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ix
            Introduction

         

         
            America! America!

            God mend thine ev’ry flaw, 

            Confirm thy soul in self-control, 

            Thy liberty in law!

            ‘America the Beautiful’, Katharine Lee Bates, 1895

         

         early in the wintry afternoon of 6 January 2021, two thousand people, mainly men, broke through lines of police and security officers and stormed into the Capitol building in Washington DC. Many of the invaders carried the flag of the United States; many more displayed it on their clothing. Some carried Confederate flags, symbols of white supremacy and the old slave states’ ‘Lost Cause’. Some wore battle fatigues. Some wore helmets. One wore a Davy Crockett coonskin hat, another came as a Native American shaman, with the Stars and Stripes painted on his face. A good many came bearing signs saying ‘Jesus Saves’ and shouting, ‘Christ is king!’ Many sported baseball caps and banners emblazoned with ‘Trump’ or ‘MAGA’ – which everyone knew stood for ‘Make America Great Again’.

         Suddenly, in the citadel of US democracy, there were rough folk with guns and knives, axes, stun guns, tasers, shields, xmetal rods and bear repellent. They broke windows, damaged artworks, broke into the Senate and ransacked offices. They did close to $3 million worth of damage. Police and security guards were tasered, beaten, thrown down flights of stairs and sprayed with chemicals. At least 140 officers defending the building were injured. One rioter was shot dead by police, a policeman died immediately after the riot, and two more committed suicide within two weeks of the invasion.
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         Among the mob were members of racist and nativist organisations, including one going by the name Proud Boys and another called Oath Keepers. Many there believed the conspiracy theories of QAnon, a shadowy outfit holding that the founder and former chief executive of Microsoft, Bill Gates, and certain other billionaires, Hollywood movie stars and Democratic politicians – including former president Bill Clinton and his wife, Hillary – constituted a sinister international cabal of manipulators, paedophiles and child traffickers, and that taking blood from children to brew life-extending serums was just xione of their many unspeakable doings. Probably all the invaders believed, in varying degrees, that the United States was being run by and for a confederacy of self-interested elites, among them scientists and politicians who wanted to force Americans to wear face masks, stay at home and close their businesses, and compel them to be vaccinated against the COVID-19 pandemic, which had already killed 300,000 of their fellow Americans and was killing another 25,000 every week.

         The horde swarmed up the stairs towards the office of the Speaker of the House of Representatives, the Democrats’ Nancy Pelosi. The famously feisty 79-year-old embodied everything they despised. She was powerful – and a powerful woman. A year earlier, on camera so all the world could see, she had torn up her copy of President Trump’s State of the Union address. They wanted revenge. As they pushed their way towards her rooms, in menacing pantomime tones they called her name: ‘Nancy … Nancy.’ They believed Washington was the epicentre of the elites, the coven of the conspirators. Washington was a ‘swamp’. ‘Drain the swamp!’ they shouted.

         To roughly half the country’s horror and the other half’s delight, at ten o’clock on the night of the 3 November election, Donald Trump had looked the likely winner. But late counting of absentee ballots abruptly swung the vote to Joe Biden. Although the 74.2 million votes for Trump were more than any winning candidate had polled in US history, Biden’s eventual 81.2 million votes beat him.

         Concerned that a direct ‘one person, one vote’ democracy might engender ‘disorder and tumult’ or the tyranny of the majority, the nation’s eighteenth-century founders had devised a voting system that balanced the power of a popularly elected government with state powers conferred on an Electoral xiiCollege. On 14 December 2020, at a meeting of the college, Biden’s 51.3 per cent of the vote converted into 306 Electoral College votes and Trump’s 46.8 per cent into 232. The College having confirmed the victory, on 6 January the Congress was required to certify the count and thus put the final stamp on the election of Biden as president.

         No sooner had Biden declared victory than Trump declared the election ‘stolen’. The rioters at the Capitol were there because they too believed Trump had won. They chanted ‘Stop the steal!’ Trump had told them long before voting day: if he lost, it could only mean the election had been rigged.

         The mob had broken from a crowd variously estimated at 10,000 and 80,000 who had walked to the Capitol from a ‘March to Save America’ rally on the National Mall. There, members of President Trump’s family, Republican members of Congress and former New York mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani – who was also the President’s personal lawyer – had exhorted the crowd to save the republic. Gesturing towards monuments to the republic’s founders, Giuliani said the protest was ‘about … what they stand for’.

         Among the several things ‘they’ stood for were the First and Second Amendments to the Constitution adopted in 1791. The First guaranteed that freedom of speech and the press would not be abridged by Congress. The Second assured citizens of their right to bear arms. The Second Amendment was rooted in the recent War of Independence against ‘tyrannous’ British rule and made no provision for the evolution of weapons from muskets to repeating revolvers and submachine guns, or the possibility that local militia for spurious reasons might turn against a legitimate democratic government. The First Amendment was inspired by the same fear of ‘tyrannous’ governments xiiiand did not make exceptions for speech injurious to individuals, public safety, democratic institutions or the national interest, and did not provide for the power of digital media to spread hate speech, lies, false ‘facts’ and conspiracy theories. Neither was perfectly suited to the task of protecting a contemporary democracy; both were capable of being used against it.

