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Introduction

America’s history is thousands of years in the making, ever since the land bridge of “Beringia” allowed tribes to migrate from Asia and populate the Americas. There are few tangible relics of those migratory tribes, but buildings inserted high on the cliff face in Canyon de Chelly remind historians that at one point the Pueblo Indians stopped roaming the land to practice agriculture while the climate allowed.

The Spanish, venturing north from “New Spain,” explored and then exploited the land in the Southwest, while in the north, French explorers and fur trappers ventured deep into the interior. But modern America sprung from the Thirteen Colonies on the Atlantic seaboard, largely from English and Dutch colonists who sought freedom from religious persecution, or a grant of land to make their fortune, or were criminals transported at his majesty’s pleasure.

The rigors of emigration and the natural qualities needed to survive in a strange environment, often with hostile natives unwilling to cede land, created a breed of settler unwilling to be pushed around by the “mother country.” One hundred and fifty years after the first settlers had alighted at Plymouth Rock, the Thirteen Colonies began to push back against taxes, restrictions on taking Native land, and a lack of representation. It fostered a grinding Revolutionary War, finally ended by the Treaty of Ghent in 1783, a conflict from which emerged a titan of American politics, George Washington.

Getting rid of the British was one thing, founding a new nation was almost as troublesome, especially with factions in the South making it clear their aims were at odds with politicians in the North. Alexander Hamilton wanted to emulate the economies of Northern Europe, not the plantation economies of the West Indies— from which he’d immigrated—and their reliance on slave labor. Jefferson saw the country’s future in agriculture.

He struck a deal with the embattled French, the nation for which he had been American ambassador until 1789, to purchase the Louisiana territories in return for $15 million. Sam Houston, on the other hand, took Texas by force and the Mexican army’s capitulation in 1848 gained the nation New Mexico, Utah, Nevada, Northern Arizona and California. It was now truly a nation from sea to shining sea, rich in natural resources and rife for expansion into the newly acquired lands.

The discovery of gold in California hastened its elevation into a full state, which only served to ratchet up existing tensions about new territories joining the union and their attitude to slavery. This toxic problem ultimately led to the secession of the southern states and the Civil War that followed. General Robert E. Lee led an under-provisioned and poorly armed force to the brink of victory at Gettysburg but fell short. As the smoke cleared in 1865, over 600,000 soldiers had perished, more than the combined totals of World War I and II, Korea and Vietnam.

Warfare is often the catalyst to innovation and a spur to industry and in the postwar years the economy roared. The generation that had been lost were replaced by immigrants keen to build a new life in the land of opportunity (many arriving at Ellis Island as pictured right). The boom took America into what Mark Twain described as the “Gilded Age,” a time when leisure and travel were discovered, when the growth of railroads made fortunes for a selected few, and Standard Oil cornered the market. World’s fairs in Philadelphia, Chicago, Omaha, and San Francisco showcased America’s industrial power while Pennsylvania steel became the new architectural backbone for skyscrapers that had been limited in height by weight of stone but were now set free by the Chicago School.

Soon the nation had the resources to place some of the great landscapes under protection of national park status—Yellowstone, Yosemite, and Crater Lake were all examples of jaw-dropping natural beauty preserved for the future. To these have been added battlefield sites, famous landmarks, and monuments.

America Then and Now is a series of historical snapshots that mark some of the key moments in the development of the nation. It singularly focuses on events that have taken place on American shores. Compiled and curated over 300 pages, it tells the story of the most dynamic nation in the world, which, within 250 years of passing its Declaration of Independence, has placed men on a different planet (a feat still not matched 60 years later). The remarkable achievements featured in these pages show what has happened to many of these sites where history was made in the intervening years. Viewed together they form a compelling narrative about the unstoppable trajectory of the United States.

[image: A group of people in early 20th-century attire disembark from a ship. Several individuals on the dock observe the scene.]





[image: Historic wooden ships docked at a calm inlet, with clear blue skies and water.]
The roots of settlement

Long before European colonists arrived on the North American shores, indigenous peoples had established complex societies and settlements. It is estimated that there were over a thousand distinct Native American tribes residing within what is now the United States during the pre-Columbian era.

They had arrived from Asia via a land bridge between Asia and America (present-day Alaska) that existed during the ice ages more than 15,000 years ago. Scientists have found that Native American populations—from Canada down to the southern tip of Chile—have DNA sequences that link them to the first great migration and two subsequent migrations.

