Chapter 4

Provincial America and the Struggle 
for a Continent 

The British colonists, who thought they were the freest people on earth, faced a growing 

dilemma in the 18th century. To maintain the opportunity that settlers had come to 

expect, the colonies had to expand onto new lands. But provincial society also increasingly 

emulated the cultural values of Great Britain—its architecture, polite learning, religion, 

and politics. Relentless expansion made this emulation difficult because the two goals 

often worked at cross purposes. An anglicized province would become far more hierarchical than the colonies had so far been and might not even try to provide a rough equality of opportunity. The settlers tried to sustain both, an effort that brought renewed conflict with their neighbors—the Indians, the Spanish, and the French. 

When the British again went to war against Spain and France after 1739, the settlers 

joined in the struggle and declared that liberty itself was at stake. Less fortunate people 

among them disagreed. Slaves in the southern colonies saw Spain, not Britain, as their 

hope for liberty. In the eastern woodlands, most Indians identified France, not Britain, as 

the one ally genuinely committed to their survival and independence. 

Expansion versus Anglicization 

Focus Question 

Why was it difficult to sustain both continual expansion and the anglicization of the 

colonies at the same time? 

In the 18th century, as the British colonists sought to emulate their homeland, many of the 

institutions and material goods they had left behind in the 17th century began to reappear. 

After 1740, for example, imports of British goods grew spectacularly. The gentry, merchants, and professionals dressed in the latest London fashions and embraced that city’s 

standards of taste and elegance. Southern planters erected “big houses,” such as Mount 

Vernon, built by Lawrence Washington and bequeathed to his half-brother George. In 

Boston, on Beacon Hill, the merchant Thomas Hancock erected a stylish residence that 

later passed to his nephew John. Newspapers and learned professions based on English 

models proliferated after 1700, and colonial seaports began to resemble Bristol and other 

provincial cities in England. 

But the population of British North America doubled every 25 years. Each new generation required twice as many colleges, ministers, lawyers, physicians, craftsmen, 

printers, sailors, and unskilled laborers as the preceding generation. Without them, 

standards of “civility” would decline. Colonial institutions could not meet these needs 

unless they continued to grow. As the 18th century progressed, the colonies became 

the scene of a contest between the unrelenting pace of raw expansion and these newer, 

anglicizing tendencies. 

The southern colonies, which looked to England to satisfy their needs for skilled talent, 

could no longer attract as many people as they needed. In 1700, for example, Oxford and 

Cambridge universities in England had managed to meet the colonies’ demand for Anglican clergymen, most of whom went to the southern colonies. By 1750, the colonial demand 

far exceeded what stagnant Oxford and Cambridge could supply, and the colonies were 

also importing Scottish and Irish clergy. Before long, those sources also proved inadequate. 

By contrast, northern colonies trained their own ministers, lawyers, and doctors in their 

own colleges, as well as their own skilled craftsmen through apprenticeships. Although 

still colonies, they were becoming America’s first modernizing societies. They learned to 

do for themselves what Britain did for the southern colonies. 

Much of this change occurred during prolonged periods of warfare. By midcentury, the 

wars were becoming a titanic struggle for control of the North American continent. Gradually, Indians realized that they would be the ultimate victims of British victory. Constant 

expansion for British settlers meant unending retreat for them. 

Threats to Householder Autonomy 

As population rose, some families acquired more prestige than others. Gentlemen performed no manual labor, and such men became prominent in public life. Before 1700, 

ordinary farmers and small planters had often sat in colonial assemblies. In the 18th century, the assemblies grew much more slowly than the overall population. In the five 

colonies from New York to Maryland, their size remained almost unchanged despite enormous population growth. The men who took part in public life above the local level 

increasingly came from a higher social status. They had greater wealth, a more impressive 

lineage, and a better education than ordinary farmers or craftsmen. But unlike members of 

Parliament, few colonial gentlemen enjoyed a patron–client relationship with the voters. 

In England, one or two families dominated each of the “pocket boroughs” that elected 

most members. In the colonies, most voters remained independent. 

By midcentury, despite the high value that colonists placed on householder autonomy, 

patterns of dependency were beginning to emerge. In tidewater Virginia by 1760, about 

80 percent of the land was entailed.That is, the landowner could not divide the estate but 

had to bequeath it intact to his heir. Younger sons had to look west for a landed inheritance. In one Maryland county, 27 percent of the householders were tenants who worked 

small tracts of land without slaves, or were men who owned a slave or two but had no 

claim to land. Such families could not satisfy the ambitions of all their children. In 

Pennsylvania’s Chester County, a new class of married farm laborers arose. Their employers, without granting them title or lease, would let them use a small patch of land on which 

they could build a cottage and raise some food. Called “inmates” in Chester County 

records (or “cottagers” in England), such people made up 25 percent of the county population. Tenants on New York manors had to accept higher rents and shorter leases after 

1750. In Chebacco Parish in Ipswich, Massachusetts, half of the farmers had land enough 

for only some of their sons by 1760. 

Families that could not provide for all of their children reverted toward English social 

norms. In Connecticut, from the 1750s to the 1770s, about 75 percent of eligible sons 

inherited some land, but for daughters the rate fell from 44 percent to 34 percent. When 

a father could not support all his sons, he favored the eldest over younger sons. The 

younger sons, in turn, took up a trade or headed for the frontier. To increase their 

resources and sustain family autonomy, many New England farmers added a craft or two 

to the household. The 300 families of Haverhill, Massachusetts, supported 44 workshops 

and 19 mills by 1767. In Northampton, more than one-third of all the farming families 

also practiced a craft. The goal of independence continued to exercise great power, but it 

was under siege. 
Anglicizing the Role of Women 

The changing role of women provides a dramatic example of the anglicizing tendencies 

of the 18th century. When they married, most women received a dowryfrom their 

father, usually in cash or goods, not land. Under the common law doctrine of coverture, 

the legal personality of the husband “covered” the wife, and he made all legally binding 

decisions. If he died first, his widow was entitled to dowerrights, usually one-third of 

the estate. 

Women in many, perhaps most, households had to work harder to maintain the family status—at the spinning wheel, for example. New England women did virtually all of 

the region’s weaving, which was a male occupation in Britain and in other colonies. Yet 

women were becoming more English in other ways, thus reversing some earlier trends. 

Until 1700, many Chesapeake widows inherited all of their husbands’ property and 

administered their own estates. After 1700, such arrangements were rare. In the Hudson 

valley, Dutch law had been much more generous than English common law in bestowing 

property rights on women, but during the 18th century, English law gradually prevailed. 

In New England, too, as Puritan intensity waned, women suffered losses. Before 1700, courts 

had routinely punished men for sexual offenses, such as fornication, and many men had 

pleaded guilty and accepted their sentences. After 1700, almost no man would plead guilty 

to a sexual offense, except perhaps that of making love to his wife before their wedding day. 

However, to avoid a small fine, some husbands humiliated their wives by denying that 

charge, even if their wives had already pleaded guilty after giving birth to a child that had 

obviously been conceived before marriage. Courts rarely convicted men of sex offenses, 

not even serious crimes such as rape. The European double standard of sexual behavior, 

which punished women for their indiscretions while tolerating male infractions, had been 

in some jeopardy under the Puritan regime. It now revived. 

Expansion, Immigration, and Regional Differentiation 

After 1715, the settled portions of North America enjoyed their longest era of peace since 

the arrival of Europeans. Louis XIV’s wars had emptied the borderlands of most of their 

inhabitants. Until midcentury, people poured into these areas, usually without provoking 

the strong Indian nations of the interior. As the colonies expanded, they evolved into distinct regions, although only New Englanders acquired a self-conscious sense of regional 

identity before independence. 

Emergence of the Old South 

Renewed immigration, free and unfree, drove much of the postwar expansion. After 1730, 

the flow became enormous. In that year, about 630,000 settlers and slaves lived in the 

mainland colonies. By 1775, another 248,000 Africans and 284,000 Europeans had 

landed, including 50,000 British convicts, shipped mostly to Maryland and Virginia, 

where they served long indentures. During this period, the African slave trade to North 

America reached its peak. Most of the 234,000 voluntary immigrants settled in the middle or southern colonies. Free migration decisively outweighed the influx of slaves only 

after 1763. 

Almost 90 percent of the slaves went to the southern colonies. At least 84,000 slaves 

went to Charleston, 70,000 to Virginia, and 25,000 to Maryland. One-eighth of the slaves 

went to northern colonies. New England had 15,000 blacks by 1770, New York 19,000, 

and New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Delaware a combined total of 16,000. About 80 percent of the slaves arrived from Africa on overcrowded, stinking, British-owned vessels. 

Most of the rest came, a few at a time, from the West Indies on smaller New England ships. 

This massive influx created the Old South, a society consisting of wealthy slaveholding 

planters, a much larger class of small planters, and thousands of slaves. By 1720, slaves made 

up 70 percent of South Carolina’s population. By 1740, they were 40 percent of Virginia’s 

and 30 percent of Maryland’s populations. Slaves did most of the manual labor in the 

southern colonies, and their arrival transformed the social structure. In 1700, most members of Virginia’s House of Burgesses were small planters who raised tobacco with a few 

indentured servants and perhaps a slave or two. After 1730, the typical burgess was a great 

planter who owned at least 20 slaves. And by 1750, the rice planters of South Carolina 

were richer than any other group in British North America. Tobacco and rice planters had 

few contacts with each other, except in North Carolina, where they did not get along. They 

did not yet think of themselves as “southerners.” 

The life of slaves in the upper South (Maryland, Virginia, and the Albemarle region of 

North Carolina) differed considerably from the life of slaves in the lower South (from Cape 

Fear in North Carolina through South Carolina and eventually Georgia). The Chesapeake 

tobacco planters organized their slaves into gangs, supervised them closely, and kept them 

in the fields all day. To make their plantations more self-sufficient, they also trained perhaps 10 percent of them as blacksmiths, carpenters, coopers, or other skilled artisans. The 

planters, who saw themselves as benevolent paternalists, encouraged family life among 

their workers, who by the 1720s were beginning to achieve a rate of reproduction that 

almost equaled that of the settlers. Slaveholders even explained brutal whippings as 

fatherly efforts to correct the behavior of members of their household. 

Paternalism even extended to religion. In the 1720s, for the first time on any significant 

scale, many Virginia planters began to urge their slaves to convert to Christianity. At first, 

only adults who had a good command of the catechism, which they had to learn orally 

because they were not allowed to become literate, were accepted into the church, but by 

the 1730s, growing numbers of infants were also baptized. These efforts continued to 

expand despite a massive slave uprising. A rumor spread that the British government had 

promised emancipation to any slave who converted but that the colony was suppressing 

the news. On a Sunday in September 1730, about 300 slaves tried to escape through the 

Great Dismal Swamp. The planters hired Indians to track them, crushed the rebels, and 

hanged 29 of them. Yet the conversions continued to gain momentum, mostly, it seems, 

because planters hoped that Christian slaves would be more dutiful. 

South Carolina planters began with similar paternalistic inclinations, but the rice 

swamps and mosquitoes defeated them. Whites who supervised slave gangs in the rice 

fields quickly caught malaria. Although it was seldom fatal, malaria left its victims vulnerable to other diseases that often did kill them. Many rice planters relocated their big houses 

to higher ground, at a safe distance from their rice fields. With few exceptions, they 

showed no inclination to Christianize their laborers. 

Africans fared much better than whites in the marshy rice fields. (Modern medicine has 

shown that many Africans possess a sickle cell in the blood that grants them protection 

against malaria but can also expose their children to a deadly form of inherited anemia.) 

As the ability of Africans to resist malaria became evident, Carolina planters seldom ventured into the rice fields and became less paternalistic than their Virginia counterparts 

except toward their household servants. After midcentury, many chose to spend their 

summers in Charleston or in homes on high ground in the interior. Some vacationed in 

Newport, Rhode Island. 

This situation altered work patterns. To get local manufactures, planters relied on white 

artisans in Charleston, many of whom bought or leased slaves, who then did most of the 

actual work. To produce a crop of rice, planters devised the task system, in which the 

slaves had to complete certain labor assignments each day, after which their time was their 

own. Slaves used their free time to raise crops, hunt, or fish, activities that enabled them 

to create their own largely invisible economy. 

