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Preface



............


Variously described as history wars or culture wars, the contentions of the present engross American history – that of, for the purposes of this book, the area encompassed within the modern boundaries of the United States of America – from statues to statutes. Famously ‘fools rush in’ and it is necessary for me to explain what I am trying to do. First, there is no book that can be definitive and all of us are contributing to a debate. That is the spirit of this book. I hope you will find it of interest, and it will be great if you disagree as I will have engaged your consideration. Second, America exemplifies many of my interests in history, notably the role of geography and place, the contingencies of circumstances, and the problems with notions of a zeitgeist (spirit of the age).


The challenge of writing a history of America – the greater part of a continent pretending to be a country – is increased if you have few allotted words but even more so by established assumptions about what you should cover and with what emphasis. That represents both challenge and opportunity for a foreigner who may ‘get it wrong’, albeit with a fresh set of outside eyes, but who, nevertheless, offers that comparative perspective. Indeed, many American problems are, and have always been, larger world problems, whether we are considering natural or human elements. There is also the need for a chronological perspective. Americans in the early 2020s talked much about the nation having never been so badly divided. They tended to forget that America itself is a product of acute political divisions, and that the Democratic and Republican parties came out of a sectional rift in which Americans ended up killing each other in numbers unmatched since.


Readers will notice, in particular, a stress on the history of Native Americans, on America’s role in the world, and on the interaction of environment and human action. Successive presidential administrations are less important than underlying issues and long-term developments.


‘America’ is a problematic term, at once geographic and political. Here it is intended to serve as a description of the land now part of the United States of America. But as such, its history includes, and notably so in Hawai’i and Alaska, many strands that were for long different from that of the major developmental narrative of United States history. As pursued in this book, notably chapter four, it is instructive to survey what became the United States from west to east and south to north, rather than the traditional focus on the eastern seaboard and particularly the Northeast. I thereby break out of the constraints caused by a focus on the birth and extension of the American polity, which can lead to an exclusive focus on the Thirteen (British) Colonies and generate what in the West is called East Coast Bias. Instead, I weave together the many geographic strands that make up the modern United States without falling into the pitfall of determinism. Indeed, moments of counterfactualism (what if?) help explain the importance of how what actually happened really shaped the United States. Rejecting the standard narratives of Whig or Whiggish history highlights the complexity of the American experience. Rather than presenting a simplistic story of how we got to the Thirteen Colonies that became the United States, it is necessary to embrace a more complex history.




Americans and their History


‘The name of American, which belongs to you in your national capacity, must always exalt the just pride of patriotism more than any appellation derived from local discriminations. With slight shades of difference, you have the same religion, manners, habits and political principles. You have, in a common cause, fought and triumphed together; the independence and liberty you possess are the work of joint councils and joint efforts, of common dangers, sufferings, and successes.’


The Farewell Address, George Washington, 1796





This book is part of a long tradition of British visitors to America seeking to understand its culture and history, and frequently coming to answers that surprise some Americans. It has a personal, contemporary and historical context. I went to America as a child, to visit my three aunts, all of whom married Americans. Aside from many holidays there, as well as visiting professorships in Alabama, New York and Texas, and research trips, I have had the wonderful activity of repeated lecturing and conferences in 36 states from 1988 on. I would like to thank those who invited me and offered me hospitality. Their friendliness had much more of an impact than they possibly realised, and it is greatly appreciated to this day.


I would like to thank Brooke Allen, Juliane Bailey, Troy Bickham, John Broom, Pete Brown, Denver Brunsman, Duncan Campbell, Alice-Catherine Carls, Guy Chet, Andrew English, Mark Fissel, Bill Gibson, Michael Grow, Will Hay, Peter Hoffenberg, Caleb Karges, James McConnell, Peter Onuf, George Robb and Neil York for commenting on earlier drafts. They are responsible neither for the opinions nor for any factual errors in what follows but have continually provided help, stimulus and encouragement. I appreciate the effort involved. Emma Smith has proved a most helpful commissioning editor and Amanda Keats yet again a very impressive production editor. It is a great pleasure to dedicate this book to Andrew O’Shaughnessy, a good friend and fellow student of American history, who taught with me many fun vacation schools for the University of Virginia in Charlottesville, Oxford and Williamsburg.
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The Vast Span of History


............


Most of the human history of what became the United States of America occurred well before the arrival of Europeans and Africans. Even when the latter groups arrived, to be followed by what were later termed Asians (as well as new groups of ‘Hispanics’ emigrating from parts of Latin America that were never in the United States), their direct presence in America was limited for most of the ‘contact’ period that began with European settlement. Indeed, many states of the modern union did not have any permanent settlement by European and African Americans until the nineteenth century. Moreover, this was the period in which the current territorial boundaries of the United States were established with the Gadsden Purchase in 1854 that created the final border of the contiguous United States; although there were subsequent transitions to full statehood.


The early settlement of what eventually became the United States, a term that meant nothing at the time and matched few natural borders of note (for rivers joined not divided) other than the oceans, has involved contention. Nevertheless, it is generally agreed that the initial settlement was over the Beringia land bridge from Siberia to Alaska encompassing what is now the Bering Strait, a settlement that it was once suggested occurred from about 23000 BCE. However, in 2022, discussion of the Hartley mammoth locality, a site on the Colorado Plateau in northern New Mexico, focused on evidence that mammoths were probably butchered 37,000 years ago. The remains of a mother mammoth and her calf that had been killed by humans were found, with the bones then shaped into disposable blades to break down the carcasses, and the animals’ fat rendered over a domestic fire that was a sustained and controlled burn, and not a lightning strike or wildfire. Alongside DNA work, this leads to the suggestion of two separate human dispersals from East Asia, one much earlier than that which had hitherto focused attention. This then raises questions about the nature of the relationship between this Native American arrival and the later one. In terms of this later one, there are also human footprints from New Mexico dating from 22860 BCE to 21130 BCE before the present.


