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1Introduction

Arnold J. Toynbee, the twentieth century’s most famous professional historian, is widely quoted as having declared, “History is just one damn thing after another.” Well, the fact is that what he really did was to repeat another saying: “Life is just one damn thing after another.” But inasmuch as history may be interpreted as an accounting for any number of lives in the aggregate, we accept the two statements as at least roughly equivalent to one another. The point is, did Toynbee, who dedicated his own life to making sense of history, really believe either of these formulations?

It is impossible to say. What we do know is that Toynbee, like all narrative historians (as opposed to historical statisticians), translated history into stories. This is to say, he endeavored to identify and select out of the restless stream of one damn thing after another, only the very most important things.

Yet this leaves us with another question: What is a historical 
thing? Is it an event? If so, what, precisely, constitutes an 
event? A sequence starting with causes and ending with effects? But how to identify the 
causes? And how to judge the 
effects?

In the end, the narratives we call history are fictions, and the very best histories, the most compelling and revelatory histories, are the most plausible fictions. We must not mistake even the best of these narratives for objective reality.

So, is there a way of understanding the past that gets us beyond having to make up stories about 
things, events, causes, and 
effects?

When we read a long, complex novel—Tolstoy’s 
War and Peace, say—or see a richly plotted movie—David Lean’s classic 
Lawrence of Arabia comes to mind—we can struggle to remember all the names, characters, and scenes and find ourselves missing the entire experience, coming away bored and exhausted instead of stimulated and enlightened. Or we can 2focus on what 
drives the story, which is called “plot,” and what 
propels the plot, which are any number of 
turning points.

In history, as in a big novel or a big movie, what most compels us in the long run are not the 
things, events, and 
causes but the turning points: the decisions, acts, innovations, errors, ideas, successes, and failures on which the contours of the nation’s life—
our lives—depend. Turning points create what we call “destiny” or “direction.” They spin off our “values” and “ideals” as well as our “flaws,” “foibles,” and “faults.” Turning points are like the peaks of an electrocardiogram—an EKG. They mark the very pulse of the nation’s history.

This book, then, does not claim to present “American History,” let alone the “Most Important Things, Events, and Causes in American History.” Instead, it identifies one hundred points at which the national path we share turned on its way to where we find ourselves more or less in the present. If you prefer, think of these 
turnings as 
fulcrums on which the levers of national belief, effort, and endeavor lift us or let us down. In either case, they are the features of our shared story that keep us glued to the narrative, that keep us from slamming the book cover shut or taking our popcorn and walking out of the theater. They are the points, the moments, at which those who came before us could have gone this way or that. And so, we are better off knowing about them and recalling them and thinking about them than remaining unaware of them, forgetting them, or ignoring them.





3Columbus Arrives in the “New World” (1492)



Over the past three decades or more, a laudable evolution toward increased respect for human rights has created a growing backlash against Christopher Columbus, who, upon “discovering” America, tried to promote to his patrons, Spain’s King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, the enormous value of Native American slave labor. The Spanish monarchs had authorized Columbus’s voyage on April 29, 1492, the very day on which they issued their Edict of Expulsion, banishing all Jews from their kingdom. Yet, even the demonstrably intolerant Ferdinand and Isabella rejected as immoral Columbus’s views on slavery. As if the modern condemnation of Columbus as a racist conquistador is not criticism enough, many commentators have long pointed out that he did not “discover” America at all. Nearly five hundred years before him, around 1000, Norse captain Leif Ericson, out of Greenland, struck land in present-day Newfoundland, establishing a village he called Vinland, the first European colony in North America. A few years before this, in 986, another Norseman, Bjarni Herjólfsson, became the first European to set eyes on the Americas. For that matter, geographers believe that people from Asia had entered North America as early as 10,000 
bc via a land bridge that existed where the Bering Strait is now.

These criticisms and corrections matter. Yet, whether Columbus was a good man or deeply flawed and whether he “discovered” anything or not, he unquestionably created the first great American turning point. When, on October 12, 1492, after seventy perilous days at sea, one of his sailors sighted land, the New World began to open to the Old. The earlier migrations, sightings, and even settlements made no impact on the empires of Europe. But the impact of Columbus’s first and subsequent three voyages (1492, 1493, 1498, and 1502) was profound. They began the Spanish colonization 4of the Americas, which was followed by the colonial projects of Portugal, England, and other European states. America rapidly entered the economic, cultural, political, and military realm of Western Civilization.
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Portrait of a Man, Said to Be Christopher Columbus was painted by Sebastiano del Piombo in 1519 and today hangs in New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Metropolitan Museum of Art



5Columbus was born into a family of weavers in or near Genoa about August 25, 1451. Disdaining entry into the family business, he instead went to sea some time before the 1470s. By the close of that decade, he was living in Portugal, and in 1484, he appealed to João II, king of his adopted country, to fund a western voyage to the island the thirteenth-century merchant-explorer Marco Polo called “Cipangu” (Japan). João was not interested.

Undaunted, Columbus went to Spain, seeking the sponsorship of Don Enrique de Guzmán, Duke of Medina Sidonia, who also turned him down. Moving on to Don Luis de la Cerda, Count of Medina Celi, he had better luck. While Don Luis was not interested in bankrolling the expedition personally, he did broker an audience with Queen Isabella on or about May 1, 1486. This first meeting left the queen unmoved, but it did interest one of her courtiers, Luis de Santangel, who prevailed upon Isabella and her coruler husband, Ferdinand, to put up a combination of royal and private funds.

