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Author’s Note

The word ‘America’ in my title and throughout this book is common usage for the United States of America. The same applies to the epithet American. The book also covers the story of the North American continent as a whole prior to the War of Independence and the formation of the United States.

The words used to refer to different races have changed many times throughout history, and today’s most appropriate usage is not a settled debate. For example, indigenous tribes long referred to as Indians are now customarily called Native Americans, though their statistics are still gathered by the National Congress of American Indians. I use modern terminology unless I am quoting historical texts where the now-outdated term is integral to the intended meaning of the quote.

The book is written in British English not American English. Hence my use of British spellings and the absence of railroads, sidewalks and subways in their American meaning.

This is not an academic work and its sources are secondary rather than primary, but I have tried to indicate the authors of quotes and other material in the text. The Further Reading section indicates the range of books on which I have drawn. The dates of significant individuals are given, except in the case of presidents, where the dates are of their terms of office.




Introduction

The United States of America began life in the eighteenth century on a sliver of land on the North American continent. That continent had long been settled by peoples out of Asia and was not occupied by Europeans until the sixteenth century. The settlers came initially from Spain, moving up from the Caribbean, to be followed by the French to the north and the English along the Atlantic coast. By far the most numerous were the English, arriving in their thousands from a country they felt could not tolerate their beliefs or respond to their dreams. They came primarily as farmers and formed what became vigorous self-governing communities.

American history constantly reverts to these beginnings, to the ambitions of the early settlers and their so-called Founding Fathers. Emanating chiefly from the east-coast colonies of Virginia and Massachusetts, these individuals, some wealthy, others pious, wedded themselves to classical history and Enlightenment philosophy. Their intention was twofold: to formulate an ideology of political freedom and to create a constitution that would join their scattered settlements in a secure union.

The first, a eulogy of liberty and equality, was noble but partial. The Virginians were slave-owners and the colonists had scant respect for the Native peoples they were soon to drive into near oblivion. The second intention was specific. It was to enable thirteen self-governing colonies to combine in such a way as to form a confederacy yet retain their individual character and self-government.

The resulting document is a work of political architecture that I believe holds the single key to America’s story. It contrived to bind together a group of small agrarian communities isolated far from their ancestral homes, and yet the same architecture was to sustain what became the most powerful country on earth. One of the constitution’s creators, Alexander Hamilton, insisted it be called an experiment, designed to find a way of devolving power among the communities, or states, and with the centre that honoured local democratic autonomy. The result was a civil war. But the union has lasted to this day and could serve as a model to nations still sundered by the strains of political union. They include many in the Europe America was founded to escape, not least the United Kingdom.

To the rights awarded to states under the US constitution was added a further safeguard: the separation of powers within the central government. Its institutions were checked and balanced in a triumvirate of the president and two houses of Congress. Though the price was often inertia and stalemate, this curbed the centralizing tendencies that have dragged so many powerful states down the road to dictatorship. Even today, America has not taken that path. That is why I treat its constitution as the leitmotif of its history, even as it is under peculiar strain as I write.

As America came to draw population from a wide variety of nations and peoples, it has always coated its history in patriotism. It has elevated its heroic events and dressed them in myth, which in turn has opened them to controversy. From Jamestown and the Mayflower to the Boston Tea Party and Yorktown, the national story follows an often exhilarating course. Each age has been christened with a title, as in the City upon a Hill, the Frontier Spirit, the Gilded Age, the Roaring Twenties. Its early years are fleshed out with personalities, from Pocahontas and John Smith to George Washington and Abraham Lincoln. The very word ‘America’ evokes images of Pilgrim Fathers, cowboys and Indians, Mississippi steamboats, the Italian Mafia and the Hollywood sign.

Controversy has never been far behind. From the enslavement of imported Africans after 1619 to the extermination of the Pequot and other tribes in 1638 there is often another side to be told. Jefferson’s ‘empire of liberty’ was to many a war of violent conquest. Traditional histories rarely mention George III’s ban on trans-Appalachian expansion. The Civil War and Reconstruction require constant reinterpretation, as do the Mexican and Sioux wars. There was a dark side even to American prosperity, from the railway monopolists and robber barons to the handling of the Great Depression. In this history, I have tried to balance these still-sensitive issues.

What is incontrovertible is that by the turn of the twentieth century an America had emerged that was a global phenomenon. The laws of supply and demand, fuelled by a constant influx of labour, capital and raw materials, had begun producing wealth beyond the world’s imaginings. At one point 80 per cent of all motor cars were being made – and driven – in America. For a brief spell during the presidency of Theodore Roosevelt, the country even began a tentative empire of its own beyond the borders of North America.

A growing self-confidence was boosted by America’s participation in the twentieth century’s two world wars and the subsequent Cold War. Their outcome projected the nation into an age when military power was newly defined and deployed. Though America was geographically secure, it felt the need for a defence establishment unrivalled on earth. It was to defend in alliance with others the values inherited from its Founding Fathers against ‘the forces of evil’ anywhere on the planet.