Thus, while many Chesapeake slaves were acquiring the skills of artisans, slaves on 

South Carolina plantations were heading in the other direction. Before rice became the 

colony’s staple, they had performed a wide variety of tasks, but the huge profits from rice 

now condemned nearly all of them to demanding, monotonous labor in the marshes, even 

though it, in turn, freed them from the direct oversight of their masters. Rice culture also 

left Africans with low rates of reproduction. Yet because the task system gave them more 

control over their own lives, slaves preferred it to gang labor. 

The task system also slowed assimilation into the British world. African words and customs survived longer in South Carolina than in the Chesapeake colonies. Newly imported 

slaves spoke Gullah, originally a pidgin language (that is, a simple second language for 

everyone who spoke it). Gullah began with phrases common to many West African languages, gradually added English words, and became the natural language of later generations, eventually evolving into modern black English. 

The South Carolina slave population failed to grow by natural increase until perhaps 

the 1770s, a half-century later than in the tobacco colonies. Even South Carolina planters 

had difficulty replacing themselves before 1760. But by the Revolution, the American 

South was becoming the world’s only self-sustaining slave society. Nowhere else could staple colonies reproduce their enslaved labor force without continuous imports from Africa. 

Everywhere that slavery took hold, it required brute force to sustain it. Slaves convicted 

of arson were often burned at the stake, an unthinkable punishment to inflict on a white 

person. Whippings were frequent, with the master or overseer setting the number of 

stripes. In South Carolina, one overseer killed five slaves in two or three years before 1712. 

When one slave fell asleep and lost a parcel of rice in the river, the overseer chained him, 

whipped him twice a day, refused to give him food, and confined him at night in a “hellish 

Machine contrived by him into the Shape of a Coffin where [he] could not stir.” The victim finally killed himself after obtaining a knife from one of his children. 

If extreme cruelty of this sort was rare, random acts of violence were common and, 

from a slave’s perspective, unpredictable. In Virginia, William Byrd II was one of the most 

refined settlers in the colony and owned its largest library. His diary reveals that when he 

and his wife Lucy disagreed, the slaves could suffer. “My wife and I had a terrible quarrel 

about whipping Eugene while Mr. Mumford was there but she had a mind to show her 

authority before company but I would not suffer it, which she took very ill.” This time 

Eugene was spared, but slaves were not always so lucky. On another occasion, “My wife 

caused Prue to be whipped violently notwithstanding I desired not, which provoked me 

to have Anaka whipped likewise who had deserved it much more, on which my wife flew 

into such a passion she hoped she would be revenged of me.” This time both slaves were 

whipped, apparently for minor infractions. House servants must have dreaded the days 

that Byrd spent in Williamsburg, leaving Lucy in charge of the plantation. 

The southern colonies prospered in the 18th century by exchanging their staple crops 

for British imports. By midcentury, much of this trade had been taken over by Scots. Glasgow became the leading tobacco port of the Atlantic. Tobacco profits remained precarious 

before 1730 but then improved in later decades, partly because Virginia guaranteed a high quality leaf by passing an inspection law in 1730 (Maryland followed suit in 1747), and 

partly because a tobacco contract between Britain and France brought lucrative revenues to 

both governments and opened up a vast continental market for Chesapeake planters. By 

1770, more than 90 percent of their tobacco was re-exported to Europe from Britain. 

Other exports and new crafts also contributed to rising prosperity. South Carolina continued to export provisions to the sugar islands and deerskins to Britain. Indigo, used as a 

dye by the British textile industry, received a cash bounty from Parliament and emerged at 

midcentury as a second staple crop, pioneered by a woman planter, Eliza Lucas Pinckney. 

North Carolina, where the population increased fivefold between 1720 and 1760 and more 

than doubled again by 1775, sold naval stores(pitch, resin, turpentine) to British shipbuilders. Many Chesapeake planters turned to wheat as a second cash crop. It required 

mills to grind it into flour, barrels in which to pack it, and ships to carry it away. It did for 

the Chesapeake what tobacco had failed to do: It created cities. Norfolk and Baltimore had 

nearly 10,000 people by 1775, and smaller cities, such as Alexandria and Georgetown, also 

thrived. Shipbuilding, linked to the export of wheat, became a major Chesapeake industry. 

The Mid-Atlantic Colonies: The “Best Poor Man’s Country” 

The mid-Atlantic colonies had been pluralistic societies from the start. Immigration added 

to this ethnic and religious diversity after 1700. The region had the most prosperous family farms in America and, by 1760, the two largest cities, Philadelphia and New York. 

Pennsylvania outpaced New York in the competition for immigrants. In the 1680s and 

1690s, New York governors had granted their political supporters enormous manorial 

estates that dominated the Hudson valley and discouraged immigration. As late as 1750, 

the small colony of New Jersey had as many settlers as New York but fewer slaves. 

Pennsylvania’s growth exploded, driven by both natural increase and a huge surge of 

immigration. The 12th colony to be founded out of the original 13, Pennsylvania was the 

second most populous by 1770, surpassed only by Virginia. 

After 1720, Ireland and Germany replaced England as the main source of voluntary 

immigrants. About 70 percent of Ireland’s emigrants came from Ulster. They were Presbyterians whose forebears had come to Ireland from Scotland in the 17th century. (Historians now call them the Scots-Irish, a term that was seldom used at the time.) Most left for 

America to avoid an increase in rents and to enjoy greater trading privileges than the 

British Parliament allowed Ireland. Most Ulster immigrants headed for the Delaware valley. Maybe 30 percent of Irish immigrants came from southern Ireland. Most of them were 

Catholics, but perhaps one-fourth were Anglicans. They too headed for the mid-Atlantic 

colonies. Roughly 80,000 Irish reached the Delaware valley before 1776. 

Perhaps 70,000 of the free immigrants were Germans. Most of them arrived as families, 

often as redemptioners, a new form of indentured service that was attractive to married 

couples because it allowed them to find and bind themselves to their own masters. Families could stay together. After redemptioners completed their service, most of them 

streamed into the interior of Pennsylvania, where Germans outnumbered the original English 

and Welsh settlers by 1750. Other Germans moved to the southern backcountry with 

the Irish. 

These colonies grew excellent wheat and built their own ships to carry it abroad. At 

first, New York flour outsold Pennsylvania’s, but Pennsylvania gained the edge in the 

1720s after it instituted a new system of public inspection and quality control. When 

Europe’s population started to surge after 1740, the middle colonies began to ship flour 

across the Atlantic. Around 1760, both Philadelphia and New York City overtook Boston’s 

stagnant population of 15,000. Philadelphia, with 32,000 people, was the largest city in 

British North America by 1775. 

The Backcountry 

Many Scots-Irish, together with some Germans, pushed west into the mountains and up 

the river valleys into the interior parts of Virginia and the Carolinas. In South Carolina, 

about 100 miles of pine barrens stood between these backcountry settlements and the rice 

plantations along the coast. Most of the English-speaking colonists were immigrants from 

Ulster, northern England, or lowland Scotland, who brought their folkways with them and 

soon gave the region its own distinctive culture. Although most of them farmed, many 

turned to hunting or raising cattle. Unlike the coastal settlements, the backcountry had no 

newspapers, few clergymen or other professionals, and little elegance. South Carolina’s 

backcountry had almost no government. A visiting Anglican clergyman bemoaned “the 

abandon’d Morals and profligate Principles” of the settlers. Refined easterners found the 

backcountry more than a little frightening. Clannish and violent, backcountry settlers drank 

heavily and hated Indians. By the 1750s, the situation grew quite tense in Pennsylvania, 

where the Quaker assembly insisted on handling differences with the Indians through 

peaceful negotiations. Once war broke out with the Indians, most backcountry men 

demanded their extermination. Virginia and South Carolina faced similar problems. 

New England: A Faltering Economy and Paper Money 

New England was a land of farmers, fishermen, lumberjacks, shipwrights, and merchants 

and still considered itself more pious than the rest of the British Empire, but the region 

faced serious problems. Few immigrants, either slave or free, went there. In fact, since about 

1660, more people had been leaving the region, mostly for New York and New Jersey, than 

had been arriving. 

New England’s relative isolation in the 17th century began to have negative social and 

economic effects after 1700. Life expectancy declined as diseases from Europe, especially 

smallpox and diphtheria, invaded the region. The first settlers had left these diseases 

behind, but lack of exposure in childhood made later generations vulnerable. When 

smallpox threatened to devastate Boston in 1721, Zabdiel Boylston, a self-taught doctor, 

began inoculating people with the disease on the theory that healthy ones would survive 

the injection and become immune. Although the city’s leading physicians opposed the 

experiment as too risky, it worked and soon became a regular feature of public health in 

many colonies. Even so, a diphtheria epidemic in the 1730s and high military losses after 

1740 reduced population growth. New England’s rate of growth fell behind that of other 

regions. 

After peace returned in 1713, New England’s economy weakened. The region had prospered in the 17th century, mostly by exporting cod, grain, cattle, and barrel staves to the 

West Indies. After 1700, however, Yankees had trouble feeding themselves, much less others. A blight called the wheat blast first appeared in the 1660s and slowly spread until 

cultivation of wheat nearly ceased. Because Yankees preferred wheat bread to cornbread, 

they had to import flour from New York and Pennsylvania and, eventually, wheat from the 

Chesapeake colonies. Poverty became a social problem in Boston, where by the 1740s 

about one-third of all adult women were widows, mostly poor. Poor relief became a major 

public expense. 

After grain exports declined, the once-profitable West Indian trade barely broke even. 

Yet its volume remained large, especially when enterprising Yankees opened up new markets in the lucrative French sugar islands. Within the West Indian market, competition 

from New York and Philadelphia grew almost too severe for New Englanders to meet, 

because those cities had flour to export and shorter distances over which to ship it. Mostly, 

the Yankees sent fish and forest products to the islands in exchange for molasses, which 

they used as a sweetener (cheaper than sugar) or distilled into rum. Rum joined cod and 

lumber as a major export. British West Indian planters, alarmed by the flood of cheap 

French molasses, urged Parliament to stamp out New England’s trade with the French 

islands. Parliament passed the Molasses Act of 1733, which placed a prohibitive duty of 

six pence per gallon on all foreign molasses. Strictly enforced, the act would have strangled New England trade; instead, bribery and smuggling kept the molasses flowing. 

Shipbuilding gave New England most of its leverage in the Atlantic economy. Yankees 

made more ships than all of the other colonies combined. New England ships earned 

enough from freight in most years to offset trade losses, but Boston merchants often had 

to scramble to pay for their imports. New England ran unfavorable balances with nearly 

every trading partner, especially England. Yankees imported many British products but 

produced little that anybody in Britain wanted to buy. Whale oil, used in lamps, was an 

exception. A prosperous whaling industry emerged on the island of Nantucket, but the 

grain trade with the mid-Atlantic and Chesapeake colonies was not profitable. Settlers 

there eagerly bought rum and a few slaves from Yankee vessels that stopped on their way 

back from the West Indies. Newport even became deeply involved in slave trading along 

the African coast. That traffic never supplied a large percentage of North America’s slaves, 

but it contributed greatly to Newport’s growth. 

New England’s experience with paper money illustrates these economic difficulties. In 

response to a military emergency in 1690, Massachusetts invented fiat money—that is, 

paper money backed, not by silver or gold, but only by the government’s promise to accept 

it in payment of taxes. This system worked well enough until serious depreciation set in 

after the Treaty of Utrecht. The return of peace in 1713 meant that nearly all paper money 

would be retired within a few years through taxes already pledged for that purpose. To 

sustain its paper currency, the Massachusetts legislature created four land banks between 

1714 and 1728. Settlers could borrow paper money using their land as security and pay 

off the debt over 10 years at 5 percent interest. But when the value of New England’s currency declined steadily in relation to the British pound, most Boston merchants turned 

against paper money. They sold many of their wares on credit only to be repaid in depreciated paper. Farmers, who had originally been suspicious of land banks, became strong 

advocates after they discovered that they could benefit as debtors. When Britain forbade 

the governor to consent to any new public land banks, the countryside organized a private 

land bank that issued huge amounts of paper in 1741, provoking a major crisis. Parliament intervened to crush the bank. 