The couple showered titles on Columbus: Admiral of the Ocean Sea, Viceroy, and governor of . . . of, well, whatever lands, unclaimed by any Christian sovereign, he might find. Pursuant to his appointment, the admiral set sail from a minor maritime inlet of the Gulf of Cadiz called Palos de la Frontera—Spain’s major ports being clogged with ships carrying off banished Jews. Indeed, even Palos was so jammed with exiles that Columbus had to postpone his departure from August 2 to August 3. At eight that morning, a flotilla of three vessels, small even by the modest standards of the day, departed. One, the 
Santa Clara, was nicknamed the 
Niña (“Little Girl”), another the 
Pinta (“The Painted One”—its official name unknown), and the admiral’s flagship, 
Santa Maria.

Columbus and his crews—about 120 sailors manning the three vessels—had the blessing of fair winds for the first leg of the voyage, but from September 20 to 30, doldrums set in, becalming ships and stirring intense discontent and fearful doubt among the crew. Columbus himself grew alarmed when it became apparent to him that he had badly underestimated transoceanic distances. His response to 
this realization was to lie. He started keeping two separate logbooks. One, open to his 6crew, was a work of bold fiction. The other, in which he accurately recorded the progress of the voyage, he kept hidden.

The deception was not discovered, but it soon wore thin. On October 10, just two days before the cry of 
Land ho! was finally heard, the crew on all three vessels verged on mutiny. But then, on October 12, a Bahaman island its inhabitants called Guanahani (believed today to be Watlings Island) hove into view. The ships landed, Columbus claimed the island in the name of the Spanish sovereigns, and he exercised his royal authority to give Spain’s new possession a proper Christian name: San Salvador.

On this first voyage, Columbus went on to probe more of the Bahamas, Cuba, and the island of Hispañola (divided today between Haiti and the Dominican Republic). On that large island, he built a fort called La Navidad. Coincidentally, on Christmas Day—Navidad, in Spanish—the 
Santa Maria was wrecked in a storm.

Leaving behind a garrison to occupy the fort, Columbus left to return to Spain on January 16, 1493. No sooner had his masts dipped below the horizon than the garrison began pillaging the homes and goods of the natives and ravaging the women. Columbus, who returned to La Navidad late in 1493 on his Second Voyage, found no trace of the garrison. The 
Indios (“Indians”), as Columbus called them, had taken their vengeance. It was the first “war” of European conquest in the Americas.

En route back to Spain from the First Voyage, Columbus had stopped at the Canary Islands on February 15, 1493, from which he dispatched a letter to Luis de Santangel, describing the voyage in brilliant and breathless detail. Luis immediately had the letter printed, and it was, for all practical purposes, published throughout Europe. Its first effect was to prompt Pope Alexander VI to issue two bulls, 
Inter Caetera and 
Inter Caetera II, which were followed on June 7, 1494, by the Treaty of Tordesillas. These documents divided possession of the lands Columbus had “discovered” between Spain and Portugal. Rather quickly, knowledgeable geographer-mariners, most notably the Florentine explorer and cartographer Amerigo Vespucci, concluded that Columbus had not found a shortcut to the riches of the Far East but had, in fact, come upon what Vespucci called a 
Mundus Novus: a “New World.” Subsequently, 7the German mapmaker Martin Waldseemüller named most of the vast region after Amerigo himself, calling it America.

We do not know if Ferdinand and Isabella were disappointed that Columbus had not found a short route to the riches of the East. But we do know that, very quickly, all Europe thrilled to the prospect of a 
New World—because opportunity in the Old was waning. Kingdoms and properties and royally patented enterprises were finite. Columbus had told tales of lands of limited resources, laden with gold, and populated by natives who could be pressed into service as miners. Equally important was the prospect of whole populations to be conquered for Christianity in a great harvest of souls.

There was instantly born in this America what would later be called the American Dream. It was the promise of new beginnings. Europe was in thrall to the concept of primogeniture, the ironbound system in which all wealth and all titles passed to the first son of any great family, leaving younger offspring with limited opportunity. Now these dispossessed had a New World in which to make their own destinies. As for those born into families that were neither great nor wealthy, the New World offered even more miraculous prospects for a prosperity impossible in Europe. A hopeful voyager to the lands across the ocean could dream great dreams and claim as much as his intrepidity, strength, and wit would accommodate. Suddenly, Europe became the realm of the past, and America the promised land of the future. This was the paradigm that guided American history for the next half a millennium.





8Jamestown Is Founded (1607)

The Spanish started colonizing the Americas within a few years of Columbus’s 1492 voyage. The English did not get started until Queen Elizabeth I knighted Humphrey Gilbert and sent him off to the New World in 1579. His first fleet broke up in a storm at sea, and he was forced to limp home. It was June 1583 before he tried again. This time, he reached St. John’s Bay, Newfoundland, claimed the territory for his queen, but was lost at sea on his return to England when his overloaded vessel foundered, sparing no one.

Gilbert’s half-brother, Walter Raleigh, inherited his royal charter and in 1584 sent a small reconnaissance flotilla to what would later be named Croatan Sound in the Outer Banks of North Carolina. The advance party returned to England with cheerful reports of a land populated by “most gentle, loving and faithful” Indians, who lived “after the manner of the Golden Age.” Raleigh got a knighthood and, in return, named the land Virginia, after his “Virgin Queen.”

That was the last good luck his venture had.

In 1585 and 1586, Raleigh sent parties of settlers under Sir Richard Grenville. Early in 1587, Sir Francis Drake found them starving, begging him for passage back to England. Undiscouraged by their return, Raleigh immediately launched another three ships, bearing 117 men, women, and children. They landed at what is now called Roanoke Island, off the North Carolina coast, late in 1587. Their leader, John White, set them up in a swamp before returning to England to fetch supplies Raleigh had promised to send. In London, White learned that the supply vessels had been delayed by the attack of the Spanish Armada’s attempted invasion of England. He returned to the colony, bearing supplies, in 1590. Where a rude settlement had been, he found only a few rusty items of hardware—and the name of a neighboring island carved into a tree: CROATOAN. The colonists had vanished.

