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Abstract: For the period before 1760, the distinguishing characteristics 
of a Mid-Atlantic region have always been hard to define. Pennsylvania, 
New York, New Jersey, and Delaware are usually described in terms of 
social, ethnic, and religious pluralism. But pluralism is inherently prob-
lematic as a unifying concept for colonies composed of countless frac-
tious local communities and groups. Other efforts to find coherence are 
just as vexed by a collection of communities that virtually no one in the 
seventeenth or early eighteenth century on either side of the ocean seems 
to have recognized as a region. Recent turns toward continental and 
Atlantic frameworks for interpreting colonial North American history 
make unifying factors for these colonies all the more elusive and indeed 
undermine the entire concept of region as an interpretive category. 
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way, they usually find a rich literature on New York and Pennsylvania, a far 
thinner one on Delaware or New Jersey, and an infinitesimal output, except 
by historiographers themselves, on the region as a whole. Authors lament the 
difficulty of pinning down the nature of the collectivity that so few have writ-
ten about, and sometimes they even question whether such a place existed at 
all in the colonial period.1 Since the turn of the twenty-first century, these 
existential questions have become more profound, as the entire concept of 
region—whether for the Mid-Atlantic or elsewhere in the colonial world— 
has become increasingly problematic as an analytical category. Yet the zombie 
idea of the Middle Colonies as a coherent and distinctive region continues to 
roam the historiographical landscape. It is at last time to put the corpse out 
of its, and our, misery.2 

The defining characteristics most often attributed to the Middle Colonies 
are ones that themselves defy definition, even by the people who lived there. 
“Who has ever heard citizens of New York, Philadelphia, and Wilmington in 
joyous affirmation of their common origin as Middle Atlantickers?” historian 
Richard H. Shryock complained as long ago as 1943. “The phrase is ‘merely a 
geographical expression’.” Two decades later, Frederick B. Tolles refused even 
to go that far. “There is,” he complained, “little or nothing about this area 
that would lead a geographer, looking at a map, to describe it as a region, 
save that it does lie between two well-defined regions,” New England and 
the Chesapeake. “Perhaps this is why,” Tolles concluded, “most historians, 
desperate to characterize it somehow, can only in the end refer to its ‘mid-
dleness.’”3 With this, Shryock’s and Tolles’s few scholarly predecessors would 
have agreed. What is generally regarded as the first monograph on the middle 
colonies, John Fiske’s The Dutch and Quaker Colonies in America (1899), in the 
best late-nineteenth-century just-the-facts-ma’am fashion, makes few gener-
alizations at all. The next scholarly foray (and virtually the only one before 
Tolles’s time), T. J. Wertenbaker’s The Founding of American Civilization: The 
Middle Colonies (1939), was less interested in the region as a region than in 
how, “in the Middle Colonies the heterodox character of the population, the 
diversity of economic conditions, the isolation of certain racial groups from 
their mother countries, created[d] the perfect laboratory for observing a new 
civilization in the process of formation.”4 

The diversity of that laboratory allowed a multiculturally inclined 
generation of historians that followed Wertenbaker and Tolles to posit 
something more than “middleness” to set these colonies apart. As Douglas 
Greenberg put it in 1979, “social diversity and ethnic-religious pluralism 
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were the Middle Colonies’ mark of distinction,” along with “a political life 
[that] assumes the aspect of a mystery novel.”5 But, try as historians might, 
there was no single political mystery novel to be found, any more than there 
was a single social or ethnic-religious order that unified diverse middle-
ness. Or so it appears from Alan Tully’s careful comparison of the politics 
of New York and Pennsylvania, which concentrates on the inherently frag-
menting realms of localism, factionalism, and self-interest. New York and 
Pennsylvania were, Tully concludes, societies where “the primary political 
arena for all but a few upper-level placemen was the provincial one, where 
imperial ties could best be exploited or circumvented in the interest of North 
American concerns,” concerns that almost never crossed provincial bounda-
ries to encompass anything like a coherent region.6 