         
            *

         

         It is well known that the noblest institutions of the United States derive from certain grand ideas and the remarkable men who forged a republic from them. ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident,’ the founders had declared. It is from ‘these truths’ – human equality, and the ‘inalienable rights’ to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness – that the contours of the nation’s discourse, its poetry and songs, the very symbols of its identity, are spun. ‘These truths’, augmented with Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, remain the source of the country’s laws and the familiar expressions of its character.

         It is just as well known that for every one of those monumental ideas, there is at least one fact that contradicts it. The ideas of liberty and equality and the fact of slavery and the racist ‘Jim Crow’ system that replaced it. The idea of the republic and the fact of the American empire. The idea of a city upon a hill (a ‘shining’ city, in President Ronald Reagan’s version) and the fact of endemic poverty and crime. The idea of a nation ‘under God’ and the fact of money worship. The ideas of the Enlightenment and the fact that a third of the population deny the science of evolution.

         Walt Whitman, the ‘poet of American democracy’, was all for liberty and equality but thought African Americans were not xivfit to vote. ‘I contain multitudes,’ Whitman said. So do we all. So does any country. But no country contains them like the United States does.

         The slogan that ‘there are no red [Republican] states and blue [Democratic] states, only the United States of America’ is a demonstrable fiction. Not only are there red states and blue states, but there are also states, and regions within states, that are profoundly unalike in their history, culture, language and living standards.

         While the history of the United States is to an uncommon degree a history of ideas, it is equally the story of men and women testing the truth of those ideas against experience: in politics, in churches, on frontiers, in cities, in industries, in battle, in homes, in schools, in Hollywood, in literature and in music.

         By virtually every measure, the United States of America is the most powerful nation on earth. For much more than a century it has been the crucible of invention and creativity, a refuge for millions, truly a beacon of hope and freedom. No history, not even the shortest one, can ignore the country’s deep flaws, crimes and rifts, but we do not have to accept the grander claims of American ‘exceptionalism’ to acknowledge the country’s phenomenal achievements and the generous vision that has inspired them.

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Beginnings

         

         the history of the united states begins on 4 July 1776, when representatives of Britain’s thirteen American colonies declared their independence. The history of America begins almost 300 years earlier, in 1492, when Christopher Columbus and ninety men aboard three little ships landed on an island on the eastern fringe of the Caribbean which the inhabitants called Ayiti – or Haiti. Columbus called it La Espanola, ‘Little Spain’.

         The history of human settlement in the Americas begins at least 20,000 years before Columbus, when the paleolithic ancestors of the people he encountered migrated across a land bridge joining Alaska and eastern Siberia. By the time the bridge sank beneath the waters of the Bering Strait, these first people had spread across two continents. Adapting to different environments and climates, they hunted, foraged and fished, took up agriculture, and in some places evolved populous, sedentary, complex societies.

         Columbus knew the world was round, but it was much bigger than he thought. With Ptolemy’s second-century maps, he reasoned that his sixty-one-day voyage from Spain had landed him in the eastern reaches of Asia, so he called the native Taino people ‘Indians’, inhabitants of the (East) Indies. They were, he said, ‘very guileless and honest, and very liberal of all they 2have’, and he thought it would be a simple matter to make them Christians and slaves. For the time being, he was content to kidnap a dozen or more souls and take them back to Spain, along with tobacco, turkeys, parrots, pearls and a little gold. Before he left, he declared that henceforth all the Caribbean islands he had seen belonged to his sponsors, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Castile – Spain.
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         The Pope, a Spaniard, confirmed that the lands Columbus reached were Spain’s. Soon after, under the Treaty of Tordesillas, Spain and Portugal drew an imaginary line in the Atlantic 1800 kilometres west of the Canary Islands and apportioned all the lands west of it (the Americas) to Spain and east of it to Portugal. Unsurprisingly, Spain’s rivals were not impressed. ‘Show 3me the clause in Adam’s will,’ the French king said. The French, English and Dutch kingdoms launched their own naval exploration of the Americas and soon claimed territory there. Modern America was born and raised amid these European rivalries.

         Next time, Columbus went with seventeen ships and 1500 men. He went a third and a fourth time, never doubting that the new world he had found was the eastern boundary of the old one. It was a Florentine adventurer, Amerigo Vespucci, exploring the coast of Brazil in 1501 on behalf of Portugal, who realised that he stood on a different continent, a mundus novus. In 1507 a cartographer, Martin Waldseemüller, inscribed Vespucci’s name, Latinised as ‘America’, on a new map of the world.

         In 1513 Vasco Nunez de Balboa crossed the isthmus of Panama, and with a sword in one hand and an image of the Virgin Mary in the other, claimed the Pacific Ocean for Spain. Soon after, Ferdinand Magellan found his way round the southern tip of South America and crossed the Pacific to the Indies Columbus thought he had discovered.

