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PREFACE: A STORY FOR OUR TIME

LOOKING back on four decades of published writings, I can discern a common theme: I have been trying in different ways to understand American politics and the course of American history, starting with the twenty-two editions of The Almanac of American Politics of which I have been coauthor since the first edition was published in 1971. The Almanac describes every state and congressional district and its members of Congress, and over the years I have been able in its pages to follow political and policy developments in granular detail. My 1990 book, Our Country: The Shaping of America from Roosevelt to Reagan,1 was a narrative history of American politics from 1930 to 1988, buttressed by demographic and electoral analysis intended as an alternative to the prevailing analyses of the New Deal historians. In The New Americans2 I argued that the minority groups of today resembled, up to a point, the immigrant groups of a hundred years ago: blacks resembled Irish, Latinos resembled Italians, Asians resembled Jews. My thesis implied a certain continuity in the American experience, with of course some contrasts and differences. In Hard America, Soft America3 I contrasted the zones of American life where you have competition and accountability (Hard America) and those where you don’t (Soft America). This was an attempt to view various developments in the twentieth century through a different and mostly nonpartisan lens, with an understanding that we don’t want every part of American life to be too Hard or too many parts to be too Soft. In Our First Revolution4 I went far back in time with a narrative of the events generally known as the Glorious Revolution of 1688–89, the ouster of King James II and the installation of King William III and Queen Mary II, the Catholic James’s Protestant daughter and son-in-law and nephew. These events, I argued, greatly advanced the causes of representative government in Britain and in its North American seaboard colonies as well as guaranteed liberties, global capitalism, and an anti-hegemonic foreign policy. The Glorious Revolution was a very chancy and close-run thing, with strong reverberations to this day; it not only inspired but made possible the American Revolution and put first Britain and then America on their ways to be a leading force for liberty and the rule of law throughout the world.

For my next book, I sought a way to look at the American experience through a new prism, and my editor, having heard me riff on this theme, suggested a book on American migrations, internal as well as immigrant. In examining the data, it became apparent that to a great extent the United States was in large part peopled—a word I borrow from historian David Hackett Fischer, author of the superb Albion’s Seed5—by surges of migration, large mass movements across the oceans or within the nation, which typically lasted only one or two generations but in that time reshaped the nation … and created lasting tensions difficult to resolve. None of these surges of migration was widely anticipated, and most of them ceased rather suddenly and contrary to expectations.

I was inspired as well by the picture painted by historian Walter McDougall in the first pages of his magisterial history of the United States from 1829 to 1877:6 He described that if you could be transported back in time four hundred years and view the world in 1600, you would find most of the concentrations of population very similar to today’s. There were great population masses in Ming China and Mogul India, a Muslim world of many varieties and schisms, a western Europe of fertile farms and trading ports, and a Russia expanding from its Muscovite base. In the Western Hemisphere there were the vast populations of Aztecs and Incas in the Mesoamerican and South American cordillera ruled by a thin layer of Spanish soldiers and priests. But North America then was very different from today. It was not vacant, as the writer Charles C. Mann has informed us in his wonderful books 14917 and 1493;8 Indian farming and hunting civilizations of various degrees of advancement had developed there over centuries. But these civilizations had only the slightest of connections to the more advanced societies of Europe and Asia, and their peoples were soon to suffer from enormous depopulation due to diseases for which they had no immunity.

In their place today, in vivid contrast with the years around 1600, is a nation with 5 percent of the world’s population that produces 25 percent of its economic product and deploys more than 50 percent of its military capacity, a nation in which only 1 percent of its current population claims ancestry from the peoples variously called American Indians or Native Americans. The peopling of the United States is one of the most important stories of the last five hundred years, a story of successive surges of migration, across the oceans and across the continent.

It is often said that in the past quarter century America has become culturally diverse. But it was culturally diverse from its colonial beginnings, and each successive surge of migration has changed the cultural and ethnic and political balance of the country. Americans have learned not only to cope but even to prosper as a nation with cultural variety, but that diversity has also led to grave and seemingly irrepressible conflict.

The history of American migrations is a story of surprises: few anticipated when these surges of migration would begin and even fewer predicted that they would abruptly end, as most did. That may be especially relevant, as this is written, for the vast Latino migration of the quarter century from 1982 to 2007 seems to have tapered off sharply, with net migration from Mexico apparently below zero, while internal migration sharply slowed with the onset of recession in 2007, as it did even more sharply in the economic depression of the 1930s. This apparent pause in American migrations, immigrant and internal, may provide an unusually good vantage point for looking back on the migrations of the past and trying to imagine the character and magnitude of the American migrations of the future.
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IN Albion’s Seed Fischer shows how the initial major migrations to Britain’s North American colonies came primarily from four different and distinct parts of the British Isles and how they brought their “folkways,” ranging from religious beliefs and political attitudes to sexual mores and food preferences, with them. These first four migrations up through 1760 were motivated not by economics but by religion and politics. The New England colonies were largely peopled by 21,000 settlers primarily from East Anglia, the easternmost part of England, most of whom arrived in the single decade of the 1630s. They were members of various Puritan sects that were out of favor with the government of King Charles I and the Church of England headed by Archbishop William Laud.

