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 Colonial Wars


As piety cannot be maintained without church ordinances & officers, nor justice without lawes & magistracy, no more can our safety & peace be preserved without military orders & officers.

—1643 Massachusetts Militia Act




I heard the bullets whistle, and believe me there is something charming in the sound.

—George Washington




The volley fired by a young man in the backwoods of America set the world on fire.

—Horace Walpole



Warfare shaped colonial America’s development.1 When the colonists did not wage war, they either prepared for or recovered from it. The reason was simple: they were foreign invaders determined to take ever more land from the original inhabitants, ideally peacefully but if necessary violently.

The colonists fought nearly every tribe they encountered as first they established themselves on the continent’s shores and then expanded inland. Indeed, warriors unleashed showers of arrows at the Jamestown and Plymouth expeditions before they reached their first settlement sites. Although the colonists suffered as much or more death and destruction than they inflicted on the tribes from 1607 to 1775, warfare was only existential for them during their first years in the New World. Virginia faced numerous brushes with extinction from chronic disease, starvation, and Indian attacks from 1607 to 1622. The colonial era’s bloodiest conflict was King Philip’s War from 1675 to 1676, which pitted New England’s colonies and Indian allies against a coalition of tribes. Although the colonists lost a thousand dead and twenty destroyed towns, they never faced extinction but instead inflicted it on the enemy tribes.

Early Americans also warred against the expanding French and stagnant Spanish empires on North America’s eastern half. In all, they fought three wars against the Spanish and their Indian allies, three wars against the French and their Indian allies, and two wars against all three. The Spanish and Indian wars included Elizabeth’s War (1585–1603), Cromwell’s War (1655–1660), and the War of Jenkins’ Ear (1739–1744). The French and Indian wars included the Huguenot War (1628–1632); King William’s War, or the War of the League of Augsburg (1689–1697); and King George’s War, or the War of the Austrian Succession (1744–1748). Those against all three included Queen Anne’s War, or the War of the Spanish Succession (1702–1713), and the French and Indian War, or Seven Years’ War (1754–1763).

Yet, in nearly all those wars, the fighting was confined to raids by relatively small groups to attack isolated frontier villages or forts and ideally destroy them and then escape before overwhelming numbers of the enemy converged. Americans fought European-style sieges only at Cartagena in 1741, Oswego in 1756, Fort William Henry in 1757, Fort Frontenac in 1758, Fort Niagara in 1758, Montreal in 1760, and Havana in 1762, and open-field battles at Lake George Camp in 1755, Fort Carillon in 1758, and Belle Famille in 1759.

Colonel Henry Bouquet found a stark contrast in how wars were fought in Europe and America:


Those who have only experienced the severities and dangers of a campaign in Europe can scarcely form an idea of what is to be done and endured in an American war. To act in a country cultivated and inhabited, where roads are made, magazines are established, and hospitals provided; where there are good towns to retreat to in case of misfortune; or at the worst, a generous enemy to yield to…. In an American campaign everything is terrible; the face of the country, the climate, the enemy. There is no refreshment for the healthy nor relief for the sick. A vast unhospitable desert… where victories are not decisive, but defeats are ruinous and simple death is the least misfortune.2



William Smith, who accompanied General Henry Bouquet’s 1764 campaign against the upper Ohio valley Indians, captured the essence of Indian tactics and effective American countertactics:


The first, that their general maxim is to surround their enemy. The second, that they fight scattered, and never in a compact body. The third, that they never stand their ground when attacked, but immediately give way, to return to the charge. These principles being admitted, it follows—1st That the destined to engage Indians must be lightly cloathed, armed, and acoutred. 2nd. That having no resistance to encounter in the attack or defense, they are not to be drawn up in close order, which would only expose them without necessity to greater loss. And lastly, that all their evolutions must be performed with great rapidity, and the men enabled by exercise to pursue the enemy closely when put to flight, and not give them time to rally.3



Thomas Hutchins, who fought in Pontiac’s War, explained the dynamic between Indian culture and war:


The love of liberty is innate in the savage, and seems the ruling passion in the state of nature. His desires and wants, being few, are easily gratified, and leave him much time to spare, which he would spend in idleness if hunger did not force him to hunt. That exercise makes him strong, active, and bold, raises his courage, and fits him for war, in which he uses the same stratagems and cruelty as against wild beasts, making no scruple to employ treachery and perfidy to vanquish the enemy.4



Each treaty had a tenet requiring Indians to release any captives. Returning captives provoked joy for their American families, sorrow for the Indian families who had adopted them, and often mixed feelings among the captives. William Smith witnessed such a scene: “There were seen fathers and mothers recognizing and clasping their once-lost babes, husbands hanging around the necks of their newly recovered wives, sisters and brothers unexpectantly meeting together after long separation, scarce able to speak the same language.” Meanwhile, the Indians “delivered up their beloved captives with the utmost reluctance, shed torrents of tears over them…. Their regard to them continued all the time they remained in camp. They visited them… with… the most tender affection…. But it must not be denied that there were even some grown persons who shewed an unwillingness to return… and… afterwards found means to escape and run back to the Indian towns.”5

Frontier war was often merciless, as each side sought to massacre the other. Captain John Underhill offered this rationalization: “It may be demanded, why should you be so furious (as some of you have said). Should not Christians have more mercy and compassion? But I would refer you to David’s war…. When a people is grown to such a height of blood and sin against God and man and all confederates in the action, there he hath no respect to persons, but… puts them to the sword… the Scripture declareth women and children must perish with their parents…. We have had sufficient light from the Word of God for our proceedings.”6 At times colonial governments offered rewards for scalps. For instance, in 1755, Massachusetts lieutenant governor Spencer Phips issued this declaration:


I do hereby require His Majesty’s subjects of this Province to embrace all opportunities of pursuing, captivating, killing and destroying all and every of the aforesaid Indians…. For every Penobscot above the age of twelve years that shall be taken… to Boston, fifty pounds. For every scalp of a male… above the age aforesaid, forty pounds. For every female… taken… and for every male under twelve… taken… twenty-five pounds. For every scalp of such female Indian or male Indian under the age of twelve years… twenty pounds.7



Americans had to defend themselves alone through nearly the entire colonial period. Whitehall did not send over large numbers of troops until the last war from 1754 to 1760. For self-defense, each colony established a militia that required all able-bodied white men from sixteen to sixty years old—usually with exceptions such as ministers, magistrates, doctors, teachers, college students, and fishermen—to serve for an annual four to six days of inspection and training. Each town had one company, and cities like Boston, Philadelphia, and New York had increasing neighborhood companies as their populations expanded. Each company elected its captains and lieutenants, while governors usually appointed colonels, lieutenant colonels, and majors.

Massachusetts was probably the colony best organized for war. The governor and his council established the Ancient and Honorable Artillery Company in Boston in 1638. The 1643 Militia Act stated that, “as piety cannot be maintained without church ordinances & officers, nor justice without lawes & magistracy, no more can our safety & peace be preserved without military orders & officers.”8 Initially, companies were split between one-third pikemen and two-thirds musketeers, but eventually all men were musketeers. Pikes were ineffective against Indians firing arrows in woods, while muskets became more reliable and cheaper as flintlocks replaced wheel-locks and arquebuses.

Americans suffered worse horrors than they inflicted on the Indians, French, and Spanish because most were amateur militiamen who lacked the training and experience to be effective. Rangers were the exception as experts at wilderness survival, hunting, and shooting. The most brilliant ranger leaders were Miles Standish, Benjamin Church, and Robert Rogers, who respectively led a dozen, couple dozen, and several score successful raids.

