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INTRODUCTION

This is a deliberately unfashionable book. Such is the richness of America’s past and the amount of research about it that most scholars of U.S. history specialize in a specific half-century, a single strand, such as gender history, or a particular region—the South, say, or the West. When syntheses are published, they often devote six or seven hundred pages to two or three decades, and most college textbooks on U.S. history are multivolume works co-authored by several specialists. For one person to write a single volume on the history of the American colonies and the United States therefore goes against the grain; indeed, it may seem almost an act of hubris.

Yet I believe it is justified and worthwhile, for several reasons. The proliferation of historical monographs and articles tends to increase knowledge at the expense of understanding. We lose the forest in the trees. This is especially true for general readers, who have neither the time nor the inclination to keep up with the minutiae of scholarship. Hence the value of an overview, drawing on some of the recent writing and the themes addressed therein but offering a personal interpretation of the whole.

This is also the view of an outsider, which has both disadvantages and benefits. Disadvantages, in that there will be specifics that I don’t properly appreciate, detail that I haven’t properly grasped. On the positive side, however, a foreigner may sometimes see the picture in a different way from the natives, tracing fresh connections or suggesting unfamiliar contexts. As a Brit who has visited the United States several times a year since 1973, has taught American history to British students for much of that time, but has nevertheless written on a broad range of international history, I think I have some credentials for the task.

This is also a narrative, a mode of writing not always favored by professional historians today. Much modern scholarship prefers to explore themes and analyze problems, often revealingly but sometimes losing touch with simple chronology. For me, history, like living, is rooted in time: Every day we tell stories about what has happened, giving narrative shape to the flux of events. I believe that if, as historians, we stray too far from the sequence of what happened, we are in danger of missing something fundamental. Most of the book follows this principle—apart  from two overlapping chapters on what I call the “long 1960s” (a period of enormous importance for modern America, I believe, and one for which domestic and foreign policy need to be addressed separately).

This is also a history full of people. Sometimes academic scholarship strays into the abstract: Conscious of the big socioeconomic forces that shape history, scholars may lose sight of the human beings that actually constitute those “forces.” I have therefore woven into the narrative the stories and voices of men, women, and children from America’s past. They constitute the bright threads that give color and depth to the tapestry.

A tapestry needs a larger design, however. This book is in no sense a comprehensive portrayal of America’s past, nor does it cover all aspects of American life; inevitably some readers will question my omissions. I have constructed the story around three themes that, in my judgment, are significant historically and also shed light on America’s future: These I encapsulate as empire, liberty, and faith. Each one has proved richly, sometimes fatally, ambiguous.

What do I mean by these three themes? Empire, on the face of it, seems fairly simple.1 Today it is a standard charge of critics that America is an imperialist nation—militarily through war in Iraq or economically through globalization. In the 1960s there were similar protests about the brutality of America’s war in Vietnam and about how American multinational corporations were buying up Europe and the developing world.

Yet if we go back a bit further, imperialism is an accusation that would have seemed ridiculous to most Americans of the early twentieth century. In an era when European empires like Britain, France, and the Netherlands ruled much of Asia and Africa, Americans proudly presented themselves as the only nonimperialist great power. And not just Americans: When Ho Chi Minh proclaimed Vietnam’s independence from the French empire in 1945, he invoked the preamble to America’s Declaration of Independence from Britain in 1776. President Woodrow Wilson in World War I and Franklin Roosevelt in World War II envisioned these conflicts as a way of curbing not only German militarism but also the imperialism of America’s European allies as an essential precondition of a new and better world.

If we journey further back, to the first century or so of America’s history as a nation, we find its people engaged in a protracted battle against Britain’s empire. Declaring independence was relatively simple; making it real was much harder. Although in 1783 Great Britain acknowledged U.S. independence, two decades later the new American government could not prevent British redcoats from burning Washington. Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, America remained almost an economic colony of Britain, reliant on the mother country for manufactured goods and financial capital. In 1900, much of the American West was still owned by British investors. So, for roughly half of U.S. history, Americans self-consciously saw their country as an anti-empire, the flagship of the New World on a collision course with the imperialist values of the Old World.

Yet, in reality, America was already an empire. The thirteen colonies that broke with Britain in 1776 extended only a few hundred miles inland. Within thirty years, however, the United States stretched far beyond the Mississippi, across half this vast continent. Thirty years later, by the mid-nineteenth century, it ran from the Atlantic three thousand miles to the Pacific. For many Americans in the nineteenth century and since, this process was axiomatic—an expression of “Manifest Destiny”—yet, from a historical perspective, it is of dramatic significance. Transposed onto the map of Europe, the continental United States would take us from the Urals to the Pyrenees, which is the domain of half a dozen separate nation-states—countries, moreover, that spent much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries fighting ruinous wars against each other. The fact that the most fertile and mineral-rich swathe of North America was under the control of one government was a development of world-historical importance.

Parts of the American continent were bought—the Louisiana Purchase, for instance—but ultimately this country the size of a continent was made by war. War against the European empires—France, Spain, and Britain—which had previously controlled or claimed much of the continent. War against neighboring independent states—particularly Mexico, from which Texas and California were wrested by force. War against the Native Americans, the original inhabitants, who were steadily driven west, corralled on reservations, and even reduced to bit parts in Hollywood movies. And, most devastatingly, war against fellow Americans in the South who, on the model of 1776, wanted to break away from the Union and form their own Confederate States of America.

This was truly imperialism, used as a neutral, historical term. At much the same time, during the nineteenth century, the Russians were similarly constructing their own continental empire as they pushed across Asia to the Pacific. But Americans would not have thought of themselves in the same vein, and with good reason. The founders of the nation did refer to themselves as a new empire—unlike their successors, they had no problem with that term—but theirs, in the words of Thomas Jefferson, was to be an “empire of liberty.”2

Liberty is the second great theme that runs through my story. From the very start, North America was a continent of potentially greater opportunity than Europe because there was no entrenched aristocracy controlling land and politics. A new immigrant, though often obliged to work for others for a while, could aspire to own his own property on a scale impossible back home. The American colonies were only loosely controlled by Britain: Liberty and property were regarded as fundamental rights and when London tried to tighten up imperial administration and make the colonists contribute more to the costs of defending the empire, this sparked revolt and eventually independence. The ethos of the new nation was encapsulated in the state motto of New Hampshire: “Live Free or Die.”

This concept of liberty remained fundamental to America’s development as settlers spread out across the continent in the nineteenth century—farming the rich  prairies, battling the windswept plains, surging to the mountains and the west coast in search of gold. Free movement of people was also central to America’s industrial development. Immigrants flooded in from a Europe racked by war, poverty, and persecution. Germans and Irish, many of them Catholic; later, men, women, and children from Italy and the Hapsburg and Russian empires—often fleeing military conscription because the United States, unlike continental Europe, had no standing army in which all young men were obliged to serve.

Liberty was stitched into the fabric of American federalism. In a sense that is hard to appreciate today, throughout the nineteenth century the federal government had little impact on daily life, apart from the local U.S. Post Office. It was local government, town or county, that made most of the important decisions, raising money for schools, roads, and so on. Individual states, likewise, ran their own affairs, often with idiosyncratic practices—such as Nebraska’s one-house legislature or the predominance of Roman law in Louisiana—as long as these practices did not violate the U.S. Constitution.

This ideology of local liberties was not swept away by industrialization. Even in the large cities such as New York and Chicago, where the gap between rich tycoons and poor workers became vast and union movements took hold, Americans did not embrace socialism and communism. These ideologies, which revolutionized European politics in the twentieth century, left America virtually untouched. Whereas, geographically, the United States spans an area the size of Europe, its mainstream politics fits onto only a fraction of the European spectrum, well to the right of center. This also helps to explain America’s Cold War abhorrence of the Soviet Union and all it stood for, at a level of intensity not matched in Europe.

Yet, under the surface, the character of American government and the nature of American liberty have changed profoundly. Since the New Deal the federal government has become much more intrusive in daily life. Most U.S. citizens have been drawn into the federal nexus of taxes and benefits, their personal details recorded in the databases of its proliferating bureaucracies. World War II and the Cold War also created a permanent military establishment and, underpinning it, a military-industrial complex whose tentacles reach out into many areas of national life. America’s great private universities, such as Stanford and MIT, could not have survived without lucrative contracts from the federal government; the vast network of interstate highways that allows motorists to crisscross the country was designed and funded by the federal government to move military equipment and manpower around in a Cold War crisis. Uncle Sam, as much as free enterprise, built modern America.

The Land of the Free therefore became the home of big government. And there is an even deeper paradox. Liberty for whites was made possible by the enslavement of millions of blacks. The booming economy of the nineteenth-century South, generating vast profits from tobacco, rice, and especially cotton, depended on forced black labor. The great spokesmen of American liberty, men such as Thomas Jefferson and George Washington, could not have enjoyed their comfortable estates without slaves. Their consciences were troubled but their lifestyles remained unchanged; they had become slaves to slavery. In the 1850s Abraham Lincoln warned that “a house divided against itself cannot stand,” the United States could not remain “half slave and half free.” It would, he predicted, “become all one thing, or all the other.”3

Lincoln was right: The Union did survive and it became all free, but the war that eventually ended slavery cost 620,000 lives—more than the American death toll in World War I and World War II combined. Little wonder that the Civil War etched itself into American memory, especially in the defeated South. Yet it did not solve America’s racial problem. Although slavery was abolished, African-Americans remained second-class citizens in much of the South—generally denied the vote, confined to separate parts of trains or buses, and obliged to use segregated eating areas or public toilets. These practices ended only in the 1960s, after a concerted campaign by the civil rights movement, which finally enlisted the power of the federal government to override the liberties of the states. Even so, economic and social discrimination against blacks remained, in the North as much as the South—in housing, employment, and health care. By the late twentieth century, of course, racial discrimination had become an issue in Europe as well, as millions of former colonial subjects in Africa and Asia migrated to Britain, France, the Netherlands, and other imperial homelands. America’s racial question was, however, unique because of its scale and longevity. The legacy of slavery cast a dark, brooding shadow across the Land of the Free and that is why the election of an African-American as president in 2008 was of such transcendent historical significance.

Another legacy of the Civil War was the marginalization (partly self-imposed) of the ex-Confederate South from major currents of the nation’s cultural and social life for much of the twentieth century. After the end of Reconstruction, the North allowed Southern whites to impose their own “racial etiquette” buttressed by the doctrine of “states’ rights.” The South also remained more agrarian than the rest of the country—more small-town—and particularly resistant to the march of modernity. A central bulwark of its conservatism was evangelical Protestantism, whose role in American life had changed markedly since the nineteenth century. This leads me to my third big theme—faith.

The United States is known the world over for its constitutional separation of church and state and for its pioneering commitment to religious freedom. The first article of the Bill of Right states that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” This was affirmed in 1791 at a time when Britain, one of the most tolerant European states, still barred from political office Catholics, Jews, and also Protestants who were not members of the Church of England. In 1797 the U.S. government signed a treaty with the Muslim state of Tripoli containing this striking statement: “As the government of the United States of America is not in any sense founded on the Christian Religion . . . it has in itself no character of enmity against the laws, religion or tranquillity of Musselmen” [Muslims].4

Yet a secular state did not mean an irreligious nation. The Constitution simply prohibited the federal government from establishing a national church, and most Americans of the time believed that Protestant faith and morals were essential for public order. This belief owed something to the Puritans, who founded Massachusetts in the 1630s, saw their new community as the bastion of true religion against a neo-Catholic king, and regarded their experiment as an example to the world, a “city on the hill.” Yet the Puritans were something of a dead end, historically: Their attempt to impose a church-dominated uniformity was short-lived. The religious groups who really shaped America were the Baptists, Methodists, and other sects, whose roving preachers set off a series of religious revivals that sparked and crackled across the country from the mid-eighteenth century right up to the Civil War. For these preachers and their followers, religion was an affair of the heart, rooted in a conversion experience and expressed in a rich, vibrant community of the faithful. These evangelicals broke the stranglehold of the older churches—Anglicans in the South, Congregationalists in New England—and made the United States a nation of sects rather than churches. They also generated much of the moral fervor behind progressive causes such as anti-slavery, temperance, and women’s suffrage. America’s religion was a product of evangelicalism more than of Puritanism.5

So a secular state went hand in hand, for many people, with a religious nation. But what kind of religion? The evangelicals were fervently Protestant and often viscerally anti-Papist, yet many of the immigrants on whom America’s industrial prosperity was based were Catholics from Germany, Ireland, and Italy. Their struggle for full political and cultural rights was at the heart of politics for decades from 1850, fought out over issues of daily behavior such as not respecting the Sabbath and drinking in saloons. It was only in 1960 that a practicing Catholic, John F. Kennedy, was elected to the White House, and Jews remained the victims of insidious discrimination even though they were central to the nation’s cultural life. Increasingly, in the twentieth century evangelical Protestantism became a conservative force, standing up for core “American” values not just on the matter of religious observance but also on wider cultural issues such as feminism, evolution, homosexuality, and especially abortion.

The South was the evangelical heartland, but the diaspora of southerners in recent decades, especially to the West, has helped energize and, in a sense, nationalize evangelical conservatism. This hit American politics with a vengeance in the Reagan era, generating a series of “culture wars” that continue to reverberate. The term itself echoes the Kulturkampf of the 1870s, waged by Germany’s Chancellor Otto von Bismarck against the influence of the Catholic Church, but in contemporary America “culture wars” is shorthand for a whole range of “conservative” versus “liberal” struggles over core social values, in which evangelicals and Catholics are usually arrayed on the same side. In a larger sense, such struggles may be seen as an effort to halt the creeping tide of secularization, already triumphant in twentieth-century Europe. Whether the United States proves a distinctive exception  to that pattern, or whether its own secularization was simply delayed by the long ghettoization of the South, is another interesting question for the future.

Faith has shaped U.S. history in larger ways as well. A religious sense of mission animated America in its Cold War struggle between the “free world” and what Ronald Reagan called the Soviet “evil empire.” More recently, it inspired George W. Bush in his “war on terror,” supposedly promoted by an “axis of evil” and orchestrated by Muslim fundamentalists. For many Americans, in fact, both foreign policy and domestic politics have been defined in bipolar terms—as nonnegotiable struggles of good against fundamental evils.

In a more general sense, faith—self-belief in America’s mission—has powered America’s engagement in the world since World War I.6 In 1917 Woodrow Wilson spoke of making the world “safe for democracy”; in 1941 Franklin Roosevelt offered another war-torn world “four freedoms” on the American model. Yet that moral commitment also has an obverse side: When faith is overwhelmed by self-doubt, as happened during the Depression of the 1930s or after the debacle in Vietnam, the United States pulls back in on itself. The empire of liberty has been made and unmade by its faith.

Empire, liberty, and faith: Here are three big themes that reverberate throughout U.S. history, each full of contradictions. Exploring them, teasing out those contradictions, is the task of this book.






 PART I

 LIBERTY AND SLAVERY

There is not a more difficult subject for the understanding of men than to govern a large Empire upon a plan of Liberty.

—EDMUND BURKE, 1766

 

 

 

[S]lavery is in retreat, but the prejudice from which it arose is immovable.

—ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE, 1835

 

 

 

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are created equal.

—DECLARATION OF RIGHTS AND SENTIMENTS, 1848





1

 NATIVES AND EUROPEANS

Many people around the world, and some in the United States, think that American history really begins with the first English settlers, particularly the intrepid Pilgrims on the Mayflower who in 1620 founded the town of Plymouth, south of what is now the city of Boston. After a grim winter, they reaped a bountiful harvest the following year, which Americans now celebrate on the last Thursday of November as Thanksgiving. But the Pilgrims and other English settlers such as the pioneers of Jamestown, Virginia, were not the first Americans. Nor does the story begin in 1492 with Christopher Columbus, or even with Leif Eriksson who established a Norse settlement called “Vinland” on the tip of Newfoundland around AD 1000. A search for the first Americans takes us back thousands of years before that.

This search matters because part of the Mayflower myth is that the first Europeans found virgin land, ripe for the taking and rich with potential for those savvy enough to exploit it. Like most myths, it is rooted in a substratum of truth. Geo-logically, the North American continent is blessed with fertile soils and vast reserves of coal, oil, and other minerals; its white settlers have skillfully developed the technologies to exploit those innate riches. Yet this was not virgin land: Its aboriginal inhabitants were gradually but brutally dispossessed by the invaders, and the settlers’ intensive extraction of the earth’s resources stood at odds with the more conservative, even conservationist, approach of some of the native tribes. The European exploitation of both people and land helped make modern America, but it also left scars that remain visible to the present day.




 THE FOUNDERS 

In 1811 Henry Brackenridge was astonished at what he saw in the heartland of North America. A lawyer turned travel writer, he crossed the Mississippi from St. Louis and pushed east through some woods into a broad open plain. After fifteen  minutes, he wrote, “I found myself in the midst of a group of mounds, mostly of a circular shape, and at a distance, resembling enormous haystacks scattered through a meadow.” Looking around, he counted forty-five of these mounds. Standing at the foot of the biggest, Brackenridge was “struck with a degree of astonishment, not unlike that which is experienced in contemplating the Egyptian pyramids. What a stupendous pile of earth! To heap up such a mass must have required years, and the labors of thousands.”1

But who were the laborers? Nineteenth-century writers came up with various theories—the Phoenicians, the Vikings, even Welshmen led by the shadowy Prince Madoc. But almost all commentators had no doubt that these great earthworks, known as Cahokia, were built by a civilized people from across the Atlantic. Virtually no one imagined that the mound-builders were the despised Native Americans, the Indians. Indeed, many assumed that the Indians had been the people who destroyed the mounds. In 1832 the poet William Cullen Bryant wrote aboutthe mighty mounds 
That overlook the rivers . . . 
A race, that long has passed away, 
Built them;—a disciplined and populous race.





But then, he went on,The red men came— 
The roaming hunter tribes, warlike and fierce, 
And the mound-builders vanished from the earth. 
. . . All is gone— 
All—save the piles of earth that hold their bones. 2





Bryant was articulating the standard nineteenth-century belief that anything civilized in America must have come from Europe. So Henry Brackenridge was unusual in suggesting that Cahokia was indeed built by the Native Americans. But not the Indians whom Americans of the nineteenth century looked down on as savages—Brackenridge believed that “a very populous town had once existed here, similar to those of Mexico, described by the first conquerors. The mounds were sites of temples, or monuments to the great men. It is evident this could never have been the work of thinly scattered tribes.”3

Brackenridge was proved right. Archaeologists now believe that Cahokia was virtually an Indian metropolis covering nearly six square miles, which flourished in the late eleventh century when the Normans were conquering England. Row houses and courtyard mansions lined streets that led to large public plazas. The huge platform mounds were capped by temples, tombs, or palaces—the top of the largest mound is the size of a soccer field—and Cahokia did not stand alone because satellite towns spread out across the fertile floodplain of the Mississippi. In fact, Cahokia is the biggest prehistoric earthwork still surviving anywhere in the Americas. It is now designated by the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) as a World Heritage Site, which places it on a par with Stonehenge and the Pyramids.

The builders of Cahokia were descendants of people who had settled in North America by around 12000 BC. They came not from Europe but from Asia and they traveled not by sea but over land. Today fifty-five miles of water separate Siberia from Alaska, known as the Bering Strait after an eighteenth-century Danish explorer. Yet in the last great Ice Age of the Pleistocene period, the sea level was maybe 300 feet lower, creating what is often described as a “land bridge” between the two continents.

“Bridge” is not really the right word because “Beringia,” as geologists call it, was actually a vast expanse of land. Throughout the coldest period in the Pleistocene era it was iced over, like most of what is now western Canada. Many geologists believe that as temperatures rose, around 15,000 years ago, there was a relatively brief period when the ice sheets were receding but before Beringia became an oceanic strait. During this period the “bridge” became a desolate but passable steppe; an ice-free corridor also opened up southeast of the Rockies and the Great Plains.

Not all scholars accept this theory. Some believe that the main migration route was down the Pacific coast, with groups gradually hopping from one temperate refuge to another in primitive boats or moving on foot down coastal plains that were subsequently inundated by the rising sea. As evidence of this coastal progression, they cite the settlement found at Mount Verde, near the coast of Chile, which dates from 12,500 years ago.

The corridor-versus-coast debate among geologists and archaeologists rumbles on, but the big point is clear. Human beings crossed into America from Siberia, and the main movement occurred during a relatively short climatic window of opportunity. There were later migrations, of course: Forebears of the Inuit probably crossed the Bering Straits in boats about 5,000 years ago. Yet dental, genetic, and linguistic evidence suggests that most contemporary Native Americans may trace their ancestry back to a few hundred original settlers.4

These founding people, known to scholars as Palaeo-Indians, were hunters. But the end of the Pleistocene Ice Age about 12,000 years ago spelled death for much of their prey, including mammoths and mastodons. Horses and camels also died out in North America during this period, though the Spanish conquistadores later reintroduced the horse with a vengeance. Of the Pleistocene big game, only the bison survived, albeit in a smaller form adapted to grazing the grasslands that now emerged.

Humans also adapted. In the so-called Archaic period, from about 9,000 to 3,000 years ago, Indians supplemented hunting by harvesting nuts, berries, and tubers. They also learned to fish, sometimes on a very sophisticated scale. Under one of Boston’s most prestigious tower blocks—500 Boylston Street—are the remains of  an elaborate fish weir some 5,000 years old, constructed in what was then a shallow tidal backwater (the area is still known as Back Bay). At least 65,000 stakes, intertwined with branches and shrubs, were arranged in walls to trap the fish stranded twice daily by the ebbing tide. The enclosure also proved an effective oyster farm.5

Although the Americas were settled from north to south, the dynamic of their development ran from south to north. The most technologically advanced region was the area from Peru to Mexico, home to great empires that we know as the Incas and the Aztecs. When the Spanish adventurer Hernán Cortés reached Mexico in 1519, he was astonished at the sophistication of Aztec society, including monumental city architecture, an extensive road network, and compulsory teenage education. He wrote home that “these people live almost like those of Spain, and in as much harmony and order as there, and considering that they are barbarous and so far from the knowledge of God and cut off from all civilized nations, it is truly remarkable to see what they have achieved in all things.”6 Mexico was the heart of Indian civilization. Its relation to the Indian societies of North America has been likened to that between imperial Rome and northern Europe.7

It was probably from examples in Mexico that the Indians further north learned to build cities like Cahokia; just how many cities is unknown because they did not leave written records and along the Mississippi they built in wood. On the arid plateaus of the Southwest, however, among the Hohokam and Anasazi cultures in what are now the states of Arizona and New Mexico, the Indians built in adobe (dried mud) or sandstone blocks and much more of their work survived.

