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TheImportanceof Tobacco

acquiredimmunity to the killer diseases
that had ravaged
the original immigrants.The presenceof more women
allowed more families to form, and by the end of the
seventeenthcentury the white population of the Chesapeake was growing on the basis of its own birthrate.
As the eighteenthcentury opened,Virginia, with some
fifty-nine thousand people, was the most populous
colony.Maryland,with about thirty thousand,was the
third largest(afterMassachusetts).

The Tobcrcco Economy
Although unhealthyfor human life, the Chesapeake
was
immensely hospitableto tobacco cultivation. profithungrysettlersoftenplantedtobaccoto sellbeforethey
planted corn to eat. But intense tobacco cultivation
quickly exhaustedthe soil, creatinga nearly insatiable
demand for new land. Relentlessly
seekingfreshfields
to plant in tobacco,commercialgrowerspiungedever
fartherup the river valleys,provokingevermore Indian
attacks.
Leaf-ladenshipsannuallyhauledsome 1.5million
poundsoftobaccoout of Chesapeake
Bayby the I630s
and almost40 million pounds a year by the end of the
century.This enormousproduction depressedprices,
but colonialChesapeake
tobaccogrowersrespondedto
falling pricesin the familiar way of farmers:by planting
still moreacresto tobaccoand bringingstill moreproduct to market.
Moretobaccomeantmore labor,but wherewasit to
come from?Familiesprocreatedtoo slowly to provideit

An agent for the Virginia Company in
London submitted the following description
of theVirginia colony in 1622:
"I found the plcntcrtions generally
seqted upon mere sclt marshes full
ol infectious bogs cnd muddy creeks
ond lckes, crnd thereby subjected to
all those inconveniences qnd diseases
which crre so commonly found in the
most unsound ond most unheolthv
parts of Englcrnd."
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Ecrrly Tobccco Advertising
Crude woodcuts like
this one were used to identify vqrious "bronds"
of tobocco-rcne o{ the Iirst products to be sold by
brqnd-nqm(> odvertising. Then, qs iqter, qdvertisers
sometimes mqde extrqvogont clqims lor their
merchondisie.

increase.
Indiansdied too quickly
by naturalpropulation
on contact with whites to be a reliablelabor force.
Africanslavescost too much money.But Englandstill
had a "surplus" of displacedfarmers, desperatefor
employment.Many of them, as "indenturedservants,"
voluntarily mortgaged the sweat of their bodies for
In exchangethey
severalyearsto Chesapeakerarasters.
receivedtransatlantic passaeieand eventual "freedom
dues,"includinga few barrelsof corn, a suit of clothes,
and perhapsa smallparcelof land.
Both Virginia and Maryland employedthe "headright" system to encouragedhe importation of servant
workers.Under its terms,whoeverpaid the passageof a
laborer receivedthe right to ilcquire fifty acresof land.
Masters-not the servantsthemselves-thus reapedthe
benefits of landownership from the headright system.
Somemasters,men who alr,eadyhad at least modest
financial rrreans,soon parlayed their investments in
servantsin1:ovast holdings inLreal estate.They became
the great nrerchant-planters,Iords of sprawling riverfront estatesthat came to dorninatethe agricultureand
commerce of the southern colonies.Ravenousfor both
labor and land, Chesapeakeplanters brought some
100,000indentured servantsto the region by 1700.
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These "white slaves" representedmore than threequarters of all European immigrants to Virginia and
Marylandin the seventeenthcentury.
Indentured servantsled a hard but hopeful life in
the early days of the Chesapeakesettlements.They
looked forward to becoming free and acquiring land of
their o"vn after completing their term of servitude,But
as prime land becamescarcer,mastersbecameincreasingly resistant to including land grants in "freedom
dues."The servants'lot grew harsheras the seventeenth
century wore on. Misbehaving servants, such as a
housemaidwho became pregnant or a laborer who
killed a hog, might be punished with an extendedterm
of service. Even after formal freedom was granted,
pennilessfreed workers often had little choice but to
hire themselvesout for pitifully low wages to their
former masters.

Frustrcrted Freemen
crnd Bacon's Rebellion
An accumulating mass of footloose, impoverished
freemen was drifting discontentedlyabout the Chesapeake region by the late seventeenthcentury. Mostly
singleyoung men, they were frustratedby their broken
hopes of acquiring land, as well as by their gnawing
failureto find singlewomen to marry.
The swellingnumbersof thesewretchedbachelors
planters.TheVirginiaassemblyin
rattledthe established
1670disfranchisedmost of the landlessknockabouts,
accusingthem of "having little interest in the country"
and causing"tumults at the electionto the disturbance
of his majesry'speace."Virginia's GovernorWilliam
Berkeleylamentedhis lot as ruler of this rabble:"How
miserablethat man is that governsa peoplewhere six
partsof sevenat leastare poor,endebted,discontented'
and armed."
Berkeley'smisery soon increased.About a thousandVirginiansbroke out of control in 1676,Ied by a
planter, NathanielBacon' Many
twenty-nine-year-old
of the rebelswere frontiersmen who had been forced
into the untamed backcountry in searchof arableIand'
They fiercelyresentedBerkeleys friendly policiestoward
the Indians, whose thriving fur trade the governor
monopolized.\Mhen Berkeleyrefusedto retaliatefor a
seriesof brutal Indian attacks on frontier settlements'
Bacon and his followers took matters into their or'tm
hands.They fell murderouslyupon the Indians,friendly