There was almost no migration to or migration out of New England in the next 150 years; the moralistic and intolerant Yankees repelled new settlers and were not much welcomed elsewhere. Starting earlier but accelerating later was the migration of about 30,000 from the royalist West Country of England to the Chesapeake colonies, Virginia and Maryland, in the 1640s and 1650s, when Charles was opposed by Parliament and its army and then beheaded and replaced by a republic headed by Oliver Cromwell. Starting in the 1680s there was a major migration of about 40,000 Quakers and others primarily from the North Midlands of England to the Delaware Valley colonies, Pennsylvania, Delaware, and West Jersey. Pennsylvania’s pacifist founder and proprietor William Penn also recruited colonists from pacifist and pietist sects in Germany.

These migrants increased rapidly in numbers. Though deaths from disease were numerous in the Chesapeake colonies—migrants were considered “seasoned” after they survived their first year—the colonies to the north proved far healthier. Their numbers were augmented by those arriving in some form of servitude—slaves forcibly imported from Africa and indentured servants from England obliged to work a term of years in return for payment of their passage, plus a few convicts sent to the new colony of Georgia. So these colonies, starting off as narrow patches of land on coasts and bays, grew lustily because of very high birth rates and what was probably the highest protein diet for the masses of any in the world. By the middle of the eighteenth century, the population of these colonies was vastly increased to some 1.2 million. They included about 360,000 in New England, where the cold climate proved unhealthy for slaves; 220,000 in the Delaware River colonies—Pennsylvania, Delaware, New Jersey—with another 75,000 in Dutch-settled and ethnically diverse New York along the Hudson; and about 370,000 in the Chesapeake colonies, about 30 percent of whom were slaves. In addition there were about 140,000 in the colonies to the south, sparsely settled North Carolina, slave-majority South Carolina, and tiny Georgia. Small handfuls of colonists three and four centuries before did much to determine the culture and character of a nation of 310 million.

The subject of this book is the much larger surges of migration, internal and immigrant, that came next, starting with the mass movement from 1763 to 1775 of the Scots-Irish from Northern Ireland and Lowland Scotland to the Appalachian frontier, the fourth of the British folkways in Fischer’s Albion’s Seed. This was an international migration in the sense that people sailed across the Atlantic Ocean to a land that would soon become a separate and independent nation. But it was also an internal migration in the sense that the Scots-Irish were moving from one unruly fringe of the British Empire to another, motivated not just to seek a better living but even more to establish a community where they could live as they pleased. Unlike previous colonial migrations, it was not organized by profit-minded proprietors like the leaders of the Virginia Company or by community leaders motivated by religious or political views such as John Winthrop or William Penn; nor was it a migration of indentured servants or exiled convicts of slaves. And it was a migration different in kind from those that came before.

It was, like surges of migration over the next two centuries and more, a seemingly spontaneous movement of large numbers of like-minded people, motivated in part by the desire to make a better living, but also and more important determined to create a new community in which they could thrive and live as they wanted. American migrants were not just seeking more money; they were pursuing dreams or escaping nightmares.

Voluntary mass migrations—settler migrations, as historian James Belich calls them—are a relatively late phenomenon in world history and could not occur without the right combination of technological, political, and economic factors. Migrants need available and affordable transportation and must not be prevented from moving by government action. Economic historians have disagreed on when these conditions have been met; some say after the conclusion of the world war between Britain and France in 1815,9 others, after Britain recognized the independence of the United States in the Treaty of Paris of 1783.10 But the Scots-Irish migrated to North America in significant numbers after the Treaty of Utrecht ended a British-French war in 1713 and, in mass numbers encouraged by those who came earlier, after the Treaty of Paris ended another war in 1763. They came in numbers that no one seems to have predicted and stopped coming suddenly in a way that almost no one foresaw. In these respects the Scots-Irish migration was a prototype of later, post-Independence American migrations, both immigrant and internal. They sought a new place to establish their way of life, where they could flourish and perhaps be an inspiration to others as well.
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THIS account will start off with the Scots-Irish migration and show how these migrants continued to move in a drang nach southwest to occupy and Americanize the Indian lands of the Southeast and much of the Mississippi Valley and how their emblematic leader, Andrew Jackson, successfully promoted the acquisition of Florida, Texas, and California—our first, second, and soon-to-be third most populous states—to the young republic. Having accomplished this enterprise, the Scots-Irish seemed to stop in their tracks and occupy the same swath of the nation today. But their achievement presented the nation’s political leaders with the difficult issue of whether slavery should be allowed in the new territories, an issue that could not be peaceably settled but resulted in a bloody and hugely divisive civil war, one in which the Scots-Irish fought on both sides.