Warfare was crucial to shaping a distinct American identity that strengthened with each generation removed from the first immigrants. Charles Tilly succinctly explained the development of European nation-states with this dynamic relationship: “The state made war and war made the state.”9 If Europeans made war and war made their states, Americans made war and war made Americans. In her brilliant book The Name of War, historian Jill Lepore explored how wars forged American identity: “English colonists constructed a language that proclaimed themselves to be neither cruel colonists like the Spaniards nor savage natives like the Indians. Later on, after nearly a century of repetition on successive American frontiers, this triangulated conception of identity would form the basis of American nationalism.”10 She explained the dynamic among “the geographical, political, cultural, and sometimes racial and national boundaries between peoples…. How wars are remembered can be just as important as how they were fought and first described…. Waging, writing, and remembering a war all shape its legacy, all draw boundaries.”11 She argued that the trauma, existential threat, and united efforts to destroy the Indian alliance in King’s Philip’s War from 1675 to 1676 transformed the essence of colonial identity from English to American. A century later, that American identity was so powerful that they would rebel against Britain and form their own country.

What became the United States of America began with Jamestown, the first permanent settlement, established on May 13, 1607.12 However, that was not England’s first colonial venture. In 1584, Queen Elizabeth chartered a company led by Sir Walter Raleigh to establish the colony of Virginia. An expedition established Roanoke a hundred miles south on North Carolina’s outer bank on Pamlico Sound in 1585, but the settlers mysteriously disappeared, most likely carried off by Indians, by the time a supply vessel arrived in 1589. The ultimately successful effort emerged after two related investment groups received charters from King James I on April 10, 1606, with the London branch to settle anywhere between the thirty-fourth and forty-first parallels and the Plymouth branch anywhere between the thirty-eighth to forty-fifth parallels. The London group organized a voyage first.

Three small vessels packed with 144 men and supplies sailed from London toward the mid-Atlantic North American coast on December 19, 1606. Captain Christopher Newport commanded the expedition and its seven-man governing council, whose names were in a locked box to be opened once they reached land. Virginia Company instructions included this prescient warning: “Have great care not to offend the naturals” and “in no case suffer any of the native people of the country to inhabit between you and the sea coast for… they will grow discontented with your habitation, and be ready to guide and assist any nation that shall come to invade you.”13 Those tenets proved to be problematic. The colonists most feared a Spanish attack. The Spanish had half a dozen settlements across northern Florida from Saint Augustine on the Atlantic Ocean to Pensacola on the Gulf of Mexico. England and Spain had warred throughout most of the late sixteenth century, although recently in 1604 they had signed a peace treaty.

America was born in war. On April 16, 1607, five Indians fired arrows at thirty Virginia Company men as they stretched their legs on the beach at Cape Henry, Chesapeake Bay’s south entrance, their first landing in the New World. Arrows wounded two of them, while the others fired their arquebuses and then charged, driving off the attackers.

That night, Newport opened the sealed box and was chagrined to find one name among the seven to govern Virginia. Ironically, the man essential for Jamestown’s survival—Captain John Smith—arrived in chains.14 Suspecting Smith of fostering mutinous sentiments, Newport had him arrested. Jealousy as well as fear motivated Newport. Smith exceeded all the others as a soldier and leader. He fought as a mercenary in the Low Countries in 1600 and the Balkans in 1601 and 1602. During the siege of Modrusch in 1602, he issued a challenge, fought, and killed a Turkish champion before the walls three mornings in a row. For that, Hungarian king Zsigmondy declared him “an English gentleman” entitled to carry a shield embossed with a “three Turks head” symbol. Later that year, the Turks captured and held Smith as a slave in various places until he escaped in Crimea in 1603 and, after many more adventures, reached London in 1604. There he invested in the Virginia Company, whose trustees welcomed his military experience.

Although Smith spent only four years in the New World, his enterprise, courage, optimism, curiosity, decisiveness, independence, and vision made him the first American, an archetype. He deeply respected, liked, and increasingly understood the indigenous peoples he frequently fought. He swiftly mastered Indian warfare and diplomacy as he had earlier mastered war against the Turks. He wrote four books on his experiences: A True Relation of Such Occurrences and Accidents of Noate as Hath Happened in Virginia (1608), A Description of New England (1616), The Generall Historie of Virginia, New-England, and the Summer Islands (1624), and The True Travels, Adventures, and Observations of Captaine John Smith (1630).

The seven council members elected Edward Wingfield among them as the council president. The next step was to sail a hundred miles up a prominent river and settle a site with three qualities: the soil ashore must be rich for crops and pasture, the river must be narrow enough to command with musket fire from both shores, and no tribe must live down-river to the sea. The site they chose met only one of the three criteria. The soil was rich, but the Kecoughtan Indian village was downstream at the river mouth and the river was more than a mile wide. They believed that site would be easily defended because it was nearly surrounded by water, with the river on one side and swamps on the other sides. They named both the river and their town after King James. They began constructing a triangular palisade with hundred-yard-long sides and bastions with cannons at each corner. That palisade was crucial for their survival.

Jamestown was located in the Powhatan Confederation of twenty-eight villages between the James and Rappahannock Rivers from Chesapeake Bay to the fall line. The Algonquian-speaking Powhatans faced enemy tribes like Siouan-speaking Manahoac and Monacan westward and Iroquoian-speaking Susquehannock northward. The head chief was Powhatan, whose ceremonial name was Wahunsenacawh, with his capital Werowocomoco village on the York River. William Strachey, the colony’s official chronicler, described Powhatan as having “a tall stature… of a sad aspect… fat visag’d with grey hairs…. He hath bene a strong and able salvadge… active, and of daring spirit, vigilant, ambitious, subtile to enlarge his dominions…. Creull he hath bene and quarellous.”15 Powhatan was at once alarmed and fatalistic when he learned of the foreigners establishing a palisade within his confederation. Strachey reported a “certayne Propheseise afoote amongst the people enhabiting about us… which his priests continually put him in feare of… how that from the Cheasapeak Bay a Nation should arise, which should dissolve and give end to his empire.”16

The closest village was Paspahegh, just half a dozen miles away. Naturally, the intruders enraged and terrified the Paspahegh, who resolved to wipe them out. The settlers repelled an attack by one hundred Paspahegh on May 18 and two hundred on May 26, when they suffered seventeen wounded and one dead before the warriors fled from arquebus fire by men ashore and cannon fire from the ship crews. Yet thereafter disease and starvation surpassed Indians in killing settlers. They drank the brackish surrounding waters where their settlement’s filth drained, while mosquito swarms bore malaria. Half the settlers perished by September. The original seven councilors were reduced to Smith, John Ratcliffe, and John Martin, as the others either died or were deposed for various irregularities. The three made Ratcliffe the president, Martin the deputy, and Smith the military commander who led exploring and diplomatic missions.

Meanwhile, Newport and his crew explored up the James River to its rapids at today’s Richmond. There they excitedly chipped what they believed was gold from the rocky banks. They descended to Jamestown with the good news and then sailed on to London to cash in their gold and gather men and supplies for the return voyage. There Newport received the crushing assay report that his men had laboriously gathered not gold but iron pyrite or “fool’s gold.”

The Virginians sought to get rich by discovering gold and silver mines just like the Spanish had in the Mexico and Peru colonies of their empire spreading across the Western Hemisphere. They were bitterly disappointed to find “only an idle, improvident, scattered people, ignorant of… gold or silver, or any commodities, and careless of anything but from hand to mouth, except baubles of no worth.”17 They also hoped to discover an easy route to the Pacific Ocean, then called the South Sea, whose shores they believed lay not far beyond the Blue Ridge Mountains. Eventually they would be chagrined to learn that the continent was about three thousand miles wide between oceans.

Smith’s first expedition was to explore the Chickahominy River that flowed into the James River five miles above Jamestown. In December, he and nine men ascended the Chickahominy in a twenty-foot shallop. They rowed twenty-seven miles before fallen trees blocked them. There Smith left seven men in the shallop while he ascended ashore with two others. Pamunkey Indians attacked, killed his two companions, and captured him. They presented him to Pamunkey chief Opechancanough, Powhatan’s younger brother. Smith won over Opechancanough by confidently treating him as a friend with whom he shared marvels like how a compass, map, and pistol worked and how the earth was round and inhabited by diverse peoples. His most impressive feat was his “paper could speak,” meaning a message he wrote asking the Jamestown authorities to give gifts to the couriers who carried the message.

