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1

The European impact in America,
1494–1676

Ideas of a New World from the Treaty of
Tordesillas to Bacon’s Rebellion and Slavery in

Virginia

The prehistory of the United States tells the stories of three connected groups.
Twenty thousand to forty thousand years before the Christian era (B.C.) the indige-
nous natives – the Indians – originally migrated from Asia to the Americas.
By the sixteenth century A.D., the Europeans arriving from “the Old World”
claimed the countryside for themselves. Indians and Europeans crucially entan-
gled themselves because ownership of land defined life in the United States. The
Europeans themselves soon brought African slaves to work. This entanglement
became crucial because of the centrality of race to the history of the United States.

indians

During the Great Ice Age of thousands of years ago the sea level dropped. At
times a land bridge surfaced between Eurasia and the landmass of North and
South America. You could pass over the present-day Bering Sea between Siberia
and Alaska. Some geographers and geologists believe that the first people to
live in the Americas were wandering Asian hunters who crossed the Bering Sea
Bridge. Other investigators think that the Asians used small boats that hugged the
inlets along the common coasts between Siberia and Alaska. These first Ameri-
cans spread out through present-day North America and down to the tip of South
America.

Estimates vary widely about the number of human beings in the western hemi-
sphere when they first encountered the Europeans at the end of the fifteenth
century. North of the Rio Grande the earliest peoples numbered perhaps 4–6 mil-
lion. Some were hunter-gatherers composed of many different competing groups –
eventually tribes. Many other farmers lived in larger and more settled societies.
Stronger or weaker ties might link inhabitants over broad areas, and some native
societies extended widely. The Mound Builders, prominent in what is now the
Ohio Valley and along the Gulf Coast, developed major agricultural civilizations
perhaps 3000 years ago, around 1000 B.C. Over 1500 years they gave way to
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Map 1. Bering Sea Bridge. This reconstruction is really a theory about how the Americas were
originally populated

an even more settled agricultural society, the Temple Mound Builders, who built
at least one large city near today’s St. Louis. The Pueblos of the contemporary
southwestern United States farmed in big communities and were living in multi-
tiered buildings in the thirteenth century A.D. The Iroquois of present New York
had political and military alliances that made them powerful among the Indians,
centuries before the Europeans arrived in the 1500s.

Present-day Central and South America had a greater population, so far as we
know, perhaps even more than 25 million in 1500. Scholars base this estimate
on the fact that in the south the natives seem to have prospered more. They cre-
ated remarkable cities and temples that served sizeable numbers of people. The
Mayas who flourished in the present Yucatan Peninsula between 300 and 800 A.D.
produced extraordinary jewelry, invented writing and mathematical systems, and
used a science of astronomy. Their merchants built up regional trading systems,
but fighting appears to have weakened the Mayans. Eventually the Aztecs overran
them.

In general, our understanding of these various peoples, whom the Europeans
quickly named Indians, differs from our knowledge of the Europeans them-
selves. The Indians left few written records, and studies of anthropologists and
archaeologists serve as the primary basis for our knowledge of them. When the
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Indians talk to us, they usually do so through the voice of some European explorer
or writer:

They are so guileless and so generous with all they possess, that no one would
believe it who has not seen it. They never refuse anything which they possess,
if it be asked of them; on the contrary, they invite anyone to share it, and display
so much love as if they would give their hearts.

Christopher Columbus, 1490s

We know that the Indians were spread throughout the Americas, and that they
had different modes of life and speaking:

’tis very strange that every nation of the savages of the Northern America
should have a peculiar language; for though some of them live not ten leagues
from one another, they must use an Interpreter to talk together, there being no
universal language amongst them.

Louis Henepin, 1698

Moreover, they fought with one another when competing groups came into too
close contact, and similar groups often could not associate peacefully:

Their old soldiers being swept away by the plague which was very rife amongst
them . . ., they do not now practice anything in martial feats worth observa-
tion, saving that they make themselves forts to fly into if the enemies should
unexpectedly assail them . . .. [From there they] deliver their sharp and bloody
embassies in the tawny sides of their naked assailants, who . . . lose their lives
by their too near approachments.

William Wood, 1634

We also know that the native sense of property differed from that of the
Europeans. The Indians respected use of land more than they had the idea of land-
lordship. When Europeans arrived in what they called at once the New World, the
first thing they did was to demand the ground in the name of a flag, a king, or
a country, or for themselves. The Indians had towns, and often permanent agri-
culture. They had hunting camps, fishing privileges, and harvests that belonged
to them and not others. They also had a unified cultural system in which land
played a central role. The countryside was at the heart of a frame of life, and
Indian culture was set in the environment. But Indians had doubts about territo-
rial deeds and property rights, whereas the Europeans thought them fundamental.
This difference had enormous consequences in the New World.