The next section of the book will look at two surges of internal migration in the first half of the nineteenth century: the Yankee diaspora spreading from New England across Upstate New York and the Great Lakes states and across the Mississippi, and the southern grandees’ extension of plantation slavery from the Atlantic coast to the Mississippi Valley. These migrations were motivated not only by a desire to establish safe havens for each of these two colonial American cultures but were increasingly aimed at extending their cultural influence beyond their regional bases, to shape the national character in their own image. The collision this produced was the Civil War, in which the Yankee vision was not only the cultural but the military victor, and in which the defeated southern culture—or rather cultures, white and black—subsequently lived apart from the rest of the nation for three-quarters of a century.

The second pair of migrations were the two immigrations—of Irish Catholics and of mainly Protestant Germans—that began suddenly in great numbers in the middle 1840s and continued, with scarcely a pause during the Civil War, until the middle 1890s. Irish came over in vast numbers—1.3 million in the first decade, 1846–55, and about half a million in each of the next four decades. Germans came over in even larger numbers—about 1 million for five successive decades, except for half a million in the decade that included the Civil War. These 3 million Irish and 4.6 million Germans made a major impact in a nation with 38 million people at the beginning of the Civil War. Irish Catholics established communities in major cities and factory towns, which did much to determine the character of politics and popular culture in urban America; they built an American Catholic Church that for a century was very much an Irish institution. Germans started off settling in rural areas as well as in New York City and in large cities in the interior. They ended up establishing a Germano-Scandinavian zone in the Old Northwest, north of the Yankee diaspora settlements—in Wisconsin, Iowa, Minnesota, the Dakotas. That zone has always had a distinctive politics, hospitable to bureaucratizing reforms and cooperative enterprises and hostile to military involvement abroad—the most pacifist, isolationist, and dovish part of the nation for more than a century.

The third pair of migrations consists of one very large surge of migration and one potential surge of migration that never happened at all. In the three-quarters of a century between the Civil War and World War II there was a vast movement from rural to urban America, as the economy grew robustly though unevenly. From the 1890s through the 1930s, the development of mass production techniques created a demand in labor markets for mass production workers, and wages in the industrial Northeast and Midwest drew workers from farms. But not evenly. From the American South, where wage levels were less than half those in the North, very few migrants ventured northward during these decades—only about 1 million whites and 1 million blacks. The enormous impact of the Civil War and the continuing bitterness it engendered created a psychological barrier between North and South, as if a wall had been built along the Mason-Dixon Line and the Ohio River.

Immigration from traditional sources—Britain, Ireland, and Germany—dropped off as those nations’ economies developed roughly in tandem with America’s. Instead there was a vast and unanticipated Ellis Islander immigration to the northern states from regions of Europe that had produced few immigrants before the 1890s. These were largely peoples who were in some sense second-caste citizens in the multiethnic empires and kingdoms of eastern and southern Europe—Jews and Poles from tsarist Russia; Poles, Czechs, and other Slavs from the Hapsburg Empire; and southern Italians from the northern-dominated kingdom of Italy. While American Southerners found the culture of Northern America unwelcoming, second-caste peoples from the far sides of Europe found it more attractive than their native lands. The Ellis Islander migration halted during World War I and was ended by the restrictive Immigration Act of 1924, which allocated immigration quotas according to the national origins of the nation’s population in the pre–Ellis Island year of 1890.

If the Civil War was a divisive conflict, leaving the southern culture alienated from the northern one, and vice versa, World War II was an annealing event, bringing Americans together, putting them in uniform and sending them around the country and around the world. Altogether 16 million Americans served at one time or another in the military, in a nation of 131 million; the proportionate number in 2010 would be 38 million. The unity of the war effort also fostered cultural uniformity, promoted already by mass media with universal appeal, the radio of the 1920s and 1930s, and the movies of the 1930s. The demands of war industries brought Southerners, black and white, to the great cities and factory towns of the North. The war in the Pacific drew for the first time millions of the 90 percent of Americans who lived east of the Rockies to the West Coast. These wartime movements introduced many Americans to what they came to regard as a promised land and stimulated two surges of migration, which continued for the first postwar generation and which are the subject of the next section of the book, the movement of mostly white Midwesterners to California and the movement of one-third of American blacks from the rural South to the urban North. Those surges of migration lost momentum when the destination no longer seemed to be a promised land—the black northward migration waning in the middle 1960s as effective national civil rights legislation was passed, and the California migration, in the early 1980s when its coastal climate lost its comparative advantage in a country where air-conditioning and comfortable winter clothing became near-universal.