9England was off to a dismal start in America. At last, in 1605, two groups of merchants, one calling itself the Virginia Company of London (aka the London Company) and the other the Plymouth Company, vied for a royal charter to establish a colony in the territory of Raleigh’s patent. Elizabeth’s successor, James I, authorized the Virginia Company to colonize southern Virginia while the Plymouth Company was assigned northern Virginia.

The Virginia Company moved first, recruiting 144 settlers, which included rich and poor. The rich paid their way upfront. The poor obtained their passage to America and the right of residence in the colony by “indenturing” (binding) themselves to labor for the Virginia Company for a period of seven long years. Both rich and poor set off in December 1606 aboard the 
Susan Constant, the 
Discovery, and the 
Goodspeed. Thirty-nine died before reaching Virginia. On May 24, 1607, the 105 who survived the voyage touched land at the mouth of a river they named the James and immediately began clawing “Jamestown” out of the wilderness.

St. Augustine, Florida, founded by Spanish admiral Pedro Menéndez de Avilés in 1565, today claims distinction as the oldest European-established settlement in the United States. Jamestown, founded forty-two years later, is usually described as “the first permanent English colony” in the New World. But “permanent” is something of an exaggeration. To begin with, Jamestown was planted in a malarial swamp. To make matters worse, the town got started far too late in the season for planting crops. Besides, the rich “gentlemen”—those who were not indentured—refused to do the manual labor needed to hack a colony out of the wilderness. Half the tiny colony was gone within a few months, either dead or fled into the arms of the local Indians.

What saved them all from ghoulish extinction was a former crusader and pirate turned soldier of fortune whom the Virginia Company had hired to supervise the military defense of the colony. Back in December 1607, Captain John Smith was foraging for food along the Chickahominy River when he was captured by Indians, who took him to the village of Chief Wahunsonacock. (The English soon dubbed him Powhatan, calling his people the Powhatans.) As Smith tells it, this encounter was nearly lethal. He was about to be clubbed to death when Powhatan’s daughter, 10eleven-year-old Pocahontas, impulsively laid her head upon his. “At the minute of my execution, she hazarded the beating out of her own brains to save mine,” Smith wrote. Released, Captain Smith offered himself up for adoption by the tribe and in this way cadged sufficient corn and yams from the Powhatans to delay absolute starvation—for a time.

But only for a time. As perilous as 1607 and 1608 were, the year 1609 was terrible enough to earn the title of the “Starving Time.” Wretched human skeletons cannibalized the sick. Indeed, even the dead did not escape, as the colonists looted the new graves of their fellows. Much to the horror of the Powhatans, they also dug up freshly interred Indians. Confronted by a village of ravenous cannibals, Smith imposed martial law on the colony. He laid down one simple law: those who worked, ate. Those “gentlemen” who disdained work, starved.

Smith’s stark discipline carried Jamestown through the Starving Time, but the colony’s continued survival, let alone any hope of its eventual prosperity, depended on friendship with the Powhatans. Trouble was, the Englishmen were far from cordial. Determined to intimidate Chief Powhatan and his people into sharing more of their food and crops, a leading settler, Captain Samuel Argall, abducted Pocahontas in 1613 and held her hostage. For her part, Pocahontas was more fascinated than frightened by the English. She rapidly learned their language and was soon functioning more as an ambassador than a prisoner. In 1614, she secured the blessing of her father to marry the tobacco planter John Rolfe. It was a union that brought eight desperately needed years of peace, a period that saw the arrival of more colonists from England. Jamestown and all southern Virginia took root.

While Captain Smith was concerned to maintain good relations with the Indians, the leading men of the colony were eager to curry favor with the royal court and others back in England. Accordingly, Rolfe carried his bride back to the mother country, where she became a great favorite with London society as well as the court of King James I. Tragically, twenty-two-year-old Pocahontas contracted a fatal ailment abroad, to which she succumbed on March 21, 1617.

Nevertheless, the combination of the Powhatans’ charity and the favorable impression Pocahontas made in England garnered much 11political and economic interest in the colonial venture. Jamestown did begin to flourish, its economy driven by a highly successful cash export, tobacco, which the Indians taught the settlers to plant. As all Europe rapidly developed the tobacco habit, the prospect of growing rich from the cultivation of the weed attracted a steady stream of settlers to the colony.

While the wealthy became even wealthier as planters, the “poor” settlers worked off their indenture obligations and were given ownership of their land. At first, there were enough indentured servants to grow and harvest tobacco for the plantation owners. But as more and more indentured servants worked off their obligations, the planters became desperate for new sources of labor. As early as 1619, a few began buying laborers from Dutch traders, whose merchandise of choice were human beings “imported” from Africa.





12The First African Slaves Are Sold in America (1619)

Racism ruled European hearts and minds even at the height of the high-minded Renaissance and the start of the Enlightenment. In 1492, Columbus wrote to his patrons Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand that the meek natives of the Caribbean would make excellent slaves for the Spanish Empire. Although the royal pair demurred when it came to casually enslaving Native Americans, Columbus and the conquistadors who followed him nevertheless usurped native land, looted native property, and, for all intents and purposes, did make slaves of the Indians. As for the English settlers who came later, the land grabbing and the looting were on a smaller scale, but war with Indians became common. As for slave labor, the English preferred another source.