Sea levels fluctuated during the Ice Ages, and the end of the last one, about 9000 BCE, led to the breaching of the land bridge. The last Ice Age had seen the southern expansion of the ice sheets into the modern US, and much of the current physical geography in its northern parts was affected by the ice, including the scouring out of lakes and valleys by glaciers. At the same time, the soil was moved south by the ice, denuding areas such as the Upper Midwest, but making the land at and beyond the edge of the ice sheet more fertile. This land was also greatly affected by the lakes and valleys created by ice melt. In comparison with this scale and power of change, the human impact was for long much less, but it was to become important, at least at the surface level, as a result of deforestation.


Although helping to wipe out large animals, notably mammoths in about 9500 BCE, humans were of only limited importance to the environmental changes of the Ice Ages. Instead, they responded to them, benefiting in particular from the creation of a corridor southwards through the ice sheet from 10,000 years ago as the ice melted; although there were earlier settlements to the south of the ice sheet, notably the Meadowcroft rock shelter in Pennsylvania from about 15000 BCE. Settlement beyond the reach of the ice, for example in the Boston area in about 10000 BCE, focused on the forest, open woodland and grasslands, and, in particular, on freshwater sites. These attracted animals, providing opportunities for hunting. That remained a key basis for economic activity, settlement patterns and social values into the nineteenth century.


The use of large stone spear-points, known as Clovis points, able to pierce the hides of mammoths, and dissimilar from those in the New Mexico site, ensured that, from about 16000 BCE, there was effective hunting of mammoths and, by about 9000 BCE, they had been largely wiped out. This was part of a fundamental shift, one shared with other parts of the world. Indeed, ‘exceptionalism’, American or otherwise, is of only limited value as a concept when considering most of human history. Other animals continued to be present in America, especially bison, antelope and deer, and they provided a protein-rich diet. Hunter-gatherer sites survive from the following millennia, including Casper and Folsom in the Great Plains, Sloan in the Mississippi Valley, Flint Run and Bull Brook on the Atlantic, and Danger Cave in the Rockies. Many of these sites saw settlements over a considerable period, as with Koster in the valley of the Illinois River, which had episodes of occupation from 7500 BCE to CE 1000.


However, in America, as elsewhere, there was a perceived need to respond to rising human population, as well as to the inroads of hunting on the numbers of big game, and climate change. These encouraged a focus on the hunting of small game as well, including beaver, grouse, hare, porcupine, quail and turkey. Animal migrations required organisation by hunters. Thus, in the Boston area, fish-weirs were constructed in Back Bay about 5,300 years ago in order to capture migrating fish. This was an aspect of the use of marine resources that included clams and other shellfish on tidal flats. In addition, there was an emphasis on food from wild seeds, plant foods, and the domestication of the last. Grindstones were used from about 8000 BCE to process food, a development that required production and learning techniques, as also with sieves and winnowing trays.


Farming encouraged a greater fixity in settlements, with wooden houses, as well as techniques, such as tree-clearing, irrigation and drainage, that represented an investment in particular sites. In turn, there were innovations reflecting such a commitment, for example cemeteries, with the first known one being the Sloan burial site to the west of the River Mississippi in modern Arkansas.


In part due to continued reliance on hunting and on wild food resources, and notably so outside the Mississippi Valley, North America was relatively late, notably compared with Middle Eastern and African settlements, in the development of agriculture. However, by about 4500 BCE, there was the cultivation of maize, sumpweed and the tepary bean in the Mississippi Valley, from which it spread north into the Missouri Valley and also east of the Appalachians, while, separately, cultivation spread north from Mexico into the West. In turn, sunflowers and gourds became prominent from about 1800 BCE.


Cultivation produced the resources for larger, permanent settlements, and for the specialisation of function. Craftspeople in America were first seen with pottery in the Southeast, the earliest evidence of which dates to about 2500 BCE, which was considerably later than in Asia, North Africa, and Europe. So also with much ‘technology’ including the wheel and metallurgy, as well as with settlement development in the shape of cities, and social processes such as writing. Although lateness is only relative, it was a product of the lower population numbers and density of North America.


Nevertheless, agricultural villages were prominent in the Mississippi and related valleys by about 1500 BCE with mounds and earthworks suggesting ceremonial and religious aspects of village life. There was also long-distance trade in these settlements, including with Central America. Rivers were the key trading routes, and wooden canoes were used in a situation that continued into the nineteenth century.


Discussion is made more difficult by the need to rely on archaeology without there being supplementary written sources. Whereas, by the close of our period in 1500 CE, there were empires in Central and South America, there were none in North America where population densities were low, often very low, and both settlement and authority were dispersed. There was ‘public’ warfare, in the form of conflict between tribes, but also ‘private’ warfare: raids with no particular sanction, often designed to prove manhood.


The identification of some settlement groups as ‘cultures’ is a reflection in part of the location and success of archaeological work, and also of a degree of subjectivity, not least as it can lead to an underplaying of the differences between Native American groups. These differences were not necessarily lessened by the authority provided by a tribal coherence. Indeed, part of this lack of consistency was posed by the extent to which ‘tribalism’ varied, much being subsequently created and read back by European Americans. This was a process also seen in Europe as with the Roman creation of tribal identities. In America, the lack of records is a serious issue, not least for reading back linguistic identities and relationships. In particular, there can be idealisations of prehistory by Native American groups who also attempt to claim prehistoric groups as their own, often with tenuous historical claims which, in addition, frequently do not take into account how much movement and mixing were involved.


