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Why and how we collaborated with historians on this book


Why have we worked with historians?


The authors are all experienced History teachers and teacher trainers. We have expertise in what works in the classroom and good knowledge of our subject. But we do not always have the specialist knowledge of a historian who has worked for years in their field. The topics we are covering in this book are broad and often controversial, so we felt that it was very important to work closely with historians.


How have we worked with historians?


When we had written the first draft of the book, we asked historians to check it and suggest changes. They ensured that everything was historically accurate and they advised us where we could incorporate recent historiography or take a slightly different angle. Many of these historians reviewed the material again, at a later stage. This book is much stronger as a result of the genuine collaboration between the authors and historians.
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Introduction: The British Empire - a complicated story



What was the British Empire? There are simple answers to this question. It began in the sixteenth century and declined in the twentieth. At its height in 1922, it ruled over 400 million people, a quarter of the world’s population. But these responses do not get us very far. To properly understand what the Empire was, we first need to acknowledge that this question is much more difficult and complicated than it seems.


Why is the question ‘What was the British Empire?’ difficult to answer?




Reason 1: The Empire was different at different times in its history


In its 400-year existence the size of the British Empire changed significantly. The Empire grew from a small number of colonies to a global superpower. While some aspects stayed the same during this history, others changed drastically.







Reason 2: The Empire was different in different places


Although we refer to Britain’s colonies collectively as the British Empire, Britain ruled different colonies in different ways. Even regions within each colony were treated differently. Some were treated with moderation. Others were treated strictly.







Reason 3: The experience of Empire was different for different people


To many British colonisers the Empire meant trading opportunities, wealth and new land. To other colonised people, like the Indigenous people of the colonies, it meant violence, racism and the theft of land. But even this is over simplified and often the lines between colonisers and colonised were blurred.







Reason 4: This is controversial history


The British Empire is a controversial topic. Historians, politicians and members of the public often have very strong opinions on this history. One of the biggest debates is about the legacy of Empire where people list the positives and negatives. This is often referred to as a ‘balance sheet approach’. Critics argue this is limited as some of the negative aspects, like violence, can never be properly compared to some of the positives, like the introduction of railways.







Reason 5: Historians are changing our view on the British Empire


Traditionally the history of the Empire has focused on telling the story through the eyes of the conquerors. Recently, the work of historians has challenged this traditional story by looking at neglected aspects like racism or trying to tell the story from the perspective of the colonised people.





The British Empire in 1763
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The British Empire in 1884
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The British Empire in 1922
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Throughout this book there are questions designed to develop your thinking about each topic. Orange questions, like the one below, ask you to think about a source in more detail. Purple questions, like those on page 7, will help you to summarise your learning.







[image: image]


What do you notice about how the British Empire changes? Which colonies are added? Which colonies are lost?







The cover image


Finding a single image that represents the complexities of Empire is hard. We chose the cover of this book (a photo of George V at the Delhi Durbar in 1911) as it puts the colonisers (the king) in the background and the colonised (the Indian princes) in the foreground. This is what we have tried to do in this book. Yet the wider story is more complicated. Although the lives of these Indian princes would have undoubtedly changed due to British rule, their privileged life would have been drastically different from the ordinary people of the Indian subcontinent. This image, like the British Empire itself, is complicated. It raises questions about power, change and imperial rule.





How is this book going to help you navigate the complicated history of the British Empire?


This book is designed to help you give a complicated answer to the question ‘What was the British Empire?’. In this introduction, we have explained why it is a difficult question to answer; but in this book, we have put things in place to help you move past these difficulties. We have:




	●  structured the book into three key periods so that you can see how the Empire changed and was different at different times



	●  provided lots of stories of different colonies at different times so you can compare similarities and differences



	●  spotlighted the stories of different people, and as far as possible Indigenous people, so you can see different perspectives



	●  included areas of historical debate so that you can see the different viewpoints.






The history of the British Empire is complicated. This complexity needs to be embraced and not seen as something to avoid.












Section 1  The early Empire




First encounters and first colonies


To the Beothuk people, the island of Newfoundland (in modern-day Canada) was not a ‘new world’. By the fifteenth century, they had been living there for over a thousand years. They fished in the ocean and hunted in the forests. However, apart from some brief encounters with Vikings in the tenth century, the Beothuk had not come into contact with Europeans. 


