A
HISTORY
of the

“This audacious book is a magnificent achievement.”  —Forbes Magazine
trrerrrererrreeeeerer e e e e e e e e e e e e e e




A HISTORY

OF THE

AMERICAN

PEOPLE

Paul Johnson

‘Be not afraid of greatness'

Shakespeare, Twelfth Night, 11, v

HarperCollins Publishers



This book was originally published in Great Britain in 1997
by Weidenfeld & Nicolson.

A HISTORY OF THE AMERICAN PEOPLE. Copyright © 1997 by Paul Johnson.
All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of
this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without
written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in
critical articles and reviews. For information address HarperCollins
Publishers, Inc., 1o East 53rd Street, New York, NY ioozz.

HarperCollins books may be purchased for educational, business, or
sales promotional use. For information please write: Special Markets
Department, HarperCollins Publishers, Inc., 1o East 53rd Street,
New York, NY 10022

FIRST U.S. EDITION

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Johnson, Paul, 1928-
A history of the American people / Paul
Johnson.-1st U.S. ed.
p. cm.

"Originally published in Great Britain in
1997 by Weidenfeld and Nicolson"-T.p. Verso.
Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-06-016836-6
I. United States-History. I. Title.



This book is dedicated to the people of America-strong, outspoken, intense in their convictions,
sometimes wrong-headed but always generous and brave, with a passion for justice no nation has
ever matched.



CONTENTS

Preface

PART ONE
‘A City on a Hill’
Colonial America, 1580-1750

Europe and the Transatlantic Adventure

Ralegh, the Proto-American, and the Roanoke Disaster
Jamestown: The First Permanent Foothold
Mayflower and the Formative Event

"The Natural Inheritance of the Elect Nation'
John Winthrop and His "Little Speech' on Liberty
Roger Williams: The First Dissentient

The Catholics in Maryland

The Primitive Structure of Colonial America
Carolina: The First Slave State

Cotton Mather and the End of the Puritan Utopia
Oglethorpe and Early Georgia

Why Colonial Control Did Not Work

The Rise of Philadelphia

Elected Assemblies versus the Governors

The Great Awakening and Its Political Impact

PART TWO
‘That the Free Constitution Be Sacredly Maintained’
Revolutionary America, 1750-1815

George Washington and the War against France

Poor Quality of British Leadership

The Role of Benjamin Franklin

Thomas Jefferson and the Declaration of Independence
The Galvanizing Effect of Tom Paine

Washington, the War, and the Intervention of Europe
Patriots and Loyalists: America's First Civil War

The Constitutional Convention

The Ratification Debate

Citizenship, the Suffrage, and 'The Tyranny of the Majority’
The Role of Religion in the Constitution

The Presidency, Hamilton, and Public Finance

Success of Washington and His Farewell Address

John Adams and the European War




Central Importance of John Marshall
Jefferson's Ambivalent Rule and Character
The Louisiana Purchase

Madison's Blunders and Their Punishment
Andrew Jackson, the Deus Ex Machina
Jackson and the Destruction of the Indians

PART THREE
‘A General Happy Mediocrity Prevails’
Democratic America, 1815-1850

High Birth-Rates and the Immigrant Flood

The Market in Cheap Land

Spread of the Religious Sects

Emergence of the South and King Cotton

The Missouri Compromise

Henry Clay

The Advent of Jacksonian Democracy

The War against the Bank

America's Agricultural Revolution

Revolution in Transportation and Communications
Polk and the Mexican War

De Tocqueville and the Emerging Supernation
The Ideology of the North-South Battle
Emerson and the Birth of an American Culture
Longfellow, Poe, and Hawthornian Psychology

PART FOUR
“The Almost Chosen People’
Civil War America, 1850-1870

The Era of Pierce and Buchanan

Ultimate and Proximate Causes of the Civil War
The Rise of Lincoln

Centrality of Preserving the Union

The Election of 1860

Jefferson Davis and Why the South Fought
Why the South Was Virtually Bound to Lose
The Churches and the War

The War among the Generals

Gettysburg: "Too Bad! Too Bad! Oh! TOO BAD!'
The Triumph and Tragedy of Lincoln

Andrew Johnson and the Two Reconstructions




PART FIVE
Huddled Masses and Crosses of Gold
Industrial America, 1870-1912

Modern America and Its Aging Process
Mass-Immigration and "Thinking Big'

Indians and Settlers, Cowboys and Desperados
The Significance of the Frontier

Centrality of Railroads

Did the Robber Barons Really Exist?

Carnegie, Steel, and American Philanthropy
Pierpoint Morgan and Wall Street

Trusts and Anti-Trusts

Monster Cities: Chicago and New York

The Urban Rich and Poor

American Science and Culture: Edison and Tiffany
Church, Bierstadt, and the Limitless Landscape
Bringing Luxury to the Masses

The Rise of Labor and Muckraking

Standard Oil and Henry Ford

Populism, Imperialism, and the Spanish-American War
Theodore Roosevelt and His Golden Age



PREFACE

This work is a labor of love. When I was a little boy, my parents and elder sisters taught me a
great deal of Greek, Roman, and English history, but America did not come into it. At
Stonyhurst, my school, I was given a magnificent grounding in English constitutional history, but
again the name of America scarcely intruded. At Oxford, in the late 1940s, the School of Modern
History was at the height of its glory, dominated by such paladins as A. J. P. Taylor and Hugh
Trevor-Roper, Sir Maurice Powicke, K. B. McFarlane, and Sir Richard Southern, two of whom I
was fortunate to have as tutors and all of whose lectures I attended. But nothing was said of
America, except in so far as it lay at the margin of English history. I do not recall any course of
lectures on American history as such. A. J. P. Taylor, at the conclusion of a tutorial, in which the
name of America had cropped up, said grimly: “You can study American history when you have
graduated, if you can bear it." His only other observation on the subject was: 'One of the
penalties of being President of the United States is that you must subsist for four years without
drinking anything except Californian wine.' American history was nothing but a black hole in the
Oxford curriculum. Of course things have now changed completely, but I am talking of the
Oxford academic world of half a century ago. Oxford was not alone in treating American history
as a non-subject. Reading the memoirs of that outstanding American journalist Stewart Alsop, I
was intrigued to discover that, when he was a boy at Groton in the 1930s, he was taught only
Greek, Roman, and English history.

As a result of this lacuna in my education, I eventually came to American history completely
fresh, with no schoolboy or student prejudices or antipathies. Indeed my first contacts with
American history were entirely non-academic: I discussed it with officers of the US Sixth Fleet
when I was an officer in the Garrison at Gibraltar, during my military service, and later in the
1950s when I was working as a journalist in Paris and had the chance to meet such formidable
figures as John Foster Dulles, then Secretary of State, President Dwight D. Eisenhower, and his
successor at SHAPE Headquarters, General Matthew Ridgeway. From the late 1950s 1 began
visiting the United States regularly, three or four times a year, traveling all over the country and
meeting men and women who were shaping its continuing history. Over forty years I have grown
to know and admire the United States and its people, making innumerable friends and
acquaintances, reading its splendid literature, visiting many of its universities to give lectures and
participate in debates, and attending scores of conferences held by American businesses and
other institutions.

In short, I entered the study of American history through the back door. But I also got to know
about it directly during the research for a number of books I wrote in these years: 4 History of
Christianity, A History o fthe Jews, Modern Times: the World from the Twenties to the Nineties,
and The Birth o f the Modern: World Society, 1815-1830. Some of the material acquired in
preparing these books I have used in the present one, but updated, revised, corrected, expanded,
and refined. As I worked on the study of the past, and learned about the present by traveling all
over the world-but especially in the United States-my desire to discover more about that
extraordinary country, its origins and its evolution, grew and grew, so that I determined in the
end to write a history of it, knowing from experience that to produce a book is the only way to
study a subject systematically, purposefully, and retentively. My editor in New York, Cass



Canfield Jr of HarperCollins, encouraged me warmly. So this project was born, out of
enthusiasm and excitement, and now, after many years, it is complete.

Writing a history of the American people, covering over 400 years, from the late 16th century
to the end of the 20th, and dealing with the physical background and development of an immense
tract of diverse territory, is a herculean task. It can be accomplished only by the ruthless selection
and rejection of material, and made readable only by moving in close to certain aspects, and
dealing with them in fascinating detail, at the price of merely summarizing others. That has been
my method, as in earlier books covering immense subjects, though my aim nonetheless has been
to produce a comprehensive account, full of facts and dates and figures, which can be used with
confidence by students who wish to acquire a general grasp of American history. The book has
new and often trenchant things to say about every aspect and period of America's past, and I do
not seek, as some historians do, to conceal my opinions. They are there for all to see, and take
account of or discount. But I have endeavored, at all stages, to present the facts fully, squarely,
honestly, and objectively, and to select the material as untendentiously as I know how. Such a
fact-filled and lengthy volume as this is bound to contain errors. If readers spot any, I would be
grateful if they would write to me at my private address: 29 Newton Road, London W25JR; so
that they may be corrected; and if they find any expressions of mine or opinions insupportable,
they are welcome to give me their comments so that [ may weigh them.

The notes at the end of the book serve a variety of purposes: to give the sources of facts,
figures, quotations, and assertions; to acknowledge my indebtedness to other scholars; to serve as
a guide to further reading; and to indicate where scholarly opinion differs, directing the reader to
works which challenge the views I have formed. I have not bowed to current academic nostrums
about nomenclature or accepted the flyblown philacteries of Political Correctness. So I do not
acknowledge the existence of hyphenated Americans, or Native Americans or any other qualified
kind. They are all Americans to me: black, white, red, brown, yellow, thrown together by fate in
that swirling maelstrom of history which has produced the most remarkable people the world has
ever seen. I love them and salute them, and this is their story.



PART ONE

‘A City on a Hill’

Colonial America, 1580 -1750
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The creation of the United States of America is the greatest of all human adventures. No other
national story holds such tremendous lessons, for the American people themselves and for the
rest of mankind. It now spans four centuries and, as we enter the new millennium, we need to
retell it, for if we can learn these lessons and build upon them, the whole of humanity will benefit
in the new age which is now opening. American history raises three fundamental questions. First,
can a nation rise above the injustices of its origins and, by its moral purpose and performance,
atone for them? All nations are born in war, conquest, and crime, usually concealed by the
obscurity of a distant past. The United States, from its earliest colonial times, won its title-deeds
in the full blaze of recorded history, and the stains on them are there for all to see and censure:
the dispossession of an indigenous people, and the securing of self-sufficiency through the sweat
and pain of an enslaved race. In the judgmental scales of history, such grievous wrongs must be
balanced by the erection of a society dedicated to justice and fairness. Has the United States done
this? Has it expiated its organic sins? The second question provides the key to the first. In the
process of nation-building, can ideals and altruism-the desire to build the perfect community-be
mixed successfully with acquisitiveness and ambition, without which no dynamic society can be
built at all? Have the Americans got the mixture right? Have they forged a nation where
righteousness has the edge over the needful self-interest? Thirdly, the Americans originally
aimed to build an other-worldly "City on a Hill,' but found themselves designing a republic of the
people, to be a model for the entire planet. Have they made good their audacious claims? Have
they indeed proved exemplars for humanity? And will they continue to be so in the new
millennium?

We must never forget that the settlement of what is now the United States was only part of a
larger enterprise. And this was the work of the best and the brightest of the entire European
continent. They were greedy. As Christopher Columbus said, men crossed the Atlantic primarily
in search of gold. But they were also idealists. These adventurous young men thought they could
transform the world for the better. Europe was too small for them-for their energies, their
ambitions, and their visions. In the 11th, 12th, and 13th centuries, they had gone east, seeking to
reChristianize the Holy Land and its surroundings, and also to acquire land there. The mixture of
religious zeal, personal ambition-not to say cupidity-and lust for adventure which inspired
generations of Crusaders was the prototype for the enterprise of the Americas.

In the east, however, Christian expansion was blocked by the stiffening resistance of the
Moslem world, and eventually by the expansive militarism of the Ottoman Turks. Frustrated
there, Christian youth spent its ambitious energies at home: in France, in the extermination of
heresy, and the acquisition of confiscated property; in the Iberian peninsula, in the reconquest of
territory held by Islam since the 8th century, a process finally completed in the 1490s with the
destruction of the Moslem kingdom of Granada, and the expulsion, or forcible conversion, of the
last Moors in Spain. It is no coincidence that this decade, which marked the homogenization of
western Europe as a Christian entity and unity, also saw the first successful efforts to carry
Europe, and Christianity, into the western hemisphere. As one task ended, another was
undertaken in earnest.

The Portuguese, a predominantly seagoing people, were the first to begin the new enterprise,
early in the 15th century. In 1415, the year the English King Henry V destroyed the French army
at Agincourt, Portuguese adventurers took Ceuta, on the north African coast, and turned it into a
trading depot. Then they pushed southwest into the Atlantic, occupying in turn Madeira, Cape
Verde, and the Azores, turning all of them into colonies of the Portuguese crown. The
Portuguese adventurers were excited by these discoveries: they felt, already, that they were
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bringing into existence a new world, though the phrase itself did not pass into common currency
until 1494. These early settlers believed they were beginning civilization afresh: the first boy and
girl born on Madeira were christened Adam and Eve.1 But almost immediately came the Fall,
which in time was to envelop the entire Atlantic. In Europe itself, the slave-system of antiquity
had been virtually extinguished by the rise of Christian society. In the 1440s, exploring the
African coast from their newly acquired islands, the Portuguese rediscovered slavery as a
working commercial institution. Slavery had always existed in Africa, where it was operated
extensively by local rulers, often with the assistance of Arab traders. Slaves were captives,
outsiders, people who had lost tribal status; once enslaved, they became exchangeable
commodities, indeed an important form of currency.

The Portuguese entered the slave-trade in the mid-15th century, took it over and, in the
process, transformed it into something more impersonal, and horrible, than it had been either in
antiquity or medieval Africa. The new Portuguese colony of Madeira became the center of a
sugar industry, which soon made itself the largest supplier for western Europe. The first sugar-
mill, worked by slaves, was erected in Madeira in 1452. This cash-industry was so successful
that the Portuguese soon began laying out fields for sugar-cane on the Biafran Islands, off the
African coast. An island off Cap Blanco in Mauretania became a slave-depot. From there, when
the trade was in its infancy, several hundred slaves a year were shipped to Lisbon. As the sugar
industry expanded, slaves began to be numbered in thousands: by 1550, some 50,000 African
slaves had been imported into Sao Tome alone, which likewise became a slave entrepot. These
profitable activities were conducted, under the aegis of the Portuguese crown, by a mixed
collection of Christians from all over Europe-Spanish, Normans, and Flemish, as well as
Portuguese, and Italians from the Aegean and the Levant. Being energetic, single young males,
they mated with whatever women they could find, and sometimes married them. Their mixed
progeny, mulattos, proved less susceptible than pure-bred Europeans to yellow fever and
malaria, and so flourished. Neither Europeans nor mulattos could live on the African coast itself.
But they multiplied in the Cape Verde Islands, 300 miles off the West African coast. The mulatto
trading-class in Cape Verde were known as Lancados. Speaking both Creole and the native
languages, and practicing Christianity spiced with paganism, they ran the European end of the
slave-trade, just as Arabs ran the African end.2

This new-style slave-trade was quickly characterized by the scale and intensity with which it
was conducted, and by the cash nexus which linked African and Arab suppliers, Portuguese and
Lancado traders, and the purchasers. The slave-markets were huge. The slaves were
overwhelmingly male, employed in large-scale agriculture and mining. There was little attempt
to acculturalize them and they were treated as body-units of varying quality, mere commodities.
At Sao Tome in particular this modern pattern of slavery took shape. The Portuguese were soon
selling African slaves to the Spanish, who, following the example in Madeira, occupied the
Canaries and began to grow cane and mill sugar there too. By the time exploration and
colonization spread from the islands across the Atlantic, the slave-system was already in place.3
In moving out into the Atlantic islands, the Portuguese discovered the basic meteorological fact
about the North Atlantic, which forms an ocean weather-basin of its own. There were strong
currents running clockwise, especially in the summer. These are assisted by northeast trade
winds in the south, westerlies in the north. So seafarers went out in a southwest direction, and
returned to Europe in a northeasterly one. Using this weather system, the Spanish landed on the
Canaries and occupied them. The indigenous Guanches were either sold as slaves in mainland
Spain, or converted and turned into farm-labourers by their mainly Castilian conquerors.4

12



Profiting from the experience of the Canaries in using the North Atlantic weather system,
Christopher Columbus made landfall in the western hemisphere in 1492. His venture was
characteristic of the internationalism of the American enterprise. He operated from the Spanish
city of Seville but he came from Genoa and he was by nationality a citizen of the Republic of
Venice, which then ran an island empire in the Eastern Mediterranean. The finance for his
transatlantic expedition was provided by himself and other Genoa merchants in Seville, and
topped up by the Spanish Queen Isabella, who had seized quantities of cash when her troops
occupied Granada earlier in the year.s

The Spanish did not find American colonization easy. The first island-town Columbus
founded, which he called Isabella, failed completely. He then ran out of money and the crown
took over. The first successful settlement took place in 1502, when Nicolas de Ovando landed in
Santo Domingo with thirty ships and no fewer than 2,500 men. This was a deliberate colonizing
enterprise, using the experience Spain had acquired in its reconquista, and based on a network of
towns copied from the model of New Castile in Spain itself. That in turn had been based on the
bastides of medieval France, themselves derived from Roman colony-towns, an improved
version of Greek models going back to the beginning of the first millennium BC. So the system
was very ancient. The first move, once a beachhead or harbour had been secured, was for an
official called the adelantana to pace out the streetgrid.c Apart from forts, the first substantial
building was the church. Clerics, especially from the orders of friars, the Dominicans and
Franciscans, played a major part in the colonizing process, and as early as 1512 the first
bishopric in the New World was founded. Nine years before, the crown had established a Casa
de la Contracion in Seville, as headquarters of the entire transatlantic effort, and considerable
state funds were poured into the venture. By 1520 at least 10,000 Spanishspeaking Europeans
were living on the island of Hispaniola in the Caribbean, food was being grown regularly and a
definite pattern of trade with Europeans had been established.7

The year before, Hernando Cortes had broken into the American mainland by assaulting the
ancient civilization of Mexico. The expansion was astonishingly rapid, the fastest in the history
of mankind, comparable in speed with and far more exacting in thoroughness and permanency
than the conquests of Alexander the Great. In a sense, the new empire of Spain superimposed
itself on the old one of the Aztecs rather as Rome had absorbed the Greek colonies.s Within a
few years, the Spaniards were 1,000 miles north of Mexico City, the vast new grid-town which
Cortes built on the ruins of the old Aztec capital, Tenochtitlan.

This incursion from Europe brought huge changes in the demography, the flora and fauna, and
the economics of the Americas. Just as the Europeans were vulnerable to yellow fever, so the
indigenous Indians were at the mercy of smallpox, which the Europeans brought with them.
Europeans had learned to cope with it over many generations but it remained extraordinarily
infectious and to the Indians it almost invariably proved fatal. We do not know with any
certainty how many people lived in the Americas before the Europeans came. North of what is
now the Mexican border, the Indians were sparse and tribal, still at the hunter-gatherer stage in
many cases, and engaged in perpetual inter-tribal warfare, though some tribes grew corn in
addition to hunting and lived part of the year in villages-perhaps one million of them, all told.
Further south there were far more advanced societies, and two great empires, the Aztecs in
Mexico and the Incas in Peru. In central and south America, the total population was about 20
million. Within a few decades, conquest and the disease it brought had reduced the Indians to 2
million, or even less. Hence, very early in the conquest, African slaves were in demand to supply
labor. In addition to smallpox, the Europeans imported a host of welcome novelties: wheat and
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barley, and the ploughs to make it possible to grow them; sugarcanes and vineyards; above all, a
variety of livestock. The American Indians had failed to domesticate any fauna except dogs,
alpacas and llamas. The Europeans brought in cattle, including oxen for ploughing, horses,
mules, donkeys, sheep, pigs and poultry. Almost from the start, horses of high quality, as well as
first-class mules and donkeys, were successfully bred in the Americas. The Spanish were the
only west Europeans with experience of running large herds of cattle on horseback, and this
became an outstanding feature of the New World, where enormous ranches were soon supplying
cattle for food and mules for work in great quantities for the mining districts.o

The Spaniards, hearts hardened in the long struggle to expel the Moors, were ruthless in
handling the Indians. But they were persistent in the way they set about colonizing vast areas.
The English, when they followed them into the New World, noted both characteristics. John
Hooker, one Elizabethan commentator, regarded the Spanish as morally inferior "because with
all cruel inhumanity ... they subdued a naked and yielding people, whom they sought for gain
and not for any religion or plantation of a commonwealth, did most cruelly tyrannize and against
the course of all human nature did scorch and roast them to death, as by their own histories doth
appear.' At the same time the English admired “the industry, the travails of the Spaniard, their
exceeding charge in furnishing so many ships ... their continual supplies to further their attempts
and their active and undaunted spirits in executing matters of that quality and difficulty, and
lastly their constant resolution of plantation."10

With the Spanish established in the Americas, it was inevitable that the Portuguese would
follow them. Portugal, vulnerable to invasion by Spain, was careful to keep its overseas relations
with its larger neighbor on a strictly legal basis. As early as 1479 Spain and Portugal signed an
agreement regulating their respective spheres of trade outside European waters. The papacy,
consulted, drew an imaginary longitudinal line running a hundred leagues west of the Azores:
west of it was Spanish, east of it Portuguese. The award was made permanent between the two
powers by the Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494, which drew the lines 370 leagues west of Cape
Verde. This gave the Portuguese a gigantic segment of South America, including most of what is
now modern Brazil. They knew of this coast at least from 1500 when a Portuguese squadron, on
its way to the Indian Ocean, pushed into the Atlantic to avoid headwinds and, to its surprise,
struck land which lay east of the treaty line and clearly was not Africa. But their resources were
too committed to exploring the African coast and the routes to Asia and the East Indies, where
they were already opening posts, to invest in the Americas. Their first colony in Brazil was not
planted till 1532, where it was done on the model of their Atlantic island possessions, the crown
appointing “captains,’ who invested in land-grants called donatorios. Most of this first wave
failed, and it was not until the Portuguese transported the sugar-plantation system, based on
slavery, from Cape Verde and the Biafran Islands, to the part of Brazil they called Pernambuco,
that profits were made and settlers dug themselves in. The real development of Brazil on a large
scale began only in 1549, when the crown made a large investment, sent over 1,000 colonists and
appointed Martin Alfonso de Sousa governor-general with wide powers. Thereafter progress was
rapid and irreversible, a massive sugar industry grew up across the Atlantic, and during the last
quarter of the 16th century Brazil became the largest slave-importing center in the world, and
remained so. Over 300 years, Brazil absorbed more African slaves than anywhere else and
became, as it were, an Afro-American territory. Throughout the 16th century the Portuguese had
a virtual monopoly of the Atlantic slave trade. By 1600 nearly 300,000 African slaves had been
transported by sea to plantations-25,000 to Madeira, 50,000 to Europe, 75,000 to Cape Sao
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Tome, and the rest to America. By this date, indeed, four out of five slaves were heading for the
New World."

It is important to appreciate that this system of plantation slavery, organized by the Portuguese
and patronized by the Spanish for their mines as well as their sugar-fields, had been in place,
expanding steadily, long before other European powers got a footing in the New World. But the
prodigious fortunes made by the Spanish from mining American silver, and by both Spanish and
Portuguese in the sugar trade, attracted adventurers from all over Europe. While the Spanish and
Portuguese were careful to respect each other's spheres of interest, which in any event were
consolidated when the two crowns were united under the Habsburgs in 1580, no such inhibitions
held back other nations. Any chance that the papal division of the Atlantic spoils between Spain
and Portugal would hold was destroyed by the Reformation of the 1520s and 1530s, during
which large parts of maritime northwest Europe renounced any allegiance to Rome.
Protestantism took special hold in the trading communities and seaports of Atlantic France and
the Low Countries, in London, already the largest commercial city in Europe, and among the
seafaring men of southwest England. In 1561, Queen Elizabeth I's Secretary of State, Sir William
Cecil, carried out an investigation into the international law of the Atlantic, and firmly told the
Spanish ambassador that the pope had had no authority for his award. In any case there had long
been a tradition, tenaciously held by French Huguenot seamen, who dismissed Catholic claims
on principle, that the normal rules of peace and war were suspended beyond a certain imaginary
line running down the midAtlantic. This line was even more vague than the pope's original
award, and no one knew exactly where it was. But the theory, and indeed the practice, of "No
Peace Beyond the Line' was a 16th-century fact of life.' It is very significant indeed that, almost
from its origins, the New World was widely regarded as a hemisphere where the rule of law did
not apply and where violence was to be expected.

From the earliest years of the 16th century, Breton, Norman, Basque, and French fishermen
(from La Rochelle) had been working the rich fishing grounds of the Grand Banks off
Newfoundland and Labrador. Encouraged by their rich hauls, and reports of riches on land, they
went further. In 1534 the French seafarer Jacques Cartier, from St Malo, went up the St
Lawrence River, spent the winter at what he called Stadacona (Quebec) and penetrated as far as
Hochelaga (Montreal). He was back again in 1541, looking for the 'Kingdom of Saguenay,'
reported to be rich in gold and diamonds. But the gold turned out to be iron pyrites and the
diamonds mere quartz crystals, and his expedition failed. As the wars of religion began to tear
Europe apart, the great French Protestant leader Gaspard de Coligny, Admiral of France, sent an
expedition to colonize an island in what is now the immense harbor of Rio de Janeiro. This was
in 1555 and the next year 300 reinforcements were dispatched to join them, many picked
personally by Jean Calvin himself. But it did not prosper, and in 1560 the Portuguese, seeing that
the colony was weak, attacked and hanged all its inhabitants. The French also set up Huguenot
colonies at Fort Caroline in northern Florida, and at Charles Fort, near the Savannah River, in
1562 and 1564. But the Spaniards, whose great explorer Hernando de Soto had reconnoitered the
entire area in the years 1539-42, were on the watch for intruders, especially Protestants. In 1565
they attacked Fort Caroline in force and massacred the entire colony. They did the same at
Charles Fort the next year, and erected their own strongholds at St Augustine and St Catherine's
Island. Six years later, in 1572, French Catholic militants staged the Massacre of St
Bartholomew, in which Admiral Coligny was murdered, thus bringing to an end the first phase
of French transatlantic expansion."
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Into the vacuum left by the discomfiture of French Protestantism stepped the English, and it from
their appearance on the scene that we date the ultimate origins of the American people. The
Englishman John Cabot had been off the coast of Labrador as long ago as 1497, and off Nova
Scotia the following year. Nothing came of these early ventures, but the English were soon
fishing off the Banks in strength, occasionally wintering in Newfoundland. Henry VIII took
many Huguenot seamen and adventurers into his service and under his daughter Elizabeth
maritime entrepreneurs like Sir John Hawkins worked closely with French Protestants in
planning raids on Spanish commerce "beyond the line.! The West Country gentleman-seafarer
Humphrey Gilbert helped the Huguenots to fortify their harbour-bastion of La Rochelle in 1562,
was made privy to their Atlantic schemes, and conceived some of his own. He came of a
ramifying family clan which included the young Walter Ralegh, his half-brother, and their cousin
Richard Grenville. In 1578 Gilbert obtained Letters Patent in which Queen Elizabeth signified
her willingness to permit him to “discover and occupy' such lands as were "not possessed by any
Christian prince,' and to exercise jurisdiction over them, "agreeable to the form of the laws and
policies of England. He was in touch with various scholars and publicists who did everything in
their power to promote English enterprise on the high seas. One was Dr John Dee, the Queen's
unofficial scientific adviser; another was the young mathematician Thomas Harlot, friend and
follower of Ralegh. The most important by far, however, was Richard Hakluyt.

Hakluyt was the son of a Middle Temple lawyer who had made a collection of maps and
manuscripts on ocean travel. What his father followed as a hobby, young Hakluyt made his
lifework. His countless publications, ranging from pamphlets to books, reinforced by powerful
letters to the great and the good of Elizabethan England, were the biggest single impulse in
persuading England to look west for its future, as well as our greatest single repository of
information about the Atlantic in the 16th century. Young Hakluyt has some claims to be
considered the first geopolitical strategist, certainly the first English speaking one. What Dr Dee
was already calling the future "British Empire,' and exhorting Queen Elizabeth to create, was to
Hakluyt not a distant vision but something to be brought about in the next few years by getting
seamen and entrepreneurs and “planters' of 'colonies'-two new words which had first appeared in
the language in the 1550s-to set about launching a specific settlement on the American coast.” In
1582, Hakluyt published an account of some of the voyages to the northwest Atlantic, with a
preface addressed to the popular young hero Sir Philip Sidney, who had already arranged with
Gilbert to take land in any colony he should found. Hakluyt complained in it that the English
were missing opportunities and should seize the moment:

I marvel not a little that since the first discovery of America (which is now full forescore and ten
years) after so great conquest and planting by the Spaniards and the Portingales there, that we of
England could never have the grace to set fast footing in such fertile and temperate places as are
left as yet unpossessed by them. But again when I consider that there is a time for all men, and see
the Portingales' time to be out of date and that the nakedness of the Spaniards and their long-
hidden secrets are at length espied ... I conceive great hope that the time approacheth and now is
that we of England may share and part stakes (if we will ourselves) both with the Spaniard and
Portingale in part of America and other regions as yet undiscovered.

Gilbert immediately took up Hakluyt's challenge and set out with five ships, one of them
owned by Ralegh, and 260 men. These included ‘masons, carpenters, smiths and such like
requisites,’ but also ‘'mineral men and refiners,' indicating that Gilbert's mind, like those of most
of the early adventurers, was still focussed on gold. But he did not survive the voyage: his tiny
ship, the Squirrel, which was only 110 tons, foundered-Gilbert was last glimpsed reading a book
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on deck, a typical Elizabethan touch." So Ralegh took his place and immediately secured a new
charter from the Queen to found a colony. Ralegh is the first great man in the story of the
American people to come into close focus from the documents, and it is worth looking at him in
detail.

Ralegh was, in a sense, a proto-American. He had certain strongly marked characteristics
which were to be associated with the American archetype. He was energetic, brash, hugely
ambitious, money-conscious, none too scrupulous, far-sighted and ahead of his time, with a
passion for the new and, not least, a streak of idealism which clashed violently with his
overweening desire to get on and make a fortune. He was of ancient family, but penniless, born
in Devon about 1554 and ‘spake broad Devonshire until his dying day.' He was, wrote John
Aubrey, who devoted one of his Brief Lives to him, "a tall, handsome and bold man,' with a lot of
swagger, "damnably proud.' His good looks caught the Queen's eye when he came to court, for
she liked necessitous youngsters from good families, who looked the part and whom she could
‘make.' But what made her single him out from the crowd of smart-looking gallants who jostled
for attention was his sheer brain-power and his grasp of new, especially scientific, knowledge.
The court was amazed at his rapid rise in favor. As Sir Robert Naunton, an eyewitness, put it,
“true it is, he had gotten the Queen's ear at a trice, and she began to be taken with his elocution,
and loved to hear his reasons to her demands. And the truth is, she took him for a kind of oracle,
which nettled them all. Ralegh was one of the first young courtiers to make use of the new
luxury, tobacco, which the Spaniards had brought back from America, and typical of the way he
intrigued the Queen was his demonstration, with the help of a small pair of scales, of how you
measured the weight of tobacco-smoke, by first measuring the pristine weed, then the ashes. His
mathematical friend, Hariot, fed him new ideas and experiments with which to keep up the
Queen's interest."

Ralegh was not just an intellectual but a man of action since youth, having fought with the
Huguenots, aged fifteen, and taken part in a desperate naval action under his half-brother Gilbert.
He had also been twice in jail for "affrays.' But his main experience of action, which was directly
relevant to the American adventure, was in Ireland. The English had been trying to subdue
Ireland, and “reduce it to civility' as they put it, since the mid-12th century. Their success had
been very limited. From the very beginning English settlers who planted themselves in Ireland
and took up lands to turn into English-style estates had shown a disturbing tendency to go native
and join the "wild Irish.' To combat this, the English government had passed a series of laws, in
the 14th century, known as the Statutes of Kilkenny, which constituted an early form of
apartheid. Fully Anglicized territory, radiating from Dublin, the capital, was known as the Pale,
and the Irish were allowed inside it only under close supervision. The English might not sell the
Irish weapons or horses and under no circumstances were to put on Irish dress, or speak the local
Gaelic language, or employ 'harpers and rhymers.' Conversely the Irish were banned from a
whole range of activities and from acquiring land in the Pale, and staying there overnight. But
these laws were constantly broken, and had to be renewed periodically, and even so English
settlers continued to 'degenerate’ and intermarry with the Irish and become Irish themselves, and
indeed foment and lead revolts against the English authorities. One such uprising had occurred in
1580, in Munster, and Ralegh had raised a band of 100 footmen from the City of London and
taken a ruthless part in suppressing it. He had killed hundreds of ‘Irish savages,' as he termed
them, and hanged scores more for treason, and had been handsomely rewarded with confiscated
Irish lands which he was engaged in "planting.' In the American enterprise, Ireland played the
same part for the English as the war against the Moors had done for the Spaniards-it was a
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training-ground both in suppressing and uprooting an alien race and culture, and in settling
conquered lands and building towns. And, just as the money from the reconquista went into
financing the Spanish conquest of the Americas, so Ralegh put the profits from his Irish estates
towards financing his transatlantic expedition."

Ralegh's colonizing venture is worth examining in a little detail because it held important
lessons for the future. His first expedition of two ships, a reconnaissance, set out on April 27,
1584, watered at the Canaries and Puerto Rico, headed north up the Florida Channel, and reached
the Carolina Banks at midsummer. On July 13, they found a passage through the banks leading
to what they called Roanoke Island, *And after thanks given to God for our safe arrival hither,
we manned our boats and went to view the land next adjoining, and to take possession of the
same, in the right of the Queen's most excellent Majesty." The men spent six weeks on the
Banks and noted deer, rabbits, birds of all kind, and in the woods pines, cypress, sassafras, sweat
gum and the highest and reddest cedars in the world." What struck them most was the total
absence of any pollution: “sweet and aromatic smells lay in the air.' On the third day they spotted
a small boat paddling towards the island with three men in it. One of them got out at a point
opposite the English ships and waited, ‘never making any show of fear or doubt' as a party rowed
out to him. Then:

After he had spoken of many things not understood by us we brought him with his own good liking
aboard the ships, and gave him a shirt, a hat and some other things, and made him taste of our wine
and our meat, which he liked very well; and after having viewed both barks, he departed and went
to his own boat again, which he had left in a little cove or creek adjoining: as soon as he was two
bowshots into the water, he fell to fishing, and in less than half an hour he had laden his boat as
deep as it could swim, with which he came again to the point of land, and there he divided his fish
into two parts, pointing one part to the ships and the other to the pinnace: which after he had (as
much as he might) requited the former benefits received, he departed out of our sight.

There followed further friendly contact with the Indians, and exchanges of deerskins and
buffalo hides, maize, fruit, and vegetables, on the one hand, and pots, axes, and tun dishes, from
the ship's stores, on the other. When the ships left Roanoke at the end of August, two Indians,
Manteo and Wanchese, went with them. All were back in the west of England by mid-
September, bringing with them valuable skins and pearls. Ralegh was persuaded by the detailed
account of one of the masters, Captain Arthur Barlow, that the landfall of Roanoke was suitable
for a plantation and at once began a publicity campaign, using Hakluyt and other scribes, to
attract investors. He had just become member of parliament for Devonshire, and in December he
raised the matter in the Commons, elaborating his plans for a colony. On January 6, 1585 a
delighted Queen knighted him at Greenwich and gave him permission to call the proposed
territory Virginia, after her. In April an expedition of seven ships, carrying 600 men, half of them
soldiers, assembled at Plymouth. The fleet was put under the command of Ralegh's cousin Sir
Richard Grenville, with an experienced Irish campaigner, Ralph Lane, in charge of the troops. It
carried aboard Harlot, as scientific expert. He had been learning the local language from the two
Indians, and was given special instructions to make scientific measurements and observe flora
and fauna, climate and geology. Also recruited was John White, England's first watercolor-
painter of distinction, who was appointed surveyor and painter, and a number of other
specialists-an apothecary, a surgeon, and skilled craftsmen.

After various misadventures, some losses, prize-taking from the Spaniards, and quarreling
between Grenville and Lane, the bulk of the fleet reached the Roanoke area in July. There they
discovered, and Hariot noted, one of the main difficulties which faced the early colonists in
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America. "The sea coasts of Virginia,' Hariot wrote, "are full of islands whereby the entrance into
the main land is hard to find. For although they be separated with divers and sundry large
divisions, which seemed to yield convenient entrance, yet to our great peril we proved that they
were shallow and full of dangerous flats." There are literally thousands of islands off the
American coasts, especially in the region of the great rivers which formed highways inland, and
early voyagers could spend weeks or even months finding their way among them to the
mainland, or to the principal river-system. And when they occupied a particular island, relief and
reinforcements expeditions often found immense difficulty in identifying it. Moreover, the
topography of the coast was constantly changing. Ralegh's Virginia lies between Cape Fear and
Cape Henry, from latitude 33.50 to 36.56, mainly in what is now North Carolina, though a
portion is in modern Virginia. The Carolina Banks, screening the Roanoke colony, are now
greatly changed by wind and sea-action, though it is just possible to identify the 16th-century
outlines.

No satisfactory harbor was found, though a fort was built on the north of Roanoke Island.
Lane was left with 107 men to hold it, while Grenville returned to England in August to report
progress. On the return voyage, Grenville took a 300-ton Spanish vessel, the Santa Maria, which
had strayed from the annual treasure convoy, and brought it into Plymouth harbor on October I8.
The prize and contents were valued at £15,000, which yielded a handsome dividend for all who
had invested in the 1585 expedition. But the fact that Grenville had allowed himself to be
diverted into commerce-raiding betrayed the confusion of aims of the Ralegh enterprise. Was its
object to found a permanent, viable colony, with an eye to the long term, or was it to make quick
profits by preying on Spain's existing empire? Ralegh himself could not have answered this
question; or, rather, he would have replied "Both,' without realizing that they were incompatible.

Meanwhile Lane had failed to find what he regarded as essential to a settlement, a proper
harbor, had shifted the location of the colony, fallen foul of the local Indians and fought a
pitched battle; and he had been relieved by a large expedition under Sir Francis Drake, which
was cruising up the east coast of America after plundering the Spanish Caribbean. Lane was a
good soldier and resourceful leader, but he knew nothing about planting, especially crop-raising.
The colonists he had with him were not, for the most part, colonists at all but soldiers and
adventurers. Hariot noted: “Some also were of a nice bringing up, only in cities or towns, and
such as never (as I may say) had seen the world before.' He said they missed their "accustomed
dainty food' and “soft beds of down and feathers' and so were "miserable.' They thought they
would find treasure and “after gold and silver was not to be found, as it was by them looked for,
had little or no care for any other thing but to pamper their bellies.' Lane himself concluded that
the venture was hopeless as the area had fatal drawbacks: "For that the discovery of a good mine,
by the goodness of God, or a passage to the south sea, or some way to it, and nothing else can
bring this country in request to be inhabited by our nation.' Lane decided to bring his men back
to England, while he still had the means to do so. The only tangible results of the venture were
the detailed findings of Harlot, published in 1588 as A Briefe and true report of Virginia, and a
number of high-quality watercolor drawings by White, now in the British Museum, which show
the Indians, their villages, their dances, their agriculture, and their way of life. White also made a
detailed map, and elaborate colored sketches of flora and fauna, including a Hoopoe, a Blue
Striped Grunt Fish, a Loggerhead Turtle, and a plantain.

A further expedition of three ships set out for Roanoke on May 8, 1587, with 150 colonists
abroad, this time including some women and children, and John White in charge as governor.
His journal is a record of the expedition. Again there were divided aims, for Captain Simon
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Fernandez, master of the fleet, was anxious to engage in piracy and so quarreled with White.
Roanoke was reached, and on August 18 John White's daughter, Elenora, who was married to his
assistant Ananias Dare, gave birth to a girl, who was named Virginia, ‘because this child was the
first Christian born in Virginia.' But there was more trouble with the Indians, and Fernandez was
anxious to get his ships away to prey on the Spaniards while their treasure fleet was still on the
high seas. So 114 colonists, including Elenora and little Virginia, sixteen other women, and ten
children, were left behind while White sailed back with Fernandez to persuade Ralegh to send a
back-up fleet quickly. White reached Southampton on November 8 and immediately set about
organizing relief. But he found the country in the midst of what was to be its first global conflict,
preparing feverishly to resist the Spanish invasion-armada, which was expected in the spring. All
shipping was stayed by government order in English ports, to be available for defensive flotillas,
and when Ralegh and Grenville got together eight vessels in Devon in March 1588, with the
object of equipping them for Roanoke, the Privy Council commanded Grenville ‘on his
allegiance to forbear to go his intended voyage' and to place them under the flag of Sir Francis
Drake, to join his anti-Armada fleet. White's attempt to set out himself, with two small pinnaces,
proved hopeless.'

As a result of the Armada campaign and its aftermath, White found it impossible to get his
relief expedition to Virginia until August 17, 1590. He anchored at Roanoke Island at nightfall,
lit by the lurid flickers of a forest fire. He recorded: "We let fall our grapnel near the shore, and
sounded with a trumpet and call, and afterwards many familiar English tunes and songs, and
called to them friendly. But we had no answer.' When they landed the next day, White found no
sign of his daughter or granddaughter, or anyone else. Five chests were found, broken open,
obviously by Indians. Three belonged to White himself, containing books, framed maps, and
pictures with which he had intended to furnish the governor's mansion, to be built in the new
town he had planned and called Ralegh. They were all, he said, ‘rotten and spoyled with raine.'
They found three letters, "CRO,' carved on a tree, and nearby the full word 'Croatoan,' on a post,
“in fayre Capital letters." White had agreed with the colonists that, if forced to quit Roanoke, they
would leave behind a carved signpost of their destination; and in the event of trouble they were
to put a Maltese cross beside it. There was no cross. But all the other evidence-the defensive
palisade and the cabins overgrown with weed-indicated a hasty departure. And where the
colonists went to was never discovered, though White searched long and anxiously. But he failed
to get to Croatoan Island, and whether the frightened colonists reached it can never be known. To
this day, no further trace of the lost colony has ever been found. Ralegh himself tried to sail past
Virginia in 1595, on his way home from a voyage to Guyana, and he sent another search-party in
1602. But nothing came of either attempt. The most likely explanation is that the colony was
overwhelmed by Indians on their way from Roanoke to Croatoan, the males killed, the women
and children absorbed into the tribe, as was the Indian custom. So the bloodline of the first
Virginians merged with that of the Indians they intended to subdue.

In 1625 Sir Francis Bacon, no friend of Ralegh-who in the meantime had been executed by
King James I-wrote an essay, "On Plantations,' in which he tried to sum up the lessons of the
tragic lost colony. He pointed out that any counting on quick profits was fatal, that there was a
need for expert personnel of all kinds, strongly motivated in their commitment to a long-term
venture, and, not least, that it was hopeless to try to win over the Indians with trifles “instead of
treating them justly and graciously.' Above all, back-up expeditions were essential: "It is the
sinfullest thing in the world to forsake or destitute a plantation once in forwardness; for besides
the dishonour, it is the guiltiness of blood of many commiserable persons.'
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There are two points which need to be added. First, as the historian A. L. Rowse has pointed
out, the failure of the Roanoke colony may have been a blessing in disguise. Had it taken root,
the Spanish would certainly have become aware of this English intrusion in a continent all of
which they claimed. They would have identified its exact location and strength and have sent out
a powerful punitive expedition, as they did against the French in Florida in the 1560s. At that
stage in the game they were still in a military and naval position to annihilate any English
venture on the coast. Moreover, they would almost certainly have built forts in the vicinity to
deter further English ventures and have laid specific claim to the entire coast of what is now the
eastern seaboard of the United States, and so made it much less likely that the English would
have returned, after the turn of the 17th century and in the new reign of James I. James was
anxious to be on peaceful terms with Spain and would, in those circumstances, have forbidden
any more attempts to colonize Virginia. So English America might never have come into
existence."