Diversity and pluralism and mystery, then, are concepts without form 
and void, weak glues to meld varied communities into a regional whole. 
They adhere no better at smaller provincial levels. In what remains one of 
the few serious studies of early New Jersey politics, Brendan McConville 
finds inhabitants unable to agree on anything, not even something as basic 
as “the origins and nature of property.” At best, a form of tribalism he 
labels “ethnodeference” cut across divided “ethnic and religious groups” 
who “refused to acknowledge the authority of a culturally alien gentry.”7 

Similarly, John Smolenski’s analysis of the “creolization” of Pennsylvania 
society finds little resembling a happy mélange of European, Native, and 
African cultures. Instead, Smolenski portrays the transmogrification of one 
of many transplanted cultures—English Quakerism—into a distinct North 
American variant that satisfied neither its creators nor the many minorities 
who comprised the fragmented non-Quaker majority.8 From a completely 
different perspective, Jack D. Marietta and G. S. Rowe find evidence of plu-
ralism’s dysfunctions in Pennsylvania’s extraordinarily high crime rate, a rate 
that apparently set it apart from New York and other provinces in and outside 
the Mid-Atlantic zone.9 

The incoherence evident at the provincial level extends downward to 
localities as well. Rural and inland communities tended to be monochromatic 
enclaves rather than rainbowed melting pots.10 The cities where peoples, 
religions, and commerce mixed most jarringly may have stumbled into 
some sense of order by the late eighteenth century, but in earlier decades 
they were, as Serena Zabin says of New York City, “dangerous economies.” 
“The transience of the city’s people, its goods, and its fortunes,” she notes, 
“created a notably fluid social hierarchy, a structure that did not do away 
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with distinctions of status but made it difficult to establish one’s own status 
or verify another’s.” New York was a city poised to release violence at almost 
any time, as it did in the pogrom against free and enslaved African Americans 
that followed a series of mysterious fires in 1741.11 Even such a relatively 
small node of mixture as Carlisle, Pennsylvania, “had an infamous reputa-
tion as a disorderly place,” writes Judith Ridner. The town, she says, “sat 
in-between regions and cultures,” marking “a contested space between east 
and west, north and south, Europe and America, and European and Native 
American.”12 Meanwhile, in massively larger Philadelphia, diverse groups of 
inhabitants virtually gave up on collective governance in favor of voluntary 
associations that epitomized not just the chaotic diversity of the Mid-Atlantic 
but the lack of any broader structures that might have given the city or prov-
ince, much less the region as a whole, some unity. As Jessica Choppin Roney 
concludes, “If the city was a vessel, its contents did not meld together, but 
smashed into and reacted off of one another, retaining their distinctiveness, 
their individual trajectories.” This non–melting pot “was a city born and 
governed not out of brotherly love but a vigorous spirit of opposition.”13 

It is hard to find anything like a regional identity in such localized tales 
spun from diverse private interests, fragmented communities, and weak 
provincial governments. And whatever broader coherence that may have 
emerged in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries did lit-
tle to set Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey, and Delaware apart from 
Britain’s other North American colonies. Thus Richard Beeman finds unity 
in diversity everywhere in British North America, not just in the colonies usu-
ally labeled Mid-Atlantic. On a parallel track, those who subscribe to John 
Murrin’s concept of “Anglicization” trace a common eighteenth-century 
process whereby diverse British colonies “developed similar features and 
beliefs, not by copying one another . . . but by imitating the mother coun-
try.” Anglicization is, as Murrin’s student Andrew Shankman concludes, “a 
synthesis useful and compelling” for New York and Pennsylvania, but it is 
equally useful for Massachusetts (to which Murrin first applied the concept), 
Virginia, South Carolina, and elsewhere. “The colonists by 1760 inhabited a 
world that offered them three targets of political loyalty: their province; the 
continent, or ‘America’; and the empire,” Murrin explains. “Province and 
empire outweighed America in every respect.” And, one might add, region 
hardly figured at all. Historians such as Brendan McConville and Owen 
Stanwood also emphasize transregional Anglicizing themes, most notably the 
unifying British symbols of a Protestant king and virulent anti-Catholicism. 
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Both authors are well attuned to local differences in the way those themes 
played out, but neither identifies much that would collectively set New York, 
Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware apart from other provinces of British 
North America. From a very different perspective, Jack P. Greene similarly 
characterizes whatever “distinctive sociocultural configurations” marked 
the Middle Colonies as essentially “variations” on a general “developmental 
model” first developed in the Chesapeake colonies.14 