James Simpson, a U.S. army surveyor, was part of a detachment of soldiers sent out from Santa Fe in 1849 to reconnoiter Navaho Indian country. En route, Simpson and his companions looked over some ruins known locally as Pueblo Pintado, or the painted village, and “found them to more than answer our expectations,” discovering in the masonry what he called “a combination of science and art which can only be referred [i.e., attributed] to a higher state of civilization and refinement than is discoverable in the works of Mexicans or Pueblos of the present day.” Simpson estimated that there must have been at least three stories originally, built around a courtyard, each side being about 400 feet. On the ground floor he counted “fifty-four apartments, some of them as small as five feet square, and the largest about twelve foot by six feet,” and also noted “three circular apartments sunk in the ground, the walls being of masonry,” where, he reckoned,“the people held their political and religious meetings.” Shards of pottery lay scattered around, “the colors showing taste in their selection and in the style of their arrangement.”8

What Simpson stumbled on was an outlying settlement of Chaco Canyon—today listed as another World Heritage Site. When modern archaeologists got to work, they unearthed a series of Great Houses stretching ten miles along the floor of the shallow canyon. The whole complex, which like Cahokia dates from around the time of the Norman conquest of England, housed thousands of people and was linked to outlying settlements by hundreds of miles of roads. The inhabitants were  technologically sophisticated—building dams to catch the water from desert thunderstorms and divert it along canals to gardens on the canyon floor. Their whole way of organizing society was intriguingly different from that in the modern Western world, being based on matriarchal principles as their descendants, the Hopi Indians, explained: “Among us the family traces its kin from the mother, hence all its possessions are hers. The man builds the house but the woman is the owner, because she repairs and preserves it; the man cultivates the field, but he renders its harvest into the woman’s keeping, because upon her it rests to prepare the food, and the surplus of stores for barter depends upon her thrift. . . . Our fields and houses always remain with our mother’s family.”9

Chaco and Cahokia flourished about the same time, a millennium ago, but their heyday was brief and both sites were abandoned during the thirteenth century. We do not know why: Lacking documentary records, scholars have to make informed guesses from the archaeological evidence. It seems likely that these concentrations of population became too large for the resources available, even if carefully husbanded. The growing crisis of resources—exhausted soil, water shortages, lack of timber—probably exacerbated internal feuds and local revolts until these little empires fell apart. A few of the Indian “nations” that succeeded them were in their own way complex societies, such as the mound-building Natchez people on the Lower Mississippi, but most were small groupings without much sophistication.

So, when traders and settlers from across the Atlantic started to probe the North American continent during the sixteenth century, they were contemptuous of what they saw. Chaco and Cahokia were long gone: Indian houses of wood or mud were nothing compared to the buildings of Madrid or London, or the cities the Spanish had marveled at in Mexico and Peru. Yet we should not fall into the trap of thinking that the outcome of these encounters between Europeans and Indians was a foregone conclusion. Although the settlers came with firearms, their muskets were often far less accurate and quick-firing than an Indian bow. They had to adapt their agricultural practices to a very different environment, learning in the process from the natives, and Indian nations had a long history of trading with other peoples and playing off one enemy against another. The decisive factor in the European conquest was as much biological as technological, part of what has been called “the Columbian exchange.”10




 COLUMBUS-BEARER OF DEATH 

In Fourteen hundred and ninety-two Columbus sailed the ocean blue.



Not the most sublime poetry but millions of Americans have been brought up on this rhyme. Many of them regard the Italian-born Christopher Columbus as the  “discoverer” of America, and his voyage is celebrated as one of the country’s national holidays. Yet in many respects the concept of Columbus Day is deceptive. The natives had been on the North American continent for thousands of years and the Vikings were the first European visitors, so Columbus was a relative latecomer. What’s more, he never actually set foot in what is now the United States: All his four voyages were to the Caribbean islands or Central America. So how did Columbus Day come to be celebrated across the United States every October?

It was President Franklin Roosevelt who made it official, and he did so to please Italian-Americans, who were important backers of his Democratic Party in the 1930s. Roosevelt held up Columbus as an exemplar of all-American values, calling him “a great Italian whose vision and leadership and courage pointed the way to this new world of ours. Once launched upon this great voyage, he did not turn back. There were those who offered him the counsel of despair. There were those who thought that the price they were paying was too great. But the valiant admiral, firm to his purpose, sailed on.” It was in the spirit of Columbus, Roosevelt claimed, that intrepid pioneers went on to tame the American West: “You are scarcely removed one generation from men and women who, cast in the same mold, sought to conquer nature for the benefit of the Nation.”11

Conquering nature for the benefit of the nation: Roosevelt encapsulated the belief of many Americans that their continent was originally virgin land, ripe for the taking by settlers from Europe. This was certainly Columbus’s view. Coming ashore in the Caribbean in 1492, he considered the Americas a paradise and its natives a pushover. Thinking he had reached the Indies he called the natives “Indians” and that label stuck. Columbus told his patrons the king and queen of Spain that the lands were “so good and fertile” that there was “no one who could believe if he had not seen them.” All that was lacking was “a settlement and the order to the people to do what is required.” The natives, he went on,“have no arms, and are without warlike instincts; they all go naked, and are so timid that a thousand would not stand before three of our men. So that they are good to be ordered about, to work and sow, and do all that may be necessary, and to build towns, and they should be taught to go about clothed and to adopt our customs.”12

Here already was a basic mission statement: Establish a colony, civilize the natives, and put them to work. Indian agriculture—structured around the basic crops of maize, squash, and beans—did not impress Europeans accustomed to logging the forests, putting land to the plough, milling grain to make bread, and using domesticated animals for meat and milk. To them that was real farming, whereas the natives seemed to be engaged in mere gardening.

Today, however, we may feel less superior. The Indians knew that maize, squash, and beans thrived best when raised together—hence the nickname “three sisters”—even though they did not understand the underlying chemistry of how nitrogen and phosphorus were shared through the root systems. The settlers by contrast exploited the land ruthlessly, cutting down the trees and exhausting the soil through  intensive cultivation before moving on to pastures new. As we shall see, that became a refrain of American history—what Roosevelt later called conquering nature for the benefit of the nation.

Of course we should not romanticize Native Americans as protoenvironmentalists, in contrast to the ecologically destructive Europeans, but many of the more settled tribes did have a keen sense of their dependence on the natural order, which was expressed in their animist religion and in folk myths handed down to the present day.“The earth is alive. All things of value come out of the earth,” runs one such story. “And yet here we are disturbing the earth, occupying it and planting on it all through our lives. Well, the earth can get annoyed because we disturb it. . . . We go back and forth to market on it, and we get drunk on it but we don’t give the earth any beer . . . that is the reason that she forsakes us and doesn’t want to produce.” Corn was the most delicate crop of all. “Corn is our blood. How can we grab from the earth when it is our own blood that we are eating?”13

Corn, or maize, was one of the plants that Columbus brought back from the New World, together with kidney beans and potatoes. Later came pineapples, pumpkins, strawberries, tomatoes, and turkeys—to name but a few of the early exports from the New World to the Old. Many of these seemed pretty exotic at first. William Salmon, an eighteenth-century English quack, asserted that potatoes, when boiled, baked, or roasted, “encrease Seed and provoke Lust, causing Fruitfulness in both Sexes, and stop all sorts of Fluxes of the Belly.”14 Yet potatoes became a basic food for the Irish peasantry during the seventeenth century and then caught on throughout Europe.15 Maize was grown mostly in warmer climes such as Spain, Italy, and the Balkans, but turkeys spread rapidly across Europe—at least on rich men’s tables. William Strickland, a Yorkshire gentleman who went on voyages of exploration in his youth, is generally credited with their introduction to England. His coat of arms in 1550, showing “a turkey-cock in his pride proper,” is one of the earliest European drawings of the bird.

Europeans therefore imported from the Native Americans what proved some of the most basic foodstuffs of the modern world. The new crops were much more productive than the traditional ones: Maize and potatoes, for instance, have about a 50 percent higher calorific yield per acre than wheat, oats, or barley. Over a couple of centuries these new foods played an important part in the dramatic growth in Europe’s population.

The terms of trade were not, of course, entirely beneficial to the Old World. Among the imports one must include tobacco, which has accounted for millions of premature deaths over the centuries. As early as 1604 King James I uttered an official health warning, enjoining his subjects to “forbeare this filthy novelty . . . in your abuse thereof sinning against God” and “harming yourselves both in persons and goods.” He called it “a custom loathsome to the eye, hateful to the nose, harmful to the brain, dangerous to the lungs, and in the black stinking fume thereof nearest resembling the horrible stygian smoke of the pit that is bottomless.”16 Also on the debit side is the  possibility that Columbus and his sailors brought back syphilis from the New World (the first recorded European epidemic occurred in 1494-1495), but this remains a matter of dispute.17 In any case, the impact of syphilis hardly compares with the diseases the Europeans took west across the Atlantic. Many Amerindian groups today regard Columbus as the inaugurator of wholesale genocide.

That side of the story begins with Columbus’s second expedition in 1493, when he brought people and animals to populate his first colony, Hispaniola (present-day Haiti). During the voyage an infection, starting from the pigs, spread throughout the animals and crew. Probably influenza, it had a debilitating effect on the Spanish, many of whom died, but the disease absolutely devastated the local Taino Indians. With fewer hands to cultivate the crops, food supplies contracted and famine often ensued. The Taino, 300,000 strong in 1492, were virtually extinct fifty years later.

The story of Hispaniola, though extreme, was not an isolated incident. Subsequent waves of settlers brought new and even deadlier diseases, of which the most virulent were epidemics of smallpox and measles. These were still killers in Europe but most of the settlers had developed some degree of immunity, whereas the Indians had none. Within a decade of first contact with a new disease, about half the natives in that area died. Successive outbreaks allowed the Indians little chance to reproduce and recover.

The effects were particularly apparent in Central and South America, the heartland of Spain’s New World empire. Disease—as much as firearms, steel swords, and horses—helps explain the astonishingly rapid collapse of the great Inca empire in what is now Peru. But the Spanish also probed north, carrying European diseases into Florida and the Mississippi valley, decimating the local Indian populations. French traders, fishing fleets, and settlers brought death to the St. Lawrence valley, killing off most of the Huron Indians and then the Iroquois during the seventeenth century. The English had a similar effect on parts of the Atlantic seaboard. The obliteration of the Indian village of Patuxet, on whose site the Pilgrims built their settlement of Plymouth, was part of a massive epidemic of smallpox and measles that swept along coastal New England in the mid-1610s.

Just occasionally, we find documentary evidence of Europeans deliberately practicing germ warfare, as in 1763 when British officers gave Indian chiefs on the Ohio infected blankets from a smallpox hospital. Sir Jeffrey Amherst, their commander, sent a message of approval, urging them “to try every other method that can serve to extirpate this execrable race.”18 For the most part, however, the Europeans brought death unwittingly; sometimes they even gave help to the natives. But, to the settlers, the epidemics were by no means unwelcome. Colonists, particularly from England, crossed the Atlantic with well-developed concepts of private property. Their claim to North America rested on the legal doctrine of res nullius, meaning a right to take land that was unoccupied or abandoned. The decimation of the Indians therefore paved the way legally and theologically for European settlement.  John Winthrop, the first governor of the Puritan colony of Massachusetts, wrote home in 1634 that “as for the natives, they are neere all dead of the small Poxe, so as the Lord hathe cleared our title to what we possess.”19

The terms of the “Columbian exchange” were therefore very one-sided: mostly a matter of nutritious Indian crops in return for virulent European diseases. Just how many Native Americans died from these epidemics has been a matter of fierce debate among historians, with “low counters” accusing “high counters” of conjuring “numbers from nowhere.”20 An estimate midway between the extremes suggests that the Indian population of all the Americas declined from 50 million in 1492 to 5 million by 1650. On the assumption that about a tenth of the natives lived north of Mexico, this means that by the mid-seventeenth century the Indian population of what is now the United States and Canada was only about 500,000.21 American nationalists often talked about their country as “virgin land,” almost untouched by human beings, but given what we now know about its population history, the term “widowed land” seems more appropriate.22

None of this meant that the Indians disappeared as a major force in the shaping of colonial America. They still played off the rival European empires with considerable skill in the century after 1650. But the diseases brought by Columbus and his successors fatally reduced their numbers and their ability to resist European imperialism, particularly in North America. In Africa, by contrast, the balance of biological warfare was the other way around, with the invaders being decimated by native diseases, and that made it much harder to establish European hegemony. So it is easy to understand why many Native Americans today are not enthusiastic about celebrating the coming of Christopher Columbus. His forename literally means “bearer of Christ,” but for millions of American Indians he was the bearer of death.




 BORDERLANDS OF THE SPANISH SUPERPOWER 

Central and South America were the sites of the most developed native empires and also the area where the Indians were most numerous. Relations between the Spanish and the Indians were consequently more balanced and more interactive than in North America, which, by contrast, was more backward and less populous. There the Indians were more on the margins of colonial life and relations with the Europeans were increasingly confrontational. In North America, moreover, unlike the South, the colonial era was defined by a long and bitter struggle between rival European empires, especially Spain, France, and Britain. This would have a lasting impact not just on the Indians but on the whole character of the future United States.

During the sixteenth century the Spanish were the leading imperial power in the Americas. In brutal and far-reaching campaigns they seized the most advanced and prosperous native empires of South America. In 1519-1521 Hernán Cortés  defeated the Aztecs of Mexico. In 1532-1533 Francisco Pizarro overwhelmed the Inca empire in what is now Peru, and during the 1540s the Mayan peoples of Central America were gradually subdued. The Spanish Crown divided its vast new empire into two vice-royalties called “Peru,” which included much of South America, and “New Spain,” covering Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean.

The Spanish sought to impose their culture, language, and Catholic faith on the subject peoples. This was a vast project, for two centuries far outstripping what the French and even the British achieved to the north: The National University of Mexico was founded in 1551, Harvard College not until 1636.23 By the 1740s, Boston, the most substantial city in British America, had a population of 16,000. Eight cities in Spanish America were bigger, with the largest, Mexico City, boasting well over 100,000 inhabitants.24

The empire also proved phenomenally profitable. Although the Spanish farmed the land, by far their most lucrative American asset was silver. For most of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, the silver mines of Peru and New Spain not only covered the costs of the American empire but also accounted for 15 to 20 percent of the Crown’s annual income.25 (British America, by contrast, was not self-supporting; as we shall see, London’s efforts to generate the revenue to pay for its defense eventually provoked the colonists to revolt.) Spain’s imperial surpluses also helped the Crown to finance repeated wars to expand its domains in Europe and to contain the Protestant Reformation. Many English Puritans hated Spain in the same way American Cold Warriors loathed the Soviet Union—as a predatory superpower and an evil empire.

The main thrust of Spain’s American imperialism was in Central and South America, but the lure of gold and silver encouraged some Spaniards to try their luck to the north. Between 1539 and 1543 Hernando de Soto traversed what is now Florida, the Carolinas, and the lower Mississippi valley. In 1540-1542 Francisco Vásquez de Coronado explored the Gulf of California and penetrated the Great Plains. Spreading disease and destruction in their wake, neither found gold and, after their failures, the rulers of New Spain left the northern borderlands alone for a generation.

By the 1560s, however, such neglect no longer seemed wise. French and British privateers were taking a heavy toll of Spanish bullion fleets as they hugged the Florida coast before picking up the Gulf Stream and sailing back home. Indians were also looting Spanish vessels wrecked on the treacherous Florida Keys. And in March 1565 news reached King Philip II that French Huguenot Protestants had established a settlement in what is now northern Florida. Galvanized into action, he contracted a buccaneer named Pedro Menéndez de Avilés to conquer the peninsula. By the end of September Menéndez had founded his first town, San Agustín, and had destroyed the nearby French settlement, butchering the Huguenots. Convinced that their beliefs were similar to those of the Indians, probably Satanic in origin, he told the king that “it seemed to me that to chastise them in this way would serve God Our Lord, as well as Your Majesty, and that we should thus be left more free from this wicked sect.”26

Within a couple of years Menéndez had established seven garrisons along the east coast of Florida and two on the west. He also sent out expeditions west in search of silver and north up the Atlantic coast, hoping to extend Spain’s economic tentacles all the way to the fishing grounds of Newfoundland. But his men found no silver, the subsidies from the Crown dried up, and Menéndez’s grand design crumbled even before he died in 1574. Twelve years later San Agustín was raided by the English buccaneer Francis Drake. He “took and sacked the town and burned the church with its images and crosses, and cut down the fruit trees, which were numerous and good,” reported the governor of Florida to Madrid. Drake also “carried off the artillery and munitions and food supplies.” The governor added plaintively: “We are all left with the clothes we stood in, and in the open country.”27

The town was rebuilt and, as St. Augustine, still survives as the oldest continuously settled town of European origin in the United States. But Drake’s raid prompted the Spanish to pull back in Florida and try instead to extend their empire northwest, enticed by reports of the rich Indian pueblos beyond the Rio Grande. This time the royal commission was given to Don Juan de Oñate, a Mexican-born aristocrat in his late forties. Like Menéndez, he talked big, promising “new worlds, new, peaceful and grand, to His Majesty greater than the good Marquis [Cortés] gave to him,” even predicting a route to the Pacific.28 In the summer of 1598 Oñate and some 500 followers, only 130 of whom were fighting men, staked out a new Spanish province called New Mexico.

But the Indians fought back, the most defiant being in the pueblo of Acoma, perched spectacularly on a sheer sandstone plateau 350 feet above the surrounding desert. When a group of Spaniards reached the top and demanded supplies, several of them were killed—among them Oñate’s nephew—and their bodies thrown down the cliff. The captain of the ill-fated expedition told Oñate that the pueblo was so impregnable that the Indians living in it or seeking refuge there were confident they could “defend themselves and escape punishment for their misdeeds.” The captain was sure that “if the pueblo is not levelled and its inhabitants punished, there will be no security in all of New Mexico, nor could it be settled, as the natives of the pueblos are watching what we do at Acoma and whether we punish them.”29

So in January 1599 Oñate decided to make an example of Acoma in order to terrify the locals into cooperating. He could spare only seventy soldiers—hardly enough in view of the pueblo’s superb defensive position—but the Spanish mounted a small feint attack from the north while most of their troops scaled the plateau from the south, carrying muskets and a few cannons. In the unequal battle  that followed, several hundred Indians were killed and the rest surrendered. The survivors were tried under Spanish law and Oñate himself delivered the verdicts. Male prisoners over twenty-five had one foot cut off—an accepted Spanish punishment for criminals. Two Indians from a neighboring pueblo who had fought in the battle had their right hands cut off and were then set free “in order that they may convey to their land the news of this punishment.”30 A savage lesson and it worked: Acoma lay desolate for half a century.

So both Florida and New Mexico failed to fulfill the extravagant hopes of their founders, but they did act as buffer zones for the northern borders of New Spain. Franciscan friars became one of the main agents of Hispanicization. Building missions in the major pueblos and backed by a few soldiers, they brought not only Catholic rituals but also new crops, such as apples and wheat, and new animals including cattle, pigs, and mules. The Indians found it expedient to work with the newcomers and to utilize their innovations, but they usually observed the Catholic rituals in public while maintaining their own religious practices in private. Spanish-Indian relations were therefore negotiated rather than simply imposed. On their side, the Spaniards adopted many Indian practices such as growing maize, wearing moccasins, and using folk medicines. Because there was such limited migration into Florida and New Mexico, the Spaniards often took Indian wives, creating a mixed population known as mestizos.31 In British America, as we shall see, intermarriage was much less common and the line between colonists and natives remained much more starkly drawn.

Just how tenuous was Spain’s hold on the borderlands became clear in the 1680s as the Indians struck back and the French and English pressed south in earnest.

In New Mexico the crisis was triggered by persistent droughts and also frequent raids by Apaches and other nomadic Indian tribes. As the inhabitants of the pueblos starved, they began to doubt the potency of the Franciscans; more and more of them turned back to traditional priests and ceremonies. In the words of one Spanish report, the Indians were “saying that now God and Santa Maria were dead” and “that their own God whom they obeyed had never died.”32 A dynamic religious leader called Popé united many of the Pueblos in a coordinated revolt in August 1680. Most of the small, isolated Spanish communities were easily overwhelmed and, after fierce fighting, the Spanish had to abandon the main town, Santa Fe. It took them sixteen years to recover control of New Mexico.

In Florida the Indians lacked the power to act independently, but they were armed and supported by the English from the new colony of South Carolina. During the 1680s Carolinians and their Indian allies attacked Florida’s northern missions. In the 1700s, during the War of the Spanish Succession, they ravaged farther south, butchering the Spanish and enslaving many of the mission Indians. By 1706 only St. Augustine and a few surrounding villages survived and, unlike New Mexico, there was no reconquista.

Worst of all, the French were now starting to colonize the rich delta lands of the Mississippi. This was a serious blow, which meant that the Gulf of Mexico was no longer a Spanish lake: Spain’s two struggling colonies in Florida and New Mexico were separated not just by distance but by a new French colony, Louisiana. The governor of Florida warned the king in 1704: “If we do not make one kingdom of all this, nothing is secure.”33 Desperately the Spanish sent small groups of settlers, missionaries, and troops to start a new colony of their own on the Gulf Coast—Texas, formally established in 1716. Two years later they started a base and township at San Antonio, with its mission chapel known as the Alamo.

