousted James II, a Protestant association mustered 700 

men and forcibly removed the Catholic governor. The 

Lords of Trade supported this Protestant initiative: they 

suspended Lord Baltimore’s proprietorship, imposed 

royal government, and made the Church of England the 

legal religion in the colony. This arrangement lasted 

until 1715, when Benedict Calvert, the fourth Lord 

Baltimore, converted to the Anglican faith and the king 

restored the proprietorship to the Calvert family.

In New York, a Dutchman named Jacob Leisler led 

the rebellion against the Dominion of New England. 

Initially he enjoyed broad sup-

port, but he soon alienated many 

English-speaking New Yorkers 

and well-to-do Dutch residents. 

Leisler’s heavy-handed tactics 

made him vulnerable; when 

William and Mary appointed 

Henry Sloughter as governor in 1691, Leisler was 

indicted for treason, hanged, and decapitated — an act 

of ethnic vengeance that corrupted New York politics 

for a generation.

The Glorious Revolution of 1688–1689 began a new 

era in the politics of both  Eng land and its American col-

onies. In England, William and Mary ruled as constitu-
tional monarchs; overseas, they promoted an empire 

based on commerce. They accepted the overthrow of 

James’s disastrous Dominion of New England and 

allowed Massachusetts (under its new charter) and New 

York to resume self-government. In 1696, Parliament 

created a new body, the Board of Trade, to oversee 

King William III and Mary II

Rejecting Hobbes’s vision of Leviathan and 
James II’s attempts to impose absolutism, a 
group of England’s most powerful politicians 
invited William of Orange — a prince of the 
Dutch Republic — to invade England, depose 
James II, and occupy the throne jointly with his 
wife Mary. William’s army quickly over threw 
James in the so-called Glorious Revolution 
of 1688, an event that reverberated across 
the Atlantic in rebellions in Massachusetts, 
Maryland, and New York. This portrait, from 
the Guild Book of the Barber Surgeons of 
York, was probably painted to celebrate the 
coronation of William and Mary in 1689. 
HIP/Art Resource, NY.

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
How did the Glorious 
Revolution affect relations 
between England and its 
colonies?
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colonial affairs. While the Board of Trade continued to 

pursue the mercantilist policies that made the colonies 

economically beneficial, otherwise it permitted local 

elites to maintain a strong hand in colonial affairs. As 

England plunged into a new era of European warfare, 

its leaders had little choice but to allow its colonies 

substantial autonomy. 

Imperial Wars and 
Native Peoples
The price that England paid for bringing William of 

Orange to the throne was a new commitment to war-

fare on the continent. England wanted William because 

of his unambiguous Protestant commitments; William 

wanted England because of the resources it could bring 

to bear in European wars. Beginning with the War of 

the League of Augsburg in 1689, England embarked on 

an era sometimes called the Second Hundred Years’ 
War, which lasted until the defeat of Napoleon at 

Waterloo in 1815. In that time, Eng land (Britain after 

1707) fought in seven major wars; the longest era of 

peace lasted only twenty-six years (Table 3.3). 

Imperial wars transformed North America. Prior 

to 1689, American affairs were distant from those of 

Europe, but the recurrent wars of the eighteenth cen-

tury spilled over repeatedly into the colonies. Govern-

ments were forced to arm themselves and create new 

alliances with neighboring Native Americans, who 

tried to turn the fighting to their own advantage. 

Although war brought money to the American colo-

nies in the form of war contracts, it also placed new 

demands on colonial governments to support the 

increasingly militant British Empire. To win wars in 

Western Europe, the Caribbean, and far-flung oceans, 

British leaders created a powerful central state that 

spent three-quarters of its revenue on military and 

naval expenses.

Tribalization
For Native Americans, the rise of war intersected with a 

process scholars have called tribalization: the adapta-

tion of stateless peoples to the demands imposed on 

them by neighboring states. In North America, tribal-

ization occurred in catastrophic circumstances. 

Eurasian diseases rapidly killed off broad swaths of 

native communities, disproportionately victimizing the 

old and the very young. In oral cultures, old people 

were irreplaceable repositories of knowledge, while the 

young were quite literally the future. With populations 

in free fall, many polities disappeared altogether. By the 

eighteenth century, the groups that survived had all 

been transformed. Many were polyglot peoples: Some 

new tribes, like the Catawbas, had not existed before 

and were pieced together from remnants of formerly 

large groups. Other nations, like the Iroquois, declined 

in numbers but sustained themselves by adopting many 

TABLE 3.3

English Wars, 1650–1750

War Date Purpose Result

Anglo-Dutch 1652–1654
Control markets and
African slave trade Stalemate

Anglo-Dutch 1664 Markets; conquest England takes New Amsterdam

Anglo-Dutch 1673 Commercial markets England makes maritime gains

King William’s 1689–1697
Maintain European balance 
of power Stalemate in North America

Queen Anne’s 1702–1713
Maintain European balance 
of power

British acquire Hudson Bay and 
Nova Scotia

Jenkins’s Ear 1739–1741
Expand markets in
Spanish America

English merchants expand 
influence

King George’s 1740–1748
Maintain European balance 
of power Capture and return of Louisbourg
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war captives. In the Carolina borderlands, a large 

 number of Muskogean-speaking communities came 

together as a nation known to the British as the “Creek” 

Indians, so named because some of them lived on 

Ochese Creek. Similarly, the Cherokees, the Delawares, 

and other groups that were culturally linked but politi-

cally fragmented became coherent “tribes” to deal more 

effectively with their European neighbors. 

The rise of imperial warfare exposed Native Amer-

ican communities to danger, but it also gave them 

newfound leverage. The Iroquois were radically endan-

gered by imperial conflict: a promised English alliance 

failed them, and in 1693 a combined force of French 

soldiers, militiamen, and their Indian allies burned all 

three Mohawk villages to the ground. Thereafter, the 

Iroquois devised a strategy for playing French and 

English interests off against each other. In 1701, they 

made alliances with both empires, declaring their 

intention to remain neutral in future conflicts between 

them. This did not mean that the Iroquois stayed on 

the sideline: Iroquois warriors often participated in 

raids during wartime, and Iroquois spokesmen met 

regularly with representatives of New York and New 

France to affirm their alliances and receive diplomatic 

gifts that included guns, powder, lead, clothing, and 

rum (from the British) or brandy (from the French). 

Their neutrality, paradoxically, made them more 

sought after as allies. For example, their alliance with 

New York, known as the Covenant Chain, soon became 

a model for relations between the British Empire and 

other Native American peoples.

Imperial warfare also reshaped Indian relations in 

the Southeast. During the War of the Spanish Succes-

sion (1702–1713), which pitted Britain against France 

and Spain, English settlers in the Carolinas armed the 

Creeks, whose 15,000 members farmed the fertile lands 

along the present-day border of Georgia and Alabama. 

A joint English-Creek expedition  attacked Spanish 

The “Four Indian Kings” in London, 1710

After a failed invasion of Canada in 1709, a colonial 
delegation went to London to ask the queen to try 
again. They brought four Indians with them — three 
Mohawks and a Mahican — and presented them in 
London as the “Four Indian Kings” of the Iroquois. 
The four kings met Queen Anne, dined with 
nobility, attended the theater, and toured the sites. 
They sat for several portraits, which were engraved 
for prints like this one. The queen agreed to make 
another try for Canada, but the 1711 invasion 
failed again. Albany Institute of History and Art, Gift 
of the Estate of Cornelia Cogswell (Mrs. Henry M. Sage) 
1972.65.7.
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Florida, burning the town of St. Augustine but failing 

to capture the fort. To protect Havana in nearby Cuba, 

the Spanish reinforced St. Augustine and unsuccess-

fully attacked Charleston, South Carolina.

Indian Goals
The Creeks had their own agenda: to become the dom-

inant tribe in the region, they needed to vanquish their 

longtime enemies, the pro-French Choctaws to the 

west and the Spanish-allied Apalachees to the south. 

Beginning in 1704, a force of Creek and Yamasee war-

riors destroyed the remaining Franciscan missions in 

northern Florida, attacked the Spanish settlement at 

Pensacola, and captured a thousand Apalachees, whom 

they sold to South Carolinian slave traders for sale in 

the West Indies. Simultaneously, a Carolina-supported 

Creek expedition attacked the Iroquois-speaking 

Tuscarora people of North Carolina, killing hundreds, 

executing 160 male captives, and sending 400 women 

and children into slavery. The surviving Tuscaroras 

joined the Iroquois in New York (who now became the 

Six Nations of the Iroquois). The Carolinians, having 

used the Creeks to kill Spaniards, now died at the hands 

of their former allies: when English traders demanded 

payment for trade debts in 1715, the Creeks and 

Yamasees revolted, killing 400 colonists before being 

overwhelmed by the Carolinians and their new Indian 

allies, the Cherokees.

Native Americans also joined 

in the warfare between French 

Catholics in Canada and English 

Protestants in New England. 

With French aid, Catholic 

Mohawk and Abenaki warriors 

took revenge on their Puritan 

enemies. They destroyed English settlements in Maine 

and, in 1704, attacked the western Massachusetts town 

of Deerfield, where they killed 48 residents and carried 

112 into captivity. In response, New England militia 

attacked French settlements and, in 1710, joined with 

British naval forces to seize Port Royal in French 

Acadia (Nova Scotia). However, a major British–New 

England expedition against the French stronghold at 

Quebec, inspired in part by the visit of four Indian 

“kings” to London, failed miserably.

Stalemated militarily in America, Britain won 

major territorial and commercial concessions through 

its victories in Europe. In the Treaty of Utrecht (1713), 

Britain obtained Newfoundland, Acadia, and the 

Hudson Bay region of northern Canada from France, 

as well as access through Albany to the western Indian 

trade. From Spain, Britain acquired the strategic fortress 

of Gibraltar at the entrance to the Mediterranean and 

a thirty-year contract to supply slaves to Spanish Amer-

ica. These gains advanced Britain’s quest for commer-

cial supremacy and brought peace to eastern North 

America for a generation (Map 3.2). 

The Imperial Slave Economy
Britain’s focus on America reflected the growth of a new 

agricultural and commercial order — the South Atlantic 
System — that produced sugar, tobacco, rice, and other 

tropical and subtropical products for an international 

market. Its plantation societies were ruled by European 

planter-merchants and worked by hundreds of thou-

sands of enslaved Africans (Figure 3.1). 

The South Atlantic System
The South Atlantic System had its center in Brazil and 

the West Indies, and sugar was its primary product. 

Before 1500, there were few sweet foods in Europe —  

mostly honey and fruits — so when European planters 

developed vast sugarcane plantations in America, they 

found a ready market for their crop. (The craving for 

the potent new sweet food was so intense that, by 1900, 

sugar accounted for an astonishing 20 percent of the 

calories consumed by the world’s people.)

European merchants, investors, and planters 

garnered the profits of the South Atlantic System. Fol-

low ing mercantilist principles, they provided the plan-

tations with tools and equipment to grow and process 

the sugarcane and ships to carry it to Europe. But it 

was the Atlantic slave trade that made the system run. 

Between 1520 and 1650, Portuguese traders carried 

about 820,000 Africans across the Atlantic — about 

4,000 slaves a year before 1600 and 10,000 annually 

thereafter. Over the next half century, the Dutch dom-

inated the Atlantic slave trade; then, between 1700 and 

1800, the British transported about 2.5 million of the 

total of 6.1 million Africans carried to the Americas.

England and the West Indies England was a late-

comer to the plantation economy, but from the begin-

ning the prospect of a lucrative cash crop drew large 

numbers of migrants. On St. Kitts, Nevis, Montserrat, 

and Barbados, most early settlers were small-scale 

English farmers (and their indentured servants) who 

exported tobacco and livestock hides; on this basis, 

they created small but thriving colonies. In 1650, there 

were more English residents in the West Indies (some 

44,000) than in the Chesapeake (20,000) and New 

England (23,000) colonies combined.

UNDERSTAND POINTS 
OF VIEW 
What did Native Americans 
have to gain by participat-
ing in imperial wars?
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After 1650, sugar transformed Barbados and the 

other islands into slave-based plantation societies, a 

change facilitated by English capital combined with the 

knowledge and experience of Dutch merchants. By 

1680, an elite group of 175 planters, described by one 

antislavery writer of the time as “inhumane and barba-

rous,” dominated Barbados’s economy; they owned 

more than half of the island, thousands of indentured 

servants, and half of its more than 50,000 slaves. In 

1692, exploited Irish servants and island-born African 

slaves staged a major uprising, which was brutally sup-

pressed. The “leading principle” in a slave society, 

declared one West Indian planter, was to instill “fear” 

among workers and a commitment to “absolute coer-

cive” force among masters. As social inequality and 

racial conflict increased, hundreds of English farmers 

fled to South Carolina and the large island of Jamaica. 

But the days of Caribbean smallholders were num-

bered. English sugar merchants soon invested heavily 

in Jamaica; by 1750, it had seven hundred large sugar 

plantations, worked by more than 105,000 slaves, and 

had become the wealthiest British colony.

Sugar was a rich man’s crop because it could be pro-

duced most efficiently on large plantations. Scores of 

slaves planted and cut the sugarcane, which was then 

processed by expensive equipment — crushing mills, 

This map has three main elements. First, it shows the
geographic extent of Britain’s American possessions.
Next, it provides a table showing the racial composition
and value of exports of the three main regions. Third, it 
depicts the form of government in the various colonies.

The date of the map is important. The Treaty of Utrecht, which
ended Queen Anne’s War in 1713, transferred Acadia (Nova Scotia)
and Newfoundland from France to Britain.

Sugar and slavery are key to a full understanding of
this map. They explain the high value of exports
produced by the tiny Caribbean islands.
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MAP 3.2
Britain’s American Empire, 1713

Many of Britain’s possessions in the West Indies were tiny islands, mere dots on the Caribbean Sea. 
However, in 1713, these small pieces of land were by far the most valuable parts of the empire. 
Their sugar crops brought wealth to English merchants, commerce to the northern colonies, 
and a brutal life and early death to the hundreds of thousands of African slaves working on 
the plantations.
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boiling houses, distilling apparatus — into raw sugar, 

molasses, and rum. The affluent planter-merchants 

who controlled the sugar industry drew annual profits 

of more than 10 percent on their investment. As 

Scottish economist Adam Smith noted in his famous 

treatise The Wealth of Nations (1776), sugar was the 

most profitable crop grown in America or Europe.

The Impact on Britain The South Atlantic System 

brought wealth to the entire British and European 

economy and helped Europeans achieve world eco-

nomic leadership. Most British West Indian planta-

tions belonged to absentee owners who lived in 

England, where they spent their profits and formed 

a powerful sugar lobby. The 

Navigation Acts kept the British 

sugar trade in the hands of 

British merchants, who exported 

it to foreign markets, and by 1750 

reshipments of American sugar 

and tobacco to Europe accounted for half of British 

exports. Enormous profits also flowed into Britain 

from the slave trade. The value of the guns, iron, rum, 

and cloth that were used to buy slaves was only about 

one-tenth (in the 1680s) to one-third (by the 1780s) of 

the value of the crops those slaves produced in 

America, allowing English traders to sell slaves in the 

West Indies for three to five times what they paid for 

them in Africa.

These massive profits drove the slave trade. At its 

height in the 1790s, Britain annually exported three 

hundred thousand guns to Africa, and a British ship 

carrying 300 to 350 slaves left an African port every 

other day. This commerce stimulated the entire British 

economy. English, Scottish, and American shipyards 

built hundreds of vessels, and thousands of people 

worked in trade-related industries: building port facil-

ities and warehouses, refining sugar and tobacco, dis-

tilling rum from molasses, and manufacturing textiles 

and iron products for the growing markets in Africa 

and America. More than one thousand British mer-

chant ships were plying the Atlantic by 1750, providing 

a supply of experienced sailors and laying the founda-

tion for the supremacy of the Royal Navy.

Africa, Africans, and the Slave Trade
As the South Atlantic System enhanced European 

prosperity, it imposed enormous costs on West and 

Central Africa. Between 1550 and 1870, the Atlantic 

slave trade uprooted 11 million Africans, draining 

lands south of the Sahara of people and wealth and 

changing African society (Map 3.3). By directing com-

merce away from the savannas and the Islamic world 

on the other side of the Sahara, the Atlantic slave trade 

changed the economic and religious dynamics of the 

African interior. It also fostered militaristic, centralized 

states in the coastal areas. 

Africans and the Slave Trade Warfare and slaving 

had been part of African life for centuries, but the 

South Atlantic System made slaving a favorite tactic of 

ambitious kings and plundering warlords. “Whenever 

the King of Barsally wants Goods or Brandy,” an 

observer noted, “the King goes and ransacks some of 

his enemies’ towns, seizing the people and selling 

them.” Supplying slaves became a way of life in the 

West African state of Dahomey, where the royal house 

monopolized the sale of slaves and used European 

guns to create a military despotism. Dahomey’s army, 

which included a contingent of 5,000 women, raided 

the interior for captives; between 1680 and 1730, 

Dahomey annually exported 20,000 slaves from the 

Europe
175,000

Spanish Central America
1,500,000

British North America
500,000

Portuguese 
Brazil

3,650,000

Dutch America
500,000

Number of Africans arriving
alive in the Americas and Europe

9,645,000

Approx. 14% died on slave ships

West Indies

British
1,660,000

French
1,660,000

FIGURE 3.1
The Transit of Africans to the Americas

Though approximately 11 million enslaved Africans 
boarded ships to the Americas, about 1.5 million 
(14 percent) of them died en route. Two-thirds of the 
survivors ended up in Brazil (3.65 million) and the West 
Indies (3.32 million), where they worked primarily on 
sugar plantations. Half a million arrived directly from 
Africa in the present-day United States, while many 
thousands more were traded to the mainland from 
the West Indies.

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
How did the South Atlantic 
System affect the British 
economy?
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ports of Allada and Whydah. The Asante kings likewise 

used slaving to conquer states along the Gold Coast as 

well as Muslim kingdoms in the savanna. By the 1720s, 

they had  created a prosperous empire of 3 to 5 million 

people. Yet participation in the transatlantic slave trade 

remained a choice for Africans, not a necessity. The 

powerful kingdom of Benin, famous for its cast bronzes 

and carved ivory, prohibited for decades the export of 

all slaves, male and female. Other Africans atoned for 

their guilt for selling neighbors into slavery by building 

hidden shrines, often in the household granary.

The trade in humans produced untold misery. 

Hundreds of thousands of young Africans died, and 

millions more endured a brutal life in the Americas. In 
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Africa and the Atlantic Slave Trade, 1700–1810

The tropical rain forest of West Africa was home to scores of peoples and dozens of kingdoms. 
With the rise of the slave trade, some of these kingdoms became aggressive slavers. Dahomey’s 
army, for example, seized tens of thousands of captives in wars with neighboring peoples and 
sold them to European traders. About 14 percent of the captives died during the grueling Middle 
Passage, the transatlantic voyage between Africa and the Americas. Most of the survivors labored 
on sugar plantations in Brazil and the British and French West Indies.
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Africa itself, class divisions hardened as people of noble 

birth enslaved and sold those of lesser status. Gender 

relations shifted as well. Two-thirds of the slaves sent 

across the Atlantic were men, partly because European 

planters paid more for men and “stout men boys” and 

partly because Africans sold enslaved women locally 

and across the Sahara as agricultural workers, house 

servants, and concubines. The resulting sexual imbal-

ance prompted African men to take several wives, 

changing the meaning of marriage. Finally, the expan-

sion of the Atlantic slave trade increased the extent of 

slavery in Africa. Sultan Mawlay Ismail of Morocco (r. 

1672–1727) owned 150,000 black slaves, obtained by 

trade in Timbuktu and in wars he waged in Senegal. In 

Africa, as in the Americas, slavery eroded the dignity 

of human life.

The Middle Passage and Beyond Africans sold 

into the South Atlantic System suffered the bleakest 

fate. Torn from their villages, they were marched in 

chains to coastal ports, their first passage in slavery. 

Then they endured the perilous Middle Passage to the 

New World in hideously overcrowded ships. The cap-

tives had little to eat or drink, and some died from 

dehydration. The feces, urine, and vomit belowdecks 

prompted outbreaks of dysentery, which took more 

lives. “I was so overcome by the heat, stench, and foul 

air that I nearly fainted,” reported a European doctor. 

Two Views of the Middle Passage

An 1846 watercolor (on the right) shows the cargo hold of a slave ship en route to Brazil, which imported 
large numbers of African slaves until the 1860s. Painted by a ship’s officer, the work minimizes the brutality 
of the Middle Passage — none of the slaves are in chains — and captures the Africans’ humanity and dignity. 
The illustration on the left, which was printed by England’s Abolitionist Society, shows the plan of a Liverpool 
slave ship designed to hold 482 Africans, packed in with no more respect than that given to hogsheads of 
sugar and tobacco. Records indicate that the ship actually carried as many as 609 Africans at once. Private 
Collection/© Michael Graham-Stewart/The Bridgeman Art Library / © National Maritime Museum, London.



Some slaves jumped overboard to drown rather than 

endure more suffering. Others staged violent shipboard 

revolts. Slave uprisings occurred on two thousand voy-

ages, roughly one of every ten Atlantic passages. Nearly 

100,000 slaves died in these insurrections, and nearly 

1.5 million others — about 14 percent of those who 

were transported — died of disease or illness on the 

month-long journey (America Compared, above). 

For those who survived the Atlantic crossing, 

things only got worse as they passed into endless 

 slavery. Life on the sugar plantations of northwest-

ern Brazil and the West Indies was one of relentless 

 exploitation. Slaves worked ten hours a day under the 

hot tropical sun; slept in flimsy huts; and lived on a 

starchy diet of corn, yams, and dried fish. They were 

subjected to brutal discipline: “The fear of punishment 

is the principle [we use] . . . to keep them in awe and 

order,” one planter declared. When punishments came, 

they were brutal. Flogging was commonplace; some 

planters rubbed salt, lemon juice, or urine into the 

resulting wounds.

Planters often took advantage of their power by 

raping enslaved women. Sexual exploitation was a 

largely unacknowledged but ubiquitous feature of 

Olaudah Equiano: The 

Brutal “Middle 

Passage”

A M E R I C A 
C O M P A R E D

the side. . . . One day, when we had a smooth sea and 

moderate wind, two of my wearied countrymen who 

were chained together . . . , preferring death to such a 

life of misery, somehow made it through the nettings 

and jumped into the sea. . . . 

At last we came in sight of the island of Barbados; the 

white people got some old slaves from the land to pacify 

us. They told us we were not to be eaten but to work, and 

were soon to go on land where we should see many of our 

country people. This report eased us much; and sure 

enough soon after we were landed there came to us 

 Africans of all languages.