The declining value of money touched off a fierce debate that raged from 1714 until 

1750. Creditors attacked paper money as fraudulent: Only gold and silver, they claimed, 

had real value. Defenders retorted that, in most other colonies, paper was holding its 

value. The problem, they insisted, lay with the New England economy, which could not 

generate enough exports to pay for the region’s imports. The elimination of paper, they 

warned, would only deepen New England’s problems. War disrupted shipping in the 

1740s, and military expenditures sent New England currency to a new low. Then, in 1748, 

Parliament agreed to reimburse Massachusetts for these expenses at the 1745 exchange 

rate. Governor William Shirley and House Speaker Thomas Hutchinson, an outspoken 

opponent of paper money, were barely able to persuade the legislature to use the grant to 

retire all paper and convert to silver money. That decision was a drastic example of anglicization. Although fiat money was the colony’s own invention, Massachusetts repudiated 

its own offspring in 1750 in favor of orthodox British methods of public finance. But as 

Hutchinson’s critics had warned, silver gravitated to Boston and then back to London to 

pay for imports. New England’s economy entered a deep recession in the early 1750s. It 

did not revive until the next French war. 

Anglicizing Provincial America 

Focus Question 

How were the colonists able to embrace both the Enlightenment and evangelical 

religion at the same time? 
Forms of production made these regions diverse. What made them more alike was what 

they retained or acquired from Britain. Although each region exported its own distinctive 

products, patterns of consumption became quite similar throughout the colonies. In the 

mid-1740s, the mainland colonies and the West Indies consumed almost identical 

amounts of British imports. Just 10 years later, the mainland provinces had forged ahead 

by a margin of 2 to 1. Their ability to consume ever-larger quantities of British goods was 

beginning to make the mainland colonies more valuable to the empire than the sugar 

islands. They also welcomed English revivalists and absorbed much of British intellectual 

and political culture. 

The World of Print 

Few 17th-century American settlers owned books, and except in New England, even 

fewer engaged in the intellectual debates of the day. For most of the century, only Massachusetts had printing presses, first in Cambridge to serve Harvard College, the clergy, 

and the government, and then in Boston beginning in 1674. For the next century, 

Boston remained the print capital of North America. In the 1680s, William Bradford 

became Philadelphia’s first printer, but he soon moved to New York. By 1740, Boston 

had eight printers; Philadelphia and New York each had two. No other community had 

more than one. 

Not surprisingly, Boston also led the way in newspaper publishing. John Campbell, the 

city’s postmaster, established the Boston News-Letter in 1704. By the early 1720s, two more 

papers had opened in Boston. Philadelphia and New York City had each acquired one. The 

South Carolina Gazette was founded in Charleston in 1732 and the Virginia Gazette in 

Williamsburg in 1736. Benjamin Franklin took charge of the Pennsylvania Gazette in 1729, 

and John Peter Zenger launched the controversial New York Weekly Journal in 1733 and 

won a major victory for freedom of the press when a jury acquitted him of seditious libel, 

the crime of criticizing government officials. 

These papers were weeklies that devoted nearly all of their space to European affairs. 

Before midcentury, they rarely reported local news because they assumed their readers 

already knew it. At first, they merely reprinted items from the London Gazette. Beginning 

in the 1720s, however, the New England Courant, under James Franklin, began to reprint 

Richard Steele’s essays from the Spectator, Joseph Addison’s pieces from the Tatler, and the 

angry, polemical writings, mostly aimed at religious bigotry and political and financial corruption, of “Cato,” a pen name used jointly by John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon. Cato’s 

Lettersbecame immensely popular among colonial printers and readers. In short, newspapers began to spread the English Enlightenment across the North American colonies. 

Benjamin Franklin personified the Enlightenment values that the newspapers were 

spreading. As a boy, although raised in Puritan Boston, he skipped church on Sundays to 

read Addison and Steele and to perfect his prose style. As a young printer with his brother’s 

New England Courant in the 1720s, he helped publish the writings of John Checkley, an 

Anglican whom the courts twice prosecuted in a vain attempt to silence him. Franklin joined 

the Church of England after moving to Philadelphia. After 1729, he made his Pennsylvania 

Gazette the best-edited paper in America. It reached 2,000 subscribers, four times the circulation of a Boston weekly. 

Franklin was always looking for ways to improve society. In 1727, he and some friends 

founded the Junto, a working man’s debating society that met Friday evenings to discuss 

literary and philosophical questions. It later evolved into the American Philosophical Society, which still thrives near Independence Hall. Franklin was a founder of North America’s 

first Masonic lodge in 1730, the Library Company of Philadelphia a year later, the Union 

Fire Company in 1736, the Philadelphia Hospital in 1751, and an academy that became 

the College of Philadelphia (now the University of Pennsylvania) in the 1750s. But his 

greatest fame arose from his ingenious electrical experiments. He also invented the 

Franklin stove (much more efficient than a fireplace) and the lightning rod. By the 1760s, 

he had become the most celebrated North American in the world. 

The Enlightenment in America 

The English Enlightenment, which rejected a wrathful God and exalted man’s capacity for 

knowledge and social improvement, grew out of the rational and benevolent piety favored 

by Low Church (Latitudinarian) Anglicans in Restoration England. They disliked rigid 

doctrine, scoffed at conversion experiences, attacked superstition, and rejected all “fanaticism,” whether that of High Church Laudians, who had brought on England’s great crisis 

of 1640–42, or that of the Puritans, who had executed Charles I. High Church men, a 

small group after 1689, stood for orthodoxy, ritual, and liturgy. 

Enlightened writers celebrated Sir Isaac Newton’s laws of motion as one of the greatest 

intellectual achievements of all time, joined the philosopher John Locke in looking for 

embodied this “polite and Catholick [that is, universal] spirit.” He preached morality 

rather than dogma and had a way of defending the doctrine of eternal damnation that left 

his listeners wondering how a merciful God could possibly have ordained such a cruel 

punishment. 

Enlightened ideas won an elite constituency in the mainland colonies even before newspapers began circulating these new views. Tillotson had a huge impact on America. His sermons appeared in numerous southern libraries and made a deep impression at Harvard College, beginning with two young tutors, William Brattle and John Leverett, Jr. After Leverett 

became Harvard’s president in 1708, Tillotson’s ideas became entrenched in the curriculum. For the rest of the century, most Harvard-trained ministers, although still claiming to 

be Calvinists, embraced Tillotson’s latitudinarian piety. They stressed the similarities, not 

the differences, between Congregationalists and Anglicans and favored broad religious toleration. After 1800, most Harvard-educated ministers became Unitarians who no longer 

believed in hell or the divinity of Jesus. 

In 1701, largely in reaction against this trend at Harvard, a new college was founded 

as a bastion of orthodoxy and finally settled in New Haven, Connecticut. It was named 

Yale College in honor of a wealthy English benefactor, Elihu Yale, who gave his library 

to the school. These Anglican books did to the Yale faculty what Tillotson’s writings had 

done at Harvard—and more. In 1722 most of the faculty converted to the Church of 

England and sailed for England to be ordained by the bishop of London. Their leader, 

Timothy Cutler, became the principal Anglican spokesman in Boston. Samuel Johnson, 

another defector, became the first president of King’s College (now Columbia University) in New York City in the 1750s and won a considerable reputation as a moral 

philosopher. 

Lawyers and Doctors 

The rise of the legal profession helped spread Enlightenment ideas. Before 1700, most 

colonists despised lawyers as men who took advantage of the misery of others and who deliberately stirred up discord. Virginia and Massachusetts briefly abolished the legal profession. 

Only in Maryland did it take firm hold before 1700, but then it began to spread everywhere. 

In 1692, three English lawyers handled nearly all of the cases in the province of New York; 

by 1704, there were eight. In Boston, the legal profession seemed disreputable as late as 

1720. Three British immigrants, all of them Anglicans, handled most cases. When a Congregational clergyman resigned his Connecticut pulpit and moved to Boston to practice 

law, he too joined Anglican King’s Chapel. Benjamin Gridley, a Harvard man famous for 

his impiety, took up law and wrote enlightened essays for Boston newspapers in the 

1730s, turned his office into an informal law school, and set up a debating society, the 

Sodalitas, in which students disputed legal questions within the context of contemporary 

oratory and philosophy. By then, a college education was almost a prerequisite to a legal 

career in New England. 

Most Massachusetts lawyers before 1760 were either Anglicans or young men who had 

rejected the Congregational ministry as a career. Some were scoffers and skeptics, and 

most probably thought of themselves as a new learned elite. By the 1790s, American 

lawyers saw themselves as the cultural vanguard of the new republic. Poet John Trumbull, 

playwright Royall Tyler, and novelist Hugh Henry Brackenridge all continued to practice 

law while writing on the side. Poet William Cullen Bryant, writer Washington Irving, and 

novelist Charles Brockden Brown gave up law to write full time. 

Medicine also became an enlightened profession, with Philadelphia setting the pace. 

William Shippen earned degrees at Princeton and Edinburgh, the best medical school in 

the world at the time, before returning to Philadelphia in 1762, where he became the first 

American to lecture on medicine, publish a treatise on chemistry, and dissect human 

cadavers, a practice that shocked the unenlightened. His student John Morgan became the 

first professor of medicine in North America when the College of Philadelphia established 

a medical faculty a few years later. Benjamin Rush, who also studied at Princeton and Edinburgh, brought the latest Scottish techniques to the newly founded Philadelphia Hospital. 

He too became an enlightened reformer. He attacked slavery and alcohol and supported 

the Revolution. Many colonial physicians embraced radical politics. 

Georgia: The Failure of an Enlightenment Utopia 

In the 1730s, Anglican humanitarianism and the Enlightenment belief in the possibility of 

social improvement converged in Britain to provide support for the founding of Georgia, 

named for King George II (1727–60). The sponsors of this project hoped to create a society that could make productive use of England’s “worthy” poor (but not the lazy or criminal poor). They were determined to produce silk and wine, products that no other British 

colony had yet succeeded in making profitable. They also intended to shield South Carolina’s 

slave society from Spanish Florida by populating Georgia with disciplined, armed free men. 

Appalled by what cheap English gin was doing to the sobriety and industry of England’s 

working people, they prohibited hard liquor as well as slavery. Slaves would make Georgia 

just like South Carolina, with all of that colony’s vulnerabilities. 

A group of distinguished trustees, including members of both houses of Parliament, set 

themselves up as a nonprofit corporation and announced that they would give land away, 

not sell it. Led by James Oglethorpe, the trustees obtained a 20-year charter from Parliament in 1732, raised money from Anglican friends, and launched the colony on land 

claimed by both Spain and Britain. The trustees recruited foreign Protestants, including 

some Germans who had just been driven out of Salzburg by its Catholic bishop, a small 

number of Moravian Brethren (a German pacifist sect), and French Huguenots. They interviewed many prospective settlers to distinguish the worthy poor from the unworthy. They 

engaged silk and wine experts and recruited Scottish Highlanders as soldiers. 

But the trustees refused to consult the settlers on what might be good for Georgia. As 

refined men, they believed they knew what the colony needed. They created no elective 

assembly, nor did they give the British government much chance to supervise them. 

Under their charter, Georgia laws had to be approved by the British Privy Council. Therefore, 

the trustees passed only three “laws” during their 20 years of rule. One laid out the land 

system, and the others prohibited slavery and hard liquor. They governed through “regulations” instead of laws. An elective assembly, they promised, would come later, after 

Georgia’s character had been firmly set. 

In 1733, the first settlers laid out Savannah, a town with spacious streets. Within 10 years, 

1,800 charity cases and just over 1,000 self-supporting colonists reached Georgia. The 

most successful were the Salzburgers, who agreed with the prohibitions on slavery and 

alcohol and built a thriving settlement at Ebenezer, farther up the Savannah River. The 

Moravian Brethren left for North Carolina after five years rather than bear arms. A disgruntled group of Lowland Scots known as the Malcontents departed for South Carolina 

after Oglethorpe ignored their complaints. 

The land system never worked as intended. The trustees gave 50 acres to every male 

settler whose passage was paid for out of charitable funds. Those who paid their own 

way could claim up to 500 acres. Ordinary farmers did poorly; they could not support 

a family on 50 acres of the sandy soil around Savannah. Because the trustees envisioned 

every landowner as a soldier, women could not inherit land, nor could landowners sell 

their plots. 

The settlers were unable to grow grapes or to persuade the sickly worms that survived 

the Atlantic crossing to make silk out of mulberry leaves. They clamored for rum, smuggled it into the colony when they could, and insisted that Georgia would never thrive 

until it had slaves. By the mid-1740s, enough people had died or left to reduce the population by more than half, and by 1752, it had dropped below the 2,800 who had first 

settled the colony. Between 1750 and 1752, the trustees dropped their ban on alcohol, 

allowed the importation of slaves, summoned an elective assembly (but only to consult, 

not legislate), and finally surrendered their charter to Parliament. With the establishment of royal government in 1752, Georgia finally got an elective assembly with full 

powers of legislation, and the colony became what it was never meant to be, a smaller 

version of South Carolina, producing rice and indigo with slave labor. By then, ironically, it had done more to spread religious revivalism than to vindicate Enlightenment 

ideals. 