Opechancanough and his men conveyed Smith to Powhatan at Werowocomoco. Smith presented Powhatan with the same repertoire of wonders, and the chief feted him. Suddenly warriors pinned Smith facedown on two large stones; when others poised “with their clubs ready to beat out his brains, Pocahontas, the king’s dearest daughter, when no entreaty would prevail, got his head in her arms and laid her own upon his to save him from death.”18 Powhatan relented. Most likely the incident was a test of Smith’s courage. When Smith reacted with stoicism rather than fear, he passed. Powhatan then could display his magnanimity by sparing Smith and a few days later releasing him, accompanied by a dozen warriors, to Jamestown. There Smith heaped the warriors with gifts for Powhatan.

Shortly after Smith’s return, Newport arrived on January 2, 1608, with a vessel packed with a hundred new settlers and supplies. Smith talked him into going to meet Powhatan. They sailed there, but Newport remained aboard while Smith went ashore with a score of men to negotiate. Powhatan named Smith the werowance, or his vassal chief, of Jamestown. After trading a couple of pounds of blue beads for three hundred bushels of corn, the English returned to Jamestown. In April, Newport again left for London.

Smith embarked with fourteen men aboard a forty-foot vessel to explore Chesapeake Bay in two expeditions in the summer of 1608, the first for a month, the second for seven weeks. Along the way, they traded for corn at most villages; repelled attacks by the Pocomoke, Massawomeck, Manahoac, and Nansemond; and befriended the “giant-like” Susquehannock near the Susquehanna River mouth. After Smith returned, he deposed Ratcliffe for incompetence and declared himself president.

That fall, Newport returned with more colonists and supplies. Newport, Smith, and a score of men visited Powhatan, during which Newport had Powhatan kneel; adorned him with a crown, scarlet robe, and jewelry; and then declared him King James I’s vassal. Powhatan delighted in the gifts without understanding the ceremony’s significance. Newport sailed back to London.

That winter, Powhatan refused to trade for corn, and once again the Virginians faced starvation. Smith led an expedition that attacked and looted several villages, and then he approached Werowocomoco on January 12, 1609. When Smith asked for corn, Powhatan said he would trade twelve bushels for twelve swords. When Smith refused to give swords or any other weapons, Powhatan replied,


Many do inform me your coming hither is not for trade, but to invade my people and possess my country…. Captain Smith… I know the difference between peace and war…. What will it avail you to take… by force you may quickly have by love, or to destroy them that provide you food?… It is better to eat good meat, lie well, and sleep quietly with my women and children, laugh and be merry with you… than be forced to fly from all, to lie cold in the woods, feed upon acorns, roots, and such trash, and be so hunted by you… my tired men must watch, and if a twig but break, everyone crieth, “There cometh Captain Smith!”19



Smith assured Powhatan of his love for him and his people but insisted on receiving as much corn as his boat could carry. He and his men returned to the boat for the night. Pocahontas later appeared to warn them of a pending attack if they lingered. The next day, Powhatan had warriors convey venison and corn mush, but Smith had them sample it before he and his men devoured it.

Smith treated that as a face-saving way to depart. He led his men to Pamunkey, Opechancanough’s village. As they approached, the warriors surrounded them but did not attack. Smith walked up to Opechancanough, grabbed and twisted his scalp lock, jammed his pistol to his temple, and demanded that he submit. The chief ordered his men to load Smith’s boat with bushels of corn.

Smith’s innovation in 1609 transformed the colony: “You must obey this now for a law, that he that will not work will not eat (except by sickness he be disabled). For the labors of thirty or forty honest and industrious men shall not be consumed to maintain a hundred and fifty idle loiterers.”20 He organized the cedar shingle, tar, pitch, and glassmaking industries; doubled the acreage for crops; and assigned each man a garden to nurture for himself. Only eleven of two hundred men died before the summer’s end.

The largest settler influx to date arrived in August 1609, six hundred men, women, and children in nine vessels led by Thomas West, Lord De La Warr, who would rule Virginia as governor. Eventually the colonists dispersed to a half dozen nearby hamlets. Meanwhile, the sporadic skirmishes between the invaders and natives morphed into all-out war. Nansemond was a Powhatan village on the James River’s south bank downstream of Jamestown. The Nansemonds seized, tortured, and murdered several Jamestown emissaries. That inspired warriors from other Powhatan villages to raid Jamestown. After suffering severe injury when a powder flask exploded on his thigh, Smith departed for London in October. That winter, Powhatan refused to trade corn to the colonists and launched numerous attacks. Starvation, disease, and Indians killed all but sixty settlers. A few survived through cannibalism, including one man who murdered and devoured his wife and was executed for his crime.

The timely arrival of ships with three hundred more settlers and supplies in May 1610 again saved Virginia from extinction. That year, the Indians twice besieged Jamestown but dared not storm it. The colonists launched five campaigns that looted and burned villages and killed any Indians who resisted. Edward Waterhouse tried to justify the merciless warfare: “Because our hands which before were tied with gentlenesse… are now set at liberty by the treacherous violence of the savages… so that we, who hitherto have had possession of no more ground than their waste, and our purchase at a valuable consideration to their owne contentement… may now by right of warre and law of nations, invade their country, and destroy them who sought to destroy us; wee shall enjoy their cultivated places.”21

Over the next half dozen years, Virginia’s population slowly rose as the number of new settlers and births exceeded deaths, and the number of settlements rose to around twenty while Indian skirmishes diminished. Pocahontas symbolized the hoped-for transformation of Indian culture by Virginian culture.22 Virginians fascinated her, and she often visited their settlements. In 1613, Captain Samuel Argall captured her and held her hostage, hoping that would restrain Powhatan raids. In 1616, John Rolfe married Pocahontas, renamed Rebecca, bedecked her in English-style clothing, converted her to Christianity, and conceived a child with her. The next year, he took her to London and presented her to King James at court. Pocahontas died as they sailed down the Thames River en route back to Jamestown and was buried in a churchyard at Gravesend.

For Virginia’s investors, the colony transformed from an economic burden to an asset in 1617. Over the preceding decade, Virginia had cost thousands of lives and £20,000. Since 1612, Rolfe had crossbred different types of tobacco until he produced one that was hardy and aromatic. That year, the value of the colony’s exports led by tobacco actually began to pay for its imports. In 1618, King James authorized the establishment of the House of Burgesses or assembly. The most important change came on November 18, 1618, when the Virginia Company abandoned communalism and began giving fifty acres of land to each new settler who paid his way to the colony. In 1619, a Dutch vessel appeared with twenty black slaves for sale. Virginians purchased the Africans not as slaves, which then were illegal, but as indentured servants to be released after seven years.

Nonetheless, death continued to stalk Virginia. From 1607 to 1622, six thousand settlers arrived, but only 1,240 survived in a cluster of twenty or so settlements. Then, in 1622, the latest Indian war threatened to wipe them all out. Opechancanough became head chief when Powhatan died in 1618. He was determined to exterminate the colonists but needed an excuse. That came when the colonists killed war chief Nemattanew after he boasted of murdering an English trader and wearing his clothes. On the morning of March 22, 1622, the Powhatan attacked virtually all the settlements and killed 347 (or one in four) Virginians. But then, satiated with scalps and loot, they returned to their villages rather than continue their attacks. The war lasted another year as the Virginians received more settlers and supplies, including arms and munitions. King James made Virginia a crown colony in 1624.