Source: The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the 

African, Written by Himself (London, 1789), 15, 22–23, 28–29.

My father, besides many slaves, had a numerous fam-

ily. . . . I was trained up from my earliest years in the art 

of war, . . . and my mother adorned me with emblems 

after the manner of our greatest warriors. One day, when 

all our people were gone out to their works as usual and 

only I and my dear sister were left to mind the house, two 

men and a woman got over our walls, and in a moment 

seized us both. . . . 

I was . . . sold and carried through a number of places 

till . . . at the end of six or seven months after I had been 

kidnapped I arrived at the sea coast.

. . . I now saw myself deprived of all chance of return-

ing to my native country. . . . I was soon put down under 

the decks, and there I received such a salutation in my 

nostrils as I had never experienced in my life; so that 

with the loathsomeness of the stench and crying 

together, I became so sick and low that I was not 

able to eat, nor had I the least desire to taste anything. 

I now wished for the last friend, death, to relieve me; 

but soon, to my grief, two of the white men offered me 

eatables, and on my refusing to eat, one of them held 

me fast by the hands and . . . tied my feet while the 

other flogged me severely. I had never experienced 

anything of this kind before, and . . . could I have 

got over the nettings, I would have jumped over 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. What elements of Equiano’s account might explain the 

average slave mortality rate of about 14 percent during 
the Atlantic crossing?

2. Assuming that Carretta is correct, and Equiano was not 
born in Africa, why do you think he composed this ficti-
tious narrative of his childhood instead of describing his 
own childhood in slavery?

Olaudah Equiano claimed to have been born in Igboland (present-day southern 
Nigeria). But Vincent Carretta of the University of Maryland has discovered 
strong evidence that Equiano was born in South Carolina. He suggests that 
Equiano drew on conversations with African-born slaves to create a fictitious 
account of his kidnapping at the age of eleven and a traumatic passage across 
the Atlantic. After being purchased by an English sea captain, Equiano bought 
his freedom in 1766. In London, he became an antislavery activist, and in 1789 he 
published the memoir from which the following selections are drawn.
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 master-slave relations: something that many slave mas-

ters considered to be an unquestioned privilege of their 

position. “It was almost a constant practice with our 

clerks, and other whites,” Olaudah Equiano wrote, “to 

commit violent depredations on the chastity of the 

 female slaves.” Thomas Thistlewood was a Jamaica 

planter who kept an unusually detailed journal in 

which he noted every act of sexual exploitation he 

committed. In thirty-seven years as a Jamaica planter, 

Thistlewood recorded 3,852 sex acts with 138 enslaved 

women.

With sugar prices high and the cost of slaves low, 

many planters simply worked their slaves to death and 

then bought more. Between 1708 and 1735, British 

planters on Barbados imported about 85,000 Africans; 

however, in that same time the island’s black popula-

tion increased by only 4,000 (from 42,000 to 46,000). 

The constant influx of new slaves kept the population 

thoroughly “African” in its languages, religions, and 

culture. “Here,” wrote a Jamaican observer, “each dif-

ferent nation of Africa meet and dance after the man-

ner of their own country . . . [and] retain most of their 

native customs.”

Slavery in the Chesapeake 
and South Carolina
West Indian–style slavery came to Virginia and 

Maryland following Bacon’s Rebellion. Taking advan-

tage of the expansion of the British slave trade (follow-

ing the end of the Royal African Company’s monopoly 

in 1698), elite planter-politicians led a “tobacco revolu-

tion” and bought more Africans, putting these slaves to 

work on ever-larger plantations. By 1720, Africans 

made up 20 percent of the Chesapeake population; by 

1740, nearly 40 percent. Slavery had become a core 

institution, no longer just one of several forms of unfree 

labor. Moreover, slavery was now defined in racial 

terms. Virginia legislators prohibited sexual inter-

course between English and Africans and defined vir-

tually all resident Africans as slaves: “All servants 

imported or brought into this country by sea or land 

who were not Christians in their native country shall 

be accounted and be slaves.”

On the mainland as in the islands, slavery was a 

system of brutal exploitation. Violence was common, 

and the threat of violence always hung over master-

slave relationships. In 1669, Virginia’s House of 

Burgesses decreed that a master who killed a slave in 

the process of “correcting” him could not be charged 

with a felony, since it would be irrational to destroy his 

own property. From that point forward, even the most 

extreme punishments were permitted by law. Slaves 

could not carry weapons or gather in large numbers. 

Slaveholders were especially concerned to discourage 

slaves from running away. Punishments for runaways 

commonly included not only brutal whipping but also 

branding or scarring to make recalcitrant slaves easier 

to identify. Virginia laws spelled out the procedures for 

capturing and returning runaway slaves in detail. If a 

runaway slave was killed in the process of recapturing 

him, the county would reimburse the slave’s owner for 

his full value. In some cases, slave owners could choose 

to put runaway slaves up for trial; if they were found 

guilty and executed, the owner would be compensated 

for his loss (Thinking Like a Historian, p. 98). 

Despite the inherent brutality of the institution, 

slaves in Virginia and Maryland worked under better 

conditions than those in the West Indies. Many lived 

relatively long lives. Unlike sugar and rice, which were 

“killer crops” that demanded strenuous labor in a trop-

ical climate, tobacco cultivation required steadier and 

less demanding labor in a more temperate environ-

ment. Workers planted young tobacco seedlings in 

spring, hoed and weeded the crop in summer, and in 

fall picked and hung the leaves to cure over the winter. 

Nor did diseases spread as easily in the Chesapeake, 

because plantation quarters were less crowded and 

more dispersed than those in the West Indies. Finally, 

because tobacco profits were lower than those from 

sugar, planters treated their slaves less harshly than 

West Indian planters did.

Many tobacco planters increased their workforce 

by buying female slaves and encouraging them to have 

children. In 1720, women made up more than one-

third of the Africans in Maryland, and the black popu-

lation had begun to increase naturally. “Be kind and 

indulgent to the breeding wenches,” one slave owner 

told his overseer, “[and do not] force them when with 

child upon any service or hardship that will be injuri-

ous to them.” By midcentury, more than three-quarters 

of the enslaved workers in the Chesapeake were 

American-born.

Slaves in South Carolina labored under much more 

oppressive conditions. The colony grew slowly until 

1700, when planters began to plant and export rice to 

southern Europe, where it was in great demand. 

Between 1720 and 1750, rice production increased 

fivefold. To expand production, planters imported 

thousands of Africans, some of them from rice-growing 

societies. By 1710, Africans formed a majority of the 

total population, eventually rising to 80 percent in rice-

growing areas (Figure 3.2). 

Most rice plantations lay in inland swamps, and the 

work was dangerous and exhausting. Slaves planted, 

weeded, and harvested the rice in ankle-deep mud. 
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Pools of stagnant water bred mosquitoes, which trans-

mitted diseases that claimed hundreds of African lives. 

Other slaves, forced to move tons of dirt to build irriga-

tion works, died from exhaustion. “The labour required 

[for growing rice] is only fit for slaves,” a Scottish 

 traveler remarked, “and I think the hardest work I have 

seen them engaged in.” In South Carolina, as in the 

West Indies and Brazil, there were many slave deaths 

and few births, and the arrival of new slaves continu-

ally “re-Africanized” the black population. 

An African American 
Community Emerges
Slaves came from many peoples in West Africa and the 

Central African regions of Kongo and Angola. White 

planters welcomed ethnic diversity to deter slave 

revolts. “The safety of the Plantations,” declared a 

widely read English pamphlet, “depends upon having 

Negroes from all parts of Guiny, who do not under-

stand each other’s languages and Customs and cannot 

agree to Rebel.” By accident or design, most plantations 

drew laborers of many languages, including Kwa, 

Mande, and Kikongo. Among Africans imported after 

1730 into the upper James River region of Virginia, 

41 percent came from ethnic groups in present-day 

Nigeria, and another 25 percent from West-Central 

Africa. The rest hailed from the Windward and Gold 

coasts, Senegambia, and Sierra Leone. In South Carolina, 

plantation owners preferred laborers from the Gold 

Coast and Gambia, who had a reputation as hardwork-

ing farmers. But as African sources of slaves shifted 

southward after 1730, more than 30 percent of the col-

ony’s workers later came from Kongo and Angola.

Initially, the slaves did not think of themselves as 

Africans or blacks but as members of a specific family, 

clan, or people — Wolof, Hausa, Ibo, Yoruba, Teke, 

Ngola — and they sought out those who shared their 

language and customs. In the upper James River region, 

Ibo men and women arrived in equal numbers, mar-

ried each other, and maintained their Ibo culture. In 

most places, though, this was impossible. Slaves from 

varying backgrounds were thrown together and only 

gradually discovered common ground.

Building Community Through painful trial and 

error, slaves eventually discovered what limited free-

doms their owners would allow them. Those who were 

not too rebellious or too recalcitrant were able to carve 

out precarious family lives — though they were always 

in danger of being disrupted by sale or life-threatening 

punishment — and build the rudiments of a slave 

community.

One key to the development of families and com-

munities was a more or less balanced sex ratio that 

encouraged marriage and family formation. In South 

Carolina, the high death rate among slaves under-

mined ties of family and kinship; but in the Chesapeake, 

after 1725 some slaves, especially on larger plantations, 

were able to create strong nuclear families and extended 

kin relations. On one of Charles Carroll’s estates in 

Maryland, 98 of the 128 slaves were members of two 

extended families. These African American kin groups 

passed on family names, traditions, and knowledge to 

the next generation, and thus a distinct culture gradu-

ally developed. As one observer suggested, blacks had 

created a separate world, “a Nation within a Nation.”

As the slaves forged a new identity, they carried on 

certain African practices but let others go. Many 

Africans arrived in America 

with ritual scars that white 

planters called “country mark-

ings”; these signs of ethnic iden-

tity fell into disuse on culturally 

diverse plantations. (Ironi cally, 

on some plantations these Afri-

can markings were replaced by 
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FIGURE 3.2
A Black Majority Emerges in South Carolina, 1700–1740

Between disease and the toll taken by the Indian wars, 
South Carolina’s white population hardly grew at all 
between 1690 and 1720. But white planters imported 
thousands of enslaved Africans to grow rice, an extremely 
profitable plantation crop. As early as 1705, the colony 
had a black majority, which allowed the development 
among slaves of a strongly African-influenced language 
and culture.

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST 
How did the experiences 
of slaves in the Chesa-
peake differ from their 
experiences in South 
Carolina?



Servitude and Slavery

T H I N K I N G  L I K E 
A  H I S T O R I A N 

Britain’s American colonies relied heavily on bound labor. Two forms predomi-
nated: indentured servitude and African slavery. The idea of being bound to a 
master is alien to most of us today; the following texts allow us to glimpse some 
aspects of the experience. In what ways were these two institutions similar, and 
how did they differ?

1. Slave advertisement from Charlestown, Virginia, 
July 24, 1769. 

A Poor Unhappy Transported Felon’s Sorrowful 
 Account of His Fourteen Years’ Transportation 
at Virginia, in America (1680). 

At last to my new master’s house I came, 

At the town of Wicocc[o]moco call’d by name,

Where my Europian clothes were took from me,

Which never after I again could see.

A canvas shirt and trowsers then they gave,

With a hop-sack frock in which I was to slave: 

No shoes nor stockings had I for to wear, 

Nor hat, nor cap, both head and feet were bare. 

Thus dress’d into the Field I nex[t] must go, 

Amongst tobacco plants all day to hoe,

At day break in the morn our work began, 

And so held to the setting of the Sun.

My fellow slaves were just five Transports more, 

With eighteen Negroes, which is twenty four . . . 

We and the Negroes both alike did fare, 

Of work and food we had an equal share.

4. Mechanisms used to control slaves, from Thomas 
Branagan, The Penitential Tyrant; or, slave trader 
reformed, 1807. The shackles and spurs (lower left) 
were intended to prevent escape; the faceguard 
with spiked collar (top and lower right) kept its 
wearer from either eating or lying down.

Source: Courtesy American Antiquarian Society.

2. Indentured servant advertisement from the Penn-
sylvania Gazette, 1770. This advertisement offers to 
sell the remainder of a servant girl’s indenture.

TO BE SOLD, A HEALTHY servant GIRL’S Time, about 

17 Years old, who has between 3 and 4 years to serve. She 

is sold for no other Reason, only there being more Ser-

vants than are needful in the family where she is. 

N. B. She has had the Small pox, can wash, and do all 

Sorts of Housework. Enquire of the Printers.

3. Poem by James Revel, c. 1680. James Revel was an 
Englishman convicted of theft and transported to 
Virginia, where he served fourteen years as an in-
dentured servant. Upon returning he published 

Source: Library of Congress.98



5. Court deposition of Joseph Mulders, July 31, 1649. 
In a court case in Lower Norfolk County, Virginia 
indentured servant Joseph Mulders testified that 
his mistress, Deborah Fernehaugh, brutally beat 
her maidservant, Charity Dallen. 

[Mulders testified] That Deborah Fernehaugh, the Mis-

tress of this deponent, did beate her mayd Sarvant in the 

quartering house before the dresser more Liken a dogge 

then a Christian, and that at a Certaine time, I felt her 

head, which was beaten as soft as a sponge, in one place, 

and that as there shee was a weeding, shee complained 

and sayd, her backe bone as shee thought was broken 

with beating, and that I did see the mayds arme naked 

which was full of blacke and blew bruises and pinches, 

and her necke Likewise and that after wards, I tould my 

Mistress of it and said, that two or three blowes, could not 

make her in such a Case, and after this my speeches shee 

Chidge [i.e., chided] the said mayd, for shewing her body 

to the men, and very often afterwards she [the maid] 

would have shoen mee, how shee had been beaten, but I 

refused to have seene it, saying it concernes me not, I will 

doe my worke and if my Mistress abuse you; you may 

complaine, and about 8 dayes since, being about the time 

shee last went to Complaine, I knew of her goeing, but 

would not tell my mistress of it, although shee asked mee, 

and sayd I could not chuse but know of it.

6. Runaway slave advertisement, Chestertown, 
Maryland, March 12, 1755. Absconding from their 
masters was a common method of resistance for 
both slaves and servants, and masters frequently 
posted runaway advertisements in local news-
papers.

Chestertown, Maryland, March 12, 1755. TEN PISTOLES 

Reward. RAN away last night, from James Ringgold, of 

Eastern Neck, in Kent county, in the province of Mary-

land, the two following servant men; one named James 

Francis, an indented servant for five years, a middle siz’d 

young fellow, about 26 years of age, of a smooth fair com-

plexion, his hair cut off, is an Englishman, and speaks a 

little in the west country dialect; was brought up to farm-

ing and husbandry: Had on, a country kersey jacket and 

breeches, blue fearnought jacket, and an old dark colour’d 

coat. The other a lusty young Mulatto fellow, named Toby, 

a slave about the same age, he is a well set, clean limb’d, 

stout fellow neither a very bright or very dark Mulatto, 

has large nostrils, is a likely fellow, and when he talks 

drawls his words out in a very slow manner, is no other 

way remarkable; he had on the same sort of clothes with 

ANALYZING THE EVIDENCE
1. What information do the traders in sources 1 and 2 want 

to convey to prospective buyers, and why? What similari-
ties and differences do you see in the way sellers might 
choose to market servants and slaves?

2. What aspects of servitude did James Revel object to 
(source 3)? How did he compare the experiences of ser-
vants and slaves?

3. Source 4 appeared in an abolitionist work published in 
New York in 1807. How does that fact influence your 
interpretation of the images?

4. How does Mulders grapple with his position as a fellow 
servant as he testifies against his mistress (source 5)? 
Based on Mulders’s testimony, the court removed Dallen 
from Fernehaugh’s household. How might things have 
worked differently if either Mulders or Dallen had been 
a slave?

5. In source 6, what characteristics of each man does the ad 
emphasize? How does Ringgold view himself as a master, 
and what does his special plea to other slaveholders tell 
us about slaveholding culture?

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
Using the sources above, along with what you learned in 
class and in Chapter 3, write a short essay that compares 
servitude and slavery. In what ways did African slavery in 
the British colonies grow out of servitude and bear close 
similarities to it, and in what ways were slaves set apart 
and treated fundamentally differently than their servant 
counterparts?

the other servant, and one of them has a check or striped 

green and red everlasting jacket on or with them; and 

perhaps the Mulatto may set up for a cooper or carpenter, 

having work at both those business, and also understands 

plantation affairs. Whoever takes up and secures the 

above persons, and gives notice, so as their master gets 

them again, shall have Four Pistoles reward for the white 

servant, and Six Pistoles for the Mulatto. . . . That this 

slave should runaway, and attempt getting his liberty, is 

very alarming, as he has always been too kindly used, if 

any thing by his master, and one in whom his master has 

put great confidence, and depended on him to overlook 

the rest of his slaves, and he had no kind of provocation 

to go off. It seems to be the interest at least of every 

gentleman that has slaves, to be active in the begin-

ning of these attempts . . . THOMAS RINGGOLD. 

Sources: (2) Pennsylvania Gazette, May 3, 1770; (3) John Melville Jennings, ed., The 

Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 56 (April 1948), 187–194; (5) Second to 

None: A Documentary History of American Women, Vol. 1 (University of Nebraska 

Press, 1993), 67–68; (6) Pennsylvania Gazette, March 12, 1755.

99



100 PART 2  BRITISH NORTH AMERICA AND THE ATLANTIC WORLD, 1660–1763

brands or scars that identified them with their owners.) 

But other tangible markers of African heritage per-

sisted, including hairstyles, motifs used in wood carv-

ings and pottery, the large wooden mortars and pestles 

used to hull rice, and the design of houses, in which 

rooms were arranged from front to back in a distinc-

tive “I” pattern, not side by side as was common in 

English dwellings. Musical instruments — especially 

drums, gourd rattles, and a stringed instrument called 

a “molo,” forerunner to the banjo — helped Africans 

preserve cultural traditions and, eventually, shape 

American musical styles.

African values also persisted. Some slaves passed 

down Muslim beliefs, and many more told their chil-

dren of the spiritual powers of conjurers, called obeah 

or ifa, who knew the ways of the African gods. Enslaved 

Yorubas consulted Orunmila, the god of fate, and other 

Africans (a Jamaican planter noted) relied on obeah “to 

revenge injuries and insults, discover and punish 

thieves and adulterers; [and] to predict the future.”

Resistance and Accommodation Slaves’ freedom 

of action was always dramatically circumscribed. It 

became illegal to teach slaves to read and write, and 

most slaves owned no property of their own. Because 

the institution of slavery rested on fear, planters had to 

learn a ferocious form of cruelty. Slaves might be 

whipped, restrained, or maimed for any infraction, 

large or small. A female cook in a Virginia household 

“was cruelly loaded with various kinds of iron 

machines; she had one particularly on her head, which 

locked her mouth so fast that she could scarcely speak; 

and could not eat nor drink.” Thomas Jefferson, who 

witnessed such punishments on his father’s Virginia 

plantation, noted that each generation of whites was 

“nursed, educated, and daily exercised in tyranny,” and 

he concluded that the relationship “between master 

and slave is a perpetual exercise of the most unremit-

ting despotism on the one part, and degrading submis-

sion on the other.” A fellow Virginian, planter George 

Mason, agreed: “Every Master is born a petty tyrant.” 

Hulling Rice in West Africa and Georgia

Cultural practices often extend over time and space. The eighteenth-century engraving on the left shows 
West African women using huge wooden mortars and pestles to strip the tough outer hull from rice kernels. 
In the photo on the right, taken a century and a half later, African American women in Georgia use similar 
tools to prepare rice for their families. Library of Congress. / Courtesy Georgia Vanishing Archives Collection, sap093.
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The extent of white violence often depended on the 

size and density of the slave population. As Virginia 

planter William Byrd II complained of his slaves in 

1736, “Numbers make them insolent.” In the northern 

colonies, where slaves were few, white violence was 

sporadic. But plantation owners and overseers in the 

sugar- and rice-growing areas, where Africans out-

numbered Europeans eight or more to one, routinely 

whipped assertive slaves. They also prohibited their 

workers from leaving the plantation without special 

passes and called on their poor white neighbors to 

patrol the countryside at night.

Despite the constant threat of violence, some slaves 

ran away, a very small number of them successfully. 

In some parts of the Americas — for example, in 

Jamaica — runaway slaves were able to form large, 

independent Maroon communities. But on the main-

land, planters had the resources necessary to reclaim 

runaways, and such communities were unusual and 

precarious. More often, slaves who spoke English and 

possessed artisanal skills fled to colonial towns, where 

they tried to pass as free; occasionally they succeeded. 

Slaves who did not run away were engaged in a con-

stant tug-of-war with their owners over the terms of 

their enslavement. Some blacks bartered extra work for 

better food and clothes; others seized a small privilege 

and dared the master to revoke it. In this way, Sundays 

gradually became a day of rest — asserted as a right, 

rather than granted as a privilege. When bargaining 

failed, slaves protested silently by working slowly or 

stealing.

Slave owners’ greatest fear 

was that their regime of terror 

would fail and slaves would rise 

up to murder them in their 

beds. Occasionally that fear was 

realized. In the 1760s, in Amherst 

County, Virginia, a slave killed 

four whites; in Elizabeth City County, eight slaves 

strangled their master in bed. But the circumstances of 

slavery made any larger-scale uprising all but impos-

sible. To rebel against their masters, slaves would have 

to be able to communicate secretly but effectively 

across long distances; choose leaders they could trust; 

formulate and disseminate strategy; accumulate large 

numbers of weapons; and ensure that no one betrayed 

their plans. This was all but impossible: in plantation 

slavery, the preponderance of force was on the side of 

the slave owners, and blacks who chose to rise up did 

so at their peril.

The Stono Rebellion The largest slave uprising in 

the mainland colonies, South Carolina’s Stono Rebellion 

of 1739, illustrates the impossibility of success. The 

Catholic governor of Spanish Florida instigated the 

revolt by promising freedom to fugitive slaves. By 

February 1739, at least 69 slaves had escaped to St. 

Augustine, and rumors circulated “that a Conspiracy 

was formed by Negroes in Carolina to rise and make 

their way out of the province.” When war between 

England and Spain broke out in September, 75 Africans 

rose in revolt and killed a number of whites near the 

Virginian Luxuries, c. 1810

This painting by an unknown artist depicts the 
brutality and sexual exploitation inherent in a slave 
society. On the right, an owner chastises a male 
slave by beating him with a cane; on the left, a 
white master asserts his sexual prerogative with a 
female slave. Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Museum, 
Williamsburg, VA.

TRACE CHANGE OVER 
TIME 
How much autonomy 
could slaves attain, and 
what did slave owners do 
to control them?
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Stono River. According to one account, some of the 

rebels were Portuguese-speaking Catholics from the 

Kingdom of Kongo who hoped to escape to Florida. 