Following the USSR’s defeat in the Cold War, Mikhail Gorbachev, the Soviet president, asked ‘what America would do now for an enemy’. There have been many analyses of America’s answer. The concept of policing a ‘new world order’ advanced by successive occupants of the White House has had a relatively brief life. It seemed at times as if America was judge, jury and executioner to the world, especially after the trauma of 9/11 and failures in Iraq and Afghanistan. Successive presidents have seemed deaf to the pleas of their founder, George Washington, to steer clear of foreign conflicts, even as one intervention after another ended in failure.

The struggle over whether and when to intervene has gone back to the birth of the United States. It has been a struggle between the isolationism of the early Virginians and the missionary ambition of their Massachusetts colleagues. It is easy to admire the latter, and their desire to export values of liberty and democracy to the rest of the world. The manner of doing so – with increasing belligerence – has been controversial. As it is, interventionists fight with isolationists, warriors with peacemakers, global philanthropists with those committed to the country’s self-interest. The ever uncertain outcome of this argument is the essence of America’s recent history, rarely more so than at the time when this book was written. I only hope that a better understanding of the past leads to the same of the present.




1.

Out of Asia

Before 1492

The scene is a muddy shoreline of a lake in White Sands, New Mexico, and the time is some 23,000 years ago. It is of the footprints of a woman leading, sometimes carrying, a child for at least a mile amid the prints of mammoths and sloths. The wonders of archaeology have enabled the pollen and other substances attached to the prints to be dated with relative precision. They are the earliest known traces of human occupation on the American continent.

These prints, discovered in 2009, are now inaccessible but moulds of them are displayed in an adjacent museum. Even detached from their setting, they convey an eerie intimacy. We appear to be walking alongside them, witnessing fellow human beings journeying through life and leaving their mark on the sands of time. To see them is intensely moving.

The history of the nation that now occupies that land – the United States of America – is known to a degree shared by few others, if only because it is so comparatively short. Its two and a half centuries are, for the most part, openly recorded, but of the continent on which that union settled and of its earliest peoples we know little. Until the turn of the twenty-first century it was generally thought that the two American continents, north and south, were first occupied between 15,000 and 14,000 years ago. The earliest signs of human habitation were traces of stone tools embedded in the datable skeletons of mastodons and mammoths. Their users were held to be immigrants from Siberia, crossing a previously frozen land bridge known as Beringia, where is now the Bering Strait, into Alaska. Genetic archaeology has confirmed that the first Americans were unquestionably of Asian origin.

This period of occupation was associated with finds in the 1920s in Clovis, New Mexico, but the so-called Clovis culture has now been superseded as the continent’s first. The sciences of radiocarbon dating and DNA sequencing have unearthed earlier activities associated with camps, animal traps, tools and seeds. From Idaho in the north to Chile in the south, evidence of human occupation is dated as far back as possibly 33,000 years ago. That date, currently the earliest recorded, applies to tools found in Chiquihuite, a cave in central Mexico, though it remains controversial. What we can say for sure is that the New Mexico footprints are the first traces of actual human beings so far discovered on North or South American soil.

The footprints have been attributed to ‘a failed colonization which may well have left no genetically detectable heritage’. Some have even suggested they might have followed a migration by Polynesians (originally from Asia) journeying across the Pacific. As for the earliest known remains of an actual person, that title rests with the bones of a small boy found in Montana in 1968. Known as the Anzick child after the farm where he was discovered, he is just 12,600 years old. His DNA has been related both to Siberia and to South America. Anzick is the oldest known American.

These early inhabitants would have been groups of hunter-gatherers who moved south from Beringia either down the west coast of America – since dubbed the ‘kelp highway’ – or down an ice-free corridor to the south-western prairies east of the Rocky Mountains. Climate change would have led the newcomers ever further south, eventually into central and southern America. Here they evolved into the Maya, Toltec, Inca and Aztec peoples.

Those who turned east into North America were long a mystery. They would have moved in family groups in pursuit of wild game, with little need to combine into large tribes for reasons of succour or security. That is probably why the National Congress of American Indians has, with the aid of scholarship, managed to identify as many as 574 distinct Native American tribes inhabiting various parts of what is now the United States of America, of which 229 are in Alaska. Over millennia they made their way into the Great Plains and the Mississippi Basin, possibly driven by the gradual extinction of mammoths and other beasts on which they depended. Where they came across fertile soil they began to settle. They found copper and developed pottery and weaving.

Attempts to categorize the phases of American prehistory along the lines of Europe’s variously distinct ‘ages’ of Stone, Bronze and Iron have proved elusive. All that is known is that human settlement was taking place across North America as early as thirteen millennia ago, with ever greater complexity. At Watson Brake in Louisiana, mounds and pits associated with static communities and religious ceremonies have been dated to 5,500 years ago. These are older than either Egypt’s pyramids or England’s Stonehenge and suggest that North America had communities that developed in parallel with their better-known counterparts in South America. These so-called ‘mound cultures’ were spread across the Mississippi Basin for thousands of years.

Ancient Americans may have lacked the three chief agents of change in European and Asian societies – iron, horses and writing – but this did not appear to impede their development of subsistence farming and territorial settlement. There remains an aura of suspense surrounding American prehistory, as we wait in hope for science one day to reveal people and activities as yet undiscovered. Of all the rights of the world’s indigenous peoples, the most fundamental is the right to a history. But where that history resides only in mounds, pits, tools and seeds, the challenge of painting a detailed picture remains great indeed.