Meanwhile, another colony emerged around four hundred miles up the Atlantic coast. The people who founded Plymouth are known as Pilgrims or Puritans, who fled James I’s persecution in England for exile in Leiden, Holland, in 1603.23 They called themselves Separatists and Saints, rejecting any authority higher than their own community of believers who studied and followed the Bible’s Holy Scripture. For leadership, they elected a minister as the most devout and learned among themselves. In Holland, they increasingly despaired that their children were morphing from spiritually correct English into worldly Dutch. They obtained a charter from the Virginia Company to settle in America. On July 22, 1620, they boarded the Speedwell and sailed to Plymouth, where they joined another group of immigrants in the Mayflower. They abandoned the Speedwell, whose rotten hull leaked dangerously, and packed into the Mayflower. On September 6, the Mayflower sailed with 102 passengers, half Pilgrims and the rest worldly people who sought a new and better life in America. They were supposed to settle near the Hudson River mouth, but adverse winds near Cape Cod forced them north on November 9.

To govern themselves, the leaders drafted (and forty-one men signed) what was called the Mayflower Compact on November 21, whereby “these present solemnly… in the presence of God… covenant and combine ourselves into a civil body politick, for our better ordering and preservation, and… to enact, constitute, and frame such just and equal laws, ordinances, acts, constitutions, and offices… as shall be thought most… convenient for the general good of the colony.”24 They elected John Carver the governor. Although Captain Miles Standish was not a Pilgrim, he was a professional soldier who had fought in the Low Countries, so Carver and his colleagues accepted him as the colony’s military leader.

Later that day, they sailed into a bay just below Cape Cod peninsula’s fist (where Provincetown was later founded). They went ashore but, finding no streams, decided to sail farther down the bay until they reached a place with fresh water and a good anchorage. On December 6, they landed in Wellfleet Bay, where some Indians were butchering a beached whale. The Indians fled. Standish and a score of men landed to inspect and loot a nearby abandoned village and camp ashore. At dawn the next morning, around thirty Indians screamed war cries and fired arrows at the colonists, who fired back and then charged, scattering them. Although no one on either side was killed or wounded, like Virginia, war inaugurated Plymouth Colony.

Standish and his men hurried back to the Mayflower, and they sailed away. On December 20, they anchored before what became Plymouth. Winter storms had battered them, and they had to build shelters before snow buried them. Atop a large hill several hundred yards from shore, they began constructing the first buildings. A large stream flowed nearby, and they found corn caches in an abandoned Indian village and cleared crop fields beyond it.

The Pilgrims were not the first Europeans along that coast—only the first to settle. Numerous ships bearing explorers, fishermen, or traders had visited the coast over the previous decade or so. A few years before the Pilgrims arrived, men from one or more of those vessels had unwittingly brought a plague with them. That plague devastated the tribes along the eastern Massachusetts coast. Two large tribes lived several days’ walk from Plymouth: the Wampanoag in a cluster of villages in eastern Narragansett Bay and the Massachusetts tribe in a cluster around Boston Bay. The colonists would benefit from playing those and other rival tribes against each other.

The Pilgrims experienced an extraordinary visitor on March 16, 1621. Samoset was an Abenaki chief who had learned some English from traders along the Maine coast and was now visiting Wampanoag chief Massasoit. He stayed that night, left, and then five days later returned with Massasoit and twenty warriors. Among them was Squanto, a Wampanoag who spoke English and acted as interpreter, having been captured in 1614 by English traders and only recently released to his people.

Massasoit sought English arms, munitions, and allies against his enemies: the Pequot westward, the Narragansett northwestward, and the Massachusetts northeastward. Massasoit had mixed feelings about doing so because of a long-standing disturbing prophecy that one day “we must look for the coming of white men from the direction of the rising sun…. His coming will put a bar to our happiness, and our destiny will be at the mercy of events…. He will come to stay, and he shall want all the land, because the land will be so sweet to him.”25 But for now, the English might be helpful rather than harmful. On March 22, Massasoit and Carver signed a treaty whereby “if any did unjustly war against [Massasoit], we would aid him; if any did war against us, Massasoit should aid us.”26 Thus began an alliance between the English and Wampanoag that lasted until 1675 before terminating in a mutually catastrophic war.

Learning of that alliance, Narragansett chief Canonicus sent Plymouth a rattlesnake-skin quiver filled with arrows as a warning in November 1621. Governor William Bradford had the quiver filled with gunpowder and returned to Canonicus. That show of confidence and power may have prevented war between the English and Narragansett then and for another fifty-five years.

During its first years, Plymouth, like Jamestown, suffered disease and starvation that killed scores of colonists. Yet whenever the colony teetered at destruction’s brink, more ships packed with immigrants and supplies arrived to fill existing ranks and establish other settlements. The biggest influx came in 1630 when a thousand people led by Governor John Winthrop arrived to found Boston as the key town of the new colony of Massachusetts. Eventually farmers, fishermen, and hunters produced not just enough to feed the population but also surpluses, while artisans made a growing array of needed goods. Nonetheless, the settlers remained dependent on England for most manufactured goods, which they paid for with furs, grain, and lumber. Merchants journeyed up the coast and into the interior to swap goods for mostly beaver pelts at Indian villages.

Most settlers were Puritans who saw themselves as a special people dedicated to developing a new civilization based on the biblical God’s will. Massachusetts governor Winthrop’s 1630 sermon titled “A Modell of Christian Charity” exemplified that vision: “For wee must consider that wee shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are uppon us.” What that imagined audience was watching was how truly God’s chosen people, the Puritans, adhered to his commands. Although he guaranteed that everyone would have land of their own, the shares would inevitably differ because that was God’s will: “God Almightie in his most holy and wise providence, hath so disposed the Condition of mankind as in all time some must be rich, some poore, some highe and eminent in power and dignitie, others meane and in subjection.” What bound them was love and devotion first to God and then to each other:


Conformity with the… end we aime at… in our duty of love… wee must be knit together in this worke as one man, we must entertaine each other in brotherly Affection, wee must be willing to abridge our selves of our superfluities, for the supply of others necessities, wee must uphold a familiar Commerce together in all meekenes, gentleness, patience and liberality, wee must delight in eache other, make others Condicions our owne: rejoyce together, mourne together, labour, and suffer together, allways having before our eyes our Commission and our Community in the worke.27



The English, like other European conquerors, regarded land as free for the taking if those inhabiting it did not “improve it” or have legal title to it.28 Winthrop explained that the Indians were landless because “they enclose no ground, neither have cattell to maintayne it, but remove their dwelling as they have occasion.”29 Puritans saw not beauty and harmony in wilderness but instead a chaotic endless maze inhabited by dangerous beasts and savage men. They sought to transform wilderness as rapidly as possible into orderly, productive farms and towns linked by roads. They condemned any among themselves who lived with or emulated the savages. Thomas Morton was a fur trader who established a village called Merry Mount where colonists and Indians lived together freely and licentiously. Twice the Puritans arrested Morton, dispersed his followers, and burned the village.

As for the “savages,” Puritans believed their moral duty was to either convert them to Christian and English ways or drive them away. Minister Cotton Mather explained, “The very best thing we can do for our Indians is to Anglicize them…. They can scarce retain their language without a tincture of other savage inclinations which ill suit… the design of Christianity.”30 John Eliot spearheaded that mission as head of the Society for the Propagation of the Faith. He was a tireless proselytizer, became fluent in Algonquian, and translated the Bible into that language. By 1675, there were sixteen “praying towns” of Indian villages that embraced Christian and English ways.