from Jamestown,and
and hostil,: alike,chasedBer:keley
put the torch to the capital.Chaossweptthe raw colony,
as frustrat,edfreemenand resentfulservants-described
as "a rabLrleof the basests;ortof people"-went on a
rampagec,fplunderingand pilfering.
As this civil war in Virginia ground on, Bacon
suddenly died of disease,like so many of his fellow
colonists,Berkeleythereupo,ncrushedthe uprising with
brutal cruelry hanging morelthan tvventyrebels.Backin
EnglandClharlesII complairLed,"That old fool hasput to
death more peoplein that niakedcountry than I did here
for the mtrrder of my father."
The distant Englishking could scarcelyimaginethe
depths o[ passion and fear that Bacon'sRebellion
excitedin Virginia. Bacon lhad ignited the smoldering
resentmer:Itsof landless former servants,and he had
pitted the hardscrabble backcountry frontiersmen
againstthe haughty gentry rrf the tidewaterplantations.
but thesetensions
The rebellionwas now suppressed,
remained.Lordlyplanters,surroundedby a still-seething
sea of malcontents,anxiouslylooked about for less
troublesomelaborers to toil in the restlesstobacco
kingdom.Theireyessoonlil.on Africa.

Nat;hanielBacon assailedVirginia's
GovernorWilliam BerkeleYin 1676
"fo:rhcving protected, fcvored, cnd
enaboldened the Indiqns cgcingt His
M,rjesty's loycl subjects,'never'contriving, requiring, or cppointing cnry due
or proper mectns ol satisfaction lor
their mcny invqsions, robberies, and
murders committed upon us."
For his part, GouernorBerkeleydeelared,
"I hcrve Iived thirty-four yeors cmongst
you [VirginiqnsJ. cs uncom:Pt cnd
di tigent cs'ever [cr]lGovernor \Fcts,
[vrhilel Bqcon is a mcrn of two yecrs
cmongst you, his person crnd.qrrclities
unknown to most ol you, aud to'clJ merr
eJ,se,by cny virtuous cct thctgver I
hr:ord of. . . .I will take csunsel of
wiser men than 6,ysel{, but E[i, Bqcon
hrxs rron€ crbout him but the lo+r'est eJ
the people."
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THE E'VIDENGE

hidentured Servant's Contract, 1746 L"gal
docurnents, such as this contract signedin Virginia
fi T746,not only provide evidenceabout the everchanging rules by which societieshave regulated
their affairs,but alsofurnish rich information about
the conditions of life and the terms of human
relationshipsin the past. This agreementbetween
Thomas Claytdn and lames Griffin provides a
reminder ttrat not all indentured servantsin early
America came from abroad. Indentured servitude
could be equivalentto an apprenticeship,in which a
young person traded severalyears of service to a
master in exchangefor instruction in the master's
craft. Here Clayton pledgeshimself to five years in
Griffin'semploy in return for a promiseto initiate the
young man into the "Mystery" of the master'scraft.
Why might the master's trade be described as a
"mystery"?From the evidenceof this contract,what
are the principal objectives of each of the parties
to it? What problems does each anticipate?What
obligations does each assume?lVhat does the consent of Clayton'smother to the contract suggest
about the young man'ssituation?
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The "Middle Passcge" The "middle pqssqge" relerred to the trqnsqtlcrntic seq voyqge thot brought
slqves to the New World-the long cnd hqzqrdous "middle" segment ol o journey thot began with o
forced mqrch to the Africcn coqst qnd ended with o trek into the Americqn interior.

Colonicrl

Slcrvery

Perhapst0 million Africans were carried in chains to
the New World in the three centuries or so following
Columbus'slanding. Only about 400,000of them ended
up in North America, the great majority arriving after
1700.Most of the early human cargoeswere hauled
to Spanish and PortugueseSouth America or to the
sugar-richWestIndies.
Africanshad been brought to lamestor.trn
as early as
1619,but as late as 1670 they numbered only about
2,000 in Virginia (out of a total population of some
35,000persons)and about 7 percentof the 50,000people in the southern plantation colonies as a whole.

Hard-pinched white colonists, struggling to stay alive
and to hack crude clearingsout of the forests,could not
afford to pay high prices for slaveswho might die soon
after arrival.\tVhiteservantsmight die,too, but they were
far Iesscostly.
Drastic change came in the 1680s.Risingwagesin
England shrank the pool of penniless folk willing to
gamble on a new life or an early death as indentured
servantsin America.At the sametime, the largeplanters
were growing increasinglyfearful of the multitudes of
potentially mutinous former servants in their midst.
By the mid-l680s, for the first time, black slaves
outnumbered white servants among the plantation
colonies' new arrivals,In 1698the RoyalAfrican Company, first chartered in 1672, lost its crown-granted
monopolyon carryingslavesto the colonies.Enterprising