Displaying their skills as soldiers — decades of brutal 

slave raiding in Kongo had militarized the society 

there — the rebels marched toward Florida “with 

Colours displayed and two Drums beating.”

Though their numbers and organization were 

impressive, the Stono rebels were soon met by a well-

armed, mounted force of South Carolina militia. In the 

ensuing battle, 44 slaves were killed and the rebellion 

was suppressed, preventing any general uprising. In 

response, frightened South Carolinians cut slave 

imports and tightened plantation discipline.

The Rise of the Southern Gentry
As the southern colonies became full-fledged slave 

societies, life changed for whites as well as for blacks. 

Consider the career of William Byrd II (1674–1744). 

Byrd’s father, a successful planter-merchant in Virginia, 

hoped to marry his children into the English gentry. To 

smooth his son’s entry into landed society, Byrd sent 

him to England for his education. But his status- 

conscious classmates shunned young Byrd, calling him 

a “colonial,” a first bitter taste of the gradations of rank 

in English society.

Other English rejections fol-

lowed. Lacking aristocratic con-

nections, Byrd was denied a 

post with the Board of Trade, 

passed over three times for the 

royal governorship of Virginia, 

and rejected as a suitor by a rich 

Englishwoman. In 1726, at age fifty-two, Byrd finally 

gave up and moved back to Virginia, where he some-

times felt he was “being buried alive.” Accepting his 

lesser destiny as a member of the colony’s elite, Byrd 

built an elegant brick mansion on the family’s estate at 

Westover, sat in “the best pew in the church,” and won 

an appointment to the governor’s council.

William Byrd II’s experience mirrored that of many 

planter-merchants, trapped in Virginia and South 

Carolina by their inferior colonial status. They used 

their wealth to rule over white yeomen families and 

tenant farmers and relied on violence to exploit 

enslaved blacks. Planters used Africans to grow food, 

as well as tobacco; to build houses, wagons, and tobacco 

casks; and to make shoes and clothes. By making their 

plantations self-sufficient, the Chesapeake elite sur-

vived the depressed tobacco market between 1670 

and 1720.

White Identity and Equality To prevent uprisings 

like Bacon’s Rebellion, the Chesapeake gentry found 

ways to assist middling and poor whites. They gradu-

ally lowered taxes; in Virginia, for example, the annual 

head tax (on each adult man) fell from 45 pounds of 

tobacco in 1675 to just 5 pounds in 1750. They also 

encouraged smallholders to improve their economic 

lot by using slave labor, and many did so. By 1770, 60 

percent of English families in the Chesapeake owned at 

least one slave. On the political front, planters now 

allowed poor yeomen and some tenants to vote. The 

strategy of the leading families — the Carters, Lees, 

Randolphs, and Robinsons — was to bribe these voters 

with rum, money, and the promise of minor offices in 

county governments. In return, they expected the yeo-

men and tenants to elect them to office and defer to 

their rule. This horse-trading solidified the authority of 

the planter elite, which used its control of the House of 

Burgesses to limit the power of the royal governor. 

Hundreds of yeomen farmers benefitted as well, tasting 

political power and garnering substantial fees and sala-

ries as deputy sheriffs, road surveyors, estate apprais-

ers, and grand jurymen.

Even as wealthy Chesapeake gentlemen formed 

political ties with smallholders, they took measures to 

set themselves apart culturally. As late as the 1720s, 

leading planters were boisterous, aggressive men who 

lived much like the common folk — hunting, drinking, 

gambling on horse races, and demonstrating their 

manly prowess by forcing themselves on female ser-

vants and slaves. As time passed, however, the planters 

began, like William Byrd II, to model themselves on 

the English aristocracy, remaining sexual predators but 

learning from advice books how to act like gentlemen 

in other regards: “I must not sit in others’ places; Nor 

sneeze, nor cough in people’s faces. Nor with my fin-

gers pick my nose, Nor wipe my hands upon my 

clothes.” Cultivating gentility — a refined but elaborate 

lifestyle — they replaced their modest wooden houses 

with mansions of brick and mortar. Planters educated 

their sons in London as lawyers and gentlemen. But 

unlike Byrd’s father, they expected them to return to 

America, marry local heiresses, and assume their 

fathers’ roles: managing plantations, socializing with 

fellow gentry, and running the political system. 

Wealthy Chesapeake and South Carolina women 

likewise emulated the English elite. They read English 

newspapers and fashionable magazines, wore the finest 

English clothes, and dined in the English fashion, 

including an elaborate afternoon tea. To enhance their 

daughters’ gentility (and improve their marriage pros-

pects), parents hired English tutors. Once married, 

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
How did the planter elite 
maintain alliances with 
their smallholder 
 neighbors?
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planter women deferred to their husbands, reared 

pious children, and maintained elaborate social net-

works, in time creating a new ideal: the southern 

gentlewoman. Using the profits generated by enslaved 

Africans in the South Atlantic System of commerce, 

wealthy planters formed an increasingly well-educated, 

refined, and stable ruling class.

The Northern Maritime 
Economy
The South Atlantic System had a broad geographical 

reach. As early as the 1640s, New England farmers sup-

plied the sugar islands with bread, lumber, fish, and 

meat. As a West Indian explained, planters “had rather 

buy foode at very deare rates than produce it by labour, 

soe infinite is the profitt of sugar works.” By 1700, the 

economies of the West Indies and New England were 

closely interwoven. Soon farmers and merchants in 

New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania were also 

shipping wheat, corn, and bread to the Caribbean. By 

the 1750s, about two-thirds of New England’s exports 

and half of those from the Middle Atlantic colonies 

went to the British and French sugar islands.

The sugar economy linked Britain’s entire Atlantic 

empire. In return for the sugar they sent to England, 

West Indian planters received credit, in the form of 

bills of exchange, from London merchants. The plant-

ers used these bills to buy slaves from Africa and to pay 

North American farmers and merchants for their pro-

visions and shipping services. The mainland colonists 

then exchanged the bills for British manufactures, pri-

marily textiles and iron goods.

The Urban Economy
The West Indian trade created the first American mer-

chant fortunes and the first urban industries. Merchants 

in Boston, Newport, Providence, Philadelphia, and 

New York invested their profits in new ships; some set 

up manufacturing enterprises, including twenty-six 

refineries that processed raw sugar into finished loaves. 

Mainland distilleries turned West Indian molasses into 

rum, producing more than 2.5 million gallons in 

Massachusetts alone by the 1770s. Merchants in Salem, 

Marblehead, and smaller New England ports built a 

major fishing industry by selling salted mackerel and 

cod to the sugar islands and to southern Europe. Balti-

more merchants transformed their town into a major 

port by developing a bustling export business in wheat, 

while traders in Charleston shipped deerskins, indigo, 

and rice to European markets (Map 3.4). 

As transatlantic commerce expanded — from five 

hundred voyages a year in the 1680s to fifteen hundred 

annually in the 1730s — American port cities grew in 

size and complexity. By 1750, the populations of 

Newport and Charleston were nearly 10,000; Boston 

had 15,000 residents; and New York had almost 18,000. 

The largest port was Philadelphia, whose population by 

1776 had reached 30,000, the size of a large European 

provincial city. Smaller coastal towns emerged as cen-

ters of the lumber and shipbuilding industries. Seventy 

sawmills lined the Piscataqua River in New Hampshire, 

providing low-cost wood for homes, warehouses, and 

especially shipbuilding. Hundreds of shipwrights 

turned out oceangoing vessels, while other artisans 

made ropes, sails, and metal fittings for the new fleet. 

By the 1770s, colonial-built ships made up one-third of 

the British merchant fleet. 

The South Atlantic System 

extended far into the interior. A 

fleet of small vessels sailed back 

and forth on the Hudson and 

Delaware rivers, delivering car-

goes of European manufactures 

and picking up barrels of flour 

and wheat to carry to New York 

and Philadelphia for export to the 

West Indies and Europe. By the 1750s, hundreds of 

professional teamsters in Maryland were transporting 

370,000 bushels of wheat and corn and 16,000 barrels 

of flour to urban markets each year — more than 10,000 

wagon trips. To service this traffic, entrepreneurs and 

artisans set up taverns, horse stables, and barrel-making 

shops in towns along the wagon roads. Lancaster (the 

town that hosted the Iroquois conference described in 

the chapter opening), in a prosperous wheat-growing 

area of Pennsylvania, boasted more than 200 German 

and English artisans and a dozen merchants.

Urban Society
Wealthy merchants dominated the social life of seaport 

cities. In 1750, about 40 merchants controlled more 

than 50 percent of Philadelphia’s trade. Like the 

Chesapeake gentry, urban merchants imitated the 

British upper classes, importing architectural design 

books from England and building Georgian-style man-

sions to display their wealth. Their wives strove to 

create a genteel culture by buying fine furniture and 

entertaining guests at elegant dinners. 

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
How did the rise of the 
South Atlantic System 
impact economic develop-
ment in the northern 
colonies?
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Artisan and shopkeeper families, the middle ranks 

of seaport society, made up nearly half the population. 

Innkeepers, butchers, seamstresses, shoemakers, weav-

ers, bakers, carpenters, masons, and dozens of other 

skilled workers toiled to gain an income sufficient to 

maintain their families in modest comfort. Wives and 

husbands often worked as a team and taught the “mys-

teries of the craft” to their children. Some artisans 

aspired to wealth and status, an entrepreneurial ethic 

that prompted them to hire apprentices and expand 

production. However, most artisans were not well-to-

do. During his working life, a tailor was lucky to accu-

mulate £30 worth of property, far less than the £2,000 

owned at death by an ordinary merchant or the £300 

listed in the probate inventory of a successful 

blacksmith.

Laboring men and women formed the lowest ranks 

of urban society. Merchants needed hundreds of dock-

workers to unload manufactured goods and molasses 

from inbound ships and reload them with barrels of 

wheat, fish, and rice. For these demanding jobs, mer-

chants used enslaved blacks and indentured servants, 

who together made up 30 percent of the workforce in 

Philadelphia and New York City until the 1750s; other-

wise, they hired unskilled wageworkers. Poor white 

and black women eked out a living by washing clothes, 

spinning wool, or working as servants or prostitutes. 

To make ends meet, laboring families sent their chil-

dren out to work.

Periods of stagnant commerce threatened the 

financial security of merchants and artisans alike. 

For laborers, seamen, and seamstresses — whose 

The bold, colorful arrows on this map give it a dynamic
quality that reflects the nature of the Atlantic trade. 
But the title suggests we should look for something
particular: the rise of the American merchant.

With the map title in mind, look carefully at the
two types of transoceanic trade: one controlled by
British ships and the other open to colonial vessels.
The latter soon dominated this ocean commerce.

Think of the bold, straight arrows as
a diagram rather than as routes that
are accurate in a geographical sense.
The width of the arrows suggests the
relative importance of each leg. Compare
this diagram-type map with the accurately
scaled widths of the arrows on Map 3.3.
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MAP 3.4
The Growing Power of American Merchants, 1750

Throughout the colonial era, British merchant houses dominated the transatlantic trade in 
manufactures, sugar, tobacco, and slaves. However, by 1750, American-born merchants in Boston, 
New York, and Philadelphia had seized control of the commerce between the mainland and the 
West Indies. In addition, Newport traders played a small role in the slave trade from Africa, and 
Boston and Charleston merchants grew rich carrying fish and rice to southern Europe.
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household budgets left no margin for sickness or 

unemployment — depressed trade meant hunger, 

dependence on public charity, and (for the most des-

perate) petty thievery or prostitution. The sugar- and 

slave-based South Atlantic System, and cycles of impe-

rial warfare, brought economic uncertainty as well as 

opportunity to the people of the northern colonies.

The New Politics of Empire, 
1713–1750
The South Atlantic System also changed the politics of 

empire. British ministers, pleased with the wealth pro-

duced by the trade in slaves, sugar, rice, and tobacco, 

ruled the colonies with a gentle hand. The colonists 

took advantage of that leniency to strengthen their 

 political institutions and eventually to challenge the 

rules of the mercantilist system.

The Rise of Colonial Assemblies
After the Glorious Revolution, representative assem-

blies in America copied the English Whigs and limited 

the powers of crown officials. In Massachusetts during 

the 1720s, the assembly repeatedly ignored the king’s 

instructions to provide the royal governor with a 

 permanent salary, and legislatures in North Carolina, 

New Jersey, and Pennsylvania did the same. Using such 

tactics, the legislatures gradually took control of taxa-

tion and appointments, angering imperial bureaucrats 

and absentee proprietors. “The people in power in 

Amer ica,” complained William Penn during a struggle 

with the Pennsylvania assembly, “think nothing taller 

than themselves but the Trees.”

Leading the increasingly 

powerful assemblies were mem-

bers of the colonial elite. Although 

most property- owning white men 

had the right to vote, only men 

of wealth and status stood for 

election. In New Jersey in 1750, 

90 percent of assemblymen came from influential polit-

ical families (Figure 3.3). In Virginia, seven members 

of the wealthy Lee family sat in the House of Burgesses 

and, along with other powerful families, domi  nated its 

major committees. In New England, affluent descen-

dants of the original Puritans formed a core of political 

leaders. “Go into every village in New England,” John 

Adams wrote in 1765, “and you will find that the office 

of justice of the peace, and even the place of represen-

tative, have generally descended from generation to 

generation, in three or four families at most.”

However, neither elitist assemblies nor wealthy 

property owners could impose unpopular edicts on the 

people. Purposeful crowd actions were a fact of colo-

nial life. An uprising of ordinary citizens overthrew the 

The Greenwood-Lee Family, 1747

Born in Massachusetts and apprenticed as 
an engraver, John Greenwood (1727–1792) 
painted dozens of commissioned works 
there before moving to Surinam in 1752. He 
painted this scene of his own family at the 
age of twenty. Group portraits with so 
many people were rare in the colonies, and 
it is a technically impressive composition. 
Greenwood himself is at the right rear, 
wigless (he wears a velvet cap to keep his 
head warm) and holding a palette and 
brushes. The table displays a basket of 
needlework and a volume of The Spectator, 
the popular London periodical published by 
Joseph Addison and Richard Steele. 
Photograph © 2014 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
Bequest of Henry Lee Shattuck in memory of the 
late Morris Gray, 1983.34.

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
What explains the increas-
ing political autonomy of 
the colonies in the eigh-
teenth century?
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Dominion of New England in 1689. In New York, 

mobs closed houses of prostitution; in Salem, 

Massachusetts, they ran people with infectious diseases 

out of town; and in New Jersey in the 1730s and 1740s, 

mobs of farmers battled with proprietors who were 

forcing tenants off disputed lands. When officials in 

Boston restricted the sale of farm produce to a single 

public market, a crowd destroyed the building, and its 

members defied the authorities to arrest them. “If you 

touch One you shall touch All,” an anonymous letter 

warned the sheriff, “and we will show you a Hundred 

Men where you can show one.” These expressions of 

popular discontent, combined with the growing 

authority of the assemblies, created a political system 

that was broadly responsive to popular pressure and 

increasingly resistant to British control.

Salutary Neglect
British colonial policy during the reigns of George I (r. 

1714–1727) and George II (r. 1727–1760) allowed for 

this rise of American self-government as royal bureau-

crats, pleased by growing trade and import duties, 

relaxed their supervision of internal colonial affairs. In 

1775, British political philosopher Edmund Burke 

would praise this strategy as salutary neglect.
Salutary neglect was a by-product of the political 

system developed by Sir Robert Walpole, the Whig 

leader in the House of Commons from 1720 to 1742. 

By providing supporters with appointments and pen-

sions, Walpole won parliamentary approval for his pol-

icies. However, his patronage appointments filled the 

British government, including the Board of Trade and 

the colonial bureaucracy, with do-nothing political 

hacks. When Governor Gabriel Johnson arrived in 

North Carolina in the 1730s, he vowed to curb the 

powers of the assembly and “make a mighty change in 

the face of affairs.” Receiving little support from the 

Board of Trade, Johnson renounced reform and decided 

“to do nothing which can be reasonably blamed, and 

leave the rest to time, and a new set of inhabitants.”

Walpole’s tactics also weakened the empire by 

undermining the legitimacy of the political system. 

Radical Whigs protested that Walpole had betrayed the 

Glorious Revolution by using patronage — the prac-

tice of giving offices and salaries to political allies — and 

bribery to create a strong Court (or Kingly) Party. The 

Country Party, whose members were landed gentle-

men, likewise warned that Walpole’s policies of high 

taxes and a bloated royal bureaucracy threatened 

British liberties. Heeding these arguments, colonial 

legislators complained that royal governors abused 

their patronage powers. To preserve American liberty, 

the colonists strengthened the powers of the represen-

tative assemblies, unintentionally laying the founda-

tion for the American independence movement 

(American Voices, p. 108). 

Protecting the Mercantile System
In 1732, Walpole provided a parliamentary subsidy for 

the new colony of Georgia. While Georgia’s reform-

minded trustees envisioned the colony as a refuge for 

Britain’s poor, Walpole had little interest in social 

reform; he subsidized Georgia to protect the valuable 

rice-growing colony of South Carolina. The subsidy, 

however, did exactly the opposite. Britain’s expansion 

into Georgia outraged Spanish officials, who were 
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FIGURE 3.3
Family Connections and Political Power, New Jersey, 
1700–1776

As early as 1700, more than 50 percent of the members 
of the New Jersey assembly came from families with 
a history of political leadership. By 1750, the percent-
age whose fathers or other relatives had served in the 
assembly reached 90 percent; indeed, some members 
had seven relatives who were (or had been) political 
leaders, clear testimony of the emergence of power-
ful political famil   ies and an experienced governing elite. 
However, as the conflict with Britain increased after 
1765, voters in New Jersey and elsewhere ousted luke-
warm patriots, and new families entered the political 
ranks.
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already angry about the rising tide of smuggled Brit-

ish manufactures in New Spain. To counter Britain’s 

 commercial imperialism, Spanish naval forces stepped 

up their seizure of illegal traders, in the process muti-

lating an English sea captain, Robert Jenkins.

Yielding to parliamentary pressure, Walpole 

declared war on Spain in 1739. The so-called War of 

Jenkins’s Ear (1739–1741) was a fiasco for Britain. In 

1740, British regulars failed to capture St. Augustine 

because South Carolina whites, still shaken by the 

Stono Rebellion, refused to commit militia units to the 

expedition. A year later, an assault on the prosperous 

seaport of Cartagena (in present-day Colombia) also 

failed; 20,000 British sailors and soldiers and 2,500 

colonial troops died in the attack, mostly from tropical 

diseases.

The War of Jenkins’s Ear quickly became part of a 

general European conflict, the War of the Austrian 

Succession (1740–1748). Massive French armies 

battled British-subsidized German forces in Europe, 

and French naval forces roamed the West Indies, vainly 

trying to conquer a British sugar island. Three thou-

sand New England militiamen, supported by a British 

naval squadron, in 1745 captured Louisbourg, the 

French fort guarding the entrance to the St. Lawrence 

River. To the dismay of New England Puritans, who 

feared invasion from Catholic Quebec, the Treaty of 

Aix-la-Chapelle (1748) returned Louisbourg to France. 

The treaty made it clear to colonial leaders that England 

would act in its own interests, not theirs.

Mercantilism and the 
American Colonies
Though Parliament prohibited Americans from manu-

facturing textiles (Woolen Act, 1699), hats (Hat Act, 

1732), and iron products such as plows, axes, and skil-

lets (Iron Act, 1750), it could not prevent the colonies 

from maturing economically. American merchants 

soon controlled over 75 percent of the transatlantic 

trade in manufactures and 95 percent of the commerce 

between the mainland and the British West Indies (see 

Map 3.4, p. 104).

Moreover, by the 1720s, the British sugar islands 

could not absorb all the flour, fish, and meat produced 

by mainland settlers. So, ignoring Britain’s intense 

rivalry with France, colonial merchants sold their pro-

duce to the French sugar islands. When American rum 

distillers began to buy cheap molasses from the French 

islands, the West Indian sugar lobby in London per-

suaded Parliament to pass the Molasses Act of 1733. 

The act placed a high tariff on French molasses, so high 

that it would no longer be profitable for American mer-

chants to import it. Colonists protested that the 

Molasses Act would cripple the distilling industry; cut 

farm exports; and, by slashing colonial income, reduce 

the mainland’s purchases of British goods. When 

Parliament ignored these arguments, American mer-

chants smuggled in French molasses by bribing cus-

toms officials.

The lack of currency in the colonies prompted 

another conflict with British officials. To pay for British 

manufactures, American merchants used the bills of 

exchange and the gold and silver coins earned in the 

West Indian trade. These payments drained the colonial 

economy of money, making it difficult for Americans 

to borrow funds or to buy and sell goods among them-

selves. To remedy the problem, ten colonial assemblies 

established public land banks, which lent paper money 

Sir Robert Walpole, the King’s Minister

All eyes are on the secretary of the Treasury, Sir Robert 
Walpole (left), as he offers advice to the Speaker of the House 
of Commons. A brilliant politician, Walpole used patronage 
to command a majority in the Commons and also won the 
confidence of George I and George II, the German-speaking 
monarchs from the duchy of Hanover. Walpole’s personal 
motto, “Let sleeping dogs lie,” helps explain his colonial 
policy of salutary neglect. Clandon Park, Surrey, UK/National Trust 
Photographic Library/Hawksley Studios/The Bridgeman Art Library.
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The Rise of Colonial 

Self-Government

A M E R I C A N 
V O I C E S

Alexander Spotswood

Confronting the House of Burgesses

As a reward for his military service fighting the forces of 
Louis XIV of France, Alexander Spotswood became gover-
nor of Virginia in 1710. A contentious man, Spotswood was 
a controversial governor. He told the House of Burgesses 
to its face that the voters had mistakenly chosen “a set of 
representatives whom heaven has not generally endowed 
with the ordinary [intellectual or social] qualifications req-
uisite to legislators.” Spotswood set out to reform the vot-
ing system that, in his judgment, produced such mediocre 
representatives. His efforts to oust popular members of 
the gentry from the House of Burgesses created few 
friends; in 1722, his enemies in Virginia used their influ-
ence in London to have him removed from office.

To ye Council of Trade, Virginia, October 15, 1712

MY LORDS:

. . . The Indians continue their Incursions in North 

Carolina, and the Death of Colo. Hyde, their Gov’r, which 

happened the beginning of last Month, increases the mis-

ery of that province. . . . 