Some dozen years after the founding of Jamestown, Virginia tobacco growers began trading with Dutch merchants for a new import: African slaves. The Dutch were actually new to the slave trade. In 1562, John Hawkins, a gentleman mariner, scion of a prominent family of Plymouth in Devon, England, commenced what he called the “traffick in men” by opening regular slave trading between Guinea on the western coast of Africa and the West Indies off the American mainland. This was the foundation of a system that came to be called the Triangular Trade, by which slaves were carried from western Africa to the Americas, which used their labor to cultivate tobacco. Soon, sugar, cotton, and indigo dyestuffs were added; all were very profitably exported to Europe. The Europeans sent such manufactured goods as textiles and rum to Africa and used the profits to buy African slaves for sale in the Americas. (A variation on the Triangular Trade shipped slaves from Africa to the Caribbean, where they labored on sugar plantations. The sugar was exported to New England, which used it to make rum, which—along with other trade goods—was sent to Africa for the purchase of more slaves.)
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Slavery became so central to the Southern economy and way of life that the region broke away from the Union to preserve what Southerners called their “peculiar institution” and even featured an engraving of slaves on the $100 1862 Confederate banknote. More than 670,000 of these notes were issued. 
Wikimedia Commons





13The Triangular Trade became the basis of the early American colonial economy. By the beginning of the seventeenth century, the Dutch and the French were in the business as well. By the time Jamestown made its first purchase of twenty slaves from Dutch traders, the Spanish and Portuguese were already holding over a million enslaved blacks in the colonies they had established in the Caribbean and South America.

The Jamestown settlers either paid their own passage to America, if they had wealth, or purchased passage by indenturing themselves to seven years’ labor in Virginia. After those seven years were up, the indentured servants either established themselves on their own farms or demanded wages to continue working for the former holders of their indentures. This created a labor crisis in the colony and motivated the purchase of slaves. Slaveowners owned their slaves in perpetuity. Death offered no liberation, since the owner was entitled to any children his slaves bore. Perpetuity truly was forever.

Slavery took a while to become fully established in America. The purchase price of human property was too dear for most early planters. But for those who could pony up a small fortune, the investment in eternity was a bargain. As the slave trade multiplied and the American colonies became increasingly populated, including by American-born slaves, the 14price of slaves imported from Africa steadily declined. With the lower prices and the continued development of the colonies, demand for slaves rose—but so did domestic supply.

South Carolina, which began in 1665 as the Carolina Colony, led the other American colonies in making slavery absolutely essential to its economy. By the 1730s, its most important cash crop was rice, with large plantations spreading over the tidal and inland swamps of the Low Country along and adjacent to the coast. Inland from these wetlands, in conditions less congenial to rice, indigo—a versatile dyestuff—thrived. The colonists grew accustomed to thinking of their slaves as property, not people. The swampland climate in which they worked was rife with disease, especially mosquito-borne malaria. Slaves were fed as cheaply as possible, so malnutrition often added to the assaults on their health. By the mid-eighteenth century, slaves were becoming so cheap that many planters worked them to exhaustion and early death. It was cheaper to purchase new human property than to invest cash and conscience in looking after those they already owned.

South Carolina law was wholly on the side of the slaveowners. Draconian slave codes gave masters license to treat their property as they saw fit. The slaves had no recourse. Many plantation owners lived in genteel but exciting Charleston rather than in a plantation house stuck in the middle of a dull and noxious swamp. They entrusted day-to-day operations to an overseer, whose allegiance was to the bottom line. The overseer’s continued employment and the magnitude of his compensation were determined by the quantity of the harvests, not by decent treatment of plantation labor. The brutality of overseers soon became proverbial.

By the middle of the eighteenth century, despite high mortality rates, the black slave population outnumbered the white population of South Carolina. This fact began to prey on white minds in this colony and wherever else slaves were numerous. The possibility of a violent slave uprising began to loom large in the Southern imagination.

But the South was not the only region where livelihoods depended on slavery. New England would, in the nineteenth century, become a center of anti-slavery activism, but, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the region’s shipping industry thrived on the importation of 15slaves. Moreover, as an anchor of the Triangular Trade, New England not only benefited from the shipping business but also from the exportation of the rum the region distilled. Nor was the marketing of the slaves themselves confined to the South. Bustling slave markets were found in New England as well as in New York and other Atlantic port towns all across the northern Atlantic seaboard.

Because plantation agriculture was so labor-intensive yet so profitable, especially in international trade, slavery flourished as an economic system. The wealthiest Southern planters were richer than the wealthiest Northern industrialists through the first half of the nineteenth century. True, there was little trickledown of wealth to the mass of the Southern white population, but the planters were nevertheless looked upon as benevolent despots. Except for terrible thoughts of slave revolt, Southern society was orderly and settled. A system of strict racial control developed, designed to institutionalize racial inequality and segregation. This suppressed most individual moral qualms, especially as the export revenues kept rolling in. While an abolition movement developed in the North, based on moral and religious motives, American politicians favored regional compromise—at least until the vast western frontier of the United States began to yield to settlement. This opening of the frontier created opportunity for many poor white Southerners, who readily relinquished their regional allegiance. Amid Western expansion and the rise of the Industrial Revolution, slavery became less and less an indispensable aspect of the nation’s economic life and more an exclusively Southern phenomenon. Southerners themselves began to call it the “peculiar institution,” and it was indeed increasingly perceived as “peculiar” to a single region. As economic imperatives in favor of slavery shrank during the nineteenth century, the moral imperatives opposing it grew. Conflict became inevitable, and the nation tore itself apart in a civil war.





16The 
Mayflower Arrives (1620)

Every American has heard about “the Pilgrims” who arrived in America aboard “the 
Mayflower.” Beyond this, few, if asked, can explain just who they were and why their arrival matters.

The English Protestants who became known as Pilgrims were a sect within another sect, the Separatists, who were themselves a splinter group of the Puritans. On November 10, 1517 (October 31, by the “Old Style” calendar in use at the time), the German monk and theologian Martin Luther published 
Ninety-five Theses, a document that began the great schism in European Christianity known as the Protestant Reformation. In 1534, England’s King Henry VIII, failing to persuade the Pope to annul his marriage to Catherine of Aragon, separated the Church of England from the Catholic Church. Within a few years, reformers who became known as Puritans—because they sought to “purify” the Anglican Church—rejected much of the ceremony of the Church of England as tainted by Roman Catholicism. Some Puritans, the so-called Separatists, gave up on the cause of reform altogether and simply broke with the Church of England. The most extreme of these Separatists suffered persecution in England and either went underground or fled the country. These were the Pilgrims.