The majority became migratory tribes which moved around through the seasons and left no long-lasting trace of their presence on the land, bar a few petroglyphs, or inscriptions carved into rock. But there were some early settlements that have survived. One of the most remarkable of these is in Canyon de Chelly, located in present-day northeastern Arizona. By around 1000 ce, the Ancestral Puebloans (also known as the Anasazi) had built a network of cliff dwellings and stone structures within the canyon’s walls, some of which are still visible today.

These communities, which included multiroom complexes, kivas (ceremonial rooms), and sophisticated irrigation systems, thrived on agriculture, particularly corn, beans, and squash. Over time, as climate patterns shifted, they were forced to move on. However, their descendants—including the Hopi, Zuni, and other Pueblo peoples—have carried on their cultural traditions.

The Hopi people, considered among the oldest continuous residents of North America, maintained village life atop easily defendable mesas in the high desert. Hopi society was structured around matrilineal clans and ceremonial calendars. They had a strong spiritual connection to the land, which involved their famous snake dance.


Spanish Arrival and the Mission System

Spanish missionaries ventured north into this territory following the Spanish conquest of the Aztec Empire. Present-day Mexico was officially named New Spain by Hernán Cortés in 1521 after the conquest, and the Viceroyalty of New Spain was established in 1535.

By the 1600s, the Spanish had established a mission system throughout New Mexico and parts of Texas and California. Missions were religious and economic centers designed to convert indigenous populations to Christianity and often brutally exploit them. This system brought about massive cultural disruption, along with diseases against which the native population had no natural immunity. However, armed resistance persisted, most notably in the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, in which a coalition of Pueblo peoples drove the Spanish out of the region for over a decade.



English Settlements on the Atlantic Coast

While Spanish colonization dominated the southwest, English settlers began establishing colonies along the Atlantic coast. The first permanent English settlement in North America was founded in 1607 at Jamestown in what is now Virginia. Sponsored by the Virginia Company, the settlement faced immense hardship—disease, starvation, and conflict with the local Powhatan Confederacy. It was not until the introduction of tobacco cultivation by John Rolfe that Jamestown became economically viable. Tobacco became a cash crop, and with it came the first enslaved Africans, brought over in 1619, marking the beginning of a system of slavery that would shape American society for centuries.



Plymouth Rock, 1620

In 1620, a group of English religious separatists known as the Pilgrims landed at (a place which would be renamed) Plymouth Rock in present-day Massachusetts. Fleeing religious persecution in England, they had initially planned a move to Virginia but settled farther north. The Mayflower Compact, signed aboard their ship, established a rudimentary form of self-government. With assistance from local indigenous peoples—especially Squanto of the Patuxet tribe—the Pilgrims survived their first winter. The Wampanoag Confederacy, led by Massasoit, formed an uneasy alliance with the settlers, commemorated in the First Thanksgiving.



Massachusetts Bay and Religious Migration

In 1630, a larger wave of Puritan settlers arrived in New England, founding the Massachusetts Bay Colony under the leadership of John Winthrop, who famously envisioned the colony as a “city upon a hill.” Unlike the profit-driven Virginia settlers, these Puritans sought to build a religious utopia based on strict moral codes and communal responsibility. They established towns, schools, and churches, fostering a literate and organized society that still have strong echoes to this day. Tensions over religious doctrine would lead to the founding of other colonies, such as Rhode Island by Roger Williams and Connecticut by Thomas Hooker.



Charles Town and the Southern Colonies

Charles Town (now Charleston, South Carolina) was founded in 1670 by English settlers from Barbados. This colony quickly adopted a plantation-based economy, growing rice and indigo using enslaved African labor. Unlike the family-based colonies of New England, the Carolinas developed a more hierarchical and aristocratic society, heavily influenced by Caribbean plantation culture. By the late 1600s, slavery had become deeply entrenched in the southern economy, and the demographic makeup increasingly included a large African-descended population.



The Growth of Education

As the English and Dutch colonies stabilized, they began investing in education, particularly in New England, where religious life demanded a literate population. In 1636, just six years after the founding of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, settlers established Harvard College in Cambridge, Massachusetts. It was originally intended to train Puritan ministers, emphasizing classical education in Latin, Greek, theology, and philosophy. By the 1720s, Harvard had become the intellectual beating heart of the colonies, shaping future leaders and promoting a distinctly American academic tradition.

