
From “Discovery” to Independence: An Outline of 
American History from 1492 until 1776

In 1492 Columbus Sailed the Ocean Blue…
When Christopher Columbus set sail from Palos de la Frontera, Spain, on August 3, 1492, his mission 

was very daring, but it promised him fame and riches. He planned to sail westwards as far as he could 

in order to find a quick sea route to Asia. This, he was hoping, would provide easy access* to the Far 

East and its fabled* wealth. After a voyage of some five weeks Columbus eventually landed on a tiny 

island in the Bahamas (October 12, 1492) and claimed it for the Spanish crown. Since then, Columbus 

has gone down* in history as one of the greatest explorers in world history. 

Columbus’ voyage was based on two major misconceptions*. First, when Columbus landed in the 

Bahamas, he believed he had reached the easternmost part of Asia. The island group of the West Indies 

(the northern part being the Bahamas) lies approximately where he expected to find India – hence the  

name! Second, Columbus was not actually the first  European to have landed on American shores. 

Archaeological  evidence  as  well  as  tales  from  Icelandic  sagas  suggest  that  Viking  sailors  (Leif  

Ericson, for instance) had reached the east coast of North America and established trading posts there 

some four to five hundred years before Columbus. Their pre-Columbian* adventures in North America 

were inconsequential for world history, though, because they were given up and pretty much forgotten 

about  when the Norsemen’s*  colonizing attempts  were  met  with  hostilities  from the  indigenous* 

inhabitants of Newfoundland.

Even if Columbus was not the first European to have made a transatlantic crossing, he remains one 

of the most important explorers in modern history. He was a brave man and displayed the renaissance 

spirit of wanting to go where generations before him had not dared to go. The idea for his journey is  

based on the concept of the sphericity* of the earth which goes back to Greek philosophers such as  

Pythagoras  (c.  570–510  BC),  Aristotle  (384–322  BC),  Eratosthenes  (276–194  BC),  and  Ptolemy 

(90– c. 168 AD).  By the fifteenth century,  this  idea was firmly established among many scholars.  

Explorers faced a real problem, though, in the huge distance that lay between them and the land across  

the ocean. Ships at the time were so small that they could only hold a relatively small amount of  

provisions*. Had Columbus not chanced upon the islands in the Caribbean, he and his men would  

probably have starved. In the days before landfall*, Columbus also lived in constant fear of a mutiny* 

by his sailors who feared for their lives and lived on a very poor diet on board the ship. 

Columbus faced these odds and went down in history. His explorations not only opened up the 

New World for further European exploration, but they also initiated a fateful meeting of two worlds:  

the Old World (Europe) and the New (the Americas). It eventually led to the enslavement and even the 

extinction* of whole peoples by the hand of European explorers and conquerors*. While Columbus’s  

first encounter with the people of the Bahamas went reasonably well, his attitude towards the natives – 

judged by our standards – was utterly condescending. It was based on a hierarchy in which the natives  

were thought to be particularly naïve specimens of the human race, as children to be cared for and 

looked after by Europeans with their allegedly superior civilization. Columbus noted in his journal: 



“They [the natives] ought to make good and skilled servants, for they repeat very quickly whatever 

we say to them. I think they can very easily be made Christians, for they seem to have no religion. If it  

pleases our Lord, I will take six of them to Your Highnesses when I depart, in order that they may 

learn our language.” 

Because the natives lacked effective weapons, Columbus added, “I could conquer the whole of 

them with 50 men, and govern them as I pleased.”

Columbus’s words already foreshadow some of the key elements of practically every European 

interaction with the natives in the centuries that followed: the white man saw himself on a civilizing 

mission. One of its main aims was to bring the word of the Christian God to the natives whose religion 

was seen as superstition* (at best) or as devil worship* (at worst). In the conquest of the New World,  

the  Christian  mission  was  only  one  of  the  reasons  for  all  the  efforts  the  conquerors  were  going 

through. As a sixteenth-century diplomat put it, “religion supplies the pretext and gold the motive.” 

The  lure  of  precious  metals*  was  so  strong  that  it  took  the  Spanish  less  than  fifty  years  after 

Columbus’s first explorations to conquer the mighty Aztec Empire (in what is today Mexico) as well  

as the Inca Empire (in today’s Peru) and to exploit the Indians’ riches. 

