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PREFACE: AMERICA’S NAME PROBLEM

What’s in a name? The United States is perhaps the most influential country in the world, yet it and its people have names which other nations and peoples do not accept. How can we be “America” and our people “the Americans,” they ask, when all nations in the Western Hemisphere are in the Americas and their people Americans as well? Calling our country “America” and our people “Americans,” without apology, is often construed by others as insensitive, if not downright arrogant.

But what then should we call our country and people? Most Spanish-speaking Latin Americans refer to our country as “Norteamerica” and our people as “Norteamericanos.” But these words, in our culture, are not only awkward but inaccurate. Citizens of neighboring Canada and Mexico are also Northamericans, so we are not the only ones. Perhaps it is precisely because Canadians and Mexicans are Northamericans that they, of all the hemispheric peoples, feel most comfortable referring to our nation as “America” and our people as “Americans,” a convenient way to distinguish us from them. But it does seem a bit unfair that, while they are just as much Northamericanos as we are, Latin Americans call them “Canadienses” and “Mejicanos.” Like citizens of every other nation in the hemisphere, they have their own names. Don’t we who live in the United States deserve a name too and, if so, what is it to be?

Some in Latin America try to get around the American-Northamerican problem by referring to us as “Estadounidenses.” “Unitedstatesians” is the only way this can be translated into English. Not only is this word even more awkward than “Norteamericanos,” it is equally inaccurate. There are other nations in the hemisphere with “United States” as part of their names: the United States of Brazil and the United States of Mexico. Is there any more justification in calling us “United Statesians” than Brazilians and Mexicans?

Some have suggested that we call ourselves “USonians.” There are two difficulties with this. First, it might only be another way of saying “Unitedstatesians.” Second, the architect Frank Lloyd Wright long ago appropriated this term with his Usonian house, and utilizing it would sow confusion—at least in architectural circles.

So, what to do? A Mexican friend has suggested we call ourselves “gringos.” But surely a people need not embrace a word whose origins have come down to it from one of the least attractive events in its history, the Mexican-American War of 1846–1848, in which we grabbed California, Arizona, New Mexico, and part of Nevada, not to mention parts of several other states, largely to keep the South in the union by allowing it to extend slavery to the West.

Some Latin Americans refer to us as “Yanquis.” While there is nothing offensive about this, it wouldn’t work in our country. In the United States, “Yankees” is what Southerners call Northerners. But the word is reserved in the North for those who live in New England. And even within New England there are those who consider only residents of Maine to be true Yankees.

I really have no answer to the dilemma of what to call our country and its people that is not offensive to others in the Americas or unattractive or inaccurate to us. But let us not lose hope. Language is there for us to adapt and to create anew. For example, the word “Ms.” is a late twentieth century invention that did a lot of good. At first it sounded strange, but by now it seems like it has always been part of the English language.

It is not impossible that we may solve the America/American dilemma someday. Until then, let us keep an open mind on the matter and, at least, be sensitive to present insensitivities. Nations and peoples need not always be prisoners of the past.

Michael Aaron Rockland

Rutgers University


CHAPTER ONE: PREHISTORY TO EARLY EUROPEAN SETTLEMENT

To understand the United States of America of today, it is crucial to understand the history of the physical terrain of the continent. The United States owes much of its development and power to the fact that it is protected from potential enemies by vast oceans on its east and west coasts, and it has enjoyed peaceful relations, with a few notable exceptions, with its two land neighbors to the north and south.

The United States is the fourth largest nation in the world, covering 3,717,813 square miles (9,826,675 square kilometers): slightly smaller than Canada, slightly larger than China, and less than half the size of Russia. The continental United States is bounded by the Atlantic Ocean to the east, the Gulf of Mexico and Mexico to the south, the Pacific Ocean to the west, and Canada to the north. The United States covers roughly forty percent of the North American continent; its population of 314 million (as of 2014) represents sixty percent of the continent’s population. Moving from east to west, the land rises from the coastal plain of the East Coast to the relatively low Appalachian Mountains, to an enormous interior plain (the Great Plains), to the high Rocky Mountains, to the high deserts of the Great Basin (so-called because the region, centered on Nevada and Utah, is so dry that waters that flow into the basin never make it to the sea), and finally to more high mountains in the far west. The West Coast mountain ranges include the occasional large volcano, the most famous of which, Mount St. Helens, in Washington State, exploded violently in 1980, covering the lands surrounding it in ash.

