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Chapter 2

AMERICAN HISTORY 
REVIEW: 1500-1877
	 The following American History review covers the period of time 
from the earliest colonizations in America through 1877, the end of Re-
construction.  The review is divided into seven time periods, as follows:

	 1:  The Colonial Period (1500-1763)
	 2:  The American Revolution (1763-1787)
	 3:  The United States Constitution (1787-1789)
	 4:  The New Nation (1789-1824)
	 5:  Jacksonian Democracy and Westward Expansion (1824-	 	
	 1850)
	 6:  Sectional Conflict and the Causes of the Civil War (1850-	 	
	 1860)
	 7:  The Civil War and Reconstruction (1860-1877)

	 By thoroughly studying this course review, you will be well-pre-
pared for the material on the CLEP History of the United States I exam.
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1	
THE COLONIAL PERIOD  

	 (1500-1763)

THE AGE OF EXPLORATION
The Treaty of Tordesillas

Excited by the gold Columbus had brought back from America (after 
Amerigo Vespucci, an Italian member of a Portuguese expedition to South 
America whose widely reprinted report suggested a new world had been 
found), Ferdinand and Isabella, joint monarchs of Spain, sought formal 
confirmation of their ownership of these new lands. They feared the inter-
ference of Portugal, which was at that time a powerful seafaring nation and 
had been active in overseas exploration. At Spain’s urging the pope drew a 
“Line of Demarcation” 100 leagues west of the Cape Verde Islands dividing 
the heathen world into two equal parts—that east of the line for Portugal and 
that west of it for Spain.

Because this line tended to be unduly favorable to Spain, and because 
Portugal had the stronger navy, the two countries worked out the Treaty of 
Tordesillas (1494), by which the line was moved farther west. As a result, 
Brazil eventually became a Portuguese colony, while Spain maintained 
claims to the rest of the Americas. As other European nations joined the hunt 
for colonies, they tended to ignore the Treaty of Tordesillas.

The Spanish Conquistadores

To conquer the Americas the Spanish monarchs used their powerful 
army, led by independent Spanish adventurers known as conquistadores. At 
first the conquistadores confined their attentions to the Caribbean islands, 
where the European diseases they unwittingly carried with them devastated 
the local Indian populations, who had no immunities against such diseases.

After about 1510 the conquistadores turned their attention to the Ameri-
can mainland. In 1513 Vasco Nunez de Balboa crossed the isthmus of Pan-
ama and became the first European to see the Pacific Ocean. The same year 
Juan Ponce de Leon explored Florida in search of gold and a fabled fountain 
of youth. He found neither but claimed Florida for Spain. In 1519 Hernando 
(Hernan) Cortes led his dramatic expedition against the Aztecs of Mexico. 
Aided by the fact that the Indians at first mistook him for a god, and armed 
with firearms, armor, horses, and (unknown to him) smallpox germs, all 
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previously unknown in America, Cortes destroyed the Aztec empire and won 
enormous riches. By the 1550s other such fortune seekers had conquered 
much of South America.

 In North America the Spaniards sought in vain for riches. In 1528 
Panfilio de Narvaez led a disastrous expedition through the Gulf Coast re-
gion from which only four of the original 400 men returned. One of them, 
Cabeza de Vaca, brought with him a story of seven great cities full of gold 
(the “Seven Cities of Cibola”) somewhere to the north. In response to this, 
two Spanish expeditions explored the interior of North America. Hernando 
de Soto led a 600-man expedition (1539–1541) through what is now the 
southeastern United States, penetrating as far west as Oklahoma and discov-
ering the Mississippi River, on whose banks de Soto was buried. Francisco 
Vasquez de Coronado led an expedition (1540–1542) from Mexico, north 
across the Rio Grande and through New Mexico, Arizona, Texas, Oklahoma, 
and Kansas. Some of Coronado’s men were the first Europeans to see the 
Grand Canyon. While neither expedition discovered rich Indian civiliza-
tions to plunder, both increased Europe’s knowledge of the interior of North 
America and asserted Spain’s territorial claims to the continent.

New Spain

Spain administered its new holdings as an autocratic, rigidly controlled 
empire in which everything was to benefit the parent country. Tight control 
of even mundane matters was carried out by a suffocating bureaucracy run 
directly from Madrid. Annual treasure fleets carried the riches of the New 
World to Spain for the furtherance of its military-political goals in Europe.

As population pressures were low in sixteenth-century Spain, only about 
200,000 Spaniards came to America during that time. To deal with the con-
sequent labor shortages and as a reward to successful conquistadores, the 
Spaniards developed a system of large manors or estates (encomiendas) 
with Indian slaves ruthlessly managed for the benefit of the conquistadores. 
The encomienda system was later replaced by the similar but somewhat 
milder hacienda system. As the Indian population died from overwork and 
European diseases, Spaniards began importing African slaves to supply their 
labor needs. Society in New Spain was rigidly stratified, with the highest 
level reserved for natives of Spain (peninsulares) and the next for those of 
Spanish parentage born in the New World (creoles). Those of mixed (Mes-
tizo) or Indian blood occupied lower levels.
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English and French Beginnings

In 1497 the Italian John Cabot (Giovanni Caboto), sailing under the 
sponsorship of the king of England in search of a Northwest Passage (a 
water route to the Orient through or around the North American continent), 
became the first European since the Viking voyages more than four centu-
ries earlier to reach the mainland of North America, which he claimed for 
England.

In 1524 the king of France authorized another Italian, Giovannia da Ver-
razzano, to undertake a mission similar to Cabot’s. Endeavoring to duplicate 
the achievement of Portugal’s Ferdinand Magellan, who had five years 
earlier found a way around the southern tip of South America, Verrazzano 
followed the American coast from present-day North Carolina to Maine.

