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Chapter 1  Footprint in the New World
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Section | A Historical Overview

Despite the growing controversy, consensus has long been reached that
Christopher Columbus was the first European who “discovered” North America, or
the New World in contrast to the Old World, namely, the European continent in both
geographical and cultural sense.

Born in Genoa, Italy, 1451, a time when educated Europeans knew the world

Christopher Columbus in the New World



was round, not flat as some previously thought, Columbus as a young man made up
his mind to find out a new sea route from Europe to Asia by sailing west, across the
Atlantic, rather than east, around Africa, as importing spices from India or China
into Europe over land or all the way around Africa was costly at that time. Supported
by the Spanish Queen Isabella of Castile, he launched his expedition in August 1492
by sailing into the unknown. A couple of weeks later, when despair among the sailors
rapidly grew, he spotted land which was one day named the “Americas. ” Assuming
that he had reached the coast of Asia and the islands of the East Indies, he called the
people who greeted him “Indians,” a mistaken identity over the course of many
centuries.

However, the settlement of the Americas did not begin with Christopher
Columbus., Some historians agreed that human beings of Mongolian stock from
Siberia crossed the Bering Strait through the land bridge into what is now Alaska
thousands of years ago. Later on, migrants from other parts of Asia followed in their
ancestors’ footsteps by settling down through the lands of North and South America.
Civilization, though primitive, had long taken root among American Natives or

Indians prior to their historic encounter with Europeans.
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Although Columbus himself was adamant in pursuing his oriental dream, other
Spanish explorers in the New World stopped thinking of America simply as an
obstacle in their search for a route to the East and began instead to consider it a
potential source of wealth. Peaceful life led by the indigenous population over
generations on the ancient soil was, therefore, completely destroyed and the course of

world history eventually altered. With their advanced technologies and profound
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religious meditation, European migrants embarked on the highly controversial voyage
toward the newly discovered continent and brought about “the meeting of cultures”
between the two worlds.

The initial period of- contact, according to some historians, was sometimes
friendly and mutually beneficial, yet others contended that cultural misunderstanding
and hostility characterized the encounters ever since the earliest time. Even worse,
the native community catastrophically shrank largely because the highly contagious
diseases such as small pox from Europe spread out immediately in the New World,
rriaking the European conquest of the continent much easier. By the late 16th century,
Europeans, including Spanish, Dutch, French, German, English, etc., had
established a firm claim to all the lands of the Americas and more importantly, gained
effective.control over much of it.

Although England’s first documented contact with the New World came only five
years after Spaih’s, it was not until the 1580s that the English people launched their
massive colonization of North America and their language as well as culture provided
the foundation of the United States today.

The first group of English settlers, in response to the dramatic social and
economic changes caused by the “enclosure movement” and the population boom, was
attracted by the New World because it offered something that was becoming scarce in
England; land.

As the worldwide demand for wool was growing sharply, an increasing number
of English landowners chose to convert their land for crops into pasture for sheep.
Consequently, streams of the landless and homeless from the countryside filled the
streets and highways of the cities. The only way out to siphon off the surplus
population in England was to migrate from a tiny and densely-populated island to a
large and sparsely-populated continent. Furthermore, under the influence of the
growing international trade, which was fuelled by a new concept of economic life
known as “mercantilism,” English businessmen considered acquiring colonies outside
England as a source of raw material and a market for the colonizing power’s
manufactured goods.

The second type of English colonists, known as Puritans or Pilgrims, found the
New World appealing because it allowed them to practice their own religion freely.
The Protestant Reformation, which began in Germany in 1517 when Martin Luther
challenged some of the fundamental beliefs and practices of the Roman Catholic
Church, swept through all of Europe. The establishment of the Church of England,
historically known as the English Reformation, though at first more a result of a

political dispute between the King and the Pope than of the doctrinal revolt, served as
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a tangible testimony that the authority of
the Roman Catholic Church had been
considerably undermined by the 16th century.

However, affected by the teachings of
the Protestant Reformation in Europe,
particularly Calvinism which emphasized
the notions of * predestination” and
“chosen people,” many English people
clamored to purify the Anglican procedure
of worship and reformed the leadership of
the Church of England. They were
historically labeled as Puritans and the
most radical Puritans stood out as

Separatists who thought the Church of

England too corrupt to be salvaged and

therefore, determined to worship in their
i . Martin Luther (1483—1546)
own independent congregations.

