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            The land where all men are created equal
      

         

         In the autumn of 1862, Abraham Lincoln visited the Union Army camp at Sharpsburg, Maryland, USA. Two years earlier, he had been elected president of the United States, and now civil war was raging. The North and South had long been at odds over the right to own slaves, now with Lincoln’s inauguration, tensions boiled over into a full-blown war. The Southern States withdrew from the Union, while the Northern States sought to enforce the Union’s authority. The American Civil War was just one of the many dramatic upheavals that would shape the young nation. Lincoln was not a supporter of the war, but a democratic republic could not allow a rebellious minority to hold sway. The South had to be put in its place. As such, the main reason for the war was not originally the liberation of slaves. After Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address in 1863, however, it became clear that the president meant to honour the words of the United States’ Declaration of Independence that all men were created equal. That meant every single person, regardless of skin colour.

      
   


   
      
         
            1. Colony becomes a nation, 1565-1776
      

         

         A new and unexpected sight greeted Chesapeake Bay’s residents in the summer of 1607: English ships had arrived and their passengers were chopping wood for a new colony. Little did the American Indians know then that the fledgling settlement of helpless, malaria-stricken Britons was the beginning of a whole new nation founded on tobacco, adventure and an unquenchable thirst for wealth. Had Chief Powhatan known what was to follow, he probably would have given the English colonists at Jamestown even more grief than he did.

          
      

         Hunger was biting hard behind Jamestown’s palisades. By the end of the winter of 1609-10, the pale, emaciated settlers of America’s eastern coast had long since eaten the colony’s livestock and horses. Now they tried to catch cats, dogs, rats and mice. Some toasted their leather boots or “licked up the blood which hath fallen from their weak fellows”, as the colony’s governor, George Percy, later reported – presumably referring to the bloody diarrhoea caused by dysentery, which was ripping through the colony. According to Percy, the settlers also dug up and ate corpses to satisfy their hunger and, when no other food was left, began attacking one another “One of our [colonists] … murdered his wife, ripped the child out of her womb and threw it into the river, and after chopped the mother in pieces and salted her for his food. The same not being discovered before he had eaten part thereof.”

          
      

         Chief fed up with English

         The Starving Time, as that winter became known, killed three quarters of the 240 colonists living in Jamestown at the time. Many had already died during the summer, victims of the millions of malaria-carrying mosquitoes that infested the swampland or the stagnant, excrement-laden drinking water. By autumn, the population was also slowly being thinned by violent encounters with the area’s indigenous inhabitants. Native American chief Powhatan had had enough of the English, who had arrived in Virginia’s Chesapeake Bay in 1607. They were a mix of wealthy gentlemen, greedy for gold, and indentured servants. The latter were desperately poor individuals who had sold their labour for seven years to pay for the crossing. The gentlemen considered manual labour to be beneath them and were unused to physical work. The colony, therefore, relied heavily on the native people for food. As Captain John Smith, the colony’s leader from 1608 to 1609, later wrote:

         “Though there be fish in the sea, fowls in the air, and beasts in the woods, their bounds are so large, they are so wild, and we so weak and ignorant, we cannot much trouble them.” He also admitted in a letter to Queen Anne in 1617 that “had the Savages not fed us, we directly [would have] starved”.

          
      

         Green captain was skinned

         As one of the East Coast’s most powerful chiefs, Powhatan had initially seen opportunities to trade his food with the English for metal tools, copper and glass beads, which he could barter for greater wealth with tribes further inland. The military man, John Smith, understood and admired the chief’s tactics and strategic acumen, and the two negotiated for food and goods in the early years, using both threats and hostage-taking to accomplish their ends.

         In the summer of 1609, however, John Smith was injured in an accident and had to return to London. Instead, the inexperienced nobleman George Percy took over relations with the Native Americans.

         Around the same time, Powhatan realised that the white men intended to stay in Virginia, rather than sail back home. He decided to try to expel them by force. The chief was disappointed that the English had not returned his people’s hospitality. They behaved as though they believed themselves superior to the natives. When Powhatan heard of Smith’s departure, he sensed a weakening and called for negotiations over food. Captain John Ratcliffe was sent up the James River in a boat with 50 men. When they arrived at the swampy camp at Orapakes, they were greeted by a friendly Powhatan dressed in a waistcoat and feather headdress.