By the early eighteenth century, the foundations of the United States were in place. European settlers had arrived and negotiated a foothold on the land. Often there was conflict with native tribes, sometimes harmonious integration (Savannah in Georgia was just such a model), religious migrations, and the beginning of a complex society that would evolve into a new nation. 





[image: Ancient cliff dwellings nestled within rock formations, partially eroded, with intricate stonework showcasing historical architectural techniques. Desert landscape features prominently in foreground.]


1922


White House, Canyon de Chelly, Arizona

These early pueblos were abandoned when the land could not be farmed

The ruined White House in Canyon de Chelly, Arizona, was built by Ancestral Puebloans (or Anasazi), who lived in the present-day Four Corners region comprising southeastern Utah, northeastern Arizona, northwestern New Mexico, and southwestern Colorado. Their presence in the region has been dated as far back as the twelfth century bce, stretching through to around 1350 ce when climate change, most likely a lack of rainfall for crops, forced them to move on. They left behind what the Spanish colonists labeled “pueblos,” a collection of structures that included small pit houses, larger structures for extended families, along with the best-preserved relics—cliff dwellings—which were impermeable to rain and ideal for defense. These feats of building ingenuity were often only accessible by rope or ladders. The White House was so-named because of a prominent section of upper wall still coated with fading white plaster. After the Anasazi—a Navajo word meaning “enemy ancestor”—moved away, Hopi Indians periodically occupied the land until the 1700s, when Navajo tribes from New Mexico took control. The Navajo farmed the land until 1863, but in the bitter winter of 1863–64 Colonel Kit Carson was obliged to pursue the tribe with any hostile means. Canyon de Chelly was their last refuge, but seeing the damage inflicted upon their homes and peach orchards by the US troops, they surrendered. Nearly 8,000 were moved to Fort Sumner’s desolate Bosque Redondo reservation in New Mexico, many dying along the way, including stragglers who were often shot. This eviction became known as the “Long Walk.”


After four years, those Navajo still alive were allowed to return. Today, the Canyon is part of the Navajo Indian Reservation, managed by the National Park Service on behalf of the Navajo. Having closed to visitors during Covid 19, the White House trail was reopened in 2025.

[image: Ancient cliff dwellings nestled in a red rock canyon wall, with surrounding desert vegetation and a lone tree in the foreground.]



[image: Ancient cliff dwellings nestled within a rock alcove, showing intricate stone masonry against the natural rock formations.]


1887


“Montezuma’s Castle,” Beaver Creek, Arizona

Wrongly attributed to Montezuma, the Sinagua people made their homes highly defensible


American Indians were regarded by white settlers as a universally nomadic people, the principal reason for confrontation between the cultures. It hadn’t always been the case, as evidenced by the Ancestral Pueblo buildings in Canyon de Chelly. This astonishing cliff dwelling overlooking Beaver Creek (three miles from the US fort at Camp Verde) was dubbed “Montezuma’s Castle” by European Americans in the 1860s. It was probably because the Aztec emperor of Mexico—killed by the Spanish in 1520—was thought the only person in the New World capable of organizing such an impressive structure. It was actually built by the Sinagua people as early as the twelfth century ce. This 1887 photograph is one of the earliest taken. The 20-odd rooms, each capable of holding 30–50 people, would have been designed to be reached by at least three separate ladders from the valley floor.

Sadly much of the structure and its remaining artifacts were looted in the late nineteenth century. So in 1906, Theodore Roosevelt, when choosing four sites in the US as national monuments, identified Montezuma’s Castle as being “of the greatest ethnological value and scientific interest.” Now part of the National Park Services’s inventory, it attracts over 350,000 visitors a year. Constructed from limestone blocks and adobe, the builders’ fingerprints are still visible on the adobe bricks, and the structure’s sycamore roof beams are still intact, although tourist access to the buildings ended in 1951. There is a museum which explains thoroughly the Sinagua’s achievement and the cultural background which gave rise to such a formidable structure.

[image: Ancient cliff dwellings built into a rocky cliff face, showing multiple levels and openings, under a clear blue sky.]



[image: Ancient stone dwelling with partial ruins on a rocky outcrop, featuring a ladder leaning against an upper level. Sky in the background.]

