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submission information 

Pennsylvania History presents previously unpublished works that are of interest to 
scholars of the Middle Atlantic region. The Journal also reviews books, exhibits, and 
other media dealing primarily with Pennsylvania history or that shed significant 
light on the state’s past. 

The editors invite the submission of articles dealing with the history of 
Pennsylvania and the Middle Atlantic region, regardless of their specialty. Prospective 
authors should review past issues of Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-Atlantic 
Studies, where they will note articles in social, intellectual, economic, environmental, 
political, and cultural history, from the distant and recent past. Articles may 
investigate new areas of research or may reflect on past scholarship. Material that 
is primarily of an antiquarian or genealogical nature will not be considered. Please 
conform to the Chicago Manual of Style in preparing your manuscript. 

Articles should be submitted online at www.editorialmanager.com/PAH. 
Authors will need to register, create a profile, and then will be guided through steps 
to upload manuscripts to the editorial office. 

Send books for review and announcements to Beverly Tomek, School of Arts and 
Sciences, University of Houston-Victoria, 3007 N. Ben Wilson Street, Victoria, 
TX 77901, tomekb@uhv.edu. 

important notices 

Pennsylvania History (ISSN 0031-4528; E-ISSN 2153-2109) is the official journal of 
the Pennsylvania Historical Association and is published quarterly by the Pennsylvania 
Historical Association and the Pennsylvania State University Press. 

Annual member subscription rates and information about joining PHA can be 
found on the Association’s website at www.pa-history.org/membership. Payments 
can be made online or mailed to Business Secretary Karen Guenther, 216 Pinecrest 
Hall, Mansfield University, Mansfield, PA 16933. Address changes should also be 
directed to Karen Guenther at kguenthe@mansfield.edu. Periodicals postage paid 
at Mansfield and additional mailing offices. Claims for missing or damaged issues 
should be directed to Karen Guenther. 

Copyright © 2015 by The Pennsylvania Historical Association. 
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IntroductIon:  defInIng  

the MId-AtlAntIc regIon 

n 1997I Pennsylvania History added “A Journal of Mid-Atlantic 

Studies” to its masthead. The addition was a convenience, or 

confession, in recognizing that the journal was publishing articles 

on subjects beyond the borders of the Commonwealth rather than 

a conviction that a definable Mid-Atlantic region existed. That 

question rattled around discussions of the scope and direction 

of the journal, and indeed even of the Pennsylvania Historical 

Association, for a time, but nobody fixed on a definition that 

was definitive. The subtitle thus served more as an invitation to 

scholars to send along work on “the region,” whatever that was, 

than as any claim to knowing what geographic, demographic, 

economic, conceptual, or other boundaries such a creature might 

have. Perhaps, the thinking went, the scholarship that came from 

such encouragement would settle the matter. In the meantime, 

any definition of the region remained fluid, and even elusive. It 

remains so today. 
To be sure, many scholars have addressed the question of what 

a Mid-Atlantic was, and is, and why knowing such would matter. 
Scholars have variously cast the region as the “motley middle,” 

pennsylvania history: a journal of mid-atlantic studies, vol. 82, no. 3, 2015. 
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pennsylvania history 

largely for its location between a supposedly discernible and definite New 
England and South, or as no region at all but rather, in its demographic, 
religious, and economic diversity, really America in the making from the 
colonial period through the nineteenth century, or as something else. 
Whatever it is, or is not, scholars do agree that the Mid-Atlantic lacks the 
social and cultural cement of a self-conscious regionalism that holds people 
to place and each other as it does elsewhere. Nobody calls him- or herself 
a Mid-Atlantian or waves a flag of regional pride. No business brands 
itself as “Mid-Atlantic” to summon up bonds of loyalty among customers, 
for the regional label functions only as an indicator of administrative or 
service reach. Nobody argues how much the Mid-Atlantic is a mentality 
more than a distinct geographical place, as have scholars measuring the 
power and persistence of “southern” and “western” identities that survive, 
and even thrive, across time and space. No proliferation of Mid-Atlantic 
studies centers populates college/university campuses, as exists for regional 
studies in the South and West. No one profitably trades on being a Mid-
Atlantic artist, or novelist, or comedian, or anything, as some do for other 
regions in the United States. And so on. Curiously, as the idea of region 
has gained currency as a way for Americans to order and manage their 
economic, social, and cultural worlds amid the swirl of globalizing and 
other forces that threaten the loss of particular identities and control over 
one’s resources, finding and building a Mid-Atlantic identity and inter-
est remains largely on the margins of discussion. One can fairly wonder 
whether searching for a Mid-Atlantic is a fool’s errand. 

And yet the term persists. It begs inquiry and explanation as to its form 
and function, at any time and over time. Thus, this special issue devoted to 
“Defining the Mid-Atlantic Region.” 

This special issue offers ways to approach and think about region as a 
concept and analytical tool and thereby to discover a “Mid-Atlantic,” but it 
makes no promise of a comprehensive exploration into the question or of a 
consensus on what the Mid-Atlantic was, is, or might be. 

What is missing from this issue points to work still needful of inquiry. 
The purpose here is to pose questions of region and their applicability to 
a “Mid-Atlantic,” to chart directions and boundaries for consideration and 
investigation, to describe physical and human features that might distin-
guish a region, and to posit new definitions of region that might include 
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and encompass a “Mid-Atlantic.” It also is to consider the possibility that no 
Mid-Atlantic exists, or ever existed, except as an intellectual construct. It is, 
then, as much an invitation as an investigation. And we now invite readers 
to engage the question. 

Randall M. Miller 
Saint Joseph’s University 

Beverly C. Tomek 
University of Houston–Victoria 

Guest Editors 
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Mid-AtlAntic colonies, R.i.P. 

Daniel K. Richter 
University of Pennsylvania 

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. 
Keywords: Mid-Atlantic historiography; Mid-Atlantic Colonies; 
Quakers, New Netherlands; Pennsylvania; Susquehannocks; Iroquois; 
Mid-Atlantic region 

very fewE years, historiographers try to discover and define a 

Mid-Atlantic region for the colonial era. Their essays often begin 

with a cliché about the “cliché among early American historians 

that a preponderant share of scholarship has been devoted to New 

England and the South.” Dangerfieldian complaints out of the 

pennsylvania history: a journal of mid-atlantic studies, vol. 82, no. 3, 2015. 
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mid-atlantic colonies, r.i.p. 

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.” 

265 

https://period.17


 

 

pennsylvania history 

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 

267 

https://Rebellion.23
https://groups.22


  
 

 

pennsylvania history 

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. 

272 

https://distinctiveness.38
https://scope.37
https://Mid-Atlantic.36


 

 

 

mid-atlantic colonies, r.i.p. 

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 

273 

https://Coast.43
https://world.41
https://image.40


 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

pennsylvania history 

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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Abstract: This essay explores the mutual effects of the American 
Revolution and the Mid-Atlantic region on each other, with its principal 
emphasis on how the Revolution impacted the region, and somewhat 
less on the obverse consequences. Reviewing previously published and 
forthcoming arguments about how New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, 
and Delaware were a “fabricated” regional entity—a construct of political, 
economic, and social intention as much as or perhaps more than spatial 
imagination and geographical expression—it suggests that the cumula-
tive impacts of the Seven Years’ War, the British “imperial crisis” from 
1763 to 1775, and the war of the American Revolution itself, uprooted 
and otherwise destroyed much of the spatial framing systems of the earlier 
colonial era. Notwithstanding these consequences, the article argues that 
the region’s structural and functional integrity, as a shaper of both elite and 
more ordinary experience, largely survived the collapse and peeling away 
of this colonial “scaffolding.” It offers some tentative suggestions about 
how that improbable outcome may have obtained, and proposes some areas 
to which future research attention to the Mid-Atlantic should be paid. 
Keywords: Mid-Atlantic historiography; American Revolution; Mid-
Atlantic colonies; New York; New Jersey; Pennsylvania; Delaware; 
Eastern American regions; Mid-Atlantic region 

hinking about the Mid-Atlantic region in the RevolutionaryT 
and Early Republic eras raises two different, if fairly obvious and 

pennsylvania history: a journal of mid-atlantic studies, vol. 82, no. 3, 2015. 

Copyright © 2015 The Pennsylvania Historical Association 



 

 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 

 

the mid-atlantic and the american revolution 

basically symmetrical, questions: how did the region affect the Revolution, and 
what enduring impacts did that event have on the region? The former ques-
tion might begin with a few counterfactual imaginaries. What if independence 
had not been declared (or been only partly declared) because Pennsylvania’s 
voters rejected it in May of 1776 (which they effectively did), and because 
John Adams and his allies in the Continental Congress, mindful of disorders 
in Boston during the Stamp Act crisis, considered but finally declined to help 
a group of radical—but to them dangerous and socially inferior—local agents 
overthrow an elected provincial government so that the colony’s delegates 
could be instructed to vote “yes”? Or what if New York’s delegates, days or 
weeks late in signing the Declaration and knowing the deep political divisions 
back at home, had quietly left Philadelphia without acting on the matter? 

Adams’s fabled 1818 metaphor about the timing of independence might 
have needed to describe “making eleven clocks strike at more or less the same 
time.” No declaration of anything was required for committed insurgent 
groups to shift from organizational militancy to armed resistance, but the 
region’s stubborn indifference to growing calls for self-rule from the colonies 
to its northeast and south should not be dismissed as the colorful death rattle 
of a doomed ancien regime. At the pleasure of kings, generals, and congress-
men, the Revolution’s war would undoubtedly still have surged into the 
area between the Hudson and Potomac rivers, but it would have gone there 
without the presumably energizing legitimation of unanimously proclaimed 
and well-articulated “self-evident truths.”1 

What if General John Burgoyne had packed lightly, marched more briskly, 
and reached Albany, or if his shrewd extraction of a convention treaty after his 
defeat at Saratoga rather than a traditional surrender had cowed Continental 
congressmen legislating morosely in York, Pennsylvania? Louis xvi, with the 
solvent effects of the Enlightenment on his own ancien regime illustrated by 
the approach of the dying Voltaire toward Paris, might have declined to seek 
revenge against his British counterpart, George iii, with a risky American 
alliance. With no global war against France looming, British ministers might 
not have abandoned Philadelphia for a quixotic pacification campaign in the 
Lower South. Historians may savor Benjamin Franklin’s reported quip in a 
Paris salon in late 1777 that Philadelphia had “taken” General Howe, but 
who can read the sullen complaints of congressmen in York that winter and 
predict the success of a rebellion steered by lawmakers permanently confined 
to small interior towns, and relying on an inexperienced army to pacify the 
hinterlands of two port cities still in the hands of Redcoats?2 

283 



  
 

pennsylvania history 

We tell students that counterfactual analysis is alluring but a hopelessly 
weak tool for historical understanding. But so is reading back from known 
outcomes to causal circumstances. Whatever their limitations as analyti-
cal methodology, asking such “what if” questions forces us to acknowledge 
the forbidding terrain offered by New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, 
and Delaware to the social, economic, political, and military processes that 
became “The Revolution.” Members of the region’s divided political classes 
were comparably educated to the wigged elites who came to Philadelphia 
from Savannah, Charleston, Williamsburg, Annapolis, Hartford, and Boston 
to oppose the Intolerable Acts in 1774–75. They read the same books and 
pamphlets, consumed the same British exports, worried similarly about the 
political and moral consequences of that consumption, and debated the same 
limited array of mostly unattractive remedies. But their merchants had found 
different niches in the Atlantic economy, their commodities had not been as 
regulated or taxed as those of the Chesapeake or New England regions, and 
many of them embraced a “logic of moderation” that balked at confronta-
tion if compromise was possible. In the hinterlands of their seaports, many 
of the rural commodity producers whom they claimed to “represent” spoke 
with literally different voices on these and other issues. We might even ask 
if the region’s diagnostic trait of pragmatic toleration (sometimes without 
very much real tolerance) in a plural society as a way of maximizing and 
protecting its longstanding material prosperity can help to explain its lead-
ers’ inclination to make different, and perhaps somewhat riskier, bets on the 
moral balance between corruption and virtue, or debt and dependence, than 
did New England minister-magistrates or Chesapeake and Carolina planters.3 

It may be wise here to shift to the question of the Revolution’s impact 
on the region. I have called the Middle Colonies a fabricated region. All 
geographical entities or phenomena, of course, are constructions of human 
consciousness—of habits and vocabularies, of environmental perceptions 
and perspectives, and of the boundary-making acts that proceed from those 
things. This must have been so between Connecticut and Maryland, but I 
have found little evidence—none really—of contemporary articulated con-
sciousness by people living in these places of their being the “Middle” part of 
anything. Thirty-two years ago Robert Gough warned that positing regional 
characteristics across this terrain would “obscure more than clarify” complex 
realities on the ground. That assertion drew me into the debate about early 
American regional structures and I would still reject his wider argument. But 
it cannot be denied that the spatial mentalities that characterized denizens of 
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the “Motley Middle” in the eighteenth century were behavioral impulses or 
predilections more than they were expressive or cognitive phenomena.4 

To put in a nutshell what I am straining to squeeze into a large book, 
early Dutch settlers at Manhattan and Fort Orange (Albany), and investors 
in Amsterdam, by a kind of energetic inadvertence persisting over two gen-
erations, created a dispersed, amoebic, spatial entity out of a tertiary conti-
nental enclave that, by resonating with similar Indian geopolitics, sustained 
trade, agricultural, social, and domestic functions, but not very much in the 
way of politics or government. That entity was easy enough for the restored 
Stuart regime to conquer in 1664, but it looked deceptively severable to the 
Duke of York, to his militarized household of retainers, and to his brother, 
King Charles ii. So sever it they did, into New York, Pennsylvania, two New 
Jerseys, and a string of settlements on the lower Delaware, to gratify the 
expectations of loyal allies and to make the coastline look busy enough on the 
map to discourage any reconquerors. 

The conquest part worked out, sort of, but the severance process faltered 
from the start. It could not dissuade or prevent colonists on the ground from 
continuing to pursue their interests across vaguely inscribed new provincial 
boundaries as if they did not exist. What it severed instead was the juris-
dictional ability of infant provinces to constrain, contest, or even effectively 
respond to such behaviors, making a difficult-to-govern place potentially 
all but ungovernable. A few able executives in the first decade gamely kept 
these problems in check. But the surge of Quaker settlers into the Delaware 
Valley after 1676 ignited explosive development energies that threatened 
to overwhelm the region and to engulf or destroy its primal province, New 
York. The response of lesser Stuart governors and functionaries after 1683, 
to seek a political “do over” by annulling these new colonies and reassembling 
New York in the footprint of New Netherland, also failed. In the decade of 
the Glorious Revolution, the collapse of the Dominion of New England, and 
the connections drawn by John Locke between liberty and property as things 
requisite to each other, no confiscation of the proprietors’ new territorial 
rights was possible.5 

Into the breach stepped two generations of regional actors, personified 
by William Penn, and by men he employed, or by the colonial and imperial 
agents with whom they transacted. Penn, a radical Whig, utopian pacifist, 
and businessman, had complex ties to the Stuart regime. He displayed a 
parental ferocity when interposing himself between his colony and any 
forces that seemed to threaten it, but he knew that unchecked cross-border 
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disorders would hurt his interests as much as anyone’s. From the day of his 
arrival at Philadelphia in late 1682 he developed and nurtured complex 
informal networks of cooperation and measured contestation with imperial 
and proprietary agents in New York and both Jerseys. He handed these soft 
assets, by now intangible geopolitical ligaments, to his American surrogate, 
James Logan, early in the eighteenth century. Logan, as a tactician to Penn’s 
strategist, administered and elaborated them for three decades. From that 
beginning, the Middle Colonies were characterized by interprovincial struc-
tures that had no official governance standing, but that effectively allowed 
those places to be governable. 

Those structures and the processes involved in their creation have been 
described before, and I intrude too far already on Dan Richter’s designated 
chronological turf, but the anchoring beams of this “fabricated” regional 
exoskeleton were a royalist hub centered in New York City, a proprietary 
hearth in Philadelphia, and an indigenous pillar of alliance-making planted 
at the ceremonial council fire of the Five Nations at Onondaga in Iroquoia. 
This resilient system of relationships and mechanisms, albeit unauthorized 
in imperial discourse or theory, mostly worked, and it allows us to recall 
colonial Mid-Atlantic societies as having been dynamic and even turbulent in 
character, but never really chaotic and certainly not anarchic or dysfunctional. 

The Revolution uprooted and destroyed these beams and shredded many 
connecting links between them, from Albany to Annapolis, Barnegat to 
Bedford, and Montauk to Monocacy. In rights-and-property terms, the “big-
gest losers” of the Revolution were George iii, the Penn Family, and the 
Iroquois Confederacy. British power fled from America from the same spot 
in Manhattan in 1783 where the Duke of York’s conquistadors landed more 
than a century before. The center of gravity for the Pennsylvania proprietor-
ship was already back in England when the imperial crisis began in 1763. 
With an inexperienced third-generation governor in America, the Penns 
barely contested their overthrow in 1776, but rather turned toward liqui-
dating their American interests in return for compensation. The Iroquois 
learned that there was indeed such a thing as defeat-by-proxy at the hands of 
triumphant Americans, as there had not been for French-allied Indians at the 
hands of Anglo-American victors in 1763, and they were driven into exile. 

These outcomes were as much the result of the existential fact of the 
British loss of the Revolution as they were of the specific manner of that loss 
in the Mid-Atlantic region. But cracks in the skeletal framework of regional 
stability forged by Penn and others after 1680 began to show by 1750, and 
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they widened in response to strains put on the region by the imperial crisis. 
The same geopolitical facts that made the Champlain-Hudson corridor an 
occult chute to disaster for Burgoyne in 1777 fostered brutal stalemates 
between French and British forces from 1755 to 1763. Its deceptively pass-
able course from the St. Lawrence Valley to the Atlantic beguiled the stra-
tegic imaginations of military planners on all sides in both wars. This made 
New York the tactical partner of the New England colonies and brought 
“Yankee” and “Yorker” cultures into fraught contact with each other for the 
first time since their entanglements dissolved with the Dominion in 1688. 
Coincidentally or not, New York also joined in intense boundary contests 
with Connecticut, Massachusetts, and with “Green Mountain” insurgents in 
these years. 

During the same generation, and in the same complex context of the Seven 
Years’ War, Pennsylvania settled its long border contest with Maryland. 
That “settlement,” symbolized by Mason’s and Dixon’s survey (1763–1767), 
however, itself had conflictual implications. If Dutch, Huguenot, and 
German-infused militias suddenly had to cooperate with alien Yankee pro-
vincial units at places like Ticonderoga in a plagued effort to break through 
to Canada, Pennsylvania’s soldier-cubs became the fortuitous and uneasy 
partners of culturally remote neighbors from Maryland and Virginia in risky 
probes into the western country between 1755 and 1758. 

These military circumstances mirrored economic and social processes that 
were warping the Mid-Atlantic’s edges with New England and the Upper 
Chesapeake. The migration of Ethan Allen and his neighbors from western 
Connecticut into the Green Mountains coincided with the westward drift of 
Yankees onto the Highland, Cortlandt, and Philipsburg manors or patents in 
the lower Hudson Valley, and the incursion of landless Massachusetts farmers 
onto the Livingston and Van Rensselaer grants farther north. These move-
ments provoked clashes over boundaries and property rights that persisted for 
generations and helped to draw New York’s geopolitical consciousness back 
to the north and east, where it had been forged in the seventeenth century. In 
the Chesapeake, the shift from tobacco to grain cultivation on the Delmarva 
Peninsula and west along the new Pennsylvania border was punctuated by 
briefer “wars” between Calvert and Penn title claimants. It made much of the 
upper Chesapeake a part of Philadelphia’s economic and political hinterland, 
and it brought into Pennsylvania’s political orbit men who were critical 
to the Revolution there on both sides, symbolized by John Dickinson and 
Joseph Galloway.6 
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These centrifugal stresses frayed the Mid-Atlantic core, especially at the 
juncture between New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. As with an 
opportunistic infection erupting in a compromised organism, Connecticut’s 
claims based on its 1662 royal “sea-to-sea” charter spawned repeated set-
tlement probes into the Susquehanna Valley of northeastern Pennsylvania. 
These incursions provoked secondary conflicts in western New Jersey 
and in adjacent parts of New York, but Thomas Penn in London and his 
Philadelphia agents were unable to mobilize a coalition of regional interests 
to resist it, as William Penn or James Logan would have routinely done 
earlier in the eighteenth century. They instead took passive advantage of 
the onset of the Seven Years’ War in the 1750s, of an Indian massacre in 
the 1760s, and of the Revolution itself in the 1770s, to hold off or beat 
back the onslaught of settlers. But the jurisdictional question landed in 
the lap of the post-Revolutionary Confederation Congress to resolve on 
national terms. 

The Revolution’s war built on these early trends, and it ravaged the 
Mid-Atlantic. Some of the most iconic battles of that war, at Lexington and 
Concord, Bunker Hill, and Yorktown, came in Massachusetts and Virginia, 
at the chronological and spatial edges of that war. But the stalemate that 
developed between those polities festered in local pockets, and it fueled fierce 
internecine clashes. The Hudson Valley, before and after Burgoyne’s debacle, 
had to be held by the rebellious side. Its lower reaches, near the British-
occupied hub of New York City, became a “Neutral Ground,” ravaged by 
bandits, guerrillas, and deserters from both armies. Pennsylvania experienced 
only one year of military occupation, not seven like New York did. But that 
episode completed the work of uprooting the old colonial establishment 
that began with the pragmatic “withdrawal” of strict Quakers from political 
life in the mid-1750s. Franklin’s ill-advised campaign for royal government 
traced a direct line between the decline of Quaker power and the acquiescent 
abdication of proprietary authority in 1776. The destruction of Iroquoia can 
be even more directly attributed to factors and forces intrinsic to the Mid-
Atlantic. When the “seat of war” veered south after 1778, commanders-in-
chief on both sides remained in the New York City area, facing off but mostly 
unwilling to engage each other with serious military force. Washington’s 
only real strategic thrust in the north thereafter was led by General John 
Sullivan into Iroquoia in 1779. As a classic military campaign, the maneu-
ver lacked dramatic clarity, but its destructive effects on the roots of Native 
society in the region led to Iroquois exile after 1783. 
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The relevant point here is that the regional edifice assembled by 
proprietary actors and imperial agents from the debris of Stuart triage after 
1680 survived the Revolutionary War’s destruction of its system of patch-
work jurisdictional repair. Indeed, it barely wobbled in the 1780s as the scaf-
folding of that system tore loose and fell away. The edifice frayed a little on 
the Hudson side, where Loyalist exile, land redistribution, tenant resistance, 
and Green Mountain rebellion plagued New York well into the nineteenth 
century. And it blurred or smudged a bit to the south, where the legal bound-
ary between Pennsylvania and Maryland, the ragged agricultural divisions 
between declining tobacco and emerging grain cultures, and the differential 
economic erosion of slavery or the political geography of gradual abolition 
carved separate, shifting, and overlapping lines where previously there had 
been none. But the region’s center basically held. 

Or at least I say it did. The “proof set” for such an assertion is hard to 
imagine even in abstract terms, and empirical evidence for it based on focused 
research is barely suggestive yet. The bundle of relationships and relation-
ship-based practices that I described above as a regional “exoskeleton,” the 
handiwork of Pennsylvania officials like William Penn and James Logan, 
New York–New Jerseyans like Robert Hunter and William Burnet, or inter-
provincial proprietary functionaries like Lewis Morris, James Alexander, and 
many Livingstons, matured by the 1720s. During a generation of relative 
Atlantic peace, from 1715 to 1740, it was interwoven with and reinforced by 
professional actors, mainly merchants and lawyers working simultaneously 
across multiple colonies. It began to fray as a result of generational exhaustion 
and the familial nonreplacement of key members by 1750. Then it was shred-
ded, uprooted, and dismantled by the imperial and military events described 
above. In its ascent, at its peak, and during its decline, it was “exoskeletal” 
in the way of an orthopedic splint, cast, or brace, stabilizing fragments of 
territory sundered by the restored Stuarts while underlying societal bones, 
organs, and soft tissue institutions bonded, wove, or knit back together into 
a functional sociocultural whole. 

We have barely begun to know or even be curious about how the lat-
ter process worked. My own research has mainly hovered over the forest 
canopy, harvesting readily reached, high-hanging fruit in the abundantly 
preserved papers of regional elites with the material means to act in 
their own interests over distances and across provincial lines. The more 
enduringly critical “organic” work of spatial and cultural fusion done by 
migrating yeoman families or vagabond middling opportunists is less 
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likely to have been strategized, blueprinted, minuted, or expressed than 
the officious data in bureaucratic files, or at gubernatorial council sessions 
or proprietary shareholder meetings. But we will not know whether that 
is so until we have looked. And in any case, if the real “chorus” of Mid-
Atlantic regionalization and regional consciousness was a work of kinetic 
behavior rather than linguistic expression, we will have to find or create 
new ways of “listening” to it, comprehending it, and interpreting its main 
themes and nuances. 