In 1497, if the Beothuk had looked out to the ocean they would have seen an unusual sight: a ship sailing towards them, covered with the flags of Tudor England. When the Matthew reached the shore, its crew found fishing nets and other tools — but no people. The ship’s captain, the Italian navigator John Cabot, claimed the land for King Henry VII of England by planting the red and white flag of Saint George into the ground.


King Henry VII had employed Cabot to find a new route to Asia. Instead, Cabot and his men had found the Beothuks’ home. Europeans started to call the island Newfoundland and eventually established successful colonies there.


European expansion and early encounters


The Beothuk were one group of some 60 million Indigenous people living in a diverse range of societies across the Americas. Like the Beothuk, at the end of the fifteenth century Indigenous people around the world faced the arrival of strangers in ships. This was a time of exploration by Europeans who had set sail to find new lands and trade routes. An Italian explorer named Christopher Columbus, working for the Spanish, landed in the Caribbean in 1492. His Portuguese rival, Vasco da Gama, set sail for India in 1497.


After this period of exploration, Europeans began to build empires in the ‘new worlds’ they had claimed. Colonisation began with the Portuguese and Spanish in the sixteenth century and continued with the English and Dutch in the seventeenth.


[image: image]

A replica of John Cabot’s ship, the Matthew, that sailed to Newfoundland in 1497






The impact of early empire


Spanish and Portuguese empire-builders brought new goods to their colonies and linked them to a growing network of global trade. They also brought violent oppression and new diseases, such as smallpox. The devastating impact of these epidemics meant that even powerful empires, such as the Aztecs and Incas in Central and South America, were defeated by much smaller Spanish armies. By the time the English attempted to build their first colony, on the island of Roanoke in 1585 (see page 8), over 50 million Indigenous Americans had already died from European disease and violence.


Section 1 of this book focuses on the early British Empire, before 1800. Our story begins not in the Americas, but in a colony closer to Britain: Ireland, where experiments with colonisation began. From Ireland, we will move on to explore British colonies in the Americas and the beginnings of the Empire in India.


By 1800, the places and people who were touched by the early British Empire had been transformed. Some benefitted from this colonisation but many, like the Beothuk people who were forced from their lands, did not.
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European empires in 1754
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Historians of Empire: How were European empires able to develop?


As you will read in this section, there are lots of reasons why the European empires grew. Historians debate this fiercely. One of the most popular history books about European colonisation was written by a scientist, Jared Diamond. His book Guns, Germs and Steel was published in 1997. In it, he suggests that Europeans were able to dominate the rest of the world because of environmental and geographical factors. He argues that:




	●  Europeans had access to technologies from Asia, like gunpowder, whereas Indigenous Americans were geographically cut off from the rest of the world.



	●  Europeans had built up resistance to diseases, because they had lived closely with farm animals for thousands of years, whereas Indigenous Americans did not farm animals.






Diamond’s book has been criticised by many historians. They argue that Diamond’s argument ignores the fact that:




	●  individual Europeans chose to seek out new lands. They disagree that it was somehow ‘natural’ for them to do this.



	●  Indigenous Americans and other peoples were not wiped out by Europeans. They resisted colonisation in many ways – and continue to preserve and celebrate their cultures today.
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Ireland: What did colonisation mean for the Irish people?


Long before England colonised land across the Atlantic Ocean, it began its empire in Ireland. The historian Jane Ohlmeyer argues that ‘Ireland served as a laboratory for imperial rule’.




Imperialism means the policy of building up and strengthening an empire.





This means that England tested its ways of ruling an empire in Ireland before doing this in other colonies.




Medieval colonisation


England and Ireland’s relationship changed in 1169 when the English king Henry II sent troops to help an Irish king in battle. His knights were so successful that Henry decided to invade Ireland himself. To avoid conflict, fifteen Irish lords (noblemen) swore loyalty to Henry. He was granted the title Lord of Ireland, even receiving support from the Pope for his actions. He gave Irish lands to English lords. Ireland had become England’s first colony.


The Irish were never completely conquered. Over the centuries they recaptured land from the English. By 1450, English authority was only secure within a 20-mile radius of Dublin, known as the Pale.







Tudor attempts at control and expansion


When Elizabeth I became queen in 1558, most people in Ireland spoke Irish and followed the Catholic religion. Irish lords remained in control of most of the island. 