Relative immunity to disease made for another difference. The exchange of
viruses and bacteria factored into the relations between Indians and Europeans
in a major way. Neither group was prepared for the trade, although the Indians
suffered disproportionately. The Europeans unintentionally spread fatal illnesses
among the natives, who could not survive the common Old World maladies of
smallpox and measles. Sicknesses almost wiped the Indians out.
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enter the europeans

By the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries independent European countries were
slowly emerging out of the fights of local chiefs. Warrior princes had assumed
power over large areas and over clans with ethnic and racial similarities. These
leaders developed religions and governments that legitimated their rule in what
are now the great European nations.

Spain had two powerful kingdoms in Castile and Aragon. The marriage
between their rulers, Isabella and Ferdinand, had united the kingdoms in 1479. In
France from the tenth to the fourteenth centuries the power of a single king spread
from the north central region to what is now the entire country. The northerners
came to dominate the south, and kings from England with claims to mainland
France were expelled. A long series of contests resulted in unified control of Eng-
land and Wales in what is now the island of Great Britain. But a single ruler only
integrated Scotland in the north in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and
fighting to subdue the western island of Ireland was never ending.

Moreover, different peoples that were becoming nations competed for domi-
nance in other places. The growth of the states like Great Britain, France, and
Spain that we recognize today went hand in hand with conflict among these states.
They defined themselves against those whom they saw as different, “nationalities”
not subject to their power or indebted to their rituals. The rival states competed
for wealth or for marks of who was physically stronger, or fought in areas not
governed by any one of them.

The Catholic (Christian) Church led by a Pope in Rome often allied itself to
some of these struggling leaders. This enduring institution of the papacy had pres-
tige throughout Europe. The Church organized the spiritual meaning of human
existence in the mysterious universe of the medieval and early modern period. But
the Pope also had political advantages. Nonetheless, on the one hand, the rival and
non-European religion of Islam and its forces endangered Catholicism from the
outside. The Roman Church had sponsored a series of Crusades to take Jerusalem
and other holy places from the Muslim “infidels” in the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries. These conflicts had at least checked a Turkish Empire that was coming
into existence with its Islamic religion. Europeans worried when Constantinople,
the Turkish gateway to Europe, fell to the Muslims in 1453. After the supposed
success of the Crusades, Islam now again threatened the Catholicism that charac-
terized Europe. On the other hand, militant reformers harassed Catholicism from
within. Not all Christians accepted the authority of Rome, and even some of those
who did accused it of lack of piety and corruption.

The building of nations, internal and external; and religious conflict, internal
and external, defined much of European history in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. The first ingredient in these contests that interests us grew out of the
trade of the Europeans with lands to the east.

Profitable but dangerous commerce beyond the Turkish Empire went back and
forth between Europe and the “Spice Islands” or “the Indies.” At a time when
even educated Europeans had little accurate sense of global geography, this form-
less region to the east of Europe spread from India to what is now Indonesia.
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The trade took merchants from western European ports by ship to Turkey and the
Middle East, and then by caravan to Persia, India, and even China; or overland
from North Africa to the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf, and the Indian Ocean. But
the Islamic world controlled most of this buying and selling. A more effective sea
route to the Indies would make traffic easier and more profitable. If Europeans
broke the Turkish hold on this business, they would also strengthen Christian-
ity. Sailors thought they might get more quickly to the Indies and avoid Islamic
power by going around the coast of Africa. By the middle of the fifteenth cen-
tury, with advances in maritime navigation, European rulers and explorers were
trying to sail into the south Atlantic around Africa to the Indies, or west to reach
the same destination. Later, for example, a famed hunt for a “northwest passage”
took seamen into the vicinity of Iceland and Greenland and perhaps into the inte-
rior of present-day Canada to get to the Indies by way of the St. Lawrence River
or Hudson’s Bay.
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Northern route
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Map 2. European Trade to the Indies