         Over the next two centuries, great feats of exploration, commerce and looting delivered immense wealth into European hands, recast European culture and society, and with terrible violence took from the Indigenous peoples of the Americas their lands, cultures, languages and lives. The ‘Age of Discovery’ was an age of horror. Discoveries that brought hope to impoverished and persecuted Europeans, widened human horizons and reset the limits of human possibility also led directly to the death and immiseration of millions – perhaps 90 per cent of the population of South and Central America died.

         The Indigenous people had no immune resistance to smallpox, typhus, measles or other common European diseases. They ‘died in heaps like bedbugs’, a Spanish witness declared. 4But more than disease killed them. Europeans conscripted millions to work in mines and on plantations. They worked untold numbers to death. They starved, slaughtered, raped, mutilated and tortured them. The Dominican friar Bartolomé de las Casas saw it with his own eyes: ‘so great cruelties, that never any man living either have or shall see the like.’ In France half a century later, during the Thirty Years’ War, Michel de Montaigne decided that because men call barbarous anything to which they are unaccustomed, Europeans could not see that they surpassed the indigenes of America in ‘every kind of barbarism’.

         The fortune seekers, the slave hunters, the conquistadors and the clergy were subjects of the Catholic monarchy, and making Christians of the heathens they encountered was an essential part of their brief. They interpreted the staggeringly swift demise of the Indigenous people as the exercise of the Divine will, and assurance that they had Divine licence to do what they pleased with the survivors. This view was not exclusive to the philosophy of the Inquisition. When John Winthrop, the seventeenth-century English Puritan, found a tribe of New England natives ‘all dead from small poxe’, he took it to mean that God had ‘cleared our title to what we possess’.

         A man of God, a Spanish Franciscan, Marcos de Niza, first explored the south-west of the present United States in 1538. He brought back rumours of cities of gold, so the governor of New Spain (as Spain’s territory in present-day Mexico was called) sent Francisco Vázquez de Coronado with 400 soldiers, upwards of 2000 Indigenous Mexicans, slaves and women, four friars and several hundred horses, cattle, sheep and goats on an expedition. For months they made themselves at home in the multi-storeyed pisé villages of the Puebloans, the Hopi and the Zuni, ‘quiet peaceful people’ living in ‘complete equality’, 5one Spaniard said. When the people at Tiguex withdrew their hospitality, the Spanish burned 200 of them at the stake and laid waste to their villages.

         Coronado’s party were the first Europeans to see the Grand Canyon, the Great Plains and the ‘gentle’, ‘faithful’, sun-worshipping, still horseless Lipan Apache, who hunted the vast herds of bison on foot, and whose material existence depended on those marvellous animals. When the party reached present-day Kansas and found no gold there, Coronado garrotted the Pawnee man who had led the way and trudged back to Mexico.

         With six or seven hundred men, a hundred or so women and as many slaves, 200 horses, packs of vicious dogs and an unknown number of hogs, late in May 1539 Hernando De Soto landed on the west coast of the Florida peninsula, possibly at Tampa Bay. With the great wealth he had won as a lieutenant in the conquest of the Incan empire, De Soto could have retired to a life of ease in Spain. But what remains to satisfy a young man after he has brought down a mighty civilisation? Nothing in a Spanish villa or a governor’s residence in Guatemala could dislodge his yearning for deadly force and encounters with the unknown. Just as likely, he thought one more spectacular Christianising enterprise might spare him purgatory in the hereafter.

         For three years his army slogged through swamps and the forests of Appalachia. They became the first Europeans to see the Mississippi and the civilisations on either side of it. They passed through arcadian woodlands and saw hillsides ‘covered with walnuts, oak trees, pines, live oaks, and groves of liquidambar and many cedars’, and mulberry trees finer than those in Spain, from which the Indigenous women spun white 6mantles just as fine. They marched through the tribal lands of the Muscogee (or Creek), Cherokee, Choctaw and Chickasaw, who lived well enough on the corn, beans, squash and tobacco they grew, and the fish and the game they hunted. The Mississippian ‘mound civilization’ and cities of 30,000 or more had all but vanished. De Soto came upon socially stratified chiefdoms in palisaded villages of a thousand or so people. He told them he was a ‘child of the sun’ and that he brought the light of Christ to save them, and they must obey the Church of Rome and the King of Castile.

         Though the Spanish government had laws to punish acts of great cruelty, De Soto ‘was much given to the sport of slaying Indians’, as a member of his party wrote. His explorations were a nightmare of mayhem and terror. To intimidate, to extract information or to punish resistance, his men butchered the locals with swords, crossbows and lances, blew holes in them with arquebuses and gave them to their dogs to tear apart. When they refused his demands for slaves and women, De Soto burned them alive, tortured them, cut off their limbs, ears and noses, destroyed their villages and took them as slaves.

         Tuskaloosa, ‘suzerain of many territories, and of numerous people’, did not blink. He lured De Soto into a trap near Mabila (present-day Mobile, Alabama), where hordes of warriors set upon the mighty army. The Spaniards killed as many as 5000 Mabilians, but the De Soto expedition never recovered from their assault.