Florida, Texas, and New Mexico would all play their part in later American history. The Hispanic imprint survives to this day in places and buildings from St. Augustine to Santa Fe; some sites, such as the Alamo, are part of American folk-memory. The Spanish dollar, the main coin circulating in the British colonies, gave its name to the U.S. currency. And, although Spain’s American colonies won independence in the nineteenth century, the Hispanic influence in culture and cuisine persists, especially via Mexico. The country’s language is full of Hispanic words—such as “ranch” and “siesta,” “tornado” and “chocolate”—and America’s iconic musical instrument, the guitar, came north with Mexican cowboys. The recent mass migration north across the Mexican border is another reminder that the dynamic of American development has not simply surged from east to west. Today Latinos make up a larger percentage of the U.S. population than African-Americans.

But, despite these durable cultural influences, Spain’s empire failed to realize the promise shown in the early sixteenth century. Florida, Texas, and New Mexico were isolated, defensive outposts on the margins of New Spain, rather than springboards for a Spanish empire in North America. Unlike South America, this would be the domain of other European powers.




 NEW FRANCE ASTRIDE AMERICA’S HEARTL AND 

The French had thrust down from the northeast. In 1541 the explorer Jacques Cartier established a settlement on the St. Lawrence river but it had to be evacuated after the first winter, ravaged by cold, disease, and the Indians. Cartier’s main legacy is the name he used to refer to the St. Lawrence region—Canada (adapted from the local Indian word for “village”). For the rest of the sixteenth century the French concentrated on trade—fishing in the Gulf of Lawrence and bartering with the Indians for furs—but profitable commerce required secure communications and that eventually made settlements essential.

So the Company of New France, as the fur traders were known, tried again. In 1608 Samuel de Champlain located the mournful remains of Cartier’s abortive settlement, identifying “what seems to have been a chimney” and “indications of there having been ditches surrounding their dwelling, which was small. We found, also,  large pieces of hewn, worm-eaten timber, and some three or four cannon-balls.”34 On a point in the river nearby Champlain built a fortified trading post, calling it “Quebec” after an Indian word meaning “where the river narrows.”

Champlain also forged alliances with the Indian tribes, particularly the Huron, thereby pitting the settlers against the Hurons’ southern enemies, the Five Nation Iroquois. The Iroquois, in turn, secured supplies and firearms from the Dutch, who had pushed up the Hudson river and built a settlement on the site of the modern city of Albany. Thus began a recurrent pattern: The rival European powers formed alliances with rival Indian tribes who, in turn, attempted to set the Europeans against each other. As in the Spanish borderlands the frontier was porous; rather than a clear-cut divide, it has been more aptly described as “the middle ground.”35

In New France, as in New Spain, empire was also sustained by faith. The Canadian equivalents of the Spanish Franciscans were the Jesuit missionaries—known to Indians as “Black Robes.” The priests often won the respect of the natives because of their courage and austerity but, as in New Mexico, the Indians combined public conformity to Catholicism with private adherence to their own religious practices. And they tended to judge religion by its results: The epidemics of smallpox and measles that ravaged the Hurons in the 1630s raised suspicions that the priests were really sorcerers.

In the middle of the seventeenth century New France was still a struggling colony and the French Crown demanded a more aggressive policy of colonization. The Company of New France subcontracted the task to entrepreneurs, known as seigneurs, who received extensive grants of land in return for finding prospective settlers and shipping them across the Atlantic. As a result, the population of New France rose from 657 in 1650 to over 3,000 by the early 1660s. By this time, however, the scattered settlements of New Netherlands boasted 8,000 people, while more compact New England had 33,000.36 So the French Crown took over the colony in 1663, shipping over settlers, soldiers, and servants. To boost the birthrate it even transported girls from a Paris orphanage—nicknamed daughters of the king: filles du roi. Even so, the population of New France was only 15,000 in 1700, compared with 234,000 whites in the English colonies of America.37

New France clearly faced an uphill struggle. The frigid northern climate was far harsher than in the areas of Dutch and English settlement, and the growing season much shorter. The seigneurial system, though less crushing than back home in France, imposed rents, dues, and other burdens on the settlers that were far more onerous than the largely freehold pattern in British America. In this more hierarchical society there was no elected colonial assembly, while settlers and servants alike were liable for military conscription. Again, all this was in marked contrast to New England.

Nevertheless, the scope of the French empire was impressive. In the late seventeenth century fur traders canoed across the Great Lakes into Illinois country, seeking the headwaters of the Mississippi. Settlements such as Detroit date from this  time. At the beginning of 1682 René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle—a lapsed Jesuit turned settler and explorer—went down the Mississippi, believing it would carry him to the Pacific and thus open up the route to Asia. It did not, of course, but his expedition still changed the map of America.

With twenty-three Frenchmen and thirty-one Indians, La Salle crossed Lake Michigan and made his way to a river called Checagou by the Indians. This was frozen, and they had to drag their canoes and supplies, but once on the ice-free Mississippi in February 1682 they made rapid progress. Food and supplies were readily obtained from local tribes, most of whom were very friendly. One French priest described a typical encounter: “All those of the village, except the women, who had at first taken flight, came to the bank of the river to receive us. Here they built us cabins, brought us wood to burn and provisions in abundance. For three days they feasted us constantly.” The priest noted that the Indians did “not resemble those at the north, who are all sad and severe in their temper; these are far better made, honest, liberal and gay.”38

Stopping periodically for supplies—which their Indians helped to procure from the locals—La Salle’s party pushed south past the abandoned Indian mounds of Cahokia and built a fort where the city of Memphis, Tennessee, now stands. Eventually they reached the ocean on April 9, after a voyage of some eight weeks. On a bare hillock overlooking the Gulf of Mexico La Salle erected a cross and a column, mounted with the arms of France. The territory he claimed as Louisiana, in honor of the Sun King, was far broader than the modern state, stretching all the way to the Great Lakes up the Mississippi (which he called the River Colbert after Louis XIV’s finance minister).

La Salle returned the way he came, but in 1684 he set out from France with four ships and 300 men to stake out France’s position on the Gulf of Mexico. This expedition was a disaster. Only one of his vessels made it across the Atlantic and this landed too far west, on what is now the coast of Texas. La Salle spent three fruitless years hunting for the mouth of the Mississippi before he was gunned down by his mutinous men in 1687. According to Henri Joutel, his trusted aide, the assassins “barbarously stripped” his corpse,“vented their malice in vile and opprobrious language,” and then “dragged it naked along the bushes and left it exposed to the ravenous wild beasts.”39

A decade later the French tried again. In 1699 and 1702 forts were erected on the Gulf coast east of the Mississippi at Biloxi and Mobile, but these were still only toeholds. It was not until Louisiana was privatized that French colonialism in the South took off.

In 1717 the French Crown, bankrupted by years of war, ceded Louisiana to a joint-stock company run by the Scottish financier John Law. Law was a man way ahead of his time—a pioneer of paper money and speculative stock dealings—who wormed his way into the heart of the French state. Wildly exaggerating the prospects of Louisiana, he talked up his company’s shares in 1719-1720 until the  boom predictably burst. Although the share value fell by 97 percent, his Company of the Indies still mounted an aggressive campaign of colonization. Between 1717 and 1721 it shipped to Louisiana some 7,000 white settlers (mostly French), but they were soon decimated by disease and crop failure. In 1731, when the bankrupt Company of the Indies was taken over by the French Crown, the colony had only 2,000 white settlers, plus 4,000 black slaves imported from Africa.40

By the early eighteenth century French territory stretched from the Gulf of St. Lawrence to the Gulf of Mexico, through the heartland of the American continent and along its greatest waterway. French America thus blocked off British expansion westward from New England and also separated Spain’s dominions in Florida from those in Texas and New Mexico. Above all, the port of New Orleans, named for the Prince Regent, was strategically located to command the delta of the Mississippi.

New Orleans took time to get going. In 1722 the French explorer Pierre de Charlevoix found only “a hundred barracks, placed in no very good order,” a “large war-house built of timber,” and “two or three houses which would be no ornament to a village in France.” But he was bullish about the city’s prospects: “Rome and Paris had not such considerable beginnings” and “their founders met not with those advantages on the Seine and the Tiber which we have found on the Mississippi, in comparison of which these two rivers are no more than brooks.”41

Yet New France remained a fragile empire. French settlements were few and far between: La Salle’s dream of a network of forts and towns right down the Mississippi was never realized. Population growth depended on continued migration from across the Atlantic, particularly of African slaves but also the castoffs from French prisons, and it did not become self-sustaining. More important, the French colonies were not economically viable: They cost the Crown more to defend and administer than they generated in trade. Truly profitable crops such as sugar and tobacco could not be grown in icy Canada; one could try in Louisiana but the climate there oscillated unpredictably between downpour and drought. In any case, transporting the produce of Canada or Louisiana to Europe took longer and cost more than exports from the Atlantic seaboard controlled by the English. As one governor-general of New France observed ruefully, “We should never delude ourselves that our colonies on the continent . . . could ever rival the neighbouring English colonies in wealth, nor could be very lucrative, for with the exception of the fur trade, the extent of which is limited and the profits continually declining, these colonies can furnish only goods similar to those of Europe at higher prices and of poorer quality.”42

France’s American empire was built on shaky foundations, for which New Orleans served as an apt metaphor. Much of the town was below sea level and in September 1718, within a few months of being founded, it was flattened by a hurricane and ruined by floods. In due course New Orleans would enjoy a glittering and prosperous future but, fundamentally, it rested on mud.

The French did leave their mark on the future United States. They founded what became great cities such as Detroit and St. Louis, and the state of Louisiana’s legal code is still based on French Roman law. But France’s lasting influence was less profound than Spain’s and neither of these European powers capitalized on their head start. As the seventeenth century wore on, the coming power was their despised Protestant enemy across the Channel. The English were more effective imperialists, at least in North America. Their secret was a potent but unstable mixture of liberty and slavery that would define American history.





2

 EMPIRE AND LIBERTIES

During the course of the seventeenth century the English established small but viable colonies along the eastern seaboard, governed—unlike their European rivals—by representative assemblies that enjoyed a large measure of self-rule. The liberties that were the source of controversy and conflict for much of the century in England had become norms of colonial life. But although nurtured in English ways, the American colonies grew up very differently. In the South, white liberty came to depend on black servitude. Even in Puritan New England the European identity of state and church soon broke down, while the middle colonies, from New York down to Pennsylvania, attracted a variety of non-English migrants—Dutch and German, Scots and Irish—that helped turn the region into an ethnic melting pot. By the 1760s, when Great Britain resolved its long-standing struggle for North American empire against France, its colonies were prosperous, precocious, and increasingly unstable.a




 SOUTHERN PLANTERS AND BLACK SLAVES 

The initial English efforts at colonization were not promising. Walter Raleigh’s colonists on Roanoke Island in the 1580s disappeared without trace. The Virginia Company’s settlement at Jamestown in 1607 was situated on the edge of a malarial swamp: Disease and famine nearly killed off the population in 1609-1610. Captain John Smith, its founder, said the survivors kept going on “roots, herbes, acorns, walnuts, berries, now and then a little fish . . . even the very skins of our horses.” So great was the hunger that some of the people cooked dead Indians. According to Smith, one man “did kill his wife, powdered her [with salt], and had eaten part of   her before it was knowne, for which he was executed, as hee well deserved: now, whether shee was better roasted, boyled or carbonado’d [on the grill], I know not; but of such a dish as powdered wife I never heard of.”1

Cannibalism was only a temporary expedient but the Virginia Company was never a going concern. Hopes of finding gold or a waterway to the Pacific proved as illusory as they did for de Soto or La Salle and eventually in 1624 Virginia was taken over as a Crown colony. But before the Company collapsed, it had set three important precedents that marked this first English settlement out from the French and Spanish experiments.

The first was private ownership of land. To encourage migration to what was fast becoming notorious as a death trap, the Company started a “headright” system. Anyone who paid his own passage across the Atlantic received fifty acres of land in Virginia. Not surprisingly, settlers with private property proved more enterprising than mere company employees.

Equally important was an annual assembly, comprising the governor, his appointed council, and a House of Burgesses elected by local freemen, which the Company established in 1619. The assembly survived the takeover of Virginia by the Crown and increased its powers in the 1630s at a time when, back in England, Charles I was trying to suppress the rights of Parliament. The right to vote was generally restricted to men owning at least fifty acres—not exactly democracy but still a generous franchise by contemporary English standards. Underpinning this was a network of county courts, which were really agents of local government, handling tax-gathering, land deeds, and highways, as well as policing and justice.

Private ownership of land and local self-government were signs that Virginia was putting down English-style roots. Its settlers were developing a stake in their colony, rather than remaining subjects of an artificial and autocratic royal outpost like the inhabitants of New Spain and New France. But the colony would not have survived without an economic rationale. The Virginia variety of tobacco was too bitter for English taste, but John Rolfe (better known as husband of the Indian “princess” Pocahontas) experimented with a milder West Indian strain. His first shipments to London in 1614 showed that it was possible, in the words of one contemporary, “to found an empire upon smoke.”2

During the 1620s tobacco sold in England for five or ten times what it cost to produce in Virginia. The Crown naturally took its cut through hefty taxation and, eyeing further profits, in 1632 it set aside 12 million acres further north for a new colony. Called Maryland, after the wife of Charles I, this was not directly run by the Crown but was a “proprietary colony” granted to a royal favorite, Lord Baltimore. He hoped that Maryland would become a refuge for Catholics, but most of the colonists were Protestants and many simply moved north from Virginia, attracted by Maryland’s especially generous headright of 100 acres. Soon Maryland was caught up in the tobacco boom.

Virginia and Maryland were known as the Chesapeake colonies, after the vast estuary that stretches 450 miles from Norfolk, Virginia, well beyond the modern city of Baltimore. For most of the seventeenth century their inhabitants were predominantly white. The Indians had been ravaged by disease and driven west by land-hungry tobacco planters, so labor was provided by a steady supply of migrants from England. Some were outright landowners under the headright system but most came as indentured servants—in other words, they paid their passage by temporarily contracting themselves to work for a master. He, in turn, had to provide them with food, clothing, and shelter, plus some kind of payoff in money and clothing at the end. Of 120,000 emigrants to the Chesapeake during the seventeenth century, perhaps three-quarters arrived in this manner.3 Most were poor, unskilled men in their late teens or early twenties.

Indentured servitude—though a form of bondage and often very harsh—was only temporary: The standard term was seven years. Moreover, it did not, in principle, eradicate basic legal rights. Afterward the freedman was free to practice his trade or work for wages on tobacco plantations. Either way, ex-servants could accumulate the means to buy land of their own at a time when such social climbing was rare in England. With his own property, a freedman was then in a position to seek a wife—although that was not easy, given the three-to-one predominance of males in the seventeenth-century Chesapeake.

Indentured servitude got Virginia and Maryland going but, as wages rose in England after the end of the Civil Wars, the supply tailed off. So the planters made a fateful decision, turning from white servitude to black slavery.

The precedent was set by Carolina, a new proprietary colony south of Virginia that was founded in 1670. Whereas Maryland had been modeled on Virginia, Carolina was an offshoot of Barbados—England’s boom colony in the Caribbean. The wealth of Barbados derived from the production of sugarcane using slave labor from West Africa—a pattern already established by the Portuguese in Brazil. In 1670 three ships from Barbados founded Charles Town (Charleston), named (like the colony) for King Charles II. Generous headrights and religious toleration attracted settlers—urgently needed as defense against the Spanish from Florida—but, to satisfy its labor needs, the colony also imported slaves. Thereafter, population growth was rapid: In 1712 Carolina was divided into separate colonies, North and South, and by 1740 slaves outnumbered free whites by two to one in South Carolina, making it the only English colony in mainland America with an African majority. 4 As white servant labor became harder to obtain in the Chesapeake, the planters in Virginia and Maryland also turned to slavery on a large scale to sustain their tobacco economy.

Back in the mid-seventeenth century the distinctions between slavery and servitude were still fuzzy: There were cases in which slaves initiated actions in the Virginia courts. Nor was the racial divide clear-cut: Free blacks who fulfilled the  property qualification were probably able to vote in elections.5 But as the number of black people increased, so the divisions became stark. In 1680 the clergyman Morgan Godwyn wrote that “these two words, Negro and Slave, [are] by custom grown Homogeneous and Convertible; even as Negro and Christian, Englishman and Heathen, are by the like Custom and Partiality made Opposites.”6

From the 1660s, custom was gradually written into law and in 1705 Virginia pulled its various statutes into a formal slave code that stated, among other things:All servants imported and brought into this Country by sea or land . . . who were not Christians in their native Country . . . shall be accounted and be slaves, and such be here bought and sold notwithstanding a conversion to christianity afterwards. . . . And be it further enacted, That no minister . . . or person . . . within this colony and dominion, shall hereafter wittingly presume to marry a white man with a negro or mulatto woman; or to marry a white woman with a negro or mulatto man, upon pain of forfeiting and paying, for every such marriage the sum of ten thousand pounds of tobacco. . . . And if any slave resist his master . . . correcting such slave, and shall happen to be killed in such correction . . . the master . . . shall be free and acquit of all punishment . . . as if such accident had never happened.7





Thus, according to the Virginia code, the root distinction between slavery and servitude was that slaves were not Christians. You could not reduce a Christian servant to a slave but equally you could not convert a slave into a servant: The code made clear “that baptism of slaves doth not exempt them from bondage.” So religion had become the pretext; the real barrier was race—that difference of skin pigment that was the visible badge of the Negro. There were still free Negroes in the eighteenth-century South but color was now becoming the great divide. Increasingly colonists adopted the stark language of black and white; the treatment of slaves was usually harsher than in the Spanish colonies, where they often had the right to marry and even hold property. British America gave more liberty to whites, but less to blacks, than New Spain.8

We should not make the mistake of thinking that, because Negro slaves were deemed mere property, they were entirely passive victims of a brutal system. Carolina’s money derived from rice, a crop foreign to most Englishmen. Many of the slaves came from the so-called Rice Coast of West Africa, in present-day Ghana, and their skills were probably vital in making rice cultivation a success—adapting traditional African patterns of planting, hoeing, and threshing and maybe also the mortar-and-pestle method of removing rice grains from their husks.9

The clearest sign that blacks were not passive is to be found in their periodic revolts. On September 9, 1739, twenty slaves stole guns and powder from a store at Stono Bridge, some twenty miles from Charles Town. Banging two drums and chanting “Liberty,” they started marching south toward Spanish Florida, which  welcomed runaway slaves. En route they burned seven plantations and killed more than twenty whites, in some cases cutting off their heads. But by midafternoon a posse of planters had caught up with the fugitives, now swollen to around a hundred. Mounted and well armed, they shot and decapitated many of the slaves and hunted down the rest over the next few days. According to an account written soon afterward by an unknown white man, “this is to be said to the honour of the Carolina Planters, that notwithstanding the Provocation they had received from so many Murders, they did not torture one Negroe, but only put them to an easy death.”10

The Stono rebellion was a relatively minor affair, in all costing about sixty lives, but it cast terror into whites across South Carolina. According to a report written a couple of years later: “Every one that had any Relation, any Tie of Nature; every one that had a Life to lose were in the most sensible Manner shocked at such Danger hanging daily over their Heads.”11 Such insurrections served as a terrible warning of incipient black violence, yet slave labor also seemed essential for the prosperity of the South. As a result, the slave codes were made even tighter.

There was one notable attempt to move in a different direction. In 1732 a group of London merchants and philanthropists known as the Georgia Trustees received a royal charter for a new English colony. Georgia was to be a kind of public-private partnership—run by the Trustees but mostly funded by British taxpayers—and one of its most striking features was a ban on slavery. The Trustees and the colony’s first governor, James Oglethorpe, were not against slave-owning in principle; they simply thought it wrong for Georgia. They saw the new colony as a safe haven for persecuted European Protestants and as a fresh start for the “miserable wretches” of England’s cities. Georgia’s settlers were to be productive small farmers, growing useful crops such as hemp and flax and serving in the militia. In this way they would act as a buffer for South Carolina against the threat from Spanish Florida. Promotional literature talked up the new colony as both a “Garden of Eden” and the “Gibraltar of America.”12 To make Georgia a slave society, the Trustees feared, would undermine those principles by encouraging whites to live lives of “luxury” and “idleness.” According to one of the boosters, Benjamin Martyn, “the People being oblig’d to labour themselves for their Support, will be, like the old Romans, more active and useful for Defence of their Government.”13 In this austere social experiment, landholdings were kept deliberately small and other vices were also banned, including liquor and lawyers.

Life in the new colony was hard and many settlers laid the blame on the restrictive policies of the Trustees. A petition signed by more than a hundred citizens of Savannah in 1738 criticized the “want of the use of Negroes . . . which if granted would both induce great numbers of white people to come here and also render us capable to subsist ourselves by raising provisions upon our lands, until we could make some produce fit for export and in some measure balance our importation.” 14 The campaigners gradually wore down the Trustees. The bans on  lawyers, liquor, and large landholdings were dropped and, after peace with Spain removed the threat of attack from Florida, public funds dried up. In 1751 the defeated Trustees handed Georgia over to the Crown. Within a few years it had become a plantation society like South Carolina, run by a wealthy slave-owning elite.

The pro-slavery lobby’s rallying cry in Georgia was “Liberty and Property without restrictions.”15 In other words, the liberty of whites depended on the unfettered ownership of blacks as property. By the mid-eighteenth century that had become unequivocally the southern way. Much of subsequent American history has been an attempt to escape from its consequences.




 FAITH AND FREEDOM IN NEW ENGLAND 

The New England way was very different but equally important for America’s future. Although the Mayflower is probably the most famous immigrant ship in American history, the hundred or so Puritans who founded Plymouth in 1620 could easily have gone the way of the isolated outposts of New Spain and New France. Half of them died during the ensuing winter and, even after a decade of further migration, only 1,500 English settlers lived in Plymouth in 1630.

What really got New England going was the Great Migration of the 1630s by settlers who created the Massachusetts Bay colony to the north of Plymouth. During this decade more than 13,000 men, women, and children crossed the Atlantic to settle in Massachusetts. They came overwhelmingly from the eastern counties of England, particularly Essex, Suffolk, Norfolk, and Lincolnshire. They brought with them English ways and English names, founding towns such as Chelmsford, Ipswich, Cambridge, and Boston—the center of the new colony.