Nevertheless, cultures are readily distinguished from about 1000 BCE, with the Adena in the middle Ohio River often the first to attract attention. As is often the case, burial sites, as in Adena, Ohio itself, left particular evidence, in this case burial chambers underneath earth mounds. Grave goods included polished stone tools, tobacco pipes, beads and bracelets. There were also signs of an ability to organise for activities other than hunting, as with the major earthworks of this culture, for example the Great Serpent Mound.


Over the following half-millennium, this culture was matched by others further south, indeed across the southeast of modern America. Earthwork ceremonial centres and rich grave goods were found in the Mississippi Valley and further east, for example in Marksville and Mandeville.


The process by which cultures interacted and succeeded each other is unclear. The mound-building villages of Louisiana developed into what is termed the Tchefuncte culture and then the Coles Creek culture in the lower Mississippi, and there was the Depford culture in Florida, while the Adena culture further north was succeeded by the Hopewell culture by 200 CE. The presence of sufficient humans and of settled sites was clearly important, as was the nature of woodlands that were reasonably temperate and also not sufficiently dense to make movement or cultivation difficult. The Hopewell culture appears to have operated in part through trade, and the related exchanges provided opportunities for a spread in influence. Turtles, fish and shells were obtained from the Gulf Coast.


In the Southeast, the Hopewell culture appears to have declined from about 400 CE, but there was subsequent development encouraged by the use of bows and arrows in hunting as well as the arrival from Mexico of more effective, and thus productive, crops, particularly beans and new types of maize. The Mississippian cultures began accordingly in about 800, with large settlements, particularly Cahokia in the eleventh century and Moundville in the thirteenth. The peak population of Cahokia has been estimated at between 6,000 and 40,000. There were numerous sites including in the lower valleys of the Red, Arkansas and Missouri rivers. Coastal settlements included Fort Walton, Weeden Island, Safety Harbor, Madira Bickel Mound, Englewood and Key Marco in what became Florida. There have been controversies over the dating of sites and cultures, and concerning the classification of peoples, for example the relationship between Weeden Island and Mississippian cultures. A key element was adaptation to the subsistence possibilities of particular sites, in the shape of the relationship between fishing, hunter-gathering and agriculture. Ceremonials also varied. The Weeden Island culture is dated to 200–1200 CE and came to be characterised by chiefdoms. Used for ritual and/or adornment, and thus also as a form of currency, stingray spines and seashells were traded from the coast. The Mississippi cultures continued to be significant until the mid-fifteenth century when there was a major fall in population. Cahokia appears to have been hit by environmental change, including deforestation, floods and polluted waterways, with difficulties as a result in producing sufficient food.


The effort devoted to fortification indicates the extent of concern about conflict as well as organisation. The fortifications built in about 1100 CE at Cahokia contained what have been presented as projecting bastions, which gave opportunities for archers to provide flanking fire on attackers. So also with the Crow Creek site on a steep bluff near the Missouri River which was protected by a bastioned wooden palisade fronted by a ditch. In the Mississippi culture, Etowah, a 54-acre site occupied from about the 1100s to the 1600s, had a large encircling ditch protecting the town, inside which was a wooden palisade that contained rectangular bastions or towers located at regular intervals. So also with defensive structures at Ocmulgee, a settlement that thrived between 900 and 1150. The journals of Hernando de Soto in 1539–42 mentioned a number of such sites. Such fortified positions were frequently to pose problems for European forces, while Spanish expeditions to Florida in 1513 and 1528 were repelled by capable local archers.


Meanwhile, there was a separate pattern of development in the interior Southwest, with irrigation the basis for settlements in the sheltered canyons, for example along the Santa Fé River, where earlier evidence of occupation is followed by that of compact communities. The Hohokan and Mogollon cultures emerged in about 250–300 CE and were followed by the Fremont (c.400), Patayan (c.500), and Anasazi (c.700). These cultures lasted in most cases to 1300–1500 with drier conditions, possibly exacerbated through over-irrigation, then making cultivation more difficult and probably leading to the abandonment of most Anasazi pueblos in about 1350. Pueblos built for defensive purposes have survived from about 1050, notably at Mesa Verde and Chaco Canyon, suggesting more competition. Drought in the early fifteenth century may have been responsible for the end of settlements such as Arroyo Hondo (1300–1430). More positively, the Mogollon culture left pottery from about 800. In the Great Plains, which is not a region conforming to modern territorial boundaries, Alberta, Saskatchewan, the Dakotas, Montana and Wyoming from about 300 CE to about 1800 CE had the ‘hoofprint tradition’ ancient carving style.


In the Northwest, cultures have been distinguished in terms of environmental adaptation, notably with the Northwest Coast Culture Area, the Plateau Culture Area, and the Great Basin Culture Area. For example, there was a village site of the Ohlone people from about 2000 BCE at the southern entrance to San Francisco Bay. Tribes combined the benefits of the Pacific – especially shellfish, such as mussels and sea urchins, and fishing – with hunting. Maritime life was helped by the warm-water Japanese Current, and grey, humpback and killer whales were frequent visitors, as well as seal, salmon, sealion, and sea otters. While supernatural animals served as tribal ancestors, dugout canoes were used in the hunting of marine life. Meanwhile, the creative skills of the tribes included totem poles, armour and the masks for tribal dances, but the tribes had scant unity.


