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DEATH VALLEY TO SUNLIT UPLANDS: THE MIDDLE PERIOD IN EARLY AMERICAN HISTORY


Ned Landsman has noted how when he relayed to colleagues his intention to write about early American culture and thought in the two or three decades immediately preceding and immediately following the start of the eighteenth century the responses he received tended towards gallows humour. A phrase commonly used was that he was entering into “Death Valley.” The less than enthusiastic response to ambitions to study the mysterious middle years of the colonial American experience that Landsman received was due, I believe, to a perception that while many historians over an extended period had seen that the years either side of 1700 were years of considerable change in early America, with a multitude of events that could attract interest, and, moreover, that historians had also seen that these decades were easily the least studied decades in all of American history, and thus a good period in which one could do interesting and un-replicated work, the scholarly results of the labours of those historians who had decided to study this period was distressingly small. In short, while many historians had ventured forth into the study of these decades, few historians had managed to extricate themselves from the study of these years with very much to show for their labours. The middle years of colonial American history ate scholars up, just as Death Valley is renowned for consuming unwary travellers.

Whether this conceit is true or not, it is clear that the historiographical record of the years between 1660 and 1756 and even more so the years between 1675 and 1720 is much smaller than the historiography of the years of settlement, let alone the heavily studied period of the coming of the American Revolution. Although many historians touch on these years in their studies, very few have successfully written books that take these years as their primary object. For a general history of British North America in this period you need to go back to 1968 and read Wesley Frank Craven’s The American Colonies in Transition, 1660-1713, an authoritative and provocative summary of the period, in which Craven argued that these were years that saw significant transformations in important areas of American life.  It needs updating, however. Even more specialist works on these years of supposed transition are few in number. Once you have read Ian Steele’s The English Atlantic 1675-1740, Stephen Saunders Webb’s three books on the 1676 to 1690 period, Richard R. Johnson’s study of New England between 1675 and 1715 and three books that take a slightly longer chronological period in order to study the social history of individual colonies in the last half of the eighteenth century and the first decades of the eighteenth century - Gloria Main’s study of turn of the century Maryland; Anthony Parent’s description of the rise of the Virginia great planters, and Joyce Goodfriend’s treatment of New York as it moved from being Dutch to English, you have virtually exhausted  almost all of the monograph length histories of this period as a chronologically distinct historical subject. To these accounts could also be added histories of specific events in this period, such as King Phillips’ War, Bacon’s Rebellion and, of course, the Salem witchcraft trial of 1692. An honourable exception is Alan Gallay’s study of the Indian Slave Trade in the South, which encompasses the years between 1670 and 1717 and examines a specific economic activity in the Lower South within the context of a changing imperial system.
One reason for this comparative neglect might be that the years between 1675 and 1720 were years of particular difficulty for British settlement in the Americas. Lorena Walsh aptly entitles the chapter in her book on Chesapeake plantation management that deals with the decades either side of 1700 as “An Era of Hard Times.” In the last forty years of the seventeenth century and probably at least the first dozen or so years of the eighteenth century, British America lurched from crisis to crisis. Long term economic difficulties were punctuated by a series of violent upheavals not only between European settlers and Native Americans but between different groups of colonists in a single colony. The list of things that went wrong in these years is long: economic pain; political and especially religious discord; a plenitude of wars, both with Native Americans and also with a resurgent French empire and a defensive Spanish empire; rampant piracy in the southern and island colonies; natural disasters, such as the earthquake that flattened Port Royal; and even witchcraft panics, notably in Salem in 1692. Indeed, if we were to single out any years as being the nadir of English experience in the New World, it would be 1691and 1692. In addition to the earthquake in Jamaica and the witchcraft hysteria in Massachusetts, British America was rocked by rebellions in New England, Maryland and most of all in New York, faced annihilation by the French in the West Indies, slave revolt in Barbados and enjoyed, if that is the word, the first outbreak of yellow fever in the West Indies and Lower South for forty years, an outbreak that made it very problematic whether the valuable West Indian sugar islands could be maintained if all the white population disappeared due to disease. To this could be added problems in the metropolitan center, as England struggled both to cope with the aftermath of a surprisingly bloody and still contentious Glorious Revolution, along with facing down, not too successfully, attacks from France, the most powerful nation in Europe. Indeed, the French defeat of the English Navy at Beachy Head in coastal Sussex 1690 had shown England and English America that it could not even defend its own borders, let alone protect North Americans and West Indians from similar attacks by the French. In North America, English failure off the shores of Sussex was replicated in 1690 by a dismal and costly failure to capture New France.
Studying these years can be both confusing and depressing. It was a period dominated above all by war, both between settlers and Native Americans, especially in Massachusetts, Virginia and South Carolina, and by disease, notably in the Caribbean. Ian Steele’s Warpaths is still unsurpassed as a quick guide to the ubiquity of warfare in this period. More recently, John McNeill’s Mosquito Empires makes a compelling case for the importance of disease as a geo-political and environmental factor of the greatest importance, especially in the 1690s when yellow fever made it impossible for the English to either make new settlements in the Caribbean or to make any inroads into the Spanish Empire, without massive loss of soldiers and sailors. It is hard not to be infected by the pervasive sense of decline and failure that colonial Americans evinced again and again about the years they were living through. Bernard Bailyn captures this feeling well in his outline of the periods of Atlantic history where he describes the marchlands of seventeenth century America as being places of barbarism and savagery, manifest in genocidal wars with Native Americans, the brutal treatment of an increasing number of African slaves, in cultural philistinism and possibly cultural decline. It was a time, he states, of pervasive social disorder and disorientation. It took time for these barbarous lands to become integrated around commerce and trade, a process that seems to have started at the lowest time for British American prospects, the 1690s, and which picked up pace in the 1710s and especially the 1720s.
 [Elliott]
Indeed, such later success seemed implausible as the last decades of the seventeenth century turned into the eighteenth century. Everywhere English America seemed to be running out of steam. The 1690s saw the smallest number of voluntary migrants from England coming to the Americas, although plenty of non-voluntary migrants arrived, such as African captives and British soldiers. Few areas were opened for settlement and in the places where settlement might have seemed possible, as in northern New England and New York and in southwest South Carolina, French and Spanish colonisation schemes formed a great barrier to expansion. White population growth slowed considerably (although black population growth did not slow, as the slave trade to the Americas became more efficient in delivering Africans to the Americas: the result was what seemed to contemporaries to be a noticeable blackening of the population). The French, in particular, were a constant menace to the English, nearly taking over Jamaica in 1694 and easily repelling a weak English attempt to take neighbouring Saint Domingue. Population in many places dipped dramatically, tobacco prices seemed to be in a trough that was perpetual, and the westward expansion of most colonies slowed to a halt as settlers came up against especially determined Native Americans who, as in the Carolinas during the 1710s, were desperate enough and strong enough to stop English settlers from encroaching on their territory. Moreover, the people of English America seemed to be a people in decline, unable to retain their English cultural heritage and prone to ape the supposed barbarism of both Native Americans and Africans. For divines like Cotton Mather, the New England minister, the sad lapses of native born young Americans from the standards he expected were clear evidence of “creolean degeneracy.”