The Indians, of course, at times literally begged to be left alone, as Narragansett chief Stonewall John bitterly complained to Roger Williams: “You have driven us out of our own Countrie and then pursued us to our Great Miserie, and Your own, and we are forced to live upon you.”31 Narragansett sachem Miantonomi warned of the existential threat posed by the colonists: “You know our fathers had plenty of deer and skins, our plains were full of fish and fowl. But these English have gotten our land, they with scythes cut down the grass and with axes fell the trees. Their cows and horses eat the grass, their hogs spoil our clam banks; and we shall all be starved.”32 One warrior asserted this scornful taunt: “You English since you came into this Countrey have grown exceedingly above the Ground, let us now see how you will grow when Planted into the Ground.”33

Puritans blamed themselves when Indians warred against them, not for unjustly taking their lands and expelling them but for being worldly rather than godly in their daily lives, which provoked God’s wrath. A Massachusetts proclamation expressed that belief: “The Righteous God hath heightened our Calamity and given Commission to the Barbarous Heathen to rise up against us, and to become a smart Rod and severe Scourge to us, in Burning and Depopulating several hopeful Plantations [and] Murdering many of our People… hereby speaking aloud to us to search and… turn again unto the Lord our God from whom we have departed with a great Backsliding.”34

Indian beliefs and behaviors contrasted starkly with English ones. Indians were polytheists who believed spirits pervaded nature and that their powers could be summoned to aid oneself or one’s community. They held land in common for crops or hunting for the common good. Generosity was a core value. Men and women gained status by giving away rather than amassing wealth. Likewise, Indians shared power. Most tribes had a head chief whose role was not to command but to forge a consensus among a council of elders over how to thwart threats or seize opportunities. Women had high status for nurturing children and crops. Among the northeastern tribes, articulate wise women sometimes became chiefs or sachems, like Awashonk of the Sakonnet and Quaiapen of the Narragansett. Women regularly spoke in the Iroquois council.

Warfare was a natural way of life for Indians. Tribes fought each other in disputes over hunting, trade, or territory, exacerbated by greed and fear. Young men gained status, wealth, and wives through valor on the warpath. What the Europeans did was provide technologies that made killing easier, like firearms and iron hatchets; more frequent, by playing off tribes against each other for trade, security, and domination; and more volatile, as disease devastated some tribes worse than others.

The first killings between New England settlers and Indians occurred after word reached Plymouth that the Massachusetts were planning to attack in April 1623. Governor Bradford sent Captain Standish and eight men north to the settlement of Wessagusset that was close to them. Standish invited war chief Wituwamet for a talk. Wituwamet arrived with four warriors. A fight erupted during which Standish and his men killed all five. That brutal act deterred rather than provoked war with the Massachusetts and other tribes.

Word reached Plymouth in April 1623 that Massasoit was mulling ending the alliance. Governor William Bradford dispatched Edward Winslow to solidify relations with Massasoit. Winslow gained Massasoit’s confidence by curing him of a life-threatening disease (probably typhus). Massasoit assured Winslow, “Now I see the English are my friends and love me, and whilst I live, I will never forgive the kindness they have showed me.”35

New England’s first Indian war did not occur until 1637.36 The Pequot tribe numbered several thousand people spread among twenty-six villages within twenty miles of the Thames River mouth. Sassacus was the head chief. Their traditional enemies were Mohegan westward and Narragansett eastward. Pequots sought to expand their trade and territory against enemies weakened by disease. Meanwhile, the English established Fort Saybrook at the Connecticut River mouth in 1624 and settlements farther upriver at Windsor in 1632, Wethersfield in 1633, Hartford in 1635, and Springfield in 1636. The Massachusetts Council exiled dissident Roger Williams, who founded Providence of the future Rhode Island colony in 1636. Colonists traded with all three tribes.

The Pequots besieged but failed to capture Fort Saybrook in early April 1637, and later that month they attacked Wethersfield, killing nine settlers, capturing two, and slaughtering the cattle herd. Connecticut’s government sent appeals to Boston and Plymouth for aid. The governors devised a plan for each to send militiamen and allied Indians to converge on the Pequots. Captains John Mason and John Underhill combined forces and then led 110 militiamen and 300 Mohegan, Narragansett, and Niantic warriors against the main Pequot town of Mystic, reaching the palisaded village undetected on May 26. Plymouth governor Bradford recorded what happened next: “They approached… with great silence and surrounded it both with English and Indians, that they might not break out; and so assaulted them with great courage, shooting amongst them, and entered the fort with all speed. And those that first entered found sharp resistance from the enemy who both shot at and grappled with them; others ran into their homes and… set them on fire… and… more were burnt to death than was otherwise slain.”37 Underhill vividly described the massacre: “Many were burnt in the fort, both men, women, and children. Others forced out… which our soldiers received… with the sword…. Great and doleful was the bloudy sight to the view of young soldiers that never had been in war, to see so many souls lie gasping on the ground, so thick in some places you could hardly pass along.”38 He justified the slaughter by citing the Bible: “The Scripture declareth women and children must perish with their parents…. We had sufficient light from the word of God for our proceedings.”39 Bradford echoed that excuse: “It was a fearful sight to see them thus frying in the fire and the streams of blood quenching the same, and horrible was the stink and scent thereof: but the victory seemed a sweet sacrifice, and they gave the praise thereof to God, who had wrought so wonderfully for them, thus to enclose their enemies in their hands and give them so speedy a victory over so proud and insulting an enemy.”40 As many as seven hundred Pequot men, women, and children died in the fighting or burned to death, while two militiamen were killed and twenty wounded, along with twenty or so allied Indians.

Massachusetts captain Israel Stoughton led 120 militiamen into Pequot territory in June, captured a small community that had fled into swamp, killed twenty-eight men, and captured several score women and children. The war ended with the Treaty of Hartford, signed on September 21, 1638, which forced the two hundred surviving Pequots to join either the Narragansetts or the Mohegans.

Throughout most of the seventeenth century, Holland was England’s greatest rival for trade and colonies in North America, the Caribbean, the African coast, and the Indian Ocean. The Dutch government licensed companies to develop overseas trade and colonies. Henry Hudson, an Englishman working for the Dutch, sailed up what he called the Hudson River to its rapids in 1609. That trip inaugurated annual visits by Dutch ships that traded with tribes up the Hudson. The Dutch founded Fort Orange (Albany) in 1624 and New Amsterdam (New York) in 1626 on the Hudson River, followed by Fort Nassau (Gloucester, New Jersey) on the Delaware River in 1626.

Despite their rivalry for trade and colonies, the English and Dutch remained at peace during the seventeenth century’s first half because they shared a common enemy. With the Protestant faith prominent in both countries, they fought Catholic Spain and France. Those struggles culminated with the Thirty Years’ War from 1618 to 1648, which involved nearly every European state. Under the Peace of Westphalia, the signa-tories promised to respect each state’s sovereignty, including the right to determine its own prevalent religion.

The autonomy of America’s expanding colonies swelled during the English Civil War between royalists and Puritans from 1642 to 1649, the beheading of King Charles I in 1649, and a Puritan dictatorship until 1660, when the monarchy under Charles II was restored. These events overlapped with three wars the English and Dutch fought for naval and economic supremacy (1652–1654, 1665–1667, and 1672–1674). England emerged victorious, having broken the back of Dutch naval power. Thereafter England’s Royal Navy and trade surpassed that of the Netherlands and other European great powers. Among the spoils was New Amsterdam, which the English renamed New York. For New York’s defense, Governor Edmund Andros received a royal commission to organize what became the first British regular army company in the colonies. Within two years, the company was split in two, and two other “independent” companies were formed under the command of the governor rather than a regiment.

The year 1675 was the latest critical year for American development. Indian wars erupted in New England and the Chesapeake region, which resulted in the slaughter of the hostile tribes and the expansion of colonial America. The Indian war known as King Philip’s engulfed New England from 1675 to 1678.41 King Philip was the English name for Wampanoag head chief Metacom. He grew increasingly alarmed at the rapidly growing English towns and population that took ever more land and drove off game. He began a secret diplomacy effort to entice other tribes into allying and launching a sneak attack that would wipe out the settlements. A murder precipitated the war. In January 1675, John Sassamon, a Christian convert and Harvard University graduate, warned Plymouth governor Josiah Winslow that the Wampanoag intended to attack. Winslow dismissed that warning. Learning that Sassamon had betrayed their tribe, three Wampanoag killed him. Eventually Sassamon’s body and the names of his suspected murderers were discovered. Plymouth’s government had the suspects arrested, found them guilty, and had them hanged on June 8.