If regional identity is to be found, then, it must reside in other registers. 
One possibility might be that old and still productive perennial of economic 
historians: the staple thesis. As summarized in the classic work of John 
J. McCusker and Russell R. Menard, the thesis posits a system in which 
“colonists can maximize income by producing resource-intensive goods for 
an external market.” This “strategy leads to regional specialization within 
colonies, with the particulars determined by the interaction of local resources 
and metropolitan demand.” Thus the Chesapeake region came to be defined 
by its reliance on staple tobacco, the West Indies on sugar, and so on. In this 
framework, the staple of the English Mid-Atlantic was foodstuffs, and it is 
undeniable that the export of food produced on small farms predominated 
nearly everywhere. Yet what eighteenth-century Philadelphians called “the 
provision trade” was as diverse as the Mid-Atlantic colonies’ populations 
and never reducible to a single commodity such as wheat. And so that trade, 
like other supposedly defining characteristics, divided more than united 
the region. Cathy Matson’s and Thomas Doerflinger’s standard studies of 
merchants in New York and Philadelphia, respectively, explicate not only 
intense rivalries for control of a variety of coastal and West Indian trades 
but also the very different ways in which the two cities’ merchant commu-
nities and economic systems were organized. The rival ports had distinct 
hinterlands and exploited overlapping but not contiguous catchment areas, 
and neither area confined itself to what is usually termed the Mid-Atlantic. 
New York’s involved much of New England, including the ports of Boston 
and Providence. Particularly after 1750, Philadelphia’s drew increasingly on 
wheat suppliers from Maryland and Virginia.15 

All of these difficulties in identifying markers of regionality lead Wayne 
Bodle to argue that historians should “dispense altogether with the idea of 
regions as contiguous bundles of characteristics—whether identical, substan-
tially similar, or merely comparable.” Instead they should “concentrate on 
regions as locuses of interactive behavior.”16 The founding English Mid-
Atlantic behavioral locus was the Duke of York’s conquest of Dutch New 
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Netherland in 1664. A project of the Dutch West India Company, New 
Netherland welcomed—or at least put up with—a motley collection of 
colonists from continental Europe and the British Isles and elsewhere, along 
with substantial numbers of enslaved Africans. This accidental mélange 
bequeathed later English colonies their famous pluralism. Meanwhile, the 
West India Company never clearly decided if New Netherland’s defining 
purpose was agricultural settlement or trade with Native people, contrib-
uting further to the region’s many diversities. Whatever the case, New 
Netherland’s hopes rested on the potential of two great river systems, the 
Hudson and the Delaware. Each led to the heartland of the Dutch colony’s 
principal Native American trading partner, the Haudenosaunee, or Iroquois 
Five Nations. The far-flung Haudenosaunee networks of trade, warfare, and 
diplomacy, intersecting with the trading and settlement patterns of the 
Dutch, Bodle convincingly argues, set the terms for English colonization 
along the Mid-Atlantic coast during the postconquest period.17 

But none of this occurred in a linear fashion or in a unifying direction. 
Instead fragmentation immediately set in. Under the royal patent that 
authorized his conquest, James, Duke of York, became proprietor of what 
was dubbed New York. Even before the conquest of 1664 was accomplished, 
however, James spun off what a few years later devolved into East and West 
New Jersey to courtiers George Carteret and John, Lord Berkeley. James’s 
brother Charles II carved out Pennsylvania for William Penn in 1681, and 
the Three Lower Counties on the Delaware gradually assumed their ambigu-
ously separate status in subsequent years. Those years saw a Dutch reconquest 
of New Netherland in 1673 and then a return of the region to the English 
in 1674. In this tangled way, what Bodle calls “interactive behavior” became 
shared experience. According to Ned Landsman, then, “perhaps the most 
important argument for the coherence of the Mid-Atlantic as a region is the 
extent to which those colonies shared a common history.”18 

