

[image: 9781839053528.jpg]









[image: title.jpg]




HOW TO USE THIS E-BOOK




Getting around the e-book

This Insight Guide e-book is designed to give you inspiration for your visit to New England, as well as comprehensive planning advice to make sure you have the best travel experience. The guide begins with our selection of Top Attractions, as well as our Editor’s Choice categories of activities and experiences. Detailed features on history, people and culture paint a vivid portrait of contemporary life in New England. The extensive Places chapters give a complete guide to all the sights and areas worth visiting. The Travel Tips provide full information on getting around, activities from culture to shopping to sport, plus a wealth of practical information to help you plan your trip.

In the Table of Contents and throughout this e-book you will see hyperlinked references. Just tap a hyperlink once to skip to the section you would like to read. Practical information and listings are also hyperlinked, so as long as you have an external connection to the internet, you can tap a link to go directly to the website for more information.

Maps

All key attractions and sights in New England are numbered and cross-referenced to high-quality maps. Wherever you see the reference [map] just tap this to go straight to the related map. You can also double-tap any map for a zoom view.

Images

You’ll find hundreds of beautiful high-resolution images that capture the essence of New England. Simply double-tap on an image to see it full-screen.

About Insight Guides

Insight Guides have more than 40 years’ experience of publishing high-quality, visual travel guides. We produce 400 full-colour titles, in both print and digital form, covering more than 200 destinations across the globe, in a variety of formats to meet your different needs.

Insight Guides are written by local authors, whose expertise is evident in the extensive historical and cultural background features. Each destination is carefully researched by regional experts to ensure our guides provide the very latest information. All the reviews in Insight Guides are independent; we strive to maintain an impartial view. Our reviews are carefully selected to guide you to the best places to eat, go out and shop, so you can be confident that when we say a place is special, we really mean it.
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NEW ENGLAND’S TOP 10 ATTRACTIONS






Top Attraction 1
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Mystic Seaport, Connecticut. An old whaling port, with vessels such as the Charles W. Morgan. For more information, click here.
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Top Attraction 2
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White Mountains, New Hampshire. A vast tract of rugged peaks, hiking trails, and ski slopes, and a unique cog railway. For more information, click here.
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Top Attraction 3
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New England cuisine. Lobsters, maple syrup, and organic produce create New England’s culinary delights. For more information, click here.
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Top Attraction 4
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Cape Cod National Seashore. More than 40 miles (64km) of secluded beaches, vast stretches of sand dunes, crashing surf, and swimming in the bracing Atlantic. For more information, click here.
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Top Attraction 5
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Acadia National Park, Maine. The famed rock-bound coast of Maine preserved in a rugged 41,000-acre parkland. For more information, click here.
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Top Attraction 6
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Freedom Trail, Boston, Massachusetts. Follow the 2.5-mile (4km) red-brick path linking the major Revolutionary War sites. For more information, click here.
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Top Attraction 7
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Fall foliage. Leaf-peepers seek out the best spots to marvel at spectacular hues of red, yellow, and orange. For more information, click here.
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Top Attraction 8
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Mansions of Newport, Rhode Island. Monuments to America’s Gilded Age. For more information, click here.
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Top Attraction 9
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Philip Johnson’s Glass House. The architectural innovator created a new way of considering buildings. For more information, click here.
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Top Attraction 10
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Shelburne Museum, Vermont. Peerless collection of Americana, including the Ticonderoga. For more information, click here.
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EDITOR’S CHOICE






BEST PARKS




Baxter State Park, ME. This wilderness tract deep in Maine’s interior is crowned with Mount Katahdin, the northern terminus of the Appalachian Trail. This is the place to look for moose, black bears … and supreme solitude. For more information, click here.

Acadia National Park, ME. Nowhere is the famed “rock-bound coast of Maine” better exemplified – and better preserved – than in this rugged parkland. For more information, click here.

Kent Falls State Park, CT. Fall Brook cascades down a series of waterfalls as it tumbles its way to the Housatonic River. The park has moderate hiking trails with spectacular views. For more information, click here.
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Salem’s waterfront.
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The Minute Man memorial.
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TOP HISTORIC SITES




Freedom Trail, Boston. Follow the red-brick path that links Boston’s most important Revolutionary sites, including the Old State House, the Paul Revere House, the Old North Church, and the 1797 frigate Constitution, alias “Old Ironsides.” For more information, click here.