The pervasive sense of decline that envelops this period is evident not just in the writings of contemporaries, fretting about the deficiencies of the colonies and their decline from the standards of the past, although these were frequent. The first historian of Virginia, Robert Beverley, for example, concentrated in his history on the many failures of Virginians to properly transform their landscape so that it resembled Britain and lamented, as did Ebeneezer Cooke in Maryland a generation later, how native born residents of the Chesapeake were characterised most of all by laziness and cruelty. It is evident also in the writings of modern historians. Just about every study of early British America that ends before 1700 concludes with a portrait of societies in irreversible decline. This depiction of the colonies as failures in 1700 goes back many years. Wesley Frank Craven, in a book published in 1949 on the southern colonies before the Glorious Revolution, entitled his last chapter “Years of Change and Discord.” Philip Haffenden’s account of New England before and after the Glorious Revolution ends with a chapter entitled “The Aftermath of Failure.” Roy Ritchie’s 1977 study of New York before Leisler’s Revolution in 1691 concludes with a chapter called “A Time of Troubles.” Stephen Saunders Webb’s book on 1676 ends with the grand statement that this year marked the “end of American Independence.” Recent works have been just as unimpressed by the state of affairs as the century came to a close. Noleen McIlvenna’s short history of North Carolina before 1713, for example, celebrates the colony as being a haven for small farmers sandwiched between the two great plantation colonies of Virginia and South Carolina but in her very title – A Very Mutinous People – she hints at the turmoil that accompanied North Carolina’s defiant opposition to southern developmental patterns. Peter Wood’s influential textbook on African American history in the colonial period sums up this period as being the time of a “terrible transformation,” as Africans were turned first into slaves and then into plantation labourers.

Another reason for the comparative neglect of this period might be that the sources for studying this period are relatively limited. Some of the more important markers of the period, such as the rapid expansion of slave numbers in British America as the plantation system took hold, have so few sources about them as to be virtually undocumented. It is easier, by far, to concentrate on events in the later eighteenth century where evidentiary sources are much more abundant.  Best to ignore those sad decades around the turn of the century where factionalism was rife, where individual Americans appeared especially grasping and when, it seems, few events of great importance occurred. I have often challenged historians of early America to name four or five important events in the first two decades of the eighteenth century that are immediately recognisable. Few can do so, although most reference the Yamasee War of 1715-18 and the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713. The one exception, of course, is the exception that breaks the rule. This period contains the great set piece of colonial American history, the remarkable events in Salem in 1692 which culminated in the last witchcraft scare to occur on North American soil and about which varying interpretations continue to swirl. Nevertheless, Salem is revealing in its very atypicality. Even if historians investigating the causes of the witchcraft epidemic in Salem are careful to put the events of 1692 in proper historical context, the study of Salem has a certain disembodied quality, a sense of being an episode that tells more about universal truths than about the history of the years immediately following the Glorious Revolution in Britain and the sudden demise in 1691 of the Dominion of New England.

Another, more important, reason why this period meets with such bad press is that there are few heroes to celebrate, no founders to compare with the men who settled Massachusetts or even Virginia and no idealistic challengers to British rule that can be found in the revolutionary period. There isn’t even an equivalent in the period to Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) as an exemplary man of empire, although Cotton Mather (1663-1728), the last of three generations of Mather intellectuals whose lives Robert Middlekauff traced in an important book published in the early 1970s, has some claim to fame as an intellectual of genuine transatlantic importance. Sir William Phips (1651-1695), the New England adventurer, who gained his knighthood and great wealth as well from a fortuitous discovery of sunken Spanish treasure, might have made a good imperial hero if he had not failed so spectacularly in trying to take New France for the English in 1690. Perhaps Sir Henry Morgan (ca.1635-1688), the pirate governor of Jamaica in the 1680s, might suffice, except to have him as the most famous American is, as Richard Dunn acidly comments, like having Al Capone as the most famous American of the twentieth century. The exception is William Penn (1644-1718), the visionary Quaker leader and founder of the “peaceable kingdom” of Pennsylvania, who is praised not just as the progenitor of an important colony but as a man who had a vision distinctly at odds with the hard men transforming the plantation colonies south of his colony or the declining Creoles who tried to hold onto old ways, unsuccessfully, in New England. Not coincidentally, the history of early Pennsylvania is a shining exception to the general story of woe that dominates this period. 
Moreover, even if there were heroes to celebrate, the mood among historians writing about this period would not be inclined to rate them very highly, if only because they tended to white men who, more blatantly than in either the past or future of America, furthered their own ambitions by ruthlessly diminishing the prospects of others who were less fortunate, be they poorer white men, women of all kinds, Africans or Indians. Those men who did very well in the early years of the eighteenth century generally did so by standing on the backs of Africans while crushing as much as they could Native American aspiration for autonomy. They also were insistent, as Kathleen Brown reminds us, on equating planter privilege with patriarchal power: the late seventeenth century saw a significant reduction in women’s autonomy and freedom. Gendered accounts of changing attitudes to women over the seventeenth century are not as likely as in the posit the early seventeenth century as a sort of “golden age” for women, given that the criteria for this “golden age” seem to be a personal independence following on from being widowed at an early age with dependent children and few visible means of support save entering into a quick remarriage. Nevertheless, if historians have eschewed Whiggish notions of women’s freedom rising and falling over time, they usually see this period as one in which female agency significantly declined. Cornelia Hughes Dayton’s work on women in colonial Connecticut follows Brown in seeing the late seventeenth century as time when the position of women in society was particularly precarious.