Whether Metacom was aware of or ordered the murder is unknown. Regardless, the Wampanoag launched the war with attacks against Swansea, Rehoboth, and Taunton from June 24 to June 29. Envoys forged a loose alliance among the Wampanoag in eastern Rhode Island, the Narragansett in western Rhode Island, Pocumtuck and Nipmuck in central Massachusetts, and Abenaki in Maine. Over the next year, they attacked half and destroyed seventeen of New England’s towns. Along with Meta-com, the leading sachems were Sakonnet Weetamoo; Nipmuck Ninigret, Muttawmp, Monoco, and Mattonas; and Narragansett Canonchett.

Those devastating attacks kept the colonists on the defensive through most of 1675. The Massachusetts government invited envoys from other colonies to Boston to coordinate plans for offensives against the hostile tribes. They called their alliance the United Colonies of New England. Their greatest diplomatic success was enlisting the Mohegan, Pequot, and Mohawk as allies. Religious leaders called for a merciless holy war against the enemy Indians, justified with the biblical notion of a life for a life because, as they argued, “It is the Manner of the Heathen that are now in Hostility with us, contrary to the Practice of all Civil Nations, to Execute their bloody Insolences by Stealth and Skulking in small Parties, declining all open Decision of their Controversie, either Treaty or by the Sword.”42 Massachusetts issued this proclamation, and other colonies had similar versions: “It shall be lawful for any person, whether English or Indian, that shall finde any Indian travelling or skulking in any of our Towns or Woods… to command them under their Guard and Examination, or to kill and destroy them as they best may.”43 Quaker Edward Wharton lamented that “Our Rulers, Officers, and Councellors are like as men in a maze not knowing what to do; but the Priests spur them on, telling them the Indians are ordained for destruction.”44 The colonies sold captured Indians to West Indian plantations. Missionary John Eliot opposed that decision for practical and moral reasons:


That the terror of selling away such Indians… for perpetual slaves… is like to be an effectual prolongation of the ware & such an exasperation of them, as we know not what evil consequences upon all the land…. God commands that we should enlarge the kingdom of Jesus Christ… that to sell them for slaves is to hinder the enlargement of his kingdom…. If they deserve to dy, it is far better to put to death, under Godly governors…. When Christ hath provided meanes of grace for them… we are highly obliged to seeke theire conversion.45



The war’s bloodiest battle came on December 19, 1675, when 1,000 militia and 150 Indians led by Governor Winslow surrounded and attacked Canonchett’s palisaded village at Great Swamp. In the fighting, the allies killed 97 warriors and more than 300 women, children, and old men and captured another 300, while suffering around 70 dead and 150 wounded.

Prominent colonial leaders included Plymouth governor General Winslow, Major William Bradford, Captain James Cudworth; Massachusetts’ Major William Pynchon and Captains Samuel Mosley and Thomas Wheeler; Connecticut’s Major Robert Treat; and Rhode Island’s Captain Benjamin Church. Among them, only Church mastered frontier warfare. His Entertaining Passages Relating to Philip’s War (1716) is the war’s most vivid history. He formed and led an elite company of frontiersmen and Indians that emulated the Indian way of war of swift raids, ambushes, and relentless pursuits and fought in most key battles. Yet he respected and liked Indians even as he warred mercilessly against them. He was as skilled a diplomat as he was a commander. He opposed selling defeated Indians as slaves to West Indian plantations. He condemned the incompetence and cowardice of most other militia leaders. At one exasperated point, he sarcastically asked a captain who refused to support him, “Pray Sir, please to lead your company to yonder wind mill on Rhode Island, and there they will be out of danger of being killed by the enemy, and we shall have less trouble to supply them with provisions.”46

Church pursued Metacom relentlessly. He and his men attacked his camp on August 2, 1676, and captured his wife and his only son, but Metacom escaped. On August 12, Church and his men finally cornered Metacom at Mount Hope and killed him. They decapitated Metacom, carried his head back to Plymouth, and gleefully impaled it on a tall pole in the town center.

The war persisted for another two years until the colonists and their Indian allies crushed the last hostile tribe. No Indian war was bloodier or more destructive than King Philip’s. James Axtell tallied the carnage: “Of some 11,600 natives in southern New England in 1675, King Philip’s War claimed almost 7,900 victims or 68 percent of the belligerent population, in little more than a year: perhaps 1,250 died in battle, 625 later died of wounds, 3,000 succumbed to exposure and disease, 1,000 were sold as slaves and transported out of the country, and 2,000 became permanent refugees from their native land.”47 The colonists suffered grievously as well, with around one thousand dead. Indians attacked fifty-two of New England’s ninety towns, destroyed seventeen, and plundered twenty-five. Each colony went deep into debt to pay for its campaigns, with Massachusetts alone owing creditors more than £1,000.48

The Chesapeake war began in July 1675 when a group of Virginians murdered several members of the Doeg tribe in a trade dispute on the Potomac River. The Doeg retaliated by murdering several colonists. Two Virginia militia companies mustered and pursued the raiders to their village, and then they attacked and killed twenty-four Indians, including several visiting Susquehannock, who were the Doeg’s powerful neighbors and allies. The Susquehannock joined the Doeg in warring against Virginian and Maryland settlements. Over the next year, they killed over 350 colonists. The Virginia and Maryland militias struggled to coordinate offensives against the tribes.

Meanwhile, a civil war erupted within the Indian war. Nathaniel Bacon was a charismatic plantation owner, Virginian council member, and militia captain. Rather than lead his two hundred men north against the Susquehannock and Doeg, he led them west to the Occaneechee on the Roanoke River, whose lands he coveted. They agreed to ally with the Virginians and launched a raid that brought back scalps and loot. A fight broke out over the spoils in which a dozen Virginians and fifty Occaneechee died. The Virginians burned the village and then returned to the settlement with loot and scalps.

Governor William Berkeley denounced Bacon and removed him from his council. Bacon retaliated by marching against Jamestown. Berkeley fled with his followers to the eastern shore and sent word of the rebellion to King Charles II. On September 19, Bacon and his men sacked the capital and then dispersed to their homes. Dysentery killed Bacon on October 26. The king sent a fourteen-ship flotilla packed with a thousand troops that reached Jamestown on February 11, 1677. With those soldiers, Berkeley reestablished order and had twenty-three of Bacon’s leaders executed. He also negotiated the Treaty of Middle Plantation that restored peace with the tribes, now much weaker from losses they had suffered during the war.

Americans cherished their rights as English subjects and resisted any royal attempts to reduce or suspend them. King James II consolidated the northern colonies into the Dominion of New England in two stages. He stripped Massachusetts, Rhode Island, New Hampshire, and Plymouth Colony of their charters and joined them in 1686, and he did the same for Connecticut, New York, and New Jersey in 1688. To Boston, he sent Sir Edmund Andros as the governor, accompanied by Colonel Francis Nicolson and a hundred troops packed aboard the HMS Rose commanded by Captain John George.

Andros split the troops between Fort Hill in Boston and Castle Island in the bay. He cracked down on the rampant smuggling that evaded the lengthening list of Navigation Acts that straitjacketed colonial trade. He offended Puritans by insisting that they lend their church for Anglican services. In 1688, he left Boston with troops for the Maine frontier to repel Abenaki attacks. He appointed Nicolson as his deputy in New York. All these impositions provoked the first American rebellion against the crown.

Preceding that event, a revolution engulfed the British Isles. After being crowned in 1685, James II became increasingly tyrannical by suspending rights, imprisoning dissidents, and openly espousing Catholicism over Protestantism. A group of parliamentarians and London bankers invited his daughter Mary, who had wed William, the Dutch stadtholder, to be queen and king. On November 5, William landed with fourteen thousand troops at Brixton and marched to London. After his army defected to William, James sailed to exile in France on December 23. Parliament crowned William III and Mary II on April 11, 1689, but, with the Bill of Rights and other laws, imposed restrictions to ensure that they and their successors were constitutional monarchs.