This Unhappy State of her Maj’t’s Subjects in my 

Neighbourhood is ye more Affecting to me because I have 

very little hopes of being enabled to relieve them by our 

Assembly, which I have called to meet next Week; for the 

Mob of this Country, having tried their Strength in the 

late Election and finding themselves able to carry whom 

they please, have generally chosen representatives of their 

own Class, who as their principal Recommendation have 

declared their resolution to raise no Tax on the people, let 

the occasion be what it will. This is owing to a defect in 

the Constitution, which allows to every one, tho’ but just 

out of the Condition of a Servant, and that can but pur-

chase half an acre of Land, an equal Vote with the Man of 

the best Estate in the Country.

The Militia of this Colony is perfectly useless without 

Arms or ammunition, and by an unaccountable infatua-

tion, no arguments I have used can prevail on these 

 people to make their Militia more Serviceable, or to fall 

into any other measures for the Defence of their Country.

[From the Journal of the Virginia Council]

December the 17th, 1714

The Governor this day laying before the Council a let-

ter from the Right Honorable the Lords Commissioners 

for Trade dated the 23d of April 1713 directing him to 

advise with the Council & to recommend to the Generall 

Assembly to pass a law for qualifying the Electors & the 

persons Elected Burgesses to serve in the Generall 

Assembly of this Colony in a more just & equal manner 

than the Laws now in force do direct. . . . The Council 

declare that they cannot advise the Governor to move 

for any alteration in the present method of Electing of 

Burgesses, some being of opinion that this is not a proper 

time, & others that the present manner of electing of 

Burgesses & the qualifications of the elected is sufficiently 

provided for by the Laws now in force.

To Mr. Secretary James Stanhope, July 15, 1715

. . . I cannot forbear regretting yt I must always have 

to do with ye Representatives of ye Vulgar People, and 

mostly with such members as are of their Stamp and 

Understanding, for so long as half an Acre of Land (which 

is of small value in this Country) qualifys a man to be an 

Elector, the meaner sort of People will ever carry ye 

Elections, and the humour generally runs to choose such 

men as are their most familiar Companions, who very 

eagerly seek to be Burgesses merely for the lucre of the 

Salary, and who, for fear of not being chosen again, dare 

in Assembly do nothing that may be disrelished [disap-

proved] out of the House by ye Common People. Hence it 

often happens yt what appears prudent and feasible to his 

Majesty’s Governors and Council here will not pass with 

the House of Burgesses, upon whom they must depend for 

the means of putting their designs in Execution.

To the Lords Commissioners of Trade, May 23, 1716

. . . The behaviour of this Gentleman [Philip Ludwell 

Jr., the colony’s Auditor] in constantly opposing whatever 

I have offered for ye due collecting the Quitt rents [annual 

Between 1700 and 1760, members of the representative assemblies in British 
North America gradually expanded their authority and power. Their success was 
the result of greater popular participation in politics and their own political 
skills. However, the shift in power from imperial appointees to colonial legisla-
tors occurred in a piecemeal fashion, as the almost unconscious product of a 
series of small, seemingly inconsequential struggles. As you read the following 
correspondence among legislators, governors, and British officials, look closely 
at the character of the disputes and how they were resolved.
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feudal dues on land] and regulating the Acc’ts; his stirring 

up ye humours of the people before the last election of 

Burgesses; tampering with the most mutinous of that 

house, and betraying to them the measures resolved on in 

Council for his Majesty’s Service, would have made me 

likewise suspend him from ye Council, but I find by the 

late Instructions I have received from his Majesty that 

Power is taken from ye Governor and transferred upon the 

majority of that Board [of Councilors], and while there are 

no less than seven of his Relations there, it is impossible to 

get a Majority to consent to the Suspension of him.

Sources: R. A. Brock, ed., The Official Letters of Alexander Spotswood (Richmond: 

Virginia Historical Society, 1885), 2: 1–2, 124, 154–155; H. R. MacIlwaine, ed., 

Executive Journals of the Council of Colonial Virginia (Richmond: Virginia State 

Library, 1928), 3: 392.

George Clinton

A Plea for Assistance

George Clinton served as governor of New York from 1744 
to 1752. Like many governors during the era of salutary 
neglect, Clinton owed his appointment to political connec-
tions in England. As the second son of the seventh Earl of 
Lincoln, he would inherit neither the family’s estate nor his 
father’s position in the House of Lords; those went to his 
elder brother. To provide an income for Clinton, his family 
traded its votes in Parliament for patronage appointments. 
However, once Clinton was installed as governor of New 
York, he found himself dependent on the assembly for the 
payment of his salary — and the salaries of all members of 
his administration.

My Lords,

I have in my former letters inform’d Your Lordships 

what Incroachments the Assemblys of this province have 

from time to time made on His Majesty’s Prerogative & 

Authority in this Province in drawing an absolute depen-

dence of all the Officers upon them for their Saleries & 

Reward of their services, & by their taking in effect the 

Nomination to all Officers. . . . 

1stly, That the Assembly refuse to admit of any 

amendment to any money bill, in any part of the Bill; so 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. What policies does Spotswood wish to pursue? Why 

can’t he persuade the House of Burgesses to implement 
them? According to Spotswood, what is wrong with 
Virginia’s political system? How does he propose to 
reform it?

2. Unlike the House of Burgesses, which was elected by 
qualified voters, the members of the Governor’s Council 
in Virginia were appointed by the king, usually on 
the governor’s recommendation. What is the council’s 
response to the plan to reform the political system? 
Given Spotswood’s description of the incident involving 
Philip Ludwell, where did the political sympathies of the 
council lie?

3. What were Clinton’s complaints about the actions of 
the New York assembly? Did these actions represent 
a more or less serious threat to imperial power than 
the activities of the Virginia Burgesses? Based on 
their correspondence with the Board of Trade, which 
governor — Spotswood or Clinton — was the stronger 
representative of the interests of the crown?

that the Bill must pass as it comes from the Assembly, or 

all the Supplies granted for the support of Government, & 

the most urgent services must be lost.

2ndly, It appears that they take the Payment of the 

[military] Forces, passing of Muster Rolls into their own 

hands by naming the Commissaries for those purposes in 

the Act.

3rdly, They by granting the Saleries to the Officers 

personally by name & not to the Officer for the time 

being, intimate that if any person be appointed to any 

Office his Salery must depend upon their approbation of 

the Appointment. . . . 

I must now refer it to Your Lordships’ consideration 

whether it be not high time to put a stop to these usurpa-

tions of the Assembly on His Majesty’s Authority in this 

Province and for that purpose may it not be proper that 

His Majesty signify his Disallowance of the Act at least for 

the payment of Saleries.

Source: E. B. O’Callaghan, ed., Documents Relative to the Colonial History of the State of 

New York (Albany, 1860 on), 2: 211.
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to farmers who pledged their land as collateral for the 

loans. Farmers used the currency to buy tools or live-

stock or to pay creditors, thereby stimulating trade. 

However, some assemblies, particularly the legislature 

in Rhode Island, issued huge quantities of paper money 

(which consequently decreased in value) and required 

merchants to accept it as legal tender. English mer-

chants and other creditors rightly complained about 

being forced to accept devalued money. So in 1751, 

Parliament passed the Currency Act, which barred the 

New England colonies from establishing new land 

banks and prohibited the use of publicly issued paper 

money to pay private debts.

These conflicts over trade and paper money angered 

a new generation of English political leaders. In 1749, 

Charles Townshend of the Board of Trade charged that 

the American assemblies had assumed many of the 

“ancient and established prerogatives wisely preserved 

in the Crown,” and he vowed to replace salutary neglect 

with more rigorous imperial control.

The wheel of empire had come full circle. In the 

1650s, England had set out to create a centrally man-

aged Atlantic empire and, over the course of a century, 

achieved the military and economic aspects of that 

goal. Mercantilist legislation, maritime warfare, com-

mercial expansion, and the forced labor of a million 

African slaves brought prosperity to Britain. However, 

internal unrest (the Glorious Revolution) and a policy 

of salutary neglect had weakened Britain’s political 

authority over its American colonies. Recognizing the 

threat self-government posed to the empire, British 

officials in the late 1740s vowed to reassert their power 

in America — an initiative with disastrous results.

SUMMARY
In this chapter, we examined processes of change in 

politics and society. The political story began in the 

1660s as Britain imposed controls on its American 

possessions. Parliament passed the Acts of Trade and 

Navigation to keep colonial products and trade in 

 English hands. Then King James II abolished repre-

sentative institutions in the northern colonies and cre-

ated the authoritarian Dominion of New England. 

Following the Glorious Revolution, the Navigation 

Acts remained in place and tied the American econ-

omy to that of Britain. But the uprisings of 1688–1689 

overturned James II’s policy of strict imperial control, 

restored colonial self-government, and ushered in 

an era of salutary political neglect. It also initiated 

a long era of imperial warfare, in which Native 

American peoples allied themselves to the colonies 

and often served as proxy warriors against French- 

and Spanish-allied peoples, pursuing their own goals 

in the process. 

The social story centers on the development of the 

South Atlantic System of production and trade, which 

The Siege and Capture of 
Louisbourg, 1745

In 1760, as British and colonial 
troops moved toward victory in  
the French and Indian War (1754– 
1763), the London artist J. Stevens 
sought to bolster imperial pride 
by celebrating an earlier Anglo-
American triumph. In 1745, a 
British naval squadron led a flotilla 
of colonial ships and thousands 
of New England militiamen in 
an attack on the French fort at 
Louisbourg, on Cape Breton  
Island, near the mouth of the St. 
Lawrence River. After a siege of 
forty days, the Anglo-American 
force captured the fort, long 
considered impregnable. The 
victory was bittersweet because 
the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle 
(1748) returned the island to 
France. Anne S. K. Brown Military 
Collection, Brown University Library.
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Key Concepts and Events Key People

proprietorship  (p. 82)

Quakers  (p. 82)

Navigation Acts  (p. 83)

Dominion of New England  

(p. 85)

Glorious Revolution  (p. 86)

constitutional monarchy  (p. 87)

Second Hundred Years’ War  

(p. 88)

tribalization  (p. 88)

Covenant Chain  (p. 89)

South Atlantic System  (p. 90)

Middle Passage  (p. 94)

Stono Rebellion  (p. 101)

gentility  (p. 102)

salutary neglect  (p. 106)

patronage  (p. 106)

land banks  (p. 110)

William Penn  (p. 82)

Edmund Andros  (p. 85)

William of Orange  (p. 86)

John Locke  (p. 86)

Jacob Leisler  (p. 87)

William Byrd II  (p. 102)

Robert Walpole  (p. 106)

Identify and explain the significance of each term below.

REVIEW QUESTIONS Answer these questions to demonstrate your 
understanding of the chapter’s main ideas.

1. What strategies did Charles II and James II employ 

to try to gain more centralized control over 

England’s American colonies? What did James 

hope to accomplish by creating the Dominion of 

New England?

2. How did the long era of imperial warfare beginning 

in 1689 affect the colonies, Native Americans, and 

relations between them?

3. What was the South Atlantic System, and how did 

it shape colonial society? 

4. How did the institution of slavery develop, and why 

did it develop differently in the Chesapeake, the 

Carolina low country, and the West Indies?

5. THEMATIC UNDERSTANDING Trace the 

developments outlined in the section entitled 

“Politics and Power” from 1660 to 1750 on the the-

matic timeline on page 79. What pattern of political 

evolution do you see in colonial interactions with 

Britain?

involved an enormous expansion in African slave raid-

ing; the Atlantic slave trade; and the cultivation of 

sugar, rice, and tobacco in America. This complex 

system created an exploited African American labor 

force in the southern mainland and West Indian colo-

nies, while it allowed European American farmers, 

merchants, and artisans on the North American main-

land to prosper. How would the two stories play out? In 

1750, slavery and the South Atlantic System seemed 

firmly entrenched, but the days of salutary neglect 

appeared numbered.



112 PART 2  CHAPTER REVIEW

MAKING 
CONNECTIONS

1. ACROSS TIME AND PLACE In Chapter 2, we 

traced the emergence of three distinct colonial 

types in the Americas during the sixteenth and sev-

enteenth centuries: tribute, plantation, and neo-

European colonies. In Chapter 3, we have seen how 

Britain’s plantation and neo-European colonies 

became more closely interconnected after 1700. 

What developments caused them to become more 

closely tied to each other? How did they benefit 

from these ties? Can you see any disadvantages to 

the colonies in a more fully integrated Atlantic 

system?

2. VISUAL EVIDENCE Consider the illustrations 

of women hulling rice in West Africa and Georgia 

on page 100. Historians have long debated the role 

Africans played in developing rice cultivation in 

the South Carolina and Georgia low country. These 

debates have focused primarily on methods of cul-

tivation: Did Africans who had prior experience 

with rice teach English planters how to grow it? 

How can these two images contribute to the debate 

and expand our perspective on the question of 

African influences in American rice production?

MORE TO EXPLORE

Ira Berlin, Many Thousands Gone (2000). Explores the 

varieties of slave experience in North America.

Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life 

of Olaudah Equiano (1789; reprint 2006). A compel-

ling and influential eighteenth-century slave autobiog-

raphy.

Paul Mapp, The Elusive West and the Contest for 

Empire, 1713–1763 (2011). Offers a continental 

perspective on the contest for European control of 

North America.

Owen Stanwood, The Empire Reformed (2011). Tells 

the story of the Glorious Revolution in the American 

colonies.

Africans in America, Part 1: Terrible Transformation, 

1450–1750 (PBS video, 1998) and the related Web site 

(pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part1/title.html). Treats the early 

African American experience.

“The Atlantic Slave Trade and Slave Life in the 

Americas: A Visual Record” (hitchcock.itc.virginia 

.edu/Slavery). An extensive collection of slave images.

Recognize the larger developments and continuities within 
and across chapters by answering these questions.

Start here to learn more about the events discussed in this chapter.

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part1/title.html


 CHAPTER 3  CHAPTER REVIEW 113

 
TIMELINE Ask yourself why this chapter begins and ends with these dates 

and then identify the links among related events.

KEY TURNING POINTS: The Glorious Revolution (1688–1689), salutary neglect and the rise 

of the assemblies (1714–1750), and the Hat, Molasses, Iron, and Currency Acts (1732–1751). 

How do these developments reflect Britain’s new attitude toward its colonies? In what matters 

did Parliament seek to control the colonies, and in what did it grant them autonomy?

1651  First Navigation Act

1660–1685  Reign of Charles II, king of England

1663  Charles II grants Carolina proprietorship

1664  English capture New Netherland, rename it New York

1669  Virginia law declares that the murder of a slave cannot be treated as a felony 

1681  William Penn founds Pennsylvania

1685–1688  Reign of James II, king of England

1686–1689  Dominion of New England

1688–1689  Glorious Revolution in England

1689  William and Mary ascend throne in England

 Revolts in Massachusetts, Maryland, and New York

1689–1713  England, France, and Spain at war

1696  Parliament creates Board of Trade 

1714–1750  British policy of salutary neglect

 American assemblies gain power

1720–1742  Robert Walpole leads Parliament

1720–1750  African American communities form

 Rice exports from South Carolina soar

 Planter aristocracy emerges

 Seaport cities expand

1732  Parliament charters Georgia, challenging Spain

 Hat Act limits colonial enterprise

1733  Molasses Act threatens distillers

1739  Stono Rebellion in South Carolina

1739–1748  War with Spain in the Caribbean and France in Canada and Europe 

1750  Iron Act restricts colonial iron production

1751  Currency Act prohibits land banks and paper money
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IDENTIFY THE BIG IDEA 
In what ways were Britain’s Ameri-
can colonies affected by events 
across the Atlantic, and how were 
their societies taking on a life of 
their own?

4
I

n 1736, Alexander MacAllister left the 
Highlands of Scotland for the back-
country of North Carolina, where his 

wife and three sisters soon joined him. 
MacAllister prospered as a landowner and 
mill proprietor and had only praise for his 
new home. Carolina was “the best poor 
man’s country,” he wrote to his brother Hector, urging him to “advise all poor 
people . . . to take courage and come.” In North Carolina, there were no landlords 
to keep “the face of the poor . . . to the grinding stone,” and so many Highlanders 
were arriving that “it will soon be a new Scotland.” Here, on the far margins of the 
British Empire, people could “breathe the air of liberty, and not want the necessarys of 
life.” Some 300,000 European migrants — primarily Highland Scots, Scots-Irish, and 
Germans — heeded MacAllister’s advice and helped swell the population of Britain’s 
North American settlements from 400,000 in 1720 to almost 2 million by 1765.

MacAllister’s “air of liberty” did not last forever, as the rapid increase in white set-
tlers and the arrival of nearly 300,000 enslaved Africans transformed life throughout 
mainland British North America. Long-settled towns in New England became over-
crowded, and antagonistic ethnic and religious communities jostled uneasily with one 
another in the Middle Atlantic colonies; in 1748, there were more than a hundred Ger-
man Lutheran and Reformed congregations in Quaker-led Pennsylvania. By then, the 
MacAllisters and thousands of other Celtic and German migrants had altered the social 
landscape and introduced religious conflict into the southern backcountry.

Everywhere, two European cultural movements, the Enlightenment and Pietism, 
changed the tone of intellectual and spiritual life. Advocates of “rational thought” 
viewed human beings as agents of moral self-determination and urged Americans to 
fashion a better social order. Religious Pietists outnumbered them and had more influ-
ence. Convinced of the weakness of human nature, evangelical ministers told their fol-
lowers to seek regeneration through divine grace. Amidst this intellectual and religious 
ferment, migrants and the landless children of long-settled families moved inland and 
sparked wars with the native peoples and with France and Spain. A generation of 
dynamic growth produced a decade of deadly warfare that would set the stage for a 
new era in American history.

NEW ENGLAND’S 
FREEHOLD SOCIETY

Farm Families: Women in the 
Household Economy

Farm Property: Inheritance

Freehold Society in Crisis

DIVERSITY IN THE 
MIDDLE COLONIES

Economic Growth, Opportunity, 
and Conflict

Cultural Diversity

Religion and Politics

COMMERCE, CULTURE, 
AND IDENTITY

Transportation and the Print 
Revolution

The Enlightenment in America

American Pietism and the Great 
Awakening

Religious Upheaval in the North

Social and Religious Conflict in 
the South

THE MIDCENTURY 
CHALLENGE: WAR, 
TRADE, AND SOCIAL 
CONFLICT, 1750–1765

The French and Indian War

The Great War for Empire

British Industrial Growth and the 
Consumer Revolution

The Struggle for Land in the East

Western Rebels and Regulators

Growth, Diversity, and Conflict
1720–1763

C H A P T E R
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John Collet, George Whitefield Preaching No painting could capture English minister George 
Whitefield’s charismatic appeal, although this image conveys his open demeanor and religious intensity. 
When Whitefield spoke to a crowd near Philadelphia, an observer noted that his words were “sharper 
than a two-edged sword. . . . Some of the people were pale as death; others were wringing their 
hands . . . and most lifting their eyes to heaven and crying to God for mercy.” An astute businessman as 
well as a charismatic preacher, Whitefield tirelessly promoted the sale of his sermons and books. © Private 

Collection/The Bridgeman Art Library.
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New England’s 
Freehold Society
In the 1630s, the Puritans had fled England, where a 

small elite of nobles and gentry owned 75 percent of 

the arable land, while tenants (renters) and property-

less workers farmed it. In New England, the Puritans 

created a yeoman society of relatively equal landown-

ing farm families. But by 1750, the migrants’ numerous 

descendants had parceled out the best farmland, threat-

ening the future of the freehold ideal.

Farm Families: Women in the 
Household Economy
The Puritans’ vision of social equality did not extend to 

women, and their ideology placed the husband firmly 

at the head of the household. In The Well-Ordered 

Family (1712), the Reverend Benjamin Wadsworth of 

Boston advised women, “Since he is thy Husband, God 

has made him the head and set him above thee.” It was 

a wife’s duty “to love and reverence” her husband.

Women learned this subordi-

nate role throughout their lives. 

Small girls watched their mothers 

defer to their fathers, and as 

young women, they were told to 

be “silent in company.” They saw 

the courts prosecute more women 

than men for the crime of fornica-

tion (sex outside of marriage), and they found that 

their marriage portions would be inferior to those of 

their brothers. Thus Ebenezer Chittendon of Guilford, 

Connecticut, left his land to his sons, decreeing that 

“Each Daughter [shall] have half so much as Each Son, 

one half in money and the other half in Cattle.” 

Throughout the colonies, women assumed the role 

of dutiful helpmeets (helpmates) to their husbands. 

In addition to tending gardens, farmwives spun thread 

and yarn from flax and wool and then wove it into 

cloth for shirts and gowns. They knitted sweaters and 

stockings, made candles and soap, churned milk into 

butter, fermented malt for beer, preserved meats, and 

mastered dozens of other household tasks. “Notable 

women” — those who excelled at domestic arts — 

won praise and high status (Thinking Like a Historian, 

p. 118). 

Bearing and rearing children were equally impor-

tant tasks. Most women in New England married in 

their early twenties and by their early forties had given 

birth to six or seven children, delivered with the help of 

a female neighbor or a midwife. One Massachusetts 

mother confessed that she had little time for religious 

activities because “the care of my Babes takes up so 

large a portion of my time and attention.” Yet most 

Puritan congregations were filled with women: “In a 

Church of between Three and Four Hundred Commun-

icants,” the eminent minister Cotton Mather noted, 

“there are but few more than One Hundred Men; all the 

Rest are Women.”

Women’s lives remained tightly bound by a web 

of legal and cultural restrictions. Ministers praised 

women for their piety but excluded them from an 

equal role in the church. When Hannah Heaton, a 

Connecticut farmwife, grew dissatisfied with her 

Prudence Punderson (1758–1784), The First, 
Second and Last Scenes of Mortality

This powerful image reveals both the artistic skills 
of colonial women in the traditional medium of 
needlework and the Puritans’ continuing cultural 
concern with the inevitability of death. Prudence 
Punderson, the Connecticut woman who embroi-
dered this scene, rejected a marriage proposal and 
followed her Loyalist father into exile on Long Island 
in 1778. Sometime later, she married a cousin, 
Timothy Rossiter, and bore a daughter, Sophia, who 
may well be the baby in the cradle being rocked by 
“Jenny,” a slave owned by Prudence’s father. Long 
worried by “my ill state of health” and perhaps now 
anticipating her own death, Prudence has inscribed 
her initials on the coffin — and, in creating this 
embroidery, transformed her personal experience 
into a broader meditation on the progression from 
birth, to motherhood, to death. Connecticut Historical 
Society.

UNDERSTAND 
POINTS OF VIEW 
What ideas, institu-
tions, and responsibilities 
shaped New England farm 
women’s lives?
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Congregationalist minister, thinking him unconverted 

and a “blind guide,” she sought out equality-minded 

Quaker and evangelist Baptist churches that welcomed 

questioning women such as herself and treated “saved” 

women equally with men. However, by the 1760s, 

many evangelical congregations had reinstituted men’s 

dominance over women. “The government of Church 

and State must be . . . family government” controlled 

by its “king,” declared the Danbury (Connecticut) 

Baptist Association. 