Calvinist “Power of God”

Jamestown., located around the Chesapeake Bay and later on developed into
Virginia, was established as the first English colonial settlement in 1607 by 104
businessmen from the London Company who received the 1606 Royal Charter issued
by James I, the first of the Stuarts. Primarily concerned about how to produce a

profit for their corporate sponsor, they diverted much of their energies into a futile
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search for gold against the overwhelming odds featuring fatal illnesses such as malaria
and physical attacks from the natives. Unfortunately, all but 38 lost their lives by
January 1608,

Jamestown under Construction

Jamestown survived largely as a result of the efforts of Captdin John Smith,
whose leadership was recognized at the time of the bitter political division. However,
the ordeal continued into the winter of 1609 and 1610 when isolated English settlers
suffered a “starving time” because the livestock was killed off by the local Indians, a
sure sign of the hostile relationship between the newcomers and the indigenous
community. Fortunately, new relief expeditions launched by the Virginia Company
with more colonists to arrive turned around the poignant situation.

In 1612, the Jamestown planter John Rolfe began trying to cultivate a new crop.
With the development of agricultural techniques, the “tobacco economy” prospered,
and so did Jamestown. Furthermore, as an ambitious and audacious decision that
threatened the authority of the English royal power, the Virginia Company
established the House of Burgesses in the New World, the first elected legislature
within what was to become the United States. In 1624, James I, therefore, revoked
the company's charter and brought the colony under the direct control of the crown,
thus transforming Virginia into a royal colony.

In September 1620, a discontented congregation of Puritan Separatists totaling 35
who obtained the permission from the Virginia Company embarked on a treacherous
voyage on the May flower, in the hope of crossing the sinister Atlantic to create a
stable and protected community where they could not only enjoy the freedom of

worship but also spread *the gospel of the Kingdom of Christ in those remote parts of
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the world. ” Besides, a group of 67 “strangers” (people who were not part of the
congregation) were also aboard. After experiencing a long and grueling voyage, they
sighted land, a place (part of New England today) farther north than they had
intended, which was labeled as Plymouth by William Bradford, in command of the
English port from which they sailed.

May flower en route

Originally bound for the mouth of the Hudson River, a land granted in patent
from the crown, the settlers were confronted with the risk of being dissolved because
Plymouth lay outside the jurisdiction of the London Company’s territory and
therefore, the company’s rules were defunct. In order to maintain the authority of the
colony’s leaders, all surviving passengers, while still aboard the ship, agreed to draw
up an agreement to establish a Civic
Body Politic and a rudimentary legal
authority for the colony, historically
known as the Mayflower Compact,

The pilgrims’ first winter was a
difficult one, Malnutrition, disease,
and exposure to the harsh weather
condition took away the lives of half
the colonists. However, the colony

survived largely due to the timely

assistance from the local Indians who

Thanksgiving Day

showed the settlers how to cultivate



corn and hunt wild animals, To celebrate the first autumn harvest, they invited the

natives to join them in a festival, the original Thanksgiving.

The British empire in America used to be among the smallest and weakest of the

imperial ventures compared to other European intruders, however, by the early 18th

century, the 13 colonies had been firmly
founded along the Atlantic coastline;
royal colonies under the direct control of
the King of England who appointed a
governor, such as Virginia (1607) and
Georgia (1732); proprietary colonies by
private indivi- duals, or lord proprietors
granted the power to make and execute
such as Maryland (1632) and

self-governing

laws,
Pennsylvania ( 1634 );
colonies run independently of the king or
any joint-stock company which pooled its
money in the hope of making a profit,
such as Connecticut (1634) and Rhode
Island (1636). Sentimentally attached to
the Old World, colonists in the New

World considered themselves Englishmen.

way.
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However, changes were stealthily under
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R#h” (The Virginia Colony) ¥ $EMNMSH.
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Section lll Culture Highlights

1. The Historical Significance of the Protestant Reformation: Also called the Protestant

Revolt, the Protestant Reformation, which began in 1517 when Martin Luther
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3.