The most fruitful ways to do this may be found in intraregional migration 
studies, best framed around much heralded but still only vaguely described 
“big data” “data mining,” or “geospatial” research strategies, and in a cau-
tious but creative resort to the community studies methods that bloomed in 
early New England a generation ago but that never made much more than 
tentative appearances west of the Hudson River. By reconstructing, hopefully 
in vivid chorographical ways, the patterned mobility vectors of large num-
bers of ordinary people (both individually and in groups) across provincial 
boundaries but largely within the Mid-Atlantic terrain, and by describing 
the settlements they created when they reached their often quite temporary 
destinations, we may learn how the region could have survived functionally 
even as many of its defining colonial era institutional ligaments or tendons 
died with the Revolution.7 

These mobility studies should probably be collaborative enterprises, 
conducted by teams of scholars with technical competences and access to 
data gathering and digital mapping tools. They would almost inevitably 
be substantially Colonial rather than specifically Revolutionary in their 
chronological focus, although close attention to the impacts of the frequent 
spatial traumas of Revolutionary events would be necessary and feasible. 
Community studies might reward more traditional individual investigative 
efforts, although they could most usefully be arranged in clusters within 
selected subregional spaces, and shaped around consistent sets of agreed-
upon thematic subjects or framing questions. Some of the revealed migra-
tion pathways would necessarily be extraregional, crossing into or out of the 
Mid-Atlantic domain. Settlements knotted along such trajectories would 
predictably be described by many scholars in terms of the presumed relative 
contributing character of either the originating or the destination cultures. 
Such descriptions, however inevitably reductive, would provide starting 
places to address questions about the very nature or even the existence of 
separately cognizable regional cultures. 
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I would suggest a few places where such investigations might usefully 
begin. We need renewed attention to the Revolution and its long-term conse-
quences in the Lower Hudson Valley. This area had a special place in progres-
sive historians’ accounts of the Revolution as a contest over “who should rule 
at home.” Their “consensus” successors rejected this characterization across 
the colonies and later states, but they never convincingly refuted it for either 
New York or Pennsylvania. Modern scholars of neo-progressive bent have 
renewed the attention, especially to the Upper Hudson. There, where the 
manorial system survived the Revolution because of the political choices of its 
landowners, Martin Bruegel and John Brooke have shown, respectively, how a 
liberal “market society” and a “civil society” evolved into the mid-nineteenth 
century. Reeve Huston has described how Rensselaerswyck Manor rebounded 
as a social and economic enterprise, even to the unlikely extent of attracting 
Daniel Shays, the Massachusetts radical, as a resident, and how it took more 
than a generation for “anti-rent” forces to do to agricultural tenancy there 
what the Revolution substantially did in less than a decade downriver. For 
the middle valley, in Ulster County, Thomas Wermuth has also addressed the 
“market question,” with somewhat more mixed or nuanced conclusions about 
the degree and nature of changes.8 

In the cradle of progressive scholarship east of the river in Dutchess and 
Westchester counties, however, new research for the Revolutionary and post-
Revolutionary eras has been much thinner in scope or narrower in focus. The 
collapse of the manorial system because of the Loyalism of members of the 
Philipse and Van Cortlandt families is widely known as a legal and adminis-
trative matter, but how it evolved on the ground in the middle of a combat 
zone, and its long reach into the nineteenth century, are less well understood. 
Attention has been paid to the agonizingly slow demise of slavery by a 
combination of legislated emancipation and grudging private manumission. 
At the level of glancing allusions in articles and book chapters devoted to 
the Hudson Valley as a whole—with some essay collections focusing on the 
lower valley—the Revolutionary experience of the downstate counties has 
remained in play. But nothing like the overlapping monographic convergence 
that Brooke, Huston, Bruegel, and Wermuth bestowed on the areas north of 
Poughkeepsie, Kingston, or New Paltz has appeared in the last generation.9 

This divergence can be a source of interpretive opportunity as much as 
surprise or chagrin. There is not much use in asking whether the Revolution 
here was a struggle over “who should rule at home.” That it was seems to 
be a historiographically stable conclusion for now, although much more 
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work should be done on exactly how that struggle proceeded. But Orange 
and Westchester counties, and lower Dutchess County (the Philipse family’s 
“Highland Patent,” which became Putnam County in 1812), can provide 
useful control sites for some of the more sophisticated conclusions of the 
upriver studies. The probably different nature, degree, and timing of mar-
ket transition on lands closer to the Atlantic Ocean than those in Albany, 
Columbia, and Ulster counties, should be measured rather than inferred. The 
microcosmic character and significance of the shift from manorial to freehold 
land tenure and communal life wrought by revolutionary confiscation and 
land redistribution programs rather than glacially slow political success by 
previously subordinate populations is well worth recovering. In 1965 Beatrice 
Reubens took an economist’s axe to the 1939 findings of Harry Yoshpe 
about the meaning of that shift at Philipsburgh Manor in Westchester. The 
literature since has mostly shrugged, but we could instead investigate, or 
replicate it, on the Philipse Highland patent.10 

In particular, the Lower Hudson offers an opportunity to get the relation-
ship between social history and the “new” military history right. I often tell 
students that in the late eighteenth century there was not enough war to go 
around to fill up the Revolution; that contending armies rattled like marbles 
in a half-empty cereal box; and that unexpected proximity to, or surprisingly 
abrupt distancing from, actual military institutions and activities had distort-
ing (and disclosing) effects on people’s perceptions and behaviors. John Shy 
told us that much a generation ago. After 1778, the “war” moved into the 
South and the spaces from the St. Lawrence River to the head of the Chesapeake 
Bay experienced a different kind of Revolution. But the main armies and their 
commanders stayed in the north. If we scrutinize the ebb and flow of daily 
life in the no-man’s land of Westchester County, the intra-denominational 
battlegrounds of Bergen County, or the private feuds of Monmouth County, 
New Jersey, it seemed enough like war to civilians to have generated behav-
iors that we need to understand. Continental mutinies in New Jersey and the 
Arnold treason crisis at West Point stand proxy for this misery in the north. 
But quotidian anomie, savagery, corruption, and desperation in the Hudson 
Valley from Hackensack to Fishkill were the contexts for both phenomena. 
Sung Bok Kim, whose critique of the classic progressive account of manorial 
life quietly leavened and in some ways facilitated the reception of the new 
version, used Westchester County to challenge John Shy’s account of the rela-
tionship between war and Revolutionary social mobilization. The literature, 
again, mostly just yawned, but we can probably do better by harnessing new 
data collection techniques to new kinds of questions.11 
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Finally, efforts should be made to interrogate claims and assumptions 
about the nature, degree, and significance of repeated intrusions by New 
England settlers and Yankee “ways” into Mid-Atlantic spaces, beginning 
as early as the Stuart seizure of New Netherland. The assertion by scholarly 
partisans that the Middle Colonies “prefigured” or “anticipated” “modern” 
America, in contradistinction to nineteenth-century claims about the foun-
dational import of New England, is challenged by these migrations. It is 
perhaps especially mitigated by some scholars’ reflexive invocation of “New 
England[s] Extended,” or “Yankee West[s],” planted by the descendants of 
Puritans and nurtured by their articulate and relentless willingness to make 
new “errands into the wilderness” that for generations after 1783 seemingly 
overran their neighbors to the west.12 

This narrative trope is almost impossible not to caricature in a short 
essay, but versions of it litter many narratives about early America. Brendan 
McConville has called the seventeenth-century area southwest of Manhattan 
“New Jersey’s New England.” Paul Moyer’s account of the Pennsylvania– 
Connecticut struggle for control of the upper Susquehanna Valley, if only by 
its title, “Wild Yankees,” may seem to conflate the stories it tells of efforts 
by yeoman farmers to preserve their personal independence through land 
ownership with an affirmation of regional cultural rather than class attrib-
utes. Alan Taylor’s narrative of William Cooper’s Town ends with that apostate 
Quaker community builder’s naïve design to be a “father of the people” 
frustrated by swarming tribes of post-Revolutionary Yankee voyagers to the 
west, who imposed their own definitions of communal leadership by “friends 
of the people” on their hapless patron. And tales about the replacement of 
Iroquoia—from just west of Cooper’s Otsego County to Niagara—with the 
“Genesee Country,” settled by emigrants from New England, sound like just 
such errands. Beyond our subject region, histories of the Western Reserve, 
or Marietta, or the “Yankee West” that emerged in southern Michigan, offer 
modestly different versions of the same narrative.13 

This is not at all to suggest that any of these authors are peddling bad 
historiographical medicine, but rather that the existence of the stock figure 
of the resolute Yankee, driving his “patriarchal caravan” west surrounded by 
family members, livestock, and wagonloads of goods, in efficacious imitation 
of his 1620s forebears, is almost too available to have needed proving or to be 
systematically challenged. Who wonders if men like Daniel Shays or George 
Robert Twelves Hewes became Yorkers instead of Yankees on the New York 
frontier? Who knew that when the Dutch briefly seized their old colony 
back from the duke in 1673, the residents of East Jersey towns settled by 
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migrants from New England swore allegiance to the States General in higher 
percentages than did the remnant Dutchmen living in Bergen County? 
Who asks whether the “Connecticut people” settled at Wyoming on the 
Susquehanna, on the many days when they necessarily were not being “Wild,” 
bothered to be “Yankees” in meaningful ways—relating to farming practices, 
family formation, religious polity, inheritance customs, or other phenomena 
that drove the new social history in the 1960s? When Pennsylvania won 
the sovereignty battle beyond the Delaware after the Revolution, were the 
Yankee settlements stranded in the “Endless Mountains” more like Paxton 
than they were like Providence, Prospect, or Pawtucket?14 

Is it relevant that, under the 1801 “Plan of Union” among Calvinist 
church bodies, Congregationalist communities more often tended to affiliate 
as Presbyterians? Or that émigré Yankee pastoralists embraced the Chester 
and Lancaster county staple of wheat culture once settled on the fertile lands 
of Genesee?15 Or that some New Englanders arriving in Cooper’s Town 
willingly became tenants rather than freeholders, despite Mr. Cooper’s criti-
cism of that practice? Or that substantial Connecticut landowners like the 
Wadsworth family became landlords at Genesee, withholding thousands of 
their best acres from the market, preferring to lease them to their poorer 
countrymen for cash and in-kind rents and improvements?16 

Even if we acknowledge, as I think we must, Dan Richter’s wise strictures in 
the previous essay on the idea of an articulated Mid-Atlantic (colonial) regional 
“identity,” his doubts about any recoverable “coherence” for the place even as 
a behavioral entity, and his argument that the Atlantic tsunami and continen-
tal tectonic plate shifts of the past generation have forever altered our spatial 
imaginations, I think the regional “zombie” will walk again through the back 
wall of the Revolution into Early Republic, perhaps, like Rip Van Winkle, 
shaking its head in wonder at the exotic icon-creatures that now adorn and 
illustrate calls for papers and conference programs. Members of human 
societies, if in very different degrees, inhabit both overlapping and highly 
divergent spatial layers and planes. We need to comprehend these spaces 
simultaneously rather than sequentially in our ongoing scholarly practice. 
Methodological lenses, whether transiently fashionable or evermore acute and 
useful (but doubtless in some combination of these things) can only disclose, 
not determine, the underlying human structures they apprehend and recover. 

The regional “moment” emerged partly from scholars’ sense that the 
persistent study of the “little communities of early America” was not adding 
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up to much even in New England, and working less well everywhere else.17 

The urge to reconstruct the dispersed and far less nodal Chesapeake in the 
1970s highlighted the complex areas between those places, and gave regions 
as early American phenomena their modern weight.18 My recommendation 
for a “cautious but creative” return to community studies hints that there 
is (and will continue to be) a cost for this kind of abrupt categorical shift 
from one analytical plane to another. The emergent disinclination to dissect 
localities made it harder to resolve, or even to see, some problems of regional 
analysis. Mapping the social and cultural geomorphology of the upland 
places where the Atlantic surge splashed onto and perhaps overflowed the 
continental thrust-plates of indigenous and non-English imperial America 
may be similarly impaired if we now archive the study of region—even in 
its peculiarly if not even defiantly refractory Mid-Atlantic manifestation—as 
one more form of worthy but ultimately disappointing past practice. We can, 
and probably should, strip that obdurate beast of any implications of magical 
analytic utility, and maybe even mute some gauzy claims about its formative, 
or predictive, role in constructing the modern worlds we take for granted. 
With that modest retreat, I would submit, we can continue to profit from 
the effort to put substantive human flesh back on the skeletal spatial remains 
that I have sketched above.19 
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Abstract: The Mid-Atlantic region of the United States, from its very 
inception, attracted visionaries, exiles, pacifists, and warriors—often 
united only by their suspicion of an overly assertive government. Over 
the course of the past four centuries, the Mid-Atlantic engendered 
melting-pot politics and a spirit of private initiative—allowing for 
partnerships with government when necessary. The middle of the 
Eastern Seaboard ultimately influenced the political culture of the mid-
dle of America—helping to bind the North together during the Civil 
War, laying the foundation for the New Deal, and continuing to influ-
ence national elections through the twenty-first century. 
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Acting upon this belief, Fox set into motion a chain of events leading to 
the establishment of a new religion (the Society of Friends, or Quakers) and 
a colony 3,000 miles across the Atlantic (Pennsylvania). A generation after 
Fox began his spiritual journey, Catholic and Protestant armies clashed at an 
Irish river called the Boyne. Having spent a century fighting Irish Catholics, 
and serving as military buffers behind which the English authorities ruled, 
the Scots-Irish settlers had become a fiercely independent, fighting people. 
Although the Protestants won, tens of thousands of impoverished Scots-Irish 
Presbyterians flocked to Pennsylvania, New York, and New Jersey. Thanks 
to sectarian strife and divine revelation, America’s “middle colonies” became 
a haven for warriors and pacifists—and for visionaries and the desperate poor 
seeking a better life. Their ideals, as well as their fears and grievances, pro-
duced a political culture that was as cautious of governmental authority as it 
was (often) violently disruptive. 

For scholars of early America there has been general concurrence that the 
English colonies could be grouped into regions with distinctive economies, 
mores, and politics. “Albion’s seed,” as the historian David Hackett Fischer 
observed, had a distinctive DNA. A self-righteous Massachusetts Puritan and 
a profane Scots-Irish Pennsylvanian would have recognized that their simi-
larities were in proportion to their differences—and both would have found 
an aristocratic Anglican Virginian to be too full of himself for their tastes. 
Even still, the Puritan, the Anglican, and the Presbyterian were more akin to 
each other than they were to the African slaves, German pacifists, and Dutch 
traders who also came (willingly and not) to the American colonies.1 

Historian Michael Zuckerman produced a harsh appraisal of New England, 
a region which he found to be lacking when compared to the Middle 
Colonies: “By persisting in intolerance as the rest of the English empire 
came to new accommodations to religious diversity, [the New England colo-
nies] consigned themselves to inconsequence in the wider world of Western 
Protestantism.” Moreover, Zuckerman continued, “By failing to garner gold 
or grow staples, they confirmed their insignificance in the estimation of 
metropolitan mercantilists.” Zuckerman’s assessments have merit. Dynamic 
Boston devolved after the American Revolution into a regional economic 
center. As for the Puritans, their exemplar city of the Protestant Reformation 
acquired a distinctive Irish Catholic accent in the nineteenth century.2 

Unlike Boston, New York City after the Revolution emerged as a 
national economic force, as well as a multiethnic port of entry where the 
world came to trade. As a driver of the American economy, and as chief 
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architect of the nation’s cultural melting pot, the Mid-Atlantic region 
became, in Zuckerman’s formulation, the template for the United States writ 
large: “In economic action and attitude, Americans of later ages also fol-
lowed in paths prepared by the middle colonist.” Then again, even if Boston 
became an economic and political backwater in the nineteenth century as 
Philadelphia and New York City thrived, at least New England was not 
the South. Below the Mason-Dixon Line could be found a virulent region 
where, Zuckerman pithily observed, “slavery subtly infected every ambition.” 
Philadelphia birthed the republic; Charleston poisoned its soul.3 

William Pencak, a contemporary of Zuckerman’s, constructed a power-
ful, often amusing, analysis of the Mid-Atlantic region. As Pencak wrote 
of New York City’s early leaders, they had chosen “not to complicate their 
social vision with a strong sense of religious mission.” New York, which 
established an international standard for unethical politics, never set out like 
Boston to be a moral beacon to those living in darkness. It was always about 
the money—switching from Dutch to English masters meant that only the 
currency and letterheads changed.4 

Puritan Boston, with its zeal for order, enacted speed limits, as well as 
trash disposal and fire suppression ordinances. Quaker Philadelphia and 
“amoral” New York were less coercive. If New Yorkers and Philadelphians 
wanted a street repaired, then they had to contribute their share of money 
and labor. This was not surprising. A colony like Pennsylvania, founded 
by Quakers who were suspicious of government, inevitably regarded civil 
administration as a necessary evil that had to be constrained as much as pos-
sible. New Yorkers embraced the same sentiment, if not the theology. 

Historian Sam Bass Warner described this sentiment as “the spirit of 
privatism,” where the pursuit of wealth operated side by side with a fear of 
expensive and expansive government. Confronted with contaminated drink-
ing water, streets buried under layers of horse dung, and violent gangs, 
Philadelphians and New Yorkers of the early nineteenth century cautiously 
expanded the power of municipal government. Mid-Atlantic citizens did not 
emulate either the authoritarian New Englanders or the localist southerners 
who appeared to view nearly all governmental activity (and certainly any 
activity above the county level) as despotic.5 

As Pencak observed, colonial New England represented “a fairly homoge-
nous society outside Rhode Island,” in contrast to the pluralistic Mid-Atlantic, 
which contained settlements known for their “contentious population.” Such 
people of the Mid-Atlantic, Pencak believed, seemed “prone to offend one 
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another.” In Philadelphia, the “City of Brotherly Love,” colonial-era mobs led 
by women murdered other women they suspected of being witches. The Salem 
Witchcraft trials were, in comparison, models of due process and calm delib-
eration. Of course, the end results were the same—regardless of whether the 
perpetrators were civil representatives or those acting outside legal authority.6 

It also may be fairly added that while Boston had its share of ignominy 
across the centuries, it was New York City, as historian Tyler Anbinder 
recounted, that gave America a slum of epic proportions. New York’s 
“Five Points” neighborhood achieved a storied place in the popular conscious-
ness that has endured into the twenty-first century. Five Points inspired a 
2002 blockbuster Hollywood film starring Leonardo DiCaprio and a riveting 
BBC America television series (2012–13) enlivened by blood-soaked Irish 
Catholic Democrats and opium-addled Protestant Republicans.7 

After Independence, the Mid-Atlantic’s religious, ethnic, and racial groups 
continued their violent contests for political power—the addition of new 
immigrant groups further compounding the difficulty in achieving public 
order. Ultimately, Pencak wrote, “institutions and reform movements arose in 
the early nineteenth century to quell democracy run amuck.” Reform move-
ments, while gradually improving all-important sanitary conditions, had their 
limitations. Reformers never fully suppressed gang violence, but eventually 
succeeded in weakening the criminals’ hold over the Democratic political 
machines. Temperance was a clear-cut loser in the cities, though if civil rights 
success was measured in terms of reducing body counts over the long haul, it 
may be said that Irish Catholics, African Americans, and Scots-Irish learned 
to battle each in the electoral arena more than in the neighborhood streets.8 

There is no question that Zuckerman, Pencak, Warner, and Anbinder 
are correct in viewing the Mid-Atlantic region as a model for interpreting 
American cultural, economic, and political evolution. It is also clear that the 
Mid-Atlantic, as Zuckerman and others have argued, provided a template for 
the post-Revolutionary development of America’s western frontier. Most par-
ticularly, the Mid-Atlantic asserted enormous influence over the “Northwest 
Territory”—the region that became known as the Midwest. However, the 
same observation could be made for New England and for the South. When 
Americans of the nineteenth century decided to move west, they often meant 
it literally. 

The remnants of New England Puritanism headed westward to the 
upper reaches of the Midwest. Along the banks of Lake Erie, in what was 
called the Western Reserve of Connecticut, could be found settlements 
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named New Haven and Yale. Here the advocates of abolition, Catholic 
immigration restriction, and temperance held political sway. New England’s 
transplants viewed government as a weapon with which to strike down foes 
and to empower the righteous. By the eve of the Civil War, the Great Lakes 
Rim produced such Radical Republican senators as Ben Wade (Ohio) and 
Zachariah Chandler (Michigan). To Wade and Chandler, political compro-
mise was little more than complicity with the devil.9 

In lower Ohio there was an area designated as the “Virginia Military 
District.” Unable to pay its Revolutionary War veterans, the Old Dominion 
offered them land grants in the Ohio Territory. Southerners, who paid hom-
age at the altar of Andrew Jackson, brought with them their racial attitudes 
and fear of an overweening federal government. Virginians named their 
settlements Georgetown and Washington Courthouse and wrote constitu-
tions (in Ohio and Indiana) that denied blacks citizenship rights and access 
to public schools. During the Civil War, southern Ohio elevated antiwar 
“Copperhead” Democrats, notably congressmen Clement Vallandigham 
(Dayton) and George Pendleton (Cincinnati). Vallandigham had the distinc-
tion of being the only congressman in US history to be exiled by the federal 
government for disloyalty, while Pendleton ran as the antiwar Democrats’ 
1864 vice presidential nominee. 

In the middle of the Midwest, in line from Pennsylvania and New 
Jersey, came the Mid-Atlantic’s Scots-Irish, Irish Catholics, Germans, 
and even reformist Hicksite Quakers leaving the conservative confines of 
the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting. As the Mid-Atlantic stood between the 
ideological extremes of New England and the South and, demographi-
cally, represented the American melting pot in all its contentiousness and 
accommodations, so too the middle of the Midwest stood between Yankee 
Cleveland and the Virginia Military District. Although the Midwest as a 
historical region has not received the scholarly attention given to the colonial 
Mid-Atlantic, a few historians, most notably Nicole Etcheson, have begun to 
give the area west of the Alleghenies its due.10 

It was in central Ohio that two new settlements came into existence: 
Delaware and (New) Lancaster. Delaware received hundreds of settlers from 
the Delaware River Valley. Among the Pennsylvanian migrants who arrived 
in Delaware village and county was an ethnic Dutch family named Rosecrans. 
This family produced one of Ohio’s 200 Union generals (William Rosecrans) 
and the first bishop of the Catholic Diocese of Columbus (Sylvester 
Rosecrans.) Both William and Sylvester Rosecrans converted to Catholicism 
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before the Civil War—a practice more common in the Mid-Atlantic and the 
Midwest than in New England. 

(New) Lancaster came into being at the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Lancaster’s founders hailed from Pennsylvania, the streets were plotted 
and named on the basis of the Philadelphia grid, and its first newspaper was 
published in German. While most of Lancaster’s settlers were from the Mid-
Atlantic, Connecticut Yankees and Virginians could be found in the town and 
in Fairfield County. During the Civil War, Lancaster and its county sired five 
Union generals (four of which came from the same family), an ethnic German 
regiment, and the first two recipients of the Medal of Honor—all the while 
rejecting the abolition of slavery. (The 61st Ohio Volunteer Infantry received 
the nickname, “The Flying Dutchmen,” in recognition of its German, or 
“Pennsylvania Dutch,” heritage, and for how fast troops ran away from the 
Confederates at Chancellorsville. Fittingly, the 61st Ohio redeemed itself at 
Gettysburg.) 

The history of Thomas Ewing and his family illustrates the influence 
of the Mid-Atlantic on the Midwest. Thomas Ewing’s Scots-Irish ances-
tors fought at the Boyne and then departed Ulster for New Jersey. His 
father, George, served in two New Jersey regiments during the Revolution, 
endured the hardships of Valley Forge, and settled in southern Ohio. Raised 
in poverty, Thomas Ewing taught himself Latin, labored as a salt boiler, 
became the first graduate of the first public college west of the Alleghenies 
(Ohio University), and settled in Lancaster where he read law. He sub-
sequently married an Irish Catholic woman whose ancestors had fought 
against the Scots-Irish. In melting-pot fashion, they raised their children in 
the Catholic Church and scornfully dismissed the virulent nativists in the 
Western Reserve. 

In the decades before the Civil War Ewing became a wealthy lawyer, 
confidant of Whig Party leaders Henry Clay and Daniel Webster, US senator, 
US secretary of the Treasury, and US secretary of the Interior. Ewing adopted 
William Tecumseh Sherman, the son of his deceased friend, Charles Sherman. 
Thomas Ewing got Sherman into West Point and welcomed him as a son-in-
law when he married his daughter Ellen. Extended family members included 
US attorney general and New York native Henry Stanbery and Republican 
presidential nominee and Pennsylvania native James Gillespie Blaine. Sons 
Hugh, Tom, and Charley Ewing, like their brother-in-law Sherman, became 
successful Union generals, battling guerrillas in Missouri, laying siege to 
Vicksburg, and marching through Georgia. 
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As a Whig politician before the Civil War, Ewing had advocated a part-
nership between business and government in the development of canals, 
roads, and railroads. Ewing greatly admired New York’s Erie Canal, which 
had linked New York City to Lake Erie, and envisioned Ohio tying Lake 
Erie to the Ohio River. He believed that the federal government should 
provide subsidies for infrastructure and promote a stable national banking 
system. In turn, entrepreneurs, not government officials, would provide the 
labor, materials, and leadership for the economic development of the West. 
On the issue of slavery, Ewing had taken a moderate stance. He opposed the 
expansion of slavery on the basis of economic, rather than moral, grounds, 
and was willing to see the peculiar institution contained in the South rather 
than abolished outright. 

The Radical Republicans of the Great Lakes Rim and the Democrats 
of the Virginia Military District despised political moderates like Thomas 
Ewing. During the Civil War, Ewing warned President Abraham Lincoln 
against embracing emancipation as it would alienate many in the Midwest 
who were fighting to preserve the Union but not to abolish slavery. Southern 
Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois Democrats excoriated the Ewings and their allies, 
charging that they were destroying states’ rights by fighting for the Union 
and allowing for a federal role in tying the East to the West with subsidized 
railroads. Radical Republicans, outraged by Ewing’s stance on emancipation, 
regarded him as a traitor. 

In the Lancaster area the political dynamics of the Civil War were clear 
to see. Nearly all the young ethnic German males whose grandparents 
came from Pennsylvania fought in the Civil War and voted Republican; 
nearly all the English Anglicans and Methodists whose family came from 
Virginia and Maryland decried the Union’s military operations and voted 
Democratic. Historians, in describing American politics after the Civil 
War, have observed that northerners and southerners “voted the way they 
shot.” An addendum may be in order: many northerners chose whether or 
not to shoot in the first place based on ethnic, familial, and geographical 
considerations.11 

If not for the presence of Mid-Atlantic transplants to the central Midwest 
serving as buffers between the ideological extremes of the upper and lower 
portions of the region, it is difficult to see how Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois 
would have provided the Union with legions of soldiers, the best military 
commanders (William T. Sherman, Philip Sheridan, and Ulysses Grant), 
and enormous amounts of provisions. Instead, a civil war within a Civil War 
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would have been a strong possibility in the Midwest—in which case the 
South might well have achieved its independence.12 

For decades after the Civil War voting patterns in the Mid-Atlantic and 
the Midwest (as was true in the South and New England) were rigidly fixed. 
Democrats in Pennsylvania could be found either in the Irish Catholic neigh-
borhoods of Philadelphia, or in the counties bordering Maryland. Adams 
County, Pennsylvania, which narrowly gave a plurality of its votes to Lincoln 
in 1860, went Democratic in 1864 and voted that way after the Civil War. 
Not coincidentally, Gettysburg, which had witnessed some of the worst 
carnage of the Civil War, served as the Adams County seat. Pennsylvania at 
large, however, became firmly Republican—not giving its Electoral College 
votes to a Democratic presidential candidate until 1936. 

In Ohio the Virginia Military District remained staunchly Democratic, 
northern Ohio rock-ribbed Republican, and the center of the state was split. 
Central Ohio determined which party won the state’s Electoral College votes; 
that outcome often decided national presidential elections. It should be 
recalled that while disputed votes in the South were at the center of the 1876 
presidential election controversy, Ohio governor Rutherford Hayes carried 
his home state by just 7,516 ballots. Had Hayes not fought for every vote in 
central Ohio, the Republicans would have lost the White House regardless of 
the actual outcomes in Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina. 

The electoral realities described above have not changed in the twenty-
first century, even while the political dynamics were fundamentally altered. 
Republican areas of strength in nineteenth-century Pennsylvania and Ohio 
are now fiercely Democratic, while formerly Democratic areas are bastions 
of the Republican Party. Two facts, however, have remained constant. First, 
central Ohio continues to hold the balance of power in the state and remains 
a battleground for presidential candidates (Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and 
New York in recent decades have not been “swingers” like their Buckeye 
kin). Second, in terms of ideology southern Ohio and Pennsylvania are just 
as distrustful of an assertive federal government in the twenty-first century as 
they were in the nineteenth century. They key is that the parties changed— 
and it was cities in the Mid-Atlantic and the Midwest that made this change 
possible. 

