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INTRODUCTION

The United States is a great experiment.

When the Founding Fathers gathered in Philadelphia first in 1776 to hammer out the reasons for the colonies’ separation from England and then in 1789 to agree on a form of government for the new nation they’d brought into being, they were fully aware of the unusual nature of what they were doing. True, there had been revolutions in history before. But no one before this had undertaken to so radically reform the nature of society, to create from scratch a country governed by its people, one in which “all men are created equal.”

That vision has taken a long time to realize, and it’s not yet complete. Perhaps it never will be. America’s history has been punctuated by a long, bloody civil war, unrest and rebellion, physical expansion and political turmoil, and by economic growth and contraction. Today, as the most powerful nation on Earth, the United States continues its experiment in freedom.

This book was written to help you understand and appreciate that experiment. In its sixty-three entries, you’ll find information about events ranging from the landing of Columbus to the Great Recession; from the Boston Massacre to the Boston Marathon bombing.

Sometimes, because we often take history for granted, it’s possible to lose track of the power and meaning of the story of the United States. For all its flaws—and many of them will be pointed out in the pages that follow—America is a remarkable country. This rapid journey through its history will let you glance at both the high and low points and see how they contribute to the totality.

U.S. History 101 doesn’t dwell in detail on any single topic; rather, it lets you skim through American history and see where the country’s been—and possibly get an indication of where it might be going.

Take a moment to look at a dollar bill. On the back of the bill, on the left side, you’ll see the Great Seal of the United States, adopted toward the end of the revolution. At the bottom of the seal appears a quote adapted from the poet Virgil: “Novus Ordo Seclorum.” The phrase means, “a new order of the ages.” That’s how the founders of the United States saw their revolution—as a decisive break from the past. As the heirs of and participants in that new age, we need to understand and value its history.


CROSSING THE LAND BRIDGE

The First People

Long before the arrival of Christopher Columbus, the American continents had been home to a thriving indigenous population of perhaps 70 to 90 million people for more than 20,000 years. The first humans to inhabit North America probably arrived from Asia by land bridge or sea, long before European contact.

BERINGIA

Some 35,000 years ago, when much of the northern oceans were massive glaciers and ocean levels were much lower, the Bering Strait land bridge connected northern Asia and what is now Alaska. Although we refer to it as a bridge, it was in reality a large body of land, called Beringia, that connected the two continents and was home for around 5,000 years to a number of human beings. At some point (evidence is sharply divided on when this occurred) these humans began moving east and south, gradually spreading across the North American continent.

Archaeologists and anthropologists generally agree that most of the people native to North America migrated from Siberia, likely pursuing animals such as the woolly mammoth. These people gradually spread to Central and South America. Ilya Zakharov, deputy director of Moscow’s Vavilov Institute of General Genetics, has conducted DNA testing to determine the exact origin of North American Native Americans. In an expedition he led in 1997, Zakharov went to the Ak-Dovurak region, 2,000 miles southeast of Moscow, and took hair samples from about 430 Tuvan people. An analysis of the DNA contained in the hair root was compared with Inuit and Amerindian, including Navajo and Apache, samples. High percentages of exact matches of the DNA between the Tuvan samples and those of Native Americans support the link between Siberia and North American peoples.


Multiple Origins?

Even though anthropologists generally agree that the land bridge was a major source of the first inhabitants of North America, some evidence suggests that parts of the population may have come from elsewhere. For instance, the fossilized skulls of the Beringians look quite different from those of Mesoamericans from the south. It’s possible that these people arrived by boat from some unknown location.




LEIF ERICSON AND VINLAND

The Vikings Make Landfall

Although there are a number of theories—some supported by archaeological evidence—concerning early voyages to the Americas, the most accepted one concerns the people known as the Vikings.

Evidence suggests that around the year 1000, the Norse explorer Leif Ericson, the second son of Eric the Red, who had landed in Greenland in 982, set foot on the North American shore, which he called Vinland (later called Newfoundland) for its profusion of what he referred to as wild grapes. Legend tells that he fitted out an expedition and sailed west, in an attempt to gather proof of the claims made by the Icelandic trader Bjarni Herjulfsson. In 986 Herjulfsson, driven far off course by a fierce storm between Iceland and Greenland, had reported sighting hilly, heavily forested land far to the west. Herjulfsson, though likely the first European to see the continent of North America, never set foot on its shores.

