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The Mayflower arrived in the dead of winter. In this picture, a Native 
American watches as the Pilgrims come ashore and gather wood. The Indians  
had bad experiences with white explorers in the past but they were willing to 
give these newcomers a chance.
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1
A New Beginning

Imagine traveling across a wind-tossed ocean to begin a 
new life in an unfamiliar land. Do you think you could 

leave nearly everything and everyone you know behind in 
exchange for such an adventure? Starting in the early 1600s, 
this is precisely what many English people did. Soon they 
were joined by people from other European countries.

Sea voyages in the 17th century were difficult and dan-
gerous. They took eight to 12 weeks. Passengers spent this 
time sharing close quarters with pigs, horses, their belong-
ings, and other cargo bound for the New World. Many 
never reached their destination. Diseases like smallpox 
and influenza claimed many lives. Seasickness and poor 
food left the others weak and unhealthy.

Those who took such a risky voyage did so in search of  
something they could not find back home. Some sought 
steady work to support their families. Some looked for gold 
or other riches. A few were paid to explore the new land 
and claim it for their kings. Many came in search of  reli-
gious freedom. Gradually, between 1607 and 1732, most of  
the land along the eastern seaboard was divided into 13 
colonies.
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Jamestown
In 1607, a group of  Englishmen—no women—founded the 
Jamestown colony in what we now call Virginia. Their 
voyage was paid for by the Virginia Company, a group of  
wealthy investors who thought the New World might have 
undiscovered gold. The settlers were promised a share of  
the profits in return for their work.

But with profit as their motivation, the settlers spent 
more time digging for treasure than planting crops for food 
and building sturdy shelters. Many were from wealthy fam-
ilies and weren’t used to the hard work required to survive 
in an unsettled land. The Native Americans living in the 
area tried to help them. But instead of  accepting their help, 
the newcomers threatened and attacked them.

As a result, the Jamestown settlers had very little food. 
Invoking the motto, “Work or Starve,” Captain John Smith, 
their leader, insisted that the men spend at least four hours 
each day farming. One story says that two settlers were 
tied to posts and left to die as punishment for raiding their 
meager stores of  foodstores.1

Smith restored peace with the local Native Americans, 
many of  whom belonged to the Powhatan tribe. A young 
Powhatan woman, Pocahontas, is credited with saving 
Smith’s life when he was captured and threatened with 
execution.

Despite Smith’s leadership, all but 38 of  his men died 
by the end of  the first year. For a short time, the settlers 
respected the native people. In return, the natives helped 
the settlers plant corn and other crops. In the following 
years, more settlers arrived at Jamestown, including some 
women. The colony grew slowly even though hunger and 
disease continued to take their toll.
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The settlers never found enough gold to satisfy their 
investors. In 1624, King James I took over the colony. 
Virginia became the first royal colony in the New World.

Plymouth
Unlike the Jamestown settlers, the 102 passengers who 
sailed aboard the Mayflower in 1620 were not in search of  
gold. Forty were Puritans, who did not follow the teachings 
of  the Church of  England. They wanted desperately to live 
in a land where they could worship freely. They hoped to 
establish a settlement which was a “beacon of  religious 
light, a model of  spiritual promise, a citty upon a hill.”2 
The other passengers belonged to other faiths or left 
England for reasons other than religious freedom.

The Pilgrims, the term for all the passengers on the 
Mayflower, had permission from King James I to set up a 
colony near Jamestown. But the ship got lost. In November, 
1620, it landed at Cape Cod, Massachusetts.

Before getting off  the Mayflower, the Pilgrims signed 
an agreement declaring that they would govern themselves 
based on the opinions of  the majority of  the men in the 
settlement and for the common good of  everyone in the 
colony. This agreement is called the Mayflower Compact.

The voyagers found an abandoned village left by a 
Wampanoag tribe who had succumbed to disease carried 
by earlier European explorers. This spot had cleared fields 
and a fresh water source, making the job of  starting a set-
tlement much easier for the Pilgrims than if  they had to 
clear the land themselves. They called it Plymouth, after 
the English port from which they had set sail.

Despite their best efforts, an extremely harsh winter 
claimed the lives of  all but 44 of  the original Pilgrims. 
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Those who survived owed their lives to the kindness of  the 
local Native Americans who provided them with food and 
shelter during the most dire times. Especially helpful was 
Squanto, who taught the Pilgrims how to fertilize the stub-
born northern soil with dried fish remains and grow native 
corn.

Despite the terrible loss of  life, not a single survivor 
returned to England when the Mayflower headed back the 
following spring. They were here to stay.

Maryland
By 1625, Charles I was the king of  England. George Calvert, 
also known as Lord Baltimore, was well liked by the new 
British ruler. But Calvert was Catholic and did not follow 
the teachings of  the Church of  England. Because he was a 
friend of  the monarch, Calvert and his family were allowed 
to practice their religion. But he wanted all Catholics to be 
able to worship freely. He set his sights on the New World.

Early in 1632, King Charles granted his friend 12 mil-
lion acres of  land around Chesapeake Bay. Calvert named it 
Maryland, in honor of  Charles’s wife Queen Henrietta 
Maria. When Calvert died unexpectedly a few weeks later, 
his son Cecelius took over the grant. To attract Catholics, 
Cecelius sold them large tracts of  land at very little cost. 
Many settlers signed on with hopes of  making money from 
the region’s long growing season and rich soil.

Cecelius promised religious tolerance for all Christians, 
including Quakers and Puritans. He made it illegal for 
members of  any religion to convert members of  another 
religion. He also declared that no one could argue about 
religion in public.3

The Maryland settlers brought horses, hogs, and hon-
eybees to start their new economy. They also accidentally 
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brought rats that stowed away on their ships. European rats 
were bigger and more aggressive than native rats. Once 
they escaped from the ships, they destroyed the settlers’ 
first crops, along with the food that the Native Americans 
had stored for the winter.4

The settlers also brought smallpox, the flu, and chicken 
pox. These diseases claimed many lives, especially among 
Native Americans, who had never been exposed to these 
germs. Malaria, a disease spread by mosquitoes, also con-
tributed to the deaths of  one in five Maryland settlers. 
Twenty years after the first settlement, there were still 
fewer than 400 Englishmen in the colony.

The colonists sailed across the Atlantic Ocean with pigs, cows, sheep, and 
goats to provide them with milk and meat in the New World. They didn’t 
realize that large European rats had also come along for the ride.  These 
uninvited passengers ate the crops the colonists and the native people counted 
on to feed themselves.
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