Lowell National Historical Park, MA. With many of its massive textile mills still intact, the city’s core is now a National Historical Park. Tour downtown by canal boat or trolley, and visit a mill where power looms still turn out cloth. For more information, click here.

Salem Maritime National Historic Site, MA. In the cradle of America’s first mercantile fortunes, an old waterfront quarter contains an 1819 Custom House, the home of a merchant prince, and the replica of a 1797 sailing ship. For more information, click here.

Minute Man National Historical Park, MA. The events of April 18 and 19, 1775, are brought to life on Lexington Green, where Minutemen and British soldiers first exchanged fire, and at Concord’s North Bridge, where Revolutionary hostilities began in earnest. For more information, click here.

Coolidge State Historic Site, VT. The preserved birthplace of President Calvin Coolidge isn’t just a single home, but all of Plymouth Notch village. You can visit the house where Coolidge took the oath of office by kerosene lamp on learning of President Harding’s death. For more information, click here.







FINEST MUSEUMS




Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. One of the world’s great museums, whose collections include some of the best Impressionist paintings outside Paris. For more information, click here.

Shelburne Museum, VT. A matchless collection of folk and fine art, Americana, vernacular New England architecture, and the restored 1906 Lake Champlain steamer Ticonderoga. For more information, click here.

Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, Boston. A Venetian palazzo with fine art, antique furniture, and a flower-filled interior courtyard. For more information, click here.

Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art, North Adams, MA. One of the world’s premier venues for the arts of our times with soaring galleries for visual arts, and theaters for dance, music, and film. For more information, click here.

Springfield Museums, Springfield, MA. Wonderful gathering of five museums of art and history, plus the Dr. Seuss Memorial Sculpture Garden, clustered around a landscaped quadrangle. For more information, click here.
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Boston’s Museum of Science.
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RECOMMENDED HIKES




Appalachian Trail. Linking every New England state except Rhode Island, the Georgia to Maine footpath, Appalachian Trail’s northernmost portion, offers opportunities for day or overnight hiking. For more information, click here.

The Long Trail. Vermont’s rugged trail, which partly overlaps the Appalachian, scales the Green Mountain peaks. For more information, click here.

Block Island, RI. Called “one of the 12 best unspoiled areas in the Western Hemisphere,” the heritage trail here crosses the island’s rolling green hills and ends at the dramatic Mohegan Bluffs overlooking the Atlantic. For more information, click here.
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Playing at pirates on Cape Cod.
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BEST FOR FAMILIES




Mystic Seaport, CT. In this re-creation of a 19th-century waterfront community, shops and chandleries line the narrow streets and the Charles W. Morgan, the last surviving American whaling vessel to sail under canvas, rests at harborside. For more information, click here.

The “Big E,” MA. There are state and county fairs all over New England, but the biggest is the region-wide Eastern States Exposition in West Springfield. Animal exhibits and judging, amusement rides, and big-name acts fill the 175-acre (71-hectare) grounds for 17 days in September. For more information, click here.

Ben & Jerry’s Factory Tour, VT. The tour tells the story of how two unlikely entrepreneurs created the famous ice cream, revealing the alchemy behind flavors such as Cherry Garcia and Phish Food. For more information, click here.

ECHO, Leahy Center for Lake Champlain, Burlington, VT. An all-day adventure that goes far beyond other science centers with its range of explorations, encompassing the ecology of Lake Champlain, Native American life, and a crowd of fish, frogs and reptiles. For more information, click here.

McAuliffe-Shepard Discovery Center, Concord, NH. Named for New Hampshire’s space pioneers, Christa McAuliffe and Alan Shepard, it’s a hands-on day of space discovery. For more information, click here.
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Trails on Mount Vermont are popular with both hikers and bikers.
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The Breakers, one of Rhode Island’s famous Newport Mansions.
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TOP COLLEGE TOWNS




Cambridge, MA. Home to Harvard College and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), both have specialized museums, with Harvard’s Fogg Museum (art) and Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology among the region’s finest. Harvard Square bustles with shops, bookstores, restaurants, and clubs; Central Square, near MIT, offers inexpensive eateries and eclectic shops. For more information, click here.