A small band of Pilgrims from the village of Scrooby in Nottinghamshire voyaged across the English Channel and found a home in Leyden, Holland, a country celebrated for its religious tolerance. There they were no longer persecuted, but these Pilgrims felt themselves to be strangers in a strange land. They missed the sound of the English language, and while they had a deep grievance against the Anglican Church, they loved England. They feared that raising their children in Holland would soon erase a heritage they held second only to their religion. The only alternative, they decided, was to seek absolute autonomy by establishing their own colony in America, 17where they could live as subjects of English monarchs, yet separately from the corrupt tyranny imposed by the Church of England.

Most of the Pilgrims were yeoman farmers and tradespeople. They were neither rich nor powerful. To gain passage to the New World, they had to strike a frugal deal with London merchants to split the cost of a voyage to royal lands in New England. The compromise they made was to take with them a number of non-Pilgrims—indeed, faithful members of the Church of England. Whereas the Pilgrims sought to establish a righteous kingdom of God in America, their fellow travelers, whom they called “Strangers,” wanted nothing more than economic opportunity—a chance to prosper in their own land.

Unsurprisingly, the voyage on the small ship 
Mayflower, with Christopher Jones as quarter-owner and captain, was roiled with dispute. The Company of Merchant Adventurers, from which the Pilgrims secured passage, had given them permission to establish a settlement in the Virginia colony. In tempestuous seas, however, Captain Jones veered northward from the upper limit of the colony. Some say that he did this simply because the weather prevented his sailing south to Virginia (which then extended to the present-day southern border of Pennsylvania). Others believe that the Pilgrims and Strangers were at each other’s throats so that mutiny was imminent. Eager to eject his troublesome passengers, Jones landed via the nearest available harbor. Yet another theory is that the Pilgrims bribed Jones to deposit them in a place where they would be free from the authority of the Merchant Adventurers—free, that is, to govern themselves.

Land—today’s Cape Cod—was sighted on November 9, and while the 
Mayflower briefly turned south, it ended up returning to Cape Cod, anchoring in present-day Provincetown Harbor. The “Strangers,” realizing that they would soon be left outside of the Company’s jurisdiction, were alarmed. For their part, the Pilgrims were none too happy living among some fifty “Strangers.” So, as the vessel rode at anchor, the two groups sat down and drew up an outline of a self-government they could agree on. They called what they created a “Civil Body Politic,” and they promised to abide by the few laws they set down for the common good of 18the colony. This “Mayflower Compact” was the first constitution written in North America. It established three things: First, this settlement would be a community of law. Second, although the Pilgrims wanted to create a holy place, the Strangers were not to be coerced into any religious belief or doctrine. Third, the Mayflower Compact foreshadowed the political nature of the United States itself, which would be created around its own “compact,” the Constitution. At the heart of the Pilgrims’ settlement was the same thing that is at the heart of the United States to this day: a firmly stated and agreed-upon 
idea of order.





19Tisquantum—Squanto—Saves the Pilgrims (1621)

Whether due to bad weather and rough seas, or Captain Christopher Jones’s great eagerness to eject his apparently mutinous passengers from the 
Mayflower, or a Pilgrim bribe to the good captain, or a providential act of the Lord, Pilgrim and Stranger—religious zealots and those just looking to make a living—came ashore together at present-day Provincetown, Massachusetts, in November 1620. They would later settle at a place they named Plymouth, after the English port from which they had sailed.

While still riding at anchor off Provincetown, the Pilgrims and Strangers made one extraordinary preparation for living together. They drew up the Mayflower Compact, the first Constitution in the New World, designed to protect their common rights and responsibilities.

The document showed great wisdom and foresight, but these, it turned out, were not enough. The arrival of the 
Mayflower in late fall had been ill-timed. It was far too late to plant, and these voyagers, to whom the abrasive weather of Old England was long familiar, were about to discover how much harsher was New England’s. A resupply ship was not due until the spring of the following year, 1621, and between November 1620 and spring of the next, lack of adequate shelter, semi-starvation, and a variety of diseases—the most prevalent being scurvy, a painful wasting disease caused by lack of vitamin C—took a horrific toll. Of the 102 
Mayflower passengers who landed, 45 were buried on Cole’s Hill before that first winter was done.

No wonder the Pilgrims viewed as a blessing from God in the spring of 1621 the appearance of Tisquantum, whom they called Squanto. He was a member of the Patuxet tribe and was, with an Abenaki sagamore (chief) named Samoset, among the first Native Americans who made 20meaningful contact with the Pilgrims and Strangers. Squanto, who spoke fluent English, took the lead in helping the new arrivals plant winter crops and build serviceable, if rude, winter shelters.

Born about 1580 near Plymouth, Squanto is believed to have been abducted in 1605 along the Maine coast by Captain George Weymouth. The captain was sailing on a commission from the owner of the Plymouth Company, Sir Ferdinando Gorges, to explore the coasts of both Maine and Massachusetts. His motive for abducting Squanto—along with four Penobscot Indians—was to obtain Native American specimens to bring back to England for the amusement and edification of Gorges’s investors. Squanto and the other four Indians were given reasonably comfortable accommodations on the voyage to England, and from 1605 to 1614, Squanto lived with Gorges, who taught him English, grooming him as an interpreter and guide.

Squanto returned to Massachusetts in 1614 with Captain John Smith, for whom he may have served as a guide. Unfortunately, he was again captured, this time by the English explorer Thomas Hunt. He was sent back to Europe not in comfort, but in chains, to be sold on the Spanish slave market. He managed to escape, however, and found refuge with monks, among whom he lived for several years until he took passage yet again for America in 1619. On his arrival home, he was devastated to discover that his native tribe, the Patuxet, was no more—dead to the very last person, except for himself. All had fallen victim to smallpox. Introduced into the population by the English, the disease was almost invariably lethal among populations who had absolutely no resistance to it. Now without house or homeland, Squanto went to live with the nearby and generous Wampanoags.