In 1492 the Spanish had ousted a Muslim threat to Spain and consolidated
the country’s Roman faith. Spain was a unified Catholic power and took the lead
in Europe, but Spain and Portugal together entered the race for trade with the
Indies. Christopher Columbus, an Italian sailing for Spain’s Ferdinand and Isabella
in 1492, journeyed southwest and hit the islands of San Salvador and Cuba in
the Caribbean, near the coast of the great American landmass. Satisfied that he
had reached the Indies, Columbus comfortably called the natives Indians. Three
succeeding trips would not persuade him that he had found a “new world” for
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an important chief. He initially made concessions to the English, hoping for their
assistance in battles to extend his own power. Then the Virginia Company, in
ever more dangerous circumstances, decided on major war against the Indians in
1610. The Company would restructure or eliminate Indian society. How could the
pioneers destroy Indian resistance? They could not lure the Indians into decisive
battles but could get at the source of the problem if they assaulted native villages.
The English embraced these techniques, which had been effective in the ongoing
battle on the other side of the world to conquer Ireland. In Virginia the techniques
resulted in a peace of 1614, satisfactory to the English. But the Powhatan Confed-
eracy tried to turn back the land-hungry whites in further campaigns that ended
with Indian defeats in 1622 and again in 1644. By the third quarter of the cen-
tury English settlements and deadly illnesses had overcome the Powhatan peoples.
Powhatan’s failure hinted at what was to come. The Indians might not survive the
growing number of migrants in Virginia who were extending a version of English
farming in the New World and emphasizing the ownership of land. At the same
time in New England, in the late 1630s, the Puritans fought the powerful Pequot
tribe, which also resisted the push of settlers inland. The English allied themselves
with the enemies of the Pequot. In Massachusetts Bay the settlers also attacked vil-
lages and not just warriors, and virtually annihilated their enemy. In the north the
Pequot War displayed an early futile attempt to prevent European expansion along
the coast.

In 1675 and 1676 a more bloody and sustained series of contests known as
King Philip’s War occurred in Massachusetts. Again the Indians could not hold
back European penetration inland from the Massachusetts coast. This time the
natives tried an all-Indian alliance under their leader Metacom, whom the English
called King Philip. But Metacom’s own enemies collaborated with the colonists.
The Indians had hoped to use the English as pawns in a local fight for power, and
Metacom coordinated attacks against settlements throughout New England. But
the English and “their” Indians finally won a costly victory. Metacom, who was
captured and beheaded, had slowed the growth of European-style farming. The
fighting, however, swung the balance of power in favor of the settlers against the
New England Indians, whether or not they befriended the English. The Indians
could now barely delay the settlers.

Down the coast at the same time in 1675, inland from Jamestown, Virginia,
Nathaniel Bacon, a local popular leader, led whites demanding property from the
Susquehannock Indians. Bacon and his men wanted land and violated agreements
with cooperative Indians. This disorder, Bacon’s Rebellion, showed that leaders
of the Virginia colony hesitated in confronting the Indians, and Bacon challenged
both the natives and royal authority. Raising an army that killed Indians and that
additionally turned on the Jamestown officials, Bacon for a short time cut a wide
path in Virginia. He drove off the royal governor, and the English navy had to
restore order. Bacon’s attacks on the Indians, which went against English policy,
first exemplified what would be a common occurrence. A small well-to-do class
led the newcomers and wanted to deal cautiously with the Indians and to control
the growth of communities. Poorer settlers without land were only interested in
getting rid of the Indians, the sooner the better. Leaders learned to pursue a more
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aggressive Indian policy. They had to help white migrants in “the back country,”
or to worry about threats from such Englishmen. If the settlers killed off or moved
the Indians, the white group with property would increase. If local white governors
treated the Indian more fairly, they would jeopardize governmental stability.

For 1000 years Europeans had murdered one another to control far smaller
bits of land than those that confronted the immigrants to America. In a few gen-
erations these settlers came to see that they might rule over enormous pieces
of territory. Property ownership, often defining social stability, eventuated in a
“middling” class and went with the destruction of the Indians. By 1700 these
developments were building a new sort of politics, for landlords might have
a say in how they were ruled. The Virginia House of Burgesses was turn-
ing into a respectable political institution for white men who had titles to real
estate.

No one, however, avoided conflict with the Indians. In Spanish New Mexico in
1680 the Pueblos revolted against greedy Catholic missionaries, and killed both
priests and Spanish settlers. The Spanish could not reassert their authority for
almost 50 years. Along the Great Lakes from the 1670s to the turn of the eigh-
teenth century the French battled with the Iroquois to maintain France’s trade
with the other Indian tribes, and to prevent Iroquois takeover of that trade. We
can extract a main generalization from all of these unhappy exchanges between
Europeans and Indians. The Europeans in North America got used to a perpet-
ually dangerous frontier. They always had to fight to sustain their presence and
their way of life in the land that they had occupied.

afr ican americans

African Americans were the third group to leave their mark in the New World.
As with the Indians, we often see the Africans through the eyes of Europeans.
But unlike the Indians, whom the Europeans met in the New World, the African
Americans did not come of their own free will.

As Portuguese seamen made their way down the coast of Africa in the mid-
dle of the fifteenth century, looking to get to the Indies, they quickly set up
trading posts for the purchase of gold – and of slaves. The Europeans followed
the practices of Islamic traders and of Africans themselves, who for centuries
had bought and sold human beings. The Portuguese increased this trade, and
upped the demand for suitable slaves. The sailors also used strategies that ear-
lier slavers taught them. The Portuguese separated people from the same tribes,
mixed together disparate peoples, and moved the Africans as far as possible from
their place of origin. The greater the disorientation of the slave, the fewer chances
of resistance, the greater the chances of submission to slavery.