 If we want to understand why historians are reluctant to invest the leading men of the period with heroic status we can take Virginia as a case study. In this colony, a number of late seventeenth century planters, such as the most successful Virginia planter of his generation, Robert “King” Carter (1663-1732), as well as William Fitzhugh (1651-1701) and William Byrd I (1652-1704), have left enough records for their lives to be traced in some detail. Fitzhugh and Byrd, Sr. were ambitious and hard-headed immigrants who attained wealth through marriage (in Fitzhugh’s case to an 11 year old) and increased that wealth through the relentless acquisition of land and slaves. Fitzhugh was an entrepreneur, making money through slave dealing and mercantile activities as well as through planting. Byrd Sr. was similarly ecumenical in his economic activities, pursuing the tobacco and Indian trades as well as getting involved in trade with New England and the West Indies. Their correspondence reveals them to be determined self-seekers and committed philistines. Robert “King” Carter was much more successful than either Fitzhugh or Byrd Sr. By his death he had accumulated the largest estate ever seen in Virginia through a combination of trade, agriculture, and the fruits of office-holding. It amounted to 333,000 acres of land and 829 slaves, with other slaves having already been given away to his children. His business career was characterised by extreme ruthlessness, both in the single-minded way in which he built up his estate and in the extreme brutality that he meted out to his unfortunate slaves, both in respect to punishment and in regard to an unremittingly hard labor regime. He deserves a biography, similar to that written by Rhys Isaac about his son, Landon (1710-1778) or that about William Byrd II (1674-1744) written by Kenneth Lockridge, in which his power and pretensions could be examined in detail.
 
The leading men of other colonies were no better, were perhaps worse, than Carter in their relentless materialism and indifference to others outside their family. The Beckfords of Jamaica were probably even richer than “King” Carter and came from even murkier social origins. Beckford (d.1710) came to Jamaica in the early 1660s, twenty years after “King” Carter’s father moved to Virginia, and quickly amassed enormous wealth, even though, according to contemporaries, he may have started out horse-stealing and engaging in illegal trade with Spanish America. Richard Sheridan suspects that he may have been close to a millionaire when he died following a scuffle in the Jamaican House of Assembly, occasioned by his son and namesake Peter (ca. 1665-1735) murdering a fellow Assemblyman.
 Peter Beckford II and his brother Thomas (ca. 1667-1737) built on the fortune of their father, using all the advantages that birth and access to high office gave them. At this death in 1735, Peter Beckford left a personal estate of over £200,000, more than 30,000 acres of land and over nearly 1,400 slaves. Like Carter, he made his money in many ways and was, according to all accounts, the hardest of hard men in a place not short of such characters.
Gallay makes the some comments about South Carolinian planters, condemning their character while recognising their successes. For Gallay, South Carolinian planters “shared no common purpose but to accumulate riches.” Uninterested in building a community, which at least was something positive that a repressive Puritan elite in New England had in their favour, they were “incorrigible” and “politically corrupt,” unwilling to obey any laws that interfered with their moneymaking schemes. They did not become so disagreeable because they were corrupted by slavery; they were self-aggrandising from the start. He concludes: “From first settlement, South Carolina elites ruthlessly pursued the exploitation of fellow human beings in ways that differed from other mainland colonies, and they created a narcissistic culture that reacted passionately and violently to attempt to limit their individual sovereignty over their perceived social inferiors.”
 I have quoted this at length not just because it is a powerful indictment of the origins most powerful class in early America that echoes Edmund Morgan’s indictment of Virginia planters and Richard Dunn’s searing antagonism to West Indian planters written in the 1970s but because it both continues a longstanding antagonism to the values of the American South (Gallay’s book is intended to be a study of the founding of the South as a distinct American region) and also announces, in a way common for historians writing in the twenty first century , his antagonism to currently fashionable political ideologies celebrating entrepreneurship, the virtues of wealth creation over communal values and the triumph of individualism and materialism over more traditional value systems.
Nevertheless, this period does not deserve to be as neglected as it has been.
 Indeed, one contention in this book is that the mysterious middle period of early American history is ripe for re-examination and for intensive research because it is in this period that the various historiographical trends that I have argued above have been so important in reshaping the contours of early American history – the geographical turn, the turn towards empire and the cultural turn – can be most easily seen to be historically important. We can only make sense of events in this period, for example, if what happened in British America is contrasted with developments in Britain, Asia, Africa and the rest of the Americas. It was a crucial period, moreover, in the history of European imperialism, with the British developing the lineaments of the fiscal-military state which allowed them to expand their imperial ambitions consistently throughout the eighteenth century while both the Spanish and especially the French began to conceive of geo-politics increasingly in imperial terms with conflict in the Americas becoming a substitute for costly competition in Europe. The late seventeenth century was very much the beginnings of a certain kind of imperial age. Finally, the related developments in politics, economics and culture that John Brewer, Steve Pincus, Tim Harris and Mark Knights and other historians of late Stuart Britain believe were profoundly transforming later Stuart Britain (possibly into the first modern state, as Pincus insists occurred around the years of the Glorious Revolution of 1688-89: other historians make less bold claims about the period) allow for a plenitude of the types of histories connected to cultural themes that are naturally envisaged by historians attuned to what is termed the linguistic or cultural turn in early modern historiography. In addition, studying this period seems very important if we take the view that the driving forces shaping the history of colonial America ought to be Native Americans and African Americans. These years were critical years in the history of European-Native American relations. It was in this period that the majority of the settled tidewater areas of British North America came to resemble the British West Indies in being mainly free of Native Americans. Much of British America turned, to use James Merrell and Daniel Richter’s phrase, from being “Indian” country to being “European” country. And that European country was often as dominated by Africans as by Europeans. The information gathered in the enormously important internet resource, The Transatlantic Slave Trade Data Base, shows that it was during the last years of the seventeenth century and even more the first two decades of the eighteenth century that England and then Britain really mastered the art of slave trading with Africa. Importation of African captives increased markedly in this period, providing the human base for the most significant social and economic transformation of the period, the development of the large integrated plantation in Barbados in the 1660s and 1670s (best analysed in Russell Menard’s Sweet Negotiations of Sugar) which was transferred across the Caribbean and into the Chesapeake and Low Country South during the last years of the seventeenth century. It was in this time that commentators started to say about coastal South Carolina and about the island colonies that they were more “negro countries” than European settlements.