The largest lakes are the Great Lakes in the north, shared with Canada. Major rivers (the Hudson, St. Lawrence, Ohio, Missouri, Mississippi, Colorado, and Columbia) have played key roles in the settlement, growth, and prosperity of the United States as sources of water and power, and as transportation routes. The climate ranges from tropical in the Hawaiian Islands, far out in the Pacific Ocean, to arctic in Alaska, with desert, semi-arid, continental, subtropical, and temperate regions found on the mainland. The Pacific Northwest is famous for its damp weather, which enables the growth of the tallest trees on Earth: the redwoods.

Compared to some nations, the United States has been relatively free of damaging natural disasters, although the East and Gulf coasts experience hurricanes, the Midwest and Plains experience flooding and tornadoes, the Southwest droughts, and the West earthquakes and large forest fires. The West Coast, as well as Hawaii and Alaska, is also in danger of tsunamis. All parts of the United States are susceptible to the effects of extreme weather—some more than others—although only 40 percent of Americans in a 2014 Pew survey said they felt climate change to be a major threat to the country. (By contrast, 85 percent of South Koreans and 54 percent of Canadians felt it was a major threat.)

The land hasn’t always been in the familiar array of mountains, deserts, plains, and coastlines we know today. Two hundred million years ago, the continents of Earth were massed together in a gigantic supercontinent known as Pangaea. The opportunity for animals to migrate was virtually limitless. Then the continents split, drifting away from each other in an ongoing process spanning many millennia, and thereafter each continent’s species evolved independently. North America and Asia reconnected several times in the far north as sea levels rose and fell, and therefore share many species, but there are many contrasts between the two. The Old World of Africa and Eurasia, for example, has such native species as nightingales and cobras, while the New World of the Americas has hummingbirds and rattlesnakes.

A gigantic ice sheet later covered nearly all of modern Canada, as well as the northern tier of what would eventually become the United States. Ten thousand years ago the most recent Ice Age ended, the continent-sized glaciers melted, and sea levels rose, dividing the Old and New Worlds once again. Before that a number of species had passed between the two, the most influential of which was the Old World anthropoid Homo sapiens, the scientific name for modern human beings. Thereafter the peoples of the Old World and the Americas evolved separately. The genetic differences that resulted were minor, but the cultural differences were major because the two peoples took different paths in exploiting their different environments.

The Indigenous Peoples of North America

There is considerable debate among anthropologists and archaeologists about when the first people arrived from Asia, and how, exactly, they got to the Americas. Many experts agree that the first humans arrived in the Americas at some point as early as 15,000 years ago—at least in part—by following migrating herds on open tundra and crossing the land bridge that had formed, due to a drop in sea level, between what is now the easternmost tip of Russia and Alaska. Other experts contend that the new arrivals came by boat: possibly in hide boats, since there likely was no wood available in the northern tundra. Still others contest that the first Americans arrived much later (or much earlier) than 15,000 years ago. Another theory, put forward by Norwegian anthropologist/explorer Thor Heyerdahl, was that the ancient Peruvians had the sailing technology necessary for long-distance ocean voyages, and that the islands of the Pacific could have been settled by people from the Americas, rather than the other way around; Heyerdahl’s theory has been more or less discredited, although it continues to raise questions.

To be blunt, no one is quite sure how or when the first Americans got there. In any event, the new arrivals continued to cross in migratory waves throughout the Ice Age along alternative routes when the land bridge that had provided passage was again submerged by rising sea levels—this time, glacier-hopping across the 50 miles (80 kilometers) separating Siberia from North America on small craft and negotiating the narrow coastal paths left by ice sheets. These first settlers spread across the Americas in as little as a thousand years.

The Native Americans of North America were a varied and widely dispersed population when Christopher Columbus (1451–1506) arrived in what he thought was India (but was actually the Caribbean) in 1492. They inhabited all reaches of the continent and spoke as many as a thousand different languages, 250 of those in what would become the United States.

The total population of the original inhabitants is impossible to know with any degree of certainty; estimates range from one to eight million. With the great environmental diversity found across the continent, it is not surprising that the Native American nations were highly culturally diverse as well. Over those thousands of years of separation from the Old World they had developed different methods to exploit the environment for food, shelter, clothing, and other material objects; they developed different ways of organizing themselves politically; and they developed religions distinct from one another. Nations in the Northwest coast lived in large settlements of wood plank houses, lived mainly off of salmon and berry gathering, and enslaved people from other nations. Peoples in the Plains were nomadic hunter-gatherers whose primary source of food and raw material was the bison; they lived in the well-known portable tipi (also commonly spelled teepee). Peoples in the Northeast hunted and farmed and lived in semi-permanent villages of bark-covered longhouses. One of these nations, the Iroquois (actually a confederation of five nations) was in 1492 actively waging war on neighboring nations as it expanded its territory north and west. And peoples in the Southwest (later called the Pueblo nation) lived in large, settled communities of multi-story stone and mud houses while farming corn, beans, and squash. One of the best places to see evidence of this culture today is to visit the dramatic cliff dwellings of Mesa Verde National Park, located in southwestern Colorado.


