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	Pinning down exactly what the British Empire encompassed is no simple matter. Ancient empires typically governed their territories directly, but the British government relied on individuals, companies, and organizations to administer some of its holdings. A colony was usually run by a governor who looked after British interests and answered to the Colonial Office in London. Though these governors were accountable to the British government, they were granted broad powers that they could exercise as they personally saw fit.

	A second form of governance was the protectorate. Under this arrangement, local rulers continued to lead their own provinces or nations, yet they were obliged to yield to the British on matters of importance. In exchange for admitting British influence into their lands, the protectorate received the shield of the British military against threats arising from within and from outside.

	Company rule centered on private firms founded in Britain. These businesses built colonies of their own, aiming to turn a profit from land or trade. When a war or an uprising broke out, the companies were usually ill-prepared to cope alone, and so they turned to the British government for assistance.

	Dominions enjoyed considerable freedom to govern themselves, but they did not emerge until the twentieth century. A dominion was meant to function as an independent country once it had been given the liberty to manage its own affairs. Following World War I, numerous colonies and administered territories were organized as mandates. These were holdings taken from Turkey and Germany at the war's close, and they were managed with the understanding that they would eventually gain independence. After World War II, the United Nations strove to convert the mandates and dominions that remained into free and sovereign nations.

	Beyond these five kinds of colonies, a few were founded to serve industrial interests or missionary aims. The Pitcairn Islands offer a case in point, as that colony was created by mutineers who had escaped. What united every colony, whatever its type, was that Britain kept some measure of control over the territory. Through its naval strength and its commercial skill, Britain was able to maintain an enormous empire spanning the globe.

	The Beginning and End of the Empire

	The precise start and finish of the British Empire cannot be fixed perfectly, yet a clear pattern of empire formation can be seen. Once Ireland had been conquered, Britain took cues from other European powers and began to pursue a worldwide empire. Its first significant venture into building an empire came with the Thirteen Colonies in America. Most historians place the empire's end in 1997, the year Britain handed Hong Kong over to China. Given these markers, the British Empire can be considered to have lasted from 1497 to 1997. Covering every people, nation, war, and rebellion would be impossible even across a multi-volume set, but the pages ahead can offer a broad grasp of how the British Empire rose and declined.

	The Theories Behind Creating an Empire

	Students of democracy today may find it strange that a global power would want to dominate so many corners of the world. In that era, ideas such as commercialism, the spread of Christianity, and mercantilism had a powerful grip on people, and these beliefs helped to rationalize Britain's seizure of power.

	Mercantilism was among the chief ideas propelling Britain into other lands. By acquiring territory overseas, the British monarch collected tax revenue from foreign countries. The reigning monarch could commission explorers to search out lands for the crown to govern. After that, the explorer or approved companies were permitted to exploit the area's resources, in return for paying the Crown a set income. Because many of these explorers and companies funded themselves, the crown could win great power, prestige, and wealth without spending any British resources.

	Mercantilism frequently led to the exploitation or killing of the native inhabitants. Such people were treated as obstructions and were shoved aside as new settlers occupied the land. The Stuart monarchs favored the mercantilist outlook because their government was perpetually short of money and in need of revenue. Although mercantilism gave the Stuarts a means of easy income, the method failed over the long run. Companies tended to chase profit instead of building a stable nation, and as a result rebellions were frequent. With the East India Company, individuals grew rich from the enterprise but sold off their shares whenever trouble loomed. In the end, the British government had to rescue the East India Company and keep it from going bankrupt.

	Mercantilism was driven by profit, and among the principal ways of producing that profit was the institution of slavery. Plantations in the Caribbean and the Americas could not operate without strong laborers. In the Caribbean, early efforts to use indentured servants or convicts from the British Isles failed badly. Consequently, plantation owners brought in slaves to work their estates. Since neither the British government nor the plantations had to divide their profits with the slaves, the arrangement was seen as an ideal way to make money, though a morally bankrupt one.

	For devout Christians, seizing new colonies offered a chance to bring the native peoples into the faith and instruct them in proper Christian living. When Britain was building its empire, the country was largely Protestant. Over the Channel, Spain and Portugal were setting the pace in the race for overseas territory. Because those two kingdoms were Catholic, Protestants felt pressed to claim colonies ahead of them and stay competitive with the Catholic powers. For many of the people involved, faith became a pretext for what was really a commercial, military and political struggle against the Catholic nations. When Protestant countries began to prosper in the New World, the British public took it as proof that God stood firmly on their side.

	It is striking how often mercantilism and Christianity appeared to move in step. Under the Protestant work ethic, making money and laboring for gain were seen as virtuous. A great many colonists were motivated by a wish to break free from the feudal ties of the old world and build their own wealth. Their Christian outlook frequently supplied a justification for this pursuit of economic independence, and it softened the harsher edges of naked profit-seeking. Capitalists could draw on Christian ideals and the value of hard work to dress up the monopolies, exploitation and slavery through which they made their fortunes in a more flattering light.

	Revenue collected overseas was certainly good for the British Crown, yet the military edge that came with so vast an empire should not be underrated. As the two World Wars would later demonstrate, ruling such extensive territory guaranteed a supply of troops, materiel and backing in times of conflict. Even before any great war broke out, Britain profited from holding bases around the globe. Being an island nation, it relied on shipbuilding and seafaring to trade with other lands. After Spain and Portugal took command of the seas during the 1400s and 1500s, Britain aimed to match them. It had to make up ground in the navigational, technological and sailing expertise that those rivals had already perfected. Britain did not fully close the gap until the 1700s. Once it emerged as a leading naval power, that strength drove the building and running of the empire, since British ships could now reach any corner of the world.