How could a band of a few hundred men (600 in the case of Hernando Cortés, who took the Aztec 

Empire, and 180 in the case of Francisco Pizarro, who took the Inca Empire), some horses, and a 

couple of fierce dogs conquer a huge empire? First, the Spanish had superior weapons which not only 

had  a  devastating  military  effect,  but  the  flash  of  light  and  the  boom produced when  fired  also 

frightened the natives.  Second,  the  conquistadores* appeared to  the  Indians as god-like creatures.  

Their white skin, their ability to create thunder and lightning with their fire weapons, and their huge  

ships with the white sails that suggested they may have come down from the heavens, as well as their 

reputation of being invincible made the Indians believe they were of divine* origin. Third, Montezuma 

– the Aztec ruler – showed little resolution in fighting off Cortés, while Atahualpa – the Inca ruler – 

underestimated the danger of Pizarro’s men who ambushed and defeated his  army of  8,000 men. 

Lastly, the Indians’ immune system could not cope with the unknown diseases the Spanish spread 

upon their  arrival.  It  is  estimated  that  within  the  first  hundred  years  of  the  Spaniards’ arrival  in 

Mexico, more than eight million Indians died of smallpox* alone. 

An Errand* into the Wilderness: The Colonial Beginnings of North 
America 

The beginnings of European civilization in North America were conspicuously different from those of 

Central and South America. There are mainly two reasons for this: first, North America lacked the 

gold and silver that its sixteenth century explorers were hoping to find and was therefore less attractive 

to prospective conquistadores and explorers. Second, the harsh climate in large parts of North America 

made survival very difficult for Europeans unaccustomed* to North American conditions. And third, 

the North American Indians were not to be conquered by the sweep of a hand as those in the South. 

When Spanish colonial supremacy* came to an end in the early seventeenth century, the colonial  

empires  of  England,  France,  and  the  Netherlands  grew  stronger,  and  they  all  started  their  own  

settlements along the coastline of North America (France along the St. Lawrence River in present-day  

Canada; England in the colony of Virginia (see Roensberg, Colonization in N. America and Economic 

Development)  which stretched from what is  today Maine as far south as North Carolina; and the  



Netherlands at the mouth of the Hudson River).  It  took until  well  into the eighteenth century for  

England to assert its domination over North America. France claimed a huge territory in the interior  

west of the Appalachian mountain range. The Seven Years’ War (1756-1763) finally put an end to the 

French holdings in North America: considerably weakened by the war, the country had to give up New 

France (as the French colonies were then called). The French territories were divided between Spain  

(which gained all the French territory west of the Mississippi River) and Britain (which gained all land  

east of the Mississippi River). 

Like the Spanish conquistadores, the first English explorers were primarily driven by the prospect  

of  becoming rich.  The first  English attempts at  setting up permanent  settlements were short-lived 

though. Thousands of settlers who had been shipped over to places like Roanoke Island or various 

settlements in the colony of Virginia as indentured servants* died within a year of their arrival in the 

New World – mainly because they came unprepared for the climate and the natural surroundings they 

found in the New World. Their crops*, for instance, wouldn’t grow, and they relied on Indians to feed 

them. The land they settled appeared to them as a “howling wilderness”*, inhabited by “savages” who 

seemed in league with the devil. Compared to the lucrative trade with Asia and the fabulous riches the 

Spanish had extracted from Central and South America, the British colonies along the east coast of  

North America proved economically disappointing. 

The seventeenth century saw the arrival of a new type of settler on the colonial scene in America 

whose story is deeply entrenched in American history, mythology, and identity: the Puritans*. As their 

name already reveals, Puritans wanted to enjoy the Protestant religion in its purest form. They called  

for simple forms of faith and rejected all kinds of ceremony that the Catholic roots of the Church of 

England* had established in worship and prayer.  The more orthodox of the Puritans also rejected 

enjoyments such as the theatre, poetry, music – anything, in short, that could divert people’s attention 

from what Puritans saw as the only way towards salvation*: regular worship to praise God, hard work,  

(s. also above) and frugality*. This is why they quickly earned the reputation of being kill-joys*. 