However, Elizabeth wanted more control. She wanted to make the Irish more like the English, for example by establishing the Protestant religion in Ireland. Protestant settlers were brought to the provinces of Ulster and Munster. Some Irish lords resisted Protestant settlement. Others supported the English. This led to war in 1593.


Elizabeth sent troops to crush the rebellion. English forces burnt land, crops and animals, causing a famine. Despite great opposition, the English troops were victorious. The remaining lords surrendered their lands and titles.







Ulster: a flashpoint


In 1607, James I made a new attempt to colonise Ulster, a northern province of Ireland that had recently rebelled. James I confiscated land from Irish Catholics and gave it to English and Scottish Protestant settlers. The evicted Irish Catholics were forced to pay high taxes and attend Protestant church services.


Tensions between Irish Catholics and Protestant settlers reached boiling point in 1641. Catholics massacred Protestants in Ulster. Protestants murdered Catholics in revenge. This sparked a Catholic rebellion that spread across the country. The rebels called themselves Confederates.


English forces arrived in 1642. But in England, a civil war had begun between King Charles and Parliament. Even though they had rebelled against the King, the Confederates now supported Charles who promised greater freedoms for Catholics. The two sides signed a truce in 1643 and Charles removed his troops from Ireland.





Cromwell’s invasion and Catholic removal from power


With Charles’s defeat in 1649, England’s new ruler, Oliver Cromwell, turned his attention to Ireland. He wanted to defeat the rebels and bring all of Ireland under English control. Cromwell’s troops attacked towns where rebel troops were stationed such as Drogheda and Wexford. He faced fierce attacks from Irish troops and his Parliamentary army showed no mercy to those who refused to surrender.


The consequences of Cromwell’s invasion were vast:




	●  War lead to disease and famine. Historians estimate that between 200,000 and 600,000 people died in the years 1641–1653. 



	●  Parliament confiscated land from Irish rebel land owners so that the percentage of land owned by Catholics fell from 60 per cent to 8 per cent (see map below). By 1700, most Irish Catholics lived on land owned by Protestant landlords. 



	●  The English forcibly transported thousands of Irish people to the Caribbean to work on plantations in Barbados (see page 14).



	●  New laws passed in 1695 barred Catholics from owning land, marrying Protestants or even owning a horse worth more than £5.
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This 1868 illustration shows the Siege of Drogheda in 1649. After Irish troops refused to surrender, Cromwell ordered his soldiers to kill anyone with weapons and to burn a church sheltering both soldiers and civilians. 3000 soldiers and 700 civilians were killed. Historian Micheál Ó’Siochrú argues this was a war crime.
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A map showing the effect of Cromwell’s invasion on land ownership in Ireland
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	1  What methods did the English use to colonise Ireland?



	2  How did the Irish people resist English colonisation?
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America: What can we learn from the story of the Roanoke colony?


In the sixteenth century, northeastern North America was home to the Algonquian people. The Algonquians had not suffered the effects of European colonisation in the way that the people of Central and South America had. European sailors in search of trade goods had arrived along the coast, bringing disease and carrying out slaving raids. But there were no colonies.
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You can read more about the colonisation of the Americas on page 4.





This changed in 1585, when the English decided to establish their first permanent colony in America.


The people of Secotan


The village of Secotan, on the east coast of North America, was where some of the first encounters between the Algonquians and the English took place.
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The village of Secotan, painted by the Englishman John White in 1585 on a trip to explore the area. White later became the Roanoke colony’s first governor.






First encounters


In 1585, an English ship appeared in the waters near Secotan. The first Algonquian to see it was a man fishing in his canoe. The ship’s captain described what happened next:


‘After he had spoken of many things not understood by us, we brought him with his own good liking, aboard the ships, and gave him a shirt, a hat and some other things, and made him taste of our wine, and our meat, which he liked very well.’ 


The good relationship did not last. A few days later, when an argument over a missing cup escalated, the English burned an Algonquian village. The local chief, Wingina, declared war on the English in retaliation.


Meanwhile, other Algonquians turned the arrival of the English to their advantage. There was a rivalry between Wingina’s people, who lived around Secotan, and the nearby island of Croatoan. A young Croatoan man, Manteo (see page 9) worked with the English, and helped them ambush and kill Wingina.


Why were the English there?


The Englishmen had been sent by Sir Walter Raleigh, an ambitious courtier, to find a location for an English colony.