Indians? Native Americans?
American Indians? First Nations?

The term “Indians” was first applied by European explorers who thought they had arrived in India, and the name has stuck for centuries, for better or for worse, in much the same way that the term “America” has come to be applied to the United States, which is but a small part of the Americas. For years, schoolchildren played “cowboys and Indians,” and a whole genre of movies (and television shows) known as Westerns came into being, invariably featuring Indians of one variety or another: stereotypically stoic and inscrutable, stereotypically sneaky, or stereotypically noble.

Eventually, two things happened: many people of European ancestry, seeking to be respectful or “politically correct,” began to refer to native peoples as “Native Americans” or “American Indians,” while many Native Americans began to refer to themselves more and more often simply as “Indians.” In any case, in the same way that people who live in New York call themselves “New Yorkers” rather than “North Americans” or “Earthlings,” most Native Americans refer to themselves as members of the particular nation to which they belong—for example, the Cherokee Nation, Mashantucket Pequot, Tohono O’odhom, or Lakota—rather than “Native Americans.” Most (but not all) Canadian Aborigines are referred to as members of the First Nations.

Many of the names in use today for Native American tribes were bequeathed upon them by their enemies, or were mangled, Europeanized versions of the tribes’ names for themselves. “Comanche,” for instance, means “People who fight us all the time” in the language of the Hopi, one of their main rivals for land; the name “Sioux” is derived from an Ojibwa name (via French) for “snake” or “enemy.” Many place names in the United States, including the names of several states—from Massachusetts and Connecticut in the Northeast to Illinois, Wisconsin, and Minnesota in the Midwest to Utah in the West—derive their names from Native American peoples.



These diverse nations did not live in isolation. Quite to the contrary, shortly after arriving in the New World they began trading with one another. Probably the first trade goods were high-quality chert (a variety of silica) and obsidian, used to make projectile points, both of which were traded over moderate distances. Many millennia later, when populations were larger, and people were more settled and better able to exploit the environment, trade expanded to include marine shells, ceramics, and objects made of copper, galena (a variety of lead ore), obsidian, and other types of exotic stone. Some of the trade goods were used to make ornaments used in burials and other rituals, suggesting that social factors were more important than strictly economic factors as stimuli for trade.

[image: ]

Cahokia, the largest archeological site in North America, was located in the American Bottoms region of Illinois, across from modern-day St. Louis. By the thirteenth century the city was larger than London. Today it is possible to see the famous St. Louis Arch—the iconic “Gateway to the West”—from the top of the ancient mounds, which are now a UNESCO World Heritage site: one of twenty-four in North America. Source: Stephen D. Peet, The Mound Builders: Their Works and Relics, p. 158. Chicago: Office of the American Antiquarian, 1892.

The Columbian Exchange

Columbus’s arrival in the Caribbean in 1492 began an interaction between the Old and New Worlds that continues to this day; an interaction that was to have enormous consequences, so much so that historians call the exchange of people, plants, animals, ideas, diseases, etc., the “Columbian Exchange.” The Spanish Empire pioneered the cultural and commercial integration of the Americas, as well as connecting the commerce of the Americas with the rest of the world. Spain’s creation of a territorial, rather than a merely commercial, empire like the Portuguese or the Dutch—in a populous continent rich in silver, gold, sugar, and other valuable resources—began to equalize and then reverse the world’s economic balance in favor of Europe, until then a relatively poor promontory of Eurasia, and away from Asia. The process culminated centuries later with the rise of the United States and its later emergence as one of the world’s foremost powers.

Agriculture was independently invented in both halves of the globe, roughly 5,000–6,000 years ago in the Americas, and roughly 10,000–11,000 years ago in various parts of Asia, although these dates are subject to much debate. The two systems were very different. The Native Americans domesticated few creatures in the Americas, because there were fewer large mammals to domesticate: the alpaca, the guinea pig, and several species of fowl. Various peoples throughout the Americas excelled as farmers, developing an astonishing array of today’s most important food crops: maize (called “corn” in the United States), tomatoes, chili peppers, beans of several kinds, the white and sweet potatoes, manioc (cassava), squashes and pumpkins, peanuts, papayas, guavas, avocados, pineapples, and sunflower seeds, to name a few.