From that common history, Bodle sees a Mid-Atlantic region emerging, in 
deed if not in word or landscape. It was “a fabricated spatial and cultural entity, 
one erected—to a degree perhaps unique in early American experience—by 
identifiable parties, agents, and interests from the rubble left by . . . impe-
rial consolidation and colonial reorganization.” People and things moved up 
and down the river systems, creating a network of alliances among otherwise 
disparate communities. “Formal legal or political boundaries . . . had little 
capacity to constrain many of the activities that most deeply shaped their 
identities: marriage, migration, economic exchange, or social opportunity.” 
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As polities, Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey, and Delaware claimed few 
permanent loyalties, because “the formal political boundaries of the Middle 
Atlantic colonies never came close to containing or constraining even the 
high politics of their constituent provinces, much less the underlying socio-
economic structural foundations on which we now presume ‘politics’ to lie.”19 

There is much to Bodle’s argument, and, as his essay in this issue contends, 
for the mid- to late eighteenth century, it may even be persuasive. But for 
earlier periods, the Mid-Atlantic’s historical and geographical coherence, and 
distinctiveness, remain as elusive as its provincial and political boundaries. 
As much as Dutch and Native American experiences shaped New York, 
Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware, they also shaped developments else-
where in eastern North America. The historical tentacles of New Netherland 
stretched far beyond the Mid-Atlantic coast. In Virginia, the first recorded 
enslaved Africans arrived in 1619 on an English privateer flying a Dutch flag 
under letters of marque issued by the Prince of Orange. More important, 
before the 1660s most of the enslaved Africans who toiled anywhere in North 
America arrived in Dutch ships, which also carried much of the Chesapeake’s 
tobacco to Europe; the Chesapeake, no less than points northward, developed 
on a Dutch substrate. The thousands of Africans and their descendants who 
comprised 15 percent of New York City’s early eighteenth-century popula-
tion and who labored on farms and what large operators revealingly called 
plantations in Delaware, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey knew that well.20 

So, too, though they seldom dared admit it, did New Englanders. Dutch 
traders introduced Plymouth colonists to the wampum trade and supplied 
most of the goods they exchanged with Native people in the colony’s earli-
est years. Contests between the English and Dutch over control of commerce 
with Indians and of trading posts on the Connecticut River helped spark 
the Pequot War of 1637. The intertwining of Mid-Atlantic and southern 
New England affairs continued through the English conquest of 1664, 
which was focused as much on rebellious Massachusetts as on pesky New 
Netherland; the same English officers who seized New Amsterdam also held 
royal commissions to investigate New England Puritans’ alleged misbehav-
ior. Moreover, the Duke of York’s charter included lands that surrounded 
New England, on the north through Maine and on the south through Long 
Island, Martha’s Vineyard, and Nantucket. The pincers closed in 1685 when 
the entire region was incorporated into the Dominion of New England. It 
dissolved back into its various constituent fragments only when James’s reign 
ended with the Glorious Revolution of 1688–89.21 
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Like the shared experiences of Dutch, English, and African peoples, 
interactions between Native people and Europeans also refused to be 
confined to the colonies called Middle or to neatly defined Hudson and 
Delaware river systems. Only on the upper reaches of the Hudson, at what 
became the city of Albany, did Dutch-Iroquois relations predominate in 
New Netherland. Downriver, near Manhattan, Algonquian Munsee-speaking 
Native people lived in nearly constant friction with the people and govern-
ment of Manhattan and points adjacent on both banks of the Hudson. On 
Long Island, meanwhile, the European population was largely English rather 
than Dutch and, unlike their compatriots across the sound in Connecticut, 
coexisted relatively peacefully with Algonquian groups.22 