1905


Hopi Villages, Arizona

The Hopi Indians were a peaceful tribe—until the arrival of the Spanish…

The Spanish referred to the Hopi Indians as “Pueblo people,” because they lived in villages similar to those in Canyon de Chelly and the tribe is thought to be descended from the Ancestral Pueblo, or Anasazi, people who lived along the Mogollon Rim of northern Arizona. The Hopi originally settled near the foot of the Arizona mesas but to protect themselves from Utes, Apaches, and Spanish, moved their settlements to the top in villages such as Walpi. One meaning of the word Hopi can be described as “behaving one, one who is mannered, civilized, peaceable, polite, who adheres to the Hopi Way,” which is in sharp contrast to many warring tribes of the region.

Although the Spanish tried to enslave the Hopi in the mission system, taking their crops and their labor, the Pueblo Revolt of 1680 put an end to it. The Spanish treatment of Hopi Indians led them to abandon their “peaceable” aspect as diverse Pueblo groups converged on the principal mission at Awatovi and dismantled it stone by stone, killing the New World occupants. The Spanish returned twenty years later and suffered the same fate, effectively putting an end to Spain’s interest in the area. Under US rule, the Hopi Reservation was established in 1882 by President Chester A. Arthur, but it remains entirely surrounded by the much larger Navajo Reservation, a source of conflict to this day. An example of Hopi building outside of Walpi can be found in the Grand Canyon National Park.


The historic (but faux) Hopi House, located right on the southern rim of the Grand Canyon, has been offering authentic American Indian arts and crafts for over 100 years. It was designed by Mary Colter to resemble a Hopi dwelling similar to those at Oraibi, Arizona. Its purpose was to showcase souvenirs from Fred Harvey Indian Arts, an offshoot of the historic restaurant chain. Indeed, the Hopi House is just yards from the Grand Canyon Village station running trains from Williams, and tourists can still buy a decorated olla, or ceramic jar.

[image: A gathering of people in traditional clothing on a cliffside, possibly participating in a ritual or community event. Rocky terrain and distant landscape visible.]

1905


[image: Hopi Native American women in traditional attire, standing at the entrance of a stone dwelling. Three are grouped together, and one stands apart.]
1905


Photo caption: Two of Edward S. Curtis’s turn-of-the-century photographs documenting Hopi traditional dress and culture.


[image: Stone pueblo building at Walpi, Arizona, featuring traditional architecture with wooden beams and small windows, set against a clear blue sky.]

Photo caption: Walpi as it looks today.





[image: Historic ruins with arches and palm trees in the foreground, against a clear sky. The building appears aged with a Mediterranean architectural style.]

1895


Mission San Diego de Alcala, California

Spain’s ruthless exploitation of American Indians still has repercussions today

Known as the “Mother of the Missions,” San Diego de Alcala was the first of the twenty-one California missions set up by the Spanish. Founded on July 16, 1769, by Father Junipero Serra, the mission was originally located on a hill overlooking the bay. Because of poor soil and scarce water supply, the mission remained on this site for just five years. A new location was chosen six miles to the east, in what is now Mission Valley, to spread the Catholic faith. In 1775, though, hundreds of local Tipai Indians ruthlessly subjugated by the Spanish colonizers stormed the new mission. Indians taken into the missions had been put to work on agricultural projects and not allowed to leave. They were packed into overcrowded living quarters, frequently picked up European diseases, and were poorly fed. If they tried to leave they were severely beaten and shackled.


A Majorcan by birth, Father Luis Jayme became the first Christian martyr in California when he was killed in the uprising. Fearing there would be another such raid, Father Serra returned to oversee the rebuilding of the mission, this time built to the specification of an army fort. Serra’s work in what was then Spanish-occupied Alta California in the Province of Las Californias, New Spain, has proven highly controversial and his canonization by Pope Francis was protested by representatives of California’s last surviving Native American populations.

The Franciscans departed the site in 1834 while the American military occupation of the mission began in 1846 and lasted sixteen years. Abraham Lincoln returned it to the Catholic Church in 1862. In 1931 the mission was rebuilt to mirror the 1813 church; remarkably the new building was the fifth church on this site. The pope bestowed the honor of naming the Mission San Diego de Alcala as a basilica in 1976. It is just one of four in California. In the Catholic Church a basilica is a church with historical significance, and the murdered priest, Father Jayme, remains to this day buried underneath the altar.