These were very different settlers from those who carved Virginia out of the forests and inlets of the Chesapeake. The Virginians were mostly young men of limited means—the sort who contracted to be servants for a period of years to pay their passage. Migrants to Massachusetts, by contrast, were mostly families and often interrelated family groups. They usually brought a servant or two to help with the hard labor, but servants accounted for only a quarter of the total, compared with three-quarters of the immigrants to Virginia. These settlers also paid their own way, even though equipping and moving a family of six across the Atlantic cost the equivalent of a year’s income for a yeoman farmer. In other words, these migrants were people of substance—farmers, artisans, and craftsmen who were already successful back home and had much to lose by starting again in an unknown land. Why did they do it?

The pressures on them were partly economic, especially soaring inflation and a severe depression in the wool trade, on which many of them depended, but their principal motive was religious. In the words of their leader, John Winthrop, a member of the Suffolk gentry, they intended to “rayse a bullwarke against the kingdom of Antichrist which the Jesuites labour to reare up in all places of the worlde. All  other Churches of Europe are brought to desolation, and it cannot be but the like Judgment is comminge upon us: and who knows but that God hathe provided this place [New England] to be a refuge for manye whom he meanes to save out of the general destruction.”16

Winthrop and most of these migrant families were fervent Protestants who feared that England was literally going to hell under Charles I. Against the advice of Parliament, the king had married a Catholic, and his hard-nosed archbishop, William Laud, was trying to impose uniformity on the Church of England. Puritans like Winthrop wanted to purify worship of “popish” practices such as bishops, priests, and complex rituals, basing faith and order squarely on the Bible interpreted by a preaching ministry. Instead, it seemed, Charles and Laud were trying to take the country back to Rome at a time when European Protestants and Catholics were locked in the ruinous Thirty Years War. In 1629 Charles dissolved an unruly Parliament, resolving to govern alone, and this he did until 1640. What became known as the “eleven years tyranny” triggered the Great Migration.

Had Charles and his advisers grasped what was happening in Massachusetts, they would have intervened, but the Puritan leaders proceeded by stealth. The king had granted a charter for a joint-stock company to colonize Massachusetts Bay as a commercial venture. Winthrop and the other gentlemen and merchants who invested in the company hijacked it for their own ends, exploiting a loophole in the charter that did not require them, unlike the Virginia Company, to keep the headquarters in London. When they crossed the ocean, the company’s General Court, or board of directors, became the colony’s government, with Winthrop as governor. In 1634 the General Court was enlarged to include two delegates elected by each town, and it secured the right to elect the governor and his deputy each year.

Winthrop wanted the colony to be self-governing but not to become a full-blown democracy: “[I]f we should change from a mixt Aristocratie to a meere Democratie: first we should have no warrant in scripture for it: there was no such government in Israel.” He also claimed that “a Democratie is, amongst most Civill nations, accounted the meanest & worst of all formes of Government,” adding that “Historyes doe recorde that it hath been allwayes of least continuance & fullest of troubles.”17 But John Winthrop knew how to play the politics game. He managed to get reelected as governor of Massachusetts most years in the 1630s and 1640s.

Even today the Massachusetts legislature is still known as the General Court, but the Bay colony was hardly democratic by modern standards. The General Court was a mixture of executive, legislature, and judiciary rolled into one. Its electorate—though again broad by English standards—comprised only property-owning males, and its goal in those early years was to establish not democracy but a “Christian commonwealth.” In a sermon on brotherly love preached to his fellow emigrants in 1630, Winthrop warned that “when God gives a special commission he looks to have it strictly observed in every article,” and “we are entered into Covenant with Him for this work . . . for we must consider that wee shall be as a City upon a Hill.  The eyes of all people are upon us; so that if wee shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so cause him to withdraw his present help from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world.”18

Winthrop was simply reiterating biblical commonplaces and his sermon had little contemporary impact.19 Eventually the “city on the hill” became a central text for those claiming that America was a unique nation with a unique mission but, at the time, the concept of a covenant had much more impact; indeed, it lay at the heart of the Christian commonwealth. According to the Puritans’ Calvinist theology, although human beings were naturally depraved, God made a covenant with those he had saved. Similarly, the people of God covenanted together as members of a church and, in a larger sense, they were part of a social covenant that constituted the political fabric. In their relations with God, Puritans believed, men and women were equal, but social relations were firmly based on the principle of patriarchal authority. The father was head of the household, only men could be ordained ministers of the church, and women were excluded from voting or holding office. All this was justified on scriptural grounds, going back to the story of Adam and Eve.20

The Christian commonwealth was not a theocracy. New England was to be run by “godly magistrates,” rather than by ministers of the church, and clergy were barred from holding civil office. There were no church courts, and marriage was a civil contract, not a religious sacrament, with divorce permitted by law. On the other hand, only males who were church members could vote, every town was required by law to maintain a church, supported by local taxes, and its people were obliged to attend religious worship—including weekday lectures and two lengthy sermons on Sundays. Despite church being distinct from state, Massachusetts was to be a godly society.

Although the Puritans are often depicted as seeking freedom of conscience, that is misleading. They really wanted freedom from error—in other words, liberty from false religion imposed by Charles and his advisers in order to foster true religion according to their Calvinist standards. Not only Catholics but also Anglicans were excluded from the colony: Two of the first settlers, the Browne brothers, were shipped back home because they wanted to worship according to the Book of Common Prayer. Equally abhorrent were the so-called enthusiasts who claimed the right to interpret the Gospel according to the dictates of conscience. Most of the Bay colonists agreed with the sixteenth-century French theologian Theodore Beza that full liberty of religion was “a most diabolical doctrine because it means that every one should be left to go to hell in his own way.”21

The rulers of Massachusetts fought a running battle to maintain their notions of purity and discipline. In 1636 they banished the minister Roger Williams, who argued that freedom of worship should be extended even to Catholics and Jews because religion was an affair of the heart. He and his followers founded the town of Providence, later part of the colony of Rhode Island, which was committed to the  principle of religious toleration. But Winthrop and his allies still had to deal with those they called the “antinomians” and “libertines,” who claimed a direct and personal revelation from God unmediated by scripture or the ministry. The most notorious of these was Anne Hutchinson, wife of a substantial Boston merchant, whom Winthrop called “a woman of a haughty and fierce carriage, of a nimble wit and active spirit, and a very voluble tongue, more bold than a man.”22 Yet she also knew her place and did not speak out in public, at least not initially. Instead she spread her opinions in the most private and purely female spheres of seventeenth-century society—the bedroom at childbirth.23

Bearing children was a fact of life for New England women. Puritans were not, in fact, as puritanical as later stereotypes suggest. They believed that an active sex life was essential to a good marriage and on scriptural grounds they also considered contraception to be a sin. As a result, many women were with child every year or two; Anne Hutchinson herself produced fifteen children in two decades from 1613. Yet childbirth was a hazardous business: One woman in every five died in the process. In a community obsessed with heaven and hell, the long hours of labor were therefore fraught with spiritual as well as physical anguish.

A midwife helped the expectant mother give birth, but she was attended by an anxious and supportive crowd of female relatives and friends. Anne Hutchinson became renowned for her bedside manner, using the life-or-death situation to encourage the women to reflect on the state of their souls. Then she began to hold twice-weekly meetings in her own house where she would comment on sermons and criticize ministers. Between fifty and eighty women were said to attend, which from a population totaling only 1,000 was a significant number. Finally, she went public: When ministers whose theology she disapproved of were preaching, she and her followers would stand up ostentatiously and walk out of church. Little wonder that Reverend Hugh Peters told her: “[Y]ou have stept out of your place, you have rather bine a Husband than a Wife and a preacher rather than a Hearer; and a Magistrate than a Subject.”24

Anne Hutchinson was part of a larger movement in Boston claiming that many ministers preached salvation by “works”—in other words, good behavior that could be measured by society—rather than by “grace” based on God’s free gift of salvation known in the believer’s heart. This seemed to threaten the fabric of church discipline on which Massachusetts was based and the theological debate became tied into a larger power struggle in colonial politics. In 1637 Winthrop was able to have Anne’s brother-in-law, one of his leading critics, banished from the colony and he was now free to prosecute Anne. Although she defended herself with skill and resolution, her trials before the General Court and the Boston church were stacked against her. She told her accusers defiantly: “[Y]ou have power over my body but the Lord Jesus hath power over my body and soul.”25

Anne Hutchinson was excommunicated from the Boston church and banished from Massachusetts—eventually being killed by Indians on land that is now part of  the Bronx in New York—but the tide of history was with her. As in other utopias, the founders of Massachusetts could not maintain the colony’s original fervor and purity, particularly among a new generation for whom Archbishop Laud was only a name and who had not experienced the traumatic ocean crossing as something like a new birth. In 1647 the General Court abandoned the requirement that voters must be church members. In 1662 the so-called Half-Way Covenant allowed children of church members who could not testify to a conversion experience to be “Half-Way” members—permitted to have their own children baptized though not to partake in the Lord’s Supper. Although the colony struggled to repel new apostles of private revelation, even hanging several Quakers who repeatedly tried to proselytize in Massachusetts, in 1691 it was forced to adopt Britain’s new Act of Toleration and extend freedom of worship to all Protestants.

What became known as Congregationalism still maintained a special position in New England life. Indeed, the intention behind the Half-Way Covenant was to make the criteria for church membership less exclusive in order to maintain a godly society.26 But by the middle of the seventeenth century the church had lost its tight control over daily life as the population grew through continued immigration and natural increase.

The demography of New England followed a pattern very different from that of the Chesapeake, owing to the preponderance of families, instead of single men, and of what were called the “middling sort,” rather than a mix of big landowners and indentured servants. Instead of large, widely dispersed farms, as in Virginia, settlement was on a township model, with the land for each town allocated by the General Court and then divided up by the “original proprietors” of that town.

Take, for instance, the story of John Moulton, a husbandman or tenant farmer from Ormsby St. Margaret in Norfolk. Aged thirty-eight, he landed in Boston in the middle of June 1637 with his wife, Anne, five children, a manservant, and a maid. They settled in Newbury, twenty-five miles north, but this, like Boston, proved too crowded. Within a year Moulton and sixteen others had successfully petitioned the General Court to found a new township across the Merrimack river—what is now Hampton, New Hampshire. This was a shrewd move because, as an original proprietor, he would have the best cut of the land and a prominent role in town affairs. In 1639 he received 250 acres in the initial allocation and was elected Hampton’s first representative to the Massachusetts General Court. By the time John Moulton died a decade later, he had transformed himself from a struggling tenant in the Old World to a prosperous landowner in the New.27

The Moulton story was typical of thousands of other New England families as townships spread along the coast and into the interior. But although some people became very rich, particularly merchants trading with England and the West Indies, there was no southern-style landed elite supported by slaves. This was not because Puritans were against slaves on ethical grounds. In 1645 Emmanuel Downing told his brother-in-law John Winthrop, “I do not see how we can thrive until we get a  stock of slaves sufficient to do all our business, for our children’s children will hardly see this great continent filled with people, so that our servants will still desire freedom to plant for themselves and not stay for very great wages.” And, he added, “I suppose you know very well how we shall maintain 20 Moors cheaper than one English servant.”28 The real obstacle to slavery in New England was economic, not ethical. The climate was too harsh for big commercial crops like tobacco and rice; this also meant that New Englanders lacked both the need and the means to invest in slavery on a large scale. Those few slaves to be found in Boston and other towns were usually treated as additional servants.

Without plenty of slaves or indentured servants, New England therefore faced a persistent shortage of labor. In the old country land was scarce and wage labor abundant; in Massachusetts men like John Moulton had land beyond their wildest dreams but not the labor to cultivate it. The answer lay in the family. Sons started helping on the land as early as age five. By the time they were ten they often had independent responsibilities, such as tending livestock. That was also the pattern in England but, instead of then being sent away as servants in their midteens, Massachusetts boys would often continue to work the family farm, albeit on a more cooperative basis, well past the age of majority (twenty-one). In due course the father might identify some section of the land as a wedding portion or inheritance and the son would concentrate on that, but he would not come into his own fully until his father died. Some young men, of course, decided to strike out on their own, but that was risky. Yet staying at home was a form of servitude. In seventeenth-century Massachusetts, “children differed from servants in many respects, but as labour they possessed little liberty.”29




 THE MIDDLE COLONIES AND THE “MELTING POT” 

In the first half of the seventeenth century the English concentrated on the extremities of North America—what became New England in the north and the southern colonies running from Maryland down to Georgia. The middle part of the coast had been colonized in a patchy way by Dutch, Swedes, and other European migrants. After the Restoration of the Stuart monarchy in 1660, however, that all changed. Charles II and his brother James, Duke of York, were determined to challenge the Dutch trading empire. They also wanted to impose tighter royal control over the various private English colonies that had grown up higgledy-piggledy while king and Parliament were at odds. On a more personal note, James was heavily in debt: A colony of his own would help with the cash flow.

In 1664 James sent an expedition to seize the Dutch colony of New Netherland, astride the Hudson river and Long Island, commanded by Colonel Richard Nicholls. This was gunboat diplomacy, using three frigates and a freighter, but the Dutch were even less prepared and they surrendered without a fight. The director-general of New Netherland, Peter Stuyvesant, had wanted to resist: He was an  ex-soldier who had lost a leg fighting in the Caribbean. But his main town, New Amsterdam on the tip of Manhattan Island, was poorly fortified and had only 150 soldiers to defend it. The English offered generous terms that the citizens were determined to accept, warning Stuyvesant that otherwise “we cannot conscientiously foresee that anything else is to be expected for this fort and city of Manhattans . . . than misery, sorrow, conflagration, the dishonor of women, murdered children in their cradles, and in a word the absolute ruin and destruction of fifteen hundred innocent souls.”30

Stuyvesant acknowledged defeat and signed the surrender. On August 30, 1664, he and his soldiers marched out of New Amsterdam, flags flying, and most were soon on a boat home. Nicholls renamed the town New York, after his patron. Today the site of the fort is Battery Park, marked by cannons and cannonballs, from where tourists take ferry boats to the Statue of Liberty. New Amsterdam’s main thoroughfare, Broad Way, is the most famous street in the modern city; one of its outlying villages, New Haarlem, is known the world over. Nicholls also secured the Dutch villages on nearby Long Island and Fort Orange, far up the Hudson river, which he renamed Albany after another of James’s many titles. Although the Dutch briefly regained their territories during the next Anglo-Dutch War, the English took possession for good in the peace settlement of 1674.

The conquest of New Netherland opened a new chapter for North America. For the first time the English were ruling over people whom they regarded as their racial equals, unlike the Indians and the Africans, and who also shared their Protestant religion, in contrast with the Catholic French and Spanish. Nicholls’s terms were deliberately generous because he lacked the troops to hold down a resentful Dutch populace. Nor did he want to drive them out, killing off a prosperous commercial center. That is why the Dutch were allowed to retain their language and religion. Stuyvesant himself returned from the Netherlands to retire on his sixty-acre farm on the edge of town. Today his name is preserved in Manhattan’s Stuyvesant High School and cherished by its football team, the Peglegs. Another Dutch family who stayed were the descendants of Claus van Roosevelt, the site of whose farm is now under the Empire State Building, and from whose line came two of America’s greatest modern presidents, Theodore and Franklin Roosevelt.

So Nicholls’s strategy paid off. In 1700 the Dutch constituted more than half of New York’s 5,000 whites. The town had also become home not only to several hundred French Huguenots, fleeing from persecution in Louis XIV’s France, but also to a small population of Jews. All these groups were allowed freedom of public worship; in fact, New York had a synagogue before it had a purpose-built Anglican church. This diversity was never eradicated even though the English had become the dominant group by the middle of the eighteenth century.31

In New York, pluralism was tolerated; further south, in Pennsylvania, it was positively encouraged. William Penn is one of the more unlikely characters in America’s often improbable history. He was the son of one of Cromwell’s admirals who  adroitly switched to the Royalists and was amply rewarded when Charles II regained the throne. Young William therefore grew up as the eldest son of a big landowner. Always something of a dandy, he studied at Oxford and inherited his father’s estates and country house in Sussex. Yet he was also deeply religious and, in his early twenties, became a member of the Society of Friends. This sat uneasily with his high social and political position because Quakers, as they were nicknamed, gave priority to the “inner light” in each person. Accordingly, they advocated religious toleration and inclined toward social equality, having no truck with “capping” or “kneeing” to those of higher rank. Quakers also refused on principle to swear oaths, so they were widely regarded, like Catholics, as a political threat because they would not pledge allegiance to church and state. Penn himself spent several spells behind bars.

Penn was therefore a man of paradox—part of the English elite but also a religious outsider—and this paradox was crucial in the making of Pennsylvania. In 1681 Penn, at thirty-six years of age, secured from Charles II a huge grant of land north of Maryland running from the Delaware river across the Appalachian Mountains. This was in payment of a debt owed to Penn’s father. The king insisted on calling it “Pennsylvania,” Penn’s woods, in honor of the admiral; Penn had wanted the title “New Wales.” In fact, Pennsylvania was larger than England, Wales, and Scotland combined.

Although William Penn paid only two visits to his colony, in 1682-1684 and 1699-1701, he stamped his mark firmly on its character. He named its capital Philadelphia, the city of brotherly love, and—as a statement of his peaceful aspirations—designed it as a “green country town” without walls or fortifications. He wanted his colony to be a haven for the religiously oppressed so that, as he told Quaker friends in England, “an example may be set up to the nations. There may be room there, though not here, for such a holy experiment. . . . [M]y God that has given it me through many difficulties will I believe bless and make it the seed of a nation.”32 But although Penn gave thanks to God, the gift would not have come without extensive lobbying through his connections at court and the king’s need to buy off some of the growing opposition to his rule. And, like other colonial promoters, Penn wanted to make money, selling off thousands of acres of land to absentee landlords in an attempt to cover the debts run up by his comfortable lifestyle.

Penn was therefore no unworldly saint, but his experiment was certainly unusual by the standards of the age. The basic laws he wrote allowed freedom of worship to all “who confess and acknowledge the one almighty and eternal God to be the creator, upholder, and ruler of the world, and that hold themselves in conscience to live peaceably and justly in civil society.” The right to vote and to hold office were open to “such as profess faith in Jesus Christ, and that are not convicted of ill fame or unsober and dishonest conversation, and that are of one and twenty years at least.”33 Penn never thought to say here that, of course, he was referring only to men: Female politicians and votes for women were totally outside  even his worldview. But complete freedom of worship for non-atheists and political rights for all Christian men were still huge advances on Massachusetts in the 1680s, let alone the England of Charles II.

Religious toleration and generous land grants averaging 250 acres attracted the sort of pious, hardworking farm families that Penn wanted. Twenty-three shiploads arrived in 1682, most of them Quakers from the North Midlands and the Pennines. His grant of land also included the older settlements of Swedes and Finns across the Delaware river. By 1700 the population had grown to 18,000, including many Welsh, Irish, Dutch, and German Quakers, as well as other German Protestants such as Mennonites and Moravians who tended to congregate in and around Germantown, today a suburb of Philadelphia. Even though British Quakers continued to dominate Pennsylvania’s politics during the first half of the eighteenth century, the colony was already a rich ethnic and religious mix.34

Penn also adopted an unusually open attitude to the Native Americans. He told the Delaware Indians that he wanted to enjoy the land “with your love and consent, that we may always live together as neighbors and friends,” adding that he was “very sensible of the unkindness and injustice that has been too much exercised towards you by the people of these parts of the world, who have sought . . . to make great advantages by you, rather than be examples of justice and goodness.” Penn did not regard the Indians as an integral part of his Christian community but he did deal with them much more fairly than was the norm, paying money to extinguish their claims over the land and taking an interest in their culture and language.35 The natives called Penn Brother Onas, from the Indian word for “quill.”36

Like many visionaries, William Penn left a mixed legacy. To his distress, Quakers proved as quarrelsome as the rest of the world—the city of brotherly love quickly degenerated into factional politics—and his enlightened policy toward the Indians did not outlast his death in 1718. Nor did his colony make the hoped-for profits: Penn spent his last years ruined by debts and paralyzed by a massive stroke. But Pennsylvania did confirm the pattern set by New York and emulated in smaller New Jersey, which lay between them. Compared with New England and the Chesapeake, here was a greater variety of European ethnic groups and much broader religious toleration. The Middle Colonies pioneered the melting pot. In this, as Penn hoped, they were indeed the seed of a nation.




 ENGLISH AMERICA IN TRANSITION 

By 1700, therefore, the English were firmly established on the North American continent. Being largely ventures of private enterprise, rather than state-directed as with New France and New Spain, their colonies had developed distinctive regional characteristics that were accentuated as the eighteenth century progressed. During the period 1700-1750 the population of the North American colonies grew almost fivefold, from about 250,000 to around 1.2 million.37 Far more than in other  European empires, this growth was achieved through immigration. Whereas in the seventeenth century thousands had fled England as a land of poverty and persecution, encouraged by the authorities as a social safety-valve, in the eighteenth century the patterns changed. Greater prosperity and religious toleration encouraged more English people to stay at home, and the government needed manpower for manufacturing and the military.