Estimated Slave Imports to the NewWorld, I60f -f Bf 0

SpanishAmerica
Brazrl
British Caribbean
Dutch Caribbean
French Caribbean
Danish Caribbean
British North America
and future United States
TOTAL

lTth Century

18thCentury

292,500
560,000
263,700
40,000
155,800
4,000
10,000

578,600
I ,891,400

r,40r,000
460,000
1,348,400
24,000
390,000

Total

871,100
2,45r,400
1,664,700
500,000
I,504,200
28,000
400,000
7,419,400

This table clearlyshowsthe huge concentrationof the slavesystemin the Caribbeanand South America.
British North America'ssouthern coloniesconstitutedthe extremenorthern periphery of this system.
lsource: Philip D. CurIin, TheAtlantic SlaueTrade(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press,1969).1
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The Origins of AntericanSlauery
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A m e r i c a n s ,e s p e c i a l l yR h o d e I s l a n d e r s ,r u s h e d t o c a s h
in on the lucrative slave trade, and the supplv of slaves
rose steepl-v.More than ten thousand Africans were
pushed ashore in America in the decade after 1700,and
tens of thousands more in the next half-century. Blacks

TheMennonitesof Germantown,
Pennsyluania,recordedthe earliestknown
protestagainst slaueryin America in 1688:
"There is cr scrying,that we should do
to crll men like cs we wiII be done ourselves. . . . But to bring men hither, or to
rob crnd sell them cgainst their will, we
stcmd cgcrinst. . . . Prcy, whclt thing in
the world can be done worse towqrds
us. thcrn if men should rob or steerlus
6wcry, cnd sell us for slaves to strcrnge
countries, sepcrrcting husbcndsr fuom
lieir wives cnd children?r',

accounted for nearly ha.lf the population of Virginia
by 1750. In South Carolina they outnumbered rvhites
two to one.
Most of the slaves who reached North America
came fi.om the west coast of Africa, especially the arela
stretchjng from present-day Senegal to Angola. They
were originally captured by African coastal tribes, n'ho
traded them in crude markets on the shimmering tropical beaches to itineranl European-and American-flesh rnerchants. Usuallly branded and bound, the
captives were herded abroardsweltering ships for the
on which death rates ran il.s
gruesorne"middle passa€1e,"
high as 20 percent. Terrified survivors were eventualiy
shoved onto auction bk:cks in New World ports like
Newport, Rhode Island, rrr Charleston, South Carolina,
where ,agiant slave market traded in human misery for
more than a century.
A f,:w of the earliest A-fricanimmigrants gained their
freedorn, and some even became slaveowners themselves. But as the number of Africans in their midst
increasred dramatically toward the end of the seventeenth century, white colonists reacted remorselessly to
this supposed racial threilt.
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AfricanAmericanCulture
Angoln, the African region from which many of them
had come). It blended English with several African
languages,includingYoruba,Ibo, and Hausa.Throughit
many African words have passed into American
speech-such as goober (peanut), gumbo (okra), and
uoodoo (witchcraft). The ringshout, a West African
religiousdanceperformed by shuffling in a circle while
answeringa preacher'sshouts,was brought to colonial
America by slaves and eventually contributed to the
developmentof jazz. The banjo and the bongo drum
wereotherAfrican contributionsto Americanculture.
Slavesalsohelpedmightily to build the country with
.
their labor.A few became skilled artisans-carpenters,
bricklayers,and tanners.But chieflythey performedthe
sweatytoil of clearingswamps,grubbing out trees,and
other menial tasks.Condemnedto life under the lash,
slavesnaturallypined for freedom.A slaverevolterunted
in New York City in IZl2 that cost the lives of a dozen
whites and causedthe executionof twenty-oneblacks,
some of them burned at the stakeover a slow fire. More
than fifty resentfulSouth Carolina blacksalong the Stono
River explodedin revolt in 1739and tried to march to
SpanishFlorida,only to be stoppedby the local militia.
But in the end, the slavesin the South proved to be a
more manageablelabor force than the white indentured
servantsthey graduallyreplaced.No slave uprising in
Americanhistorymatchedthe scaleof Bacon,sRebellion.

As slaveryspread,the gaps in the South'ssocial struc_
ture widened.The rough equalityof povertyand disease

Tg

region'seconomy and virtually monopolized political
power. t\ clutch of extended clans_such as the

establishr:din Virginia betfore1690-the famed ,,first
familiesofVirginia," or "FFVs."
Yet,legendto the contrary thesegreatseventeenth_
century nrerchant-planterswere not silk-swathedcava_
liers gallantly imitating the ways of English country
gentlemen.They did eventuallybuild statelyriverfroni
manors, occasionallyrode to the hounds, and some of
them even cultivated the antsand accumulateddistin_
guished libraries. But for the most part, they were a
hard-working,businesslikelot, laboringlong hours over
the problemsof plantation management.Fewproblems

tion of therqueen's
birthdayin l7tl.
Beneath the planters-far beneath them in wealth,
prestige, and political power-were the small farmers,
the largestsocial group. They tilled their modest plots
and might own one or two sliaves,
but they lived a ragged,
hand-to-nrouthexistence.Srtilllower on the socialscale

Chcrrleston, South Ccrolincr Founded
in 1680,Chcrleston grew to become the
bustling secport pictured in this drcwins
done in the 1730s.Chcrrleston wqs by
then the lorgest city in the mostly ruicrl
southern colonies. It llourished crso secrport Ior the shipment to Englcnd ol
slcve-grown rlqrolinq rice.