Old World peoples, who lived in a wider expanse of land and lived in a greater variety of ecosystems, domesticated more kinds of animals and plants. Horses, donkeys, cattle, pigs, sheep, goats, and chickens are all Old World in origin. The same is true of wheat, barley, rye, oats, rice, peas, turnips, sugarcane, onions, lettuce, olives, bananas, peaches, pears, and many other stock items of our diets today.

The Old World also had more infectious diseases to spread than the New World did. The greater number of people in more varied ecosystems was bound to have a greater variety of diseases, especially because they lived in close contact with their livestock. The intermixing of Old World humans across Eurasia and Africa, and their close association with their animals, produced many of the historically most significant diseases. An undoubtedly incomplete list includes smallpox, the bubonic plague, measles, influenza, malaria, yellow fever, and typhus. Even relatively harmless diseases such as chickenpox, which nearly all people in the Old World gained immunity to as children, could be deadly. Pre-Columbian Native Americans had tuberculosis and treponematosis and cultivated, unintentionally, new infections, but their indigenous diseases were few and mild compared with those native to the Old World. (One exception to the rule is syphilis, which is native to the Americas.)

The most profound early result of the contact with the Old World was the traumatic spread of these infections among the Native Americans. The European conquest of the Americas was not so much a matter of brutality, though there was undoubtedly plenty of that, as of imported diseases. Smallpox figures significantly in the Spanish conquests of Mexico and Peru, and again and again throughout the Americas. The Native American populations of both continents fell by as much as 95 percent (again, exact numbers are almost impossible to determine) before beginning a slow and incomplete recovery.

The arrival of Old World plants and animals increased immensely the capacity of America to support, in time, large human populations (unless, of course, those populations were being devastated by diseases). Horses, pigs, and cattle, for instance, within a century had propagated into the millions. Old World livestock revolutionized human life and whole ecosystems in the Americas. After the Columbian Exchange, meat became common in many regions.

The impact of the horse on Native American societies was particularly spectacular. Many Amerindians who had been strictly pedestrian became equestrian. From approximately 1750 to 1800, the native peoples of North America’s Great Plains (Blackfoot, Sioux, Cheyenne, Comanche, Pawnee, and others) all took to the horse, which later partially contributed to the hunting of the bison—which at one time roamed the Plains in vast numbers—to near extinction, although this was overwhelmingly due to the later wholesale slaughter of the animals for sport by white pioneers. These sport hunters were best personified by “Buffalo Bill” Cody, born William Frederick Cody, who gained his nickname and his fame after killing some 4,000 bison in eighteen months to supply the United States Army with food and hides. Buffalo Bill’s “Wild West Show” later toured extensively, including travel to Europe, doing much to establish the popular view of “cowboys and Indians.”

New World crops had an enormous effect on the Old World. Most of those that became standard in Old World diets were brought back by the Spanish and Portuguese to the Iberian Peninsula, where they became widely cultivated by the sixteenth century; they spread out from there. Several American foods were more nourishing, more productive, and easier to cultivate and to harvest than traditional Old World crops. Maize became a standard crop in sub-Saharan Africa, in some regions the most important crop. It is impossible to imagine modern Italian cuisine, to pick one example of many, without many of these New World staples.

The white potato, from the high, cool Andes, became one of the most important food sources for the lower classes of northern Europe, which was another factor that was to have a profound influence on later history. In Ireland it became indispensable for the peasantry, and when, in the 1840s, an American fungus, Phytophthora infestans, arrived and destroyed the potato crop, a million people died of starvation and disease and a million and a half fled the country, the majority immigrating to the United States.

Among the most profitable Old World introductions was sugarcane, the source of a quasi-addictive substance: sugar. Sugarcane took a long time to reach the Americas: first known in New Guinea around 6,000 BCE, it made its way through China and India before Arab traders brought it to the Mediterranean; from there the Portuguese introduced it to the Canary Islands via Madeira, from whence Columbus brought it to the island of Hispaniola (now split between Haiti and the Dominican Republic) in 1493. The market for sugar in Europe seemed endlessly expansive for centuries, and therefore sugarcane became the single most important crop in the West Indies, Brazil, and other hot, wet regions in or contiguous to the American tropics.