Toward the end of the nineteenth century great industrial centers arose 
in the western reaches of the Mid-Atlantic and in the Great Lakes Rim. 
Buffalo, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Detroit, and Chicago were linked in a boom-
ing economy of automobile and steel manufacturing, as well as oil refining 

307 

https://independence.12


 

 
 

pennsylvania history 

and electronics assembly. Such industries depended upon vast quantities of 
unskilled, inexpensive workers. Industrialists recruited immigrant workers 
from southern and eastern Europe. Forty million immigrants came to 
America before the 1920s, of which half remained in the United States. 
Croatian, Italian, Lithuanian, Polish, and Slovak Catholics went to the 
“Industrial Heartland,” as did the Greek and Russian Orthodox and Eastern 
European Jews. They spoke a dozen languages (none of which were English), 
and did not vote or join labor unions.13 

For many Republican politicians immigrants were a perfect constituency. 
Their numbers swelled the US House delegations and Electoral College 
votes of New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Illinois, and Michigan. Best of all, 
since immigrant workers were not citizens and could not vote, Republicans 
ignored them. That would prove to be a politically damaging stance in the 
long run. The southern and eastern European Catholics and Jews who settled 
in America reproduced at rates far higher than native-born Protestants. Their 
children claimed birthright citizenship and spoke English. Millions of them 
reached the voting age of twenty-one nearly simultaneously—at the begin-
ning of the Great Depression. Between 1920 and 1936 the US electorate 
increased 40 percent; nearly all that increase occurred among the children of 
immigrants in cities like Pittsburgh and Chicago. Their political loyalties 
were a question waiting for an answer. 

The Democrats provided the answer: federal funding for public works 
jobs, Social Security, unemployment insurance, the minimum wage, and col-
lective bargaining rights for industrial workers. At the same time, Catholic 
clerics in Pittsburgh, Buffalo, Cleveland, and Chicago placed the moral 
weight of their Church behind labor union organizing. Drawing inspiration 
from Pope Leo XIII’s 1891 encyclical, “On the Condition of Labor,” and Pope 
Pius XI’s 1931 encyclical, “Reconstructing the Social Order,” Bishop Hugh Boyle 
(Pittsburgh) and George Cardinal Mundelein (Chicago) defended unions 
and the New Deal from communist and corporation attack. In Pittsburgh, 
Catholic priests walked on union picket lines and offered their churches as 
safe places for union meetings. 

Meanwhile, Irish Catholic Democrats in the cities of the Industrial 
Heartland built multiethnic and religious political machines. In Boston and 
New York, Catholic Church leaders were often hostile to labor unions, while 
Irish politicians, as political scientist Steven Erie observed, proved unwilling 
to share power with Italians, Jews, and blacks. (Philadelphia’s Irish Democrats 
behaved no differently, but a Republican machine built around Jews, blacks, 
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figure 1:  Arthur Rothstein, “A Group of Steelworkers discussing Politics, Aliquippa, 

Pennsylvania.” Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, FSA/OWI Collection fsa 

8a09939 (American Memory website). 

and Italians had locked them out of electoral power since the late nineteenth 
century.) In Pittsburgh Democratic machine boss David Lawrence forged alli-
ances across religious, ethnic, and racial lines. While the Buffalo, Chicago, 
and Cleveland Democratic machines followed suit, the integration process 
went much further in Pittsburgh. The Catholic Church, the steelworkers’ 
union, and the Democratic Party became an indivisible “Iron City Trinity.” 
Even Republican industrialists, like the Scots-Irish Presbyterian Mellon fam-
ily, would be welcomed by the Iron City Trinity in the common cause of revi-
talizing Pittsburgh’s infrastructure and environment after World War II.14 

There were others who did not welcome the political changes occurring 
in the Mid-Atlantic and Midwest. Southern white Democrats were no more 
pleased than the Boston Irish with the growing political clout of Pittsburgh 
and Chicago. In spite of that, their loyalty to the Democratic Party continued 
well into the next generation. Southerners believed states’ rights were secure 
so long as the federal government did not promote unions and civil rights in 
Dixie. Southern Democrats also rationalized that receiving billions in federal 
subsidies for agriculture, electricity, oil, and water did not constitute any 
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weakening of states’ rights. Subsidies were just overdue reparations from the 
North for having waged an unjustified war on the South—not an opening for 
greater federal oversight of Dixie’s labor and race relations.15 

For the rural white Protestants of southern Pennsylvania and Ohio in 
the 1930s, like the big-city industrial managers whose forebears had been 
anti-Catholic Radical Republicans, there could be no Dixie-style ration-
alization. Unlike southerners, they witnessed immediately and first-hand 
the assertion of federal power and heavier taxation that came with the New 
Deal and Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency. Federal tax revenues and borrowed 
money flowed to urban Catholics and Jews; only a trickle went to the rural 
Protestant hinterlands. Meanwhile, small-town and urban white Protestants 
saw their political power slipping away. 

Violent, often lethal, strikes swept Cleveland, Chicago, and the lesser 
mill towns and coal patches of the Midwest and Mid-Atlantic. Small-town 
Ohioans and Pennsylvanians blamed the violence on the heavily Catholic 
and Jewish Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), rather than on a 
well-armed management. As they could not seek political shelter (and fed-
eral funds) from the southerners who controlled most of the all-powerful 
committee chairs in Congress, the rural bastions of the Democratic Party in 
nineteenth-century New York, Pennsylvania, Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, and 
Ohio turned increasingly to the Republicans. Southern white Democrats took 
longer to make the switch, but by the early 1990s were in ideological lock 
step with Ohio’s Virginia Military District and Adams County, Pennsylvania. 

Republican strategist and George W. Bush adviser Karl Rove understood 
the electoral dynamics of the Mid-Atlantic, Midwest, and South better than 
many academics and campaign managers. Building upon Kevin Phillips’s 
insightful 1969 analysis of the electoral interplay between region and ethnic-
ity, Rove identified 100 key exurban counties. These counties were areas of 
rapid population growth that had emerged at the periphery of urban counties. 
While some urban counties had continued to experience population growth 
after the economic restructuring of the 1980s (particularly those in the 
south), many in the north had declined. Northerners had either left for the 
booming Sunbelt, or moved to neighboring exurban counties to escape rising 
crime rates, disappearing jobs, and failing public schools. As the deindustri-
alized cities of the north contracted, so did the ranks of Democratic-aligned 
labor unions and the electoral base of party of the New Deal.16 

As in the nineteenth century, the middle of the Midwest, largely settled 
by migrants from the Mid-Atlantic, held the balance of electoral power. It 
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was not unusual in 2000, 2004, 2008, and 2012 for the residents of Fairfield 
and Delaware counties to see George W. Bush, Bill and Hillary Clinton, 
Barack Obama, and John McCain at some political function—and to see 
them on multiple occasions. Al Gore and John Kerry either failed to make 
an appearance, or made a quick visit and then disappeared. Rather than slug 
it out in central Ohio’s exurban counties, they kept to the 1930s campaign 
model and rode motorcades through the deserted streets of Cleveland. Gore 
and Kerry did the same thing in Pennsylvania—scattering legions of pigeons 
in Pittsburgh and Philadelphia. Although exurban Philadelphia proved more 
forgiving of Gore and Kerry than exurban Columbus, by losing Ohio they 
lost the national election. 

While surveying 400 years of regional politics in a few pages is a daunt-
ing proposition, we can confidently conclude with a few broad observations. 
Historians assaying colonial and early nineteenth-century America, such as 
Pencak, Zuckerman, Warner, Fischer, and Anbinder, have given students 
of politics an enduring framework for understanding the social roots of 
contemporary elections. The Mid-Atlantic region certainly stood apart 
from New England and the South, offering up melting-pot politics, politi-
cal accommodations, and a balanced approach to the issue of how much 
power should be given to government. From the Mid-Atlantic perspective, 
government should neither be a tool of coercion (New England) nor stand 
completely aside as education and infrastructure needs are unmet and the 
civil rights of groups repressed (the South). In that regard the Mid-Atlantic 
and the central Midwest are siblings, navigating around extremists and 
determining who is worthy to be president of the country. 

Historians, political scientists, and journalists are well advised to study 
demography and geography. While demography may not be destiny, the cul-
tural, ethnic, and ideological characteristics of people, as well as their histori-
cal aspirations, fears, and grievances, shape our electoral contours. America’s 
regions, while sharing DNA, have some peculiar chromosomes that make 
for interesting, and sometimes bickering, offspring. The best contemporary 
political analysts and media commentators, notably Michael Barone and Joel 
Kotkin, understand this point very well.17 

In addition to appreciating region and demography, scholars would be well 
served by looking at more than small fragments of the past. Historiographic 
evolution, by its very definition, requires time. Moreover, continuities and 
discontinuities become clearer over the long haul. The strength of Sam Bass 
Warner’s classic work, The Private City, is that he examined Philadelphia from 
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the colonial era to the twentieth century. Tyler Anbinder cheerfully inves-
tigated the nineteenth century, detailing the many wondrous, and baleful, 
contributions the Five Points neighborhood made to American politics and 
culture. Steven Erie, in Rainbow’s End, examined Irish machine politics over a 
145-year period and across a dozen cities—and thus created a model for stud-
ying urban politics that has maintained its analytical value. To understand 
the dynamics of contemporary presidential election in a battleground state 
such as Ohio, it is necessary to study the nineteenth century and subsequently 
discern the ideological and cultural influences exerted on the Midwest by the 
legacies of colonial Mid-Atlantic, New England, and the South. 

On a final note, one which my generation of historians should appreci-
ate, I offer an observation from the most baneful, yet entertaining, television 
show of the 1970s, The Love Boat. I recall an episode featuring the cruise ship 
doctor, helpfully known as “Doc,” who received a reproach from a former 
medical school colleague and passenger aboard the Pacific Princess. The world-
renowned specialist chided Doc for throwing away his intellectual potential 
to become a generalist—“knowing less and less about more and more.” Doc 
retorted that his blinkered colleague “knows more and more about less and 
less.” This exchange has stuck with me over the decades. Good scholars will 
shape our understanding of political history for years to come because they 
intuit that Doc had the better perspective. 
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Abstract: Beyond a survey of some of the most recent traditional 
and public environmental history scholarship and trends in the 
Mid-Atlantic, this article—drawing from and reinterpreting the Turner 
Frontier Thesis—argues that the region both embodies broad currents 
of US environmental history and helped to establish American attitudes 
and patterns of behavior that migrated westward and shaped the course 
of national development. The article suggests that a Mid-Atlantic envi-
ronmental history marked by such stories as mountaintop removal coal 
mining, urbanization, industrial disaster, environmental injustice, and 
the despoliation and ongoing recovery of rivers and watersheds like the 
Chesapeake and the Hudson is not only “typically” but “exceptionally” 
American. Further, the author notes that geography, environment, and 
natural resource history have shaped and informed heritage areas and 
other important recent work in public history, seeing in those trends the 
genesis of an era in which regional and subbioregional environmental 
histories can help inform and inspire new directions toward a more 
hopeful and sustainable future. 
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his essay begins with a discomfiting posture for any historian: intellectualT 
surrender. In order to offer a lens through which we might reimagine the 
environmental history of the Middle Atlantic, I want to suggest that it is 
time to consider the possibility that a cohesive environmental narrative for the 
region along the lines of William Cronon’s seminal work on New England, 
and the subsequent excellent histories of other regions that have followed, 
may not be forthcoming.1 I am driven to the prospect of a white-flag posi-
tion in part by the sprawling nature of the physical and cultural geography of 
the Mid-Atlantic and the longstanding difficulties of even defining its pre-
cise outer boundaries. It may very well be that I am wrong, that a synthetic 
interpretation of an area that extends from the estuaries of Chesapeake Bay up 
the Piedmont to the Appalachian Mountains, and northeast to Long Island, 
Staten Island and on to the Catskills—no less, according to some definitions, 
the upper reaches of the Adirondack Mountains and the shores of the eastern 
Great Lakes—may be achievable. A holistic environmental history of the 
Mid-Atlantic could quite logically, for example, employ a watery scheme. One 
might begin at the mouth of Chesapeake, Delaware, and New York Bay and 
Long Island Sound, continue north and northwestward via the migration and 
settlement patterns that largely followed the major rivers coursing through 
and jutting around the mountainous, historical heart of the region. This 
framework would demonstrate the centrality of waterways to a region where 
the diagonally cutting Appalachian Mountains loom so large, and presumably 
reveal the inextricably entwined relationships of land, water, and people.2 It 
is hard to not notice, however, that no one has yet done it—deterred perhaps 
by the dozen or more watersheds within the region whose individual histories 
complicate and make daunting indeed such an epic-scoped framework. 

Although every region poses its own unique set of challenges in this regard, 
the environmental history of the Mid-Atlantic has unfolded across centuries on 
a vast landscape of some 200,000 square miles of widely variegated natural fea-
tures and cultural influences, as well as complex, interrelated but often discrete, 
historically determinative forces that are in some ways more challenging than 
the more culturally identifiable and geographically delineated South or Rocky 
Mountain West, for example, have proven to be. Even the best environmental 
histories of bioregions within the Mid-Atlantic—see, for example, David 
Stradling’s very fine The Nature of New York: An Environmental History of the 
Empire State—have laid bare the inborn challenges of such a project. If the 
monumentally significant Chesapeake Bay watershed of 64,000 square miles 
that embraces parts of six states and the nation’s capital is not mighty enough to 
frame a comprehensive environmental history, it may be time for another tack. 
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After endless rumination over this question of a delimiting biophysical, 
geographic logic for the Mid-Atlantic, I want to suggest that we think 
in new directions that might help cultivate a different kind of regional 
environmental identity. In search of a pole star, I have come back—don’t 
we all, eventually, willingly or not?—to Frederick Jackson Turner, who 
declared in his famous 1893 Frontier Thesis that the Mid-Atlantic, by 
virtue of its “Middle” position geographically, pluralistic cultural makeup 
and patterns of political organization, was “nonsectional,” least conscious of 
itself as a region. Further, Turner argued that the “Middle region,” possess-
ing a unifying determinative focus of “material prosperity,” was “typically 
American.”3 Well what does that mean, then or now? And how could this 
reductive and pompous characterization possibly be helpful here? Turner’s 
thesis has been exhaustively and rightly critiqued for over a century. And 
yet the fundamental impulse of what might still be deemed an intellectu-
ally brave search for unifying currents of American political and cultural 
life may be instructive in thinking about how to frame the far-flung nature 
of Mid-Atlantic environmental history. Indeed, not long ago in these very 
pages historian James Longhurst intimated this argument, positing that 
while we might well not accept Turner’s premise of a search for national 
identity or character, the eminent historian had put his finger on the 
natural features and historical forces that are foundational to Mid-Atlantic 
environmental history.4 

At the risk of revealing myself a closet Turnerian, I want to chase this 
idea a bit further. Stipulating that no region’s story mirrors or is prognostic 
of another, it is also true that this region not only embraces broad currents 
of US environmental history, but it also helped establish those attitudes and 
patterns of environmental behavior that migrated westward and shaped the 
course of development as well as ideas about “nature” in the United States. 
Further, its expansive and variegated geography holds a rich assemblage of 
pivotal episodes as well as key figures of environmental history. I am irre-
sistibly drawn to the notion that the Mid-Atlantic is not just typically, but 
exceptionally American. It may be that we have the whole shebang right here 
in the Mid-Atlantic. As Longhurst noted, the Mid-Atlantic possesses a con-
centration of transformational patterns of the national environmental story, 
from the fateful encounter of Native peoples and Europeans to westward 
moving, market-driven, monoculture cash cropping, industrialization, inten-
sive natural resource extraction, and the resulting policy response to environ-
mental crises since the second half of the last century. 
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Underneath that history, however, may lie something more fundamental. 
Turner was more right than he knew in locating the font of what we now 
agree is a profoundly problematic frontier mythology in the Mid-Atlantic. 
And if national patterns of development and endlessly expanding economic 
growth are logically derivative of Turner’s assertion of the Mid-Atlantic as 
single-mindedly driven by “material prosperity,” might it be that the Mid-
Atlantic represents a kind of Rosetta Stone for understanding important 
national elements of both historical and contemporary environmental experi-
ence? Is it not true, after all, that the bedrock of our environmental crisis is 
the frontier myth, the idea that there always is more, that Americans are 
entitled to it, that consumption without consequence is our birthright, and 
that whatever environmental or resource-related scarcity problems attend our 
consumer-driven industrial society will ultimately be solved by our national 
scientific and technological genius? 

What follows, then, is a brief survey of key elements and representative 
patterns of Mid-Atlantic environmental history, particularly (though not 
exclusively) as revealed in recent scholarship, that on the whole suggest 
that there just might be value in asserting the region as not only “typically 
American,” but emphatically so. Even as geography and the wide-ranging 
body of multi- and interdisciplinary scholarly work of the past generation 
remind us how wildly disparate this “least sectional” section of the nation 
is, it could be that on one level its very expansive nature holds the key to 
formulating a cohesive environmental narrative and identity for the region. 
I will suggest, too, the importance of putting to work in the public sphere 
the enlivening trends of the field in ways that can help secure a more hopeful 
environmental future. From the depletion of fisheries to endless ecologically 
punishing fossil fuel extraction to the fouling of urban waterways because 
there was always more open water to dilute the waste, the Mid-Atlantic 
distills much of America’s frontier ethos. Fortunately, it also has encapsu-
lated Americans’ love of “nature,” as well as the sobering confrontation with 
environmental crisis that together have given rise to inspiring, heartening 
movements for environmental recovery. 

No matter where the outer perimeters are drawn, most interpretations of 
the Mid-Atlantic and its environmental history point to the Chesapeake Bay 
and its watershed as the identifying natural epicenter of the region. Featuring 
the third-largest estuary in the world, holding more miles of shoreline than 
the entire west coast of the United States, its watershed embracing more than 
100,000 rivers and streams, the Chesapeake has earned a massive body of 
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literature. The most comprehensive volume may be Discovering the Chesapeake: 
The History of an Ecosystem, a multidisciplinary compendium examining 
the Chesapeake’s remarkable natural and human history. Beginning with 
the origins and complex hydrological systems of the bay, continuing with 
the Native American presence and enduring imprint on the landscape, and 
extending through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries of intensifying 
human exploitation of the fishery and related natural systems, the collec-
tion makes clear the profound, centuries-long interconnections between the 
waters of the Chesapeake, the peoples of the region, and the critical impor-
tance of land use throughout the watershed. Although flawed in a number 
of respects, Richard D. Albright’s recent work, Death of the Chesapeake: A 
History of the Military’s Role in Polluting the Bay, suggests an important area of 
critical examination for scholars of this and many other regions: the central 
role that largely unregulated manufacture and disposal of munitions (includ-
ing chemical weapons) for the US military have had in polluting the bay over 
the past century. 

John R. Wennersten’s acclaimed works on the bay are also worth 
noting—The Oyster Wars of the Chesapeake and The Chesapeake: An Environmental 
Biography. The latter delivers a scientific, eloquent, and nuanced history of 
the bay that leaves the reader with a disquieting sense that, despite decades 
of scientific research and fervent “Save the Bay” activism, this watery cradle 
of American civilization remains endangered. One comes away with the dis-
comforting conclusion that there are no villains here; we are all descendant 
from and beneficiaries of a history of tobacco, logging, canal and railroad 
building, over-oystering, and I-95. We have met the despoiled watery fron-
tier and she is us. 

If as Jack Temple Kirby has declared, the history of Virginia without 
the Chesapeake is “unthinkable,” and if we extend that assertion to the 
Mid-Atlantic and its environmental history, and if indeed the Mid-Atlantic 
is a defining region that established key patterns of American experience, we 
might logically ask whether the current state of the bay is not also distress-
ingly prognostic.5 It may be instructive to ask what the history and continu-
ally threatened Chesapeake suggests about the fate of less iconic waters and 
watersheds elsewhere. 

The Chesapeake epitomizes how elemental the region’s waterways are 
to Mid-Atlantic environmental history. Wennersten’s Historic Waterfront of 
Washington DC traces the central role of the Potomac and Anacostia rivers 
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in shaping the course of the nation’s capital. Peter C. Mancall’s Valley of 
Opportunity: Economic Culture along the Upper Susquehanna, 1700–1800 delivers 
an environmental and economic history of an important connective waterway 
in the northern reaches of the Mid-Atlantic. Mancall argues that following 
an early period of generally benign economic and cultural exchange and 
localized, modest impacts on the biophysical landscape, powerful economic 
forces tied to the transatlantic economy altered relations among peoples and 
accelerated the pace of environmental transformation. He offers an enlight-
ened understanding of how distant but powerful economic forces in colonial 
America could transform both human and natural worlds—an urgently rel-
evant thesis for our own time. Moreover, as Strother E. Roberts has pointed 
out, Mancall discards any attempt to delimit his study by arbitrary political 
divisions, and instead grants determinative agency to the natural features of 
the Upper Susquehanna to shape his work. The river, its tributaries, and the 
natural features of the Upper Susquehanna drive the story—demonstrating, 
among other things, the historiographical distance we have traveled from 
Turner.6 

One of the great cities of the world and ostensibly the very definition of 
an “unnatural” place, New York City and its Lower Hudson River bioregion 
have been the subject of original and important works that collectively are 
helping to reshape urban environmental history. Betsy McCully’s City at 
the Water’s Edge: A Natural History of New York posits that New York City’s 
resplendence might be surpassed only by the wondrous depth of its natural 
history. McCully reminds us that, despite centuries of human transformation, 
Gotham remains an urban ecosystem whose history and current condition 
portend important lessons as we ponder the fate of this and all coastal cities 
in a climate-changed world. Straddling environmental history and ecojour-
nalism, Tom Anderson’s This Fine Piece of Water: An Environmental History of 
Long Island Sound examines one of America’s most beautiful but heavily used 
and abused estuaries. 

Robert D. Lifset’s recent Power on the Hudson: Storm King Mountain 
and the Emergence of Modern American Environmentalism offers a compelling 
account of this monumentally significant episode in the shifting terrain of 
environmental law in the 1960s. Lifset makes clear that what happens on 
land—Long Island’s celebrated suburbanization, for example—is every bit 
as important as its marine history. Frances Dunwell’s exquisitely illustrated 
The Hudson: America’s River underscores the Hudson River’s exalted place in 
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both the nation’s emerging nature aesthetic of the early nineteenth century 
and, by the 1960s, the national movement to confront the crisis of severely 
degraded waterways. Finally, Matthew Gandy’s Concrete and Clay: Reworking 
Nature in New York City weaves issues of public space, environmental 
justice, and shifting, often-contested conceptions of “nature” into a mul-
tilayered history of the city’s water supply, Robert Moses’s parkways, and 
the creation of Central Park to produce a book that might well establish a 
pathbreaking new direction for urban environmental history. Gandy’s book 
is perhaps most striking for its deft extension of the past into the present, 
shedding light on how past public policies, social movements, and the pas-
toral ideal of nature are visibly expressed in the contemporary landscape of 
New York City. 

Moreover, in this and other recent works of both traditional and public 
environmental scholarship throughout the Mid-Atlantic we find a realization 

figure 1: Since the 1820s, the Hudson River has been an iconic place in the American 

environmental imagination. That history continued in the 1960s, by which time the river had 

become a horrific, representative microcosm of river pollution across the country. Its recovery 

over the past decades has been equally significant, helping to point the way toward more sus-

tainable management of waterways everywhere. Photo courtesy of Riverkeeper.org. 
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of Van Wyck Brooks’s century-old call for a “useable” American past. As 
Vagel Keller argued recently in these pages, the need for environmental 
narratives of the past to inform contemporary policy choices has never been 
more imperative. Keller specifically urged an application of the principles of 
environmental justice to the region’s largely impoverished rural countryside 
that is threatened increasingly by the expansion of natural gas hydrofractur-
ing in the Marcellus Shale.7 Turner is never far away: the extractive frontier 
of opportunity never “closed” in any of America’s Wests. Like North Dakota, 
large swaths of Pennsylvania have been riding high the new “fracking” fron-
tier of massive natural gas and oil development—even as the legacies of past 
fossil fuel extraction persist.8 

As I have written recently, museums and other sites of public history 
throughout the region have been moving increasingly toward addressing 
the manifold resonant links between the region’s environmental history and 
contemporary local, national, and planetary concerns from river restoration 
to global warming. Natural history institutions such as New York City’s 
American Museum of Natural History and the Cayuga Nature Center in 
Ithaca, New York, have in the past decade featured powerful exhibitions 
illustrating the macro and regional impacts of climate change, the paramount 
environmental issue of our time.9 

Even more impressive was the Smithsonian’s Anacostia Museum exhibit in 
2013 titled “Reclaiming the Edge: Urban Waterways and Civic Engagement,” 
a multilayered, historically framed examination of Anacostia River history. 
The exhibition vividly chronicled the profound effects of human settlement 
and development on the river, pointedly addressing along the way issues 
of environmental justice and the larger “social and racial ecology” of the 
city—specifically the ways in which the befouling of the Anacostia dispro-
portionately impacted its overwhelmingly African American and economi-
cally distressed communities. After noting the river’s role in shaping culture, 
recreational life, and local identity, the exhibit emphasized the importance 
of local grassroots citizen activism over the past few decades in restoring the 
Anacostia. The exhibition extended these themes across the Mid-Atlantic to 
other urban waterways, the Allegheny and Monongahela of the Pittsburgh 
region, and then flung its net toward the Los Angeles River, the Thames of 
London, Suzhou Creek in Shanghai. With John R. Wennersten serving as 
lead consulting historian, the exhibition offered a dynamic, inspiring model 
for how other museums might address the complex history of all forms 
of environmental degradation. Beyond demonstrating the important but 
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overlooked fact that environmental history lies under our feet and in the life-
giving waters of every community, the exhibit shined a rare spotlight on the 
role of citizen activism in redressing the recklessness of the past.10 Although 
the movement to reclaim and restore urban waterways after more than a cen-
tury of exploitation is certainly not unique to the Mid-Atlantic, the telling of 
this history at a neighborhood satellite of the nation’s museum situated near 
the watery heart of the region suggested limitless opportunities elsewhere to 
pull the lessons of the environmental past into the public realm. 

As with the Anacostia, the topography of the Mid-Atlantic is wrinkled 
by historic waterways of generally less appreciated national significance. 
Historian and author Adam Goodheart recently made a compelling case for 
the Brandywine River. More a creek than a river, the unassuming Brandywine 
that runs with increasing insistence from southeastern Pennsylvania toward 
Wilmington, Delaware, became the source of one of the nation’s impor-
tant early manufacturing enterprises: the DuPont Company. As Goodheart 
says, DuPont explosives “blasted the way for the Erie Canal and the 
transcontinental railroads; opened veins of California gold and Nevada silver; 
cut terrible swaths of destruction through Confederate armies, Indian tribes, 
and buffalo herds.”11 Fittingly, the built landscape of the Brandywine’s rich 
history is now a centerpiece of Delaware’s first national park. 