The radical Puritans felt that the differences between their religious views and those of the Church 

of England were irreconcilable. In the course of the seventeenth century, thousands of Puritans left  

England – they all  sought  religious freedom across the Atlantic – and they found it.  In 1620,  the 

Pilgrim Fathers, a group of Puritans, chartered the Mayflower and founded Plymouth Plantation at  

Cape Cod in present-day Massachusetts; in 1630, several hundred Puritans founded the Massachusetts  

Bay Colony. In a speech delivered while they were crossing the Atlantic, their leader John Winthrop 

explained  his  ideas  of  the  utopian  settlement  he  was  planning  to  set  up  in  the  New World.  He 

described his company of men and women as God’s chosen people, bound for the Promised Land*.  

Like the Israelites in the Old Testament, the men and women on board with him had a special mission: 

to build a “New Jerusalem,” a “City upon the Hill”, that the whole world would look upon. 

Winthrop not only motivated the settlers on board with him to fight the adversities* they found in  

the wilderness of North America; the idea that Americans are God’s chosen people also gave rise to 

the belief in American exceptionalism which has ever since been a significant part of the American 

identity. A second characteristic of America’s self-image is the Puritan work ethic*. Hard work, even  

to the point of exhaustion, was seen by Puritans as a way of pleasing God. If a man became rich as a  



result of his hard work, this was seen as a sign of God’s pleasure, a sign that the person had earned his 

ticket to salvation.  

Settling the Continent: Life on the Frontier*
The Puritans presented only one variety of colonial life. They dominated the colonies of New England, 

namely New Hampshire (founded in 1623), Massachusetts Bay (1629), Connecticut (1635), and 

Rhode Island (1636). Life in the Middle Colonies of New York (1624), New Jersey (1629), Delaware 

(1638), and Pennsylvania (1682), and especially in the Southern Colonies of Virginia (1607), 

Maryland (1634), North and South Carolina (1653 and 1670) as well as Georgia (1733) was decidedly 

different. Pennsylvania, for instance, was established by Quakers*, a religious group from England 

whose members advocated religious tolerance. They founded the city of Philadelphia (“city of 

brotherly love”) and invited people from different faiths and nationalities to join them. They also tried 

to set an example of dealing fairly with the Indians. A classic example of a money-making colony was 

Virginia, going back to the initiative of merchants who set up joint-stock companies* (Virginia 

Companies of London and of Plymouth) that financed the colonies in the New World in the hope of 

making a profit from the hard work of their employees, the colonists. 

Although the English clearly dominated colonial life in North America in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth century (they made up roughly 90% of all settlers), their dominion was restricted to the 

eastern seaboard of the continent. All the rest of the land was claimed either by the remaining Indians 

or by the French and the Spanish who held vast territories in the southwest of North America. The 

French and Spanish colonized their land by setting up a network of widely scattered trading posts and 

missions* for the Indians, but their territories were generally sparsely settled, and only a very small 

percentage of the land was cultivated. 

Because of the rapid growth of the colonies on the east coast, settlers soon left the seaboard region 

to explore the hinterland mainly to claim arable land* for farming or to escape the limitations and 

rules that society on the east coast imposed on them. The region these explorers opened up for 

European settlers was on the edge of Indian Territory and was referred to as the “frontier”. The 

pioneers pushed the frontier further and further to the west until – by the second half of the nineteenth 

century –  the pioneers had crossed the entire continent from east to west, and there were only few 

stretches of unexplored land left.

The pioneers living on the frontier had a tough life. They lived in a region without infrastructure:  

there were no roads, no bridges, no water supply, no doctors, no shops. The pioneering families relied  

entirely on themselves and had to do everything by themselves and for themselves – from building  

paths and roads to making a log-cabin* to live in, from hunting and gathering* to keeping animals and 

cultivating the fields. The life of a pioneer was therefore a life of many adventures and, of course,  

many dangers. Settlers living on the frontier could easily get lost in the unmapped terrain*, they could  

get attacked by Indians or wild animals like pumas or bears, or they could fall  victim to extreme 

weather  conditions  or  diseases.  Because  of  all  the  hardships  they  endured  and  because  of  their  

importance for settling the continent,  pioneers have been monumentalized* in American literature,  

film, and pop culture. Many Americans even believe that their national character was shaped in the 

frontier  experience.  In  contrast  to  the  European-style  civilization  of  the  east  coast,  life  in  the 