The winter of 1620–1621 nearly halved the 
Mayflower immigrants. Squanto and Samoset showed them what to do to prepare for the next winter. Squanto demonstrated the Indian method of planting, which used rotting fish—abundant in this seaboard region—as fertilizer. The method succeeded in squeezing crops even out of the stony and parsimonious soil of New England. Squanto educated the 
Mayflower settlers in the construction of weathertight shelters, to be used until more ambitious buildings were constructed. In all this, he may have felt duty-bound to 21pay forward to the English the life-saving kindness the Wampanoags had shown him. Indeed, the Pilgrims judged his intervention as the benevolent presence of the hand of God. Subsequent generations of American historical popularizers have portrayed Squanto’s “charity” as either the act of a rustic “natural” Christian or as proof that even a “savage” can model the best of civilized behavior.

For some three hundred years, Euro-Americans have worked infinite variations on the theme of the Noble Savage. Yet, by the time he encountered the Pilgrims, Squanto of Massachusetts had already proved himself to be, like Pocahontas of Virginia, a wily survivor and a brilliant ambassador. He served the Wampanoag chief Massasoit as an interpreter of and negotiator with the newcomers. His brief from the chief was to establish profitable relations with these people who, poor and miserable as they might now appear, had been sufficiently skilled and daring to journey to America and begin to scrape out a settlement from the soil. Soon, their homeland across the sea would send them goods to trade, including tools and weapons. Massasoit wanted to put himself and his people ahead of competitors for the English settlers’ commerce and, perhaps, even a military alliance.

Thanksgiving became an official national holiday by proclamation of President Abraham Lincoln on the final Thursday of November 1863. Most Americans, however, think of it as a tradition first celebrated by the Pilgrims and their Indian “friends” to give thanks for the harvest Squanto had made possible. Its abundance that autumn of 1621 was a joy, especially after the deadly dearth of the previous year. It boded a far more merciful winter. The Pilgrims and Wampanoags accordingly celebrated jointly with a feast, which Squanto, for his part, must have regarded as a triumph of statesmanship. Nevertheless, he was no impersonal statesman. In 1622, he earned the deeply personal gratitude of the Pilgrims when he helped them find a missing child, and, once again, he lent both his hand and his expertise in more planting and fishing.

Yet Squanto was also interested in establishing himself as a powerful figure in this new hybrid society of white and Indian. His fluency in English was a great asset, as was his intimate knowledge of English ways and manners. Among his Native American associates, he did not scruple 22to grossly exaggerate the influence he wielded over the English. On one occasion, he threatened that if he did not get his way from local chiefs, he would direct the English to unleash the plague—smallpox, presumably—which, he said, they stored in a pit.

With the passage of time, more Pilgrims immigrated to what was now called Plymouth Plantation. Accompanying them was a new breed of Strangers. They were called Particulars, because they did not belong to the joint-stock company, instead financing their own voyage. Like the earlier Strangers, they were neither Pilgrims nor even especially religious. Their chief interests were commercial. The towns that rose in and around Plymouth, Massachusetts, were not exclusively Pilgrim, but each did have at least one radical Puritan church congregation, independent of all the others, which exercised an outsized influence over both the religious and secular lives of all townspeople. Still, unlike the Puritans who founded the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1628, they did not bar the unconverted from playing a role in the colony’s secular affairs. True to the Mayflower Compact, the Pilgrims fostered a settlement of broad enfranchisement, which encompassed Strangers and Particulars as well as people like themselves. Doubtless acting out of a variety of motives, Squanto was instrumental in the survival of this theologically strict yet politically tolerant settlement, and he thereby fostered a liberal tradition that would become the most distinctive theme in the American story. Squanto himself did not live to see the growth of this tradition. While serving as a personal guide to Plymouth’s governor and early historian, William Bradford, he succumbed to a fever in November 1622.





23A Massachusetts Settler Kills an Indian, Touching Off King Philip’s War (1675)

Chief Massasoit of the Wampanoags, ally of the Plymouth colonists, died in 1661 at the age of eighty-one. His son Wamsutta, whom the English called Alexander, succeeded him as the Wampanoag sachem and continued friendly relations. However, under his leadership, Wampanoag loyalties became divided between two competing English colonies, Plymouth and Rhode Island. Plymouth militia major (later governor) Josiah Winslow arrested Alexander and took him to Duxbury to answer conspiracy charges, demanding that he prove his loyalty to Plymouth by selling certain lands to that colony instead of to Rhode Island. While a prisoner, Alexander fell ill and died. His twenty-four-year-old brother, Metacom or Metacomet, whom the English called King Philip, succeeded him as sachem. Philip believed that Winslow had poisoned his brother. Well, who knows? What is certain is that relations between Plymouth and King Philip had indeed been poisoned.

Early in 1671, outraged by an encroachment upon his land, Philip staged a threatening show of arms. He was summoned on April 10, 1671, to Taunton, seat of Plymouth’s government and, under threat, signed the “Taunton Agreement,” which compelled him to collect and surrender his people’s arms. At the end of September, having failed to disarm his tribe, Philip was brought to trial. Fined £100, he was further humiliated by a requirement that, henceforth, he obtain colonial permission before buying or selling land or waging war against other tribes. Stoically, he accepted the verdict, but for the next three years he secretly forged anti-English alliances with the Nipmucks and the Narragansetts.