But let’s deal with chronology and region first. What happened in these years that made them, first, such “hard times” and, second, so pivotal in the transformation of British America from probable failure to undoubted success? Historians tend to start with the Restoration of 1660 and with a new desire by Charles II and his officials to make the American colonies conform to metropolitan desires. It was hardly unusual that he wanted to do so, given how in the thirty years prior to him becoming King the colonies, in what was the true period of imperial salutary neglect during the tumults of the English Civil war, had been able to develop any which way they wanted. Some historians, notably Stephen Saunders Webb, have seen in imperial efforts to reorganise empire after 1660 a conscious plan, led by militant soldiers, to reduce the colonies into abject subservience to the Crown. But the majority of historians disagree, arguing, as Richard Dunn notes in an important essay on the Glorious Revolution, that until at least 1675 most colonies operated as autonomous entities, barely responding to English imperatives, with the most important colonial governors – men such as Sir William Berkeley in Virginia, Sir Thomas Modyford in Jamaica and Lord Willoughby in Barbados, 
operating as “independent potentates.” Much of the impulse towards social and political development originated from within rather than from outside individual colonies as tiny and beleaguered seventeenth century settlements became distinctive polities. The most notable example of a colony driven by interior rather than exterior impulses seems to be Virginia where Governor Berkeley was prominent in forcing rapid and contentious social and political development in a few short decades, initiating changes that by the early eighteenth century made Virginia a quite different place than it had been before. When the Crown’s disjointed efforts to make colonies behave and conform became more urgent in the 1670s, the various colonial subcultures of British America were sufficiently distinctive that colonial English Americans tended, in Brendan McConville’s words, “to view metropolitan English norms as alien and thus threatening.” One of the major changes that occurred during the next forty years was a cultural shift in how colonials came to see metropolitan culture, from threatening towards becoming a standard of behaviour and social and political values to which all should aspire.
This process of change, however, was not a process that moved along smoothly. Indeed, the late seventeenth century saw continual clashes between colonists over all sorts of matters, most notably over the desirable character and future direction of the colonies they lived in. As Edmund Morgan argued over thirty years ago in his classic account of seventeenth century, the last four decades of the seventeenth century saw prolonged and bitter conflict between poor men and rich men over whose vision for the colony would prevail. The details of Morgan’s chapters on the late seventeenth century no longer stand up to critical scrutiny but the tone he adopts remains the predominant tone used by most historians to describe events in this troubled period. The tone is dark, with an emphasis not just on class conflict but also on war. Bacon’s Rebellion and the switch from indentured servitude to slavery are the logical end points for Morgan. Historians following Morgan writing about the late seventeenth century in Virginia have dropped some of his assumptions but have kept close to his assumptions, notably that this period was one of notable class oppression and massive political instability. Parent’s rather polemical book on the rise of great planters after 1660 is very much written from similar preconceptions as those which guided Morgan.  The history of Virginia in this period offers prime examples of the dark tone in which the history of the middle period of colonial history is written. Modern historians emphasise less Virginia’s growth and development in this period than its incessant factionalism, the autocratic and bullying nature of Sir William Berkeley’s gubernatorial rule, the deliberate seizing of political and then economic power by a power hungry ruling clique of Berkeley’s favourites. The histories tell of restless and rebellious indentured servants, cowed but resistant enslaved Africans, trigger hungry and resentful frontiersmen and disputed conceptions of masculine honor. Above all hangs the shadow of slavery: if anything defines this era in Virginian and also in West Indian history it is the introduction of more exploitative forms of labor than ever contemplated before and the development of the large integrated plantation and the plantation system of labor which proved, at least in the Caribbean, to be both a highly efficient and profitable form of organisation and also the most brutal system of labor organisation yet devised in the Americas. Ira Berlin’s Many Thousands Gone concentrates heavily on this period as being vital in the history of enslavement in British North America. He also insists that it was the transition to the plantation system in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century, while providing economic salvation for the southern colonies, coincided with the nadir of African American existence in North America. Virginia also looks bad if we view it in gender terms. Kathleen Brown’s influential gendered history of Virginia during the colonial period places a lot of importance on crucial turns during the late seventeenth century, a period in which she sees not only women’s power leaching away but also a close connection between the denigration of women and the institutionalization of slavery and the beginnings of a racialised order. 
Darkness also pervades the history of that other important region in North America, New England. One of the most important books of the last two decades in setting the tone for how we should look at New England history after 1660 is Jill Lepore’s searing account of King Philip’s War. Jennifer Pulsipher’s more restrained history of European and Native American relations in the later seventeenth century, culminating in King Philip’s War in 1676, is probably the better and more accurate historical account – Lepore is prone to overambitious generalizations and leaps between the empirical record and much later events. But Lepore’s book captures the mood of what was happening in 1676 perfectly. Her book is a deep and searching examination of how the seemingly most civilised people in seventeenth century English America, New England Puritans, could become savage barbarians in their attempt to exterminate Native Americans from their colony. In the process, she relates, an ironic inversion took place. The New Englanders warring against savagery became savages themselves. What is just as important, they knew what they had unleashed and became profoundly unhappy about what their behaviour said about their character.
If savagery became apparent in New England during King Philip’s War in 1676 and during the long aftermath in which New Englanders fought for their existence against the combined opposition of the French in Canada and Native Americans on their frontiers, it was a feature, and an open feature, of Caribbean life right from the start of English settlement. Little has been written about the history and social character of the West Indies in this period, although books by Susan Dwyer Amussen and Natalie Zacek have added to our understanding of the Leeward Islands and Barbados in the second half of the seventeenth century. The most important books on the period remain Richard Dunn’s brilliant social history about the rise of the planter class in the English West Indies and Carl Bridenbaugh’s more conventional political history of the same period, both of which cover the whole of the seventeenth century, not just the difficult post-Restoration years. Bridenbaugh ends his tale in 1690; Dunn in 1713. Both conclude by arguing that the material success of the British West Indies masked a greater social failure. These were societies that Dunn describes as a demographic disaster where planters sacrificed everything, including their own health and their security, in the heedless pursuit of quick riches. For Bridenbaugh, as for later writers, the Caribbean was in example in practice of Thomas Hobbes’ theoretical state of nature. For contemporaries, what impressed about the West Indies was the enormous wealth that it generated, giving it, as Nuala Zahedieh has recently stressed, an outsized importance in imperial and commercial calculations. For modern historians, however, what impresses is the brutality of life in the region and the callousness with which white planters abused their black slaves. One of the most impressive recent works dealing focusing on the late seventeenth century, for example, has been Stephanie Smallwood’s evocative and painful recounting of how Africans got turned into commodities during the horrific Middle Passage from West Africa to the Caribbean. The prosperity of the Caribbean depended on the brutalisation of Africans. It is not surprising that some of the more serious slave revolts and the most severe repression of those that failed took place in this period, notably in Barbados in 1692.