Farther north, on the sub-Arctic coast, there were indigenous people who took to the water, particularly the South Alaskan Inuit, who established themselves on Kodiak Island, and the Aleuts whose sites included Chaluka. These people were active fishermen, and also fed off shellfish and pursued sea mammals such as sea otter which were killed with harpoons and throwing sticks. Blood feuds and internecine tribal warfare were common.


Frequently treated as separate to the history of America, there was relevant settlement elsewhere, with the movement of Polynesians reaching the Hawai’ian Islands from the Marquesa Islands to the south in about 400 CE. This was more impressive than any movements in the Atlantic in this period. The Polynesians used double-hulled canoes for their journeys. The radiocarbon dating of the pollen layers of sediment cores in O’ahu in the Hawai’ian group reveals the early presence of the loulu, a tall palm with edible nuts, only for this indigenous palm (as well as other indigenous trees) to decline, possibly because of human deforestation, the transformation of forests into taro farms, and the eating of the palm nuts by the Polynesian rats that accompanied the settlers. These settlers were presumably responsible for the marked decline of creatures whose habitats were in the forests that were cleared, notably indigenous snails and flightless geese and ducks, which would also have provided a source of food.


There was no comparable link from East Asia to North America. Whatever knowledge of the latter existed in East Asia, it was not exploited. Nor, despite what is claimed by enthusiasts, notably Mormons, were there transatlantic migrations by Mediterranean peoples.


North America had perhaps six and a fifth million people by 1400, but that would only have been about 2 per cent of the world’s population, compared to 14 per cent in Europe, 10 per cent in Africa, 6 per cent in South America and 6 per cent in Central America and the Caribbean. The percentage in North America was higher than would otherwise have been the case due to the savage inroads of the bubonic plague (Black Death) in Eurasia the previous century; there were not only small numbers but also nothing to compare with the developed states in Central (including Mexico) and South America. Moreover, many technologies had not developed in North America, including wheeled vehicles, the use of barrel and groyne vaulting, windmills and watermills, writing, and oceanic transport (other than in Hawai’i). Nor were there any draught animals in use, unlike the llama in South America, let alone the buffalo, oxen, horse, mule, camel or elephant elsewhere. If North America was exceptional, in the sense of different, then this was most clearly the case in 1450.


It would be commonplace to end this chapter at the point of the arrival from Spain of Christopher Columbus in the Bahamas in 1492, and then to focus on its consequences for the New World, notably on Native American society in response to European pressure. This would have included the expedition across the Southeast of Hernando de Soto in 1539–42, and then the arrival of English, Dutch and French settlers. That approach, however, seriously misrepresents the history of what becomes America. Early European settlement was limited, as will be discussed in the next chapter. Moreover, the rapid diffusion of European ‘civilisation’ in the shape of firearms and horses gave greater vitality to that of Native Americans. So also did a capacity for independent action that was not determined by this diffusion or by European competition, however much they may have served to influence or enable or heighten other elements. There was no prospect of American maritime pressure on Europe, Africa or the Caribbean. Yet, the ability of the Europeans to prevail in America, even coastal America, was unclear.
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The Sixteenth Century


............


Far from a rapid impact, as with the Caribbean from 1492, it is the slow burn of the initial European contact with what became the United States that is most apparent. The first with North America was perfunctory and did not even extend to what became the United States. Icelandic sagas indicate that there were four Norse/Viking expeditions to North America, two of which carried settlers. A settlement was established at L’Anse aux Meadows in northern Newfoundland in 1003, and the Norsemen sailed south to what they called Vinland as a result of the vines growing there. Vines currently grow in Nova Scotia. There were later to be claims of voyages farther south, including to Newport, Rhode Island, but, although entrenched in local lore, they are implausible.


However, affected by disease, climate change, the hostility of the local Inuit population, and remoteness, the settlements in North America and Greenland were abandoned in the early eleventh century and around 1500 respectively. Moreover, the greater cold of the medieval ‘Little Ice Age’ made the North Atlantic more difficult to sail. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Denmark (the kingdom that ruled Norway and Iceland) was a major naval power, but it pursued interests in Germany, West Africa, India and the West Indies, not in North America.


Spain sustained and expanded a presence in the West Indies that began in 1492 with Columbus, and extended it to the American mainland, but far less to North than to Central or South America. There was expansion north from Mexico, with expeditions by Francisco Vásquez de Coronado and Juan de Oñate in 1540 and 1595 respectively, into both New Mexico and the Great Plains, and Santa Fé was established in 1609. Nevertheless, this activity, which was on the peripheries of the more settled areas of their empire, was not developed, in part because of a lack of opportunities to seize bullion, combined with the strength of Native American opposition. Similarly, there was no follow-up to the expedition from the Spanish base of Cuba of Hernando do Soto who, between 1539 and 1542, brutally pillaged the Lower Mississippi and nearby lands. After his death, his successor pressed on in 1542–3 into eastern Texas. The diseases brought by this expedition proved devastating for the local people, which was to be a pattern for the fate of Native Americans who were hit hard by smallpox, typhus and syphilis.


On the Pacific coast, Francis Drake, an English rival of the Spaniards, landed on what is now northern California, which he claimed as New Albion: Drake’s Bay is south of Cape Mendocino. Like his Spanish contemporaries, Drake apparently never saw the entrance to San Francisco Bay and sailed past it. Drake repaired his ship and sailed on with no consequences for permanent settlement. So also, in 1592, when Juan de la Fuca found what he thought to be a strait into the interior, which in reality was Puget Sound. In 1595, a Spanish Manila galleon was wrecked in Drake’s Bay, again without consequence.