The Great Awakening 

Between the mid-1730s and the early 1740s, an immense religious revival swept across the 

Protestant world. Within the British Empire, it affected some areas more intensely than 

others. England, Scotland, Ulster, New England, the mid-Atlantic colonies, and for a time 

South Carolina, responded warmly to emotional calls for a spiritual rebirth. Southern Ireland, the West Indies, and the Chesapeake colonies remained on the margins until Virginia 

and Maryland were drawn into a later phase of the movement in the 1760s and 1770s. 

This Great Awakening shattered some denominational loyalties in the colonies and 

enabled the Methodists and the Baptists to surge ahead of all Protestant rivals in the generation after 1780. 

Origins of the Revivals 

Some of the earliest revivals originated in the colonies. Around 1720, Theodorus Jacobus 

Frelinghuysen sparked several revivals in his congregation in New Brunswick, New Jersey. 

The local Presbyterian pastor, Gilbert Tennent, watched and learned. Tennent was a 

younger son of William Tennent, Sr., an Anglican-turned-Presbyterian minister who had 

moved from Ulster to America. At Neshaminy, Pennsylvania, he set up his Log College, 

where he trained his sons and other young men as evangelical preachers. The Tennent 

family dominated the Presbytery of New Brunswick, used it to ordain ministers, and sent 

them off to any congregation that requested one, even in other presbyteries. These intrusions angered the Philadelphia Synod, the governing body of the Presbyterian church in 

the colonies. Most of its ministers emphasized orthodoxy over a personal conversion experience. In a 1740 sermon, The Dangers of an Unconverted Ministry, Gilbert Tennent 

denounced those preachers for leading their people to hell. His attack split the church. In 

1741, the outnumbered revivalists withdrew and founded their own Synod of New York. 

In New England, Solomon Stoddard of Northampton presided over six revivals, which 

he called “harvests of souls,” between the 1670s and his death in 1729. Jonathan Edwards, 

his grandson and successor—the only member of the Yale faculty who had not defected 

to the Anglicans in 1722—touched off a revival in 1734 and 1735 that rocked dozens of 

Connecticut valley towns. It ended suddenly when a prominent man, overwhelmed by the 

burden of his sins, slit his own throat. Edwards’s A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work 

of God (1737) explained what a revival was—an emotional response to God’s Word that 

brought sudden conversions to scores of people. He described these conversions in acute 

detail and won admirers in Britain as well as in New England. 

In England, John Wesley and George Whitefield set the pace. At worldly Oxford University, Wesley and his brother Charles founded the Holy Club, a High Church society 

whose members fasted until they could barely walk. One even lay prostrate for hours on 

the frigid earth, lost in prayer while his hands turned black. These methodical practices 

prompted scoffers to call them “Methodists.” In 1735, Wesley went to Georgia as a missionary, which became an unhappy experience for him. He fell in love with a woman who 

did not return his affection, and the settlers rejected his ascetic piety. In 1737, on the 

return voyage to England, some Moravians convinced him that, for all his zeal, he had 

never grasped the central Protestant message, justification by faith alone. Some months 

later, he was deeply moved by Edwards’s Faithful Narrative. Wesley abandoned his High 

Church pieties as he found his life’s mission, the conversion of sinners, and it launched 

him on an extraordinary preaching career. 

George Whitefield, who had been a talented amateur actor in his youth, joined the Holy 

Club at Oxford and became an Anglican minister. He followed Wesley to Georgia, founded 

an orphanage, and then returned to England and preached all over the kingdom to raise 

money for it. He had the power to move masses of people through a single sermon, and 

he too began to preach the “new birth”—the necessity of a conversion experience. When 

many pastors banned him from their pulpits, he responded by preaching in open fields to 

anyone who would listen. Newspapers reported the controversy, and soon Whitefield’s 

admirers began to notify the press where he would be on any given day. Colonial newspapers, keenly sensitive to the English press, also followed his movements. 

Whitefield Launches the Transatlantic Revival 

In 1739, Whitefield made his second trip to America, ostensibly to raise funds for his 

orphanage at Bethesda, Georgia. Colonists knew who he was from newspaper accounts, and 

thousands flocked to hear him preach. After landing in Delaware, he preached his way 

northward through Philadelphia, New Jersey, and New York City, and then headed south 

through the Chesapeake colonies and into South Carolina. In September 1740, he sailed to 

Newport and for two months toured New England. During his travels, he met Benjamin 

Franklin, Gilbert Tennent, and Jonathan Edwards. In the cities he sometimes attracted as 

many as 30,000 people, double the population of Boston. His voice was so musical, claimed 

one observer, that he could seduce a crowd just by the way he said “Mesopotamia.” Using 

his acting skills, he imitated Christ on the cross, shedding “pious tears” for poor sinners. 

Or he became God at the Last Judgment, thundering: “Depart from me ye accursed into 

everlasting fire!” When he wept, so did his audience. When he condemned them, they fell 

to the ground in agony. 

Although Whitefield wore the surplice of an Anglican minister and carried the Book of 

Common Prayer when he preached, Anglicans treated him with reserve or hostility. In 

Charleston and New York City, the official spokesmen for the bishop of London 

denounced him, but Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and Baptists embraced him, at least 

until some of them began to fear that he was doing more harm than good. To many he 

embodied the old Non-Separatist ideal that all English Protestants were somehow members of the same church. 

Disruptions 

After Whitefield departed, other preachers tried to assume his role, but they aroused fierce 

controversy. In South Carolina, Hugh Bryan, a Savannah River planter, began preaching the 

evangelical message to his slaves. In 1742, when memories of a major slave revolt were still 

fresh (see later section), he denounced slavery as a sin and warned that God would pour out 

his wrath on the colony unless it rejected it. Proclaiming himself an American Moses, he 

attempted to part the waters of the Savannah River and lead the slaves to freedom in Georgia. 

Instead, he almost drowned. He then confessed publicly that he had been deluded. This 

fiasco discredited evangelicalism among the planters of the lower South for another generation, but Bryan and his family continued to convert their own slaves. African American evangelical piety, including some of the first black preachers, took root from these efforts. 

Whitefield’s successors also disrupted New England. Gilbert Tennent preached there 

for months. Lacking Whitefield’s musical voice and Oxford diction, Tennent spoke with a 

Scottish burr and specialized in “Holy Laughter,” the scornful peals of a triumphant God as 

sinners tumble into hell. He abandoned the usual garb of a minister for a robe and sandals 

and let his hair grow long, thereby proclaiming himself a new John the Baptist heralding 

the Second Coming of Christ. Many ecstatic followers believed that the biblical Millennium 

was at hand. 

James Davenport succeeded Tennent. He denounced unregenerate ministers by name. He 

liked to preach by eerie candlelight, roaring damnation at his listeners, even grabbing Satan 

and wrestling him back to hell. He advised his admirers to drink rat poison rather than listen to another lifeless sermon. In 1743, he established the Shepherd’s Tent in New London 

to train awakened preachers. This outdoor school abandoned the classical curriculum of colleges and insisted only on a valid conversion experience. He organized a book burning, in 

which titles by Increase Mather and other New England dignitaries went up in flames, and 

he threw his britches on the fire, declaring them a mark of human vanity. A New England 

grand jury, asked to indict him, proclaimed him mad instead. Like Bryan in South Carolina, 

he repented, claiming he had been deluded. The Shepherd’s Tent collapsed. 

Long-Term Consequences of the Revivals 

The revivals had dramatic consequences. As time passed, they feminized evangelical 

churches. Amid the enthusiasm of Whitefield’s tour, more men than usual had joined a 

church, but after another year or two, men became difficult to convert. The number of 

women church members began to soar, however, until by 1800 they often formed a majority 

of 3 or 4 to 1 in evangelical churches, and in some congregations they acquired an informal veto over the choice of the minister. 

The revivals shattered the unity of New England’s Congregational Church. Evangelicals 

seceded from dozens of congregations to form their own “Separate” churches. Many of 

those that survived went Baptist by the 1760s, thereby gaining protection under the toleration statutes of the New England colonies. In the middle colonies, the revivals strengthened denominational loyalties and energized the clergy. In the 1730s, most people in the 

region, particularly in New Jersey and Pennsylvania, had never joined a church. The 

revivals prompted many of them to become New Side(evangelical) Presbyterians, Old 

Side (anti-revival) Presbyterians, or non-evangelical Anglicans. Similar cleavages ran 

through the German population. The southern colonies were less affected, although evangelical Presbyterians made modest gains in the Virginia piedmont after 1740. Finally, in 

the 1760s, the Baptists began to win thousands of converts in Virginia, as did the 

Methodists after 1776, whose numbers surpassed the Baptists within a few decades. 

The revivals created new cosmopolitan links with Britain and between colonies. Whitefield ran the most efficient publicity machine in the Atlantic world. When fervor declined 

in New England, Jonathan Edwards organized a Concert of Prayer with his Scottish correspondents, setting regular times for them to beseech the Lord to pour out his grace once 

more. As Anglicans split into Methodists and Latitudinarians, Congregationalists into New 

Lights(pro-revival) and Old Lights (anti-revival), and Presbyterians into comparable New 

Sideand Old Sidesynods, evangelicals discovered that they had more in common with 

revivalists in other denominations than with anti-revivalists in their own. When New Side 

Presbyterians chose a new president of the College of New Jersey in 1757, they saw nothing strange in naming a Congregationalist, Jonathan Edwards. 

Edwards was the most able apologist for revivals in Britain or America and probably the 

most profound theologian that North America has yet produced. When Boston’s Charles 

Chauncy (very much a man of the Enlightenment) attacked the revivals as frauds because 

of their emotional excesses, Edwards replied with A Treatise concerning Religious Affections 

(1746), which displayed his own mastery of Enlightenment sources, including Newton 

and Locke. Although admitting that no emotional response, however intense, was proof 

by itself of the presence of God in a person’s soul, he insisted that intense feeling must 

always accompany the reception of divine grace. That view upset people who believed that 

a rational God must have established a polite and genteel religion. For Edwards, an 

unemotional piety could never be the work of God. In effect, Edwards countered 

Chauncy’s emotional defense of reason with his own rational defense of emotion. 

New Colleges 

The Great Awakening also created several new colleges. Each was set up primarily by a single denomination, but all admitted other Protestants. In 1740, North America had only 

three colleges: Harvard, William and Mary, and Yale. Although Yale eventually embraced 

the revivals, all three opposed them at first. In 1746, middle colony evangelicals, eager to 

show their commitment to classical learning after the fiasco of the Shepherd’s Tent, 

founded the College of New Jersey. It graduated its first class in 1748 and settled in Princeton in 1756. Unlike the older colleges, it drew students from all 13 colonies and sent its 

graduates throughout America, especially to the middle and southern colonies. It also 

reshaped the Presbyterian Church. When Presbyterians healed their schism and reunited 

in 1758, the New Siders set the terms. Outnumbered in 1741, they held a large majority 

of ministers by 1758. Through control of Princeton, their numbers had increased rapidly. 

The Old Side, still dependent on the University of Glasgow in Scotland, could barely 

replace those who died. 

New Light Baptists founded the College of Rhode Island (now Brown University) in the 

1760s. Dutch Reformed revivalists set up Queens College (now Rutgers University) in 

New Jersey, mostly to train evangelical ministers who could preach in English. Eleazer 

Wheelock opened an evangelical school for Indians in Lebanon, Connecticut. After his 

first graduate, Samson Occum, raised £12,000 for the school in England, Wheelock 

moved to New Hampshire and used most of the money to found Dartmouth College 

instead, although Dartmouth did admit an occasional Indian. By 1790, Dartmouth was 

turning out more graduates, and far more ministers, than any other American college. 

In the 1750s, Anglicans countered with two new colleges of their own: the College of 

Philadelphia (now the University of Pennsylvania), which also had Old Side Presbyterian 

support, and King’s College (now Columbia University) in New York. Their undergraduate programs remained small, however, and few of their students chose a ministerial 

career. In the competition for student loyalties, non evangelicals could not yet compete 

effectively with revivalists. 