The north-flowing Monongahela’s watershed fans out across the mountains 
and valleys of northern West Virginia, its main stem coursing famously into 
Pittsburgh, where it meets the Allegheny and Ohio. The “Mon” was critical 
to the shipbuilding that opened the trans-Appalachian west, as well as the 
steel-making enterprise of Andrew Carnegie. Alongside this important eco-
nomic history there lies the environmental nightmare of the “Donora Smog.” 
In October 1948 the residents of Donora experienced the worst air pollution 
disaster in American history, one that killed twenty people outright and led 
to the premature deaths of many more unnumbered.12 The event proved 
instrumental in the national movement to address the scourge of air pollu-
tion, something the now largely deindustrialized community embraced a 
decade ago with the opening of the Donora Smog Museum, whose slogan 
reads proudly, “Clean Air Started Here.” According to Brian Charlton, its 
volunteer director, the museum continually strives “to make a clear and 
natural connection to contemporary environmental concerns . . . [learning] 
the lessons the smog disaster has to teach us . . . and [applying] them in an 
active and diligent way’’ on issues ranging from the nation’s energy needs to 
climate change.13 
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Shrouded in those same mountains on the western edge of the Mid-Atlantic 
are other environmental histories of national import. The Hawks Nest Tunnel 
Disaster of the early 1930s that took the lives of at least 700 men—the vast 
majority poor African Americans from the South—under Gauley Mountain, 
West Virginia, has only fairly recently been brought into the orbit of environ-
mental history. The nation’s worst industrial disaster transpired over a period 
of years as desperate Depression-era workers quickly succumbed to silicosis 
while tunneling through 16,240 feet of silica-rich Gauley Mountain on a pro-
ject engineered by Union Carbide. Generally forgotten for decades, Hawks 
Nest has been given new consideration by historians like Robert Gottlieb 
in light of the environmental justice movement that emerged in the 1980s, 
as well as coincidental, overlapping efforts to forge a new relationship 
between the environmental and labor movements around occupational and 
public health issues.14 

Gauley Mountain stands near the southeast end of Kanawha Valley, known 
to many in West Virginia as “Chemical Valley” for the extensive concentration 
of chemical plants—according to one study, the largest in the country for 
nearly a century.15 Not surprisingly, it also has been the scene of rising cancer 
rates, along with repeated accidental chemical releases into the environment. 
Most recently a spill of 10,000 gallons of a chemical compound known as 
MCHM in January 2014 contaminated the drinking water of more than 
300,000 people.16 MCHM’s use in coal processing links it to another environ-
mental story of enormous consequence, albeit obscure to most Americans who 
don’t live there: mountaintop removal coal mining. Although more firmly 
belonging to the eleven-state expanse of terrain we know as Appalachia than 
the Mid-Atlantic—here again, the problem with geographic boundaries—the 
long history of coal and its effects on both nature and communities straddles 
the two regions. Mountaintop removal has leveled more than 500 mountains 
and buried hundreds of miles of streams across 1.5 million acres, devastating 
areas of southern West Virginia and southwestern Virginia, encompassing one 
of the most biologically rich regions in North America.17 

Other stories are concerned not with plunder but conservation. Driven by 
the economic desperation of the Great Depression, and further inspired by 
a desire to reverse the effects of deforestation around the country, President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt established the Civilian Conservation Corps in April 
1933 near Luray, Virginia. The “CCC Boys” there and elsewhere left a remark-
able and complex legacy that helped to shape the future of conservation.18 

Among their contributions was helping to advance the Appalachian Trail as 
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figure 2: Practiced in the Mid-Atlantic and Appalachian regions since the 1960s, 

Mountaintop Removal (MTR) employs fewer workers and allows companies to extract greater 

volumes of coal more cheaply. MTR has resulted in the destruction of more than 500 moun-

tains from Kentucky to Virginia. Thousands of miles of headwater streams and valleys have 

been polluted and filled in the process of producing coal that helps power the nation. Photo 

by Vivian Stockman/www.ohvec.org. Flyover courtesy SouthWings.org. 

it snaked over forested mountains and through valleys across the heart of the 
Mid-Atlantic. A generation later, not far from Camp Roosevelt in those same 
mountains, Supreme Court Justice William Douglas famously led an eight-
day hike, sparking what became a successful effort to preserve the Chesapeake 
and Ohio Canal corridor from highway development. Eventually the C&O 
National Historical Park, along with other Mid-Atlantic sites of deindus-
trialization and environmental despoilment like Johnstown and Pittsburgh, 
helped inspire new directions in the National Park Service that asserted a 
broader, more richly interdisciplinary mission. 

Indeed, since the 1980s the Mid-Atlantic has been at the center of the move-
ment to preserve and interpret nationally significant histories that are bound 
by geography, the development of natural resources, and the transformation of 
regional environments. Canal heritage parks, the Johnstown Flood Memorial 
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Museum and nearby Allegheny Portage site, iron- and steel-making sites, the 
oil heritage region, the National Road heritage corridor, lumber museums, 
and too many more to enumerate point to the fundamentally central role of 
environmental history throughout the region. Each of these sites represents an 
opportunity to link regional natural and human history in meaningful ways 
that can help both inform and incite dialogue over such issues as water qual-
ity, transportation policy, long-term energy security, climate change, and the 
attendant environmental dimensions of a globalized economy. In addition, 
from Native American displacement to the Hawks Nest disaster to the com-
munities and lives negatively impacted by fossil fuel extraction, the region 
encompasses an abundance of revealing histories of social-environmental injus-
tice of urgent contemporary resonance.19 Thus it seems equally imperative that 
historians continue not only to examine previously unexplored chapters of 
the Mid-Atlantic’s environmental and ecocultural history, but also to explore 
avenues for disseminating their work to the widest possible audience. Visitors 
to museums and historic sites in the region that tell an environmental story 
should come away not thinking that the despoiling of land and water is a his-
tory entirely hermetically sealed in the past, but rather challenged to think 
about the regional and universal reverberations of those histories for our own 
time. The past may be both prologue and provocation to act. As Keller argued, 
the extent to which we—as teachers, public historians, bloggers, consultants, 
writers of magazine and newspaper articles, and more—can put environmental 
history to work in educating our fellow citizens will determine in part the 
relevance of Mid-Atlantic environmental scholarship and the degree to which 
it can be effectively deployed to help shape public policy. How citizens and 
elected officials treat the fracking boom in the oil and gas industry may well 
set the course nationwide. Will it be New York or Pennsylvania? Will we ban 
or lightly regulate, support renewable energy or not? Which politician’s read-
ing of climate history, whose telling of the fossil fuel industry’s track record 
will win the day? 

In this ramble that has admittedly moved us not one inch toward a more 
cohesive regional narrative, at least this much is clear: the Mid-Atlantic 
reminds us that the American relationship with nature is laden with con-
tradictions that approach the absurd. Look no further than New Jersey. As 
Neil Maher made clear in his fine edited collection of essays, the state is 
marked both by centuries of determined wetland destruction and dogged 
efforts to restore, protect, and celebrate them as ecological wonders essential 
to New Jersey’s coastal identity; menacing industrial contamination of the 
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Passaic and other rivers and heroic efforts to reclaim, redeem, and reimagine 
state waterways; sprawling suburbs and parkways that were in part respon-
sible for the loss of so much of the “garden” in the “Garden State” and a 
more recent visionary campaign to preserve and promote local sustainable 
agriculture. It boasts the nation’s first National Reserve in the Pine Barrens, 
one of the most extraordinary and largely unknown ecocultural regions in 
the country.20 The paradox permeates regional environmental history: the 
Mid-Atlantic may be home to mountaintop removal, Levittown, and Three 
Mile Island, but it is also the birthplace of Wilderness Act author Howard 
Zahniser, Rachel Carson, John McPhee, Annie Dillard, and Edward Abbey. 
It seems to me that like Mid-Atlantic environmental history itself, the words 
and lives of these environmental giants argue against the frontier ethos (well, 
Abbey excepted). 

Meanwhile, as our own methane-dispensing fracking frontier roars on, 
Arctic sea ice cover is at another near-record low, opening up whole new 
frontiers of exploration and development for oil, gas and mineral compa-
nies.21 The fate of the Arctic is now at the mercy of the geostrategic interests 
of global powers, and those of us whom they purport to serve.22 One begins 
to wonder if the times in which we find ourselves have rendered regional 
environmental history irrelevant. Time and space collapse under melting 
glaciers. In the end, the large looming question of whether, and how quickly, 
Americans can come to terms with the limited capacity of the planet to heal 
itself, with the cold geological, biophysical, and atmospheric fact that there 
is only so much more, may hinge on how forthrightly and in what forums 
we can confront our national environmental history. And that may in turn 
depend on this most ardently American region. Whether we can finally 
turn the corner and feel confident about the recovery of the Mid-Atlantic’s 
ecologically precious estuaries depends in part on how candid policymakers 
are willing to acknowledge the sullied history that provoked recovery efforts 
in the first place and that continues in new forms. The same can be said about 
the deep, environmentally dark legacies of coal and the unfolding horror of 
mountaintop removal. 

Hope lies in history—and in the inspired efforts of citizens working to 
arrest centuries of frontier-driven despoliation. In reclaimed rivers, revived 
historic neighborhoods, in watchdog citizens’ organizations, in farm-to-table 
food systems emerging on old industrial landscapes, and elsewhere one can 
see the emergence of a new kind of frontier—one that provides a glimpse 
of a new sustainable paradigm, one that may yet—if Frederick Jackson 
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Turner was right and the Mid-Atlantic is not just typically but prophetically 
American—foretell our prospects for a more environmentally responsible 
future. At bottom, I remind myself, the frontier was always about hope and 
the future. 
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Abstract: Despite expansive agendas in labor and working-class history, 
a Mid-Atlantic regional perspective has not been, and likely will not 
be, deemed useful in discerning historical change and causation for core 
questions in the field. Following a brief survey of labor historiography 
and its emerging directions, the author considers diverse ways of “find-
ing” a region and regional identities through routes of work and place, 
and suggests that a Mid-Atlantic labor identity might be found in the 
“drama and debris” of the Great Strike of 1877 and during deindustri-
alization in the 1970s. 
Keywords: Mid-Atlantic region, labor history, 1877 Railroad Strike, 
labor strikes, deindustrialization, labor historiography, Pennsylvania 
labor history, Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey 

ne inescapable reality “O of American labor history” is “the never-

ending struggle between workers and bosses for power,” writes 

Melvyn Dubofsky in Hard Work: The Making of Labor History.1 

In that collection of essays and articles drawn from decades of 

his research and teaching the “new” labor history, Dubofsky 

succinctly captures a fundamental topic explored by historians 
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in the subfield. The “new” labor history, begun in the 1960s, had departed 
from the “old” labor history’s institutional focus on trade unions and labor 
leaders and, by the 1980s, had produced voluminous research on work-
ing people and their work (work settings, occupations, labor processes, 
labor markets, modes of managerial control, and work cultures) in com-
munity and case studies. Such work was cross-cut by ethnicity, gender, 
and race, and considered workers’ experiences both inside and outside of 
workplaces to understand working-class formation and class consciousness, 
working-class communities, families, and many other social, fraternal, 
religious, and political networks operating in—and by and for—work-
ers’ worlds.2 By the 1990s this “new” labor history seemed “not so new.” 
Emerging research on the “cultural” or “linguistic” turn in labor history 
focused less on materialist and structural sides to the stories of “struggle,” 
industrial and other relations in working-class life, and “power” (or con-
trol, or will, or agency), and more so on language and expression, to reveal 
operational hierarchies of power, such as whiteness and patriarchy.3 Yet all 
of these labor histories—the old, the new, and the “new, new”—continue 
in the twenty-first century. As Dubofsky describes it, “labor history has 
become a moveable feast.” 

Its practitioners have indeed restored voice to the previously inarticu-
late, turned those at the bottom of society into historical subjects with 
will and agency, and portrayed working people in all their ethnic, 
racial, gendered and cultural diversity. They have continued to write 
solid institutional histories and substantial biographies; add more 
and more working-class communities to our knowledge base; broaden 
substantially our understanding of nonwhite workers; explore how 
gender has governed the behavior of workers; interrogate the language 
and cultural practices of working people; and probe the ever-changing 
relationship among workers, the state, and the law.4 

But what of a Mid-Atlantic labor history? Historians of labor and working-
class history have assayed regional characteristics of all manner of work in 
the South, New England, the Midwest, and the West, but they have not 
yet offered any sustained and discernible Mid-Atlantic regional perspective 
in their studies. To be sure, labor historians have studied workers and work 
in communities and in regions that fall geographically within the political 
boundaries of the Mid-Atlantic states—for example, the anthracite region of 
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northeastern Pennsylvania; the “industrial heartland” of Pittsburgh and its 
many surrounding mill towns; the coke region of southwestern Pennsylvania, 
or the Philadelphia metropolitan region—and they have done so in varying, 
historical time periods.5 Industrial geographies of either manufacturing/ 
extractive/commercial pursuits, or transportation systems, or market “revolu-
tions” seem to define such regions—or better labeled “subregions”—should a 
Mid-Atlantic region be discovered. 

By way of contrast in seeking a Mid-Atlantic region, historians have ref-
erenced other regions such as “the South,” “the West,” or the Sunbelt and 
the Rust Belt, and whether in scholarly literature or popular recognition, 
the monikers conjure narratives of historical trajectories and ones not just 
based in place and time but in “a sense of place,” a “knowingness,” and an 
identity of difference that, for example, westerners or southerners had from 
“the East” or “the North.”6 Scholars of the “New Western history” have been 
successful in critically redefining a regional history of “the West” from that 
of westward expansion (the Turnerian frontier) to researching distinctive 
and shared characteristics of the region based in the historical legacies of 
“conquest” and “colony” and in experiences unique to westerners.7 In doing 
so, the New Western history helps to animate how conceptualizations of 
region shape the American, national history. Yet, a complete mapping of “the 
West” remains undone, and as one scholar claims, “to conceive of a West as 
a single, integrated, homogenous region is to force a ‘square peg’ historical 
geographic reality into a ‘round hole’ regional label.”8 I anticipate that even 
for the expansive (and currently expanding) field of labor history, a Mid-
Atlantic regional lens will focus attention on what is ultimately an artificial, 
and forced, construct. 

Just where (and, more significantly, when, and definitely why) would 
this Mid-Atlantic region be located and useful to define for the study of 
labor history? Shall we begin our mapping of the area along the New York– 
Philadelphia–Baltimore axis in the east, and travel from Baltimore mov-
ing upstream on the Susquehanna River and along the Baltimore & Ohio 
Railroad? Doing so will capture workers, work, and industries of Trenton and 
Patterson, Camden and Chester, Wilmington to Sparrows Point, and north 
again to Williamsport. The 1846 charter for the Pennsylvania Railroad, and 
the earlier years of traversing the Alleghenies, were too important not to con-
nect this Mid-Atlantic east to western Pennsylvania and to the three rivers 
that meet in Pittsburgh. We might also include the area north of Pittsburgh, 
to Erie and Buffalo, and head east again to Rochester and Albany, and to the 
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Hudson River either on canals or rails. Boundaries of a Mid-Atlantic region 
are blurry in 1855 as they would be in 1955, and yet, however far north 
(to Connecticut?), or far south (to Virginia?), or far west (to Ohio or West 
Virginia?) one draws this region, Pennsylvania is its center and likely is its 
connective core.9 

We could follow an economic linkage of railroads to draw a Mid-Atlantic 
laboring region, but why not canals, rivers, the Chesapeake Bay, or the Atlantic 
Ocean? Or turnpikes, interstate highways, and airports? Or we might track 
coal, coke, and steel, though we’d neglect glass, pottery, textiles, clothing, 
and earlier, timber, charcoal, iron, and many water-powered mills and, one 
hopes, we would not completely ignore agriculture.10 Such approaches based 
on “industry” or “technology” or “economic history” might devalue labor and 
working-class experiences in defining a Mid-Atlantic region.11 The uneven-
ness of capitalist development in different sectors of the economy combined 
with the total diversity of laboring experiences across place and time—in 
other words, a holistic heterogeneity from historians’ vantage—may well 
be the defining feature of this Mid-Atlantic map. I would suggest this is 
the reason labor historians have not written theoretically or comparatively 
about the significance of a Mid-Atlantic region for the culture, politics, and 
organizational structure of working-class life, or in the traditional “institu-
tions” approach to the study of unions and labor leaders in comprehending 
the dynamics of working-class struggle in the United States. 

In fact, two more recent agendas in labor historiography will likely sub-
merge a focus on region for the national story. The first is transnational his-
tory, which includes those “processes and actors that move across territorial 
boundaries of diverse nation-states,” and those processes that are “extremely 
diverse,” including “economies, demographic movements, capital flows, 
ideas, cultures and commodities.” Labor historians using a transnational lens 
adopt a global perspective, pose research questions no longer contained by a 
nation-state’s borders, and accord “flow and movement itself as constructive 
of change, as causally significant, and thus producing history.”12 Scholars of 
contemporary and historical im/migrations have pursued transnationalism 
with vigor and offer labor historians refined models of transregionalism and 
transcultural spaces in thinking about economic connections and information 
networks that im/migrants have used, and still use, to insert themselves into 
segmented labor markets.13 

A second agenda comes from a recent issue of International Labor and 
Working-Class History that calls for explorations of “labor geographies,” that 
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is, how workers attempt to shape the geographies of capitalism. The issue 
suggests future research on topics such as population density and class for-
mation, or contiguity of work and home, or the relationship between prop-
erty ownership and class identity, and which might probe “how capitalism 
functions as a spatial system and explore what this means for workers’ 
social praxis.”14 Perhaps labor history will develop a “spatial turn” wherein 
“region” might become a lens to discern effects of globalization on interna-
tional solidarity movements, diasporas, or commodity chains. As of yet, a 
“Mid-Atlantic” region has not been historicized as part of a transnational or 
transregional project.15 

Returning to the sheer diversity of labor and working-class pasts in the 
Mid-Atlantic: what labor did the area (region) not depend on? Slave labor 
or cowboys driving cattle? Did only workers in the Mid-Atlantic experience 
(as the aptly titled works convey) Lives of Their Own or Work in a Disaster-
prone Industry? Mid-Atlantic communities certainly came to understand 
Family Time and Industrial Time (as did communities in New Hampshire), 
and the area’s workers contributed to Making a New Deal (as did workers in 
Chicago).16 We might also ask: which immigrant, ethnic, and racial groups 
did not work in Mid-Atlantic economies over time? Waves of immigrants, 
Great Migrations, migrant workers, and deindustrial diasporas are captured 
in labor and industrial community histories, and cumulatively such studies 
demonstrate how diversity and uneven prosperity have assisted and hindered 
worker struggles in a capitalist wage-labor system. Further, such studies 
emphasize the significance of ethnic, gendered, and racial identities in the 
making of opposition cultures and in working-class life. Yet, these studies 
supply little evidence or argument for a Mid-Atlantic regional cohesion, let 
alone for workers’ own awareness of a Mid-Atlantic identity upon which to act 
as historical agents in the shaping of capital-labor relations.17 

Perhaps there were historical “moments” when members of a Mid-Atlantic 
working class saw themselves as part of a shared region of “inequality and 
stratification, differing social mobility, [and] work discipline” and con-
jured a movement culture and mentalité based in mutual recognition that 
their labor existed as commodity and themselves as fundamentally different 
from capitalists.18 In a pessimistic suggestion of shared experience (perhaps 
sentimentalist, because I am offering reactive examples), a Mid-Atlantic 
laboring identity might be found in the “drama and debris” of both the 
Great Strike of 1877 and in capital’s mobility that occurred throughout 
the mapped area a century later. Such “moments” actually span years of 
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connected and unconnected responses to capitalism(s) by industrializing and 
deindustrializing societies. In order to seek a Mid-Atlantic laboring identity, 
our quest would be to find “existing qualities, beliefs, experiences, situations 
that together transcend sub-regional heterogeneity and bind together people 
and places.”19 

On our map of the Mid-Atlantic, Martinsburg, West Virginia, is uncan-
nily at its center. Though the Great Upheaval began there and on the B&O 
Railroad in July 1877, Herbert Gutman saw its “prelude” in the years of 
1873–74 when workers struck again and again in “small railroad towns and 
in isolated semi-rural regions” throughout Mid-Atlantic states, and, just 
as in 1877, strikes occurred in locations farther west and south. Gutman 
emphasized the railroad workers’ “readiness . . . to express their grievances” 
with or without the direction from railroad brotherhoods, yet commonly and 
crucially with support from their local communities.20 Strikes occurred along 
the Erie Railroad and at its shops in the northeastern Pennsylvania town of 
Susquehanna Depot and along its western connective hub at Hornellsville, 
New York; more strikes happened in towns connected by the Lehigh Valley 
Railroad between Pittston, Pennsylvania, and Waverley, New York, as well 
as along the Delaware, Lackawanna, & Western Railroad at Hoboken and 
New York City, and the western divisions of the Pennsylvania Railroad sys-
tem at Pittsburgh and farther west to cities and towns in Ohio, Indiana, and 
Illinois. Key characteristics of this prelude to 1877 included how in those 
many small towns “local discontent sparked the strikes,” and that “unlike in 
the cities . . . the discontented worker still was viewed by his fellow citizens 
as an individual and was not yet the stereotyped ‘labor agitator.’” According 
to Gutman, that striking workers and supportive communities were able to 
stop trains and “take over” railroad properties signaled shared “institutional 
and ideological factors [which] added to the strength of the workers and 
temporarily, at least, weakened the power of employers.”21 

It is not, though, in the strikers’ demands or in the strikes’ debris (and 
there was less debris resulting from violence and railroad destruction in 
1873–74 than in the upheaval of 1877) that I would seek a Mid-Atlantic 
regional and laboring identity. Instead, I would look to that period’s present 
and ensuing drama of how companies and states attempted to restore the 
working of the roads and to prevent disruptive working-class discontent, in 
1873–74 and again in 1877, and to help us discern (or better yet, imagine) 
a regional pattern of both working-class peoples’ experiences with “law and 
order” and their expectations for an equitable social contract. At Susquehanna 
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Depot, a town of 8,000 became an “armed camp” with 1,800 soldiers from the 
Wilkes-Barre militia and supplemented by Philadelphia soldiers. Martial law 
was declared, 1,200 workers fired, and the Erie Railroad reasserted its con-
trol.22 At Hornellsville the railroad conceded to all striking workers, though 
“trouble” there reached back to 1869 and forward to 1880s as a “rights con-
sciousness” permeated the social contexts of railroad workers’ lives.23 

Workers along with their sympathetic and supportive communities 
throughout Mid-Atlantic areas would come to recognize the establish-
ment—and the force—of “state militias,” those National Guard units sent 
to supplement the railroad police, or the “Cossacks,” a.k.a. the Coal and Iron 
police, or sent to aid the professional “finks” from such private police forces 
as Baldwin-Felts or Pinkerton. Workers and communities in rural areas also 
saw the establishment of the state police, and the building of many arsenals 
near to industrial worksites. Discovering and defining a Mid-Atlantic region 
through the drama (and trauma?) of “law and order” imposed by publicly 
funded forces and military strikebreaking would not, I admit, be contained 
solely within a Mid-Atlantic area, but residents of the region’s places and 
spaces in the 1870s surely shared concerns about capital’s and, increasingly, 
the state’s unilateral terms for a (revised) social contract. 

In another example, discovering region might also be found in the 
debris of deindustrialization and its representations. I wonder, does the 
Mid-Atlantic have more monuments and historical markers commemorat-
ing work, labor leaders, and labor actions than any other region? Does the 
region have more museums exhibiting working lives and industry? I think 
the Mid-Atlantic might have the most “ruin porn”: popular and professional 
images taken of crumbling sites of industry, haunting interiors of factory 
floors, where once there was activity and noise: now silence, not grease on 
the machines but dust, from which viewers conjure (or mourn?) imagined 
men at work. A recent collection of photographs, Modern Ruins, captures 
the rusting Bethlehem Steel in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, and weeds and 
young trees overtaking the Carrie Furnace at Rankin, Pennsylvania.24 Its 
introduction asks if these industrial ruins are “fossils,” or “remnant anato-
mies,” or “survivors,” and ponders our fascination with them: is it due to 
a delight in witnessing destruction or in reliving those “disturbed layers of 
a traumatized consciousness”?25 Visual evidence of a deindustrial sublime 
include the anthracite counties’ culm banks or Ashley’s coal breaker, the lat-
ter of which inspired local preservation efforts in order to remember and stave 
off the “future of amnesia,” whereas the outdoor mall at Homestead (“for 
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shopping, dining, and entertainment at ‘The Waterfront’”) inspires poetry 
and photography about long-time residents’ social dislocation.26 Artistic ren-
derings and preservation efforts aside, Mid-Atlantic residents are surrounded 
by material evidence and social memories of many declines: from Hazelton 
and Trenton, to Camden and Chester, or Coatesville and Sparrows Point, and 
not just in towns like Brownsville or Braddock, but across rural counties’ 
landscapes.27 Whether the debris is considered environmentally damaging, or 
heroic, or nostalgic, those former industrial sites contain a drama, currently 
in attempts to represent, and certainly in labor historians’ research about the 
recent, lived pasts when workers and communities heard the silence of the 
coal tipples, train trestles, and factory floors. 

In The Face of Decline Thomas Dublin and Walter Licht define Pennsylvania’s 
anthracite region in two ways: “distinctive” due to its geologic and industrial 
history, and also in its social dynamics comprised of “crises, coping, resilience, 
and love of place” due to the long decline of anthracite mining.28 Multiple 
oral histories inform their study: we hear from extended generations of work-
ing families and learn about their strategies to maintain livelihoods and com-
munities, and also adapt in the present and plan for the future. The range 
of economic problems that wove the “labor question” in the late nineteenth 
century came to be respun in the late twentieth century with deindustrializa-
tion (and in the anthracite region since the 1920s.) Capital’s mobility (often 
in its quest for cheaper labor) and its effects on workers and communities are 
subjects of important recent studies of Mid-Atlantic industries, for example, 
Dan Sidorick’s study of Camden’s Campbell’s Soup, Jefferson Cowie’s study of 
RCA, and Ken Wolensky’s study of New York City’s “run-away” (garment) 
shops to Wilkes-Barre.29 Guian McKee and James Wolfinger in separate 
studies describe the frictions of race and labor politics in the City of Brotherly 
Love during shifting economies in the mid-twentieth century, and on the 
other side of the state during the decline and fall of the steel industry, Charlie 
McCollester contends a laboring identity is the Point of Pittsburgh (even in the 
absence of work).30 

Might a Mid-Atlantic regional identity have formed (or have appeared) in 
workers’ empathy with other workers—even those residing hundreds of miles 
away—during moments (and over the course of years) when “the necessity 
of downsizing” was heard? Or, following devastations to rural, often county-
wide, economies, might a Mid-Atlantic region convey a wry excitement at 
the announcement that a Wal-Mart was planned? Could a shared recognition 
about the “number of new jobs,” and not the quality of work or pay of those 
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jobs, have been a defining, regional characteristic: an identity of difference 
that marked a generation who experienced the permanence of a postindustrial 
Mid-Atlantic? 