In 1960, archaeologists discovered the remains of an ancient settlement at L’Anse aux Meadows on the very northern tip of Newfoundland in Canada. Investigation established that this was a Norse settlement, which many have identified with Leif Ericson and Vinland (though Vinland seems to have referred to the whole land and not just the area in which the Norse settled).

The outpost at L’Anse aux Meadows lasted only a few years; although the Norse found plenty of fish and birds to sustain them, the absence of large game forced them to turn their interest elsewhere, and they abandoned the settlement.


Adam of Bremen and Vinland

The German medieval historian Adam of Bremen (second half of the eleventh century) reported that he had been informed of the Norse discovery of North America. In his chronicle, he writes: “[Svend Estridsen, the Danish ruler] also told me of another island discovered by many in that ocean. It is called Vinland because vines grow there on their own accord, producing the most excellent wine. Moreover, that unsown crops abound there, we have ascertained not from fabulous conjecture but from the reliable reports of the Danes.”




COLUMBUS’S VOYAGES

Europeans Discover America by Accident

In fourteen hundred and ninety-two, as every schoolchild knows, Columbus sailed the ocean blue. There have been a lot of myths about Columbus’s voyage.

Myth: Columbus proved the world was round, not flat.

Fact: He did no such thing, since he didn’t circumnavigate the globe. Nor did he need to; by the fifteenth century, pretty much all educated people knew the world was round.

Myth: Columbus discovered the New World.

Fact: As we’ve seen, the Vikings had already landed there—not to mention that there had been people living in the Americas for at least 20,000 years before Columbus arrived.

Christopher Columbus was born near Genoa, in Northern Italy, in 1451. Young Columbus began his seafaring career shortly after Portuguese navigators reached the Cape Verde Islands off the coast of West Africa in 1460.

COLUMBUS HAD A HUNCH

Around 1483, Columbus went to King John II of Portugal for endorsement of his plan to discover a new route to Asia by sailing west. Asia was the place to get what everyone wanted back then—spices, essential for preserving food. But King John II rejected Columbus’s petition. By 1485 and now a widower, Columbus moved with his son to Spain. Persistent as ever, he presented a plan the following year to Isabella and Ferdinand, the queen and king of Spain. Again, Columbus was refused. However, in 1489 Queen Isabella listened to Columbus again. He left their meeting with hopes of organizing a future expedition, once Spain’s war with the Moors was over.

READY, SET, SAIL

In 1492 the Spanish sovereigns approved Columbus’s expedition to find a western route to Asia on behalf of Spain. Preparations in the Spanish port of Palos began in May with the requisitioning of three ships, and by August the Niña, Pinta, and Santa María set sail. Columbus was commissioned with the promise that he would receive one-tenth of the profits from the expeditions, and he was granted several titles, including “Admiral of the Ocean Sea,” viceroy, and governor of whatever lands he discovered.


First to Get the Reward

Ferdinand and Isabella had promised that the first man to sight land would get a yearly pension of 10,000 maravedis (Spanish gold coin). A few hours after midnight on October 12, 1492, Juan Rodriguez Bermeo, a lookout on the Pinta, spotted what was most likely an island of the Bahamas, but Columbus claimed to have spied land first and collected the reward himself.



After taking on supplies in the Canary Islands and sailing over the vast sea, on October 12, 1492, crewmembers sighted land. The natives they encountered called the land Guanahani, which Columbus later dubbed San Salvador. Historians still argue about the precise landing spot, but it was somewhere in the Bahamas.

COLUMBUS MISCALCULATED

Columbus believed he had found Asia, but actually he’d miscalculated the distance, and a few other minor details. In fact, to say he misjudged would be an understatement. Some believe he underestimated Earth’s size by 25 percent. Many people, including Columbus, thought the oceans were far smaller than they really are and that the land masses were much larger. His crew wasn’t pleased that their journey took as long as it did, and there were rumblings of mutiny.

Believing he’d landed in Asia, or the Indies, Columbus called the natives he encountered “Indians.” Since he hadn’t found the spices he was looking for, he kept sailing, encountering Cuba and Hispaniola (modern-day Haiti and the Dominican Republic). In a Christmas Day storm, the Santa María struck a coral reef, split open, and sank in the vicinity of today’s Cap-Haïtien in Haiti.