The West Indies were at least prosperous. So too were some of the newer settlements, both in the north, with Pennsylvania flourishing from soon after it was settled and in the south, where South Carolina developed rapidly after its founding in 1670. By the early eighteenth century, South Carolina had developed a flourishing plantation system and was on its way to supplanting Virginia as the place where profits could be most easily made in North America. As in the West Indies, however, that prosperity derived from the exploitation of African labor, as Peter Wood describes in his now classic study, Black majority. It was Wood who coined the phrase “terrible transformation” to describe the ways in which Africans were made into slaves and farms into plantations during the late seventeenth century. Max Edelson adds nuance to this picture. He stresses the innovative ways in which Englishmen transformed the lowcountry landscape so as to make it a landscape suitable both for plantation agriculture and for large-scale exploitation of African enslaved labor. [add]
The major exception to the gloomy picture outlined above was Pennsylvania. [add]
To an extent, the story of British America during the late seventeenth century through the first decades of the eighteenth century details how these subcultures, dominated by “independent potentates,” were knit together, fitfully, violently, only partially successfully and always in a process that involved more contestation than co-operation. They were knit together through mostly through the powerful force of empire. By the 1680s, the salutary neglect of the Civil War period was long over and the English metropolitan center was beginning to re-exert its control over the colonies. It may not have been able to do so in the 1660s and early 1670s but the travails of 1676, when both New England and Virginia came perilously close to total collapse, aided the process of increased imperial oversight of colonial matters considerably. Between 1675 and 1688, the English Crown embarked upon a policy of keeping the colonies under control, with New England and Jamaica being particular focuses of attention, as both Stephen Saunders Webb and Richard Johnson, authors of now venerable books on this period, acknowledge. Webb argues for a largely successful form of militant, soldier-dominated, imperialism while Johnson, more persuasively, in my opinion, suggests that colonial accommodation to royal authority, while undoubtedly occurring, was gradual and halting and went into partial reverse after the 1688-89 Glorious Revolution in England. What all historians agree upon, however, is that relations between colonists and the imperial center remained intensely antagonistic, at least until the 1720s, when political settlement in Britain and some well-chosen concessions in the colonies (such as allowing Jamaica from 1728 to pass a revenue act in their colony, that fixed the costs of central government and gave Jamaicans some control over how their tax revenues were to be spent) changed the nature of the imperial relationship with the American colonies.
The imperial turn in recent scholarship, noted above, gives new importance to this once familiar story. If one assumes that one of the driving forces of early American history must be the complex interplay between empires over such matters as the explosive growth of the Atlantic slave trade, the need to control piracy in the Caribbean and up the Atlantic coast of North America and the developing trade in staple goods such as sugar, tobacco, rice and indigo, then not only does one need to adopt an imperial perspective when looking at events in the 1690s and beyond but also that this period will be especially interesting to people who think that how empires interacted really matters. So too, the geographical turn in early American history, also outlined above, which places great importance on the Atlantic and Continental aspects of early American social and political narratives means that this middle period attains a new importance. The Middle Period of early British American history is very much defined by Atlantic, Continental and, above all, imperial perspectives. It is for this reason that the regional organisational scheme that is so common a feature of describing early seventeenth century American history breaks down (or should break down) around 1700. The forthcoming Oxford histories of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries mirror these differences in organization. Whereas Peter Mancall will rely on a regional organisational scheme in outlining American history before 1681, Andrew Cayton and Fred Anderson, authors of the volume that goes from the late seventeenth century to the end of the Seven Years’ War, will use empire as their principal explanatory device.
Empires matter in this period in two ways. First, as Steve Pincus argues in one of the few recent books written on seventeenth century English history that adopts a wide perspective both methodologically and also spatially, people in both England and the colonies were intensely aware that political events required people to choose between two kinds of modernising tendencies that were associated with two quite different European empires: the Dutch and the French empires. In the colonies a third comparative imperial model – the Spanish – needs to be added to that mix. As Pincus argues, the Glorious Revolution was not a battle between traditionalists and reformers but was a contest between two competing groups of modernisers, one French and Roman Catholic, the other Dutch and Protestant. The Glorious Revolution, therefore, was crucial in determining what sort of empire the English Empire was meant to be: was it to be like the authoritarian, centralised, highly efficient but intrusively bureaucratic empire presided over by the Sun King Louis XIV or was it to be similar to the commercially minded and fiercely Protestant Dutch Empire?  The English people, if not their monarch, plumped overwhelmingly for the latter rather than the former. The result, Pincus suggests, was that England had a political revolution in the early 1690s that matched the considerable social and economic changes that from the Restoration were making England and then Britain a commercial and trading nation, oriented to the interests less of landed gentlemen and more to those of urban merchants. The cultural values of the people whom we might identify as bourgeois became, he suggests, the values of the nation during the eighteenth century. The most important of those values was “politeness,” a value that diverged from traditional aristocratic values and instead, as a concept that was self-consciously modern, became a bourgeois ideology suggesting the cultural triumph in England of the urban middle class. That class, small in number but outsized in importance, was able to set the cultural agenda of the eighteenth century. Their values were shared by colonial Americans, as Richard Bushman pointed out some time ago in The Refinement of America. Pincus’s fervent argument in support of the Glorious Revolution being a transforming and highly contested event that can be seen as the first truly “modern” or modernising revolution promises to influence not just understandings of late seventeenth century British history but also early American history in this period as well, especially when combined with Tim Harris’ equally ambitious reinterpretation of British history from 1660 to 1725. For one thing, the Whigs who prevailed over the Tories and the Jacobites were ideologically predisposed to empire and to opening up trade and to creating a decentralised world of open information flows that fitted well with the kind of Atlantic world that David Hancock posits in his important study of the networks of Madeira from the late seventeenth century onwards. These Whigs, as Nuala Zahedieh notes in an important recent book that only partially supports Pincus’ interpretation, tended to be men who did well out of Atlantic trade. The directors of the East India Company, notably James’ favourite, Sir Josiah Child, were notoriously francophiliac and anti-Dutch not just in foreign policy but in how they understood their business. By contrast, Atlantic traders were modernising Whigs. As Will Pettigrew shows in an important article on the victory of separate traders over the Royal African Company in the first decade of the eighteenth century, Atlantic traders were adherents to a new political culture. They appealed, he suggests “to a political (but not party) ideology of natural rights synonymous with economic self-interest,” and achieved their aims by forming associational mercantile interest groups that used political means to further economic interests. Their victory over a Royal African Company increasingly seen as outmoded and economically and politically ineffective came in large measure from them being a truly Atlantic grouping with deterritorialized interests.
 The Glorious Revolution, consequently, new scholarship indicates, was far from being an uncontested and mainly peaceful event, less a revolution than a limited political coup. It was also more than an event than can be explained in confessional terms, a struggle in which a Catholic king was overthrown by narrow-minded radical Protestants. Rather, as Richard Dunn insists, the Glorious Revolution was a genuinely transatlantic event that reshaped English imperial policy and American society in enduring ways, resolving social tensions that had been disrupting life in English America for twenty years. 