Perhaps not. Maybe instead workers in their communities became insu-
lar, protective, and parochial and so even less suited for a fast-paced global 
capitalism where corporations have no stake in geographic or political 
boundaries.31 Perhaps in the face of decline during the late twentieth century 
is another call to labor historians to seek out working-class conservatism: 
“working people who neither joined unions, nor radical political organiza-
tions, nor resisted employers but instead shared a belief in an ‘American 
way of life,’” who cast votes counter to their economic interests, or rejected 
an aging New Deal liberalism (or who never fully embraced it) as a shared 
characteristic of a Mid-Atlantic region.32 

These speculations on shared “dramas and debris” have attempted to 
connect place with experience (i.e., a sense of place) that workers held and 
that shaped communities’ responses within Mid-Atlantic economies. In 
both of these overgeneralized and imaginative examples in search of a Mid-
Atlantic regional identity, labor historians would likely agree that geographic 
power was linked to workplace power: whether seen in the “moments” of 
1873–1874/1877 railroad strikes when geographic power was necessary for 
an increase in workplace power (albeit temporarily) or, by the 1970s, in the 
representations about its uncoupling. Further, historians in search of region 
also might conceptualize how a Mid-Atlantic urban-rural divide may have 
been bridged by capital-state punitive power to restore order during the 
late nineteenth century, or investigate how “class happens” across urban-
suburban-rural settings in the late twentieth century. Such topics would 
add to the hard work that labor historians do: there is a rich body of work on 
labor history in the Mid-Atlantic states, and this body of work does not come 
close to constituting a Mid-Atlantic labor and working-class history. A “Mid-
Atlantic region” has not been considered as a variable or a lens; it has been 
more so a “setting” or a “do-able” (researchable) location with boundaries 
often defined by industry. I cannot say that a “regional identity” will never 
be found for the Mid-Atlantic; however multiple, key works of labor history 
find more useful subregions within a Mid-Atlantic, and several current trends 
in labor historiography militate against the search for subregional cohesion. 

In current writings on how to revitalize a contemporary labor movement 
authors suggest how region is key—rather, region needs to become central— 
to organizing strategies and to reverse the decline of labor unions.33 One 
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critique of the 2005 AFL-CIO/Change to Win debate argued that initiatives 
did not emphasize the need to build regional power across communities 
(e.g., “Union Cities”) and urged the transformation of the role of central 
labor councils into regional bodies by acknowledging that “globalization has 
increased the importance of regional economies as key sites for public and 
private decision making.”34 Calls for regional “place-based” power building 
with social vision have great appeal: creating coalitions with activist groups 
and across multiple social and economic justice issues. As labor historians 
continue their historical investigations of locales and workers in new econo-
mies and document organizing movements in both the private and the public 
sectors—at worksites that cannot move—labor identities of place, space, and 
transregional networks for mobilization may well be topics to explore. 
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Abstract: Was there a distinct Mid-Atlantic region for either women or 
gender relations? An examination of women and politics between the 
early eighteenth century and the early twentieth century suggests the 
answer is no, there was not. A regional definition for politically active 
women encompassed the entire northeast, not just the mid-Atlantic and 
became the center of the suffrage movement. As late as 1915, however, 
the anti–women’s rights forces were dominant and it was the far west 
that led in the movement for the vote. 
Keywords: Lenape; Munsees; Iroquois; Quaker women; Elizabeth 
Ashbridge; New England; Delaware Valley; New York; New 
Jersey; Pennsylvania; American Ladies’ Association; Women’s rights 
advocates; women’s suffrage. 

as a Mid-Atlantic regional identity shaped by American womenW 
or were American women influenced by the geographical space 

they happened to inhabit? What follows is a quick look at a few 

historical examples that suggest there was no fixed Mid-Atlantic 

region for women. Sometimes this region was primarily confined 

to the valley of the Delaware River; at other times Pennsylvania, 

New Jersey, and New York were subsumed within the much 

larger region of the industrialized, free northern half of the 
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United States. Currently, progressive stances on gender rights in Pennsylvania, 
New York, and New Jersey are often seen as a part of an East Coast or 
bicoastal region defined by culture, cosmopolitanism, and more liberal 
political leanings. The settlement patterns of particular religious groups, the 
presence or absence of slavery, the existence of discomfiting nearby regions, 
particularly the contrast with the South, are among the important factors 
producing regional affinities among activists, that is a developing regional 
identity on women’s issues. 

Regional identities are sometimes visible only to historians; at other times 
they are acknowledged, even embraced, by contemporaries, once to the point 
that they sparked a civil war. The creation of a region can also be an artifact 
of scholarly research, a means by which historians create manageable projects 
based on the accessibility and richness of relevant archives and the time con-
straints of academic life. Mid-Atlantic then becomes a synecdoche for modal 
American culture, structures, or events.1 Region can be a geographic and a 
cultural space as well as a pragmatic device by historians to plot trends and 
affinities in a complex and elusive past. 

A study of physical space yields little to support the existence of a read-
ily identifiable feminine Mid-Atlantic region or any other region for that 
matter. For most of American history, women were not free to choose where 
they lived. Plotting their lives and experiences on a map generally says more 
about men’s interests than women’s. The vast majority of American women, 
especially before the middle of the twentieth century, received minimal for-
mal educations or other training and expected that their fate was to marry 
and bear children. They would raise those children or the children of others 
and nurse the sick, while tending the orchard, garden, and dairy, and provid-
ing largely nondurable products, especially clothing and other textiles, food, 
and beverages to their overlords, who might be fathers, husbands, adult sons, 
guardians, employers, or masters. Even wage work tended to follow these 
same paths. Whether in Maine or Mississippi or Maui some variant of this 
schematic prevailed and was defended as natural, eternal, and pleasing to 
religious authorities. 

It is, of course, in the details of women’s lives and aspirations, in slavery 
or freedom, change over time, private or public, rural or urban, illiterate or 
literate, poor or comfortable and wealthy and in the relative degree of power 
afforded or claimed by women that regions might be defined. Neither gen-
der nor geography was in fact fixed as most of the voluminous scholarship 
on women suggests. Women’s experiences and regional definitions evolved 
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and mutated over time. What follows are a few instances where the study of 
women, particularly women in public reform activities and in politics, might 
identify unique local cultural geographies. A different set of examples or 
topics might produce a very different history of women and region. 

The first case study looks at gender among the Lenape and Munsees of 
the eighteenth century. Lenape avoidance of war, preference for diplomacy, 
and constructions of femininity and masculinity produced unique identi-
ties. A second example of regionalism and women involves the settlement of 
Europeans and Africans in the “motley middle” of New York, New Jersey, 
and Pennsylvania. Scholars have noted the heterogeneous, “motley” mix of 
religions, ethnicities, races, and statuses in these three colonies although the 
affinity of these three colonies is far more apparent to current historians than 
it was to contemporaries.2 The third study considers the creation of a regional 
locus for American women’s rights advocacy that emerged in the nineteenth 
century in both the Mid-Atlantic and New England. The primary “other” to 
the Northeast was the Deep South. At times contiguous or even noncontigu-
ous areas could be added to or dropped from the regional designation—in 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries these might include the old 
Northwest or the Chesapeake, or in the Rocky Mountain states. Currently 
East Coast/West Coast seem combined as locales where a majority of the 
inhabitants support progressive rights for women, including, for a few exam-
ples, marriage equality, access to contraception and abortion, political office, 
ending pay and promotion barriers, and considering “traditional” feminine 
roles not as normative but as only one possible choice. 

A Region Where Everyone Was a Woman 

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, an autonomous portion of the 
region now identified as the Mid-Atlantic encompassed the Delaware River 
in the south and the Hudson River in the North. The Lenapes controlled 
what is now southeastern Pennsylvania, southern New Jersey, and northern 
Delaware, and territory as far west as the Susquehanna River. The closely 
related Munsees controlled areas from Minisink, Pennsylvania, to Esopus, 
New York, on the west bank of the Hudson River. In the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries this region was called the Lenapehoking. 

In the middle of the eighteenth century, the culturally and linguistically 
related Lenapes and Munsees would unite as the Delawares. These were 
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matrilineal and matrilocal societies based on hunting and horticulture, as 
were most Eastern Woodland peoples. As historian Gunlög Fur has shown, 
however, the inhabitants of this area were unique in that the men accepted 
being called “women” even though this was a form of derision employed by 
their more powerful neighbors, the Iroquois. The Delawares preferred diplo-
macy and peace to battle defeat when outnumbered by potentially hostile 
Iroquois to the north, expansionist French and their allies to the west, and 
grasping British colonists to the east. The designation “women” was also 
misunderstood by English colonial officials as proof of subordination, if not 
conquest. But a third understanding was the belief among these Algonquian 
speakers that “association with feminine qualities did not contaminate male 
persons” because “masculinity contained peacemaking as well as warmaking 
aspects” so that “metaphorical femininity received sanction in the highest 
circles of Delaware leadership.”3 

The inclusive definition of “woman” could be accepted and dropped as 
need be, but was based on a culture in which women controlled property. 
Lenape/Delaware women themselves, like Hannah Freeman (1730–1802), 
were “independent” and able to “adapt to constantly changing economic 
opportunities.” It was an unusual and complex gendered identity that the 
Delawares embraced as they were surrounded by potential enemies, and it 
allowed them to avoid, at least for a time, a war that they surely would lose. 
The Delawares’ gender norms seem to have had no influence on either con-
temporary colonial settlements or on subsequent developments among the 
Delawares. 

The Subversiveness of Radical Godliness 

Quakers migrated to the Lenapehoking starting in the 1680s. Settling 
primarily in Pennsylvania, southern New Jersey, and northern Delaware 
(although eventually establishing outposts in New England, North Carolina, 
and elsewhere), they had a substantial impact on the culture of the Delaware 
Valley.4 From the beginning they intended to modify English gender norms 
by giving women some religious roles independent of husbands. Women had 
their own separate meetings for business where they doled out charity to poor 
neighbors and closely supervised marriages. Women were not only allowed 
to preach, but also were often financially supported in ministering to dis-
tant meetings. The impact of more tangential practices was also important, 
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if less evident. Initially, Quaker men were discouraged from entering the 
professions, especially law, and they had no use for trained ministers. They 
therefore had little use for colleges. Quakers saw these professions as contrary 
to the simplicity and egalitarianism promoted by the sect. Since university 
training and the professions were closed to all women, one source of women’s 
supposed inferiority, their traditional lack of access to higher education and 
to the professions, diminished in importance. 

As with the Delawares’ avoidance of war, Quaker pacifism helped mod-
erate another customary difference between masculine and feminine roles. 
Quaker men’s refusal to adopt warrior ethics or go to war or support military 
activities would cause most Quakers to leave political office at the outbreak 
of the French and Indian War and concentrate instead on social policy, where 
men and women could jointly or separately practice their interpretation of 
Christian benevolence by establishing charitable institutions, expanding pri-
mary education for the poor, reaching out to native Americans, or opposing 
slavery. Quaker women in the Delaware Valley had a larger public presence 
than did other women. 

In addition, Quaker tolerance of monotheistic religions coupled with 
William Penn’s financial incompetence brought a diverse mix of European 
and African ethnicities and sects to the “motley middle.” For a few women 
this brought a chance to choose among various Christian faiths. Elizabeth 
Ashbridge (1713–55) was raised an Anglican, came close to converting to 
Catholicism, and discussed theology with Presbyterians and Puritans before 
finally converting to Quakerism and becoming a public Friend and traveling 
minister in the colonies, England, and Ireland. There was, as her editor Daniel 
B. Shay has noted, a “Pennsylvania of the Soul” revealed in Ashbridge’s auto-
biography, a chance to experiment and find a new identity among the doc-
trinal choices available.5 By the mid-nineteenth century, Quaker mistrust of 
the professions had waned and members established colleges and the Female 
Medical College among other institutions for women, but there were earlier 
colleges for women in New England. 

Puritans from New England settled on Long Island and in northern New 
Jersey in the late seventeenth century, bringing with them not only fairly 
typical contemporary English notions of female irrationality and lack of self-
control, but also the theological position that women, as well as men, could 
be elected by God as saints. As saints, they were tasked with enforcing a 
godly regime over the vast majority of sinners benighted by following Satan’s 
blandishments. Historian Elaine Crane has noted, “Despite the patriarchal 
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and hierarchal nature of the [Congregational] church, membership and 
participation offered women political, organization, and financial opportuni-
ties. Such cumulative experience was at once public and prestigious.”6 While 
women saints could not preach, vote, or govern, they could seek out sin and 
disorder and inform the proper authorities of their findings. This was an espe-
cially important role for women since unredeemed women were considered 
weak, disorderly and irrational, prime candidates for witchcraft. 

For their supervisory role and for the salvation of their immortal souls 
women needed to be able to read the Bible and take notes of sermons. Esther 
Burr (1732–1758) of New Jersey and other Puritans “believed that their 
proper vocation . . . required them to teach others by the example of their 
[spiritual] striving and by the model they might provide as ‘godly women’” 
through their writing, according to historians Carol F. Karlsen and Laurie 
Crumpacker.7 Religious duty could be superior to other claims of feminine 
subordination. Schooling for girls was far more widespread in these areas than 
was typical and women assumed important responsibilities in carrying out 
God’s commandments. 

What about New York? With godly societies to the north and south of 
that state offering women a few public positions of responsibility, does the 
same apply? The most ambitious work on the major subcultures in early 
America, David Hackett Fischer’s Albion’s Seed, skips over New York and 
northern New Jersey in three lines of a 900-plus-page book.8 If the religious 
tenets of the Puritans and Quakers seem to establish a foundation for later 
historical developments in these areas of settlement, then New York appears 
to be an outlier, at least before the early nineteenth-century Second Great 
Awakening swept across the state. Then women and men embraced the 
promise of another path to spiritual rebirth and social perfectibility through 
the “androgynous spirit” of evangelical reform, as John Brooke has called it, 
coupled with the culture of the radical Enlightenment.9 

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries it was Dutch women’s 
property rights, not religion, that historians have found that distinguished 
greater New York from other colonies and later states. Brendan McConville 
has pieced together the remarkable story of Madelaine Fauconier Valleau 
(active 1740s). She was from a French Huguenot family and married an 
Englishman who also was of French ancestry. They settled in New York 
City. She soon changed her name from a francophone Madelaine to the 
Dutch Magdalena and began attending the Dutch Reformed Church. 
Both moves provide evidence of her “self-conscious recreation of herself 
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as Dutch.” She used her control over property to become politically active 
as a leader of violent protests against northern New Jersey land policies.10 

Valleau was exceptional in her ability to choose between two different 
economic cultures, just as Ashbridge may have been somewhat unusual in 
her ability to choose among different faiths. It is doubtful that most early 
American freeborn women had that freedom of choice although the num-
ber of wives who ran from their husbands and who were advertised in the 
newspapers by their spouses suggests a more widespread discontent with 
limited options.11 

While religious toleration was a feature of early New York as well as of 
Pennsylvania and New Jersey, the scholarly literature suggests that an unu-
sual toleration of nontraditional, even scandalous or criminal behaviors char-
acterized the city of New York from the earliest days of the new republic, if 
not before. Nancy Randolph Morris (1774–1837), rumored to have murdered 
her newborn baby conceived in an incestuous relationship in Virginia, later 
married Gouverneur Morris and achieved a degree of respectability at their 
estate in the Bronx.12 There were other examples. Was New York City a den 
of iniquity from the early days of the republic or do historians of New York 
expect Wall Street and worldliness to gain a stronger foothold there than 
elsewhere? 

To sum up: there were at least four regions in the eighteenth century. 
They included a beleaguered Lenape polity, a Quaker-influenced culture in 
the Delaware River Valley, a distinct religious orientation and polity in New 
England and the Delaware Valley, and, it seems, an emerging urban center in 
New York of unbridled market rather than religious values. 

The Failure of Revolution 

Regionalism was less a factor for women in the power struggles during 
the Revolutionary War than either very local divisions or on the develop-
ment of a nascent nationalism. Esther DeBerdt Reed (1746–80) and Sarah 
Franklin Bache (1744–1808) established a pro–American Ladies’ Association 
that briefly mobilized women in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Maryland, and 
Virginia (New York was then in British hands, while much of the South 
was embattled) to raise money for the troops. That they chose Martha 
Washington to head the organization indicates the national ambitions of the 
group, despite its Philadelphia origins. 
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In breaking from Great Britain, supporters of the Revolution seemed at 
first to be moving toward greater political participation by taxpayers. But 
five of the largest states specified for the first time in their new constitutions 
that only male taxpayers were eligible to vote. These were Massachusetts, 
New York, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, and Georgia—hardly a regional 
reaction to questions about women’s place in the new nation. 

Yet one state, New Jersey, specifically granted the vote to unmarried 
women who owned property as well as to African Americans who met the 
property qualifications. While Quakers have sometimes been given the credit 
for this remarkable break with tradition because of their relatively egalitarian 
stance on gendered issues, there is no evidence that this was the case.13 Had 
this been a Quaker move, the Yearly Meeting of the Quakers, which governed 
local meetings, would have provided a uniform policy, considering the con-
troversial nature of the issue. There is no evidence of such an intervention. 
Between 1790 and 1807 the highest turnout of women in New Jersey elec-
tions came from the northern counties in the state where Congregationalists 
and Reformed churches, not Quakers, dominated and where the lingering 
Dutch influence allowing women more control over inherited property still 
had some salience. And since the franchise was meant to represent property 
rather than individuals (that shift lay in the future), propertied women may 
have been more motivated to vote where their ownership of land and goods 
was most clearly in their hands. By 1807 both Federalists and Democratic 
Republicans were embarrassed by the large numbers of both women and 
African Americans voting in New Jersey. The franchise was limited to white 
males in 1807. The linkage of African American and women’s rights would 
continue, albeit uneasily, until the present—the race for the Democratic pres-
idential nomination of 2008 being a recent example. Regionalism and a nas-
cent nationalism jostled for pre-eminence during the American Revolution 
and thereafter. 

Two Regions Emerge 

The emergence of a woman’s regional geography came in the early nineteenth 
century and was primarily an artifact of the intensifying controversies over 
slavery rather than being directly defined by women. Between 1775 and 
1804 the states from New Jersey north provided for the eventual abolition 
of bondage while states from Delaware on south preserved the legality of the 
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slave system. Most northern legislation plotted a gradual transition from 
enslavement to indenture to a second-class freedom. Yet African American 
women as well as men shaped their own path. They moved from rural areas 
into northern cities and began dismantling the remnants of slavery by cre-
ating institutions that would support their new communities: economic 
development, marriage, child custody, education, churches, benevolent and 
literary societies, and more. Full equality was the goal for both men and 
women in these rapidly growing communities.14 

The rise of the colonization, antislavery, and abolitionist movements 
involved growing numbers of women who faced legal limitations of their 
own, as is well documented in the last half century’s scholarship.15 The con-
sequence was the emergence of a women’s rights movement at Seneca Falls, 
New York, which combined Quaker, Calvinist, Methodist, and evangelical 
women, many of whom had been active in the temperance, antislavery, or 
abolitionist movements. Most had been born in New York, Pennsylvania, 
or New England.16 While there was a national elite of women and men that 
transcended region, the upper-middle-class and middle-class women who 
launched the women’s suffrage movement were to be found primarily in the 
Northeast. The Civil War, Reconstruction, and Republican politics only wid-
ened the gap between the North, upper Midwest, and far West on the one 
hand, and the South on the other. Yet it would be the western territories and 
states that led in the establishment of suffrage rights for reasons that included 
a stronger socialist presence, less industrial presence, and boosterism.17 

A Region for Women’s Rights Activists 

The most prominent of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century women 
reformers moved from place to place over the course of their lives, but they 
found the Northeast and upper Midwest to be the most desirable places to 
settle. A geographic map of reformist activity in favor of women’s rights was 
emerging. Sojourner Truth (1799–1883) left rural New York for the city and 
eventually retired to Battle Creek, Michigan. Angelina Grimke (1805–79) 
came north from South Carolina to live in Philadelphia and New Jersey. 
Mary Gove Nichols (1810–84) resided in New Hampshire, Vermont, and 
New York City. Lucy Stone (1818–93) was born in Massachusetts, educated 
at Oberlin in Ohio, spent time in New Jersey, and eventually returned to 
Massachusetts. Susan B. Anthony (1820–1906) was born in Massachusetts, 
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educated in Pennsylvania and New York, and lived most of her adult life in 
Rochester when she was not traveling for the cause of women’s right to vote. 
Antoinette Brown Blackwell (1825–1921) was born in upstate New York, 
went to Oberlin, and then moved to the New York City area. The often 
scandalous Victoria Woodhull (1838–1927) was quite transient as a young 
woman. She briefly spent time in Ohio, Illinois, California, and Ohio again, 
before settling first in New York City (perhaps not a surprise) and then in 
England. Frances Willard (1839–98), the most conservative of this cohort of 
activists, preferred the Midwest to Rochester and lived in Ohio, Wisconsin, 
and Illinois. The Northeast region was where activist women were at home. 

A second generation of reformers, born in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, ranged more widely but still clustered in the Northeast. Carrie 
Chapman Catt (1859–1947) went from Wisconsin to Iowa and California 
before settling in New York. Ida B. Wells-Barnett (1862–1931) was forced 
to leave the South for New York and Europe because of her staunch anti-
lynching stance. Cornelia Pinchot (1881–1960) was born in Rhode Island 
and then lived and worked in New York, Pennsylvania, and Washington, 
DC. Alice Paul (1885–1977) was a New Jersey native and a University of 
Pennsylvania PhD who lived in New York City, Europe, and Washington, 
DC, before retiring to Connecticut. 

It was not just the leadership of the rights movements that developed a 
regional orientation. The locations of the first women’s rights conventions 
starting in 1848 followed the same pattern of favoring the Northeast and 
upper Midwest, meeting in upstate New York, Ohio, Massachusetts, and 
Philadelphia. Obviously these sites were chosen for their strong grassroots 
support for women’s rights. Not until 1903 did the National American 
Women’s Suffrage Association hold a meeting in the South as part of a 
“Southern Strategy” designed to produce a truly national movement— 
national, that is, in terms of white superiority. The strategy was in vain, not 
only because it further divided the movement along racial lines and under-
mined the argument that human equality required political equality, but also 
because most southern states were not persuaded. 

The Debacle of 1915—A Different Take on the Northeast 

By 1915 most western states and Illinois had opened the polls to women. 
By dint of considerable effort the women’s movement had placed referenda 
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supporting female suffrage on the ballot in the four states that had been 
the core of their strength—New Jersey, Pennsylvania, New York, and 
Massachusetts. These were all urban and industrialized, all “motley” because 
of immigration, and most heirs to Quakerism, Congregational Calvinism, 
and religious toleration. The suffrage leadership was confident that that the 
weight of these important states, long their regional stronghold, would tip 
the balance in favor of the vote throughout the remainder of the country. 

New Jersey was the first to vote, on October 19, 1915. There were high 
hopes for a victory. President Woodrow Wilson had recently been converted 
to the suffrage cause and made a special, well-publicized trip to his home 
base in Princeton to cast his ballot in favor of women’s suffrage. When the 
votes were counted the next day, only Cape May County had a small major-
ity in favor of women’s rights. The “Antis” had garnered 58 percent of the 
vote. Even Wilson’s own precinct was “a bad loser for the suffragists, as they 
only polled 64 votes there while the ‘antis’ got 150. The heavy negro vote 
probably decided the result in the district and the choice of the students of 
the University,” noted the Philadelphia Inquirer. The vicious racism engaged 
in by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony after the Civil War and 
the National American Women’s Suffrage Association’s “Southern Strategy” 
at the turn of the century rallied African American men against the suffra-
gists. The outcome in New Jersey presaged the defeats to come in November. 

On November 2, suffrage lost in Pennsylvania, New York, and 
Massachusetts. Pennsylvania might have been carried by pro-suffrage 
supporters but for the large turnout in Philadelphia orchestrated by the 
Republican machine. In Massachusetts the Catholic Church issued “strongly 
worded statements” against women voting and the referenda were defeated 
there and in New York.18 The regional home of the women’s rights movement 
was also the region where industrialists feared the women’s vote would bring 
an end to child labor and to women workers as a cheap reserve labor force 
against strikers, while the American Federation of Labor generally argued 
that women in the workforce drove down men’s wages. The brewing industry 
alone was a major funder of anti–women’s rights organizations because they 
feared prohibition. Big city political machines felt that women voters would 
be harder to control than men. And women were in fact divided on the issue 
of rights. Some women preferred protection to equality. The women’s right 
activists had badly misjudged their core region. 

After this defeat, the pro-vote forces acquired a new leadership that 
concentrated on a national strategy, civil disobedience, and publicity to 
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gain passage of the Nineteenth Amendment. The radicals in the Women’s 
Party suffered arrest and forced feeding in their campaign for the vote. The 
regional strategies had not worked either in the South or the Northeast. 
While the northern states rallied to the cause of women’s suffrage once 
passed by Congress, southern states would not ratify the Nineteenth 
Amendment to the federal Constitution until 1969–71, and Mississippi 
not until 1984. These may have been only symbolic votes since the 
amended federal Constitution trumped even reluctant states, but they 
indicate the perpetuation of entrenched regional differences regarding 
gender and rights. 

The connection of a northeastern regionalism and expanded rights for 
women in the United States continues. The same southern states that refused 
to ratify the Nineteenth Amendment are the same states (plus a few others) 
that still refuse to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment, although there are 
current efforts in Virginia and Illinois to alter earlier failures to ratify. Other 
issues, including access to contraception and abortion, health care, marriage 
equality, child care, employment, domestic violence, and rape, have regional 
components. Much of the upper Midwest, snarkily labeled the “fly-over 
district,” no longer can be counted on to support progressive issues, while 
Maryland, Virginia, and the District of Columbia now might be classed 
among the more progressive places on women’s issues, with those places now 
more frequently identified as East Coast than as Northeast. Meanwhile, the 
“Left Coast” and East Coast are not dissimilar in politics. Information tech-
nology may be making physical proximity less salient. Historically, the Mid-
Atlantic was almost always too narrow a category to encompass the activists 
interested in expanding women’s rights to a public participation in politics. 
How this will play out remains to be seen now that it seems likely, as this is 
written in April 2015, that the first serious woman candidate for president 
will appear on the ballot in 2016. 
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Abstract: While often marginalized in Atlantic world studies of slavery 
and freedom, Pennsylvania’s civil rights past has attracted a new round 
of scholarly scrutiny. Whether examining the rise of Atlantic abolition-
ism or documenting the longstanding struggles of African Americans 
to achieve freedom, justice and equality, historians have over the past 
fifteen years reimagined Pennsylvania as a most ramifying place. 
Indeed, building on the work of Gary Nash, Emma Jones Lapsansky, 
Jean Soderlund and others, scholars have reintegrated Pennsylvania into 
the Atlantic world. What happened in the colony and the state was 
potent—anything but hidebound in the world of slavery and freedom. 
This essay highlights some of the main historical trends. 
Keywords: Mid-Atlantic region; Pennsylvania; abolition; 
slavery; Edward Raymond Turner; Harriet Tubman; civil rights; 
Philadelphia; free blacks; Quakers; voting rights; Martin Delany 

n 1910 a young professor authored a prize-winning work onI 
slavery, abolition, and black freedom struggles in a seem-
ingly unlikely place: Pennsylvania. The book from which that 
project emerged was soon published under the title The Negro 
in Pennsylvania.1 An instant classic within radical and black 
history circles, the book made Edward Raymond Turner an 
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authority on the nation’s earliest civil rights battles. Indeed, by showing that 
abolitionism and emancipation in Pennsylvania had a deep and ramifying 
history, he made clear that southern Reconstruction—a much debated topic 
when he wrote—was actually part of a broader black freedom struggle with 
deep roots above the Mason-Dixon line. 