China’s (First) Embrace of American Food

American fast food chains such as Pizza Hut and KFC have been enthusiastically embraced by modern China, but this is not the first time American food has become popular in China. No Old World people adopted alien plants such as potatoes, peanuts, and chili peppers faster than the Chinese of the Ming dynasty.

The eagerness with which the Chinese people accepted New World foods is related to population pressure. Between 1368 and 1644, the years of the Ming dynasty, the Chinese population doubled at the same time that farmers of the traditional staples—wheat in the cold, dry north and rice in the warm, wet south—were running into problems of diminishing returns. The Spanish and the Portuguese, both with empires in the Americas, carried the Amerindian crops to East Asia. The port of Manila (now the capital of the Philippines), newly Spanish and only a few days’ sail from the coast of China, played a major role in the transfer of American crops to China. Sweet potatoes, a calorically rich food, arrived in China sometime in the last years of the sixteenth century. This crop did well in inferior soils, tolerated drought, resisted insect pests, and prospered with little care compared with existing staples such as paddy rice. By 1650 sweet potatoes were common in Guangdong and Fujian provinces (on China’s coast, opposite Taiwan) and well on the way to becoming the staple of the poorer peasants wherever the climate would allow.

Maize arrived in China even before the mid-sixteenth century. It, too, was hardy and required little effort. It produced food faster than most crops and provided large amounts of calories. It soon became a common secondary crop from Shanxi in the northwest to Yunnan in the southwest and eventually a primary crop in several inland provinces. Peanuts, native to Paraguay and growing in China at least as early as 1538, have always been considered a novelty food in the West, but became a common item in Chinese meals.

—Alfred W. Crosby



Tobacco

In North America, the raising of another addictive crop—tobacco—would see vast numbers of people enslaved in the coming centuries. The issue of slavery—one of the more brutal chapters in the history of humanity—is discussed at more length in Chapters Two and Three. Tobacco (Nicotiana tabacum) is thought to have been first cultivated in the Peruvian Andes, where it was used for medicinal and ceremonial purposes. From there it spread throughout the continent. Evidence shows that the Aztecs smoked tobacco leaves stuffed in hollow reeds and that Central and North American natives smoked thick bundles of tobacco wrapped in palm leaves and maize husks.

Although tobacco was introduced from Mesoamerica to North America about 200 CE, Europeans did not come into contact with it until many centuries later. Christopher Columbus brought tobacco seeds and leaves with him back to Spain. By the early 1600s tobacco had spread throughout most of South America, Europe, the Caribbean, and the North American colonies.

Tobacco soon became an important commodity in Europe, but an even more important commodity for the American colonies. Virginia, Maryland, and North Carolina’s eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century economies depended almost entirely on tobacco, which was harvested as a cash crop and sent to European and other North American colonial markets. Indeed, tobacco was the single greatest factor in the development of the southern colonies’ economic, political, and social life.

The Englishman John Rolfe, who observed local Native Americans growing different strains of tobacco, cultivated the first successful commercial crop of Nicotiana tabacum in Virginia in 1612. The Native American princess Pocahontas was the first “poster girl” for tobacco; her marriage to Rolfe ensured that native peoples would not attack the Jamestown colony or destroy the new cash crop. By the 1620s tobacco had become Virginia’s major crop.

Virginia’s fledgling tobacco industry created great demands for land and labor. Because tobacco quickly depleted the land by removing nitrogen and potash from the soil and depositing toxic minerals and elements farmers seldom planted more than three or four crops on the same plot of land before they abandoned it to corn or wheat. Thus colonial planters constantly cleared forest to make room for more tobacco lands and began to establish large plantations deeper in the interior.
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Nicotania tobacum (cultivated tobacco), from Tobacco, Its History and Associations: Including an Account of the Plant and its Manufacture; with its Modes of Use in All Ages and Countries, by Frederick William Fairholt (1814–1866).

For the next two centuries, tobacco cultivation, which was labor-intensive, fueled the demand for labor, particularly imported African slave labor. To start a crop, seeds were sown in beds in late spring. Plants had to be carefully weeded and cut. In early autumn, ripe plants were cut and hung on pegs in a ventilated tobacco house to cure for a month or more. The leaves were then cut from the plant, tied into bundles, and shipped to England and the other colonies. At first, planters relied on indentured servants imported from England for this labor. But after 1700 tobacco plantations employing several dozen imported African slaves or more were common, and, by the 1790s, more than 650,000 slaves worked on tobacco plantations. By the time of the Civil War in the mid-nineteenth century, the South’s agricultural economy rested on the labor of more than four million African slaves, although by that time tobacco had generally been replaced by cotton as the crop picked by slave labor.