The Denominational Realignment 

The revivals transformed American religious life. In 1700, the three strongest denominations had been the Congregationalists in New England, the Quakers in the Delaware valley, and the Anglicans in the South. By 1800, all three had lost ground to newcomers: the 

Methodists, who grew at an astonishing rate as the Church of England collapsed during 

the Revolution; the Baptists, who leaped into second place; and the Presbyterians. 

Methodists and Baptists did not expect their preachers to attend college, and they recruited 

ministers from a much broader segment of the population than their rivals could tap. 

Although they never organized their own Shepherd’s Tent, they embraced similar principles, demanding only personal conversion, integrity, knowledge of the Bible, and a talent 

for preaching. 

Antirevivalist denominations, especially Anglicans and Quakers, lost heavily. New Light 

Congregationalists made only slight gains because, when their people left behind the 

established churches of New England and moved west, they usually joined a Presbyterian 

church, which provided a structure and network of support that isolated congregations in 

a pluralistic society could not sustain. 

Political Culture in the Colonies 

In politics as in other activities, the colonies became more like Britain in the 18th century. 

A quarter-century of warfare after 1689 convinced the settlers that they needed the protection of the British state and strengthened their admiration for its parliamentary system. 

Provincial politics began to absorb many of the values and practices that had taken hold 

in Britain around the Glorious Revolution. Colonists agreed that they were free because 

they were British, because they were Protestants, and because they too had mixed constitutions that united monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy in almost perfect balance. 

By the 1720s, every colony except Connecticut and Rhode Island had an appointive 

governor, plus a council and an elective assembly. The governor stood for monarchy and 

the council for aristocracy. In Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Connecticut, the council, 

or upper house, was elected (indirectly in Massachusetts). In all other colonies except 

Pennsylvania an appointive council played an active legislative role. The office of councilor 

was not hereditary, but many councilors served for life, especially in Virginia, and some 

were succeeded by their sons. 

The Rise of the Assembly and the Governor 

Focus Question 

How could both the royal governors and the assemblies grow stronger at the same 

time? 

In all 13 colonies, once the Crown took over Georgia, the settlers elected the assembly, 

which embodied a colony’s “democratic” elements. The right to vote in the colonies, 

although narrowing as population rose, was more widely shared than in England, where 

two-thirds of adult males were disenfranchised, a ratio that continued to rise. By contrast, 

something like three-fourths of free adult white men in the colonies acquired the right to vote 

at some point in their adult lives. The frequency of elections varied—from every seven years 

in New York (from the 1740s on) and Virginia, as well as in Britain, to at least once a year 

in five colonies. As the century advanced, legislatures sat longer and passed more laws. The 

lower house—the assembly—usually initiated major bills. The rise of the assembly was a 

major political fact of the era. It made most of its gains at the expense of the council. 

Every royal colony except New York and Georgia already had an assembly with a strong 

sense of its own privileges when the first royal governor arrived, but governors in most 

colonies grew more adept over time. Because the governor’s instructions usually challenged some existing practices, clashes often occurred in which the first royal governors 

never got all of their demands. Nevertheless, they did win concessions and became much 

more effective over the years. In almost every colony, the most successful governors were 

men who served between 1730 and 1765. Most of them had learned by then that their 

success depended less on their prerogatives (specific royal powers embodied in their commissions) than on their ability to win over the assembly through persuasion or patronage. 

Early in the century, conflicts between the governor and the assembly tended to be 

legalistic. Each cited technical precedents to justify the governor’s prerogatives or the 

assembly’s privileges. Later on, when conflict spilled over into pamphlets and newspapers, it often pitted an aggrieved minority (unable to win a majority in the assembly) 

against both governor and assembly. These contests were ideological. The opposition 

accused the governor of corruption, of threatening the colonists’ liberties, and he 

denounced the opposition as a “faction.” Everyone condemned factions, or political parties, as self-interested and destructive. Hardly anyone claimed to be a party member; the 

other side was the faction. 

“Country” Constitutions: The Southern Colonies 

Although the colonies were well aware of the ideological currents in British politics, they 

reacted to them in different ways. In most southern colonies, the Country principles of the 

British opposition (see chapter 3) became the common assumptions of public life, acceptable 

to both governor and assembly, typically after a failed attempt to impose the Court alternative. When a governor, such as Virginia’s Alexander Spotswood (1710–22), used his patronage to fill the assembly with his own “placemen,” the voters turned them out at the next election. But just as Spotswood learned that he could not manipulate the house through 

patronage, the assembly discovered that it could not coerce a governor who had a permanent revenue. Accordingly, Virginia and South Carolina cultivated a politics of harmony, a 

system of ritualized mutual flattery. Governors found that they could accomplish more 

through persuasion than through patronage, and the assemblies responded by showing their 

appreciation. The planters of Virginia and South Carolina concluded that their societies 

embodied almost exactly what British opposition writers had been demanding. Factions disappeared, allowing the governor and the assembly to pursue the “common good” in an 

atmosphere free of rancor or corruption. Georgia adopted similar practices in the 1750s. 

This system worked well because the planters were doing what Britain wanted them to 

do: growing staple crops and shipping them to Britain. Both sides could agree on measures 

that would make this process more efficient, such as the Virginia Tobacco Inspection Act 

of 1730. In Virginia, public controversy actually ceased. Between 1720 and 1765, particularly during the able administration of Sir William Gooch (1727–49), the governor and 

House of Burgesses engaged in only one public quarrel, an unparalleled record of political 

harmony. South Carolina’s politics became almost as placid from the 1730s into the 

1760s, but harmony there masked serious social problems that were beginning to emerge 

in the unrepresented backcountry. By contrast, the politics of harmony never took hold in 

Maryland, where the lord proprietor always tried to seduce assemblymen with his lavish 

patronage, nor in factional North Carolina, where the tobacco and rice planters continually wrangled, and the growing backcountry distrusted both of them. 

“Court” Constitutions: The Northern Colonies 

With many economic interests and ethnic and religious groups to satisfy, the northern 

colonies often produced political factions. Governors with a large vision of the public welfare could win support by using patronage to reward some groups and to discipline others. William Shirley, governor of Massachusetts from 1741 to 1756, used judicial and militia appointments and war contracts to build a majority in the assembly. Like Sir Robert 

Walpole in Britain, he was a master of Court politics. In New Hampshire, Benning Wentworth created a political machine that rewarded just about every assemblyman between 

1741 and 1767. An ineffective opposition in both colonies accused the governors of corrupting the assembly, but Shirley and Wentworth each claimed that his actions were 

essential to his colony’s needs. Both governors remained in tight control. 

The opposition, although seldom able to implement its demands at the provincial level, was 

important nonetheless. It kept settlers alert to any infringements on their liberties, and it dominated the town of Boston from 1720 on. Boston artisans engaged in ritualized mob activities 

that had a sharp political edge. Every year on Guy Fawkes Day (November 5), a North End 

mob and a South End mob bloodied each other for the privilege of burning effigies of the pope, 

the devil, and the Stuart pretender to the British throne. These men were raucously celebrating 

liberty, property, and no popery—the British constitution as they understood it. The violence 

made many wealthy merchants nervous, and by 1765 some of them would become its targets. 

New York’s governors, particularly Robert Hunter (1710–19), achieved great success 

even before 1720, mostly by playing off one faction against another in a colony that had 

been fiercely divided since Jacob Leisler’s rebellion of 1689. Hunter’s salary and 

perquisites became more lucrative than those attached to any other royal office in North 

America, and after 1716, he and his successor were so satisfied with their control of the 

assembly that they let 10 years pass without calling a general election. During the 25 years 

after 1730, later governors lost these advantages, primarily because London gave the 

governorship to a series of men who were eager to rebuild their tattered fortunes at New 

York’s expense. This combination of greed and need gave new leverage to the assembly, 

and it attacked many royal prerogatives during the 1740s. Of the mainland colonies, 

only the governor of New York emerged weaker by 1760 than his predecessor had been 

in 1730. 

Pennsylvania, by contrast, kept its proprietary governor weak well into the 1750s. After 

three decades of factionalism, a unified Quaker Party won undisputed control of the 

assembly during the 1730s. The governor, who by this time was never a Quaker, had a lot 

of patronage to dispense. He found it useless in controlling the Quaker assemblymen, who 

had lost interest in becoming judges if that meant administering oaths. Nor could he win 

these pacifists over with military commissions or war contracts, no matter how lucrative. 
The colonists, both north and south, absorbed the ideology of the British opposition, 

which warned that those in power were always trying to destroy liberty and that corruption was power’s most dangerous weapon. By 1776, that view would justify independence 

and the repudiation of a “corrupt” king and Parliament. Before the 1760s, however, it 

served different purposes. In the south, this ideology celebrated both Anglo-American harmony and the political success of Virginia and South Carolina. In the north, it replicated 

its role in Britain and became the language of frustrated minorities unable to defeat the 

governor or control the assembly. 

The Renewal of Imperial Conflict 

A new era of imperial war began in 1739 and continued, with only a brief interruption, 

until 1763. The British colonies, New Spain, and New France all became involved, and 

eventually so did all the Indians of the eastern woodlands. By 1763, France had been 

expelled from North America. Britain claimed the continent east of the Mississippi, Spain 

the land west of it. 

Challenges to French Power 

In the decades of peace after 1713, the French tried, with mixed results, to strengthen their 

position in North America. At great cost, they erected the continent’s most formidable 

fortress, Louisbourg, on Cape Breton Island. A naval force stationed there could guard the 

approaches to the St. Lawrence River. The French also built Fort St. Frédéric (the British 

called it Crown Point) on Lake Champlain and maintained their Great Lakes posts at Forts 

Frontenac, Michilimackinac, and Detroit. To bolster its weak hold on the Gulf of Mexico, 

France created the Company of the Indies, which shipped 7,000 settlers and 2,000 slaves 

to Louisiana between 1717 and 1721 but then failed to supply them. By 1726, half had 

starved to death or had fled. Another 5,000 slaves, but few settlers, reached the colony by 

1730. The French founded New Orleans, which became the capital of Louisiana in 1722. 

Despite these efforts, the French hold on the interior began to weaken, both north and 

south. From all points of the compass, Indians returned to the Ohio valley, mostly to trade 

with pacifist Pennsylvania or with Fort Oswego, a new British post on Lake Ontario. Compared with the French, the British were often clumsy in their dealings with Indians, but 

they had one advantage: British trade goods were cheaper than French goods. Many Indians founded what the French disparagingly called republics, villages outside the French 

alliance system that were willing to trade with the British. The chiefs at Venango, 

Logstown, and other republics accepted people from all tribes—Delawares from the east, 

Shawnees from the south and east, Mingoes (Iroquois who had left their homeland) from 

the north, and other Algonquians of the Great Lakes region to the west. Because the inhabitants of each new village had blood relatives living among all of the nearby nations, the 

chiefs welcomed Pennsylvania traders and hoped that none of their neighbors would 

endanger their own relatives by attacking these communities. 

Sometimes even the French system of mediation broke down. In the northwest from 

1712 to 1737, the French and their Algonquian allies fought a long, intermittent war with 

the Fox nation. In the southwest, an arrogant French officer decided to take over the lands 

of the Natchez Indians (the last of the Mississippian mound builders) and ordered them 

to move. While pretending to comply, the Natchez planned a counterstroke and, on 

November 28, 1729, killed every French male in the vicinity. In the war that followed, the 

French and their Choctaw allies destroyed the Natchez as a distinct people, although some 

Natchez refugees found homes among the Chickasaws or the Creeks. 

In 1730, the French barely averted a massive slave uprising in New Orleans. To stir up 

hatred between Indians and Africans, the French turned over some of the African leaders 

of the revolt to the Choctaws to be burned alive. Unable to afford enough gifts to sustain 

alliances with both the Choctaws and the Chickasaws, the French encouraged hostilities 

between the two nations. This policy did serious damage to the French. Instead of weakening the pro-British Chickasaws, it touched off a civil war among the Choctaws, and 

France lost both influence and prestige. 

The Danger of Slave Revolts and War with Spain 

To counter the French, Spain sent missionaries and soldiers into Texas between 1716 and 

1720 and founded a capital at Los Adaes, a few miles from the French trading post at 

Natchitoches. To prevent smuggling, Spain refused to open a seaport on the Gulf Coast. 

As a result, its tiny outposts had to depend on French trade goods for supplies, sometimes 

even for food. The Texas missions won few converts and suffered frequent depredations 

by Indians carrying French muskets. In 1719, the survivors of these attacks abandoned 

their missions in eastern Texas and fled west to San Antonio, which eventually became the 

capital. 