Secondly, in listing the reasons why Roanoke failed, Francis Bacon omitted one important
missing element. It was an entirely secular effort. It had no religious dimension. This was in
accordance with Ralegh's own sentiments. Though he was for form's sake an oathtaking, church-
attending Protestant, like anyone else who wanted to rise to the top in Elizabethan England,
religion meant nothing to him. It is not even clear he was a Christian. It was darkly rumored
indeed, by his enemies at the court, that he and his friend Harlot, and others of their circle, were
'atheists'-though the term did not then necessarily imply a denial of God's existence, merely a
rejection of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity: in our terminology he was a deist of sorts. At all
events, Ralegh was not the man to launch a colonizing venture with a religious purpose. The
clergy do not seem to have figured at all in his plans. There was no attempt on his part to recruit
God-fearing, prayerful men.

In these respects Ralegh was unusual for an Elizabethan sea-venturer. Most of the Elizabethan
seadogs were strict Protestants, usually Calvinists, who had strong religious motives for resisting
Spanish dominance on the high seas and in the western hemisphere. Drake was typical of them:
his family were victims of the papist persecution under Queen Mary, and Drake had been
brought up in a Thames-side hulk in consequence, educated to thump his Bible and believe in
double-predestination and to proselytize among the heathen and the benighted believers in
Romish superstition. He held regular services on board his ships, preached sermons to his men,
and tried to convert his Spanish prisoners. Next to the Bible itself, his favorite book was Foxe's
Book of Martyrs, that compendium of the sufferings of English Protestants who resisted the
Catholic restoration under 'Bloody Mary' and died for their faith. Foxe's vast book, published
early in Elizabeth's reign, proved immensely popular and, despite its size and expense, had sold
over 10,000 copies before the end of it, an unprecedented sale for those times. It was not just a
history of persecution: it also embodied the English national-religious myth, which had been
growing in power in the later Middle Ages and came to maturity during the Reformation
decades-the myth that the English had replaced the Jews as the Elect Nation, and were divinely
appointed to do God's will on earth.

This belief in divine appointment was to become an important factor in American as well as
English history, because it was transmitted to the western side of the Atlantic when the English
eventually established themselves there. At the origin of the myth was the widely held belief that
the Christian faith had been brought to Britain directly by Joseph of Arimathea, on the express
instructions of the Apostles. Some thought the agent was St Paul; others that Christ himself had
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paid a secret visit. It was through Britain that the Roman Empire had embraced the faith: for the
Emperor Constantine had been British-his mother Helena was the daughter of the British King
Coilus. So, wrote Foxe, "by the help of the British Army,' Constantine "obtained ... peace and
tranquillity to the whole universal Church of Christ.'

In the reign of Elizabeth the myth became a historical validation of England's role in resisting
the Counter-Reformation and the Continental supremacy of the Catholic Habsburgs. The Elect
Nation had imperative duties to perform which were both spiritual and geopolitical. In the
second year of the Queen's reign, John Aylmer wrote in his An Harborow for faithful and true
subjects that England was the virgin mother to a second birth of Christ:

God is English. For you fight not only in the quarrel of your country, but also and chiefly in
defence of His true religion and of His dear son Christ. [England says to her children:] *God hath
brought forth in me the greatest and excellentest treasure that He hath for your comfort and all the
world's. He would that out of my womb should come that servant of Christ John Wyclif, who begat
Huss, who begat Luther, who begat the truth.'

The most strident in proclaiming the doctrine of the English as the Chosen Race were the
explorers and navigators, the seamen and merchant adventurers, and the colonizers and planters.
It is they who gave the myth its most direct geopolitical thrust by urging England's divinely
appointed right to break open Spain's doomed empire of the Scarlet Woman, the popish Whore
of Babylon, and replace it with an English Protestant paramountcy. One of them, John Davys,
put the new English ideology thus:

There is no doubt that we of England are this saved people, by the eternal and infallible presence
of the Lord predestined to be sent into these Gentiles in the sea, to those Isles and famous
Kingdoms, there to preach the peace of the Lord; for are not we only set on Mount Zion to give
light to all the rest of the world? It is only we, therefore, that must be these shining messengers of
the Lord, and none but we!”

It is curious that this powerful religious motivation, so strongly marked in seafaring men and
others involved in overseas ventures, was made so little use of by the Englishmen controlling or
plotting the attempted settlement of North America in the closing decades of the 16th century
and even in the first decade of the 17th century. But so it was. It is part of the larger mystery of
why the English, and the French too for that matter, were still so reluctant to settle across the
Atlantic a whole century after Columbus' first discoveries, during which the Spanish and
Portuguese created vast empires there and possessed themselves of enormous fortunes.

France was totally absorbed in a long and bitter religious-civil war until the 1590s, when the
Protestant leader Henri IV reluctantly accepted conversion to Catholicism to end the struggle,
and gave the Protestants tolerance by the Edict of Nantes of 1598. Once at peace, eager French
minds quickly conceived geopolicies of European and global expansion. The English avoided
civil war but in the 1590s and the first decade of the 17th century they were embroiled in
desperate struggles to subdue the “wild Irish,' which they finally achieved-for the moment-in the
last year of old Elizabeth's reign. Thereafter their colonial energies were absorbed with “planting'
the conquered country, especially Ulster, until then the wildest part of it. Early in the 1600s
Ulster was made the theater of the largest transfer of population ever carried out under the
crown-thousands of Scots Presbyterians being allocated parcels of confiscated Catholic land
along a defensible military line running along the Ulster border: a line which is still
demographically significant to this day and explains why the Ulster problem remains so
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intractable. This major Ulster planting took root because it was based on agriculture and centered
round hard-working, experienced Scots lowland farmers who were also ready to take up arms to
defend their new possessions.

In transatlantic expeditions, however, the English maritime intellectuals like Ralegh, Hakluyt,
and Hariot were still obsessed with the possibility of quick riches and refused to accept the
paramount importance of food-growing capacity to any successful settlement. The Indians could
and did grow food, especially maize, but not for cash. Once their own needs were satisfied there
was little left over. Colonists had either to grow their own or be dependent on continuing
supplies from England-that was the great lesson of Roanoke. And the only way to insure that
settlers grew food systematically and successfully was to send them out as entire families. This
emerged as the leading principle of English colonization. Hakluyt, in his practical book on
planting, wrote in terms of commerce and trading posts. He even recognized that religion could
be important and he accepted the need to grow food. But he did not discuss the need to send out
independent families and he thought agricultural labor could be supplied by criminals, civil
debtors, and the like, sent out to regain their freedom by work.

The notion of using overseas colonies for getting rid of "human offal,' as it was termed, was
coming to be accepted. A generation before, Gilbert had thought of using persecuted and
discontented papists as settlers, but did nothing about it. In the 1590s, increasingly, life in
England was made hard for the Presbyterians and other Nonconformists, but to begin with they
migrated to Calvinist Holland. Certainly, by the turn of the century, there were many ill-fitting
groups in society for whom the new business of exporting humans seemed the obvious solution.
Population was rising fast, the number of “sturdy beggars,' as parliament referred to them, was
growing. In 1598 the House of Commons laid down banishment beyond the realm as one
punishment for begging. The same year the French founded their first overseas penal colony. It
was only a matter of time before the English state recognized that North America had the answer
to many social problems.

Then too, international trade was increasing steadily. In the later Middle Ages trade outside
Europe had been falling off as Europe's own meager gold and silver mines became exhausted
and the Continent was gradually stripped of its specie to pay for imports. The discovery by the
Spanish of precious metals in the Americas had a profound effect on world trade. Once and for
all, Europe became a money-economy. Merchants began to operate on an ever-increasing scale.
The huge quantities of silver brought to Europe pushed up commodity prices, and since wages
and rents lagged behind, those involved in commerce made handsome profits, built themselves
grand houses, and upgraded their importance in society. As trade spread throughout the world,
and its quantity rose, the importance of colonizing ventures to expand the system became
obvious. And finally there was North Atlantic fishing, increasing all the time. By the turn of the
century both English and French had semi-permanent fishing settlements off what is now
Labrador, Newfoundland, and Canada. Sable Island in the Atlantic was the first French
permanent post. They set up another at Tadoussac at the mouth of the Sanguenay River. Their
great explorer-entrepreneur Samuel de Champlain came there in 1603 and his party moved into
Acadia, Cape Breton Island, and Canada itself. In 1608 Champlain established Quebec. Much of
this early French enterprise was conducted by Huguenots, though when the French crown took
over in the 1620s, Catholic paramountcy was established. It was now the French, rather than the
Spanish, who caused forward-looking Englishmen uneasiness and spurred them to move out
across the Atlantic themselves, before it was too late.
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All these threads began to come together in the early years of the 17th century. James I was
keen on colonization, provided it could be carried out without conflict with either Spain or
France. As in Elizabethan times, the method was for the crown to issue charters to ‘companies of
adventurers,” who risked their own money. The Ulster plantation, which began in earnest in
1606, absorbed most of the available resources, but the same year the Virginia Company was
refounded with a new charter. It had a Plymouth-based northern sector, and a southern sector
based on London. The Plymouth men settled Sagadahoc on the Kennebec River, but abandoned
it in 1608. A related, Bristol-based company founded settlements in southwest Newfoundland
two years later. Meanwhile the Londoners followed up the old Roanoke settlement by entering
the Chesapeake Bay in 1607 and marking out a city they called Jamestown, after their sovereign,
40 miles up the Powhatan River, renamed the James too.

The Jamestown settlement is of historic importance because it began the continuous English
presence in North America. But as a colony it left much to be desired. This time, the men who
ran the Virginia Company from London did not leave out the religious element, though they saw
their divine purpose largely in terms of converting Indians. The company asserted that its object
was ‘to preach and baptise into the Christian Religion and by propagation of the Gospell, to
recover out of the arms of the Divell, a number of poure and miserable soules, wrapt up into
death, in almost invincible ignorance.", The true benefits of colonization, wrote Sir George
Peckham in a pamphlet, would accrue to the "natives,' brought by the settlers "from falsehood to
truth, from darkness to light, from the highway of death to the path of life, from superstitious
idolatry to sincere Christianity, from the Devil to Christ, from Hell to Heaven.' He added: *And if
in respect of all the commodities [colonies] can yield us (were they many more) that they should
but receive this only benefit of Christianity, they were more fully recompensed."

There was also the "human offal' argument. The New Britannia, published at the time of the
Jamestown foundation, justified it by urging that ‘our land abounding with swarms of idle
persons, which having no means of labor to relieve their misery, do likewise swarm in lewd and
naughtie practises, so that if we seek not some ways for their foreign employment, we must
supply shortly more prisons and corrections for their bad conditions. It is no new thing but most
profitable for our state, to rid our multitudes of such who lie at home [inflicting on] the land
pestilence and penury, and infecting one another with vice and villainy worse than the plague
itself.'

Converting Indians, getting rid of criminals and the idle poor-that was not a formula for a
successful colony. The financing, however, was right: this was a speculative company
investment, in which individuals put their cash into a joint stock to furnish and equip the
expedition, and reinforce it. The crown had nothing to do with the money side to begin with.
Over the years, this method of financing plantations turned out to be the best one and is one
reason why the English colonies in America proved eventually so successful and created such a
numerous and solidly based community: capitalism, financed by private individuals and the
competitive money-market, was there from the start. At Jamestown, in return for their
investment, each stockholder received 100 acres in fee simple (in effect perpetual freehold) for
each share owned, and another -100 acres when the grant was “seated,' that is, actually taken up.
Each shareholder also received a "head right' of 50 acres for each man he transported and paid
for. That was the theory. But in practice the settlers, who were adventurers rather than farmers-
most were actually company employees-did not know how to make the most of their acres.

It was on May 6, 1607 that three ships of the Virginia Company, the Godspeed, the Discovery,
and the Sarah Constant, sighted the entrance to Chesapeake Bay. The settlers numbered 105, and
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they built a fort, a church, and huts with roofs of thatch. None of the original settlement survives
but an elaborate reconstruction shows us what it looked like, and it was extremely primitive. It
was in fact more like a Dark Age settlement in western Europe during the 6th or 7th centuries
than a neat township of log cabins-as though the English in establishing a foothold on the new
continent had had to go back a thousand years into their past. As it was, lacking a family unit
basis, the colony was fortunate to survive at all. Half died by the end of 1608, leaving a mere
fifty-three emaciated survivors.

The rest might have perished too had it not been for the leadership of Captain John Smith
(c.1579-1631). Smith was a Lincolnshire man, who had had an adventurous career as a
mercenary fighting the Turks. He Joined the Jamestown expedition not as an investor but as a
hired soldier. His terms of engagement entitled him to a seat on the Jamestown council, set up
immediately the colony was formed, but he was denied it for brawling on board ship. He
accordingly spent the winter of 1607 mapping the Chesapeake Bay district. In the course of it he
was taken by the Indians, part of a tribal grouping Thomas Jefferson was later to call the
Powhatan Confederacy. He put this to good advantage by establishing friendly relations with the
local inhabitants. When he returned to the colony he found it in distress. Since he was the only
man who had a clear idea of what to do, he was elected president of the council in September
1608, the earliest example of popular democracy at work in America. He imposed military
discipline on the remaining men, negotiated with the Indians for sufficient food to get the colony
through the winter, and in fact kept the mortality rate down to 5 per cent-a notable achievement
by the standards of early colonization across the Atlantic. He got no thanks for his efforts. A
relief convoy which arrived in July 1609 brought the news that changes in the company's charter
left him without any legal status. So he returned to England two months later. Smith continued to
interest himself in America, however. In 1614 he conducted a voyage of discovery around the
Cape Cod area, and published in 1616 4 Description o f New England, which was to be of
importance in the next decade-among other things, it was the first tract to push the term "New
England' into common use."

Meanwhile Jamestown again came close to collapse. Under its new charter, the Virginia
Company tried to recruit new settlers from all levels of society by promising them land free in
return for seven years of labor. It attracted about 500 men and put them aboard the relief convoy,
under a temporary governor, Sir Thomas Gates. Gates' ship (one of nine) was wrecked off
Bermuda, where he spent the winter of 1609-10, thus providing England's first contact with a
group of islands which are still a British crown colony at the end of the 20th century-and
Shakespeare with his setting for The Tempest. The rest of the fleet deposited 400 new settlers at
Jamestown. But, in the absence of both Smith and Gates, the winter was a disaster. When Gates
and his co-survivors, having built two small ships in Bermuda-no mean feat in itself-finally
arrived at Jamestown in May 1610, scarcely sixty settlers were still alive. All the food was eaten,
there was a suspicion of cannibalism, and the buildings were in ruins. The Indians, moreover,
seeing the weakness of the colony, were turning hostile, and it may be that a repetition of the
Roanoke tragedy was pending. An immediate decision was taken to give up the colony, but as
the settlers were marching downriver to reembark, a further relief convoy of three ships arrived,
this time under the leadership of the titular governor of the Virginia Company, the grandee Lord
De La Ware (or Delaware as the settlers wrote it). Under his rule, and under his successor Gates,
a system of law was established in 1611.

We have here the first American legal code, what Gates called his 'Lawes Divine, Moral and
Martiall." They are known as "Dale's Code,' after his marshal, Thomas Dale, who had the job of
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enforcing them. Unlike Smith's ordinances, they were civil not martial law, but they had a
distinctly Puritan tone. Sabbath observance was strictly enforced, immodest dress was forbidden
and idleness punished severely. The colony was not yet self-supporting even in food, however,
and had nothing to export to England. But, the year after the code was promulgated, a settler
called John Rolfe, fearing prosecution for idleness, began experiments with tobacco. After trying
various seeds, he produced a satisfactory crop, the first sweet-tasting Virginian tobacco, and by
1616 it was already exportable. In the meantime, in 1614, he had married an Indian princess,
Pocahontas, who had been in and out of the colony since its inception, when she was twelve. The
marriage produced offspring and many in Virginia to this day are proud of their descent from the
princess. At the time the union produced a precarious peace with the local tribes.

The year 1619 was significant for three reasons. In order to make the Virginia colony more
attractive to settlers, the company sent out a ship carrying ninety young, unmarried women. Any
of the bachelor colonists could purchase one as a wife simply by paying her cost of
transportation, set at 125 pounds of tobacco. Second, the company announced that it would give
the colonists their "rights of Englishmen.' A fresh governor, Sir George Yeardley, was sent out to
introduce the new dispensation. On July 30, 1619 the first General Assembly of Virginia met in
the Jamestown Church for a week. Presided over by Yeardley, flanked by his six fellow-
councillors, constituting the government, it also included twenty-two elected burgesses. They sat
in a separate "House,' like the Westminster Commons, and their first task was to go over Dale's
Code, and improve it in the light of experience and the popular will, which they did, ‘sweating
and stewing, and battling flies and mosquitoes.' The result of their deliberations was approved by
Yeardley and his colleagues, constituting an Upper House, and both houses together, with the
governor representing the King, made up a miniature parliament, as in England itself. Thus,
within a decade of its foundation, the colony had acquired a representative institution on the
Westminster model. There was nothing like it in any of the American colonies, be they Spanish,
Portuguese or French, though some of them had now been in existence over a century. The speed
with which this piece of legislative machinery had developed, at a time when its progenitor was
still battling with King James and his theory of the divine right of kings, in London, was a
significant portent for the future.

Three weeks later, on August 20, John Rolfe recorded in his diary the third notable event of
the year: "There came in a Dutch man-of-warre that sold us 20 negars.' He did not state the price,
but added that fifteen of the blacks were bought by Yardley himself, for work on his 1,000-acre
tobacco plantation in Flowerdew Hundred. These men were unfree though not, strictly speaking,
slaves. They were 'indentured servants.' Theoretically they became free when their indentures
expired at the end of five years. After that, they could buy land and enjoy all the rights of free
citizens of the colony. White laborers arrived from England under the same terms, signing their
indentures, or making their mark on them, in return for the passage to America. But in practice
many indentured men acquired other financial obligations by borrowing money during their
initial period of service, and thus had it extended. It is doubtful if any of this first batch of blacks
from Africa ended up free farmers in the colony. Most white servants, when they struggled free
of their indentures, found themselves tenant farmers on the Jamestown River. But it was not
impossible for a black to become a free man in early Virginia: some are recorded as having done
so. What was more ominous, however, was the success with which Yeardley and other
landowners used blacks to work their tobacco plantations. Soon they were buying more men, and
not indentured laborers either, but chattel slaves. Thus in 1619 the first English colony in
America embarked on two roads which bifurcated and led in two totally different directions:

26



representative institutions, leading to democratic freedoms, and the use of slave-labor, the
‘peculiar institution' of the South, as it was to be called. It is important to bear in mind that large
numbers of black chattel slaves did not arrive in North America until the 18th century. All the
same, the bifurcation was real, and it eventually produced a society divided into two castes of
human beings, the free and the unfree. These two roads were to be relentlessly and
incongruously pursued, for a quarter of a millennium, until their fundamental incompatibility
was resolved in a gigantic civil war.

The very next year occurred the single most important formative event in early American
history, which would ultimately have an important bearing on the crisis of the American
Republic. This was the landing, at New Plymouth in what was to become Massachusetts, on
December 11, 1620, of the first settlers from the Mayflower. The original Virginia settlers had
been gentlemen-adventurers, landless men, indentured servants, united by a common desire to
better themselves socially and financially in the New World. The best of them were men cast in
the sturdy English empirical tradition of fair-mindedness and freedom, who sought to apply the
common law justly, govern sensibly in the common interest, and legislate according to the
general needs of the Commonwealth. They and their progeny were to constitute one principal
element in American tradition, both public and private-a useful, moderate, and creative element,
good for all seasons. The Mayflower men-and women-were quite different. They came to
America not primarily for gain or even livelihood, though they accepted both from God with
gratitude, but to create His kingdom on earth. They were the zealots, the idealists, the utopians,
the saints, and the best of them, or perhaps one should say the most extreme of them, were
fanatical, uncompromising, and overweening in their self-righteousness. They were also
immensely energetic, persistent, and courageous. They and their progeny were to constitute the
other principal element in the American tradition, creative too but ideological and cerebral,
prickly and unbending, fiercely unyielding on occasions to the point of selfdestruction. These
two traditions, as we shall see, were to establish themselves firmly and then to battle it out,
sometimes constructively, occasionally with immense creative power, but sometimes also to the
peril of society and the state.

The Mayflower was an old wineship, used to transport barrels of claret from Bordeaux to
London. She had been hired by a group of Calvinists, all English and most of them from London,
but including some who had been living in exile in Holland. Thirty-five of the settlers, who were
led by William Bradford and William Brewster, were Puritan Nonconformists, dissenters whose
Calvinist beliefs made them no longer prepared to submit to the episcopal governance and
Romish teachings (as they saw it) of the established Church of England. They were going to
America to pursue religious freedom, as a Christian body. In this sense they were not individuals
but a community. They were also traveling as families, the first colony to sail out on this basis.
They obtained from the Virginia Company an 80,000-acre grant of land, together with important
fishing rights, permission to trade with the Indians, and authority to erect a system of self-
government with wide powers. They brought with them sixty-six non-Puritans, and the settlers as
a whole were grouped into forty-one families. Many carried books with them, in addition to a
Bible for each family. The captain, Miles Standish, had Caesar's Gallic War and a History o f
Turkie. There were enough beds, tables, and chairs carried on board to furnish a score of family
huts, plus dogs, goats, sheep, poultry, and quantities of spices, oatmeal, dried meat and fish, and
turnips. One passenger, William Mullins, brought with him 126 pairs of shoes and 113 pairs of
boots. Others, carpenters, joiners, smiths, and the like, brought their tools of trade.
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An important event occurred on the voyage, when the Mayflower was two months out from
England, and the discomforts of a crowded voyage were leading to dissension. On November 21,
the colony's leaders assembled in the main cabin and drew up a social compact, designed to
secure unity and provide for future government. In effect it created a civil body politic to provide
“just and equal laws,' founded upon church teaching, the religious and secular governance of the
colony to be in effect indistinguishable. This contract was based upon the original Biblical
covenant between God and the Israelites. But it reflected also early-17th-century social-contract
theory, which was later to receive such notable expression in Thomas Hobbes' Leviathan (1655)
and John Locke's Treatise of Civil Government (1690). It is an amazing document for these
earnest men (and women) to have agreed and drawn up, signed by all forty-one "heads of
households' aboard the tiny vessel in the midst of the troubled Atlantic, and it testified to the
profound earnestness and high-purpose with which they viewed their venture.

What was remarkable about this particular contract was that it was not between a servant and a
master, or a people and a king, but between a group of like-minded individuals and each other,
with God as a witness and symbolic co-signatory. It was as though this small community, in
going to America together, pledged themselves to create a different kind of collective
personality, living a new life across the Atlantic. One of their leaders, William Bradford, later
wrote a history, Of Plymouth Plantation, in which he first referred to them as Pilgrims. But they
were not ordinary pilgrims, traveling to a sacred shrine, and then returning home to resume
everyday life. They were, rather, perpetual pilgrims, setting up a new, sanctified country which
was to be a permanent pilgrimage, traveling ceaselessly towards a millenarian goal. They saw
themselves as exceptions to the European betrayal of Christian principles, and they were
conducting an exercise in exceptionalism.

Behind the Pilgrims were powerful figures in England, led by Sir Robert Rich, Earl of
Warwick, who in 1612 at the age of twenty-five had become a member of the Virginia Company,
and was later to be Lord High Admiral of the parliamentary forces during the English Civil War.
Warwick was an adventurer, the Ralegh of his age, but a graduate of that Cambridge Puritan
college, Emmanuel, and a profoundly religious man. Together with other like-minded Puritan
gentry, he wanted to reform England. But if that proved impossible he wanted the alternative
option of a reformed colony in the Americas. Throughout the 1620s he was busy organizing
groups of religious settlers, mainly from the West Country, East Anglia and Essex, and London-
where strict Protestantism was strongest-to undertake the American adventure. In 1623 he
encouraged a group of Dorset men and women to voyage to New England, landing at Cape Ann
and eventually, in 1626, colonizing Naumkeag." John White, a Dorset clergyman who helped to
organize the expedition, insisted that religion was the biggest single motive in getting people to
hazard all on the adventure: "The most eminent and desirable end of planting colonies is the
propagation of Religion,' he wrote. "This Nation is in a sort singled out unto this work, being of
all the States enjoying the liberty of the Religion Reformed, and are able to spare people for such
an employment, the most orthodox in our profession.! He admitted: "Necessity may oppress
some: novelty draw on others: hopes of gain in time to come may prevail with a third sort: but
that the most sincere and Godly part have the advancement of the Gospel for their main scope I
am confident.’

The success of this venture led to a third Puritan expedition in 1628 which produced the
settlement of Salem. A key date was March 4, 1629 when the organizers of these voyages
formed the Massachusetts Bay Company, under royal charter, which had authority to transfer
itself wholly to the American side of the ocean. It promptly dispatched six ships with 350 people
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and large supplies of provisions, tools, and arms. But that was as nothing to a great fleet which
set out in 1630, with 700 settlers aboard. This was the first of a great series of convoys,
numbering 200 ships in all, which throughout the 1630s transported 20,000 Englishmen and
women to New England. Thus in 1634 William Whiteway noted in his Dorchester diary: "This
summer there went over to [New England] at least 20 sail of ships and in them 2,000 planters,
from the ports of Weymouth and Plymouth alone.' It was the greatest outward movement, so far,
in English history.

The most important of these early convoys, as setting a new pattern, was the one in 1630
under the leadership of John Winthrop. He was the outstanding figure of the Puritan voyages, the
first great American. Son of a Suffolk squire, and neighbor and friend of Warwick, he was tall
and powerful, with a long, lugubrious, stern, impressive face, penetrating eyes, prominent nose,
and high brow. He was another Cambridge man, trained as a lawyer in Gray's Inn, sat as a justice
of the peace, and took up a job in the Court of Wards but lost it because of his uncompromising
Puritan views. He was a sad but exalted man, who had buried two beloved wives and reasoned to
himself that "The life which is most exercised with tryalls and temptations is the sweetest and
may prove the safest.' He came to the conclusion that overcrowded, irreligious, ill-governed
England was a lost cause, and New England the solution, setting his views down fiercely in his
General Observations for the Plantation o f New England.

All other Churches of Europe are brought to desolation and it cannot be but that the like judgement
is coming upon us ... This land grows weary of its Inhabitants, so as man, who is the most precious
of all Creatures, is heere more vile and base than the earth they tread upon ... We are grown to the
height of intemperance in all excess of Ryot, as no mans estate almost will suffice to keep sayle
with his equals ... The fountains of Learning and Religion are corrupted ... Most children, even the
best wittes and fayrest hopes, are perverted, corrupted and utterly overthrowne by the multitude of
evil examples and the licensious government of those seminaries.

Previous colonies had failed, Winthrop argued, because they were ‘carnall not religious'. Only
an enterprise governed in the name of the reformed religion stood a chance.

Winthrop joined the new company at the end of July 1619, when it was decided that the
proposed new colony should be self-governing and not answerable to the backers in England.
Under their charter they had power to meet four times annually in General Courts, to pass laws,
elect new freemen or members, elect officers, including a governor, deputy governor, and
eighteen ‘assistants,’ make ordinances, settle 'formes and Ceremonies of Government and
Magistracy,' and “correct, punish, pardon and rule' all inhabitants of the plantation, so long as
nothing was done “contrary to English. lawe.' The decision to make the colony self-governing
persuaded Winthrop to sell up his estate at Groton, realizing £5,760, and put all his assets into
the venture. He impressed everyone connected with the venture by his determination and
efficiency, and in October he was elected governor, probably because other major shareholders
said they would not go except under his leadership.

Winthrop proved extremely successful in getting people and ships together over the winter,
thus forming the largest and best-equipped English expedition yet. As the fleet set off, on Easter
Monday 1630, Winthrop was in a mood of exaltation, seeing himself and his companions taking
part in what seemed a Biblical episode-a new flight from Egypt into the Promised Land. To
record it he began to keep a diary, just as he imagined Moses had made notes of the Exodus.
These early diaries and letters, which are plentiful, and the fact that most important documents
about the early American colonies have been preserved, mean that the United States is the first
nation in human history whose most distant origins are fully recorded. For America, we have no
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ancient national myth or prescriptive legends but solid facts, set down in the matter-of-fact
writings of the time. We know in considerable detail what happened and why it happened. And
through letters and diaries we are taken right inside the minds of the men and women who made
it happen. There can be no doubt then why they went to America. Among the leading spirits,
those venturing out not in the hope of a quick profit but to create something new, valuable, and
durable, the overwhelming thrust was religious. But their notions of religious truth and duty did
not always agree, and this had its consequences in how they set about emigrating.

The original Pilgrim Fathers of Plymouth Rock were separatists. They thought the church back
in England was doomed, irrecoverably corrupt, and they wanted to escape from it. They came to
America in the spirit of hermits, leaving a wicked world to seek their own salvation in the
wilderness. John Winthrop saw things quite differently. He did not wish to separate himself from
the Anglican church. He thought it redeemable. But, because of its weakness, the redemptive act
could take place only in New England. Therefore the New England colony was to be a pilot
church and state, which would create an ideal spiritual and secular community, whose example
should in turn convert and save the Old World too. He set out these ideas to his fellow-travelers
in a shipboard sermon, in which he emphasized the global importance of their mission in a
striking phrase: *We must consider that wee shall be as a Citty upon a Hill, the eyes of all people
are upon us.! Winthrop observed to his fellows, and set down in his diary, numerous Old
Testament-style indications of godly favor which attended their voyage. Near the New England
coast, ‘there came a smell off the shore like the smell of a garden.' "There came a wild pigeon
into our ship, and another small land-bird." He rejoiced at providential news that the Indians,
within a range of 300 miles, "are swept away by the small-pox ... so God hath hereby cleared our
title to this place.' He warned the colonists of the coming harsh winter, telling them: "It hath been
always observed here, that such as fell into discontent, and lingered after their former condition
in England, fell into the scurvy and died."

The Winthrop-led reinforcement was the turning-point in the history of New England. He took
over 1,000 colonists in his fleet, and settled them in half a dozen little towns ringing Boston
harbor. In Boston itself, which became the capital, he built his town house, took a farm of 600
acres, Ten Hills, on the Mystic River, and other lands, and he built a ship, Blessing of the Bay,
for coastal trading. Throughout the 1630s more ships arrived, to make good losses, swell the
community, and form new towns and settlements.

The land God gave them, as they believed, was indeed a promised one. Of all the lands of the
Americas, what is now the United States was the largest single tract suitable for dense and
successful settlement by humans. The evidence shows that human beings function most
effectively outdoors at temperatures with a mean average of 60-65 degrees Fahrenheit, with noon
temperature 70 average, or a little more. Mental activity is highest when the outside average is 38
degrees, with mild frosts at night. It is important that temperature changes from one day to the
next: constant temperatures, and also great swings, are unfavorable-the ideal conditions are
moderate changes, especially a cooling of the air at frequent intervals. The territory now settled
and expanded met these requirements admirably, with 40-70 degrees average annual
temperatures, a warm season long enough to grow plenty of food, and a cold season severe
enough to make men work and store up food for the winter. The rainfall averages were also
satisfactory. Until the development of "dry' farming, wheat was grown successfully only if the
rainfall was over 10 inches annually and less than 45: the average United States rainfall is 26.6,
and east of the Appalachians, in the area of early settlement, it is 30 to 50 inches a year, almost
ideal. Variations of rainfall and temperature were greater than those in Europe, but essentially it
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was the same general climate. Odd, then, that the English, who came to the Americas
comparatively late, got their hands on those parts where Europeans were most likely to flourish.

Successive generations of settlers discovered that almost anything can be grown in America,
generally with huge success. Central North America has the best soil in the world for growing
regular food-crops. Only 40 per cent may be arable but it has the best combination of arable soil,
natural transport, and exploitable minerals. The soil makes a remarkable variety of crops
possible, and this is one reason why there has never been a famine in this area since Europeans
arrived. The effect of the Ice Age glaciers on North America, which once covered New England,
was to scrape some areas to the bare rock but to leave ample valleys with rich deposits. Thus the
Connecticut Valley, soon penetrated by the English, proved the most fertile strip in New
England, and became in time prodigiously rich not just in settlements but in colleges, publishing
houses, and the first high-quality newspapers in the Americas. The colonists brought with them,
in addition to livestock of all kinds, most of the valuable plants they grew. In New England, the
Pilgrim settlers never made the mistake of the Jamestown people, of looking for gold when they
should be growing crops to feed themselves. But they found maize, or "Indian Corn,' a godsend.
It yielded twice as much food per acre as traditional English crops. It was less dependent on the
seasons, could be cultivated without plowing using the crudest tools, and even the stalks could be
used as fodder. It was the ideal cheap and easy food for an infant colony and it is no wonder the
corn-cob became a symbol of American abundance-as did the turkey, a native of North America
which the Puritans found much to their taste. The settlers also discovered chestnuts, walnuts,
butternuts, beech, hazel, and hickory nuts in abundance, and also wild plum, cherry, mulberry,
and persimmon, though most fruit trees were imported. In addition to maize the colonists had
pumpkins, squash, beans, rice, melons, tomatoes, huckleberries, blackberries, strawberries, black
raspberries, cranberries, gooseberries, and grapes, all growing wild or easily cultivated.

To European arrivals, the wildlife, once they learned to appreciate and hunt it, was staggering
in its fecundity. The big game were the deer and the buffalo. But of great importance to settlers
were the smaller creatures whose fur and skin could be exported: weasel, sable, badger, skunk,
wolverine, mink, otter, sea-otter, beaver, squirrel, and hare. Then there were the fish and seafood.
The waters of Northeast America abounded in them, and once the New England colonists built
their own ships-as they began to do, with success, almost immediately-there was a never-ending
source of supply. John Josselyn, in his New England Rareties, published in 1672, lists over 200
kinds of fish caught in the area.

The mineral resources were without parallel, as the settlers gradually discovered. If we can
look ahead for a minute, exactly 300 years after John Winthrop's fleet anchored, the United
States was producing, with only 6 percent of the world's population and land area, 70 percent of
its oil, nearly 50 percent of its copper, 38 percent of its lead, 42 percent each of its zinc and coal,
and 46 percent of its iron-in addition to 54 percent of its cotton and 62 percent of its corn. What
struck the first New Englanders at the time, however, was the abundance and quality of the
timber, to be had for the simple effort of cutting it down. In western Europe in the early 17th
century wood for any purpose, including fuel, was increasingly scarce and costly. The ordinary
family, which could not afford “sea coal,’ could never get enough of it. So the colonists fell on
the wood with delight. Francis Higginson, minister to the settlers at Cape Ann, wrote in 1629:
"Here we have plenty of fire to warm us ... All Europe is not able to make so great fires as New
England. A poor servant here, that is to possess but 50 acres of land, may afford to give more
wood for timber and fire as good as the world yields, than many noblemen in England can afford
to do. Here is good living for those that love good fires."" William Wood, the first American
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naturalist, who explored the forests in the years 1629-32, and published his findings two years
later in New England's Prospects, delightedly listed all the varieties of trees available, virtually
all of which could be used for furniture, though also for charcoal, dyes, and potash for soap. He
too was amazed by the sheer quantity, as well he might be. It has been calculated that the original
forests of what is now the United States covered 822 million acres in the early 17th century. This
constituted a stand of marketable saw-timber of approximately 5,200 billion square feet. Early
America was a timber civilization, growing out of its woods just as Anglo-Saxon England grew
out of its primeval forests. In the first 300 years of their existence, the American people
consumed 353 million acres of this huge area of forests, being over 4,075 billion square feet of
saw-timber. Washington and Lincoln with their axes drew attention to the archetypal American
male activity."

The New Englanders fell upon this astonishing natural inheritance with joy. They were unable
to decide whether the Indians were part of this inheritance or competitors for it. They developed,
almost from the first, a patriarchal attitude towards the Indians, and the habit, to us distasteful, of
referring to them as their children. It is true that the North American Indians, compared to the
Indians of Central and parts of South America, were comparatively primitive. They were
particularly backward in domesticating animals, one reason why their social organizations were
slow to develop. That in turn helps to explain why their numbers (so far as we can guess them)
were small compared to the Indians of the south. Being so few, and occupying so large and
fertile an area, the Indians did not replenish their cultivated land-they had of course no animal
manure-and moved on to fresh fields when it became exhausted. But their agricultural skills, at
least in some cases, were not contemptible. The early French and Spanish explorers-Cartier and
Champlain on the St Lawrence, De Soto on the Mississippi, Coronado in the southwest-all
reported seeing extensive cornfields. Henry Hudson said the Indians built houses of bark and
stored them with corn and beans for winter. When the first settlers reached the Ohio Valley they
came across cornfields stretching for miles. In 1794 General Wayne said he had "never before
beheld such immense fields of corn in any part of America, from Canada to Florida.'

There were wide differences between the various Indian peoples. Most of them farmed a little,
and hunting and fighting tended to be suspended during planting and harvest. The Indians of the
southwest, presumably because they had closer contact with the advanced Indians of South and
Central America, irrigated their crops from reservoirs and had actual towns. The Pueblo Indians
had permanent villages near their fields. The Iroquois villages were semi-permanent. The Indians
the New Englanders came across were usually farmers. The settlers noted the way they cleared
land of trees and grew corn and beans, pumpkins and squash; in some cased they imitated Indian
methods, for instance in the use of fish-fertilizer. The Indians seem to have been low-grade
farmers but produced at least a million bushels of crops a year, drying and storing. They also
produced poor-quality tobacco.

In most cases the New Englanders began by following Indian practice in sowing, growing, and
storing, but then improved on their methods. They also got from the Indians the white potato,
which had arrived from Peru in South America, though this was surprisingly little eaten until the
Irish arrived in New Hampshire. Where the early New Englanders benefited most from the
Indians was in taking over cleared fields, left unclaimed when the tribes were wiped out by
smallpox. The early New England farm, cleared of trees, with rows of corn twined with beans
arranged as vines, and with squash and pumpkins growing in between, was not very different
from the fields of the Indians. William Bradford, for one, testified to the help the Pilgrims
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received from Indian example, especially in growing corn, 'ye manner, how to set it, and after,
how to dress & tend it.'

The importance of livestock was critical. All thrived, pigs especially. One of the earliest
exports was barrels of pork. Flocks of sheep were soon common in Massachusetts and Rhode
Island. The colonists raised hardy horses and exported them to the West Indies. They brought in
seed for turnips, carrots, buckwheat, peas, parsnips, wheat, barley, and oats-all raised with
success. New England apples were soon doing particularly well. One commentator, writing in
1642, said they now “had apples, pears and quince tarts, instead of their former Pumpkin Pies.'
Apples were ‘reckoned as profitable as any other part of the Plantation."

New England farming standards were much higher than Indian ones but, by the best European
standards, wasteful. All knowledgeable observers noted how the plentiful supply of land, and the
shortage of labor, led to “butchering.' One account said tillage was ‘weakly and insufficiently
given; worse, ploughing is nowhere to be seen, yet the farmers get tolerable crops; this is owing,
particularly in the new settlements, to the looseness and fertility of the old woodlands, which
with very bad tillage will yield excellent crops." Another claimed that New England farmers
were ‘the most negligent ignorant set of men in the world. Nor do I know of any country in
which animals are worse treated ... they plough cart and ride [horses] to death ... all the
nourishment they are like to have is to be turned loose in a wood. Visitors were making the same
complaints in the mid-18th century, though by then the supply of new land to take in was
running out, at least on the eastern side of the Appalachians.

The New Englanders were, on the whole, much less wasteful than the Virginians. Indeed,
without tobacco it is doubtful whether the Virginia colony could have survived at all. Initially all
the authorities, at home and abroad, were against tobacco farming, largely because King James I
hated the "weed,' thinking it "tending to general and new Corruption both of Men's Bodies and
Manners.' Governor Dale actually legislated against it in 1616, ordering that only one acre could
be laid down to tobacco for every two of corn. It proved impossible to enforce. By the next year
tobacco was being laid down even in Jamestown itself, in the streets and market-place. Men
reckoned that, for the same amount of labor, tobacco yielded six times as much as any other
crop. It had a high cash value. Everything conspired to help it. It was grown close to the banks of
many little rivers, such as the James, the York, and the Rappahannock. Every small plantation
had its own riverside wharf and boat to get the crop to a transatlantic packet. Roads were not
necessary. Land would yield tobacco only for three years: then a fresh set of fields had to be
planted. But the real problem was labor-hence slavery. The increasing supply of cheap, high-
quality slave-labor from Africa came (as the planters would say and believe) as a Godsend to
America's infant tobacco industry. So it flourished mightily. James I himself signaled his
capitulation as early as 1619 when he laid a tax of a shilling in the pound (5 percent) on tobacco
imports to England, though he limited the total (from Bermuda as well as Virginia) to 55,000 1b a
year. But soon all such quantitative restrictions were lifted and tobacco became the first great
economic fact of life in the new English-speaking civilization growing up across the Atlantic. It
continued to be counted a blessing over four centuries until, in the fullness of time, President Bill
Clinton brought the wheel back full circle to the days of James I, and in August 1996 declared
tobacco an addictive drug.

New England had no such crutch as tobacco to lean on. It had to work harder, and it did. Under

John Winthrop, whose first spell as governor lasted 1630-4, it got the kind of firm, even harsh,
government a new colony needs. In effect it was a theocracy. This meant that government was
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conducted by men chosen by all the full members of the congregation. These were the freemen,
and they were recruited in batches on account of their "Godly behaviour." Thus in May 1631
Winthrop added 118 men to the freeman ranks. More were added from time to time as he and the
congregational elders saw fit. In effect, he ran a dictatorship. He summoned his General Court
only once a year, not four times as the company's charter stipulated. Everyone, not just the
freemen, had to swear an oath of loyalty to his government. He was quite ruthless in dealing with
any kind of dissent or (as he saw it) antisocial behavior. In August 1630, in the first weeks of the
settlement, he burned down the house of Thomas Morton of Boston for erecting a maypole and
‘revelling.' Morton was kept in the stocks until he could be shipped home in the returning fleet.
The following June, Philip Radcliffe was whipped and had both his ears cut off for, in the words
of Winthrop's Journal, "'most foul, scandalous invectives against our church and government." Sir
Christopher Gardiner was banished for bigamy and papism. Again, 'Thomas Knower was sett in
the bilbowes for threatening the Court that, if hee should be punished, hee would have it tryed in
England whether hee were lawfully punished or not.

However, Winthrop was not the only man in New England who had a lust for authority and a
divine mandate to exercise it. The new American colonies were full of such people. James I
pettishly but understandably remarked that they were "a seminary for a fractious parliament.’
Men with strong religious beliefs tend to form into two broad categories, and constitute churches
accordingly. One category, among whom the archtetypal church is the Roman Catholic, desire
the certitude and tranquility of hierarchical order. They are prepared to entrust religious truth to a
professional clergy, organized in a broadbased triangle of parish priests, with an episcopal
superstructure and a pontifical apex. The price paid for this kind of orthodox order is clericalism-
and the anticlericalism it provokes. There was never any chance of this kind of religious system
establishing itself in America. If there was one characteristic which distinguished it from the
startwhich made it quite unlike any part of Europe and constituted its uniqueness -in fact-it was
the absence of any kind of clericalism. Clergymen there were, and often very good ones, who
enjoyed the esteem and respect of their congregations by virtue of their piety and preachfulness.
But whatever nuance of Protestantism they served, and including Catholic priests when they in
due course arrived, none of them enjoyed a special status, in law or anything else, by virtue of
their clerical rank. Clergy spoke with authority from their altars and pulpits, but their power
ended at the churchyard gate; and even within it congregations exercised close supervision of
what their minister did, or did not, do. They appointed; they removed. In a sense, the clergy were
the first elected officials of the new American society, a society which to that extent had a
democratic element from the start-albeit that such electoral colleges were limited to the
outwardly godly.

Hence Americans never belonged to the religious category who seek certainty of doctrine
through clerical hierarchy: during the whole of the colonial period, for instance, not a single
Anglican bishop was ever appointed to rule flocks there. What most Americans did belong to
was the second category: those who believe that knowledge of God comes direct to them through
the study of Holy Writ. They read the Bible for themselves, assiduously, daily. Virtually every
humble cabin in Massachusetts colony had its own Bible. Adults read it alone, silently. It was
also read aloud among families, as well as in church, during Sunday morning service, which
lasted from eight till twelve (there was more Bible-reading in the afternoon). Many families had
a regular course of Bible-reading which meant that they covered the entire text of the Old
Testament in the course of each year. Every striking episode was familiar to them, and its
meaning and significance earnestly discussed; many they knew by heart. The language and lilt of
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the Bible in its various translations, but particularly in the magnificent new King James version,
passed into the common tongue and script. On Sunday the minister took his congregation
through key passages, in carefully attended sermons which rarely lasted less than an hour. But
authority lay in the Bible, not the minister, and in the last resort every man and woman decided
“in the light which Almighty God gave them' what the Bible meant.