Hanover, NH. Here is one of the region’s loveliest town greens, surrounded by the stately buildings of Dartmouth College. The school’s Hood Museum of Art and Baker-Berry Memorial Library are cultural highlights. For more information, click here.

Burlington, VT. The architectural treasures of the University of Vermont dominate the hilltop above the state’s largest city. Church Street Marketplace is lined with boutiques, bars, and restaurants, and the waterfront sparkles with marinas, a natural history museum, and a bike path. For more information, click here.

New Haven, CT. This is home to some of America’s most spectacular collegiate Gothic architecture, on the campus of Yale University. Yale’s impressive array of museums includes a center for British art, a rare book and manuscript library, a museum of natural history, and even a collection of musical instruments. For more information, click here.

Worcester, MA. The Worcester area supports 10 colleges, universities, and graduate schools, as well as the Worcester Art Museum and an indoor-outdoor natural history museum with a treetop trail. It is also the northern terminus of the Blackstone River Greenway, which runs from Worcester to Providence, RI. For more information, click here.







FINEST HISTORIC HOUSES




Gillette Castle, CT. A medieval-style stone fortress overlooking the Connecticut River in East Haddam. For more information, click here.

Salem, MA. The homes preserved by the Peabody Essex Museum and Salem Maritime National Historic Site represent the pinnacle of the austerely beautiful Federal style of architecture. For more information, click here.

Longfellow House, Cambridge, MA. This spacious Georgian mansion was George Washington’s headquarters early in the Revolution and was later the home of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. For more information, click here.

Portsmouth, NH. A treasure trove of Georgian and Federal architecture, including the onetime home of naval hero John Paul Jones. For more information, click here.

Newport Mansions, RI. The greatest monuments to America’s Gilded Age are the extravagant so-called “cottages” along Bellevue Avenue. The Breakers, Rosecliff, The Elms, and others were used for only a few weeks in summer. For more information, click here.
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Harvard in the spring.
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Cape Cod National Seashore.
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BEST BEACHES




Block Island, RI. It’s worth the ferry ride to enjoy these uncrowded strands – remote Mohegan Bluffs, calm State Beach, and Surfers Beach. For more information, click here.

Plum Island, MA. Parking is limited, so there are never towel-to-towel crowds. A bonus: the island is one of the East’s premier birding destinations. For more information, click here.

Cape Cod National Seashore, MA. Options for sunning and (brisk) swimming range from easy-to-reach Nauset in the south to the dune-circled Province Lands and Pilgrim Heights beaches in Provincetown and Truro. For more information, click here.

Hammonasset Beach State Park, CT. The gentle, generally warm waters of Long Island Sound wash this broad, superbly maintained beach that has plenty of parking, and changing facilities. For more information, click here.
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Snowboarding at Sunday River Ski Resort.
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TOP SKI AREAS




Stowe, VT. Some trails, including the famous “Front Four” on Mount Mansfield, date from the 1930s. The resort boasts spectacular terrain, aerial gondolas, and superb lodging. For more information, click here.

Killington, VT. New England’s biggest ski area has over 200 trails and nearly three dozen lifts. The resort is a study in superlatives – steepest mogul run, a 3,050ft (930-meter) vertical drop, and a 10-mile (16km) downhill trail. For more information, click here.

Jay Peak, VT. The most reliable snow cover and a variety of trails: harrowing steeps, long cruising runs, and even a slow skiing zone. For more information, click here.

Sugarloaf, ME. Plenty of intermediate runs, but nearly half the trails are black diamonds. Glade action is terrific. For more information, click here.

Sunday River, ME. Offers great grooming, high-speed quad lifts, and a double-diamond mogul run as foil to its more forgiving cruising trails. For more information, click here.
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Fall foliage in the Berkshires.
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The Museum of Fine Arts in Boston.
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Marshall Point Lighthouse, near Port Clyde in Maine.
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Boston Commons.
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INTRODUCTION: YANKEE COUNTRY



Old World traditions blended with New World experiences have created a region with unique character.

No region in America has a longer or more impressive history than New England. Archaeologists say the first “New Englanders” were living here as early as 9000 BC, and the Vikings stopped by briefly in AD 1000. But for most people, New England’s history begins with the arrival of the Pilgrims in 1620. In the course of 200 tumultuous years, it saw the faltering steps of tenuous settlements become the firm strides of healthy colonies, the creation of a matchless education system, and an estrangement from the mother country that led to a desire for self-determination so strong, it culminated in a revolution that created a new country and a new form of government.