published The Ninety-five Theses and concluded in 1648 with the Treaty of
Westphalia, helped to establish Protestantism as a constituted branch of
contemporary Christianity, with the other two branches being respectively known
as Roman Catholic and Orthodox Church. The sale of indulgences, a gesture
considered to be an abuse of the sacrament of penance, indicated that the Roman
Catholic Church, which claimed to serve as the intermediary between God and
laypeople, had increasingly strayed from its spiritual roots. The extravagant
lifestyle pursued by the Pope angered Luther and many of his contemporaries, who
Challenged Catholic rituals and elaborate church hierarchy by insisting that people
could interpret the Bible for themselves. Swiss theologian John Calvin went even
further than Luther had in rejecting the Catholic belief that human behavior could
affect an individual’s prospect for salvation. By introducing the doctrine of
predestination, which implied that each person’s destiny was determined before
birth and no one could change that predetermined fate, Calvin secured enduring
influence outside Lutheran-dominated German and Scandinavia, According to
Calvinism, God “selected” some people to be saved and condemned others to
damnation and the chance for salvation was reflected in the lifestyle people chose,
thus creating a strong incentive to lead a virtuous and rewarding life. Calvin’s
theology was stern;: God’s laws must be rigorously observed; social and moral
righteousness must be earnestly pursued; political life must be carefully regulated;
human emotions must be strictly controlled. Puritans, who were predominantly
disciples of Calvinism, played a prominent role in the settlement of North America
and the molding of colonial beliefs and values. With its religious significance being
supplemented by ambitious political rulers who desired to expand their power at
the expense of the churches, the Protestant Reformation ended the unity imposed
by medieval Christianity and, more importantly, signaled the beginning of the
modern era.

The Establishment of the Church of England: The English Reformation, which gave
rise to the Church of England, was at the outset more of a political affair than a
theological dispute, King Henry VIII, angered by the refusal of the Pope to grant
him a divorce from his Spanish wife, broke with the Catholic Church and
established himself as the supreme head of the Christian faith in his country,
popularly known as the Anglican Church. After Henry’'s death, his Catholic
daughter, Queen Mary, restored England’s allegiance to Rome and persecuted
those who rebelled. When she died in 1558, her half-sister Elizabeth I inherited
the throne and severed the nation’s connection with the Roman Pope for good.

Legacy of Puritanism: As one of the primary sources of American cultural
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tradition, Puritanism can be traced back to the early colonial period. Refraining
from an extravagant lifestyle for the purpose of concentrating on God, Puritans
believed in the explicit reading and literal interpretation of the Bible. Their lofty
religious ideal in the New World was to build “a city upon a hill” watched by the
whole world, a term from the sermon " A Model of Christian Charity” by John
Winthrop, the first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Cherishing the
strong faith that they had been chosen by God, Puritans led a productive yet frugal
life by working hard., accumulating fortune while minimizing daily necessities in
return for the hoped-for grace of God. Max Weber, a German sociologist and
political economist, had long pointed out the link between Puritanism and
Capitalism in his monumental thesis " The Protestant Ethnic and the Spirit of
Capitalism. ” Both rest on ambition, hard work, and a burning desire to succeed.
Although individual Puritans could not know, in strict theological terms, whether
they were "saved” and among the “elect” who would go to heaven, they tended to
feel that earthly success was a sign of election. Wealth and status were sought not
only for themselves., but also as welcome reassurances of spiritual health and
promises of eternal life.

. Freedom of Religion and the Protestant Heritage in the United States: As the core of
traditional American values, the faith in individual freedom constitutionally allows
each individual American to practice their own religions freely. Religious
pluralism, in accordance with the greater diversity of racial and ethnic
backgrounds. indicates that major religious beliefs around the world are now
cherished in the United States. including Christianity, Judaism. Islam, and those
traditional religions from East Asia. Approximately 87 percent of Americans are
Christians, among which the Protestant branch that encourages * Private
Interpretation” of scripture by the individual wields the most powerful force (59
percent). Besides. Protestants. due to their internal disagreement related to
numerous religious issues, broke up into several denominations, among which the
most influential include Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, Episcopalian, and
the United Church of Christ. etc.. The impact of American Protestantism,
traditionally confined to the religious community, has now extended far beyond.
For instance., self-improvement as a way to seek forgiveness of their original sin
from God helps to inspire Americans to greater efforts to improve themselves and
ultimately achieve personal success in life. Material possessions in return for the
hoped-for grace of God can only be accumulated through hard work and harsh
discipline, which eventually helped to shape the Protestant work ethic essential for

the economic prosperity of Capitalism. More importantly, improving oneself