Beginning in 1534, Jacques Cartier, also authorized by the king of 
France, mounted three expeditions to the area of the St. Lawrence River, 
which he believed might be the hoped-for Northwest Passage. He explored 
up the river as far as the site of Montreal, where rapids prevented him—or so 
he thought—from continuing to China. He claimed the area for France be-
fore abandoning his last expedition and returning to France in 1542. France 
made no further attempts to explore or colonize in America for 65 years.

England showed little interest in America as well during most of the 
sixteenth century. But when the English finally did begin colonization, com-
mercial capitalism in England had advanced to the point that the English 
efforts were supported by private rather than government funds, allowing 
the English colonists to enjoy a greater degree of freedom from government 
interference.

Partially as a result of the New World rivalries and partially on account of 
differences between Protestant and Catholic countries, the sixteenth century 
was a violent time both in Europe and in America. French Protestants, called 
Huguenots, who attempted to escape persecution in Catholic France by settling 
in the New World were massacred by the Spaniards. One such incident led 
the Spaniards, nervous about any possible encroachment on what they con-
sidered to be their exclusive holdings in America, to build a fort that became 
the beginning of a settlement at St. Augustine, Florida, the oldest European 
settlement in what is now the United States. Spanish priests ventured north 
from St. Augustine, but no permanent settlements were built in the interior.

French and especially English sea captains made great sport of and con-
siderable profit from plundering the Spaniards of the wealth they had first 
plundered from the Indians. One of the most successful English captains, 
Francis Drake, sailed around South America and raided the Spanish settle-
ments on the Pacific coast of Central America before continuing on to Cali-
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fornia, which he claimed for England and named Nova Albion. Drake then 
returned to England by sailing around the world. England’s Queen Elizabeth, 
sister and Protestant successor to Mary, had been quietly investing in Drake’s 
highly profitable voyages. On Drake’s return from his round-the-world voy-
age, Elizabeth openly showed her approval.

Angered by this as well as by Elizabeth’s support of the Protestant cause 
in Europe, Spain’s King Philip II in 1588 dispatched a mighty fleet, the 
Spanish Armada, to conquer England. Instead, the Armada was defeated 
by the English navy and largely destroyed by storms in the North Sea. This 
victory established England as a great power and moved it a step closer to 
overseas colonization, although the war with Spain continued until 1604.

Gilbert, Raleigh, and the Roanoke Settlers

English nobleman Sir Humphrey Gilbert believed England should found 
colonies and find a Northwest Passage. In 1576 he sent English sea captain 
Martin Frobisher to look for such a passage. Frobisher scouted along the 
inhospitable northeastern coast of Canada and brought back large amounts 
of a yellow metal that turned out to be fool’s gold. In 1578 Gilbert obtained 
a charter allowing him to found a colony with his own funds and guaran-
teeing the prospective colonists all the rights of those born and residing in 
England, thus setting an important precedent for future colonial charters. 
His attempts to found a colony in Newfoundland failed, and while pursuing 
these endeavors he was lost at sea.

With the queen’s permission, Gilbert’s work was taken up by his half-
brother, Sir Walter Raleigh. Raleigh turned his attention to a more southerly 
portion of the North American coastline, which he named Virginia, in honor 
of England’s unmarried queen. He selected as a site for the first settlement 
Roanoke Island, just off the coast of present-day North Carolina.

After one abortive attempt, a group of 114 settlers—men, women, and 
children—were landed in July 1587. Shortly thereafter, Virginia Dare be-
came the first English child born in America. Later that year the expedition’s 
leader, John White, returned to England to secure additional supplies. De-
layed by the war with Spain he did not return until 1590, when he found 
the colony deserted. It is not known what became of the Roanoke settlers. 
After this failure, Raleigh was forced by financial constraints to abandon his 
attempts to colonize Virginia. Hampered by unrealistic expectations, inad-
equate financial resources, and the ongoing war with Spain, English interest 
in American colonization was submerged for 15  years.
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THE BEGINNINGS OF COLONIZATION
Virginia

In the first decade of the 1600s, Englishmen, exhilarated by the recent 
victory over Spain and influenced by the writings of Richard Hakluyt (who 
urged American colonization as the way to national greatness and the spread 
of the gospel), once again undertook to plant colonies.

Two groups of merchants gained charters from James I, Queen Eliza-
beth’s successor. One group of merchants was based in London and received 
a charter to North America between what are now the Hudson and the Cape 
Fear rivers. The other was based in Plymouth and was granted the right to 
colonize in North America from the Potomac to the northern border of pres-
ent-day Maine. They were called the Virginia Company of London and the 
Virginia Company of Plymouth, respectively. These were joint-stock com-
panies, which raised their capital by the sale of shares of stock. Companies 
of this sort had already been used to finance and carry on English trade with 
Russia, Africa, and the Middle East.

The Plymouth Company, in 1607, attempted to plant a colony in Maine, 
but after one winter the colonists became discouraged and returned to Brit-
ain. Thereafter, the Plymouth Company folded.

The Virginia Company of London, in 1607, sent out an expedition of 
three ships with 104 men to plant a colony some 40 miles up the James 
River from Chesapeake Bay. Like the river on which it was located, the new 
settlement was named Jamestown in honor of England’s king. It became the 
first permanent English settlement in North America, but for a time it ap-
peared to be going the way of the earlier attempts. During the early years of 
Jamestown, the majority of the settlers died of starvation, various diseases, 
or hostile action by Indians. Though the losses were continuously replaced 
by new settlers, the colony’s survival remained in doubt for a number of 
years.

There were several reasons for these difficulties. The entire colony was 
owned by the company, and all members shared the profits regardless of how 
much or how little they worked; thus, there was a lack of incentive. Many of 
the settlers were gentlemen, who considered themselves too good to work at 
growing the food the colony needed to survive. Others were simply unambi-
tious and little inclined to work in any case. Furthermore, the settlers had 
come with the expectation of finding gold or other quick and easy riches and 
wasted much time looking for these while they should have been providing 
for their survival.

