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An old friend of mine used to say: “Don’t be dumb, keep it simple.”  Life is full of stories and history is simply a series of many stories.  His story-herstory-ourstory- is really a group of stories concerning times, peoples, places and events.  In this, a quick overview of early America, we will explore a lot of things, but it will basically be an attempt to paint a “big picture” of the time period we will be covering throughout the first two units of this course.  We will explore how the United States of America developed.


This story begins with the European discovery of a land full of different, Native American tribes successfully inhabiting the North American continent. Thus, this story takes a European centered point of view, also known as Eurocentric.  Following the European discovery and exploration of the American Continents (Columbus, Da Gama, Cabot, Magellan, etc., page 15 in the book) the Eastern Coast of the United States was settled primarily by the English and eventually by other European peoples like Scottish, Irish, German, Swedish, etc.  These people were searching for a better life.  Most were looking for economic, political and/or religious freedoms that they were unable to obtain in their European countries.
There are three regions of the thirteen colonies (pgs. 25-28).  The New England Colonies are: New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Rhode Island.  The middle colonies include: Pennsylvania, Delaware, New Jersey, and New York. The southern colonies include: Maryland, Virginia, South Carolina, North Carolina, and Georgia. These regions developed differently and it is this difference that dictated and controlled many of the events that would make America what it has become today.

In the 1600’s and 1700’s early life in the northern regions was centered near sea-coast communities.  The rivers were shallow, narrow and jagged so the settlements did not stretch inland until roads could be built.  Building roads was extremely difficult and the Indians in the terrain were not real friendly so New England development in this period was centered on sea-coast cities like Newport, New Haven, Boston, etc. Life was community-centered and the town lived and worked together.  Religion and work were the center of life. Timber from the large trees encouraged the development of a ship building industry. Northerners provided the transportation for the evolving triangular- trade system. Fishing also characterized the New England region. Life in colonial New England can be described as tough, religious and hard working.   
The southern regions of early American life centered on farming. Many rivers throughout the south promoted transportation and large farms and plantations developed. These rivers were large, slow-moving and deep. Thus, in the South, farmers settled inland and spread out much more than in the North. Large plantations developed to grow and sell tobacco, rice and indigo (blue dye). The demand for workers in the south established a large slave system. In 1750 about 35% of the southern population existed as slaves. As the 1800s emerged the cotton gin began to change much of the southern farming system. In the south “cotton was king” and the demand for slaves continued to increase. In the South, people tended to take care of religion and education at home more than their city-centered northern neighbors and they developed a reputation for “southern hospitality”. 
In the South, Jamestown was established in 1607 in Virginia. In the North, the Plymouth Colony was started in 1620. With the success of these two cities the regions began to grow and offer opportunities to new and settled peoples. The average large ship crossing the Atlantic took 3-4 months causing communication to move slowly. Thus, England allowed the colonies to control many of their own affairs. This policy can be defined as “salutary neglect”. However, as the colonies’ prosperity grew, and England’s debt grew, the English Parliament became interested in taxing the colonists. It was too late: American self-government had begun with the House of Burgesses(VA) and the Mayflower Compact(MA) and strengthened through salutary neglect. Building from Magna Carta(1215), Parliament(1254), The Glorious Revolution(1688), the Enlightenment and the Great Awakening, America’s self-governing style paved the way towards American independence from England.
During the years of 1756-1763 England and France were at war again. The Europeans called it the 7 years war and the colonists called it The French and Indian War. Actually Indians fought on both sides and the colonists fought on the side of the English. The Indians used “guerilla warfare tactics” and the colonists learned a lot about how to fight, and win, in colonial America. The Americans would use these ideas to beat the English in the Revolutionary War. After the English beat the French, the English Parliament taxed the colonists to help pay for the costs of the war. They continued to tax the colonists and the Americans revolted against their “mother” country, England. The taxing period occurred during the years of 1763-1775 and then war broke out in 1775. The Americans declared independence in 1776 and won the Revolutionary war in 1781.
The Americans created a new form of government called the Articles of Confederation. The Articles did not work well! They existed from 1777-1787 and failed miserably. They basically set up 13 mini-countries that could not get much done together. Then, based on the failures of the Articles, the Constitution was created in 1787. The Constitution is a living, working document because it can, and does, change throughout time. The Constitution includes 27 amendments today, but only had 10 in 1791. The first ten are The Bill of Rights. The Bill of Rights guarantees the basic rights of all Americans to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. Every American has these same rights and guarantees. Consider yourself extremely lucky to be American, and strive to create a better life for yourself with the understanding that it is these guarantees that cause America to be called the land of opportunity. Take advantage of your opportunities.
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