The Spanish presence in Florida proved troublesome to the British, especially in South 

Carolina. In the 16th century, Francis Drake had proclaimed himself a liberator when he 

attacked St. Augustine and promised freedom to Indians and Africans who were groaning 

under Spanish tyranny (see chapter 2). By the 1730s, these roles had been reversed. On 

several occasions after 1680, Spanish Florida had promised freedom to any slaves who 

escaped from Carolina and were willing to accept Catholicism. In 1738, the governor 

established, just north of St. Augustine, a new town, Gracia Real de Santa Teresa de 

Mose (or Mose for short, pronounced Moe-shah) and made it the first community of free 

blacks in what is now the United States. The very existence of Mose acted as a magnet 

for Carolina slaves. 

In 1739, the governor of Spanish Florida offered liberty to any slaves from the British 

colonies who could make their way to Florida. This manifesto, and rumors about Mose, 

touched off the Stono Rebellion in South Carolina, the most violent slave revolt in the history of the 13 colonies. Some of the rebellion’s leaders were Catholics from the African 

Kingdom of the Kongo, where Portuguese missionaries had made numerous converts since 

the 16th century. 

On Sunday morning, September 9, 1739, a force of 20 slaves attacked a store at Stono 

(south of Charleston), killed the owner, seized weapons, and moved on to assault other 

houses and to attract new recruits. Heading toward Florida, they killed about 25 settlers 

that day. When the rebels reached the Edisto River, they stopped, raised banners, and 

shouted “Liberty!” hoping to begin a general uprising. There the militia caught them and 

killed about two-thirds of the growing force. In the weeks that followed, the settlers killed 

another 60. None of the rebels reached Florida, but, as the founders of Georgia had foreseen, South Carolina was indeed vulnerable in any dispute with Spain. 

In 1739, at almost the same moment, the War of Jenkins’s Ear, derisively named for a 

ship captain who displayed his severed ear to Parliament as proof of Spanish cruelty, broke 

out between Britain and Spain. The war cost Britain dearly because Spanish defenses held 

everywhere. Some 3,000 men from the 13 colonies, eager for plunder, joined expeditions 

in 1741 and 1742 against the seaport of Cartagena in New Granada (now Colombia), and 

against Cuba and Panama. All were disasters. Most of the men died of disease; only 10 percent of the volunteers returned home. But one of the survivors, Lawrence Washington, so 

admired the British naval commander, Edward Vernon, that he named his Virginia plantation Mount Vernon. Britain also experienced a surge of patriotic fervor from the war. 

Both “God Save the King” and “Rule Britannia” were written during the struggle. 

Georgia was supposed to protect South Carolina. General Oglethorpe, its governor, 

retaliated against the Spanish by invading Florida in 1740. He dispersed the black residents of Mose and occupied the site, but the Spaniards mauled his garrison in a surprise 

counterattack. Oglethorpe retreated without taking St. Augustine and returned to Georgia 

with disturbing reports. Spain, he said, was sending blacks into the British colonies to start 

slave uprisings, and Spanish priests in disguise were intermingled with the black conspirators and would try to destroy British fortifications. This news set off panics in the rice and 

tobacco colonies, but it had its biggest impact in New York City. 

Back in 1712, a slave revolt had shaken the city. After setting fire to a barn one night, 

slaves had shot 15 settlers who rushed to put out the blaze, killing nine. Twenty-one slaves 

were executed, some after gruesome tortures. By 1741, New York City’s 2,000 slaves were 

the largest concentration of blacks in British North America outside of Charleston. On 

March 18, Fort George burned down in what was probably an accident, but when a series 

of other suspicious fires broke out, the settlers grew nervous. Some of the fires probably provided cover for an interracial larceny ring that operated out of the tavern of John Hughson, a white man. When the New York Supreme Court offered freedom to Mary Burton, 

a 16-year-old Irish servant girl at the tavern, in exchange for her testimony, she swore that 

the tavern was the center of a “popish plot” to murder the city’s whites, free the slaves, and 

make Hughson king of the Africans. Oglethorpe’s warning reached New York in June, the 

number of the accused escalated, and John Ury, a recently arrived High Churchman and 

a Latin teacher, was hanged as the likely spy and priest. 

The New York conspiracy trials, which continued from May into August of 1741, 

reminded one observer of the Salem witch frenzy of 1692, in which the testimony of several girls had led to 19 hangings. The toll in New York was worse. Four whites and 18 

slaves were hanged, 13 slaves were burned alive, and 70 were banished to the West Indies. 

The judges spoke pompously about the sacred rights of Englishmen, again in danger from 

popish conspirators, and grew enraged at any African who dared to imperil what the 

colony would not let him share. 

In 1742, King Philip V of Spain nearly accomplished what Oglethorpe and the New York 

judges dreaded. He sent 36 ships and 2,000 soldiers from Cuba with orders to devastate 

Georgia and South Carolina, “sacking and burning all the towns, posts, plantations, and 

settlements” and freeing the slaves. Although the invaders probably outnumbered the 

entire population of Georgia, Oglethorpe raised 900 men and met the Spaniards on St. 

Simons Island in July. After he ambushed two patrols, Spanish morale collapsed. When a 

British soldier deserted to the Spanish with word of how weak Georgia really was, 

Oglethorpe arranged to have the Spanish intercept a letter that implicated the deserter as 

a spy sent to lure them to their destruction. They departed in haste, leaving British North 

America as a safe haven once more for liberty, property, no popery—and slavery. 

Britain did achieve one other success against Spain. Between 1740 and 1744, Commodore George Anson rounded Cape Horn, plundered and burned a small port in Peru, 

captured several prizes, and then sailed across the Pacific, where he captured the Manila 

galleon, the world’s richest ship that sailed annually loaded with silver from Mexico to the 

Philippines. He completed his circumnavigation of the globe and returned to England with 

1.3 million Spanish silver dollars and more than 35,000 ounces of unminted silver. Even 

though only one of Anson’s six ships completed the voyage, his success alarmed the Spanish 

about the security of their lightly defended Pacific possessions. Spain would be reluctant 

to challenge Britain in the next war. 

France versus Britain: King George’s War 

In 1744, France joined Spain in the war against Britain. The main action then shifted to 

the north. When the French laid siege to Annapolis Royal, the capital of Nova Scotia, Governor William Shirley of Massachusetts intervened just in time to save the small garrison, 

and the French withdrew. Shirley then planned his own offensive, a rash attack on Fortress 

Louisbourg. With only a few lightly armed Yankee vessels at his disposal, he asked the 

commander of the British West Indian squadron for assistance. But Shirley’s expedition, 

which included about one-sixth of all the adult males of Massachusetts, set out before 

Warren could respond. With no heavy artillery of his own, Shirley ordered the expedition 

to take the outer batteries of the fortress, capture their guns, and use them to knock down 

its walls. Had the Yankees met a French fleet instead of the Royal Navy, which arrived in 

the nick of time, nearly every family in New England might have lost a close relative. The 

most amazing thing about this venture is that it worked. The British navy drove off the 

French, and untrained Yankee volunteers subdued the mightiest fortress in America with 

its own guns. Louisbourg fell on June 16, 1745. 

After that, however, nothing went right. Hundreds of volunteers died of various afflictions 

before regular troops arrived to garrison Louisbourg. Elaborate plans to attack Quebec by sea 

in 1746 and 1747 came to nothing because no British fleet appeared. French and Indian 

raiders assaulted the weakly defended frontier, while Shirley held back most of his men for 

a Canada offensive that never took place. Bristol County farmers rioted against high taxes, 

and four Massachusetts towns seceded to Connecticut. When the Royal Navy finally docked 

at Boston in late 1747, its commander sent gangs of sailors ashore to impress anyone they 

could seize into serving with the fleet. An angry crowd descended on the sailors, took some 

officers hostage, and controlled the streets of Boston for three days before the naval commander relented and released all of the Massachusetts men he had impressed. (The rioters 

let him keep outsiders.) Finally, to offset losses in Europe, Britain had to return Louisbourg 

to France under the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle, which ended the war in 1748. New England 

had suffered enormous losses and had gained nothing except pride. 

The Impending Storm 

The war had driven back the frontiers of British settlement in North America, but the 

colonies had promised land grants to many volunteers. Thus peace touched off a frenzy of 

expansion that alarmed Indians and French alike. The British, aware that their hold on 

Nova Scotia was feeble, recruited 2,500 Protestants from the continent of Europe to populate the colony and sent four regiments of redcoats to accompany them. In 1749, they 

founded Halifax, which became the new capital of Nova Scotia. 
In the 13 colonies, settlers eagerly pressed on to new lands. Yankees swarmed north into 

Maine and New Hampshire and west into the middle colonies, creating serious tensions. By 

refusing to pay rent to the manor lords of the Hudson valley, they sparked a tenant revolt 

in 1753 that the wealthy Livingston family had difficulty subduing. A year later, Connecticut’s delegation to the Albany Congress (see later section) used bribes to acquire an 

Indian title to all of northern Pennsylvania, which Connecticut claimed on the basis of its 

sea-to-sea charter of 1663. Various controversies with the Mohawks west of Albany so 

infuriated Chief Hendrik that he bluntly told the governor of New York in 1753, “the 

Covenant Chain is broken between you and us [the Iroquois League]. So brother you are 

not to hear of me any more, and Brother we desire to hear no more of you.” New York, 

Pennsylvania, and Virginia competed for trade with the new Indian republics between 

Lake Erie and the Ohio River. The expansionist thrust pitted colony against colony, as well 

as settler against Indian, and British against French. Virginians, whom the Indians called 

long knives, were particularly aggressive. Citing their own 1609 sea-to-sea charter (see the 

chapter 2 map, “Virginia Company Charter, 1606”), they organized the Ohio Company of 

Virginia in 1747 to settle the Ohio valley and established their first outpost where the 

Monongahela and Allegheny rivers converge to form the Ohio River (the site of modern 

Pittsburgh). The company hired George Washington as a surveyor. Farther south, 

encroachments upon the Cherokees almost provoked war with South Carolina in 1750. 

The French response to these intrusions verged on panic. The fall of Louisbourg had 

interrupted the flow of French trade goods to the Ohio country for several years, and the 

men who had long been conducting Indian diplomacy had either died or left office by the 

late 1740s. Authoritarian newcomers from France replaced them and began giving orders 

to western Indians instead of negotiating with them. The French did, however, make some 

constructive moves. They repaired Louisbourg and built Fort Beauséjour on the neck that 

connects mainland Canada to Nova Scotia. In 1755, they erected Fort Carillon (Ticonderoga to the British) on Lake Champlain to protect Crown Point. 

Far more controversial was the new French policy in the area between the Great Lakes 

and the Ohio. Without trying to explain themselves to the Indians, they launched two 

expeditions into the area. In 1749, Pierre-Joseph Céloron de Blainville led several hundred 

men down the Allegheny and the Ohio, then up the Miami and back to Canada. He 

ordered western Indians to join him, but most of them refused. To the Indians, the French 

were acting like British settlers, intruding on their lands. Along the way, Blainville buried 

plaques, claiming the area for France. The Indians removed them. Marquis Duquesne sent 

2,000 Canadians, with almost no Indian support, to erect a line of posts from Fort Presque 

Isle (now Erie, Pennsylvania) to Fort Duquesne (now Pittsburgh). 

The French clearly intended to prevent British settlement west of the Alleghenies. 

Duquesne thought this policy so beneficial to the Indians that it needed no explanation. Yet 

the Mingoes warned him not to build a fort in their territory, and a delegation of Delawares and 

Shawnees asked the Virginians if they would be willing to expel the French from the Ohio 

country and then go back home. The Indians did not like the response. In 1753, Virginia 

sent Washington to the Ohio country to warn Duquesne to withdraw, and a small Virginia 

force began building its own fort at the forks of the Ohio. Duquesne ignored Washington, 

advanced toward the Ohio, expelled the Virginians, took over their site, and finished building 

the fort. Virginia sent Washington back to the Ohio in 1754. On May 28, after discovering 

a French patrol nearby, he launched an attack. That order set off a world war. 

The War for North America 

Focus Question 

What made the War for North America (1754–63) so much more decisive than the 

three earlier Anglo-French wars? 