For purposes of defense, the settlement had been sited on a peninsula 
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formed by a bend in the river; but this low and swampy location proved to 
be a breeding ground for all sorts of diseases and, at high tide, even contami-
nated the settlers’ drinking supply with sea water. To make matters worse, 
relations with Powhatan, the powerful local Indian chief, were at best uncer-
tain and often openly hostile, with disastrous results for the colonists.

In 1608 and 1609 the dynamic and ruthless leadership of John Smith 
kept the colony from collapsing. Smith’s rule was, “He who works not, 
eats not.” After Smith returned to England in late 1609, the condition of the 
colony again became critical.

In 1612, a Virginia resident named John Rolfe discovered that a supe-
rior strain of tobacco, native to the West Indies, could be grown in Virginia. 
There was a large market for this tobacco in Europe, and Rolfe’s discovery 
gave Virginia a major cash crop.

To secure more settlers and boost Virginia’s shrinking labor force, the 
company moved to make immigration possible for Britain’s poor who were 
without economic opportunity at home or financial means to procure trans-
portation to America. This was achieved by means of the indenture system, 
by which a poor worker’s passage to America was paid by an American 
planter (or the company itself), who in exchange, was indentured to work 
for the planter (or the company) for a specified number of years. The system 
was open to abuse and often resulted in the mistreatment of the indentured 
servants.

To control the workers thus shipped to Virginia, as well as the often 
lazy and unruly colonists already present, the company gave its governors 
in America dictatorial powers. Governors such as Lord De La Warr, Sir 
Thomas Gates, and Sir Thomas Dale made use of such powers, imposing a 
harsh rule.

For such reasons, and its well-known reputation as a death trap, Virginia 
continued to attract inadequate numbers of immigrants. To solve this, a 
reform-minded faction within the company proposed a new approach, and 
under its leader Edwin Sandys made changes designed to attract more set-
tlers. Colonists were promised the same rights they had in England. A repre-
sentative assembly, the House of Burgesses, was founded in 1619—the first 
in America. Additionally, private ownership of land was instituted.

Despite these reforms, Virginia’s unhealthy reputation kept many Eng-
lishmen away. Large numbers of indentured servants were brought in, espe-
cially young, single men. The first Africans were brought to Virginia in 1619 
but were treated as indentured servants rather than slaves.

Virginia’s Indian relations remained difficult. In 1622 an Indian massacre 
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took the lives of 347 settlers. In 1644 the Indians struck again, massacring 
some 300 more. Shortly thereafter, the coastal Indians were subdued and no 
longer presented a serious threat.

Impressed by the potential profits from tobacco growing, King James I  
determined to have Virginia for himself. Using the high mortality and the 
1622 massacre as a pretext, in 1624 he revoked the London Company’s char-
ter and made Virginia a royal colony. This pattern was followed throughout 
colonial history; both company colonies and proprietary colonies tended 
eventually to become royal colonies. Upon taking over Virginia, James re-
voked all political rights and the representative assembly—he did not believe 
in such things—but 15 years later his son, Charles I, was forced, by constant 
pressure from the Virginians and the continuing need to attract more settlers, 
to restore these rights.

New France

Shortly after England returned to the business of colonization, France 
renewed its interest in the areas previously visited by such French explorers 
as Jacques Cartier. The French opened with the Indians a lucrative trade in 
furs, plentiful in America and much sought after in Europe.

The St. Lawrence River was the French gateway to the interior of North 
America. In 1608 Samuel de Champlain established a trading post in Que-
bec, from which the rest of what became New France eventually spread.

Relatively small numbers of Frenchmen came to America, and partially 
because of this they were generally able to maintain good relations with the 
Indians. French Canadians were energetic in exploring and claiming new 
lands for France.

French exploration and settlement spread through the Great Lakes region 
and the valleys of the Mississippi and Ohio rivers. In 1673 Jacques Mar-
quette explored the Mississippi Valley, and in 1682 Sieur de la Salle followed 
the river to its mouth. French settlements in the Midwest were not generally 
real towns, but rather forts and trading posts serving the fur trade.

Throughout its history, New France was handicapped by an inadequate 
population and a lack of support by the parent country.

New Netherlands

Other countries also took an interest in North America. In 1609 Holland 
sent an Englishman named Henry Hudson to explore for them in search of a 
Northwest Passage. In this endeavor Hudson discovered the river that bears 
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his name.

Arrangements were made to trade with the Iroquois Indians for furs, 
especially beaver pelts for the hats then popular in Europe. In 1624 Dutch 
trading outposts were established on Manhattan Island (New Amsterdam) 
and at the site of present-day Albany (Fort Orange). A profitable fur trade 
was carried on and became the main source of revenue for the Dutch West 
India Company, the joint-stock company that ran the colony.

To encourage enough farming to keep the colony supplied with food, the 
Dutch instituted the patroon system, by which large landed estates would be 
given to wealthy men who transported at least 50 families to New Nether-
lands. These families would then become tenant farmers on the estate of the 
patroon who had transported them. As Holland’s home economy was healthy, 
few Dutch felt desperate enough to take up such unattractive terms.

New Netherlands was, in any case, internally weak and unstable. It was 
poorly governed by inept and lazy governors; and its population was a mix-
ture of people from all over Europe as well as many African slaves, forming 
what historians have called an “unstable pluralism.”

The Pilgrims at Plymouth

Many Englishmen came from England for religious reasons. For the 
most part, these fell into two groups, Puritans and Separatists. Though simi-
lar in many respects to the Puritans, the Separatists believed the Church of 
England was beyond saving and so felt they must separate from it.