Frorn African to African Americanl
J\ragged in chains fromWest African shores,the first
Americans struggled to preserve their
I-fAfrican
diverse heritages from the ravages of slavery. Their
children, the first generation of American-born slaves,
melded thesevarious African traditions-Guinean, Ibo,
Yoruba, Angolan-into a distinctive African American
culture. Their achievement sustained them during the
cruelties of enslavement and has endured to enrich
American life to this day.
With the arrival of the first Africans in the seventeenth century a cornucopia of African traditions
poured into the New World: handicrafts and skills in
numeroustrades;a plethora of languages,musics,and
cuisines; even rice-planting techniques that conquered the inhospitable soil of South Carolina. It was
North America's rice paddies, tilled by experienced
West Africans, that introduced rice into the English

diet and furnished so many English tables with the
sticky staple.
These first American slaves were mostly males.
Upon arrival they were sent off to small isolatedfarms,
where social contact with other Africans, especially
Yet their legal status
women, was an unheard-ofJiuxury.
wereableto buy their
was at first uncertain.A few s,laves
freedom in the seventeenth century. One, Anthony
Iohnson of Northampton Counry Virginia, actually
becamea slaveholderhimself.
But by the beginningof the eighteenthcentury a settled slavesiocietywas emergingin the southerncolonies.
Lawstightened;slavetradersisteppedup their deliveries
of human cargo;Iargeplantationsformed. Most significantly,a new generationof Arnerican-bornslavesjoined
their forebearsat labor in the fields.By 1740largegroups
of slaves tived together on sprawling plantations,the
ADVE]ITISEMENTS.
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sUaa"#"f ,me'ncrtionslCcrpitot. (rightl Advertisements lor Slcrve
Silas,ia,Ghcrleston .south eErolinq, 1753 Chqrleston hcrdthe
lcrgest slcrvemcrket in the colonies.
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(lelt)Ycrrow Mamout, by Chcrles Willson Pecle, lSIg When Pecle pcrinted this portrcit, Mhmotrt wgsrovet
one hundred yeors old. A devout Muslim brought to Morylond qs q slrrve, he eventuqlly: bought his lieetlilm
cnd settled in Georgetown. (right) The Emergence of <rnAlriccrn Arurricqn Culture In this icene from:,tbg
mid-nineteenth century Africon Americcrns ploy musiccl instruments oI Europecrn deriri'qtion, like theilid;l.l:
os well qs instruments of Africqn origin, Iike the bones ond bcnjo----a vivid illustrction ol the blending of the
two cultures in the crucible ol the New World.

American-born outnumbered the African-born, and
the importation ofAfrican slavesslowed.
Forginga common culture and finding a psychological weaponwith which to resisttheir mastersand preserve
their dignityweredauntingchallengesforAmerican-born
slaves.Plantationlife wasbeastly,an endlesscycleof miserabletoil in the field or foundry from sunup to sundown.
F-emaleslaveswere forced to perform double duty. After
a day's backbreakingwork, women were expectedto sit
up for hours spinning,weaving,or sewingto clothe themselvesand their families. Enslavedwomen also lived in
constantfearof sexualexploitationbypredatory masters.
Yet eventually a vibrant slave culture began to
flower. And precisely because of the diversity of
African peoplesrepresentedin America, the culture
that emerged was a uniquely New World creation. It
derived from no single African model and incorporated many Western elements, though often with
significant modifications.
Slavereligionillustratesthis pattem. Cut offfrom their
native African religions, most slavesbecame Christians
but fused elementsof African andWesterntraditions and
drew their own conclusionsfrom Scripture.White Christians might point to Christ's teachings of humility and
obedienceto encourageslavesto "stayin their place,"but
black Christians emphasized God's role in freeing the
Hebrewsfrom slaveryand saw Jesusas the Messiahwho
wotrld deliver them from bondage. They also often

retained an African definition of heaven asa placeWtrere
theywould be reunited with their ancestors,
At their Sunday and evening-time prayer meedngs,
slavesalso patched African remrlants onto conventional
Christian ritual. Black Methodists, for example, ingeniously evadedthe traditionallMethodist ban on dancing
as sinfuL ttree or four peoplerwould stand still in a ring,
clapping hands and beating; time with their feet but
never crosr;ingtheir legs, thus not offrcially "dancidg"),
while othels walked around ftre ring, singing in unison.
This "ringshout" derived fron African practices;.modern
American dances, including the Charleston, in turn
derived fro m this African Amr:rican hybrid.
Christian slaves also often used outwardly religious
songs as encoded messagesabogt escapeor rebellion.
"Good Neurs,the Chariot's Comin"' miglrt rsoundIIte an
innocent hrrmn about divine cleliverance,but it cotitd alsb
announce the arrival of a guirle to lead fir$tiies-sbfely to
the North. Similarly, "Wade i:n ttre Watet''.tAugh.t$eeing
slavesone rvay of covering their trail: The "NCgrosp'iiiruals'
that took sJnapeas a distinctive form of American mrrsic
thus had their origins in borh Christianity and slavery
Indeed.,much American :musicwasborn in ihe slave
quarters from African importationo. IAzz,,+rith.
itS'riiBandering improvisations and complex sytreopationsand
rhythms, constitutes the most famous efa1.nple.BUl this
rich cultural harvest curmea1tthe cost of'gener4fio'nsdl
human agony.
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were the landlesswhites, most of them lucklessformer
indentured seryants.Under them were those personsstill
serving out the term of their indenture. Their numbers
gradually diminished as black slaves increasingly
replacedwhite indentured servantstoward the end of the
seventeenth century. The oppressed black slaves, of
course,remainedenchainedin society'sbasement,
Few cities sprouted in the colonial South, and consequentlyan urban professionalclass,including lawyers
and financiers, was slow to emerge. Southern life
revolvedaround the greatplantations,distantlyisolated
from one another. Waterways provided the principal
means of transportation.Roadswere so vwetchedthat
in bad weather funeral parties could not reach church
burial grounds-an obstaclethat accountsfor the development of family burial plots in the South, a practice
unlike anything in old England or New England.