This direct apprehension of the word of God was a formula for religious excitement and
exaltation, for all felt themselves in a close, daily, and fruitful relationship with the deity. It
explains why New England religion was so powerful a force in people's lives and of such direct
and continuing assistance in building a new society from nothing. They were colonists for God,
planting in His name. But it was also a formula for dissent. In its origins, Protestantism itself was
protest, against received opinion and the exercise of authority. When the religious monopoly of
the Roman Catholic Church began to disintegrate, in the 1520s and 1530s, what replaced it, from
the start, was not a single, purified, and reformed faith but a Babel of conflicting voices. In the
course of time and often by the use of secular force, several major Protestant bodies emerged:
Calvinism in Geneva and Holland; Anglicanism in England; Lutheranism in northern Germany.
But many rapidly emerging sects were left outside these state churches, and more emerged in
time; and the state churches themselves splintered at the edges. And within each church and sect
there were voices of protest, antinomians as they were called-those who refused to accept
whatever law was laid down by the duly constituted authorities in the church they belonged to, or
who were even against the idea of authority in any form.

We come here to the dilemma at the heart of the perfect Protestant society, such as the
Pilgrims and those who followed them wished to create. To them, liberty and religion were
inseparable, and they came to America to pursue both. To them, the Roman church, or the kind
of Anglicanism Charles I and his Archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud, were creating in
England, were the antithesis of liberty, the essence of thraldom. They associated liberty with
godliness because without liberty of conscience godliness was unattainable. But how to define
liberty? When did the exercise of liberty become lawlessness? At what point did freedom of
conscience degenerate into religious anarchy? All the leaders of opinion in New England tackled
this point. Most of them made it clear that liberty had, in practice, to be narrowly defined.
Nathaniel Ward, who came to Massachusetts Bay in 1634 and became pastor of Ipswich, wrote a
tract he entitled The Simple Cobbler of Aggawam in America, and boldly asserted: ‘I dare take it
upon me to be the herald of New England so far as to proclaim to the world, in the name of our
colony, that all Familists, Antinomians, Anabaptists and other enthusiasts shall have free liberty
to keep away from us; and such as will come, to be gone as fast as they can, the sooner the better
... I dare aver that God does nowhere in his world tolerate Christian states to give toleration to
such aversaries of his truth, if they have power in their hands to suppress them.", John Winthrop
himself gave what he termed a "little speech,' on July 3, 1645, on the whole vexed question of the
authority of magistrates and liberty of the people-a statement of view which many found
powerful, so that the words were copied and recopied and eventually anthologized. Man, he laid
down, had:

a liberty to that only which is good, just and honest ... This liberty is maintained and exercised in a
way of subjection to authority, it is of the same kind of liberty whereof Christ hath made us free ...
If you stand for your natural, corrupt liberties, and will do what is good in your own eyes, you will
not endure the least weight of authority ... but if you will be satisfied to enjoy such civil and lawful
liberties, such as Christ allows you, then you will quietly and cheerfully submit under that
authority which is set over you ... for your good.
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That was all very well in theory. But the difficulty of applying it in practice was illustrated by
the vicissitudes of Winthrop's own career, as a political and religious leader of the colony. It is
early American history in microcosm. Winthrop had natural authority, a kind of charisma: that is
why he had been picked as governor in the first place. But his stern and at times brutal exercise
of it led strong-minded spirits-and there were plenty of them in the Bay Colony-to feel he had
exceeded its legitimate bounds.

Moreover, in what Winthrop no doubt felt was a justified stratagem, such as Joshua and David
and Solomon had indulged in from time to time, he had cheated. He obliged all colonists,
including non-freemen, to swear an oath of loyalty to his government, in accordance with the
charter. But, according to the charter, the General Court should meet four times a year, and
Winthrop called it only once. After four years of what some called his “tyranny,' many colonists,
freemen and non-freemen alike, demanded he show them the charter, to see what it said. He
reluctantly did so. It was generally agreed he had acted ultra vires. The colonists brought with
them from England a strong sense of the need to live under the rule of law, not of powerful
individuals. That was what the developing struggle in the English parliament was all about. The
colonists had been promised, by the founding company of Massachusetts, all "the rights of
Englishmen." Winthrop, no doubt from high motives, had taken some of those rights from them,
by flouting the charter. So he was publicly deposed at a general meeting. The freemen of the
colony set up what was in effect a representative system of government, with each little town
sending deputies "who should assist in making laws, disposing of lands etc.' This body confirmed
Winthrop's dismissal, and replaced him with his deputy, Thomas Dudley. Thus the first political
coup in the history of North America was carried out, in 1634, when the colony was still in its
infancy. And it was carried out not by force of swords and firearms but by arguments and
speeches, and in accordance with the rule of law.

However, the colonists soon discovered that to change a government by popular mandate does
not necessarily mean to improve it. During the next three years, 1634-7, the colony was shaken
by a series of arguments over rebellious and antinomian figures, such as Roger Williams and
Anne Hutchinson. We will come to these two in a minute, because they are important in their
own right. From the point of view of good government, they needed to be handled with a mixture
of firmness, common sense, and fairness. The feeling grew in the colony that Winthrop's
successors lacked all three. Some felt that the authorities were becoming antinomian themselves.
It was a fact that the church in Boston itself tended to be antinomian, all the rest orthodox. The
antinomians held that the only thing which mattered in religion was the inner light of faith,
which was a direct gift of God's grace. The more orthodox held that good works and exemplary
behavior were also necessary, and were visible, outward evidence of true faith and godliness.
This argument was raging in England and Holland and other countries where Calvinism was
strong. But it was fiercer in Massachusetts than anywhere. One contemporary wrote: "It began to
be as common here to distinguish between men, by being under a Covenant of Grace or a
Covenant of Works, as in other countries between Protestants and Papists.'

The argument came to a head in the first contested election on American soil, May 17, 1637,
an important date in the development of American democracy. The issue was religious; but
behind it was the question of good, orderly government. If the antinomians had their way, it was
argued, religion and government would cease to be based on reasoned argument, and learning,
and the laws of evidence, and would come to rest entirely on heightened emotion-a form of
continuous revivalism with everyone claiming to be inspired by the Holy Spirit. The issue was
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settled at a crowded outdoor meeting in Cambridge. 'There was a great danger of a tumult that
day. [The antinomians] grew into fierce speeches; and some laid hands on others; but seeing
themselves too weak [in numbers], they grew quiet. Winthrop was triumphantly reelected
governor, the antinomians being "quite left out' in the voting. So from 1637 Winthrop was free to
resume his clear and insistent policy of imposing orthodoxy on the colony by punishment,
exclusion, and banishment.

But doctrinal orthodoxy was the not the only measure of a man's fitness to govern, as
Winthrop learned to his cost. His natural authority was based to some extent on his descent from
the old squirearchy of England, and his manifest possession of means to keep up his station in
the New World. In 1639, however, Winthrop discovered that his English agent had cheated him,
and that his affairs were in a muddle. The agent was convicted of fraud and sentenced to have his
ears cut off. But that did not get the governor out of his financial difficulties. He found himself
£2,600 in debt-a formidable sum-and was forced to sell land on both sides of the Atlantic. His
financial plight became obvious. Friends and political supporters rallied round. They collected
£500 to tide him over. They donated 3,000 acres to his wife. But Winthrop's opponents pointed
fingers. The Puritans did not exactly insist that poverty was a sign of wickedness. But there was
a general assumption that the godly flourished and that if a man persistently failed to prosper-or
if financial catastrophe suddenly struck him-it was because he did not, for some reason, enjoy
God's favor. This idea was very potent and passed into the mainstream of American social
consciousness. Winthrop was its first victim. In 1640 he was demoted to deputy governor. Some
purists even proposed to ban him, and another unsuccessful man, from office for life, "because
they werte growne poor.' But this measure did not pass.

Indeed, Winthrop struggled back into the governorship two years later, when his earthly
fortunes revived a little. Embittered and soured by his political vicissittude and “"the unregeneracy
of man,' he dealt ever more severely with dissenters. He fell foul of an unorthodox preacher
called Samuel Gorton, and commanded him to shut up or leave the colony. Gorton's
congregation sent a “weird and impudent letter' to the Massachusetts government, comparing the
Blessed Samuel to Christ and Winthrop to Pontius Pilate-it referred to him as ‘the Great and
Honoured Idol General, now set up in Massachusetts' and to his supporters as ‘a Generation of
Vipers." Almost beside himself with rage at these “horrible and detestable blasphemies, against
God and all Magistry," Winthrop sent three commissions of forty soldiers to arrest them. He had
them tried and put in irons, but they continued preaching, until he took off their shackles and
simply dispatched them into the wilderness.' As a result of this high-handedness, Winthrop was
again demoted to deputy governor in 1644. He wrote in his journal that he feared rule by the
rabble, an actual democracy, “the meanest and worst of all forms of government.' The amount of
arguing and political maneuvering was intense. Early Massachusetts was a remarkably
argumentative and politically conscious society-reflecting of course the Civil War then raging in
England, which was a battle of words as well as arms. Winthrop published a treatise defending
his actions, saying that a wise magistrate had no alternative but to stamp out a firebrand like
Gorton before he set fire to the whole house. He said that wise men had to be given discretionary
power to follow God's law as they saw it. One of the deputies attacked this view as outrageous:
he said the tract should be ‘burnt under the gallows' and added that ‘if some other of the
magistrates had written it, it would have cost him his ears, if not his head." But Winthrop
survived this controversy too, won back public favor, regained the governorship in 1646, and
held it to his death three years later.
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Winthrop's career and views raised fundamental issues at the time, which have continued to
reverberate through American history and political discourse. Where does freedom end and
authority begin? What was the role of the magistrate? And how should he combine the need for
order and the commands of justice with the Christian virtue of mercy? There is no doubt that
Winthrop himself thought deeply about these issues, communing and agonizing with himself in
his journal. Generations of American historians have been sharply divided on his civic merits. In
the 1830s, George Bancroft depicted him as a pioneer in laying down representative government
in America. Later in the century Brooks Adams and Charles Francis Adams emphasized his
authoritarian character and his propensity to persecute intellectual opponents-blaming him for
the bigotry in the colony which later produced the witchhunting catastrophe in Salem. In the
1930s Perry Miller and Samuel Eliot Morison stressed that Winthrop was a man of religion first,
that his political philosophy was a projection of his Christian beliefs, thus indicating to what
extent New England was a kind of theocracy, a deliberate attempt to erect a system of
government in conformity with Christ's teaching. Yet another historian, Edmund Morgan, went
further and argued that Winthrop's magistracy was a continuing struggle, in fashioning this
Christian-utopian society, to prevent the separatist impulse, so strong among New England
settlers from undermining corporate responsibility, and instead to harness the colonists' sense of
righteousness to the cause of social justice.

Winthrop emerges from the chronicle of events as a severe and often intolerant man, and that
is how his critics saw him. He regarded himself as a man chosen by God and the people to create
a new civil society from nothing by the light of his religious beliefs, and he prayed earnestly to
discharge this mandate virtuously. He admitted his shortcomings, at any rate to himself. His
political theory was clear. Man had liberty not to do what he liked-that was for the beasts-but to
distinguish between good and evil by studying God's commands, and then to do “that only which
is good.' If, by God's grace, you were given this liberty, you had a corresponding duty to obey
divinely sanctioned authority. In the blessed colony of Massachusetts, freemen chose their rulers.
But, once chosen, the magistrate's word must be obeyed-it was divine law as well as man's. If his
commands were not just and honest, his authority was not genuine, "but a distemper thereof.'
Man was sinful, and struggling with his sinful nature. So sometimes magistrates had to exercise
mercy and forgiveness. But, equally, final impenitence and stiff-necked obstinacy in sin had to
be deal with ruthlessly. Conversely, the people should forgive magistrates their occasional errors
of judgment. And if these errors were persisted in, then the people had the right of removal.
Winthrop could claim that he was freely elected governor of the colony, not just once but four
times, and that therefore he embodied representative government. Moreover it has to be said, on
his behalf, that he implanted this system of government firmly in American soil, so that at the
end of twenty years the colony had been built up from nothing to a body politic which was
already showing signs of maturity, in that it was reconciling the needs of authority with the needs
of liberty.

The success of the Bay Colony in this respect would not have been possible without the sheer
space America afforded. America had the liberty of vast size. That was a luxury denied to the
English; the constraints of their small island made dissent a danger and conformity a virtue. That
indeed was why English settlers came to America. A man could stand on Cape Cod with his face
to the sea and feel all the immensity of the Atlantic Ocean in front of him, separating him, like a
benevolent moat, from the restrictions and conformities of narrow Europe. And, equally, he
could feel behind him-and, if he turned round, see it-the immensity of the land, undiscovered,
unexplored, scarcely populated at all, a huge, experimental theater of liberty. In a way, the most
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important political fact in American history is its grandeur and its mystery. For three centuries,
almost until 1900, there were crucial things about the interior of America which were unknown
to its inhabitants. But what they were sure of, right from the start, was that there was a lot of it,
and that it was open. Here was the dominant geopolitical fact which bore down upon the settlers
from their first days on the new continent: if they did not like the system they found on the coast,
and if they had the courage, they could go on. Nothing would stop them, except their own fear.

This was the point made by Roger Williams (1603-83), the second great American to emerge.
Williams was a Londoner, of Welsh descent, who was ordained a minister in 1628 and came to
the Bay Colony three years later. His original intention was to be an Indian missionary. Instead
he became pastor in Salem. He was clever, energetic, and public-spirited, and promptly made
himself a well-known figure in local society. Whereas Winthrop stood for the authority-
principle, Williams represented the liberty-principle, though curiously enough the two men liked
and respected each other. Williams loved the vastness of the New World and took the
opportunity to explore the hinterland of the Bay. He liked the Indians, made contact with them,
established friendships. He tried to learn their tongue; or, as he quickly discovered, tongues. In
the early 17th century the 900,000 or so Indians of what is now the United States and Canada
were divided by speech into eight distinctive linguistic groups, all unrelated, which in turn
branched out into fifty-three separate stocks and between 200 and 300 individual languages. Of
these, the most widely spoken, used by about 20 percent of all Indians, was Algonquilian.
Williams learned this, and noted other Indian languages, and eventually published his findings in
A Key into the Languages o f America (1643), the first and for long the only book written on the
subject.,' His friendships with individual Indians led him to conclude that there was something
fundamentally wrong with settler-Indian relationships. The Europeans had come to bring
Christianity to the Indians, and that was right, thought Williams. Of all the things they had to
impart to the heathen, that was the most precious blessing-far more important than horses and
firearms, which some settlers were keen to sell, and all Indians anxious to buy. But in practice,
Williams found, few New Englanders took trouble to instruct Indians in Christianity. What they
all wanted to do was to dispossess them of their lands and traditional hunting preserves, if
possible by sheer robbery. Williams thought this profoundly unChristian. He argued that all title
to Indian land should be validated by specific negotiations and at an agreed, fair price. Anything
less was sinful.

None of this made Williams popular among right-thinking freemen of Boston. But his
religious views, and their political consequences, were far more explosive. He did not believe, as
Winthrop's Anglicans held, and as even the Pilgrim Fathers had accepted, that God covenanted
with a congregation or an entire society. God, he held, covenanted with each individual. The
logic of this was not merely that each person was entitled to his own interpretation of the truth
about religion, but that in order for civil society to exist at all there had to be an absolute
separation between church and state. In religion, Williams was saying, every man had the right to
his individual conscience, guided by the inner light of his faith. In secular matters, however, he
must submit to the will of the majority, determined through institutions shorn of any religious
content. So to the Massachusetts elders Williams was not merely an antinomian, he was a
secularist, almost an atheist, since he wanted to banish God from government. When Williams
began to expose these views in his sermons, the authorities grew alarmed. In October 1635 they
decided to arrest him and deport him to England.
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Winthrop was out of office at the time, or he might perhaps have taken a similar view. But,
nursing his own wrongs, he concluded that the treatment of Williams was unjust and ungodly. In
tiny England, there was no alternative but to suppress him. In vast America, he should be given
the choice of planting himself elsewhere. So Winthrop, who knew what had been decided in
council, secretly warned Williams of the plan to send him back to England and advised him to
slip off from Salem, where Williams was established, into the Narrangansett Wilderness. As
Williams himself related it: '[Winthrop] privately wrote to me to steer my course to
Narrangansett Bay and the Indians, for many high and heavenly and public ends, encouraging
me, from the freeness of the place from any English claims and patents.' So Williams fled, with
his wife Ann, their children, and their household servants. It was the beginning of the harsh New
England winter, and Williams and his family had to spend it traveling through the forest, in
makeshift shelters, until in the spring of 1636 he reached an Indian village at the head of
Narrangansett Bay. To his dying day-and he lived to be eighty-Williams believed that his
family's survival was entirely due to divine providence, a fact which confirmed him in the
rightness of his views. And he retained correspondingly bitter memories of his 'persecutors.' He
negotiated a land purchase with two Indian tribes, and set up a new colony on a site he named
Providence. He let it be known that his new settlement on Rhode Island welcomed dissidents of
all kinds, fleeing from the religious tyranny of the Bay Colony. As he put it, ‘I desired it might
be a shelter for persons distressed for conscience.' By 1643, Portsmouth, Newport, and Warwick
had been founded as further towns.

Williams may have been an extremist. But he was also a man of business. He knew the law of
England and the ways of government. He had no title to his colony and the Bay authorities would
not give him one: they called Providence ‘the Sewer of New England." But he knew that
parliament and the Puritans now ruled in London, so he went there. On March 24, 1644
parliament, at his request, transformed the four towns into a lawful colony by charter, endorsing
an Instrument of Government which Williams had drawn up. He took the opportunity, London
being for the time being an ultra-libertarian city where the most extreme Protestant views could
be circulated, to write and publish a defense of religious freedom, The Bloudy Tenet of
Persecution for the Cause of Conscience discussed. And his new Instrument declared that "The
form of government established in Providence Plantations is DEMOCRATICAL, that is to say, a
government held by the free and voluntary consent of all, or the greater part, of the free
inhabitants." Williams listed various laws and penalties for specific transgressions but added:
"And otherwise than this, what is herein forbidden, all men may walk as their consciences
persuade them, every one in the name of his God. And let the Saints of the Most High walk in
this colony without molestation, in the name of Jehovah their God, for ever and ever.’

Williams' rugged angularity and unbiddable nature emerge strongly from his voluminous
writings and correspondence. His new colony was by no means popular. Public opinion in
Massachusetts was against it. It was believed to be a resort of rogues. Nor was it easy to get title
to land there, as Williams insisted that any acquired from the Indians must be paid for at market
rates. He opposed force, and was virtually a pacifist: ‘I must be humbly bold to say that it is
impossible for any man or men to maintain their Christ by the sword, and to worship a true
Christ."' The Rhode Island towns were stockaded and fortified. But Williams managed to avoid
any conflict at all with the Indians until the disaster of King Philip's War in 1675-6. His Rhode
Island colony thus got the reputation of being a place where the Indians were honored and
protected. Then again, Williams was accused with some justice of being a man of wild and
volatile opinions, an eccentric, an anti-establishment man. A few colonists liked that sort of
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thing. Most did not. Williams was actually governor of his colony only in the years 1654-7, but
he was always the power behind the scenes. He set the tone. So he attracted the antinomians, but
not much else. Even as late as 1700, the colony numbered only 7,000 inhabitants, 300 of them
slaves.

When Charles II was invited back to govern the British Isles in 1660, and the Puritan
ascendancy ended, there was some doubt about the lawfulness of such colonies as Rhode Island.
So Williams hastened to England and on July 18, 1663 he obtained from the King a charter
confirming the privileges granted in 1644. This made the principle of religious freedom explicit
and constitutes an important document in American history. "No person,' it read, *within the said
colony, at any time hereafter, shall be in any wise molested, punished, disquieted or called in
question, for any difference in opinion in matters of religion, and who do not actually disturb the
civil peace of our said colony; but that all ... may from time to time, and at all times hereafter,
freely and fully have and enjoy his and their own judgments and consciences in matters of
religious concernments." Rhode Island was thus the first colony to make complete freedom of
religion, as opposed to a mere degree of toleration, the principle of its existence, and to give this
as a reason for separating church and state. Its existence of course opened the doors to the more
angular sects, such as the Quakers and the Baptists, and indeed to missionaries from the
Congregationalists of the Bay Colony and the Anglicans of Virginia. Williams himself was
periodically enraged by what he saw as the doctrinal errors of the Quakers, and their stiff-necked
obstinacy in refusing to acknowledge them. He was almost tempted to break all his own
principles and have them expelled. But his sense of tolerance prevailed; the colony remained a
refuge for all. The creation of Rhode Island was thus a critical turning point in the evolution of
America. It not only introduced the principles of complete religious freedom and the separation
of church and state, it also inaugurated the practice of religious competition. It thus accepted the
challenge the great English poet John Milton had just laid down in his pamphlet Areopagitica
appealing for liberty of speech and conscience: "Though all the winds of doctrine were let loose
to play upon the earth, so Truth be in the field, we do injuriously by licensing and prohibiting to
misdoubt her strength. Let her and Falsehood grapple: who ever knew Truth put to the worse, in
a free and open encounter?' Who indeed? Rhode Island was now in existence to provide a
competitive field in which the religions-or at any rate the varieties of Christianity-could grapple
at will, the first manifestation of that competitive spirit which was to blow mightily over every
aspect of American existence.

Yet it must be said that, in the 17th century at least, the way of the rebellious individual in
New England was a hard one, especially if she was a woman. The case of Anne Hutchinson
(1591-1643) is instructive. She was the first woman to achieve any importance in North
America, the first to step forward from the almost anonymous ranks of neatly dressed, hard-
working Puritan wives and mothers, and speak out with her own strong voice. Yet we know very
little about her as a person. Whereas Winthrop and Williams left books and papers, often highly
personal, which between them fill a dozen thick volumes, Mrs Hutchinson left behind not a
single letter. She published no books or pamphlets-for a woman to do so was almost, if not quite,
impossible in the first half of the 17th century. If she kept a journal, it has not survived. The only
real documentation concerning her is the record of the two trials to which she was subjected,
which naturally leave a hostile impression."

She came from Lincolnshire, one of thirteen children of a dissenting minister, Francis
Marbury, who encouraged her early interest in theology and taught her everything he knew. She
married a merchant, William Hutchinson, and had twelve children by him. But she kept up her
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religious enthusiasm and attended the charismatic sermons given by John Cotton at St Botolph's
in Lincoln. Under the *Godless tyranny' of Archbishop Laud, Cotton lost his license to preach in
1633, and promptly emigrated to the Bay Colony. Mrs Hutchinson, her husband, and children
followed the next year, and she gave birth to another child shortly after they arrived in Boston.
She was capable of delivering a child herself, and acted as a midwife on occasions. She also
dispensed home-made cordials and “simples' and gave medical advice to women. A natural
leader, she made her house a resort for women in trouble. There is no need to read into her story
the overtones of women's rights with which feminist historians have recently embellished it." But
it is clear she was formidable, and that she thought it proper and natural that women should
participate in religious controversy.

It was Anne Hutchinson's practice, along with her brother-in-law John Wheelwright, to hold
post-sermon discussion groups at her house on Sunday afternoons and on an evening in
midweek. There, the words of John Cotton and other preachers were analyzed minutely and at
length, and everyone present-there were often as many as sixty, half of them women-joined in if
they wished. Cotton himself, and Hutchinson and Wheelwright still more passionately, believed
in a Covenant of Grace. Whereas most official preachers held that a moral life was sufficient
grounds for salvation, Mrs Hutchinson argued that redemption was God's gift to his elect and
could not simply be earned by human effort-albeit the constant practice of good works was
usually an external sign of inward election. The logic of this doctrine was subversive. The one
power the clergy in New England still possessed was the right to determine who should be a full
member of the church-and monitoring of his or her good works was the obvious way in which to
do it. But the Hutchinson doctrine stripped the minister of this power by insisting that election, or
indeed self-election, with which he had nothing to do, was the criterion of church membership.
Such a system, moreover, by which divine grace worked its miracles in the individual without
any need for clerical intermediary, abolished distinctions of gender. A woman might just as well
receive the spirit, and utter God's teachings, as an ordained pastor. Some people liked this idea.
The majority found it alarming.

By 1636 the controversy was dividing the colony so sharply that the elders decided on extreme
measures. Cotton was hauled before a synod of ministers and with some difficulty cleared
himself of a charge of heresy. Then Winthrop was reelected governor in May 1637 and
immediately set about dealing with Mrs Hutchinson, whom he regarded as the root of the
problem. He put through an ordinance stipulating that anyone arriving in the colony could not
stay more than three weeks without the approval of the magistrates. In November he had
Hutchinson, Wheelwright, and their immediate followers up before the General Court, and
banished. Some seventy-five of their adherents were disenfranchised and disarmed. He followed
this up in March 1638 by having Hutchinson and Wheelwright charged with heresy before the
church of Boston, and excommunicated. It is clear that Winthrop believed Anne Hutchinson was
in some way being manipulated by the Devil-was a witch in fact. He discovered that she had had
a miscarriage, which he interpreted as a sign of God's wrath, and that her friend Mary Dyer had
given birth to a stillborn, malformed infant-a monster. He even went so far as to have the pitiful
body of the 'monster' dug up and examined. All this he recorded in his diaries. He also
communicated the results to England so “all our Godly friends might not be discouraged from
coming to us." Mrs Hutchinson and her supporters, to save their lives, had no alternative but to
leave the Bay Colony and seek refuge in Williams' Rhode Island, where most of them settled and
flourished. Her husband, a long-suffering man many might argue, died, and in due course the
widow and his six youngest children moved further west, to Pelham Bay in what is now New
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York State. There, all but one daughter were killed by Indians in 1643. The violent death of Mrs
Hutchinson and her brood was promptly interpreted as providential, and New England orthodoxy
produced pious literature about the *American Jezebel,' initiated by a violent pamphlet from the
pen of Winthrop himself. Anne Hutchinson's vindication, which has been voluminous and
imaginative, had to wait for the women's movement of the 1960s.

The Hutchinson story showed that even the most radical dissent was possible, albeit
dangerous. The practice in Massachusetts was to warn people identified as religious
troublemakers to move on. If they insisted on staying, or came back, they were prosecuted. In
July 1641, for instance, Dr John Clarke and Obediah Holmes, both from Rhode Island, were
arrested in Lynn by the sheriff for holding an unauthorized religious meeting in a private house,
at which the practice of infant baptism was condemned. Clarke was imprisoned; Holmes was
whipped through the streets. Again, on October 27, 1659, three Quakers, William Robinson,
Marmaduke Stevenson, and Mary Dyer, having been repeatedly expelled from the colony, the
last time under penalty of death, were arrested again as “pestilential and disruptive' and sentenced
to be hanged on Boston Common. Sentence on the men was carried out. The woman, blindfolded
and with the noose around her neck, was reprieved on the intervention of her son, who
guaranteed she would leave the colony forthwith. She did in fact return, and was finally hanged
on June 1, 1660. Other women were hanged for witchcraft-the first being Margaret Jones,
sentenced at Plymouth on May 13, 1648 for "administering physics' with the ‘malignant touch.'
Severe sentences were carried out on moral offenders of all kinds. Until 1632 adultery was
punished by death. In 1639, again at Plymouth, an adulterous woman was whipped, then dragged
through the streets wearing the letters AD pinned to her sleeve: she was told that if she removed
the badge the letters would be branded on her face. Two years later, a man and a woman,
convicted of adultery, were also whipped, this time “at the post,' the letters AD “plainly to be
sewn on their clothes.'

To buttress orthodoxy in Boston, a college for training ministers of religion was founded on
the Charles River at Newtown in 1636, according to the will of the Rev. John Harvard. He came
to the colonies in 1635 and left £780 and 400 books for this purpose. Three years later, the
college was named after him and the place rechristened Cambridge, after the university where he
was nurtured. The event was an index of the way in which the colony was achieving its primary
objects. As one of the Harvard founders put it, "After God had carried us safe to New England,
and wee had builded our houses, provided necessaries for our livlihood, rear'd convenient places
for God's worship and settled the Civill Government; One of the next things we longed for, and
looked after was to advance Learning and Perpetuate it to Posterity."' But the college never had a
monopoly of religious education, when dissenters could move off and found other establishments
for teaching, without any need for a crown charter. In April 1638, for instance, the Rev. John
Davenport led a congregation of pious Puritans from Boston, a town they claimed had become
‘corrupt,' to settle in Quinnipiac, which they renamed New Haven. Davenport brought with him
some successful merchants, including Theophilus Eaton and David Yale, the latter a learned
gentleman whose descendant, Elihu Yale, was to found another historic college. Two months
later, on May 31, 1638, another dissenting minister, Thomas Hooker, arrived at Hartford on the
Connecticut, with 100 followers, marking the occasion by preaching them a sermon stating that
all authority, in state or religion, must rest in the people's consent. Thus, within New England,
there was a continuing diaspora, often motivated by religious dissent and the urgent desire for
greater freedom of thought and action.
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As far back as 1623, David Thompson had founded a settlement at Rye on the Piscataqua, the
nucleus of what was to become New Hampshire. In 1639 Hooker's Hartford joined with two
other Puritan-dissenter townships, Windsor and Wethersfield, to form what they called the
Fundamental Orders of Connecticut. Neither they nor Davenport's New Haven had royal
charters, but they constituted in effect a separate colony. From the 1620s there were further
settlements up the coast in what was to become Maine, set up by dissenting fishermen. Annual
new fleets from England reinforced all the areas of settlement. Between 1630 and 1660 about
20,000 Puritans came out, with Massachusetts and Connecticut forming the core area of
settlement. This was characterized by what have been called "Christian, utopian, closed and
corporate communities.’

Some settlements were formal. New Haven had nine squares, the central square being a
market-place, eventually occupied by the meetinghouse, court-house, schoolhouse, and jail. An
early map survives of Wethersfield, one of the first of the Connecticut towns, showing houselots,
adjacent field-lots, then outlying strips. Some of these early colony-towns were abandoned. But
the vast majority survived with continuous occupation to this day. The fact is, the Puritans were
successful settlers. They were homogeneous in belief, literate-they could read the many and
often excellent printed pamphlets advising colonists-and skilled. Most of them were artisans or
tradesmen, some were experienced farmers, and there was a definite sprinkling of merchants
with capital. They came as families under leaders, often as entire congregations under their
minister. Their unit-plantation was of several square miles, with an English-style village in the
middle (in New England called a town), where all had houses, then lands outside it.

There was, from the start, no egalitarianism. The free-enterprise investment system ensured
that leaders and largest investors got bigger units. There was no symmetrical uniformity or
pattern since the countryside was rugged and varied, and there was a universal pragmatism in
adapting to the physical features of the place. When more space was needed, the congregation
met and decreed a formal move to found a new township. This was the New England equivalent
of an Old England village-but with no manor-house and tenant cottages. Virtually everyone came
from England and Wales. The religious exclusivity of the original settlements rarely lasted more
than a decade or so, with dissenters being expelled. Gradually, Anglicans, Baptists, and even
Quakers were allowed to settle. Wealth-gaps widened in the second and third generation, rows
and splits weakened church authority, the social atmosphere became more secular and
mercantile, and the Puritan merged into the Yankee, ‘a race whose typical member is eternally
torn between a passion for righteousness and a desire to get on in the world.’

Even Catholics were soon living in America in organized communities. This was the work of the
Calvert family. George Calvert, born in 1597, was an energetic Yorkshireman who became
James I's Secretary of State and did some vigorous ‘planting' in Ireland as well as investing
largely in the East India Company and the Virginia Company. When he became a Catholic in
1625 he retired into private life, but James made him a peer, Lord Baltimore, and encouraged
him to found a colony for his fellow-papists. He looked at Newfoundland twice, but decided it
was too cold. Then he visited Jamestown, but felt unable to sign the Protestant Oath of
Supremacy there. In the end Charles I gave him a charter to settle the northern Chesapeake area.
It was left to his son Cecil, 2nd Baron Baltimore, to organize the actual settlement in 1633. He
recruited seventeen younger sons of Catholic gentry to lead and finance the expedition, taking
with them about 200 ordinary settlers, mostly Protestants, some of them married, a few farmers.
They had two ships, the Ark, 350 tons, and the Dove, a mere pinnace, but both armed to the teeth.
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Various attempts were made by religious enemies to sabotage the venture and in the end
Baltimore had to stay behind to protect its London end. Two Jesuits were taken aboard secretly
at Cowes on the Isle of Wight. Baltimore, who had studied Captain John Smith's account of
Virginia, gave handwritten instructions to his brother Leonard, who was to act as governor, and
Jerome Halwey and Thomas Cornwallis, Catholic gentlemen, his co-commissioners. They were
to get on good terms with the Virginians, using their Protestant passengers as intermediaries.
They were not to disperse but to build a town and concentrate all their efforts on feeding
themselves and becoming self-sufficient as quickly as possible. They were to train a militia and
build a fort but to try and remain at peace with the Indians. The three leaders were to be "very
careful to preserve unity and peace' between the Protestants and the Roman Catholics: the
Protestants were to receive ‘'mildness and favour', the Catholics to practice their faith as quietly
as possible.

One of the priests aboard, Father Andrew White, kept a record of the colony's foundation, and
found it full of splendid auguries for success. Of the Chesapeake he wrote: "This baye is the most
delightful water I ever saw ... two sweet landes, firm and fertile: plenty of fish, woods of
walnuts, oakes, and cedars." He noted ‘salad herbes and such like, strawberries, raspberries,
fallen mulbery vines, rich soil, delicate springs of water, partridge, deer, turkeys, geese, ducks,
and also squirrels, eagles and herons'-'the place abounds not only with profit but with pleasure.'
Maryland, he concluded, being halfway between the extremes of Virginia and New England, had
‘a middle temperature between the two, and enjoys the advantages, and escapes the evils, of
each."

The land was called Maryland after Charles I's French wife, Henrietta Maria, and the township
was St Mary's. Father White had a cross set up and said a dedicatory mass on the shore, “to take
solemn possession of the country.' They traded axes, hoes, hatchets, and cloth for 30 miles of
land below the Wicomico River., Strictly speaking, Baltimore's colony was, in English law, a
feudal fiefdom, with palatine powers like those of the Bishop of Durham. He was answerable
only to the King, owned all the territory granted, received rents, taxes, and fees, appointed all
officials, exercised judicial and political authority, could build forts and wage defensive war,
confer honors and titles, incorporate boroughs and towns, license trade, was head of the church,
could erect and consecrate chapels and churches, and these his ‘ample rights, liberties,
immunities and temporal franchises' were to be enjoyed by him and his heirs for ever. But this
was theory, English lawyers' big talk. In practice none of these grandiose baronies based on
feudal models worked as they were intended, quickly losing their gilding under the erosion of
America's democratic rock. To begin with, Baltimore did not have perfect title to his land. A
Kentish man called William Claiborne, who had been in Virginia since 1621 and had erected a
fur-trading stockade on Kent Island, disputed it. In law he was in the right, for Baltimore's title
excluded land already settled. Claiborne threatened to cause trouble, and did, once King Charles'
power collapsed in the 1640s. The American coast was already dotted with difficult loners like
Claiborne, ferociously opposed to authority of any kind, litigious, well armed, and ready to fight
if necessary. Then again, Baltimore's charter specifically stated that the colonists were to enjoy
“the full rights of Englishmen.' That proviso was incompatible with the feudal trappings and was
far more likely to be turned into a reality. The first assembly of the colony met in January 1635,
consisting of all freemen, that is males not bound in service. Within two years, and after some
acrimonious arguments paralleling the debates in Westminster, it had won the legislative
initiative. Thereafter there was no chance of Baltimore exacting his feudal privileges in full-quite
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apart from the fact that, from 1640, the Long Parliament in England systematically demolished
what was left of the feudal system.

The principal investors in the colony, called "Adventurers," who had to provide their own
transport out plus five "able men' between twenty and fifty, got 2,000 acres each. Anyone
bringing less than five men got roc, acres, plus a further 100 for each man beside himself.
Married settlers got 200 acres plus 100 for each ‘servant.' Each child under sixteen got 50.
Widows with children got the same grants as the men, and unmarried women with servants got
50 acres for each. The land was freehold but owners had to pay Baltimore a 'quitrent'-20 shilling
for a manor, 12 pence for a 50-acre tract, payable ‘'in the commodity of the country' and due
annually for fifty years. If a man wanted to come and could not afford the voyage, he could
travel free in return for a four- to five-year indenture of service. He made it with the captain, who
sold it on landing to any bidder. The indenture bound the master to furnish transport, ‘'meat,
Drinke, Apparel and Lodging' during the term and, on completion, to supply clothes, a year's
provision of corn, and 50 acres. Skilled men earned their freedom earlier.

The actual apportioning of land proceeded swiftly-something Americans learned to do well
very early in their history, and which was for 300 years one of their greatest strengths. A settler
went to the secretary of the province, recorded his entitlement, and requested a grant of land. The
secretary then presented a Warrant of Survey to the surveyor-general, who found and surveyed
an appropriate tract. When he reported, the secretary issued a patent, which described the reasons
for the grant, the boundaries and the conditions of tenure. The owner then occupied the land and
began farming. Compared to the difficulties of acquiring land in England, even for ready money,
it was amazingly simple.

The farming went well from the start. The land produced a surplus the very first year and a
load of grain was dispatched to Massachusetts for cash. But most farmers quickly went into
tobacco, and stayed there. By the mid-1630s, tobacco prices, after a sellers' market in the 1620s,
then a glut, had stabilized at about 4 to 6 shillings a pound. The Maryland settlers planted on
creeks and rivers on the western shore, with wharves to receive annual tobacco-export ships.
They killed trees by 'girdling'-cutting a ring round the base-then planted. By 1639 the Maryland
planters were producing 100,000 pounds of the 'sotte weed.' Tobacco planting was never easy. It
required ‘a great deal of trouble in the right management of it.' It was expert, labor-intensive, and
tricky at all times. A plant had to be “topped,' using the thumbnail. You could always tell a 17th-
century tobacco farmer by his hard, green-stained thumb. Everyone worked hard, at any rate in
those early days. The laborers and indentured servants did a twelve- to fourteen-hour day, with
Saturday afternoon free and Sunday. They could be transferred by sale and corporally punished,
and if they ran away they were punished by longer terms of service. They could not marry until
their contract expired. In any case, men outnumbered women by two or three to one. There were
lots of bastards and heavily pregnant brides-twice as many as in England.

Housing was poor: "The dwellings are so wretchedly constructed that even if you are close to
the fire as almost to burn yourself, you cannot keep warm and the wind blows through them
everywhere." That was in the winter. The problem in summer was malaria. The more settlers
who arrived, the more the mosquitoes bred. Those who got it were peculiarly susceptible to
smallpox, diphtheria, and yellow fever. Amebic dysentery, known as Gripes of the Gutts, was
endemic. Maryland was noticeably less healthy than New England, where a male who survived
to twenty lived generally to around sixty-five. In Maryland it was more like forty-three. About
70 percent died before fifty; only 6 percent of fathers lived to see their offspring mature. And
half the children died before twenty. Wives worked very hard, in the tobacco fields, as well as by
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milking the cow, making cheese and butter, raising chickens, tending to the vegetable garden-
mainly peas, beans, squash, and pumpkins. The men butchered but the wives cured, usually pork,
which was the commonest meat. Corn was ground with pestle and mortar until the family could
afford a grist-mill. These vigorous women were more partners than inferiors to their husbands.
They lived longer and inherited more property than was usual in England.

Despite the hardship, there was a feeling of nature's bounty, thanks to tobacco. It was
everything to the Marylanders. It was, in practice, the local currency. One settler, who wrote an
account of the place, the Rev. Hugh Jones, called it “our meat, drinke, cloathing and moneys.'
The highest-priced variety, which was sweet-scented, the “true Virginia,' would flourish only in a
few counties in Virginia itself. Maryland grew mainly Orinoco, from South America. By the end
of the 1630s a Maryland planter could produce 1,000 pounds a season, which rose to 1,500 or
even 1,700 later in the century. It is true that the soil soon became exhausted, the yield dropped,
and planters had to move on. But they did so-land was cheap and plentiful-and thus the colony
scattered and spread. Only four of the original gentlemen-adventurers stuck it out. But they
became major landowners, with manor-houses, which in the next generation were rebuilt in fine
brick. One of them, Thomas Gerard, soon farmed 6,000 acres. Four-fifths of the land worked fell
within such manors; only one in five freemen claimed land, preferring to work as tenants or
wage-earning landowners. Thus society rapidly became far more stratified than in New England.
Maryland had a difficult time during the English Civil War. It was invaded by a shipmaster-
pirate and parliamentary fanatic called Richard Ungle who, in conjunction with the still-
smouldering and discontented Claiborne, pillaged the settlement, claiming the authority of
parliament to do so. At one point, Claiborne and a fellow-parliament man went to London,
ingratiated themselves with the authorities, and were made governor and deputy governor. They
came back and sought to wage an anti-papist war of terror. Not only did they ban Catholic
worship but they passed an Act outlawing sin, vice, and the most minute infractions of the
sabbath. Throughout the 1640s and 1650s, religion as well as the proprietorial form of
government were the issues: more particularly, the degree of toleration to be allowed to different
faiths, and which exactly were to be excluded from it. But by the late 1650s toleration had won
the battle. Maryland's Toleration Act, based upon an Act Concerning Religion first pushed
through the Assembly in 1649, not only laid down the principle of the free practice of religion
but made it an offence to use hostile language about the religion of others, "such as Heretick,
Schismatic, Idolator, Puritan, Independent, Presbyterian, Popish Priest, Jesuite, Jesuited Papist,
Roundhead, Separatist and the like." But you could also be penalized for denying Christ was the
Savior, the doctrine of the Trinity, or the Existence of God. A free-thinking Jew, Dr Jacob
Lumbrozo, was later bound over for saying that Christ's miracles were 'magicianship and body-
snatching.' Thus toleration did not extend to outspoken Jews and atheists. But, for its time, it was
an astonishing measure. Henceforward, no Christian whatever could "bee any wais troubled,
molested or discountenanced for or in respect of his or her religion nor in the free exercise
thereof. '

The Toleration Act proved invaluable to the colony. The upheavals in England, followed by
the reassertion of royal authority and the imposition of the so-called Clarendon Code against
dissenters, brought a rush of refugees of all religious persuasions to America, and large numbers
chose to go to Maryland, where they lived perfectly happily together. The population had risen
slowly to pass the 2,500-mark about 1660, but in the next twenty years it increased by 20,000.
Maryland even took in Quakers. During its brief period of Puritan rule they were fined, whipped,
jailed, and banished: they claimed the Indians treated them better than ‘the mad, rash rulers of
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Mariland.' But once the Puritans were pushed out and the Toleration Act came back into force,
the Calverts got the Quakers back, arguing that they were good citizens and farmers. One leading
Quaker preacher, Wenlocke Christison, who had been whipped in Massachusetts, called his
Maryland land-patent "The Ending of Controversie." Another, Elizabeth Harris, fleeing Boston
where the authorities had stripped her and other Quaker women to find marks of witchcraft, gave
sermons throughout the province, and George Fox himself came out there in 1672. By the late
1670s, Quakers held regular meetings in fifteen different places in Maryland.

The colony attracted Dutch and German dissenters too. One group, the Labadists, of Dutch
origin, had a remarkable German polymath leader, who drew the first good map of Maryland,
had himself naturalized, and built up by 1674 an estate of 20,000 acres, making him the largest
private landowner in America. Within ten years 100 Labadists were settled on this beautiful
domaine, farmed with fine German-Dutch neatness and efficiency, sloping down to the Bohemia
River and Chesapeake Bay. They followed the communal teaching of a Jesuit-turned-Calvinist
called Jean de Labardie, sleeping in single-sex dormitories, eschewing private property,
observing silence at meals, and denying themselves fires in winter. It was too strict and
eventually dispersed, but it set a pattern of individualist utopian colonies in America which
persists to this day and, in its own way, is one of the glories of the New World.

Studying the history of these early settlements one is astonished-and delighted-by the variety
of it all, and by the way in which accidents, events, and the stubborn individuality of ordinary
men and women take over from the deep-laid schemes of the founders. The Calverts of Maryland
attempted to create a perfect baronial society in America, based on status rather than wealth. But
such an idea, it was already clear, simply did not work in America. The basic economic fact
about the New World was that land was plentiful: it was labor and skills that were in short
supply. To get immigrants you had to offer them land, and once they arrived they were
determined to become individual entrepreneurs, subject to no one but the law. So the manorial
courts rapidly gave place to elective local government. St Mary's, like Jamestown, remained no
more than a village. People just spread out into the interior, out of control of everything except
the law, which they respected and generally observed. But they had to make the law themselves.