Beginning in 1755, both France and Britain intervened in North America on an unprecedented scale in what became popularly known as the French and Indian War. Both discovered that their settlers and Indian allies were not living up to expectations. For France, 

this revelation led to disaster after French commanders tried to compel Indians to observe 

European rules of war. For Britain, the discovery that their anglicizing settlers had not 

anglicized enough provoked conflict between British army commanders and the colonists, 

but these differences were resolved in a manner that permitted them to cooperate effectively and finally conquer New France. At least to a modest degree, the colonists began to 

anglicize their way of waging war. 

The Albany Congress and the Onset of War 

In spring 1754, both New France and Virginia were expecting a limited clash at the forks of 

the Ohio River. Neither anticipated the titanic struggle that encounter would set off, nor did 

the French and British governments, which hoped to limit any conflict to a fewstrategic 

points in North America. New Englanders, however, saw an apocalyptic struggle in the 

making between “Protestant freedom” and “popish slavery,” with the North American continent as the battleground. “The continent is not wide enough for us both,” declared one 

preacher, “and they [the French] intend to have the whole.” 

Britain, fearful that the Six Nations (the Tuscaroras had joined the original Five Nations 

by the 1720s) might side with New France, ordered New York to host an intercolonial congress at Albany to redress Iroquois grievances. The governor invited every colony as far 

south as Virginia, except non royal Connecticut and Rhode Island. Virginia and New Jersey 

declined to attend. Governor Shirley of Massachusetts, on his own initiative, invited Connecticut and Rhode Island to participate, and the Massachusetts legislature asked its delegates to work for a plan of intercolonial union. 

In Philadelphia, Benjamin Franklin too was thinking about colonial union. On May 9, 

1754, his Pennsylvania Gazette printed one of the first political cartoons in American history, with the caption “JOIN, or DIE.” A month later, he drafted his “Short Hints towards 

a Scheme for Uniting the Northern Colonies,” which he presented to the Albany Congress in June. His plan called for a “President General” to be appointed by the Crown as 

commander-in-chief and to administer the laws of the union, and for a “Grand Council” 

to be elected for three-year terms by the lower houses of each colony. Deputies would be 

apportioned according to tax receipts. The union would have the power to raise soldiers, 

build forts, levy taxes, regulate the Indian trade when it touched the welfare of more than 

a single colony, purchase land from the Indians, and supervise western settlements until 

the Crown organized them as new colonies. To take effect, the plan would require 

approval by the Crown and by each colonial legislature and presentation to Parliament for 

its consent. The Albany Congress adopted an amended version of Franklin’s proposal. 

Both Shirley and Franklin were far ahead of public opinion. Newspapers did not even 

discuss the Albany Plan. Every colony rejected it, most with little debate, some unanimously. The voting was close only in Massachusetts, which had borne the heaviest burden 

in the three earlier wars with New France. As Franklin later explained, the colonies feared 

that the president general might become too powerful, but they also distrusted one 

another. Despite the French threat, they were not ready to patch up their differences and 

unite. They did not yet see themselves as “Americans.” 

The Board of Trade responded by drafting its own plan of union. Its plan resembled 

Franklin’s, except that the Grand Council could only requisition—instead of tax—and colonial union would not require Parliament’s approval. After news arrived that Washington 

had surrendered his small force to the French at Great Meadows in July 1754, Britain 

decided that the colonies were incapable of uniting in their own defense. Even if they 

could, the precedent would be dangerous. Instead, London sent redcoats to Virginia—two 

regiments, commanded by General Edward Braddock. For Britain, colonial union and 

direct military aid were policy alternatives. Although military aid would cost the British 

government more than the proposed union, it seemed the safer choice. By winter of 

1754–55, colonial union was a dead issue on both sides of the ocean. 

Yet the Albany Congress achieved one major objective. Addressing Iroquois grievances 

against New York, it urged the Crown to take charge of relations with all western Indians. 

London created two Indian superintendencies—one south of the Ohio, which went first 

to Edmund Atkin and then John Stuart; and one north of the Ohio, which went to William 

Johnson, an Irish immigrant to New York who had influence with the Mohawks. These 

offices would survive the war. 

Britain’s Years of Defeat 

In 1755, London hoped that a quick victory by Braddock at the forks of the Ohio River 

would keep the war from spreading. Braddock’s regiments landed in Virginia, a signal that 

London probably intended to let Virginia, rather than Quaker Pennsylvania, control the 

upper Ohio valley, including what is now Pittsburgh. At a council of high officials called by 

Braddock at Alexandria, Virginia, Governor Shirley persuaded him to accept New England’s 

much broader war objectives. Instead of a single expedition aimed at one fort, to be followed 

by others if time permitted, the campaign of 1755 became four distinct offensives designed 

to crush the outer defenses of New France and leave it open to British invasion. Braddock 

was so impressed with Shirley that he named him second in command of the British army 

in North America, not bad for an English lawyer with no military training who had arrived 

in Boston almost penniless 25 years earlier. 

Braddock and Shirley tried to make maximum use of both redcoats and provincials. The 

redcoats were highly disciplined professional soldiers who served long terms and had been 

trained to fight other professional armies. Irregular war in the forests of North America 

made them uneasy. Provincials, by contrast, were recruited by individual colonies. They 

were volunteers, often quite young, who usually enlisted only for a single campaign. They 

knew little about military drill, expected to serve under the officers who had recruited them, 

and sometimes refused to obey orders that they disliked. Provincials admired the courage 

of the redcoats but were shocked by their irreverence and by the brutal discipline imposed 

on them by their officers. Nevertheless, thousands of colonists also enlisted in the British 

army, providing up to 40 percent of its strength in North America by 1760. 

Under the enlarged plan for 1755, the redcoats in Nova Scotia together with New England 

provincials would assault Fort Beauséjour, where the Acadian peninsula joins mainland 

Canada. New England and New York provincials would attack Crown Point, and Shirley, 

commissioned as a British colonel, would lead two regiments of redcoats (recently 

recruited in New England) to Niagara and cut off New France from the western Indians. 

Braddock would attack Fort Duquesne. 

Instead, Braddock alienated the Indians and marched to disaster on the Monongahela. 

The western Delawares asked him whether their villages and hunting rights would be 

secure under the British. He replied, “No Savage Should Inherit the Land.” The chiefs 

retorted that “if they might not have Liberty To Live on the Land they would not Fight for 

it.” Braddock declared that he “did not need their Help.” It took Braddock several months 

to hack a road through the forest wide enough for his artillery. He took care to prevent 

ambushes at two fords of the Monongahela, and as he crossed that stream on July 9, he 

pushed on, confident that he had overcome all obstacles. 

Fort Duquesne’s commander could muster only 72 French, 146 Canadians, and 637 

Indians against the 1,400 regulars under Braddock and 450 Virginia provincials. The 

French ran into the British vanguard a few miles southeast of the fort. They clashed along 

a narrow path with thick forest and brush on either side. The French and Indians took 

cover on the British flanks. Braddock’s rear elements rushed toward the sound of the guns 

where, massed together, they formed a gigantic bull’s-eye. The Indians and the French 

poured round after round into them, while the British fired wild volleys at the invisible 

enemy. The British lost 977 killed or wounded, along with their artillery. Braddock was 

killed. Only 39 French and Indians were killed or wounded. The redcoats finally broke 

and ran. Washington, who had fought as a Virginia volunteer on Braddock’s staff, reported 

that offensive operations would be impossible for the rest of the year. Braddock’s road 

through the wilderness now became a highway for the enemy. For the first time in the history of Quaker Pennsylvania, its settlers faced the horrors of a frontier war. 

In Nova Scotia, Fort Beauséjour fell on June 17, 1755. Then the commanders did 

something to indicate that this war would not be a conventional, limited struggle. When 

the Acadians refused to take an oath that might have obliged them to bear arms against 

other Frenchmen, the British and Yankees responded with an 18th-century version of 

ethnic cleansing. They rounded up between 6,000 and 7,000 Acadians, forced them 

aboard ships, and expelled them from the province, to be scattered among the 13 

colonies, none of which was prepared for the influx. A second roundup in 1759 caught 

most of the families that had evaded the first one. The officers who organized these 

expulsions insisted that they had found a humane way of compelling French Catholics 

to assimilate with the Protestant majority. Reasoning also that the Acadians were not 

British subjects because they had not taken the oath, and that only British subjects could 

own land in a British colony, the government of Nova Scotia confiscated the land the 

Acadians had farmed for generations and redistributed it to Protestant settlers, mostly 

from New England. About 3,000 Acadian refugees, after spending miserable years as 

unwanted Catholic exiles in a Protestant world, finally made it to French Louisiana, 

where their descendants became known as Cajuns. Others went to France, and some 

even made their way back to Nova Scotia or what later became New Brunswick. Few 

remained in the 13 colonies. 

In the principal northern theater of war in 1755, William Johnson led his provincials 

against Crown Point. The French commander, Jean-Armand, baron Dieskau, hoping to 

repeat the French success against Braddock, attacked a body of provincials on September 8 

and drove it back in panic to its base camp, the improvised Fort William Henry near Lake 

George. French regulars assailed the fort but were driven off with heavy losses in a six hour struggle. Colonial newspapers proclaimed the battle a great victory because the 

provincials had not only held the field but had also wounded and captured Dieskau. 

Johnson probably could have taken poorly defended Crown Point, but he too had been 

wounded and was content to hold Fort William Henry and nearby Fort Edward at the 

headwaters of the Hudson. It took a more professional eye than his to distinguish the carnage of victory from the carnage of defeat. 

Farther west, Shirley’s Niagara campaign reached Oswego on Lake Ontario and then 

stopped for the winter, held in check by the French at Fort Frontenac on the lake’s northern shore. Oswego was soon cut off by heavy snows. Malnutrition and disease ravaged the 

garrison. 

A World War 

With the death of Braddock and the capture of Dieskau, military amateurs took over both 

armies: Shirley in the British colonies and Governor-General Pierre de Rigaud de Vaudreuil in 

New France. Vaudreuil, a Canadian, understood his colony’s weakness without Indian support. The white population of the 13 colonies outnumbered that of New France by 13 to 1; 

Massachusetts alone had nearly three times as many settlers as New France. Vaudreuil also 

knew that if the redcoats and the British colonies could concentrate their resources in a few 

critical places, they had a good chance of overwhelming New France. Therefore, a frontier war 

that pitted New France primarily against ordinary settlers—horrible though it was—remained 

the most effective way to force the British colonies to scatter their resources over a vast area. 

As long as Vaudreuil was in charge, New France kept winning. Indian attacks devastated 

frontier settlements, especially in Pennsylvania, a pacifist colony without a militia or any forts 

when the war began. Even so, the French government decided that New France needed a 

professional general and sent Louis-Joseph, marquis de Montcalm, in 1756. Shocked and 

repelled by the brutality of frontier warfare, Montcalm tried to turn the conflict into a traditional European struggle of sieges and battles in which the advantage (as Vaudreuil well 

understood) would pass to the British. Nevertheless, Montcalm won several major successes. 

Oswego fell in summer 1756. When Fort William Henry surrendered to him a year later, he 

promised the garrison the honors of war, which meant that it could keep its property and 

march unmolested to Fort Edward. But France’s Indian allies considered this agreement a 

betrayal of their customs. They killed or carried off 308 of the 2,400 prisoners, an event that 

colonial newspapers called the Massacre of Fort William Henry. Most of those killed were 

trying to save their property, which the Indians considered their rightful plunder. Montcalm 

lost heavily at Fort William Henry. He never again managed to raise sizable bodies of western Indians, and because the British blamed him for the “massacre,” they refused to grant the 

honors of war to any French force for the rest of the conflict. 

Meanwhile, Braddock’s defeat, combined with the British loss of Minorca in the 

Mediterranean, convinced the British government that the struggle with France could 

not be limited to a few outposts. Britain declared war on France in 1756, and the French 

and Indian War in the colonies merged with a general European struggle—the Seven 

Years’ War (1756–63)—involving France, Austria, and Russia against Prussia, which 

was heavily subsidized by Britain. Although religion had little to do with the war in 

Europe, the Seven Years’ War aligned coalitions of Protestant states against Catholic 

states in a way not seen there for a century. To many North American clergymen, a 

Protestant victory might herald the onset of the Millennium. The conflict spread even to 

India, where British forces expelled the French from nearly all of that vast subcontinent. 

Reluctant to antagonize Britain, Spain remained neutral for most of the war, a choice 

that had huge implications within North America. In the previous war, Spain had been 

able to turn the slaves of South Carolina against their masters and to create unrest even in 

New York. At a minimum, Spanish hostilities early in the war would have forced the 

British to fight in another theater of conflict. Instead, Spain’s neutrality permitted Britain 

to concentrate its resources against New France. 