The New

Englcrnd

fcrmily

Nature smiled more benignly on pioneer New Englanders than on their disease-plaguedfellow colonists to
the south. Cleanwater and cool temperaturesretarded

the spread of killer microbes. In stark contrast to the
fate of Chesapeakeimmigrants,settlersin seventeenthcentury New Englandaddedten yearsto their life spans
by migrating from the Old World. One sertler claimed
that "a sip of New England'sair is better than a whole
draft of old England's ale." The first generations of
Puritancolonistsenjoyed,on the average,about seventy
years on this earth-not very different from the life
expectancyof present-dayAmericans.
In further contrast with the Chesapeake,
New Eng_
landerstendedto migratenot assingleindividualsbut is
families,and the family remained at the center of New
England life. Nmost from the outset, New England's
population grew from natural reproductiveincrease.The
people were remarkablyfertile, evenif the soil was not.
Early marriage encouraged the booming birthrate.
Women typically wed by their early twenties and produced babies about every two years thereafter until
menopause.Ceaselesschildbearing drained the vitality
of many pioneerwomen, asthe weather-erodedcolonial

Pione:ering New Englanders
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they came to fear pregnancy.A married woman could
expectto experienceup to ten pregnanciesand rear as
many as eight survivingchildren. Massachusetts
gover_
nor William Phipswas one of twenty-sevenchildren,all
by the samemother.A New Englandwoman might well
have dependentchildren living in her househoidfrom
the earliestdaysof her marriageup until the day of her
death,and child raisingbecamein essenceher full-time
occupanon.
The longevityof the New Englanderscontributedto
family stability.Children grew up in nurturing environ_
mentswherethey wereexpectedto learn habitsof obe_
dience,aboveall.Theyreceivedguidancenot only from
their parentsbut from their grandparentsas well. This
novel intergenerationalcontinuity has inspired the
observationthat New England"invented"grandparents.
Familystabilitywasreflectedin low premaritalpregnancy
rates(againin contrastwith the Chesapeake)
and in the
generallystrong,tranquilsocialstructurecharacteristic
of colonialNew England.
Still other contrastscame to diff'erentiatethe southern and New England ways of life. Oddly enough, the
fragility of southern families advanced the econornic
security of southern women, especiallyof womens
property rights. Becausesouthern men frequentlvdied
young, leavingwidows with small children to .uppo.t,
Mrs. Elizcbeth Frecrke crnd Boby Mcry
the southerncoloniesgenerallyallowedmarried women
This portroit of q Boston mothLerond child in
to retain separatetitle to their propertyand gavewidows

obout i674 s;uggeststhe strong lomily ties thot
chorocterizr:deorly New EngJond society.

the right to inherit their husLrand'sestates.But in New
England, Puritan larnrynakersworried that recognizing
r,vomen'sseparate property rights would undercut the
unity of married persons by acknowledging conflicting
interests between husband and wife. New England
women usually gave up their property rights, therefore,
when thr:y rnarried. Yet in contrast to old England, the
laws of New England made secure provision for the
property rights of widows-and even extended important protectj,ons to women within marriage.
'A
true wife accounts subjection her honor," one
Massachusetts Puritan leader declared, expressing a
sentiment then cclmmon in Europe as well as America.
But in the New World, a rurCimentary conception of
women's rights as individuals was beginning to appear
in the selrenteenth century. Women still could not vote,
and the popular attitude persisted that they were
morally vyeaker than men-a brelief rooted in the biblical
tale of Evet; treachery in ther Garden of Eden. But a
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husband'spower over his wife was not absolute.The New
England authorities could and did intervene to restrain
abusive spouses.One man was punished for kicking his
wife off a stool; another was disciplined for drawing an
"uncivil" portrait of his mate in the snow.Women also
had some spheres of autonomy. Midwifery-assisting
with childbirths-was a virtual female monopoly, and
midwives often fostered networks of women bonded
by the common travails of motherhood. One Boston
midwife alone deliveredover three thousand babies.
Above all, the laws of Puritan New England sought
to defend the integrity of marriages. Divorce was
exceedinglyrale, and the authoritiescommonly ordered
separatedcouples to reunite. Outright abandonment
*is a*ong the very few permissible grounds for
divorce.Adultery was another. Convicted adulterersespeciallyif they werewomen-were whipped in public
and forcedforeverafter to wear the capital letter'A' cut
out in cloth and sewed on their outer garment-the
basis for Nathaniel Hawthorne'sfamous 1850tale The
ScarletLetter.