It is important to remember that the area of settlement of North America covered thousands of
miles of coastline and islands, from Providence Island off the coast of Central America, settled
by Puritans in 1629, right up to Newfoundland, first exploited by two groups of fishermen, one
Anglican, one Irish Catholic, who lived in separate areas there. Various towns claim to have “the
oldest street in North America.' The best claimants are Water Street, St John's, Newfoundland,
and Front Street in Hamilton, Bermuda-neither of them in what is now the United States. In the
17th century there were in fact many scores of colonies, only a few of which would acquire full
historical status. And not all of them were English. Leaving aside the French to the north, in
Canada, and the Spanish to the south, there were the Dutch on the Hudson. As early as 1614 they
settled upriver at Fort Nassau, opposite modern Albany. New York, or New Amsterdam as they
called it, was founded by them on May 4, 1626. During the Anglo-Dutch war of King Charles
II's day, it was conquered by Colonel Richard Nicolls on September 7, 1664, on behalf of
Charles' brother James, Duke of York, who got a charter to found a proprietary colony there.
Despite a brief Dutch reoccupation in 1673-4, the English were able to consolidate their power in
the Hudson Valley. One reason was that they left the Dutch settlers alone, with their lands and
privileges, or rather encouraged them to enter their system of local government. In North
America, the settlement and actual ownership of land came first. What flag you lived under was
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secondary-it was successful farming and ownership of land which brought you personal
independence, the only kind which really mattered. Again, on the Delaware River, there was a
mixed Swedish-Dutch-Finnish settlement at Fort Christian, dating from 1638. It called itself New
Sweden, and when the English finally got control in 1674 it was the sixth change of flag over the
colony in half a century. The settlers, overwhelmingly farmers-and good ones-did not mind so
long as they were left in peace.

The English, French, and Dutch, as well as the Spanish, scattered all over the Caribbean and
the islands of Central America. Some islands changed hands again and again. The English put in
the biggest effort, both of men and money. In the years 1612-46 alone, 40,000 English Puritans
emigrated to various West Indian island-colonies. The most important by far was Barbados, not
least because it became a springboard for colonization in the Carolinas on the American
mainland. Barbados, unlike most of the other islands, was not a volcanic mountain sticking out
of the sea but a limestone block with terraced slopes. It was uninhabited when the English
arrived in 1627. First they tried planting tobacco, then cotton, both unsuccessfully. Then, during
the English Civil War, there was an influx of royalist refugees, bringing capital and grand ideas,
and Dutch expelled by the Portuguese from northeast Brazil. The latter knew about sugar-
planting, and with the help of English capital they set up a sugar industry. From the start it was a
huge commercial success, the first plantation boom-economy in English-speaking America. By
the middle years of Charles II's reign, there were 400 households in the capital, Bridgetown, 175
big planters, 190 middling, and 1,000 small ones, 1,300 additional freemen, 2,300 indentured
servants, and 40,000 slaves. It was easily the richest colony in North America-its sugar exports
were more valuable than those of all the other English colonies combined."' But with over 55,000
people on 166 square miles it was also the most congested.

A solution was found in 1663 when Charles II gave the Carolinas, unsuccessfully settled under
his father in 1629, to a group of eight proprietors, who invited experienced colonizers, from the
islands as well as from Virginia and New England, to take up land on easy terms. The
Barbadians responded with enthusiasm. A first group came in 1664 to Cape Fear, but had to
abandon it three years later. In 1670 a much larger group tried again, laying out Charlestown.
This time it worked. Of course there was the usual nonsense from the proprietors of 12,000 acre
‘baronies' and private courts-feudal ideas died hard among the more romantic gentlemen-
adventurers. The actual Barbadian planters simply ignored the propaganda and went for the most
likely sugarbearing lands on inlets and creeks. They ignored proprietorial guidance in other
ways. The proprietors wanted religious toleration, in order to attract the maximum numbers of
settlers. The planters were Anglicans, insofar as they were anything: they agreed with Charles II
that it was “the only religion for gentlemen.' So they made it their business to enforce second-
class status on people from other faiths. The proprietors opposed slavery. The planters needed
slaves, and got them. In one sense the wishes of the proprietors were carried out-the Carolinas
got a stratified society, with three classes: a small ruling class of plantation owners or gentry, a
large class of laborers, and an enormous number of slaves.

The settlement of Carolina was by no means exclusively Barbadian. There were also Scotch
Presbyterians at Port Royal, Huguenots on the Santee, English dissenters west of the Edisto. And
there were new waves of settlers from Ireland and France, as well as England. Nor did sugar do
particularly well in Carolina. It can be argued that Carolina was saved by rice just as Virginia
was saved by tobacco. The lands backing onto Charleston and the other river systems made
perfect ricefields: it was easy to set up a water-control system, and rice-fields, unlike tobacco
plantations, did not have to be moved every few years. But the essence of Carolina was a
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Barbadian slave-owning colony transported to the American mainland. This gave the place a
distinctive social, political, and cultural character quite unlike the rest of the emerging colonies,
even Virginia. Indeed, as we shall see, without this Barbadian implant, which became in due
course the aggressively slave-owning state of South Carolina, the emotional leader of the South,
it is quite possible that the American Civil War would not have taken place.

Indeed, it is fascinating for the historian to observe how quickly different regions of the North
American coast developed distinctive and deep-rooted characteristics. In Europe, where national
forms go back to the pre-scriptive Dark Ages and beyond, these differences remain mysterious.
In America there is no real mystery. The books are open from the start. The earliest origins of
each colony are well documented. We know who, and why, and when, and how many. We can
see foreshadowed the historical shape of things to come. With remarkable speed, in the first few
decades, the fundamental dichotomy of America began to take shape, epitomized in these two
key colonies-Massachusetts and Carolina. Here, already, is a North-South divide. The New
England North has an all-class, mobile, and fluctuating society, with an irresistible upward
movement pushed by an ethic of hard work. It is religious, idealistic, and frugal to the core. In
the South there is, by contrast, a gentry-leisure class, with hereditary longings, sitting on the
backs of indentured white laborers and a multitude of black slaves, with religion as a function of
gentility and class, rather than an overpowering inward compulsion to live the godly life.

Not that the emerging America of colonial times should be seen as a simple structure of two
parts. It was, on the contrary, a complex structure of many parts, changing and growing more
complex all the time. It was overwhelmingly English, as yet. But it was also already
indestructibly multiethnic, preparing the melting-pot to come. It was also, compared with limited
England, which was obliged to think small in many ways, already a place which saw huge
visions and thought in big numbers. Bigness was the characteristic of Pennsylvania from the
start. In 1682 William Penn (1644-1718) arrived at New Castle, Delaware bearing a massive
proprietary grant from Charles II. He was the son of a rich and politically influential admiral, to
whom Charles II was much indebted, both financially and otherwise. Penn had already dabbled
in colonizing in the Jersey region, but his new charter, in full and final settlement of a £16,000
debt to his father, was on a princely scale and actually termed "Pennsylvania' as a proprietary
colony. Penn had become a Quaker in 1666, and suffered imprisonment for his beliefs, and he
was determined to create a “tolerance settlement' for Quakers and other persecuted sects from all
over Europe. He called it his "Holy Experiment." There were Europeans in the area already-
Swedes from 1643 at Tinicum Island, 9 miles south of modern Philadelphia, Dutch and English
too. But they were few: Penn brought the many. His first fleet was of twenty-three ships, many
of them large ones; and plenty more soon followed.

Everything in Pennsylvania was big from the start. In Philadelphia, his city of brotherly love
and capital, he had plans for what was later called a "Garden City," which he termed a 'Greene
Country Town,' spread out on an enormous scale so that every houseowner would have ‘room
enough for House, Garden and small Orchard.' In fact this did not happen: Philadelphia grew up
tightly on the Delaware waterfront, and was manifestly from the start a city built for high-class
commerce. But it was quite unlike Boston, whose narrow, winding streets recalled medieval
London. Philadelphia was a proud and self-conscious example of contemporary town-planning,
made of brick and stone from the start, and much influenced by the new baroque London of
squares and straight streets. It was laid out on a large scale to fill, eventually, its entire neck of
the river, with twenty-five straight streets bisected by eight. All these streets had proper paving
and curbing, sidewalks and spaced-out trees.
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Into this colony radiating from Philadelphia, Penn poured multitudes of Quakers, from Bristol
and London, many of considerable property, who bought the best lots in the city, but also from
Barbados, Jamaica, New York, and New Jersey, from Wales-forming a separate, Welsh-speaking
area which kept its culture for generations-and from the Rhineland, founding a city they called
Germanopolis. Penn wanted the settlement dense for cultural as well as economic reasons: ‘I had
in my view Society, Assistance, Busy Commerce, Instruction of Youth, Government of Peoples'
Manners, Conveniency of Religious Assembling, Encouragement of Mechanics, distinct and
beaten roads.' He wrote home: "We do settle in the way of townships or villages, each of which
contains 5,000 acres or at least ten families ... Our townships lie square; generally the village in
the Center, for near-neighbourhood. But it rarely proved possible to carry out these schemes. In
practice, land was simply sold off in lots of a hundred acres or more. Again and again in early
America, planning-good, bad, or indifferent-was defeated by obstinate individualism. The
European notion of the docile, contented peasant, living in agricultural villages under a squire,
was an anachronism, or becoming one. A new pattern of owner-occupiers, producing food for
the market, was already to be found in England, where they were known as yeomen. America
was a natural paradise for such a class, where they were called simply farmers. And
Pennsylvania, with its rich soil, was particularly well adapted to promote their numbers and
interests. These farmers pushed inland from the river valleys into the low hills of piedmont of the
interior, and then across the first range or corrugation of the Appalachian mountains in what was
known as the Great Valley. Here was "the best poor man's country,' the ideal agricultural setting
for a farmer with little capital to carve out not only a subsistence for his family but, through hard
and skillful work, a marketable surplus for cash. So Pennsylvania soon became known as the
‘Bread Colony,' exporting a big surplus not only of grain but of livestock and fruit. Huge
numbers of immigrants arrived and most did well, the Quakers setting the pattern. They were
well dressed, they ate magnificently, and they had money jingling in their pockets.

Amid this prosperous rural setting, it was natural for Philadelphia to become, in a very short
time, the cultural capital of America. It can be argued, indeed, that Quaker Pennsylvania was the
key state in American history. It was the last great flowering of Puritan political innovation,
around its great city of brotherly love. With its harbor at Philadelphia leading up the Delaware to
Pittsburgh and so to the gateway of the Ohio Valley and the west, and astride the valleys into the
southern back country, it was the national crossroads. It became in time many things, which
coexisted in harmony: the world centre of Quaker influence but a Presbyterian stronghold too,
the national headquarters of American Baptists but a place where Catholics also felt at home and
flourished, a center of Anglicanism but also a key location both for German Lutherans and for
the German Reformed Church, plus many other German groups, such as Moravians and
Mennonites. In due course indeed it also housed the African Methodist Episcopal Church, the
first independent black denomination. With all this, it was not surprising that Philadelphia was an
early home of the printing press, adumbrating its role as the seat of the American Philosophical
Society and birthplace of the American Declaration of Independence.

But much, indeed most, of this was for the future. The question has to be asked: was early
America a hard-working but essentially a prosaic, uncultured place? Were the attitudes of early
Americans, when they were not narrowly religious, equally narrowly mercantile? It is a curious
fact that, whereas in England the 17th century was an age of great literature-and the actual
language used by those New Englanders, such as Winthrop and Roger Williams, who did set
down their thoughts on paper, was often expressive and powerful-the New World was strikingly
slow to develop its own literature. There is more than one argument here, however. Cultural

51



Bostonian historians of the late 19th century were inclined to dismiss their forebears as horribly
uncivilized. Charles Francis Adams wrote: "As a period it was singularly barren and almost
inconceivably somber." On the contrary, argued the great Samuel Eliot Morison: the Puritan
clergy and many leading layfolk were notable in their anxiety to educate and distinguished by
their interest in science. They did everything possible to promote intellectual activity by
founding schools and colleges. It is true they disliked individualism, a necessary ingredient in
cultural creativity. Perry Miller, the historian of the Puritan mind, argued that they were
communalists, who believed that government should interfere and direct and lead as much as it
could, in all aspects of life. And when necessary it should discipline and coerce too. Puritans saw
the individualist as a dangerous loner, meat for the Devil to feed on. As one of them, John
Cotton, put it, ‘Society in all sorts of humane affairs is better than solitariness. The Puritans
believed they had the right to impose their will on this communally organized society.

John Davenport of Connecticut summed up the entire Puritan theory of government thus:
"Power of Civil rule, by men orderly chosen, is God's ordinance. It is from the Light and Law of
Nature, because the Law of Nature is God's Law.' They did not accept that an individual had the
right to assert himself, in religious or indeed in any matters. When in 1681 a congregation of
Anabaptists published an attack on the government of Massachusetts Bay and appealed to what
they called the “tolerant spirit' of the first settlers there, Samuel Willard, minister to the Third
Church in Boston, wrote a pamphlet in reply, with a preface by Increase Mather, saying: I
perceive they are mistaken in the design of our first Planters, whose business was not toleration
but were professed enemies of it, and could leave the world professing they died no Libertines.
Their business was to settle and (as much as in them lay) to secure Religion to Posterity,
according to that way which they believed was of God.

In this kind of would-be theocracy, it was difficult for cultural individualism to flourish. But
the elites proposed-and the people disposed themselves otherwise. Sermons, tracts, and laws say
one thing; town and church records often show that quite different things actually happened. The
New England rank and file contained many individualists who would not be curbed by Puritan
leaders. If there were enough of them, there followed a heated town-meeting, an unbridgeable
difference, a split-and a move by one faction. A study shows that this is exactly what happened
in Sudbury, Massachusetts, in the 1650s, leading to the founding of Marlboro, Massachusetts.
The head of the conservative faction, Edmund Goodnow, put his case thus: 'Be it right or wrong,
we will have [our way] ... If we can have it no other way we will have it by club law.' To which
the leader of the younger generation, John How, replied: ‘If you oppress the poor, they will cry
out. And if you persecute us in one city, wee must fly to another." And so they did."" The early
Americans were lucky people-they had the space for it.

Individualism did assert itself, therefore, even in Puritan New England. Indeed in a sense it
had to, for America was a do-it-yourself society. Potential settlers were warned they would have
to depend on their own skills. A London broadsheet of 1622 has survived entitled "The
Inconvenients that have happened to Some Persons which Have transported Themselves from
England to Virginia, without Provisions Necessary to Sustain Themselves.' It advised that
settlers should take arms, household implements, and a list of eighteen tools, recommended to be
carried in duplicate, from axes to saws and shovels, not excluding a grindstone. Early settlers
erected their own huts, and made their own furniture when necessary.

But it was not always necessary, even in the earliest decades. It is a notable fact that America,
from the start, had a powerful attraction for skilled men. The reason was clear. One of the
original Mayflower backers, Robert Cushman, wrote that England was a poor place for an honest
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man to raise a family. The towns, he said, "abound with young tradesmen and the hospitals are
full of the ancient. The country is replenished with new farmes, and the alehouses are filled with
old labourers. Many are those who get their living with leaving burdens; but more are fain to
burden the land with their whole bodies. Multitudes get their means of living by prating and so
do numbers more by begging.' He complained that “even the most wise, sober and discrete men
go often to the wall, when they have done their best." He and others pointed out that a skilled
young man in England had a poor economic future, and no status at all, since status was entirely
dependent on land, which he had virtually no hope of acquiring. In America, he could get higher
wages, and his raw materials were cheap. And there was a strong likelihood he could get land
too.

So there was no shortage of craftsmen in the colonies. Carpenters and joiners were particularly
fortunate. Not only was wood plentiful and in great variety: it was also cheap in sawn lengths.
One of America's earliest innovations was the rapid spread of water-driven sawmills. England
had no real tradition of mechanical sawing. America by contrast had masses of timber located
near fast-flowing streams. So mills were built everywhere but particularly in New England. They
saved labor-the biggest item in furniture-making. One small waterpowered mill could produce
seven times the output of two skilled sawyers. There was waste of material-so what? Timber was
plentiful; it was human labor which was scarce. Settlers were moving from an economy of
scarcity to an economy of plenty, where men were valuable to a degree unknown in Europe. It
was this fact which shaped the early culture.

Excellent furniture was made in 17th-century America, and a surprising amount of it has
survived. There were skilled glassmakers from the start, for glass was difficult to transport with
safety and had if possible to be manufactured on the spot. We know there were professional
glassmakers on the first Virginia voyage of 1608. They flourished because raw materials,
particularly wood, were cheap and easily available. The shortage of skilled labor attracted
foreigners as well as Englishmen: the first glass-factories in America, both in Jamestown, were
run by Venetians and Poles. The same principle applied to pottery. Suppliers were unwilling to
ship pots across the Atlantic, saying there was no money in it. So potters went instead. The
skilled English ceramicist Philip Drinker was in Charlestown, Massachusetts, by 1635 working
away. The Dutch 'pottmaker' Dirck Clausen was turning out ware on Manhattan Island by 1655.
Redware was the quintessential American pioneer ceramic, dictated by the clays available
(porcelain was not successfully manufactured in America until the 19th century). It came with
simple abstract geometric patterns, rather like protoclassical Greek pottery of the 8th century BC,
then with written mottoes: ‘Mary's Dish,' *Clams and Oysters,' and "Pony Up the Cash.' But very
little survives from the 17th century.

Records exist of dozens of other categories of craftsmen at work in America by the mid-17th
century. Thus, by the 1630s, two expert shoemakers, Henry Elwell and Philip Kirkland, were
already settled in Lynn, Massachusetts, later to become a major shoe-manufacturing center. They
specialized in women's shoes. Church silver was in demand from early on-even the Puritans
liked it. In fact by the end of the 17th century superb silver, almost on a par with the European
best, was being made in Boston. One of the interesting points about New England craftsmen is
that they came from all ranks-something impossible in 17th-century England. The best Boston
silversmith-goldsmith was Jeremiah Dummer, born in 1645, the son of a leading landowner. He
was a member of the Boston elite and invested in shipping, but he was not above slaving at his
bench making candlesticks for prominent families and Boston churches. That was the kind of
social mobility which augered well for America’s future.
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It is, however, a futile quest to look for much in the way of fine art produced in 17th-century
America. Only about thirty paintings have survived from this period, all of them amateurish. We
know the names of men described as painters but it is impossible to match them convincingly to
the surviving paintings. Any who practiced as painters did so intermittently, it seems. One or
two Dutchmen in New York Gerrit Duyckinck (1660-1712) for instance-combined portrait
painting with other crafts, such as glazing. There were virtually no architects in the first decades.
Men, even men with many acres, designed their own houses: the tradition of the rich amateur
architect began early in America. Thus there is Adam Thoroughgood's house in Norfolk,
Virginia, 1636-40, of brick, in a mixture of Elizabethan and Jacobean styles, with a huge,
medieval-type chimney. Another early Virginia house, built by Arthur Allen and known as
Bacon's Castle, had towers, front and rear, massive chimney-stacks, and Flemish gables. All the
writers were amateurs too, be they authors of works of travel, like John Smith or William
Bradford, or Puritan poets like the metaphysician Edward Taylor of Westfield, Massachusetts
(c.1644-1729) or Michael Wigglesworth, whose theological poem, Day of Doom, published in
Cambridge in 1662, popularized Puritan dogma in ballad meter.

Yet there was one sense in which early America was abreast of the European world, even
ahead of it. It had a deep-rooted, and increasingly experimental, political culture. Here the
English tradition was of incomparable value. It was rich and very ancient. By comparison, the
French and Spanish settlers knew little of the art of politics. Both France and Spain, as
geographical entities with national institutions, were still recent developments in the 17th
century, and neither had much experience of representative government, or even at that date of
unified legal systems. By contrast, England had been a national unity since the 9th century, with
forms of representation going back to that date and even beyond. Its common law began to
mature as early as the 12th century; its first statute of the realm, Magna Carta, was enrolled as
early as 1215; its parliaments, with their knights of the shire and their burgesses of the towns,
had had a continuous history since the 14th century, as an institution which passed laws for all
the people and raised revenues from all of them too. Behind the Englishmen who came to settle
in Virginia and Massachusetts, in Carolina and Maryland and Pennsylvania, were 1,000 years of
political history.

Moreover, it must be said that the period at which this tradition was implanted in America was
also of great significance. English America "took off' as a viable social and economic entity in
the three decades 1630-60. That was when its population reached a critical mass large enough to
produce self-sustaining growth. And it was during these three decades that there took place in
England a veritable explosion of political argument and experiment, in which, perhaps for the
first time in history, the fundamentals of participatory and democratic politics were discussed. It
could be said, indeed, that modern politics was invented in the England of the 1640s, and the
English settlers in America were, in a sense, participants in this process-the coming and going
between England and America during this decade was of great political significance. If the
English had first settled America in the first half of the 16th century, during the Tudor autocracy,
or in the first half of the 18th century, during the long calm of the Whig supremacy, it might
have been a very different story. But they settled it during the first half of the 17th century, when
the smoldering dispute between king and parliament reached its climax, burst into flames, and
was resolved by a parliamentary victory, albeit a qualified one. The English settling in America
brought with them this political tradition, just when it was at its most active and fruitful.

The early settlers, then, came from an intensely religious and political background, and most
of them were independent-minded, with ingrained habits of thinking things out for themselves.
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And it was the earliest settlers who counted most. It is almost a law of colonization that the first
group, however small, to set up an effective settlement has more effect on the political and social
character of the colony than later arrivals, however numerous. Until Charles II's reign, indeed
until the 1680s, by which time the English had effectively wrested maritime control of the North
Atlantic from the Dutch, the English crown made little attempt to supervise closely what went on
across the Atlantic. It awarded charters, then let the colonists get on with it. This was an old
tradition in England, applying particularly to local government through justices of the peace
(magistrates), sometimes referred to as Self-government by the King's Command.' So
governors, however appointed or elected, operated independently of England. And every colony,
almost from its inception, and in most cases within a year of its foundation, had some kind of
representative assembly. Electing people was one of the first things a settler in America learned
to do. Moreover, many offices in America which, in England, would have been filled by
appointment, by lords lieutenant or even by the crown-key offices in the administration and
enforcement of the law-became elective from the start.

The American tradition of electing large numbers of public officers directly took deep root
quickly. Those men so chosen might be very humble people. Forty years after the foundation of
Maryland, governors were complaining that many men chosen as justices or sheriffs could not
even sign their names. Virtually everyone voted for somebody or other. In orthodox Calvinist
New England, voting rights, to begin with at least, were confined to church members. Elsewhere
all freemen had them, as a rule. In Maryland, for instance, at least from the 1650s, all freemen
voted for four delegates per county to serve in the Lower House. It was linked to service in the
militia, compulsory for every male over sixteen: if you fought for the colony, you voted in it. In
Carolina, you voted automatically if you took up a 50-acre plot, though to be a delegate you were
supposed to have 500 acres. These 50-acre men were lowly folk who would never have been
allowed to take part in politics in Europe: Thomas New, who came out in 1682, described them
as "tradesmen, poor and wholly ignorant of husbandry ... their whole business was to clear a little
ground to get bread for their families. But they voted all the same. Some of the Carolina elite,
who originally tried to call themselves 'landgraves' and 'cassiques,' grumbled at this. As one of
them put it, "It is as bad as a state of Warre for men who are in want to have the making of Laws
over Men that have Estates. But it was a fact of colonial life, even in Carolina, explained partly
by the proprietors themselves being mostly absentee landlords. As an independent-minded
Caroliner wrote in the 1670s: 'By our frame [of government], noe bodys power, noe not of any of
the Proprietors themselves were they there, is soe great as toe be able to hurt the meanest man in
the Country.’

You may ask: how did the early settlers reconcile their acceptance that even the meanest had
rights-including rights to vote-with the institution of slavery? The point was to be made with
great force by Dr Samuel Johnson at the time of the American Revolution, and it echoes through
American history: "How is it that the loudest YELPS for LIBERTY come from the drivers of
Negroes?' The answer is that America was only gradually corrupted into the acceptance of large-
scale slavery. The corruption entered through Carolina, whence it came from Barbados. In the
West Indian islands, those occupied by the Spanish, Portuguese, and French under Catholic
teaching, slaves were treated as actual or potential Christians, with souls and rights-not just
property. In the islands occupied by the English and Dutch Protestants, who got their doctrine
about slavery from the Old Testament, slaves were seen as legal chattels, with no more rights
than cows or sheep. The Barbadian planters in Carolina, who set the tone, never troubled
themselves to Christianize their slaves and even prevented others from doing so. In any case, it
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made no difference. Early laws laid down that baptism did not change a person's free or unfree
status. Such laws spread north. Thus in 1692 a Maryland statute insisted that baptism did nothing
to change a black's servile status.

Carolina was the first slave state, properly speaking. From the start it imported black slaves,
even before it acquired rice as an agricultural staple. A Carolina promotion pamphlet of 1682
stated flatly: “without [negro slaves] a planter can never do any great matter.' The same year, a
settler told a friend: "Negroes are more desirable than white servants. This was because a white
indentured servant cost £2-£4 a year in capital investment. A slave cost £18-£30 outright, plus
the likelihood of breeding. Young, healthy female slaves were particularly valuable for this
reason. In Maryland, slavery grew only slowly. Until the late 1680s, an estate was more likely to
be run by indentured labor. Early probates from the years 1658-70 show that only 15 out of 150
estates had slaves. But the treatment and legal status of slaves, especially black ones, declined as
the 17th century wore on. A statute of 1663 recognized black service as perpetual, writing of
"Negroes and other Slaves who are incapable of making Satisfaction by Addition of Tyme." A
black had to prove he was under limited contract by producing documents, otherwise the law
assumed he (and his children) was a chattel slave.

Much legislation of these years strengthened the hands of the planters against slaves. In
Carolina, slavery was an early source of corruption in politics. Slavers were heard to boast that
they could "with a bowl of punch get who they would Chosen of the parliament and afterwards
who they would Chosen of the Grand Council. The Barbadians in Carolina also enslaved
numbers of Indians. This was strictly against the law. The policy of Charles II's government was
“to get and continue the friendship and assistance of the Indians and make them useful without
force or injury.' It laid down (1672) that enslavement of Indians was forbidden ‘upon any
occasion or pretence whatsoever. But the Barbadian planters induced Indian tribes-who did not
need much persuasion-to make war on others to produce Indian slaves. An early anti-slaver in
Charleston, John Stewart, wrote angry letters home to England, protesting about the behavior of
the Barbadians, or 'Goose Creek Men' as he called them (this was their densest area of
settlement). He said that one of their leaders, Maurice Matthews, an important man because he
was the official surveyor as well as a planter and slaver, was "Hell itself for Malice, a Jesuit for
Design politick.' Stewart eventually got Matthews sacked for slaving. His predecessor, Florence
O'sullivan, was as bad: "a very siddencious, troublesome Man, an ill-natured buggerer of
children,' as other settlers complained.

All the same American slavery was on a small scale, Carolina being the only exception.
Large-scale slavery was an 18th-century phenomenon. Even by 1714 there were fewer than
60,000 slaves in the whole of the English colonies on mainland America. Thereafter the numbers
grew steadily-78,000 by 1727, 263,000 by 1754, and 697,000 at the first census in 1790. So in
Dr Johnson's day the existence of huge, black, servile multitudes in America was a recent
development, growing daily-one reason he was so outraged by it. In early settler times, by
contrast, over most of the colonies, slavery was very marginal, blacks were almost invisible, and
servile work was seen in terms of indentured whites, who served their terms, became freemen
and soon owned land and exercised their votes. So the leading settlers, creating their assemblies,
were not struck by the paradox of free whites and blacks who had no rights at all. That came
later-when it was too late and slavery was deeply entrenched.

The early lack of interest by the English government in the American mainland colonies led,
therefore, both to a rapid growth of legislative assemblies, with wide franchises and, rather later,
to an unregulated growth of slavery. When the home country first began to take a closer interest,
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during Charles II's reign, its main concern was with regulated trade. By an Act of 1660,
‘enumerated' commodities from the English mainland colonies in America had to be sent direct
to England. These included tobacco, cotton, wool, indigo, to which were later added tar, pitch,
turpentine, hemp, masts, yards, rice, copper, iron, timber, furs, and pearls. These included all the
staples of the South, chiefly tobacco, rice, and indigo. But, further north, leading exports like
fish-for a long time the chief staple of New England-grain, and other foods were kept out of
England by high tariffs. So the North, especially New England, sent to the West Indies and
southern Europe dried fish, pickles and pickled beef and pork, horses and livestock, plus building
materials. New York and Philadelphia sent flour and wheat. As, by the closing decades of the
17th century, the West Indies was concentrating largely on sugar and tobacco, it imported food
and wood cheaply from the mainland colonies. In return, they got molasses, to turn into rum for
the fishing fleet and to buy slaves. If they were lucky, they got gold and silver too.

The cash was welcome, because under this mercantalist system the balance of trade was in
England's favor and there was a chronic shortage of coin in America. Any specie they got from
the West Indies 'seldom continues six months in the province before it is remitted to Europe.'
Business was accounted in pounds, shillings, and pence, but English coin was seldom seen.
Large-scale internal trade was done in drafts and bills of exchange, local trade in barter. Termly
bills of students at Harvard College were for decades met by produce, livestock, and pickled
meat. In 1649 one student is recorded as settling his bill with "an old cow.' The accounts for the
college's first building includes one item: "Received a goat 30S plantation of Watertown rate,
which died.' All kinds of dodgy procedures were used to get round the shortage of specie. Thus
in Virginia and Maryland, receipts for tobacco deposited in warehouses circulated as cash. Then
colonial governments began to create paper credit-a slippery slope. In 1690 Massachusetts
created bills of credit for payment to militia soldiers. This example was eagerly followed, and
such paper money acceptable, at a discount, for silver and marked with a date of payment soon
spread. But this was followed by larger, weaker issues, which discredited it. So American paper
money tended to be rotten from the start, and distrust of it-followed by distrust of the banks
which circulated it-became deep-rooted in Americans from an early date, and was to have very
long-term consequences. Primitive ‘loan banks,' issuing credit on the security of real estate,
made the financial system even more suspect. Parliament in England, instead of solving the
problem by ensuring that America got enough coin, stamped on the consequences of the shortage
as an abuse. In 1751 it forbade issue of further bills of credit as legal tender in New England, and
in 1764 it extended the ban to all the colonies. This both infuriated the Americans and proved
ineffective, since by then an estimated $22 million of unlawful paper was already in circulation.
It was an early example of the way in which government from both sides of the Atlantic would
not work.

Irritation with England, whenever the home government exercised any authority at all, was an
early American characteristic. It is a curious fact that the first printed work ever published in
America, put out by Stephen Daye in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in January 1639 (he had come
out only the year before) was a broadside, The Oath of a Free-Man, attacking the oath of
allegiance all settlers had to swear to the English crown. Taxes in goods were exacted on settlers,
without much success to be sure, and some of this got back to the English crown. But in return it
was hard for the colonies to see what they got, other than notional protection. The home
government certainly did nothing to defend outlying farms or plantations from occasional Indian
raids-for that, the settlers were left entirely to their own devices. On the whole, relations between
English settlers and Indians were good and there was surprisingly little conflict. When it
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occurred, the settlers were usually to blame. But not always. The Indians were capable of
unpredictable changes of mood, and downright bellicosity under a certain type of leader. Settler-
Indian relations were complicated by disputes among Indian tribes, which were often in a state of
perpetual warfare with each other.

This was the origin of the Pequot War in the 1630s. It began with a dispute between the
Pequots and the Mohicans in the Connecticut River area, over the valuable shoreline, whose
shells and beads were collected for wampum, the Indian form of exchange. Neither the English
nor the nearby Dutch would come to the aid of the Mohicans and they were beaten. The Pequots,
‘grown arrogant,' attacked an English sea-captain, John Stone, and his seven companions, who
were trading upriver. They were murdered. Two years later, there was another murder, on Block
Island, of a New England trader, John Oldham. In response, the Massachusetts governor, John
Endecott, sent three armed vessels, which destroyed the two Indian villages believed to have
been guilty of these crimes. In May 1637, the Pequots retaliated by attacking Wethersfield,
Connecticut, killing nine people and abducting two. This in turn provoked a combined operation
by all the militia forces of Massachusetts and Connecticut, accompanied by several hundred
Narragansett and Niantic Indians, who together surrounded the main Pequot fort on June 5, 1637,
and slaughtered 500 Indians, men, women, and children, within it. The village was set on fire
and most of those who tried to escape were shot or clubbed to death. This bloody war against the
Pequots, which seems to have ended Indian raiding in New England for a generation, was
conducted without any assistance from England.

Further south, in the Hudson Valley and Virginia, wars among the Indians, and with settlers
over fur and trading, continued sporadically. In June 1644 as many as 350 settlers south of the
James River were massacred by the warriors of a chieftain called Opechancanought. This led to
large-scale counterattacks by the governor of Virginia, William Berkeley, and the acting
governor Richard Kemp. Again, only the local militia was employed. There was a major flare-up
in Dutch territory near the Hudson the same year. Near New Amsterdam, 120 Algonquins,
fleeing from their Mohawk enemies, were massacred by the Dutch in retaliation for early
murders. Various Algonquin tribes then united for a vengeful raid against Dutch settlements, but
were defeated when 150 heavily armed Dutch killed 700 Indian warriors near Stamford,
Connecticut, in February 1644.

In Virginia it was a constant complaint among settlers pushing into the interior that the
authorities never provided them with any protection from hostile Indians. The trouble with
Virginia, as indeed with other colonies, is that although its latitude, that is its extent along the
coast, was fairly accurately determined by original charters, its extension inland was indefinite.
There was an early conflict of interest between the large plantation-owners of the Tidewater,
who dominated the assembly and ran the government, and the smaller farmers who penetrated
into the foothills, or piedmont, of the Appalachian ridges, and beyond them. In fact almost from
the start two very different societies began to emerge. On the coast, there was a characteristically
‘Southern' civilization, slave-owning, tobacco-growing, cultured, elitist, leisured, and there was a
much more rugged farming society in the interior-a bifurcation which was eventually to find
constitutional expression when West Virginia hived off from the rest during the Civil War and
formed a separate state.

Early in 1676, the small farmers up the James River became convinced that the plans of Sir
William Berkeley, the royal governor, were inadequate, and that this sprang from the fact that
they were underrepresented in the House of Burgesses, dominated by the Tidewater aristocracy.
They got a wealthy planter, Nathaniel Bacon, to lead them, both against the Indians and to
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remonstrate with the governor. Berkeley accused Bacon of treason and had him arrested when he
arrived in Jamestown with 500 men on June 6. Then having-as he thought-asserted his authority,
he let Bacon go, and the result was an angry confrontation in which Bacon demanded a
commission of inquiry into the government's failure to police the Indians, and authorization to
raise an army. The governor then fled, to the eastern shore, and Bacon rampaged for three
months in the capital, raising volunteers and plundering the estates of Tidewater grandees. He
denounced Berkeley and his “clique' as “sponges' who ‘sucked up the Publik Treasure.' But on
October 26, 1676 he abruptly succumbed to what was called "a severe attack' of ‘the bloody
flux."! Without his leadership, the rebellion collapsed. When a party of English redcoats,
summoned by the governor three months before, finally arrived in November from England, only
eighty slaves and twenty ‘servants' still defied the authorities, turning a serious white man's
revolt into a servile one, which was soon suppressed.

Bacon's Rebellion showed how fragile authority in America was in these early times. In the
same year there was another demonstration of its fragility in New England. The Puritans had not
been particularly assiduous in converting Indians to Christianity. But one of them, John Eliot
(1604-90), had done his best from 1646 onwards, preaching widely to the tribes and translating
the Bible into Algonquin. His converts were known as ‘praying Indians,' and since they often
became detribalized he settled them in what were known as “praying towns." One of these
converts, Sassamon, actually attended Harvard, though he seems to have lapsed afterwards and
became a follower of 'King Philip,' also known as Metacom, who was a chief and sacham, or
holy man. Sassamon was murdered early in 1676, and since he had once again become a
Christian before this occurred, three men of the Wampanoag tribe, who were heathen, were held
to be guilty and executed by the Plymouth authorities. That was the ostensible cause of King
Philip's War, a conflict between Christianity and Indian religious culture, but it is likely that
increasing pressure on Indian land by the rapidly expanding Massachusetts colony was the real
reason.

Throughout the summer and autumn of 1679, Philip and his men destroyed white farms and
townships over a large area, and at one point came within 20 miles of Boston itself. If Philip had
been able to organize a grand coalition of the Indians, it is quite possible he could have
extinguished the entire colony. However, the inability to unite against their white enemies was
always the fatal weakness of the Indians. The Massachusetts governor, another Winthrop, raised
the militia, which was dispatched in parties of armored dragoons, from 10 to 150 and more, to
meet the danger whenever large parties of Indians were reported to be gathering. This warfare
continued throughout the winter of 1676-7 and the spring, until in August Philip himself was
cornered and killed. Thereafter it was a question of isolating small groups of Indians, or hunting
them down in the backwoods, though some fighting went on in New Hampshire and Maine until
1678. The casualties on both sides were very heavy. Every white family in New England was
involved in one way or another. It is probably true to say that no war in American history
produced so many killed and wounded in proportion to the total population. It goes without
saying that no assistance was forthcoming from England. Without the local militia which proved
itself in the end a formidable fighting machine, far superior to its English counterparts, the
Indians could not have been held at bay. The war was fought with great bitterness. When Philip
was finally killed, his head was hacked off and sent for public display Boston, his hands to
Plymouth. It left deep scars among the survivor and it had a profound effect on the Puritan
ministry, who felt that the near-disaster indicated divine displeasure with New England. It had
been, as they put it, *So Dreadful a Judgment.'
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The ravages of King Philip's War, the break-up of families it brought about, and the widespread
feeling that the godly people of New England had somehow become corrupted and were being
punished in consequence, was the long-term background to the Salem witchcraft hysteria of
1692. The immediate background, however, was a prolonged disruption in the normal
government of the colony. From 1660 onwards, the authorities in England had been taking an
increasing interest in America, and were endeavoring to recover some of the power that had been
carelessly bestowed on the colonists during the early decades. This tendency increased sharply in
the 1680s. In 1684 the crown revoked the original charter of Massachusetts, which gave it self-
government, and in 1686 appointed Sir Edmund Andros (1637-1714) governor. Andros was a
formidable public official who had been sent by James, Duke of York, in 1674 to run his
proprietary colony of New York, seized from the Dutch. He made the place the strategic focus of
England's North American empire, enlarging the anchorage, building warehouses, establishing
an exchange, laying down regulations to foster commerce, and building forts. It has been said,
"He found New York a village, he left it a city.’

That was all very well, but Massachusetts wanted to run its own affairs, and the arrival of
Andros as ‘Governor of Our Dominion of New England,' coinciding as it did with the accession
of the Duke of York, now James II and an open Catholic, to the throne, was not welcome in
Boston. It was clear that King James wanted to unite all the northern colonies into one large New
England super-colony, and that Andros was his instrument. When a group of Whig nobles
invited William of Orange to England, to become its Protestant king, and James fled, the New
England elite took the opportunity to stage their own "Glorious Revolution,' put Andros behind
bars, and resumed their separate existences. The president of Harvard, Increase Mather (1639-
1723), was sent to London to negotiate a new settlement and charter. It was while he was away
doing this that the witch hysteria broke out. It is important to grasp that what, in retrospect, was a
breakdown in the rule of law occurred when the entire political frame of New England was in a
state of suspension and uncertainty.

There was nothing new about witchcraft, or the suspicion of it, in New England. Religious
dissidents, such as Quakers, were regularly stripped and examined for its marks. The fear of the
witch was linked to fear of the Devil, his or her master, and the Devil was omnipresent in the
moral theology of the 17th century. Conviction and hanging of witches was not common in
Massachusetts, but it occurred from time to time. In Connecticut we know of ten cases of witches
being hanged for “familiarity with the Devil." Rhode Island alone had an unblemished record in
this respect. Nor were Calvinists the only people who believed strongly in the reality of sorcery.
Witches were prosecuted in Anglican Virginia. There was a case in Catholic Maryland too,
where a ‘little old woman,' suspected of being a witch, was cast into the sea to appease an
inexplicably violent storm. What made the Salem case in 1692 unique was the scale and
suddenness of the accusations, the sinister farce of the trials, and the severity of the punishments.

There may be an explanation for this too. The huge religious controversies and wars which
had convulsed Europe from over a century since the outbreak of the Reformation in the 1520s,
came to a climax in the first half of the 17th century, with the appalling Thirty Years War in
central Europe and such marginal catastrophes as the Civil War in Britain. But with the Peace of
Westphalia in 1648, the world slowly turned to secularity. It was as though the volcanic spirit of
religious intolerance had exhausted itself and men were turning to other sources of dispute. But
there were nonetheless periodic convulsions of the dying beast of fanaticism. In the 1680s Louis
X1V, at the urging of Catholic extremists, revoked the toleration for Protestants accorded by the
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Edict of Nantes. The same decade, in Protestant London, there was a violent mob-led hunt for
Catholic subversives led by the renegade Titus Oates. The Salem hysteria was part of this
irrational, recidivist pattern.

The ostensible facts of the Salem case are not in dispute. Early in 1692, two children in the
household of the vicar of Salem, Samuel Parris-his daughter Betty, aged nine, and his niece
Abigail, elevenbegan to be taken with hysterical fits, screaming and rolling on the floor. Their
behavior affected some of their friends. Neither girl could write and they may not have been able
to read. They were fond of listening to the tales of Tituba, a black female slave who formed part
of the household. When the girls' behavior attracted attention, they were medically examined and
closely questioned by their credulous father and local busybodies. The girls finally named Tituba
as the source of their trouble and she, under pressure to confess witchcraft, admitted she was a
servant of Satan, and spoke of cats, rats, and a book of witchcraft, “signed by nine in Salem.'
Two names of local women were screamed out by the girls, and this set off the hunt.

It soon attracted a great deal of interest, not just in Salem but in the entire neighborhood,
including Boston. One of those who took a hand in it was Increase Mather's learned minister-son,
Cotton Mather (1663-1728), a young but already prominent member of the Boston elite. The
authorities, such as they were, also took a hand. In mid-May, the temporary governor, William
Philips, arrived in Salem and, impressed by what he heard-perhaps horrified is a better word-set
up a special court, under William Stoughton, to get to the bottom of the matter. This of course
was a serious error. The ordinary law might or might not function fairly in sorcery cases, but a
special court was bound to find culprits to justify its existence. And so it did. Its proceedings
were outrageous. Accused persons, men and women, who confessed to using witchcraft, were
released-as it were rewarded by the court for “proving' the reality of the Devil's work in Salem.
The more sturdy-minded among the accused, who obstinately refused to confess to crimes they
had not committed, were judged guilty. The hysteria raged throughout the long New England
summer. By the early autumn, fourteen women and five men, most of them respectable people
with unblemished records, had been hanged. One man, who refused to plead at all, was pressed
to death with heavy stones, the old English peine forte et dure, for contempt of court-the only
time it was ever used in America's history. Over 150 people were awaiting trial in overcrowded
jails, and some of them died there. The reaction set in during October, when prominent people,
including the governor's wife, were 'named." The authorities then came to their senses. The
special court was dissolved. Those under arrest were released.

The Salem trials can be seen as a throwback to an early age of credulity. In a sense they were.
But they were more complicated than that. Belief in witches and the modern, sceptical mind
were not opposite polarities. Cotton Mather who, at the climax of the hysteria in October,
published a tract, Wonders of the Invisible World, “proving' the existence of witchcraft and its
connection with the Devil, was not an obscurantist opponent of science. Quite the contrary. He
was descended from the Cottons and Mathers, two of Boston's leading intellectual families since
the inception of the colony. In the late 17th century, the new empirical science and older systems
of belief overlapped. Isaac Newton, greatest scientist of the age, was an example. He was
fascinated by all kinds of paranormal phenomena and his library contained large numbers of
books on astronomy. Cotton Mather was a learned man and a keen scientist. He was not only
awarded an honorary Doctorate of Divinity by Glasgow University but was also elected a Fellow
of the Royal Society, then the leading scientific body in the world. He popularized the
Copernican system of astrophysics in the colonies. He regarded the empirical study of nature as a
form of worship, a notion pursued by the New England Transcendentalists in the 19th century.
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For him, his numerous scientific interests were in no way opposed to his religious beliefs but
were an extension of them. He argued that the existence of witches was a collateral proof of the
life to come: “Since there are witches and devils,' he wrote, "We may also conclude that there are
immortal souls.'