In contrast, readily accessible Florida was in effect part of the Caribbean. After unsuccessful expeditions by Juan Ponce de Léon, in 1513 and 1521, Spain established bases there in the 1560s, in part in competition with French Protestants who were killed in 1565, and also with the native Timucua who proved a more difficult foe. Despite a major Spanish effort at Christian proselytisation among the Native American population from a number of bases, especially St Augustine, Florida was very much a marginal colony. As such, Florida was not an effective base for power projection farther north, nor a source of profit or lobbying that provided an encouragement for such action.


There was still some Spanish activity farther north, including the short-lived base of San Miguel de Guadalupe in Georgia in 1526, plus a base from 1566 until 1587 at Santa Elena on Parris Island in South Carolina (earlier briefly French-held). From there, Spaniards travelled overland to western North Carolina in 1566–7. The Ajacán Mission of Jesuits in Virginia was established in 1570, but they were massacred by Native Americans in 1571. In 1572 and 1573, Spanish explorers visited the Chesapeake. No more colonisation was pursued by the Spaniards in Virginia, but in Georgia’s coastland there were Franciscan missions from the 1580s to 1706.


Spanish colonisation practices did not fit well with the future United States and the realities there. The heart of the Spanish empire rested on the areas where there had been the most highly advanced and organised civilisations in the Americas: Mexico and Peru. Though inhabited later than North America, these areas had much more developed and specialised economies with sophisticated divisions of labour and large urban settlements, internal trade networks in market economies, and some external trade. The ready infusion of European pack animals and technical knowledge helped drive these Late Stone Age civilisations into the late Iron Age and beyond. As with the Hellenistic empires that followed the conquests of Alexander the Great, the people stayed the same, the rulers changed, and over time the values of the conquerors disseminated down to the locals. Native Americans were not replaced by Spaniards but interacted with them.


In contrast, in Florida, where the Native Americans mostly subsisted through hunting and gathering, the Spaniards largely stuck to the coast. St Augustine and other bases acted more as garrisons and lookouts to protect Spanish claims than as proper colonies. Very differently, New Mexico, with its already developed agricultural tradition, made for a more ‘ready-made’ colony than Florida. In the latter, the Spaniards did not know how to live as hunter-gatherers, and also suffered from a lack of local knowledge. They saw the area round St Augustine as practically a desert, with little food, but the Matanzas inlet is teeming with seafood.


In 1585, the English landed 108 colonists on Roanoke Island, North Carolina. This was far enough from Florida not to prove too easy a target for Spain. However, the colonists found it difficult to feed themselves, had tense relations with the Native American population, and were taken off the following year. Another attempt was made in 1587, but, when a relief ship arrived in 1590, it found the village deserted, the only hint the word ‘Croatoan’ carved on the wooden palisades. Disease, starvation or Native Americans may have wiped out the colony, the last possibly involving assimilation. The latter can be downplayed in the historical record, but many modern White Americans claim some sliver of Native American ancestry.


Defeated by the Spaniards in Florida, the French had already explored farther north. In the service of France, Giovanni de Verrazzano sailed North Carolina’s Outer Banks, entered New York Bay, sailed along Long Island, and entered both Narragansett and Cape Cod Bay in 1524, but his following voyages were to Brazil and the Caribbean. Calling the new lands in North America Francesca, a reference to Francis I, did not meet the king’s hope to find a sea route to the Pacific between Florida and Newfoundland and thus help France compete globally with its bitter rival Spain: America was an obstacle not an advantage, and the French did not persist.


More lastingly, England named Virginia in honour of the unmarried Elizabeth I. Moreover, the positive impression created by Thomas Hariot’s A Brief and True Report of the New Found Land of Virginia (1588) and other reports encouraged fresh attempts to establish a colony after the failure at Roanoke.


However, the sixteenth century was one of only a very limited European presence in what was to become the United States, and this contrast emerged more clearly with reference to Central and South America. The demographic impact of the Europeans in the future United States was greater than it would otherwise have been as a result of the disease brought by Europeans, but settlement was limited, both in the case of Europeans and with reference to the African slaves they brought with them. Instead, the history of the century was still very much that of Native Americans. In 1568, Native Americans destroyed the Spanish forts established in the interior of North Carolina in 1566–7. As the Guale uprising against the Spaniards in 1587 showed, they were able to put pressure on the Europeans. Indeed, in response to that uprising, the Spaniards abandoned Santa Elena on Parris Island, South Carolina, moving the settlers to St Augustine. Santa Elena had already been burned in 1576 and attacked in 1580.


While early exploration was not as tentative as the Portuguese (and later Dutch) contacts with Australia, America was scarcely in the European ambit. However, in the so-called Columbian Exchange, the Europeans did bring Christianity, influenza, measles, smallpox, whooping cough, syphilis, and diphtheria, as well as horses, pigs, cattle, wheat, apples and citrus fruits, although many of these plants and animals did not arrive until the seventeenth century. They took back far less from North America than they did from Central or South America, in part due to the limited agriculture in North America. Most were from what became Latin America, including potatoes, tomatoes, cacao, maize, chillies and tobacco. They were of much greater value to European society initially than the colonies in the Americas.
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The Seventeenth Century


............


The headlines for this century focus on English colonisation, not least because that was to be the genesis of an independent America, while the different strands of this colonisation helped explain subsequent strands in American history. We will indeed turn to that history, but it is necessary first to note that even in 1699, still more 1649 or 1619, that history seemed distinctly unlikely. In each case, the European presence appeared as much set by Spain as by England. This was so at least where Florida and New Mexico were concerned, in part because Spain’s role rested on the nearby colonies of Cuba and Mexico; despite the links between Barbados and Carolina, there was no comparable assistance for the English colonies. Even at the advent of the United States in 1776, the population of Mexico City was several times that of any town in the British North American colonies.