Though much has changed, we might still read Turner as a prophet who 
predicted the shape and contour of new histories of abolition, race, and 
black freedom struggles. For just as historians now realize that emancipation 
battles in the Quaker State reflected and refracted regional, national, and 
Atlantic world understandings of slavery and race, so too do they follow 
Turner in seeing the black struggle for justice itself as one of the key themes 
in Pennsylvania’s past.2 For more than three centuries now, Pennsylvania has 
been freedom’s grand lab. 

Reexamining Quaker Abolitionism 

Early abolitionism remains a focal point of Pennsylvania historiography. 
As scholars have long known, from the late 1600s onward, the greater 
Philadelphia region became a Quaker stronghold. By the revolutionary era, 
the Society of Friends had mobilized a wide-ranging antislavery network in 
Anglo-American culture, claiming several abolitionist victories along the 
way. While slaveholders jeered this development, generations of abolition-
ists cheered it. Though he overplayed their impact, as Dee Andrews and 
Emma Lapsansky-Werner note, the great nineteenth-century British aboli-
tionist Thomas Clarkson was among the first figures to hail Quakers as an 
antislavery vanguard.3 

A new generation of scholars has revisited this claim. While highlight-
ing Quaker accomplishments, historians now focus more than ever on 
the complexity of Friends’ antislavery commitments. For some, Quakers 
still deserve a prominent place in the antislavery pantheon. As Geoffrey 
Plank and Brycchan Carey have reminded us, the Society of Friends began 
examining bondage soon after cohering as an institutional body in the 
1650s.4 Friends’ proximity to bondage, particularly in Barbados, where 
both Quaker missionaries and slaveholding businessmen settled, inspired 
early antislavery feeling. Settlement of William Penn’s visionary colony 
with slavery spurred further, though still limited, antislavery querying. 
The most famous antislavery work of the era, the Germantown Protest 
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of 1688, sharply condemned slaveholding. But the audience was small: a 
regional Quaker meeting. And Friends themselves engaged in decades of 
debate before finally banning slave trading in the 1750s and then slavery 
itself in the 1770s. With this protracted antislavery history in mind, Plank 
and Carey warn historians not to engage in Quaker hero worship. Carey’s 
own monograph makes a similar point: Quaker abolitionism, though laud-
able, was not inevitable.5 

Still, Carey, Plank, and others see Quakers as critical because they 
consistently questioned slavery’s problematic nature in Atlantic society. 
A new round of biographical portraits of celebrated Quaker abolitionists— 
and their allies—has bolstered this notion. For instance, David 
Waldstreicher reads Englishman Thomas Tryon as perhaps the missing 
link in early Quaker abolitionism. Though not a member of the Society 
of Friends, Tryon drew inspiration from Penn’s visionary colonial experi-
ment; his writings on war and antislavery also influenced a generation of 
Quakers to follow his dissenting ways.6 Similarly, both Plank and Thomas 
Slaughter resurrect John Woolman as a notable antislavery figure intent 
on overturning racial hierarchies. A New Jersey native, Woolman gained 
notoriety for his travels in and around Philadelphia, where he meditated 
on bondage’s injustice in encounters with everyone from enslaved people 
to masters. Significantly, neither Plank nor Slaughter hails Woolman 
as a lone prophet; in fact, they both highlight Woolman’s indebtedness 
to antislavery discussions within Quakerism. Yet like other great social 
reformers—from Gandhi to King—Woolman’s genius was to imbue 
social dissent with a universalism that made others take notice. Little 
wonder that his journal has rarely been out of print since the American 
Revolutionary era!7 

Woolman helped inspire perhaps the most famous Quaker reformer: 
Anthony Benezet. Like Tryon and Woolman, Benezet was marginalized for 
some years. But many (Anglo-American) scholars now see him as a global 
antislavery trendsetter. Maurice Jackson’s fine biography set the tone for 
this reinterpretation, calling Benezet the “father of Atlantic abolition.”8 

According to Jackson, Benezet not only provided more searching critiques of 
the racial status quo than most reformers but touched all corners of Atlantic 
society to create his antislavery worldview. Benezet consulted enslaved people 
on the docks of Philadelphia, read French philosophes, mined slave traders’ 
journals, and corresponded with Anglo-American reformers. For Jackson, 
Benezet clearly prefigured William Lloyd Garrison: he was a radical white 
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reformer who used the power of print to help synthesize a far-flung antislav-
ery movement. 

Jonathan Sassi also sees Benezet as a formidable Atlantic abolitionist. 
Hailing him as a “pivotal” part of the first trans-Atlantic abolitionist cam-
paign, Sassi shows that Benezet was not merely an antislavery cleric but a 
key organizational leader of the nascent abolitionist movement. Benezet cre-
ated a network of Quaker printers, Anglo-American politicians, and global 
writers who spread abolitionism into newspapers, legislatures, and schools. 
Emphasizing enslaved people’s political rights as well as spiritual equal-
ity, Benezet was the perfect figure to galvanize abolitionism in the Age of 
Revolution. With Benezet pulling the strings, Sassi comments, organized 
abolitionism took flight “as never before.”9 

Other scholars remain skeptical. In his global survey of slavery and free-
dom, British historian Jeremy Black dedicates just a paragraph to Quaker 
antislavery. Similarly, Robin Blackburn sees Benezet as a representative of 
personal virtue and not a ramifying global emancipationist. Even David 
Brion Davis, who once lauded the Quaker Internationale, has downgraded 
Benezet-style protest, calling it rather feeble. Like others, Davis now sees 
enslaved protestors in Atlantic society—especially the heroic revolutionaries 
of St. Domingue—as the true spark behind Atlantic abolition.10 

These critiques notwithstanding, it would be foolish to underestimate 
the power of Quaker abolitionism in and beyond Pennsylvania. In a world 
of wealth-making from black bodies, Quakers stood apart, heralding a new 
age of political as well as social reform that, as Edward Turner would put it, 
began “breaking up” slavery into pieces.11 

Race and Emancipation in the Mid-Atlantic Borderland 

As Turner also recognized, Pennsylvania’s 1780 Gradual Abolition Act 
was the next big thing in American abolition. Though problematic on 
a number of fronts—the law liberated enslaved people born after March 
1780 at the age of twenty-eight—it was the western world’s first abolition 
statute. Passing the law was no easy feat. Gary Nash and Jean Soderlund’s 
now-classic study, Freedom by Degrees, recounts Quaker State politicians’ 
ability to transcend lines of class, ethnicity, and religion to secure gradual 
emancipation.12 By 1804 every northern state had a similar law or freedom 
statute, although the struggle to secure gradual abolitionism elsewhere was 
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halting and often incomplete.13 Nevertheless, Pennsylvania helped initiate 
the age of gradualism and in many ways remained the nation’s first aboli-
tionist republic. 

Scholars still underscore the significance of Quaker State abolition. My 
own work has emphasized the national importance of the Pennsylvania 
Abolition Society (PAS), whose members lobbied for the 1780 abolition act 
and then tried to export it nationally.14 In this manner, the PAS helped define 
organized abolitionism’s first wave by carrying antislavery out of hidebound 
religious bodies (such as Quakerism and Methodism) and into the broader 
legal and political realm. As Paul Polgar has recently pointed out, both the 
PAS and the New York Manumission Society (NYMS) offered a “progressive” 
agenda of race reform that pushed white activists to overcome racism even 
as they battled bondage in the North.15 The PAS and the NYMS had inter-
national designs, too. By building a trans-Atlantic network stretching from 
France to the Caribbean, as J. R. Oldfield and Caleb McDaniel have shown, 
the PAS sought to make abolitionism itself a hallmark of both global moder-
nity and humanitarian cosmopolitanism.16 Even in the hardheaded realm of 
diplomacy, Pennsylvania abolitionism offered a light of hope. According to 
Ronald Angelo Johnson, Philadelphia’s emancipation experiment and com-
mitted band of race reformers inspired federal politicians (based in the City 
of Brotherly Love) to form the first cross-racial diplomatic alliance between 
US officials and envoys from revolutionary St. Domingue.17 Though it was 
eventually repudiated by Thomas Jefferson’s administration, this alliance 
offered Americans a model for diplomatic negotiations with Haiti during the 
Civil War. 

And so it went into the antebellum era: black and white reformers strug-
gled mightily to make Pennsylvania a herald of freedom. Ira Brown was one 
of the first historians to trace Pennsylvania antislavery into this later period, 
paying attention to immediatists in the mid-Atlantic even when most his-
torians remained focused on the gradualists. Recently, more historians have 
begun to follow his path. In major new studies, both Eric Foner and Ezra 
Greenspan highlight the Quaker State’s enduring significance in the grand 
American antislavery struggle. While Foner’s book on the Underground 
Railroad ostensibly focuses on New York, Pennsylvanians nearly steal the 
show, as black and white reformers in the southeastern part of the Quaker 
State coalesce into a powerful antislavery network that funneled thousands of 
enslaved people to freedom. Greenspan’s massive biography of fugitive slave 
and celebrated black author William Wells Brown returns several times to 
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Pennsylvania, where Brown felt eternally at home. In one pivotal scene from 
the 1840s, Brown learns that William and Ellen Craft—the famous fugitive 
couple from Georgia—were being sheltered by Quakers in Bucks County. 
After lecturing in Philadelphia, Brown hurries to meet them. “Brown’s most 
intimate new friendship,” Greenspan writes, “came as a result of geographical 
serendipity” in Pennsylvania!18 

Antislavery women remained among the most steadfast activists in ante-
bellum Pennsylvania. Carol Faulkner’s excellent biography of Lucretia Mott 
argued that, much like Benezet, this key reformer had been overlooked by 
generations of academic scholars. Yet Mott was far from a quiet Quaker who 
happily stood on the side of the antislavery struggle. Rather, she was the 
foremost female abolitionist in the United States. Mott was among the first 
white Philadelphians to support immediate abolitionism, among the first 
to support Free Produce (which disavowed slave-derived goods), and among 
the most vibrant supporters of the Philadelphia underground (which aided 
fugitive slaves). In her public life, no less than in her theology, Faulkner con-
cludes, Mott was an American heretic who sought to rout racial injustice.19 

Mott’s heroic example loomed large during the Civil War era. Across the 
state, women became essential rank-and-file reformers, staffing almost every 
level of the antislavery movement. In Pittsburgh Jane Grey Swisshelm rose 
to prominence as a writer and organizer; in Philadelphia Anna Dickinson 
became a well-known lecturer. Indeed, as Matthew Gallman observes, 
Dickinson was perhaps the most important supporter of Lincolnian eman-
cipation in the early 1860s and a valued stump speaker for the embattled 
Republican Party. Drawing on a tradition of fearless antislavery women, she 
held firm and won many friends of freedom.20 

No group of Pennsylvania race reformers proved more dynamic than 
African American women. As Erica Armstrong Dunbar has carefully detailed, 
free black women’s activism encompassed everything from neighborhood 
struggles for equality to formal political protest against slavery and racism. 
Even within reform circles, black women helped expand the struggle for jus-
tice. Margueritta Forten and Sarah Mapps Douglass were perhaps the most 
visible part of a black female front that supported the nation’s first integrated 
women’s abolitionist group (the Philadelphia Female Antislavery Society), 
helped spawn a wave of uplift organizations, and instilled in families a deep 
sense of racial pride. Though black women were the demographic majority 
of African Americans in antebellum Philadelphia, they remain vastly under-
studied, as elsewhere in the Mid-Atlantic region. Yet it is clear that their 
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collective actions in and beyond the formal abolitionist movement shaped 
notions of race and justice in Pennsylvania for generations to come.21 

Clearly, recent scholarly work has deepened our understanding of 
abolitionism within the Quaker State. But another trend has found 
historians re-examining race and emancipation through a regional lens. 
Pennsylvania remained an abolitionist center not only because it was the 
first American polity to legally ban bondage but because it served as a 
perennial middle ground between slavery and freedom. Located at the heart 
of Mid-Atlantic society, Pennsylvania abutted the nation’s most populous 
slave states in the early national period: Virginia and Maryland (Delaware 
had a smaller slave population but never embraced emancipation either). 
The Mid-Atlantic also saw free black populations swell far beyond anything 
seen in New England or the emerging Midwest. Indeed, by the 1830s 
Baltimore and Philadelphia were black meccas and New York City was not 
far behind. Well before the Civil War, then, the Mid-Atlantic, generally, 
and Philadelphia in particular, became the staging ground for what the 
twentieth-century sociologist Gunnar Myrdal would famously refer to as 
“The American Dilemma”: the conflicted fate of racial justice in an avow-
edly egalitarian society. 

In this way, scholars have reframed Pennsylvania’s antislavery standing: 
no longer is it viewed as a leading light of northern abolition; rather, the 
state is now often seen as part of an antislavery borderland where racial 
attitudes were constantly in flux. As Emily Clark has shown, Pennsylvania 
helped expand racialized conceptions of gender in the Revolutionary Atlantic 
world.22 Though her story begins in the Caribbean and ends in New Orleans, 
Clark notes that Pennsylvania helped unleash white fears about mixed-race 
women in American culture. In 1807–8, factions of antiblack Democratic– 
Republicans deployed vicious stereotypes of unruly mixed-race women in 
Philadelphia, hoping that this would scare voters into opposing Federal 
tickets. Clark calls this episode part of Pennsylvania’s forgotten racial past, 
where the state’s economic and philanthropic ties to fleeing slaveholders from 
St. Domingue (not to mention nearby Chesapeake masters) mingled uncom-
fortably with homegrown fears of emancipation and black equality. But the 
racial backlash in Pennsylvania was potent. Indeed, while Clark’s tale moves 
on to the American Southwest, where images of mixed-race women took on 
perhaps their most recognizable form in lurid tales of the “tragic mulatta,” 
she notes that Philadelphia had already established a rude rendering of race 
in American literary and political culture. 
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Other scholars agree that Philadelphia remained a staging ground for 
white Americans’ conflicted understandings of race. Both Heather Nathans 
and Jenna Gibbs point scholars’ attention to the Philadelphia theatre, where 
early national playwrights, actors, and audiences consistently battled over 
how to depict abolitionism, blackness, and people of color. Even reformers 
succumbed to the ravages of race debate.23 As James Alexander Dun has 
shown, abolitionists initially depicted Pennsylvania as a potential reform nir-
vana for its path-breaking gradual abolition act. Yet such perfectionist visions 
soon fell apart on the altar of race. With the revolution in St. Domingue rag-
ing, and many Americans unsure about black freedom, American abolition-
ists and their allies retreated from their formerly grandiose visions of building 
a philanthropolis—an abolitionist heaven—in Philadelphia.24 

As these studies indicate, many scholars see Pennsylvania as regressing 
toward the racial mean of neighboring Mid-Atlantic states—areas where 
free African Americans were constantly under attack. Take Maryland, for 
instance, the origination point for a large contingent of black Pennsylvanians. 
Here, the combination of black activism, masters’ guilt, and proto-capitalist 
economic developments created a wave of private manumissions that under-
mined Maryland bondage. By the 1830s, there were ten times as many free 
people of color in Baltimore as slaves. In Annapolis, too, as Jessica Millward 
illustrates, black freedom flowered thanks to the struggles of newly empow-
ered black women.25 Yet black freedom was always challenged by fierce anti-
emancipation sentiment. As Seth Rockman trenchantly notes, race became 
a “salient feature of [Maryland] politics” during the antebellum era, with 
many white Baltimoreans agreeing that freedom itself remained a “zero-sum 
game”: the more liberty blacks gained, the less freedom whites enjoyed.26 But 
Maryland was not alone in this regard. As Nic Wood notes, Pennsylvania’s 
decision to eliminate black suffrage in 1837 flowed from Quaker State poli-
ticians’ desire to appeal to anti-abolitionist whites in the South as well as 
North.27 

According to Andrew Diemer, black activists in Pennsylvania and 
Maryland tried to overcome these hurdles by engaging in a variety of new 
political activities, including appeals to white citizens that underscored 
their “American” roots.28 Yet they could not outrun racism. Across the 
Mid-Atlantic region, white colonization societies rose to prominence in the 
1820s and 1830s, with adherents often (if not always) claiming that American 
society must remain the province of white citizens. While, as Eric Burin 
has pointed out, the Pennsylvania variant tried to accent abolitionism over 
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race hatred, colonization nevertheless became a potent vehicle of antiblack 
rhetoric throughout the Mid-Atlantic region.29 As Beverly Tomek has mov-
ingly shown, the horrible burning of Pennsylvania Hall in May 1838 flowed 
from the race-baiting rhetoric of colonizationists and anti-abolitionists in 
Jacksonian Philadelphia. Yet for decades, city authorities actually blamed 
abolitionists for fomenting the riot, refusing to let free blacks or abolitionists 
speak at other public events in Philadelphia, including the Sanitary Fair of 
1864 and the Centennial Exposition of 1876. Tellingly, Pennsylvania Hall 
was never rebuilt. In some ways, it still burns in the city’s mind.30 

On the eastern side of Pennsylvania, New Jersey was continually haunted 
by racial concerns. As James J. Gigantino illustrates, New Jersey was long 
divided on matters of race and slavery, with eastern settlements allowing 
bondage to prosper while western settlements (where Quakers resided) reg-
istered increasing opposition to the institution. These divisions extended 
into the new nation. Many state leaders opposed abolitionism not merely 
because they feared its economic impact but because black freedom itself 
might undermine the polity. Even after it passed a gradual abolition law in 
1804, New Jersey was far from a haven of freedom. In the Civil War era, 
New Jersey voted twice against Lincoln and many white voters openly sided 
with slaveholders. And the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment, Gigantino 
concludes, fomented new rounds of racial fears among whites. Sadly, African 
Americans would not enjoy civic equality or suffrage rights until the passage 
of the Fifteenth Amendment. But again, New Jersey was not alone in 
deferring democracy: Pennsylvania would not revive black suffrage either 
until 1870.31 

African American Freedom Struggles 

Just as recent scholars have highlighted the gaps in both Pennsylvania 
abolitionism and Mid-Atlantic race reform, so too have they underscored the 
myriad ways that African American reformers sought to revitalize the black 
freedom struggle. No sooner was emancipation made a political reality at 
the close of the eighteenth century than African Americans in Philadelphia, 
New York, Baltimore, and a host of other Mid-Atlantic locales rolled out a 
series of community building initiatives aimed at mainstream civil rights 
reform.32 Building on the seminal work of Gary Nash, Emma Lapsansky, and 
others, scholars have provided a new round of studies on black abolitionists, 
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ranging from Richard Allen and James Forten in the early national period to 
Robert Purvis and James McNeal Turner in the Civil War era.33 

Yet many historians have eschewed the idea that there was either a unified 
black community or an all-encompassing black leadership class. Rather, scholars 
now see the Mid-Atlantic black community as variegated, with individuals 
constantly moving in and out of antislavery and civil rights networks. Indeed, we 
now have telling portraits not only of community builders but also community 
dissenters. On the ideological front, black emigrationists have been reinte-
grated into the world of black reform. Robert Levine’s seminal studies of black 
nationalist Martin Delany, who was born free in western Virginia but eventually 
settled in Pittsburgh, reveal the way that alternative strategies of race reform 
took shape in the Quaker State and the region.34 At the nexus point of the trans-
western migrations that brought tens of thousands of whites to Middle America, 
the booming frontier town inspired Delany and his mentor Lewis Woodson to 
imagine black resettlement—and autonomy from whites—as the key to racial 
justice. For Delany, a separate black nation would fulfill the biblical prescription 
of African redemption while also creating a model of black manhood that repaid 
the injustices of bondage. As Beverly Tomek notes, so committed was he to 
emigration that Delany even worked with white missionaries and colonization-
ists to drum up support for a black exodus to Africa.35 

While some took exception to Delany’s rhetoric, other emigrationists 
agreed that black destinies lay outside of the United States. Indeed, dating to 
the late eighteenth century, there had always been a significant strain of emi-
grationist thinking within black abolitionism. Defined as a voluntary move-
ment controlled by people of color, emigration was in many ways the opposite 
of colonization (especially when emigrationists argued that blacks could 
return to the United States if they desired). As Jane Rhodes has illustrated, 
Delaware’s Mary Ann Shadd Cary became a leading advocate of this brand of 
struggle. Cary hailed from a notable black family originally dedicated to race 
reform within the United States, and she was no stranger to Philadelphia’s 
black community. But frustrated by Mid-Atlantic racism, Cary eventually 
resettled in British Canada, where slavery had been banned and fugitive slave 
communities appeared in the antebellum era. She published the Provincial 
Freeman in the 1850s and wrote a seminal emigrationist pamphlet to boot.36 

Repudiating Delany’s exclusionist rhetoric, Cary noted that women as well as 
men would become heralds of racial uplift outside of the United States. 

A subset of black activists within the United States also embraced what 
Steven Hahn has termed “paramilitary” protest to combat racial violence. 
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For Hahn, the saga of William Parker illustrates the grim reality facing many 
people of color in Pennsylvania’s conflicted heartland of freedom. An escaped 
slave from Maryland who settled in southeastern Pennsylvania, Parker headed 
a local vigilance group aimed at protecting black communities from the 
“terrorist raids” of slaveholders. On one key occasion, a defiant Parker liter-
ally fought back, killing one Maryland master before fleeing to Canada. In 
Hahn’s eyes, Parker’s refusal to countenance the normative boundaries of the 
black freedom struggle made him a grassroots hero. Drawing inspiration 
from Caribbean maroon society, which retained a modicum of autonomy by 
attacking white imperial authority, Parker exemplified mass black culture’s 
aim to redefine the freedom struggle on its own terms.37 

Other black freedom fighters pushed the boundaries of legality and 
antislavery propriety—which often dictated nonviolent action—to achieve 
liberty. Though not a revolutionary, Philadelphia’s William Still constantly 
challenged fugitive slave renditions. As Elizabeth Varon has shown, Still was 
creative and savvy in equal measure, utilizing a whole bag of tricks to keep 
freedom seekers out of harm’s way. He was an exemplar of the “practical” 
black abolitionist who appeared again and again in the Mid-Atlantic anti-
slavery borderland. Before Still, there was Robert Purvis; before Purvis, there 
was New Yorker David Ruggles, whose exploits helped liberate hundreds of 
fugitives (including a man named Frederick Douglass).38 Like those figures, 
Still moved seamlessly from underground activity to political protest, chal-
lenging streetcar segregation and disfranchisement during the 1860s. 

Of course, no race rebel remains more famous than Harriet Tubman. The 
subject of several biographies, Tubman has become an icon to scholars looking 
for North American links to a black revolutionary tradition stretching back to 
Africa.39 After escaping bondage in 1849, Tubman famously returned to the 
Mid-Atlantic borderland several times (often passing through Philadelphia) 
to help others find freedom. Some abolitionists celebrated Tubman’s bravery 
and no less a figure than John Brown referred to her as “General Tubman”; 
unsurprisingly, as Celeste-Marie Bernier argues, Tubman became a hero 
to later generations of African Americans for her martial—rather than 
peaceful—commitment to ending bondage.40 

But again, Tubman’s restive spirit was the proverbial tip of the iceberg. 
As Phillip Seitz has detailed, that enduring spirit of resistance could be 
found among long-forgotten freedom seekers such as Charity Castle. An 
enslaved woman shuttled between Maryland bondage and Philadelphia 
freedom, Castle staged a daring accident to ensure that she would remain 
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in abolitionist Pennsylvania beyond the six-month grace period allotted to 
visiting masters. Castle relied on members of the Pennsylvania Abolition 
Society to make legal arguments on her behalf. But Castle ultimately trusted 
no one, disappearing into anonymity soon after her health improved.41 

Even when looking at the formal abolitionist struggle, scholars have 
spotlighted unheralded activists and novel antislavery strategies. Aston 
Gonzalez’s work on graphic artist Robert Douglass nicely illuminates the 
way that some Pennsylvania activists merged art and politics to revitalize 
abolitionism. The freeborn Douglass crafted enduring images of antislavery 
reformers, including respectable portraits of white figures (such as William 
Lloyd Garrison) as well as new renderings of the black men and women 
battling for equality. Similarly, both Erica Ball and Mary Maillard illuminate 
the workings of black literary activists. With a relatively high literacy 
rate, black Philadelphians played a key role as antislavery correspondents, 
reporters, novelists, and poets. As Ball indicates, black writers used a wide 
array of literary styles to portray black freedom itself as the ideal representa-
tion of democracy.42 Maillard shows how Frank Webb used elements of his 
family history to create one of the earliest black literary critiques of race in his 
novel The Garies and Their Friends.43 A dark romance, the story is really the 
tale of failed emancipation dreams in the Mid-Atlantic region. 

Even in the Civil War era, we have learned about the heroic struggles 
of formerly unheralded black activists. Daniel Biddle and Murray Dubin’s 
powerful biography of black activist Octavius Catto shows that African 
Americans remained a civil rights vanguard in the 1860s and 1870s.44 A free-
born man who hailed from a distinguished black family, Catto was yet another 
important African American reformer whose activist career in Philadelphia 
remained buried in plain sight. One of the leading voting rights activists of 
the age, Catto lost his life after being gunned down in a Philadelphia election 
of 1871. His killer was never convicted. But Catto can truly be said to have 
helped define the parameters of America’s “dual Reconstruction”—namely, 
eradicating racial injustice in the North as well as the South. 

New Directions 

Where do we go from here? For one thing, scholars can never go back to a 
time when Pennsylvania played a marginal role in national and international 
debates over slavery, race, and black freedom. Whether it is new stories 
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(Pennsylvania’s role in the second slavery) or new studies of key reformers 
(Quaker, African American, and female abolitionists), scholars must recog-
nize the saliency of the colony and then state in America’s longest running 
civil rights movement. 