After learning that Parliament had deposed James II in favor of William and Mary, Bostonians overthrew Andros on April 18, 1689. That in turn inspired a group of New Yorkers led by militia captain Jacob Leisler to rise against Nicolson on May 31. In December, Leisler declared himself lieutenant governor, suspended the assembly, and became just as tyrannical as the man he had overthrown and sent back to England. He justified doing so to mobilize New Yorkers against French and Indian attacks on the frontier. After a war party destroyed Schenectady on February 19, 1690, he called on the other colonies to meet in New York to coordinate a common defense. That conference on May 1, 1690, was the first among the colonies.

Learning of Leisler’s takeover of New York, William and Mary named Colonel Henry Sloughter governor and dispatched Major Richard Ingoldesby with several hundred troops to secure the city and serve as lieutenant governor. On January 28, 1691, Ingoldesby and his men disembarked in New York. Leisler rejected his demand that he cede power. With roughly equal numbers of troops on either side, a tense standoff prevailed for the next two months as each commander kept his men on his side of the city. That ended on March 3 when Leisler arrested several Ingoldesby men who had strayed onto his turf. Ingoldesby demanded that Leisler release them. When Leisler refused, Ingoldesby called on New Yorkers disgruntled with Leisler’s rule to join him. A hundred or so armed men joined his redcoats. On March 17, Leisler had his men open fire on Ingoldesby’s troops near the town hall. Bullets killed two Ingoldesby men and wounded several others, the first time that Americans shed the blood of the king’s troops. Two days later, Governor Sloughter finally arrived, marched to Leisler’s position, and offered the rebels the king’s pardon if they surrendered and handed over Leisler. They did so. On May 17, a trial convicted Leisler of treason, and he was hanged later that day.

Meanwhile, in the British Isles, civil war erupted when the deposed King James invaded Ireland with an army. The fighting continued until 1691, when William’s army defeated the last of the Jacobites (supporters of James). William and Mary dissolved the Dominion of New England and restored nearly all the colonial charters in 1691. The exception was Plymouth, which was added to Massachusetts.

Samuel Champlain founded Quebec, New France’s first permanent settlement, in 1608, a year after the Virginia Company founded Jamestown. New France would not pose a threat to the English colonies for another seven decades. During that time, French colonists—soon called Canadians—struggled to survive. Indeed, the English briefly conquered Quebec from 1628 to 1632 during a war against France, although they returned it with the peace treaty.

Thereafter Canada’s population grew slowly in numbers and settlements. The growing season in the Saint Lawrence River valley was short and frosts often destroyed crops, so Canadians had to import much of their grain from France. Like the American colonies, private companies founded Canada and later Louisiana from 1699 but bankrupted themselves, and the king made them crown colonies. By the late seventeenth century, Canadians were sending shiploads of furs and dried fish back to France, although that covered only a sliver of the colony’s costs.

Louis XIV doubled Canada’s population to around three thousand when he dispatched the 1,200-man Carignan-Salieres Regiment to Canada in 1665. Half the regiment was based in Quebec, while companies established Forts Sorel (where the Richelieu River flows into the Saint Lawrence), Chambly (halfway up the Richelieu), Saint Therese (where Lake Champlain drains into the Richelieu), and Saint Anne (on Isle La Motte in upper Lake Champlain). That defense in depth would deter many a mulled American campaign over the next nine decades. The number of regulars varied during those years with withdrawals and reinforcements. By 1690, Canada had about five thousand settlers, mostly along the Saint Lawrence River between Quebec and Montreal. The Canadians had good relations with most tribes since they sought furs rather than land from them.

Canada’s only enemy was the Iroquois Five Nation Confederation of Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, and Seneca from east to west across central New York. That animosity began in 1609 when Champlain and two of his men joined an Algonquin raid against the Mohawks in the Lake Champlain valley. On July 29, they encountered a Mohawk war party at the Ticonderoga peninsula. When the Mohawks attacked, Champlain and his men opened fire and killed two chiefs. The Mohawks fled from their first terrifying experience with firearms and the bearded white men who shot them. Canadians and their Indian allies warred against the Iroquois sporadically until they signed a peace treaty in 1701. During that time, the Iroquois strengthened as they acquired firearms from the Dutch, who in 1624 established Fort Orange a few miles below where the Mohawk River flows into the Hudson River. They paid for those arms and munitions with beaver furs taken in raids against tribes farther westward. Eventually they raided as far as the Illinois country, having decimated and routed all other tribes along that warpath. Among the loot were captive children and women to replenish Iroquois who died in those “Beaver Wars.” After the English conquered New Amsterdam and renamed it New York in 1677, they also allied with the Iroquois.

Canadians far surpassed Americans in Indian diplomacy. Many spoke the local languages and lived and intermarried with them. They nurtured familial relations among Indians whereby the chief of the people with more wealth became a “Great Father” who generously gave needed things to his “children.” Thus did Canada’s governor become the “Great Father” to most of the tribes that became allies in wars against the English colonies. The Canadians enjoyed another advantage. The Marine Ministry was in charge of French colonies and from 1670 sent over marine companies to defend them. Eventually forty marine companies occupied mostly frontier posts and became experts at Indian diplomacy, warfare, and wilderness survival. The American colonies defended themselves with their own militia, many of whom were ever more ignorant of wilderness warfare and survival as the frontier advanced westward. A final Canadian edge was unity in command. Canada’s governor general could muster and deploy the province’s meager manpower and supplies far more effectively than the American colonies with their squabbling governors, councils, and assemblies. The Americans enjoyed one advantage: Spring began earlier and winter later than in Canada. That gave the Americans a couple of weeks more to mobilize and dispatch men and supplies against the French.

King William’s War between England and France lasted from 1689 to 1697. The war began when France invaded the Netherlands, and England and the Holy Roman Empire allied with the Dutch. That war soon spread to America. The two hundred thousand Americans enjoyed a stunning twenty-to-one population advantage over the ten thousand Canadians. Nonetheless, Canadians and their Indian allies killed and captured far more settlers and destroyed far more settlements than they suffered. Over eight years, raiders burned Schenectady, New York; Salmon Falls, New Hampshire; Fort Casco, Maine; and Fort Loyal (Portland) in 1690, followed by York and Wells, Maine, in 1692; Oyster Bay (Durham), New Hampshire, in 1694; Fort William Henry, Maine, in 1696; and Haverhill, New Hampshire, in 1697. French and Indian raids also devastated the Mohawk and Onondaga, who were American allies. In all, the French and Indians killed or captured around 650 colonists and hundreds of Iroquois while suffering perhaps one-third as many dead, wounded, and captured.

Following the devastation of Schenectady in February and Salmon Falls in March 1690, the governments of New York and Massachusetts organized twin offensives against Canada led by William Phips from Boston and Fitz-John Winthrop from Albany. Smallpox and short supplies afflicted Winthrop’s expedition. A raiding party dispatched by Winthrop got as far as the village of La Prairie across the Saint Lawrence River from Montreal on August 28, 1690, when they killed half a dozen men, took nineteen prisoners, slaughtered 150 cattle, and burned sixteen homes before withdrawing to Albany. Meanwhile, Phips’s flotilla, packed with 736 militiamen, captured Port Royal, Acadia (Nova Scotia). He returned to Boston with his spoils and mobilized an even larger armada of 2,300 men in thirty-two vessels to sail to Quebec. On October 16, the flotilla dropped anchor just below Quebec. The men disembarked and camped on the east side of the Charles River and its mouth on the Saint Lawrence. Early winter had already stripped most leaves from the trees and frosted the ground. Smallpox broke out to sicken and kill more invaders. Supplies ran out. After the French rejected his surrender demand, Phips ordered his flotilla to sail back to Boston. That failed expedition cost the colonies £40,000.