Consequently, only 80,000 English migrants came to America between 1700 and 1775, of whom around 50,000 were convicted criminals shipped across the Atlantic to serve out their sentences. Most ended up in the South: The Virginia planter William Byrd wrote feelingly to an English friend in 1736, “I wish you would be so kind as to hang all your felons at home.” German-speakers, mostly from the Rhineland, a prime battleground in continental wars, accounted for another 100,000 immigrants in this period—three-quarters of them funneled through Philadelphia.38 By 1775 nearly 10 percent of the population of the mainland American colonies was German-speaking (about one-third in the case of Pennsylvania).39

The biggest group of immigrants in the years 1700-1775 was of Scottish descent, 145,000 in all, who tended to settle in the backcountry from Pennsylvania southward. These were Ulster Protestants, whom the colonists called Scots-Irish, and Highlanders whose clan system had been smashed after the Jacobite rebellion of 1745. One group from the Inverness area summed up America’s attractions: “The price of land is so low . . . that forty or fifty pounds will purchase as much ground as one thousand in this country. . . . There are few or no taxes at present in the colonies. . . . The climate in general is very healthy. . . . Lastly, there are no titled, proud lords to tyrannize over the lower sort of people, men there being upon a level and more valued in proportion to their abilities than they are in Scotland.”40

In these increasingly non-English colonies, the South was still predominantly rural but the Middle Colonies and New England were organized around towns, some of which grew significantly because of the surge of immigration. In 1743 Boston’s population was 16,000 and Philadelphia’s 13,000.41 Although small by European standards, these colonial port-cities became hubs of trade, with links across the Atlantic to Britain and the West Indies, also up and down the coast and into the interior. The colonies manufactured little of their own and imported heavily from Britain—agricultural implements including ploughs, hoes, and iron nails and also consumer goods such as linens, tableware, and clothing, often in the latest London fashions. The colonies were becoming part of an embryonic consumer society, spanning the Atlantic, mostly paid for on extended credit.

Some of these cities were also centers of information. The first colonial newspaper was not established until 1704, but by 1740 there were twelve papers in the mainland colonies—including five in Boston, two in New York, and three in the Philadelphia area.42 The Pennsylvania Gazette and Poor Richard’s Almanack were part of a printing business that made Benjamin Franklin one of the wealthiest men  in North America. Another local paper was the Pennsylvanische Berichte (Pennsylvanian Reporter), started by Christopher Saur in 1739 to serve the mushrooming German communities in and around Philadelphia. Saur also printed pamphlets and newssheets that circulated back in the Rhineland to guide would-be migrants.

Some of the Germans had to serve for a period of years to redeem the cost of their passage, but most of these immigrants had crossed the Atlantic of their own volition. Yet this migration from Europe was matched in the period 1700-1775 by the forced transportation of over 250,000 Africans.43 The Atlantic network of commerce and communication that brought over the Scots and the Germans also made the slave trade an integral part of American development. In fact, during each decade in the middle of the eighteenth century more than a half-million Africans were shipped to all the Americas, the bulk of them to the Caribbean and Brazil. This was not totally a story of whites exploiting blacks: There were probably as many slaves held within Africa as in the Americas—between 3 million and 5 million people. The slave trade was organized at its starting points by Africans, and more slaves probably died in overland transit to the West African coast than in crossing the Atlantic.

That said, the ocean passage was an appalling experience—no fun for anyone in the age of sail, at the mercy of winds, waves, and disease, but for those incarcerated below decks truly a nightmare. The slaves were chained and stacked on wooden shelves about six feet long, sixteen inches wide, and thirty inches high (convicts got about double the space). They slept without bedding, often in their own urine and excrement. Twice a day they were brought above decks for food and exercise. Many died of disease, especially a form of dysentery known as the “bloody flux.” Some starved themselves to death out of depression or tried to jump overboard.

Olaudah Equiano, already a slave, was kidnapped at age eleven from a village in the kingdom of Benin and taken to the coast, destined for Virginia. He had never seen the sea or a ship before, let alone a white man. He believed at first that they lived out their lives in this “hollow place” and could not imagine how pieces of cloth on a pole could make it move, unless by magic. Below decks, he wrote later,I became so sick and low that I was not able to eat, nor had I the least desire to taste any thing. I now wished for the last friend, death, to relieve me; but soon, to my grief, two of the white men offered me eatables; and, on my refusing to eat, one of them held me fast by the hands, and laid me across I think the windlass, and tied my feet, while the other flogged me severely. . . . The closeness of the place, and the heat of the climate, added to the number in the ship, which was so crowded that each had scarcely room to turn himself, almost suffocated us. This produced copious perspirations, so that the air soon became unfit for respiration, from a variety of loathsome smells, and brought on a sickness among the slaves, of which many died, thus falling victims to the improvident avarice, as I may call it, of their purchasers. This  wretched situation was again aggravated by the galling of the chains, now become insupportable; and the filth of the necessary tubs, into which the children often fell, and were almost suffocated. The shrieks of the women, and the groans of the dying, rendered the whole a scene of horror almost inconceivable.44





During the course of the eighteenth century conditions on slave ships did improve, with nine out of ten slaves surviving the voyage by the 1780s. But for slave traders this was a matter of business, not ethics. “Loose packers” simply calculated that greater space and better food ensured a healthier and therefore more profitable cargo. Most slavers were “tight packers,” reckoning that the excess mortality rate was offset by the greater numbers transported on these eighteenth-century human container ships.

So the American colonies were now part of a thriving Atlantic world, with people and goods circulating in an international market. This was true even of religion. The wave of Protestant revivalism around 1740 that has become known as the Great Awakening was a genuinely transatlantic phenomenon. At its heart was a cross-eyed, somewhat effeminate young man called George Whitefield, who became transformed in the pulpit into a charismatic preacher, a “divine dramatist.”45 Yet Whitefield’s cult status would not have been possible without the newssheets, pamphlets, and advertisements that crisscrossed the Atlantic, hyping up expectations in advance of his preaching tours.

On the morning of October 23, 1740, a Connecticut farmer named Nathan Cole heard that Whitefield would be preaching at nearby Middletown at ten o’clock. Immediately he dropped his tools, told his wife to get ready, and saddled their horse. “We improved every moment to get along as if we were fleeing for our lives, all the while fearing we should be too late . . . for we had twelve miles to ride double in little more than an hour.”46 When the horse got out of breath, Cole would jump down and run behind until he was out of breath and then mount again. As they neared the main road from Hartford into Middletown, he saw what seemed like a dense fog rising from the Connecticut river but which close up he realized was a massive dust cloud created by horses’ hooves: “I could see men and horses slipping along in the cloud like shadows, and as I drew nearer it seemed like a steady stream of horses and their riders, scarcely a horse more than a length behind another, all of a lather and foam with sweat, their breath rolling out of their nostrils every jump. Every horse seemed to go with all his might for the saving of souls.”

Cole squeezed his horse into a gap and, like a great stream, they flowed into Middletown. No man spoke, so eager were they to arrive in time, but his wife did mutter through the dust cloud: “Law, our cloaths will be all spoiled.” Whitefield was preaching in the open air, outside the meetinghouse in Middletown. To Cole “he Lookt almost angelical; a young, Slim, slender youth before some thousands of people with a bold undaunted Countenance . . . as if he were Cloathed with authority  from the Great God; and a sweet sollome solemnity sat upon his brow. And my hearing him preach, gave me a heart wound.”

The crowd that day was estimated at 3-4,000. In Boston and Philadelphia Whitefield’s open-air preaching would frequently draw 7-10,000—more than half the population. Much of this was due to Whitefield’s personal magnetism as he conjured up the torments of hell and called on his hearers for a “New Birth” in the Spirit. He acted out his biblical stories with mimicry and pathos, tears often rolling down his cheeks, and could project his beautifully modulated voice over a remarkably large area. But the religious awakening of the early 1740s was not a one-man show. Many other preachers spread the Word in this new style, in different parts of the colonies, particularly Massachusetts, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. In fact, historians have steered away from the idea of a one-off Great Awakening around 1740 and tend to talk now about a succession of religious revivals across various parts of America at different times during the rest of the eighteenth century and well into the nineteenth.47

The hallmark of these revivals was a religion of the heart based on a conversion experience, rather than on loyalty to a particular church or its covenant. New England Puritanism, once a passionate adventure, had now ossified; Anglicanism in the South was also in a rut. The evangelical churches spawned by the revivalists were more informal and less hierarchical, providing strong emotional support for their members and heeding above all the inner light within each man and woman. This was the religion of Anne Hutchinson more than John Winthrop. If one wants to find the distinctive roots of American Christianity, they lie in the evangelicalism that took hold from the mid-eighteenth century rather than in the Puritanism of a century before. George Whitefield was the spiritual ancestor of Billy Graham.

Revivalism spawned new denominations, notably the Baptists and the Methodists, who reenergized American Protestantism after the Revolution. Although not directly political,48 evangelicals were socially subversive and the potential threat they posed to the social order was evident when the Baptists hit Virginia around 1770. Traditional Anglican services there were largely a recital of the Book of Common Prayer; local parsons operated at the beck and call of the big landowners. A celebrated Baptist preacher in Virginia was John Waller (known before his conversion as “swearing Jack”), who, one Sunday in April 1771, started a service only to see the parson and some other local worthies riding up. As Waller was praying, according to one observer, they pulled him off the stage, “Beat his Head against the ground,” and then “Carried him through a Gate that stood some Considerable Distance,” where the sheriff gave him twenty lashes with his horsewhip. But when Waller was released, he “Went Back Singing praise to God, Mounted the Stage & preached with a Great Deal of Liberty.”49 Roughing up the preachers had little effect, however. By 1772 maybe 10 percent of Virginia’s population was Baptist.50  Evangelicalism was already a force to be reckoned with and it would have particular resonance with the slaves.

Africans brought with them their own languages, religions, and customs, including the widespread practice of polygyny. But in America they developed new cultures, drawing on colonial patterns, and one of the most powerful influences was evangelical religion. The Baptist and Methodist message of New Birth and a coming millennium chimed in with African religion. John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, came out vehemently against slavery; George Whitefield, though more circumspect, had no doubt that the Gospel was for blacks as much as whites. Much of the money raised by his preaching went to support an orphanage that he established in Savannah, Georgia.

It was to this orphanage that there came the only black British missionary ever to work in the British colonies. David Margate arrived in January 1775 and his piety initially made a very good impression on the head of the orphanage, Reverend William Piercy. But then Margate took as his wife a woman who was already married to a slave and started claiming that he was a second Moses, called to deliver his people from slavery. Trying to understand such conduct, Piercy concluded that “his pride seems so great, that he can’t bear to think of any of his colour being slaves. There was no making him sensible of the state of the blacks in this country.” In the end, after Margate had declaimed against “Egyptian bondage” from pulpits in Charleston, a group of whites—fearing another slave insurrection—banded together as a lynch mob. Just in time, Piercy and his friends spirited the black missionary onto a ship back to England. Margate had been in the colonies little more than six months but he left an indelible impression. Even more than for whites, evangelical religion was an awakening for blacks and it would prove an enduring force in the decades to come.51




 THE BATTLE FOR EMPIRE: BRITAIN VERSUS FRANCE 

By the middle of the eighteenth century, Britain’s colonies had achieved a precocious maturity. Late starters in the race for North American empire, they had outstripped their French and Spanish rivals in population, wealth, and trade. Yet the battle for empire was not over. Britain and France had fought three great conflicts in sixty years, each of which was partly played out on the North American continent. b The Seven Years War of 1756-1763 was the climax of this cycle: It was in many ways the first “world war” because the fighting took place not only on the   continent of Europe but in India, Cuba, and the Philippines as well. Its outcome also decided whether North America would speak English or French.

The arc of conflict stretched from Nova Scotia (known as Acadia to the French), up the St. Lawrence valley to the Hudson river and the Great Lakes. But the great prize was the Ohio valley, a vast area of wilderness stretching northwest from the Appalachians to the Great Lakes. Would-be settlers from Virginia and Pennsylvania were now moving into this hinterland. Behind them, powerful groups of speculators dreamed of making a killing, notably the Ohio Company, whose members included a young Virginia landowner called George Washington. To defend their claims, the French started to build a chain of forts running down from Presque Isle on what is now Lake Erie to Fort Duquesne on the fork of the Allegheny and Monongahela rivers. By 1754, two years before the Seven Years War began in Europe, Britain and France were already fighting in North America over control of the Ohio Country.

In the United States this conflict is known as the French and Indian Wars, and aptly so. The putative empires of Britain and France existed largely on the map and in the mind. Ohio Country was, however, Indian terrain, and for years a stable confederacy of Iroquois tribes had held sway in alliance with the French, who, unlike the English colonists, were more interested in trade than settlement. It was the break-up of Indian unity as tribes such as the Mohawks swung over to the British that opened up this vast area from the Appalachians to the Mississippi in the battle of empire. The British would never have been able to wage war on the French without Indian help.52

Like most of Britain’s wars, this one started chaotically. In the summer of 1754 Washington, an officer in the Virginia militia, was sent to eliminate the threat from Fort Duquesne, only to be driven back ignominiously. Fully in control of the Ohio valley, the French were now in a position to raid into Virginia and Pennsylvania. “All North America will be lost if These Practices are tolerated,” warned the Duke of Newcastle, one of the king’s principal ministers.53

The following summer General Edward Braddock, a veteran British officer with a strong force of regulars and militia, marched northwest from Virginia. His charge was to destroy all the French forts and meet up at Niagara with another British army coming down through French Canada. This ambitious plan had little hope of realization because the roads that looked so clear on a map proved in actuality to be mere tracks through the forest. After weeks spent laboriously cutting trees, blasting rocks, and bridging rivers, Braddock decided to leave his heavy baggage train and press ahead with a flying column. On July 9, 1755, he reached the Monongahela River, ten miles short of Fort Duquesne, the most southerly of the French positions. His column was strung out along a mile of forest track when the French and Indians, largely unseen in the trees, poured devastating fire into his men. Some of the colonial troops broke ranks, raced for cover, and shot back. But many became victims of “friendly fire” from the regulars who, adopting normal military practice, tried to form squares in the middle of the road. Their red coats, packed ranks, and mounted officers made easy targets. Braddock made up in courage what he lacked in wisdom; when he was shot, resistance crumbled and retreat soon became a rout.

Among those rallying the troops was Braddock’s aide, George Washington, unscathed despite having two horses shot from under him. Years later he could still vividly recall the retreat: “The dead, the dying, the groans, lamentation, and crys along the Road of the wounded for help,” he said, “were enough to pierce a heart of adamant, the gloom & horror of which was not a little encreased by the impervious darkness occasioned by the close shade of thick woods.”54 Braddock died of his wounds and was buried in the middle of the road. The soldiers marched across his grave so that his body would not be found and exhumed as a trophy by the enemy.

Other British defeats followed. In July 1758 General James Abercromby (known behind his back as “Granny”) botched completely an assault on Fort Ticonderoga, far up the Hudson river in New York. It left a lasting impression on the young colonial militiamen who served with the regulars. They were appalled at the rigid hierarchies and brutal punishments by which the British army operated. The more religious among them were shocked by the profanity, drunkenness, and lechery of the troops. For officers such as George Washington the war provided invaluable training in how to manage and command an army, and disasters like Monongahela and Ticonderoga, in the words of Benjamin Franklin, “gave us Americans the first suspicion that our exalted ideas of the prowess of British regulars had not been well founded.”55

This was, however, Franklin in 1788, writing with the benefit of hindsight. In 1754 he was still a loyal British imperialist. It was in fact Franklin who outlined one of the earliest plans for a union of the colonies in an effort to galvanize Britain’s war effort against French America. “It would be a very strange Thing if six Nations of ignorant Savages should be capable of forming a Scheme,” he wrote, referring to the Iroquois confederacy, “and yet a like Union should be impracticable for ten or a Dozen English Colonies, to whom it is more necessary.” A political cartoon designed by Franklin, captioned “Join, or Die,” showed the colonies as a cut-up snake, running from the head (New England) to the tail (South Carolina). But although representatives from most of the colonies met in Albany, New York, during the summer of 1754 and drew up a plan for a president general and a grand council of representatives from each colony to conduct war and diplomacy, this fell foul of the colonial assemblies who feared financial demands and excessive dominance by the Crown. Significantly, the Albany plan was also rejected across the Atlantic, amid growing concern that the colonies might become too powerful to be governed from London. The Speaker of the House of Commons warned of “an Independency upon this country to be feared from such an union.” Yet Franklin’s dictum “Join, or Die” was sage advice, to be revived on various occasions in the ensuing decades.56

The tide of war began to turn in Britain’s favor in 1757 when William Pitt took command of the war effort in London. Pitt’s strategy was to draw on the country’s well-funded national debt to subsidize Prussia and its German allies to hold the balance of power on the continent, while concentrating Britain’s naval and military effort on the global battle for empire—in India under Robert Clive and, most of all, in North America.

But first the British had to learn to fight very differently from Braddock. Instead of adhering to parade-ground dress and drill, soldiers began adapting to wilderness warfare—travelling light, adopting camouflage, and abandoning parade-ground tactics. Lord George Howe was the pioneer of these “light infantry” units. One officer wrote home: “You would laugh to see the droll figure we all make. Regulars as well as provincials have cut their coats so as scarcely to reach their waists. No officer or private is allowed to carry more than one blanket and bearskin. A small portmanteau is allowed each officer. No women follow the camp to wash our linen. Lord Howe has already shown an example by going to the brook and washing his own.”57

The British also started cooperating with the colonies. Instead of issuing demands in the name of the royal prerogative, Pitt asked the colonial assemblies for troops and supplies and offered payment in return, but Massachusetts, from where most of the provincial soldiers came, had less than half its war spending reimbursed. 58 The thousands of colonial soldiers who served in the campaigning seasons of 1758, 1759, and 1760 were essential to British victory.

Equally important, the British started to work with the Indians, buying off France’s vital allies. In October 1758 a treaty signed at Easton, Pennsylvania, affirmed Iroquois sovereignty over the whole Ohio valley. The following month, with Indian support, General James Forbes was finally able to take Fort Duquesne, after the French had pulled out and blown it up. As they marched into the smoldering ruins, Forbes’s men passed a line of stakes each topped with the skull of a Highlander and wrapped with his kilt, a grisly reminder of Braddock’s defeat. Vengeance was sweet. The British built a new and bigger fort on the ruins and named it for their war leader—Fort Pitt, later Pittsburgh.

Well supplied and with colonial and Indian support, Britain’s armies were able to bear down on the French in 1759. The key to French North America was the fortress of Quebec, towering some 300 feet above the St. Lawrence. Simply to get an invasion force that far up the hazardous river was a triumph—one of the navigators was James Cook, the future explorer of the Pacific. But capturing the citadel seemed impossible, as the French frustrated a series of frontal and flanking attacks. How victory was won on September 13 is a classic of heroic military folklore: James Wolfe, the sickly young general with a receding chin, who looked like a gawky scare-crow. The daring night landing he mounted at an unprotected cove. The troops clambering up a steep path to the Plains of Abraham in front of the city. Wolfe’s thin red line destroying the French attackers in ten minutes with two resounding volleys. The general and his opponent, the Marquis de Montcalm, both falling, mortally wounded. Wolfe attaining the immortality he craved among the pantheon of British heroes.

It’s a great story but there were, in fact, two battles of Quebec and the fate of French North America was ultimately decided in 1760, not 1759. After Montcalm’s defeat and the French surrender, Wolfe’s successor, Brigadier James Murray, occupied Quebec with 7,000 troops. The city was in ruins from the long British bombardment. Food, clothing, and fuel were in short supply; only liquor was abundant, which caused its own problems. The troops were soon sick with dysentery and scurvy and the winter became excruciatingly cold. The spring thaw, though welcome, brought new perils. With the St. Lawrence navigable again, the French were able to move an army of 7,000 downriver from Montreal under an able commander, François Gaston de Lévis. On April 28, 1760, they deployed on the Plains of Abraham. Murray now had only 3,000 troops capable of fighting, less than half of Lévis’s strength, but he decided it was better to go out and attack the French rather than cower in the ruins of Quebec; as he wrote to Pitt later, “I considered that our little army was in the habit of beating the enemy, and had a very fine train of artillery.”59

So the two armies faced off—the British along a rocky outcrop, where Montcalm had deployed his troops the previous September, and Lévis’s French regulars, Canadian militia, and Indian warriors roughly where Wolfe’s line had stood. The second battle of Quebec was not decided, like the first, by disciplined musketry: It was a bloody hand-to-hand struggle in the mud and snowdrifts. But after two hours, more than a quarter of the British were either dead or wounded and they stumbled back into the city, leaving most of Murray’s “very fine train of artillery” left stuck in the mud. Desperately the British worked to strengthen the city walls before the final onslaught.

But the issue was not to be settled by the soldiers. As the ice melted on the St. Lawrence on May 9, 1760, both sides could see warships in the distance. Every available spyglass from the French trenches and the British ramparts was trained on the first masthead. Would it bear the lilies of France or the Union Jack? Suddenly a huge cheer went up from the British. The frigate Lowestoffe anchored with news that a British fleet was only a few days away. “Both officers and soldiers mounted the parapets in the face of the enemy and huzzaed, with their hats in the air, for almost an hour,” recalled one redcoat. “The garrison, the enemy’s camp, the bay and . . . country for several miles, resounded with our shouts and the thunder of our artillery; for the gunners were so elated that they did nothing but fire and load for a considerable time.”60

When the main British fleet arrived, it dealt briskly with the French frigates and sloops. Lévis had to terminate the siege and retreat to Montreal but, with the British controlling the St. Lawrence, his days were numbered. In September the French surrendered Montreal and the redcoats fanned out to capture the remaining French forts. By the end of November 1760 the last of them, Detroit, was in British hands.

The crux of the war for North America was not land power but sea power. France’s empire was unsustainable without command of the Atlantic and this had been lost in two great naval battles in 1759. During the summer the French had massed troops to invade Britain, but they could not embark without control of the Channel, which meant concentrating their Atlantic and Mediterranean fleets to support the invasion. In August the Royal Navy caught the Mediterranean fleet off the coast of Portugal, sinking or seizing four warships and blockading the rest in Cadiz. In November France’s Atlantic fleet was cornered and destroyed in rocky Quiberon Bay on the coast of Brittany. These encounters not only finished off the invasion threat but inflicted devastating blows to French sea power, which then decided the fate of North America in 1760.

The Seven Years War dragged on another two years, with Spain entering the war on France’s side, and peace was eventually signed in Paris in February 1763. With France evicted from North America, the British were now in total control of a great arc from Nova Scotia and the Great Lakes down the Ohio valley to the Florida Keys (surrendered by Spain).