Lile

in the New

Englcrnd

Towns

Sturdy New Englandersevolved a tightly knit sociery the
basisof which was small villagesand farms' This develop-

ment was natural in a people anchoredby geographyand
hemmed in by the Indians, the French, and the Dutch.
Puritanism likewise made for unity of purpose-and for
concern about the moral health of the whole community.
It was no accident that the nineteenth-century crusade
for abolishing black slavery-with Massachusettsagitators at the forefront-sprang in some degtee from the
New Englandconscience,with its Puritan roots.
In the Chesapeakeregion, the expansionof settlement was somewhat random and was usually undertaken by lone-wolf planters on their own initiative, but
New England sociery grew in a more orderly fashion.
New tornmswere legally chartered by the colonial
authorities,and the distribution of Iand was entmsted
to the steady hands of sober-mindedtown fathers,or
"proprietors."After receiving a grant of land from the
colonial legislature,the proprietors moved themselves
and their families to the designatedplace and laid out
their town, It usually consisted of a meetinghouse,
which servedas both the place of worship and the town
hall, surrounded by houses. Also marked out was a
viltage green, where the militia could drill. Each family
r...iu"d severalparcelsof land, including a woodlot for
fuel, a tract suitable for growing crops, and another
for pasturinganimals'
Towns o1 mor" than fifty families were required to
provide elementary education, and roughly half of the
ia,.rtrcknew how to read and write. As early as 1636'just

Grcrveycrd Art These New England colonists evidently
died in the prime oI life. Ccrrving likenesses on grqve
morkers wqs ct common wcy oI commemorqting the decd'
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The Hcrl!-\llcry Covenant
ernd the Scrlem Witch lbisls

pioneersof these
Yetworriesplaguedthe God-fearing

TheDa'tilulCbittsFtoniles,

antlptay 'to
EnemiecrI will forgive^my
(hm'
Godfor
I rillll moch
arin melilr Xtccnnll
Gorl'l
Holy Conrnondmco(g
T.he New England l>rimer Religiou:; insfructjon
Ioomed large in,:orly New England schoo.ls. This
wideiy used schooll>ook tought lesscns of socio.l,Juty
orid Christlon loith, os well os reodirrg ond writing.

eight years after the colony's founding, the Massachusetts
Pr-rritansestablisl-iedFlarvard College, today the oldest
corporation in America, to train local boys for the
ministn'. Onlv in 1693, eighty-slr years after staking out
iamestown,did the Virginians establishtheir first college,
\Villiam and Mary
Puritans ran their own churches, and detnocracf in
Congregational Church government led logically to
democracv in poiitical government. f'he tonm meeting,
iti Lvhich the adult males met together and each man
i'oted, r'vasa shotvcaseand a classroom for democracy.
Nen' England villagers from the outset gathered regularlv in their meetinghouses to elect their officials,
appoint schoolmasters, and discuss such mundane
matters as road repairs. The town meeting, observed
Thomas Jefferson, rvas "the best school of political
liberw the r'vorld ever saw."

tidy NIewEngiand settlemelnts.The pressure of a growing;
popullatirrn was gradually dispersing the Puritans onto
outlying farms, fal from the control of church and neighbors. And althougir the corr: of Puritan belief still burned
brightly, the passage of time was dampening the first
generation's flaming religious zea-I.About the middle ol'
the serventeenthcentury, a ner'rifornt of sermon began tc,
be hearcl from Puritan pulpits-the "jeremiad"' Takinp;
their cue from the doom-saying Old Testarnentprophet
JerernialL, earnest preachr:rs scolded parishioners for
their waning piety. Especially alarming was the apparent
decline in conversions-testimonials by individuals that
they had received God's grace and therefore deservecl
to be admitted to the church as metnbers of the elect.
Troublecl ministers in 1662announced a new formula for
churr;h rnembership, the l{alf-Way Covenant. This nev"
nrodified the "covenant,"or the agreement
arrangelner-)t
betr,vreenthe church and its adherents, to admit to
baptism-but not "fuli communion"-the unconrrerteci
chi.ldren of existing tnembers. By conferring partial
membersh.ip right.s in the once-exclitsivePuritan congregalior.rs, the Half-Wav Covenant weakened the
distinc:tion befiveen the "elect" and others, further

The ,MassachusettsSchool Law of 1M7 stated,
"rtt being one chief project of the old
deluder, Satcrn, to kelep men from the
Jrnowledge oI the Scriptures, crs in
llorrner times by keeping them in crn
unllnown tongue, it is therelore ordered
thot every township in this jurisdiction,
rrfter the Lord hqs ir:Lcreqsedthem [in]
:nurnber to fifty housreholders, shall
then lorthwith crppoint one within their
tou'n to teach qll su,ch children qs shqll
:resort to him to writ,e qnd reqd, whose
wqges shcrll be paicl either by the
pcrrents or mcsters of such children,
,cr by the inhcbitcrnts in genercl.'l
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Mctthew Hopkins'sWitch Finder Hopkins wqs cr
seventeenth-century
Englishwitch-hunterwhosetechniquesincludedwotching suspectsto see il diobolicql
creqtures,in the form oI commonqnimqls.fed on the
clleged witch'sblood.He qlso urged thct suspected
witchesbe bound hqnd ond Ioot ond tossedin c pond.
The innocent,he clqimed,wouid sink (qnd olten
drown),while the guilty would floot to the surlqce.
His methodsbrought deqth to hundreds of women,
men,qnd childrenin eqsternEnglondin the I640s.
diluting the spiritual puriry of the original settlers'
godly community.
The Half-WayCovenantdramatizedthe difficulty of
maintaining at fever pitch the religiousdevotion of the
founding generation.Jeremiadscontinued to thunder
from the pulpits, but as time went on, the doors of the
Puritan churches swung fully open to all comers,
whether converted or not. This widening of church
membership gradually erasedthe distinction between
the "elect"and other membersof society.In effect,strict
religiouspurity was sacrificedsomewhatto the causeof
wider religiousparticipation. Interestingly,from about
this time onward, women were in the maioritv in the
Puritancongregations.