The final chapter concerns the two unpredicted and vast surges of migration over the four decades from 1970 to 2010. One was the vast migration from Latin America and Asia first to major metropolitan areas, especially in California, Texas, and Florida, plus New York City and Chicago, then dispersing over time to smaller but rapidly growing metropolitan areas in other states. The other was volitional migration, primarily from high-tax states to low-tax states, but also for many liberals’ and conservatives’ movement to culturally congenial surroundings.

The turning points here came at the end of the first postwar generation, in the years on either side of 1970. Formerly immigration was minimal, thanks to the Immigration Law of 1924 and the postwar economic recovery in European nations with large immigrant quotas. When the immigration law was rewritten in 1965, little thought was given to potential immigration from other sources. In fact immigration from Latin America was theoretically restricted more by the 1965 law than previously. But country quotas proved beside the point as millions immigrated legally using family unification provisions and millions more immigrated illegally by crossing the border clandestinely or overstaying visas.

As for volitional immigration, the generation from 1945 to 1970 saw the conclusion of longtime farm-to-factory internal migration. Growth concentrated in major metropolitan areas including the corridor from New York City to Washington, D.C., and in the industrial factory cities of the Midwest, where auto and other manufacturers were siting new plants. From 1970 to 2010 the picture is very different. The population of the major metropolitan areas of the Northeast and the Midwest (with the conspicuous exception of Washington) stagnated, as millions fled increasingly high state and local taxes. The major northern immigrant destinations, including Los Angeles and the San Francisco Bay Area, starting around 1990 saw internal outmigration for similar reasons. Domestic inflow was channeled largely to the South Atlantic states, from Virginia to Florida, to Texas, and to the smaller states of the West, almost all of them low-tax territory. The rule-proving exceptions were inflow into tax havens in the Northeast and Midwest, including New Hampshire, Delaware, and South Dakota.

By 1970 the cultural uniformity of World War II and early postwar America was being replaced by a cultural diversity more typical of the nation in the long run of its history. As a result many Americans in deciding where to live their adult lives or where to retire sought out places compatible with their lifestyle. This was particularly true of professionals and others in a position to choose where to live. Liberals gravitate to New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco, university towns, and ski resorts, while conservatives gravitate to Dallas, Houston, and Atlanta and retirement towns in the Smokies or the Ozarks. The result is what journalist Bill Bishop has called “the big sort,” with liberal areas becoming more liberal and conservative areas, more conservative.

The surges of migration in these four decades have produced an America that seems to be flying apart. It may not be headed to a collision as dramatic as the Civil War, which was the result of the surges of migration in the first sixty years of the nineteenth century—though culture-wars political rhetoric sometimes gives that impression—but it can seem sorely in need of some less-than-total-war equivalent of the annealing experience of World War II. Just when the centripetal forces seemed at their maximum, the recession and financial crisis of the late 2000s produced a sudden halt to the surges of migration that had been occurring for at least a quarter century. Immigration from Asia fell and immigration from Latin America plummeted, with more reverse migration back to Mexico, particularly of illegal immigrants, than migration from Mexico to the United States. It seems at least possible that immigration from Mexico and perhaps from all of Latin America will never again reach the levels of the almost entirely prosperous years from 1983 to 2007. The surge of Latin immigration may have stopped as abruptly as the surge from Ireland and Germany did in the 1890s or as the northward migration of southern blacks stopped in the middle 1960s. In addition, domestic migration also was sharply reduced, though not to the very low levels of the 1930s.

The post-1970 surges of migration, like surges of migration in the past, have led many to question whether and how Americans with diverse cultural, religious, and political beliefs can live together. This is a question Americans have always had to grapple with, not one that has suddenly and for the first time been posed by the transformation of a long-homogeneous country to one with cultural and racial diversity. The Framers of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights had to deal with similar problems. They were well aware of the different religious and cultural backgrounds of the different states. They had seen that the colonies were unable to come together in response to a proposed plan of union at the Albany Conference in 1754. They learned to their dismay that the federal government set up by the Articles of Confederation lacked the power to effectively tax and protect its citizens. They were determined to create a stronger federal government but one whose powers would be limited in order to reduce cultural conflict and preserve zones of autonomy. And they were careful in their grants of power to the president and the Congress; they were vague about the powers of a supreme court; they required in a religiously diverse nation that there would be no religious test for federal office (although religious tests for state office persisted through the late nineteenth century). This was a revolutionary doctrine, adopted when England required public officials to be members of the established Church of England and when in all European nations Jews were subject to civic disabilities, including prohibitions on holding public office.