	●  Raleigh wanted to get rich. He dreamed of finding a ‘city of gold’ in America.



	●  He had fought in Elizabeth’s wars in Ireland and had been rewarded with land there. He was willing to use violence again to achieve his aims.



	●  He wanted to impress Queen Elizabeth I. He planned to name the settlement Virginia, after the ‘Virgin Queen’.



	●  He was a loyal Protestant. He knew that Elizabeth was keen to challenge the power of the Catholic Spanish Empire. An English colony in North America would annoy the Spanish.
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You can read more about Elizabeth I’s wars in Ireland on page 10.





Raleigh was not the only Englishman to think about colonisation. Some scholars read travellers’ accounts and believed Indigenous Americans were not farming their land to its full potential. When added to the fact the Algonquians were not Christians, the English thought this gave them the right to take over.
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	1  How did the people from Secotan and Croatoan react differently to the arrival of the English?



	2  What does the story of the Roanoke colony tell us about how powerful England’s empire was in the 1580s?








However, as the painting on the opposite page shows, Algonquian farming was highly advanced and suited to the American environment. As the colonists soon found out, it was the English who would struggle to survive here.


The ‘lost colony’


In 1587, the first English settlers — 117 men, women and children — arrived on Roanoke Island, the chosen location for the colony. They began constructing houses and a defensive wall. The plan was to build a busy port town. But they relied on the people from Croatoan to provide them with enough food to survive, and soon found they needed more supplies from England.


Governor John White returned home to gather what was needed. But his return was delayed by the attack of the Spanish naval force, the Spanish Armada. In 1590, he finally made it back to Roanoke, to find … nothing. The colony was deserted. Only one clue remained. The word CROATOAN was carved into a tree. The colonists were never found. However, years later, travellers reported meeting Algonquians with blue eyes on the American mainland.
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Manteo (c.1564–unknown) and Wanchese (unknown)


Manteo and Wanchese were two young Algonquian men who went to London with the English in 1585. It is not clear whether they volunteered or were forced to go. They stayed at Raleigh’s house, met Elizabeth I, and helped the English to learn their language. Although Manteo co-operated with the English, possibly converting to Christianity, Wanchese seemed to hate them. He did not even tell them his real name (wanchese is Algonquian for ‘man’).
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An Algonquian man, painted by John White
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America: How did Algonquian people react to English colonisation?


Although Roanoke had failed, the English made renewed attempts to colonise North America in the seventeenth century. The Algonquian people had to decide how to deal with this threat. By the middle of the eighteenth century, there were thirteen British colonies along the east coast of North America.
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What do the figures in the table on this page suggest about the challenges Algonquian people faced?
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Chart showing the recorded population of the English colonies
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The Powhatan and Jamestown


In 1607, a group of English settlers arrived in the lands of the Algonquian Powhatan people. They declared they were establishing the colony of Virginia, and began building a settlement, Jamestown.


Jamestown’s beginnings were catastrophic. The colonists struggled to plant crops and began to starve. John Smith, the colony’s governor, ordered his soldiers to burn down Powhatan villages and force them to feed the English. This started a bloody conflict which only ended in 1613 when the English kidnapped Pocahontas, the daughter of the Powhatan chief.
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Pocahontas, c.1596–1617


Matoaka, also known as Pocahontas (an Algonquian nickname meaning ‘playful one’) was taken hostage by the Jamestown settlers in 1613. She married an English colonist, John Rolfe, and travelled to England. Dressed in English clothes, she increased English people’s interest in the new colony. While in England, she became sick and died, aged 21.





With the fighting stopped, the English focused on growing tobacco to sell in England. The colony expanded. This worried the new Powhatan chief, Opechancanough. He decided to attack Jamestown.
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Opechancanough, 1554–1646


Opechancanough became chief when his brother died in 1618. In 1622, he launched a surprise attack on the English, killing 347 of them. He continued to make war on the English until he was captured in 1646 at the age of 92. The English shut him in a cage, and he was shot in the back by the colonist guarding him.





Some colonists saw Opechancanough’s attack as an opportunity. John Smith wrote:


‘We now have just means to destroy them by any means possible,’ 


The English invited the Powhatan to negotiate, but it was a trap. They gave the Powhatan alcohol to drink a toast. It was poisoned. Hundreds were killed, but some escaped and continued to fight against the colony.
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