“wilderness”  did,  indeed,  shape  certain  character  traits  some  of  which  are  still  thought  to  be  

quintessentially American: pioneers had to be inventive and very optimistic people; because of the  

many  practical  tasks  in  daily  life,  they  often  considered  formalities  and  culture  as  unnecessary 

baggage;  the  seemingly  inexhaustible  natural  resources  led  to  the  pioneers  consuming  rather  

carelessly; and since pioneers could not hope for much support, they became very self-reliant* people  

who  developed  a  strong  sense  of  individual  freedom  and  consequently  a  strong  dislike  for 

governmental interference* in their private lives. 

Westward Expansion and Native Americans: A Dark Chapter
The westward expansion of European civilization in North America inevitably brought with it 

conflicts with the native Americans who had started to settle the continent after the last Ice Age 

(starting as early as 14,000 BC). It is estimated that, in around 1500 A.D., just as many people were 

living in the Americas as in Western Europe (roughly 40 million). Historians vary greatly in their 

calculations, however, and estimate that 2 to 18 million people inhabited the area north of today’s 

Mexican border. 

North American  Indians  were organized  in  hundreds of  nations  and tribes  unevenly scattered 

across the continent. Many spoke their own languages, and their cultures differed from neighbouring 

tribes. Generalizations about the natives’ way of life are almost impossible to make given the huge  

area they inhabited and the differences in the natural surroundings. What can be said, however, is that  

their cultures were almost exclusively oral ones – only few used hieroglyphics to preserve knowledge. 

Indian tribes traded with each other and lived in friendship or hostility with other tribes. 

The  European  settlers  quickly  learned  how  to  capitalize  on  intertribal  warfare:  they  formed 

alliances with Indian tribes to push back or eliminate others, or to weaken European rivals on the  

colonial scene. In the case of British-French rivalry, alliances with Indians played an important role.  

The French – with their huge area of influence stretching all the way from Québec and the Great Lakes 

down along the Mississippi Valley to New Orleans – had a network of Indian alliances, and with their  

help kept the British confined to the region east of the Appalachian Mountains. In the so-called French  

and Indian War* (1754–63), the name given to the Seven Years’ War* (1756–63) fought in North  

America, the British – with the help of thousands of colonial soldiers – finally defeated the French (s.  

above). 

While intertribal war and military engagement on the side of a European colonial power cost many 

Indian lives, epidemic diseases spread by the European settlers proved to be a much more fatal danger 

to the natives. Their numbers were drastically reduced –  hundreds of thousands lost their lives to 

smallpox alone – which gave European settlers the chance to move into depopulated* areas. Although 

epidemics were generally an unintentional by-effect of European-Indian contact1, they certainly played 

into the hands of European settlers. The Europeans’ desire for land was enormous, and it grew steadily 

until it reached its peak in the nineteenth century when millions of immigrants from overseas flooded 

the continent and needed space to live. The Indians who survived warfare and murder by the white 

settlers, disease, and constant displacement* were either transplanted to Indian reservations or 

absorbed into the mix of cultures that makes up today’s USA. 

1 There are reports of Europeans intentionally spreading epidemics to Indians, though.



All in all, the fate of the natives is a very dark chapter in the history of the United States. To the  

European settlers, Indians in most cases were simply in the way. For many immigrants – starting with 

the Puritans who saw the Indians as mere savages or incarnations* of the devil – Indians were a canvas 

onto which they could project their darkest fears. Many Indians actually lived up to the dark image  

Europeans had created for them:  they were not  willing to surrender  the  land of their  fathers and 

forefathers to the white invaders without a fight. Indian attacks on settlers were therefore a common 

occurrence in the border area between European civilization and Indian Territory. They filled settlers  

with fear and terror and provided rich material for writers and film-makers of later generations. 

The Road to Independence: The 13 Colonies Fight Foreign Rule 
For most of their colonial history, Americans enjoyed a lot of freedom from interference by the mother 

country Britain. British monarchs, as a rule, were very reluctant to spend money on the administration 

of the colonies. British kings and queens therefore handed over their sovereignty to joint-stock 

companies which ruled in their stead and which bore the financial risks of establishing a colony. A 

form of self-government of the colonies emerged as early as 1618 when the stockholders* of the 

Virginia Company decided that all free inhabitants of the colony should participate in their own 

administration. Plymouth Plantation (1620) and Massachusetts Bay (1629/30) even rejected all foreign 

influence and constituted themselves as entirely self-governed colonies. Royal charters* for future 

colonies therefore usually provided that legislation concerning the colony should be passed only “with 

the consent* of the freemen” (of that colony). 