The First Amendment, ratified in 1790, provided that Congress “shall make no law … regarding an establishment of religion, nor prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” They acted knowing that different colonies had had different established churches and as several states, notably Virginia, were amid controversy regarding disestablishing their established churches, while other states were determined to keep theirs, as Connecticut did until 1818 and Massachusetts, until 1831. The Framers’ formula—limited government and individual rights—has not always been applied faithfully in American history, and it was not enough to prevent the outbreak of a civil war. But it has provided a ready and useful template for the accommodation of diverse peoples, even as the nation has been peopled by successive and culturally diverse surges of migration.
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THE Scots-Irish migration to North America was a movement of people who did not call themselves Scots-Irish and who did not consider themselves immigrants. And certainly they did not think that their migration would be a template for American migrations, internal and immigrant, over the next two centuries. Yet it has been, for it was both an internal migration in a move from one fringe of the British Empire to another and also an international migration across an ocean and between what would soon be two separate nations. This was an enormous migration for the times, from the cramped lands of northern Ireland and Lowland Scotland facing the Irish Sea west across the Atlantic, down the Appalachians, and eventually stretching far west to the Rio Grande. The Scots-Irish came primarily from Ulster, the province that covers the northeast corner of Ireland, from the Lowlands of Scotland, and from the northernmost counties of England.

This migration, beginning before the Revolutionary War, was a sharp departure from the patterns of settlement of previous migrations to the American colonies. By numbers, most colonial migrants were either black slaves transported from Africa or indentured servants from England, almost all of them male, who in return for free passage were bound to work for those who paid for them on their arrival. Few of the Scots-Irish were indentured servants and most immigrated as members of families, with women and children, not as single men.

Most of the previous free colonial migrants arrived as followers of movements seeking refuge from religious or political persecution—the Puritans of New England, the Cavaliers of the Chesapeake country, the Quakers and pietists attracted to William Penn’s Pennsylvania—and settled in colonies established or developed for that purpose. The Scots-Irish migration, in contrast, was not the product of organized religious or political leaders and the migrants made no effort to establish a colony of their own. The earlier migrants came from cultures characterized by deference to those regarded as occupying a higher place in society. The Scots-Irish, though varying widely in economic status, were a proud people unaccustomed to doffing their hats to others.

The Scots-Irish seemed to be fleeing places where market capitalism—the need to produce flax and cattle for the English linen, meat, and butter trades—was encroaching on what had been fighting fields, limiting personal freedom and autonomy and enmeshing people in commercial relationships. They set out for another extreme of the British Empire, new fighting fields where they could make their way independent of overbearing bureaucracies and not be forced to submit to the seemingly random and unpredictable discipline of the market. Religious diversity was not so important to them; they were used to fighting for their religious assertion and for following chieftains more than faiths.

The initial movement came after the War of Spanish Succession (Queen Anne’s War in North America), ending in 1713, and prepared the way for the surge that began after the war, ending with the Treaty of Paris in 1763. The British Empire in the years just afterward had a population of about 13 million people, of which 6 million were in England and Wales, including 750,000 in the giant metropolis of London. From this central core the population spread out to peripheral lands. One was Scotland, joined with England to form the United Kingdom in the Act of Union of 1707 but the scene of armed rebellion as recently as 1745, which had about 1.3 million people. Another was Ireland, technically a second kingdom but one whose parliament’s acts required approval from the British Parliament in Westminster, with about 3 million people, the majority Catholic, but with about 750,000, mostly Presbyterians of Scots origin, in the northeastern province of Ulster. Across the ocean Canada, just acquired from France, had 300,000 residents, almost all French-speaking. To the south, Jamaica had 170,000 people, the various British Caribbean islands 100,000, and Barbados, to the east in the Atlantic Ocean, 80,000—at least 90 percent of them black slaves. Finally, the seaboard North American colonies that would become the United States had nearly 2 million residents, of whom one-fifth were black slaves.
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OVERALL this empire, headed by a monarch who was required by the Act of Settlement of 1701 to be Protestant and to be married to a Protestant, had a population that was about 20 percent Catholic. Although slavery was not legally recognized in England, about 5 percent of the empire’s people were black slaves. The Church of England was the established church in England and the similarly Anglican Church of Ireland was established in Ireland, but the established Church of Scotland was Presbyterian, the established churches of the New England colonies were Calvinist, and the colonies of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware had no established church at all. Although religious denomination does not seem to have been too important for the Scots-Irish, it was anyway a continual source of dispute—the various arguments within and against the Church of Scotland, the anomalous position of Presbyterians in Ireland with its Catholic majority and its Anglican-established church. In North America the Scots-Irish were quite ready to switch denominations and weren’t fussy about established churches.