         In May 1542 De Soto died of a fever on the banks of the Mississippi, and it is likely that his body ended up among the catfish at the bottom of it. The expedition turned west, plundering as it went, but starvation forced it back. Their horses gone, men in makeshift boats floated down the Mississippi, sheltering under 7bison-skin cloaks as Indian arrows rained down on them, until they reached the gulf.

         In the first decades of the sixteenth century, other European powers arrived in the Americas. In 1524 Giovanni da Verrazzano, sailing in the service of the French king, had surveyed the Atlantic coast from Cape Fear to Newfoundland and discovered New York Harbor on the way. All he surveyed he called New France.

         Francis Drake, an English privateer in Queen Elizabeth’s employ, found his way through Magellan’s Strait in 1578 and sailed up the Pacific coast to a point just north of San Francisco Bay. Here he found the Indigenous people to be of ‘a free and loving nature, and without guile or treachery’ – so free and loving as to ‘freely resigne their right and title in the whole land unto her majesties keeping.’ The ‘whole land’ he called New Albion.

         Having recently freed themselves from Spanish rule, early in the seventeenth century the Protestant Dutch – all 1.5 million of them – became the fourth imperial power in North America.
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            Colorado river

            In Spanish, Colorado means ‘reddish coloured’. Reddish was the colour of the river that one of Francisco Vázquez de Coronado’s lieutenants found in 1540. These days, because of algae, the Colorado River is more greenish. Fed by snowmelt, the river runs more than 2300 kilometres from the central western slopes of the Rocky Mountains through seven states – and the Grand Canyon – to the hot deserts north of the Gulf of California.

            The Colorado is an epic of natural and human history. At least 8000 years ago antecedents of the Pueblo practised agriculture in the river basin, and before them the earliest settlers of North America, the Paleo-Indians. The Hohokam people irrigated from the river to support settlements of 30,000 or more. The Navajo, Ute and Mojave arrived sometime after 1000 CE; the Spanish in the sixteenth century; and in the nineteenth century, Americans, looking for gold like the Spanish. In 1864, helped by the Ute, Kit Carson rounded up 8000 Navajo and marched them into a gruesome camp at Fort Sumner, New Mexico. Twenty years later, the US army drove the Ute off their lands as well.

            In the twentieth century the river was extensively dammed, and forty million people now depend on it for both water and hydroelectricity. West of the famous crossing at Yuma, it waters California’s Imperial Valley which each year produces around $3 billion worth of fruit and vegetables, cotton, fodder and feedlot cattle, and employs about 13,000 farmworkers, most of whom live south of the border, in Mexico.

            The Colorado River now only rarely reaches the sea. Its vast delta in Mexico is a dry wasteland and a warming climate means that it will almost certainly remain so.9
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         For the Dutch East India Company, the Englishman Henry Hudson went looking for a north-west passage to the Pacific. He travelled up the Hudson River, and Dutch settlers colonised the Hudson Valley in his wake. Among their more significant legacies were a thriving trade in furs, firearms, metal utensils and beads (wampum) with the powerful Iroquois confederacy, and the acquisition of Manhattan Island in exchange for goods worth 1200 twenty-first-century US dollars. They called it New Netherlands, and in 1655 expanded their domain by conquering New Sweden (which the Swedes had established in 1638) on the Delaware River.

         10While in the south English entrepreneurs were cornering the markets for tobacco and sugar, further north the French catered to another craving in Europe – beaver fur for hats. Extending their profitable sealing, whaling and fishing operations, intrepid Frenchmen pushed down to the Great Lakes, and beyond to the Mississippi and its tributaries. On a clifftop above where the St Lawrence waterway narrows, the legendary Samuel de Champlain – soldier, ethnographer, geographer to the French king and veteran of two dozen Atlantic crossings – founded Quebec and New France.

         The beaver business demanded alliances with the Algonquin and Huron tribes. Enemies of the powerful Iroquois, whose lands adjoined theirs, the Huron sought to strengthen themselves in alliance with the French. It was a common manoeuvre but, much like the hundreds of treaties that were signed as settlement proceeded, the alliance fell apart when the frontier and European interests moved on. Attaching themselves to the commercial enterprise, brave Jesuit missionaries managed to convert many Huron, but could not save them from a smallpox epidemic, or from the Iroquois who destroyed the survivors or gathered them into their realms.

         In 1584 Queen Elizabeth granted Walter Raleigh a charter to establish a Protestant colony north of Spanish Florida. He was to ‘have, hold, occupy, and enjoy’ the lands and maintain them as a base from which English privateers could raid Spanish ships and settlements to the south. He called the land Virginia for his virgin queen. After two failed attempts – the first the settlers abandoned; from the second they all disappeared and were never found – the London Company landed more than 100 colonists on a mosquito-ridden estuary of Chesapeake Bay in 1607. They called the settlement Jamestown, after Elizabeth’s 11successor, James I. Even before the supply ships ran aground on the shores of Bermuda, the settlers were hungry. They had arrived during the worst drought in 1000 years and a winter of freakish cold. By the time supplies arrived, three-quarters of Jamestown’s inhabitants were dead.

