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1,132 were living there in 1624 . On 
recommendation of a royal commis-
sion, the king dissolved the Virginia 
Company, and made it a royal colony 
that year .

MASSACHUSETTS

During the religious upheavals 
of the 16th century, a body of men 
and women called Puritans sought 
to reform the Established Church of 
England from within . Essentially, 
they demanded that the rituals and 
structures associated with Roman 
Catholicism be replaced by simpler 
Calvinist Protestant forms of faith 
and worship . Their reformist ideas,  
by destroying the unity of the state 
church, threatened to divide the 
people and to undermine royal  
authority .

In 1607 a small group of Sepa-
ratists — a radical sect of Puritans 
who did not believe the Established 
Church could ever be reformed — 
departed for Leyden, Holland, where 
the Dutch granted them asylum . 
However, the Calvinist Dutch re-
stricted them mainly to low-paid la-
boring jobs . Some members of the 
congregation grew dissatisfied with 
this discrimination and resolved to 
emigrate to the New World .

In 1620, a group of Leyden Puri-
tans secured a land patent from the 
Virginia Company . Numbering 101, 
they set out for Virginia on the May-
flower . A storm sent them far north 
and they landed in New England 
on Cape Cod . Believing themselves 
outside the jurisdiction of any orga-

nized government, the men drafted 
a formal agreement to abide by “just 
and equal laws” drafted by leaders 
of their own choosing . This was the 
Mayflower Compact .

In December the Mayflower 
reached Plymouth harbor; the Pil-
grims began to build their settle-
ment during the winter . Nearly half 
the colonists died of exposure and 
disease, but neighboring Wampa-
noag Indians provided the informa-
tion that would sustain them: how 
to grow maize . By the next fall, the 
Pilgrims had a plentiful crop of corn, 
and a growing trade based on furs 
and lumber .

A new wave of immigrants ar-
rived on the shores of Massachusetts 
Bay in 1630 bearing a grant from 
King Charles I to establish a colony . 
Many of them were Puritans whose 
religious practices were increasingly 
prohibited in England . Their leader, 
John Winthrop, urged them to cre-
ate a “city upon a hill” in the New 
World — a place where they would 
live in strict accordance with their 
religious beliefs and set an example 
for all of Christendom .

The Massachusetts Bay Colony 
was to play a significant role in the 
development of the entire New Eng-
land region, in part because Win-
throp and his Puritan colleagues 
were able to bring their charter with 
them . Thus the authority for the col-
ony’s government resided in Massa-
chusetts, not in England .

Under the charter’s provisions, 
power rested with the General 
Court, which was made up of “free-
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men” required to be members of the 
Puritan, or Congregational, Church . 
This guaranteed that the Puritans 
would be the dominant political as 
well as religious force in the colony . 
The General Court elected the gov-
ernor, who for most of the next gen-
eration would be John Winthrop .

The rigid orthodoxy of the Pu-
ritan rule was not to everyone’s lik-
ing . One of the first to challenge the 
General Court openly was a young 
clergyman named Roger Williams, 
who objected to the colony’s seizure 
of Indian lands and advocated sepa-
ration of church and state . Another 
dissenter, Anne Hutchinson, chal-
lenged key doctrines of Puritan the-
ology . Both they and their followers 
were banished .

Williams purchased land from 
the Narragansett Indians in what is 
now Providence, Rhode Island, in 
1636 . In 1644, a sympathetic Puri-
tan-controlled English Parliament 
gave him the charter that established 
Rhode Island as a distinct colony 
where complete separation of church 
and state as well as freedom of reli-
gion was practiced .

So-called heretics like Williams 
were not the only ones who left Mas-
sachusetts . Orthodox Puritans, seek-
ing better lands and opportunities, 
soon began leaving Massachusetts 
Bay Colony . News of the fertility of 
the Connecticut River Valley, for in-
stance, attracted the interest of farm-
ers having a difficult time with poor 
land . By the early 1630s, many were 
ready to brave the danger of Indian 
attack to obtain level ground and 

deep, rich soil . These new commu-
nities often eliminated church mem-
bership as a prerequisite for voting, 
thereby extending the franchise to 
ever larger numbers of men .