They were very concerned about their unwritten code of behavior, priding themselves on their independence and ever ready to uphold personal honor and retaliate against attacks on family or community; they were punctilious about being rambunctious. The point was personal independence, natural liberty; Presbyterianism tended to be in line with this, but other denominations would do.

The Scots-Irish came from borderlands within this empire: from the Lowlands of Scotland, the scenes of fighting and religious disorder for generations, and from Ulster, where Presbyterians had moved from Scotland in the 1690s and lived in uncomfortable proximity with Irish Catholics and under the governance of English landlords and the Anglican bishops of the Church of Ireland—lands of “endemic violence” in the words of historian David Hackett Fischer.1 Here, and in the northern counties of England, great landholders had commanded the loyalty of their tenants and on occasion led them into battle. Yet these were also lands that in the eighteenth century had been tied in with England in trade in a growing capitalist economy. Scotland produced sheep, and Ireland, cattle; in Ulster flax was raised and woven in country cottages into the linen cloth used in most clothing; and the linen, wool, and cattle trades connected these areas at the fringes of the British Isles with the growing English economy. Market fluctuations produced windfall gains in some years and economic distress in others; land values could vary widely and when the typical thirty-one–year lease expired, landlords often raised rents sharply—“rack renting,” as protesters said. Some Scottish landlords, calculating that they could make more money from raising sheep and cattle than from subsistence tenant farmers, simply evicted all their tenants. This was not a stable, somnolent society, but a zone that had recently been the scene of almost constant fighting to become the scene of rapid and dizzying economic change.2 Once isolated and distant from commercial centers, it came to be connected by dozens of ships constantly crossing the Irish Sea, at one point only 16 miles wide between Ulster and the Galloway country of Scotland, tying together disparate British lands but also suggesting the possibility of flight to the British world beyond the Atlantic.

These people didn’t much like commerce or commercial society, which depends on peace and in which fluctuations in worth depend not on fighting but on the operations of markets that are often far outside the control of the individual or even the clan.

In North America they certainly seemed more set on self-sufficiency and tended to avoid engagement in the market economy. Initially, high transportation costs kept them mostly separate from the coastal market economy. The southern grandees wanted free trade to sell their export crops abroad; the Scots-Irish didn’t seem to care so much—though they certainly didn’t want their whiskey taxed.

They wanted to conquer territory—oust the British, expel the Indians, take over vast lands from Mexico, and, if possible, other Latins; they wanted lordship rather than economic cultivation.
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DURING the course of the eighteenth century some 250,000 Scots-Irish migrated from the British Isles to the North American colonies, about 125,000 in the decades between 1717 and 1763, and another 125,000 in the dozen years from 1763 to 1775. This was a significant outflow from islands with a population of some 10 million and an enormous inflow into colonies with about 300,000 at the beginning of the migration and close to 2 million at the end. One political obstacle to migration was removed with the Act of Union of 1707, which united England and Scotland; before that, Scots had been barred from the North American colonies. So, starting in 1717, shortly after the end of the war, some combination of economic, religious, and political insecurity motivated large numbers of Scots-Irish to move from the fringes of Western civilization in the British Isles to the fringes of civilization in British North America. The Irish Sea had been a wide-open road from Scotland to Ireland for one hundred years; now the Atlantic Ocean suddenly became a wide-open road from Ireland and Scotland to North America.