How it worked out is vital for understanding the nature of the British Empire in the Americas. It might be, as David Armitage argues, that the gradual coalescence of the commercial, libertarian, Protestant and maritime elements of a specifically British ideology of empire can be traced back to the experiences of sixteenth century state building in Britain. But, as Armitage also shows, the serious manifestations of this ideology as the building blocks of a settler mentality in the New World are rooted firmly in the battles that led to the Glorious Revolution and in the Whig ideological victory that resulted in the first decade of the eighteenth century. The recent work by Pincus and Harris on the events of 1688, combined with Mark Knights’ theoretically nuanced and innovative recapturing of the cultural history of representation (and misrepresentation) in the first decade of the eighteenth century and John Brewer’s now widely accepted outline of how Britain became a fiscal-military state around 1700, resonate with the arguments made in the short essay by Richard Dunn in 1998 on the effects of the Glorious Revolution in British America. The Glorious Revolution initiated in America, as in Britain, an enlargement and energizing of the leadership class, a class that energetically adopted Whig principles which they later refined during the eighteenth century into republicanism. This new class was less parochial than its predecessors. It realized that the colonies, whether they wanted to or not, as was palpably the case in seventeenth century New England, had to operate within a transatlantic system, with London as the metropolitan core. In a sense, therefore, what the events of 1688-89 did was to make real an imperial relationship that previously had been only theoretical for many colonists.
Second, the aftermath of the revolutionary settlement in British America coincided, at least in North America with a determined push by Native Americans everywhere on the borders of English settlement to try and use imperial powers, especially the French but sometimes the Spanish, as their allies against the English in order to preserve their place in a landscape threatened by English expansionism. We can see this interplay between imperial competition and Native American resistance to English encroachment all over British North America best in northern New England and in southwest South Carolina. In the former, historians have become alerted, once more, to how Anglo-French conflict defined social and political relations in the region for nearly two generations, from 1680 to at least 1713. In the latter, the conflict was with the Spanish, especially in borderland zones such as contemporary Louisiana and Florida.
 What is different now in these stories is the role that Native Americans played in this conflict. Indeed, the renewed and refocused attention to Native Americans in early British American historiography that, as outlined above, has significantly reoriented American history towards the “red” and away from the “white” and the “black” in the customary tripartite division of British American history makes this period much more vital than it used to be. Each of the major books on Native American history noted in chapter two of this book published between 1989 and 1992 pays particular attention to developments in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century. Usner sees the period as crucial in establishing an uneasy peace between empires and Native American groupings in the Gulf Coast; Richter’s work on the Iroquois Confederacy is heavily weighted towards the late seventeenth century; Merrell’s study of the accomodationist Catawba people is similarly bent towards this period; and Richard White’s Middle Ground thesis has most cogency when applied to French-English conflict in the Ohio Valley before an Anglo-French diplomatic settlement had been made in 1713. These works, and works that have followed such as that by Kathleen DuVal on the south-central region of the United States, stress that this was a period both of considerable conflict and violence between parties who had lost all innocence about the intentions of the other side but also a period of major transition in European-Native American relations. Native Americans were generally successful in denting English ambitions, especially when they combined together as did the Five Nations in northern New England, New France and New York. They distrusted both sides but they distrusted the violent and xenophobic English more than they distrusted the more accommodating French. At some times, in some places, notably in the American South where a thriving Indian slave trade linked Europeans and Native Americans together in mutual avarice, an uneasy recognition that it was mutually beneficial for Native Americans to co-operate with Europeans from various nations allowed for significant periods of peace. More frequently, however, simmering antagonisms resulting from perceived slights and insults led to war. But conflict was more than just accidental. Native Americans were increasingly aware, no matter how secure their position might seem to be, that European empires, especially the British Empire were so inimical to their long-term interests and survival that action needed to be taken sooner rather than later.
This contest between Europeans and Native Americans was long, intermittent and violent in new and disturbing ways from start to end. It was so violent because there was so much to play for. It was also violent because, as Joyce Chaplin argues in Subject Bodies, a book dealing with European-Native American relations before this period but whose conclusions set the scene for late seventeenth century interactions, the ideological objections Europeans had towards Native Americans as a set of peoples and, most disturbingly, as a alien race, governed how the British would deal with Native Americans as soon as they had eliminated Native Americans as a threat to their westward expansion across North America. Native Americans knew that if they did not win then they would be wiped away. To an extent they were playing for time – the outcome of the confrontation between European empires and Native American nations and confederations was clearly being decided in favour of the former rather than the latter. But their actions shaped and delayed European expansion in numerous ways. It is noticeable, for example, that the areas that were doing best in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries – the Delaware Valley, the Chesapeake, most of the West Indies – were areas where the British were not aligned against powerful combinations of French settlers and traders and Native American nations. Imperial conflict was central to Native Americans’ skilful playing of time. As long as the French, Spanish and British were at war with each other, as they were in successive global conflicts, the War of the League of Augsburg between 1689 and 1697 and the War of the Spanish Succession between 1702 and 1713, the Native Americans stood a chance of success in achieving their varied objectives. They faced much harder times after 1713 when the Treaty of Utrecht initiated a long period of peace between France and Britain and, except between 1718 and 1721, peace between France, Britain and Spain. The Yamasee people of South Carolina, for example, became isolated from European allies and from their Native American allies, the Catawba after 1713. Their declining position encouraged them to make an all-out assault upon the British in South Carolina in a last ditch attempt to defend their land from English encroachment. They went to war at the same time that the Cherokee hoodwinked the South Carolinians into going to war against their ancient enemy, the Creeks. The result was positive for the Cherokee, bad for the Creek, and disastrous for the Yamasee who were virtually annihilated. In an echo of King Philip’s War, moreover, the Yamasee War brought unprecedented brutality to the Carolinas. More white people were killed there by percentage of the population than were killed in that earlier conflict, a war that is often accorded the title of the bloodiest conflict in American history. And the number of Native Americans who died, though hard to calculate was devastating for a people also hit hard by disease.
The fact that the British West Indies largely did not have Native Americans, or at least did not have them as determined enemies after the early decades of the seventeenth century, means that their imperial story is different to that of British North America. Dunn thinks that it was in the 1690s that the West Indian political and social development began to diverge decisively from the North Americans. That decade exposed a fundamental and permanent rift in outlook between mainland and colonies, he argues. Whether this is true or not remains to be tested. One of the great needs in early American historiography is a book that deals with the forgotten years in West Indian history, from the 1690s through the 1720s and 1730s. What does seem clear is that by the second decade of the eighteenth century North American colonists, in part because they had managed to adapt to the disease environments they found themselves in with more success, demographically and perhaps culturally, than did the economically prosperous but socially and demographically challenged Caribbean colonies, were able to envision different types of futures for their colonies and were able to enunciate positive Creole understandings of themselves as a people with a distinct history and a commitment to their native environment. White Creole British West Indians found it much harder to develop such identification with the native country and were much less successful than their North American cousins in transforming their societies into Anglicised variants of the British metropolitan model.