To the west and south, Algonquian Lenape-speaking peoples dominated 
both sides of the Delaware River well into the post-English conquest period, 
and, until the mid-1670s, the major Iroquoian-speaking power was not the 
Haudenosaunee but the Susquehannocks. Their homeland was in the next 
river system to the west of the Delaware, the eponymous Susquehanna. That 
waterway empties into Chesapeake Bay, bringing English Maryland into the 
same interaction sphere as the portion of New Netherland that had originally 
been known as New Sweden. After the Dutch conquered the Swedes in 1655, 
Europeans in the Delaware River watershed were governed not by the West 
India Company but by the city of Amsterdam, from its North American 
capital at New Amstel, introducing further fragmentation. With the English 
conquest, New Amstel became New Castle, first as part of the duke’s prov-
ince and later as seat of one of William Penn’s Three Lower Counties. If the 
jumbled European history of Delaware epitomized regional noncoherence, 
so too did that of its Susquehannock neighbors. Virtually conquered by the 
Haudenosaunee in the mid-1670s, they relocated to Maryland and points 
southward, where they found themselves in a war with Virginians that led 
to the political conflagration known as Bacon’s Rebellion.23 The disunited 
European and Native peoples of what we know as the Mid-Atlantic thus 
indeed shared a tangled and complicated history, but they shared it with 
many others in eastern North America as well. 

Not surprisingly, before the mid-eighteenth century, few, if any, of those 
peoples imagined that they lived in something called a “Mid-Atlantic 
region” or “the Middle Colonies.” It is of course difficult to prove the absence 
of something, particularly something as slippery as geographic conscious-
ness.24 Yet it is significant that keyword searches in several major databases of 
pre-1763 sources yield hits for only a single set of publications, Philadelphian 
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Lewis Evans’s A General Map of the Middle British Colonies in America and its 
related book, both published in the 1750s. Evans’s definition of the Middle 
Colonies, however, was not exactly the one that later took hold; it included 
Virginia, Maryland, Delaware, Pensilvania, New-Jersey, New-York, Connecticut 
and Rhode-Island, as well as Aquanishuonigy, the Country of the Confederate 
Indians.25 The contemporary invisibility of a Mid-Atlantic region is also 
visible in another, earlier map, the marvelously jumbled frontispiece to 
Nathaniel Crouch’s 1685 compendium, The English Empire in America. No 
clear colonial boundaries, much less sharp regional divisions, appear there 
at all; the word “Philadelphia” nestles between “Virginia” and “Mariland,” 
while “N. York” hugs the coast and “New England” sits well inland, appar-
ently under assault from Native people and a very large moose.26 

Crouch’s geographical imprecision was shared at the highest levels of 
metropolitan officialdom. In 1697 the president of the Board of Trade, John 
Egerton, Third Earl of Bridgewater, scrawled some notes during meetings 
devoted to a proposal to remerge the government of New York with those of 
the New England colonies. On one occasion, after inexplicably jotting that 
“Bosston is the Best place,” he noted that “new yorke is not under the title of 
newIngland,” before lumping together in a single list 

Road Island 

province: of main= 

& the Jerseys 

Two days after this unsuccessful effort to wrap his mind around a North 
American geography where Maine and New Jersey cohabited, Bridgewater 
again had to remind himself that “new yorke is of itt selfe & not in new 
IngLand.” Wherever New York was, it was not in some place called the 
“Middle Colonies.”27 

The absence of contemporary regional consciousness and experiential 
distinctiveness led Michael Zuckerman to declare in 1982 that the Mid-
Atlantic’s sense of itself was all but inseparable from that of the continent 
as a whole. “From the first,” said Zuckerman, “the people of Pennsylvania, 
New Jersey, and New York acted under conditions of cultural pluralism that 
only came to characterize the rest of the country in the nineteenth century.” 
Same too with “religious liberty, partisan environments, economic ethics of 
legitimate self-interest” and countless other traits. “The Middle Atlantic did 
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figure 1: This late-seventeenth-century map suggests the absence of any clear 

concept of a Middle Colonies region. R. B. [Nathaniel Crouch], The English 

Empire in America: Or A prospect of His Majesties Dominions in the West-Indies 

(London, 1685), frontispiece. Courtesy of the Library Company of Philadelphia. 
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not need a special history,” he concluded, placing a positive spin on the what 
Shryock had lamented. The void existed “because ‘American’ history was so 
nearly the history of the Middle Atlantic configuration writ large.”28 More 
recently, Landsman echoes that “the Middle Colonies . . . may have been the 
region that best represented the diversity of American society.” The region’s 
lack of a strong sense of its own identity made it “all the more possible to 
extend the region’s principal characteristics beyond its borders,” with the 
result that “already by the second half of the eighteenth century, European 
observers and American writers were looking to the Mid-Atlantic region for 
the answer to the question, ‘What is the American?’”29 