European Settlement and Early Colonization

European activity in the Americas in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries centered on the efforts by the Spanish, Dutch, French, and English to exploit and colonize the region. By the middle of the 1600s, the English had defeated the Dutch, with competition between the other three nations continuing into the eighteenth century. Spanish influence was limited mainly to the Southwest (with the exception of Florida), giving the English, after they defeated the French, freedom to colonize and rule most of eastern North America. The Europeans had enormous influences on the environment, and much of North America was transformed into a place more familiar to Europeans, with cleared land, familiar livestock, and widespread agriculture where conditions allowed. It is a commonly held—and very much erroneous—belief that Native Americans had little to no lasting effect on their environment, or that they did nothing to improve the land. They certainly lived more lightly on the land than the Europeans did, however, often by moving from place to place, depending on the season, thus allowing the land time to heal in their absence. The environmental history of America is discussed in Chapter Seven.

The Spanish

The initial Spanish forays into the North American continent were exploratory expeditions. These operated mainly as raids, searching for more of the mineral wealth, such as gold and silver, that had been found in abundance in Mexico and Peru; they quickly moved on when not finding it. The meandering of the Spanish was more often the result of rumors spread by native leaders than deliberate routes planned by the explorers and conquistadors. The Spanish generated hostility by their incessant demands for food and gold; this resulted in the local natives presenting them with various levels of noncooperation or outright resistance. These early expeditions, especially the efforts of Hernando de Soto, beginning in Florida and wandering as far north perhaps as the Carolinas and then west to the Mississippi Valley, were unsuccessful in locating any vast new areas of riches.

Subsequent Spanish expeditions established settlements in Florida and the Southwest, especially in New Mexico, starting in 1598. These settlements were a combination of military outposts and missionary churches. The Spanish were generally able to overawe the natives with firearms, steel, and cavalry, to which the native tribes of the Southeast and Southwest had no effective answer. The relatively easy, although at times violent and bloody, conquest of the borderlands was tested in 1680 by a widespread and successful uprising of the Pueblo nation. It would be thirteen years before another expedition would re-conquer the province of New Mexico. By 1700 the Spanish had again occupied the Pueblo territory and re-established settlements, decimating the Pueblo population in the process. After 1700 the Spanish continued to expand the area under their direct control, settling parts of what would later become the states of Arizona (in 1700), Texas (in 1716), and California (in 1769). For a glimpse of Spanish colonial history today, the city of St. Augustine, Florida, is the oldest continuously settled city of European origin in the United States; it is known for its colonial Spanish architecture.
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A 1911 map of New Spain (Mexico), Central America, and the West Indies in 1650. Spain would lose Mexico after the Mexican War of Independence (1810–1821); Mexico would, in turn, lose much of its northern territory to the United States in the course of the Mexican-American War (1846–1848). Source: Ernest Rhys, Ed., A Literary and Historical Atlas of North & South America. New York: E. P. Dutton & Co. Courtesy of the private collection of Roy Winkelman.

The Dutch

Toward the end of the sixteenth century, Dutch ships started to explore the waters beyond Europe. In 1602 the founding of the Dutch East India Company, which became the largest company in the world at the time, created an empire. The empire focused mostly on trade, however, and less on colonization. The Dutch established settlements in what is today New York City (originally called New Amsterdam) and along the Hudson River to the north of the city, prior to the settlement of the English Pilgrims and Puritans in New England to the east of New York’s Hudson Valley.


The Amish: “Pennsylvania Dutch”

The Amish are members of a Christian subculture who trace their origins to the European Anabaptist movement. Extinct today in Europe, where they suffered terrible persecution, the Amish now live in Canada and twenty-five US states—most notably in Pennsylvania, where they are one of several groups (including the Mennonites) known inaccurately as the “Pennsylvania Dutch.” (The term “Dutch” is thought to be a misnomer for “Deutsch,” or German.)

Several public symbols of ethnic identity set the Amish and others apart as a distinctive community. Their homemade clothing proclaims them as members of a community that is separate from the mainstream American culture that surrounds them. The Amish speak a German dialect (Pennsilfaanisch Deitsch) and learn English as a second language in school. Their use of this dialect in everyday life gives them a sharp sense of separation from the outside “English” world, and a connection to their past.