The way was not led by any single leader, such as John Winthrop of Massachusetts. Nor does it appear that any colonial proprietor, such as William Penn of Pennsylvania, sought out these migrants. They were self-starters. The typical Scots-Irish migrants were not single men or indentured servants, but married couples and entire families with enough resources to pay for their passage; the very poorest, in this as in other migrations, simply could not afford to move, and indentured servitude was becoming increasingly uncommon in these years.3 Many were, in Fischer’s words, “independent yeomen who had achieved a measure of independence,” not landowners but tenants and subtenant farmers and skilled craftsmen and small traders.4 But they also included a small minority of gentry, significant landowners with some military renown, including ancestors of Patrick Henry, John C. Calhoun, James K. Polk, and Sam Houston. To some extent they appear to have been acting in response to economic distress. Northern Ireland and Lowland Scotland produced flax for linen and cattle for the English beef and butter trade. The Scots-Irish were increasingly participants or (as some saw it) prisoners of market capitalism, forced to submit to the laws of supply and demand. Scots-Irish migration seems to have increased during recessionary times in 1725–29, 1740–41, and 1754–55.5 And many may have been prompted to move by a sense that they were running out of space; the practice of partible inheritances, dividing properties equally among heirs, resulted in the splintering of landholdings and tenancies. But the chief motive seems to have been to maintain their accustomed patterns of life and the natural liberty they cherished in a British world being continually transformed by the workings of economic markets in a time of uneven and unanticipated growth. The vast lands of North America seemed an open place where they could enjoy the practical liberty to which they were accustomed and where they could forge their own livings relatively free of the restrictions of landlords and hostile churchmen. To British authorities their flight raised the specter of depopulation. “The humour has spread like a contagious distemper,” one wrote, “and the people will hardly hear anybody that tries to cure them of their madness.”6
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THE Scots-Irish certainly made a distinct impression when, in the summer and fall of 1717, some five thousand began arriving in Philadelphia in ships from ports on the Irish Sea, from Belfast, Londonderry, and Carrickfergus in Ulster, from Kirkcudbright and Wigtown in southwestern Scotland, and from Liverpool in northwestern England.7 They were proud, hard, undeferential men and women, ready to defend their honor and unwilling to doff their hats. They chose Philadelphia, in tolerant and multiethnic Pennsylvania, rather than other ports. New England Yankees with their narrow Calvinism did not welcome outsiders, and had almost no immigrants in the colonial period; the Scots-Irish founded a few towns there, like Londonderry, New Hampshire, but they mostly stayed away. New York had an established Anglican church and little land available for settlers. Most of the territory along the Hudson River was owned by Dutch patrons and other great landowners; north and west of Albany was Iroquois territory. The Chesapeake colonies of Virginia and Maryland had no great ports, and most new entrants there were indentured servants from England.

But Philadelphia was not the ultimate destination of the Scots-Irish. These proud, pugnacious people did not fit in well with the pacifist mercantile Quakers of Pennsylvania or with the pietist Germans whom William Penn recruited to settle his colony. The first Scots-Irish tended to move inland to the frontier, 30 or 40 miles from Philadelphia, early in the eighteenth century. The colony’s provincial secretary, James Logan, himself born in Ulster, invited Ulstermen to Pennsylvania in 1720 and urged them to settle inland “as a frontier in case of disturbance,” but soon found them “troublesome settlers to the government and hard neighbors to the Indians.”8 Penn and other colonial officials sought only to purchase lands from the Indians and to recognize their rights; the Ulster migrants, used to defending lands from the claims of hostile Irish Catholic neighbors, had no such scruples. These squatters asserted their claims self-righteously: it was “against the Laws of God & Nature that so much land should lie idle, while so many Christians wanted it to labour on and raise their Bread.”9 They were used to fighting hostile and what they believed were primitive peoples, like the Catholics in Ireland and Highlanders in Scotland, and they were ready or even eager for such fights in their new homeland.

These people with a natural tendency to wandering and adventure were not inclined to stay in one place long. They built stockade forts and rude log cabins, with notched logs and mud chinking, not lumber or stone-clad houses like the Quakers and Germans, and they were ever ready to leave them behind for better opportunities.10 They worked with neighbors to cut trees and at house-raisings, house-warmings, and quiltings; they kept flintlock rifles to shoot deer, bear, and small game—wild turkeys, pigeons, squirrels—and fend off wolves. They raised corn and potatoes and kept cattle and horses and sometimes sheep. Tables and stools as well as kitchen utensils and bowls were carved from wood, with iron spits and pots to roast meat. They were careful to seek springs or dig wells to obtain potable water (thus giving them a considerable health advantage over many coastal settlers); in their cabins they always kept a fire going. They built churches and attracted ministers, who also taught their children.11 They resisted becoming tenants of a large landholder, as so many of their ancestors had been in Ireland and Britain, but in a frontier region where land claims were anything but firmly established they were not eager to risk everything on their claim to the land they occupied. So while they were ready to litigate land titles as soon as a court was available, they developed no strong attachment to specific plots of ground.12 Some order was provided by Presbyterian churches, where the minister might teach school, and from the seemingly spontaneous organization of local militias, whose leaders were often from families that had been prominent in Ulster before the emigration.13