         But still they came, free settlers and indentured labourers who preferred the dangers and years of virtual slavery in the New World to their hopeless misery in Britain after the Enclosures forced them from the land. Britain’s empire – and Britain’s armies – were peopled by British pauperism and oppressive British laws, which should remind us that while the word is a platitude in the habits of American speech and often reeks of sanctimony, ‘freedom’ has origins deep in the common American experience, and a concrete meaning with no conscious connection to the Enlightenment or any other philosophy.

      

   


   
      
         
12
            A Holy Commonwealth

         

         had there been no mayflower, Hollywood might have invented it. In 1620 a hundred men and women, escaping the falsehoods and persecution of the Old World and guided by God, survive a perilous voyage and land on the shores of New England. Half their number have signed up to the ‘Mayflower Compact’, arguably the world’s first written constitution, obliging them to form a ‘civill body politick’ in which affairs would be decided by elected freemen. Before they go ashore, these ‘Pilgrims’, renegades from the Church of England, sing Psalm 100: ‘Shout to Jehovah all the earth/With joyfulness the Lord serve ye.’ On land at last, they fall to their knees and thank God for their deliverance.

         Though the second chapter is grim, it ends on an inspiring note. In the first winter half the settlers die from scurvy and pneumonia. The remainder owe their survival to the kindness of the Wampanoag people, who have themselves lost great numbers to the diseases brought by European traders. Despite everything, their first harvest is successful, and on 4 November 1621, with the Wampanoag present, the Pilgrims hold a Thanksgiving service and set in train a custom that persists to this day.

         In the century following the Mayflower, thousands of Protestant dissenters of various denominations and degrees of 13 radicalism settled in New England. Unlike in Virginia, where the majority were single, generally illiterate and often indentured men, 60 per cent of male New England settlers were literate, many were highly educated and most came with families. In their conical hats and bonnets and buckled shoes, all were suspended above the fires of Hell and none knew who would be saved. As harsh as their doctrine and their punishments for infractions were, and as rank as their hypocrisy sometimes, the New England Puritans nonetheless bestowed on America enduring traditions of social justice, education, communitarianism and democracy – and, of course, Protestant Christianity.

         In 1630, some years before Oliver Cromwell’s Puritans beheaded him, King Charles I gave the Puritan clergyman John Winthrop permission to form a joint stock company – the Massachusetts Bay Company – and establish a settlement in New England. Winthrop took 1000 people to the place that became Boston, and within a decade this second Holy Commonwealth became a self-governing colony of 20,000 souls. The company wove commerce with religion and civic virtue. Winthrop told his followers – and his investors – that they had entered a covenant with God. In their Holy Commonwealth they would live according to Biblical instruction, in God’s all-seeing gaze and subject to His judgement.

         Living like this afforded the Puritans reasonable hope that the Almighty would see to their success, though this faith in no way absolved them of the duty to buy low and sell high. Despite their likeness to the sin of self-love, market principles soon assumed an authority rivalling the Bible’s, usury became respectable and profit both the reward for enterprise and proof of God’s blessing. Commerce and charity found ways to coexist. While some condemned slavery as a ‘heinos and crying 14 sinn’, Indians captured in the settlers’ devastating war with the Pequot nation were enslaved and shipped to the West Indies in exchange for Africans more seasoned to the yoke. There would be no slaves, the 1641 Massachusetts Body of Liberties declared, except the captives of ‘just warres, and such strangers as willingly selle themselves or are sold to us’. The same document laid down a strikingly liberal and democratic civil code that almost certainly influenced the authors of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. It stands in dramatic contrast to the 1669 Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina, which was drafted, if not wholly conceived, by the English philosopher John Locke. For the English province of Carolina, the philosopher, said by some to be the greatest influence on the founders of the United States, came up with a blueprint for a slaveholding feudal society.

         The Massachusetts colony was a kind of democracy: church members resolved matters at town meetings. But the church was controlled by an oligarchy, the ‘visible elect’. The arrangement offended both the merchants, who reckoned their success in business made them at least as ‘visibly elect’ as the oligarchs, and dissident clergy, who objected to the idea of any worldly ‘elect’, visible or not, and reckoned the church’s continuing ties to the false and oppressive Church of England unconscionable. The businessmen would soon enough find their way into the seats of power and the covenant with God. The dissidents were either banished or fled the colony.

         Convicted of heresy and sedition in Massachusetts, the reverend Roger Williams fled with his parishioners to Providence, Rhode Island. For Williams, enforced religious conformity was a ‘rape of the soul’. Rhode Island would be ‘democraticall; that is to say, a Government held by ye free and voluntarie consent of all, or the greater parte of the free Inhabitants’. All dissenting 15 and non-conformist Protestants, but also Catholics, Jews, Muslims and the local Narragansett people (whose title to the land Williams recognised), were free to worship the Almighty as they pleased. The Massachusetts Puritans said Williams had created a ‘cesspool of vile heresies’.