It was in fact precisely Cotton Mather's scientific interests which made him such an
enthusiastic witchhunter. He believed that the trials, if pursued vigorously enough, would
gradually expose the whole machinery of witchcraft and the operations of the Devil, thereby
benefiting mankind enormously. But here he disagreed with his own father, another learned,
scientific gentleman. Increase Mather held that the very operation of hunting for witches might
be the work of the Devil, and characteristic of the way the Great Deceiver led foolish men into
wickedness. His return from England in the autumn of 1692 was one factor in the ending of the
witchhunt, and the following spring he published a book, Cases of Conscience Concerning Evil
Spirits, which drew attention to the risks of public delusions and suggested that the real work of
the Devil was the hanging of an innocent old woman. Increase Mather was instrumental in
persuading the General Court of Massachusetts to pass a motion deploring the action of the
judges. Members of the jury signed a statement of regret, indemnities were granted to the
families of the victims who had been hanged. Some of those who had made false statements later
confessed to them, though in one case not till many years had passed. These events, and Increase
Mather's book, virtually put an end to trials for witchcraft in America.

The Salem trials, then, can be seen as an example of the propensity of the American people to
be convulsed by spasms of self-righteous rage against enemies, real or imaginary, of their society
and way of living. Hence the parallels later drawn between Salem in 1692 and the "Red Scare' of
1919-20, Senator McCarthy's hunt for Communists in the early 1950s, the Watergate hysteria of
1973-74, and the Irangate hunt of the 1980s. What strikes the historian, however, is not just the
intensity of the self-delusion in the summer of 1692, by no means unusual for the age, but the
speed of the recovery from it in the autumn, and the anxiety of the local government and society
to confess wrongdoing, to make reparation and search for the truth. That indeed is uncommon in
any age. In the late 17th century it was perhaps more remarkable than the hysteria itself and a
good augury for America's future as a humane and truth-seeking commonwealth. The rule of law
did indeed break down, but it was restored with promptness and penitence.

The real lesson of the affair, a contemporary historian may conclude, is not the strength of
irrationality but the misuse of science. Cotton Mather had been trained as a doctor before he
decided to follow his father into the ministry, and was a pioneering advocate of smallpox
vaccination, especially of the young. He was a keen student of hysterical fits as a medical as well
as a religious phenomenon. Both he and his father took an interest in the behavior of children
under extreme psychic and physical stress, though they reached different conclusions. He, and
the interrogators of the children, were manifestly anxious to hear tales of possession and sorcery
and devilish activity to confirm their preconceptions, and the children intuited their need and
supplied it. We have here a phenomenon by no means confined to the 17th century. Perhaps the
best insight into the emotional mechanism which got the Salem trials going can be provided by
examining some of the many cases of child-abuse hysteria, and cases in which children were
alleged to have been abused by Satanist rings, occurring in both the United States and Britain in
the 1980s and 1990s. The way in which children can be encouraged, by prosecuting authorities,
to ‘'remember' imaginary events is common to both types of case. The Salem of the 1690s is not
so far from us as we like to think.
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Cotton Mather himself is a significant and tragic figure in American history. When he was
born in 1663, New England still seemed outwardly the religious commonwealth the Pilgrim
Fathers had wished to create, through Congregationalism was already losing its physical grip on
the machinery of government and signs of a growing secularization were manifest. He was born
to the Puritan purple: both his Christian and his surname proclaimed it. He entered Harvard, its
school for clerical princes, at the age of twelve-the youngest student ever enrolled there. He
seemed destined to inherit not merely his father's mantle as president of the college, but
leadership of the entire New England intellectual and religious community. But neither
happened. Indeed he was publicly defeated for the presidency of Harvard, and when he was
finally asked, in 1721, to become head of its rival, Yale, which had been founded in 1701 and
moved to New Haven in 1716, it was too late. He was too old and he refused.

Mather spent his entire life industriously acquiring knowledge and regurgitating it. He learned
seven languages, well. He was a living rebuke to the proposition that New England was
uncultured and lacked authors. He wrote 450 books. Many more remained unpublished but those
that saw print were enough to fill several shelves-and all this in addition to seven thick volumes
of diaries. He stood for the proposition that, in America, religion was the friend of
enlightenment. He promoted schemes of public charity for the poor and infirm. His books, The
Family Well Ordered and The Ornaments for the Daughters of Zion, put forward sensible and in
some ways surprisingly modern views about the role of parents in education, and especially of
girls. He wrote about the rights of the slaves and the Indians. He tried to bring order and sense to
the medical and legal professions-something high-minded American intellectuals have been
trying to do ever since. He was not exactly a man for all seasons-he was too opinionated and
cantankerous for that-but he was a man for all disciplines, an all-purpose American do-gooder
and right-thinker who adumbrated Benjamin Franklin. But he lacked Franklin's chance to operate
on a world stage. He was damned at the time and for posterity (until recent scholarship came to
his rescue) as the man behind the Salem witch-trials. He appeared to move effortlessly from
Young Fogey to Laudator Temporis Actae.

Long before his death Cotton Mather recognized that the times had moved against him and
that the kind of religion the Puritans had brought to America was changing beyond recognition.
In 1702 he published his masterpiece, the Magnalia Christi Americana, which despite its
prolixity has a strong claim to be considered the first great work of literature produced in
America. It is a primary source-book because it gives lives of the governors of New England and
leading divines, a history of Harvard and various churches, and valuable details about early
Indian wars. But in essence it is an epic history of the New England religious experiment-the
attempt to create the Kingdom of God in the New World-and an inquiry into what went wrong.
He proclaims: ‘I write the wonders of the Christian religion, flying from the depravations of
Europe to the American strand,' and his tone is often wondering; but it is also querulous and
elegiac. He put his bony finger on the inherent contradiction in the Puritan mission. Their
Protestant ethic, their intensity of religious endeavor which was the source of their lawabiding
industry, contained the seeds of its own dissolution. As he put it, "Religion brought forth
Prosperity, and the daughter destroyed the mother."' He could see what had happened to Boston
in his own lifetime: the mercantile spirit flourishing in its busy streets, and its conformist
preachers in the well-filled churches goading on their complacent congregations to amass yet
more wealth as an outward symbol of inward grace. Thus America's success was undermining its
divine mission: "There is danger lest the enchantments of this world make them forget their
errand into the wilderness.'
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Here is rich food for thought about the whole American experiment, secular as well as
religious. It is worth noting that when Cotton Mather died, full of warnings and fulmination, in
1728, Benjamin Franklin, so like him in his universality, so unlike him in his objectives, was
already a young man of twenty-two, making his way purposefully in Philadelphia. Whereas
Mather was obsessed by the need to save one's soul for the next world, Franklin was
preoccupied-like the vast majority of his fellow-countrymen-with getting on in this one. To move
from one man to the other is to cross a great watershed in American history.

We are now in the 18th century and the final pieces of the jigsaw of early America are beginning
to fit into place. From its growth-points on the coasts of New England and Virginia, now joined
by the middle colonies of Maryland, Pennsylvania, and New York, settler America was moving
north, and south, but above all west. The frontier was already a physical reality and a powerful
metaphysical concept by the year 1700. The overwhelming dynamic was the lust to own land.
Now, for the first time in human history, cheap, good land was available to the multitude. This
happy prospect was now open, and it remained so for the best part of the next two centuries; then
it closed, for ever. In the early 18th century, the movement to acquire land outside the original
settlements and charters, and dot it with towns, was just getting into its stride, which was not to
relax until the frontier ceased to exist in the 1890s. The advance from the shoreline and the
tidewater into the piedmont was what might be called Americas first frontier. It took place
everywhere in English America. Thus there was a push up the Housatonic Valley into the
Berkshires, leading to the foundation of Litchfield in 1719, Sheffield in 1725, Great Barrington
in 1730, Williamstown in 1750. In 1735, four closely linked townships were founded to bridge
the gap between these Housatonic settlements and the Connecticut River itself. Governor
Benning Wentworth (1696-1770), who was instrumental in separating New Hampshire from
Massachusetts, then granted lands west of the Connecticut in what was to become Vermont.

This northern push consisted mainly of Ulster Protestants, provoked into seeking a new,
transatlantic life by an Act prohibiting the export of Irish wool to England, by the enforced
payment of tithes to Anglican churches, and by the expiry of the original Ulster plantation leases
in 1714-18. So here were hardy frontier farmers, after three generations of fighting and planting
to defend the Protestant enclave against the Catholic-Irish south of Ireland, moving to expand the
new frontier in North America. They came in organized groups, and for the first time the
authorities had the resources to take them direct to the frontier, where they founded Blandford,
Pelham, and Warren, or settled in Grafton County in New Hampshire, and Orange, Windsor, and
Caledonia counties in Vermont. These were first-class colonists: lawabiding, church-going, hard-
working, democratic, anxious to acquire education and to take advantage of self-government. We
heard little of them: always a good sign.

This was only the beginning of the Ulster-Scotch migration. From 1720, for the next half-
century, about 500,000 men, women, and children from northern Ireland and lowland Scotland
went into Pennsylvania. A similar wave of Germans and Swiss, also Protestants, from the
Palatinate, Wurttemberg, Baden, and the north Swiss cantons, began to wash into America from
1682 and went on to the middle of the 18th century, most of them being deposited in New York,
though 100,000 went to Pennsylvania. For a time indeed, the population of Pennsylvania was
one-third Ulster, one-third German. Land in Pennsylvania cost only £10 a hundred acres, raised
to £15 in 1732 (plus annual quitrents of about a halfpenny an acre). But there was plenty of land,
and the rush of settlers, and their anxiety to start farming, led many to sidestep the surveying
formalities and simply squat. The overwhelmed chief agent of the Penn family, James Logan,
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complained that the Ulstermen took over 'in an audacious and disorderly manner,' telling him
and other officials that “it was against the laws of God and nature that so much land should be
idle while so many Christians wanted it to labor on and raise their bread.' How could he answer
such a heartfelt point, except by speeding up the process of lawful conveyance?

The further south you went, the cheaper the land got. Indeed it was often to be had for nothing.
From the 1720s onwards, Germans, Swiss, Irish, Scotch, and others, moved down from the
northeast along the rich inland valleys of the mountain area-the Cumberland, Shenandoah, and
Hagerstown valleys, then through the passes east into what is now North Carolina, Kentucky,
and Tennessee. Shortly after the mid-century they were getting into Georgia this way. As F. J.
Turner was later to note, in The Frontier in American History, this moving mass of people
contained children with names like Daniel Boone, John Sevier, and James Robertson, and the
forebears of Andrew Jackson, Sam Houston, Davy Crockett, John C. Calhoun, James K. Polk,
Jefferson Davis, Abraham Lincoln, and Stonewall Jackson. This was when Andrew Jackson's
father set up in Carolina piedmont and Thomas Jefferson's built his home on the frontier at Blue
Ridge.

South of the Chesapeake, the framework of government became weaker. In the Carolinas there
was constant bickering between north and south, as well as between Tidewater grandees and
inland settlers in the piedmont. In 1691 the Carolina proprietors recognized the fait accompli of a
northern region by dividing the colony into two provinces, with a deputy governor living in the
town of Albemarle, capital of what was already being called North Carolina. On May 12, 1712
the separation was completed and North Carolina became a colony on its own. It had already run
its own legislature, be it noted, for forty-seven years-five years longer than South Carolina's in
Charleston. This did not solve the problem in either half, for the proprietors were absentee
landlords-the absentee grandee was the curse of the early South, as it always was in Ireland-and
that meant there was a lack of control and purpose in the governor's mansion, leading to tardy
and inadequate response to Indian raids, a poorly led and equipped militia, and other evils. The
settlers petitioned London for help-it is significant that, even in the 1720s, colonists still had the
‘look homeward' reflex and saw the crown as their father and savior. The crown responded:
South Carolina became a royal colony on May 29, 1721 and North Carolina followed eight years
later on July 25, 1729. But that did not mean the arrival of royal soldiers or assured protection
from London.

Nor were the Indians the only threat. In 1720, for instance, South Carolina had only 7,800
whites, as opposed to 11,800 black slaves-the largest ratio of blacks to whites, about 60 percent,
in any colony. And it was bringing in more slaves fast; another 2,000 in the years 1721-5 alone.
Many slaves escaped, and these maroons, as they were called, tended to organize themselves into
gangs to break out of British territory into Spanish Florida, which issued a decree in 1733 stating
that slaves who defied the British and managed to reach land under the Spanish flag would be
considered free. The result, in 1739, was a series of slave revolts. A band of Charleston slaves set
out for Spanish St Augustine and freedom, killing all whites they met on the way, a total of
twenty-one; forty-four of these maroons were rounded up and executed on the spot. On the Stono
River, a black firebrand called Cato led an even bloodier uprising-thirty whites and about fifty
blacks were killed before order was restored. There was a third revolt in St John's Parish, in
Berkeley County.

Violence between blacks and whites was by no means confined to Carolina, of course, as the
number of blacks imported from Africa and the West Indies steadily increased. In 1741 a series
of mysterious fires in New York City, where blacks were a fifth of the population, led to rumors

65



that a negro conspiracy was to blame and that the slaves were planning to take over the city.
Many blacks were arrested, eighteen were hanged, and eleven burned at the stake, though a
public prosecutor, Daniel Horsemanden, later admitted that there was no evidence such a
conspiracy ever existed. But in the Carolinas, especially towards the south and in the back-
country, security was much more fragile. Stability was not established until a first-class royal
governor, James Glen, took over in 1740. He was even able to get some action from the crown:
early in 1743 General James Oglethorpe, with a fierce body of Scottish Highlanders, as well as
local militia, thrashed a Spanish force four times its size at the Battle of Bloody Marsh.

James Oglethorpe (1696-1785) was a fascinating example of the bewildering cross-currents
and antagonisms which make early American history so confusing at first glance. He was a rich
English philanthropist and member of parliament, who came to America as a result of his
passionate interest in prison reform. He was particularly interested in helpless men imprisoned
for debt and believed they ought to be freed and allowed to work their way to solvency on
American land. In 1732, George II gave him a charter to found such a colony between the
Savannah and the Altama rivers, to be named Georgia after himself. Oglethorpe himself went out
with the first band of settlers in January 1733. This was another utopian venture, though with
humanitarian rather than strict religious objectives-an 18th-century rationalist as opposed to a
17th-century doctrinaire experiment. Oglethorpe and his supporters wanted to avoid extremes of
wealth, as in South Carolina, to attract victims of religious persecution and the penal system, and
to create a colony of small landowners, with total landholdings limited by law, and slavery
prohibited. He was also a military man and he intended, with British government backing, to set
up Georgia as a defended cordon sanitaire against Spanish troublemaking in the South. He built
forts, recruited a militia, and attracted fighting Highlanders for a defensive colony on the
Altamaha frontier, which they called New Inverness. His victory at Bloody Marsh not only put
an end to the Spanish threat but was a warning to the Indians too-though he made it clear his
approach to them was essentially friendly by setting up Augusta as an advance post for the
Indian trade. In every respect, Georgia was intended to be a model colony of the Age of
Enlightenment. Oglethorpe planned to introduce silk-production, and in Savannah, his new
capital, he even set up what was called the Trustees Garden, an experimental center for plants.

The colony itself prospered; but the experiment in reason, justice, and science failed. Just as in
North Carolina, attempts to ban slavery came up against the ugly facts of economic interest and
personal greed. Georgia was too near to the rambunctious but undoubtedly flourishing planter
economy of South Carolina to remain uncorrupted. Oglethorpe's regulations were defied. Slaves
were smuggled in. So was rum-another banned item. Then the Savannah assembly legitimized
widespread disobedience by changing the law. Rum was officially admitted from 1742. Five
years later the laws against slavery were suspended and in 1750 formally repealed. These
changes brought a flood of newcomers from north of the Savannah, including experienced
planters and their slaves, taking up Georgia's cheap land. The utopian colony was Carolined.
Oglethorpe was already in trouble with the English authorities for muddling the military
finances. So the man who, in the words of Alexander Pope, went to America ‘driven by strong
benevolence of soul,' returned to England disillusioned and disgusted, surrendering his charter in
1752.

By mid-century all the original Thirteen Colonies were in actual, though not always legal,
existence, and all were being rapidly transformed by unequal, sometimes patchy, but on the
whole overwhelming prosperity. It was already a region accustomed to dealing in millions-the
land of the endless noughts.' In 1746 a New Hampshire gentleman, John Mason, sold a tract of
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land totaling 2 million acres, which had been in his family for generations, to a group of
Portsmouth businessmen for a planned settlement of new towns. This was merely the largest
single item in a continuing process of buying and selling farms, estates, and virgin soil, which
had already made British America the biggest theater in land-speculation in human history.
Everyone engaged in it if they could-a foreshadowing of the eagerness with which Americans
would take to stock-market speculation in the next century.

Four years later in 1750, the population of the mainland colonies passed the million mark too.
The British authorities of course saw North America as a whole, and missed the significance of
this figure. But whereas at mid-century Barbados had a population of 75,000 and Bermuda-
Bahamas 12,000 and Canada, Hudson Bay, Acadia, and Nova Scotia, plus Newfoundland, had a
further 73,000, Massachusetts and Maine together were approaching a quarter-million,
Connecticut had 100,000, Rhode Island and New Hampshire had 35,000 each, there were 34,000
in East Jersey, 36,000 in West Jersey, 75,000 in New York, 1165,000 in Pennsylvania and the
Lower Counties, 130,000 in Maryland, 135,000 in the Carolinas-plus 4,000 in infant Georgia-
and a massive 260,000 in Virginia. Greater New England had 400,000, Greater Virginia 390,000,
Greater Pennsylvania 230,000, and Greater Carolina nearly 100,000. These four major self-
sustaining growth-centres were the main engines of demographic increase, attracting thousands
of immigrants every year but also ensuring high domestic birth-rates with a large proportion of
children born reaching adulthood, in a healthy, well-fed, well-housed family system.

Noting all these facts, Benjamin Franklin, writing his Observations Concerning the Increase
of Making, Peopling of Countries etc (1755), felt that the country had doubled in population
since his childhood and calculated it would double again in the next twenty years, which it did-
and more. In attracting yet more people, to keep up the impetus of growth, local authorities did
not worry too much about boundaries, an early indication of how the whole territory was
beginning to meld together. Thus in 1732 Maryland invited Pennsylvanian Germans to take up
cheap 200-acre plots in the difficult country between the Susquehanna and Patapsco, which
became an inland district for the new and soon flourishing town of Baltimore. Equally, in the
1750s there was a large movement from Pennsylvania at the invitation of the Virginia
government into the western region of the colony, where large blocks in the Shenandoah Valley
were offered at low prices. This created, from an old Indian tract, the famous Great Philadelphia
Waggon Trail, which became a major commercial route too. Thus Greater Pennsylvania merged
into Greater Virginia, creating yet more movement and dynamism. As settlement expanded
inland from the tidewaters, colonies lost their original distinctive characteristics and became
simply American.

The historian gets the impression, surveying developments in the first half of the century, that
so many things were happening in America, at such speed, that the authorities simply lost touch.
Their information, such as it was, quickly got out of date and they could not keep up. Strictly
speaking, in an economic sense, the colonies were supposed to exist entirely for the home
country's benefit. A report to the Board of Trade sent by Lord Cornbury, governor of New York
1702-8, reveals that all governors were instructed "To discourage all Manufactures, and to give
accurate accounts of any Indications of the Same," with a view to their suppression. One member
of the Board of Trade stated flatly in 1726, that certain developments in a colony were eo ipso
unlawful whether or not there was a specific statute forbidding them:

Every act of a dependent provincial government ought to terminate to the advantage of the Mother
State unto whom it owes its being and protection in all valuable privileges. Hence it follows that all
advantageous projects or commercial gains in any colony which are truly prejudicial to and
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inconsistent with the interests of the Mother State must be understood be illegal and the practice of
them unwarrantable, because they contradict the end to which the colony has a being and are
incompatible with the terms on which the people claim both privileges and protection ... for such is
the end of colonies, and if this use cannot be made of them it is much better for the state to do
without them.

This was hard doctrine, manifestly unjust and equally clearly unenforceable. There were of
course many legislative efforts to turn it into reality. An Act of 1699 forbade the colonies to ship
wool, woolen yarn, or cloth. Another in 1732 vetoed hats. An Act of 1750 admitted entry of bar-
iron into England but banned slitting or rolling mills, plat-force, or steel furnaces. But iron
casting was not specifically forbidden and so the colonies produced such things as kettles, salt-
pans, and kitchen utensils, as well as cannon. According to Board of Trade economic doctrine
these must be inherently unlawful. But they continued to be made. And what about shipbuilding?
The sea was Britain's lifeblood and ships were made, competitively, in yards all over England
and Scotland. But with wood so cheap and accessible, America had a huge competitive
advantage in shipbuilding before the age of iron and steam. By mid-century New England yards
were turning out ships at an average cost of $34 a ton, 20 to 50 percent cheaper than in Europe.
They had vigorously promoted shipbuilding from the 1640s and as early as 1676 were turning
out thirty a year for the English market alone; this rose to 300 to 400 a year by 1760. By this time
fully a third of the British merchant fleet of 398,000 tons was American-built, and the colonies
were turning out a further 15,000 tons a year. The reason for permitting this obvious anomaly
was the British need for cheap timber. A British merchant could sail his ship to Boston, sell his
cargo, then with the proceeds build an additional ship, and load both with timber. The British
authorities unwittingly encouraged this procedure, paying substantial bounties on timber-related
products such as pitch, tar, rosin, turps and water-rotted hemp, to reduce its dependence on
supplies from the Continent.

This cheapness of wood, and so of ships, also encouraged the development of an enormous
fishing fleet which again, strictly speaking, was a challenge to British interests. As early as 1641
figures show that New England was exporting 300,000 cod a year plus halibut, mackerel, and
herring. By 1675, 4,000 men and 600 ships were involved in the industry. By 1770 its exports
were worth $225,000 a year. The largest and most difficult-to-cure fish were eaten locally; small,
damaged, or tainted fish were sent to the West Indies to be eaten by slaves; the best smaller fish
were cured and sent to Britain. All this stimulated a large cooperage industry, again encouraged
by cheap wood-New England farmers often increased their incomes by turning out barrels on the
side. As New England made bigger and better ships, it went into worldwide deep-sea whaling,
already important by 1700 and growing rapidly. For its own mysterious reasons the home
government again favored this activity, paying a pound bounty per ton (1732) on whalers of 200
tons of more, and raising it (1747) to 2 pounds a ton. By midcentury America had the most
skillful whalers in the world, 4,000 of them from New Bedford and Provincetown, Nantucket
and Marblehead, operating over 300 ships.

The fact is, though America's was largely an agricultural economy, far more so than Britain's,
it was stealthily catching up in manufactures of all sorts. When the Board of Trade wrote to
colonial governors, asking for figures of goods produced locally, the governors, with their eye on
local opinion, deliberately underestimated output. A lot of phony statistics passed across the
Atlantic in the 18th century-not for the last time, either. Comptroller Weare wrote anxiously to
the Board of Trade ¢.1750: "The Planters throughout all New England, New York, the Jersies,
Pennsylvania and Maryland (for south of that province no knowledge is here pretended) almost
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entirely clothe themselves in their own woollens, and generally the people are sliding into the
manufactures proper to the Mother Country, and this not through any spirit of industry or
economy, but plainly for want of some returns to make to the shops.” Another report at the same
time suggested that American producers were competing successfully with English ones, even in
exports, in cotton yarn and cotton goods, hats, soap and candles, woodwork, coaches, chariots,
chairs, harness and other leather, shoes, linens, cordage, foundry ware, axes, and iron tools.

American spokesmen, like Benjamin Franklin, were anxious to play down how well the
colonies were doing in this respect, for fear of arousing the wrath of the jealous Mother Country.
As Agent of Pennsylvania, he informed a House of Commons committee in 1766 that his colony
imported half a million pounds' worth of goods from Great Britain but exported only £40,000 in
return. Asked how the difference was made up he replied: 'The balance is paid in our produce to
the West Indies, or sold in our own island, or to the French, Spaniards, Danes or Dutch; by the
same carried to other colonies in North America, or to New England, Nova Scotia,
Newfoundland, Carolina and Georgia; by the same carried to different parts of Europe, as Spain,
Portugal and Italy: in all which places we receive either money, bills of exchange or
commodities that suit our remittance to Britain; which together with all the profits on the
industry of our merchants and mariners, arising in those circuitous voyages, and the freights
made by their ships, center finally in Britain, to discharge the balance and pay for British
manufactures . . . ' Separating 'visibles' from “invisibles,' distinguishing between all the different
elements in triangular or quadrilateral trading patterns-it was all too difficult for an amateur
group of parliamentary gentlemen, and all too easy for Franklin to bamboozle them, though it is
very likely that his own figures were inaccurate and many of his assumptions misleading. The
truth is, by the mid-18th century, mercantilism was on its last legs, overwhelmed by the
complexity of global trade and the inability to distinguish what was in the true long-term
interests of a country with burgeoning self-sustaining dominions. Entrepreneurial capitalism,
spanning the Atlantic, was already too subtle and resourceful for the state to manage efficiently.

In any case, the British economic strategists-if that is not too fancy a name for classically
educated Whig country gentlemen advised by a handful of officials who had never been to
America (or, in most cases, to the Continent even)-were slow to grasp the speed with which the
American mainland colonies were maturing. The conventional wisdom in London was to treat
them as poor and marginal. They had played little part in the great wars of King William and
Queen Anne's day. Tobacco was the only thing they produced of consequence. In the early 18th
century they accounted for only 6 percent of Britain's commerce, less than one-sixth of the trade
with northern Europe, two-thirds or less of that with the West Indies, even less than the East
Indies produced. Almost imperceptibly at first this situation changed. By 1750 the mainland
American colonies had become the fastest-growing element in the empire, with a 500 percent
expansion in half a century. Britain, with the most modern economy in Europe, advanced by 25
percent in the same period. In 1700 the American mainland's output was only 5 percent of
Britain's; by 1775 it was two-fifths. This was one of the highest growth-rates the world has ever
witnessed.

It seems as though everything was working in America's favor. The rate of expansion was
about 40 percent or even more each decade. The availability of land meant large family units,
rarely less than 60 acres, often well over 100, huge by European standards. Couples could marry
earlier; a wife who survived to forty gave birth on average to six or seven children, four or five
of whom reached maturity. Living standards were high, especially in food consumption. Males
ate over 200 pounds of meat a year, and this high-protein diet meant they grew to be over two
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inches taller than their British counterparts. They ate good dairy food too. By 1750 a typical
Connecticut farm owned ten head of cattle, sixteen sheep, six pigs, two horses, a team of oxen. In
addition the farm grew maize, wheat, and rye, and two-fifths of the produce went on earning a
cash income, spent on British imports or, increasingly, locally produced goods. It is true that
widows might fall into poverty. But only 3 to 5 percent of middle-aged white males were poor.
One-third of adult white males held no appreciable property, but these were under thirty. It was
easy to acquire land. Over the course of a lifecycle, any male who survived to be forty could
expect to live in a household of median income and capital wealth. In short by the third quarter
of the 18th century America already had a society which was predominantly middle class. The
shortage of labor meant artisans did not need to form guilds to protect jobs. It was rare to find
restriction on entry to any trade. Few skilled men remained hired employees beyond the age of
twenty-five. If they did not acquire their own farm they ran their own business. In practice there
were no real class barriers. A middle-aged artisan usually had the vote and many were elected to
office at town and county level. These successful middle-aged men were drawn not just from the
descendants of earlier settlers or from the ranks of the free immigrants but from the 500,000
white Europeans who, during the colonial period, came to America on non-free service contracts
running from four to seven years. White servitude, unlike black slavery, was an almost
unqualified success in America.

The policy, begun in 1717, of transporting convicts to the American mainland, for seven years
as a rule, worked less well-far less well than it later did in Australia. This was subsidized by the
British state, which wanted to get rid of the rogues, but was also a private business tied to the
shipping trade. The convicts left Britain in the spring, were landed in Philadelphia or the
Chesapeake in the summer, and the ships which transported them returned in the autumn loaded
with tobacco, corn, and wheat. In half a century, 1717-67, 10,000 serious criminals were dumped
on Maryland alone. They arrived chained in groups of ninety or more, looking and smelling like
nothing on earth. Marginal planters regarded them as a good buy, especially if they had skills.
They went into heavy labor-farming, digging, shipbuilding, the main Baltimore ironworks, for
instance. In 1755 in Baltimore, one adult male worker in ten was a convict from Britain. They
were much more troublesome than non-criminal indentured labor, always complaining of abuses
and demanding ‘rights.' People hated and feared them. Many were alcoholics or suicidal. Others
had missing ears and fingers or gruesome scars. Some did well-one ex-thief qualified as a doctor
and practiced successfully in Baltimore, attracting what he called 'bisness a nuf for 2.' But there
were much talked-about horror-stories-one convict went mad in 1751 and attacked his master's
children with an axe; another cut off his hand rather than work. From Virginia, William Byrd II
wrote loftily to an English friend: "I wish you would be so kind as to hang all your felons at
home. There were public demands that a head-tax be imposed on each convict landed or that
purchasers be forced to post bonds for their good behavior. But the British authorities would
never have allowed this. As a result of the convict influx we hear for the first time in America
widespread complaints that crime was increasing and that standards of behavior had deteriorated.
All this was blamed on Britain.

Indeed the historian notes with a certain wry amusement, as the century progressed, an
American tendency to attribute everything good in their lives to their country and their own
efforts, and to attribute anything which went wrong to Britain. Certainly, America showered
blessings on its people, as English newcomers noticed. One visitor said that 'Hoggs in America
feed better than Hyde Park duchesses in England.'" Another called the country “a place of Full
Tables and Open Doors.' Miss Eliza Lucas, much traveled daughter of an English army officer,
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discoursed eloquently in a letter home of “peaches, nectarines and mellons of all sorts extremely
fine and in profusion, and their oranges exceed any I ever tasted from the West Indies or from
Spain or Portugal.' There were many more, and better, vegetables than were available in
England. German immigrants were particularly good at producing in quantity and for market, at
low prices, apples, pears, quinces, chestnuts, and a wide range of strawberries, raspberries,
huckleberries, and cherries for preserves. Ordinary people filled their stomachs with beef, pork,
and mutton, as well as ‘jonny cake' and “hoe cake." A contributor to the London Magazine in
1746 thought the American country people ‘enjoy a Life much to be envied by Courts and
Cities." And there were always new evidences of nature's bounty to those who looked hard
enough for it. Clever Miss Lucas, left in charge of a South Carolina plantation, took advantage of
a parliamentary bounty on indigo, raised to sixpence a pound in 1748, to experiment successfully
with a crop. Thanks to her, the Carolinas were exporting 1,150,662 pounds of it in 1775, and it
became the leading staple until displaced by cotton after the Revolution.

While the pioneers pushed inland, opening up new sources of wealth, and gradually creating the
demographic base from which America could take off into an advanced industrial economy, the
cities of the coast were coining money and spending it. The queen of the cities was Philadelphia,
which by mid-century had become the largest in the entire British Empire, after London. Its
Philosophical Society (1743) was already famous and its Academy (1751) burgeoned into the
great University of Pennsylvania. New York City was also growing fast and was already the
melting-pot in embryo. By 1700 the English and the Huguenots outnumbered the original Dutch
inhabitants: half a century later, many of the Dutch had become Anglicans and all were bilingual
or English-speaking. They had been joined by multitudes of Walloons and Flemings, Swedes,
Rhineland Protestants, Norwegians, and North Germans, as well as Scotch and English
Calvinists and Quakers, freed slaves, Irish, and more Dutch. By mid-century the Lower Hudson,
including East and West Jersey, joined as the royal colony of New Jersey in 1702, was a
collection of communities-Dutch in Harlem and Flatbush, lowland Scots in Perth Amboy, Baptist
settlers from New Hampshire in Piscataway, New England Quakers in Shrewsbury, Huguenots
in New Rochelle, Flemings in Bergen, New Haven Puritans in Newark and Elizabeth, and
pockets of Scotch, Irish, and Germans upriver, as well as many Dutch-Albany was a Dutch town
then, though English-speaking. It was already competing with French Montreal for the Indian
and wilderness trade in furs, with an offshoot at Fort Oswego on Lake Ontario.

The economic and political freedom enjoyed in English America, with its largely unrestricted
enterprise, self-government, and buccaneering ways, was already reflected in growth-rates which
made Canada, in which the French state had invested a huge effort but also a narrow system of
controls, seem almost static. By 1750 there were well over 100,000 in the Hudson Valley alone,
compared to only 60,000 in the vast St Lawrence basin, and New York City was four times the
size of Quebec. And unlike inward-looking and deadly quiet Quebec, New York and its politics
were already noisy, acrimonious, horribly factionridden, and undoubtedly democratic.

The venom of New York politics led to America's first trial for seditious libel in 1735, when
John Peter Zenger, who had founded New York's Weekly Journal two years earlier, was locked
up for criticizing the governor, William Cosby, and finally brought to trial after ten months
behind bars. Zenger was by no means America's first newspaper publisher. That honor goes to
the postmaster of Boston, William Campbell, who set up the News-Letter in 1704 to keep friends
scattered around the Bay Colony informed of what was going on in the great world. By mid-
century more than a score of newspapers had been started, including the Philadelphia American
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Weekly Mercury (1719), the Boston New England Courant (1721), started by Benjamin
Franklin's elder brother James, and Franklin's own Pennsylvania Gazette, which he acquired in
1729. There was also an Annapolis paper, the Maryland Gazette (1727), and the Charlestown
South Carolina Gazette (1732). It is significant that Zenger, or rather his lawyer, Andrew
Hamilton of Philadelphia, put forward truth as his defense. That would not have been admitted in
an English court where anything was criminally libelous, whether it was true or not, which
fostered "an ill opinion of the government.' Indeed, it was an axiom of English law, in seditious
libel, that “the greater the truth, the greater the libel.' In Zenger's case the judge tried to overrule
his defense, but the jury acquitted him all the same-and that was the last of such prosecutions.
This in itself was an indication of what critics of society could get away with in the heady air of
colonial America-prosecutions for criminal libel continued in England until the 1820s and even
beyond.

Not all these cities were booming or bustling. Charleston, the only city in the South for more
than a century, had little over 8,000 people in 1750, but it was spacious, tree-shaded, elegant, and
free-spending, with a recognizable gentry living in town mansions and parading in their
carriages. Annapolis was another gentry town, though even by 1750 it had only 150 households.
It was brick-built with paved streets, as good as any in Boston, and had fine shops selling
silverware, gold, well-made furniture, and paintings. Not only did it have its own newspaper, it
also sported a bookstore-publisher from 1758. By the 1740s it was holding regular concerts and
claimed its own gifted composer, the Rev. Thomas Bacon (1700-68 ), who also compiled The
Laws of Maryland. In June July 1752 it had a theatrical season in which visiting professional
players performed Gay's Beggar's Opera, the great London hit, and a piece by Garrick. A
permanent theater was opened in 1771, the first in all the colonies to be brick-built. Its opening
night was attended by a tall young colonel called George Washington. Its Tuesday Club,
attended chiefly by clerics and professional men, was the center of scientific inquiry.
Williamsburg, which became the capital of Virginia Colony in 1699, developed into a similar
place, small, elegant, select, with a conscious air of cultural superiority, generated from its
William and Mary College, the second oldest in the colonies (1693). Its main building was
designed by Sir Christopher Wren, architect of St Paul's Cathedral in London.

These miniature red-brick cities were adorned by the rich of the Chesapeake with fine town
houses. Many of them were modeled on one built in Annapolis by the secretary of Maryland
Colony, Edmund Jennings, a magnificent building set in 4 acres of gardens at the foot of East
Street. Another with splendid gardens-and no fewer than thirty-seven rooms-was built by
William Pace. The chimneys of James Brice's mansion towered 70 feet above street-level. Many
of the finest houses were the work of the local architect-craftsman William Buckland, credited
with turning the place into the "Athens of America." Annapolis had an English-style Jockey Club
from 1743, which supervised the regular race-meetings and was the meeting-place of local
breeders. By the third quarter of the century over 100 English-bred horses of Arab strains had
reached the Chesapeake and the gentry could attend races held near both these elegant cities-they
were within commuting range. City artisans had cockfighting. But, as in England, the artisans
went to the races if they could afford it, and the gentry certainly attended cockfights.

For boom you went to Baltimore, then the fastest-growing city in America, probably in the
world. In 1752, it was nothing much-twenty-five houses, 200 people. Less than twenty years
later it was the fourth-largest city in America. Its jewel was its magnificent harbor, which made it
the center for Virginia-Maryland tobacco exports to Glasgow (European end of the trade), all-
purpose trade with the West Indies, and ships loaded with imports from all over Europe. On top
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of the hill overlooking the harbor, enormous flags, each from a different shipping company,
announced major arrivals from the ocean. Fells Point was one of the most crowded shipping
wharves on earth, backed by 3,000 houses, most of brick, two or three stories high. Later, the
haughty French aristocrat Francois Alexis de Chateaubriand conceded that entering Baltimore
harbor was like “sailing into a park." There was a downside to all this bustle, needless to say.
Land values shot up astronomically and people complained the cost of living was higher than
London's and much higher than in Paris. There was a terrific stench from the harbor at low tide
and the streets near it were crowded with Indian, black, and white whores-also said to be high-
priced and insolent. On the other hand there were not one but two theaters, and the Indian Queen
Hotel on the corner of Market and Hanover streets was one of the best in the western hemisphere
by the 1790s: excellent food, boots and shoes polished by assiduous blacks if left outside the
rooms, and slippers provided free for guests.

There also grew up in colonial America, beginning in the last decades of the 17th century and
progressing in stately fashion and growing confidence in the 18th century, a country-house
culture, modeled on England's but with marked characteristics of its own. To begin with, these
baroque-Georgian-Palladian houses were almost invariably at this date built on navigable rivers
and creeks, to serve the plantation export economy. The wharf was as important as the drawing-
roomindeed, without the wharf the elaborate furniture, imported from London or Paris or made
in New England, could not be afforded. These grand houses arose naturally from the economic
activities which sustained them and were not plonked artificially in the midst of a capdoffing
countryside like Blenheim or Chatsworth or Althorp in England. Nor, until the arrival of the
plutocracy after the Civil War, were American country houses on anything like the same scale as
the English aristocracy's. Except when the Dutch patroons built them, they were rarely of stone.
But in the deployment of brick the American house-builders, amateur and professional, have
rarely been excelled.

The greatest early 18th-century house in America was Rosewell, erected by Mann Page (1691-
1730) in 1726 on the York River. Page married a Carter, of the family of "King' Carter (1663-
1732), the famous and rapacious agent of Lord Fairfax, proprietor of the Northern Neck of
Virginia. Carter amassed 300,000 acres of prime land, and he gave his fancy son-in-law, Page,
70,000 of them. Page had this superb house built using the designs in Colin Campbell's Vitruvius
Britannicus-published in London 1715-25 and quickly shipped across the Atlantic-as models.
Page overspent, his grand house was unfinished when he died in 1730, and his debts exceeded
the value of all his property, slaves included. Moreover, Rosewell, having triumphantly survived
the horrors of the Civil War, was burned down in 1916. But its ruins compel one to believe that,
in its day, "there [was] nothing like it in England.’

Almost as grand, and still in excellent condition (and open to the public) is Hampton, near
Baltimore. This was built (from 1783) by Charles Ridgeley (1733-90) and testifies to the failure
of the British authorities to carry out their intention of preventing the American colonies from
becoming a major iron-producer. Ridgeley was not only a planter with 24,000 slave-worked
acres, but the owner of a large ironworks. That was where most of his money came from.
Maryland not only had rich iron-ore deposits but plentiful hardwoods for making charcoal and
fast streams for power. As early as 1734-7 it shipped 1,977 tons of pig-iron to England; by the
1740s it had a huge forge and made bar-iron as well as pigs; by the 1750s it had multiple
furnaces and forges: in 1756 there were six ironworks in Baltimore County alone. Then it began
to push inland, with rich members of the local elite, like Daniel Dulany, Benjamin Tasker, and
Ridgeley, buying up gigantic blocks of iron-bearing land by patent, then moving in Swiss-
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German and Scots-Irish workmen, as well as slaves for the heavy work. This glorious iron-
master's house was held by six generations of Ridgeleys until, in 1948, it was bought by the
National Park Service and made available to visitors.

There were equally fine, and many more, country houses built in the 18th century in Virginia,
by members of the 100 leading families-Byrds, Carters, Lees, Randolphs, Fitzhughes, and so on-
of which many, such as Westover, Stratford, and Shirley, survive. Drayton Hall, built 1738-42,
on the Ashley River, a good example of the way local American architects used classical models,
is based on Palladio's Villa Pisani, happily survived the Revolutionary and Civil wars and is now
part of the American Trust for Historical Preservation. Another, rather later masterpiece, now
part of Johns Hopkins University, is Hoewood, a Baltimore classical villa erected by the famous
Charles Carroll of Carrolltown (1737-1832), grandest of the Revolutionary politicians. These
houses and mansions sometimes contained fine libraries of ancient and modern works. A visitor
described William Byrd II's library at Westover as ‘consisting of nearly 4,000 volumes, in all
Languages and Faculties, contained in 23 double-presses in black walnut ... the Whole in
excellent Order.' He added, admiringly: "Great Part of the books in elegant Bindings and of the
best Editions and a considerable Number of them very scarce.' This opulent pile also still exists,
though the interiors have been remodeled.

The men who owned these country houses, and others like them along the James, the
Connecticut, and the Hudson, and the neat and in some cases spacious city houses in Boston and
New Haven, Albany and New York, Philadelphia, Charleston, Williamsburg, Annapolis, and
Baltimore, would in England have sat in the House of Commons, “to keep up the consequence of
their families,' as Dr Samuel Johnson put it. In some cases they would have sat in the House of
Lords, with a writ of individual summons to parliament. In the American colonies they played a
similar role, the main difference being that they were usually forced to consort with a host of
lesser folk, many of whom could barely write their names, in helping to run the country.
American colonies had their elites everywhere. There were immense differences in wealth and
social customs, especially in the South and notably between the Tidewater grandees and the
farmers of the piedmont and the inland valleys. Sometimes these grandees behaved as if they
owned the place. Thus, in early South Carolina, the Tidewater elite did not even have a House of
Assembly but met in one another's houses, just as if they were Whig dukes holding Cabinet
dinners in London. But that kind of thing did not last. Rich Americans who got too uppity or
tried to pull a rank they did not in law possess were soon reminded that America was a society
where all freemen were equal, or liked to think they were anyway. One of the effects of slavery
was to make even poor whites assertive about their rights. They felt they were of consequence
because they were complacently aware of a huge servile class below them.

To 18th-century Frenchmen or Spaniards, who were familiar with the uniform manner in
which their own colonies were directed, with an omnipresent state, a professional bureaucracy,
and only the most nominal element of local representation, the British colonies in America must
have seemed bewildering, chaotic, and inconsistent in the way they were run. The system was
empirical and practical rather than coherent. It evolved almost organically, in the way English
institutions had always evolved. No two colonies were quite the same. The system is worth
examining in a little detail both because of its bearing on the events leading up to the American
Revolution, and because of its influence on the way the American Republic developed thereafter.

Originally all the colonies had been divided into two categories: trading or commercial
companies, run like primitive joint-stock corporations, or proprietary companies run by one or
more great landed estate-owners. All had charters issued directly by the crown. Without these

74



two forms of ownership, which involved a high degree of self-government, the colonies would
never have got going at all, because the English crown, unlike the crowns of France and Spain,
was simply not prepared to pour out the prodigious amounts of cash needed. So the English state
got its colonies largely for nothing and this successful stinginess continued to condition the
thinking of British governments throughout the 18th century. They did not expect to have to pay
for the empire or, if they did, they expected those who lived in the empire to refund the money
through taxes. However, having set up these quasi-independent and self-supporting colonies in
the early and mid-17th century, the crown began to wrest back some degree of control before the
end of it. From Charles II to William III, they revoked or refused to renew charters-there was
always a perfectly good excuse-and turned both commercial and proprietary colonies into crown
ones. By 1776 only two commercial colonies (Connecticut and Rhode Island) and two
proprietary colonies (Maryland and Pennsylvania) were left. It is true that Massachusetts was
also still operating under a royal charter, but it was governed as a royal province.