Farm Property: Inheritance
By contrast, European men who migrated to the colo-

nies escaped many traditional constraints, including 

the curse of landlessness. “The hope of having land of 

their own & becoming independent of Landlords is 

what chiefly induces people into America,” an official 

noted in the 1730s. Owning property gave formerly 

dependent peasants a new social identity. 

Unlike the adventurers seeking riches in other parts 

of the Americas, most New England migrants wanted 

farms that would provide a living for themselves and 

ample land for their children. In this way, they hoped 

to secure a competency for their families: the ability to 

keep their households solvent and independent and 

to pass that ability on to the next generation. Parents 

who could not give their offspring land placed these 

children as indentured servants in more prosperous 

households. When the indentures ended at age eigh-

teen or twenty-one, propertyless sons faced a decades-

long climb up the agricultural ladder, from laborer to 

tenant and finally to freeholder.

Sons and daughters in well-to-do farm families were 

luckier: they received a marriage portion when they 

were in their early twenties. That portion — land, live-

stock, or farm equipment — repaid them for their past 

labor and allowed parents to choose their marriage 

partners. Parents’ security during old age depended on 

a wise choice of son- or daughter-in-law. Although the 

young people could refuse an unacceptable match, 

they did not have the luxury of falling in love with and 

marrying whomever they pleased.

Marriage under eighteenth-century English com-

mon law was not a contract between equals. A bride 

relinquished to her husband the legal ownership of all 

her property. After his death, she received a dower 

right, the right to use (though not sell) one-third of 

the family’s property. On the widow’s death or remar-

riage, her portion was divided among the children. 

Thus the widow’s property rights were subordinate to 

those of the family line, which stretched across the 

generations.

A father’s duty was to provide inheritances for his 

children so that one day they could “be for themselves.” 

Men who failed to do so lost status in the community. 

Some fathers willed the family farm to a single son and 

provided other children with money, an apprentice-

ship, or uncleared frontier tracts. Other yeomen moved 

their families to the frontier, where life was hard but 

land was cheap and abundant. “The Squire’s House 

stands on the Bank of the Susquehannah,” traveler 

Philip Fithian reported from the Pennsylvania back-

country in the early 1760s. “He tells me that he will be 

able to settle all his sons and his fair Daughter Betsy on 

the Fat of the Earth.”

Freehold Society in Crisis
Because of rapid natural increase, New England’s 

population doubled each generation, from 100,000 in 

1700, to nearly 200,000 in 1725, to almost 400,000 in 

1750. Farms had been divided and then subdivided, 

making them so small — 50 acres or less — that parents 

could provide only one child with an adequate inheri-

tance. In the 1740s, the Reverend Samuel Chandler 

of Andover, Massachusetts, was “much distressed for 

land for his children,” seven of them young boys. A 

decade later, in nearby Concord, about 60 percent of 

the farmers owned less land than their fathers had. 

Because parents had less to give their sons and 

daughters, they had less control over their children’s 

lives. The traditional system of arranged marriages 

broke down, as young people engaged in premarital 

sex and then used the urgency of pregnancy to win 

permission to marry. Throughout New England, pre-

marital conceptions rose dramatically, from about 10 

percent of firstborn children in the 1710s to more than 

30 percent in the 1740s. Given another chance, young 

people “would do the same again,” an Anglican minis-

ter observed, “because otherwise they could not obtain 

their parents’ consent to marry.”

Even as New England families changed, they main-

tained the freeholder ideal. Some parents chose to 

have smaller families and used 

birth control to do so: abstention, 

coitus interruptus, or primitive 

condoms. Other families peti-

tioned the provincial government 

for frontier land grants and hacked 

new farms out of the forests of 

central Massachusetts, western 

Connecticut, and eventually New 

Hampshire and Vermont. Still others improved their 

farms’ productivity by replacing the traditional English 

crops of wheat and barley with high-yielding potatoes 

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
What factors threatened 
the freeholder ideal in 
midcentury New England, 
and what strategies did 
farming families use to 
preserve this ideal?
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T H I N K I N G  L I K E 
A  H I S T O R I A N

Women’s Labor As these documents show, women bore the responsibility for a wide variety of 
work, from keeping up households to supporting themselves independently. 

1. Thomas Tusser, Five Hundred Pointes of Good Hus-
bandrie, 1557. Advice manuals like Tusser’s circulated 
for generations and offered guidance on household 
management. In this couplet, Tusser stresses the vir-
tues of a wife’s economy and hard work. 

Wife, make thine own candle,

Spare penny to handle.

Provide for thy tallow ere frost cometh in,

And make thine own candle ere winter begin. 

2. Eliza Lucas, letters, 1740–1742. George Lucas 
owned three South Carolina plantations, but, as 
lieutenant governor of Antigua, he was frequently 
absent. When his daughter was sixteen, he gave 
her responsibility for managing them. She intro-
duced indigo cultivation in South Carolina, and it 
soon became the colony’s second-leading cash 
crop. These letters were written when she was 
between the ages of eighteen and twenty.

May 2, 1740

“I have the business of 3 plantations to transact, which 

requires much writing and more business and fatigue of 

other sorts than you can imagine. But least you should 

imagine it too burthensom to a girl at my early time of life, 

give me leave to answer you: I assure you I think myself 

happy that I can be useful to so good a father, and by rising 

very early I find I can go through much business.”

July 1740

“Wrote my Father a very long letter on his plantation 

affairs and on . . . the pains I had taken to bring the 

Indigo, Ginger, Cotton and Lucerne and Casada to per-

fection, and had greater hopes from the Indigo . . . than 

any of the rest of the things I tried.”

February 6, 1741

“. . . I have a Sister to instruct and a parcel of little 

Negroes whom I have undertaken to teach to read.”

April 23, 1741

“Wrote to my Father informing him of the loss of a 

Negro man — also the boat being overset in Santilina 

[Saint Helena] Sound and 20 barrels of Rice lost.”

[1742]

“Wont you laugh at me if I tell you I am so busey in 

providing for Posterity I hardly allow my self time to Eat 

or sleep. . . . I am making a large plantation of Oaks 

which I look upon as my own property, whether my 

father gives me the land or not; and therefore I design 

many years hence when oaks are more valueable than 

they are now — which you know they will be when we 

come to build fleets.”

[c. June 1742]

“I am engaged with the rudiments of the law to which 

I am yet but a stranger. . . . If You will not laugh too 

immoderately at me I’ll Trust you with a secrett. I have 

made two wills already.”

3. Mary Vial Holyoke, diary excerpts, 1761. Mary Vial 
Holyoke, wife of a prominent physician in Salem, 
Massachusetts, kept a diary that offers a glimpse 
of the range of household tasks women faced.

[1761]

Jan. 16: Began upon the firkin of butter of 40 lb. . . . 

22: Bo’t hog, weighed 182 pounds, at 2/5. Salted hog with 

half Lisbon & half saltertudas [Tortugas] salt. . . . 

Mar. 4: Ironing. . . . 

7: Scower’d pewter. . . . 

17: Made the Dr. six Cravats marked H. . . . 

Apr. 17: Made soap. . . . 

23: Dressed a Calves Head turtle fashion. . . . 

May 20: Began to whitewash. . . . 

28: Ironed. . . . 

30: Scower’d pewter. . . . 

July 7: Scowered rooms. . . . 

4. Colonial house interiors in Germantown, Pennsyl-
vania, and Augusta, Maine. These images show 
the dining room of Benjamin Chew, a wealthy 
Philadelphia lawyer (below), and the kitchen of 
the Howards, an extended family of soldiers and 
merchants on the Maine frontier (opposite).

Source: Photo by Ron Blunt, Courtesy of Cliveden, a 
National Trust Historic Site, Philadelphia, PA.
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ANALYZING THE EVIDENCE
1. Compare the advice manual (source 1) with Eliza Lucas’s 

letters and Mary Vial Holyoke’s diary. What themes do 
they share in common, and how do these women’s expe-
riences deviate from the expectations of the advice book 
authors?

2. Eliza Lucas supervised slave labor, and Mary Vial Holyoke 
very likely employed servants. How do these facts affect 
the way you interpret sources 2 and 3? 

3. Compare the two house interiors (source 4). What work 
would women have done in these spaces? The Chews 
were a slaveholding family, and the Howards probably 
employed servants. With that in mind, consider the rela-
tionship between supervisory and manual labor.

4. Hannah Breintnall was a well-to-do widow, while Moll 
Placket-Hole was a fictional stereotype. What does 
Breintnall’s experience tell us about the prospects of a 
woman living without a male protector? How does Moll 
Placket-Hole shed light on popular attitudes toward such 
women? 

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
With all these sources in mind, write a short essay that 
considers the role of hierarchy and social power in women’s 
work. How did economic and social status affect the work 
that was expected of women? How did the women whose 
lives are documented here navigate the challenges and 
opportunities they faced? And how does the satire of Moll 
Placket-Hole illuminate popular attitudes toward women’s 
work and its place in colonial society?

MOLL PLACKET-HOLE was born in a Bawdy House in 

a Lane in the City of Brotherly Love. . . . [A]t the Age of 

twelve (Shocking to consider!) . . . [her] Mother sold her 

Virginity — sold it for the Trifling Consideration of Ten 

Pounds. Her Purchaser was soon cloyed and abandoned 

her. Virtue lost and good Reputation (if ever she had it) 

gone, she commenced open Prostitute and dealt out her 

Favours to the highest Bidder. . . . [S]he understood the 

Trade and set up a Bawdy-House. . . . It was necessary, 

however, that a Man should live with her, that they might 

appear to the Publick, as honest Housekeepers. . . . The 

Trade became at last so publick, that it gave Offence to her 

sober Neighbours. . . . [T]he Town tired out with her Inso-

lence, and her Escape from Justice in a regular Manner, 

set a Mob (many of whom had been her Beneficiaries) 

upon her. They pulled down her House, and destroyed 

her Furniture &c. She stormed and raged and swore if her 

Customers would not build her a better House, she would 

expose them. . . . They opened a Subscription, and a hun-

dred Pounds were subscribed in one Day.

Sources: (1) Alice Morse Earle, Home Life in the Colonial Days (New York: The 

Macmillan Company, 1898), 35; (2) From The Letterbook of Eliza Lucas Pinckney, 

1739–1762, edited by Elise Pinckney, University of North Carolina Press, 1972. Based 

on original documents from the South Carolina Historical Society. Courtesy of the 

South Carolina Historical Society; (3) George Francis Dow, ed., The Holyoke Diaries, 

1709–1856 (Salem, MA: The Essex Institute, 1911), 49–51; (6) Hilliad Magna: Being the 

Life and Adventures of Moll Placket-Hole ([Philadelphia]: Printed [by Anthony 

Armbruster], 1765).

5. Business advertisement in the Pennsylvania 
Gazette, 1758. Not all women’s work was done 
in the home. Hannah Breintnall, a Philadelphia 
widow, ran a tavern before opening a shop 
specializing in eyeglasses.

Source: Old Fort Western, Augusta, Maine.

Source: Library Company of Philadelphia.

6. Hilliad Magna: Being the Life and Adventures of 
Moll Placket-Hole, 1765. Moll Placket-Hole was a 
satirical, seven-page pamphlet that purported to 
describe the life of a Philadelphia prostitute. Moll 
was an eighteenth-century term for a loose woman 
or prostitute, while placket-hole referred to a slit 
that might be found in a woman’s skirt.
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and maize (Indian corn). Corn was an especially wise 

choice: good for human consumption, as well as for 

feeding cattle and pigs, which provided milk and meat. 

Gradually, New England changed from a grain to a live-

stock economy, becoming a major exporter of salted 

meat to the plantations of the West Indies.

As the population swelled, New England farmers 

developed the full potential of what one historian has 

called the “household mode of production,” in which 

families swapped labor and goods. Women and chil-

dren worked in groups to spin yarn, sew quilts, and 

shuck corn. Men loaned neighbors tools, draft animals, 

and grazing land. Farmers plowed fields owned by arti-

sans and shopkeepers, who repaid them with shoes, 

furniture, or store credit. Partly because currency was 

in short supply, no cash changed hands. Instead, farm-

ers, artisans, and shopkeepers recorded debits and 

credits and “balanced” the books every few years. This 

system helped New Englanders to maximize agricul-

tural output and preserve the freehold ideal.

Diversity in the 
Middle Colonies
The Middle colonies — New York, New Jersey, and 

Pennsylvania — became home to peoples of differing 

origins, languages, and religions. Scots-Irish Presby-

terians, English and Welsh Quakers, German Lutherans 

and Moravians, Dutch Reformed Protestants, and 

others all sought to preserve their cultural and reli-

gious identities as they pursued economic opportunity. 

At the same time, rapid population growth throughout 

the region strained public institutions, pressured Indian 

lands, and created a dynamic but unstable society.

Economic Growth, Opportunity, 
and Conflict
Previously home to New Netherland and New Sweden, 

the Mid-Atlantic region was already ethnically diverse 

before England gained control of it. The founding of 

Pennsylvania and New Jersey amplified this pattern. 

Fertile land seemed abundant, and grain exports to 

Europe and the West Indies financed the colonies’ 

rapid settlement (America Compared, p. 121). Between 

1720 and 1770, a growing demand for wheat, corn, and 

flour doubled their prices and brought people and 

prosperity to the region. Yet that very growth led to 

conflict, both within the Middle colonies and in their 

relations with Native American neighbors. 

Tenancy in New York In New York’s fertile Hudson 

River Valley, wealthy Dutch and English families pre-

sided over the huge manors created by the Dutch West 

India Company and English governors (Map 4.1). Like 

Chesapeake planters, the New York landlords aspired 

to live in the manner of the European gentry but found 

that few migrants wanted to labor as peasants. To 
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MAP 4.1
The Hudson River Manors

Dutch and English manorial lords owned much of the 
fertile east bank of the Hudson River, where they leased 
farms on perpetual contracts to German tenants and 
refused to sell land to freehold-seeking migrants from 
overcrowded New England. This powerful landed elite 
produced aristocratic-minded Patriot leaders such as 
Gouverneur Morris and Robert Livingston, as well as 
prominent American families such as the Roosevelts.
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A M E R I C A 
C O M P A R E D

Transatlantic Migration, 

1500–1760

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS 
1. What relationship do you see between the number of 

European emigrants and the importation of African 
slaves? Which nation’s colonies had the highest percent-
age of Africans relative to Europeans? Which had the 
lowest? Which time periods had the highest and lowest 
percentages of Africans?

2. Compare France and the Netherlands to Spain, Portu-
gal, and Britain. Why do you suppose that the ratio of 
Africans to Europeans is so much higher in French and 
Dutch colonies than in the other nations? Which type of 
colony — tribute, plantation, or neo-European — was likely 
to have been most important to the French and Dutch?

The following graph compares the number of European and African migrants 
who arrived in the American colonies of Spain, Portugal, Britain, France, and the 
Netherlands. It also charts change over time: while immigrants in the sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries went predominantly to the colonies of Spain 
and Portugal, Britain’s colonies became the principal destination for both Euro-
peans and Africans between 1640 and 1760.

attract tenants, the manorial lords granted long leases, 

with the right to sell improvements such as houses and 

barns to the next tenant. They nevertheless struggled to 

populate their estates. 

Most tenant families hoped that with hard work 

and ample sales they could eventually buy their own 

farmsteads. But preindustrial technology limited out-

put. A worker with a hand sickle could reap only half 

an acre of wheat, rye, or oats a day. The cradle scythe, a 

tool introduced during the 1750s, doubled or tripled 

the amount of grain one worker could cut. Even so, a 

family with two adult workers could reap only about 

12 acres of grain, or roughly 150 to 180 bushels of 

wheat. After saving enough grain for food and seed, the 

surplus might be worth £15 — enough to buy salt and 

sugar, tools, and cloth, but little else. The road to land-

ownership was not an easy one.

Conflict in the Quaker Colonies In Quaker-

dominated Pennsylvania and New Jersey, wealth was 

initially distributed more evenly than in New York, 

but the proprietors of each colony, like the manor 

lords of New York, had enormous land claims. The 

first migrants lived simply in small, one- or two-room 

houses with a sleeping loft, a few benches or stools, and 

some wooden platters and cups. Economic growth 

brought greater prosperity, along with conflicts between 

ordinary settlers and the proprietors who tried to con-

trol their access to land, resources, and political power.

William Penn’s early appeals to British Quakers and 

continental Protestants led to a boom in immigrants. 

When these first arrivals reported that Pennsylvania 

and New Jersey were “the best poor man’s country in 

the world,” thousands more followed. Soon the propri-

etors of both colonies were overwhelmed by the demand 

for land. By the 1720s, many new migrants were forced 

to become squatters, settling illegally on land they 

hoped eventually to be able to acquire on legal terms.  

Frustration over the lack of land led the Penn family 

to perpetrate one of the most infamous land frauds of 

the eighteenth century, the so-called Walking Purchase 

of 1737, in which they exploited an old (and probably 
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FIGURE 4.1 
Transatlantic Migration

Source of data: Stanley L. Engerman and Kenneth L. Sokoloff, “Factor 
Endowments, Institutions, and Differential Paths of Growth Among New 
World Economies: A View from Economic Historians of the United States,” 
in How Latin America Fell Behind: Economic Histories of Brazil and Mexico, 
1800–1914, ed. Stephen Haber (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 
1997), 264.
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fraudulent) Indian deed to claim more than a million 

acres of prime farmland north of Philadelphia. This 

purchase, while opening new lands to settlement, poi-

soned Indian relations in the colony. Delaware and 

Shawnee migration to western Pennsylvania and the 

Ohio Valley, which was already under way, accelerated 

rapidly in response.

Immigrants flooded into Philadelphia, which grew 

from 2,000 people in 1700 to 25,000 by 1760. Many 

families came in search of land; 

for them, Philadelphia was only 

a temporary way station. Other 

migrants came as laborers, includ-

ing a large number of indentured 

servants. Some were young, 

unskilled men, but the colony’s 

explosive growth also created a 

strong demand for all kinds of skilled laborers, espe-

cially in the construction trades.

Pennsylvania and New Jersey grew prosperous but 

contentious. New Jersey was plagued by contested land 

titles, and ordinary settlers rioted against the propri-

etors in the 1740s and the 1760s. By the 1760s, eastern 

Pennsylvania landowners with large farms were using 

slaves and poor Scots-Irish migrants to grow wheat. 

Other ambitious men were buying up land and divid-

ing it into small tenancies, which they lent out on prof-

itable leases. Still others sold farming equipment and 

manufactured goods or ran mills. These large-scale 

farmers, rural landlords, speculators, storekeepers, and 

gristmill operators formed a distinct class of agricul-

tural capitalists. They built large stone houses for their 

families, furnishing them with four-poster beds and 

expensive mahogany tables, on which they laid elegant 

linen and imported Dutch dinnerware.

By contrast, one-half of the Middle colonies’ white 

men owned no land and little personal property. Some 

were the sons of smallholding farmers and would even-

tually inherit some land. But many were Scots-Irish or 

German “inmates” — single men or families, explained 

a tax assessor, “such as live in small cottages and have 

no taxable property, except a cow.” In the predomi-

nantly German township of Lancaster, Pennsylvania, a 

merchant noted an “abundance of Poor people” who 

“maintain their Families with great difficulty by day 

Labour.” Although these workers hoped eventually to 

become landowners, rising land prices prevented many 

from realizing their dreams. 

Cultural Diversity
The Middle Atlantic colonies were not a melting pot. 

Most European migrants held tightly to their traditions, 

creating a patchwork of ethnically and religiously diverse 

communities (Figure 4.2). In 1748, a Swedish traveler 

counted no fewer than twelve religious denominations 

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
How did rapid immigration 
and economic growth trig-
ger conflict in the Middle 
colonies?

 1700– 1720– 1740– 1760–  Total
 1719 1739 1759 1779 (1700–1780)

 4,000 17,900 52,700 23,700 98,300

 2,000 6,900 25,400 36,200 70,500

 2,500 10,400 18,200 13,400 44,500

 1,700 7,100 16,300 19,000 44,100

 700 2,800 6,800 25,000 35,300

 1,200 4,700 10,700 12,400 29,000

 300 1,000 2,300 2,300 5,900

 12,400 50,800 132,400 132,000 327,600

Germany

N. Ireland

S. Ireland

England

Scotland

Wales

Other

All

1760–17791740–17591720–17391700–1719

FIGURE 4.2
Estimated European Migration to the 
British Mainland Colonies, 1700–1780

After 1720, European migration to British 
North America increased dramatically, 
peaking between 1740 and 1780, when 
more than 264,000 settlers arrived in the 
mainland colonies. Emigration from 
Germany peaked in the 1740s, but the 
number of migrants from Ireland, Scotland, 
England, and Wales continued to increase 
during the 1760s and early 1770s. Most 
migrants, including those from Ireland, 
were Protestants. 
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in Philadelphia, including Anglicans, Baptists, Quakers, 

Swedish and German Lutherans, Mennonites, Scots-

Irish Presbyterians, and Roman Catholics.

Migrants preserved their cultural identity by mar-

rying within their ethnic groups. A major exception 

was the Huguenots, Calvinists who had been expelled 

from Catholic France in the 1680s and resettled in 

Holland, England, and the British colonies. Huguenots 

in American port cities such as Boston, New York, and 

Charleston quickly lost their French identities by inter-

marrying with other Protestants. More typical were the 

Welsh Quakers in Chester County, Pennsylvania: 70 

percent of the children of the original Welsh migrants 

married other Welsh Quakers, as did 60 percent of the 

third generation.

In Pennsylvania and western New Jersey, Quakers 

shaped the culture because of their numbers, wealth, 

and social cohesion. Most Quakers came from English 

counties with few landlords and brought with them 

traditions of local village governance, popular partici-

pation in politics, and social equality. But after 1720, 

the growth of German and Scots-Irish populations 

challenged their dominance. 

The German Influx The Quaker vision of a “peace-

able kingdom” attracted 100,000 German migrants 

who had fled their homelands because of military con-

scription, religious persecution, and high taxes. First 

to arrive, in 1683, were the Mennonites, religious 

dissenters drawn by the promise of freedom of wor-

ship. In the 1720s, a larger wave of German migrants 

arrived from the overcrowded villages of southwestern 

Germany and Switzerland. “Wages were far better” in 

Pennsylvania, Heinrich Schneebeli reported to his 

friends in Zurich, and “one also enjoyed there a free 

unhindered exercise of religion.” A third wave of 

Germans and Swiss — nearly 40,000 strong — landed 

in Philadelphia between 1749 and 1756. To help pay 

A Quaker Meeting for Worship

Quakers dressed plainly and met for worship in unadorned buildings, sitting in silence until inspired by 
an “inner light.” Women spoke during meetings on terms of near-equality to men, a tradition that 
prepared Quaker women to take a leading part in the nineteenth-century women’s rights movement. 
In this English work, titled Quaker Meeting, an elder (his hat on a peg above his head) conveys his 
thoughts to the congregation. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. M. and M. Karolik Collection.
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the costs of the expensive trip from the Rhine Valley, 

German immigrants pioneered the redemptioner sys-

tem, a flexible form of indentured servitude that 

allowed families to negotiate their own terms upon 

arrival. Families often indentured one or more children 

while their parents set up a household of their own.