As we advance over time through what is termed the Common Era that began 2,000 years ago, one of the oldest and possibly the largest of North America’s known settlements survives at Cahokia in Illinois. This is located at the junction of the Mississippi and Missouri rivers near the present city of St Louis. It dates from c.900–1350 CE and was clearly a major concentration of people. Research has yielded a ‘built-up area’ of some six square miles, spread round a palisaded enclave. The city appears to have comprised 120 ceremonial earthen mounds and building clusters, some with courtyards and even steam baths.

Cahokia was constructed on a grid pattern with no outer defences. At its peak in c.1100, contemporary with Europe’s Norman period, it is estimated to have housed between 10,000 and 20,000 people. The outer settled area may have embraced many more, possibly double this number. At the centre, Cahokia’s Monks Mound pyramid would have risen a hundred feet, half the estimated height of Mexico City’s lost Tenochtitlan. Its base was equal in size to that of Egypt’s Great Pyramid at Giza and overlooked what would have been a plaza of fifty acres. Another, Mound 72, contained the ‘birdman tomb’, wherein a figure with bird-like mask and wings was interred with dozens of apparent acolytes and shell jewellery c.950. The inhabitants left no writing, but their funerary carving indicates a talent for decoration.

There has been much debate over how stable was the hierarchy that prevailed over Cahokia. Such a large settlement suggests a complex society with a developed leadership. It is hard to believe it was not preceded by other settlements now unknown. They clearly indulged in human sacrifice, with some 270 victims over six episodes discovered in Mound 72. Such activities would have required a degree of authority and order, not to mention an economy able to produce and distribute food. Cahokia’s pre-eminence may have depended on the presence of its two rivers. Trade by water was easier than trade by land. We know that copperware was exported north to the Great Lakes and south to the Gulf of Mexico. What is clear at least is that North America at the end of the first millennium was host to a city bigger than London or Paris at the time.

The decline of this remarkable place was probably due to climate change, possibly associated with the Little Ice Age in the fourteenth century. There was a brief resurgence in the seventeenth century when the settlement was visited by French explorers, whose more pious element gave the Monks Mound its name by living next to it, and they named the neighbouring colony after their king, Louis. Even after Cahokia’s abandonment, the Mississippi culture survived in the basin’s Natchez and Choctaw peoples. The Natchez were remarkable for a language apparently unrelated to other Native tongues. They became allies of the French colonists of the basin. Relations deteriorated in the early eighteenth century and an uprising in 1729 led to widespread massacres by the colonists. The French transported thousands of Natchez into Caribbean slavery.

Though smaller than Cahokia, the settlement of the Pueblo branch of the Navajo people at Chaco Canyon in New Mexico has the advantage of stone structures still standing. Founded c.850, the population at its twelfth-century peak was estimated to be 15,000. The buildings are closely packed and circular, many two storeys high but ruined and roofless. They appear to be honeycombed with apartments, while below them are underground kivas or ceremonial chambers. The stone-walled Chetro Ketl appears to be one such kiva.

On the outskirts stands the semicircular Pueblo Bonito, apparently a palace compound containing some three hundred rooms. Inside were found the skeletons of nine of the city’s matrilineal rulers. Another palace, Pueblo Pintado, appears to have been of sumptuous size, one of some 150 such great houses linked by roads in the surrounding desert. With their surviving walls and chambers, these are the most evocative ruins in America.

Chaco Canyon lies at the centre of what was once a road network extending for about sixty miles. As at Cahokia, this implies trading or pilgrimage activities of some sophistication, clearly comparable with those in South America. Again the cause of decline in the twelfth century would appear to be climate change and desertification. Today Chaco stands magnificent in its isolation, with no modern roads or buildings intruding on its antiquity. The absence of artificial light has made Chaco a popular destination for stargazers.

Another prominent survivor of the Pueblo culture lies in southern Colorado at Mesa Verde. This dates from the tenth century, a time when these landscapes must have been fertile and alive with people. With a population of some 20,000, its extraordinary troglodyte dwellings sprout from mountainside alcoves reached by steps and ladders. Cliff Palace has around 150 cliffside rooms carved from its surrounding rock. Mesa Verde too appears to have fallen victim to environmental change. It remains the most vivid of these ruined settlements, with rooms through which we can walk, and views out over the now barren desert.

Such survivors are few and far between, but these and lesser ones at Taos, Casa Grande, Canyon de Chelly and elsewhere are sufficient to suggest that the America ‘discovered’ in the fifteenth century was not the wilderness of ‘savage’ hunter-gatherers described by early European explorers. Native Americans had already inhabited, prospered and in some sense controlled much of this continent for thousands of years.

Their descendants managed to resist colonial invaders to the extent of retaining their identity into modern times. Of the 574 tribes still recognized today, no fewer than 147 languages have been distinguished. Nowhere in Europe is there a remotely comparable tribal or cultural longevity. The tribes’ distinctive identities and histories were long ignored, to be researched and revealed only in the twentieth century. I like to think the obsession modern America has with localism – such as the refusal to combine smaller states into large ones – is a reflection of this prehistoric diversity.