Needless to say, it was generally very difficult for a sovereign* thousands of miles away to rule 

over  his  subjects  across  the  Atlantic*.  Next  to  pressing issues  at  home that  consumed all  of  the 

monarch’s attention, shortage of money and the lack of a conclusive strategy regarding the colonies in 

America made the liberal policy outlined above a sheer necessity. While control was still possible in 

the  seaboard*  colonies  to  some  extent,  government  was  very  slow  to  follow  the  settlers  who  

penetrated  further  and  further  into  the  hinterland  (see  above).  The  freedom-loving  spirit  they 

developed influenced the political mood of all American colonists. 

The French and Indian War had a paradoxical  effect  on the relations between Britain and its 

colonial  subjects.  On the  one hand,  colonists  were  very thankful  for  the  British help  against  the 

alliance of French and Indians. On the other hand, colonists felt their troops had been treated with little  

respect by the highly professional British soldiers and officers. The British involvement in the war, in  

any case, had cost a lot of money. The national debt* had, in fact, doubled from the expenses* of the  

Seven Years’ War. Hard-pressed for money, the British thought it quite natural that the colonists should 

now pay their share of the cost of their own protection. They therefore enacted a number of revenue-

raising* measures.  These measures  were  part  of  a  new imperial  policy which involved tightened 

control over the colonies in North America. 

One of the first measures that displeased the British colonies was a proclamation issued in 1763 

after an uprising of Indian tribes in the former French territories. It limited the westward expansion of  

the British colonies for the time being and appeased the Indian tribes. However, it seriously vexed the  

colonists who saw it as one of their elementary rights to take land on the frontier according to their  

needs. 



Second,  the British decided to leave ten thousand soldiers who had fought in the French and  

Indian War in North America as a sign of their military power and their willingness to enforce their  

policy if necessary. This sign of military force intimidated both the Indians and rebellious French and 

Spanish inhabitants of the new territory. It also gave a warning to potential British rebels, of course.  

Third, a series of fiscal* measures were designed to ease Britain’s financial crisis by extracting  

some money from the expensive colonies,  such as  the  Stamp Act* (1765)  that  ruled that  special 

stamped paper had to be used for all formal documents and newspapers, and the Townshend Duties* 

(1767) that taxed a number of goods imported into the colonies. Many colonists were outraged. The 

question at the core of the argument was whether the colonies could be taxed by a faraway parliament  

which  they  were  only  indirectly  represented  in.  For  many  years,  colonial  assemblies  had  made 

practically all important decisions by themselves. The new taxes were not only a financial burden to  

the colonists, but they were also seen as an infringement* on their political liberties. 

When the angry voices from the colonies grew louder and more militant, Parliament repealed* 

most of the taxes and duties again. In order not to lose face, Parliament passed the Declaratory Act* 

(1766) which ruled that it still  had sovereignty over the colonies and could legislate “in all  cases  

whatsoever”. 

In 1773, when politicians in London tried to save the East India Company from bankruptcy* by 

granting it  a monopoly on importing tea to the British colonies in North America, colonists were 

enraged. In December of that year, when three of the East India Company’s ships anchored in Boston 

Harbor, a band of some 50 men dressed up as Indians boarded the vessels* and threw 45 tons of tea  

into Boston Harbor. This event came to be known as the “Boston Tea Party”; it  was followed by  

military clashes at Concord and Lexington (1775). 