This ought to have given the crown a great deal of power, at any rate in the nine colonies it
controlled directly. In practice, English meanness in colonial matters again frustrated London's
ability to control what happened. In each colony, the governor constituted the apex of the
pyramid of power-and it is characteristic of the profound constitutional conservatism America
has inherited from England that the fifty members of the United States are still run by governors.
But the actual power of the colonial governors was less than it looked in theory, just as today the
state governors of the federal republic are severely limited in what they can do. In the crown
colonies the governors were appointed by the King on the advice of his ministers. In the
proprietary colonies they were chosen by the proprietors, though the King had to approve. In the
charter colonies they were elected, though again royal approval was needed. All were treated in
some ways with deference, as viceroys. But whereas in the Spanish and French colonies they had
not only enormous legal powers but the means to enforce them, in America they were not even
paid by the crown. In every case except Virginia, their salaries were determined and paid by the
colonial assemblies, who, true to the tradition of British meanness, kept these stipends small.
They were often grudgingly and tardily paid too. Nor did they have many valuable perks and
privileges. Most of them seem to have been able and-amazingly for the 18th century-honest. But
they were not, on the whole, great, forceful, self-confident, or masterful men. That in itself made
a difference to the degree of authority exercised over the people of the colonies.

The governors were caught between two quite different and often opposed forces. On top of
them, but exercising power from distant London, was the crown. Colonies were supervised by
the Privy Council, which operated through a Commission, variously called for trade or
plantations and, from the days of William III, the Board of Trade and Plantations (1696-1782),
which continued to be in charge of American policy until the end of the Revolutionary War. It
was handicapped by the fact that it did not actually pay the governors (or in many cases appoint
them) and it was very rare indeed for any of its members, or officials, to have set foot in
America. The instructions it issued to governors were not always clear, or sensible, or consistent,
and were often beyond their power to carry out. On the other hand, the crown tended to see
governors as weak, ineffectual, demanding, and “expensive servants,' always quarreling with the
planters, provoking rebellions, or getting themselves involved in Indian wars through needless
brutality and insensitive actions. The Crown usually sided with the Indians in cases of dispute
and sometimes even with white rebels. When Governor Berkeley, who had run away from
Nathaniel Bacon and his followers, turned on them savagely after Bacon died, Charles II
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exclaimed in exasperation: “That old fool has taken away more lives in that naked country than I
did here for the murder of my father.'

The governors, of course, did not rule alone. Each had some kind of council, which formed the
executive or administrative body of the colony and constituted the upper chamber (like the
House of Lords) of its assembly. They were appointed by the crown (in royal colonies) or by the
proprietors, and their numbers varied-ten in Rhode Island, twenty-eight in Massachusetts. They
also had judicial functions and (with the governor) served as courts of appeal, though certain
important cases could be appealed again to the Privy Council in London. A good, firm-minded
governor could usually get his council solidly behind him.

It was a different matter with the Houses of Burgesses (or whatever they were called), the
lower chambers of the assemblies. The first one dated from as far back as 1619. All the colonies
had them. Most of them were older than any working parliaments in Europe, apart from Britain's.
They aped the House of Commons and studied its history assiduously, especially in its more
aggressive phases. Most of these assemblies kept copies of one or more volumes, for instance, of
John Rushworth's Historical Collections, which documents the struggles of the Commons against
James I and Charles I and was regarded by royalists as a subversive book. Whenever the
Commons set a precedent in power-grabbing or audacity, one or other assembly was sure to cite
it.

However, there was an important different between the English parliament and the colonial
assemblies. England had never had a written constitution. All its written constitutional
documents, like Magna Carta or the Bill of Rights, were specific ad hoc remedies for crises as
they arose. They were never intended, nor were they used, as guides for the present and future.
All the English had were precedents: their constitutional law operated exactly like their common
law, organically The Americans inherited this common law. But they also had constitutions. The
Fundamental Orders of Connecticut (1639) was the firs written constitution not only in America
but in the world. Written constitutions were subsequently adopted by all the colonies. It is vital to
grasp this point. It was the constitutions as much as the assemblies themselves which made the
colonies unique. In this respect they could be seen as more ‘'modern' than England, certainly
more innovatory. Its constitution was what made Connecticut, for instance, separate from and
independent of Massachusetts, its original "Mother.! Having a constitution made a colony feel
self-contained, mature, almost sovereign Having a constitution inevitably led you to think in
terms of rights, natural law, and absolutes, things the English were conditioned, by their
empiricism and their organic approach to change, not to trouble their heads about. That was
“abstract stuff.' But it was not abstract for Americans. And any body which has a constitution
inevitably begins to consider amending and enlarging it-a written constitution is a sign post
pointing to independence.

The early establishment of assemblies and written constitutions-self-rule in fact-arose from the
crown's physical inability, in the first half of the 17th century, to exercise direct control. The
crown was never able to recover this surrender of power. Nor could the English deny the
Americans the fruits of their own past. Their parliament had waged a successful struggle against
the crown in the 1640s and acquired powers which could never subsequently be taken away. The
colonial assemblies benefited from this. In 1688 the Glorious Revolution turned a divine-right
monarchy into a limited, parliamentary one. The colonies participated in this victory, especially
in New York, Massachusetts, and Maryland, which overthrew the royal government of James ii
and replaced it by popular rule. When William III, the beneficiary of the Glorious Revolution,
sought to reorganize the English colonies on Continental lines, he found it impossible and was
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forced to concede their rights to assemblies. These were all further milestones along a road
which led only in one direction, to ultimate independence.

In constitutional terms, the story of the first half of the 18th century in the American mainland
colonies is the story of how the lower, elected houses of each assembly took control. The
governor had the power of veto over legislation and he was expected. using his council members
sitting in the upper chamber, to take the lead, with the elected assemblies deferentially
subordinate. The reverse happened. In 1701 the Pennsylvania elite extracted from William Penn
a charter of privileges which made it the most advanced representative body in America. When
South Carolina ceased being a proprietary colony and became a crown one in the 1720s, which
might in theory have led to a diminution of popular power, the House of Burgesses exploited the
handover to increase its influence. In the first three decades of the 18th century, lower houses not
only in Pennsylvania and South Carolina but in New York and Massachusetts also waged
constitutional battles with governors, councils, and the crown, blocked orders, and, on the whole,
determined the political agenda. In every colony, the lower houses increased their power during
the first fifty years of the 18th century, sometimes very substantially. They ordered their own
business, held elections, directed their London agents, and controlled the release of news to the
press. They claimed and got the sole right to frame and amend money Bills, and so to raise or
lower taxes. They controlled expenditure by specific allocations-something the British
parliament could not do because of the huge power of the Treasury-and this meant they
appointed and paid money commissioners and tax-collectors, regulated the fees of the
administration, and subjected all officials, including the governor, to annual salary regulations. In
fact, unlike the House of Commons, they gradually acquired all kinds of executive
responsibilities and began to think of themselves as government.

It was not a one-way struggle by any means. Governors, on behalf of the crown, tried to cling
on to their prerogative powers-to appoint judges and regulate the courts, to summon, dissolve, or
extend assemblies. They made efforts to build up "court parties' or buttress conservative factions
among the burgesses, especially in New Hampshire, Maryland, and Massachusetts. In Virginia
and New York, governing councils managed to retain power over land policy, an important
source of patronage. As elsewhere in the British Empire, they tried divide and rule. Squabbles
between coastal elites and up-country men were perennial. Franchises were heavily weighted in
favor of property owners. So were constituency boundaries. For instance, in Pennsylvania, the
three ‘old' counties of Chester, Bucks, and Philadelphia elected twenty-six deputies to the
legislature, the five frontier ones only ten. The young Thomas Jefferson, himself frontier-born,
complained that 19,000 men “below the falls' legislated for more than 30,000 elsewhere. But in
most cases the majority of adult males had votes. The further from the coast, the more recent the
settlement, the more the franchise became democratic. In practice, it was impossible to enforce
any regulation which most people did not like. In the towns mobs could form easily. There were
no police to control them. There was the militia, to be sure. And most members of the mob
belonged to it!

But there was no real need for mobs. People were too busy, making money, pushing
themselves upwards. A growing number got experience of local government, being elected to
one office or another, sometimes several. If Americans, in an economic sense, were already
predominantly middle class by 1760, the colonies were also in many respects a middle- class
democracy too."" But this applied more to New England, especially Massachusetts, than to, say,
Virginia, where a good deal of deference remained. It is a fact that most people elected to the
assemblies, especially in the South, and certainly most of the men who set the tone in them and
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took a leading legislative and executive part, were vaguely gentry. They were fluent orators, by
virtue of their education, and spoke the language of political discourse-very significant in the
18th century, on both sides of the Atlantic. Lesser men, even those proud to call themselves 'free-
born Americans,' looked up to them. This was important, because it gave such members of the
political elite self-confidence, made them feel they ‘spoke for the people' without in any way
being demagogs.'

Bearing all these factors in mind, it was inevitable that the lower houses would eventually get
the upper hand in all the colonial assemblies. And so they did, but at different speeds. The
chronological scorecard reads as follows. The Rhode Island and Connecticut Houses of
Representatives were all-powerful from well before the beginning of the 18th century. Next
came the Pennsylvania House, building on its 1701 Charter of Privileges, and so securing
complete dominance in the 1730s, despite the opposition of governors. The Massachusetts House
of Representatives actually shared in the selection of the council under its new charter of 1691
that was unique-and in the 1720s it became paramount in finance. By the 1740s it was dominant
in all things. The South Carolina Commons and the New York House of Assembly came along
more slowly, and trailing behind them were the lower houses in North Carolina, New Jersey, and
Virginia-in fact Virginia's burgesses did not get on top until about the mid-1750s. In Maryland
and New Hampshire the victory of the lower house had still not been achieved by 1763. But
every one had got there by 1770 except remote and under-populated Nova Scotia. The movement
was all in one direction-towards representative democracy and rule by the many.

This triumph of the popular system had one very significant consequence for everyday life. It
meant that the American mainland colonies were the least taxed territories on earth. Indeed, it is
probably true to say that colonial America was the least taxed country in recorded history.
Government was extremely small, limited in its powers, and cheap. Often it could be paid for by
court fines, revenue from loan offices, or sale of lands. New Jersey and Pennsylvania
governments collected no statutory taxes at all for several decades. One reason why American
living standards were so high was that people could dispose of virtually all their income. Money
was raised by fees, in some cases by primitive forms of poll-tax, by export duties, paid by
merchants, or import duties, reflected in the comparatively high price of some imported goods.
But these were fleabites. Even so, there was resentment. The men of the frontier claimed they
should pay no tax at all, since they bore the burden of defense on behalf of everyone. But this
argument was a self-righteous justification of the fact that it was hard if not impossible to get
them to pay any tax at all. Until the 1760s at any rate, most mainland colonists were rarely, if
ever, conscious of a tax-burden. It is the closest the world has ever come to a no-tax society. That
was a tremendous benefit which America carried with it into Independence and helps to explain
why the United States remained a low-tax society until the second half of the twentieth century.

By the mid-18th century, America appeared to be progressing rapidly. It was unquestionably a
success story. It was to a large extent self-governing. It was doubling its population every
generation. It was already a rich country and growing richer. Most men and women who lived
there enjoyed, by European standards, middle-class incomes once the frugality and struggles of
their youth were over. The opportunities for the skilled, the enterprising, the energetic, and the
commercially imaginative were limitless. Was, then, America ceasing to be "the City on the Hill'
and becoming merely a materialistic, earthly paradise? Had Cotton Mather's Daughter Prosperity
destroyed her Mother Religion? A visitor might have thought so. In Boston itself, with its "42
streets, 36 lanes and 22 alleys' (in 1722), its “houses near 3,000, 1,000 brick the rest timber,' its
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massive, busy 'Long Wharf' which ran out to sea for half a mile and where the world's biggest
ships could safely berth in any tide, the accumulation of wealth was everywhere visible. True,
the skyline was dotted with eleven church spires. But not all those slender fingers pointing to
God betokened the old Puritan spirit. In 1699 the Brattle Street Church had been founded by rich
merchants, who observed a form of religion which was increasingly non-doctrinaire, was
comfortably moral rather than pious, and struck the old-guard Puritans as disgustingly secular. A
place like Philadelphia was even more attached to the things of this world. It had been founded
and shaped by Quakers. But the Quakers themselves had become rich. A tax-list of 1769 shows
that they were only one in seven of the town's inhabitants but they made up half of those who
paid over £100 in taxes. Of the town's seventeen richest men, twelve were Quakers. The truth is,
wherever the hard-working, intelligent Quakers went, they bred material prosperity which raised
up others as well as themselves. The German immigrants, hard-working themselves but from a
poor country still only slowly recovering from the devastation of the Thirty Years War, were
amazed at the opportunities the Quaker colony presented to them. One German observer,
Gottlieb Mittelberger, summed it up neatly in 1754: "Pennsylvania is heaven for farmers,
paradise for artisans, and hell for officials and preachers. Philadelphia may have already acquired
twelve churches by 1752. But it had fourteen rum distilleries.

However, though Puritanism was in decline in 18th-century America, and the power of the old
Calvinist dogmas-and the controversies they bred-were declining, religion as a whole was not a
spent force in the America of the Enlightenment. Quite the contrary. In fact American religious
characteristics were just beginning to mature and define themselves. It could be argued that it
was in the 18th century that the specifically American form of Christianity-undogmatic,
moralistic rather than credal, tolerant but strong, and all-pervasive of society-was born, and that
the Great Awakening was its midwife. What was the Great Awakening? It was, is, hard to define,
being one of those popular movements which have no obvious beginning or end, no pitched
battles or legal victories with specific dates, no constitutions or formal leaders, no easily
quantifiable statistics and no formal set of beliefs. While it was taking place it had no name.
Oddly enough, in the first major history of America, produced in the middle decades of the 19th
century, George Bancroft's History o f the United States (1834-74), the term Great Awakening is
never used at all. One or two modern historians argued that the phrase, and to some extent the
concept behind it, was actually invented as late as 1842, by Joseph Tracey's bestselling book,
The Great Awakening: a History of the Revival of Religion in the Times of Edwards and White
field.

Whatever we call it, however, there was a spiritual event in the first half of the 18th century in
America, and it proved to be of vast significance, both in religion and in politics. It was indeed
one of the key events in American history. It seems to have begun among the German
immigrants, reflecting a spirit of thankfulness for their delivery from European poverty and their
happy coming into the Promised Land. In 1719, the German pastor of the Dutch Reformed
Church, Theodore Frelinghuysen, led a series of revival meetings in the Raritan Valley.
"Pietism,’ the emphasis on leading a holy life without troubling too much about the doctrinal
disputes which racked the 17th century, was a German concept, and this is the first time we find
non-English-speaking immigrants bringing with them ideas which influenced American
intellectual life. It is also important to note that this Protestant revival, unlike any of the previous
incarnations of the Reformed Religion, began not in city centers, but in the countryside. Boston
and Philadelphia had nothing to do with it. Indeed to some extent it was a protest against the
religious leadership of the well-fed, self-righteous congregations of the long-established towns. It
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was started by preachers moving among the rural fastnesses, close to the frontier, among humble
people, some of whom rarely had the chance to enjoy a sermon, many of whom had little contact
with structured religion at all. It was simple but it was not simplistic. These preachers were
anxious not just to deliver a message but to get their hearers to learn it themselves by studying
the Bible; and to do that they needed to read. So an important element in the early Great
Awakening was the provision of some kind of basic education in the frontier districts and among
rural communities which as yet had no regular schools.

A key figure was William Tennent (1673-1745), a Scotch-Irish Presbyterian who settled at
Neshaminy, Pennsylvania, in the 1720s, where he built what he called his Log College, a
primitive rural academy teaching basic education as well as godliness. This was Frontier
Religion' in its pristine form, conducted with rhetorical fireworks and riproaring hymn-singing
by Tennent and his equally gifted son Gilbert, but also in a spirit of high seriousness, which
linked knowledge of God with the spirit of knowledge itself and insisted that education was the
high road to heaven. Many of Tennent's pupils, or disciples, became prominent preachers
themselves, all over the colonies, and his Log College became the prototype for the famous
College of New Jersey, founded in 1746, which eventually settled at Princeton.

As with most seminal religious movements in history, news of these doings spread by word of
mouth and by ministers-some of them unqualified and without a benefice-traveling from one
small congregation to another, rather than through the official religious channels. The minister at
the Congregationalist church in Northampton, Massachusetts, Jonathan Edwards (1703-58), was
intrigued by what he heard. Edwards was a man of outstanding intellect and sensibility, the first
major thinker in American history. He was the son and grandson of Puritan ministers, and had
gone to Yale almost as young (not quite thirteen) as Cotton Mather went to Harvard. Yet he
graduated first in his class and made a name for himself there as a polymath, writing speculative
papers on the Mind, Spiders, the Theory of Atoms, and the Nature of Being. His ability was such
that, at the age of twenty-one, he was already head tutor of the college-virtually running it, in
fact. But, when his grandfather died, Edwards took over his church in Northampton and labored
mightily in what was a rather unrewarding vineyard until he learned to base his message not so
much on fear, as the old puritan preachers did, as on joy.

It was not that Edwards neglected the element of ‘salutary terror,' as he called it. He could
preach a hellfire sermon with the best. He told sinners: "The God that holds you over the pit of
hell, much as one holds a spider, or some loathsome insect, over the fire, abhors you, and is
dreadfully provoked.' This particular sermon, published (in 1741) under the title Sinners in the
Hands of an Angry God, was avidly read all over the colonies and committed to heart by many
lesser evangelists who wanted to melt hardened hearts. But it was Edwards' nature, as an
American, to stress not just God's anger but also his bounty to mankind, and to rejoice in the
plenty and, not least, the beauty, of God's creation. Edwards put an entirely new gloss on the
harsh old Calvinist doctrine of Redemption by stressing that God did not just choose some, and
not others, but, as it were, radiated his own goodness and beauty into the souls of men and
women so that they became part of him. He called it “a kind of participation in God' in which
"God puts his own beauty, ie his beautiful likeness, upon their souls.' In a riveting discourse, God
Glorified in the Work of Redemption, first published in 1731, he insisted that the happiness
human beings find in the "the Glorious Excellences and Beauty of God' is the greatest of earthly
pleasures as well as a spiritual transformation. Through God we love beauty and our joy in
beauty is worship. Moreover, this joy and knowledge of beauty, and through beauty God, is
‘attainable by persons of mean capacities and advantages as well as those that are of the greatest
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parts and learning.' It was part of Edwards' message that knowledge of God was education as
well as revelation, that it was an aesthetic as well as a spiritual experience, and that it heightened
all the senses. Edwards was not a simple evangelist but a major philosopher, whose works fill
many thick volumes. But the core of his message, and certainly the secret of his appeal, then and
now, and to the masses as well as to intellectuals, is that love is the essence of the religious
experience.

In A Treatise Concerning the Religious Affections (1746) Edwards lists in detail the twelve
signs by which true religious love and its false counterfeit can be distinguished, the most
important of which is the ability to detect 'divine things' by ‘the beauty of their moral
excellency.' It is from ‘the sense of spiritual beauty' that there arises ‘all true experimental
knowledge of religion' and, indeed, "a whole new world of knowledge."" Through this doctrine
of love, Edwards proceeds to liberate the human will by demolishing the old Calvinist doctrine
of determinacy and double-predestination. In his The Freedom of the Will (1754) Edwards insists
that human beings are free because they act according to their perception and conviction of their
own good. That will can be corrupted, of course, leading men and women to find the greatest
apparent good in self and other lesser goods rather than in God. But earnest teaching can restore
the purity of the will. At all events, all can choose: they are responsible for their choices and God
will hold them accountable for it. But nothing is determined in advance-all is to be played for.
What Edwards in fact was offering-though he did not live long enough to write his great Summa
Theologica, which was to have been called 4 History of the Work of Redemption-was a
framework for life in which free will, good works, purity of conduct, the appreciation of God's
world and the enjoyment of its beauties, and the eventual attainment of salvation, all fitted,
blended and fused together by the informing and vivifying energy of love. Here was indeed a
frontier religion, for persons of all creeds and backgrounds and ethnic origins, native-born
Americans and the new arrivals from Europe, united by the desire to do good, lead useful and
godly lives, and help others to do the same in the new and splendid country divine providence
had given them.

Edwards' earliest published sermons were widely read and discussed. What particularly
interested fellow-evangelists, in England as well as America, was his remarkable account, 4
Faithful Narrative (1737), of the conversions his methods brought about in his own parish. One
of the Englishmen he thus stirred was John Wesley, over in Georgia in the years 1735-8, to help
General Oglethorpe evangelize the colonists and Indians. Another was George Whitefield (1714-
70), also a member of the general's mission. Wesley was the greatest preacher of the 18th
century, or certainly the most assiduous, but his preoccupation was mainly with the English poor.
Whitefield, however, was a rhetorical and histrionic star of spectacular gifts, who did not trouble
himself, as Wesley did, with organization. He simply carried a torch and used it to set alight
multitudes. He found America greatly to his taste. In 1740 he made the first continental tour of
the colonies, from Savannah in Georgia to Boston in the north, igniting violent sheets of
religious flame everywhere. It was Whitefield, the Grand Itinerant as he was known, who caused
the Great Awakening to take off. He preached, as he put it himself, *with much Flame, Clearness
and Power' and watched hungrily as 'Dagon Falls Daily Before the Ark.'" He seems to have
appealed equally to conventional Anglicans, fierce Calvinists, German pietists, Scotch-Irish,
Dutch, even a few Catholics. A German woman who heard him said she had never been so
edified in her life, though she spoke not a word of English. He enjoyed his greatest success in the
Calvinist fortress of Boston, where the established churches did not want him at all. There he

81



joined forces with Gilbert Tennent, and an angry critic described how “people wallowed in snow,
night and day, for the benefit of their beastly brayings.'

When Whitefield left, others arose to "blow up the Divine Fire lately kindled.' John Davenport
(1716-57), a Yale man from Long Island, was perhaps the first of the new-style American
personal evangelists. At public, open-air meetings in Connecticut he called for rings, cloaks,
wigs, and other vain personal adornments to be thrown on the bonfire, together with religious
books he denounced as wicked. He thus fell foul of the colony's laws against itinerant preaching,
was arrested, tried by the General Assembly, judged to be mentally disturbed, and deported to
Long Island. That did not stop him, or anyone else. Denied churches, the new evangelists
preached in the open, often round camp-fires. Indeed they soon began to organize the camp-
meetings which for two centuries were to be a salient part of American frontier religion. But
many clergy welcomed these wild and earnest men. Even Anglican Virginia-its piedmont
anyway-joined in the revival. People went to revival meetings, then started attending regularly
in their own parish church, if there was one. If not, they clubbed together to set one up.
Whitefield attracted enormous crowds-10,000 was not uncommon for him. It may be, as critics
claimed, that only one in a hundred of his “converts' stayed zealous. But he returned again and
again to the attack-seven continental tours in the thirty years from 1740-and all churches
benefited from his efforts, though the greatest gainers were the Baptists and the stranger sects on
the Protestant fringes.

The curious thing about the Great Awakening is that it moved, simultaneously, in two
different directions which were in appearance contradictory. In some ways it was an expression
of the Enlightenment. One of the most important of the Anglican Awakeners, Samuel Johnson
(1693-1772), who had been with Edwards at Yale-was his tutor in fact-was a typical
Enlightenment clergyman. He said that reading Francis Bacon's Advancement of Learning left
him ‘like one at once emerging out of the twilight into the full sunshine of open day.'" The
experience, he said, freed him from what he called the “curious cobweb of distributions and
definition'-17th-century Calvinist theology-and from Bacon he went on to the idealism of the
great Anglo-Irish philosopher Bishop Berkeley, who taught him that morality was ‘the same
thing as the religion of Nature,' not indeed discoverable without Relevation but ‘founded on the
first principles of reason and nature.' Johnson became the first president of King's College. The
Awakening indeed had a dramatic impact on education at all levels. The Congregationalist
minister Eleazar Wheelock (1711-79), one of the New England Awakeners, went on to operate a
highly successful school for Indians, and this in turn developed into Dartmouth College (1769),
which specialized in the classics. Charles Chauncy (1705-87), pastor of the First Church in
Boston, originally opposed Edwards and his missions, setting out his views in Thoughts on the
State of Religion in New England (1743) and other pamphlets. But the Awakening had its effect
on him nonetheless, turning him away from the traditional structures of Christianity to what
became Unitarianism. He lived just long enough to see the Anglicans of King's Chapel, Boston,
adopt a non-trinitarian theology in 1785 and so become America's first Unitarian church.
Ebenezer Gay (1696-1787), of Dedham, followed a similar trajectory. And in America, as in
England, Unitarianism was, for countless intellectuals, a halfway house on the long road to
agnosticism. Paradoxically, as a result of the Awakening, splits arose in many churches between
those who endorsed it enthusiastically and those who repudiated its emotionalism, and the
second group captured many pulpits and laid the foundations of American religious liberalism.

But if the Awakening, in itself and in the cross-currents it stirred up, was a movement towards
a rational view of life, it was also a highly emotional experience for most of those who
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participated in it-perhaps three out of four of the colonists. It was not just the fainting, weeping,
and shrieking which went on at the mass meetings and round the campfires. It was the much less
visible but still fundamental stirring of the emotions which Edwards aimed to produce. He urged
a rebirth of faith, to create a New Man or a New Woman, rather as Rousseau was to do in France
a generation later. He was fond of quoting the Cambridge Platonist John Smith: "A true celestial
warmth is of an immortal nature; and being once seated vitally in the souls of men, it will
regulate and order all the motions in a due manner; as the natural head, radicated in the hearts of
living creatures, hath the dominion and the economy of the whole body under it ... It is a new
nature, informing the souls of men.’

This, and similar ideas, as presented by Edwards, had undoubted political undertones. Just as
in France, rather later in the century, the combination of Voltairean rationalism and
Rousseauesque emotionalism was to create a revolutionary explosion, so in America, but, in a
characteristically religious context, the thinking elements and the fervid, personal elements were
to combine to make Americans see the world with new eyes. There was a strong eschatological
element in Edwards and many other preachers. Those who listened to him were left with the
impression that great events were impending and that man-including American man-had a
dramatic destiny. In his last work, going through the presses at the time of his death in 1758, he
wrote: "And I am persuaded, no solid reason can be given, why God, who constitutes all other
created union or oneness, according to his pleasures ... may not establish a constitution whereby
the natural posterity of Adam, proceeding from him, much as the buds or branches from the
stock or root of a tree, should be treated as one with him." Man was thus born in the image of
God and could do all-his capacities were boundless. In human history, Edwards wrote, "all the
changes are brought to pass ... to prepare the way for the glorious issue of things that shall be
when truth and righteousness shall finally prevail.' At that hour, God “shall take the kingdom' and
Edwards said he “looked towards the dawn of that glorious day.'

The Great Awakening was thus the proto-revolutionary event, the formative moment in
American history, preceding the political drive for independence and making it possible. It
crossed all religious and sectarian boundaries, made light of them indeed, and turned what had
been a series of European-style churches into American ones. It began the process which created
an ecumenical and American type of religious devotion which affected all groups, and gave a
distinctive American flavor to a wide range of denominations. This might be summed up under
the following five heads: evangelical vigor, a tendency to downgrade the clergy, little stress on
liturgical correctness, even less on parish boundaries, and above all an emphasis on individual
experience. Its key text was Revelations 21:5: "Behold, I make all things new'-which was also
the text for the American experience as a whole.

If, then, there was an underlying political dimension to the Great Awakening, there was also a
geographical one. It made not only parish boundaries seem unimportant but all boundaries.
Hitherto, each colony had seen its outward links as running chiefly to London. Each tended to be
a little self-contained world of its own. That was to remain the pattern in the Spanish colonies for
another century, independence making no difference in that respect. The Great Awakening
altered this separateness. It taught different colonies, tidewaters and piedmonts, coast and up-
country, to grasp and appreciate what they had in common, which was a very great deal. As a
symbol of this, Whitefield was the first *American' public figure, equally well known from
Georgia to New Hampshire. When he died in 1770 there was comment from the entire American
press.
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But even more important than the new geographical sense of unity was the change in men's
attitudes. As John Adams was to put it, long afterwards: *The Revolution was effected before the
War commenced. The Revolution was in the mind and hearts of the people: and change in their
religious sentiments of their duties and obligations.' It was the marriage between the rationalism
of the American elites touched by the Enlightenment with the spirit of the Great Awakening
among the masses which enabled the popular enthusiasm thus aroused to be channeled into the
political aims of the Revolution-itself soon identified as the coming eschatological event. Neither
force could have succeeded without the other. The Revolution could not have taken place
without this religious background. The essential difference between the American Revolution
and the French Revolution is that the American Revolution, in its origins, was a religious event,
whereas the French Revolution was an anti-religious event. That fact was to shape the American
Revolution from start to finish and determine the nature of the independent state it brought into
being.
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PART TWO

‘That the Free Constitution Be
Sacredly Maintained’

Revolutionary America, 1750-1815
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It the great awakening prepared the American people emotionally for Revolution and
Independence the process was actually detonated by the first world war in human history. And,
curiously enough, it was an American who struck the spark igniting this global conflict. George
Washington (1732-99) was born on the family estate, Wakefield, in Westmoreland County,
Virginia. Much of America's history was written in his antecedents. His founding ancestor was a
clergyman expelled from his Essex living for drunkenness, who landed in Virginia in 1657 and
married the prosperous Anne Pope. He was Washington's great-grandfather, remembered by the
Indians as 'towntaker,’ Caunotaucarius. Washington's father, Augustine or Gus, was a blond
giant, living evidence of the fact that men grew taller in America than in England-though Gus
sent his eldest son Lawrence, Washington's adored half-brother, to school in Appleby, England,
to give him a bit of class. Gus had a large family and was only a moderately successful planter.
He died when Washington was eleven, leaving 10,000 acres in seven parcels, with a total of
forty-nine slaves. The core of it was Ferry Farm with 4,360 acres and ten slaves, in which his
mother was left a half-interest and which she decided to keep and run. The Washingtons were so
characteristic of the modest gentry families who carried through the Revolution that it is worth
detailing the inventory of Gus's possessions on the eve of it. He had little plate-one soup spoon,
eighteen small spoons, seven teaspoons, a watch, and a sword, total value £125 los. The
glassware was worth only £5 12s. The chinaware, which included two teasers, was valued at a
mere £3 6s. There was a fine looking-glass in the hall, a 'screwtoire' (escritoire), two tables, one
armchair, eleven leather-bottomed chairs, three beds in the parlour, an old table, three old chairs,
an old desk, window curtains, and in the hall two four-poster beds with two more in the back
room. In the chamber above the parlor were three old beds-making a total of thirteen beds in all
(Gus had ten children by two wives). There were six good pairs of sheets, ten inferior ones, and
seventeen pillow-cases, thirteen table-cloths and thirty-one napkins. Thirteen slaves were
attached to the house, but only seven of them were able-bodied. These were the material
circumstances in which Washington was nurtured.

Like his father, George Washington was big, six feet two. He had enormous hands and feet,
red or auburn hair, a huge nose, high forehead, wide hips, narrow shoulders, and he used his
height and bulk to develop an impressive presence which, with his ability to stay calm in
moments of crisis, was the key to his ability to rule men, both soldiers and politicians." He
always took trouble with his appearance. He never wore a wig, which he thought unbecoming,
but he dressed and powdered his hair carefully and tied it with a neat velvet ribbon called a
solitary. He broke his teeth cracking nuts and replaced them by false ones of hippopotamus ivory
and was self-consciously aware that they fitted badly. He would not venture on an expedition
into the woods, as a young man, without nine shirts, six linen waistcoats, seven caps, six collars,
and four neckcloths. His instincts were aristocratic and in time became regal. He rejected the
new American habit, growing throughout the 18th century, of shaking hands with all and sundry,
and instead bowed. He did not hesitate to use his physical strength to exert his will: he "laid his
cane over many of [his] officers who showed their men the example of running.' He could throw
stones an immense distance and liked to demonstrate this gift to impress. His mother was a
strong woman and he esteemed her. His father meant nothing to him. About 17,000 of
Washington's letters have survived, and the father is mentioned in only two of them. He was,
from an early age, his own father-figure.

Unlike his half-brother, Washington had only the most elementary education. His envious and
critical Vice President John Adams was to write: "That Washington was not a scholar was
certain. That he was too illiterate, unread, unlearned for his station is equally past dispute."
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Washington himself said he suffered from ‘consciousness of a defective education." That was
why he never attempted to write his memoirs. He said that young men of the gentry class brought
up in Virginia, and "given a horse and a servant to attend them as soon as they could ride' were
‘in danger of becoming indolent and helpless.' But Washington was in no such temptation. He
wanted to get on. There was a powerful drive in this big young man to better himself. He
developed a good, neat, legible hand. To improve his manners, he copied out 110 maxims,
originally compiled by a French Jesuit as instructions for young aristocrats. Thus: *Sing not to
yourself with a humming noise nor drum with your fingers and feet.' 'Kill no vermin, as fleas,
lice, ticks etc in the sight of others." "When accompanying a man of great quality, walk not with
him cheek by jowl but somewhat behind him, but yet in such a manner he may easily speak with
you.'

Alas! It was Washington's misfortune and grievance that he knew no one "of great quality.' He
‘lacked interest,' as they said in the 18th century. "Interest' was one of the key words in his
vocabulary. Men were driven by it, in his opinion. He wrote of ‘interest, the only bonding
cement.' It applied equally to men and nations. "Men may speculate as they will,' he wrote, "they
may talk of patriotism ... but whoever builds upon it as a sufficient basis for conducting a long
and bloody war will find themselves deceived in the end ... For a time it may of itself push men
to action, to bear much, to encounter difficulties, but it will not endure unassisted by interest.' He
thought it was “the universal experience of mankind' that "'no nation can be trusted further than it
is bound by interest." It is important to grasp that Washington saw both the Revolution and the
constitution-making that followed as the work of men driven mainly by self-interest. It was
always his dynamic, and he felt no shame in it, following it until his own interest was subsumed
in the national interest. The nearest he came to possessing interest himself was the marriage of
his half-brother Lawrence to a daughter of Colonel William Fairfax, head of a branch of one of
the grandest families in Virginia. Washington made every use he could of this connection. His
brother-in-law George Fairfax, a young man with great expectations and a touch of Indian blood
(like many Americans) was a role-model.

Washington discovered, aged sixteen, that for a young man of his background and modest
education the next best thing to owning a lot of land was to become a land surveyor. A neat hand
and the ability to draw maps, take measurements, and make calculations were all that was
required. The fascination all Americans had in land, the constant speculation in it, the vast
amount there was still to be occupied further west, ensured there would be no lack of occupation.
His first job was to survey part of the Fairfax estate west of the Blue Ridge. This took him into
the frontier district for the first time and he found he liked the life, the opportunities, even the
danger. He joined the militia and found he liked that too. He was a natural soldier. In 1753, when
he was twenty-one, the governor of Virginia, Robert Dinwiddie, sent Washington, with the rank
of major, into the Ohio Valley, on behalf of the Ohio Company, a private-enterprise venture set
up with government backing to develop the frontier districts. Washington's orders were to
contact any French he found there and warn them they were straying on to British territory.

The following year was the critical one. Washington, with the rank of lieutenant-colonel and a
force of Virginia volunteers and Indians, was sent back to the Ohio and instructed to build a fort
at the Ohio Forks, near what is now Pittsburgh. He kept a detailed journal of this expedition. At
the Forks he found the French had been before him and constructed Fort Duquesne. He built his
own, which he called Fort Necessity-he was having an administrative battle with Governor
Dinwiddie over pay and supplies-at Great Meadows. Then he fell in with a French detachment,
under Lieutenant de Jumonville, and when the French ran for their muskets, ‘I ordered my
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company to fire,’ Washington reported. His Iroquois Indians attacked with their tomahawks.
Before Washington could stop the killing and accept the surrender of the French, ten of them
were dead, including their commander.' This incident, /'affaire Jumonville, led to massive French
retaliation and the outbreak of what was soon a world war. It raged in North America for six
years, 1754-60, in Central and South America, in the Caribbean and the Atlantic, in India and the
East, and not least in Europe, where it was known as the Seven Years War (1756-63). Detonating
such a conflict made Washington famous, even notorious. Artlessly, he wrote to his brother Jack
that he had not been daunted by his first experience of action: ‘I heard the bullets whistle and,
believe me, there is something charming in the sound.' This, together with material from
Washington's reports and diaries, was published in the London Magazine, where King George II
read it. The King was rather proud of his battlefield experience and snorted: "By God, he would
not think bullets charming if he had been used to hear many.' Voltaire summed it up: *A cannon
shot fired in America would give the signal that set Europe in a blaze.' In fact there was no
cannon shot. Horace Walpole, in his History of the Reign of George II, was more accurate: " The
volley fired by a young Virginian in the backwoods of America set the world on fire.'

This global conflict finally brought to a head the competition between France and Britain to be
the dominant power in North America. It was a conflict Britain was bound to win in the end
because its American colonies, with their intensive immigration over many decades, their high
birth-rate and natural population increase, their booming economy and high living-standards, had
already passed the take-off point and were rapidly becoming, considered together, one of the
fastest-growing and richest nations in the world. By comparison, the French presence was thinly
spread and sustained only by continued military and economic effort from the French state. But it
did not quite look like that at the time. The British colonists thought of themselves as encircled
by French military power. It stretched from the mouth of the St Lawrence into Canada, down
through the region of the Great Lakes and then along the whole course of the Mississippi to New
Orleans which the French, with much effort, were developing as a major port. There were
conflicting claims everywhere. Under the Treaty of Utrecht of 1713, concluding an earlier
contest that Britain had won, the French renounced their claim to Hudson's Bay in Canada, but in
fact had continued to trade in the region and build forts. Again, Utrecht had given the British
"Nova Scotia or Arcadie with its ancient boundaries,' and to them it meant all territory east of St
Croix and north up to the St. Lawrence. But the French contested this and in 1750 built more
forts to back up their point. Most important of all, from the viewpoint of the British colonies, the
French claim to the whole of the Mississippi Basin was in flat contradiction to the claims of the
colonies to extend their boundaries along the latitudes indefinitely in a western direction. In the
south there were endless conflicting claims too, and a genuine fear that the French would gang
up with the Spanish in Florida to attack Georgia.

Fear of France was the great factor which bound the American colonies to Britain in the mid-
18th century. They regarded falling under the French flag as the worst possibility that could
befall theim. On the Atlantic coast, people from numerous nations had found themselves coming
under British suzerainty-Spanish, French, Swedes, Dutch, Germans, Swiss-partly by conquest,
partly by immigration, and none had found any difficulty in adjusting. By Continental standards
Britain was a liberal state with a minimalist government and tradition of freedom of speech,
assembly, the press, and (to some extent) worship. These advantages applied a fortiori in the
colonies, where settlers often had little or no contact with government from on year's end to
another. But for a British subject to shift from the Union Jack to the fleur-de-lys was a different
matter. France still had a divine right absolutist monarchy. Its state was formidable, penetrative,
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and demanding, even across the Atlantic. It conscripted its subjects and taxed them heavily.
Moreover, it was a Catholic state which did not practice toleration, as thousands of Huguenot
immigrants in the British colonies could testify.

The American colonies had played little part in the war against France during the reign of
William III and Queen Anne. But since then the French military presence in North America had
grown far more formidable. When war with Spain, quickly followed by war with France, broke
out in 1740 (the War of the Austrian Succession, as Europe called it), the colonies were in the
forefront of the action in North America. Not only did Oglethorpe's Georgians invade Spanish
Florida but colonial militias, with Massachusetts and New York supplying most of the
manpower, took the offensive against France and succeeded in capturing Louisburg. New
England and New York were disgusted when the British agreed, at the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle
in 1748, to hand the fortress back. Nor was colonial opinion impressed by British strategy and
grip during the first phases of the world war which Colonel Washington inadvertently started.
The British effort in North America was ill provided and ineffective, marked by many reverses.
With William Pitt in power from 1758 things changed totally. He had close ties with London
mercantile interests and he switched the war from a Continental one in Europe to an imperial one
all over the world. He amassed big fleets and raised effective armies, he picked able commanders
like General James Wolfe, and he enthused public opinion on both sides of the Atlantic. His
armies not only pushed north up the Hudson and down the St Lawrence, but along the Ohio and
the Allegheny too. Suddenly, with the fall of Quebec in 1759, French power in North America
began to collapse like a house of cards. The Peace of Paris, 1763, confirmed it.

The treaty was one of the greatest territorial carve-ups in history. It says a lot for the
continuing ignorance of European powers like Britain and France, and their inability to grasp the
coming importance of continental North America, that they spent most of the peace process
haggling over the Caribbean sugar-islands, which made quick returns in ready cash. Thanks to its
command of the sea, Britain used the war to seize St Vincent, the Grenadines, Tobago,
Dominica, St Lucia, Guadeloupe, and Martinique. The British sugar lobby, fearing
overproduction, objected to keeping them all, so Britain graciously handed back Guadeloupe,
Martinique, and St Lucia. In return, the French made no difficulty about surrendering the whole
of Canada, Nova Scotia, and their claims to the Ohio Valley-'Snow for Sugar,' as the deal was
called. Moreover, Britain, which now had no fear of a Spain evidently in irreversible military
decline, was quite happy to hand Spain back its other conquests, Cuba and Manila. As part of a
separate deal France gave Spain all of Louisiana to compensate it for losses in Florida to Britain.
Thus more American territory changed hands in this settlement than in any other international
treaty, before or since. The net result was to knock France out of the American hemisphere, in
which retained only three small Caribbean islands, two in the fisheries, and negligible chunk of
Guyana. This was a momentous geopolitical shift, huge relief to British global strategists,
because it made Britain the master of North America, no longer challenged there by the most
formidable military power in Europe. The hold Spain had on the lower Mississippi was rightly
regarded as feeble, to be loosened whenever Britain saw fit. Suddenly, in the mid-1760s, Britain
had emerged as proprietor of the largest empire the world had seen since Roman times-larger,
indeed, in terms of territorial extent and global compass.

Did this rapid expansion bring a rush of blood to the heads of the British elite? One can put it

that way. Certainly, over the next two decades, the characteristic British virtues of caution,
pragmatism, practical common sense and moderation seemed to desert the island race, or at any
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rate the men in power there. There was arrogance, and arrogance bred mistakes, and obstinacy
meant they were persisted in to the point of idiocy. The root of the trouble was George III, a
young, self confident, ignorant, opinionated, inflexible, and pertinacious man determined to be
an active king, not just in name, like his grandfather George II, but in reality. George III
however, was a sensible man, we aware of his considerable intellectual and constitutional
limitations. He had employed great statesmen, when he could find them, like Sir Robert Walpole
and William Pitt the Elder, who had helped to make Britain the richest and most successful
nation in the world. George III employed second-raters and creatures of his own making, mere
court favorites or men whose sole merit was an ability to manage a corrupt House of Commons.
From 1763 to 1782, by which time the America colonies had been lost, it would be hard to think
of a more dismal succession of nonentities than the men who, as First Lords of the Treasury
(Prime Minister), had charge of Britain's affairs-the Earl of Bute, George Grenville, the Marquis
of Rockingham, the Duke of Grafton and Lord North. And behind them, in key jobs, were other
boobies like Charles Townshend and Lord George Germaine.

This might not have mattered quite so much if the men they face across the Atlantic had been
of ordinary stature, of average competence and character. Unfortunately for Britain-and
fortunately for America-the generation that emerged to lead the colonies into independence was
one of the most remarkable group of men in history-sensible, broad-minded, courageous, usually
well educated, gifted in a variety of ways, mature, and long-sighted, sometimes lit by flashes of
genius. It is rare indeed for a nation to have at its summit a group so variously gifted as
Washington and Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton, James Madison,
and John Adams. And what was particularly providential was the way in which their strengths
and weaknesses compensated each other, so that the group as a whole was infinitely more
formidable than the sum of its parts. They were the Enlightenment made flesh, but an
Enlightenment shorn of its vitiating French intellectual weaknesses of dogmatism,
anticlericalism, moral chaos, and an excessive trust in logic, and buttressed by the English
virtues of pragmatism, fair-mindedness, and honorable loyalty to each other. Moreover, behind
this front rank was a second, and indeed a third, of solid, sensible, able men capable of rising to a
great occasion. In personal qualities, there was a difference as deep as the Atlantic between the
men who led America and Britain during these years, and it told from first to last. Great events in
history are determined by all kinds of factors, but the most important single one is always the
quality of the people in charge; and never was this principle more convincingly demonstrated
than in the struggle for American independence.