THE FIRST COLONY

Columbus didn’t know what to do with the survivors of the Santa María. The Pinta wasn’t nearby, and the Nina, the smallest of the fleet, could not make room for the Santa María’s crew. In the end, Columbus decided to leave behind thirty-nine of his men to establish a colony he named La Navidad (Christmas), the first attempt at European settlement since the Vikings.

These European settlers discovered not only a new land, but new ways of living and eating as well. For instance, the Arawak (Bahamas) and Taíno (Caribbean) slept in hand-woven hamacas, or hammocks. Columbus’s men discovered a new diet of corn (maize), sweet potatoes, and red chili pepper, and they learned to grow squash, pumpkins, and beans. Then there was the botanical novelty the inhabitants smoked—tobacco. In turn, the Arawak learned how to farm with cattle, pigs, and horses, which the Europeans later brought with them. However, the Native Americans had no resistance to European diseases, and many succumbed to smallpox, whooping cough, and measles. Diseases brought to the Caribbean by the Europeans contributed to the deaths of more than 3 million Native Americans between 1494 and 1508.


Return with Natives

Columbus sailed home triumphantly, bringing several Native Americans as proof of his successful expedition. While in Lisbon, he wrote a soon-to-be-famous letter describing his Caribbean discoveries, and shortly thereafter appeared in Spain before Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand.



COLUMBUS RETURNS

After an absence of six and a half years, the Pinta reappeared in Hispaniola. When Columbus had departed years before, he’d left La Navidad unfortified, for he assumed the relations between his settlers and the Native Americans were amicable. Little did he suspect that the Spaniards would take to pillaging and plundering, and that the once-friendly Native Americans would retaliate. No doubt some colonists also succumbed to illness and perhaps were unaccustomed to the tropical climate. On his return voyage in 1493, Columbus found no survivors at the settlement.

Seventeen caravels (fast sailing ships) with nearly 1,200 men sailed as part of Columbus’s second expedition. He set a more southerly course this time, aiming for unexplored islands he’d learned about, including Dominica, Guadeloupe, Puerto Rico, and Jamaica.

Unhappy that his first settlement site had been dictated by the shipwreck, Columbus chose to sail east to establish another new colony. But this time weather was a deterring factor. With trade winds so strong he could not safely continue sailing, he chose another site for his new settlement (still on Hispaniola), which he named La Isabela.


The Ecomienda System

In the ecomienda system, the Spanish conquistadors were given trusteeship over the native people they conquered. The conquistador could tax his trustees and summon them for labor on the land and in return he was to provide law and order and teachings in Catholicism. The system however was quickly corrupted and became a tool for oppression, ultimately forcing the natives into slavery.



Even after all this time, Columbus still believed that Cuba was a part of the Asian mainland and that he wasn’t far off his original course. However, he was discouraged to find none of the golden treasures that Marco Polo had described from his journeys in Asia.

POOR MANAGEMENT

Rather than sending gold back to the Spanish court, Columbus captured natives, sending them home to be sold as slaves. The Crown also authorized the encomienda system, which, instead of being a grant of land, was a grant of a type of slave labor. The natives revolted, skirmishes ensued at the colony, and Queen Isabella objected to the slaves, sending a royal commission to investigate the situation. Because of the criticism he received, Columbus established a new capital, calling it Santo Domingo. He then retreated to Spain to plan yet a third voyage.

THE FINAL VOYAGES

Competition among the explorers was intense. Portugal had sent Vasco da Gama on an expedition in 1497. Unlike Columbus, da Gama really did reach India in 1498. It’s thought that this provided the impetus for the sovereigns to approve a third journey for the admiral.


A Speed Record

For his third trip, Columbus organized the entire fleet in roughly four weeks, with the goal of circumnavigating the world. He left on May 9, 1502, only three months after the new “Governor of the Indies” had been sent off, but he was forbidden to return to Hispaniola.



On Columbus’s third journey, he uncovered Venezuela and the islands of Trinidad and Margarita, and again visited Hispaniola, only to find revolts against his brother’s rule. In 1500, in an effort to restore order and peace, Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand sent another governor to Hispaniola. Columbus was arrested and sent back to Spain. Somehow he managed to finagle authorization to undertake a fourth voyage.

Columbus explored the Central American coast for nearly six months in search of the westward passage that remained elusive. He attempted to establish a gold-mining camp in Panama. The natives thwarted these plans, however. He and his men explored Martinique briefly and were shipwrecked off Jamaica, where they remained for a year awaiting rescue.