At the same time, other settle-
ments began cropping up along the 
New Hampshire and Maine coasts, 
as more and more immigrants 
sought the land and liberty the New 
World seemed to offer .

NEW NETHERLAND AND 
MARYLAND

Hired by the Dutch East India 
Company, Henry Hudson in 1609 
explored the area around what is 
now New York City and the river 
that bears his name, to a point prob-
ably north of present-day Albany, 
New York . Subsequent Dutch voy-
ages laid the basis for their claims 
and early settlements in the area .

As with the French to the north, 
the first interest of the Dutch was the 
fur trade . To this end, they cultivated 
close relations with the Five Nations 
of the Iroquois, who were the key to 
the heartland from which the furs 
came . In 1617 Dutch settlers built a 
fort at the junction of the Hudson 
and the Mohawk Rivers, where Al-
bany now stands .

Settlement on the island of Man-
hattan began in the early 1620s . In 
1624, the island was purchased from 
local Native Americans for the re-
ported price of $24 . It was promptly 
renamed New Amsterdam .

In order to attract settlers to the 
Hudson River region, the Dutch en-
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couraged a type of feudal aristocra-
cy, known as the “patroon” system . 
The first of these huge estates were 
established in 1630 along the Hud-
son River . Under the patroon sys-
tem, any stockholder, or patroon, 
who could bring 50 adults to his es-
tate over a four-year period was giv-
en a 25-kilometer river-front plot, 
exclusive fishing and hunting privi-
leges, and civil and criminal juris-
diction over his lands . In turn, he 
provided livestock, tools, and build-
ings . The tenants paid the patroon 
rent and gave him first option on 
surplus crops .

Further to the south, a Swedish 
trading company with ties to the 
Dutch attempted to set up its first 
settlement along the Delaware Riv-
er three years later . Without the re-
sources to consolidate its position, 
New Sweden was gradually absorbed 
into New Netherland, and later, 
Pennsylvania and Delaware .

In 1632 the Catholic Calvert fam-
ily obtained a charter for land north 
of the Potomac River from King 
Charles I in what became known as 
Maryland . As the charter did not ex-
pressly prohibit the establishment of 
non-Protestant churches, the colony 
became a haven for Catholics . Mary-
land’s first town, St . Mary’s, was 
established in 1634 near where the 
Potomac River flows into the Chesa-
peake Bay .

While establishing a refuge for 
Catholics, who faced increasing per-
secution in Anglican England, the 
Calverts were also interested in cre-
ating profitable estates . To this end, 

and to avoid trouble with the British 
government, they also encouraged 
Protestant immigration .

Maryland’s royal charter had 
a mixture of feudal and modern  
elements . On the one hand the  
Calvert family had the power to  
create manorial estates . On the oth-
er, they could only make laws with 
the consent of freemen (property 
holders) . They found that in order  
to attract settlers — and make a 
profit from their holdings — they 
had to offer people farms, not just 
tenancy on manorial estates . The 
number of independent farms grew 
in consequence . Their owners de-
manded a voice in the affairs of the 
colony . Maryland’s first legislature 
met in 1635 .

COLONIAL-INDIAN 
RELATIONS

By 1640 the British had solid 
colonies established along the New 
England coast and the Chesapeake 
Bay . In between were the Dutch and 
the tiny Swedish community . To the 
west were the original Americans, 
then called Indians .

Sometimes friendly, sometimes 
hostile, the Eastern tribes were no 
longer strangers to the Europeans . 
Although Native Americans ben-
efited from access to new technol-
ogy and trade, the disease and thirst 
for land that the early settlers also 
brought posed a serious challenge to 
their long-established way of life .

At first, trade with the European 
settlers brought advantages: knives, 
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axes, weapons, cooking utensils, 
fishhooks, and a host of other goods . 
Those Indians who traded initial-
ly had significant advantage over  
rivals who did not . In response to  
European demand, tribes such as the  
Iroquois began to devote more at-
tention to fur trapping during the 
17th century . Furs and pelts pro-
vided tribes the means to purchase  
colonial goods until late into the 
18th century .