Meanwhile, public opinion had turned against the British. While colonials traditionally felt a 

strong sense of attachment and loyalty to their king across the ocean, many now thought the time had 

come to go separate ways. While Americans were still mainly British in character, they had, at the 

same time, developed a distinct identity over the course of the previous 150 years. According to the 

French-American writer J. Hector St John de Crèvecoeur, who famously described the American 

character at the end of the eighteenth century, immigrants –  upon their arrival in the colonies – 

abandoned their former selves to become Americans, members of a new race of men who embraced a 

new mode of life, obeyed* a new government and held new ranks* in society. To these people, 

infringements on their liberty were absolutely intolerable. The thirteen colonies therefore overcame 

their differences, and, in the Continental Congress, tried to solve the conflict together. Until 1775, they 

still hoped to avoid an armed conflict and a complete breach with the mother country and sent “loyal 

messages” to King George III (rule from 1760-1820), asking him to guarantee American liberties and 

to withdraw his soldiers. Their petitions were turned down by the king though, and, instead, the king 

declared the colonies to be “in a state of rebellion” and mobilized more troops. 

Colonists  eventually  cut  the  emotional  ties  to  their  king  after  the  liberal-minded  intellectual 

Thomas Paine published the pamphlet* Common Sense (1776) in which Paine argued that it was an 

absurd situation that a distant island should rule a continent. When the colonists saw that reconciliation 

was out of the question and the conflict against the British started to turn into a full-scale war, the 

Continental Congress formally declared independence. The mastermind behind the declaration, 



Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826), had taken great precautions to legitimate the breach with Britain and 

to gain the support of the large number of Loyalists who still opposed independence. In his preamble 

to the declaration, he famously explained: 

We hold these Truths to be self-evident*, that all Men are created equal, That they are 

endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 

Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these Rights, Governments are 

instituted among Men, deriving their just Powers from the Consent of the Governed, that 

whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these Ends, it is the Right of 

the People to alter or abolish it, and to institute a new Government, laying its 

Foundations on such Principles and organizing its Powers in such Form, as to Them 

shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.

Jefferson drew on Enlightenment thought and especially on John Locke’s (1632-1704) “Second 

Treatise on Government”  (1689) with its ideas of natural rights* belonging to every human and of 

government being legitimated by a social contract*. The Declaration of Independence quickly became 

one of the key documents in Western political philosophy. It was not only a landmark in ending 

colonial rule over the colonies, but it was also a decisive step towards more democracy and the 

guarantee of individual freedom in the whole Western world. It won support for the colonists 

especially in France where enlightened minds closely followed the course of events of the revolution 

in the British colonies with great sympathy for the revolutionists. 

The American colonists needed another seven years of war (Revolutionary War*, 1775–1783) to  

finally rid themselves of British rule after they had declared they would go their separate ways, but  

their  determination  to  rather  “die  [as]  free  men  than  live  [as]  slaves”  in  the  end  paid  off  and  

transformed their country into a model of modern statehood. They had finally become the “City upon 

the Hill” that everybody looked up to which the Puritan forefathers had envisaged. 

Andreas Gaile



Glossary

access way of entry Zugang
fabled told or celebrated in stories/fables sagenhaft
to go down in history to be recorded in a certain way for 

later generations
in die Geschichte eingehen

misconception wrong idea or concept of sth Fehleinschätzung
pre-Columbian in the times before Columbus präkolumbisch
Norseman person from a Scandinavian country Nordländer
indigenous native to a certain place indigen, eingeboren
sphericity the fact that the earth is a globe (i.e., 

round) 
Kugelgestalt

provisions food and drink on board the ship Vorräte
landfall the act of a ship landing Landung
mutiny the act of sailors rebelling against 

their captain
Meuterei

extinction the state when animals or humans 
stop to exist 

Ausrottung, Auslöschung

conqueror s.o. who conquers, i.e., who invades 
and occupies other peoples’ lands  

Eroberer

superstition a belief that is not based on reason or 
sound knowledge 

Aberglaube

devil worship to praise the devil, not God Teufelsanbetung
precious metal e.g. gold and silver Edelmetall
conquistador Spanish explorer and conqueror Konquistador, Eroberer
divine godly göttlich
smallpox contagious disease; eradicated today Pocken
errand a mission; a short trip to do some 

business 
Botengang, Besorgung

to be unaccustomed to not to be used to nicht gewöhnt sein an
supremacy hegemony Überlegenheit, 

Vormachtstellung
indentured servant person under contract to an employer 

(e.g., a joint-stock company) in return 
for the transportation to America

Schuldknecht, 
Arbeitsverpflichteter

crop e. g. wheat, corn, or rice Kulturpflanze
howling wilderness biblical phrase describing a wild place 

inhabited only by wild beasts
Wüste, wo wildes Getier 
heult

Puritan member of a Protestant religious 
group of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth c.  