Over the next sixty years these migrants, confined so long to the valleys and hills of Ulster and Lowland Scotland, spread out in the American backcountry, up to and just beyond the first Appalachian chains, filling a broad expanse of land 700 miles long—twice the distance from the northwest tip of Ulster to the southwest tip of County Cork, as far as the distance from the northern tip of Scotland to the southwest tip of Cornwall—from Pennsylvania to South Carolina. From Philadelphia they headed west on the Great Philadelphia Wagon Road into Lancaster County, then farther west across the Susquehanna River at Harris’s Ferry (now Harrisburg) to York and Cumberland Counties, a land of fertile, gentle hills sheltered by the first Appalachian chain, then south between the Blue Ridge, the first Appalachian chain, and the second, through the narrow neck of Maryland and, in the early 1730s, into the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia.14 This was wild country, once burned over by Indians to provide fertilizer for crops and now grazing land for plentiful buffalo and deer, while wolves, bears, and bobcats roamed the nearby forests. This route down the Shenandoah was used for communication by the Iroquois in the north seeking to dominate the Cherokee and the Creek in the south, and it was the path used by the Tuscarora to move from North Carolina to Upstate New York after they agreed to become the Sixth Nation of the Iroquois in 1726,15 but it had little permanent Indian population and so was open to the Scots-Irish. It was a frontier buzzing with movement and activity, with trees felled to form trails or build rude houses, with sun coming through the leaves during the day and fires burning at night.
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THIS was not empty land, but it was only lightly populated. Maps show the Indian tribes occupying far larger areas than the colonial settlers, though this is highly misleading. The Indians suffered huge disease kill off,16 and in the seventeenth century the Iroquois, eager to monopolize the beaver-for-arms trade with first the Dutch and then the British, made war on other tribes and drove them westward.17

As a result, the number of Indians east of the Mississippi and south of the Great Lakes in the eighteenth century was probably only about one-tenth the population of the seaboard colonies. Historian J. H. Elliott’s estimates for the population east of the Mississippi are 1,816,000 whites (75 percent of the total), 467,000 blacks (19 percent), and only 150,000 Indians (6 percent).18

The Iroquois were the dominant force among the Indians not only in Upstate New York but far to the south. By following a course of neutrality between the British and the French—with some warriors fighting alongside the British and others betraying British plans to the French—they were recognized in the eighteenth century as the negotiators for other tribes. Their sale of lands occupied by the Delaware in eastern Pennsylvania in 1737 resulted in the move of that tribe west beyond the Appalachians.19 The low density of Indian populations reflected their continuing reliance on hunting, but they were not simple hunter-gatherers; they raised corn, beans, and squash as well as cattle and pigs, and traded with whites, selling furs and hides and buying guns, ammunition, cloth, and other manufactured goods, usually by barter (the colonies always were short of metal coins). The Indians were regarded as savages by many colonists, but the freedom accorded to individuals within tribal units evidently persuaded many whites kidnapped from colonial settlements to remain voluntarily in the Indian society, and the fighting tactics and woodcraft of the Indians were imitated by colonial soldiers. In the seventeenth century they had massacred some white settlements, and as late as 1704 plundered Deerfield, Massachusetts, in the Connecticut River Valley. But their dependence on whites for guns and ammunition and, even more important, their much smaller numbers put them at a severe disadvantage against the British settlers whose vast increase in numbers and hunger for more land as their soil wore out made them seek to expand in lands only lightly populated by Indians.

Thus the Scots-Irish migrants heading out to valleys amid the Appalachians and south along the Great Wagon Road in the Shenandoah Valley found plentiful land—a vivid contrast with what they had known in Ulster and Scotland. “They launched into a new World,” as one contemporary described them, “breathing a Spirit of Liberty and a Desire of every individual becoming a Proprietor, where they imagine they can still obtain land for themselves, and their flocks of Cattle at a trifling Rent, or of conquering it from the Indian with the Sword,”20 as many of their ancestors had obtained land in Ulster from the Catholic Irish. They did not seek to create a colony of their own but met with encouragement from colonial authorities. Virginia governor William Gooch issued enormous land grants to them in the 1730s with the proviso that they attract more settlers.21 The news of these settlements traveled throughout the trans-Atlantic British Empire. Many, perhaps most, of the Scots-Irish were literate (the Presbyterian Church encouraged women as well as men to learn to read and write), but like all Anglophones of the time they were eccentric spellers; in any case they sent letters back to Ulster and Scotland with glowing reports. They had found land of their own with plenty more available, they enjoyed a hearty diet with plenty of meat as well as corn and whiskey, and they could practice their Presbyterian religion unmolested. These reports encouraged others to cross the ocean, particularly when conditions in Ulster and Scotland deteriorated, and the newcomers sent back similar messages to others.

They continued moving south along the Great Wagon Road and, where it met mountain barriers south of Roanoke, they
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