[image: A historic white mission church with a bell tower is visible behind green trees and a grassy hill. Cars are parked in the foreground.]



[image: San Xavier del Bac Mission with a bell tower and dome in an arid landscape, mountains in the background, under a clear sky.]

c.1900



Mission San Xavier del Bac, Arizona

The missions of New Spain were not immune from religious schisms

A mission was established here by Jesuit Father Eusebio Kino in 1692. The site was a village of the native O’odham tribe, named “W:ac.” The word translates to “submerge,” as this was where the Santa Cruz River submerged into the ground. The Spanish renamed it as “Bac.” Father Kino died long before the first Jesuit church was built in 1756 by Father Espinosa. However, the Jesuits were expelled from New Spain in 1767 and the Franciscans took control of converting the local tribes to the Catholic faith. It was the Franciscans who built the grand Ignacio Gaona-designed Baroque church between 1783 and 1797. After Mexico gained independence from Spain in 1821 with the Treaty of Córdoba, the Franciscans left and the mission fell into decline and disuse. After the Gadsen Purchase of 1859, it fell under the jurisdiction of the US and the Diocese of Santa Fe. The diocese recommissioned the church, ordering essential repairs, and once more it opened for worship. Seen here in 1900 the compound remains the oldest group of European buildings in Arizona. In the 1980s more extensive restoration work took place on the exterior walls, which over time had been subject to earthquake damage. Unfortunately the modern rendering damaged the lavish interior decoration through excess humidity, as the stucco used did not breathe. In recent years this has been rectified by removing the render and replacing it with traditional mud plaster.


Today, this large complex known as the White Dove of the Desert receives many tourist visitors, lying as it does just ten miles south of Tucson.

[image: San Xavier del Bac Mission with dual towers, an ornate façade, and a desert foreground under a clear sky.]

1902

Photo caption: A colorized view of the mission produced by the Detroit Photographic Company.


[image: Mission San Xavier del Bac, a historic white stucco church with a distinctive bell tower and dome, set against a desert landscape with mountains in the distance.]



[image: A large crowd gathered at a waterfront in a historic American coastal town, surrounded by wooden buildings and ships in the background.]

1865

Photo caption: A meeting of the National Congregational Council at Plymouth Rock, June 22, 1865.


Plymouth Rock, Plymouth, Massachusetts

The plain “boundary stone” was elevated into an object of great historical significance


The Plymouth Rock in Plymouth, Massachusetts, marks the ceremonial spot where the Mayflower Pilgrims, who founded Plymouth Colony, landed in December 1620. The fact that the Pilgrim Fathers arrived in Plymouth is unquestioned, but the site of the rock and its presence where the thankful passengers finally reached land is less certain. The prominent shoreline rock first drew public note in 1741 after a plan was unveiled to build a wharf that would bury it.

Thomas Faunce, a 94-year-old church elder, stepped forward to declare that it was the rock marking the site of the pilgrims’ arrival. Faunce’s father had arrived in “New Plymouth” aboard the ship Anne three years after the Mayflower landing. In 1623, Anne and Little James were the third and fourth ships financed by the London-based Company of Merchant Adventurers to travel to North America in support of the Plymouth Colony, following Mayflower in 1620 and Fortune in 1621. Thomas Faunce was born in 1647, when many of the Mayflower Pilgrims were still alive, and identified the place under Cole’s Hill that had received the weary travelers.


Thus began many moves for what the town records simply described up until that time as a boundary stone or “a great rock.” It was hauled to the town square in 1774 and broke in half on the way. Half was returned to the coast, while the other half took its place in the town square before being made safe from souvenir hunters intent on chipping bits off (a tendency hilariously recorded in Mark Twain’s book debut, The Innocents Abroad, where he observes American tourists determined to chisel off historic parts of the Holy Land) and moved to the Pilgrim Hall museum in 1834.

The shoreline rock has been housed in different structures, including an ornate Victorian canopy in 1867 sponsored by the Pilgrim Society. The two halves of the rock were reunited in 1880 and then again in 1920, on the occasion of the 300-year anniversary, when the wharf was removed and the waterfront landscaped. The Plymouth Rock was reinstalled at sea level beneath a Roman portico designed by McKim, Mead & White, where it remains to this day.