But the French were bitter. British “atrocities,” such as the deportation of some 8,000 French-Canadian settlers from Nova Scotia to Louisiana, fed the stereotype of perfidious Albion. “The English lie at the mid-point between men and beasts,” wrote Robert-Martin Lesuire. “All the difference I can see between the English and the Savages of Africa is that the latter spare the fair sex.” Nor did the French consider their defeat to be final. “I am completely astounded that England, which is a very tiny bit of Europe, is dominant,” declared the Duc de Choiseul, Louis XV’s foreign minister, in 1767. “One might reply that it is a fact; I must concur; but as it is impossible, I shall continue to hope that what is incomprehensible will not be eternal.”61

He had reason to hope. Victory in 1760 had turned on control of the Atlantic; if that were lost in another war, British America would be in jeopardy. Britain’s success had also entailed cooperating with the colonials and wooing the Indians. The colonists were jealous of their freedoms and reluctant to assume new burdens, even though the costs of defending the new empire were now enormous. For their part, the Native American tribes in the Ohio valley had no intention of allowing France’s loose overlordship to be replaced by a tight British empire, yet the colonials saw Indian lands as fair game now that the French were out of contention. It would be hard for Britain to keep the colonists and the Indians happy at the same time.

So, although the world war of 1756 to 1763 had made Britain a global power, Britain’s North American empire rested on fragile foundations. That became clear in the decade after 1763.
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 INDEPENDENCE AND REPUBLICANISM

In 1763 American colonists, jubilant at the demise of New France, erected statutes to George III and William Pitt. Thirteen years later they declared their independence and in 1783 Great Britain acknowledged the United States as a free and equal nation. Why such a dramatic rupture? The simple answer is that Britain had tried to make the vast new empire pay for itself, provoking a backlash to defend popular rights. In 1776 the Declaration of Independence summed up those rights, purporting to show how they had been undermined by the British Crown, and justified the creation of a new government in order to preserve them.

This Manichean clash of empire versus liberty is at the heart of American tradition. Yet the real story is more nuanced. The United States won its independence during a series of world wars between the British and French empires: Without French support, the new nation would probably have been stillborn. And creating the new government raised the old problems of governance faced by the British—local rights versus the common good, liberty versus centralization—evident in the debates over a new constitution, a bill of rights, and a federal capital. From these emerged a distinctive ideology of republicanism—meaning not just a country without a monarch but one whose vitality depended on a committed and virtuous citizenry, in which the national government was a necessary evil to be carefully restrained.




 FROM RESISTANCE TO REVOLT 

The war against France had doubled Britain’s national debt and increased fivefold the cost of defending and running North America. The ministry of George Grenville was determined to make the colonists pay their share.“The word ‘colony,’” declared one member of Parliament, “implies subordination. If America looks to  Great Britain for protection, she must enable [us] to protect her. If she expects our fleets, she must assist our revenue.”1 In March 1765 Parliament approved a law extending stamp duty to the colonies. Across the Atlantic, however, the Stamp Act caused an explosion: This was the first “direct” tax, as distinct from duties on trade, which Britain had imposed on the colonies.

What’s more, it was ubiquitously intrusive. A special paper embossed with a revenue stamp had to be purchased for a whole range of public documents, from mortgages to contracts, from wills to newspapers. The new law therefore hit hardest the business and professional classes—merchants, lawyers, and editors—who were best able to shout out and hit back, and it was imposed at a time of economic depression after the war boom, when there was a growing gulf between rich and poor. Boston, like most cities, was used to spasms of mob violence, especially every Pope’s Day, the 5th of November. In August 1765 the leaders of local opposition to the Stamp Act roused the city mobs, plied them with drink, and directed them against the agents of the British government.

The elegant three-story mansion belonging to Thomas Hutchinson, the lieutenant-governor of Massachusetts, was a prime target. As he later lamented, the mob was “prevented only by the approaching daylight from a total demolition of the building. . . . Besides my Plate and my family Pictures, household furniture of every kind [and] my own children and servants apparel they carried off about £900 sterling in money and emptied the house of every thing whatsoever except a part of the kitchen furniture not leaving a single book or paper in it.”2

The violence in Boston, Newport, and elsewhere served to intimidate would-be stamp distributors and the colonists started to coordinate their resistance. Groups calling themselves “sons of Liberty” were organized in various cities, and merchants along the eastern seaboard implemented a boycott of goods from Britain.3 In October 1765 representatives from nine of the thirteen colonies met in New York’s City Hall and petitioned the king for repeal of the Stamp Act.

In a declaration of rights drafted by John Dickinson, an intense young lawyer from Pennsylvania, the Stamp Act Congress set out an axiom that would shape all future debate: “That the only Representatives of the People of these colonies are persons chosen therein, by themselves & that no Taxes ever have been, or can be constitutionally imposed on them, but by their respective Legislatures.”4 Here was the colonists’ basic principle: No taxation without representation. The petitioners said they were claiming the “rights of Englishmen” as “His Majesty’s liege subjects”: Theirs was a protest against the actions of British ministers, not a rebellion against the Crown. On the other side of the Atlantic, there were signs of moderation: A new ministry led by the Marquis of Rockingham, pressed hard by British merchants, repealed the Stamp Act. The news was greeted joyously in the colonies and the protests died down. But Rockingham also pushed through a Declaratory Act affirming that the British Parliament had full authority to make laws “to bind the colonies and  people of America in all cases whatsoever.”5 So the underlying issue became clear: Britain wanted more revenue from America, whereas the colonists claimed that this could be raised only with the consent of their legislatures.

In June 1767 Charles Townshend, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, tried again by imposing higher duties on items such as glass, paper, and tea imported into the colonies. This was part of a general tightening of customs administration in North America, where evasion and smuggling were rampant. Townshend’s justification was that although the colonial assemblies had the right to decide their own “direct” taxes, the British Parliament had unquestioned authority over “external” taxes such as customs. The Townshend Duties revived the Stamp Act resistance movement—local committees and economic boycotts, backed up by rent-a-mobs. Once again Boston was particularly explosive and the government took the unprecedented step of garrisoning troops there to keep order.

As with any such army of occupation, a serious incident was only a matter of time. On the evening of March 5, 1770, with snow packed hard on the streets, Private Hugh White was doing sentry duty at the Custom House on King Street when some apprentices started taunting him. White hit one of them with the butt of his musket and the local mob converged on the scene. Hearing the clamor, Captain Thomas Preston took a corporal and six men to rescue White. They, too, were cornered by the crowd, now several hundred strong. One of the soldiers, knocked to the ground by a missile, fired his musket. More shots followed, despite Preston’s remonstrations. Four Bostonians died that night, and another a few days later. One of them was Michael Johnson, or Crispus Attucks, adopted by anti-slavery Bostonians in the mid-nineteenth century as a black American martyr though he was probably of mixed African and Indian descent.

As with many such incidents, the precise narrative is hard to establish; Preston himself was later tried and acquitted. But, of course, the spin mattered more than the facts. Engraver Paul Revere, a patriot with one eye on profit, plagiarized a sketch of the scene and turned it into a best-selling print of “The Bloody Massacre.” This showed a line of redcoats firing a volley into defenseless citizens. As the accompanying verse put it:faithless P[resto]n and his savage Bands 
With murd’rous rancour stretch their bloody Hands; 
Like fierce Barbarians grinning o’er their Prey 
Approve the Carnage, and enjoy the Day.





Once again a change of ministry in London allowed Britain to back off. Lord North had the Townshend Duties repealed, while retaining the duty on tea to serve, in his words, “as a mark of the supremacy of Parliament and an efficient declaration of their right to govern the colonies.”6 Troops were withdrawn from  Boston and tempers cooled on both sides of the Atlantic. But in May 1773 the East India Company was given the monopoly for selling tea in North America. The government’s main aim was to bail out a major British corporation now heavily in debt, but, as before, it was also trying to control the rampant smuggling trade. Once more the networks of resistance swung into action, led by local committees of correspondence, and again Boston was in the vanguard.

Among the sales agents for the East India Company were two sons of Thomas Hutchinson, now governor of Massachusetts. When he insisted that tea ships land their cargo in Boston, about sixty men, some thinly disguised as Indians, converged on Griffin’s Walk on the night of December 16, 1773. Many were young sailors and apprentices, but the group included merchants and a doctor, as well as Paul Revere. Within three hours the contents of 340 chests of tea had been dumped in the water. Revere then saddled up and took the news to New York, where it was published and sent on south, spawning new “tea parties” in its wake.

London heard the story a month later. King George III confessed himself “much hurt that the instigation of bad men hath again drawn the people of Boston to take such unjustifiable steps.” This was the general view in Whitehall—that a few hotheads were causing all the trouble—and also that London been appeasing the colonists for too long, ever since repealing the Stamp Act. The king told his prime minister that “all men seem now to feel that the fatal compliance in 1766 has encouraged the Americans annually to increase in their pretensions [to] that thorough independency which one state has of another, but which is quite subversive of the obedience which a colony owes to its mother country.” And so, in the spring of 1774 the British Parliament passed a bill closing the port of Boston until compensation was paid for the tea. It also replaced Hutchinson with General Thomas Gage as governor of Massachusetts, and placed Boston under martial law. For the first time, soldiers could be quartered in private houses. Gage assured the king that the colonists “will be lions whilst we are lambs, but if we take the resolute part they will undoubtedly be very meek.”7

This legislation, dubbed the Intolerable Acts, united the colonies as never before. Thousands of people, from New England right down to the South, sent donations of cash, food, and fuel to the Bostonians. A Continental Congress was summoned to meet in Philadelphia. George Washington, no radical, told a relative in Yorkshire: “The cause of Boston—the despotick Measures in respect to it, I mean—now is and ever will be consider’d as the cause of America (not that we approve their cond[uc]t in destroying the Tea).” To his brother-in-law in Virginia he wrote that “the Crisis is arriv’d when we must assert our Rights, or Submit to every Imposition that can be heap’d upon us till custom and use will make us as tame & abject Slaves as the Blacks we Rule over with such arbitrary Sway.”8 Today it is hard to read that last sentence without raising an eyebrow, but Washington didn’t do irony. His words are a telling reminder of the paradoxes of American liberty.




 DECLARING INDEPENDENCE 

The intellectual leader of the Boston protest was a bustling little lawyer called John Adams. Though delighted at the surge of support from other colonies, he experienced moments of profound doubt as events spiraled, confiding to his diary: “The Objects before me are too grand and multifarious for my Comprehension. We have not Men fit for the Times. We are deficient in Genius, in Education, in Travel, in Fortune—in every Thing. I feel unutterable Anxiety.”9

But Adams also sensed the portentousness of the Continental Congress: “It is to be a School of Political Prophets I suppose—a Nursery of American Statesmen. . . . [F]rom this Fountain may there issue Streams which shall gladden all the Cities and Towns in North America, forever.”10

Adams’s hopes proved more justified than his fears. The generation whom he feared to be deficient in everything became the Founding Fathers, whose names and deeds are now part of American mythology. The weeks that these fifty-odd delegates representing the thirteen colonies spent together in Philadelphia—engaged in passionate debate, haggling in committees, or relaxing in taverns—did indeed school them in statecraft. The interaction also helped make them Americans, forging a sense of unity among men from Massachusetts and Virginia, from New York and South Carolina, many of whom had never set foot in each other’s homeland.

Yet education is a slow process. In the autumn of 1774 the Continental Congress drew back from radical measures. It agreed to stop imports from Britain but held in reserve a ban on exports there, which would have ruined the economy of the South, until London had responded to its protests. Most delegates still hoped for reconciliation. So did some politicians in London. Edmund Burke urged his fellow MPs to think big and act generously: “[A] great empire and little minds go ill together.” In North America, he argued, “our ancestors have turned a savage wilderness into a glorious empire . . . not by destroying but by promoting the wealth, the number, the happiness of the human race. Let us get an American revenue as we have got an American empire. English privileges have made it all that it is; English privileges alone will make it all it can be.”11 Burke wanted Parliament to repeal the objectionable legislation and allow the colonials to be represented in the House of Commons, but his motion was rejected by a majority of four to one: Most MPs wanted to teach the Americans a lesson.

Around dawn on April 19, 1775, a force of British soldiers from Boston marched into the village of Lexington, in search of illegal arms and ammunition. Facing them on the green was a company of local militiamen some seventy strong. Major John Pitcairn ordered his column into battle formation—a line of three ranks. With their red coats, white breeches, and Brown Bess muskets, the British infantry were a frightening sight in the cold dawn. Pitcairn, with a few officers, rode to within a hundred feet and shouted: “Lay down your arms, you damned rebels, and disperse.”  The militiamen began to leave the green, carrying their muskets. That wasn’t enough for Pitcairn: “Damn you! Why don’t you lay down your arms?” Another officer cried: “Damn them! We will have them!” What happened next is unclear. American eye-witnesses said a British officer fired; the British denied this. But a shot did ring out. Then a British officer shouted, “Fire, by God! Fire!” One of the British platoons fired a volley. Pitcairn shouted to stop but, before he could make himself heard, a second volley cut into the militiamen. A few of them shot back and then the redcoats charged. Within a minute or so, eight of the Americans were dead and ten wounded.

The British pressed on to nearby Concord, their main target, but failed to find the hoard of arms. Part of the town was set ablaze. Throughout the sixteen-mile journey back to Boston they were harried by militiamen from all around, firing from behind trees or walls and sometimes fighting hand to hand—hatchet or club against bayonet. When the exhausted redcoats struggled into Boston that evening, 70 had been killed and 200 wounded.12

Lexington and Concord transformed the political debate. When the Continental Congress met again in May 1775, the issue was not taxation or representation but whether, depending on one’s point of view, unprovoked British aggression should be condoned or shooting the king’s soldiers approved of. In many colonies, radicals took over the assembly or created their own alternative provincial congress. And in June there was a full-scale battle when British troops attacked patriots fortifying Bunker Hill north of Boston. The British cleared the hill, but lost 250 men. General Gage, the British commander, previously confident that a firm hand would crush the revolt, now advised London that “the rebels are not the despicable rabble too many have supposed them to be. The conquest of this country is not easy.”13

For its part, the Congress dispatched militia companies from Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Virginia to reinforce what it called the “American army” encircling Boston. It also sent George Washington to act as overall commander. Twenty years earlier Washington and Gage had fought as fellow officers in Braddock’s disastrous battle against the French and the Indians. Now they were on opposite sides, with Washington besieging Gage.

Although Boston remained the epicenter of the political earthquake, the fault lines ran far and wide. The Quebec Act of June 1774 allowed freedom of worship for Catholics and the use of Roman law in this largely French Catholic province. To cut through the land claims of various colonies, the Act also gave the governor of Quebec control over the Indian lands of the Ohio valley. At a stroke this legislation therefore antagonized a whole range of interests, from militant Protestants to would-be settlers and greedy speculators. And in November 1775, when Governor Dunmore was trying to control the mounting insurrection in Virginia, he offered to free those slaves who joined his troops and fought against their masters. In a colony where 40 percent of the population was black, nothing could have alienated the whites more.

To American patriots these actions all seemed part of a long-running and systematic assault on colonial liberties. But who was behind the plot? John Dickinson from Pennsylvania insisted that “every thing may yet be attributed to the misrepresentations and mistakes of ministers”—those he called “half a dozen fools or knaves.”14 With John Wilkes and others in Britain campaigning against a corrupt Parliament, moderates like Dickinson pinned their hopes not on an American revolution but on a British one that would rebuild Britain’s government on the foundation of basic rights. That was why patriots had repeatedly petitioned King George III for redress against the actions of his ministers. But radicals blamed the king himself. He had signed the Intolerable Acts, imposing military rule on Boston, and had approved the Quebec Act: “A prince who can give the royal assent to any bill which should establish popery, slavery and arbitrary power either in England or any of its dominions must be guilty of perjury; for it is, in express terms, contrary to his coronation oath.”15 Now his royal regiments were firing on innocent colonials.

For many colonists, however, such talk was treasonous. The debate was particularly fierce in New York and Pennsylvania—two populous, powerful states in the middle of the seaboard, separating the radicals of Virginia and Massachusetts. Many moderates also worried that war with Britain could be won only with aid from France, the old enemy who had been evicted from North America little more than a decade before. This was like jumping from the frying pan into the fire. Frustrated, John Adams wrote home to his wife, Abigail, that America was “a great, unwieldy Body. Its Progress must be slow. It is like a large Fleet sailing under Convoy. The fleetest Sailors must wait for the dullest and slowest. Like a Coach and six, the swiftest Horses must be slackened, and the slowest quickened, that all may keep an even Pace.”16

To crack the whip, local radicals sent resolutions in favor of independence to Philadelphia. At least ninety such messages arrived during the spring of 1776, from Topsfield, Massachusetts, to the Cheraws District of South Carolina, expressing the mounting grassroots pressure for radical change in society as well as politics. A decade of protest against British measures, much of it coordinated not by the colonial assemblies but by ad hoc committees in which ordinary farmers, artisans, and seamen played a major role, had politicized the lower orders and weakened the social hierarchy. The class struggle was particularly intense in Pennsylvania, where radical artisans running the committee to enforce a ban on trade with Britain demanded that the colonial assembly mandate its delegates to the Congress to vote for independence. James Allen, a wealthy Philadelphian, was one of many patriots having second thoughts about “the mobility” and its new power. “I love the cause of liberty,” he wrote, yet “the madness of the multitude is but one degree better than submission to the Tea Act.” The advocates of independence in the Congress knew they had let the genie out of the bottle. “The decree is gone forth, and it cannot be recalled,” wrote John Adams on June 3, 1776, “that a more equal liberty than has prevailed in other parts of the earth must be established in America.” Here were  early intimations of America’s double revolution: a political break with Britain and a social upheaval at home.17

On June 7 Adams and Richard Henry Lee of Virginia, judging the moment right, proposed a resolution in the Congress: “That these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent States, that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the State of Great Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved.”18 The Continental Congress approved the motion and established a committee to draft a formal declaration of independence. Adams was one of its members but the principal author was Thomas Jefferson of Virginia, apparently because Adams felt it politically prudent to let a Virginian, rather than the notorious hotheads of Massachusetts, take the lead. It was the beginning of a personal relationship that would shape American history for the next quarter-century—one that oscillated from friendship to enmity and back to friendship again.

The two men made an unlikely pair. Jefferson was thirty-three, seven years younger than Adams. A lanky six foot two, he was also a head taller and a good deal less portly. And as a spendthrift southern planter, with thousands of acres and dozens of slaves, he offended some of Adams’s rooted puritan principles. Their personalities were also very different. Adams was fascinated by people—he loved debate and was a forceful orator—but his blunt manner frequently caused offense. Jefferson, personally charming but somewhat remote, was much more interested in humanity in the abstract. He shunned disputation and was a poor speaker. What made him ideal for the task of drafting the Declaration of Independence were his polymathic knowledge and the fluency of his pen.

Philadelphia in summer was hot and smelly, plagued with mosquitoes and horseflies. Jefferson worked in his lodgings, with windows open, on his lap a small folding desk—one of his many ingenious designs. Intellectually he began his Declaration from the familiar premise of radicals in Britain and America that all governments were based on an implied contract between the governors and the governed. But his elegant preamble, scarcely amended by the Congress, developed these ideas in words that have echoed down the centuries.

We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed; that whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new government.19



From these first principles, the Declaration then turned to the American case, seeking to show that “the history of the present king of Great Britain is a history of  repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over these states.”20 Jefferson itemized twenty-one examples of such tyrannical behavior. Like much propaganda, some of the charges were vague or arguable, but the heart of his case were the familiar stories of taxation without representation, the imposition of military rule, and, most recently, the use of brute force.

Jefferson’s list of charges built up to an angry peroration about the slave trade. George III, he claimed, had “waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating its most sacred right of life & liberty in the persons of a distant people who never offended him, captivating & carrying them into slavery in another hemisphere, or to incur miserable death in their transportation thither.”

This was strange stuff, coming from a Virginian slave owner. The contradiction was heightened a few sentences down when Jefferson complained that the king was “now exciting those very people [the slaves] to rise in arms against us, and to purchase that liberty of which he has deprived them, by murdering the people upon whom he also obtruded them.”21

The idea that George III had forced the slave trade on Virginians was, of course, preposterous; Jefferson, like most slave owners, was tying himself in knots trying to justify slavery in a declaration about the inalienable right of all men to “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” Prudently, the Continental Congress cut the whole tortuous passage. But Jefferson’s dilemma—how to throw off British “slavery” while perpetuating slaveholding at home—would be a cancer at the heart of the new nation.

The Declaration of Independence did not carry all before it. John Dickinson, the leading moderate, made a final eloquent plea against war. Gaunt, pale, transparently sincere, he warned against a “premature” break with Britain; taking up the Declaration, he said, would be to “brave the storm in a skiff made of paper.” Outside, as if to echo his words, thunder rolled and rain pelted the windows. There was a long silence, then Adams stood up. It was perhaps the most important speech of his life yet no record survives. Although lacking elegance and even fluency, he spoke, recalled Jefferson, “with a power of thought and expression that moved us from our seats.” Adams’s rhetoric regained the initiative. After a tense night of debate in taverns and coffeehouses, the skeptics from Pennsylvania and New York backed off—Dickinson and others absenting themselves from the proceedings to avoid casting a negative vote.22

On July 4, 1776, the Continental Congress formally approved the amended Declaration of Independence. Twelve colonies voted in favor; New York abstained. The Declaration was printed in newspapers throughout the colonies and read out to citizens and soldiers, often accompanied by thirteen musket or cannon shots to symbolize the thirteen new states. Statues of the king were pulled down, pictures of him smashed or burned.