         Other colonies were founded on Williams’ radical example: by John Wheelwright in what became New Hampshire, and Thomas Hooker on the future site of Hartford, Connecticut. William Penn established a refuge for his fellow Quakers and many others that became Pennsylvania. Rejecting any connection between outward good works and true faith, Anne Hutchinson insisted that the only right measure of piety was an inner communication with God through ‘divine grace’. For this presumption and for denying the authority of men like Winthrop, Hutchinson was tried and banished from the Massachusetts colony for ‘enthusiasm’ and antinomianism. She took sixty followers to Rhode Island, then to the Dutch Puritans in New Netherlands, where she and six of her fifteen children were killed by Indians. Winthrop said God had punished her for wickedness. That was Winthrop: the cruel, vindictive, controlling Calvinist who yet wrote letters to his wife of tear-inducing tenderness, and was able to say, ‘To love and be loved is the soul’s paradise.’

         For all their varieties, the archetype of the New England Puritan was an industrious and self-reliant individual (a man, of course, with an obedient wife and children following in his train) resolutely pursuing wealth, yet living plainly, and serving God and the general good. Along with the cant and the backsliding, the idea that, if only to defend against Satan, public order and education were essential and charity an enduring good went into the American ethos. With them, words of grace 16 and love also found their way into the nation’s poetry and even, some would say, its soul.

         From their Calvinist faith descended both the individualist and the communitarian strains in American life, and a fundamental belief in self-governance. The potential for conflict between colonial and English interests was always there but security and commerce kept it down. The colonies were at once sinks for surplus capital, bulwarks against England’s imperial rivals, vital sources of raw materials, useful markets for manufacturers and a dumping ground for a poor and unruly population. From the mid-seventeenth century, Britain imposed a series of Navigation Acts that restricted trade and manufacturing in the colonies. The acts prohibited the sale of certain ‘enumerated’ products – sugar, cotton, tobacco and iron among them – to any but British merchants and required all goods to be transported in British ships. While the mercantilist arrangement was designed to favour the mother country, certain bounties and easily exploited loopholes, along with British imperial protections, appeased colonial resentment and any revolutionary impulses.

         
            *

         

         In a mutant outgrowth of the War of the Spanish Succession, from 1702 to 1713 the English colonies fought with their Spanish rivals in Florida, and with the French in New France, Quebec and Louisiana. Known to history as Queen Anne’s War, it was also known as the Third Indian War because the Native American nations with which the colonial powers allied themselves did much of the fighting. On the losing end, France nevertheless retained a swathe of country from the Gulf of St Lawrence 17 to the mouth of the Mississippi. Spain kept Florida and the uncontested south-west and west it had dotted with missions and stockades. The real losers, as usual, were the Indians. In the southern Appalachians and the Mississippi Valley, Choctaws for the French against the Natchez, Chickasaws for the English against the Choctaws, they butchered one another for the glory of England and France and the bounties their armies paid for enemy scalps.
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         Despite the war and sporadic fierce resistance from the dispossessed Indigenous people, between 1700 and 1770, the population of the English colonies grew eightfold: from 270,000 18 to 2,150,000. In the same period the population of the French colonies grew from 15,000 to 90,000. ‘No one that can and will be diligent in this place need fear poverty, nor the want of food and raiment,’ wrote the intrepid Sarah Kemble Knight after a tour of the New England colonies. For countless poor English folk that was incentive enough, but there were also the lures of land and liberty. The English colonies outstripped their French and Spanish rivals for just this reason: England could not keep its people content and fed and did not care to try.

         While the god-fearing people of New England lived in villages built around a church, a minister and plots held in common, worldlier citizens did sterling business selling salt cod to Caribbean plantation owners to feed their slaves, or selling the owners both cod and slaves and buying their rum, spices and molasses. Other enterprising men turned the forests’ conifers into ships: by the early 1700s Boston harboured one of the Empire’s biggest merchant fleets. In Pennsylvania and New York, cheap land brought migrants from Britain and northern Europe, and Pennsylvania especially became renowned for agriculture, as well as mining.

         The south grew on a different model. From sugar, cotton, indigo, rice and tobacco plantations worked by slaves, a ruling class developed, with all the self-regard and powers over life and limb of an old-world aristocracy. Slaves were fundamental to the prosperity of Virginia and Carolina, but all the English colonies (and England itself) were involved in the trade. In New York, where some white men were writing on liberty and natural rights, other white men were running a slave market and, in 1741, burning thirteen Black men at the stake, hanging seventeen others and sending a hundred more into captivity in the Caribbean. Slaves were 14 per cent of the New York population 19 in 1770, and 7 per cent of Rhode Island’s. In Virginia, 40 per cent were slaves; in Carolina and Georgia (founded in 1732), 60 per cent.

         Whether they were royal, corporate or proprietary colonies, all had governors and England retained ultimate authority. But representative bodies, elected by colonial landowners, were able to raise taxes, make local laws and administer local affairs, and thus provide more than a semblance of self-government.