Here, too, the interplay between empires helped define individual and collective experience. It is important to understand what the nature of imperial interaction was in British America in this period, a period when Europe turned from a world of states, or, more accurately, a world of composite monarchies, into being a world of empires. Both composite monarchies and empires in the early modern era were extremely porous entities, unable to control what happened in far distant territories, except marginally and only then through complex negotiations with colonial subjects. The late seventeenth century is an excellent period in which to study such decentralised beasts, as several studies focusing on the interimperial flow of people and other goods, legal and illegal, have shown. Pirates were one conspicuous group who both depended on empires if their work was to flourish yet who operated outside the authority of imperial control. Marcus Rediker’s several works on seamen, pirates and slave traders and the links between these groups is a good guide to the fluidity of maritime connections to imperial configurations in this period and beyond. Smuggling and the study of contraband trade is another entry point into how frequently imperial boundaries were transgressed and also into how important overall imperial structures were to allowing contraband trade to occur. Much more work needs to be done on this topic – by its nature it is difficult to study: people committing crimes don’t usually put pen to paper - but Wim Klooster, through examining the topic via the agency of the Dutch in the Atlantic world, has made some intriguing suggestions. He points to the pervasiveness of illegal trade in each of the imperial formations in the early eighteenth century Atlantic world and notes that contraband trade far from clogging up the system actually allowed the imperfect mercantilist systems that each empire was bound into move more smoothly.
 A particularly interesting example of how a place could profit from being at the center of interimperial flows was Bermuda, the subject of a study by Michael Jarvis. Bermudians decided around 1680 that they would ditch agriculture and become a strictly maritime economy. In their move from relying on tobacco to relying on the sea, Bermuda became, despite being virtually invisible within imperial negotiations, a vibrant commercial and communications hub with links all over the Atlantic world, all done without direction, promotion or supervision from London. Jarvis’ Atlantic story fits perfectly with the theses of both Hancock and Pincus. Jarvis’ Bermuda is a perfect example of a self-organising, decentered, networked world, a society deeply committed to slavery but not to plantation agriculture. Instead, it internalised what Pincus argues were the lessons of the Whig victory over the Tories in the 1690s. Bermuda was a society where labor, not land, was the key to economic growth and where property was envisioned as being always expandable as long as human resources could grow and be properly exploited. 
In short, one of the major historiographical themes of the period is that people, rather than land, mattered most where colonization was concerned. Pincus is insistent on the matter, seeing the debate over political economy as essential to the working out of the revolutionary settlement of 1688-89. He argues that Whigs opposed a Tory view of political economy. The Tories, chief among whom he identifies Sir Josiah Child, the leading figure in the East India Company, believed in a version of political economy in which property was a natural creation (land), agrarianism was paramount, and which posited a zero-sum world of commercial exchange. In imperial terms, the Tories favoured territorial imperialism in India and war against the commercially oriented Dutch. The Whigs, by contrast, opposed this agrarian understanding of political economy. They believed that property was the result of human endeavour, resided in people and the efforts of human labor and thought that property was potentially finite. They supported the demise of the Royal African Company, the rapid expansion of the slave trade and plantation commerce and, if they had been asked, the continuation of vigorous commercial exchange with Native Americans.

British Americans were overwhelmingly Whigs, to use Pincus’s terminology. Blessed with abundant land, not just in North America but in the frontier West Indies, especially in Jamaica, turn of the century British Americans focused most of their efforts on trying to extract as much labor as they could from people, whom, in the case of Africans, as Smallwood details, they thought of as commodities rather than as sentient beings. The more people one could have, or could control, the more power one would have. It is for this reason that colonial elites were obsessed with demography and were very concerned that natural population growth and British migration was slow in British North America and going into reverse in the British West Indies. Gallay’s work on the Indian slave trade confirms how important trade in people rather than land was. Relations between Europeans and Indians worked as long as they dealt only in trading people: they faltered when land was involved. In this respect, perhaps the most important event to occur in this period was a dramatic increase in the size and effectiveness of the British slave trade to British America. The Transatlantic Slave Trade Database, now in a second and online edition, illuminates just how rapidly the volume of the British slave trade increased in this period. The number of Africans transhipped by the British jumped from 58,720 between 1650 and 1675 to 231,395 in the next quarter century (an increase of nearly 300%) and to 400,469 between 1700 and 1725 (an increase from the previous twenty five years of 73 percent). The French slave trade increased percentage wise even more rapidly but at a much lower level, meaning that the British were carrying 256 percent more slaves to the Americas than their fiercest European competitor. The British were winning the human labor race quite decisively and continued to do so throughout the rest of the eighteenth century.
The problem was that so many of the people who went to the Americas, either European or African, died before their time. Disease and demography were just as significant in the geopolitics of this period as they had been in the conquest of the Americas. John McNeill makes this clear in an especially stimulating and provocative environmental and medical history of tropical America that considers in particular the role that yellow fever had in shaping colonisation. McNeill’s chronological range is wide but he considers the late seventeenth century, especially the 1690s, to have been a particularly dreadful demographic decade for the British American colonies, with significant geo-political consequences. In that decade, yellow fever struck repeatedly at English and British forces trying to combat French forces in the Caribbean Mortality rates of over 60 percent in short campaigns of several months were common. Military operations were deadly and remained so for the British for the whole of the eighteenth century, but especially between 1690 and 1730. It was not just soldiers and sailors who suffered. Settlement stagnated in all of the West Indies colonies, with Jamaica’s white population even declining from pretty low initial levels. The confluence of continual war, population decline, suppression of piracy and a burgeoning slave trade may have helped the rise of large plantations and the political and economic supremacy of large planters in the West Indies but it meant that the demographic histories of the West Indies and North America began to diverge with significant implications for settlement and the development of settler ideologies. It also meant that the Spanish American empire, despite internal weaknesses and a metropolitan imperial structure in severe crisis, was safe from attack. McNeill entitles his chapter on this period, “Yellow Fever Rampant and British Ambition Repulsed.” It has always been curious why Britain made so little inroads into Spanish territories in the Americas in the eighteenth century. McNeill provides an answer: yellow fever, even more than sturdy fortifications and valiant soldiers, formed an impenetrable part of Spanish imperial defence.
Cultural turn.
