
The Colonial Period 

     The first of the British colonies to take hold in North America was Jamestown. On the 

basis of a charter granted to the Virginia (or London) Company by King James I , a group of 

about 100 men set out for the Chesapeake Bay in 1607 . The group was made up of townsmen 

and adventurers who were more interested in finding gold than farming and settling a new life 

in the wilderness. Captain John Smith was the leading figure of the group. Despite quarrels, 

starvation, and Native-American attacks, he was able to impose order and hold the colony 

through its first year. In 1609 Smith returned to England, and in his absence, the colony 

descended into anarchy. During the winter of 1609-1610, the majority of the colonists died of 

disease. Only 60 of the original 300 settlers were still alive by May 1610.  

     In 1612, a development occurred and revolutionized Virginia’s economy. John Rolfe 

began cross-breeding imported tobacco seed from the West Indies with native plants and 

produced a new variety that pleased European taste. Within a decade it had become Virginia’s 

chief source of income. Prosperity did not come quickly, however, and the death rate from 

disease and Indian attacks remained high. Between 1607 and 1624 approximately 14,000 

people migrated to the colony, yet only 1,132 were living there in 1624. The king dissolved 

the Virginia Company, and made it a royal colony that year. 

 

Puritan New England: 

     The Pilgrims are people who make a journey for religious reasons. But for Americans, the 

word means a small group of English men and women who sailed across the Atlantic Ocean 

in the year 1620. They were called the Pilgrims because they went to America to seek 

religious freedom. They are also called the Pilgrim Fathers: the founders of the future United 

States of America.  

     Europe was torn by religious quarrels. For more than a thousand years, the religion of most 

of its people was Roman Catholic Christianity.  By the sixteenth century, however, some 

Europeans began to ask and doubt the teachings of the Catholic Church. Moreover, they 

didn’t accept the wealth and power of its leaders (Pope, priests, monks and nuns). Early in the 

century, Martin Luther, a German monk, protested against these leaders. He claimed that 

human beings can speak to God individually without the Pope or the Priests of the Catholic 

Church. A few years later, a French lawyer, John Calvin, put forward the same ideas. He 

claimed that each individual was directly responsible to God. As they protested against the 

teachings and customs of the Catholic Church, religious reformers (like, Luther and Calvin) 

were called “Protestants”. Their ideas spread quickly through northern Europe. This was the 

case in England. In 1530’s the English King, Henry VIII formed a national church with 

himself as its head. In the later years of the 16th century, many English people believed that 

this Church was still the same as the Catholic Church. They disliked the power of its bishops, 

the wealth of its churches and questioned many of its teachings. They wanted a simple and 

pure church. Because of this they were called Puritans. 



     In 1603, the King of England, James I decided to expel them from the land if they didn’t 

accept his ideas on religion. Some of them were put in prison. To escape this persecution, a 

small group of them left England and went to Holland. It was the only country in Europe that 

allowed religious freedom at this time. Although the people of Holland welcomed the little 

group of exiles, the Puritans didn’t feel at home there. As a result, they decided to move again 

to the new continent. On September16, 1620, the Pilgrims gathered in the port of Plymouth 

and left for America. The ship which they travelled on was called “Mayflowers”. It was an 

old trading vessel used to carry wine between France and England. It reached Cape Cod (now, 

the state of Massachusetts) on November 9, 1620. The land was granted to the pilgrims by the 

Virginia Company.  

     However, the Pilgrims got sick as they lacked food and water. On December 21, 1620, 

they set up camp at a place which they named Plymouth. Because of the cold and frozen 

climate and the violent storms, the Pilgrims found difficulties in building houses where to 

shelter. Half of the Pilgrims were dead before spring came. However, the remaining living 

group of settlers decided to survive by building better houses, learning how to fish and hunt. 

They were, even, helped by friendly Amerindians who gave them seed corn and showed them 

how to plant it. Ten years later, another group of English Puritans settled nearby in what 

became the Boston area. The Boston settlement prospered and its population grew quickly. 

Later, it combined with the Plymouth colony under the name of Massachusetts. John 

Winthrop was one of its famous and first leaders.  

     The Puritans of Massachusetts were very strict. They believed that Governments must 

order people to obey God’s will. They issued laws that ordered people to attend church and 

punished drunks and adulterers. Roger William, a puritan minister in Salem (a settlement), 

objected the way government run the affairs in Massachusetts. He believed that the church 

and the state should be separated. He set up a new colony with his followers. They called it 

Rhode Island. They promised citizens a complete separation of Church and State. The leaders 

of Massachusetts called them “the land of the opposite minded” as opposed their government. 

     By the end of the 17th century, many colonies grew along the east coast of North America. 

In 1681, William Pen founded Pennsylvania under a charter from the English King Charles II. 

Penn belonged to a religious group called “Quakers”. They refused to engage in wars and 

opted for freedom from Government ties. Their customs made them unpopular with English 

governments; however, many European settlers (German and Irish) emigrated there. The 

Germans were called “Dutch”. New York, previously called Amsterdam, was first settled in 

1626. In 1664, it was captured by the English and they re-named it New York . In 1670, North 

and South Carolina were founded by the English. The last English colony to be founded in 

North America was Georgia in 1733. 

Life in Colonial America      

Most people who came to the British colonies in the 1600s were English. Others came from 

The Netherlands, Sweden, Germany, France, Scotland, and Northern Ireland. By 1690, 

250,000 people lived in the New World. By 1790, there were 2.5 million people. People came 

for different reasons. Some left their homes to escape war. Others sought political or religious 



freedom. Some had to work as servants to pay back the cost of their trip before gaining their 

freedom. Some, like black Africans, arrived as slaves.  

In time, the 13 colonies developed within three distinct regions. The first settlements were 

along the Atlantic coast and on rivers that flowed into the ocean. In the Northeast, trees 

covered the hills and stones filled the soil, but water power was available. The Northeast was 

called New England, and it included Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Rhode Island.  The 

economy was based on timber, fishing, shipbuilding, and trade. 

The middle colonies included New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, and 

Maryland.  The weather was milder and the countryside  was more varied. People worked in 

industry and agriculture. The society was more diverse and sophisticated. People living in 

New York came from all over Europe.  

The Southern colonies included Virginia, Georgia, and North Carolina and South Carolina. 

The growing season was long and the soil was fertile. Most people were farmers. Some 

owned small farms that they worked themselves. The wealthy farmers owned large 

plantations and used African slaves as workers. 

     The relationships between settlers and Native Americans (also called Indians) were good 

and bad. In some areas, the two groups traded and were friendly. In most cases, as the 

settlements grew bigger, the settlers forced the Indians to move.  

     As time went on, all the colonies developed governments based on the British tradition of 

citizen participation. In Britain, the Glorious Revolution of 1688–1689 limited the power of 

the king and gave more power to the people. The American colonists closely observed these 

changes. Colonial assemblies claimed the right to act as local parliaments. They passed laws 

that limited the power of the royal governor and increased their own authority. Disagreements 

between the royal governors and the assemblies continued. The colonists realized that their 

interests often were different from Britain’s interests. At first, the colonists wanted self-

government within a British commonwealth. Only later did they want independence. 

 