By 1699, although the independent Dutch and Swedish presence on the east coast had been subsumed by the English, that of the Spaniards was being challenged not by England but by a French expansion from Canada, via the Mississippi Valley, to what was named Louisiana after Louis XIV. This led the Spaniards to found Pensacola in 1696. Earlier, they had no real incentive to establish posts along the northern shore. René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de la Salle, who had founded a series of trading posts on the Illinois River, having canoed down the Mississippi to its mouth, raised the arms of France on 9 April 1682 and claimed the river basin for Louis XIV. The king criticised these discoveries as worthless; but his opinion on the latter was changed by clerics eager to extend Christianity, and because Louis, who also presented himself as a champion of the Church, came to see an opportunity to challenge the Spanish position in the Caribbean.


La Salle, accordingly, was sent in 1684 to the Gulf of Mexico with four ships and three hundred settlers to establish a colony at the mouth of the Mississippi, but, attacked by pirates and missing the Mississippi delta, landed 400 miles to the desolate west at Matagorda Bay, where he founded Fort St Louis. This presence, however, fell foul of disease, the barrenness of the coast, recriminations, the mutiny that cost him his life in 1687, and, lastly, the hostility of the Karankawa who wiped out the surviving colonists at the close of 1688.


Nevertheless, La Salle’s initiative bore fruit with the foundation of a colony named Louisiana in honour of the king. In 1698, Jérome, Count of Pontchartrain, the active Minister of the Marine, a key expansionist who supported the development of Saint-Domingue, organised the expedition to found the colony, and Fort Maurepas in Biloxi Bay was built in 1699. In his Description de la Louisiane (Paris, 1688), part of a longstanding tradition of Caribbean boosterism, Louis Hennepin, a missionary who had accompanied La Salle, had described Louisiana as the future breadbasket for the French empire, a fertile area able to produce wine and foodstuffs for the French West Indies; but reality in the swamped Gulf Coast proved otherwise. This exaggerated expectation was an issue for all the French islands, but particularly for Louisiana which, in practice, was initially an island-style colony in the midst of difficulty.


Discussion of the Europeans encompasses Native American opponents from New England to New Mexico, where there was a major revolt in 1680 that was only ended in 1696. This revolt owed much to the attempt to suppress native religion. Indeed, much of the history of the Native Americans was increasingly affected, even set, by this presence and rivalry. This was notably so with the diffusion of horses and guns. These were key aspects of the changing Native American experience, although neither horses nor guns spread across the entire area. This situation underlined anew the variety of that experience.


Native Americans started to compete over European goods as they became strategic resources, as in northern Nevada where the Paiute soundly defeated the Washoe and imposed a peace denying them the use of horses, limiting Washoe mobility and thus giving the Paiute a distinct military advantage that ensured that the Washoe could not become a threat.


At the same time that there were long-distance trade links, a process facilitated by the length of the river network but not restricted to it, there were also the drags caused by distance, terrain, seasonality and enmity. The latter factors also all served to limit not only the direct impact of Europeans but also their indirect effect via trade and disease. The resulting variety of developments was related to the environment, and to Native American adaptability to it, but was not limited to those factors. The coastal communities of the Northwest were different from those of the Great Plains not simply as a consequence of contrasting methods of winning food, but also as a result of differences in social organisation. Much of this diversity is poorly integrated into general accounts of American history that, in contrast, are only too ready to consider varieties within European culture. In part, this is a reflection of the extent to which the latter are more open to research, but there is also a misleading assumption that non-European societies were in some way limited and, as it were, reactionary or remnants; an assumption that owes much to the views about development and hierarchies central to both Christian and Enlightenment thought. It is the case that modern America owes most to European culture and processes, but that does not mean that other cultures were unchanging or without consequence at the time.


Current contentions about American history can be readily summarised in terms of the recently advanced 1619 project, one concerned to argue that the African-American contribution to American history has been underplayed and that slavery and White supremacy are the heart of American history and the American founding, and thus of America today. In this interpretation, slavery and White supremacy are woven into the DNA of the society and the country.


The date 1619 was that of the arrival of the first enslaved Africans in Virginia (in Massachusetts it was 1638). In practice, the Spaniards brought some slaves with them to South Carolina in 1526, while there is considerable controversy over the status of those in 1619: ‘legally’ they were like indentured servants, most receiving their freedom and lands after servitude. Slavery appeared in Virginia more clearly from 1661 when larger tobacco plantations became more of a fixture. By emphasising 1619, the project, which appeared initially in The New York Times Magazine and has been expanded upon since, sought to make that a key moment in American history, indeed ‘as our true founding,’ and thus to move attention from 1607, 1620 and 1776, the dates respectively of the foundations of the colonies of Virginia and Massachusetts and of the Declaration of Independence. This initiative developed with the 1619 Project Curriculum and with related publications. In turn, it fed through the contentious politics of modern America, with President Trump in 2020 founding the 1776 Commission as a reply, one designed to focus on the Declaration of Independence and White history.


The details of the controversy are instructive, as is the extent to which events in the early seventeenth century are regarded as of direct relevance today. In part, this is because America has a constitution based on one written text, much of it from nearly a quarter-millennium ago, rather than one derived from recent events and on ready change through governmental or democratic action. There is also now a strong focus on race as a key element in American history while underplaying the degree to which the circumstances of particular groups today are different to those in the past. The 1619 project asserted a direct link to the present with essays such as ‘American Capitalism Is Brutal. You Can Trace That to the Plantation’ and ‘What the Reactionary Politics of 2019 Owe to the Politics of Slavery,’ but another was also pertinent: ‘Their Ancestors Were Enslaved by Law. Now They’re Lawyers.’