Writing home to his wife, Abigail, Adams predicted that the day of independence would be “the most memorable Epocha in the History of America. I am apt  to believe that it will be celebrated by succeeding Generations as the great anniversary Festival.” Then he added a sobering note: “You will think me transported with Enthusiasm but I am not. I am well aware of the Toil and Blood and Treasure that it will cost Us to maintain this Declaration, and support and defend these States. Yet through all the Gloom I can see the Rays of ravishing Light and Glory.” Adams ended, tortuously: “Posterity will tryumph in that Day’s Transaction, even although We should rue it, which I trust in God We shall not.”23




 WINNING INDEPENDENCE (WITH FRENCH HELP) 

The war for independence began disastrously for the Americans. The British abandoned Boston to concentrate on New York—the hinge between New England and the rest of the colonies. Washington’s troops were rolled off Long Island in a single day. Angry and humiliated, the general abandoned New York and explained his new strategy to the Continental Congress: “[O]n our Side the War should be defensive” and “we should on all Occasions avoid a general Action, or put anything to the Risque, unless compelled by a necessity, into which we ought never to be drawn.” Washington added that “being fully persuaded that it would be presumption to draw out our Young Troops into open ground, against their Superiors both in number and Discipline, I have never spared the Spade and Pick Ax.”24

The spade not the sword: Hardly the stuff of epics, but Washington’s strategy made sense. He was fighting a trained army of British redcoats and German mercenaries, many of them battle-hardened. Most of his troops enlisted for one season at a time and then went back to their farms. So Washington restrained his instincts and refused to fight. Avoiding full-scale battles as far as possible, he harried the British in guerrilla actions and big skirmishes. Some of these he won; more of them he lost. Like people in most countries, Americans celebrate past victories and discreetly forget the defeats.

The British, too, could not risk all-out war because this was a battle not for territory but for hearts and minds. They were trying to persuade the colonists to end their rebellion, so putting American homes to fire and sword would be counterproductive. Most of Britain’s soldiers and supplies had to be transported 3,000 miles across the Atlantic and they were fighting in a large, decentralized country. Even taking a major city like New York would not be decisive. Far more important was to destroy Congress’s main army, which might shatter American morale.

In the first year of the war the British strategy seemed to be paying off. After two bad defeats and the loss of Philadelphia in the autumn of 1777, Washington took his men into winter quarters around Valley Forge in Pennsylvania. The troops lived a dozen to a wood cabin, fourteen feet by sixteen. Their staple food was “fire cake”—flour mixed with water and baked in coals or on a stick. Many lacked overcoats; some had no shoes because, as usual, the Continental Congress was delinquent about pay and supplies. On December 23, Washington told the president of  the Congress: “I am now convinced beyond a doubt that unless some great and capital change suddenly takes place . . . this Army must inevitably be reduced to one or other of three things. Starve, dissolve, or disperse, in order to obtain subsistence in the best manner they can.”25

Washington was exaggerating a little, but that winter was a close-run thing. One boost to morale was provided by a severe dose of training administered by Friedrich von Steuben—billed as a baron and general, though the noble title was fake and he had left the Prussian army as a captain. Steuben endeared himself to the men, drilling them in full dress uniform and swearing in colorful German and French. He taught them to speed up their musketry, use a bayonet, and hold formation in attack or retreat. Equally important, he laid down proper sanitation procedures, with kitchens and latrines on opposite sides of the camp—previously men had often relieved themselves wherever they felt the need. But Steuben did not try to introduce “the entire system of drill, evolutions, maneuvers, discipline, tactics and Prussian formation into our army. I should have been pelted had I attempted it, and should inevitably have failed.” He told a Prussian officer:“The genius of this nation is not in the least to be compared with that of the Prussians, Austrians, or French. You say to your soldier, ‘Do this’ and he doeth it; but I am obliged to say ‘This is the reason why you ought to do that,’ and then he does it.”26

The Valley Forge winter was also important for a different reason. America was in the grip of a smallpox epidemic. Washington had started inoculating his troops back in 1777, but this was done piecemeal and in various locations. In March 1778 he decided to have inoculation done only at Valley Forge, in strict quarantine. To tend his men, he ordered officers to recruit “as many Women of the Army as can be prevailed on to serve as Nurses.”27 Inoculation entailed making an incision in the arm and inserting some pustules from an earlier victim, so it was effectively a mild dose of the disease. Things could go badly wrong, both for the victim and for those in contact. Yet Washington saw no choice. Smallpox was decimating the army, and his troops were spreading it among the civilian population. The redcoats, by contrast, were largely immune, coming from a country where the disease was endemic.28

As Washington struggled to keep his army operational, the first of two military turning points in the war occurred at Saratoga in upstate New York. In October 1777 the Americans surrounded some 6,000 British and German troops under General John Burgoyne and forced them to surrender. Rather like Braddock in 1755, Burgoyne had tried to move an army with a huge baggage train through the American wilderness and he paid the price—though not, like Braddock, with his life. Ironically the victors were mostly state militia units from New England, despised by Washington as “a broken staff” and his arch-rival, General Horatio Gates, was credited with having “Burgoyned” the British.

Victory at Saratoga was a big morale boost, yet its real importance was not military but diplomatic. Ever since the loss of Quebec in 1759-1760, the French had been thirsting for revenge. Although no longer hopeful of recovering their North  American colonies, they were determined to deny them to the hated British and 1776 was their chance. “The ‘Great’ will soon be gone from Britain,” the Foreign Ministry in Paris predicted; “in a few years she will fall to the second or third rank of European powers without hope of ever rising again.”29 In 1778, emboldened by Saratoga, France signed a full-scale treaty with the United States, recognizing their independence, and declared war on Britain. Unlike most eighteenth-century wars, this time there was no conflict in Europe, so the French could concentrate on the North American campaign. Sensing their opportunity, Spain and the Dutch joined in, leaving Britain bereft of allies.

Yet the war dragged on and Washington’s battles with Congress over money and supplies grew fiercer. The winter of 1779-1780 was harsher than Valley Forge and several units mutinied. In January 1781 a delegation of 1,000 troops from Pennsylvania marched on the Congress in Philadelphia to protest: They hadn’t been paid in a year and had no winter clothes. Other units mutinied during 1781. One of those involved, Joseph Martin from Connecticut, explained their grievances: “For several days . . . we got a little musty bread, and a little beef about every other day, but this lasted only a short time and then we got nothing at all. The men were now exasperated beyond endurance . . . they saw no other alternative but to starve to death, or break up the army, give all up and go home.”30 They did not go home but, for a few days, they refused to obey orders. In the short term the mutiny had some effect and Martin’s unit got some provisions, but the basic problems of bad food and intermittent pay were never solved. To veterans like Martin the treatment of the army was rank betrayal for loyal service; to Washington and his lieutenants—men such as Alexander Hamilton—it proved that the new nation needed a stronger central government.

Meanwhile, the British had shifted their main campaign to Virginia and the Carolinas. Having failed to knock New England out of the war in 1777, they now hoped to rally southern loyalists. In May 1780 Lord Cornwallis’s troops captured Charleston after a three-month siege and won a series of victories against American troops, yet he could not swing southerners back to Britain. Then came the second decisive engagement of the war. Washington finally abandoned a futile attempt to capture New York and, with dramatic surprise, marched his own troops and the French army down to Virginia to trap Cornwallis on the York peninsula. The crucial factor was the French fleet, which blockaded Cornwallis from the sea. Denied reinforcements or the hope of evacuation, the British surrendered in October 1781.

Joseph Martin was among the troops who witnessed the British laying down their arms. American units were on one side of the road, and the French on the other, so Cornwallis’s men had to run the gauntlet of humiliation. The general himself did not appear, leaving that embarrassment to his deputy. After long delays, Martin saw the British finally marched out of their camp, “all armed, with bayonets fixed, drums beating and faces lengthening. . . . The British paid the Americans, seemingly, but little attention as they passed them, but they eyed the French with  considerable malice.” Martin also saw in the woods what he called “herds of Negroes which lord Cornwallis (after he had inveigled them from their proprietors) in love and pity to them had turned adrift, with no other recompense for their confidence in his humanity than the small pox for their bounty and death for their wages. They might be seen scattered about in every direction, dead and dying, with pieces of ears of burnt Indian corn in the hands and mouths.”31

Saratoga turned the war; Yorktown decided it. Without American courage and stamina, the struggle could easily have been lost, yet without French support, outright victory would have been difficult to attain. The conflict could have dragged on for years, with the British controlling some parts of the seaboard and the Americans others. But after Yorktown, Americans knew that a victorious peace was only a matter of time. After a lengthy diplomatic finale, in September 1783 the British signed the Treaty of Paris, acknowledging full independence for the United States.

Eight and a half years had elapsed since Lexington and Concord. Some areas of America had been little touched by the war—Massachusetts, the initial battlefield, after 1776; Virginia until the Yorktown campaign of 1781. Other states had been fought over extensively, particularly the Carolinas and Georgia. Some 25,000 American soldiers died in the battle for independence—a third in combat, two-thirds from disease. But for Washington’s farsighted policy of smallpox inoculation, the death toll could have been much higher.

Yet this was not simply a struggle of Americans against British and Germans; it was also a civil war. About a fifth of white Americans remained loyal to the Crown, including many of the colonial elite, and thousands fought with the British army. After the peace treaty they settled in Canada or in sad exile in Britain. Blacks fought on both sides: Some slaves won their freedom fighting with the British against the soldiers of American liberty. The war even split families. Benjamin Franklin was a fervent patriot who had helped Jefferson draft the Declaration of Independence. His son, William, the royal governor of New Jersey, remained an ardent loyalist during the war. Theirs was a genuine clash of principles, but Ben took their breach very personally: “[N]othing has ever hurt me so much and affected me with such keen Sensations, as to find my self deserted in my old Age by my only Son; and not only deserted, but to find him taking up Arms against me, in a Cause wherein my good Fame, fortune and Life were all at stake.”32 The two Franklins met but once after the war, and then only so Ben could secure payment for debts owed to him. They never communicated again.

But on the political level, parent and child—Britain and America—had to get along in the world of nations. On June 1, 1785, John Adams presented his credentials at St. James’s Palace as the first U.S. ambassador to Britain. Bowing three times to the king against whom he had rebelled, he declared in a voice quavering with emotion: “I shall esteem my self the happiest of men if I can be instrumental in recommending my country more and more to your Majesty’s royal benevolence.” His aim, he said, was to restore “the old good nature and the old good  humor between people who, though separated by an ocean and under different governments, have the same language, a similar religion, and kindred blood.” Even allowing for his notorious stutter, George III seemed yet more moved than his former subject: “I will be very frank with you, I was the last to consent to separation; but the separation having been made, and having become inevitable, I have always said, as I say now, that I would be the first to meet the friendship of the United States as an independent power.”33

Fine words from both sides; living up to them would prove much harder.




 COMPROMISING ON A CONSTITUTION 

Breaking from Britain was difficult enough but the United States now had to invent a new government. By the mid-1780s the nation was facing a twofold political crisis.

In 1776 and 1777 each of the former colonies had rewritten their constitutions as independent states. The main agents of British power had been the colonial governors, so most states cut back the powers of their governors and enlarged the authority of the elected assemblies. Pennsylvania went so far as to abolish the governorship entirely, running the state through a single-chamber assembly and an executive council, the presidency of which rotated among its members. Many states reduced the property qualifications required for voters, instituted annual elections, and gave more seats in their assemblies to the western backcountry. In New Hampshire, for instance, the colonial assembly had only thirty-four members in 1765, generally wealthy gentlemen from around the seaport of Portsmouth; in 1786 the new House of Representatives had eighty-eight members, mostly farmers, lawyers, or small merchants, and the state capital had relocated from Portsmouth to Concord in the interior. In Massachusetts the new state constitution was even ratified by the voters, on the grounds that the “people” were “sovereign.”

By the 1780s, however, many observers felt that the pendulum had swung too far. State assemblymen, often from low down the social ladder, passed a series of laws to satisfy various interest groups such as farmers, merchants, debtors, and speculators. They also assumed many of the functions of the executive and the judiciary and often recklessly printed paper money to pay the bills. In Virginia, complained Thomas Jefferson, “all the powers of government, legislative, executive, and judiciary, result to the legislative body. The concentrating [of] these in the same hands is precisely the definition of despotic government. It will be no alleviation that these powers will be exercised by a plurality of hands, and not by a single one. 173 despots would surely be as oppressive as one.” Jefferson insisted that “an elective despotism was not the government we fought for.”34

The democratic despotism of the state assemblies was one major problem for the new nation. Equally pressing were the deficiencies of the Articles of Confederation, under which the war for independence had been fought. The Confederation  was really a loose league of independent and sovereign states rather than a proper national government. Its controlling principle was one state, one vote—so tiny Rhode Island carried as much weight as its much larger and more populous neighbor Massachusetts. The Confederation had no strong executive but, rather like the state of Pennsylvania, only a rotating presidency. It lacked even the authority to levy taxes: Funds were voted by the states and they proved notoriously reluctant to pay for the war—hence the army mutinies of 1780 and 1781. Since the Congress did have the power to print and borrow money, the result, predictably, was soaring inflation and a massive war debt. America got through the war thanks to a small network of wealthy merchants and financiers who used their personal credit to raise money and manage supplies, notably Robert Morris from Philadelphia. But their corruption and self-aggrandizement caused a backlash after the war among the rural interests that still dominated Congress.

As the 1780s progressed, the crisis of governance became acute. American credit was exhausted: The Dutch and the French kept lending only at extortionate levels of interest. Trade could help balance the books, but power to negotiate trade agreements remained with the states and they were now waging a commercial war among themselves. Connecticut was levying higher tariffs on goods from neighboring Massachusetts than on imports from Britain.35

Eventually all but one of the states agreed to send delegates to a Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia in May 1787, presided over by George Washington. Rhode Island, acutely sensitive about its autonomy, refused to have anything to do with the whole business. The fifty-five delegates were largely men of substance—gentry and lawyers; most had already served in the Continental Congress and a third in Washington’s army. So they tended to be conservative in social attitudes and nation-minded in political perspective. But this shared outlook, at odds with that of most Americans, did not guarantee consensus: The convention argued and bargained over four long, hot months.

The result, inevitably, was a compromise between many divergent views, but the man who contributed most to the outcome was James Madison from Virginia. He had his chance because the giants of 1776—Thomas Jefferson and John Adams—were representing their country as ambassadors in Europe. Madison was not an obvious leader. Five foot six and sickly, usually dressed in black and often cripplingly shy, he looked like a diffident schoolmaster. But on the debating floor “little Jimmy Madison” was a match for anyone—crisp, fluent, yet disarmingly diffident—and he also had a plan. Madison did not want to tinker with the existing Confederation: A few extra teeth would do little for a body that lacked brawn or brain. He wanted to turn this inefficient alliance into a true national government—one that could check the excesses of the states and their overly democratic assemblies.

As soon as the Convention began, the Virginians mounted a preemptive strike, submitting a full-scale plan based on Madison’s ideas. It took those states who  opposed it a couple of weeks to get their act together and then, in the person of William Paterson of New Jersey, they offered only a strengthened version of the Articles, with additional powers such as taxation. Paterson argued that “if the confederacy was radically wrong, let us return to our States, and obtain larger powers, not assume them of ourselves. I came here not to speak my own sentiments, but the sentiments of those who sent me.”36 Few delegates wanted to go back to their states for further authority—that would waste the summer—but many were wary of Madison’s vision for a national government. The biggest stumbling block, as Paterson noted, was the equality of all the states. This had hamstrung the Congress in wartime and infuriated big states such as Virginia and Pennsylvania, yet smaller states feared that their interests would be overruled without guaranteed equality. “I do not, gentlemen, trust you,” thundered Gunning Bedford—a fiery representative from Delaware—to the big states. “If you possess the power, the abuse of it could not be checked; and what then would prevent you from exercising it to our destruction? . . . The small states never can agree to the Virginia Plan. . . . Is it come to this, then, that the sword must decide this controversy, and that the horrors of war must be added to the rest of our misfortunes?”37

The great compromise made by the delegates at Philadelphia was a split deal. In the lower house of the legislature, representation would be determined by the state’s population. So Virginia would have ten seats, Rhode Island one. But in the upper house or Senate, each state regardless of size would have two seats. This ensured a degree of balance.

Madison believed that an even greater danger than the friction between small and large states was “the great southern and northern interests of the continent being opposed to each other.”38 This was code for the institution of slavery, which could not be touched if the Constitution were to gain southern approval. In fact, the South was allowed to use slaves for political advantage, counting them as three-fifths of a person when allocating the number of seats each state held in the House of Representatives, even though slaves were not part of the electorate. A few northerners denounced this as a sordid deal—Gouverneur Morris of New York asking “[U]pon what principle is it that the slaves shall be computed in the representation? Are they men? Then make them Citizens & let them vote. Are they property? Why then is no other property included?” Allowing the South to count slaves to increase its seats in the Congress meant, he said, that someone from Georgia or South Carolina “who goes to the Coast of Africa and in defiance of the most sacred laws of humanity tears away his fellow creatures from their dearest connections & damns them to the most cruel bondages shall have more votes in a Government instituted for protection of the rights of mankind than the Citizen of Pennsylvania or New Jersey who views with a laudable horror so nefarious a practice.”39

But most Northerners in the Constitutional Convention accepted that slavery was the price of unity. Some hoped at least to stop the import of more slaves from Africa, yet South Carolina and Georgia held out against that—eventually agreeing  that the question of banning the international slave trade could be reopened twenty years hence in 1808. This was a fateful decision because over those intervening two decades slavery became entrenched in the South.

Apart from the rights of states and the persistence of slavery, the third big issue was the balance within the new federal government. Madison had wanted the national government to have a veto power over state laws deemed harmful to the country and the right to legislate in areas where the states were incompetent. Again this was too much for many of the delegates at Philadelphia, so another deal was eventually struck. The Constitution listed the responsibilities granted exclusively to the new federal government, including diplomacy, war, taxation, borrowing, and coining money and the regulation of trade. These were all areas where the states had abused their position in the 1780s. On the face of it, all other powers were reserved to the states but, as with so many legal documents, there was a loophole. Congress was granted the authority to “make all Laws which shall be necessary and proper for carrying into Execution the foregoing Powers, and all other Powers vested by this Constitution in the Government of the United States.”40 This “necessary and proper clause”—the so-called implied powers of the federal government—proved to be a loophole through which, over subsequent decades, the national government would repeatedly extend its authority at the expense of the states.

In structuring the federal government, the Convention again compromised—trying to avoid either a tyrannical executive (a new George III) or an all-powerful legislature (Jefferson’s “elective despotism”). Delegates wanted the functions of government to balance each other, with a separate executive, legislature, and judiciary. Neither the president nor his departmental heads would sit in the legislature, avoiding a British-style system of a prime minister in control of the Commons, and the Supreme Court would be entirely separate from the legislature, unlike the British House of Lords. To offset the dangers of excessive democracy, in the upper house senators would be chosen by the legislature of their state whereas members of the House of Representatives would be chosen by the people of each state on the basis of the franchise used to elect their lower house. This, it was hoped, would insulate the Senate from the turmoil of popular politics, ensuring that the best men, the aristocracy, would prevail. Senators served for six years, not two as in the House, further enabling them to take the long, enlightened view.

This underlying concept of checks and balances was rooted in a hardheaded view of human nature. “Ambition must be made to counteract ambition,” declared Madison. “If men were angels, no government would be necessary. . . . In framing a government which is to be administered by men over men . . . [y] ou must first enable the government to controul the governed; and in the next place, oblige it to controul itself.”41

The Constitution of 1787 was therefore a bundle of compromises—between big states and small states, between North and South, between the federal government and the states, between the executive and the legislature, between the principles of  democracy and aristocracy. But Madison and his colleagues had secured the essence of what they wanted: a national government (though they preferred to call themselves “federalists” rather than the more emotive term “nationalists”).

To circumvent both the state governments and the existing Congress, the federalists rested the Constitution on the foundation of popular sovereignty. The preamble proclaimed that “We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union . . . do ordain and establish this Constitution.”

When the Founders spoke of “the People” they did not entertain notions of democracy—indeed they abhorred the idea. In their republic they assumed that only whites, males, and property owners would vote but, compared with the rest of the world, the franchise was already very broad. As Charles Pinckney of South Carolina remarked,The people of the U[nited] States are perhaps the most singular of any we are acquainted with. Among them are fewer distinctions of fortune & less of rank than among the inhabitants of any other nation. . . . I say this equality is likely to continue because in a new Country, possessing immense tracts of uncultivated lands . . . there will be few poor and few dependent—Every member of the Society almost, will enjoy an equal power of arriving at the supreme offices & consequently of directing the strength & sentiments of the whole Community.42





“Every member of the Society almost.” It would be many decades before women and non-whites gained the vote, but even in the 1780s “the People” had more say in governing America than they did anywhere in Europe and it was to the people that the Constitution was submitted for ratification. Rather than allowing a vote in the state legislatures, the federalists ensured that the Constitution would be approved by specially elected conventions in each state and that the approval of nine of the thirteen states would be sufficient to establish the new government.

Once again the federalists were quick starters. By the New Year of 1788 five states had ratified the Constitution, among them one of the biggest, Pennsylvania. By May another three had followed suit, including Massachusetts, and the “more perfect Union” was close to reaching critical mass. The decisive vote came in New York, where the anti-federalist opposition was particularly well organized. So the federalists mounted an intense propaganda campaign, spearheaded by a series of seventy-seven articles in New York newspapers, mostly written by Madison and the leading New York federalist, Alexander Hamilton.

Hamilton favored a much stronger national government even than Madison, and he continued to say so in these articles. But Madison’s political touch was surer, seeking to reassure his readers by showing the compromises on which the Constitution was based. Whereas Hamilton argued that the role of the federal government was to “suppress” factions, Madison argued that it would harness these  feuding interest groups within a larger whole. “The latent causes of faction are . . . sown in the nature of man” and these causes “cannot be removed. . . . [R]elief is only to be sought in the means of controlling its effects.” Madison felt that the danger was particularly acute in a small country, where a faction could easily become a despotic majority. But “[e]xtend the sphere, and you take in a greater variety of parties and interests; you make it less probable that a majority of the whole will have a common motive to invade the rights of other citizens; or if such a common motive exists . . . to act in unison with each other.”43

Employing this argument, Madison turned the tables on those who argued that republics could flourish only in small city-states, animated by the “virtue” or civic sense of its populace. The last few years had shown that virtue could not be presumed—the fervent patriotism of 1775-1776 was a peak, not the norm—so realistic politics had to be predicated on “faction” as much as on “virtue.” And, in what he called “an extended republic,” factions could be managed and tamed.44

New York ratified the Constitution, narrowly, in July 1788. How far Hamilton and Madison’s rhetoric turned the tide is impossible to say, but their journalism—soon pulled together as a book entitled The Federalist—became a classic of American political thought, especially Madison’s discussion of faction, what we now call interest-group politics.