American offensives were less ambitious in 1691. New York dispatched Major Pieter Schuyler with 120 militia and 150 Iroquois up Lake Champlain. On August 1, they attacked around four hundred French and Indians near La Prairie. Outnumbered, Schuyler withdrew with his men and then ran into an ambush by troops from Fort Chambly. In all, Schuyler lost twenty-three militiamen and twenty-two Iroquois while claiming to have killed over two hundred French and Indians. Major Benjamin Church sailed with three hundred militiamen to Casco Bay and then marched inland to destroy three Abenaki villages, kill a couple score Indians, and briefly capture Chief Moxus at Norridgewock, though he soon escaped.

Over the next half dozen years, only Church spearheaded any campaigns. In 1692, he and Phips sailed with several hundred men to Pemaquid. While Phips and most of the men built Fort William Henry, Church and his company raided inland but failed to destroy any Indian villages. In 1696, Church led an expedition that attacked French and Indian villages along the Acadian coast.

Other than Benjamin Church, only one American achieved fame in that war. Hannah Duston lived with her family at Oyster Bay when Abenaki attacked and destroyed the settlement in 1697. She watched helpless as the Indians murdered twenty-seven of her family and neighbors. An Abenaki gleefully snatched her newborn baby from her arms and bashed its brains out against a wall. She, another woman, and a boy were given to an Abenaki family and herded north. One night she convinced the woman and the boy to join her in getting hatchets and attacking their captors. They crushed the skulls of ten sleeping Indians while two others escaped. Hannah scalped the dead and later received £50 when she presented the scalps to the governor.

The “captivity narrative” as an American literary genre emerged in the late seventeenth century. Accounts by those “redeemed” or freed provide fascinating insights into the nature of frontier war along with Indian and colonial cultures. Mary Rowlandson’s was among the first and most revealing. She was a minister’s wife who saw her captivity as God’s punishment for her sins. Her faith in God’s ultimate grace helped her overcome abuse, hunger, and despair.

King William’s War ended with the Treaty of Ryswick signed on September 30, 1697. The English and French acknowledged but did not delineate their frontiers in Acadia and Hudson Bay, while prisoners were released. For now that treaty ended French and Indian attacks against the Americans, but not against the Iroquois. In 1701, the Iroquois finally agreed to a “great peace” treaty with Canada, having lost nearly half of their two thousand or so warriors during the war.

The War of the Spanish Succession erupted in 1702 as France and Austria tried to impose rival claimants on Spain’s throne.49 After France’s candidate took the throne as Philip V, England joined Austria, Prussia, Portugal, and the Netherlands to prevent Bourbons from ruling in both Paris and Madrid. That conflict became known as Queen Anne’s War after she declared her realm’s participation on May 4, 1702. For the American colonies, the war followed the pattern of the previous frontier war, albeit with fewer deaths and less destruction.

French and Indian war parties attacked York, Wells, Saco, Casco, and Winter Harbor on the coast and Deerfield in the Connecticut River valley. The Americans launched fewer retaliatory raids with fewer successes. Colonel Benjamin Church’s expedition destroyed Grand Pre but not Port Royal in 1704. Two campaigns against Port Royal failed to capture it in 1707, but one did take it in 1710, when it was kept and renamed Annapolis Royal. The largest expedition sailed from Boston bound for Quebec in 1711, with 4,300 troops led by General John Hill packed aboard thirty-one transports guarded by eleven ships of the line commanded by Admiral Hovenden Walker. Meanwhile, 2,300 troops led by Colonel Francis Nicolson headed from Albany toward Montreal 220 miles north. Both campaigns fell short. A storm in the Saint Lawrence River drove eight of Walker’s vessels onto the rocky shore, drowning nine hundred men, on the night of August 24. Heartbroken at the catastrophe, Walker and Hill sailed with their commands’ remnants back to Boston. The land campaign got no farther than Lake Champlain before turning back for lack of supplies.

On the southern front, Carolina governor James Moore mustered five hundred militiamen and three hundred Yamasee warriors, packed them in fourteen vessels, and sailed south from Charles Town to Saint Augustine in 1702. They overran, looted, and burned the town, but the cannons failed to breach Castillo San Marcos’s coral block walls. The siege lasted two months until a Spanish flotilla appeared to blockade the American flotilla within the bay. Moore burned his ships and withdrew overland up the coast. Nonplussed, Moore massed forces and led another expedition in 1703. The fifty Americans and nearly one thousand Creeks captured and burned the Apalachee Indian mission town of Ayubade and repelled a relief force of thirty Spaniards and four hundred Apalachee. The victors enslaved over a thousand Apalachee and prodded them back to their respective homes. Thereafter, military action was confined to American and Spanish privateers preying on each other’s merchant vessels.

A war erupted between Carolina and the Tuscarora in the upper piedmont in 1711 when an attack killed 120 settlers at New Bern. An expedition of thirty Carolinians and five hundred Cherokee, Creek, Catawba, and Yamasee warriors failed to capture the Tuscarora stronghold of Hancock’s Town. A larger expedition did destroy the Tuscarora town of Neoheroka in 1713. Overall, the Carolinians and their allies killed over fourteen hundred and enslaved a thousand Tuscarora. Two thousand survivors trekked all the way to the Iroquois Confederation, where they were embraced as the Sixth Nation. Although slave sales by the government paid some bills, the war bankrupted Carolina. The government literally papered over its debts with certificate money that was soon virtually worthless. Meanwhile, in 1711, Queen Anne split Carolina into separate south and north colonies.

What mattered for England was not the deadlocked military sideshow in North America but its army campaigns with its allies in Europe and its naval campaigns to sweep the seas of enemy warships and capture key ports. In the Low Countries and Rhineland, General John Churchill (whom a grateful Queen Anne named the Duke of Marlborough) defeated the French at Blenheim in 1704, Ramillies in 1706, Oudenarde in 1708, and Malplaquet in 1709. Elsewhere, British expeditions captured Gibraltar and Minorca from Spain. The result was victory for England and its allies. Under the Treaty of Utrecht, signed on April 11, 1713, France ceded Nova Scotia, Hudson Bay, and Newfoundland to England; from Spain, England gained Gibraltar, Minorca, and the Asiento, or the right annually to sell 4,800 slaves in Spain’s New World empire for thirty years. England’s only concession was to recognize Philip V as Spain’s king. Amid the war in 1707, England transformed into Great Britain and the United Kingdom when Scotland’s parliament dissolved itself and England’s parliament expanded with one hundred seats reserved for Scots.

The Utrecht treaty did not end fighting in North America. Abetted by Father Sebastien Rale at Norridgewock, Abenaki kept raiding New England’s northern frontier. In 1722, a New England expedition burned Norridgewock, but Rale and most inhabitants escaped and later returned to reestablish the village. The 1724 expedition did succeed in killing Rale and twenty-eight Abenaki at Norridgewock as survivors fled north to missions at Saint Francis and Becancour. Meanwhile, western Abenaki chief Greylock led war parties against Connecticut River valley settlements from 1723 to 1727 before both sides agreed to a prolonged truce. On the Carolina frontier in 1715, war erupted with the Yamasee, who over the next year killed over four hundred settlers before an expedition crushed them.

Elsewhere, the French tried to bolster their frontier by establishing the fortress port of Louisbourg on Cape Breton Island in 1720, Fort Niagara on the eastern shore where the Niagara River flows north into Lake Ontario in 1726, and Fort Saint Frederic at a peninsula’s tip where Lake Champlain narrows to a hundred yards in 1731. America’s frontier also strengthened at a strategic spot. In 1726, a group of Albany traders received Iroquois permission to build and fortify a trading post at Oswego, where the Onondaga River flows into Lake Ontario. For the next three decades, Oswego annually diverted fortunes from Canada to New York, as Great Lakes Indians with canoes packed with furs preferred to trade them where goods were better made, lower priced, and closer to their villages.

Britain and Spain warred
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