The first framer of that question was J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur, 
who, in Letters from an American Farmer, adopted the literary pose of a 
Pennsylvanian. But he never actually lived in Penn’s Woods. Born in 
Normandy, he subsequently lived in New France before taking up residence 
in Orange County, New York, where between 1769 and 1779 he compiled 
the journals on which Letters was based. He wrote the book itself in France, 
to which he had fled during the American Revolution, as evoked in the final 
chapter, entitled “Distresses of a Frontier Man.” After the Peace of Paris in 
1783, Crèvecoeur returned to North America for two stints as Louis xvi’s 
consul to New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut, before resettling per-
manently on a farm near Paris. This man who was born and died in France, 
who lived in New France and New York, who posed as a Pennsylvanian 
and “A Frontier Man,” also happened to have a son who emigrated to New 
Jersey. What better exemplar could there be of the indistinctness of the Mid-
Atlantic colonies, the porousness of their borders, and the elusiveness of the 
fabricators of their supposed identities?30 

Crèvecoeur’s identifications with Paris and “the Frontier” are particu-
larly noteworthy in light of recent historiography that tries to transcend 
the implied exceptionalism of the word “American” by employing instead 
the broader frames called “Atlantic” and “continental.”31 Each perspective 
replaces narrow regional close-ups with wider-angle lenses that, almost neces-
sarily, blur regional particularities even for areas more keenly resolved than 
Britain’s coastal colonies. 

It may no longer be true, if it ever was, that “We are all Atlanticists now,” 
as David Armitage proclaimed in 2002. Still, Atlanticist goggles have become 
inevitable for the colonies between New England and Maryland, given their 
roots in the epochally Atlantic trading activities of the Dutch West India 
Company, their history of conquest by the rising English Atlantic empire, 
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and their economies anchored by great port cities, through which goods and 
people flowed in and out from Europe, the Caribbean, and Africa. Adopting 
what Armitage calls a “circum-Atlantic” perspective—envisioning “a par-
ticular zone of exchange and interchange, circulation and transmission”—is 
especially valuable for understanding the ethnic and religious diversity associ-
ated with New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware.32 An Atlantic 
framework for understanding both Dutch and later English governmental 
responses to religious diversity and toleration, for example, allows Evan 
Haefeli to make sense of things in ways no scholar rooted in North America 
alone could. Similarly, religious developments among Moravians, Lutherans, 
radical German Anabaptists, Ulster Scots, and others of various levels of zeal-
otry achieve new clarity through the Atlantic-oriented scholarship of Aaron 
Fogleman, Katherine Engel, Gregory Roeber, Philip Otterness, and Patrick 
Griffin.33 Yet the more one understands about the ongoing Atlantic connec-
tions of these groups—Moravians and Lutherans went to the Carolinas and 
Georgia, and Ulster Scots went nearly everywhere—the less their experiences 
appear in any way distinctively Mid-Atlantic. The nonregion becomes more 
a receptacle than a crucible of diversity. 

Something similar occurs with what Armitage calls “cis-Atlantic” scholar-
ship—which “studies particular places as unique locations within an Atlantic 
world and seeks to define that uniqueness as the result of in the interaction 
between local particularity and a wider web of connections.”34 For historians 
such as Sarena Zabin, Christian Koot, and Daniel Hulsebosch, attention to 
New York’s networks of trade and politics explains the seeming chaos of the 
city, the enduring resistance of the area’s merchants to imperial trade regula-
tions, and the ways in which empire was defined at the periphery as much as 
from the imperial center. But this is to portray New York as an Atlantic exam-
ple, rather than as a distinctive Mid-Atlantic regional phenomenon. Tellingly, 
Zabin encourages her readers to consider “New Yorkers as Britons living on 
the edge of empire rather than incipient American citizens”; Koot begins 
his study of Empire at the Periphery by pairing turn-of-the-eighteenth-century 
engravings of New York City and Bridgetown, Barbados; and Hulsebosch 
places New York “on the edge of a vast ocean marketplace,” a position that 
made it “much like Bristol, its trading partner on the west coast of England.” 
Hulsebosch also compares New York to Georgia and to Massachusetts, 
after each, like New York, came under royal government.35 New Jersey and 
Delaware, with their indirect imperial rule through proprietary governments, 
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and proprietary Pennsylvania, with its Quaker-dominated lack of any formal 
military establishment, do not so easily compare. 