There are few signs that pre-Columbian American society was ever naturally violent or warlike. Many tribes were ruled by matriarchies and most engaged in early cohabitation with Spanish, French and English colonists as they pushed north from the Gulf of Mexico, south from Canada or west from the east coast. Most of these sought trade, as of gold and furs. It was largely the British quest for land to settle that fuelled clashes down the east coast, such as with the Iroquois, the Lenape and the Powhatan.

Here even the British authorities were adamant that their colonists should not spread westwards over the Appalachian Mountains into what they defined as Indian territory. Charles II (r.1662–85) expressly forbade any such move. Only after the creation of the independent United States in the eighteenth century did its frontiersmen become conquerors of what was to become America’s domestic empire. As we shall see, the tribes with whom they came into contact were increasingly driven westwards, to become ever more resistant.

In his Indigenous Continent (2022), the Finnish historian Pekka Hämäläinen has stressed the continuation of this resistance into the nineteenth century. He depicts the western tribes, particularly the larger Lakota, Comanche and Apache, as remaining in occupation of large tracts of land west of the Mississippi. Through his analysis of how far they controlled this territory, he shows that the completion of the European ‘empire’ of North America required military conquest down to the Sioux Wars of the 1880s. These were the final drive to exclude the Native tribes from their territory in the far west and confine them to reservations. Native numbers plummeted – some say from some 50 million at the time of first colonization to 7 million, including mixed race, today – though they are now on the increase.

Not a murmur would have reached the people of Cahokia about a modest camp erected in the tenth century far to their north-east in what is now Canada. In 986 a Viking sailor named Bjarni Herjólfsson lost his way off the coast of Greenland and sailed on westward. He eventually came across a ‘flat and wooded land’ backed by a glacier. He did not go ashore but returned to Greenland to tell of his discovery. Unlike his American contemporaries, Herjólfsson had the writers of sagas to record his experience. He was the first European known to have set eyes on America.

Fifteen years later, in 1001, another adventurer, Leif Erikson, decided to investigate Herjólfsson’s report, apparently using the same boat. His father Erik the Red was an Icelander, driven into exile for murder, who had sailed west to found a colony on Greenland. It was from here that Erikson set off with thirty-five fellow settlers to found another colony. He is thought to have reached Baffin Island and from there went on to Labrador and down to the tip of Newfoundland. Here he came across a country of lush grass and salmon-rich waters, where he built a settlement of eight huts. The saga relates that Erikson called the land Vinland after the grapes or berries found there.

The site of the settlement was discovered in 1960 at what is now L’Anse aux Meadows. It yielded a hoard of some eight hundred Norse objects, dated to soon after 1000. The Norse saga tells of the settlers’ encounters with local Native people, probably of the Mi’kmaq tribe, sometimes trading, sometimes fighting. The Native people were described as ‘small, ill-favoured men with ugly hair on their heads. They had big eyes and were broad in their cheeks.’ In one encounter the Native people attacked the Norse men, who promptly took flight, whereupon the Norse women reportedly seized their swords, bared their breasts and terrified the Native people into defeat.

The Vinland colony lasted some twenty years before a cold spell forced the inhabitants to return to Greenland. Back in Scandinavia, the Norse Vikings outgrew their cramped Fjords, but this time they ignored Vinland. Instead they turned east to Russia and south to the coast of Europe, to become the ‘Northmen’ or Normans. The American coast off Newfoundland was left to the French and other fishing fleets. The bounty of the northern seas was to the French what gold was to the Spanish.

Theories that a Prince Madoc, son of the ruler of Gwynedd, travelled to Florida or the Mississippi in 1170 and left fragments of Welsh in Native tongues are generally discounted as myth.




2.

Enter Columbus

1492–1607

In 1488 maritime Europe received dramatic news. A Portuguese sea captain, Bartolomeu Dias, had arrived in Lisbon after rounding the Cape of Good Hope and opening a new sea route to India. The Portuguese had long voyaged down the west coast of Africa, establishing island colonies on Madeira, Cape Verde and the Azores. By 1450 they had begun exporting sugar from Madeira.

Existing trade with Asia, primarily of spices and precious stones, was along the ancient silk routes from China and Indonesia through India, Mesopotamia and the eastern Mediterranean. Though lucrative it was slow, costly and unreliable and had long been controlled by Venice and other powers on sea and land. The possibility of a new and secure route round Africa was dramatic.

In the crowd that greeted him was said to be a man with a more ambitious idea of reaching those same shores. A Genoese mariner, Christopher Columbus (1451–1506), now believed to be of Spanish and perhaps Jewish extraction, had for eight years promoted the idea of an alternative route to the distant east. His ambition was to reach China by sailing across the Atlantic.

Based on Arab reports, Columbus believed that the earth was smaller than the circumference estimated, with remarkable accuracy, by the Greek Eratosthenes in third-century BCE Egypt. That distance was roughly 25,000 miles. Columbus and his sources claimed that this was a third too big. He thus viewed China as extending much further east than it did, and thought it could be reached in just a few weeks of sailing west.