The symbols of that history are all around: Plymouth Rock, Lexington, and the Old North Church; the whaling ports of New Bedford and Mystic; the fishing fleets of Maine. The literary world stretches from Mark Twain’s Hartford home to Walden Pond and Robert Frost’s Vermont cottage.

While other areas respect their history, when a conflict arises between preservation and development the “practicality” of abandoning the old often wins. Not so much in New England, where there’s an appreciation that the “old” is what gives the current world its value. Every town has its historical society, protecting its past and telling its story. It relishes the stereotypes that charm visitors: vivid fall leaves, patchwork quilts of farms, trim colonial towns, and sailboats on its bays.

But while rooted in the past, New Englanders reach for the future. Its cities are testaments to recycling and renewal; its schools are magnets for innovation and intellectual achievement; its cultural venues pride themselves on their creative visions in music, dance, and theater.
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The colors of fall melt into the blue hills.
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THE LAY OF THE LAND



The Pilgrims believed in a stern, unforgiving God, so perhaps they were not surprised to find themselves in a stern, unforgiving land.

Rocky, infertile soil; treacherous coastline; short, unreliable growing seasons; long, harsh winters. You wonder if the Mayflower would have had any passengers if they’d known what awaited them. What was it like – this “new” England that the Pilgrims envisioned as the location of their new home?

New England encompasses 66,672 sq miles (172,680 sq km) and consists of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts and the states of Connecticut, Rhode Island, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine. It is bounded by Canada to the north, the Atlantic Ocean to the east, Long Island Sound to the south, and New York State to the west. Moving inland from the coastal lowlands in the south and east, the terrain gradually rises to forested hills and culminates in the weather-beaten peaks of the Appalachian system, represented by the White Mountains to the north and the Green and Taconic mountains and Berkshire Hills to the west.

Pangaea

The familiar New England landscape was formed by glaciers about 20,000 years ago, but what is now the North American continent started long before that. About 225 million years ago, the earth had just one giant land mass, called Pangaea, which was surrounded by one massive ocean. Through the constant shifting of the ocean floor – plate tectonics – Pangaea began to split apart and drift across the ocean to form the continents that we recognize today. How long Pangaea existed before it started to tear itself apart is unclear, but the granite gneiss and schist peaks of New Hampshire – like Mount Monadnock – are about 400 million years old, and the granite found in eastern Massachusetts is even older – by about another 200 million years. That “Dedham” granite is found in only one other place – western Africa. Vermont’s marble splits the difference, geologists peg that at about 500 million years old.
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A model of the Mayflower in Plymouth, MA.
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The glacial effect

The modern landscape of New England was created in the last ice age by its glaciers. About 18,000 years ago, the Laurentide ice cap was 2 miles (3km) thick in some places, and stretched as far south as Pennsylvania. As the massive sheet of ice was forced south by its own bulk and gravity, it pushed everything in front of it – rock, soil, and sediment – like a geological bulldozer. If you picture the side of the road after a snowplow has come through, you get an idea of what happened. The rocks and debris scraped up from the road surface at the bottom of the pile of snow are like what the glacier pushed along. And just as that debris is left when the snow melts, the rocks, soil, and sediment from the glacier remained as hills and valleys. Those were dry land on a vast landscape, but it did not stay that way for long. The glaciers did not “retreat” as much as melt, and the water began filling the empty spaces and causing more changes in the land as it coursed through and created the landscape.