One group of Separatists, suffering government harassment, fled to Hol-
land. Dissatisfied there, they decided to go to America and thus became the 
famous Pilgrims.

Led by William Bradford, they departed in 1620, having obtained from 
the London Company a charter to settle just south of the Hudson River. 
Driven by storms, their ship, the Mayflower, made landfall at Cape Cod in 
Massachusetts; and they decided it was God’s will for them to settle in that 
area. This, however, put them outside the jurisdiction of any established gov-
ernment; and so before going ashore they drew up and signed the Mayflower 
Compact, establishing a foundation for orderly government based on the 
consent of the governed. After a difficult first winter that saw many die, the 
Pilgrims went on to establish a quiet and modestly prosperous colony. After 
a number of years of hard work, they were able to buy out the investors who 
had originally financed their voyage and thus gain greater autonomy.
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The Massachusetts Bay Colony

The Puritans were far more numerous than the Separatists. Contrary to 
stereotype, they did not dress in drab clothes and were not ignorant or big-
oted. They did, however, take the Bible and their religion seriously and felt 
the Anglican church still retained too many unscriptural practices left over 
from Roman Catholicism.

King James I had no use for the Puritans but refrained from bringing on 
a confrontation with their growing political power. His son, Charles I, de-
termined in 1629 to persecute the Puritans aggressively and to rule without 
the Puritan-dominated Parliament. This course would lead eventually (ten 
years later) to civil war, but in the meantime some of the Puritans decided 
to set up a community in America.

To accomplish their purpose, they sought in 1629 to charter a joint-stock 
company to be called the Massachusetts Bay Company. Whether because 
Charles was glad to be rid of the Puritans or because he did not realize the 
special nature of this joint-stock company, the charter was granted. Further, 
the charter neglected to specify where the company’s headquarters should be 
located. Taking advantage of this unusual omission, the Puritans determined 
to make their headquarters in the colony itself, 3,000 miles from meddle-
some royal officials.

Under the leadership of John Winthrop, who taught that a new colony 
should provide the whole world with a model of what a Christian society 
ought to be, the Puritans carefully organized their venture and, upon arriving 
in Massachusetts in 1630, did not undergo the “starving time” that had often 
plagued other first-year colonies.

The government of Massachusetts developed to include a governor and 
a representative assembly (called the General Court) selected by the “free-
men”—adult male church members. As Massachusetts’ population increased 
(20,000 Puritans had come by 1642 in what came to be called the Great 
Migration), new towns were chartered, each town being granted a large tract 
of land by the Massachusetts government. As in European villages, these 
towns consisted of a number of houses clustered around the church house 
and the village green. Farmland was located around the outside of the town. 
In each new town the elect—those who testified of having experienced sav-
ing grace—covenanted together as a church.

Rhode Island, Connecticut, and New Hampshire

Puritans saw their colony not as a place to do whatever might strike 
one’s fancy, but as a place to serve God and build His kingdom. Dissidents 
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would only be tolerated insofar as they did not interfere with the colony’s 
mission.

One such dissident was Roger Williams. A Puritan preacher, Williams 
was received warmly in Massachusetts in 1631; but he had a talent for car-
rying things to their logical (or sometimes not so logical) extreme. When his 
activities became disruptive he was asked to leave the colony. To avoid hav-
ing to return to England—where he would have been even less welcome—he 
fled to the wilderness around Narragansett Bay, bought land from the Indi-
ans, and founded the settlement of Providence (1636), soon populated by 
his many followers.

Another dissident was Anne Hutchinson, who openly taught things con-
trary to Puritan doctrine. Called before the General Court to answer for her 
teachings, she claimed to have had special revelations from God superseding 
the Bible. This was unthinkable in Puritan theology and led to Hutchinson’s 
banishment from the colony. She also migrated to the area around Narra-
gansett Bay and with her followers founded Portsmouth (1638). She later 
migrated still farther west and was killed by Indians.

In 1644 Roger Williams secured from Parliament a charter combining 
Providence, Portsmouth, and other settlements that had sprung up in the area 
into the colony of Rhode Island. Through Williams’ influence the colony 
granted complete religious toleration. Rhode Island tended to be populated 
by such exiles and troublemakers as could not find welcome in the other 
colonies or in Europe. It suffered constant political turmoil.

Connecticut was founded by Puritans who had slight religious disagree-
ments with the leadership of Massachusetts. In 1636 Thomas Hooker led a 
group of settlers westward to found Hartford. Hooker, though a good friend 
of Massachusetts Governor John Winthrop, felt he was exercising somewhat 
more authority than was good. Others also moved into Connecticut from 
Massachusetts. In 1639 the Fundamental Orders of Connecticut, the first 
written constitution in America, were drawn up, providing for representative 
government.

In 1637 a group of Puritans led by John Davenport founded the neighbor-
ing colony of New Haven. Davenport and his followers felt that Winthrop, 
far from being too strict, was not being strict enough. In 1662 a new charter 
combined both New Haven and Connecticut into an officially recognized 
colony of Connecticut.

New Hampshire’s settlement did not involve any disagreement at all 
among the Puritans. It was simply settled as an overflow from Massachu-
setts. In 1677 King Charles II chartered the separate royal colony of New 
Hampshire. It remained economically dependent on Massachusetts.
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Maryland

By the 1630s, the English crown was taking a more direct interest in 
exercising control over the colonies, and therefore turned away from the 
practice of granting charters to joint-stock companies, and towards granting 
such charters to single individuals or groups of individuals known as propri-
etors. The proprietors would actually own the colony and would be directly 
responsible for it to the king, in an arrangement similar to the feudalism of 
medieval Europe. Though this was seen as providing more opportunity for 
royal control and less for autonomy on the part of the colonists, in practice 
proprietary colonies turned out much like the company colonies because 
settlers insisted on self-government.