Columbus sought sponsorship in the capitals of Europe, including at the courts of Italy and France. None was interested. In 1491 his brother travelled to England to see if Henry VII might give support, but he was captured by pirates and returned empty-handed. The last hope lay with Spain. The marriage in 1469 of Isabella of Castile to Ferdinand of Aragon had united Iberia under one kingdom. In 1479 the Treaty of Alcáçovas settled a long-running conflict between Spain and Portugal. It recognized Portugal’s monopoly on trade in the Atlantic south of the Canary Islands, but granted Spain the Azores and the unknown seas to the north.

In 1489 Ferdinand and Isabella completed their unification of Spain as a Catholic kingdom by evicting the Moors from their centuries-old occupation of Granada and ordering the conversion or expulsion of Spain’s remaining Muslims and Jews. They agreed to celebrate their ascendancy by backing Columbus. The one proviso was that he obey Alcáçovas and stay north of Portugal’s Atlantic sphere of interest. The message was explicit: ‘The limits signed in the sharing of Alcáçovas should not be overcome.’

Columbus now needed to convince a crew that his Asian destination was indeed just weeks away. Many were attracted, albeit for contrasting motives. To some his mission was mercenary. Most sailors were fortune-seekers, and there was no question that trade with the spice islands of the Far East was lucrative. While the sea route now plotted by Dias was a boon, it was also Portuguese. An alternative and possibly much shorter route would be welcomed by the Spanish.

Others saw opportunities for religious evangelism. Columbus might find, if not China, then a new country and a new heathen land fit for conversion to Christianity. Glory would attach to its achievement. To others still, the mystery of adventure was romance enough. As far back as when ancient Rome ruled, the writer Seneca had declared that ‘an age will come when the ocean will loosen the chain of things and a huge land will lie revealed’. It was in this spirit that the first boy and girl born to Portuguese who settled Madeira in the 1420s are said to have been christened Adam and Eve.

By the spring of 1492 Columbus had assembled three ships, the Pinta, the Niña and the Santa Maria, and set sail, restocking in the Canaries in August before heading west. Two months later in October, with their crews on the brink of mutiny and demanding a return home, they saw land. A relieved Columbus called it San Salvador. He was so convinced that he had found Asia that, on his first landfall, he is said to have sent a Chinese interpreter ashore. He likewise called the Native people ‘Indians’ assuming them to be occupying what were then the East Indies of south-east Asia. The name stuck.

Columbus’s perseverance was relentless. He went on from San Salvador, now the Bahamas, to set up a base on the island of Hispaniola, which now comprises Haiti and the Dominican Republic. There he left colonists and moved on to what is now Cuba – which he believed initially to be Japan – before sailing home to a hero’s welcome. He returned to the Caribbean a year later with 1,500 colonists to find the Native people had destroyed and massacred his colony. He responded with a massacre in kind.

The result was to be a rush of voyages in Columbus’s wake, leading to the development of what came to be called the Columbian Exchange. The Spanish brought with them horses, chickens, cows and cereals such as rice and wheat. They returned with gold, potatoes, chocolate, tobacco and maize. But the Spanish also brought annihilation in the form of smallpox, measles, cholera and influenza. These diseases shattered the indigenous populations of the Caribbean, also rendering them inefficient as slaves. Within thirty years, disease-resistant Africans were being imported in ever-increasing numbers by the Spanish to work the island plantations.

For all his endeavours, Columbus was not a popular figure. His tenacity was extraordinary but his crews found him stubborn and unpleasant. One biographer, Felipe Fernández-Armesto, admits that ‘a lifetime of study has not led me to like Columbus: he was mendacious, egotistical, irrational, self-righteous, humourless, and mean’. He was brutal to the Caribbean natives and party to the creation of what became the world’s most extensive slave economy. When he later brought five hundred Native slaves as a gift to Queen Isabella in Spain – two hundred of them dying en route – she was so shocked she sent them home.

Columbus himself sailed the Atlantic four times. He visited one island after another, as well as the coasts of Honduras and Panama, but he never touched the North American mainland. He retained until his death a belief that he was somewhere in Asia, always searching for a new route west. He retired to Spain, complaining that he never received the treasure he felt was his due. He does not rank among history’s most popular heroes.

Spain’s discovery was enough to stir rival instincts across Europe. In 1494 papal mediation updated the Treaty of Alcáçovas with the Treaty of Tordesillas. This stipulated that any new lands discovered across the Atlantic would be Spanish west of a line down the middle of that ocean ‘from pole to pole’. This was equidistant between Portugal’s Cape Verde Islands and Columbus’s landfall in the Bahamas. Any land east of the line would remain Portuguese. Just as Spain had been excluded from the coast of Africa, so Portugal was excluded from new worlds to the west. The ‘line of Tordesillas’ did have one unintended consequence. Unknown to its authors, the line of longitude to the south sliced through the eastern coast of Brazil, which accordingly fell to Portugal.

This was duly claimed by Pedro Cabral in 1500. Hence to this day Brazil’s language is Portuguese while the rest of South America speaks Spanish. Indeed it was an Italian explorer, Amerigo Vespucci, who conducted a series of cartographic expeditions to South America for Portugal between 1497 and 1504. He mapped his journeys and recorded his discoveries with a vivid imagination. On one trip in 1501 he lost a sailor who went ashore and was killed and reputedly eaten by Native people, conveyed in gruesome illustrations to the map.