In January 1675, John Sassamon (or Saussaman) a so-called Praying Indian—a Christianized Native American—who had been Philip’s private secretary, tipped off colonial authorities to the sachem’s plotting. 24Before the end of the month, Sassamon’s body was found on the ice of a frozen pond. Philip was immediately charged with conspiracy to murder, but he won release for lack of evidence.
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This engraving of a Wampanoag raid on settlers during King Philip’s War was created for an 1886 book commemorating the 250th anniversary of the Providence Plantations, forerunner of the state of Rhode Island. 
Wikimedia Commons





Months passed. On June 11, three days after other Indians were executed for Sassamon’s murder, word reached the English that Wampanoags were arming near Swansea and Plymouth Town, which were adjacent to Wampanoag territory. Instances of cattle killing and looting began to 25be reported, and panicky settlers started fleeing some towns, including Swansea. As Indians freely appropriated the abandoned property, one angry settler shot and killed a “looter.”

The incident hardly seemed a turning point in the still-young history of Anglo-America, but what resulted from it, King Philip’s War, was a catastrophe for New England’s colonists and Native Americans alike. Between 1675 and 1676, half of the region’s towns were mauled and a dozen utterly destroyed, requiring the work of a generation to rebuild them. The fragile colonial economy suffered devastating blows, due both to the direct cost of the war—some £100,000—and to the disruption of the fur trade with the Indians and the virtual cessation of coastal fishing and the West Indies trade. Not only did the war siphon off the manpower customarily devoted to these industries, many men never returned to their peacetime occupations, as one in sixteen male colonists of military age died. Many others—men, women, children—were also killed, captured, or starved. In proportion to New England’s population of 30,000, King Philip’s War was the costliest conflict in American history. As for the Indians, at least 3,000 perished, and many of those who did not die were deported and sold into slavery.

The early English colonies were more rivals than allies. Only grudgingly did Massachusetts Bay, Plymouth, and Rhode Island raise a joint army, which mustered during June 21–23, 1675, at Miles’s Garrison just opposite Philip’s stronghold at Mount Hope Neck, Rhode Island. By the time the force was assembled, Wampanoags had raided Swansea and other towns in Massachusetts and Rhode Island. Connecticut joined in the war effort on July 1, even as Philip was negotiating an alliance of his own, with Weetamoo, the “squaw-sachem” of the Pocaset tribe. In Rhode Island, the headstrong militia captain Benjamin Church led twenty men in pursuit of Philip. In a place known to history only as Captain Almy’s “pease field,” he and his party were set upon by three hundred Indians. Church and his band fought desperately for six hours, until they were evacuated by an English river sloop.

The war escalated quickly so that by mid-July, much of New England was awash in blood, as Wampanoags were joined by Narragansetts and Nipmucks. Discouraged by the militia’s performance against the Indians 26in hand-to-hand combat, colonial leaders broke off pursuit of Philip and built a fort to besiege him. This strategic blunder prolonged the war. While the English were busy building the fort, Philip escaped from the Pocasset swamp on July 29 and made for Nipmuck country to the northeast so that, by the end of August, fighting had spread into the upper Connecticut Valley, the Merrimac Valley, New Hampshire, and Maine. Philip led raid after bloody raid. Repeated attempts at negotiating peace or even a truce failed. Worse, formerly friendly Indians now turned on the colonists.

By late autumn 1675, the Narragansett tribe concluded a new treaty in Boston. Despite this, on November 2, Connecticut’s colonial council decided to make a peremptory strike against the Narragansetts. Plymouth and Massachusetts joined in, and the army of the United Colonies—as this band of one thousand called itself—assembled at Wickford, Rhode Island, under the command of Plymouth governor Josiah Winslow. On December 18, they marched to battle in a frigid snowstorm, aiming to capture the stronghold of the Narragansett sachem Canonchet in a frozen swamp at Kingston, Rhode Island. In fierce combat on December 19, eighty of Winslow’s army fell, and about six hundred Narragansetts—half of them women and children—died. Over the protests of a badly wounded Benjamin Church, who pointed out that the battered English would need the shelter of the Indians’ wigwams for the bitter winter night, the colonials put the encampment to the torch and then withdrew instead of pursuing the surviving Narragansetts, who escaped to Nipmuck country and lived to fight another day.

The “Great Swamp Fight” inflicted heavy losses on the Narragansetts but also served to strengthen desperate anti-English alliances among the Wampanoags, Nipmucks, and Narragansetts. With the new year, Philip attempted to extend his alliances beyond New England, taking many of his people to Mohawk country near Albany, New York, in search of ammunition and provisions in addition to friends. New York governor Edmund Andros persuaded the Mohawks not only to spurn the alliance but also to attack Philip, who fled back to New England. Andros succeeded in blocking a grand Indian confederacy, but the New England forces were too exhausted to press the fight to a finish. The Indians rallied 27and renewed their offensive, raiding many settlements in Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Connecticut. The early spring of 1676 marked the low point of the colonists’ fortunes. The English footprint in New England contracted, despite emergency laws forbidding the evacuation of towns. Outlying settlements around Boston lay abandoned.

By late spring of 1676, colonial forces began to take the offensive. In western Massachusetts, Captain William Turner, leading a force of 150 mounted men, attacked an Indian encampment at the Falls of the Connecticut River above Deerfield, Massachusetts, on May 19. It was not so much a battle as it was a massacre: the soldiers poked their muskets into the wigwams and shot the Indians—including many women and children—as they slept. Although the Indians were routed, Turner failed to pursue, and the surviving warriors turned a retreat into a counterattack, killing about forty men, Turner among them.

At last, the colonists became increasingly aggressive. Responding to reports of “hostiles” fishing in the Pawtucket River near Rehoboth, Captain Thomas Brattle led a combined force of colonists and their Indian allies in an attack that killed about a dozen of Philip’s warriors. On June 2, Connecticut major John Talcott launched a combined Indian-English assault against Philip in western Massachusetts. Early the same month, Benjamin Church was authorized to build a new army on behalf of the United Colonies, using white and Indian soldiers. Still, Philip fought on, launching a massive but unsuccessful assault against Hadley, Massachusetts.