Finally a ship sent from Hispaniola rescued them. Columbus then set sail for Spain, where he arrived in poor health. During his audience with King Ferdinand (the queen had died), he was rebuffed; the king revoked the admiral’s rights and titles. On May 20, 1506, Christopher Columbus died, still hanging on to the notion that he’d reached Asia.


NATIVE AMERICANS

The Original Inhabitants

It’s impossible to know exactly how many people were living in North America at the time of Columbus’s arrival in 1492, but it was probably in the region of 25 million. They had, by this time, developed a wide variety of cultures and languages—possibly up to 2,000 tongues were spoken by Native Americans—and had spread across the continent.

Some tribes wandered and survived by hunting and gathering, as had Columbus’s distant ancestors in Europe, Asia, and the Middle East. Others settled in one place. They grew corn and hunted native animals, particularly the buffalo, which roamed the Western plains in enormous numbers. They built houses in some places; for example, the Zuni and Hopi tribes in the Southwest constructed cliff dwellings clinging to the sides of mountains for protection and shelter. They developed styles of art that were reflected in their sculptures and textiles.


The Moundbuilders

From about 3600 B.C. to the time of Columbus, Native American tribes in the Ohio Valley created a series of enormous earthen mounds. These were generally religious in their purpose, but they also expressed the tribes’ artistic visions. Some were shaped like animals. In these mounds, the people left artifacts, including jewelry, clothing, pottery, and other objects.



The tribes had complex social structures. The Iroquois of what is now upstate New York bound themselves into a powerful confederacy that made them the most important tribe on the East Coast. It has been widely speculated that the Iroquois tribal structure was one of the examples the framers of the Constitution had in mind when they drew up their historic document.

Among the Iroquois, much property was held in common, and there was little division between the sexes.

This isn’t to say that Native American society was a utopia. Tribes could and did go to war with one another; power struggles between them were frequent. But in general they preserved a peace among themselves and found a niche in the nature that surrounded them.

In one important respect, they were very different from the Europeans: they had no written language. Stories and legends of the tribe were passed down orally from generation to generation. Songs, poetry, all were transmitted by word of mouth. It’s for this reason that in many cases we know so little about them. Sadly, they were about to meet a force that within a century would begin to push them back farther and farther until at last there was nowhere else to go.

MAJOR NATIVE AMERICAN TRIBES

Among the most significant Native American tribes are:


	Algonquin

	Apache

	Blackfoot

	Cherokee

	Cheyenne

	Chippewa

	Choctaw

	Comanche

	Creek

	Hopi

	Iroquois

	Miami

	Navajo

	Nez Perce

	Ottawa

	Pawnee

	Sioux

	Ute

	Wampanoag

	Yaqui




JAMESTOWN

A Permanent North American Settlement

In 1605, two groups of London merchants who had combined the investments of many smaller investors petitioned King James I for a charter to establish another colony in Virginia. These two groups—prototypes of modern-day corporations—became the Virginia Company of London and the Plymouth Company.

After receiving its charter, the Virginia Company organized its expedition, providing free passage to America in exchange for a contract under which the settlers agreed to seven years of indentured servitude. This became a popular arrangement. In December 1606, those who signed on (numbering about 100) boarded three vessels—the Susan Constant, the Discovery, and the Godspeed.

UNDER WAY

By May 1607, the 104 remaining settlers commanded by Captain Christopher Newport sailed their three frail vessels through the Chesapeake Bay and thirty miles up the James River to reach a parcel of densely wooded, swampy land. There, the settlers built Jamestown, England’s first permanent North American colony.

They arrived too late in the season to plant crops, and the swamps didn’t help their chances of survival. Many of these genteel souls were not accustomed to manual labor. Everyone had to carve out homes in the wilderness, where there was no choice but to adapt. Many did not. Within a few months, some settlers died of famine and disease, while others went to live with Native American tribes. Only thirty-eight made it through their first year in the New World.

That these settlers survived at all is due in large measure to Captain John Smith, a former crusader and pirate turned gentleman. Smith turned the settlers into foragers and successful traders with the Native Americans, who taught the English how to plant corn and other crops.

JOHN SMITH AND POCAHONTAS

During an expedition to explore the regions surrounding Jamestown, the chief of the Powhatan Native Americans captured Smith. According to an account Smith published in 1624, he was going to be put to death until the chief’s daughter, Pocahontas, saved him. (Pocahontas’s real name was Matoaka. The Native American name “Pocahontas” means “playful one.”) From this the legend of Pocahontas sprang forth, becoming part of American folklore, children’s books, and videos. But did it really happen?