Early colonial-Native-American 
relations were an uneasy mix of co-
operation and conflict . On the one 
hand, there were the exemplary rela-
tions that prevailed during the first 
half century of Pennsylvania’s exis-
tence . On the other were a long series 
of setbacks, skirmishes, and wars, 
which almost invariably resulted in 
an Indian defeat and further loss of 
land .

The first of the important Native-
American uprisings occurred in Vir-
ginia in 1622, when some 347 whites 
were killed, including a number of 
missionaries who had just recently 
come to Jamestown .

White settlement of the Con-
necticut River region touched off the 
Pequot War in 1637 . In 1675 King 
Philip, the son of the native chief 
who had made the original peace 
with the Pilgrims in 1621, attempted 
to unite the tribes of southern New 
England against further Europe-
an encroachment of their lands . In  
the struggle, however, Philip lost  
his life and many Indians were sold 
into servitude .

The steady influx of settlers into 
the backwoods regions of the Eastern 
colonies disrupted Native-American 
life . As more and more game was 
killed off, tribes were faced with the 
difficult choice of going hungry, go-
ing to war, or moving and coming 
into conflict with other tribes to the 
west .

The Iroquois, who inhabited the 
area below lakes Ontario and Erie 
in northern New York and Pennsyl-
vania, were more successful in re-
sisting European advances . In 1570 
five tribes joined to form the most 
complex Native-American nation 
of its time, the “Ho-De-No-Sau-
Nee,” or League of the Iroquois . The 
league was run by a council made 
up of 50 representatives from each of 
the five member tribes . The council 
dealt with matters common to all the 
tribes, but it had no say in how the 
free and equal tribes ran their day-
to-day affairs . No tribe was allowed 
to make war by itself . The council 
passed laws to deal with crimes such 
as murder .

The Iroquois League was a strong 
power in the 1600s and 1700s . It 
traded furs with the British and 
sided with them against the French 
in the war for the dominance of 
America between 1754 and 1763 . 
The British might not have won that 
war otherwise .

The Iroquois League stayed 
strong until the American Revolu-
tion . Then, for the first time, the 
council could not reach a unani-
mous decision on whom to support . 
Member tribes made their own de-
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cisions, some fighting with the Brit-
ish, some with the colonists, some 
remaining neutral . As a result, ev-
eryone fought against the Iroquois . 
Their losses were great and the 
league never recovered .

SECOND GENERATION OF 
BRITISH COLONIES

The religious and civil conflict in 
England in the mid-17th century 
limited immigration, as well as the 
attention the mother country paid 
the fledgling American colonies .

In part to provide for the defense 
measures England was neglect-
ing, the Massachusetts Bay, Plym-
outh, Connecticut, and New Haven 
colonies formed the New England 
Confederation in 1643 . It was the 
European colonists’ first attempt at 
regional unity .

The early history of the British 
settlers reveals a good deal of con-
tention — religious and political — 
as groups vied for power and posi-
tion among themselves and their 
neighbors . Maryland, in particular, 
suffered from the bitter religious ri-
valries that afflicted England during 
the era of Oliver Cromwell . One of 
the casualties was the state’s Tolera-
tion Act, which was revoked in the 
1650s . It was soon reinstated, howev-
er, along with the religious freedom 
it guaranteed .

 With the restoration of King 
Charles II in 1660, the British once 
again turned their attention to 
North America . Within a brief span, 
the first European settlements were 

established in the Carolinas and the 
Dutch driven out of New Nether-
land . New proprietary colonies were 
established in New York, New Jersey, 
Delaware, and Pennsylvania .

The Dutch settlements had been 
ruled by autocratic governors ap-
pointed in Europe . Over the years, 
the local population had become 
estranged from them . As a result, 
when the British colonists began en-
croaching on Dutch claims in Long 
Island and Manhattan, the unpopu-
lar governor was unable to rally the 
population to their defense . New 
Netherland fell in 1664 . The terms 
of the capitulation, however, were 
mild: The Dutch settlers were able to 
retain their property and worship as 
they pleased .