	Besides obtaining troops and military provisions, empire-building gave Britain bases across the planet. Locations such as the Cape Colony, the island of Mauritius and the Suez Canal handed Britain a strategic advantage over its rivals.

	In governing the empire, Britain frequently preferred to work through companies or protectorates rather than formal colonies. Historians such as Robinson and Gallagher have contended that annexing colonies was the least desired option of the empire. Britain would rather have enjoyed the commercial and strategic benefits of a region without bearing the expense and trouble of administering a colony. Britain assumed control of a colony only when no other course was available.

	No single cause explains Britain's rise as a global power. Every colony and dominion was acquired for its own reasons and by a range of state and non-state actors. Notions such as spreading Christianity or ruling over the "dark-skinned savages" helped the British present their imperialism favorably, but they certainly could not account for the many motives behind gaining power over a country.

	An Irish Experiment

	Among the earliest roots of the British Empire was the bringing together of England, Scotland, and Ireland. In 1496, King Henry VII dispatched John Cabot to seek a route to Asia across the North Atlantic. Though Cabot reached Newfoundland, neither he nor Britain made any effort to establish a colony there.

	In the meantime, Ireland around 1500 still bore the imprint of the Norman Conquest of the 12th century. At that time, the native Irish had been pushed out of the east and southeast of the island to make space for English peasants. Stretching from the Wicklow Mountains in the south up to Dundalk, a region called the Pale became the zone where English language, law, and culture held sway. Outside the Pale, the Gaelic Irish kept their language and lived mainly under their own laws. Labeled the Irish enemies of the Crown, they had never been accepted by Britain, and Ireland was regarded as a lordship. In 1366 the Statutes of Kilkenny were enacted, requiring the abandonment of Irish social customs and promoting intermarriage.

	In 1500, the English monarchs handed the administration of Irish government to the Fitzgeralds of Kildare, hoping to hold down the costs of ruling and to defend the Pale. Prior to this, the 1485 laws concerning English statute law had already curtailed the independence of the Irish parliament. The Fitzgeralds of Kildare retained power as lord deputy until 1534. Around then, the English monarchs grew weary of the Fitzgeralds. The family had kept plotting with Yorkist pretenders to the English throne, signing secret treaties and stirring up rebellions. In the end, Thomas, the Earl of Kildare, offered Ireland to the Pope and to Emperor Charles V of the Holy Roman Empire, driven by his ardent Catholic faith.

	King Henry could not tolerate this final act. He had Thomas Fitzgerald put to death along with several of the man's uncles, and he threw the head of the family into prison. To fill the gap left by the Fitzgeralds, Henry teamed up with Thomas Cromwell to devise a policy called surrender and regrant. In essence, the policy offered the Crown's protection to every noble in Ireland, whatever their family's origins. Irish lords received that protection in exchange for handing their lands over to the crown, after which the estates were returned to them under a Royal Charter. Ireland's parliament approved the reform in 1541, and the country changed from a lordship into the Kingdom of Ireland.

	Apart from where their loyalty lay, daily existence stayed largely the same for Irish nobles. The English monarch was simply one more ruler above them, and his reach did little to alter ordinary life. Only the Protestant Reformation, driven by Henry, stirred up difficulty in Ireland, and that was mostly calmed by handing Irish nobles land that had been seized from Catholic monasteries. Despite numerous disputes, rebellions, and disagreements, the bulk of Ireland stayed within the British Empire right up to the present.

	1583-1748: Building a Foreign Empire Amid Changing Attitudes

	Historians generally date the First British Empire from the close of the 1500s through the end of the 18th century. Overseas exploration and discovery truly got going under Queen Elizabeth I. In 1578 she issued Humphrey Gilbert a patent permitting him to explore and find new lands abroad. Gilbert first sailed to the West Indies hoping to found a North American colony. That first attempt failed, but his second voyage in 1583 ended with a formal claim on Newfoundland on behalf of England.

	Gilbert did not survive to come back to England after claiming Newfoundland. Queen Elizabeth I then gave the same patent to his half-brother, Walter Raleigh, in 1584. Raleigh traveled farther south than Gilbert had and came ashore in what is now North Carolina. Along the coast he founded the colony of Roanoke, yet it was troubled by scarce supplies and by the settlers' failure to adapt to the coastal environment.

	Roanoke was meant to act as a base from which privateers could attack Spanish ships and trade in the wealth of the new world. The first expedition landed on July 4, 1584, and its earliest settlers made friends with the local native American tribes, the Secotans and the Croatoans. Arthur Barlowe, one of the expedition's two leaders, went back to England with two Croatoans, and Raleigh drew on what they told him to plan the following expedition. As the settlers waited for a second fleet, tension built around them. Native Americans from the village of Aquascogoc were accused of losing a silver cup. In revenge, the settlers burned and plundered the village, which poisoned their relations with the natives.

	Grenville, another of the expedition's leaders, left 107 men and Ralph Lane at the colony while he sailed home for additional men and supplies. His party departed in August of 1585, promising to be back by April of the next year. April came and he had not returned, and by June the Native Americans' resentment had reached its peak. They
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