Germans soon dominated many districts in eastern 

Pennsylvania, and thousands more moved down the 

fertile Shenandoah Valley into the western backcoun-

try of Maryland, Virginia, and the Carolinas (Map 4.2). 

Many migrants preserved their 

cultural identity by settling in 

German-speaking Lutheran and 

Reformed communities that 

endured well beyond 1800. A 

minister in North Carolina 

admonished young people “not to 

contract any marriages with the English or Irish,” argu-

ing that “we owe it to our native country to do our part 

that German blood and the German language be pre-

served in America.” 

These settlers were willing colonial subjects of 

Britain’s German-born and German-speaking Protes-

tant monarchs, George I (r. 1714–1727) and George II 

(r. 1727–1760). They generally avoided politics except 

to protect their cultural practices; for example, they 

insisted that married women have the legal right to 

hold property and write wills, as they did in Germany.

Scots-Irish Settlers Migrants from Ireland, who 

numbered about 115,000, were the most numerous of 

the incoming Europeans. Some were Irish and Catholic, 

but most were Scots and Presbyterian, the descendants 

of the Calvinist Protestants sent to Ireland during the 

seventeenth century to solidify English rule there. 

Once in Ireland, the Scots faced hostility from both 

Irish Catholics and English officials and landlords. The 

Irish Test Act of 1704 restricted voting and office hold-

ing to members of the Church of England, English 

mercantilist regulations placed heavy import duties on 

linens made by Scots-Irish weavers, and farmers paid 

heavy taxes. This persecution made America seem 

desirable. “Read this letter, Rev. Baptist Boyd,” a 

migrant to New York wrote back to his minister, “and 

tell all the poor folk of ye place that God has opened a 

door for their deliverance . . . all that a man works for 

is his own; there are no revenue hounds to take it from 

us here.”

Lured by such reports, thousands of Scots-Irish 

families sailed for the colonies. By 1720, most migrated 

to Philadelphia, attracted by the religious tolerance 

there. Seeking cheap land, they moved to central 

Pennsylvania and to the fertile Shenandoah Valley to 

the south. Governor William Gooch of Virginia wel-

comed the Scots-Irish presence to secure “the Country 

against the Indians.” An Anglican planter, however, 

thought them as dangerous as “the Goths and Vandals 

of old” had been to the Roman Empire. Like the 

Germans, the Scots-Irish retained their culture, living 

in ethnic communities and holding firm to the 

Presbyterian Church.

Religion and Politics
In Western Europe, the leaders of church and state 

condemned religious diversity. “To tolerate all [reli-

gions] without controul is the way to have none at all,” 

declared an Anglican clergyman. Orthodox church 

The Demory House, c. 1780

The Demory House lies near the Shenandoah 
Valley in northwestern Virginia and was probably 
built by a migrant from Pennsylvania according 
to a German design used by both German and 
Scots-Irish settlers. The house is small but sturdy. 
It measures 20 feet by 14 feet deep and has 
one and a half stories. The two first-floor rooms, 
a kitchen and a parlor, are separated by an 
18 × 18–inch square chimney set in the center 
of the house, as well as the stairs leading up to 
the sleeping chamber. Clay and small stones fill 
the gaps in the exterior walls, which consist of 
timber planking about 12 inches tall and 6 to 
8 inches wide. © 2003 Copyright and All Rights 
Reserved by Christopher C. Fennell.

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
What attracted German 
and Scots-Irish migrants to 
Pennsylvania in such large 
numbers?
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officials carried such sentiments to Pennsylvania. “The 

preachers do not have the power to punish anyone, or 

to force anyone to go to church,” complained Gottlieb 

Mittelberger, an influential German minister. As a 

result, “Sunday is very badly kept. Many people plough, 

reap, thresh, hew or split wood and the like.” He con-

cluded: “Liberty in Pennsylvania does more harm than 

good to many people, both in soul and body.”

Mittelberger was mistaken. Although ministers in 

Pennsylvania could not invoke government authority 

to uphold religious values, the result was not social 

anarchy. Instead, religious sects enforced moral behav-

ior through communal self-discipline. Quaker families 

attended a weekly meeting for worship and a monthly 

meeting for business; every three months, a committee 

reminded parents to provide proper religious instruc-

tion. The committee also supervised adult behavior; a 

Chester County meeting, for example, disciplined a 

member “to reclaim him from drinking to excess and 

keeping vain company.” Significantly, Quaker meetings 

allowed couples to marry only if they had land and 

livestock sufficient to support a family. As a result, the 

children of well-to-do Friends usually married within 

the sect, while poor Quakers remained unmarried, 

wed later in life, or married without permission — in 

which case they were often ousted from the meeting. 

These marriage rules helped the Quakers build a self-

contained and prosperous community.

In the 1740s, the flood of new migrants reduced 

Quakers to a minority — a mere 30 percent of Penn-

sylvanians. Moreover, Scots-Irish settlers in central 

Pennsylvania demanded an aggressive Indian policy, 

challenging the pacifism of the 

assembly. To retain power, 

Quaker politicians sought an alli-

ance with those German religious 

groups that also embraced paci-

fism and voluntary (not compul-

sory) militia service. In response, 

German leaders demanded more 

seats in the assembly and laws 

that respected their inheritance customs. Other 

Germans — Lutherans and Baptists — tried to gain con-

trol of the assembly by forming a “general confederacy” 

People of African origin
accounted for 20 percent of the
total population and were
particularly numerous in the South.

Scots and Scots Irish made up 
15 percent of the population.

Those of German ancestry
made up about 7 percent of
the population.
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MAP 4.2
Ethnic and Racial Diversity in the 
British Colonies, 1775

In 1700, most colonists in British 
North America were of English origin; 
by 1775, settlers of English descent 
constituted only about 50 percent 
of the total population. African 
Americans now accounted for one-
third of the residents of the South, 
while tens of thousands of German 
and Scots-Irish migrants added ethnic 
and religious diversity in the Middle 
colonies, the southern backcountry, 
and northern New England (see 
Figure 4.2).

UNDERSTAND 
POINTS OF VIEW 
What issues divided the 
various ethnic and reli-
gious groups of the Middle 
colonies? What core values 
did they agree upon? 
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with Scots-Irish Presbyterians. An observer predicted 

that the scheme was doomed to failure because of 

“mutual jealousy” (Map 4.3). 

By the 1750s, politics throughout the Middle colo-

nies roiled with conflict. In New York, a Dutchman 

declared that he “Valued English Law no more than a 

Turd,” while in Pennsylvania, Benjamin Franklin dis-

paraged the “boorish” character and “swarthy com-

plexion” of German migrants. Yet there was broad 

agreement on the importance of economic opportu-

nity and liberty of conscience. The unstable balance 

between shared values and mutual mistrust prefigured 

tensions that would pervade an increasingly diverse 

American society in the centuries to come.

Commerce, Culture, 
and Identity
After 1720, transatlantic shipping grew more frequent 

and Britain and its colonies more closely connected, 

while a burgeoning print culture flooded the colonies 

with information and ideas. Two great European cul-

tural movements — the Enlightenment, which empha-

sized the power of human reason to understand and 

shape the world; and Pietism, an evangelical Christian 

movement that stressed the individual’s personal rela-

tionship with God — reached America as a result. At 

the same time, an abundance of imported goods began 

to reshape material culture, bringing new comforts 

into the lives of the middling sort while allowing pros-

perous merchants and landowners to set themselves 

apart from their neighbors in new ways.

Transportation and the 
Print Revolution
In the eighteenth century, improved transportation 

networks opened Britain’s colonies in new ways, and 

British shipping came to dominate the north Atlantic. 

In 1700, Britain had 40,000 sailors; by 1750, the num-

ber had grown to 60,000, while many more hailed from 

the colonies. An enormous number of vessels plied 

Atlantic waters: in the late 1730s, more than 550 ships 

arrived in Boston annually. About a tenth came directly 

from Britain or Ireland; the rest came mostly from 

other British colonies, either on the mainland or in the 

West Indies.

A road network slowly took shape as well, though 

roadbuilding was expensive and difficult. In 1704, 

Sarah Kemble Knight traveled from Boston to New 

York on horseback. The road was “smooth and even” in 

some places, treacherous in others; it took eight days of 

hard riding to cover 200 miles. Forty years later, a phy-

sician from Annapolis, Maryland, traveled along much 

better roads to Portsmouth, New Hampshire, and 

back — more than 1,600 miles in all. He spent four 

months on the road, stopping frequently to meet the 

locals and satisfy his curiosity. By the mid-eighteenth 

century, the “Great Wagon Road” carried migrating 

families down the Shenandoah Valley as far as the 

Carolina backcountry.

All of these water and land routes carried people, 

produce, and finished merchandise. They also carried 

information, as letters, newspapers, pamphlets, and 

crates of books began to circulate widely. The trip across 

the Atlantic took seven to eight weeks on average, so 
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MAP 4.3
Religious Diversity in 1750

By 1750, religious diversity was on the rise, not only 
in the multiethnic Middle colonies but also in all of 
British North America. Baptists had increased their 
numbers in New England, long the stronghold of 
Congregationalists, and would soon become important 
in Virginia. Already there were considerable numbers of 
Presbyterians, Lutherans, and German Reformed in the 
South, where Anglicanism was the established religion.
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the news arriving in colonial ports was not fresh by our 

standard, but compared to earlier years, the colonies 

were awash in information.

Until 1695, the British government had the power 

to censor all printed materials. In that year, Parliament 

let the Licensing Act lapse, and the floodgates opened. 

Dozens of new printshops opened in London and 

Britain’s provincial cities. They printed newspapers and 

pamphlets; poetry, ballads, and sermons; and hand-

bills, tradesman’s cards, and advertisements. Larger 

booksellers also printed scientific treatises, histories, 

travelers’ accounts, and novels. The result was a print 

revolution. In Britain and throughout Europe, print 

was essential to the transmission of new ideas, and 

both the Enlightenment and Pietism took shape in part 

through its growing influence. 

All this material crossed the Atlantic and filled the 

shops of colonial booksellers. The colonies also began 

printing their own newspapers. In 1704, the Boston 

Newsletter was founded; by 1720, Boston had five print-

ing presses and three newspapers; and by 1776, the 

thirteen colonies that united in declaring indepen-

dence had thirty-seven newspapers among them. This 

world of print was essential to their ability to share 

grievances and join in common cause.

The Enlightenment in America
To explain the workings of the natural world, some col-

onists relied on folk wisdom. Swedish migrants in 

Pennsylvania attributed magical powers to the great 

white mullein, a common wildflower, and treated 

fevers by tying the plant’s leaves around their feet and 

arms. Traditionally, Christians believed that the earth 

stood at the center of the universe, and God (and Satan) 

intervened directly and continuously in human affairs. 

The scientific revolution of the sixteenth and seven-

teenth centuries challenged these ideas, and educated 

people — most of them Christians — began to modify 

their views accordingly. 

The European Enlightenment In 1543, the Polish 

astronomer Copernicus published his observation 

that the earth traveled around the sun, not vice 

versa. Copernicus’s discovery suggested that humans 

occupied a more modest place in the universe than 

Christian theology assumed. In the next century, Isaac 

Newton, in his Principia Mathematica (1687), used 

the sciences of mathematics and physics to explain 

the movement of the planets around the sun (and 

invented calculus in the process). Though Newton was 

himself profoundly religious, in the long run his work 

undermined the traditional Christian understanding 

of the cosmos.

In the century between the Principia Mathematica 

and the French Revolution of 1789, the philosophers of 

the European Enlightenment used empirical research 

and scientific reasoning to study all aspects of life, 

including social institutions and human behavior. 

Enlightenment thinkers advanced four fundamental 

principles: the lawlike order of the natural world, the 

power of human reason, the “natural rights” of individ-

uals (including the right to self-government), and the 

progressive improvement of society.

English philosopher John Locke was a major 

contributor to the Enlightenment. In his Essay Con-

cern ing Human Understanding (1690), Locke stressed 

the impact of environment and experience on human 

behavior and beliefs, arguing 

that the character of individuals 

and societies was not fixed but 

could be changed through edu-

cation, rational thought, and 

purposeful action. Locke’s Two 

Treatises of Gov ernment (1690) 

advanced the revolutionary the-

ory that political authority was not given by God to 

monarchs, as James II had insisted (see Chapter 3). 

Instead, it derived from social compacts that people 

made to preserve their natural rights to life, liberty, 

and property. In Locke’s view, the people should have 

the power to change government policies — or even 

their form of government. 

Some clergymen responded to these developments 

by devising a rational form of Christianity. Rejecting 

supernatural interventions and a vengeful Calvinist 

God, Congregationalist minister Andrew Eliot main-

tained that “there is nothing in Christianity that is 

contrary to reason.” The Reverend John Wise of 

Ipswich, Massachusetts, used Locke’s philosophy to 

defend giving power to ordinary church members. Just 

as the social compact formed the basis of political soci-

ety, Wise argued, so the religious covenant among the 

lay members of a congregation made them — not the 

bishops of the Church of England or even ministers 

like himself — the proper interpreters of religious 

truth. The Enlightenment influenced Puritan minister 

Cotton Mather as well. When a measles epidemic 

ravaged Boston in the 1710s, Mather thought that 

only God could end it; but when smallpox struck a 

decade later, he used his newly acquired knowledge of 

inoculation — gained in part from a slave, who told 

him of the practice’s success in Africa — to advocate 

this scientific preventive for the disease.

PLACE EVENTS 
IN CONTEXT 
What conditions and ideas 
lay behind the emergence 
of the Enlightenment in 
America?
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Franklin’s Contributions Benjamin Franklin was 

the exemplar of the American Enlightenment. Born in 

Boston in 1706 to devout Calvinists, he grew to man-

hood during the print revolution. Apprenticed to his 

brother, a Boston printer, Franklin educated himself 

through voracious reading. At seventeen, he fled to 

Philadelphia, where he became a prominent printer, 

and in 1729 he founded the Pennsylvania Gazette, 

which became one of the colonies’ most influential 

newspapers. Franklin also formed a “club of mutual 

improvement” that met weekly to discuss “Morals, 

Politics, or Natural Philosophy.” These discussions, as 

well as Enlightenment literature, shaped his thinking. 

As Franklin explained in his Autobiography (1771), 

“From the different books I read, I began to doubt of 

Revelation [God-revealed truth].” 

Like a small number of urban artisans, wealthy 

Virginia planters, and affluent seaport merchants, 

Franklin became a deist. Deism was a way of thinking, 

not an established religion. “My own mind is my own 

church,” said deist Thomas Paine. “I am of a sect by 

myself,” added Thomas Jefferson. Influenced by Enlight-

enment science, deists such as Jefferson believed that a 

Supreme Being (or Grand Architect) created the world 

and then allowed it to operate by natural laws but did 

not intervene in people’s lives. Rejecting the divinity of 

Christ and the authority of the Bible, deists relied on 

“natural reason,” their innate moral sense, to define 

right and wrong. Thus Franklin, a onetime slave owner, 

came to question the morality of slavery, repudiating it 

once he recognized the parallels between racial bond-

age and the colonies’ political bondage to Britain.

Franklin popularized the practical outlook of the 

Enlightenment in Poor Richard’s Almanack (1732–

1757), an annual publication that was read by thou-

sands. He also founded the American Philosophical 

Society (1743–present) to promote “useful knowledge.” 

Adopting this goal in his own life, Franklin invented 

bifocal lenses for eyeglasses, the Franklin stove, and the 

lightning rod. His book on electricity, published in 

England in 1751, won praise as the greatest contribu-

tion to science since Newton’s discoveries. Inspired by 

Enlightenment Philanthropy: Pennsylvania Hospital, Philadelphia

Using public funds and private donations, Philadelphia reformers built this imposing structure in 
1753. The new hospital embodied two principles of the Enlightenment: that purposeful actions 
could improve society, and that the products of these actions should express reason and order, 
exhibited here in the building’s symmetrical facade. Etchings like this one from the 1760s (A 
Perspective View of the Pennsylvania Hospital, by John Streeper and Henry Dawkins) circulated 
widely and bolstered Philadelphia’s reputation as the center of the American Enlightenment. 
Historical Society of Pennsylvania.
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Franklin, ambitious printers in America’s seaport cities 

published newspapers and gentlemen’s magazines, the 

first significant nonreligious periodicals to appear in 

the colonies. The European Enlightenment, then, 

added a secular dimension to colonial cultural life, 

foreshadowing the great contributions to republican 

political theory by American intellectuals of the 

Revolutionary era: John Adams, James Madison, and 

Thomas Jefferson.

American Pietism and the 
Great Awakening
As some colonists turned to deism, thousands of others 

embraced Pietism, a Christian movement originating 

in Germany around 1700 and emphasizing pious 

behavior (hence the name). In its emotional worship 

services and individual striving for a mystical union 

with God, Pietism appealed to believers’ hearts rather 

than their minds (American Voices, p. 130). In the 

1720s, German migrants carried Pietism to Amer-

ica, sparking a religious revival (or renewal of reli-

gious enthusiasm) in Pennsylvania and New Jersey, 

where Dutch minister Theodore Jacob Frelinghuysen 

preached passionate sermons to German settlers and 

encouraged church members to spread the message of 

spiritual urgency. A decade later, William Tennent and 

his son Gilbert copied Frelinghuysen’s approach and 

led revivals among Scots-Irish Presbyterians through-

out the Middle Atlantic region. 

New England Revivalism Simultaneously, an 

American-born Pietist movement appeared in New 

England. Revivals of Christian zeal were built into the 

logic of Puritanism. In the 1730s, Jonathan Edwards, a 

minister in Northampton, Massachusetts, encouraged 

a revival there that spread to towns throughout the 

Connecticut River Valley. Edwards guided and 

observed the process and then published an account 

entitled A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of 

God, printed first in London (1737), then in Boston 

(1738), and then in German and Dutch translations. Its 

publication history highlights the transatlantic net-

work of correspondents that gave Pietism much of its 

vitality.

Whitefield’s Great Awakening English minister 

George Whitefield transformed the local revivals of 

Edwards and the Tennents into a Great Awakening. 

After Whitefield had his personal awakening upon 

reading the German Pietists, he became a follower of 

John Wesley, the founder of English Methodism. In 

1739, Whitefield carried Wesley’s fervent message to 

America, where he attracted huge crowds from Georgia 

to Massachusetts. 

Whitefield had a compelling presence. “He looked 

almost angelical; a young, slim, slender youth . . . 

cloathed with authority from the Great God,” wrote a 

Connecticut farmer. Like most evangelical preachers, 

Whitefield did not read his sermons but spoke from 

memory. More like an actor than a theologian, he ges-

tured eloquently, raised his voice for dramatic effect, 

and at times assumed a female persona — as a woman 

in labor struggling to deliver the word of God. When 

the young preacher told his spellbound listeners that 

they had sinned and must seek salvation, some suddenly 

felt a “new light” within them. As “the power of god 

come down,” Hannah Heaton recalled, “my knees smote 

together . . . [and] it seemed to me I was a sinking 

down into hell . . . but then I resigned my distress and 

was perfectly easy quiet and calm . . . [and] it seemed as 

Benjamin Franklin’s Rise

This portrait of Benjamin Franklin, attributed to Robert Feke 
and executed around 1746, portrays Franklin as a successful 
businessman. His ruffled collar and cuffs, his fashionably 
curly wig, and his sober but expensive suit reveal his social 
ambitions. In later portraits, after he gained fame as an 
Enlightenment sage, he dispensed with the wig and chose 
more unaffected poses; but in 1746, he was still establishing 
his credentials as a young Philadelphia gentleman on the rise. 
Harvard University Art Museum, Fogg Art Museum, Bequest of Dr. John 
Collins Warren, 1856, H47 Photo: Imaging Department © President 
and Fellows of Harvard College.
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A M E R I C A N 
V O I C E S

Evangelical Religion 

and Enlightenment 

Rationalism

Sarah Lippet

Death as a Passage to Life

Sarah Lippet was a longtime member of the Baptist church 
of Middletown in eastern New Jersey. She died in October 
1767 at the age of sixty-one; fellow parishioners reported 
her sentiments as she lay, for four days, on her deathbed.

All my lifetime I have been in fears and doubts, but now 

am delivered. He hath delivered them who through fear 

of death were all their lifetime subject to bondage. For 

the love I have for Christ I am willing to part with all 

my friends to be with Him, for I love Him above all; yet 

it is nothing in me, for I know if I had my desert I should 

be in Hell. I believe in Christ, and I know that I put my 

whole trust in Him, and he that believeth in Him shall 

not be ashamed nor be confounded. . . . 

Why do you mourn when I rejoice? You should not; it 

is no more for me to die and leave my friends for the great 

love I have for Christ than for me to go to sleep. I have no 

fears of death in my mind. Christ has the keys of death 

and hell, and blessed are the dead that die in the Lord. 

I can’t bear to see a tear shed. You should not mourn. 

Source: “The Triumphant Christian,” in Historical and Genealogical Miscellany, ed. 

John E. Stillwell (New York, 1964), 3: 465–466.

Nathan Cole

The Struggle for Salvation

Connecticut farmer Nathan Cole found God after listening 
to a sermon by George Whitefield, the great English evan-
gelist. But Cole’s spiritual quest was not easy. He struggled 
for two years before coming to believe that he was saved.

[After hearing Whitefield] I began to think I was not 

Elected, and that God made some for heaven and me for 

hell. And I thought God was not Just in so doing. . . . My 

heart then rose against God exceedingly, for his making 

me for hell; Now this distress lasted Almost two years — 

Poor Me — Miserable me. . . . I was loaded with the guilt 

of Sin. . . . 

Hell fire was most always in my mind; and I have 

hundreds of times put my fingers into my pipe when I 

have been smoaking to feel how fire felt: And to see how 

my Body could bear to lye in Hell fire for ever and 

ever. . . . And while these thoughts were in my mind 

God appeared unto me and made me Skringe: before 

whose face the heavens and the earth fled away; and I 

was Shrinked into nothing; I knew not whether I was in 

the body or out, I seemed to hang in open Air before 

God, and he seemed to Speak to me in an angry and 

Sovereign way[:] What? Won’t you trust your Soul with 

God?; My heart answered O yes, yes, yes. . . . 