Womenalsoplayeda prominentrole in one of New
England'smost frighteningreligiousepisodes.A group
of adolescentgirls in Salem,Massachusetts,
claimed to
havebeen bewitchedby certainolder women.A hysterical "witch hunt" ensued,Ieadingto the legallynching in
1692 of twenty individuals, nineteen of whom were
hanged and one of whom was pressedto death. TWo
dogswere,alsohanged.
Larger-scale witchcraft persecutions were then
common in Europe,and severaloutbreakshad already
flared forth in the colonies-often directedar properryovrmingwomen. But the reign of horror in Salemgrew
not only from the superstitionsand prejudicesof the
agebut alsofrom the unsettledsocialand religiousconditions ol' the rapidly evolving Massachusettsvillage.
Most of ttre accusedwitchescamefrom familiesassociated with Salem'sburgeoning market economy; their
accuserscamelargelyfrom subsistencefarming families
in Salem'shinterland.The episodethus reflectedthe
widening socialstratificationof New England,aswell as
the fear o1'manyreligioustraditionaliststhat the puritan
heritage
being eclipsedbyYankeecommercialism.
The "r'as
vrritchcrafthysteria eventually ended in 1693
when the governor,alarmed by an accusationagainst
his own lyife and supported by the more responsible
membersof the clergy,prohibited any further trials and
pardoned those alreadyconvicted.TWentyyearslater a
penitent lvlassachusetts
legislatureannulledthe "convictions" of the "witches"anLdmade reparationsto their
heirs.I'heSalemwitchcraftdelusionmarkedan all-time
high irr the American experienceof popular passions
run wild. "Witch-hunting" passedinto the American
vocabularyas a metaphor for the often dangerously
irrationalurgeto find a scapegoatfor socialresentments.

The New Englond

Wcy ol Lile

Oddly enough, the story olf New England was largely
written b1'rocks.The heavilLy
glaciatedsoil was strewn
with countlessstones,many of which wereforcedto the
surface alter a winter freeze.In a sensethe Puritans
did not possessthe soil; it lgossessed
them by shaping
their character.Scratchingil living from the protesring
earthwas an earlyAmericansuccessstory.Back-bending
toil put a premium on industry and penny-pinching
frugaliry for which New Englandersbecame famous.
TraditionallysharpYankee
traders,someof them palming
off wooden nutmegs, made their mark. Connecticut
"the Nutmeg
camein time to be calledgood-humoredly

TheEarlv Settlersand the Land

when they said that the three
State."Cynicsexaggerated
stagesof progressin New Englandwere"to get on, to get
honol to gethonest."
The grudging land also left colonial New England
lessethnicallymixed than its southernneighbors.European immigrantswere not attractedin greatnumbersto
a site where the soil was so stony-and the sermonsso
sulfurous.
Climate likewise molded New England,where the
summerswereoften uncomfortablyhot and the winters
cruelly cold. Many early immigrants complainedof the
region'sextremesof weather.Yet the soil and climate of
New Englandeventuallyencourageda diversifiedagriculture and industry.Stapleproductslike tobaccodid
not flourish, as in the South. Black slavery,although
attempted, could not exist profitably on small farms,
especiallywhere the surestcrop was stones.No broad,
fertile expansescomparable to those in the tidewater
South beckoned people inland. The mountains ran
fairly close to the shore,and the rivers were generally
short and rapid.
And just as the land shaped New Englanders,so
they shaped the land. The Native Americans had left
an early imprint on the New Englandearth.They traditionally beat trails through the woods as they migrated
seasonallyfor hunting and fishing. They periodically
burned the woodlands to restore leafy first-growth
forests that would sustain the deer population. The
Indians recognizedthe right to use the land, but the
concept of exclusive,individual ownershi1tof the land
was alien to them.
The English settlershad a different philosophy.
They condemnedthe Indians for "wasting" the earth
by underutilizing its bounty and used this logic to
justify their own expropriation of the land from the
native inhabitants.Consistentwith this outlook, the
Europeansfelt a virtual duty to "improve" the land
by clearing woodlands for pasturage and tillage,
building roads and fences,and laying out permanent
settlements.
Someof the greatestchangesresultedfrom the introduction of livestock.The English brought pigs, horses,
sheep,and cattlefrom Europeto the settlements.Because
the growing herds needed ever more pastureland, the
colonists were continually clearing forests.The animals'
voraciousappetitesand heavyhoovescompactedthe soil,
speeding erosion and flooding. In some cases the
combined effect of these developments actually may
have changedlocal climates and made some areaseven
more susceptibleto extremesof heat and cold.