[image: Men in work clothes and coats gather around a large boulder being lifted by a crane. A crowd observes in the background.]

1920

Photo caption: The two halves of the rock were reunited on the shoreline in 1920.


[image: An old postcard of a Portico overlooking Plymouth Rock, Plymouth, Massachusetts, with a steamship sailing on the water in the background.]


[image: Harbour with boats and a neoclassical granite structure on the coast, surrounded by greenery and a paved walkway. Overcast sky.]




[image: Old brick tower surrounded by bare trees, adjacent to a fence and looking out over a misty riverbank.]

1900


Jamestown, Virginia

There were grave fears Jamestown would suffer the same fate as the abandoned Roanoke

Jamestown was the first permanent English settlement in the Americas. It was established by the London Company on the James River, about 2.5 miles southwest of present-day Williamsburg, from May 1607. Gaining a foothold in the New World was not easy. The Roanoke Colony was a bid by Sir Walter Raleigh in 1585 to found a settlement on Roanoke Island in present-day North Carolina, but the mission was fraught with supply problems and friction with local tribes. When a delayed resupply vessel arrived at the Roanoke fort they found it abandoned with no trace of the 100-plus settlers. Jamestown was almost abandoned in 1610 after the “Starving Time” of 1609 reduced the colonists from 214 to 60, but the evacuees met a resupply convoy in the James River.


Jamestown served as the colonial capital of Virginia from 1616 through to 1699. It survived Bacon’s Rebellion but suffered the fate of being burned to the ground in 1767. Presaging what would happen in the north a hundred years later, between 1676 and 1677 Nathaniel Bacon led an armed rebellion by Virginia settlers against Colonial Governor William Berkeley, after he refused Bacon’s request to drive Native American Indians out of Virginia. Fertile land was at a premium and farmers would quickly exhaust the nutrients in the land and need to move on to more virgin ground. Although Jamestown was eventually rebuilt, the temporary move of state business to Berkeley’s Green Spring Plantation, and then to Middle Plantation was a sign of things to come. When Jamestown’s state house caught fire again in 1698, this time accidentally, legislators were able to meet in the new facilities of the College of William & Mary, established by royal charter in 1693. Middle Plantation was duly renamed Williamsburg to honor the reigning monarch, King William III. In the eighteenth century the town dwindled to nothing, anchored till around 1750 by Jamestown’s church, the ruins of which still remain.


Today it is one part of the triangle of Colonial Virginia encompassing Williamsburg and Yorktown. Jamestown Settlement is a living history interpretive site, administered by the Jamestown Yorktown Foundation, a state agency of the Commonwealth of Virginia.

[image: Stone tower surrounded by trees with people in early 20th-century clothing standing nearby.]

1907

Photo caption: There was renewed interest in visiting the site during the Jamestown Exposition of 1907 held in Norfolk, Virginia.


[image: Two orange, timber-framed houses with thatched roofs. A person in period clothing sits at a wooden table outside, surrounded by barrels.]

Photo caption: A docent displaying craft skills at the restored site.


[image: Historic brick building with arched entrance, surrounded by wooden fence and trees, under a clear blue sky. A person walks nearby.]



[image: A photorealistic illustration of ships sailing near a colonial American port with a settlement in the background, featuring red-roofed buildings and a large flag waving.]

c.1650


Manhattan Island, New York

The Dutch found the perfect location for their New Holland colony

As European powers raced to establish colonies and exploit the resources of the New World, the Dutch established a settlement and subsequently built Fort Amsterdam on the southern tip of Manhattan Island. It proved to be an excellent staging post for the lucrative fur trade, particularly beaver pelts, which were traded with native tribes farther up the Hudson River.

The fort was built on the western side of the island, so that its guns could protect this valuable commerce coming up and down the river—particularly from the English and French. The colony of New Netherland had been chartered by the Dutch West India Company in 1621 and by 1626 governor Peter Minuit had bought New Amsterdam from the local Algonquin tribe, the Manhattans, for sixty guilders. Manhattan Island at this time was not rich agricultural ground but covered by marshes and scrub woodland where bears roamed and which, in the early 1640s, concealed Indians intent on robbing the settlers after relations with the native tribes had soured.