When God disappeared or in some measure with-

drew, every thing was in its place again and I was on my 

Bed. . . . I was set free, my distress was gone, and I was 

filled with a pineing desire to see Christs own words in 

the bible; . . . I got the bible up under my Chin and 

hugged it; it was sweet and lovely; the word was nigh 

[near] me in my hand, then I began to pray and to 

praise God.

Source: “The Spiritual Travels of Nathan Cole, 1741” in The Great Awakening: 

Documents on the Revival of Religion, 1740–1745, ed. Richard L. Bushman (New York: 

Atheneum, 1970), 68–70.

Benjamin Franklin

The Importance of a Virtuous Life

Franklin stood at the center of the American Enlighten-
ment. In his Autobiography, he outlined his religious views 
and his human-centered moral principles.

My Parents had early given me religious Impressions, 

and brought me through my Childhood piously in the 

Dissenting Way. But I was scarce 15 when, after doubting 

by turns of several Points as I found them disputed in 

the different Books I read, I began to doubt of Revelation 

Two great historical movements, Enlightenment thought and Pietistic religion, 
swept across British North America in the eighteenth century and offered radi-
cally different — indeed, almost completely contradictory — worldviews. Pietism 
sparked religious revivals based on passion and emotion, while Enlightenment 
rationalism encouraged personal restraint and intellectual logic. Both move-
ments shaped American cultural development: Pietism transformed American 
religious life, and Enlightenment thinking influenced the principles of the 
American government.
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and Government. . . . I shall consider Man in a state of 

Natural Being, as a Free-Born Subject under the Crown 

of Heaven, and owing Homage to none but God himself. 

It is certain Civil Government in General, is a very 

Admirable Result of Providence, and an Incomparable 

Benefit to Mankind, yet must needs be acknowledged 

to be the Effect of Humane Free-Compacts and not 

of Divine Institution; it is the Produce of Mans Reason, 

of Humane and Rational Combinations, and not from 

any direct Orders of Infinite Wisdom. . . . 

The Prime Immunity in Mans State, is that he is 

most properly the Subject of the Law of Nature. He is 

the Favourite Animal on Earth; in that this Part of Gods 

Image, viz. Reason is Congenate with his Nature, wherein 

by a Law Immutable, Instampt upon his Frame, God has 

provided a Rule for Men in all their Actions; obliging 

each one to the performance of that which is Right, 

not only as to Justice, but likewise as to all other Moral 

Vertues, which is nothing but the Dictate of Right Reason 

founded in the Soul of Man. . . . 

The Second Great Immunity of Man is an Original 

Liberty Instampt upon his Rational Nature. He that 

intrudes upon this Liberty, Violates the Law of Nature. . . . 

The Third Capital Immunity belonging to Mans 

Nature, is an equality amongst Men; Which is not to be 

denyed by the Law of Nature, till Man has Resigned him-

self with all his Rights for the sake of a Civil State; and 

then his Personal Liberty and Equality is to be cherished, 

and preserved to the highest degree.

Source: John Wise, A Vindication of the Government of New England Churches (Boston: 

J. Allen, for N. Boone, 1717), 32–40.

itself. Some Books against Deism fell into my Hands. . . . 

It happened that they wrought an Effect on me quite con-

trary to what was intended by them: For the Arguments 

of the Deists [that were quoted in those books] appeared 

to me much Stronger than the Refutations. In short I soon 

became a thorough Deist. . . . 

I grew convinc’d that Truth, Sincerity & Integrity 

in Dealings between Man & Man, were of the utmost 

Importance to the Felicity of Life, and I form’d written 

Resolutions, (which still remain in my Journal Book) to 

practice them ever while I lived. . . . 

About the Year 1734. There arrived among us from 

Ireland, a young Presbyterian Preacher named Hemphill, 

who delivered with a good Voice, & apparently extem-

pore, most excellent Discourses, which drew together 

considerable Numbers of different Persuasions, who 

join’d in admiring them. Among the rest I became one 

of his constant Hearers, his Sermons pleasing me as they 

had little of the dogmatical kind, but inculcated strongly 

the Practice of Virtue, or what in the religious Stile are 

called Good Works. Those however, of our Congregation, 

who considered themselves as orthodox Presbyterians, 

disapprov’d his Doctrine, and were join’d by most of the 

old Clergy, who arraign’d him of Heterodoxy before the 

Synod, in order to have him silenc’d. I became his zealous 

Partisan. . . . 

I never was without some religious Principles; I never 

doubted, for instance, the Existance of the Deity, that he 

made the World, & govern’d it by his Providence; that the 

most acceptable Service of God was the doing Good to 

Man; that our Souls are immortal; and that all Crime will 

be punished & Virtue rewarded either here or hereafter; 

these I esteem’d the Essentials of every Religion.

Source: Louis P. Masur, ed., The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, with Related 

Documents, 2nd ed. (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2003), 73–74, 93–94, 108.

John Wise

The Primacy of Human Reason 
and Natural Laws

Reverend John Wise (1652–1725) served for many years as 
a pastor in Ipswich, Massachusetts. A graduate of Harvard 
College, Wise used the Enlightenment doctrines of John 
Locke and Samuel von Pufendorf to justify the democratic 
structure of New England Congregational churches.

I Shall disclose several Principles of Natural Knowledge; 

plainly discovering the Law of Nature; or the true senti-

ments of Natural Reason, with Respect to Mans Being 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. All of these writers declare a belief in God. How do their 

beliefs and outlooks differ?

2. These writers were variously influenced by the Great 
Awakening, the Enlightenment, and rational Christian-
ity. How are these movements reflected in the passages 
above?

3. What roles do fear and anxiety play in the experiences 
of Sarah Lippet and Nathan Cole? What difference does 
it make that neither Franklin nor Wise expresses fear, 
either of God or of his own sinfulness?

4. Benjamin Franklin and John Wise stress the importance 
of reason and virtue as guides to human conduct. How 
would Nathan Cole and Sarah Lippet react to that 
emphasis?
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if I had a new soul & body both.” Strengthened and 

self-confident, these converts, the so-called New 

Lights, were eager to spread Whitefield’s message.

The rise of print intersected with this enthusiasm. 

“Religion is become the Subject of most Conversations,” 

the Pennsylvania Gazette reported. “No books are in 

Request but those of Piety and Devotion.” Whitefield 

and his circle did their best to answer the demand for 

devotional reading. As he traveled, Whitefield regu-

larly sent excerpts of his journal to be printed in news-

papers. Franklin printed Whitefield’s sermons and 

journals by subscription and found them to be among 

his best-selling titles. Printed accounts of Whitefield’s 

travels, conversion narratives, sermons, and other 

devotional literature helped to confirm Pietists in their 

faith and strengthen the communication networks that 

sustained them.

Religious Upheaval in the North
Like all cultural explosions, the Great Awakening 

was controversial. Conservative ministers — passionless 

Old Lights, according to the evan-

gelists — condemned the “cryings 

out, faintings and convulsions” 

in revivalist meetings and the New 

Lights’ claims of “working Miracles 

or speaking with Tongues.” Bos-

ton minister Charles Chauncy 

attacked the Pietist New Lights 

The Print Revolution and the Great 
Awakening

George Whitefield made his first trip to 
North America in 1738, when he traveled 
to Savannah, Georgia. Benjamin Franklin 
published the first edition of this journal of 
his voyage in Philadelphia in 1739; the copy 
pictured here was printed a year later. Texts 
like this one highlight the importance of 
the print revolution to eighteenth-century 
culture: Whitefield was utterly unknown in 
North America until he began publicizing his 
ministry and his travels through such works. 
Enlightenment ideas, too, were conveyed 
to large and far-flung audiences in books, 
magazines, and newspapers. Library Company 
of Philadelphia.

for allowing women to speak in public: it was “a plain 

breach of that commandment of the lord, where it is 

said, Let your women keep silence in the churches.” In 

Connecticut, Old Lights persuaded the legislature to 

prohibit evangelists from speaking to a congregation 

without the minister’s permission. But the New Lights 

refused to be silenced. Dozens of farmers, women, and 

artisans roamed the countryside, condemning the Old 

Lights as “unconverted” and willingly accepting impris-

onment: “I shall bring glory to God in my bonds,” a dis-

sident preacher wrote from jail.

The Great Awakening undermined legally estab-

lished churches and their tax-supported ministers. In 

New England, New Lights left the Congregational 

Church and founded 125 “separatist” churches that 

supported their ministers through voluntary contribu-

tions (Figure 4.3). Other religious dissidents joined 

Baptist congregations, which also condemned govern-

ment support of churches: “God never allowed any 

civil state upon earth to impose religious taxes,” 

declared Baptist preacher Isaac Backus. In New York 

and New Jersey, the Dutch Reformed Church split in 

two as New Lights refused to accept doctrines imposed 

by conservative church authorities in Holland. 

The Great Awakening also appealed to Christians 

whose established churches could not serve their 

needs. By 1740, Pennsylvania’s German Reformed and 

Lutheran congregations suffered from a severe lack of 

university-trained pastors. In the colony’s Dutch 

Reformed, Dutch and Swedish Lutheran, and even its 

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST 
In what ways was the 
spread of ideas during the 
Enlightenment and the 
Great Awakening similar, 
and how did it differ? 
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Anglican congregations, half the pulpits were empty. In 

this circumstance, itinerant preachers who stressed the 

power of “heart religion” and downplayed the impor-

tance of formal ministerial training found a ready 

audience.

The Great Awakening challenged the authority of 

all ministers, whose status rested on respect for their 

education and knowledge of the Bible. In an influential 

pamphlet, The Dangers of an Unconverted Ministry 

(1740), Gilbert Tennent asserted that ministers’ author-

ity should come not from theological knowledge but 

from the conversion experience. Reaffirming Martin 

Luther’s belief in the priesthood of all Christians, 

Tennent suggested that anyone who had felt God’s 

redeeming grace could speak with ministerial author-

ity. Sarah Harrah Osborn, a New Light “exhorter” in 

Rhode Island, refused “to shut up my mouth . . . and 

creep into obscurity” when silenced by her minister.

As religious enthusiasm spread, churches founded 

new colleges to educate their young men and to train 

ministers. New Light Presbyterians established the 

College of New Jersey (Princeton) in 1746, and New 

York Anglicans founded King’s College (Columbia) 

in 1754. Baptists set up the College of Rhode Island 

(Brown) in 1764; two years later, the Dutch Reformed 

Church subsidized Queen’s College (Rutgers) in New 

Jersey. However, the main intellectual legacy of the 

Great Awakening was not education for the privileged 

few but a new sense of authority among the many. A 

European visitor to Philadelphia remarked in surprise, 

“The poorest day-laborer . . . holds it his right to 

advance his opinion, in religious as well as political 

matters, with as much freedom as the gentleman.”

Social and Religious Conflict 
in the South 
In the southern colonies, where the Church of England 

was legally established, religious enthusiasm triggered 

social conflict. Anglican ministers generally ignored 

the spiritual needs of African Americans and landless 

whites, who numbered 40 percent and 20 percent of 

the population, respectively. Middling white freehold-

ers (35 percent of the residents) formed the core of 

most Church of England congregations. But promi-

nent planters (just 5 percent) held the real power, using 

their control of parish finances to discipline ministers. 

One clergyman complained that dismissal awaited any 

minister who “had the courage to preach against any 

Vices taken into favor by the leading Men of his Parish.”

The Presbyterian Revival Soon, a democratization 

of religion challenged the dominance of both the 

Anglican Church and the planter elite. In 1743, brick-

layer Samuel Morris, inspired by reading George 

Whitefield’s sermons, led a group of Virginia Anglicans 

out of their congregation. Seeking a deeper religious 

experience, Morris invited New Light Presbyterian 

Samuel Davies to lead their prayer meetings. Davies’s 

sermons, filled with erotic devotional imagery and 

urging Christians to feel “ardent Passion,” sparked 

Presbyterian revivals across the Tidewater region, 

FIGURE 4.3
Church Growth by Denomination, 1700–1780

In 1700, and again in 1740, the Congregationalist and Anglican churches had the most members. By 
1780, however, largely because of their enthusiastic evangelical message, Presbyterian and Baptist 
congregations outnumbered those of the Anglicans. The growth of immigrant denominations, such 
as the German Reformed and Lutheran, was equally impressive.
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threatening the social authority of the Virginia gentry. 

Traditionally, planters and their well-dressed families 

arrived at Anglican services in fancy carriages drawn 

by well-bred horses and flaunted their power by sitting 

in the front pews. Such ritual displays of the gentry’s 

superiority were meaningless if freeholders attended 

other churches. Moreover, religious pluralism threat-

ened the tax-supported status of the Anglican Church.

To halt the spread of New Light ideas, Virginia 

governor William Gooch denounced them as “false 

teachings,” and Anglican justices of the peace closed 

Presbyterian churches. This harassment kept most 

white yeomen and poor tenant families in the Church 

of England.

The Baptist Insurgency During the 1760s, the vig-

orous preaching and democratic message of New Light 

Baptist ministers converted thousands of white farm 

families. The Baptists were radical Protestants whose 

central ritual was adult (rather than infant) baptism. 

Once men and women had experienced the infusion of 

grace — had been “born again” — they were baptized in 

an emotional public ceremony, often involving com-

plete immersion in water. 

Slaves were welcome at Baptist revivals. During the 

1740s, George Whitefield had urged Carolina planters 

to bring their slaves into the Christian fold, but white 

opposition and the Africans’ commitment to their 

ancestral religions kept the number of converts low. 

However, in the 1760s, native-born African Americans 

in Virginia welcomed the Baptists’ message that all 

people were equal in God’s eyes. Sensing a threat to 

the system of racial slavery, the House of Burgesses 

imposed heavy fines on Baptists who preached to slaves 

without their owners’ permission.

Baptists threatened gentry authority because they 

repudiated social distinctions and urged followers to 

call one another “brother” and “sister.” They also con-

demned the planters’ decadent lifestyle. As planter 

Landon Carter complained, the Baptists were “destroy-

ing pleasure in the Country; for they encourage ardent 

Prayer . . . & an intire Banishment of Gaming, Dancing, 

& Sabbath-Day Diversions.” The gentry responded 

with violence. In Caroline County, an Anglican posse 

attacked Brother John Waller at a prayer meeting. 

Waller “was violently jerked off the stage; they caught 

him by the back part of his neck, beat his head against 

the ground, and a gentleman gave him twenty lashes 

with his horsewhip.”

Despite these attacks, Baptist congregations multi-

plied. By 1775, about 15 percent of Virginia’s whites 

and hundreds of enslaved blacks had joined Baptist 

Baptism in the Schuylkill River

The Baptist movement, which made adult baptism central to its religious practice, gained enormous influence 
during the Great Awakening. Baptists presented a challenge to the social order in New England, where Isaac 
Backus and other leaders vigorously opposed the power of established Congregationalist churches. They 
presented an even graver threat to established authority in Virginia, where they ministered to African 
American slaves and ridiculed the pretensions of the gentry. This woodcut, from an eighteenth-century 
history of the Baptist movement, shows a congregation gathered on the banks of the Schuylkill River in 
Pennsylvania to witness the baptism of a new convert. Historical Society of Pennsylvania.
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churches. To signify their state of grace, some Baptist 

men “cut off their hair, like Cromwell’s round-headed 

chaplains.” Others forged a new evangelical masculin-

ity, “crying, weeping, lifting up the eyes, groaning” 

when touched by the Holy Spirit.

The Baptist revival in the Chesapeake challenged 

customary authority in families and society but did not 

overturn it. Rejecting the pleas of evangelical women, 

Baptist men kept church authority in the hands of “free 

born male members”; and Anglican slaveholders re-

tained control of the political system. Still, the Baptist 

insurgency infused the lives of poor tenant families 

with spiritual meaning and empowered yeomen to 

defend their economic interests. Moreover, as Baptist 

ministers spread Christianity among slaves, the cul-

tural gulf between blacks and whites shrank, under-

mining one justification for slavery and giving some 

blacks a new religious identity. Within a generation, 

African Americans would develop distinctive versions 

of Protestant Christianity.

The Midcentury Challenge: 
War, Trade, and Social 
Conflict, 1750–1763
Between 1750 and 1763, three significant events trans-

formed colonial life. First, Britain went to war against 

the French in America, sparking a worldwide conflict: 

the Great War for Empire. Second, a surge in trade 

boosted colonial consumption but caused Americans 

to become deeply indebted to British creditors. Third, 

westward migration sparked warfare with Indian 

peoples, violent disputes between settlers and land 

speculators, and backcountry rebellions against eastern-

controlled governments.

The French and Indian War
In 1754, overlapping French and British claims in 

North America came to a head (Map 4.4). The French 

maintained their vast claims through a network of forts 

and trading posts that sustained alliances with neigh-

boring Indians. The soft underbelly of this sprawling 

empire was the Ohio Valley, where French claims were 

tenuous. Native peoples were driven out of the valley by 

Iroquois attacks in the seventeenth century, but after 

1720 displaced Indian populations — especially Dela-

wares and Shawnees from Pennsylvania — re settled 

there in large numbers. In the 1740s, British traders 

from Pennsylvania began traveling down the Ohio 

River. They traded with Delawares and Shawnees in the 

upper valley and began to draw French-allied Indians 

into their orbit and away from French posts. Then, in 

1748, the Ohio Company of Virginia, a partnership of 

prominent colonial planters and London merchants, 

received a 200,000-acre grant from the crown to estab-

lish a new settlement on the upper Ohio, threatening 

French claims to the region. 

Conflict in the Ohio Valley By midcentury, Britain 

relied on the Iroquois Confederacy as its partner in 

Indian relations throughout the Northeast. By extend-

ing the Covenant Chain, the Iroquois had become a 

kind of Indian empire in their own right, claiming to 

speak for other groups throughout the region based on 

their seventeenth-century conquests. The Delawares, 

Shawnees, and other groups who repopulated the Ohio 

Valley did so in part to escape the Iroquois yoke. To 

maintain influence on the Ohio, the Iroquois sent two 

“half-kings,” Tanaghrisson (an adopted Seneca) and 

Scarouady (an Oneida), to the native settlement of 

Logstown, a trading town on the upper Ohio, where 

Britain recognized them as leaders.

French authorities, alarmed by British inroads, 

built a string of forts from Lake Erie to the headwaters 

of the Ohio, culminating with Fort Duquesne on the 

site of present-day Pittsburgh. To reassert British 

claims, Governor Dinwiddie dispatched an expedition 

led by Colonel George Washington, a twenty-two-

year-old Virginian whose half-brothers were Ohio 

Company stockholders. Washington discovered that 

most of the Ohio Indians had decided to side with the 

French; only the Iroquois half-kings and a few of their 

followers supported his efforts. After Washington’s 

party fired on a French detachment, Tanaghrisson 

rushed in and killed a French officer to ensure war — a 

prospect that would force British arms to support 

Iroquois interests in the valley. 

Washington’s party was soon defeated by a larger 

French force. The result was an international incident 

that prompted Virginian and British expansionists to 

demand war. But war in North America was a worri-

some prospect: the colonies were notoriously incapable 

of cooperating in their own defense, and the Covenant 

Chain was badly in need of repair.

The Albany Congress The Iroquois Confederacy 

was unhappy with its British alliance and believed that 

the British were neglecting the Iroquois while settlers 

from New York pressed onto their lands. Moreover, the 

Ohio Indians, France, and Britain were all acting in 

the Ohio Valley without consulting them. To mend 
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MAP 4.4
European Spheres of Influence in North America, 1754

In the mid-eighteenth century, France, Spain, and the British-owned Hudson Bay Company laid 
claim to the vast areas of North America still inhabited primarily by Indian peoples. British settlers 
had already occupied much of the land east of the Appalachian Mountains. To safeguard their 
lands west of the mountains, Native Americans played off one European power against another. 
As a British official remarked: “To preserve the Ballance between us and the French is the great 
ruling Principle of Modern Indian Politics.” When Britain expelled France from North America in 
1763, Indians had to face encroaching Anglo-American settlers on their own.
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relations with the Iroquois, the British Board of Trade 

called a meeting at Albany in June 1754. There, a prom-

inent Mohawk leader named Hendrick Peters 

Theyanoguin challenged Britain to defend its interests 

more vigorously, while Benjamin Franklin proposed a 

“Plan of Union” among the colonies to counter French 

expansion. 

The Albany Plan of Union proposed that “one 

general government . . . be formed in America, includ-

ing all the said colonies.” It would have created a 

continental assembly to manage trade, Indian policy, 

and the colonies’ defense. Though it was attractive to a 

few reform-minded colonists and administrators, the 

plan would have compromised the independence of 

colonial assemblies and the authority of Parliament. It 

never received serious consideration, but that did not 

stop the push toward war.

The War Hawks Win In Parliament, the fight for the 

Ohio prompted a debate over war with France. Henry 

Pelham, the British prime minister, urged calm: “There 

is such a load of debt, and such heavy taxes already laid 

upon the people, that nothing but an absolute neces-

sity can justifie our engaging in a new War.” But two 

expansionist-minded war hawks — rising British states-

man William Pitt and Lord Halifax, the new head of 

the Board of Trade — persuaded Pelham to launch an 

American war. In June 1755, British and New England 

troops captured Fort Beauséjour in the disputed 

territory of Nova Scotia (which the French called 

Acadia). Soldiers from Puritan Massachusetts then 

forced nearly 10,000 French settlers from their lands, 

arguing they were “rebels” without property rights, 

and deported them to France, the West Indies, 

and Louisiana (where “Acadians” became “Cajuns”). 

English and Scottish Protestants took over the farms 

the French Catholics left behind.

This Anglo-American triumph was quickly offset 

by a stunning defeat. In July 1755, General Edward 

Braddock advanced on Fort Duquesne with a force of 

1,500 British regulars and Virginia militiamen. 

Braddock alienated potential allies by treating Indians 

(including Tanaghrisson) dismissively and denying the 

privilege of rank to colonial officers like George 

Washington. Persuaded that British arms could easily 

triumph in the American backcountry, he was instead 

routed by a French and Indian force. Braddock was 

killed, and more than half his troops were killed or 

wounded. “We have been beaten, most shamefully 

beaten, by a handfull of Men,” George Washington 

complained bitterly as he led the survivors back to 

Virginia. 

The Great War for Empire
By 1756, the American conflict had spread to Europe, 

where it was known as the Seven Years’ War, and pitted 

Britain and Prussia against France, Spain, and Austria. 