At Nipsachuck, Rhode Island, on July 2, John Talcott dealt the Narragansetts two crushing blows when he attacked a band consisting of 34 men and 137 women and children, killing all the men and 92 of the women and children. On the next day, at Warwick, he slew eighteen men and twenty-two women and children, taking twenty-seven prisoners as well. While Benjamin Church prevailed in skirmishes at Middleborough and Monponsett on July 11 and, a week later, skirmished with Philip’s men in and around Taunton, Major William Bradford pursued Philip himself, narrowly failing to run him to ground on July 16.

On July 30, 1676, Church led an army of 200, including 140 friendly Indians, in pursuit of Philip. This mixed force killed Philip’s uncle on 28July 31 and, the next day, captured the sachem’s wife and son. Philip himself escaped, but the demoralization of his warriors had become too much to bear. In August, a deserter from Philip’s camp approached Church, offering to lead him and his men to the sachem. Church deployed his men around the camp after midnight on August 12 and moved in at first light.

Philip took to his feet, just as an English soldier fired—and missed. The marksmanship of an English-allied Indian called Alderman was better. Benjamin Church ordered the slain sachem’s body butchered, awarding the head and one hand to Alderman. The remainder of the corpse was quartered and hung on four trees, customary practice in an execution for treason.

With King Philip’s death, the war named for him came to a quick end. In its aftermath, many Native Americans professed abject submission to the English. Others, however, fled to Canada, New York, and the Delaware and Susquehanna valleys, where they meditated a revenge that exploded in a long series of raids and guerilla actions culminating in the French and Indian War. The North American theater of the Seven Years’ War of 1756 to 1763, it was a vast conflict many scholars describe as history’s “real” first world war.





29Salem Tries Its People for Witchcraft (1692)

The winter of 1691–1692 was a typical New England winter, bitter and life-threatening. Heaped upon that misery was the death of friendly relations between colonists and Native Americans—destroyed by King Philip’s War in 1675–1676 and replaced by mutual resentment, fear, and menace. Oppressed by hardship and anxiety, the people of the predominantly Puritan settlement of Salem, Massachusetts, clung close to their Church for comfort and guidance. It was critical that this imperiled frontier community remain godly and pure. And that is why Salem Village minister Samuel Parris was terrified by what was happening to his daughter and his niece.

Elizabeth Parris and Abigail Williams had taken up fortune-telling. It was, of course, the devil’s work, and that was bad enough. But soon after they had fallen into this filthy habit, the pair fell ill, convulsing, spewing streams of demonic speech, and assuming obscene contortions of body. Reverend Parris resorted to prayer, confident that this would cure them. When it did not, he summoned physician William Griggs. The doctor quickly confirmed the pastor’s worst fears. The girls suffered from no physical ailment. Rather, they were in the grip of the “Evil Hand,” victims of witchcraft.

Parris called on the village elders, who subjected the girls to relentless questioning—not concerning their own condition but about who had cast the spell upon them. They demanded that Elizabeth and Abigail identify the witches. And when they began naming names, the Salem authorities commenced judicial proceedings on February 29, 1692, against the accused.
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This nineteenth-century engraving depicts the trial of a Salem, Massachusetts, woman accused of witchcraft. One of her young victims appears to writhe under her spell. 
Wikimedia Commons





It proved but the first droplets in a torrent of accusations. The Salem witch trials, which spanned February 1692 to May 1693, remain 30to this day a subject of American fascination, history, popular lore, and debate. But neither the witchcraft outbreak nor the trials were unique to Salem. Prior to 1692, more than seventy witchcraft cases had been tried elsewhere in New England, resulting in eighteen convictions. In Old England and throughout Europe during the seventeenth century—and before—accusations of witchcraft were common. Some resulted in trial and punishment, including torture and execution. Modern analysis of the best-documented cases demonstrates that the typical accused witch was a poor, elderly woman with neither means nor property. Occasionally, similarly marginalized men were also accused. Beyond low-economic status, the suspected witches were almost always social pariahs, people described by their neighbors as disagreeable and quarrelsome. Usually, they were quite isolated, with neither friends nor family. In effect, “witches” were members of a persecuted minority.

31Salem 
was hardly alone in accusing people of witchcraft, but it was unique in the sheer volume of accusations. In 1692 alone, more than 140 people were accused, 107 of them women—and this out of a village of 600 residents. Moreover, not all of the accused fit the social stereotype that prevailed elsewhere. Some were prominent men of property and their wives. Tellingly, as the trials progressed, the most vulnerable to accusation were those who raised voices in protest against the Reverend Parris’s zeal on behalf of the prosecution. He and some seventy other Salem residents, almost all of them members of his congregation, bore witness to corroborate the testimony of those either diagnosed as victims of witchcraft or who complained of being possessed.

Quite quickly, the Salem crisis drew the attention of the new royal governor of Massachusetts, Sir William Phipps. Not content to leave in village hands what had become a grave judicial issue, Phipps established a special Court of Oyer and Terminer to try the cases. The new court’s first session convened in June, with more than seventy cases on its docket. During that summer and into the fall, fifty of the accused pleaded guilty to practicing witchcraft. Of the rest, who maintained their innocence, twenty-six were tried and convicted and nineteen executed. Most controversial in the proceedings was reliance on what was called “spectral evidence”—evidence that, by definition, was invisible and intangible. It “existed” solely in the claims of witnesses who complained of being tormented by the accused. Spectral evidence could be neither objectively corroborated nor objectively demonstrated.

Spectral evidence satisfied most Puritan clerics, but it did not sit well with Governor Phipps. Nor did the sheer volume of convictions. He dissolved the Court of Oyer and Terminer in the fall and turned over the remaining cases to the permanently established Superior Court of Judicature
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