As can be seen from the seventeenth-century map of Manhattan (opposite), a defensive palisade, or wall, was established and gave name to the modern Wall Street. Conditions at the “edge of empire” were very different for the Dutch expats from the metropolitan life they had left behind in bustling Amsterdam, and drunkenness among soldiers and administrators ensured the imposition of strict discipline and the replacement of several governors. Governor Peter Stuyvesant was of a different mold, but by 1664 the English, realizing the advantages of the outpost, set about claiming it for Charles II. On August 29, 1664, four English warships commanded by Colonel Richard Nicolls, carrying 450 marines and bearing 120 heavy guns, arrived in New Amsterdam’s harbor. Stuyvesant was prepared to fight, but the residents of the colony, faced with overwhelming odds, persuaded him that a peaceful transition might be best. England and the Netherlands were two protestant countries on reasonable terms—Charles II had spent his period in exile there.


Thus New Amsterdam became New York, and the Dutch colony became an English one, until Revolution came. Today, the sixty guilders Peter Minuit paid for Manhattan would not buy one night at the Algonquin Hotel.

[image: Vintage map of Longe Island, detailing early settlements with illustrated ships in the surrounding water. Contains a decorative cartouche and compass rose.]

c.1695


[image: Skyline of Lower Manhattan with skyscrapers and One World Trade Center, surrounded by water, under a blue sky at sunset.]



[image: Vintage map of Charleston, South Carolina, detailing historical fortifications, harbour, and surrounding rivers. Includes a legend and illustrations of ships and settlements.]

c.1700


Charles Town, South Carolina

The most treacherous environment in all the Thirteen Colonies

The question of who controlled the huge swathe of land south of Virginia and north of St. Augustine in Spanish La Florida was hotly debated when the first English settlers arrived aboard the Carolina in 1670. Settlers had to be wary of many enemies both on land and at sea. The Spanish in St. Augustine perennially raided the area, making life difficult for Native Americans who they attempted to enslave. For that reason some local tribes, though not all, welcomed the English and their advanced weaponry. Meanwhile, the French continued looking for their chance to claim land along America’s eastern seaboard and pirates established havens along the Charles Town coast. Charles Town was besieged by the notorious pirate Blackbeard for several days in May 1718 and only released hostages in exchange for a chest of medicine from Governor Robert Johnson.


Though they first settled about ten miles up the Ashley River, by 1680 early colonists had begun to relocate the settlement to the peninsula we know today as Charleston, feeling it was a more defensible position. The sea breeze helped mitigate the hordes of mosquitos which were a problem. The town developed a reputation as one of the least healthy locations in the Thirteen Colonies for ethnic Europeans. Malaria was endemic.

Charles Town was carefully planned. Known as the “Grand Modell” the plan designated civic spaces and residential lots, all protected by a wall which included defensive fortifications made of wood, earth, brick, and stone. With its walls, moats, and drawbridges, Charles Town became the only English walled city in America. Using alliances with the Cherokee and Creek peoples to hunt deer, the early economy developed around the deerskin trade. In time, rice became the major crop, as the climate did not suit tobacco. Plantation owners often sought slaves from the “Rice Coast”—Senegal and Sierra Leone in West Africa—who were skilled in its cultivation. Thus business boomed and the lowcountry around Savannah and Charleston became home to many ethnic Gullah, whose traditions and cultural heritage live on to this day. Like its Georgia counterpart, Savannah, modern Charleston has largely been bypassed by corporate America, making the preserved city a tourist destination of note.

[image: Aerial view of Charleston Peninsula, South Carolina. Historic buildings and modern structures are surrounded by water, under a clear blue sky.]



[image: Historical engraving depicting a bustling university campus with several classical-style buildings. People walk, ride horses, and travel in a horse-drawn carriage.]

c.1760


Harvard College, Cambridge, Massachusetts

Originally established to train clergymen for the New World colonists

Though historians shrink at the term “first university,” Harvard was certainly the first institute of higher education in America. The college was set up in 1636 by the Massachusetts General Court to train clergymen and was given the name of its great benefactor, John Harvard. Harvard was a Puritan clergyman who emigrated to the colony from England and bequeathed the emerging college £780 and his considerable library of some 320 books. By the eighteenth century the curriculum had broadened to include more secular, classical subjects, often taught by Cambridge-educated scholars. This drift away from its ecclesiastical focus enraged Harvard’s sixth president, Increase Mather, who viewed the rest of the Harvard clergy as “Latitudinarians”—that is, broad church and failing to adhere to the strict Puritan orthodoxy of the protestant faith. The feud caused Mather and his son Cotton to champion the collegiate school that would eventually become Yale University (pictured in the insets below), in the hope that they would steer a more Puritan course.