The first proprietary colony was Maryland, granted in 1632 to George 
Calvert, Lord Baltimore. It was to be located just north of the Potomac River 
and to be at the same time a reward for Calvert’s loyal service to the king 
as well as a refuge for English Catholics, of which Calvert was one. George 
Calvert died before the colony could be planted, but the venture was carried 
forward by his son Cecilius.

From the start more Protestants than Catholics came. To protect the 
Catholic minority, Calvert approved an Act of Religious Toleration (1649) 
guaranteeing political rights to Christians of all persuasions. Calvert also 
allowed a representative assembly. Economically and socially Maryland 
developed as a virtual carbon copy of neighboring Virginia.

The Carolinas

In 1663 Charles II, having recently been restored to the throne after a 20-
year Puritan revolution that had seen his father beheaded, moved to reward 
eight of the noblemen who had helped him regain the crown by granting 
them a charter for all the lands lying south of Virginia and north of Spanish 
Florida.

The new colony was called Carolina, after the king. In hopes of attract-
ing settlers, the proprietors came up with an elaborate plan for a hierarchical, 
almost feudal, society. Not surprisingly, this proved unworkable, and despite 
offers of generous land grants to settlers, the Carolinas grew slowly.

The area of North Carolina developed as an overflow from Virginia 
with similar economic and cultural features. South Carolina was settled by 
English planters from the island of Barbados, who founded Charles Town 
(Charleston) in 1670. These planters brought with them their black slaves; 
thus, unlike the Chesapeake colonies of Virginia and Maryland, South 
Carolina had slavery as a fully developed institution from the outset. South 
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Carolina eventually found rice to be a staple crop.

New York and New Jersey

Charles II, though immoral and dissolute, was cunning and had an eye 
for increasing Britain’s power. The Dutch colony of New Netherlands, lying 
between the Chesapeake and the New England colonies, caught his eye as a 
likely target for British expansion. In 1664 Charles gave his brother, James, 
Duke of York, title to all the Dutch lands in America, provided James con-
quered them first. To do this James sent an invasion fleet under the command 
of Colonel Richard Nicols. New Amsterdam fell almost without a shot and 
became New York.

James was adamantly opposed to representative assemblies and ordered 
that there should be none in New York. To avoid unrest Nicols shrewdly 
granted as many other civil and political rights as possible; but residents, 
particularly Puritans who had settled on Long Island, continued to agitate 
for self-government. Finally, in the 1680s, James relented, only to break his 
promise when he became king in 1685.

To add to the confusion in the newly renamed colony, James granted a 
part of his newly acquired domain to John Lord Berkeley and Sir George 
Carteret (two of the Carolina proprietors) who named their new proprietor-
ship New Jersey. James neglected to tell Colonel Nicols of this, with the 
result that both Nicols, on the one hand, and Carteret and Berkeley, on the 
other, were granting title to the same land—to different settlers. Conflicting 
claims of land ownership plagued New Jersey for decades, being used by the 
crown in 1702 as a pretext to take over New Jersey as a royal colony.

THE COLONIAL WORLD
Life in the Colonies

New England grew not only from immigration but also from natural 
increase during the seventeenth century. The typical New England family 
had more children than the typical English or Chesapeake family, and more 
of those children survived to have families of their own. A New Englander 
could expect to live 15 to 20 years longer than his counterpart in the parent 
country and 25 to 30 years longer than his fellow colonist in the Chesapeake. 
Because of the continuity provided by these longer life spans, because the 
Puritans had migrated as intact family units, and because of the homoge-
neous nature of the Puritan New England colonies, New England enjoyed a 
much more stable and well-ordered society than did the Chesapeake colo-
nies.
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Puritans placed great importance on the family, which in their society 
was highly patriarchal. Young people were generally subject to their parents’ 
direction in the matter of when and whom they would marry. Few defied 
this system, and illegitimate births were rare. Puritans also placed great 
importance on the ability to read, since they believed everyone should be 
able to read the Bible, God’s word, himself. As a result, New England was 
ahead of the other colonies educationally and enjoyed extremely wide-spread 
literacy.

Since New England’s climate and soil were unsuited to large-scale farm-
ing, the region developed a prosperous economy based on small farming, 
home industry, fishing, and especially trade and a large shipbuilding industry. 
Boston became a major international port.

Life in the Chesapeake colonies was drastically different. The typical 
Chesapeake colonist lived a shorter, less healthy life than his New England 
counterpart and was survived by fewer children. As a result the Chesapeake’s 
population steadily declined despite a constant influx of settlers. Nor was 
Chesapeake society as stable as that of New England. Most Chesapeake set-
tlers came as indentured servants; and since planters desired primarily male 
servants for work in the tobacco fields, men largely outnumbered women in 
Virginia and Maryland. This hindered the development of family life. The 
short life spans also contributed to the region’s unstable family life as few 
children reached adulthood without experiencing the death of one or both 
parents. Remarriage resulted in households that contained children from 
several different marriages.

The system of indentured servitude was open to serious abuse, with mas-
ters sometimes treating their servants brutally or contriving through some 
technicality to lengthen their terms of indenture. In any case, 40 percent of 
Chesapeake region indentured servants failed to survive long enough to gain 
their freedom.

By the late seventeenth century, life in the Chesapeake was beginning to 
stabilize, with death rates declining and life expectancies rising. As society 
stabilized, an elite group of wealthy families such as the Byrds, Carters, Fit-
zhughs, Lees, and Randolphs, among others, began to dominate the social 
and political life of the region. Aping the lifestyle of the English country 
gentry, they built lavish manor houses from which to rule their vast planta-
tions. For every one of these, however, there were many small farmers who 
worked hard for a living, showed deference to the great planters, and hoped 
someday they, or their children, might reach that level.