         During his negotiations with Powhatan, John Smith had made a habit of securing a good starting point by first taking a child hostage or threatening the natives with his firearms. But the inexperienced Ratcliffe merely participated amiably in the rituals of courtesy on the riverbank. The new style probably confirmed Powhatan’s suspicion that the colonists were weaker than before. While the white men were taken to a surplus store in the woods, the chief withdrew. From there, things moved quickly. The natives began pushing the white men and their grain-filled baskets. A quarrel broke out, and the outnumbered British fled towards their boat and straight into an ambush by Powhatan’s people.

         More than 30 colonists fell to the natives’ spears and arrows. Captain Ratcliffe was captured and taken back to their camp. The defenceless officer was tied to a stake in front of a large bonfire. The women danced around the fire and then began scraping Ratcliffe’s skin off with seashells, which they threw into the flames. Finally, the Indians set fire to the pole with the captain still tied to it.

         After the show of force, Powhatan cut off all trade with Jamestown and ordered his men to kill any colonists who tried to venture out. The Starving Time had arrived. By spring, with only 60 colonists left, Percy decided to give up and sail home. But as they were leaving, the despondent colonists were met by three English ships, with 300 new settlers. Jamestown was saved and became England’s first permanent colony in North America.

          
      

         English were lagging behind

         In the 16th and 17th centuries, the Spanish, French, Dutch, Swedish and English all tried to gain a foothold in a largely unexplored North America. Spain established the first European colony on the continent in 1565 with the fortress town of Saint Augustine in Florida. But hurricanes and hostile natives made life in Florida miserable, and even 100 years later, the Spanish struggled to attract settlers to the area. On the other hand, there was no great urgency to colonise the north of the continent because Spain, along with Portugal, had successfully conquered South and Central America.

         France, the Netherlands, Sweden and England had to settle North America to share in the riches of the New World. Both the French and the English had tried their luck there in the 16th century, but the breakthrough came in 1606, when King James I allowed investors to establish an English colony in North America. The Virginia Company of London was created.

         No one really knew what the continent held, but investors hoped to find gold, silver and a sea route to the Pacific.

          
      

         Tobacco was the solution

         The company’s first 105 settlers arrived in Virginia in May 1607 and founded Jamestown. The first years were hard for the English, who arrived by the shipload and died while attempting to find a way to profit from the New World. Silk, glass, timber, pitch and soap production were all tried. But it wasn’t until 1612 when John Rolfe decided to plant tobacco – an increasingly popular commodity in Europe – that business took off.

         King James was one of tobacco’s few critics, describing smoking as a “custome lothsome to the eye, hatefull to the Nose, harmefull to the braine, [and] dangerous to the Lungs”. But the habit remained popular and Virginia had the perfect hot, humid climate for tobacco cultivation.

         The new opportunities encouraged young, unmarried men from cities such as London, Liverpool and Bristol to seek work across the Atlantic. They dreamed of securing a plot of land on America’s East Coast, where they could make a fortune from tobacco. By 1632, competition for land in Virginia was so fierce that the English king allowed the colonisation of an additional 50,000 square kilometres of land deeper into the Chesapeake Bay north of Virginia. England’s second North American colony, Maryland, was born.

         Just six years later, Chesapeake Bay farmers produced 1.4 million tonnes of tobacco and had edged out the Spanish colonies as the leading supplier to Europe.

          
      

         Trade drove colonisation

         As English success on the East Coast grew, so did competition from other nations. The Swedes in the colony of New Sweden on the Delaware River soon lost their territory to the Dutch, who in turn were later forced to surrender their territories to the English. The fight for North America was now down to France, Spain and England.

         No one asked the natives for permission to take their land. Thousands of American Indians died of diseases brought by the Europeans, while others fought bravely or tried to adapt. Both the French and the Spanish sent missionaries to convert the indigenous peoples to Christianity, while the English simply felt that they had a divine duty to cultivate the land that was not, in their opinion, being properly utilised.

         “Our intrusion into their possessions shall tend to their great good, and no way to their hurt, unlesse as unbridled beastes, they procure it to themselves,” argued the colonist Robert Johnson in 1609. The East Coast’s English colonies required labour to expand their tobacco plantations, which coincided with the English aristocracy’s desire to clear the nation’s cities of homeless children, petty criminals and prostitutes. In 1618, the first ship carrying children sailed from London to Virginia.