As early as the 1650s, the Albe-
marle Sound region off the coast of 
what is now northern North Caroli-
na was inhabited by settlers trickling 
down from Virginia . The first pro-
prietary governor arrived in 1664 . 
The first town in Albemarle, a re-
mote area even today, was not estab-
lished until the arrival of a group of 
French Huguenots in 1704 .

In 1670 the first settlers, drawn 
from New England and the Carib-
bean island of Barbados, arrived 
in what is now Charleston, South  
Carolina . An elaborate system of 
government, to which the British 
philosopher John Locke contribut-
ed, was prepared for the new colony . 
One of its prominent features was a 
failed attempt to create a hereditary 
nobility . One of the colony’s least ap-
pealing aspects was the early trade in 
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Indian slaves . With time, however, 
timber, rice, and indigo gave the col-
ony a worthier economic base .

In 1681 William Penn, a wealthy 
Quaker and friend of Charles II, re-
ceived a large tract of land west of 
the Delaware River, which became 
known as Pennsylvania . To help 
populate it, Penn actively recruited 
a host of religious dissenters from 
England and the continent — Quak-
ers, Mennonites, Amish, Moravians, 
and Baptists .

When Penn arrived the follow-
ing year, there were already Dutch, 
Swedish, and English settlers liv-
ing along the Delaware River . It was 
there he founded Philadelphia, the 
“City of Brotherly Love .”

In keeping with his faith, Penn 
was motivated by a sense of equal-
ity not often found in other Amer-
ican colonies at the time . Thus, 
women in Pennsylvania had rights 
long before they did in other parts 
of America . Penn and his deputies 
also paid considerable attention to 
the colony’s relations with the Del-
aware Indians, ensuring that they 
were paid for land on which the Eu-
ropeans settled .

Georgia was settled in 1732, 
the last of the 13 colonies to be  
established . Lying close to, if not 
actually inside the boundaries of 
Spanish Florida, the region was 
viewed as a buffer against Spanish 
incursion . But it had another unique 
quality: The man charged with 
Georgia’s fortifications, General 
James Oglethorpe, was a reformer 
who deliberately set out to create a 

refuge where the poor and former 
prisoners would be given new 
opportunities .

SETTLERS, SLAVES, AND 
SERVANTS

Men and women with little active 
interest in a new life in America were 
often induced to make the move to 
the New World by the skillful per-
suasion of promoters . William Penn, 
for example, publicized the oppor-
tunities awaiting newcomers to the 
Pennsylvania colony . Judges and 
prison authorities offered convicts 
a chance to migrate to colonies like 
Georgia instead of serving prison 
sentences .

But few colonists could finance 
the cost of passage for themselves and 
their families to make a start in the 
new land . In some cases, ships’ cap-
tains received large rewards from the 
sale of service contracts for poor mi-
grants, called indentured servants, 
and every method from extravagant 
promises to actual kidnapping was 
used to take on as many passengers 
as their vessels could hold .

In other cases, the expenses of 
transportation and maintenance 
were paid by colonizing agencies like 
the Virginia or Massachusetts Bay 
Companies . In return, indentured 
servants agreed to work for the agen-
cies as contract laborers, usually for 
four to seven years . Free at the end of 
this term, they would be given “free-
dom dues,” sometimes including a 
small tract of land .
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Perhaps half the settlers living in 
the colonies south of New England 
came to America under this system . 
Although most of them fulfilled 
their obligations faithfully, some ran 
away from their employers . Never-
theless, many of them were eventu-
ally able to secure land and set up 
homesteads, either in the colonies in 
which they had originally settled or 
in neighboring ones . No social stig-
ma was attached to a family that had 
its beginning in America under this 
semi-bondage . Every colony had its 
share of leaders who were former in-
dentured servants .

There was one very important 
exception to this pattern: African 
slaves . The first black Africans were 
brought to Virginia in 1619, just 12 
years after the founding of James-
town . Initially, many were regarded 
as indentured servants who could 
earn their freedom . By the 1660s, 
however, as the demand for planta-
tion labor in the Southern colonies 
grew, the institution of slavery be-
gan to harden around them, and Af-
ricans were brought to America in 
shackles for a lifetime of involuntary 
servitude .  9

 