On the bottom rung of Southern society were the black slaves. During 
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the first half of the seventeenth century, blacks in the Chesapeake made up 
only a small percentage of the population and were treated more or less 
as indentured servants. In the decades between 1640 and 1670 this gradu-
ally changed and blacks came to be seen and treated as life-long chattel 
slaves whose status would be inherited by their children. Larger numbers of 	
them began to be imported and with this and rapid natural population growth 
they came by 1750 to compose 30 to 40 percent of the Chesapeake popula-
tion.

While North Carolina tended to follow Virginia in its economic and 
social development (although with fewer great planters and more small 
farmers), South Carolina developed a society even more dominated by large 
plantations and chattel slavery. By the early decades of the eighteenth cen-
tury, blacks had come to outnumber whites in that colony. South Carolina’s 
economy remained dependent on the cultivation of its two staple crops, rice 
and, to a lesser extent, indigo.

Mercantilism and the Navigation Acts

Beginning around 1650, British authorities began to take more interest 
in regulating American trade for the benefit of the mother country. A key 
idea that underlay this policy was the concept of mercantilism. Mercantilists 
believed the world’s wealth was sharply limited, and therefore one nation’s 
gain was automatically another nation’s loss. Each nation’s goal was to ex-
port more than it imported ( i.e., to have a “favorable balance of trade”). The 
difference would be made up in gold and silver, which, so the theory ran, 
would make the nation strong both economically and militarily. To achieve 
their goals, mercantilists believed economic activity should be regulated 
by the government. Colonies could fit into England’s mercantilist scheme 
by providing staple crops, such as rice, tobacco, sugar, and indigo, and raw 
materials, such as timber, that England would otherwise have been forced 
to import from other countries.

To make the colonies serve this purpose Parliament passed a series of 
Navigation Acts (1651, 1660, 1663, and 1673). These were the foundation 
of England’s worldwide commercial system and some of the most impor-
tant pieces of imperial legislation during the colonial period. They were 
also intended as weapons in England’s running struggle against its chief 
seventeenth-century maritime rival, Holland. The system created by the 
Navigation Acts stipulated that trade with the colonies was to be carried on 
only in ships made in Britain or America and with at least 75 percent British 
or American crews. Additionally, when certain “enumerated” goods were 
shipped from an American port, they were to go only to Britain or to another 
American port. Finally, almost nothing could be imported to the colonies 
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without going through Britain first.

Mercantilism’s results were mixed. Though ostensibly for the benefit of 
all subjects of the British Empire, its provisions benefited some at the ex-
pense of others. It boosted the prosperity of New Englanders, who engaged 
in large-scale shipbuilding (something Britain’s mercantilist policy-mak-
ers chose to encourage), while it hurt the residents of the Chesapeake by 
driving down the price of tobacco (an enumerated item). On the whole, the 
Navigation Acts, as intended, transferred wealth from America to Britain by 
increasing the prices Americans had to pay for British goods and lowering 
the prices Americans received for the goods they produced. Mercantilism 
also helped bring on a series of three wars between England and Holland in 
the late 1600s.

Charles II and his advisors worked to tighten up the administration of 
colonies, particularly the enforcement of the Navigation Acts. In Virginia 
tempers grew short as tobacco prices plunged as a result. Virginians were 
also angry at Royal Governor Sir William Berkeley, whose high-handed, 
high-taxing ways they despised and whom they believed was running the 
colony for the benefit of himself and his circle of cronies.

In 1674, Nathaniel Bacon, an impoverished nobleman with a shady past, 
came to Virginia and failed to gain admittance to Berkeley’s inner circle, 
whose financial advantages he coveted. Bacon then began to oppose Berke-
ley at every turn and came to head a faction of like-minded persons. In 1676 
disagreement over Indian policy brought the matter to the point of armed 
conflict. Bacon and his men burned Jamestown, but then the whole matter 
came to an anticlimactic ending when Bacon died of dysentery.

The British authorities, hearing of the matter, sent ships, troops, and 
an investigating commission. Berkeley, who had 23 of the rebels hanged 
in reprisal, was removed; and thenceforth Virginia’s royal governors had 
strict instructions to run the colony for the benefit of the mother country. In 
response, Virginia’s gentry, who had been divided over Bacon’s Rebellion, 
united to face this new threat to their local autonomy. By political means 
they consistently obstructed the governors’ efforts to increase royal con-
trol.

The Half-Way Covenant

By the latter half of the seventeenth century, many Puritans were com-
ing to fear that New England was drifting away from its religious purpose. 
The children and grandchildren of the first generation were displaying more 
concern for making money than creating a godly society.

To deal with this, some clergymen in 1662 proposed the “Half-Way 



CLEP 

28

Covenant,” providing a sort of half-way church membership for the children 
of members, even though those children, having reached adulthood, did not 
profess saving grace as was normally required for Puritan church member-
ship. Those who embraced the Half-Way Covenant felt that in an increas-
ingly materialistic society it would at least keep church membership rolls 
full and might preserve some of the church’s influence in society.

Some communities rejected the Half-Way Covenant as an improper 
compromise, but in general the shift toward secular values continued, though 
slowly. Many Puritan ministers strongly denounced this trend in sermons 
that have come to be referred to as “jeremiads.”

King Philip’s War

As New England’s population grew, local Indian tribes felt threatened, 
and conflict sometimes resulted. Puritans endeavored to convert Indians to 
Christianity. The Bible was translated into Algonquian; four villages were 
set up for converted Indians, who by 1650 numbered over a thousand. Still, 
most Indians remained unconverted.

In 1675 a Wampanoag chief named King Philip (Metacomet) led a war 
to exterminate the whites. Some 2,000 settlers lost their lives before King 
Philip was killed and his tribe subdued. New England continued to experi-
ence Indian troubles from time to time, though not as severe as those suf-
fered by Virginia.