         Even as money and property became the markers of rank, and materialism the universal creed, something in the early American mind still craved transcendence. In the 1720s preachers moved among the people urging them to repent, hearken to Jesus, open themselves to receive God’s grace and save themselves from the fires of Hell. An outgrowth of the evangelical movement in Britain and Europe, the Great Awakening lasted on and off for fifty years. At open-air camp meetings, charismatic evangelists drove ‘all sorts, sober and vicious, high and low, rich and poor, wise and unwise’, into frenzies of excitement. Jonathan Edwards and, most famously, George Whitefield drew thousands to their sermons. Such were Whitefield’s oratorical powers that it was said he could make hundreds weep and tremble just by uttering the word ‘Mesopotamia’. Benjamin Franklin, the son of New England Puritans, was among those he moved.

         Like Anne Hutchinson a century earlier, the preachers insisted God’s grace came in an unmediated instant. The converted were awakened to a God who was no remote and abstract sovereign but, through Jesus, one dwelling in the world, moving and rejoicing in His creation. The preachers unleashed a poetic energy in religion as lived experience, turning the ‘ordeal’ of Puritanism into the ecstasy of sudden, miraculous – sensed – grace. 20Converts reported feeling, as if for the first time, truly alive – reborn. ‘’Tis properly a disease,’ one sceptic said.
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         The Great Awakening was the religious expression of a reality that could no longer be contained by the Puritan covenant. Neither the doctrine, nor the intolerant social order built on it, were any longer fit for purpose in an expanding, diverse and worldly society. The Awakening shifted authority away from institutional and doctrinal orthodoxy towards the masterless individual. It was the frontier id asserting itself. At the same time, it provided a soft landing for some of those who did not prosper in the furious realms of commerce: opium for the people, some would say.

         More than 150 new denominations arose from the revivals. Poor white folk, a large proportion of them women, found their homes in the new sects. African Americans found comfort and inspiration in the preachers. The Great Awakening stirred the notion of a unique American prospect for humanity. It made for 21 a common thread between the thirteen colonies. By stressing heart over mind, and the antinomian belief that the reborn soul is freed by grace from the laws and conventions of society, it led many to hate slavery. It stimulated debate, social communication and education. It put the Bible and numerous sermons and tracts into the hands of common people and spawned a familiar figure on the American frontier: the itinerant preacher. It created a raft of famous colleges, Princeton, Columbia and Rutgers among them. The Great Awakening swelled the currents of individualism and voluntarism and encouraged the idea that no remote or inaccessible power – secular or religious – was either legitimate or trustworthy.

         Secular radicalism ran parallel with this religious upheaval. The leading preacher Jonathan Edwards was greatly influenced by Locke. Newton intrigued him; likewise, Nature, which he took as proof of God’s masterful design. Locke’s concept of natural law – ‘Men being … by nature, all free, equal and independent, no one can be put out of this estate, and subjected to the political power of another, without his own consent’ – did not sit badly with liberty of conscience. The political radical Tom Paine savaged the Bible, the church and its ministers, yet when he declared that ‘my religion is to do good’, many Awakened ‘New Light’ Presbyterians, Congregationalists and Baptists must have heard an echo of their own beliefs.

         At the same time as the preachers were stirring colonial hearts, colonial minds were finding in Enlightenment philosophers and the scientific revolution an intellectual framework for their urges and grievances. Not only the Enlightenment, but Aristotle, Livy and Cicero were enlisted, along with such venerable practitioners of English common law as Edward Coke, 22 various seventeenth-century English radicals dating back to Cromwell and a series of articles published in London in 1721 known as Cato’s Letters. From these disparate sources, the men who would create the republic, the likes of Paine, Franklin, James Madison, John Adams, Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson, along with a host of the less sainted, drew their opinions and argued their way to broadly the same conclusion: that the ‘unalienable rights’ of the colonists were not compatible with British rule.

         The historian Bernard Bailyn’s definitive study of pamphlets in the pre-revolutionary colonies found a common theme: the belief that corrupt men and secret cabals were at work to deny the colonists their rights and impose a tyranny. But more than paranoia brought the colonies together. In 1754 North America became the battleground in Britain’s struggle with France for world supremacy. In what became known as the French and Indian War, the colonists joined with British troops and their Iroquois allies to drive the French and their Shawnee, Wyandot, Algonquin and other allies from the western and northern frontiers. The war became part of the global Seven Years’ War, which ended with the Treaty of Paris in 1763. The British had by then captured Quebec and Montreal. Under the treaty, Britain claimed Canada and all the lands east of the Mississippi. Britain also took Florida from Spain, and Spain for the time being took Louisiana. Again, the Indians got nothing. Locke provided the intellectual foundation for this: the Indigenous people did not cultivate the land as God had intended and so had not ‘joyned with the rest of Mankind’. They did not have title to the land so could not contract to sell it; nor, therefore, did they have a government, because ‘a government only exists to protect property’.

         23 At the same time as the war confirmed British dominance of eastern North America, it prepared much of the ground for the colonies’ revolt. The military experience gained by their soldiers, including one George Washington of Mount Vernon, Virginia, doubtless contributed to their ultimate victory. For the first time the colonies had acted in concert.

         Reasoning that the colonists should bear some of the massive costs of a war fought to protect their interests, the British imposed a series of taxes and other obligations.