Massachusetts Hall (pictured opposite), built from 1718 to 1720, is the oldest surviving building at Harvard and the second-oldest US academic building after the Wren Building at the College of William & Mary. The building initially was a dormitory made up of 32 bedrooms and 64 small private studies for 64 male students (the companion Radcliffe College for female undergraduates would not open until 1879). During the Siege of Boston in the Revolutionary War, 600 American soldiers crammed into the hall. It was noted that much of the interior woodwork and hardware, including brass doorknobs, went missing at this time.

After the American Civil War, Harvard president Charles William Eliot oversaw the development of the private college—one of the “Ancient Eight,” later to become the “Ivy League”—into a modern research university. Today it is a world-leading academic institution and after three centuries of use, during which time the Massachusetts Hall has been used as a physics lab, lecture rooms, and an observatory, the hall is once again a dormitory for freshmen and houses the administrative offices of the President, Provost, and Treasurer.

[image: A historic, four-story brick building with chimneys and dormer windows. Several men in early 20th-century attire stand and walk nearby.]

1911


[image: Historic red brick building with tall chimneys set amid lush green trees on a sunny day, showcasing classic architectural design.]
[image: Historic brick building with multiple windows, surrounded by lush green trees and grass, under a bright sky.]



[image: Liberty Bell displayed indoors with Independence Hall visible through large windows. Sunlight illuminates both the historic bell and the iconic building in the background.]
Revolution and independence


Revolution!

By the mid-eighteenth century, tensions between the American colonies and the British Crown were reaching boiling point. Though colonists considered themselves loyal subjects of the British Empire, the imposition of tax and a lack of colonial representation in Parliament spurred growing dissent, particularly among the land-owning classes.



Federal Hall and the State House

Federal Hall, located in New York City, was the site of early colonial resistance. Originally built as New York’s City Hall in 1700, it hosted important meetings of the colonial assembly. In the pre-revolutionary years, it became a space where grievances against British policies—especially the Stamp Act of 1765—were aired. It later gained prominence after independence as the site of the first US Congress and George Washington’s inauguration, but even in the revolutionary years, its role as a center of political discussion was vital.

More pivotal still was the Pennsylvania State House in Philadelphia, now known as Independence Hall. This building became the heart of revolutionary activity. Here, the First Continental Congress met in 1774 to respond to the Coercive Acts, and in 1775, the Second Continental Congress convened, eventually adopting the Declaration of Independence in 1776. Virginia plantation owner Thomas Jefferson drafted the initial document which was then revised by the Committee of Five, including John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Jefferson, Robert R. Livingston, and Roger Sherman. It formally severed political ties with Britain and declared the colonies to be free and independent states.



The Liberty Bell and the Call to Arms

The Liberty Bell, now housed in a pavilion near Independence Hall, became a symbol of American independence. Though cracked and not rung for the Declaration itself, the bell was originally used to call legislators to session and mark important events. Its inscribed words—“Proclaim Liberty Throughout All the Land Unto All the Inhabitants Thereof”—taken from Leviticus, had been dedicated to Englishman William Penn, who wanted those qualities preserved in his own colony, Pennsylvania, but it became emblematic of the American ideals of freedom and self-determination.

Skirmishes at Lexington and Concord in April 1775 marked the outbreak of war. The colonial militias had begun to organize and figures such as Paul Revere played crucial roles in rallying resistance. Revere, a Boston silversmith, was one of several riders sent out to alert colonial militias of British troop movements—a story later immortalized by poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.

Paul Revere’s home in Boston still stands as a monument to the early revolutionary movement. It was a gathering place for the Sons of Liberty, an underground resistance group opposed to British rule. Their acts of protest, including the Boston Tea Party in 1773, showed the growing frustration of ordinary colonists—not just the landed gentry who stood most to gain.

Another enduring icon of the Revolution is Betsy Ross, a Philadelphia seamstress long credited with sewing the first American flag at the request of George Washington and other leaders. Though the historical evidence is debated, the Betsy Ross House remains a symbol of the civilian contribution to the war effort.



A Hard-Fought War

The early years of the war were difficult for the Continental Army. General George
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