The Dominion of New England

The trend toward increasing imperial control of the colonies continued. 
In 1684 the Massachusetts charter was revoked in retaliation for that colo-
ny’s large-scale evasion of the restrictions of the Navigation Acts.

 The following year Charles II died and was succeeded by his brother, 
James II. James was prepared to go even farther in controlling the colonies, 
favoring the establishment of a unified government for all of New England, 
New York, and New Jersey. This was to be called the Dominion of New 
England, and the fact that it would abolish representative assemblies and 
facilitate the imposition of the Church of England on Congregationalist 
(Puritan) New England made it still more appealing to James.

To head the Dominion, James sent the obnoxious and dictatorial Sir 
Edmond Andros. Arriving in Boston in 1686, Andros quickly alienated the 
New Englanders. When news reached America of England’s 1688 Glorious 
Revolution, replacing the Catholic James with his Protestant daughter Mary 
and her husband William of Orange, New Englanders cheerfully shipped 
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Andros back to England.

Similar uprisings occurred in New York and Maryland. William and 
Mary’s new government generally accepted these actions, though Jacob 
Leisler, leader of Leisler’s Rebellion in New York, was executed for hesitat-
ing to turn over power to the new royal governor. This unfortunate incident 
poisoned the political climate of New York for many years.

The charter of Massachusetts, now including Plymouth, was restored in 
1691, this time as a royal colony, though not as tightly controlled as others 
of that type.

The Salem Witch Trials

In 1692 Massachusetts was shaken by an unusual incident in which sev-
eral young girls in Salem Village (now Danvers) claimed to be tormented by 
the occult activities of certain of their neighbors. Before the resulting Salem 
witch trials could be stopped by the intervention of Puritan ministers such 
as Cotton Mather, some 20 persons had been executed (19 by hanging and 
one crushed under a pile of rocks).

Pennsylvania and Delaware

Pennsylvania was founded as a refuge for Quakers. One of a number of 
radical religious sects that had sprung up about the time of the English Civil 
War, the Quakers held many controversial beliefs. They believed all persons 
had an “inner light” which allowed them to commune directly with God. 
They believed human institutions were, for the most part, unnecessary and, 
since they believed they could receive revelation directly from God, placed 
little importance on the Bible. They were also pacifists and declined to show 
customary deference to those who were considered to be their social supe-
riors. This and their aggressiveness in denouncing established institutions 
brought them trouble in both Britain and America.

William Penn, a member of a prominent British family, converted to 
Quakerism as a young man. Desiring to found a colony as a refuge for 
Quakers, in 1681 he sought and received from Charles II a grant of land in 
America as payment of a large debt the king had owed Penn’s late father.

Penn advertised his colony widely in Europe, offered generous terms on 
land, and guaranteed a representative assembly and full religious freedom. 
He personally went to America to set up his colony, laying out the city of 
Philadelphia. He succeeded in maintaining peaceful relations with the In-
dians.

In the years that followed settlers flocked to Pennsylvania from all over 
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Europe. The colony grew and prospered, and its fertile soil made it not only 
attractive to settlers, but also a large exporter of grain to Europe and the 
West Indies.

Delaware, though at first part of Pennsylvania, was granted by Penn a 
separate legislature, but until the American Revolution, Pennsylvania’s pro-
prietary governors also functioned as governors of Delaware.

THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY
Economy and Population

British authorities continued to regulate the colonial economy, though 
usually without going so far as to provoke unrest. An exception was the 
Molasses Act of 1733, which would have been disastrous for New England 
merchants. In this case trouble was averted by the customs agents wisely 
declining to enforce the act stringently.

The constant drain of wealth from America to Britain, created by the 
mother country’s mercantilistic policies, led to a corresponding drain in hard 
currency (gold and silver). The artificially low prices that this shortage of 
money created for American goods was even more advantageous to British 
buyers. When colonial legislatures responded by endeavoring to create paper 
money, British authorities blocked such moves. Despite these hindrances, 
the colonial American economy remained for the most part extremely pros-
perous.

America’s population continued to grow rapidly, both from natural in-
creases due to prosperity and a healthy environment, and from large-scale 
immigration, not only of English but also of such other groups as Scot-Irish 
and Germans.

The Germans were prompted to migrate by wars, poverty, and religious 
persecution in their homeland. They found Pennsylvania especially attrac-
tive and they settled fairly close to the frontier, where land was more readily 
available. They eventually came to be called the “Pennsylvania Dutch.”

The Scotch-Irish, Scottish Presbyterians who had been living in northern 
Ireland for several generations, left their homes because of high rent and 
economic depression. In America they settled even farther west than the Ger-
mans, on or beyond the frontier in the Appalachians. They spread southward 
into the mountain valleys of Virginia and North Carolina.
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The Early Wars of the Empire

Between 1689 and 1763 Britain and its American colonies fought a 
series of four wars with Spain, France, and France’s Indian allies, in part to 
determine who would dominate North America.

Though the first war, known in America as King William’s War (1689–
1697) but in Europe as the War of the League of Augsburg, was a limited 
conflict involving no major battles in America, it did bring a number of 
bloody and terrifying border raids by Indians. It was ended by the Treaty of 
Ryswick, which made no major territorial changes.

The second war was known in America as Queen Anne’s War (1702–
1713), but in Europe as the War of the Spanish Succession, and brought 
America 12 years of sporadic fighting against France and Spain. It was 
ended by the Treaty of Utrecht, the terms of which gave Britain major ter-
ritorial gains and trade advantages.