8I

Repr:lled by the rocks, the hardy New Englanders
turned instinctivelyto their fine natural harbors.Hacking timber from their dense forests, they became
and commerce.They alsoceaseexpertsin sLhipbuilding
the self-perpetuatingcodfish lode off
lessly e>i.ploited
the coasitof Ner,vfoundland--thefishy "gold mines of
New Engdand,"which haveyieldedmore wealth than all
the treasurt:chestsof the Aztecs.During colonial days
the waylfarerrseldom got far from the sound of the ax
and hannmer,or the swift rush of the ship down the
ways to the sea, or the smell of rotting fish. As a
reminder c,f the importance of fishing, a handsome
replica of the "sacredcod" is proudly displayedto this
Statehouse
in Boston.
dayin thLeN{assachusetts
The cornbination of Calvinism,soil, and climate in
New England made for energy,purposefulness,sternness,stubbornness,self-reliance,and resourcefulness.
Righteousl.lew Englandersprided themselveson being
God's chos,enpeople. They long boasted that Boston
was "thr: hub of the universg"-a1 least in spirit. A
famousjing;leof later daysran,
I corne1?omthe city of Boston
Thehomeof the beanand the cod
Wherethe Cabotsspeakonly to Lowells
And thetLowellsspeakonly to God.
has had an iincalculableimpact on the
Ner,r'Entgland
Oustedby their sterilesoil, thousands
restof the r'rration.
scatteredfrom Ohio to Oregonand
of New J3np;landers
evenHawaii.They sprinkledthe land with new communities modeled on the orderlr/New Englandtown, with
its central 13reenand tidy schoolhouse,and its simple
town-meeting democracy."Yankeeingenuiry" originally
fosteredby the flinty fields and comfortlessclimate of
New England,came to be claimedby all Americansas a
proud national trait. And the fabled "New England
conscience,"born of the steadfastPuritan heritage,left
a legacyof high idealism in the national characterand
inspiredmany later reformers;.

The llcrrly Settlers'

Dcrys ctnd Wcrys

The cycles ofthe seasons ancl the sun set the schedules
of all the earliest American colonists, men as well as
women, blacks as well as whites. The overwhelming
majoriq' of colonists were farmers. They planted in the
spring, tended their crops in the summer, harvested in
the fail, and prepared in the winter to begin the cycle
anew. Thel' usually rose at dawn and went to bed at
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Life cnd Decth in Colonicl
Americq, by Prudence
Punderson Note the ortist's
initiqls, "P,P.,"on the coltin.
This embroidery suggests the
stoic resolve of q coloniql
womqn, colmly depicting the
inevitcrble progression of her
own lile lrom the crodle to the
qrCIve.
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dusk. Chores might be performed after nightfall only if
theywere"worth the candle,"a phrasethat haspersisted
in Americanspeech.
Women, slave or free, on southern plantations or
northern farms, wove, cooked, cleaned,and cared for
children. Men cleared land; fenced, planted, and
cropped iU cut firewood; and butchered livestock as
needed.Childrenhelpedwith all thesetasks,while picking up suchschoolingasthey could.
Life was humble but comfortableby contemporary
standards. Compared to most seventeenth-century
Europeans,Americans lived in affluent abundance.
Land was relativelycheap,though somewhatIessavailable in the planter-dominatedSouth than elsewhere,In
the northern and middle colonies,an acre of virgin soil
cost about what American carpenterscould earn in one
day as wages,which were roughly three times those of
their Englishcounterparts.
"Dukesdont emigrate,"the sapng goes,for if people
enjoy wealth and securiry they are not likely to risk
exposingtheir lives in the wilderness' Similarly,the very
pobrestmembersof a socierymay not possesseven the
modestme€msneededto pull up stakesand seeka fresh
start in life. Accordingly, most white migrants to early
colonialAmerica came neither from the aristocracynor
from the dregs of European society-with the partial
exceptionof the impoverishedindenturedservants.

Crude frontier life did not in any case permit the
flagrant display of classdistinctions,and seventeenthcentury societyin all the colonieshad a certain simple
samenessto it, especiallyin the more egalitarianNew
England and middle colonies.Yet many settlers,who
consideredthemselvesto be of the "better sort," tried
to re-create on a modified scale the social structure
they had known in the Old World. To some extent they
succeeded,though yeastydemocraticforces frustrated
their full triumph. Resentment against upper-class
pretensions helped to spark outbursts Iike Bacon's
Rebellionof 1676in Virginia and the uprising of Maryland's Protestantstoward the end of the seventeenth
cennrry.In NewYorkanimositybetweenlordly landholders
and aspiring merchants fueled leisler's Rebellion,an i]lstarred and bloody insurgencethat rocked New York City
from 1689to 1691.
Ilor their part, would-be American blue bloods
resentedthe pretensionsof the "meanersort" and passed
in
laws to try to keep them in their place.Massachusetts
silver
gold
or
"wearing
from
165I prohibited poorer folk
lace," and in eighteenth-centuryVirginia a tailor was
fined and jailed for arrangingto racehis horse-"a sport
only for gentlemen."But these effortsto reproducethe
finely stratified societies of Europe proved feeble in
the early American wilderness, where equality and
democracyfound fertile soil-at leastforwhite people.
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Chronology

fGfa

First Africansarrive in Virginia

1625: PopulationotEnglishcoloniesinAmerica
about2'000

16891691 Leislttr'sRebellionin NevirYork
1692

Salenrwitch trials in Masisachusetts

1036

Harvard College founded

1693

CrrllegeofWilliam and Mtaryfounded

l8F2

Half-Way Covenant for Congregational
Church membershiP established

1608

RoyatAfrican Cornpany dave trade
monoPolYended

16f0 Virginiaassemblydisfranchiseslandless
freeman
lGl6

Bacon'sRebellioninVirginia

16flb Massorpansionof slaveryin colonies

1?00 Prrpulationof EnglishcolsniesinAmerica
about250'000
1712 NewYorkCitYslaverevolt
1739

SoutlhCarolina slave revolt
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