In practice, the colony established at Jamestown in 1607 was vulnerable: to Spanish attack, which, in the event, never came, Native American hostility, disease and food shortages. Despite heavy losses, largely due to disease, the colony expanded as a result of the continual arrival of new settlers and the willingness to put an emphasis on growing food. After much bloodshed, Native American resistance was overcome in 1622–4 and again in 1644. Tobacco helped make the colony viable and thus worthy of investment, a point that it can now be convenient to forget.


Virginia was part of a diaspora of English effort that also saw settlements in this period in Bermuda, Newfoundland and (conquered) Ireland. To treat these in isolation is unhelpful, for, far from seeing America as different and advancing an American exceptionalism, there were clear overlaps in personnel, investment, trade hopes, and attitudes between these different colonies. This was a situation also to be seen with French and Spanish colonies, and also with later English (from 1707 British) colonisation, as in the tea of Britain’s East India Company being dumped into Boston harbour in 1773. From this perspective, the significance of American independence, and then of the American acquisition of French and Spanish colonies, was in part a matter of the end of this context, and thus the transformation of a set of linkages.


A very different background to that in Virginia was present in the foundation of colonies in New England, with ecclesiastical independence from the hierarchy and rulers of the Church of England as the key element, albeit one that posed a potent conformism of its own. Indeed, the reaction against the pressures of the latter was instrumental in the foundation of new colonies that broke from the authority of Massachusetts.


In 1602, Bartholomew Gosnold, who had sailed from Falmouth with 32 on board, established a settlement on an island near what he had named Cape Cod. This was rendered redundant by Gosnold’s failure to develop initial trading contacts with the Native Americans, and, in the face of the latter’s hostility, the settlement had to be abandoned. Gosnold went on to play a major role in founding the Virginia Company and died in Jamestown in 1607.




Commemorating the Pilgrim Fathers


‘We have come to this Rock, to record here our homage for our Pilgrim Fathers; our sympathy in their sufferings; our gratitude for their labors; our admiration of their virtues; our veneration for their piety; and our attachment to those principles of civil and religious liberty, which they encountered the dangers of the ocean, the storms of heaven, the violence of savages, disease, exile, and famine, to enjoy and to establish.’


Daniel Webster, 1820





In turn, in 1620, the Pilgrim Fathers, a group of Protestant nonconformist separatists or ‘saints’ as well as ‘strangers’ who had been recruited by Thomas Weston or his agents, a group who had leased a concession from the New England Company, sailed from England on the Mayflower. They made a landing at Cape Cod, and then established a settlement at New Plymouth, literally building on the villages and cleared fields of the Patuxet, who had been recently wiped out by disease unintentionally spread by the French. New Plymouth began the development of a colony in New England, a term first used in 1614 by Captain John Smith when, while unsuccessfully seeking copper, gold and whales, he described the coastline north of the River Hudson, and one popularised by his Description of New England (1616). The settlers sought to create a godly agrarian world, and believed their righteousness made them more entitled to the land than the Native Americans, although it was not only Protestant nonconformist settlers who saw Native Americans as savages. Attitudes hardened with time, as the culture was seen as demonic or evil, while there was an apparent lack of ‘order’ to Native American farming techniques, and a very different separation of labour, with women doing the farming and household tasks while the men hunted and fished, which were seen by the English colonists as leisure activities.


After earlier settlements, Boston, which was to be the local metropolis as well as the capital of Massachusetts, was established in 1630.




A City on the Hill


‘We shall find that the God of Israel is among us, when ten of us shall be able to resist a thousand of our enemies; when he shall make us a praise and a glory, that men shall say of succeeding plantations, “The Lord make it like that of New England.” For we must consider that we shall be a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us.’


John Winthrop, Governor of the Massachusetts Bay Company, 1630





The Native American population had been hit hard in 1616– 19 by epidemics linked to contact with European fishermen and traders, but the colony was nevertheless obliged to adapt to local people, and the Massachusetts Bay Company formed an alliance with the Narragansetts. The Company’s official seal showed a Native American saying ‘Come over and help us,’ which was a way in which proselytisation was perceived by the settlers, including, from 1651, the creation of English-style villages for the Native Americans known as ‘Praying Towns’.


In the event, alongside more peaceful interactions, conflict in 1637 in the Pequot War affected the Native American population, some of whom were enslaved and sent to the Caribbean. Yet, in another light the war was a product of rivalries between Native Americans, with the Narragansetts and Mohegans both guiding the English to fight the Pequots for their own purposes, before the Mohegans did the same against the Narragansetts. Furthermore, in 1675–6, King Philip’s War hit the Native American population hard, and made them marginal in what had been their own homeland. Nevertheless, the Native Americans were not a united front. In each war, some tribes were devastated, but others, that were allies of the English, benefited. New England expanded rapidly as a result of the high birth rate among settlers and their limited exposure to hostile diseases, and the settlers established a series of largely autonomous self-governing communities in which men worked their own land, which was distributed relatively uniformly, and followed their own trades.


By 1642 there were over 15,000 English settlers in New England, most of whom had arrived since 1630, many as Protestant nonconformists seeking to establish a Christian commonwealth; and by 1650 nearly 23,000. An emphasis on spreading settlement can lead to an underrating of the role of ports, particularly Boston, and, more particularly, the importance of the beginning of the annual sailing season and the arrival of ships that brought immigrants, products, money and news: their likely arrival was the focus of continual discussion and concern.