         Half died within a year, but for the next 170 years, the British continued to send children, criminals, prostitutes, Quakers, Irish, beggars and other ‘undesirables’ from Britain’s big cities to the colonies in North America. Here, the outcasts became indentured servants. They were supposed to earn their freedom by working on the plantations for a set number of years, but many were worked to death before regaining their liberty.

          
      

         Kids lured into servitude

         One of the unfortunate children was Peter Williamson, who until 1743 lived with his poor aunt in Aberdeen. One day, as the 13-year-old boy played with his friends on the cobbles of the Scottish city’s harbour, two men from one of the harbour’s ships approached him. Williamson was big for his age, perfect for hard physical work, and the men began telling him about the abundance of gold and food in North America. They lured the boy to the nearby ship, the Plantation Owner, before throwing him below deck with a bunch of other kids. In his memoirs, Williamson wrote:

         “At that time, I had no sense of the fate that was destined for me, and spent the time in childish amusements with my fellow sufferers in the steerage, being never suffered to go upon deck while the vessel lay in the harbour; which [it] was ’till such time as they had got in their loading, with a complement of unhappy youths for carrying on their wicked commerce.”

         For just over a month, Peter Williamson was trapped while sailors rounded up a total of 69 poor children. An 11-week voyage lay ahead.

         At the port of Philadelphia, the captain collected 12 pounds per child from the plantation owner. The children were then forced to work for seven years on an unknown continent.

         Peter Williamson was lucky; he was indentured to a plantation owner who let him go to school. But many others faced floggings, rape, hard physical labour and starvation. The same was true of the hundreds of thousands of other Europeans who, during the same period, voluntarily sold their labour as indentured servants for several years in exchange for passage across the Atlantic. They were joined by forced labourers, who had long been working in British colonies: slaves taken from Africa.

         At first, North America’s Black slaves were treated like white indentured servants – they could earn their freedom if they survived a given number of years on the plantations. But the number of Africans grew exponentially – by 1720, they made up two thirds of the population of the colony of South Carolina. A generation before, in the late 1600s, the growing number of slaves made plantation owners fear for their safety. New laws were enacted that stripped slaves of their rights and classed them as property on a par with cattle. Plantation owners could now keep slaves for life, whipping them like beasts of burden if they wished. The law made it acceptable to rape an African slave, but not to marry one.

          
      

         France lost

         While the British imported slaves and grew tobacco on the East Coast, French fortune hunters from Quebec searched the St Lawrence River and the western hinterland for beaver pelts and other riches. Spanish settlers headed for the Pacific coast and what is now California. The stage was set for conflict between the great powers. There were frequent clashes between nations and against the continent’s indigenous peoples. France and England fought almost continuously between 1701 and 1763. The French allied themselves with several native tribes, but eventually lost badly and had to cede Canada and all their territory east of the Mississippi River to the British.

         Victory in North America – and all the other colonial wars in which Britain was involved – cost the young empire dearly, however. The conquest of Canada alone cost four million pounds, ten times as much as the French had spent defending themselves. British debt had doubled, and ministers in Westminster responded by demanding more taxes from their many colonies.

          
      

         Taxes led to rebellion

         The taxes infuriated many residents of British America; they refused to pay taxes unless they had their own representatives in British parliament. The fact that they had long been protected by British soldiers, largely paid for by residents of the British Isles, cut no ice. The Americans feared that the British were plotting to install a new elite power to rule over life in the colonies.

         Unrest smouldered in the by-now 13 British colonies on North America’s East Coast, where the war against the French had bolstered American unity and sense of identity. But Westminster, conscious of its empty coffers, refused to back down.

         In 1764, it passed the Sugar Act, which taxed the colonies’ purchases of sugar, wine, coffee and other necessities. The following year came the Stamp Act, which taxed any printed material within the colonies, including newspapers, magazines, court documents, customs papers and even playing cards.

         The angriest colonists formed violent revolutionary groups and attacked British government officials and tax collectors. In response, parliament repealed the Stamp Act, but the other taxes remained and so did the unrest. By this time, the colonists had formed groups whose aim was to block British imports into the colonies. In the years that followed, these agitators greatly damaged British traders’ business by boycotting their products and buying contraband goods instead.

          
      

         Tea went overboard

         By 1770, Britain’s grip on the American colonies was so weak that the new prime minister, Lord North, removed all taxes on imported goods in North America – except for tea. Unfortunately for the prime minister, his gesture of goodwill was ineffective in the face of protests over a clash in Boston, Massachusetts, in which British soldiers killed five citizens. Three years later, another clash in the heart of Boston became a symbol in the colonists’ fight for freedom.