Their use of horse and buggy for transportation is another public symbol of their rejection of modern ways. The Amish view some technology as a threat to the well-being of their communities, and so they screen new technologies to make sure that they will support, not disrupt, the Amish way of life. The car, for example, threatened to fragment their community, which is best sustained through face-to-face relationships. Thus Amish communities forbid owning and operating motor vehicles—a contrast with mainstream America, which is well known as a car culture.



The Dutch, while interested in settlement and agriculture, were also very interested in the fur trade, which resulted in a divided and inconsistent policy, on one hand displacing Native Americans in the Hudson River Valley, and on the other operating as suppliers and sometime allies to other Native Americans on the frontier. The British eventually displaced the Dutch as the overlords of the region, renaming New Amsterdam “New York” after their invasion of the town in 1664. The Dutch agreed to exchange Manhattan Island for the colony of Suriname, on the Caribbean coast of South America, in 1667.

Evidence of the early Dutch presence in New York State remains today in the many surnames and place names of Dutch origin, such as the Tappan Zee Bridge, Harlem, Brooklyn, and the Kill Van Kull River, as well as such literary figures as Rip Van Winkle, the Dutch protagonist of the story of the same name by Washington Irving who falls asleep for many years, awakening to profound changes that have taken place since the American Revolution; and Dietrich Knickerbocker, Irving’s satirical pseudonym and source of the name of the New York Knicks basketball team. There is a noticeable difference in architectural styles between the Dutch-settled Hudson Valley and the neighboring states of New England. Martin Van Buren, the eighth president of the United States—the first president from New York and the first president born an American citizen—was of Dutch descent and remains the only president to have spoken English as a second language.

The English

English colonists established settlements at Jamestown, Virginia in 1607 and in Plymouth, Massachusetts, in 1620. Plymouth, like many of the colonies’ earliest settlements, was built over the abandoned remains of a Native American (in this case Wampanoag) village. The village’s inhabitants had been decimated by disease, most likely smallpox, shortly before the arrival of the colonists. It is likely that the English colonists—entirely unaccustomed to the harsh cold of a New England winter—would all have died of cold and starvation without the help of the remnants of the native peoples who came to their aid.

Many quintessential American traditions, such as the Thanksgiving holiday, date from the English settlement of New England. Thanksgiving is a blending of the Wampanoags’ tradition of giving thanks for a successful harvest with traditional English harvest festivals, as well as less festive Puritan declarations of thanks to God for a bountiful harvest. Thanksgiving is today a favorite holiday for many Americans, as it a holiday that revolves around family and food and has so far escaped the commercialization of many other holidays. Roast turkey, stuffing, mashed potatoes, cranberry sauce, and pumpkin pie are the traditional elements, although there are variations.

On the political front, the English government tried to maintain a policy of mercantilism, buying only raw materials from the colonies and attempting to force them to buy their finished goods solely from the mother country, which led to an increase in smuggling. This arrangement was designed to maintain the flow of precious metals into Great Britain. Indeed, some evidence indicates that the eastern seaboard of North America—a captive market for British manufactured items—may have helped to give the British economy its push into full modernization.
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A 1921 map showing the expansion of the British colonies from 1700 to 1760; it also shows French settlements and forts, and indicates the Mason–Dixon Line (the symbolic dividing line between North and South) surveyed in 1763–1767. Source: H. G. Wells, The Outline of History. New York: Macmillan Co. Courtesy of the private collection of Roy Winkelman.

The English were almost exclusively interested in acquiring land for agricultural use, which entailed the displacement of the local native tribes and much resultant warfare. The English settlements relied on this militia force for both its defensive capability and its offensive capability against Native Americans and other threats to the security of the colony.

The most significant problem the English settlements faced was their dispersal on farms and in small villages along the frontier. As the frontier advanced inland, the Native Americans had a ready and vulnerable set of targets to strike with their traditional raid and ambush tactics. The English responded by fortifying houses in the villages, launching periodic punitive campaigns against the Native Americans, and conducting active militia patrols and ambushes along likely enemy approaches during times of trouble. The English faced repeated uprisings and minor wars with native tribes from 1622 in Virginia until 1675, in both King Philip’s War in New England and Bacon’s Rebellion in Virginia, as well as many other conflicts along their expanding frontiers. King Philip’s War, named for the alias of Wampanoag chief Metacom, saw the highest number of deaths per capita of any subsequent American war, and represented the end of meaningful Native American resistance.