But there is always more to be done. We still need more studies of black 
and female reformers in Pennsylvania, and, indeed, in the Mid-Atlantic 
region. From unheralded African Americans like John Vashon and Lewis 
Woodson of Pittsburgh to the myriad women who ran the Philadelphia 
Female Antislavery Society, we cannot know enough about the grassroots 
reformers who made Pennsylvania abolitionism go. So, too, for women abo-
litionists in New York and New Jersey. We also need more work on slavery’s 
demise and race relations in central and western Pennsylvania and in New 
Jersey and New York, both in the city and upstate. How did Pennsylvanians, 
and others, see slavery, race, and black freedom? Finally, we need more on 
Reconstruction Pennsylvania—and beyond. Hugh Davis, in his seminal 
book, “We Will Be Satisfied with Nothing Less,” lays the foundation for such 
work.45 In what ways did the longstanding struggle for black freedom in 
the Quaker State and the Mid-Atlantic region, with all its variety, flow into 
modern civil rights movements? Only when we know the answers to these 
and myriad other questions can scholars truly claim to have lived up to the 
standard established a century ago by the great Edward Turner. 
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Defining a MiD-atlantic Region 

Howard Gillette Jr. 
Rutgers University–Camden 

he first time my wife heard the pop song “Hopelessly Midwestern,”T 
she turned to me and said, “That’s you.” Looking back at the 

lyrics, I’m not sure she was right, except perhaps referring to 

the opening line, “If you live life in the middle and not on the 

edge, You’re hopelessly Midwestern.” Knowing I grew up in 

Illinois, she recognized my roots, even if I would have had a 

hard time describing them as lasting much beyond the curse of 

being a lifetime Cubs fan. Aside from a decade in New Haven 

in college and graduate school, I have lived my entire adult 

life in the Mid-Atlantic, if Washington, DC, counts as much 

as the Philadelphia area. Yet no one would be tempted to call 

me “hopelessly Mid-Atlantic.” And therein lies the problem. 

When we articulate regional characteristics, immediate images 

emerge when describing New England, the South, and the West, 

to say nothing of the Midwest. The Mid-Atlantic proves more 

problematic. Historian Carl Abbot confirms that observation, 

recounting his experience arriving as a middle-westerner at 

college in the East: “I discovered that friends from New Mexico 
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and Georgia . . . knew that they came from regions, but that friends from 
New York and Philadelphia did not.”1 

This conundrum assumed more than simply academic proportions when 
I was asked as a new arrival to Rutgers’ Camden campus in 1999 to cochair 
with Temple University’s Morris Vogel an initiative designed to bring new 
humanities resources to the Mid-Atlantic states. The source of our interest 
was a major challenge grant, initially envisioned as being $5 million, to 
introduce a third level of program development, between state humanities 
councils and the National Endowment for the Humanities. The challenge 
was the brainchild of William Ferris, who before assuming the chairman-
ship of NEH had made a national reputation for himself as director of the 
Center for Southern Culture at the University of Mississippi. Now he wanted 
to seed university-based centers in ten regions of the country based on the 
belief that “region inspires and grounds the American experience.” “Because 
Americans are so deeply immersed in their sense of place,” he declared in 
the introduction to each of the ten volumes on America’s distinct regions 
as defined by the NEH initiative, “we use region like a compass to provide 
direction as we negotiate our lives.”2 

I had no problem embracing the importance of regionalism that drove 
Ferris’s vision. A long-time follower of journalist Neal Peirce’s citistate news 
column and an associated book, I was convinced by his argument that the 
main drivers of the modern American economy are the nation’s major metro-
politan regions.3 At the same time, as a student of cities, I was acutely aware 
of the unevenness of modern development that virtually remade some areas 
while leaving others behind. Looking at that experience, it appeared that 
those in metropolitan areas were as divided among themselves as they were 
set apart from those living in entirely different regional settings. However 
much Neal Peirce nationally or Theodore Hershberg locally repeated 
Benjamin Franklin’s reputed warning that we best all hang together or else 
we hang separately, regional coherence seemed entirely allusive.4 

As scholars, we bear some of the blame for that problem. As much as our 
forbearers, writing especially in the years following World War II, sought 
to identify and disseminate the essentials of American character, subsequent 
scholarship has focused on particulars, notably race, class, and gender. Even 
a professed historian of a distinct region—the West—Patricia Limerick 
has described regionalism as the place where scholars go to take a nap.5 

If Limerick was being somewhat facetious, she nonetheless could not help 
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but recognize the considerable distance between scholarly priorities and 
lived realities, if Peirce is right, of those living in communities bound by 
formidable, if not always fully legible regional ties. 

The journalist and social commentator Joel Garreau identified one reason for 
making the effort to form judgments about regional identity, however fluid they 
might prove over time. Describing how he came to identify the “nine nations” 
that constitute North America, he explained that the United States as a whole 
is simply too expansive and too diverse to conceive as a whole. The alternative, 
which was superior to state designations that seemed arbitrary indicators of 
cultural identity, was to recognize groupings of characteristics that helped both 
insiders and outsiders to those regions understand what bound them together 
as well as what divided them from others culturally as well as geographically.6 

Abbott recounts more systematically how scholars have dealt with regions. 
Looking across disciplines, he recognizes a tension between particular places 
and broader national trends. According to prevailing modernizing theory, 
those areas of the country that remain distinct are inevitably pulled toward 
a national norm. “Place—locality and region as an amalgam of localities 
with things in common,” Abbott reports, “has been treated as a residual. 
The stronger the local attachments or the regional identification, the less the 
place is thought to have been influenced by modernization and incorporated 
within modern institutions.”7 Celebrating regional differences—one readily 
thinks of the South—often serves as a protest against modernizing or, more 
broadly, homogenizing tendencies. Even Limerick’s students, though suppos-
edly bored by the topic of regionalism, could identify with such sentiment 
once they were asked to name what they did not like about modern life, a list 
that included mass culture and mass media.8 

The scholarly literature on region further suggests the contingent nature 
of the concept. Characteristics dominant at one point erode over time with 
the influx of new flows of human and monetary capital. In Abbott’s case 
study of Washington, DC, the dominant early influence was southern, with 
strong manifestations of that regional character lasting at least into the 
1970s, even as the government town fell increasingly under modern influ-
ences. By the end of the twentieth century Washington had experienced 
substantial accommodation to the public values of the North but remained 
tied to the South in many ways. “The endurance of Washington’s southern 
character, despite strong cosmopolitan influences,” Abbott reports, “sup-
ports the larger argument for an enduring South that can modernize without 
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northernizing. ‘New’ has meant northern and megalopolitan, but it has 
also meant southern and Chesapeake.”9 Such studies confirm one observa-
tion about the Mid-Atlantic—namely, that if the core of a geographic area 
remains resistant to change, its edges are subject to blending, with the result 
that over time they cease to represent borders so much as borderlands where 
people and cultures mix. A whole field of scholarship has developed around 
this concept, focusing most prominently on the reciprocal influences of 
Hispanic with Anglo or related cultural groups on one another. 

It could be said of the Mid-Atlantic as a whole that its own identification 
with so many core national experiences has made it, like Abbott’s college 
classmates, sublimely confident of its normative standing in the national 
narrative. Yet such consensus-like sentiment runs counter to the diversity so 
manifest within the region, not the least at its edges, especially south and 
west, but also within the multiple metropolitan areas that help define the 
area as a whole as largely “modern.” Clearly, if scholars are to make use of a 
regional context and convey its significance to a general public as well as to 
fellow academics, they have to provide some guidelines for understanding the 
dynamics that allow for judgments about the nature of its constituent parts. 

This was the challenge taken up by our regional humanities center. 
We believed we had an obligation not just to aggregate resources. We had, 
after all, very little monetary capital to add to what other, already financially 
stressed humanities organizations could offer. Our contribution had to lie in 
the academic resources that were already in hand, but according to our man-
date they also had to be accessible to the general public. 

My first inclination, though not recognizing it at the time, was to revert 
to an already established metropolitan approach. Under this interpretation, 
cities were identified as the central agents for the development of the Mid-
Atlantic, much more so than either New England or the South, both of which 
lacked the ports that facilitated trade and thus dictated settlement patterns 
in the colonial and early national periods. Once established as key agents of 
growth along the Atlantic hinge with Europe, New York and Philadelphia 
especially in foundational years and later Baltimore and Washington, DC, 
linked maritime trade to their hinterlands, ultimately forging ties to the 
western portions of the region through emerging cities at the western hinge: 
Pittsburgh, Buffalo, and Rochester to name a few, with a good number of 
cities in between. Farmers were bound by trade to the cities, and while the 
rhythms of their lives may have differed from their urban counterparts, their 
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personal fortunes were linked by the efficacy of the ties that bound them, 
whether they were turnpikes or canals, railroads, or ultimately highways. 

A maturing economy brought with it differentiations that divided farmers 
from merchants and manufacturers, natives from immigrants, cities from 
suburbs. The pluralism of identity and belief that gained ascendency in the 
Mid-Atlantic, still within a concept of one nation, strained regional alli-
ances, often pitting groups in close proximity against each other as much as 
against the collective interests found in other parts of the country. Yet even 
as some bemoaned fragmentation and dispersion, others embraced regional 
differences as essential safeguards against homogenizing national tendencies. 
To help us comprehend and categorize the set of changes that recast the region 
as it evolved, I turned to my Rutgers colleague Philip Scranton, a business 
historian who managed to deepen my largely social vision of the region with 
his expertise in economics. Together, we moved a brief description from our 
regional center’s website into a more complete description of the Mid-Atlantic 
for the online Encyclopedia of American Studies. In that assessment, we identi-
fied four broad bands, running roughly from the northeast to the southwest: 

At the Atlantic’s edges from Montauk, New York, through the 
Chesapeake, lies a world of shores and estuaries that from the 
seventeenth century sustained distinctive social, economic, and 
cultural ways of life. Parallel to this first band—and progressively fur-
ther inland—arose a string of early commercial cities and surrounding 
countryside that, once linked by rail and telegraph, became the nation’s 
defining metropolitan corridor, running from New York through 
Newark and Trenton to Philadelphia, then through Wilmington to 
Baltimore and Washington. In the third and broadest band, occupying 
the rolling hills west to the Appalachians’ modest peaks, Americans 
farmed the land, mined the hard coal and iron ore, and felled the trees 
that fed the creation of industrial and urban complexes. Last, along a 
line from western New York to southwestern Pennsylvania, migrants 
settled the cities of Buffalo, New York, and Erie, Pittsburgh, and 
Johnston, Pennsylvania, which developed heavy industry, especially 
steel and later electrical manufacturing, while initiating a further 
round of extraction—this time soft coal and oil. Each of these subre-
gions drew and held dramatically different populations and became 
platforms on which contrasting cultural, political, and economic 
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milieux emerged, eventually being tied together by key East–West 
connectors: the National and Cumberland roads, the Erie Canal, the 
Pennsylvania, Baltimore & Ohio, and New York Central railroads, and 
ultimately auto routes including the Pennsylvania Turnpike and the 
New York Thruway.10 

Teasing out the implications of these different sectors, we provided some 
examples as to how they could be mined to animate stories distinctive to the 
region. Looking at the coastal district we identified transitions that moved 
cultures of commerce ultimately to locations for recreation as, for instance, 
the New Jersey shore became “The Shore.” At the far western edge, the story 
was very different, marked by the emergence of extractive industries, the rise 
of manufacturing, and, more recently, the reinvention of the metropolitan 
economy. Pittsburgh could not have been further distant from its fellow East 
Coast cities, physically or emotionally, and yet by the twenty-first century 
Philadelphia, as well as Camden across the Delaware River, was looking 
to that city as a model for reinvention through its dynamic partnerships 
between educational and medical institutions. 

Ultimately, a small organization such as our regional center, in order to 
maximize its impact, like good scholars, needed to take up a manageable 
task, in this case a demonstration project close to home. The choice, which 
I remain a part of in partnership with my successor as director of the Mid-
Atlantic Regional Center for the Humanities, Charlene Mires, and Randall 
Miller, is an encyclopedia of greater Philadelphia. Regional in the most 
immediate sense of encompassing a major metropolitan area, the encyclopedia 
does not tell the story of the Mid-Atlantic, so much as to suggest its richness. 
This is a case, I would hope, where sensitivity to the region as a whole might 
better inform the collective scholarship that goes into this effort. A few 
examples are in order. 

The entry on the New Jersey shore is not yet in hand. Still, I envision a 
rich story that reminds us of the deep and not always understood ties that 
make region a viable category for understanding. The architectural historian 
George Thomas frequently describes the multiple revolutions that shaped the 
character of Philadelphia. Among them was a pattern of rising wages that 
enabled laborers to purchase modest rowhomes near their places of employ-
ment and, over time, gain the leisure time that allowed them to vacation 
at “The Shore” as well as other nearby regional resorts, such as the Pocono 
Mountains. Thomas credits the introduction of the methods of scientific 
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management by Frederick Winslow Taylor, who was born into the burgeon-
ing industrial economy of the larger Philadelphia region, with rising wages 
for workers, a proposition that deserves further scrutiny. Still, the story of the 
diffusion of Taylor’s methods, well before they became national practice, was 
a regional one, helping to explain much of the success of regional manufac-
turing and, possibly, resulting forms of leisure time among workers.11 

Another topic still to be completed is that of “inner-ring suburbs,” a phe-
nomenon that is hardly unique to Philadelphia, but has yet to be addressed 
fully in metropolitan terms. These settlements, as the first to materialize 
outside city limits, often represented extensions of urban form, in streets 
and housing type, if not land use and its restrictions. They attracted the 
upwardly mobile in one generation, but many of their descendants have 
chosen to locate either further from city limits or to return to neighborhoods 
that are gaining value with the impetus of tax breaks combined with desir-
able cultural amenities. In the process of shifting settlement patterns, these 
older suburbs are changing identity, as both their racial and ethnic character 
and their politics shift. These patterns clearly contribute to the metropolitan 
region’s shifting postindustrial identity. 

Like the treatment of the region as a whole as I have described it, 
encyclopedia contributors need to better understand the swaths of modern 
settlement and their interaction with adjacent territory, at the core as well as 
at the periphery, if we are going to draw conclusions about the destination of 
the metropolitan area. A primary goal of the encyclopedia in doing that is to 
help its users locate themselves both in time and space. Pennsylvania History 
shares that purpose. As the Keystone state, Pennsylvania lies at the region’s 
core. It has served in many ways to diffuse ideas and innovation as well as 
a gateway for peoples who moved through the region and into other parts 
of the country, carrying with them their ideas and their values particularly 
into Ohio and the central Mississippi Valley. At the periphery, Washington, 
DC, absorbed more of a southern culture than its northern neighbors, but, 
as Abbott points out, the city was itself a borderland, neither fully southern 
nor northern. 

It may well be that region remains a place where scholars take a nap, but 
it is hard to deny that region remains a vital component of everyday life. 
We may not choose to identify as individuals as “Mid-Atlantic-ers,” but the 
region touches us in many ways, even if we tend to take it for granted. Being 
more self-conscious about its evolving influence should help us sharpen and 
deepen our research agendas while at the same time serving an important 
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civic function by informing a public for whom regional considerations do not 
simply constitute an academic exercise. 
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Book Reviews 

David J. Minderhout, editor. Native Americans in the Susquehanna 
River Valley, Past and Present  (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University 
Press, 2013). Pp. 244. Illustrations, notes, bibliography, index. 
Hardcover, $75.00. 

Laurence Marc Hauptman. In the Shadow of Kinzua: The Seneca 
Nation of Indians since World War II  (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse 
University Press, 2014). Pp. 424. Illustrations, notes, bibliogra-
phy, index. Cloth, $45.00. 

he history of Native American presence within the northeastern T 
section of the United States is both rich and troublesome. For 

while the tribes who have resided in this area played an integral 

role in the early years of this nation, most have encountered 

tremendous pressures as they faced a way of life not of their 

choosing. Yet, the Native American story in this region is one of 

resilience—from weathering internal factions to responding to 

external resistance. 
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In the inaugural work of the Stories of the Susquehanna Valley series, editor 
David Minderhout employs the contributions of experts from a variety of disci-
plines to chronologically portray the fact that Native Americans have through 
perseverance continually remained a presence in Pennsylvania and, more spe-
cifically, on the Susquehanna River from prehistoric times through today. This 
approach is designed both to inform the general reader and to refute the errone-
ous claim, still found in books, that indigenous peoples no longer populated this 
state after the eighteenth century. 

From the first chapter that discusses the prehistory of Native Americans in 
the Susquehanna River Valley through the afterword by Ann Dapice, herself 
both a scholar and member of the Lenape and Cherokee nations, this volume 
identifies and explains the external forces encountered by the Susquehannocks 
and Lenapes as they strove to maintain a presence on their native lands. One of 
the biggest factors that dictated the manner in which the Pennsylvania natives 
altered their lifestyles was the incursion upon their lands by colonists as well 
as the disruptive aftermath of the French and Indian War. Whether it was the 
fraudulent sale of lands to the Pennsylvania government, the lack of immunity 
to newly introduced diseases, the strength of the antinative sentiment, or the use 
of blood quantum, Minderhout expertly establishes that the native peoples of 
the Susquehanna River have constantly withstood difficulties created by outside 
forces by reinventing the manner in which they have subsisted. 

Additionally, this volume demonstrates how the rise and fall of the 
Iroquois Confederacy harmed the long-term interests of the Susquehannocks 
and Lenapes. In fact, the Iroquois compelled the Susquehannocks to move far-
ther south in Pennsylvania and Maryland, took the key diplomatic role in all 
negotiations with the government of Pennsylvania, and sold land that right-
fully belonged to the Lenapes. However, in no short measure, the Lenapes 
were to a certain extent responsible for the difficulties that arose because of 
their early habit of retreating and compromising in the face of aggression. 
This naturally led the colonists to push farther west and the Iroquois to 
become more assertive in Pennsylvania Indian affairs. As a result, the Lenapes 
were continually adjusting to dictates given to them by both the Iroquois 
Confederacy and the Pennsylvania government. 

Donald Repsher’s essay particularly demonstrates how their long-standing 
custom of hospitality and avoidance of warfare when conceivable rendered the 
Lenapes susceptible to assimilation as well as intermarriage. This intermin-
gling of bloodlines from other tribes as well as white people permitted the 
Lenape to remain on their ancestral lands but with a less distinctive identity, 
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fueling oftentimes the intentional impression among prejudiced whites that 
Native Americans no longer existed in Pennsylvania. 

Similar to Minderhout’s work, In the Shadow of Kinzua provides a history 
of a northeastern Native American tribe that has persevered in spite of all the 
issues it has encountered. Laurence Hauptman chooses to focus his attention 
on the Seneca Indians and their tribulations in post–World War II America 
instead of providing an overall history of the Seneca Nation. Rather convinc-
ingly, the author argues that the construction of the Kinzua Dam shook the 
moorings of this Indian nation that nevertheless withstood the ensuing exter-
nal and internal discord. 

Particularly the tribal and the US governments eventually found the 
means both to open Seneca lands for public use and to eliminate federal 
fiscal responsibility for the Seneca nation. At the same time Salamanca lead-
ers worked to acquire lands that were rented from the Seneca Nation and 
the Seneca leaders battled the discrimination leveled at their members from 
citizens of neighboring communities. In addition, Hauptman highlights the 
manner in which public policy and special interests groups often dictated the 
stance taken by politicians at both the state and federal levels. For example, 
the federal government’s termination and energy policies, Pennsylvania’s goal 
of expanding industry in the western section of the state as well as need to 
find another source of energy besides coal, and New York’s long-held policy 
of totally disregarding past treaties, along with its desire to obtain more land 
for highway development, contributed to the expropriation of 10,000 acres 
of Seneca land for the development of the Kinzua Dam. As a result, it is this 
event that has been viewed by Senecas as a turning point in their history and 
continues to linger in their minds today as the critical event of the twentieth 
century. In the wake of this tragedy, the Seneca heroically struggled to create 
a more effective tribal government and, as a result of the dislocation, adapt 
to new opportunities, including the gaming industry. 

However, Hauptman concedes that at times the Senecas have created 
problems for themselves. Indeed, in-fighting among tribal members occurred 
when deciding the manner in which to dispense with monies awarded upon 
the settlement of a land-loss claim against the United States. Moreover, 
repeated questioning of decisions made by the tribal council often limited 
its effectiveness and permitted external entities to exploit tribal division. 
Sometimes this led to internecine violence, especially when antigaming and 
gaming Senecas physically confronted each other over the tribal council’s deci-
sion to suspend employees who actively participated in an antigaming protest. 
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Throughout, Hauptman provides ample examples of the leadership as well as 
tribal members of the Seneca Nation adjusting to the changes wrought by dam 
building through activism and organizing. Specifically, the tribal council reacted 
to the events in part by finding housing for its displaced members as a result 
of the construction of the Kinzua Dam, bringing land-loss claims under the 
Indians Claims Commission Act to court, and lobbying the help of key political 
sympathizers at both the federal and state levels. In addition, the federal gov-
ernment’s termination policy forced the tribal council to build an infrastructure 
that allowed the Seneca Nation to become self-sufficient with successes in the 
areas of health care, the expansion of a library and museum, the settlement of a 
key lease act, as well as the formation of three casinos. Thus, the author intimates 
that the repeated success of the tribal council members in responding to events 
during the post–World War II was nothing short of heroic. 

Ultimately, Native Americans in the Susquehanna River Valley Past and Present 
and In the Shadow of Kinzua reveal the ability of ethnic groups, specifically the 
Lenapes and the Senecas, to adapt, survive, and endure against great odds. 
Minderhout effectively reveals the long history of the natives in Pennsylvania 
through the discussion of prehistoric Indians and their rock art to the emerging 
acknowledgment of the continuous presence of Native Americans living within 
Pennsylvania today. “We are still here” (Minderhout, xiii), is a common cry 
among the descendants of Native Americans who were thought to be the last 
of this ethnic group residing in Pennsylvania. Likewise, Hauptman effectively 
articulates the manner in which the Senecas’ long history often influenced the 
course of action that the tribal council chose to take in its goal of recreating 
its nation to meet the demands of a more modern world. He illustrates what 
Professor William N. Fenton said long ago: “If anthropologists have discovered 
anything important about the Iroquois or Iroquois culture, it is significant that 
it has refused to go away. In each generation and in each century, it has managed 
to adapt itself to the contemporary stream of events so that it has managed to 
survive” (Hauptman, xxiv). Given the calamities that the Lenape and the Seneca 
have faced across time, their persistence is remarkable. 

KATHIe BeeBe 
Florida State University 
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Alan A. Siegel. Disaster: Stories of Destruction and Death in Nineteenth-Century 
New Jersey  (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2014). 210 pp. 
Cloth. $29.95. 

Alan A. Siegel’s Disaster: Stories of Destruction and Death in Nineteenth-Century 
New Jersey, is a fun book suitable for the young scholar or reader of popular 
history with an interest in New Jersey. It also provides a solid starting point 
for scholars interested in secondary sources pertinent to examinations of natu-
ral and manmade disasters in New Jersey, Philadelphia, and New York City. 

Not a scholarly work—Siegel is an attorney with a strong interest in his 
state’s history and has written several works of regional and county history— 
Disaster is a chronicle of many of New Jersey’s worst “moment” disasters that 
captured the attention of contemporaries and, in some cases, spurred new 
regulations and innovations to avoid or ameliorate future catastrophes. Siegel 
writes with an eye toward the lay reader of history, someone interested in 
disaster or New Jersey history but not in need of an annotated scholarly work. 
The book’s organization is rational with the chapters marked by type of dis-
aster—train or steamship, for instance—and not by chronological occurrence, 
which would have made the manuscript choppier than it need be. 

As Siegel suggests in his introduction, disasters provoke a macabre interest 
on the part of readers and his descriptions of victims’ suffering and the efforts 
of unheralded heroes should prove attractive to a popular audience, especially 
the young reader whose imagination will be carried by Siegel’s writing. The 
scholar or college reader may also find Disaster interesting because its use of 
extensive direct quotations from period newspapers highlights the different 
manner in which heroes, villains, and what in the nineteenth century might 
be considered simple bad luck, were described by reporters and understood 
by the public; in twenty-first-century America, two trains crashing because 
of poor signaling, or a ship’s captain who runs his vessel aground and kills 
dozens because he retired to his bed at night and in a dense fog, would hardly 
pass without criminal charges and civil suits. 

Siegel did not set himself to writing an academic piece and the finished 
work is compelling to a lay audience but scholars, beyond leads concerning 
newspaper accounts of various disasters, will find little of the contextualiza-
tion and theory standard in academic works. Furthermore, Siegel decided 
to concentrate upon “moment” disasters: wrecks of various sorts, tornadoes, 
hurricanes, blizzards, and the like. The most serious disasters to befall New 
Jersey during the nineteenth century were not wrecks or weather events; 
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rather the greatest loss of life resulted from disease outbreaks and this omis-
sion is disappointing. For instance, the cholera epidemic of the early 1830s 
in virtually every town and city in the state killed more citizens in just its 
first visitation than all the deaths in all the disasters Siegel recalls combined. 
Outbreaks of smallpox, typhoid, and the influenza pandemic of the early 
1890s should have at least received some mention as each of these medical 
disasters provoked awful suffering, opportunities for bad actors and heroes to 
emerge, and regulations to be passed. In short, epidemics fit seamlessly into 
just the sort of narrative Siegel compiled. 

Siegel’s Disaster is an outstanding addition to a young reader’s library and 
the lay reader’s bookshelf, its illustrations and descriptions of human suf-
fering and the triumph of the human spirit gripping the reader to such an 
extent that, at times, the skin crawls. The academic will find source mate-
rial, but little contextualization. Siegel did not set out to write a treatise, 
but rather a compilation of his beloved state’s worst (with the exception of 
disease) travails and in this narrow field he succeeded. 

JAMeS HIGGINS 
University of Houston–Victoria 

Joseph F. Spillane. Coxsackie: The Life and Death of Prison Reform  (Baltimore, 
MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014). Pp. 296. Notes, essay on 
sources, index. Cloth, $44.95. 

Joseph F. Spillane’s study of the birth and death of prison reform begins 
with a gripping description of the December 1977 hostage crisis at 
New York’s Coxsackie Correctional Facility. When Coxsackie opened as 
a reformatory for adolescent male offenders in 1935, liberal-minded staff 
members hoped that social-educational and vocational programs would 
transform young offenders into law-abiding men. However, external and 
internal factors made it almost impossible to implement the facility’s ini-
tial mission. The inmates who took eleven staff members hostage may not 
have known the institution’s initial goals, but they knew that racism and 
brutality defined its day-to-day life. The hostage takers felt that they had 
no other recourse to protest devastating cuts to the prison’s educational 
and vocational programs. Although the crisis ended peacefully, it marked 
the end of the facility’s focus on reforming offenders and ushered in an era 
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of discipline-focused custody. Spillane’s goal is to explain why and how 
the Coxsackie facility, which began as a reformatory, transformed in the 
span of forty years into a custodial warehouse. His case study of Coxsackie 
also sheds light on the historical origins of mass incarceration in the late 
twentieth-century United States. 