Vespucci freely assigned names to this ‘New World’. At a loss what to call a Brazilian river estuary he named it after the date, Rio de Janeiro. To the north Lake Maracaibo so reminded him of Venice that he christened its location as Little Venice or Venezuela. His maps were published in an edition of 1,000 and became widely consulted. As for the continent, Vespucci signed his maps as was customary with his Christian name in Latin: Americus. Plausible legend gives to this practice the use of his name for the continent depicted. Rarely has a cartographer been so richly celebrated.

Portugal’s example was soon followed by others. In 1497 England’s Henry VII commissioned the Venetian John Cabot (1450–99) to explore a different westward route to Asia, following the Vikings beyond Greenland. Cabot organized his expedition from Bristol, whose sailors were England’s most adventurous. They were known to have visited Persia to the east – the Bristol church of St Mary Redcliffe has a probably Islamic arch – and Iceland to the west. In the latter, Bristolians would have heard of lands across the Atlantic, such as those in the Greenland sagas.

Cabot reached the Canadian coast but failed to make contact with any Native people or establish a colony. He named his ‘new-found land’ for England, planting an additional banner for the Pope, and returned to a reward from Henry of £10. There were believed to have been further voyages by Bristol adventurers but with little result. With Henry VII’s death in 1509 the venture expired.

Columbus’s base on Hispaniola was rebuilt in 1502 and is considered the earliest European settlement in the Americas. Here the first bishopric was established and expeditions were launched to Puerto Rico, Cuba and Mexico. The largest Caribbean island of Cuba was settled in 1511, though two-thirds of the Native population was wiped out by smallpox and measles.

In 1519, just three decades after Spain’s arrival in the New World, a Cuban official named Hernán Cortés (1485–1547) set out on an expedition into the American mainland to claim the Aztec empire for Spain. He was of a generation of young Spanish junior noblemen eager for adventure beyond the bounds of Castilian society. Their enterprise was extraordinary. These were wholly unknown lands and they were travelling with tiny numbers of soldiers – Cortés had just five hundred – to confront tens of thousands of potentially hostile indigenous people. Cortés was arrogant and disobedient, defying orders from the governor of Cuba, Diego Velázquez, to abandon his mission. When his army threatened mutiny and a return home, he scuttled his fleet off the Mexican coast.

Over the course of 1519 Cortés negotiated and fought his way across Mexico, finally subduing the Aztecs and destroying their capital, Tenochtitlan, which he rebuilt as Mexico City. The last king, Moctezuma, was killed. Such was the anarchy of the new Spanish empire that Cortés then had to fight off a challenge from Velázquez to his governorship of Mexico. It became New Spain.

In 1529 another conquistador, Francisco Pizarro (1478–1541), then mayor of Panama City, pushed into South America and a year later reached the gold-rich empire of the Incas, stretching down the Andes to Chile. Within two years and with an army of barely two hundred soldiers he defeated an Inca army reputedly of 50,000. His chief advantages lay in guns and horses. He held the emperor, Atahualpa, hostage in his Peruvian capital of Cuzco and, despite receipt of a ransom of a chamber filled with gold, executed him. Spain’s empire was eventually to occupy all of Central America and a third of South America. To its conquistadors, it had seemed an easy supremacy over indigenous peoples who were poorly armed and vulnerable to new diseases.

That said and unlike later European colonists, relatively few Spaniards saw America as their new home. They did not seek land to farm or goods to trade. They were sailors, soldiers and priests, explorers and conquerors. They sought gold and glory, for themselves and for the Spanish monarchy in whose name their colonies were founded. Their priests were avid for converts to the Catholic Church. As a result, the North American coastline along the shore of the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico held little appeal. It appeared to offer no gold and only a possible supply of slaves.

None the less, in 1528 an expedition led by the conqueror of Cuba, Pánfilo de Narváez, landed in what was to become Florida with permission from Madrid to seize the coast westwards ‘as far as the Pacific’, wherever that might be. It was the first intended European conquest of North America. Yet Narváez met with one disaster after another. The Apalachee and Seminole tribes were sufficiently strong to wear down Narváez’s party, its survivors becoming virtual slaves to the Native people. When a handful eventually escaped to Cuba they told of no gold and no empire like the Aztec to conquer. There was only a seemingly endless land occupied by small groups of Native people, some hostile, some not.

Occasional adventurers followed Narváez, but few with any success. The most concerted expedition was under Hernando de Soto (c.1500–42). In 1524, still in his twenties, he had taken part in the conquest of Nicaragua and joined Pizarro’s expedition to Peru. Within ten years he had become governor of Cuzco. De Soto returned to Spain laden with a private fortune, and received a commission from the king to lead a new expedition to the North American mainland.

De Soto’s enterprise was better prepared than Narváez’s and was clearly an attempt to bring the northern territories under Spanish dominion. Setting off in 1539, de Soto led nine ships carrying more than six hundred soldiers, priests and even potential settlers. They were attended by a number of Aztec-European mestizos, who appeared to have better resistance than most Native people to western diseases. They landed at Tampa Bay and headed north into present-day Georgia, where they found a survivor of Narváez’s expedition who became their interpreter. De Soto was vulnerable to what grew to be a ploy against the Spaniards by the Native people, who told them that quantities of gold lay somewhere over the hills to entice them away.