So New York as an Atlantic city no longer seems in any meaningful way 
part of a Mid-Atlantic region, and even the “middleness” to which Tolles 
clung slips away. When Gotham assumes its rightful place on the western 
periphery of the Atlantic, then, the modifier “mid-” must necessarily migrate 
well east from the coast of North America to attach itself to some other place 
more truly in the center of the Atlantic world. New Yorkers might like to have 
thought of themselves as dwelling “in the navel of his majestyes Territory,” but 
Bermuda had a stronger case for floating “almost in the middle of the King’s 
dominions in America” and “in the eye of all trade,” the true Mid-Atlantic.36 

If the New Netherland roots of New York and its neighbors draw an 
Atlantic lens, their Iroquoian origins demand a continental, North American 
scope.37 From such a perspective, New York City and Philadelphia appear 
not in the middle but on the periphery of a landscape that the Iroquois and 
Susquehannocks dominated from the headwaters of the Hudson, Delaware, 
and Susquehanna river systems. For that landscape, the English conquest 
of 1664 may have been less transformative than the Iroquois conquests in 
their mid-century wars, which displaced, killed, and took captive thou-
sands of people from the St. Lawrence Valley, the Great Lakes region, the 
Ohio and Mississippi watersheds, and the Appalachian highlands. Even 
more significant were unintended conquests by European viral diseases, 
which created what Robbie Ethridge and Sheri Shuck-Hall call a “shatter 
zone” across much of eastern North America and drove the Iroquois and 
others to ever-widening campaigns to restock their populations with cap-
tive people. Firearms, metal weapons, and other trade goods entered this 
Native continent from Atlantic peripheries at New York and Philadelphia, 
but they also did so from Charleston, New Orleans, Montreal, and other 
places that belied Mid-Atlantic distinctiveness.38 Judgment about where 
this Native continent’s center might be found depends on where the his-
torical lens is focused and for which decade it is calibrated. Perhaps the 
middle was Iroquoia; perhaps Anishanaabewaki in the Great Lakes region; 
perhaps Creek country in the Southeast; perhaps the Arkansas valley or 
Comancheria, closer to the continental heartland; perhaps North America’s 
literal geographical center in what is today North Dakota, the land the 
Mandans called “the heart of the world.”39 It was certainly not Philadelphia 
or New York, whose only middleness lies in their location between Mandan 
country and Bermuda. 
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That kind of middleness, however, does provide a focal point to merge con-
tinental and Atlantic lenses into a binocular image.40 As Landsman observes, 
“the Middle Colonies are well suited to combining these approaches” because 
“the Mid-Atlantic region was itself the creation of a series of contests for power 
and position in eastern North America, involving a succession of European and 
Indian nations and empires as well as powerful commercial companies.” The 
appeal of the Mid-Atlantic as a “Crossroads of Empire” seems nowhere more 
compelling than in efforts to understand the complicated stew of global and 
continental forces that combined during the eighteenth century to produce 
the Seven Years’ War. After all, in 1754 in what is now western Pennsylvania, 
a Native American named Tanaghrisson, accompanying an ill-trained force 
of British-American provincials, killed a Frenchman named Joseph Coulon 
de Villers de Jumonville and ignited a conflict between Britain and France 
for control of the continent and of much of the broader world.41 A shelf-full 
of brilliant studies finds in the region where Jumonville died the origins not 
just of global war but also of the racial formations that shaped Native and 
Euro-American interactions for decades to come. Iconic book titles tell the 
tales on continental, Atlantic, and human scales: The Middle Ground, Into the 
American Woods, Promised Land, and Breaking the Backcountry; At the Crossroads, 
Elusive Empires, Crucible of War, and American Leviathan; Friends and Enemies 
in Penn’s Woods, Our Savage Neighbors, The Texture of Contact, and Setting all the 
Captives Free.42 