Divided into three parts, the book begins with an analysis of the birth and 
expansion of prison reform in New York from 1929 to 1944. Chapter 1 exam-
ines the liberal reformist vision that guided the founders of Coxsackie. Artist 
Ben Shahn’s proposed mural for New York City’s Rikers Island Penitentiary, 
Spillane suggests, provides a window into the “liberal penal imagination.” 
Although Shahn’s mural was not created, it depicted the importance of social 
citizenship and adult education, the challenges of youth, and the failure of 
punitive incarceration. In chapter 2, Spillane turns his attention to the con-
text of New York prison reform in which Coxsackie was established. During 
the 1920s and 1930s, New York’s prisons suffered from two management 
crises—prison labor and overcrowding—thanks to the Great Depression and 
tough-on-crime Baumes Laws. It was in this atmosphere that the supporters 
of punitive incarceration begrudgingly gave way to the reformist recommen-
dations of the Lewisohn and engelhardt commissions. 

Spillane next focuses on inmates and their worlds outside and inside the 
reformatory. Chapter 3, built upon a 5 percent sample of the approximately 
7,500 inmate case files housed at the New York State Archives, argues con-
vincingly that a perfect storm of conflicts—family, education, and work— 
pushed “adolescents adrift” and into Coxsackie. Chapter 4 analyzes the world 
inmates entered while confined at Coxsackie. In this chapter, Spillane brings 
inmates’ voices to life to highlight their perspectives on the facility’s racial 
segregation and inmates’ masculinities and sexualities, as well as their views 
of guards, to illustrate that confinement at Coxsackie was a “transformative 
experience, but only in a profoundly negative sense” (113). Chapter 5 details 
the difficulties reformers faced implementing their ideas because of external 
and internal constraints, such as underfunding and conflicts over educational 
and vocational programs. 

In the final section, Spillane explains the factors that led to the end of 
prison reform in New York State between 1944 and 1977. In the years fol-
lowing World War II, Coxsackie became overcrowded. Jaded officials began 
to refer to inmates, especially gang members and heroin addicts, as “uneduca-
ble” and “ungovernable.” In hope of establishing order and stemming inter-
racial conflict in the institution, officials transferred “troublesome” inmates 
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to the Great Meadow Prison at Comstock. In chapter 9, Spillane again shifts 
his attention outside the institution to an examination of state-level prison 
politics. During the 1960s and 1970s, due to the actions of guards, their 
unions, and tough-on-crime politicians, incarceration regimens focusing on 
custody, control, and discipline replaced reformatory regimens. In a sugges-
tive epilogue, Spillane shows how the failures of liberal prison reform help 
explain the origins of mass incarceration, and how reformers’ obsession with 
“objective” measures of success, such as recidivism rates, led to their own 
undoing. Finally, Spillane reminds us of the human consequences of New 
York’s prison experiments. 

Spillane has written a wonderful book peppered with lively prose and 
poignant vignettes that bring reformers, inmates, and prison staff to life. 
His analysis rests on a solid foundation of archival research and engages with 
the literatures of prison history, criminal justice, and corrections. His brief 
essay on sources at the conclusion of the text provides a valuable overview for 
scholars and students of incarceration in the twentieth-century United States. 

Like all good books, Spillane’s Coxsackie left me with a few unanswered 
questions, mostly about context. How did New York’s Coxsackie and its regi-
men compare with other states’ reformatories and their regimens? Likewise, 
how might have officials’ efforts at Coxsackie informed the treatment of 
female juvenile offenders at other New York facilities during the same 
period? Finally, might it have been possible to collect and incorporate oral 
histories from former inmates who are still alive today? Although answers to 
these questions would not have changed Spillane’s argument significantly, 
they might have enriched it. 

Historians working in numerous fields will find Spillane’s book of value. 
Historians of prisons will find his case study of Coxsackie and its relationship 
to the beginnings of mass incarceration in the late twentieth-century United 
States of interest. Likewise, historians of drugs will find Spillane’s analysis of 
the postwar heroin epidemic of significance. Similarly, historians of reform 
and public policy will appreciate Spillane’s nuanced analysis. Spillane’s 
Coxsackie will also be a welcome addition to twentieth-century US history 
classes at both the undergraduate and graduate level. 

JONATHAN NASH 
The College of Saint Benedict and Saint John’s Universit 
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Steve Longenecker. Gettysburg Religion: Refinement, Diversity, and Race  
in  the  Antebellum and Civil War Border North  (New York: Fordham  
University Press, 2014). Pp. xiv, 264. Illustrations, notes, bibliography,  
index. Cloth, $45.00. 

In this book, Steve Longenecker explores the social forces that shaped the 
character and development of religious life in Gettysburg in the antebellum 
era up through the Civil War. He is particularly interested in tracing how 
religious life interacted with broader culture. As the subtitle indicates, he 
finds three dominant forces—refinement, diversity, and race—at play within 
the town’s religious communities. He argues that these forces not only gave 
religious life in Gettysburg its vibrancy, but that they also foreshadowed the 
religious patterns of modern America. For that reason, he finds Gettysburg 
an intriguing case study. With its geographic location on the border between 
North and South, its economic ascendency from rural village to regional 
center, and its social diversity along ethnic, racial, and religious lines, it 
provides a representative glimpse of the nation well before the war secured 
Gettysburg’s place in history. 

The six chapters are arranged thematically. The first sketches the history 
of Gettysburg and provides a profile of the community. The next two focus 
on the issue of refinement, calling attention to the ways religious communi-
ties responded “in theory” and “in practice.” Although some smaller sects 
resisted refinement’s pressures, Longenecker finds most congregations eager 
to demonstrate their status and respectability through material improve-
ments. Whatever reservations arose generally had more to do with finance 
than faith. Put more bluntly, “refinement was expensive” (64). The cost of 
elaborate buildings, gas lighting, quality music, and educated clergy drove 
several congregations deeply into debt. One wonders whether such experi-
ences inspired some of the era’s moral critiques of market capitalism and 
economic speculation. 

The book next devotes a chapter each to ethnic and racial diversity. 
With Lutherans, Presbyterians, Methodists, Catholics, and others all liv-
ing alongside one another, Gettysburg religion was “unusually mixed” (73). 
The presence of small, nonconforming sects like the Dunkers added even 
greater complexity, and provides unique points of contrast. Some of the 
most interesting portions of the book trace the patterns of divergence and 
convergence between them and the more mainstream denominations over 
issues like material display and wartime patriotism. A sizeable free black 
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population further contributed to Gettysburg’s religious diversity. Looking 
at race relations through a religious lens, Longenecker uncovers instances of 
mutual assistance but finds little interracial contact within the churches. Not 
surprisingly, conflicted views on slavery arose within and across assemblies. 

The final chapter turns its attention to the war’s effects on Gettysburg reli-
gion. As fighting fell on the town’s doorstep, religious routines were inter-
rupted and churches turned their attention to caring for the sick and dying. 
The war also forced religious communities to reassess their relationship with 
the nation-state and fostered the rise of a more pronounced strand of “civil 
religion.” Yet by and large, Longenecker argues, the war brought only “mod-
erate change” (5) to Gettysburg religion. While it is important to recognize 
that the war did not bring radical change to every facet of life, this claim is 
only partially convincing. It may hold when one looks at congregational life 
broadly, but is more difficult to accept on the personal level given the realities 
of suffering and loss. Congregations may have continued about their business 
as usual, but personal lives and moral outlooks would be profoundly changed. 

Interspersed among the chapters are a series of “divertimenti”—short por-
traits of individuals or families whose personal history illustrates the central 
theme of the chapter that follows. The first chapter, for instance, is preceded 
by a profile of Samuel Schmucker, the first professor at the new Lutheran 
seminary, and his wife, Mary Catherine, the daughter of a prominent local 
family. Their educational and economic standing placed them firmly among 
the new antebellum middle class and heralded the growing refinement of the 
community. These portraits acquaint readers to members of the local com-
munity and help convey the personal dimensions of the period’s religious and 
social transformations. 

Though moderate in its claims, the book nevertheless challenges some of 
the prevailing narratives of antebellum religious life. In particular, it raises 
questions about the dominance of revivalism and the power of upstart reli-
gious denominations. Neither one seemed to have hit Gettysburg with the 
force generally attributed to them. Likewise, anti-Catholic hostility seemed 
not to plague the community—even though nativist sentiment was echoed in 
the local press—perhaps because Catholics enjoyed a long-established pres-
ence in the region. 

extensively researched, the book draws upon a wealth of local sources, 
including congregational records, local newspapers (both religious and 
secular), and family papers. For students of religious history, the book dem-
onstrates the value and usefulness of local church records. As Longenecker’s 
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work reveals, they can tell us much about how religious communities oper-
ated and maneuvered. At the same time, however, one must be aware that 
congregational records can mask as much as they reveal. Church officials may 
have been reticent to record disagreement or reluctant to admit controversy. 
Longenecker says little about how Gettysburg religion reacted to antebellum 
politics or the emergent women’s rights movement. Perhaps the sources are 
silent about these issues, but the silence itself is then telling and needs to be 
explored. 

If there is one weakness to the book, it is that Longenecker’s discussion 
of religion and culture can be somewhat unbalanced. While he offers a 
detailed discussion of how social conditions influenced the town’s religious 
communities, the book has much less to say about the ways in which their 
distinct religious beliefs, thoughts, and practices shaped Gettysburg society 
in return. Longenecker deftly notes how religion contributed to the diversity 
and refinement of the community, but more could be said about religion’s 
role in education, social reform, and family life. 

That criticism aside, the book provides a fine case study of religious devel-
opment in antebellum north. It provides a foundation for studies that trace 
religious transformations of the post–Civil War era and adds to a growing 
literature on the mid-Atlantic as a region whose religious and social diversity 
prefigured the future path of the nation. 

THOMAS RzezNIK 
Seton Hall University 

Carl Smith. City Water, City Life: Water and the Infrastructure of Ideas in 
Urbanizing Philadelphia, Boston, and Chicago  (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2013). Pp. 327. Illustrations, notes, bibliography, index. Hardback, 
$35.00. 

In City Water, City Life: Water and the Infrastructure of Ideas in Urbanizing 
Philadelphia, Boston, and Chicago (2013) Carl Smith sets out to write an intel-
lectual and cultural study of how people conceptualized the development of 
urban waterworks in nineteenth-century Boston, Chicago, and Philadelphia. 
His analysis rests on the proposition that “cities are built out of ideas as 
much as they are of timber, bricks, and stone, and that the discussion of city 
water is a kind of a universal solvent that reveals this in striking ways” (2). 
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Thus, Smith sophisticatedly explores the development of waterworks as an 
“infrastructure of ideas” that serves to reveal larger lessons about the cultural 
and intellectual changes brought forth from rapid urbanization in three of 
America’s prominent nineteenth-century cities. 

To better understand the shift from rural to urban cityscape through water 
development, Smith explores a healthy body of source material, including 
various print sources such as reports and surveys made by engineers and 
health officials, newspapers, periodicals, poetry, paintings, sculptures, and 
the built environment itself. Smith admits that the majority of his sources 
express the ideas of a small elite group of white men. He defends his choice 
by noting that these were precisely the individuals who dominated conversa-
tions of city water. Once one accepts his admittedly limited albeit unique use 
of primary materials, the intellectual and cultural histories of Philadelphia 
(1790s to 1820s), Boston (mid-1820s to 1850), and Chicago (1840s to 1870) 
are revealed through dialectics of what water meant for the common good in 
terms of politics, progress, urban growth, sanitation, temperance, health, and 
the commodification of water. The issues in turn reflect similarities in the 
histories of the three cities. 

“As cities grew larger and more polyglot, and their social and economic 
divisions became more distinct, the sense that all residents were united by 
a common cause and the feeling that every individual should think of the 
welfare of others in the community became harder to sustain,” writes Smith, 
noting that the idea of the common good varied along class and ethnic lines 
(53). The need for water, however, challenged those assumptions. “However 
much the growth and diversification of a city’s population might have weak-
ened ties among individuals,” notes Smith, “its size empowered its members 
to do great new things,” such as spend large sums on public waterworks 
projects (54). The overwhelming need for water transformed urbanites and 
urban America, connecting individuals and individual property into a central 
water supply by a simple service pipe. Hooked up to water, one indisputably 
became an urban dweller and part of a larger diverse city population com-
posed of individuals connected to a shared resource. Although the desire to 
tap into public water transcended sectarian, sectional, party, race, class, and 
ethnic lines, that was not to say that diverse citizens automatically fit neatly 
into a common urban core. Smith explains these issues through an examina-
tion of how water challenged values at many levels. 

The issue of water brought to light political disagreements over whom con-
stituted “the people” and who should provide the resource in a growing capitalist 
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democracy that fiercely valued freedom of individual action. Individualism 
and water seemed incompatible, as more and more city dwellers were put “on 
the grid” in an ever more complex centralized landscape. Although all three 
major cities decided on publicly owned systems rather than private, Smith’s 
discussion of the debates over public and private water demonstrates how a 
city’s need for centralized public works clashed with traditional American val-
ues of limited government. “Building a central system enormously expanded 
the size, responsibility, and expense of urban government,” explains the author 
(58). Despite a historical suspicion of political rulers, faith in free capitalism, 
fear of incompetent and corrupt public officials, and an overall aversion to 
government involvement in city life, leaders and voters in Boston, Chicago, 
and Philadelphia overwhelmingly supported public water. 

Smith reconciles this apparent inconsistency by presenting how city lead-
ers and urban planners emphasized the connection between water, progress, 
and the common good of the city. Resting his claims on plenty of interesting 
and entertaining primary sources, Smith shows that political leaders wanted 
to encourage the wide use of water, thus making it affordable and easy to 
access. This in turn made their cities appear to the nation as modern and 
progressive. Waterworks expressed civic achievement and commitment to the 
public good. Smith explains how even the design of the infrastructure was 
meant to symbolize a city’s “heroic sense of itself and what it aspired to be” 
(66). Accordingly, cities had no qualms spending extra sums to make oth-
erwise utilitarian structures visually impressive. For instance, Philadelphia’s 
original pumphouse at Centre Square included the famous Water Nymph and 
Bittern statue by William Rush that “depicted a nubile maiden in a diapha-
nous gown, which clung to her body as if it were actual cloth dampened by 
the slender jet of real water that sprayed a dozen feet or more into the air 
from the regally upturned bill of the bittern perched on her shoulder” (67). 

Besides political leaders, other city dwellers touted water as the source 
of progress and promise for burgeoning cities, explains Smith, even if their 
goals were fueled by misguided xenophobic assumptions and perceptions of 
cities as dirty, gritty hubs of sin. Smith draws on the sanitary movement, 
the temperance crusade, and the water cure movement to illuminate how 
water indeed quenched the needs of social and moral reformers. In all three 
movements, water was a cure-all and thus a necessity for the collective good. 
In what is arguably the most interesting chapter of Smith’s monograph, the 
author explains a new sense of interdependence in cities and the need for 
water to ensure that city dwellers were healthy. “Sanitary reformers claimed 
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that water was the best deterrent against disease-breathing filth, temperance 
leaders hailed it as the salutary alternative to demon alcohol, and water-cure 
practitioners declared that it could remedy almost any ailment,” explains 
Smith (161). The author masterfully makes real the connections felt by 
nineteenth-century reformers between the individual natural human body 
and the collective human-made body of the city. 

While environmental historians such as Donald Pisani, Ted Steinberg, 
and Richard White arguably remain the go-to scholars for water history, 
Carl Smith has undoubtedly added a useful and unique study. His ability to 
draw on local sources makes his monograph strong and his ability to link 
those sources to a thoughtful interpretation of the intellectual history of 
three developing American cities makes Smith’s project truly distinctive. 

NATALIe SCHUSTeR 
Frostburg State University 

Patrick Griffin. America’s Revolution  (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2013). Pp. xviii, 342. Illustrations, notes, index. Cloth, $39.95. 

Patrick Griffin presents a masterful synthesis of the revolutionary era in 
America’s Revolution. emphasizing the Revolution as a process, based on a 
triptych model that includes a beginning, middle, and end, Griffin provides 
a new interpretation that helps to connect the revolutionary era and beyond. 
In this comprehensive yet concise narrative, Griffin compellingly argues that 
throughout the revolutionary process, the idea of sovereignty informed and 
shaped much of the way that individuals interpreted and acted during the 
years encompassing the American Revolution. 

In part 1 of the book, “The Beginning,” Griffin establishes a firm foundation 
for understanding the revolutionary era by tracing the history of the British col-
onies back to their founding during the seventeenth century. He first presents 
an overview of the different regions of the colonies, while examining the process 
of becoming “British.” He details the regional variation in this process, yet also 
acknowledges how this common identity bound the colonists together through 
their political institutions and, more significantly, their familiarity with the 
idea of dividing sovereignty. He moves into the eighteenth century and focuses 
on how the Seven Years’ War affected the relationship between the colonies and 
the Crown, arguing that “cultural realities and political expectations fractured 
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British authority” (xiv). Griffin reinvigorates the familiar story of the origins of 
the Revolution by demonstrating the persistent concerns over sovereignty and 
authority that colonists expressed in response to the Sugar Act and the Stamp 
Act, as well as the proliferation of agrarian unrest that crystallized in two places 
in the form of Regulation, albeit with different visions and goals. In doing so, 
Griffin demonstrates how the collapse of imperial sovereignty occurred concur-
rently to rising domestic tensions and turmoil. 

Griffin presents part 2 as “The Middle,” the years during which the actual 
fighting of the American Revolution took place. Throughout this section, he 
strives to provide a balanced view of the Revolution by examining the conflict 
not only through the eyes of illustrious figures like George Washington and 
Sam Adams but also through various perspectives including white women, 
African Americans, Native Americans, and poorer and middling white men. 
According to Griffin, these men and women utilized the vacuum of authority as 
an opportunity to assert their own agency as they sought to translate their vision 
of American society into reality. Stressing how competing notions of authority 
resulted in much chaos, Griffin reminds us of the violence that erupted among 
colonists. Moreover, he exposes “the American paradox” detailing how common 
men and women were becoming self-sovereign actors at the same time that they 
were preventing other individuals from doing so, namely those of other races. 

The final section of the book, “The end,” provides a fresh and compel-
ling interpretation of the culmination of the American Revolution. Griffin 
rejects other historians’ claim that the Constitution served as a fulfillment of 
the years of conflict and instead posits a different view. He argues that the 
Constitution was only one part of the broader settlement of the Revolution. 
With much nuance and careful attention to events following the end of war, 
Griffin illustrates the ways in which individuals continuously struggled to 
define the meaning of the conflict for themselves and others, exemplifying 
his model of understanding the Revolution as a process. In doing so, Griffin 
complicates more simplistic narratives of the era, exposing the contradic-
tions rife in memory and myths of the American Revolution. For Griffin, 
the years following the end of the Revolution featured a variety of debates, 
including not only those of the ratification of the Constitution but also the 
future of the West, the meaning of citizenship, as well as ideas about gender 
and race. He connects these public discussions to the process of establishing 
sovereignty and authority and, more significantly, the process of making 
sovereignty meaningful through a plan and practice of government. Griffin 
emphasizes the ways in which the culmination of the Revolution represented 
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a compromise of divergent interests, a true settlement rather than a mythic 
story of triumph. 

Throughout the book, Griffin provides a rich and commanding narra-
tive of the revolutionary period that will be engaging and useful within 
the classroom. Griffin’s incorporation of widely known stories from the 
American Revolution, including those of Molly Pitcher, Deborah Sampson, 
and Thomas Jefferson, among many others, makes this book appealing and 
accessible to use with undergraduate students. His effort to provide a compre-
hensive view of the era will also help to facilitate discussion about the broader 
framework of the english Atlantic World. In placing the conflict within the 
context of the Atlantic World, Griffin enriches our view and effectively links 
Ireland, Scotland, the Caribbean, and Canada to the process of the American 
Revolution. However, there is still room for other historians to extend his 
arguments within the larger scope of the British empire to include places 
such as India and the role of the British east India Company in the process 
and development of the Revolution and the broader challenges of authority 
the Crown faced throughout this period. 

In line with other recent work on this period, such as T. H. Breen’s 
American Insurgents, American Patriots, Griffin advances discussions of the 
American Revolution beyond the confines of schools of thought con-
tending that the questions that historians have once asked have become 
outdated. In fact, he suggests that the seminal question of whether the 
American Revolution was about home rule or who should rule at home 
is “the wrong question” arguing instead that the persistent issue revolved 
around authority (120). In doing so, Griffin effectively bridges the ideo-
logical gap between neo-Progressives and neo-Whigs and presents a model 
to demonstrate how scholars can work to advance our knowledge of the 
American Revolution, while still acknowledging the fruitful debates gen-
erated by such schools of thought. Griffin’s work also reflects recent trends 
in the scholarship of this era, highlighting several themes that were also 
featured at the prodigious American Revolution Reborn Conference in 
2013, including the American Revolution as civil war, global perspectives 
of the conflict, and violence. Overall, Griffin’s work illustrates the new 
directions of the field and will likely shape several of the debates unfolding 
in the years to come. 

RACHeL eNGL TAGGART 
Lehigh University 
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David Grant. Political Antislavery Discourse and American Literature of the 1850s  
(Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2012). Pp. 225. Chapter endnotes, 
index. Hardback, $75.00. 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. wrote from an Alabama jail cell that the “great 
stumbling block” to African American freedom was the “white moderate” 
who “prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension” over “a positive 
peace which is the presence of justice.”1 David Grant reveals that antislavery 
authors wove a parallel argument into texts calculated to jolt northern read-
ers out of demeaning compliance with proslavery compromises, and into the 
Republican Party. This is not a comprehensive study of political antislavery 
discourse. But Grant contributes to the growing scholarship on the popular, 
and arguably more effective, strands of antislavery activism that flourished 
in the 1850s. Historians such as eric Foner, Richard H. Sewell, Michael D. 
Pierson, Jonathan earle, and James Oakes have underscored the important 
contributions of nonabolitionist opponents of slavery. This book highlights 
the literary effort that helped transform the Republican Party into a vehicle 
for antislavery politics. 

Grant, a member of the Department of english at Grant Macewan 
University, offers detailed readings of fiction and poetry by Harriet Beecher 
Stowe, Walt Whitman, John Greenleaf Whittier, and Nathaniel Parker 
Willis. Their task was to convince northerners that it was both possible and 
necessary to channel the latent energy of a vibrant free labor society into 
resistance to the backward but dominant southern “slave power.” At stake 
were northern liberties and the fate of the US republic itself. The challenge, 
especially after the Compromise of 1850, was that northern “Union-savers” 
equated conciliation with patriotism, defining acquiescence to the slave 
power as a duty, and habituating northerners to shameful subordination. In 
response, antislavery writers called upon northerners, as individuals and as 
members of a sectional collectivity, to free themselves from fear or apathy, and 
to sustain the Union by purging it of proslavery policy. These authors never 
doubted that the North could triumph, but they had to persuade northern 
readers that they possessed the agency and the duty to act. Victory over the 
slave power was a matter of willpower. Grant concludes that these literary 
efforts “fed the political call for a new Northern subject” (214), one that 
would not misidentify tranquility as justice. His source base and analysis sug-
gest that this undertaking was necessarily literary. Hence his thesis develops 
out of the “assumption that the dominant rhetoric of compromise . . . would 
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not have yielded place to political antislavery practices if there had not been 
a massive cultural project dedicated to its overthrow” (6). 

Through meticulous readings of selected texts, Grant surveys the vital role 
that literary works played in that project. Stowe’s Dred: A Tale of the Great 
Dismal Swamp (1856) traced the history of the slave power’s rise to domi-
nance, using the novel’s narrative to explain why slavery threatened to over-
run Kansas. In Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), Stowe sharply criticized northern 
conservatives’ association of emotional suppression with political harmony. 
She maintained that carefully channeled passion would empower northern-
ers to resist slavery’s encroachments and rejected the notions of citizenship 
and selfhood that underlay conservative calls for northerners to sacrifice their 
hearts on the altar of the Union. Whittier, whose poetry braided elements 
of abolitionist and moderate antislavery ideals, dramatized how surrender 
to the slave power enslaved northerners. Compromise only emboldened 
slaveholders to make more outrageous demands, which required additional 
concessions that would lock northerners into a degrading cycle of appease-
ment. Northerners must rise in their collective sovereignty to preserve the 
West for freedom. Willis’s Paul Fane, serialized between 1854 and 1856, 
warned against falling under the quasi-aristocratic spell of slaveholders, who 
posed an internal threat to republicanism even more insidious than european 
nobility. Self-respecting northerners knew to resist suave southern tyrants. 
The legions of poets who celebrated the marital and political partnership of 
John C. Frémont and Jessie Benton Frémont concluded that northern homes 
would instruct individualistic free-state inhabitants to combine forces against 
Dixie’s would-be aristocrats. These messages melded in Whitman’s poetry, 
which lambasted northern conservatives for defending a static, moribund 
proslavery Union rather than revitalizing a progressive Union by rescuing 
it from slavery. True preservation of the Union on antislavery principles 
required the political energy of self-assured northern subjects. 

Grant has read widely in the relevant historical literature and acknowl-
edges his debts to scholars such as Foner and Pierson. Building on their 
foundation, he develops interpretations that are as compelling as the texts he 
explores. Among the strengths of the book is Grant’s willingness to take the 
slave power concept seriously. He perceptively characterizes opposition to the 
slave power as much more than a watered-down version of “real” antislavery 
activism. As Robert e. Bonner has demonstrated, slaveholders did strive to 
graft their peculiar social order onto American policies, institutions, ideals, 
and identity.2 The cultural counterattack that Grant analyzes was, therefore, 
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absolutely necessary if northerners were to free themselves, politically and 
intellectually, from this odious influence. Grant and Bonner’s works could be 
read together with great profit. 

Some aspects of this study might, however, narrow its scholarly influence. 
Grant appears to write with a highly specialized audience in mind and the 
absence of brief summaries of the novels would make it extremely difficult for 
readers unfamiliar with these texts to follow the analysis. Historians, moreo-
ver, might chafe at the tendency to remove these novels and poems from 
their economic, social, and political contexts. Grant’s learned observations 
expose some of the limitations of a purely literary study. Readers encounter 
northern selves and subjects, but few northern people—people whose jobs, 
faiths, partisan affiliations, and ethnic identities certainly shaped how they 
read and responded to literature. Grant raises the right questions, but only 
within their richly layered contexts can the political influence of these texts 
be evaluated conclusively. 

MICHAeL e. WOODS 
Marshall University 

Notes 

1. Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from a Birmingham Jail (1963),” in American Political Rhetoric: 

A Reader, ed. Peter Augustine Lawler and Robert Martin Schaefer, 5th ed. (Lanham, MD: Rowman 

and Littlefield, 2005), 269. 

2. Robert e. Bonner, Mastering America: Southern Slaveholders and the Crisis of American Nationhood (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
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