Salem

What continues to puzzle is how this unremitting picture of gloom and disaster turned itself around sometime in the 1720s. The thirty or forty years that followed the period of strife and contention that marked the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries in British America is remarkable for its stability, its lack of contention and most of all for its economic, demographic (except in the West Indies), and social success. If British America looked like it was falling apart in 1690, in 1730 and even more so in 1750 it looked like a never-ending success story. One of the tasks for a coming generation of historians is to fill out the details and complicate the picture of how America was transformed from loser to winner from 1690 to 1750. The general outlines, however, seem clear and have seemed clear since Bernard Bailyn published in 1959 a short essay, one of the most important ever published in early American history, on how great planters in Virginia established themselves as the dominant social and political group in their region. Following on from his earlier work on the triumph of the merchant class in late seventeenth century Massachusetts, Bailyn showed how the planter class used the suddenly favourable demographic conditions and the entirely favourable political climate of the late seventeenth century to amass power to themselves, using marriage and inheritance strategies to create powerful networks between families, allowing them to consolidate and extent their social and economic influence so that they controlled everything of importance in Virginia until at least the Revolution. Later work by Edmund Morgan and Anthony Parent outlined how large planters got themselves into this position by coming to an accommodation with small planters. Jack Greene’s many works on political and constitutional history, notably his 1986 study, Peripheries and Center, detail how the planter elite used their economic power to amass political power, especially through their control of and increasing sophisticated usage of legislative assemblies. Other studies by Allan Kulikoff and most recently by Lorena Walsh provide detailed explanations of the ways in which men with lots of land, access to capital and a labor force comprised of African slaves were able to limit poorer men’s opportunities and advance their own. . Kathleen Brown traced the ways in which changing gender conventions aided the great planter’s rise to power. Above all, it was slavery and even more so the development of the large integrated plantation – the most important economic innovation developed in British America during the colonial period and the foundation of the success of the planter class – that allowed the planters of Virginia, just like their counterparts in South Carolina and in the West Indian colonies, to cement their position as the leaders of their society.
What remains unclear is the precise balance between social and economic change and political adroitness which allowed the planter class in the South and the West Indies and the merchant class in the northern urban towns of New York, Philadelphia and Boston to win political, social and economic power so comprehensively in the late seventeenth century. One could write a history of the period, and it has been done, in which these assorted changes happened organically as part of a natural evolution as colonial society developed sufficiently robust networks of exchange to allow entrepreneurial risk-takers to take advantage of the opportunities thrust their way. Hancock’s Oceans of Wine, for all its theoretical sophistication (no-one else writing at present is as well immersed in social science and even scientific literature on how complex system develop and evolve) runs this risk, of removing political calculations from analysis. For Hancock what counts is that the Atlantic world of the seventeenth and eighteenth century was a decentralised, networked and self-organising world where significant economic enterprises – for him the Madeira wine complex but just as easily the slave trade or the plantation system or European-Native American trade – were constituted by the actions of far-flung people who took advantage of the decentralised world in which they lived to further their own commercial and social goals. This world, he insists, “was remarkable for a weak implementation of central government’s directives and a loose adherence to metropolitan behavioural and cultural trends.”

Such an understanding of how social and economic change occurs runs up hard against the type of analysis proffered by Steve Pincus in 1688. Pincus has much sympathy with some of Hancock’s arguments, notably a shared suspicion of what they think is an intellectual orthodoxy about the ubiquity of mercantilist thinking and policy after the 1670s. But Pincus insists that politics matter and that the self-organising mercantile Hancock and others describe did not come about by accident but resulted from bitter, sometimes violent, party conflict between different groups of modernisers with traditionalists operating in an uneasy refereeing position between two warring camps. Both Hancock and Pincus frame their analyses within the framework of modernization theory. But for Pincus modernization resulted out of a political process in which the ideas and actions of political leaders mattered. For him, like Richard Dunn writing a decade before and about British America, the revolutionary settlement of 1688 combined with the creation of the bank of England in 1694 and the institutions of the financial revolution of the 1690s was the result of a bitterly contested political process which the Whig party (a party that was wildly popular in British America) won over Tory resistance. Dunn also sees the Glorious Revolution as a climatic event. Its major legacy was the consolidation of a commercially oriented ruling class in the major colonies of British America: Massachusetts, Virginia, Barbados and Jamaica. In Britain, the Glorious Revolution only succeeded after the Whigs were able to crush all opposition following their fortuitous early discovery and quashing of an assassination plot against William III in 1696. Not coincidentally, the triumph of the Whigs was followed shortly after by one of the greatest disasters in Scottish history, the abortive Darien expedition in Central America between 1698 and 1699. Darien was a disaster that propelled Scotland to bankruptcy and into eventual union with England in 1707. It also coincided with major changes in imperial organisation, notably a new series of Navigation Acts in 1696 and the creation of the Board of Trade and Plantations in the same year. These events gave the regulatory framework within which Virginian and Jamaican planter, New England merchants and transatlantic merchants (probably the major beneficiaries, Zahedieh and Pettigrew argue, of the revolutionary settlement) prospered during the second and third quarters of the eighteenth century.
A new emphasis on the Glorious Revolution suggests one of the most important benefits of taking these years seriously. It allows historians to engage more deeply with the history of Europe and encourages historians of Europe to engage more closely with the history of Americas. If to understand England in the late Stuart period we have to recognise that it has to be seen both within a British archipelagic context and also within the context of a Europe with several very different – French, Dutch and Spanish – ideas about how commercial societies ought to be organised, then we need to recognise that the internal colonisation of Britain was linked with external colonization and that the character of each European society with which England and later Britain wanted to engage was deeply shaped (as was Britain itself) by how it understood how its colonies were to be ruled. Each of these European countries was an empire and was deeply implicated in an integrating Atlantic world. That Atlantic world, moreover, was complicated by the need for Europeans to deal with Africans – an arrangement that was increasingly working satisfactorily, at least insofar as it affected African elites – and with Native Americans – an arrangement that was working far from satisfactorily and which entailed massive disruption everywhere on what Richard White has famously called the Middle Ground of an imperially-bounded set of borderlands or frontiers. The logic of scholarship, a logic that is an independent and creative force with its own natural and often dialectical sequences impelled forward by scholars’ realisation that new findings suggest new research alleyways, should mean that the neglected Middle Period, that time of dysfunction, disaster and disappointment, might be a road to new understandings of how the imperial, geographical and cultural turn have influenced early British American scholarship. It might look now like Death Valley. But the European settlers who managed to make their way through this forbidding terrain in the nineteenth century found the Arcadian pleasures of bountiful California awaiting them. Sustained attention to this period might bring similar desirable intellectual rewards.
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