Each of these books explores additional answers to the question, “What 
is the American?” and returns in new ways to Zuckerman’s “history of 
the Middle Atlantic configuration writ large.” American, yes, but Mid-
Atlantic, not so much. Jumonville’s Glen lies between the Youghiogheny 
and Monongahela rivers, roughly 350 miles west of any ocean shore. The 
provincial troops whom Tanaghrisson accompanied were from Virginia, led 
by George Washington, no one’s idea of a Middle Atlanticker. And if the 
territories where they fought were unquestionably a vital, if not exactly 
Mid-Atlantic, “crossroads of empire,” so too were other places, among 
them the Lake George–Lake Champlain corridor, New Orleans and the 
lower Mississippi Valley, and the Gulf Coast.43 So we are back not just to 
Americanness but to porous boundarylessness. 

The problem may be less with the concept of a Mid-Atlantic region— 
which, at least since the days of Tolles and Greenberg, has been recognized 
as an interpretive fiction—but with the analytical concept of region more 
generally, a concept that continental and Atlantic perspectives each tend 
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to erase.44 In the 1970s, much less in the 1890s, almost no one would have 
questioned Greenberg’s assumption that the Mid-Atlantic sat between two 
British colonial regions that had distinctive identities.45 Yet, in the 2010s, 
thanks to a generation of scholarship written through continental and 
Atlantic lenses, few would argue for anything as simple as the old regional 
dichotomies between Puritans and Adventurers, between Religion and Profit, 
between uniquely New England Peaceable Kingdoms and a distinctive Ordeal 
of Colonial Virginia through which the paradox of American Slavery, American 
Freedom revealed itself. Historian T. H. Breen thus followed his brilliant 1980 
collection of essays contrasting Puritans and Adventurers in New England and 
the Chesapeake with an equally brilliant 1986 essay uniting of both regions 
in “An Empire of Goods,” and then a 2004 survey of Colonial America in an 
Atlantic World coauthored with Timothy Hall. Meantime, Ira Berlin, April 
Hatfield, and John Coombs made it impossible to consider English enslave-
ment of Africans in any way a distinctively Virginian ordeal.46 

Recent historians also remind us that Virginia had “Eschatological 
Origins” nearly rivaling New England’s and that, at least rhetorically, there 
were such a thing as Puritan Conquistadors. Fittingly, then, Religion and 
Profit has become the title not of a comparison of the New England and 
Chesapeake regions but of a transatlantic study of Moravian communities in 
Pennsylvania. Region plays almost no analytical role in any of these recent 
works. Authors zoom in and out from the local to the continental or oceanic, 
with no loss of fidelity to the complexities or generalities of the human expe-
riences they explore.47 

If—despite very real differences between local places—the distinctions 
between New England and the Chesapeake blur when seen through Atlantic 
and continental lenses, what then can set a Mid-Atlantic region distinctively 
apart, and what analytical work can region do? Pennsylvania’s radical German 
sectaries demonstrate that New England held no monopoly on religious zeal-
otry. Delaware’s and New Jersey’s plantations show that “the south” was not 
the only place that exploited enslaved agricultural labor. Penn’s Woods’ killing 
fields during the Seven Years’ War belie fantasies of mid-Atlantic racial har-
mony. Even the nonregion’s ethnic pluralism appears less extraordinary in the 
context of an everywhere-diverse Atlantic world. Its early politics remained 
opaque, but perhaps no more so than those of other colonies in their own ways. 
Even its rivers refused to confine themselves to a regional frame; as waters 
are wont to do, they gathered from diverse points in the continental interior 
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and spilled outward into the Atlantic. In this and other ways, nature always 
reminded residents that little inherently distinguished the area from points 
to the north and south; assaults by both nor’easters and hurricanes blew the 
message home. Other essays in this issue may argue that a human-fabricated 
Mid-Atlantic region later came into existence, but in the seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries there was no such place. Rest in peace, Middle Colonies. 
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