Hendrick Peters Theyanoguin, Chief of the 
Mohawks

Great Britain’s alliance with the Iroquois Confederacy — 
the Covenant Chain — was central to its Indian policy in 
the mid-eighteenth century, and the Mohawk warrior and 
sachem Hendrick Peters Theyanoguin emerged as its most 
powerful spokesman. His speech at the Albany Congress 
of 1754, in which he urged Great Britain toward war, was 
reported in newspapers in Britain and the colonies and made 
him a transatlantic celebrity. This print was advertised for sale 
in London bookstalls just as his death at the Battle of Lake 
George (1755) was being reported in newspapers there. 
Hendrick wears a rich silk waistcoat, an overcoat trimmed 
with gold lace, a ruffled shirt, and a tricorn hat — gifts from 
his British allies — while he holds a wampum belt in one 
hand and a tomahawk in the other. Courtesy of the John Carter 
Brown Library at Brown University.

To see a longer excerpt of the Albany Plan of 
Union, along with other primary sources from 
this period, see Sources for America’s History. 
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When Britain mounted major offensives in India, West 

Africa, and the West Indies as well as in North America, 

the conflict became the Great War for Empire.

William Pitt emerged as the architect of the British 

war effort. Pitt was a committed expansionist with a 

touch of arrogance. “I know that I can save this country 

and that I alone can,” he boasted. A master strategist, 

he planned to cripple France by seizing its colonies. In 

North America, he enjoyed a decisive demographic 

advantage, since George II’s 2 million subjects out-

numbered the French 14 to 1. To mobilize the colo-

nists, Pitt paid half the cost of their troops and supplied 

them with arms and equipment, at a cost of £1 million 

a year. He also committed a fleet of British ships and 

30,000 British soldiers to the conflict in America.

Beginning in 1758, the powerful Anglo-American 

forces moved from one triumph to the next, in part 

because they brought Indian allies back into the fold. 

They forced the French to abandon Fort Duquesne 

(renamed Fort Pitt) and then captured Fort Louisbourg, 

a stronghold at the mouth of the St. Lawrence. In 1759, 

an armada led by British general James Wolfe sailed 

down the St. Lawrence and took Quebec, the heart of 

France’s American empire. The Royal Navy prevented 

French reinforcements from crossing the Atlantic, 

allowing British forces to complete the conquest of 

Canada in 1760 by capturing Montreal (Map 4.5).

Elsewhere, the British likewise had great success. 

From Spain, the British won Cuba and the Philippine 

Islands. Fulfilling Pitt’s dream, the East India Company 

Braddock’s Defeat and Death, July 1755

In May 1755 General Edward Braddock led a force of 1,500 British regulars and Virginia militiamen out of 
Fort Cumberland in western Maryland, intending to oust the French from Fort Duquesne, 50 miles to the 
west. As Braddock neared the fort, the French garrison of 200 troops and about 600 Indian allies — mostly 
Potawatomis, Ottawas, Shawnees, and Delawares — set out to ambush his force. Instead, they unexpectedly 
met the British along a narrow roadway. As the French and Indians fanned out to attack from the woods, the 
British troops (George Washington reported) “were struck with such a panic that they behaved with more 
cowardice than it is possible to conceive. The officers behaved gallantly, in order to encourage their men, for 
which they suffered greatly.” The British casualties — 450 killed, 500 wounded — included General Braddock, 
pictured above, who later died from his wounds. © Chicago History Museum, USA/The Bridgeman Art Library.
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ousted French traders from India, and British forces 

seized French Senegal in West Africa. They also cap-

tured the rich sugar islands of Martinique and 

Guadeloupe in the French West Indies, but at the insis-

tence of the West Indian sugar lobby (which wanted to 

protect its monopoly), the ministry returned the 

islands to France in the Treaty of Paris of 1763. Despite 

that controversial decision, the treaty confirmed 

Britain’s triumph. It granted Britain sovereignty over 

half of North America, including French Canada, all 

French territory east of the Mississippi River, Spanish 

Florida, and the recent conquests in Africa and India. 

Britain had forged a commercial and colonial empire 

that was nearly worldwide.

Though Britain had won cautious support from 

some Native American groups in the late stages of 

the war, its territorial acquisitions alarmed many 

native peoples from New York to the Mississippi, who 

preferred the presence of a few French traders to an 

influx of thousands of Anglo-American settlers. To 

encourage the French to return, the Ottawa chief 

Pontiac declared, “I am French, and I want to die 

French.” Neolin, a Delaware 

prophet, went further, calling for 

the expulsion of all white-skinned 

invaders: “If you suffer the English 

among you, you are dead men. 

Sickness, smallpox, and their 

poison [rum] will destroy you 

entirely.” In 1763, inspired by 

Neolin’s nativist vision, Pontiac led a major uprising at 

Detroit. Following his example, Indians throughout 

the Great Lakes and Ohio Valley seized nearly every 

British military garrison west of Fort Niagara, besieged 

Fort Pitt, and killed or captured more than 2,000 

settlers.
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The Anglo-American Conquest of New France

After full-scale war with France began in 1756, it took almost three years for the British ministry to 
equip colonial forces and dispatch a sizable army to far-off America. In 1758, British and colonial 
troops attacked the heartland of New France, capturing Quebec in 1759 and Montreal in 1760. 
This conquest both united and divided the allies. Colonists celebrated the great victory: “The 
Illuminations and Fireworks exceeded any that had been exhibited before,” reported the South 
Carolina Gazette. However, British officers had little respect for colonial soldiers. Said one, “[They 
are] the dirtiest, most contemptible, cowardly dogs you can conceive.”

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
How did the Seven Years’ 
War reshape Britain’s 
empire in North America 
and affect native peoples?
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British military expeditions defeated the Delawares 

near Fort Pitt and broke the siege of Detroit, but it took 

the army nearly two years to reclaim all the posts it had 

lost. In the peace settlement, Pontiac and his allies 

accepted the British as their new political “fathers.” The 

British ministry, having learned how expensive it was 

to control the trans-Appalachian west, issued the Royal 

Proclamation of 1763, which confirmed Indian control 

of the region and declared it off-limits to colonial settle-

ment. It was an edict that many colonists would ignore.

British Industrial Growth 
and the Consumer Revolution
Britain owed its military and diplomatic success to its 

unprecedented economic resources. Since 1700, when 

it had wrested control of many oceanic trade routes 

from the Dutch, Britain had become the dominant 

commercial power in the Atlantic and Indian oceans. 

By 1750, it was also becoming the first country to use 

new manufacturing technology and work discipline to 

expand output. This combination of commerce and 

industry would soon make Britain the most powerful 

nation in the world.

Mechanical power was key to Britain’s Industrial 

Revolution. British artisans designed and built water 

mills and steam engines that efficiently powered a wide 

array of machines: lathes for shaping wood, jennies 

and looms for spinning and weaving textiles, and ham-

mers for forging iron. Compared with traditional man-

ufacturing methods, the new power-driven machinery 

produced woolen and linen textiles, iron tools, furni-

ture, and chinaware in greater quantities — and at 

lower cost. Moreover, the entrepreneurs running the 

new workshops drove their employees hard, forcing 

them to keep pace with the machines and work long 

hours. To market the abundant factory-produced 

goods, English and Scottish merchants extended credit 

to colonial shopkeepers for a full year instead of the 

traditional six months. Americans soon were purchas-

ing 30 percent of all British exports.

To pay for British manufactures, mainland colo-

nists increased their exports of tobacco, rice, indigo, 

and wheat. Using credit advanced by Scottish mer-

chants, planters in Virginia bought land, slaves, and 

equipment to grow tobacco, 

which they exported to expand-

ing markets in France and central 

Europe. In South Carolina, rice 

planters used British government 

subsidies to develop indigo and 

rice plantations. New York, 

Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Virginia became the 

breadbasket of the Atlantic World, supplying Europe’s 

exploding population with wheat. 

Americans used their profits and the generous 

credit extended from overseas to buy English manufac-

tures. When he was practicing law in Boston, John 

Adams visited the home of Nicholas Boylston, one of 

the city’s wealthiest merchants, “to view the Furniture, 

which alone cost a thousand Pounds sterling,” he wrote. 

“[T]he Marble Tables, the rich Beds with Crimson 

Damask Curtains and Counterpins, the Beautiful 

Chimny Clock, the Spacious Garden, are the most 

magnificent of any Thing I have ever seen.” Through 

their possessions, well-to-do colonists set themselves 

apart from their humbler — or, as they might have said, 

more vulgar — neighbors. 

Nicholas Boylston, c. 1769

Merchants in the coastal and transatlantic trades gained 
enormous wealth in the mid-eighteenth century and 
displayed it in new ways. Among the most flamboyant was 
Nicholas Boylston. Of Boylston’s home John Adams wrote, “A 
Seat it is for a noble Man, a Prince.” In this portrait, painted 
by John Singleton Copley in 1769, Boylston flaunts his exotic 
possessions. In place of the wig he would have worn outside 
his home, Boylston wears a red velvet turban to keep his 
shaved head warm. His morning gown of heavy silk damask 
covers a rich waistcoat, casually unbuttoned in the middle to 
reveal his elegant ruffled shirt. Boylston rests his left elbow on 
two thick account books, an unmistakable reminder of the 
source of his wealth. Photograph © 2014 Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston. Bequest of David P. Kimball, 23.504.

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
How did the prosperity of 
the British Empire improve 
and endanger the lives and 
interests of colonists?
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Although Britain’s consumer revolution raised 

living standards, it landed many consumers — and 

the colonies as a whole — in debt (Figure 4.4). Even 

during the wartime boom of the 1750s, exports paid 

for only 80 percent of British imports. Britain financed 

the remaining 20 percent — the Americans’ trade 

deficit — through the extension of credit and Pitt’s 

military expenditures. When the military subsidies 

ended in 1763, the colonies fell into an economic reces-

sion. Merchants looked anxiously at their overstocked 

warehouses and feared bankruptcy. “I think we have a 

gloomy prospect before us,” a Philadelphia trader 

noted in 1765. The increase in transatlantic trade had 

made Americans more dependent on overseas credit 

and markets. 

The Struggle for Land in the East
In good times and bad, the population continued to 

grow, intensifying the demand for arable land. Consider 

the experience of Kent, Connecticut. Like earlier gen-

erations, Kent’s residents had moved inland to establish 

new farms, but Kent stood at the colony’s western 

boundary. To provide for the next generation, many 

Kent families joined the Susquehanna Company 

(1749), which speculated in lands in the Wyoming 

Valley in present-day northeastern Pennsylvania. As 

settlers took up farmsteads there, the company urged 

the Connecticut legislature to claim the region on the 

basis of Connecticut’s “sea-to-sea” royal charter of 

1662. However, Charles II had also granted the 

Wyoming Valley to William Penn, and the Penn family 

had sold farms there to Pennsylvania residents. By the 

late 1750s, settlers from Connecticut and Pennsylvania 

were at war, burning down their rivals’ houses and 

barns. Delawares with their own claim to the valley 

were caught in the crossfire. In April 1763, the Delaware 

headman Teedyuscung was burned to death in his 

cabin; in retaliation, Teedyuscung’s son Captain Bull 

led a war party that destroyed a community of 

Connecticut settlers.

Simultaneously, three distinct but related land dis-

putes broke out in the Hudson River Valley (Map 4.6). 

Dutch tenant farmers, Wappinger Indians, and migrants 

from Massachusetts asserted ownership rights to lands 

long claimed by manorial families such as the Van 

Rensselaers and the Livingstons. When the manor 

lords turned to the legal system to uphold their claims, 

Dutch and English farmers in Westchester, Dutchess, 

and Albany counties rioted to close the courts. In 

response, New York’s royal governor ordered British 

troops to assist local sheriffs and manorial bailiffs: they 

suppressed the tenant uprisings, intimidated the 

Wappingers, and evicted the Massachusetts squatters. 

Other land disputes erupted in New Jersey and the 

southern colonies, where landlords and English aris-

tocrats had successfully revived legal claims based 

on long-dormant seventeenth-century charters. One 
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FIGURE 4.4
Mainland Population and British Imports

Around 1750, British imports were growing at a faster rate than the American population, indicat-
ing that the colonists were consuming more per capita. But Americans went into debt to pay for 
these goods, running an annual trade deficit with their British suppliers that by 1772 had created a 
cumulative debt of £2 million.
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court decision allowed Lord Granville, the heir of an 

original Carolina proprietor, to collect an annual tax 

on land in North Carolina; another decision awarded 

ownership of the entire northern neck of Virginia 

(along the Potomac River) to Lord Fairfax.

The revival of these proprietary claims by manorial 

lords and English nobles testified to the rising value of 

land along the Atlantic coastal plain. It also underscored 

the increasing similarities between rural societies in 

Europe and America. To avoid the status of European 

peasants, native-born yeomen and tenant families 

joined the stream of European migrants searching for 

cheap land near the Appalachian Mountains.

Western Rebels and Regulators
As would-be landowners moved west, they sparked 

conflicts over Indian policy, political representation, 

and debts. During the war with France, Delaware and 

Shawnee warriors had exacted revenge for Thomas 

Penn’s land swindle of 1737 by destroying frontier farms 

in Pennsylvania and killing hundreds of residents. 

Scots-Irish settlers demanded the expulsion of all 

Indians, but Quaker leaders refused. So in 1763, a 

group of Scots-Irish frontiersmen called the Paxton 

Boys massacred twenty Conestoga Indians, an assimi-

lated community that had lived alongside their colonist 

neighbors peacefully for many years. When Governor 

John Penn tried to bring the murderers to justice, 

250 armed Scots-Irishmen advanced on Philadelphia. 

Benjamin Franklin intercepted the angry mob at 

Lancaster and arranged a truce, averting a battle with 

the militia. Prosecution of the Paxton Boys failed for 

lack of witnesses, and the episode gave their defenders 

the opportunity to excoriate Pennsylvania’s govern-

ment for protecting Indians while it neglected the 

interests of backcountry colonists. 

The South Carolina Regulators Violence also broke 

out in the backcountry of South Carolina, where land-

hungry Scottish and Anglo-American settlers clashed 

repeatedly with Cherokees during the war with France. 

After the fighting ended in 1763, a group of landown-

ing vigilantes known as the Regulators demanded that 

the eastern-controlled government provide western dis-

tricts with more courts, fairer taxation, and greater rep-

resentation in the assembly. “We are Free-Men — British 

Subjects — Not Born Slaves,” declared a Regulator mani-

festo. Fearing slave revolts, the lowland rice planters who 

ran the South Carolina assembly compromised. In 1767, 

the assembly created western courts and reduced the 

fees for legal documents; but it refused to reapportion 

the legislature or lower western taxes. Like the Paxton 

Boys in Pennsylvania, the South Carolina Regulators 

won attention to backcountry needs but failed to wrest 

power from the eastern elite.

Civil Strife in North Carolina In 1766, a more rad-

ical Regulator movement arose in North Carolina. 

When the economic recession of the early 1760s 

brought a sharp fall in tobacco prices, many farmers 

could not pay their debts. When creditors sued these 

farmers for payment, judges directed sheriffs to seize 

the debtors’ property. Many backcountry farmers lost 

their property or ended up in jail for resisting court 

orders.
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MAP 4.6
Westward Expansion and Land Conflicts, 1750–1775

Between 1750 and 1775, the mainland colonial 
population more than doubled — from 1.2 million 
to 2.5 million — triggering westward migrations and 
legal battles over land, which had become increasingly 
valuable. Violence broke out in eastern areas, where 
tenant farmers and smallholders contested landlords’ 
property claims based on ancient titles; and in the 
backcountry, where migrating settlers fought with 
Indians, rival claimants, and the officials of eastern-
dominated governments.
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C H A P T E R  R E V I E W

M A K E  I T  S T I C K

TERMS TO KNOW

tenancy (p. 116)

competency (p. 117)

household mode of production 

(p. 120)

squatters (p. 121)

redemptioner (p. 124)

Enlightenment (p. 126)

Pietism (p. 126)

natural rights (p. 127)

deism (p. 128)

revival (p. 129)

Old Lights (p. 132)

New Lights (p. 132)

consumer revolution (p. 141)

Regulators (p. 142)

Isaac Newton (p. 127)

John Locke (p. 127)

Benjamin Franklin (p. 128)

Jonathan Edwards (p. 129)

George Whitefield (p. 129)

Tanaghrisson (p. 135)

William Pitt (p. 138)

Pontiac (p. 139)

Identify and explain the significance of each term below.

Key Concepts and Events

To save their farms, North Carolina’s debtors 

defied the government’s authority. Disciplined mobs 

intimidated judges, closed courts, and freed their 

comrades from jail. The Regulators proposed a series 

of reforms, including lower legal fees and tax pay-

ments in the “produce of the country” rather than in 

cash. They also demanded greater representation in 

the assembly and a just revenue system that would 

tax each person “in proportion to the profits arising 

from his estate.” All to no avail. In May 1771, Royal 

Governor William Tryon mobilized British troops 

and the eastern militia, which defeated a large 

Regulator force at the Alamance River. When the 

fighting ended, thirty men lay dead, and Tryon sum-

marily executed seven insurgent leaders. Not since 

Bacon’s Rebellion in Virginia in 1675 and the colonial 

uprisings during the Glorious Revolution of 1688 (see 

Chapter 2) had a colonial dispute caused so much 

political agitation.

In 1771, as in 1675 and 1688, colonial conflicts 

became linked with imperial politics. In Connecticut, 

the Reverend Ezra Stiles defended the North Carolina 

Regulators. “What shall an injured & oppressed 

people do,” he asked, “[when faced with] Oppression 

and tyranny?” Stiles’s remarks reflected growing resis-

tance to recently imposed British policies of taxation 

and control. The American colonies still depended 

primarily on Britain for their trade and military 

defense. However, by the 1760s, the mainland settle-

ments had evolved into complex societies with the 

potential to exist independently. British policies would 

play a crucial role in determining the direction the 

maturing colonies would take.

SUMMARY
In this chapter, we observed dramatic changes in Brit-

ish North America between 1720 and 1765. An aston-

ishing surge in population — from 400,000 to almost 

2 million — was the combined result of natural increase, 

European migration, and the African slave trade. The 

print revolution and the rise of the British Atlantic 

brought important new influences: the European 

Enlightenment and European Pietism transformed the 

world of ideas, while a flood of British consumer goods 

and the genteel aspirations of wealthy colonists 

reshaped the colonies’ material culture.

Colonists confronted three major regional 

challenges. In New England, crowded towns and ever-

smaller farms threatened the yeoman ideal of indepen-

dent farming, prompting families to limit births, move 

to the frontier, or participate in an “exchange” econ-

omy. In the Middle Atlantic colonies, Dutch, English, 

German, and Scots-Irish residents maintained their 

religious and cultural identities while they competed 

for access to land and political power. Across the back-

country, new interest in western lands triggered con-

flicts with Indian peoples, civil unrest among whites, 

and, ultimately, the Great War for Empire. In the after-

math of the fighting, Britain stood triumphant in 

Europe and America.

Key People
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1. ACROSS TIME AND PLACE In Chapter 3 we 

saw the rise of the South Atlantic System, an engine 

of economic growth that tied Britain’s colonies 

more closely together and generated prosperity 

throughout the British Atlantic world. What conse-

quences of that integration and prosperity are evi-

dent in the topics discussed in this chapter? How 

was the Great War for Empire grounded in earlier 

economic developments? And how did the postwar 

debt crisis grow out of the South Atlantic System?

2. VISUAL EVIDENCE Return to the John Collet 

painting of George Whitefield that opened the 

chapter (p. 115). How does Collet portray 

Whitefield’s audience? Consider the postures and 

facial expressions of individual members of the 

crowd and imagine what might have been running 

through their minds as they listened. What do the 

various elements of this painting (the crowd, tan-

kard of ale, sleeping dog, setting) suggest about the 

Great Awakening’s appeal? About Collet’s attitude 

toward evangelical preaching?

Recognize the larger developments and continuities within 
and across chapters by answering these questions.

MAKING 
CONNECTIONS

1. Compare colonists’ “pursuits of happiness” in New 

England, the Middle colonies, the backcountry, 

and the South. How did poorer colonists in each of 

these regions seek to maintain their autonomy 

from powerful landlords and institutions, and how 

did this effort shape the formation of regional 

identities?

2. How did the print and transportation revolutions 

transform colonial culture and the economy in the 

eighteenth century?

3. The Great War for Empire delivered the eastern 

half of North America into British hands. How did 

that massive territorial acquisition affect ordinary 

colonists? What impact did it have on Native 

Americans’ strategies for coexisting with their 

European neighbors? 

4. THEMATIC UNDERSTANDING Review the 

events listed under “Work, Exchange, and Tech-

nology” and “Identity” for the period 1720–1750 

on the thematic timeline on page 79. How did eco-

nomic developments in the colonies influence the 

formation of new cultural identities in this era?

Answer these questions to demonstrate your 
understanding of the chapter’s main ideas.
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TIMELINE Ask yourself why this chapter begins and ends with these dates 
and then identify the links among related events.

KEY TURNING POINTS: The Ohio Company grant (1748), the formation of the Susquehanna 

Company (1749), land conflict along New York and New England border (1760s), and the 

defeat of the North Carolina Regulators (1771). How do these events reveal tensions over the 

question of who would control the development of frontier lands in Britain’s mainland North 

American colonies? What were the effects of these conflicts on Native American populations? 

1695  Licensing Act lapses in England, triggering the print revolution

1710s–1730s  Enlightenment ideas spread from Europe to America

 Germans and Scots-Irish settle in Middle colonies

 Theodore Jacob Frelinghuysen preaches Pietism to German migrants

1720s–1730s  William and Gilbert Tennent lead Presbyterian revivals among Scots-Irish

 Jonathan Edwards preaches in New England

1729  Benjamin Franklin founds the Pennsylvania Gazette

1739  George Whitefield sparks Great Awakening

1740s–1760s  Conflict between Old Lights and New Lights

 Shortage of farmland in New England threatens freehold ideal

 Growing ethnic and religious pluralism in Middle Atlantic colonies

 Religious denominations establish colleges

1743  Benjamin Franklin founds American Philosophical Society

 Samuel Morris starts Presbyterian revivals in Virginia

1748  Ohio Company receives grant of 200,000 acres from the crown

1749  Connecticut farmers form Susquehanna Company

1750s  Industrial Revolution begins in England

 British shipping dominates North Atlantic

 Consumer purchases increase American imports and debt

1754  French and Indian War begins

 Iroquois and colonists meet at Albany Congress

 Franklin’s Plan of Union

1756  Britain begins Great War for Empire

1759–1760  Britain completes conquest of Canada

1760s  Land conflict along New York and New England border

 Baptist revivals win converts in Virginia

1763  Pontiac’s Rebellion leads to Proclamation of 1763

 Treaty of Paris ends Great War for Empire

 Scots-Irish Paxton Boys massacre Indians in Pennsylvania

1771  Royal governor puts down Regulator revolt in North Carolina