The French

The French in New France and the Mississippi River Basin had a much different colonial experience than the English. They were not quite as interested in large-scale settlement and agriculture or mining, although they had, of course, the desire of most colonizers to spread their language, culture, and Catholic religion far and wide. Instead, they were mainly interested in the fur trade, which required the cooperation of the Native Americans. The French therefore chose, with very few exceptions, to establish cordial relations with the native peoples. As a result, the warfare on the French-American frontiers that later developed saw both Europeans and Native Americans on both sides of the conflict.

France’s colonial aspirations were ended with a war that started in North America known as the French and Indian War (1754–1763), fought largely over trading opportunities, before spreading to Europe and other parts of the world, where the conflict became known as the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763). The British victory over the French in Quebec City stripped the French of their North American colonies. The French revenge against their British foes was to bankroll—and fight in, often to spectacular success—the American Revolution (1775–1781). The French monetary and military support for the American colonies’ successful revolution, in turn, led to bankruptcy of the French state and prepared the way for the French Revolution that began in 1789. The ideas of the English philosopher John Locke (1632–1704), discussed at more length in Chapter Three, were immensely influential on both the American and French revolutions.
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A 1906 map showing French territories between 1600 and the French and Indian War of the mid-eighteenth century. The French were generally on good terms with the Native Americans, with whom they traded furs and other commodities. Source: Albert Bushnell Hart, The American Nation, Vol. 7. New York: Harper and Brothers. Courtesy of the private collection of Roy Winkelman.

French support of the Americans produced a close, although sometimes tense, relationship between the two nations, perhaps best symbolized by the Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor, given as a gift to the United States by France in 1886. While French control ended, some French people remained or moved south from Canada, creating enduring French ethnic enclaves in the six New England states (particularly Maine), Missouri, and Louisiana. The New France province of Acadia, which was absorbed into the present-day Canadian maritime provinces, explains the names of Acadia National Park in Maine as well as the “Cajuns”—a corruption of “Acadians”—who were expelled by the British in 1755 and migrated to Louisiana. The Cajun cuisine of Louisiana, centered in New Orleans and influenced by French and Afro-Caribbean cultures, is popular in the United States today.

The century that was to follow would see enormous changes: notably the birth of the remarkable nation known as the United States of America.
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The Statue of Liberty, given by France as a gift to the people of the United States in 1886, is an enduring symbol of American values. French political thinker and abolitionist Edouard de Laboulaye first had the idea for the colossal statue, which dominates New York Harbor, after the Union’s victory in the Civil War in 1865. Photo by Marjolijn Kaiser.


CHAPTER TWO: FROM COLONY TO REPUBLIC

The eighteenth century began with North America under the control of the Spanish, French, and English empires. It ended with the United States of America an independent nation formed by the thirteen eastern colonies that had revolted against British rule in 1775. In the years in between slavery grew in importance, the British wrested control of eastern North America from the French, and the increasingly diverse population expanded by a factor of ten.

The Contest for North America

The eighteenth century opened with the English controlling the eastern seaboard from Georgia north to Maine; the Spanish controlling Florida and the Gulf Coast, the Southwest, and coastal California; and the French a vast territory that included eastern Canada and the American interior, including the immense Mississippi Valley. The French established forts, trading posts, and missions throughout their sparsely populated territory. The Dutch as a colonial force were long gone, although people of Dutch ancestry continued to live in the American colonies, and enclaves of Dutch-speaking communities lived on.

The Spanish focused their colonization efforts on exploiting the resources of their Caribbean and Central and South American colonies; they saw their territory in the north as a buffer zone protecting them from the French and English. They established missions and forts (called “presidios”) across the region. The missions converted American Indians to Catholicism, and (with various degrees of success) they became agricultural enterprises. The Mission Trail in California, consisting of twenty-one missions that have survived, is the best-known showcase of the Spanish missions today. The missions brought European crops and animals, European farming methods, Spanish settlement plans, and Spanish architecture to the Southwest and California.

The British, meanwhile, established dozens of settlements in the 1600s and early 1700s, with the population increasing rapidly over the eighteenth century. England and Scotland joined together in 1707 to form Great Britain; the British Crown sought to expand its territory and power by driving out the French, and keeping the Spanish confined to the south.

The French and Indian War / Seven Years’ War

The ongoing conflict between the French and British was settled by the French and Indian War, which began in 1754 with failed British attempts to drive the French from the interior of North America. For the first few years, the undermanned French held their own, with the help of their American Indian allies. In 1758, however, the tide of war shifted in favor of the British, in part because the British were able to convince some Native American tribes to remain neutral and others to actively give them aid. In 1759 the British took Quebec City, and France subsequently gave up its claims to territory in North America, leaving the British free to begin expanding further into the interior.
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