Imperial Tensions: From Loudoun to Pitt 

In 1755, London, to its dismay, realized that Shirley, an amateur, had taken command of 

the British army in North America. The government dispatched an irascible Scot, John 

Campbell, earl of Loudoun, to replace him and began pouring in reinforcements. Loudoun 

had a special talent for alienating provincials. Colonial units did not care to serve under 

his command and sometimes bluntly rejected his orders. Provincials believed they had a 

contractual relationship with their officers; they had never agreed to serve under 

Loudoun’s professionals. They refused to serve beyond their term of enlistment, most of 

which expired on November 1 or December 1 of each year. Even when the British ordered 

them to stay longer, many of them defiantly marched home. 

Many British officers despised the provincials, especially their officers. “The Americans are in general the dirtiest most contemptible cowardly dogs that you can conceive,” 

snarled General James Wolfe. “They fall down dead in their own dirt and desert by battalions, officers and all.” General John Forbes was usually more positive, but he too once 

suggested “shooting dead a Dozen of their cowardly Officers at the Head of the Line.” 

Some British officers held more favorable opinions. Horatio Gates, Richard Montgomery, Hugh Mercer, and Arthur St. Clair all remained in America after the war and 

became generals in the American army during the Revolution. Colonel Isaac Barré 

praised American courage in the House of Commons in 1765 and even coined the 

phrase “Sons of Liberty” to describe them—a label instantly adopted by men who 

resisted Britain’s postwar policies. 

As the new commander-in-chief, Loudoun faced other problems: the quartering (or 

housing) of British soldiers, the relative rank of British and provincial officers, military 

discipline, revenue, and smuggling. He tried to impose authoritarian solutions on them 

all. When he sent redcoats into a city, he demanded that the assembly pay to quarter 

them, or else he would take over buildings by force. He tried to make any British senior 

captain superior in rank to any provincial officer, a rule that angered such experienced 

New England officers as General John Winslow and his six colonels. Loudoun ordered 

New England troops to serve directly under British officers and to accept the harsh discipline of the British army, an arrangement that New Englanders thought violated the terms 

of their enlistment. They refused to cooperate. When some colonial assemblies refused to 

vote adequate supplies, Loudoun urged Parliament to tax the colonies directly. Shocked 

that the molasses trade with the French West Indies was proceeding as usual, he urged the 

navy to stamp it out or imposed embargoes on colonial shipping, an action that punished 

fair traders as well as smugglers. Loudoun built up his forces but otherwise achieved little. In early 1758, Massachusetts refused to raise any men for the coming campaign, but 

when the afternoon mail contained letters from London that announced a more conciliatory policy, they voted to raise more men than they ever had before. 

In 1757, William Pitt came to power as Britain’s war minister and found workable voluntaristic solutions to the problems that had defeated Loudoun’s authoritarian methods. Pitt 

understood that consent worked better than coercion in the colonies. Colonial assemblies 

built barracks to house British soldiers. Pitt declared that every provincial officer would 

rank immediately behind the equivalent British rank but above all lesser officers, British or 

provincial. He then promoted every British lieutenant colonel to the rank of “colonel in 

America only.” That decision left only about 30 British majors vulnerable to being ordered 

about by a provincial colonel, but few of them had independent commands anyway. 

Provincial units under the command of their own officers cooperated with the British army, 

and the officers began to impose something close to British discipline on them, including 

hundreds of lashes for routine offenses. Quite a few men began to reenlist. 

Rather than impose a parliamentary tax, Pitt set aside £200,000 beginning in 1758 (later 

reduced to £133,000) and told the colonies that they could claim a share of it in proportion to their contribution to the war effort. In effect, he persuaded the colonies to compete 

voluntarily in support of his stupendous war effort. The subsidies covered something less 

than half of the cost of fielding 20,000 provincials each year from 1758 to 1760, and rather 

smaller numbers in 1761 and 1762 as operations shifted to the Caribbean. Smuggling 

angered Pitt as much as it did anyone else, but British conquests soon reduced that problem. By 1762, Canada, Martinique, and Guadeloupe, as well as Spanish Havana, were all in 

British hands. Few places were any longer worth smuggling to, except Saint Domingue. 

Pitt had no patience with military failure. After Loudoun called off his attack on Louisbourg in 1757, Pitt replaced him with James Abercrombie. He also put Jeffrey Amherst in 

charge of a new Louisbourg expedition, with James Wolfe as one of his brigadiers. By 

1758, the British Empire had finally put together a military force capable of overwhelming New France and had learned how to use it. In the last years of the war, cooperation 

between redcoats and provincials became routine and devastatingly effective. 

The Years of British Victory 

By 1758, the Royal Navy had cut off Canada from reinforcements and even from routine supplies. Britain had sent more than 30 regiments to North America. Combined with 20,000 

provincials, thousands of bateaumen rowing supplies into the interior, and swarms of privateers preying on French commerce, Britain had mustered perhaps 60,000 men in North 

America and in nearby waters. Most of them now closed in on the 75,000 people of New 

France. Montcalm, who in any case was running out of goods for use in the Indian trade, 

refused to encourage more Indian attacks on the frontier and prepared to defend the 

approaches to Canada at Forts Duquesne, Niagara, Frontenac, Ticonderoga, Crown Point, and 

Louisbourg. 

Spurred on by Quaker mediators, the British and colonial governments came to terms 

with the western Indians in 1758, promising not to seize their lands after the war and 

arranging an uneasy peace. Few settlers or officials had yet noticed a new trend that was 

emerging during the conflict: Before the 1750s, Indian nations had often waged terrible 

wars against one another. Now, however, few Indians in the northeastern woodlands were 

willing to attack others. In 1755, for example, some Senecas fought with New France and 

some Mohawks with the British, but they maneuvered carefully to avoid confronting each 

other. This Iroquois sense of solidarity was beginning to spread. Iroquois and western 

Algonquians, once deadly enemies, saw real advantages in cooperation. A sense of pan Indian identity was beginning to emerge. 

Peace with the western Indians in 1758 permitted the British to revive the grand military plan of 1755, except that this time the overall goal was clear—the conquest of New 

France. Amherst and Wolfe, with 9,000 regulars and 500 provincials, besieged Louisbourg 

for 60 days. It fell in September, thus adding Cape Breton Island to the British province of 

Nova Scotia. A force of 3,000 provincials under Colonel John Bradstreet advanced to Lake 

Ontario, took Fort Frontenac, and began building a fleet. This victory cut off the French 

in the Ohio valley from their supplies. A powerful force of regulars under John Forbes and 

provincials under Washington marched west, this time through Pennsylvania, to attack 

Fort Duquesne, but the French blew up the fort and retreated north just before they 

arrived. The British erected Fort Pitt on the ruins. 

The only British defeat in 1758 occurred in northern New York when Abercrombie sent 

6,000 regulars and 9,000 provincials against Ticonderoga (Carillon), defended by Montcalm 

and 3,500 troops. Instead of waiting for his artillery to arrive or trying to outflank the French, 

Abercrombie ordered a frontal assault against a heavily fortified position. His regulars were 

butchered by the withering fire, and after witnessing the carnage for several hours, the horrified provincials fled. Like Indians, they regarded such attacks as sheer madness. When Pitt 

heard the news, he sacked Abercrombie, put Amherst in charge of the New York theater of 

war, and left Wolfe at Louisbourg to plan an attack up the St. Lawrence River against Quebec. 

In 1759, while the provincials on Lake Ontario moved west and took Niagara, Amherst 

spent the summer cautiously reducing Ticonderoga and Crown Point. (Pitt expected him 

to reach Montreal.) The most dramatic campaign occurred farther east. In June, Wolfe 

ascended the St. Lawrence River with 8,000 redcoats and colonial rangers and laid siege 

to Quebec, defended by Montcalm with 16,000 regulars, Canadian militia, and Indians. 

When an attack below the city failed, Wolfe mounted howitzers on high ground across the 

river from Quebec and began reducing most of the city to rubble. Frustrated by the French 

refusal to come out and fight, he turned loose his American rangers (“the worst soldiers in 

the universe,” he boasted), who ravaged and burned more than 1,400 farms. Anyone who 

resisted was shot and scalped. Still the French held out. 

By September, both Wolfe and Montcalm realized that the British fleet would soon 

have to depart or risk being frozen in during the long winter. Wolfe made a last desperate effort, preferring to die rather than fail. His men silently sailed up the river, climbed 

a formidable cliff above the city in darkness, and on the morning of September 13, 1759, 

deployed on the Plains of Abraham behind Quebec. Montcalm panicked. Instead of using 

his artillery to defend the walls from inside (Wolfe’s force had been able to drag only two 

guns with them), he marched out of Quebec onto the plains. Both generals now had what 

they craved most, a set-piece European battle that lasted about 15 minutes. Wolfe and 

Montcalm were both mortally wounded, but the British drove the French from the field 

and took Quebec. After the fall of Montreal in 1760, Canada surrendered. 

The Cherokee War and Spanish Intervention 

In December 1759, as the British were completing their triumph over New France, the 

Cherokees, who had been allies and trading partners of South Carolina, reacted to a long 

string of violent incidents by attacking backcountry settlers. Within a year, they drove the 

frontier back 100 miles. South Carolina appealed to Amherst for help, and he sent regular 

soldiers who laid waste the Cherokee Lower Towns in the Appalachian foothills. When that 

expedition failed to bring peace, another one the next year devastated the Middle Towns 

farther west, while Virginia threatened the Overhill Towns. The Cherokees made peace in 

December 1761, but the backcountry settlers, left brutalized and lawless, soon became 

severe political problems for South Carolina’s government. Only then, in January 1762, 

after the French and the Cherokees had been defeated, did Spain finally enter the war. 

British forces quickly took Havana and even Manila in the distant Philippines. France and 

Spain sued for peace. 

The Peace of Paris 

In 1763, the Peace of Paris ended the war. Britain returned Martinique and Guadeloupe 

to France. France surrendered to Great Britain several minor West Indian islands and all 

of North America east of the Mississippi, except New Orleans. In exchange for Havana, 

Spain ceded Florida to the British and also promised to pay a large ransom for the return 

of Manila. To compensate its Spanish ally, France gave all of Louisiana west of the Mississippi and New Orleans to Spain. Most of the Spanish and African occupants of Florida 

withdrew to other parts of the Spanish empire, but nearly all French settlers remained 

behind in Canada, the Illinois country, and what was now Spanish Louisiana. 

The British colonists were jubilant. The age of warfare and frontier carnage seemed over at 

last. Britain and the colonies could now develop their vast resources in an imperial partnership 

and would share unprecedented prosperity. But the western Indians angrily rejected the peace 

settlement. No one had conquered them, and they denied the right or the power of France to 

surrender their lands to Great Britain. They began to plan their own war of liberation. 

Conclusion 

Between 1713 and 1754, expansion and renewed immigration pushed North American 

settlement ever farther into the interior. With a population that doubled every 25 years, 

many householders no longer enjoyed the opportunity to give all of their sons and daughters the level of economic success that they were enjoying. By midcentury, many families 

took up a trade or looked westward for what their old community could not provide. 

Women worked harder just to sustain levels of opportunity for their households. Many 

families had to favor sons over daughters and the eldest son over his younger brothers, 

reluctantly following practices used in England. 

The colonies anglicized in other ways as well. Newspapers and the learned professions 

spread the English Enlightenment to the colonies. English revivalists, especially George 

Whitefield, had a tremendous impact in North America. The northern colonies borrowed 

Court politics from Walpole’s Britain, while most southern colonies favored politics as 

envisioned by Britain’s Country opposition. Both considered themselves the freest people 

on earth. When expansion and imperial rivalries again led to war after 1739, the colonists 

discovered that enslaved Africans associated Spain with liberty, whereas most eastern 

woodland Indians looked to New France for support. The threat of internal upheaval kept 

King George’s War indecisive in the 1740s. Taking advantage of Spain’s neutral position 

when Britain and France went to war after 1754, the British Empire mobilized its full 

resources and conquered New France. 

The French and Indian War left behind vivid memories. Provincials admired the courage 

of the redcoats and the victories they won but hated their brutal discipline and arrogant officers. British officials greatly exaggerated what military force alone could accomplish and 

underestimated colonial contributions to the imperial cause. The concord and prosperity 

that were supposed to follow Britain’s great triumph yielded instead to bitter strife. 