         At 10.00 on 16th December 1773, up to 5,000 Bostonians turned up for a meeting with Governor Thomas Hutchinson, London’s official representative.

         As part of their protest against London’s remaining customs duty, the citizens were refusing to let three British ships offload their tea in the city. The meeting ended inconclusively, with the Bostonians having exhausted all legal means of keeping the ships from docking.

         A small group of rebels was prepared for this outcome – disguised as Native Americans, around 50 men forced their way into the cargo holds of the British ships and tipped 342 crates of tea into the dark waters of the harbour.

         The perpetrators were never found, and the action became known as the Boston Tea Party. The colonies’ most rebellious groups grew in confidence.

          
      

         Protests sparked war

         In 1774, delegates from all 13 British colonies, except Georgia, met at the Continental Congress in Philadelphia to agree on a common course of action against the British, while armed and unarmed groups agitated increasingly for independence.

         In April 1775, when a British general tried to capture a rebel stronghold in Concord, Massachusetts, the rebels fought back and forced a British retreat to Boston:

         “They began to fire on us from behind the walls, ditches, trees, etc … and continued without the intermission of five minutes altogether, for, I believe, upwards of eighteen miles,” the British commander Lt Colonel Francis Smith later reported.

         The Continental Congress gave the rebels its full support when the delegates met again, and at the same time appointed a military man, George Washington, as general of a joint rebel army.

         The following year, delegates from all 13 colonies signed a declaration of independence, severing all ties with the British. The War of Independence was on and there was no turning back. Faced with British supremacy, American forces sought and received help from Britain’s old sparring partner, France, in 1778. Spain and the Netherlands also supported the fight against the British.

         After six years of gruelling fighting, in 1781 the Americans and their allies effectively ended the war by inflicting a crushing defeat on the British at Yorktown in Virginia. Two years later, Britain officially recognised the United States of America as a free, sovereign and independent state in a treaty signed in Paris on 3rd September 1783.

         In the following years, American visionaries drafted a common constitution for the 13 states, which, quite spectacularly for the time, provided for democratic elections and power-sharing. The constitution was adopted in 1789 and George Washington was inaugurated as the United States of America’s first president.

         Two years later, the Bill of Rights guaranteed all citizens the liberties that we take for granted in Western democracies today, such as trial by an impartial jury and freedom of speech, assembly and religion.

         However, the text was hypocritical, because the rights did not apply to all; America’s huge slave population was still being treated as property. And it was the issue of slavery that would lead to bitter infighting in the fledgling nation for many years to come.

      
   


  
   
    
     
      2. Cotton created the South, 1803-1861
     

    

    
     In the 1850s, New Orleans’ jetties teemed with life. Passengers continuously boarded and disembarked from the river steamers, while rough deckhands unloaded goods. The heavy traffic on the Mississippi River was due to one product in particular: cotton, which slaves grew by the tonne under the whips of plantation owners. In a few decades, a small but powerful elite of rich Southerners created a society in which cotton was king. And they would do anything to preserve King Cotton’s realm.
    

    
    

    
     In the mid-19th century, Irish actor Tyrone Power saw a wondrous sight on his journey along the Mississippi: a riverboat that looked like “a huge cotton bale on fire”. “Not a portion of the vessel remained above water, that could be seen, excepting the ends of the chimneys: the hull and all else was hidden by the cotton bags, piled on each other, tier over tier, like bricks.”
    

    
     The sight of a river steamer, with only the smoking chimneys visible, was not uncommon. The Mississippi River ran through the heart of the American South, where two thirds of the world’s cotton was produced in 1850. Using slave labour, the plantations could supply almost unlimited quantities of the white fibre. Plantation owners raked in the cash. So did the riverboat owners, the tavern keepers in the port cities and the slave traders.
    

    
     Most of the South’s cotton was exported, and steamboats carried the bales to ports such as bustling New Orleans.
    

    
    

    
     Earthquake turned river flow
    

    
     The Mississippi’s first river steamboat, the 45-metre-long, 371-tonne side-wheeler New Orleans, sailed from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, on 20 October 1811 and arrived on 10 January the following year to jubilant crowds in the city it was named after. On its journey down the Ohio and Mississippi rivers, the New Orleans was shaken by no fewer than three powerful earthquakes. Waves rose to four metres high and, for a moment, the seismic forces even caused
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy USA's Bloody Birth.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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