Poor quality of British leadership was made evident in the immediate aftermath of the collapse
of French power in Canada by an exercise of power thoroughly alien to the English spirit-social
engineering. Worried by the concentration of French settlers in Nova Scotia, British ministers
tried to round up 10,000 of them and disperse them by force to other British colonies. This was
the kind of thing which normally took place in Tsarist Russia, not on British territory. The
Protestant colonies did not want the papist diaspora. Virginia insisted on sending its allotment,
1,100, to England. Some 3,000 escaped and went to Quebec, where in due course the British
deported them-plus several thousand others-to a reluctant France. The spectacle of these
wretched people being marched about and put into ships by redcoats, then replaced by phalanxes
of Ulster Protestants, Yorkshire Methodists, and bewildered Scotch Highlanders-themselves
marched from ship to inland allotments as though they were conscript members of a military
colony-was repugnant to the established colonists. Might not the British authorities soon start to
shove them around too, as though they were loads of timber or sacks of potatoes?"
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By contrast, in American eyes, the British showed a consideration and delicacy towards the

Indians which, the colonists felt, was outrageous. In their eyes, the management of the Indians
was one field in which social engineering (as they called it “polity' or “policing') was not only
desirable but essential. In dealing with the heart of America, now to dispose of as they saw fit,
the British were faced with a genuine dilemma: how to reconcile three conflicting interests-the
fur traders the colonies with their expanding-westward land hunger, and Britain's Indian allies,
such as the Creeks, the Cherokees, and the Iroquois. There were enormous areas involved, none
of them properly mapped. Lord Bute, in London, knew nothing about the subject-could not
distinguish between a Cherokee and an Eskimo, though he knew all about highland clans-and
was entirely dependent on on-the-spot experts like Sir William Johnson and John Stuart, who
had Indian interests at heart The government of Pennsylvania had recently used the term “West
of the Allegheny Mountains,' to denote land reserved for the Indians, presumably in perpetuity.
The pro-Indian interest seized on this and persuaded the British government to apply it to the
whole of North America. A royal proclamation of October 7, 1763 laid down the new boundary
to separate the colonies from land reserved to the Indians. It forbade Americans to settle in “any
lands beyond the heads or sources of any of the rivers which fall into the Atlantic Ocean from the
West or Northwest. In effect this would have created an Atlantic fringe America, inwardly
blocked by an Indian interior. That was anathema to the colonies-it destroyed their future, at a
stroke. In any case, it was out of date; countless settlers were already over the watershed, well
dug in, and were being joined by more every day. The Proclamation noted this point and, to
please the Indians, laid down that any ‘who have either wilfully or inadvertently seated
themselves upon any lands [beyond the line] must forthwith ... remove themselves." This was
more attempted social engineering, and with heavily armed settlers already scattered and farming
over vast distances, there was no question of herding them east except at the point of the
bayonet. To make matters worse, British Indian allies were permitted to remain in strength and in
large areas well to the east of the line.
The Great Proclamation in short was not a practical document. It enraged and frightened the
colonists without being enforceable; indeed it had to be altered, in 1771, to adjust to realities, by
conceding settlement along the Ohio from the Great Forks (Fort Pitt or Pittsburgh) to the
Kentucky River, thus blowing a great hole in the entire concept and in effect removing any
possible dam to mass westward expansion The Proclamation was one of Britain's cardinal errors.
Just at the moment when the expulsion of the French had entirely removed American
dependence on British military power, and any conceivable obstacle to the expansion of the
colonies into the boundless lands of the interior, the men in London were proposing to replace
the French by the Indians and deny the colonies access. It made no sense, and it looked like a
deliberate insult to American sensibilities.

One American who was particularly upset by the Proclamation was George Washington. He
saw himself as a frontiersman as well as a tidewater landowner. Access to land on the frontier
was his particular future, as well as America's. The idea of consigning America's interior to the
Indians for ever struck him as ridiculous, flying in the face of all the evidence and ordinary
common sense. He disliked the Indians and regarded them as volatile, untrustworthy, cruel,
improvident, feckless, and in every way undependable. He shared with every one of the
Founding Fathers-this is an important point to note-a conviction that the interests of the Indians
must not be allowed to stand in the way of America's development. We should not think of
Washington as a natural rebel or an instinctive republican. Like most Americans of his class, he
was neither. Like most of them, he was ambivalent about England, its crown, its institutions, and
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its ways. He was fond of using the word "Empire.' He was proud of England's. If anything his
instincts were imperialist. He certainly considered the idea of a career in the British Empire. He
had “had a good war.' In 1756 he had been given the command of the Virginia Militia in frontier
defense. In 1758 he led one of the three brigades which took Fort Duquesne. His success as a
rising military commander under the British flag helped him to court and win the hand of a
wealthy and much sought-after young widow, Martha Dandridge Custis (1732-1802), who had
17,000 acres and £20,000 in money.

It had long been Washington's ambition, which he made repeated efforts to gratify, to get a
regular commission in the British Army. This might have changed his entire life because it
would have opened up to him the prospect of global service, promotion, riches, possibly a
knighthood, even a peerage. He knew by now that he was a first-class officer with the talent and
temperament to go right to the top. His fighting experience was considerable and his record
exemplary. But the system was against him. In the eyes of the Horse Guards, the headquarters of
the British Army in London, colonial army officers were nobodies. American militias were
dismissed with special contempt, both social and military. It was a cherished myth in London
that they had contributed virtually nothing to winning the war in America and could not be
depended on to fight, except possibly against ill-armed Indians. Washington's service actually
counted against him, just as, a generation or so later, the young Arthur Wellesley (later Duke of
Wellington) found himself dismissed by the Horse Guards as a mere 'sepoy general' because of
his service in India. So Washington discovered that his colonial army commission was of no
value and that he had no chance of getting a royal one.' It was an injustice and an insult and it
proved to be the determining factor in his life and allegiance.

Washington's financial experiences also illustrated the way in which the American gentry
class were inevitably turning against Britain. The marriage to Martha and the death of his half-
brother and his widow made Washington master of Mount Vernon and transformed him from a
minor planter into a major landowner. He lived in some style, with thirteen house-servants plus
carpenters and handymen about the building. In the seven years from 1768 alone, the
Washingtons entertained over 2,000 guests. He did all the things an English gentleman, and the
Virginians who aped them, might be expected to do. He bred horses. He kept hounds-Old Harry,
Pompey, Pilot, Tartar, Mopsey, Duchess, Lady, Sweetlips, Drunkard, Vulcan, Rover, Truman,
Jupiter, June, and Truelove. He set up a library and ordered 500 bookplates from London, with
his arms on. He and Martha had no children but he was kind to the step-children she brought
with her, ordering fine toys from London: A Tunbridge teaset,’ reads one list, "three Neat
Tunbridge Toys, a neat book, fashionable tea chest, a bird on bellows, a cuckoo, a turnabout
parrot, a grocer's shop, a neat dressed wax baby, an aviary, a Prussian Dragoon, a Man Smoking,
and six small books for children.’

But he was not an English gentleman, of course; he was a colonial subject, and he found the
system worked against him as a landowner too. He had to employ London Agents, Robert Cary
& Co-every substantial planter did-and his relations with them made him anti-British. English
currency regulations gave them an advantage over Virginia planters and they tended to keep
them in debt with interest mounting up. Any dealings with London were expensive because of
the complexity, historical anomalies, and obscurantism of the ancient administration there, which
had evolved like a weird organism over centuries. Americans were not used to government.
What they had-for instance, the lands offices-was simple, efficient, and did its business with
dispatch. London was another universe. The Commission of Customs, the Secretary-at-War, the
Admiralty, the Admiralty Courts, the Surveyor General of the King's Woods and Forests, the
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Postmaster-General, the Bishop of London-all were involved in the colonies. The Admiralty
alone had fifteen branches scattered all over a city which was already 5 miles wide. There were
bureaucratic delays and a five-week voyage added to each end. As Edmund Burke was to put it,
“Seas roll and months pass between order and execution.’

On top of this there was taxation. Like all Americans, Washington paid few taxes before the
mid-1760s and resented those he did pay. Now the British government proposed to put colonial
taxation on an entirely new basis. The Seven Years War was the most expensive Britain had ever
waged. Before it, the national debt had stood at £60 million. It was now-1764-£133 million,
more than double. The interest payments were enormous. The British Treasury calculated that
the public debt carried by each Englishman was £18, whereas a colonial carried only 18
shillings. An Englishman paid on average 25 shillings a year in taxes, a colonial only sixpence,
one-fiftieth. Why, argued the British elite, should this outrageous anomaly be allowed to
continue, especially as it was the American colonies which had benefited more from the war?

George Grenville, now in charge of British policy, was a pernickety and self-righteous
gentleman determined to correct this anomaly by introducing what he called "Rules of Right
Conduct' between Britain and America. As Burke said, he "had a rage for regulation and
restriction.' His attack was two-pronged. First, he determined to get Americans to pay existing
taxes, which were indirect, customs duties and the like. In the English-speaking world, normally
law-abiding, evading customs was a universal passion, practiced by high and low, rich and poor.
The smugglers who pandered to this passion formed huge armies of rascally seamen, who fought
pitched battles on the foreshore and sometimes well inland with His Majesty's Customs Service,
who became equally brutal and ruthless in consequence (and still are). But if the English evaded
customs duties, the Americans largely got off scot-free because the Colonial Customs Service
was inefficient and corrupt. It cost more than it collected. Its officials were almost invariably
absentees whose work was done, or not done, by deputies. It was popularly supposed that the
duties thus lost amounted to £700,000 annually, though the true figure was nearer £500,000.
Grenville's so-called Sugar or Revenue Act of 1764 halved the duty on molasses but provided for
strict enforcement. Officials were ordered to their posts. A new Vice-Admiralty Court was set up
in Halifax. Nova Scotia, to impose harsh penalties. Suddenly, there were a lot of officious
revenue men everywhere. One critic, Benjamin Franklin, reported to the Boston elders that low-
born and needy people were being given these jobs a anyone better would not take them:

Their necessities make them rapacious, their offices make then proud and insolent, their
insolence and rapacity make them odious and being conscious they are hated they become
malicious; their malice urges them to a continual abuse of the inhabitants in their letters of
administration, presenting them as disaffected and rebellious, and to encourage the use of
severity) as weak, divided, timid and cowardly Government believes all; thinks it necessary to
support and countenance its officers; their quarrelling with the people is deemed a mark and
consequence of their fidelity ... I think one may clearly see, in the system of customs now being
exacted in America by Act of Parliament the seeds sown of a total disunion of the two
countries."

Franklin's neat summary says it all. But soon there was more. Grenville thought it monstrous
that India should pay for itself by having its own taxes and paying its bills, netting large profits
for the English gentlemen lucky enough to have posts there, whereas America was run at a
thumping loss. So he devised (1765) a special duty for America called the Stamp Act. This was
an innovation, which made it horribly objectionable to Americans, who paradoxically were very
conservative about such things. It caused exactly the same outrage among them as Charles I's
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Ship Duty had caused among the English gentry it the years leading up to the Civil War-and this
historical parallel did not escape the notice of the colonists. To make matters worse, for some
reason which made obscure sense to Grenville's dim calculations, the duty fell particularly hard
on two categories of men skilled in circulating grievances-publicans (who had to pay a
registration fee of £1 year) and newspapers (who had to print on stamped paper). Grenville had a
gift for doing the wrong thing. His Sugar Act cost £8,000 is administrative costs for every £2,000
raised in revenue. His Stamp Act cost a lot in administration too but raised nothing. It proved
unenforceable. Colonial assemblies pronounced it unconstitutional and unlawful. The irresistible
popular catchphrase "No taxation without representation' was heard. The stamps were publicly
burned by rioters. One stamp master, Zachariah Hood, had to ride so hard from Massachusetts
for protection in the British garrison in New York that he killed his horse under him. Unless the
redcoats did it, there was no force prepared to curb the riots. Moreover there were plenty of
people in London, led by Pitt, ready to agree with the colonists that parliament had no right to tax
them in this way. So the Stamp Act was repealed. That was rightly seen in America as weakness.
Parliament then compounded its error by insisting on passing a Declaratory Act asserting its
sovereignty over America. That made the dispute not just financial but constitutional.

It is now time to see the origins and progress of the breakdown between Britain and America
through the eyes of a man who was involved in all its stages and did his considerable best to
prevent it-Benjamin Franklin. One of the delights of studying American history in the 18th
century is that this remarkable polymath, visionary, down-to-earth jack-of-all-trades pops up
everywhere. There were few contemporary pies into which he did not insert a self-seeking finger.
We know a lot about him because he wrote one of the best of all autobiographies. He was born in
Boston in 1706, youngest son of a family of seventeen sired by a tallow-chandler immigrant
from Oxfordshire. His parents lived to be eighty-four and eighty-seven, and all this was typical
of the way America's population was exploding with natural growth-in Philadelphia Franklin met
Hannah Miller, who died at 100 in 1769, leaving fourteen children, eighty-two grandchildren and
110 great-grandchildren. Franklin had only two years' schooling, then went to work for his elder
brother James' printing business. He became a lifelong autodidact, teaching himself French,
Latin, Italian, Spanish, maths, science, and many other things. At the age of fifteen he started
writing for James' newspaper, the New England Courant. His mentor was another self-taught
multiple genius, Daniel Defoe, but he learned self-discipline from yet another polymath, Cotton
Mather. James was twice in trouble with the authorities for his critical articles, and jailed,
Benjamin was a rebel too-'Adam was never called Master Adam,' one of his articles went. "We
never read of Noah Esquire, Lot Knight and Baronet, nor of the Rt Hon. Abraham, Viscount
Mesopotamia, Baron of Canaan.' James' paper banned, it reappeared with Benjamin as editor-
proprietor, but he soon rebelled against James too and left for Philadelphia.

This was now effectively the capital of the colonies and bigger than Boston. Franklin thrived
there. In 1724 the governor of Pennsylvania, Sir William Keith, sent him to England for eighteen
months and he returned full of ideas and new technology. By the age of twenty-four he was the
most successful printer in America's boom-city, owner of the Pennsylvania Gazette, and
currency-printer to the Assembly, “a very profitable jobb and a great help to me.' He persuaded
other young, selfeducating artisans to form a 'Junto or Club of the Leather Aprons,' which set up
a circulating library-the first in America and widely imitated-which was notable for its paucity of
religious books and its plethora of do-it-yourself volumes of science, literature, technology, and
history." Franklin worked hard at improving his adopted city. He helped set up its first police or
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watch. He became president of its first fire-insurance company and its chief actuary, working out
the premiums. He took a leading part in paving, cleaning, and especially lighting the streets,
designing a four-sided Ventilated Lamp and putting up whale-oil street-lights. With others, he
founded the American Philosophical Society, equivalent of England's famous Royal Society, the
city's first hospital, and, not least, the Academy for the Education of Youth, which became the
great University of Pennsylvania. It had a remarkable liberal curriculum for its day-penmanship,
drawing, arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, ‘and even a little Gardening, Planting, Grafting and
Inoculating.' It was also used to cultivate English style, especially ‘the clear and the concise.'

Franklin fathered two illegitimate children, took on a common-law wife, kept a bookshop
importing the latest pamphlets from London ('Let me have everything, good or bad, that makes a
Noise and has a Run'), became postmaster, and, from 1733, made himself a national figure with
his Poor Richard's Almanac, a calendar-diary with mottoes, aphorisms, and poems. He pinched
the idea from Swift but made it his own. It was original in two distinct senses, both highly
American. First, it introduced the wisecrack-the joke which imparts knowledge or street-wisdom,
as well as makes you laugh. Second, it popularized the notion, already rooted in America, of the
Self-Made Man, the rags-to-riches epic, by handing out practical advice. Franklin's *Advice to a
Young Tradesman written by an Old One' (1748) sums up the Poor Richard theme: 'Remember
that time is money ... remember that credit is money ... The way to Wealth is as plain as the Way
to Market. It depends chiefly on two words, Industry and Frugality.! The Almanac sold 10,000
copies a year, one for every 100 inhabitants, and a quarter-million over its lifespan, becoming the
most popular book in the colonies after the Bible. Extracts from it, first printed in 1757 under the
title The Way to Wealth, have gone through over 1,200 editions since and youngsters still read it.
By 1748 Franklin was able to put in a partner to run his business, retiring on an income of £476 a
year to devote the rest of his life to helping his fellow-men and indulging his scientific curiosity.

His activities now multiplied. He crossed the Atlantic eight times, discovered the Gulf Stream,
met leading scientists and engineers, invented the damper and various smokeless chimneys-a
vexed topic which continued to occupy him till the end of his life-designed two new stoves, but
refused to patent them from humanitarian principles, invented a new hearth called a
Pennsylvania Fireplace, manufactured a new whale-oil candle, studied geology, farming,
archeology, eclipses, sunspots, whirlwinds, earthquakes, ants, alphabets, and lightning
conductors. He made himself one of the earliest experts on electricity, publishing in 1751 an
eighty-six-page treatise, Experiments and Observations on electricity made in Philadelphia,
which over twenty years went into four editions in English, three in French and one each in
German and Italian, giving him a European reputation. As one of his biographers put it, 'He
found electricity a curiosity and left it a science.' But he also had fun, proposing an Electricity
Party: "A turkey is to be killed for our dinner by an electric shock, and roasted by an electrical
jack, before a fire kindled by the electrified bottle; when the healths of all the famous electricians
in England, Holland, France and Germany are to be drunk in electrified bumpers, under the
discharge of guns from an electrified battery.

Honors accrued: a Fellowship of the Royal Society, degrees conferred not only by Yale,
Harvard, and William and Mary but by Oxford and St Andrews. He corresponded with sages all
over the civilized world and in time belonged to twenty-eight academies and learned societies.
As Sir Humphry Davy acknowledged: 'By very small means he established very grand truths.' He
came to politics comparatively late. He was elected to the Pennsylvania Assembly in 1751 and
two years later was appointed deputy postmaster-general for all the colonies. This made him, for
the first time, think of the American continent as a unity. But it was the British Act forbidding
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new iron forges in the colonies which drew him into the great argument. His Observations
Concerning the Increase in Mankind, People of Countries etc (published 1754) noted the much
higher population increase in America and he predicted that “within a century' America would
have more people, ‘a glorious market wholly in the power of Britain.' So it was wrong to restrain
colonial manufactures: A wise and good mother will not do it.' He added, setting out for the first
time the theory of the dynamic frontier: "So vast is the territory of north America that it will
require many ages to settle it fully; and till it is settled, labor will never bi cheap here, where no
man continues long a laborer for others but gets plantation of his own, no man continues long a
journeyman to a trade but goes among those new settlers and sets up for himself.’

It was this line of thought, and further experience as a commissioned negotiating with the
Indians on the Ohio, and during the war, which led Franklin to propose a general government of
the mainland colonies except for Georgia and Nova Scotia. He thought such a federated
government should deal with defense, frontier expansion, and Indian affairs. A Grand Council,
elected by delegates from all the colonial assemblies in proportion to tax paid, would have the
power to legislate, make peace and war, and pay a president-general. London was not hostile to
the idea, but not one of the assemblies showed an interest, so the British government proceeded
no further. Franklin later noted, sadly, in his Autobiography: '1 am still of the opinion it would
have been happy for both sides of the water if it had been adopted. The colonies, so united,
would have been sufficiently strong to have defended themselves [against the French]; there
would have been no need of troops from England; of course, the subsequent pretence for taxing
America, and the bloody contest it occasioned, would have been avoided.' Alas, "the assemblies
did not adopt it, as they all thought there was too much prerogative in it, and in England it was
judged to have too much of the democratic.’

Franklin never abandoned this idea. He was still at this stage (like young Washington) an
imperialist, advocating a huge, self-contained Anglo-American empire, pushing to the Pacific by
land and sea-a Manifest Destiny man, though under the crown. It was only in the lat, 1750s, after
much wartime experience, when he went to London a representative of the Pennsylvania
Assembly (which was at loggerhead with the Penn family, still proprietors) that he began to
realize the enormous intellectual and constitutional gap, as wide as the Atlantic itself which
separated Americans from the English ruling class. He had a talk with Earl Granville, Lord
President of the Council, who told him, to his astonishment, that "The King in Council is
legislator for the Colonies, and when His Majesty's instructions come there, they are the law of
the land.' Franklin continued: ‘I told him this was new doctrine to me. I had always understood
from our charters that our laws were to be made by our assemblies, to be presented indeed to the
King for his royal assent, but that being once given the King could not repeal or alter them. And
as the assemblies could not make permanent laws without his assent, [so] neither could he make
a law for them without theirs. He assured me [ was totally mistaken.' This is a very revealing
exchange. There is no doubt that all Americans took exactly the same view of the position as
Franklin, and that this view reflected the practice of over a century. There is equally no doubt
that ministerial and parliamentary opinion in England, judges, bureaucrats-the lot-took
Granville's view. What was to be done?

The constitutional impasse was aggravated by a gradual breakdown in order in some of the
colonies, caused by a variety of factors some of which had nothing to do with disagreements
between America and London but which nonetheless made them more serious. In 1763 a
powerful Indian chief called Pontiac, a former ally of the French who had been exasperated
beyond endurance by the consequences of the British conquest, formed a grand confederacy of
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various discontented tribes, and ravaged over a thousand miles of the frontier, destroying every
fort except Detroit and Pittsburgh. The violence ranged from Niagara to Virginia and was by far
the most destructive Indian uprising of the century. Over 200 traders were slaughtered. It took
three years to put down the uprising, which was achieved only thanks to regular British units,
deployed at considerable expense. Only four colonies, New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, and
Virginia, made any attempt to assist. On top of this came the violent refusal to pay the Stamp
Tax, which many rightly saw as a triumph of mob rule.

There were other outbreaks, some trivial, some serious, but all constituting a threat to a system
of government which was clearly outmoded and in need of fundamental reconstruction. For
instance, at the end of 1763 a gang of Scotch-Irish frontiersmen, from Paxton and Donegal
townships, carried out an atrocious massacre of harmless Indians, some of them Christians, and
many of whom had taken refuge in the workhouse at Lancaster. They slaughtered another group
of 140 Indians, converted by the Moravians, who had been taken for safety to Province Island on
the Schuylkill River. They threatened to march on Philadelphia and slaughter the Quakers too,
for they saw them as 'Indian-lovers' who would prevent the development of the frontier and the
freeing of land for settlement. Franklin was asked to organize the defence of the city against the
'Paxton Boys,' mustered the militia-six companies of foot, two of horse, and a troop of artillery-
and eventually persuaded the rioters to disperse. But there was not the will to punish even the
ringleaders, and Franklin, no friend of the Indians but disgusted by what had happened, had to
content himself with writing a bitter pamphlet denouncing ‘the Christian White Savages.” There
was yet more violence when Charles Townshend, on behalf of the British government, returned
to the financial attack (he was Chancellor of the Exchequer) with a new series of duties, on glass,
lead, paint, and tea, in 1767. The colonies responded with what they called Nonimport
Agreements, in effect a boycott of British goods. But a considerable amount of tax was collected
this time-£30,000 a year, at a cost of £r3,000-and this encouraged the British authorities to press
on. The port and town of Boston became the center of resistance, which was increasingly violent,
with individual attacks on customs officials, and mob raids on customs warehouses and vice-
admiralty courts.

The effect of these outrages on British opinion was disastrous. There was a call for "firmness.'
Even those generally sympathetic to the colonists' case called for a strong government line, not
ruling out force. Pitt, now Earl of Chatham, laid down: "The Americans must be subordinate ...
this is the Mother Country. They are children. They must obey, and we prescribe.' The Earl of
Shelburne, cleverest and wiliest of the London politicians, wanted the civilian governor of New
York, Sir Henry Moore, replaced by “a Man of a Military Character, who would act with Force
or Gentleness as circumstances might make necessary." The view of the British military men,
especially of the foreign mercenary commanders, like Colonel Henri Boughet, who put down the
Pontiac Rising, was that the American militias were useless and that, however gifted the
colonists might be at playing noisy politics, they were no good at fighting. By the late 1760s
Britain had about 10,000 troops in the theater, regulars and German mercenaries, based in
Jamaica, Halifax, and the mainland colonies, and costing about £300,000 a year. Why not use
them?

Just as the British despised the colonial militias, so they refused to recognize the constitutional
or moral legitimacy of the colonial assemblies. Lord North, Prime Minister from 1770, a man
dismissed by Dr Johnson in the words "He fills a chair' with "a mind as narrow as the neck of a
vinegar-cruet,' criticized the Massachusetts constitution as a whole because it depended on “the
democratik part.' His minister in charge of colonial matters, Lord George Germaine, took an
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even more contemptuous view: I would not have men in mercantile cast every day collecting
themselves together and debating on political matters.' This view was shared by the generals.
General Guy Carleton, governor of Quebec, warned where it was all leading: A Popular
Assembly, which preserves its full Vigor, and in a Country where all Men appear nearly on a
Level, must give a strong bias to Republican Principles.'! General Gage summed up the
conclusion: 'The colonists are taking great strides towards independence. It concerns great
Britain by a speedy and spirited Conduct to show them that these provinces are British Colonies
dependent on her and that they are not independent states.’

The upshot was that the British garrison in Boston, the most 'difficult' of the colonial cities,
was suddenly increased by two whole regiments. That, as Franklin put it, was 'Setting up a
Smith's Forge in a Magazine of Gunpowder.' On March 3, 1770, a sixty-strong mob of Boston
youths started to snowball a party of redcoats. There was a scrimmage. Some soldiers fired,
without orders, killing three youths outright and wounding others, two of whom later died.
Britain and its colonies were under the rule of law and for soldiers to open fire on civilians
without a previous reading of the Riot Act was to invite charges of murder or manslaughter. Ten
years later, indeed, the whole of central London was given over to the mob because of the
timidity of the military authorities for this reason. In this case the commander of the redcoats,
Captain Preston, was put on trial; so were some of his men. But there was no conclusive
evidence that an order was given, or who fired the shots, so all were acquitted, though to appease
the Bostonians two of the men were branded. This was to hand the colonists the first of a whole
series of propaganda victories-the story of the "Boston Massacre,' as it was called, and the failure
of Britain to punish those responsible. Sam Adams and Joseph Warren skillfully verbalized the
affair into a momentous act of deliberate brutality, and Paul Revere engraved an impressive but
entirely imaginary image of the event for circulation through the eastern seaboard.

The American Revolution was the first event of its kind in which the media played a salient
role-almost a determining one-from first to last. Americans were already a media-conscious
people. They had a lot of newspapers and publications, and were getting more every month.
There were plenty of cheap printing presses. They now found that they had scores-indeed
hundreds-of inflammatory writers, matching the fiery orators in the assemblies with every
polysyllabic word of condemnation they uttered. There was no longer any possibility of putting
down the media barrage in the courts by successful prosecutions for seditious libel. That pass had
been sold long ago. So the media war, which preceded and then accompanied the fighting war,
was one the colonists were bound to win and the British crown equally certain to lose.

Boston was now the center of outright opposition to British colonial rule. We can look at it
through the eyes of its most distinguished and certainly most acrimonious son, John Adams
(1735-1826), who was then in his thirties and a prominent lawyer of the city. Adams came from
Quincy, the son of a fourth-generation Bay Colony farmer, and was as impregnated with the self-
righteous, opinionated, independent-minded, and contumacious spirit of Massachusetts as
anyone who had ever crossed the Common. He was a Harvard graduate and had the high-minded
sense of intellectual superiority of that famous academy, and his sense of importance had been
much increased by his marriage in 1764 to Abigail Smith of Weymouth, an able, perceptive,
charming, and socially prominent lady. The proto-Republicans of Boston called themselves
Whigs, in sympathy with the London parliamentary critics of the British government, such as
Edmund Burke and Charles James Fox, and Adams became a prominent Whig at the time of the
Stamp Act agitation. He published, anonymously, four notable articles attacking the British
authorities in the Boston Gazette, and he later brought out under his own name 4 Dissertation on
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the Canon and Feudal Law (1768), which argued that the tax was unconstitutional and unlawful
and so invalid. It says a lot for the fair-mindedness of Britain in these years before the conflict
broke out openly that Adams published this philippic in London. But it is important to note that
Adams, then and later, was not a man who believed in force if arguments were still listened to.
Unlike his cousin Sam Adams, and other men of the mobs, he deplored street violence in Boston
and, as a lawyer, was prepared to defend the soldiers accused of the "Massacre.' The breaking-
point for him came in 1773-4 when North, by an extraordinary act of folly, made British power
in Boston look not only weak, vindictive, and oppressive, but ridiculous.

The origins of the Boston Tea Party had nothing to do with America. The East India Company
had got itself into a financial mess. To help it to extricate itself, North passed an Act which,
among other things, would allow the company to send its tea direct to America, at a reduced
price, thus encouraging the ‘rebels' to consume it. Delighted, the harassed company quickly
dispatched three ships, loaded with 298 chests of tea, worth £10,994 to Boston. At the same time,
the authorities stepped up measures against smuggling. The American smuggling interest, which
in one way or another included about 90 percent of import-export merchants, was outraged. John
Hancock (1737-93), a prominent Boston merchant and political agitator, was a respectable large-
scale smuggler and considered this maneuver a threat to his livelihood as well as a constitutional
affront. He was one of many substantial citizens who encouraged the Boston mob to take
exemplary action.

When the ships docked on December 16, 1773, a crowd gathered to debate what to do at the
Old South Meeting House. It is reported 7,000 people were jammed inside. Negotiations were
held with the ship-masters. One rode to Governor Hutchinson at his mansion on Milton Hill to
beg him to remit the duties. He refused. When this news was conveyed to the mob, a voice said:
"Who knows how tea will mingle with salt water?' Sam Adams, asked to sum up, said ‘in a low
voice,' "This meeting can do nothing more to save the country.' The doors were then burst open
and a thousand men marched to the docks. There had been preparations. An eyewitness, John
Andrews, said that ‘the patriots' were 'cloath'd in blankets with the heads muffled, and
coppercolor'd countenances, being each arm'd with a hatchet or axe, and a pair of pistols.' The
‘Red Indians' ran down Milk Street and onto Griffith's Wharf, climbed aboard the Dartmouth,
chopped open its teachests, and then hurled the tea into the harbor, "where it piled up in the low
tide like haystacks.' They then attacked the Eleanor and the Beaver. By nine in the evening all
three ships had been stripped of their cargo. Josiah Quincy (1744-75), one of the leading Boston
pamphleteers and spokesmen, said: "No one in Boston will ever forget this night,' which will lead
“to the most trying and terrific struggle this country ever saw.' John Adams, shrewdly noting that
no one had been injured, let alone killed, saw the act, though one of force, as precisely the kind
of dramatization of a constitutional point that was needed. As he put it: ‘'The people should never
rise without doing something to be remembered, something notable and striking. This destruction
to the tea is so bold, so daring, so firm, intrepid and inflexible, and it must have so important
consequences, and so lasting, that [ can't but consider it an epoch of history.

Adams was quite right. The episode had the effect of forcing everyone on both sides of the
Atlantic to consider where they stood in the controversy. It polarized opinion. The Americans, or
most of them, were exhilarated and proud. The English, or most of them, were outraged. Dr
Johnson saw the Tea Party as theft and hooliganism and produced his maxim: "Patriotism is the
last refuge of a scoundrel.' In March 1774, on the invitation of the government, parliament closed
the port of Boston to all traffic and two months later passed the Coercive Acts. These punitive
measures, paradoxically, were accompanied by the Quebec Act, a highly liberal measure which
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gave relief to the Canadian Catholics and set Upper and Lower Canada firmly on the road to self-
government and dominion status. It was designed to keep the Canadians, especially the French-
speaking ones, loyal to the crown, and succeeded; but it infuriated the American Protestants and
made them suspicious that some long-plotted conspiracy was afoot to reimpose what John
Adams called “the hated despotism of the Stuarts.' In the current emotional atmosphere, anything
could be believed. At all events, these legislative measures, which included the compulsory
quartering of troops on American citizens in Boston and elsewhere, were lumped together by the
American media under the term the ‘Intolerable Acts.' They mark the true beginning of the
American War of Independence.

We must now shift the eyewitness focus yet again and see how things appeared to Thomas
Jefferson (1743-1826), then in his early thirties and already a prominent politician in Virginia.
He came from the same background as George Washington, and was related to many families in
the Virginia gentry, such as the Randolphs and the Marshalls. His father, Peter Jefferson, was a
surveyor who mapped the Northern Wilderness part of Lord Fairfax's great domain. Jefferson
was one of ten children and owed a great deal to his devoted elder sister Jane, who taught him to
read books and, equally important, to love music. He learned to play the violin well and carried a
small instrument with him on all his travels. He delighted to sing French and Italian songs. When
he went to William and Mary College, aged sixteen, he was already fluent in Latin and Greek,
and could ride, hunt, and dance well. He had a gift for friendship and became a devoted pupil of
his Scots teacher, William Small, as well as a disciple of the gifted Virginia jurist George Wythe,
seventeen years his senior. Small secured for the college the finest collection of scientific
instruments in America and the two together, said Jefferson, "fixed the destinies of my life.'
Wythe was another of the enterprising polymaths whom America produced in such numbers at
this time and had many clever guests at his house. Jefferson was in some ways the archetypal
figure of the entire Enlightenment, and he first learned to blossom in Wythe's circle.' In terms of
all-round learning, gifts, sensibilities, and accomplishments, there has never been an American
like him, and generations of educated Americans have rated him higher even than Washington
and Lincoln. A 1985 poll of members of the Senate showed that conservative and liberal senators
alike regarded him as their "favorite hero.'

We know a great deal about this remarkable man, or think we do. His Writings, on a
bewildering variety of subjects, have been published in twenty volumes. In addition, twenty-five
volumes of his papers have appeared so far, plus various collections of his correspondence,
including three thick volumes of his letters to his follower and successor James Madison alone.,’
In some ways he was a mass of contradictions. He thought slavery an evil institution, which
corrupted the master even more than it oppressed the chattel. But he owned, bought, sold, and
bred slaves all his adult life. He was a deist, possibly even a sceptic; yet he was also a “closet
theologian,' who read daily from a multilingual edition of the New Testament. He was an elitist
in education-'By this means twenty of the best geniuses will be raked from the rubbish annually'-
but he also complained bitterly of elites, ‘those who, rising above the swinish multitude, always
contrive to nestle themselves into places of power and profit.' He was a democrat, who said he
would “always have a jealous care of the right of election by the people.' Yet he opposed direct
election by the Senate on the ground that ‘a choice by the people themselves is not generally
distinguished for its wisdom." He could be an extremist, glorying in the violence of revolution:
"What country before ever existed a century and a half without rebellion? ... The tree of liberty
must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants. It is its natural
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manure.! Yet he said of Washington: "The moderation and virtue of a single character has
probably prevented this revolution from being closed, as most others have been, by a subversion
of that liberty it was intended to establish.'

No one did more than he did to create the United States of America. Yet he referred to
Virginia as ‘'my country' and to the Congress as "a foreign legislature.' His favorite books were
Don Quixote and Tristram Shandy. Yet he lacked a sense of humor. After the early death of his
wife, he kept-it was alleged-a black mistress. Yet he was priggish, censorious of bawdy jokes
and bad language, and cultivated a weare-not-amused expression. He could use the most
inflammatory language. Yet he always spoke with a quiet, low voice and despised oratory as
such. His lifelong passion was books. He collected them in enormous quantity, beyond his
means, and then had to sell them all to Congress to raise money. He kept as detailed daily
accounts as it is possible to conceive but failed to realize that he was running deeply and
irreversibly into debt. He was a man of hyperbole. But he loved exactitude-he noted all figures,
weights, distances, and quantities in minute detail; his carriage had a device to record the
revolutions of its wheels; his house was crowded with barometers, rain-gauges, thermometers
and anemometers. The motto of his seal-ring, chosen by himself, was "Rebellion to tyrants is
obedience to God.' Yet he shrank from violence and did not believe God existed.

Jefferson inherited 5,000 acres at fourteen from his father. He married a wealthy widow,
Martha Wayles Skelton, and when her father died he acquired a further 11,000 acres. It was
natural for this young patrician to enter Virginia's House of Burgesses, which he did in 1769,
meeting Washington there. He had an extraordinarily godlike impact on the assembly from the
start, by virtue of his presence, not his speeches. Abigail Adams later remarked that his
appearance was ‘not unworthy of a God." A British officer said that "if he was put besides any
king in Europe, that king would appear to be his laquey.' His first hero was his fellow-Virginian
Patrick Henry (1736-99), who seemed to be everything Jefferson was not: a firebrand, a man of
extremes, a rabblerouser, and an unreflective man of action. He had been a miserable failure as a
planter and storekeeper, then found his metier in the lawcourts and politics. Jefferson met him
when he was seventeen and he was present in 1765 when Henry acquired instant fame for his
flamboyant denunciation of the Stamp Act. Jefferson admired him no doubt for possessing the
one gift he himself lacked-the power to rouse men's emotions by the spoken word.

Jefferson had a more important quality, however: the power to analyze a historic situation in
depth, to propose a course of conduct, and present it in such a way as to shape the minds of a
deliberative assembly. In the decade between the Stamp Act agitation and the Boston Tea Party,
many able pens had set out constitutional solutions for America's dilemma. But it was Jefferson,
in 1774, who encapsulated the entire debate in one brilliant treatise-Summary View of the Rights
of British America. Like the works of his predecessors in the march to independence James Otis'
Rights of the British Colonists Asserted (1764), Richard Bland's An Inquiry into the Rights of the
British Colonists (1766), and Samuel Adams' A Statement of the rights of the Colonies (1772)
Jefferson relied heavily on Chapter Five of John Locke's Second Treatise on Government, which
set out the virtues of a meritocracy, in which men rise by virtue, talent, and industry. Locke
argued that the acquisition of wealth, even on a large scale, was neither unjust nor morally
wrong, provided it was fairly acquired. So, he said, society is necessarily stratified, but by merit,
not by birth. This doctrine of industry as opposed to idleness as the determining factor in a just
society militated strongly against kings, against governments of nobles and their placemen, and
in favor of representative republicanism.
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Jefferson's achievement, in his tract, was to graft onto Locke's meritocratic structure two
themes which became the dominant leitmotifs of the Revolutionary struggle. The first was the
primacy of individual rights: "The God who gave us life, gave us liberty at the same time: the
hand of force may destroy, but cannot disjoin them." Equally important was the placing of these
rights within the context of Jefferson's deep and in a sense more fundamental commitment to
popular sovereignty: "From the nature of things, every society must at all times possess within
itself the sovereign powers of legislation.' It was Jefferson's linking of popular sovereignty with
liberty, both rooted in a divine plan, and further legitimized by ancient practice and the English
tradition, which gave the American colonists such a strong, clear, and plausible conceptual basis
for their action. Neither the British government nor the American loyalists produced arguments
which had a fraction of this power. They could appeal to the law as it stood, and duty as they saw
it, but that was all. Just as the rebels won the media battle (in America) from the start, so they
rapidly won the ideological battle too.

But they had also to win the emotional battle-the war for men's hearts-before they could begin
the battle of bayonets. In the events leading up to the fighting, ordinary men and women in
America were roused by a number of factors. There was the desire for a republic-the
commitment to place each selfish and separate interest in the search for the res publica, “the
public thing,' the common good. Let us not underestimate this. It was strongly intuited by a great
many people who could barely write their names. It was vaguely associated in their minds with
the ancient virtue and honor of the Romans. When James Otis gave the address at the public
funeral of ‘the fallen' of the Boston Massacre, he wore a toga. And republicanism was a broad
concept-every man could put into it the political emotions he felt most keenly. But there was also
fear. The early 1770s were marked by recession throughout the English-speaking world. There
were poor crops in England in 1765-73, with a primitive cyclical downturn, 1770-6. A fall in
English purchasing-power hit American exports in most colonies, and this came on top of
economic disruption caused by boycotts. Exports from New England hit the 1765 high only
twice in the decade 1765-75, after many years of uninterrupted increases. Exports from Virginia
and Maryland fell below the 1765 high every year until 1775. There was distress in England,
which stiffened the resolve of parliament to ‘make the Americans pay.' But there was profound
unease among Americans that the exactions of the British government were bringing the good
times-most colonists had never known anything else-to a close.

There was another fear, and a more deep-rooted one. Next to religion, the concept of the rule
of law was the biggest single force in creating the political civilization of the colonies. This was
something they shared with all Englishmen. The law was not just necessary-essential to any civil
society-it was noble. What happened in courts and assemblies on weekdays was the secular
equivalent of what happened in church on Sundays. The rule of law in England, as Americans
were taught in their schools, went back even beyond Magna Carta, to Anglo-Saxon times, to the
laws of King Alfred and the Witanmagots, the ancient precursor of Massachusetts' Assembly and
Virginia's House of Burgesses. William the Conqueror had attempted to impose what Lord Chief
Justice Coke, the great early 17th-century authority on the law, had called 'The Norman Yoke.'
But he had been frustrated. So, in time, had Charles I been frustrated, when he tried to reimpose
it, by the Long Parliament. Now, in its arrogance and complacency, the English parliament,
forgetting the lessons of the past, was trying to impose the Norman Yoke on free-born
Americans, to take away their cherished rule of law and undermine the rights they enjoyed under
it with as much justice as any Englishman! Lord North would have been astonished to learn he
was doing any such thing, but no matter: that is what many, most, Americans believed. So
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Americans now had to do what parliamentarians had to do in 1640. "What we did,' said Jefferson
later, “was with the help of Rushworth, whom we rummaged over for revolutionary precedents of
those days.' So, in a sense, the United States was the posthumous child of the Long Parliament.

But Americans' fears that their liberties were being taken away, and the rule of law subverted,
had to be dramatized-just as those old parliamentarians had dramatized their struggle by the
Grand Remonstrance against Charles I and the famous "Flight of the Five Members.' Who would
play John Hampden, who said he would rather die than pay Ship Money to King Charles? Up
sprang Jefferson's friend and idol, Patrick Henry. As a preliminary move towards setting up a
united resistance of the mainland colonies to British parliamentary pretensions, a congress of
colonial leaders met in Philadelphia, at Carpenters Hall, between September 5 and October 26,
1774. Only Georgia, dissuaded from participating by its popular governor, did not send
delegates. Some fifty representatives from twelve colonies passed a series of resolutions, calling
for defiance of the Coercive Acts, the arming of a militia, tax-resistance. The key vote came on
October 14 when delegates passed the Declarations and Resolves, which roundly condemned
British interference in America's internal affairs and asserted the rights of colonial assemblies to
enact legislation and impose taxes as they pleased. A common American political consciousness
was taking shape, and delegates began to speak with a distinctive national voice. At the end of it,
Patrick Henry marked this change in his customary dramatic manner: 'The distinction between
Virginians and New Englanders are no more. I am not a Virginian but an American.' Not
everyone agreed with him, as yet, and the Continental Congress, as it called itself, voted by
colonies rather than as individual Americans. But this body, essentially based on Franklin's
earlier proposals, perpetuated its existence by agreeing to meet again in May 1775. Before that
could happen, on February 5, 1775, parliament in London declared Massachusetts, identified as
the most unruly and contumacious of the colonies, to be in a state of rebellion, thus authorizing
the lawful authorities to use what force they thought fit. The fighting had begun. Hence when the
Virginia burgesses met in convention to instruct their delegates to the Second Continental
Congress, Henry saw his chance to bring home to all the revolutionary drama of the moment.

Henry was a born ham actor, in a great age of acting-the Age of Garrick. The British
parliament was full of actors, notably Pitt himself ('"He acted even when he was dying') and the
young Burke, who was not above drawing a dagger, and hurling it on the ground to make a point.
But Henry excelled them all. He proposed to the burgesses that Virginia should raise a militia
and be ready to do battle. What was Virginia waiting for? Massachusetts was fighting. "Our
brethren are already in the field. Why stand we here idle? What is it that gentlemen wish? What
would they have?' Then Henry got to his knees, in the posture of a manacled slave, intoning in a
low but rising voice: 'Is life so dear, our peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of chains
and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God!' He then bent to the earth with his hands still crossed, for
a few seconds, and suddenly sprang to his feet, shouting, *Give me liberty!' and flung wide his
arms, paused, lowered his arms, clenched his right hand as if holding a dagger at his breast, and
said in sepulchral tones: "Or give me death!' He then beat his breast, with his hand holding the
imaginary dagger. There was silence, broken by a man listening at the open window, who
shouted: "Let me be buried on this spot!' Henry had made his point.