Madison and his colleagues at Philadelphia hoped that they had accomplished the necessary balancing act, creating a stronger central government that still reflected the uniquely democratic character of America. Despite its flaws their work endures—still serving as the framework for a country that has changed beyond all recognition in the intervening two centuries. This formal written Constitution marks the United States out from Britain; again and again U.S. political debate has revolved around interpretations of the text. The document itself became a sacred text; together with the Declaration of Independence it is displayed today at the National Archives in Washington, in what can only be described as a shrine. Many Americans revere their Founding Fathers as almost patron saints.

In some ways the United States is a monument to the ideals of the Enlightenment, to the conviction that it is possible to establish politics and society on the basis of human reason. Both the Declaration of Independence and the U.S. Constitution exemplify that belief in rationality. Yet both these documents stemmed from English political practices, from ideas about liberty, representation, and power rooted in the colonial past but radically pruned by the experience of revolution. These great texts were also, as we have seen, intensely political documents—compromises among various views, rather than abstract blueprints. Although some American jurists over the centuries have treated the Constitution as if set in stone, like the tablets brought down from Mount Sinai, it has proved to be a living document—applied elastically by political leaders, interpreted creatively by the Supreme Court, and rewritten on many occasions by formal amendments. This process was essential to make the republic work in practice. And it started with the Founders themselves.




 MAKING THE REPUBLIC WORK 

A fifty-foot barge manned by thirteen oarsmen clad in white rowed him across the Hudson river. A flotilla of specially decorated ships escorted him into New York Harbor. Cannons fired a thirteen-gun salute and the band played “God Save the King.” For all the world it looked like a coronation. But the words sung by the chorus were very different from Britain’s national anthem:Thrice welcome to this shore, 
Our Leader now no more, 
But Ruler thou.





And the man being honored was not George III but George Washington. He came to New York on April 30, 1789, to be inaugurated as America’s first president.

Although intensely ambitious, Washington was genuinely reluctant to become America’s political leader. Now feeling his rheumatism and his age—fifty-seven—he yearned to stay at Mount Vernon, his plantation above the Potomac river in Virginia. After leading his country to victory and independence on the battlefield, what could he possibly do as an encore? Any return to public life would surely be an anti-climax, or even a humiliation. He assured a wartime colleague that “my movement to the chair of Government will be accompanied with feelings not unlike those of a culprit who is going to the place of his execution: so unwilling am I, in the evening of a life nearly consumed in public cares, to quit a peaceful abode for an Ocean of difficulties, without that competency of political skill, abilities and inclinations which is necessary to manage the helm.”45

But Washington accepted the unanimous sentence of the electors—at this stage not the mass of the people but a group of wise men appointed by the states—because he was convinced that America desperately needed a stronger national government if independence and liberty were to survive. In fact, he was the one and only nominee for the post and most of those at the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia had him firmly in mind when they wrote the Constitution. Otherwise they would have balked at the idea of a chief executive and commander-in-chief with almost regal powers, including the right to veto laws passed by Congress.

One of the Washington administration’s earliest tasks was to flesh out the Constitution’s vague outline of the judicial branch of the federal government. The president himself considered this department “the Key-Stone of our political fabric.” But the states were very sensitive on the issue, partly to protect lawyers’ business but also out of jealousy for local autonomy. The judiciary, wrote Edmund Pendleton, a leading Virginian lawyer, “is the Sore part of the Constitution & requires the lenient touch of Congress.” Anti-federalists hoped to limit the federal judiciary to a few areas, such as disputes among the states or between the United States and foreign governments. A congressional committee haggled over the issue for months but federalists eventually ensured that a truly national system was established to enforce federal law. The Judiciary Act of September 1789 set up thirteen district courts, largely coterminous with the thirteen states, divided into local circuits and capped by a Supreme Court. The Constitution had already specified that justices of the Court would be appointed by the president with the consent of the Senate, but the scope of their authority remained to be defined. This, as we shall see, would be an abiding source of controversy.46

President Washington was one reason the new government got off to a good start in 1789, but equally important was the Bill of Rights. The Founders had considered including such a list of guaranteed rights in the Constitution in 1787 but it was omitted for fear of lengthy debate and also because, as Charles Pinckney remarked to fellow slave owners back home in South Carolina, “[s]uch bills generally begin with declaring that all men are by nature born free. Now, we should make that declaration with a very bad grace when a large part of our property consists in men who are actually born slaves.”47 But in many of the states opponents of the Constitution had demanded a bill of rights, so Madison drafted a set of twelve amendments intended to “extinguish from the bosom of every member of the community any apprehensions that there are those among his countrymen who wish to deprive them of the liberty for which they valiantly fought and honorably bled.”48 After four months of argument, Congress approved a revised version of Madison’s amendments to the Constitution—ten of which were ratified by the states. Known as the Bill of Rights, they have been as central to subsequent American history as the Constitution itself.

The most celebrated example is probably the Second Amendment, which reads, in full: “A well-regulated Militia being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to bear Arms shall not be infringed.” In other words, because of the need for each state to have its militia, citizens should possess weapons and know how to use them. This was a reasonable principle in the late eighteenth century but it is arguable whether a state militia is so essential today, in the era of a professional army, modern police forces, and the FBI. In June 2008 a conservative majority of the U.S. Supreme Court upheld an unconditional right for individuals to bear arms, but the acrimonious debate about gun control will rumble on. The Second Amendment is a classic example of how, in a manner distinctively American, political debate easily slides into constitutional argument.

Equally important has been the Tenth Amendment, which sought to circumscribe the authority of the federal government: “The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.” Madison had preferred a clear statement, echoing the Declaration of Independence, that “all power is originally vested in, and consequently derived from, the people.”49 Instead, under pressure from  anti-federalist supporters of states’ rights, the Tenth Amendment equivocated about the source of ultimate power—the states or the people. Here was another battleground for the future.

The First Amendment affirmed basic freedoms of speech, assembly, and the press. It also declared that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” So there was to be no state church, no religious tests for people who held office, and freedom of religion for all faiths and for none. During the Revolution, the Anglican Church was disestablished throughout America. Thomas Jefferson, architect of Virginia’s far-reaching Statute of Religious Freedom, insisted that the “legitimate powers of government extend to such acts only as are injurious to others.” By contrast, said Jefferson, “it does me no injury for my neighbor to say there are twenty gods, or no God. It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg.” He was sure that “reason and free enquiry are the only effectual agents against error. Give loose to them, they will support the true religion by bringing every false one to their tribunal.”50 Only in New England did Congregationalism retain a special position, with local churches supported by tax revenues; elsewhere they had to rely on voluntary contributions.

It is easy from this to conclude that the new United States was a secular society, with no special place for Christianity. But the First Amendment stated only that religion was no concern of the federal government. Most Americans still saw their country as a Protestant nation: It was just that Protestantism would not be enforced and financed by government. Jefferson, a deist, was unusual; for the bulk of his compatriots, faith mattered as much as liberty.

Although the Bill of Rights would be a battleground in the future, its ratification in 1791 helped quell the doubts aroused by the Constitution. Like the person of Washington, it was essential to make the new republic work. Even so, the new government nearly fell apart in the president’s first term because of the conflict between two of the most senior members of Washington’s cabinet—Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson.




 HAMILTON, CAPITALISM, AND THE CAPITAL 

These two men came to loathe each other. Jefferson claimed that Hamilton’s life, “from the moment at which history can stoop to notice him, is a tissue of machinations against the liberty of the country which has not only received and given him bread, but heaped its honors on his head.”51 Personal antipathy aside, however, their root differences were ones of principle. In fact, the clash between Hamilton and Jefferson turned on rival visions of America’s future. To understand that, we have to take account of the country’s economic situation at the end of the eighteenth century.

The United States had continued to grow prodigiously—its population reaching 3.9 million by 1790 (including 700,000 slaves)—but in character the country remained overwhelmingly agricultural and rural, unlike Britain, which was now in the throes of rapid industrialization. Around 90 percent of the population was engaged in farming (more than double the proportion in Britain) and most people produced for their own needs rather than for the market. In 1790 there were but five “cities” with more than 10,000 people—they were more like English provincial towns—and even the largest, Philadelphia, did not exceed 50,000 inhabitants. (London by this time had nearly a million.) Industrial activity was mostly small scale and household based, concentrating on basic needs such as textiles and shoes. The economy as a whole remained heavily reliant on manufactured imports from Europe, especially Britain. Yet America’s capacity to import depended on its ability to export primary products across the Atlantic. Lumber, fish, and salted meat remained profitable northern exports, but the key commodities were tobacco, rice, and, increasingly, cotton from the South—cultivated by slave labor. This Atlantic trade, and the credit nexus on which it rested, had been seriously disrupted by the war with Britain, leading to a fall in Americans’ living standards.

Hamilton and Jefferson adopted very different perspectives on this economic situation—reflecting their own personal background. Hamilton, the illegitimate son of a Scottish merchant in the West Indies, moved to New York at the age of seventeen and trained for the law. His life was therefore bound up with the transatlantic web of trade and finance that connected the east coast of the United States with the Caribbean, Africa, and Britain. For him, these were the arteries of America’s wealth; they should not be severed just because the country had broken with Britain. His awareness of the need for efficient finance was strengthened by his years as one of Washington’s aides in the Continental Army, haggling with Congress for funds and supplies.

So Hamilton saw America’s future as a mercantile, capitalist nation. As America’s first secretary of the Treasury, he set out to make that vision a reality. In a series of reports that had a lasting impact, he proposed a national bank to manage government funds, excise duties to raise revenue, protective tariffs to restrict imports and foster American industries, and the promotion of roads and canals to develop internal trade. “Not only the wealth but the independence and security of a country appear to be materially connected with the prosperity of manufactures,” Hamilton argued. “The extreme embarrassments of the United States during the late War, from an incapacity of supplying themselves, are still [a] matter of keen recollection: A future war might be expected again to exemplify the mischiefs and dangers of a situation to which that incapacity is still, in too great a degree, applicable, unless changed by timely and vigorous exertion.”52

But Hamilton’s vision of America as a great manufacturing nation appalled Jefferson—a gentleman farmer from Virginia. “In Europe the lands are either cultivated, or locked up against the cultivator,” he stated. “Manufacture must therefore be resorted to of necessity not of choice, to support the surplus of their people. But we have an immensity of land courting the industry of the husbandman.” In his  most lyrical vein, Jefferson asserted that “those who labor in the earth are the chosen people of God” and claimed that America’s greatest asset was its free farmers—tilling the soil and holding a stake in society by owning land—whereas those who made money through speculation or wage-labor were parasites on the body politic: “Dependence begets subservience and venality, suffocates the germ of virtue, and prepares fit tools for the designs of ambition. . . . While we have land to labor then, let us never wish to see our citizens occupied at a work-bench, or twirling a distaff.” Big cities, by contrast, were dens of corruption whose unemployed mobs “add just so much to the support of pure government, as sores do to the strength of the human body.”53

Jefferson’s image of the industrious self-sufficient husbandmen was a highly romanticized portrait of Virginia, given the state’s reliance on crops for the European market, cultivated by African slaves and funded by British credit. Jefferson’s own affluent cosmopolitan lifestyle depended on this system. But his own personal debts strengthened Jefferson’s ideological antipathy toward speculators; deeply distrustful of Britain, unlike Hamilton, he believed that the country’s burgeoning industry and national debt were signs of corruption, not progress. For Jefferson dependence on others—financial, legal, or political—was the absolute antithesis of liberty.

The two men looked at America in fundamentally different ways. Hamilton had no native country apart from the United States. An interloper from the Caribbean, he had gambled on the Revolution and won. His adopted city was the capitalist hub, New York, and he could not conceive of the intricate bonds of land and people that formed Virginian society. For Jefferson, by contrast, New York, like most cities, represented an alien world. When speaking of his “country,” he really meant Virginia. His backcountry estate at Monticello near Charlottesville faced toward the Appalachians and into the heartland of the continent. That, for him, was where America’s future lay. Each man had no doubt that the new republic was destined for greatness, both speaking of it as a coming “empire,” but they looked quite literally in opposite directions—Hamilton to the east and Jefferson to the west. The issue was not resolved in their lifetimes—in fact, it became one of the most enduring debates in American history—and, in the end, both men were proved right.

But that is to look far ahead. In 1790 Hamilton’s plan for funding America’s wartime debts generated a political crisis for the new nation. As Treasury secretary he was trying to sort out the financial mess left over from massive and chaotic wartime borrowing. Hamilton estimated the country’s total obligations at $77 million—equivalent to perhaps $5 trillion today—some of it owed to foreign governments but most to Americans. He believed that a sound national debt was one of Britain’s great assets, enabling it to wage war without financial bankruptcy (as happened in France), and he was sure that America needed to emulate the British example: “To be able to borrow upon good terms, it is essential that the credit of a nation should be well established. . . . States, like individuals, who observe their engagements, are respected and trusted: while the reverse is the fate of those, who pursue an opposite conduct.” Hamilton believed that this reflection derived “additional strength from the nature of the debt of the United States. It was the price of liberty. The faith of America has been repeatedly pledged for it.”54

Hamilton therefore proposed that the federal government take over $40 million of debts owed to individual lenders by the Continental Congress and to do so at par—meaning paying the face value on the notes and securities. Madison objected that many patriots who had originally lent money to the cause, including soldiers who had been given the securities in lieu of pay, had since sold the notes at a fraction of their original value. Redeeming them at par would benefit the speculators who had bought them up, mostly men from the North. Hamilton, in good capitalist fashion, contended that each speculator had “paid what the commodity was worth in the market, and took the risks of reimbursement upon himself.” So he “ought to reap the benefit of his hazard” because a “discrimination between the different classes of creditors of the United States cannot with propriety be made.”55

Hamilton’s proposals provoked a general outcry. Benjamin Rush, one of the fire-brands of 1776, told Madison: “Never have I heard more rage expressed against the Oppressors of our Country during the late War than I daily hear against the men who . . . are to reap all the benefits of the revolution, at the expence of the greatest part of the Virtue & property that purchased it.” In his opinion, “many of them are not worthy of the priviledges of Citizenship in the United States.”56

In February 1790, however, the House of Representatives voted by a majority of two to one to approve Hamilton’s proposals for funding the debt. So a furious Madison was all the more determined to block Hamilton’s other big idea, that the federal government assume the debts that individual states had run up in order to finance their share of the war. Amounting to about $25 million, these outstanding obligations were largely the preserve of northern states. Virginia and most of the South had virtually paid off their war debts. Hamilton’s proposal was therefore unjust to southerners, said Madison, by “compelling them, after having done their duty, to contribute to those states who have not equally done their duty.”57

Madison managed the opposition with great skill and by June 1790 Hamilton was in despair about the keystone of his plans to rebuild the nation’s credit. Given their mutual antipathy, Jefferson might have been expected to plunge in the knife, but he was also a practical politician who did not stand on principle when opportunity knocked. What interested him was not capitalism but the debate about where to situate America’s capital.

This question had become almost a joke. Since independence the Congress had moved from town to town like a travelling circus. By 1790 no fewer than sixteen sites had been proposed, from New York to the Potomac. The front-runner seemed to be Philadelphia, America’s largest city located in the middle of the eastern seaboard, but no group was willing to give way. Local pride was a big factor but so was the economic benefit from new industries and services, by now estimated at half a million dollars a year. A newspaper editor from the state of Maine deplored  all the wrangling: “We should remember the question is not what will be most convenient or best suit the interest of New England. But what does the interest of the Union require? . . . But that last I suppose would be an odd question in Congress. There it is the Southern interest, or the Northern; and every man of them ranges himself upon one side or the other and contends with as much earnestness and warmth as if at an Olympic Game.”58

The Virginians were particularly fierce competitors: Convinced that the Potomac river led deep into America’s interior, they believed it could be a gateway to the riches of the West. Jefferson, though despising commerce in principle, had no intention of missing such a chance. In a typical piece of casuistry he told George Washington: “All the world is becoming commercial. Was it practicable to keep our new empire separated from them we might indulge ourselves in speculating whether commerce contributes to the happiness of mankind.” But, insisted Jefferson, “we cannot separate ourselves from them. Our citizens have had too full a taste of the comforts furnished by the arts and manufactures to be debarred the use of them. We must then in our own defense endeavor to share as large a portion as we can of this modern source of wealth and power. . . . Nature . . . has declared in favour of the Patowmac, and through that channel offers to pour into our lap the whole commerce of the Western world.” Washington replied: “My opinion coincides perfectly with yours.”59

The deadlock between Hamilton and Madison over the debt gave Jefferson his chance. He invited the two men to dinner at his house in New York—57 Maiden Lane, a few blocks from present-day Wall Street. He was living there in 1790 because the federal circus was then encamped in New York. During the evening, a deal was reached. Madison would withdraw his opposition to assuming the state debts but since, in Jefferson’s words, “the pill would be a bitter one to the Southern states, something should be done to soothe them.” It was agreed that the decision to build the new seat of government on the Potomac “would probably be a popular one with them, and would be a proper one to follow the assumption.”60

There was, of course, more to the deal than Jefferson’s laconic letter—the dinner was actually the centerpiece of a complex set of meetings among politicians—but essentially Hamilton got his financial plan through Congress, while Madison and Jefferson brought the federal capital to the Potomac.61 As Jefferson grasped the full scope of Hamilton’s financial system, he felt that he had been “duped,” later telling George Washington that “of all the errors of my political life, this has occasioned me the deepest regret.”62 But the deal he brokered in 1790 held the infant United States together, when it seemed in danger of breaking up just months after the new Constitution had been ratified. This was the first of three great compromises thirty years apart—in 1790, 1820, and 1850—that kept North and South in the Union despite growing sectional strains.

In 1791 a diamond of land ten miles by ten was carved out of Virginia and Maryland. Known as the District of Columbia, it belonged to no state and even  today remains under the overall control of the federal government. As president, Washington devoted an enormous amount of time and energy to designing the new capital, which Congress decreed would bear his name. The plans drawn up by his chosen architect, Pierre L’Enfant, situated the “President’s Palace” on one small hill and the “Congress House” on another to the east, linked together by a spacious avenue 160 feet wide. But L’Enfant’s designs were deemed too grandiose, funds were cut, and little was built.63 Worse still, it seemed that nobody wanted to live in Washington. Land auctions attracted virtually no takers, merchants did not want to relocate, and trade along the Potomac was pathetic; Philadelphia, New York, and Boston remained America’s great ports. In 1800 the new capital had fewer than 400 “habitable” dwellings, most of which were described as “small miserable huts.”64

When President John Adams, George Washington’s successor, was finally able to move down to the city at the end of that year, the presidential mansion stood in a weed-ridden field full of stones and rubble and the building itself reeked of wet paint and new plaster. “The house is made habitable, but there is not a single apartment finished,” complained Adams’s wife, Abigail. “We have not the least fence, yard, or other convenience, without, and the great unfinished audience-room I make a drying-room of, to hang up the clothes in.”65 So Mrs. Adams pegged out her laundry in the unplastered East Room—venue today for the grandest of state occasions. Despite their grumbles, however, John and Abigail Adams sensed the potential of this raw building. The morning after moving in, the president sat down at his desk, took out a sheet of paper, and wrote: “President’s House, Washington City, Nov. 2, 1800. I pray heaven to bestow the best of blessings on this house and all that shall hereafter inhabit. May none but honest and wise men ever rule under this roof.”66

For decades the great capital on the Potomac remained a mess; with boardwalks through the mud linking isolated, often unfinished, classical buildings, the effect was rather like wandering through Roman ruins. Diplomats in full regalia paying their respects at the White House would often alight from their carriages only to sink ankle deep into red mud. European visitors, accustomed to London or Paris, scoffed at the squalor of America’s invented capital. It seemed to sum up the bombastic pretensions of the upstart new republic. The grandeur of modern Washington, D.C., like Hamilton’s economic empire, lay far in the future.

Yet the desolation that was Washington testified to a deeper truth about U.S. politics. The president disappeared for at least three months of the year; Congress was usually in session only from November to March, between harvest and spring planting; and the Supreme Court needed just a couple of months to transact its annual business. The federal government had been created, reluctantly, for specific purposes such as defense (which accounted for 70 percent of the 9,000 federal employees in 1802) or collection of customs and distribution of the mail (another 25 percent).67 The real locus of governmental power lay in the states and especially the towns or counties. That’s what the Founders meant by federalism—not  centralization but its very opposite, devolution. Washington, D.C., looked marginal because it was marginal to the lives of most Americans, and so it remained for much of the nineteenth century.

Here was the essence of American republicanism. The Founders, borrowing from classical and English political thought, believed in “a civic and patriot ideal in which the personality was founded in property, perfected in citizenship but perpetually threatened by corruption.”68 The classical republican ideal was expressed in the public architecture of the time, from Jefferson’s Palladian mansion at Monticello to L’Enfant’s designs for the new capital. “I think it of very great importance to fix the taste of our country properly,” wrote Gouverneur Morris to George Washington in 1790, “and I think that your example will go very far in that respect,” adding that “everything about you should be substantially good and majestically plain.”69 Such majestic plainness was also expressed in the new nation’s historic portraiture, pioneered by Benjamin West, the self-taught son of a Philadelphia tavern-keeper, and continued by John Trumbull of Boston, who immortalized the men of 1776. Here were depicted America’s modern Romans—the intellectual descendants of Cato and Cicero—garbed in eighteenth-century dress but embodying the same noble republican virtues.

Yet the new government that the Founders celebrated was, according to their classical values, also the principal source of corruption, operating through such means as political patronage, factions, established churches, and standing armies (as opposed to local militias). Many of the Founders, like Jefferson, also believed that a moneyed interest, founded in a national debt, was a particularly corrupting force, but Hamilton, for one, did not agree and the debate over the capital showed that for Jefferson pragmatism often outweighed principle. This, too, was a sign of things to come. As America’s independence remained under threat in the 1790s and 1800s, more compromises would be made with the hallowed ideals of republican liberty in order to protect national security.
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