Puritaner

Church of England established Church of Great Britain Anglikanische Kirche
salvation the state of being saved from all evil Erlösung
frugality the state of not needing many things 

to be happy and content
Genügsamkeit, 
Schlichtheit, Sparsamkeit

kill-joy s. o. who spoils enjoyable pastimes Spaßverderber
Promised Land land promised to the Israelites by God Gelobtes Land
work ethic belief that hard work is morally good Arbeitsethos, Arbeitsmoral
frontier in North America the region between 

Indian and European territory
Grenzland 

Quaker Quäker („Religiöse 
Gesellschaft der 
Freunde“)

joint-stock company company belonging to people who 
own parts of it (through shares or 
stocks)

Aktiengesellschaft

mission place where non-Christians are 
converted to Christianity

Missionsstation

arable land land that can be used for agriculture Ackerland, 



landwirtschaftlich 
nutzbares Land

log-cabin simple house made up of logs of 
wood

Blockhaus

hunting and gathering hunting animals and gathering fruit 
and vegetables

jagen und sammeln

unmapped terrain land for which maps have not been 
made

unkartographiertes Land

to monumentalize to erect a monument (also fig.) ein Denkmal setzen
self-reliant when you do not depend on others selbständig, autonom
governmental  
interference

when the government tries to control 
or to get involved in people’s lives

Einmischung des Staates

tribe group of Indians Stamm
French and Indian War 1754-1763 Franzosen- und 

Indianerkrieg
Seven Years’ War 1756-63 Siebenjähriger Krieg
to depopulate reduce the number of inhabitants 

drastically
entvölkern

displacement forced migration Vertreibung
incarnation when a god or a spirit takes on an 

earthly form
Inkarnation, Verkörperung 

to surrender to give up aufgeben
stockholder person who owns shares (special 

certificates) in a company 
Aktionär

invader person who goes into an area in which 
he or she is not wanted 

Eindringling

royal charter contract signed by a monarch which 
grants certain rights to a person or an 
institution 

kgl. Satzung

consent act of agreeing Zustimmung
sovereign monarch, ruler Souverän, Monarch
subject people living under the rule of a 

monarch
Untertan

seaboard coast Küste
national debt money owed by the state Staatsverschuldung
Declaration of  
Independence

1776 Unabhängigkeitserklärung

revenue-raising creating income einnahmensteigernd
fiscal relating to a state’s policy on taxes 

and finances
fiskalisch, finanzpolitisch

Writs of Assistance allowed colonial officers to search the 
property of colonists

Blankovollmachten für 
Durchsuchungen (bspw. 
eines Hauses)

Stamp Act 1765 Stempelakte
Townshend Duties 1767 Townshend-Zölle
will a legal document a person writes to 

say what should be done with his 
property after his death

Testament

infringement limitation Verstoß, unrechtmäßige 
Einschränkung

to repeal to take back zurücknehmen
Declaratory Act 1766 Declaratory Act
bankruptcy the state of having completely run out 

of money and being unable to pay 
bills

Bankrott

vessel ship Seefahrzeug, Schiff
to obey to follow commands or orders gehorchen, befolgen
rank level in society gesellschaftlicher Rang
pamphlet text of moderate length (between 5 

and 50 pages) dealing with a 
Pamphlet



contemporary issue 
self-evident obvious offensichtlich, 

augenscheinlich
unalienable impossible to take away unveräußerlich
pursuit the act of trying very hard to achieve 

sth
Streben

consent agreement Zustimmung
to abolish to put an end to abschaffen
to institute to establish in a certain position einsetzen (bspw. eine 

Regierung in die 
Regierungsgewalt)

Enlightenment philosophical movement of the 
eighteenth c.

Aufklärung

treatise a lengthy argumentative essay Traktat, Abhandlung
natural rights rights that cannot be taken away from 

humans
auf dem Naturrecht 
basierende Idee natürlicher 
Rechte, die jeder Mensch 
hat

social contract agreement between a sovereign and 
the people he rules

Gesellschaftsvertrag

Revolutionary War American War of Independence
1775-1783

Amerikanischer 
Unabhängigkeitskrieg
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