The expedition, now known as the ‘de Soto’s trail’, lasted three years. It travelled through what is now Florida, Georgia, the Carolinas and Tennessee before turning south to Alabama and the Mississippi River. The going was severe and often violent. De Soto seized Native men as slaves and Native women to serve the soldiers. He fought two pitched battles, involving the massacre of two Native tribes, the Timucua of Florida and the Alabama Mabilans. The Battle of Mabila in 1540 was said to be among the most lethal encounters in Native American history. Some 3,000 people died, many in the burning of the fortified town of Mabila. A measure of the tribes’ growing militancy was that the Spanish eventually lost two hundred men and much of their supply train.

De Soto dared not retreat for fear of humiliation back in Spain. He led his dwindling party across the Mississippi River, where he himself died of fever. The survivors travelled west until they reached present-day Texas. Here the Native tribes, the Comanche and Apache, famed for their warrior culture, proved too much for them. By 1542 three hundred or so Spaniards, many clothed only in animal skins, had retreated to Mexico. The expedition had found no gold to plunder and no empire to conquer.

This did not deter others. In 1540–42 another conquistador, Francisco Vázquez de Coronado, led an expedition inland from the Gulf of Mexico through present-day Arizona. He was the first European to explore the Colorado River, the Rio Grande and the Grand Canyon and reach what is now Kansas. These expeditions, including others up the Californian coast, aimed at matching those of Cortés and Pizarro into central and southern America. While they established Spanish interest in the territory – indeed including it in New Spain – they found little by way of gold. They brought soldiers and priests and built forts and churches, but they rarely imported the essence of the true colony: settlers, merchants and farmers.

The most lasting Spanish settlement was along the Florida coastline at St Augustine. Founded in 1565, it is claimed as the earliest European base in North America. It wiped out a neighbouring French Protestant Huguenot settlement for being ‘a Satanic sect’, but was itself overwhelmed by England’s Francis Drake in a piratical raid in 1586.

At the end of the century in 1598 another Spaniard, Juan de Oñate, was determined to be a successful exception. He progressed up the Rio Grande through the lands of the Pueblo Native people and brought with him five hundred colonists. His intention was to found a permanent settlement led by the Franciscan order of priests. Oñate was married to a mestizo descendant of the Aztec emperor Moctezuma, and in each Pueblo town he would hold elaborate rituals of conversion and compulsory submission to Spanish authority. But the Native people had no interest in Oñate’s missionary intentions, nor in his parading a naked body executed on a cross. They were devoted to their own worship of Corn Mother and Thought Woman, the first responsible for their maize crop, the seeds for which were given by the second, the founding goddess of their Acoma tribe.

The venture led to disaster. In the ancient town of Acoma Pueblo, reputedly five centuries old, a dispute led to a skirmish and the killing of a dozen settlers. Oñate’s retribution was to put to death eight hundred Native people. He also ordered the twenty-year enslavement of every young male while every older male had a foot cut off. The Pueblos were stunned by the atrocity. Oñate’s superiors, on hearing of it, instantly recalled him to Spain.

Spain’s colonization, first of the south-east and then of the south-west of America, was everywhere incidental. It nowhere took root. That of the English and French in the American north-east was initially no more successful. French and British sailors had long fished the seas off the Grand Banks of Newfoundland. The French sent expeditions to what is now Canada down the Hudson River in 1524 and the St Lawrence in 1534. None led to substantial colonies, though they allowed France to declare the land Francesca after its king, Francis I. The French also attempted colonies to the south in Florida and Brazil, but both were wiped out, by the Spanish and Portuguese respectively. In short, northern America seemed to defy conquest.

All this activity did not pass unnoticed in England. A Tudor lawyer-geographer, Richard Hakluyt (1553–1616), was an early champion of American colonization. He wrote that his country was neglecting opportunities that could relieve an overcrowded England and add to its trading prosperity. The English should ‘have the grace to set fast footing in such fertile and temperate places as are left as yet unpossessed’. It would also sow seeds of Protestantism where the Spanish were embedding Catholicism.

In 1578 the challenge was tentatively taken up by Elizabeth I. After initial scepticism she granted Sir Humphrey Gilbert a permit to ‘discover and charter’ anywhere that was ‘not possessed of any Christian prince … agreeable to the forms of the laws and policies of England’. This would duly lead to the ‘inhabiting and planting of our people in America’. In two voyages beset by misfortune Gilbert reached Newfoundland but failed to establish a colony. He died in the course of the second.

The next effort came from a more ambitious explorer. In 1579 an English sailor turned privateer named Francis Drake led a circumnavigation of the world, raiding anything Spanish that came his way. The remarkable voyage – only the second round the world in history – took him up the California coast to Marin County and then Oregon. These he claimed for England as New Albion, though he left little evidence of possession. Anglophile Californians have been claiming it for Britain ever since.

There now appeared another of Elizabeth’s buccaneering favourites, Walter Raleigh. He had won his spurs in the contested English ‘plantation’ of Ireland, involving the settlement of English and Scottish Protestants in predominantly Catholic territory. In 1584 Elizabeth authorized him ‘to discover, search, find out and view such remote heathen and barbarous lands, countries and territories … to have, hold, occupy and enjoy’. She would not let him go himself – he subsequently married one of her ladies-in-waiting to her fury. Instead Raleigh despatched seven ships and six hundred men on their own. They settled a colony on the island of Roanoke near Chesapeake Bay, off a land that Raleigh named Virginia after his ‘Virgin Queen’.