         Incensed, a special congress of state representatives in New York declared that so long as the colonies were not represented, the British Parliament had no right to tax them. An organisation called the Sons of Liberty emerged to join the protest. There were riots. The Stamp Act imposed on newspapers and legal documents was repealed. The colonists rejoiced. They went on rejoicing after the Parliament reminded them that they remained subject to the ‘full power and authority’ of the British Crown.

         Unfortunately for the British, the Crown’s powers were not always apparent when George III was wearing it. His prime minister, Lord North, was hardly more inspiring. As the King saw it, and North and most of the Parliament, colonists enjoying the rights and protections of other English men and women were rightly subject to the laws of England, including taxation laws. The colonists reckoned that if their rights as Englishmen meant anything, they were entitled to be governed and have their interests administered and taxes levied by people they elected. They also believed that the lands west of the Appalachians were theirs to exploit, and the British had no business proclaiming them off limits to all but the Indians.

         As much as the taxes themselves, or the inconvenience of quartering British troops, the revolutionaries resented the 24 indignity, the implication of colonial inferiority. If they could not be first-class Englishmen, with the unabridged rights of Englishmen, then they would not be Englishmen at all. They would be Americans.

         The King, Lord North and the Parliament underestimated the quality of the colonial leaders, and the capacity for organisation, propaganda and violence of the Sons of Liberty. They didn’t understand the gathering force of the colonists’ world view, which rendered British taxes not only oppressive to trade and commerce, but intolerable violations of liberty and natural law. They lacked even the common sense to see that when Parliament imposed a sanction on one, such as suspending the New York assembly in 1765, it united the others in fear of the same. Naturally, they were even more united when, on 5 March 1770, British troops in Boston fired on a rowdy crowd and killed five people. It became known as the Boston Massacre, and the Sons of Liberty were not going to let it be forgotten.

         The Sons comprised a relatively respectable cohort of lawyers, merchants, bankers and privateers, some of whose interests were entirely commercial, and some – the likes of Patrick Henry, James Otis and the brilliant revolutionary propagandist and stirrer Samuel Adams – who were motivated by ideas. There was as well a rougher element of workers and artisans: the urban and rural poor less given to theorising and oratory than to practical action, which included tarring and feathering opponents and torching their properties. For the gentleman revolutionaries, the strategic and oratorical trick was to harness the social anger of these ‘Rabbles’ to the grander cause.

         When Parliament devised an arrangement for the British East India Company to bring its tea into the colonies on terms that favoured the company and disadvantaged the colonists, 25 the Sons of Liberty rebelled. In Boston on 16 December 1773, a large contingent of Sons, many dressed as Mohawks, boarded company ships and threw 70,000 British pounds’ worth of tea into the harbour. Fifty years later it became known as the Boston Tea Party.

         Determined to let the colonists know where they stood in the imperial order of things, Parliament closed Boston harbour and brought down the Coercive Acts, which, among other measures, forbade public meetings. To the colonists they were the ‘Intolerable Acts’ and yet more proof of Britain’s tyrannical intentions. One of them, the Quebec Act of May 1774, attempted to pacify the Roman Catholic Canadians they had inherited by granting them lands west of the Allegheny Mountains, which at once enraged those colonies that coveted the same country and ignited talk of a ‘popish plot’. A Continental Congress in Philadelphia attended by delegates from all the colonies agreed to embargo the import, export and consumption of British goods and petitioned the King for redress of their grievances. The King’s response was to send General Thomas Gage to Massachusetts as a military governor, and with him a garrison of more than 3000 British troops. Gage had long experience in North America – he had fought alongside George Washington – and was by nature no tyrant, but he was tyranny’s agent. The colonists established committees of safety and secreted arms in various hinterland locations.

         On 19 April 1775, British troops marching to Concord to confiscate a cache of arms were met at Lexington by colonial militia – ‘minutemen’ trained and ready to defend their towns at a minute’s notice – who had been alerted, after a midnight ride by the Bostonian silversmith Paul Revere. The British killed eight of them, marched on and gathered the weapons, 26 but on their return the rebels, many of them veterans of wars with Indians and Frenchmen, killed or wounded 250 redcoats. They laid siege to Boston and, two months later, inflicted 1000 casualties on British forces at the Battle of Bunker Hill. The American War of Independence thus began.

         
            
[image: ]George Washington, surveyor, soldier, plantation owner, future US president, and commander-in-chief of the Continental Army.

            

         

         On 23 June, the Second Continental Congress made George Washington commander-in-chief of a Continental Army. Washington was born and raised in Virginia, a man of the Enlightenment, yet also a practising Anglican who believed God directed human affairs, including those on battlefields. He was a Freemason, a trained surveyor and the owner of the grand plantation estate Mount Vernon and more than 200 slaves. He was also a soldier with extensive experience of battle in the British struggle with France in the valley of the Ohio. He had turned 27 against the British for their ‘tyranny’, which, if not resisted, he wrote, ‘shall make us as tame and abject slaves, as the blacks we rule over with such arbitrary sway’.
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