In 1739 war once again broke out with France and Spain. Known in 
America as King George’s War, it was called the War of Jenkin’s Ear in Eu-
rope and later the War of the Austrian Succession. American troops played 
an active role, accompanying the British on several important expeditions 
and suffering thousands of casualties. In 1745 an all New England army, led 
by William Pepperrell, captured the powerful French fortress of Louisbourg 
at the mouth of the St. Lawrence River. To the Americans’ disgust, the Brit-
ish in the 1748 Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle gave Louisbourg back to France 
in exchange for lands in India.

Georgia

With this almost constant imperial warfare in mind, it was decided to 
found a colony as a buffer between South Carolina and Spanish-held Florida. 
A group of British philanthropists, led by General James Oglethorpe, in 1732 
obtained a charter for such a colony, to be located between the Savannah 
and Altamaha rivers and to be populated by such poor as could not manage 
to make a living in Great Britain.

The philanthropist trustees, who were to control the colony for 21 years 
before it reverted to royal authority, made elaborate and detailed rules to 
mold the new colony’s society as they felt best. As a result, relatively few 
settlers came, and those who did complained endlessly. By 1752 Ogletho-
rpe and his colleagues were ready to acknowledge their efforts a failure. 
Thereafter, Georgia came to resemble South Carolina, though with more 
small farmers.
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The Enlightenment

As the eighteenth century progressed, Americans came to be more or 
less influenced by European ways of thought, culture, and society. Some 
Americans embraced the European intellectual movement known as the 
“Enlightenment.”

The key concept of the Enlightenment was rationalism—the belief that 
human reason was adequate to solve all of mankind’s problems and, cor-
respondingly, much less faith was needed in the central role of God as an 
active force in the universe.

A major English political philosopher of the Enlightenment was John 
Locke. Writing partially to justify England’s 1688 Glorious Revolution, he 
strove to find in the social and political world the sort of natural laws Isaac 
Newton had recently discovered in the physical realm. He held that such 
natural laws included the rights of life, liberty, and property; that to secure 
these rights people submit to governments; and that governments which 
abuse these rights may justly be overthrown. His writings were enormously 
influential in America though usually indirectly, by way of early eighteenth 
century English political philosophers. Americans tended to equate Locke’s 
law of nature with the universal law of God.

The most notable Enlightenment man in America was Benjamin Frank-
lin. While Franklin never denied the existence of God, he focused his atten-
tion on human reason and what it could accomplish. His renown spread to 
Europe both for the wit and wisdom of his Poor Richard’s Almanac and for 
his scientific experiments.

The Great Awakening

Of much greater impact on the lives of the common people in America 
was the movement known as the Great Awakening. It consisted of a series 
of religious revivals occurring throughout the colonies from the 1720s to 
the 1740s. Preachers such as the Dutch Reformed Theodore Frelinghuysen, 
the Presbyterians William and Gilbert Tennent, and the Congregationalist 
Jonathan Edwards—best known for his sermon “Sinners in the Hands of 
an Angry God”—proclaimed a message of personal repentance and faith 
in Jesus Christ for salvation from an otherwise certain eternity in hell. The 
most dynamic preacher of the Great Awakening was the Englishman George 
Whitefield, who traveled through the colonies several times, speaking to 
crowds of up to 30,000.

The Great Awakening had several important results. America’s religious 
community came to be divided between the “Old Lights,” who rejected the 
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great Awakening, and the “New Lights,” who accepted it—and sometimes 
suffered persecution because of their fervor. A number of colleges were 
founded (many of them today’s “Ivy League” schools), primarily for the 
purpose of training New-Light ministers. The Great Awakening also fos-
tered a greater readiness to lay the claims of established religious authority 
alongside a fixed standard—in this case the Bible—and to reject such claims 
it found wanting.

The French and Indian War

The Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle (1748), ending King George’s War, 
provided little more than a breathing space before the next European and 
imperial war. England and France continued on a collision course as France 
determined to take complete control of the Ohio Valley and western Penn-
sylvania.

British authorities ordered colonial governors to resist this; and Virginia’s 
Robert Dinwiddie, already involved in speculation on the Ohio Valley lands, 
was eager to comply. George Washington, a young major of the Virginia 
militia, was sent to western Pennsylvania to request the French to leave. 
When the French declined, Washington was sent in 1754 with 200 Virginia 
militiamen to expel them. After success in a small skirmish, Washington was 
forced by superior numbers to fall back on his hastily built Fort Necessity 
and then to surrender.

The war these operations initiated spread to Europe two years later, 
where it was known as the Seven Years’ War. In America it later came to be 
known as the French and Indian War.

While Washington skirmished with the French in western Pennsylvania, 
delegates of seven colonies met in Albany, New York, to discuss common 
plans for defense. Delegate Benjamin Franklin proposed a plan for an inter-
colonial government. While the other colonies showed no support for the 
idea, it was an important precedent for the concept of uniting in the face of 
a common enemy.

To deal with the French threat, the British dispatched Major General 
Edward Braddock with several regiments of British regular troops. Braddock 
marched overland toward the French outpost of Fort Duquesne, at the place 
where the Monongahela and Allegheny rivers join to form the Ohio. About 
eight miles short of his goal he was ambushed by a small force of French 
and Indians. Two-thirds of the British regulars, including Braddock himself, 
were killed. However, Britain bounced back from this humiliating defeat and 
several others that followed, and under the leadership of its capable and en-
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ergetic prime minister, William Pitt, had by 1760 taken Quebec and Montreal 
and virtually liquidated the French empire in North America.

By the Treaty of Paris of 1763, which officially ended hostilities, Britain 
gained all of Canada and all of what is now the United States east of the 
Mississippi River. France lost all of its North American holdings.

Americans at the end of the French and Indian War were proud to be part 
of the victorious British Empire and proud of the important role they had 
played in making it so. They felt affection for Great Britain, and thoughts of 
independence would not have crossed their minds.