Virginia had a more hierarchical society, one that was a closer approximation to that of England. Economic opportunity, crucially land ownership, varied greatly in Virginia, and much labour was provided by harshly treated indentured workers from Britain who bound themselves for a time to local masters in return for receiving their passage. This was not the same as being reduced like enslaved Africans to chattels. Separately, there were particular differences between Tidewater planters and their upcountry rivals. For the former, tobacco had become the major crop in both Virginia and Maryland. Its limited capital requirements and high profitability encouraged settlers and investment. Because it was an export crop, the links with England were underlined. The needs and difficulties of tobacco cultivation and trade, however, created serious problems for farmers, and this situation ensured a particular sensitivity to labour availability and cost that encouraged a shift to slavery. This shift was encouraged by population stagnation in Britain from mid-century. In 1662, the Virginia General Assembly decided that slave status was inherited.


Economic volatility contributed to political tensions, as with Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676 among part of Virginia’s English settlers, many of whom supported Nathaniel Bacon, a landowner who pressed for firm action against Native Americans and opposed the governor, Sir William Berkeley, a wealthy landowner representing elite interests. These were challenged when Bacon took and burned down Jamestown and began recruiting indentured servants and slaves into his army. The crisis ended when Bacon died and Charles II sent a new governor and over 1,000 troops.


The political cross-currents that were to be seen more widely a century later were also present in Maryland in 1676 with a rebellion against the authoritarian policies of the proprietor. So also in 1689, when the overthrow of James II in England led to a rising against his measures and supporters in America. This helped strengthen a community of interest and sentiment that spanned the Atlantic.


The range of English colonies had been increased by the foundation of a series of different ones, notably Maryland, Pennsylvania and Carolina, and by the conquest of non-English colonies in the shape of New York, New Jersey and Delaware (earlier a Swedish colony) from the Dutch in 1664, the combined result of which prefigured the pluralism that was to be characteristic of America. New York had been settled as New Amsterdam from 1624, and by the time it was conquered and renamed after James, Duke of York, the population was about 1,500 Europeans, 300 slaves and 75 free Blacks.


Maryland was founded by George, Lord Baltimore as a Catholic colony, and was very different to the New England colonies in having, until the Glorious Revolution of 1688–9, a proprietary owner. Maryland also saw plantation agriculture using slaves. Founded in 1681 by the entrepreneur William Penn, who sought to manoeuvre in a complex and changeable world of royal favour and political change, Pennsylvania was a Quaker colony in origin. Penn saw such a colony as advantageous, notably as attracting investment, but adapted to different political regimes in London.


Founded in 1663, Carolina was very much a slave-using plantation economy that was an extension of the similar English Caribbean colony of Barbados. In part as a consequence of coercion, slave society eventually became a Black American identity different from that of the various African peoples from whom the slaves came. Indeed, partly due to oppression, which became more rigid and brutal as the economic value of the crops produced increased, Black society was eventually to be more coherent than its White equivalent. However, this was more true for the nineteenth than earlier centuries. Early slavery featured vast and deep cultural and sociological differences among slaves, linked to area of enslavement in Africa and location of work in America. In South Carolina, high death rates required the constant importation of more slaves. This had the effect of ‘re-Africanising’ the population, thus preserving religious and linguistic divisions among the slave population, as with the development of the Gullah creole in coastal South Carolina and Georgia derived from West African languages, and slowing the formation of a uniform African-American culture and identity.


Separately, a racial caste system defined society alongside slavery, for free Blacks also had only limited rights, as well as suffering violence, both legal and otherwise. In 1697, African Americans were excluded from churchyards in New York City, and, instead, buried in a different graveyard.


However, these colonies should not be understood as controlling the territory now covered by these states. Most of New York and Pennsylvania was under the control of Native Americans until the late eighteenth century. Similarly, much of Florida, especially the south, was outside the Spanish sphere of influence.


By 1700, the population in English North America was greater than that in its French counterpart. In part this was due to more propitious circumstances for agriculture, with the growing season in the French-ruled St Lawrence valley far shorter than that in English colonies farther south. There was also a greater willingness to emigrate in England, both within the country and abroad, and thus an establishment of norms. While a matter of social values, this willingness was paralleled by the readiness of the English government to permit the settlement of religious minorities, which contrasted with the French determination to retain a monopoly position for Catholicism. The great growth in the English colonies, especially the middle and northern colonies, however, was due principally to prosperity and multiplying, and not immigration, although about 350,000 English people migrated to America during the century. There was also an extension of English government, including the revised Navigation Act of 1696, which authorised colonial Vice-Admiralty courts and the creation in 1700 of a General Post Office that had branches in the colonies.




Salem in 1692


The witch trials in Salem, Massachusetts, which led to 20 executions, indicated the nature and extent of psychological tensions that could burst to the fore, and that victims were not restricted to Native Americans or Blacks. The instability of New England politics contributed to the crisis, as did the pressure of a rising population on the local economy. As a crucial aspect of the religious nature of the episode, the potent and disruptive conviction of a living presence of evil was also fundamental.





It is interesting to consider how far the history of America would have been different had French patterns been followed for part of its history: New York is very different from Québec. Similarly, the coherence of English North America would have been much less had New York and New Jersey remained under Dutch control, let alone passed under that of France.


The spread of European settlement had major implications for the environment. These included deforestation, the introduction of new crops, animals and vehicles, and pollution, for example in the leather and timber industries. Local ecologies were hit hard, as in the Connecticut Valley where the killing of beavers for fur, as well as the logging that was central to clearing for settlement and the timber industry, led to the drying out of wetlands and to subsequent erosion. The ‘conquest’ of the environment expressed control as much as did the defeat of local Native Americans, and both were highly destructive.
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