By the time the Second Continental Congress met, the point of no return had been reached.
Benjamin Franklin, who saw himself-rightly-as the great intermediary between Britain and
America, better informed than any other man of attitudes and conditions on both sides of the
Atlantic, had been in London in 1774 trying to make peace and in particular presenting a petition
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to the Privy Council to have the unpopular Governor Hutchinson of Massachusetts removed. He
still believed in a negotiated compromise. But he got no thanks for his pains. His petition
coincided with the Boston Tea Party and the inflaming of English opinion. He was fiercely
attacked by Alexander Wedderburn, North's Attorney-General, a man typical of the British
hardliners who made a deal impossible. Wedderburn, to Franklin's amazement, attacked him as
‘the leader of disaffection,’ a rebel 'possessed with the idea of a great American republic.' The
petition was dismissed as “groundless, vexatious and scandalous,' and to add insult to injury
Franklin was peremptorily fired from his job as deputy postmaster-general. He saw Burke, and
agreed with him that the British Empire was “an aggregate of many states under a common head;'
but he agreed with Burke also that the notion was now out of date-'the fine and noble China
Vase, the British Empire,’ had been shattered. He saw Chatham, but found the old man
degenerated into a windbag, who talked but did not listen, and counted for little now. Sadly,
Franklin set sail for Philadelphia on March 20, 1775, convinced there was nothing more he could
do in London to make the peace.

When Franklin got to Philadelphia on May 5-five days before the Second Continental
Congress was due to meet-the first shots had been fired. On April 19, sixteen companies of
redcoats were dispatched on what one of their officers called “an ill-planned and ill-executed'
expedition to seize patriot arms-dumps in Lexington and Concord. They failed to get the arms,
and in a series of confused engagements got the worse of it, losing seventy-three dead and over
200 wounded or missing (American casualties were forty-nine dead, thirty-nine wounded, and
five missing). John Adams was profoundly disturbed at the losses. It was “the most shocking
event New England ever beheld.' He saw it as the microcosm of all the tragedy of civil war-'the
fight was between those whose parents but a few generations ago were brothers. I shudder at the
thought, and there is no knowing where these calamities will end.' But his cousin Sam, hearing
the first gunfire, called out: "What a glorious morning this is-I mean, for America.' The patriotic
media machine seized on the skirmishes with delight and presented them as a major victory, and
proof that colonial militias could stand up to veterans.

Adams, Franklin, Jefferson, and Washington met on May 11 in Philadelphia, when the Second
Continental Congress assembled. Franklin had known Washington twenty years before, during
the Seven Years War. But most of the rest were strangers, many of them young men. He noted
that "the Unanimity is amazing.' But that was unanimity for resistance. Only a minority yet
thought in terms of outright independence. The rich John Dickinson of Maryland (1732-1808)
wanted a direct appeal to King George to give Britain a last chance, and drafted an Olive Branch
Petition. But even former moderates thought this pointless. John Adams, with characteristic ad
hominem bitterness, dismissed it as "the product of a certain great fortune and piddling genius'
giving "a silly cast to our doings.' He thought "Power and artillery are the most efficacious, sure
and infallible conciliatory measures we can adopt. Franklin sadly agreed with him. Knowing
what he did of British political opinion, he was moving to the view that independence was the
only solution, and he busied himself preparing for a long war, seeing to the printing of currency,
the manufacturing of gunpowder, and the designing of an independent postal system. He drew up
Articles of Confederation and Perpetual Union, which carried his defense union scheme a great
deal further and was an early blueprint for the United States Constitution itself. This was to
include besides the Thirteen Colonies (Georgia had now joined the Congress), Canada, the West
Indies, and even Ireland if it wished. Though sad about the break with Britain, he was confident
that America's huge economic and demographic strength-he was one of the few people on either
side who appreciated its magnitude-would make it a certain victor, though he thought it should
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look for allies immediately. He wrote confidently to the English radical Joseph Priestley:
‘Britain, at the expense of 3 millions, has killed 150 Yankees this campaign, which is £20,000 a
head. During the same time, 60,000 children have been born in America.'

In the meantime, though, everyone agreed that an army was needed to bring Britain to the

negotiating table. Dr Joseph Warren of Massachusetts, president pro tempore of the Congress,
who was soon to pay for his patriotism with his life at Bunker's Hill, put it succinctly:
A Powerful Army on the side of America is the only means left to stem the rapid Progress of a
Tyrannical Ministry.' But who was to command it? Since the clashes at Lexington, the large,
imposing delegate from Virginia, General Washington, had taken to appearing in the uniform of
an officer in the Fairfax Militia. He was the only member of the Congress in martial attire. He
had been a leading critic of British rule since the Great Proclamation. He called the Stamp Act
“legal thievery.' He blamed Britain for falling tobacco prices, which was his 'interest.' He refused
to buy British-made articles for his estate. His wife and step-children no longer got presents from
London. He set his people to manufacture substitutes. As long ago as 1769 he had advocated
forming an American army, though only as "a last resort.' He strongly disapproved of the Boston
Tea Party, which seemed to him a disorderly affair, a needless provocation which gave Britain an
excuse to ‘rule with a high hand.' But the "Intolerable Acts' resolved his doubts. The last straw
was a British ruling that generous land-grants to officers who served in the Seven Years War
applied only to regulars-this invalidated his large claims to Western lands. If ever a man now had
an ‘interest' in going to war, he did. He told John Adams: "I will raise one thousand men, subsist
them at my own expense, and march myself at their head, for the relief of Boston.' He made it
plain he was enthusiastic for fighting. He told fellow-delegates that he regarded the Indians as a
sufficient menace-'a cruel and bloodthirsty enemy on our backs.' But this told in his favor. The
delegates were experienced, serious men. They did not want to be led by a hothead. They liked
the look of Washington. He was described as "Six foot two inches in his stockings and weighing
175 pounds ... His frame is padded with well-developed muscles, indicating great strength." And
again: 'In conversation he looks you full in the face, is deliberative, deferential and engaging.
His demeanor at all times composed and dignified. His movements and gestures are graceful, his
walk majestic.” Moreover, he was "generally beloved.'

Adams gives us a blow-by-blow account of how a commander-in-chief was chosen. He
himself was by now in a fever of martial emotions: "Oh, that I were a soldier,' he recorded in his
diary. ‘[But] I will be! I am reading Military Books!" Washington, he said, 'by his great
experience and abilities in military matters, is of great service to us." Adams tried to maintain,
twenty-seven years later, that his foresight was responsible for Washington's election. Actually
there was not much choice. His only rivals were Israel Putnam, now serving as a major-general,
who was too old at fifty-seven; and Artemus Ward, in temporary command of the provisional
army at Cambridge, described as "a fat old gentleman." According to the Congressional minutes,
Washington was chosen unanimously." Washington, who whatever his faults was never arrogant
or pushy, was so overwhelmed by his selection that he was unable to write his letter of
acceptance, but dictated it to Isaac Pemberton, in whose hand it is, apart from the signature. He
refused a salary and asked only for expenses. This was received with great approval, and it is
clear from the minutes that the delegates intended him to be treated as more than a mere general.
He was to be leader. "This Congress,' they read, 'doth now declare that they will maintain and
assist him and adhere to him, the said George Washington Esquire, with their lives and fortunes
in the same cause."
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On June 14 Congress agreed to raise six companies on the Pennsylvania, Maryland, and
Virginia frontier, to be paid for by itself (as opposed to any individual state), and to be termed
the "American Continental Army."' Washington was instructed to draw up regulations for the new
force. By July 3, the general was at Cambridge, taking charge. One of the reasons the New
Englanders had been so keen to choose him was that they had, so far, borne the brunt of the
fighting. They were anxious that Virginia, the most populous state, should be fully committed
too. By his prompt move to the Boston theater of war, Washington showed he accepted the logic
of this and that he intended to fight a continental struggle for an entire people and nation.

But was it a nation yet? Three days after Washington took over the army, Congress issued a
formal Declaration of the Causes and Necessity for Taking Up Arms. This rejected
independence. As late as January 1, 1776, when the first Grand Union flag was raised over
Prospect Hill in Boston, it consisted of thirteen alternating red and white stripes with, in the left-
hand corner, a red, white, and blue Union Jack. But the measures taken by Congress, far from
compelling Britain to negotiate, as they hoped, had the opposite effect. General Gage, the last
royal governor of Massachusetts, wrote home: "Government can never recover itself but by using
determined measures. I have no hopes at present of any accommodation, the Congress appears to
have too much power and too little inclination [and] it appears very plainly that taxation is not
the point but a total independence.' Acting on his advice, George iii proclaimed all the colonies
in a state of rebellion.

At this point an inspired and rebellious Englishman stuck in his oar. Thomas Paine (1737-
1809) was another of the self-educated polymaths the 18th century produced in such large
numbers. He was, of all things, a customs officer and exciseman. But he was also a man with a
grudge against society, a spectacular grumbler, what was termed in England a 'barrack-room
lawyer.' In a later age he would have become a trade union leader. Indeed, he was a trade union
leader, who employed his fluent and forceful pen on behalf of Britain's 3,000 excisemen to
demand an increase in their pay, and was sacked for his courage. He came to America in 1774,
edited the Pennsylvania Magazine, and soon found himself on the extremist fringe of the
Philadelphia patriots. Paine could and did design bridges, he invented a’smokeless candle'-like
Franklin he was fascinated by smoke and light-and at one time he drew up a detailed
topographical scene for the invasion of England. But his real talent was for polemical journalism.
In that, he has never been bettered. Indeed it was more than journalism; it was political
philosophy, but written for a popular audience with a devastating sense of topicality, and at great
speed. He could pen a slashing article, a forceful, sustained pamphlet, and, without pausing for
breath, a whole book, highly readable from cover to cover.

Paine's pamphlet Common Sense was on the streets of Philadelphia on January 10, 1776, and
was soon selling fast all over the colonies. In a few weeks it sold over 100,000 copies and
virtually everyone had read it or heard about it. Two things gave it particular impact. First, it was
a piece of atrocity propaganda. The first year of hostilities had furnished many actual instances,
and many more myths, of brutal conduct by British or mercenary soldiers. Entire towns, like
Falmouth (now Portland, Maine) and Norfolk, had been burned by the British. Women, even
children, had been killed in the inevitable bloody chaos of conflict. Paine preyed on these
incidents: his argument was that any true-blooded American who was not revolted by them, and
prepared to fight in consequence, had “the heart of a coward and the spirit of a sycophant.' Crude
though this approach was, it went home. Even General Washington, who had read the work by
January 31, approved of it. Second, Paine cut right through the half-and-half arguments in favor
of negotiations and a settlement under British sovereignty. He wanted complete independence as
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the only possible outcome. Nor did he try to make a distinction, as Congress still did, between a
wicked parliament and a benign sovereign. He called George III “the royal brute.' Indeed, it was
Paine who transformed this obstinate, ignorant, and, in his own way, well-meaning man into a
personal monster and a political tyrant, a bogey-figure for successive generations of American
schoolchildren. Such is war, and such is propaganda. Paine's Common Sense was by no means
entirely common sense. Many thought it inflammatory nonsense. But it was the most successful
and influential pamphlet ever published.'

It was against this explosive background that Thomas Jefferson began his finest hour. By
March, Adams noted that Congress had moved from “fighting half a war to three quarters' but
that "Independence is a hobgoblin of so frightful a mien that it would throw a delicate person into
fits to look it in the face.' By this he was referring to opponents of outright independence such as
John Dickinson and Carter Braxton, who feared that conflicts of interest between the colonies
would lead to the dissolution of the union, leaving America without any sovereign. But the logic
of war did its work. The British introduced not just German but-heavens above!-Russian
mercenaries, allegedly supplied by the Tsar, the archetypal tyrant, who had equipped them with
knouts to belabor decent American backs. More seriously, they were inciting slaves to rebel, and
that stiffened the resolve of the South. On June 7 the Virginia Assembly instructed Richard
Henry Lee to table a resolution "That these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free
and independent States,’ which was seconded by Adams on behalf of Massachusetts., At this
stage Pennsylvania, New York, South Carolina, and New Jersey were opposed to independence.
Nonetheless, on June 11 Congress appointed a committee of Franklin, Adams, Roger Sherman,
Robert Livingston, and Jefferson to draft a Declaration of Independence ‘in case the Congress
agreed thereto.'

Congress well knew what it was doing when it picked these able men to perform a special
task. It was aware that the struggle against a great world power would be long and that it would
need friends abroad. It had already set up a Committee of Correspondence, in effect a "Foreign
Office,' led by Franklin, to get in touch with France, Spain, the Netherlands, and other possible
allies. It wanted to put its case before the court of world opinion,' and needed a dignified and
well-argued but ringing and memorable statement of what it was doing and why it was doing it.
It also wanted to give the future citizens of America a classic statement of what their country was
about, so that their children and their children's children could study it and learn it by heart.
Adams (if he is telling the truth) was quite convinced that Jefferson was the man to perform this
miracle and proposed he be chairman of the Committee, though in fact he was the youngest
member of it (apart from Livingston, the rich son of a New York judge). He recorded the
following conversation between them. Jefferson: “"Why?' Adams: "Reasons enough.' "What can
be your reasons?' ‘Reason first: you are a Virginian, and a Virginian ought to appear at the head
of the business. Reason second: I am obnoxious, suspect and unpopular. You are very much
otherwise. Reason third: you can write ten times better than I can." All this was true enough.

Jefferson produced a superb draft, for which his 1774 pamphlet was a useful preparation. All
kinds of philosophical and political influences went into it. They were all well-read men and
Jefferson, despite his comparative youth, was the best read of all, and he made full use of the
countless hours he had spent poring over books of history, political theory, and government. The
Declaration is a powerful and wonderfully concise summary of the best Whig thought over
several generations. Most of all, it has an electrifying beginning. It is hard to think of any way in
which the first two paragraphs can be improved: the first, with its elegiac note of sadness at
dissolving the union with Britain and its wish to show ‘a decent respect to the opinions of
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mankind' by giving its reasons; the second, with its riveting first sentence, the kernel of the
whole: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are
endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the
pursuit of happiness.' After that sentence, the reader, any reader-even George IlI-is compelled to
read on. The Committee found it necessary to make few changes in Jefferson's draft. Franklin,
the practical man, toned down Jefferson's grandiloquence-thus truths, from being ‘sacred and
undeniable' became ‘self-evident,' a masterly improvement. But in general the four others were
delighted with Jefferson's work, as well they might be.

Congress was a different matter because at the heart of America's claim to liberty there was a
black hole. What of the slaves? How could Congress say that “all men are created equal' when
there were 600,000 blacks scattered through the colonies, and concentrated in some of them in
huge numbers, who were by law treated as chattels and enjoyed no rights at all? Jefferson and the
other members of the Committee tried to up-end this argument-rather dishonestly, one is bound
to say-by blaming American slavery on the British and King George. The original draft charged
that the King had "waged a cruel war against human nature' by attacking a “distant people' and
'captivating and carrying them into slavery in another hemisphere.! But when the draft went
before the full Congress, on June 28, the Southern delegates were not having this. Those from
South Carolina, in particular, were not prepared to accept any admission that slavery was wrong
and especially the acknowledgment that it violated the "most sacred rights of life and liberty.' If
the Declaration said that, then the logical consequence was to free all the slaves forthwith. So the
slavery passage was removed, the first of the many compromises over the issue during the next
eighty years, until it was finally resolved in an ocean of tears and blood. However, the word
‘equality' remained in the text, and the fact that it did so was, as it were, a constitutional
guarantee that, eventually, the glaring anomaly behind the Declaration would be rectified.

The Congress debated the draft for three days. Paradoxically, delegates spent little time going
over the fundamental principles it enshrined, because the bulk of the Declaration presented the
specific and detailed case against Britain, and more particularly against the King. The
Revolutionaries were determined to scrap the pretense that they distinguished between evil
ministers and a king who “could do no wrong,' and renounce their allegiance to the crown once
and for all. So they fussed over the indictment of the King, to them the core of the document, and
left its constitutional and ideological framework, apart from the slavery point, largely intact. This
was just as well. If Congress had chosen to argue over Jefferson's sweeping assumptions and
propositions, and resolve their differences with verbal compromises, the magic wrought by his
pen would surely have been exorcized, and the world would have been poorer in consequence.
As it was the text was approved on July 2, New York still abstaining, and on July 4 all the
colonies formally adopted what was called, to give it its correct title, "The Unanimous
Declaration of the Thirteen United States of America.' At the time, and often since, Tom Paine
was credited with its authorship, which did not help to endear it to the British, where he was (and
still is) regarded with abhorrence. In fact he had nothing to do with it directly, but the term
"United States' is certainly his. On July 8 it was read publicly in the State House Yard and the
Liberty Bell rung. The royal coat of arms was torn down and burned. On August z it was
engrossed on parchment and signed by all the delegates. Whereupon (according to John
Hancock) Franklin remarked: "Well, Gentlemen, we must now hang together, or we shall most
assuredly hang separately. Interestingly enough, Cromwell had made the same remark to the Earl
of Manchester at the beginning of the English Civil War 136 years earlier.
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It is a thousand pities that Edmund Burke, the greatest statesman in Britain at that time, and
the only one fit to rank with Franklin, Jefferson, Washington, Adams, and Madison, has not left
us his reflections on the Declaration. Oddly enough, on July 4, the day it was signed, he noted
that the news from America was so disturbing “that I courted sleep in vain.' But Burke was at one
with Jefferson, in mind and still more in spirit. His public life was devoted to essentially a single
theme-the exposure and castigation of the abuse of power. He saw the conduct of the English
Ascendancy in Ireland as an abuse of power; of the rapacious English nabobs in India as an
abuse of power; and finally, at the end of his life, of the revolutionary ideologues who created
the Terror in France as an abuse of power. Now, in 1776, he told parliament that the crown was
abusing its power in America by ‘a succession of Acts of Tyranny.' It was "governing by an
Army,' shutting the ports, ending the fisheries, abolishing the charters, burning the towns: so,
‘you drove them into the declaration of independency’ because the abuse of power “was more
than what ought to be endured.” Now, he scoffed, the King had ordered church services and a
public fast in support of the war. In a sentence which stunned the Commons, Burke concluded:
"Till our churches are purified from this abominable service, I shall consider them, not as the
temples of the Almighty, but the synagogues of Satan." In Burke's view, because power had been
so grievously abused, America was justified in seeking independence by the sword. And that, in
essence, is exactly what the Declaration of Independence sets forth.

With Independence declared, and the crown dethroned, it was necessary for all the states to
make themselves sovereign. So state constitutions replaced the old charters and “frameworks of
government.' These were important not only for their own sake but because they helped to shape
the United States Constitution later. In many respects the colonies-henceforth to be called the
states-had been self-governing since the 17th century and had many documents and laws to
prove it. Connecticut and Rhode Island already had constitutions of a sort, and few changes were
needed to make them sovereign. Then again, many states had reacted to the imposition of
parliamentary taxation from 1763 by seizing aspects of sovereignty in reply, so that the total
gestation period of the United States Constitution should be seen as occupying nearly thirty
years, 1763-91." The first state to act, in 1775, was Massachusetts, which made its charter of
1691 the basis. Others followed its lead: New Hampshire and South Carolina in 1775, then
Virginia, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, and North Carolina in
1776, and Georgia early in 1777. New York was the first to adopt a reasonably strong executive.
Massachusetts decided it liked the idea, and drafted a revised constitution. The new draft was
submitted to a popular referendum in March 1777, the first in history, but rejected 9,972-2,083.
Then elections were held for a constitutional convention, which produced the final version of
1780, adopted by a two-thirds vote.

The Massachusetts constitution (as amended) was the pattern for others. All but two,
Pennsylvania and Georgia, were bicameral, and these two changed their minds, 1789-90. In all
the lower house was elected directly, and the upper house was elected directly too in all but one,
Maryland, which had an electoral college. All but one, South Carolina, had annual elections for
the lower house, and many had popularly elected executives and governors. Twelve required
electors to own property, usually 50 acres, which was nothing in America. In three you had to
prove you paid taxes. All but one required property qualifications from office-seekers. The
percentage of white adult males enfranchised varied from state to state but the average electorate
was four times larger than in Britain. All in all, they amounted to popular sovereignty and were
very radical indeed for the 1770s. They had an immediate and continuing impact all over Europe
and Latin America. One constitution, Pennsylvania's, initially went further in a radical direction.
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Franklin claimed parentage (though it was probably written by Paine's follower, James Cannon)
and took it proudly with him when he went to France, where the liberal bigwigs gasped in
admiration: as Adams put it, "Mr Turgot, the Duc de la Rochefoucauld, Mr Condorcet and many
others became enamored with the constitution of Mr Franklin.' But it proved “inconvenient' and
was deradicalized in 1790. But by that time it had done its insidious work in French
Revolutionary heads.

While the states were making themselves sovereign, the Continental Congress had also to
empower itself to fight a war. So in 1776-7, it produced the Articles of Confederation, in effect
the first American Constitution. In drafting it, delegates were not much concerned with theory
but were anxious to produce practical results. So, oddly enough, although Americans had been
discussing the location of sovereignty with the British for over ten years, this document made no
effort to locate it in America and nothing was said of states' rights. It was unanimously agreed
that the Congress should control the war and foreign policy, and the states the rest-what it called
‘internal police.'! Thomas Burke of North Carolina proposed an article stating that each state
‘retained its sovereignty, freedom and independence, and every power, jurisdiction and right,
which is not by this Confederation expressly delegated to Congress." This was approved by
eleven of thirteen delegations and became Article II. But Burke himself later stated: "The United
States ought to be as one Sovereign with respect to foreign Powers, in all things that relate to
War or where the States have a common interest.' So the question was left begged." The whole
thing was done in a hurry and finished on November 15, 1777. But ratification was slower; in
fact Maryland did not ratify till March 1, 1781, by which time experience had demonstrated
plainly that a stronger executive was needed, and that in turn made the case for a new, and more
considered, constitution.

In the meantime, the urgent work of liberating and building the new country had necessarily
passed from the men of the pen to the men of the sword. The War of Independence was a long
war, lasting in effect eight and a half years. It was a war of attrition and exhaustion. The issue
was: could the Americans hold out long enough, and maintain an army in the field of sufficient
caliber and firepower, to wear out and destroy Britain's willingness to continue a struggle, and
pay for it, which was actually begun in order to save the British taxpayer money? Here was the
basic paradox of the war, which in the end proved decisive. The British had no fundamental
national interest in fighting the war. If they won, it merely brought more political problems. If
they lost, it hurt little but their pride. Few, outside London, were interested in the outcome; it
made remarkably little impact on the literature, letters, newspapers, and diaries of the time.
Certainly, no one volunteered to fight it. A few Whigs were passionate in opposing the war. But
they had no popular support. Nor had the King and his ministers in waging it. There were no
mass meetings or protests. No loyal demonstrations either. It was a colonial war, an imperialist
war, which in a sense had more in common with the future Vietnam War or the Soviet war in
Afghanistan, than with the recent Seven Years War. It was the first war of liberation.

In view of this, the American patriots were fortunate in their commander-in-chief. Washington
was, by temperament and skills, the ideal commander for this kind of conflict. He was no great
field commander. He fought in all nine general actions, and lost all but three of them. But he was
a strategist. He realized that his supreme task was to train an army, keep it in the field, supply it,
and pay it. By doing so, he enabled all thirteen state governments, plus the Congress, to remain
functioning, and so to constitute a nation, which matured rapidly during the eight years of
conflict. Somehow or other, legislatures functioned, courts sat, taxes were raised, the new
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independent government carried on. So the British were never at any point fighting a mere
collection of rebels or guerrillas. They were up against an embodied nation, and in the end the
point sank home. It was Washington who enabled all this to happen. And, in addition, he gave
the war, on the American side, a dignity which even his opponents recognized. He nothing
common did, or mean, or cruel, or vengeful. He behaved, from first to last, like a gentleman.

His resources were not great. At no point did his total forces number more than 60,000 men,
subject to an annual desertion rate of 20 percent. He was always short of everything-arms,
munitions, cannon, transport, clothes, money, food. But he managed to obtain enough to keep
going, writing literally hundreds of begging letters to Congress and state governments to ensure
there was just enough. He was good at this. In some ways running an army was like running a
big Virginia estate, with many things in short supply, and make-do the rule. He remained always
calm, cool, patient, and reassuring with all. As Jefferson testified, he had a hot temper-what red-
haired man does not?-but he kept it mostly well under control. He had to take on many of the
administrative responsibilities which Congress should have handled but, being weak executively,
did not. He got through a vast amount of paperwork. He had some good people to help him.
Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben did the drill side of the army, and in effect served as
Washington's chief-of-staff. From early 1777 he had as his secretary and principal ADC a
brilliant young New Yorker from the West Indies, Alexander Hamilton (1755-1804). Colonel
Hamilton had already served with distinction as an artillery officer, and he proved to be the most
effective aide any American commander-in-chief has ever had. But essentially Washington had
to do it all himself.

He was much criticized, then and later. Adams asked: "Would Washington ever have been
Commander of the Revolutionary Army or President of the United States if he had not married
the rich widow of Mr Curtis?' General Charles Lee was amazed anyone called him great: "He is
extremely prodigal of other men's blood and a great economist of his own.' One close observer,
Jonathan Boucher, summed him up: "He is shy, silent, stern, slow and cautious, but has no
quickness of parts, extraordinary penetration, nor an elevated style of thinking ... He seems to
have nothing generous or affectionate in his nature." A French observer, Ferdinand Bayard, said
he lacked human animation: "He moved, spoke and acted with the regularity of a clock.' But
another Frenchman, General Marqui de Barbe-Marbois, testified: I have never seen anyone who
was more naturally and spontaneously polite. He could be compassionate, and a great actor too.
Elias Boudinot, in charge of prisoners-of-war, who went to Washington in 1778 to plead for
clothing for them, reported: "In much distress, with Tears in his Eyes, he assured me that if he
was deserted by the Gentlemen of the Country, he would despair. He could not do everything-he
was General, Quartermaster and Commissary. Everything fell on him and he was unequal to the
task. He gave me the most positive Engagement, that if I could contrive any mode for their
support and Comfort, he would confirm it as far as it was in his Power." But he could also relax,
an eyewitness reporting from his HQ: "He sometimes throws and catches a ball for whole hours
with his aides-de-camp.'

With Washington deliberately fighting a war of endurance, the British strategy made no sense.
Indeed it is arguable that Britain had no discernible, and certainly no consistent, strategy from
beginning to end. It is a mystery that the British, with their political genius, and their very
uncertain touch with military affairs, should have rejected a political solution and put all their
trust in a military one. Lord George Germaine, placed in charge of the war by North, had no
military gifts. But then he had no political gifts either. He believed that the American militias
could never be any good, and that the Tory loyalists greatly outnumbered the revolutionary
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patriots. How could he possibly know? He had never set foot in America. And it never occurred
to him to go there and see for himself what needed to be done, or whether an honorable
compromise could be negotiated. No member of the government ever thought of crossing the
Atlantic on a fact-finding mission. At various times, generals were given powers to treat, but
only after the rebels had agreed to lay down their arms. What good was that? In fact the generals
were frequently changed, a sure sign of mismanagement. First Gage came and went, then
Admiral Richard Howe and his brother General William Howe shared a joint command-an
absurd arrangement-then General Burgoyne and Marquis Cornwallis were given separate and
unrelated armies-another absurdity-both of which they lost. Far from getting the chance to
negotiate after a rebel surrender, the British generals in fact were instructed to make concessions
only after they were involved in disasters-exactly the other way round. Much of the fault for
these egregious errors lay with George III, a man who had never seen a shot fired in anger, who
had never been abroadand who never even saw the sea until he was an old man.

The British commanders were not starved of manpower. Some 30,000 mercenaries were sent
out. But this was probably counterproductive, since their conduct outraged even the Tory
loyalists. When the two Howes were operating in New York in 1776, they had no fewer than
seventy-three warships, manned by 13,000 seamen, and transports loaded with 32,000 troops.
That was a big expedition by British standards. But none of the large resources Britain put into
the war produced long-term results, or indeed any at all. It might have been different if George
IIT or North had picked one really first-class general, and given him unlimited military and
political authority, on the spot. But such a person would almost certainly have concluded that the
war was folly, and negotiated an end to it. As it was, all the generals (not the admirals) were
second-rate, and it showed.

The course of the war is soon told. The first winter 1775-6, when the conflict was concentrated
around Boston, was inconclusive and enabled Washington to organize his army. The Howes'
strategy in New York in 1776 was to take the city, cut off New England from the south, then
destroy the rebellion at its heart, in Massachusetts. To frustrate this, Washington ferried his army
from Manhattan to Brooklyn and dug in on the Heights. Howe outflanked him and Washington
lost 1,500 men to Howe's 400. Washington was lucky to get 9,000 men back to Manhattan. But
Howe failed to surround the American army and destroy it, and Washington escaped to New
Jersey and across the Delaware. These were the times that “tried men's souls,' as Tom Paine
wrote in his topical tract, The Crisis. In fact, Washington fought a successful winter campaign,
killing or capturing 1,000 German mercenaries at Trenton, defeating the garrison at Princeton,
then retiring in good order to Morristown in late January 1777. Howe now moved south,
descending on Philadelphia, and beating Washington at Brandywine on September 11, 1777.

Meanwhile General John Burgoyne, commanding in Canada, had defeated a second American
army, under Richard Montgomery, which had moved north in the hope of raising allies along the
St Lawrence. But the Canadians, whether British-descended Protestants or French-descended
Catholics, were not interested. They had got a good deal from Britain in 1774 and they remained
loyal, now and later. So Burgoyne was able to move onto the offensive. But he was a rash man.
In June 1777 he shipped 7,000 men, British, loyalists, Indians and Brunswickers, across Lake
Champlain and then down the Hudson. The aim should have been to catch Washington in a
pincer with Burgoyne forming one arm and Howe the other. But no such plan was concocted.
Instead, Burgoyne soon got into difficulties. He lost two minor actions on September 19 and
October 7, then found himself surrounded and surrendered at Saratoga on October 17, 1777. That
led to the first genuine British offer of terms-turned down, naturally. Washington's army
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managed to survive another winter. It shrank during the cold weather, which he spent mainly in
winter quarters, but expanded again in the spring, and each year it was better. He and it learned
from their mistakes and he gradually secured longer terms of service for his men, better pay for
them, stricter articles of war, which allowed him to hang men in extreme cases, more artillery,
better transport, and reliable supplies."

By February 1778, Franklin's mission to Europe to secure allies was bearing fruit. In France he
was perhaps the most successful of all American envoys. When he had been in England, the
English ruling class, perhaps put off by his rustic clothes, plebeian manners, and artisanal
background (and accent) would not admit him to their homes, with one or two exceptions. The
French aristocracy, whether from Anglophobia, intellectual snobbery-they were much more
familiar with his learned work-or sheer curiosity, treated him as a lion. He seemed to them
another Rousseau, and a more piquant one, being an American exotic rather than a mere Swiss.
He was sponsored by Jacques-Donatian de Chaumont, a rich businessman with extensive
American interests who spent 2 million livres of his own fortune in aid to the patriots. The
Comte de Segur found positive virtue and nobility in his mean appearance: 'His clothing was
rustic, his bearing simple but dignified, his language direct, his hair unpowdered. It was as
though the simplicity of the classical world, the figure of a thinker of the time of Plato, or a
republican of the age of Cato or Fabius, had suddenly been brought by magic into our effeminate
and slavish age, the 18th century.' By an extraordinary conjunction, the notion of the Americans
as the new Romans hit a culturally fashionable note-just at this precise moment, the rococo was
suddenly yielding to the classical revival and Franklin seemed a man of the new wave. As a
matter of fact, his style of living was not all that modest, either. The Duc de Croy might enthuse
over the humble dinners he served to his high-born guests-'Everything breathed simplicity and
economy as befitted a philosopher'-but Franklin had 1,041 bottles of wine in his cellar in 1778,
rising to 1,203 before he left. He had nine indoor servants and spent freely, justifying his luxuries
with a typical American moral: 'Is not the hope of one day being able to purchase and enjoy
luxuries a spur to labor and industry?' Adams, parsimonious and puritanical, snorted that "The
life of Dr Franklin [in Paris] was a Scene of continual dissipation,' and he suspected, probably
with reason, that Franklin was enjoying women as well as good food and drink.

So what? The mission was a success, even more so with popular than with official opinion and
le gratin. Jacques Necker, the great banker who was put in charge of the finances in 1776, was
against involvement. He predicted it would prove financially disastrous, as it did. So was Louis
XVI, on the grounds that "it is my profession to be a royalist.' But they were overruled by the
Duc de Choiseuil, the chief minister, the Comte de Vergennes, the Foreign Minister, and leaders
of public opinion like de Beaumarchais, author of fashionable comedies like The Barber of
Seville and The Marriage of Figaro, who organized public subscriptions to buy ‘arms for
America,' as well as pushing the government to provide more.

So from the spring of 1778 America was no longer alone. Nantes became the American supply
base in Europe. Nearby, the Department of Marine built a special foundry to cast cannon for
America. In July 1778 alone one wealthy merchant sent ten ships to Boston, loaded with
munitions. In 1782 he sent thirty. The news of Saratoga spurred the signing of a Treaty of Amity
and Commerce. Louis XVI graciously received Franklin, who was wigless, swordless, and
wearing the rusty old brown coat in which he was savaged by Wedderburn-sweet revenge!" And
France's decision persuaded the Spanish and Dutch to join in, though Spain merely backed
France in the hope of recovering Gibraltar and was never a formal ally of men it considered
rebels who might corrupt its own colonies.
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French intervention, by land and sea, raised the stakes for Britain but brought no early end to
the war. Admiral Comte d'Estaigne appeared with a fleet off the American coast in the summer
of 1778 but failed to beat Admiral Howe. The next year he made an attempt, in conjunction with
an American force, to take Savannah in October, but failed again. After another indecisive
winter, Sir Henry Clinton, who had replaced Howe, took Charleston and 5,500 American
prisoners under Benjamin Lincoln, the biggest single loss the patriots suffered in the entire war.
This was in May 1780. Three months later, on August 16, Lord Cornwallis beat another
American force, under General Horatio Gates, at Camden. Clinton now returned to New York,
his main base, leaving Cornwallis to command in the south. Cornwallis invaded North Carolina,
but his loyalist force was destroyed at King's Mountain on October 7, 1780. The following
January 1781, Banastre Tarleton's Tory Legion was beaten at Cowpens, losing 900 men, by
General Daniel Morgan. Cornwallis also suffered heavy casualties at Guildford Courthouse two
months later, though he held the field. None of these battles was decisive or even particularly
important, but they had a cumulative effect in eroding Britain's will to continue the war.

Then Cornwallis made a strategic mistake. He decided to concentrate his forces at Yorktown
on the coast. Clinton strongly disagreed with this move, which made Cornwallis' army
vulnerable if ever the French were able to concentrate their naval forces and so deprive Britain,
for the first time, of command of the sea. That is exactly what happened. The French by now had
a substantial force of 5,500 under the Comte de Rochambeau, based on Rhode Island. More
important, the Comte de Barras had a naval force operating from Newport. In the summer of
1781 Admiral de Grasse hurried up from the West Indies with twenty ships of the line and a
further 3,000 soldiers. He arrived in time to transport Washington's army, plus a French force
under the Marquis de Lafayette, from the Chesapeake to the James River, thus concentrating an
enormous conjunction of land- and sea-power around Cornwallis' armed camp. To make matters
worse for the British, it was joined by De Barras' naval squadron from Newport. The waters
around Yorktown were now controlled by the French fleet, and an attempt by Admiral Thomas
Graves, sent from New York to break the blockade, failed. He was obliged to return to New
York. Britain no longer could reinforce its armies by sea, at any rate in the western North
Atlantic, and this was catastrophic for its whole method of fighting the war. Cornwallis, with
8,000 men, faced a Franco-American army of 17,000, well provided with artillery. He was short
of supplies, but it was his exposure to the guns which persuaded him to surrender on October 19,
1781.

So the British, who had begun the war with an enormous superiority in trained men and guns
and with complete control of the sea, ended it outnumbered, outgunned, and with the French
ruling the waves. They still controlled New York, Savannah, and Charleston, but the catastrophe
at Yorktown knocked the stuffing out of the British war-party. On March 19, 1782, North
resigned, making way for a peace coalition which contained Shelburne, Fox, and Burke. Happily
for all concerned, a series of brilliant British victories against France and Spain-the lifting of the
Spanish siege of Gibraltar, success in India, and, above all, Lord Howe's destruction of De
Grasse's fleet at the Battle of the Saints on April 12, thus saving the British West Indies and
restoring Britain's absolute command of the seas, made it easier for Britain to swallow its pride
and accept an independent America.

Franklin was sent back to Paris to open negotiations with Vergennes, on behalf of France, and
Thomas Grenville, the clever, erudite Foxite son of the "Stamp Act' Grenville, on behalf of
Britain. Franklin was both the architect and the hero of the Peace of Paris. The “four points' he
set out in July 17 became the basis of the agreement: first, outright independence of the United
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States, and withdrawal of all British forces; second, Canada to remain British and a definitive
boundary to be drawn; third, agreement on the boundaries of all Thirteen States; and, finally,
freedom for fishing off Newfoundland-the first international fisheries agreement.

What is so fascinating about these talks, and the background to them, is the ambivalence of
British attitudes to America and vice versa. A short time before, Britain's back had been against
the wall, with not only France, Spain, and the Netherlands actively making war against it, but
with the League of Armed Neutrality-Russia, Denmark, and Sweden-also hostile and poised to
attack. Franklin was planning with the French Ministry of Marine a series of attacks on the
English coasts, with John Paul Jones in charge of the naval forces and Lafayette of an invasion
army. British resources were stretched thin all over the world. The French had two divisions,
totaling 40,000 men, ready for the invasion, and sixty-four Franco-Spanish ships, mounting
4,774 guns, to escort them. Against this, Sir Charles Hardy's Channel Fleet had only thirty-eight
ships with 2,968 guns. Lord Barrington, the British War Secretary, said there was no one in
England-all the best generals were overseas-fit to command an anti-invasion army. It was wind
and sickness, hitting the Franco-Spanish fleet hard, which probably averted a Channel crossing.

Then, in no time at all, there were persistent rumors of a dramatic renversement d'alliances, in
which Britain would concede the United States sovereignty and both powers would attack France
and Spain, driving them out of North America completely. America had already found them
treacherous and unreliable allies, and after all Britain was its main trading partner, and Britain's
control of the oceans a precondition of American prosperity. Once America was recognized as
independent by the British, the two nations had far more to agree about than to dispute, and in
these rumors-nothing came of them of course-we can trace the distant foreshadowing of the
Monroe Doctrine forty years later. At the peace talks, the French were surprised at the readiness
of the British to make concessions to America. Vergennes declared: "The British buy peace
rather than make it. Their concessions exceed all that I could have thought possible.' That was
Franklin's doing: he persuaded the British to be generous to America and in return he abandoned
France and signed a separate peace on November 30, 1782. During the celebrations at Passy an
exchange between a French guest and one of the British delegates, Caleb Whitefoord, made the
point. The flattering Frenchman stressed the growing greatness of America, predicting that “the
thirteen United States would form the greatest empire in the world.' Whitefoord: “Yes, Monsieur,
and they will all speak English, every one of "em.' From the fires of the war, phoenix-like, sprang
that mysterious and long-lived creature, still with us, the Anglo-American Special Relationship.

The consequences of this second world war were profound and reverberated for years. It is worth
looking at them for a moment from a global perspective, because of their effects on subsequent
American history. All things considered, Britain emerged from the long conflict comparatively
unscathed. The people were not emotionally involved, there were no soul-scars. Many interests,
not just the Whigs, had been against it all along and the merchants in particular were anxious to
end it and get on with the Atlantic trade. If anything, the war boosted the British economy, which
entered the decade of the 1780s-the take-off point of the first Industrial Revolution-in roaring
form. The war ended mercantilism once and for all. The ideas of Adam Smith-who had been
strongly opposed to a coercive policy throughout-triumphed, and with the formation of the great
peacetime ministry by William Pitt the Younger at the end of 1783, Smith was now a welcome
visitor in 10 Downing Street and his free-trade ideas began to take over British policy. Britain
was now in the process of becoming the world's first great industrial power and the victory for
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Smith’s notions of free-enterprise capitalism and a world market was good news both for
America's farmers and for its infant manufactures.

The war was a disaster for the old-style European monarchies. Spain emerged from the Peace
of Paris (1783) with nothing, with its crown poorer and weaker and its great viceroyalties in
Central and South America looking increasingly to the North for example and inspiration. The
big loser was France. It, too, got nothing from the peace. The war cost it a billion livres and
ruined its credit with the bankers of Europe. As Necker predicted, it did irretrievable damage to
France's public finances and compelled the bankrupt monarchy to take the road which led to the
calling of the Estates General, the Fall of the Bastille, the Terror, the Republic, military
dictatorship, and two decades of disastrous wars. All the wealthy aristocrats and leading
merchants who had helped America with their personal fortunes lost everything too, and one or
two had to be put on a pauper's payroll by a grudging Congress. The French ruling class learned
the hard way not to meddle with republicanism. The Comte de Segur, who served in America,
summed it up: "We walked gaily over a carpet of flowers which concealed from us the abyss.'
But he was comparatively lucky. Admiral d'Estaigne, who brought the first French fleet to the
American coast, died by the guillotine.

The war brought to the Thirteen States, now united after a fashion, immense miseries, losses,
benefits, and unexpected blessings. There were winners and losers. Chief among the losers,
especially in the long term, were the Indians. At the time of the Declaration of Independence,
about 200,000 Indians lived east of the Mississippi, grouped in eighty five nations. Their instinct
was to stay neutral. One Iroquois chief told the governor of Connecticut in March 1775: "We are
unwilling to join on either side ... for we love you both-Old England and New.' Once the war
started, however, both sides sought Indian help and it was usually the British who got it. They
had defended Indian interests in the past and the Indians' intuition told them that an independent
America would be unrestrained in permitting western white expansion. So about 13,000 fought
for Britain, and if Sir William Johnson, greatest of Britain's Indian agents, who was "Honorary
Chief of the Six Nations,' had not died in 1774, the Indian alliance would have been much more
effective. His son John and his nephew Guy did their best, however, and the Indians felt they had
fought a hard and successful war on the whole. Their dismay at the Peace of Paris was all the
more bitter, therefore. Britain abandoned them. At Niagara, the British envoys were told by the
Indian chiefs: 'If it were really true that the British had basely betrayed them by pretending to
give up [our] country to the Americans, without our consent or consulting them, it was an Act of
Cruelty and Injustice that only the Christians were capable of doing.' The Americans interpreted
the treaty as giving them the right of conquest, and set to with a will. Federal agents told the
Delawares and Wyandots in 1785: "We claim the country by conquest, and are to give, not to
receive.” The Indians of the great plains lost too. They had originally been protected from
western expansion by French claims to the Mississippi. That barrier had gone in 1763. Then the
British came to their rescue by the Great Proclamation. Now that, too, was null and void. They
were on their own.

For the slaves, the consequences of the Revolution were mixed. By forcing the Thirteen States
to pool their resources and miminize their differences, the war necessarily obliged the New
Englanders, who were growing increasingly restive about the ‘organic sin' of slavery, a phrase
coined during the Great Awakening, to overlook it for the time being. Hence even Adams,
already passionately opposed to slavery, agreed without argument to omit the slavery passage
from the Declaration of Independence. That was clearly a defeat for the slaves, and worse was to
come in the process of constitution-making. Moreover, the number of slaves actually increased
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and their distribution spread during and immediately after the conflict. It is a melancholy fact
that the number of slaves in Virginia actually doubled between 1755 and the end of the war in
1782. That was mainly through natural increase and longevity-though this in itself testified to the
healthy and in some ways comfortable conditions they enjoyed in the South: slaves lived there
twice as long as in Africa and 50 percent longer than in South America. Despite this, most of the
South emerged from the war impoverished as a result of military occupation, naval attacks, civil
war between patriots and Tories, war with the Indians, and the flight of thousands of slaves to the
British Army and freedom. Many Southerners felt the only way they could restore their fortunes
was by the strict restoration of slavery and its rapid expansion. That is indeed what happened.
Slave-owners, pushing westwards, as they could now do with increasing freedom, took their
slaves with them into Kentucky and Tennessee, South Carolina and Georgia. So, even before the
great cotton revolution, the slave South was expanding. With the demand for slaves rising, more
were imported direct from Africa-100,000 in the years 1783-1807.

On the other hand, the new climate of liberty and even equality undoubtedly caused many
people, especially in the North, to look afresh at the extraordinary anomaly of holding men and
women in perpetual slavery in a land which had just won its freedom. The movement to en