At first the slaves worked on the great farming islands along the African coast
that brought wealth to the Portuguese and then to the Spanish. The profits of these
islands, which came from sugar, were directly related to the growing need for
slaves. The sugar industry involved large-scale farming that could exploit slave
labor. Sugar plantations used great numbers of workers in hard, dangerous, and
unrewarding work.
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By the early sixteenth century these plantations also brought profits for Spain
in the West Indies. When the Spanish arrived there, they adopted the encomienda
system in which the government might commend or give Indians to settlers if the
settlers agreed to Christianize the Indians. The system mixed slavery with religion.
Masters saved the souls of savages for Christianity in exchange for their forced
labor. The Spanish who took advantage of the encomienda system were forerun-
ners of the other Europeans who later participated in the African slave trade in
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the New World. Bartolomé de las Casas, the Spanish priest, called encomienda
“a moral pestilence invented by Spain.” For farmers and traders in the Caribbean,
the enslavement of Africans formed the basis of the economy of the plantations.
From 1500 onwards, from present-day Senegal in northwest Africa to Angola in
the south, European sailors traded in black Africans. The Europeans took this
human cargo to Spanish and Portuguese South America, to Central America, to
Mexico, and to the West Indies. By 1600 hundreds of thousands of slaves worked
on the sugar farms in the Caribbean. By 1800 traders had transported many mil-
lions to the New World. The Europeans do not appear to have had a moral distaste
for this sort of commerce. They believed they were dealing with a sub-human
group, a different species of human beings, if human beings at all.

NORTH
AMERICA

SOUTH
AMERICA

AFRICA

EUROPE
ASIA

40% of trade

40% of trade

Map 5. Slave Trade, 1500–1800

Those “which we now call Moores, Moorens, or Negroes, [are] a people of
beastly lineage, without a god, law, religion, or common wealth.” African males
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“have low and flat brows [and] are as libidinous as apes that attempt women.”
In a famous Virginia legal case of 1630, authorities punished a white settler “for
abusing himself to the dishonor of God and shame of Christians, by defiling his
body in lying with a negro.”

Both the Spanish and Dutch had slaves in West Indian plantations in the six-
teenth century. Even after the Spanish outlawed slavery in 1542, they imported
Africans as laborers. By the early seventeenth century the English were follow-
ing the example of the Spanish and Portuguese in acquiring Africans. By 1655
when the English got hold of the island of Jamaica, they were profitably produc-
ing sugar. Indeed, through the end of the seventeenth century, the West Indian
sugar outposts held greater significance to England than the settlements scattered
on the east coast of North America. The Africans made this plantation system
possible, and their descendants are the dominant people on these islands in the
twenty-first century.

The Africans had not wanted to abandon their homelands:

The Negroes are so willful and loth to leave their own country, that have often
leap’ed out of the canoes, boat and ship, into the sea, and kept under water
till they were drowned, to avoid being taken up and saved by our boats, which
pursued them; they having a more dreadful apprehension of Barbadoes [a West
Indian plantation colony] than we can have of hell.

The success of the plantations soon turned the islands into agricultural soci-
eties of a single crop. Their leaders looked to the southern settlements on the
North American coast for foodstuffs and other supplies. English farmers in the
West Indies who did not raise sugar also migrated north to Virginia. In 1619 a
Dutch ship brought African blacks to Jamestown, Virginia, and put them on the
market, but they came as “indentured” servants. Selling their labor for a specified
number of years, the Africans had a status that differed little from that of many
white, English, inhabitants of Virginia. By the end of the seventeenth century,
traders took slaves from Barbados to mainland settlements in Virginia south of
Jamestown. Still, through much of the 1600s slavery hardly existed in the main-
land of English North America. From 1500 to 1700, only about 4.5 percent of the
Africans imported to the New World came to the shores of the mainland. At the
same time we have only fragmentary knowledge of the place of origin of these
slaves from West Africa, or from the Caribbean. Groups of them may have shared
a common culture. Others may have had in common only their color, as viewed
by Europeans. The condition of the Africans on the mainland soon determined
everything in their lives.

Many landless Europeans migrated to America. The indentured servants
among them exchanged their work for a term of years for a free trip and, for some
at the end of their indenture, small grants of land. In Virginia a “headright” system
encouraged the use of such European workers. Prosperous settlers who paid for
the trip of their servants (and thereby increased the number of colonists) received
the right to obtain 50 acres of land. Royal governors in Virginia encouraged large
and profitable farming, which cheap labor sustained. In the seventeenth century,
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