The colony, which required three visits to establish, was wracked with dissent and inexperience at feeding itself. It was complicated by the absence of the expected gold and the ambition of some colonists to use it as a base to attack passing Spanish ships. A supply expedition in 1588 was crucially delayed by the Armada campaign in England. By 1590 the local Croatan and Secotan tribes had turned hostile and a final relief expedition found the colony wrecked and deserted. Legend surrounded the colonists’ fate, including one that they had merged with the Native people and produced the first European Americans. Roanoke became England’s ‘lost colony’. Neither archaeological nor genetic evidence of it survives.

The failure of Roanoke dented Tudor England’s enthusiasm for America. Since the country had been at war with Spain over much of Elizabeth’s reign, her courtiers found it more profitable to seek booty rather than settlement. So-called privateers were effectively pirates enjoying, or claiming to enjoy, authority from their monarch. They were content to attack any enemy of the state for their – and her – personal gain. They shared in the wealth of the New World by raiding Spanish galleons.

While this was to cause Spain much annoyance, it did little to dent its supremacy in the continent. By the end of the sixteenth century there was no argument. Seen from Europe, the Americas were the domain of Spain, even if it had shown little interest in their permanent settlement.




3.

The English Arrive

1607–1672

America’s initial appeal to Europe lay in gold. That meant South America and access to it through the Caribbean and the land awarded to Spain under the Treaty of Tordesillas. The Spanish land to the north had already been christened New Spain. That dominance began to be challenged with the death in 1603 of Elizabeth I of England and her succession by the Stuart James I. A year later at the Somerset House Conference in London, James won Spanish recognition of England’s Protestant crown in return for an end to the ‘disruption’ of Spain’s transatlantic trade with America by English privateers.

The forward-looking James now turned his attention to the opportunities America might afford. Though North America was formally Spanish, its north-eastern coastline was treated as open to general colonization. In 1607 James authorized three ships to sail to Chesapeake Bay, north of the failed Roanoke settlement, where they were to found a new colony to be known as Jamestown.

While Spain’s holdings were in the ownership of the king, England’s were privatized under royal charter. Jamestown was thus financed by one of two Virginia companies of ‘adventurers’. The Virginia Company of London was approved in 1606 by Parliament, and in 1609 its charter was extended to found colonies up the east coast from Chesapeake to present-day Canada. A second Company of Plymouth went to Maine and a third at Cuper’s Cove in Canada was later abandoned. The Virginia Company’s remit ran ‘from sea to sea’, supposedly the entire continent east to west. Early maps show all eastern America as ‘Virginia’.

Jamestown’s colonists were not ideal frontiersmen. Half were described as ‘diverse knights, gentlemen, merchants and others’, the ‘others’ being servants and labourers. Many were layabouts and almost all refused to work the land. There were no women until a Mistress Forrest and her maid arrived a year later. The intention was to convert the local Powhatan tribe to Christianity and live off their produce. One colonist stated that the ambition was ‘to recover out of the arms of the Devil a number of poor and innocent souls wrapt up unto death in almost invincible ignorance’. The Native people were sure to be grateful and generous in return.

The Jamestown colonists were thus no more prepared for the harshness of colonial life than those of Roanoke before them. They brought inadequate supplies while the Powhatan proved unwelcoming hosts and disinclined to offer food. Conditions were terrible and within six months half the colonists were dead, mostly of malaria and starvation. A conflict with the Native people then culminated in the capture of the colony’s leader, John Smith. Legend has it that his clubbing to death was averted only by pleas from the daughter of the Powhatan chief, a thirteen-year-old named Pocahontas (c.1596–1617). Whether Smith and Pocahontas were personally close seems doubtful, though such became the stuff of legend. Smith was later injured and returned to England.

Jamestown received three convoys over two years but they merely burdened it with more mouths to feed. One ship was wrecked on the uninhabited island of Bermuda, its crew settling it and rendering it a British territory to this day. By 1609 Jamestown’s now five hundred colonists were effectively at war with the Powhatan and on the point of collapse. That winter was known as the Starving Time. Only sixty people survived, and excavated burials have revealed signs of cannibalism.

By the spring of 1610 the colonists had had enough and resolved to go home. They embarked and were already sailing downriver when they met another relief convoy led by the company’s newly appointed governor and principal investor, Lord De La Warr. Accompanied by a platoon of soldiers, he turned them round and restored the colony, though he stayed barely a year before falling sick and returning home. The local river and later the adjacent state were named Delaware after him.

Jamestown was now stabilized under a new leader, Samuel Argall, though relations with the Powhatans remained hostile. In the course of one raid in 1613, Pocahontas was seized by the colonists as a hostage. She was later baptized into the Protestant Church and married a settler, John Rolfe (c.1585–1622), giving birth to a son. Rolfe was an inventive farmer who succeeded in producing the first soft and sweet type of tobacco to be grown in South America.

The arrival of Rolfe’s tobacco in England caused a sensation and established the Virginia Company with a monopoly in its supply
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