Interracial Marriage in Early Virginia

In their very first years in Virginia, the British encouraged interracial marriage with the Native Americans in order to promote better relations. In Virginia, money was offered to white Virginians who would marry Native Americans. Few took advantage of the offer and later the English would forbid interracial marriage. Pocahontas would be one of the last Native Americans to be accepted into British-American society through marriage.



Some historians say Smith did not mention this Native American woman or his release in any of the documents he wrote about the colony’s first year. Smith’s account of the capture was published long after the supposed event took place, which leads some historians to believe Smith was just trying to create a good story. In 1614, Smith returned to America, exploring and mapping the New England coast. He later sailed back to England with valuable furs and fish and became a prolific writer and supporter of American colonization.

Evidence is scarce that Pocahontas actually helped John Smith, risking her life to save him. The Jamestown settlers did capture a young Pocahontas around 1612, returning her to their colony. In captivity, she caught the eye of John Rolfe, an Englishman, who later married her with the blessing of her father and the English governor. This established a peace with the Powhatan that lasted eight years. Pocahontas converted to Christianity and took the name Rebecca. In 1615, she gave birth to her first child, Thomas.

With his bride and new son, Rolfe returned to England. Just as she was preparing to return to Virginia in 1617, Pocahontas died of smallpox and was buried in the chapel of the parish church in Gravesend, England.

THE TOP CROP

Although Pocahontas won the hearts of the English, tobacco also captured their attention. It was a primary reason behind the Jamestown settlement’s success. In fact, Jamestown became the capital of Virginia.

Moreover, the tobacco crop attracted more settlers to the colonies, where they planted it in every available inch of fertile soil. But once indentured servitude ended, settlers were hard-pressed to maintain their tobacco and other crops. So, they began purchasing laborers from Dutch traders who kidnapped black Africans in their homelands, transported them against their will across the ocean, and sold them to plantation owners—the start of slavery in America.

Relations with the Native Americans began to sour, for the natives frequently attacked Jamestown. In 1622, 350 colonists were killed. By 1644, a total of 500 had perished. A rebellion against the governor resulted in the burning of the settlement. Middle Plantation, in what is now Williamsburg, became the seat of colonial government in 1699, and Jamestown was deserted.

THE DUTCH, FRENCH, AND SPANISH ARRIVE

Among other early European influences on the Americas were the Dutch, the French, and the Spanish.

In 1609 the Dutch East India Company commissioned English explorer Henry Hudson to find a northwest passage across the Atlantic Ocean to India. Hudson entered New York Bay and sailed partway up what is now known as the Hudson River. In 1614 Adriaen Block, another Dutch explorer, navigated the East River. The Dutch monarchy claimed the island of Manhattan and its environs, naming them New Amsterdam.

The French, starting in the sixteenth century, began with the same viewpoint as Columbus and the Dutch: North America was really just an obstacle to finding a sea path to the Indies. The French sent several expeditions to explore the land between Newfoundland and Florida and wound up establishing a permanent settlement in what is now Quebec City. The French also established a major settlement on the Caribbean island of Hispaniola.

Spain’s early conquests were in Mexico, where Hernán Cortéz destroyed the civilization of the Aztecs in central Mexico. After that, Spanish influence and control spread across South America and into the southwest sections of North America. In 1513, Vasco Núñez de Balboa crossed the Isthmus of Panama and finally found the Pacific Ocean, for which explorers since Columbus had been searching.


THE MAYFLOWER COMPACT

The Puritans at Plymouth

In the mid-sixteenth century, during the reign of Elizabeth I, reformers complained that the Protestant Church of England resembled the Catholic Church too closely for comfort. Because this group wanted to purify the church, they became known as the Puritans.

Hard times had fallen on England, and these reformers suffered greatly from the ills of a bad economy with high unemployment and low wages. The Puritans blamed their lot on the Church of England. King James I, who succeeded Elizabeth I, did not take well to their outspokenness.

Although most Puritans believed they could change the church and still belong to it, others chose to create a separate congregation outside of the established church. They became known as the Separatists and suffered harsh treatment—which included not being able to attend universities or worship openly. Separatists were imprisoned and sometimes put to death.

A good many of these Separatists escaped to the Netherlands, where some became sailors aboard Dutch merchant ships. Others returned to England in 1620, but were still unhappy. The New World in America that people spoke of was simply too enticing to pass up. In a new land, the Separatists could worship as they pleased, create a truly religious society, and yet retain their English identity. It was this group that made up the core of the Pilgrims.

STRANGERS AMONG THEM

Planning their voyage, the Pilgrims recruited a number of others to join them. Approximately eighty “strangers,” who weren’t Separatists or Puritans, decided to sail as well, seeking better lives, adventure, shipboard jobs, and, of course, great wealth. Among these men were Captain Miles Standish and John Alden.

The group, intending to sail on two ships, had obtained a charter to settle in the Virginia Colony. Their ships, the Speedwell and the Mayflower, were outfitted for their Atlantic crossings. Twice during the summer months they set sail, and twice they returned to England because the Speedwell wasn’t seaworthy. So the Mayflower headed out alone, sailing from Plymouth, England, in September 1620.

The Mayflower spent two months crossing an angry Atlantic Ocean. To make matters worse, inaccurate maps and strong winds took the sailors well north of the Virginia Colony. On November 21, 1620, the Pilgrims reached Provincetown Harbor at the tip of Cape Cod, Massachusetts.

SIGNING THE COMPACT

Although the Mayflower’s passengers were happy to reach dry land, they were also concerned because their charter from the London merchants had sent them to Virginia. Some of the strangers aboard talked of breaking away from the group. Noting the dissension among them, the passengers drew up an agreement while anchored in the harbor. The Mayflower Compact was the first colonial agreement that formed a government by the consent of those governed. The signers agreed to follow all “just and equal” laws that the settlers enacted. Furthermore, the majority would rule in matters where there was disagreement. The Mayflower Compact guided the colonists until they joined with the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1691.

NATIVE AMERICAN AID AT PLYMOUTH COLONY

When the Pilgrims established Plymouth Colony, they chose this site for its farm fields, its supply of fresh drinking water, and the hill that enabled them to build a fort. But by early 1621, the Pilgrims were cold, hungry, and sick. They had arrived too late to plant crops, and with the snow, cold, and dwindling food supply, as many as half the colonists died.

The hope of spring kept them going. So did a surprise in the form of a Native American named Samoset, who entered their settlement, speaking English. Soon he brought Squanto, another Native American friend and part of the tribe that had lived at Plymouth before the colonists’ arrival, to serve as their guide, teaching them how to survive with new methods of farming and fishing. The Pilgrims learned to plant corn, fertilize their fields, and prosper in other ways as well.


Thanksgiving

Native Americans had celebrated autumn harvests for centuries. Early New Englanders celebrated Thanksgiving only when there was a plentiful harvest, but it gradually became an annual custom. During the American Revolution, the Continental Congress proposed a national day of thanksgiving, and in 1863, Abraham Lincoln issued the proclamation designating the fourth Thursday in November as Thanksgiving Day.



Squanto acted as the interpreter between the Pilgrims and the great Chief Massasoit of the Wampanoag in southeastern Massachusetts. The two sides pledged not to harm one another, and by the following autumn in 1621, the Pilgrims celebrated their first harvest with their Native American neighbors. Both brought provisions for that first Thanksgiving feast, which lasted three days.

The feast probably included:


	Venison

	Wild turkeys

	Cornmeal

	Lobster

	Mussels




THE SALEM WITCH TRIALS

A Town Gone Mad

Because their beliefs were based on independent congregations, free of the church hierarchy that existed back in England, the settlers became known as Congregationalists. Attendance at Sunday services was mandatory, and with the work required to thrive in the colonies, that left little leisure time. There was no dancing, no real recreation. Ironically, life was reminiscent of the past oppression of the Puritans. The punishment for any crime committed was harsh, and those who spoke out against the puritanical dictates were persecuted. Indeed, the Puritans proved to be as intolerant as the king they had fled.

In 1684, England revoked the Massachusetts Bay Colony’s charter, and in 1691, the colony was granted a new royal charter that essentially ended the form of government the Puritans had created. The right to elect representatives was now based on property qualifications rather than church membership. The hysteria and wild accusations in Salem in 1692 further eroded the Puritanical influence.

WITCHCRAFT!

In 1692 in Salem Village (modern-day Danvers) two girls— nine-year-old Betty Parris and her eleven-year-old cousin Abigail Williams—caused a stir, not only in the home of the Reverend Samuel Parris, but in the town of Salem itself.

Betty and Abigail began acting strangely, running around the house, flapping their arms, screaming, and throwing themselves around the room. Local doctors were at a loss to explain their antics and fell back on a diagnosis of witchcraft.

Betty and Abigail identified the Parris family’s West Indian slave, Tituba, as their tormentor, before adding other names such as Sarah Good and Sarah Osborne. As a black slave, Tituba was already at a disadvantage, while Sarah Good was vulnerable to such accusations because she was homeless, and Sarah Osborne’s morals were already in question because she did not attend church.


Executions and Aftermath

Nineteen people were executed in the wake of the Salem Witch Trials, until public opinion turned against the accusers and local judges. In 1696, the General Court adopted a resolution of repentance. Although the Puritan influence declined, the Congregational churches remained dominant in Massachusetts into the nineteenth century.



Many more of Salem’s teenage girls began having fits, and the finger pointing continued. Thus it was a true “witch hunt” and persecution of the worst kind.

CAUSES OF THE HYSTERIA

There have been many debates about the causes of the witch hysteria in Salem in the seventeenth century. Some historians suggest that the events were about land and that certain families in the village were attempting to seize property by accusing the owners of witchcraft. Others maintain that the conflict reflected longstanding feuds and conflicts, typical of village life in America and elsewhere.

Accusations of witchcraft were widespread in Europe and America during the seventeenth century. Between 1645–1663, eighty people in the Massachusetts Bay Colony were accused of witchcraft, so from one standpoint the wave of accusations in Salem wasn’t that unusual.

Other historians have cited the Salem events as an example of the tensions that underlay colonial and post-colonial America. Slavery, of course, was a festering sore on the American body politic from early on, but there were many indentured servants and other people who were excluded from political and social life who expressed their rebellion in various ways. The events of Salem and elsewhere may have been a reflection of those social conflicts.


Bacon’s Rebellion

In 1676, a group of colonists in Virginia revolted against the House of Burgesses. The basis of the rebellion is confused; many of the rebels wanted an all-out war against the local Indians, who were thought to have been stealing from the colonists. But in addition, the rebellion seems to have been fueled by economics and class resentment against the aristocracy of the colony. They demanded an end to “unjust taxes,” for nepotism in government appointments, and for keeping the fur trade in the hands of the wealthy.

The rebellion didn’t last long; the leader, Nathaniel Bacon, died of illness, and a British warship sent ashore some troops who quashed the uprising. But it reflects the significant class tensions within the colonies well before their rebellion against the English a hundred years later.




FRENCH WARS IN THE NEW WORLD

The Course of Imperial Conflict

Between the years 1689 and 1763, England and France were entangled in a struggle for supremacy. During this period, Massachusetts played a role in the skirmishes between England and France over dominance in North America. Each side used Native Americans and attacked each other’s settlements. Many Massachusetts towns were destroyed, and many ships sunk; thousands of colonists were captured and killed.

KING WILLIAM’S WAR

King William’s War broke out in 1689 after England’s William III entered the War of the League of Augsburg against France. Native Americans, provoked by the French to attack, ravaged the English settlements in New England and New York. Retaliating, New Englanders gained control of Port Royal, a key French post in Nova Scotia. Bloody border skirmishes ensued for at least six years until the Treaty of Ryswick in 1697 halted both sides, restoring Port Royal to the French. However, this war accomplished nothing, for the treaty merely declared that the prewar positions would remain. As a result, the unresolved tensions led to further fighting.

QUEEN ANNE’S WAR

Queen Anne’s War broke out in 1701. English colonists captured and burned Saint Augustine, Florida (then Spanish territory). There were massacres at the hands of French troops and their Native American allies in the colonies, and troops also tried again to wrest away control of Port Royal. The British and colonists conquered Acadia in 1710, but failed to encroach on Quebec and Montreal. When the Treaty of Utrecht ended Queen Anne’s War in 1713, it ceded Acadia, as well as Newfoundland and the Hudson Bay territory, to the British. Cape Breton Island stayed French.


Champlain’s Map

Samuel de Champlain produced the first accurate chart of the Atlantic coast, from Newfoundland to Cape Cod, as well as maps of the St. Lawrence valley and the Great Lakes. Champlain also created a trading post in what is now Quebec City, and established the commercial and military alliances that endured to the end of the French regime in Canada.
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