Geologists have names for everything the glaciers created: “glacial moraines” are the hills of rubble and soil left behind as the glaciers retreated. When the melting water rose around them, the moraines became Cape Cod, Nantucket, and Block Island. Up in Maine, meltwater running along the ground that was under the ice created the finger-like spits of land north and east of Casco Bay – “eskers” – of the Boothbays and Bailey Island. Henry David Thoreau’s Walden Pond is a glacial “kettle pond.” Those are the holes left when a chunk of ice breaks off from a parent glacier, is surrounded by sediment and rocks, and then melts. Elsewhere, some geologists think the wave action of floodwaters of rapidly melting ice as it ran underneath the land created landforms that look something like solid waves. Called “drumlins,” they’re the Boston Harbor Islands and Bunker Hill. New Hampshire’s “notches” – Franconia, Pinkham, and Crawford – are U-shaped valleys gouged by glacial movement. A “cirque” has nothing to do with the acrobats of Cirque du Soleil; it does come from French, however. It means an amphitheater-shaped basin with steep walls, usually found at the head of a glacially formed valley. Tuckerman Ravine is an example.
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Sunlight filters through the fall foliage on a Vermont backroad.
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As the glaciers melted, the sea levels rose and played their own role in creating the landscape. Originally, fresh water filled the low areas of the moraines, like Block Island and Long Island sounds and Narragansett Bay. But the sea levels rose by as much as 400ft (120m) and breached the moraines, filling them with salt water. Elsewhere, the weight of the glaciers pushed down the land in many places, which meant that seawater flowed far inland. Originally, Lake Champlain was an inland saltwater sea because the St Lawrence River connected it to the Atlantic. As the glacial debris closed off the ocean’s access, the Champlain Sea drained and became the much smaller, freshwater Lake Champlain, but evidence of its former life remains, like the skeleton of a whale found encased in a 10,000-year-old layer of clay near Burlington.

The most famous and easily recognizable glacial landscape feature is a “glacial erratic.” The famous stone fences lining the pastures of Vermont are made of these – rocks transported and deposited by glaciers from distant geologic formations. The farmers – then and now – wrestling them from the ground undoubtedly thought (and think) of them as something other than merely “erratic.”

As the glaciers melted 10,000 years ago, plants and animals suitable for cold climates appeared – caribou, grasses, the trees that would become sugar maples and pine. This was tundra, the same soil and climate found in Alaska and northern Canada. The first humans showed up at about the same time. The earth was warming, and it was gradually creating a climate hospitable for plants to grow and animals and humans to thrive.
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The Portland Head Lighthouse in South Portland, Maine.
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The Pilgrims’ arrival

By the time the Mayflower landed, the region was covered with dense forests filled with game; the rivers provided both drinking water and fish, but they were also the transportation routes and the location for most villages. The Native Americans did practice some agriculture, but they were a hunter-gatherer society, which practiced what we’d call today sustainable living – taking what was needed and no more and making sure there was enough left for it to regrow or repopulate. They believed in being part of a balance of nature, not that they were to dominate and tame it. It was a concept as alien to the Pilgrims as dressing in buckskins and using bear grease as a hair conditioner.

The Pilgrims didn’t care that the treacherous shoals off the coast of Maine or the tricky navigation around Cape Cod were the results of eons of geologic activity or that the soil so hard to cultivate was barren because of the scouring action of blocks of ice. They needed to build shelters and plant crops if they hoped to survive. From a psychological perspective, their no-nonsense practicality and conviction that life is supposed to be difficult probably prepared them for the rigors, disappointments, and tragedies they faced. It’s as though each obstacle to be overcome hardened them to the next. You have to wonder if they would have remained so stern and so obstinate for so long if they’d made landfall in the Chesapeake, where the 1634 Catholic colony thrived almost immediately, or if they had arrived in May and not November and had a chance to plant a few crops and gather enough food to sustain them over the winter.



THE FIRST ENVIRONMENTALIST




Born in Woodstock, VT, in 1801, George Perkins Marsh is considered the first environmentalist. Growing up, he witnessed the effects of farming and logging practices. Later, he developed a theory that the actions of humans had a direct effect on the environment. The great civilizations of the Mediterranean, he suggested, had collapsed because of environmental degradation initiated by human activity. Until that time, common wisdom held that all changes were the result of natural phenomena. His 1864 book, Man and Nature, explored the interdependence between the natural and man-made worlds.





Clearing the land was their first priority; without that, there would be no land to cultivate. Trees were cut down, rocks laboriously dug from the ground and dragged from fields. Only the flat terrain near Lake Champlain was fertile, open farmland, but it was decades before there was any significant settlement there.
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George Perkins Marsh.
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There was plenty of game to be had; the written records tell of groups of men leaving the settlement to go “fowling” and of hunting deer. There’s no mention of moose; these behemoths weren’t found in the areas the Pilgrims first settled – Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Connecticut. One wonders what they would have made of them. What they did have were catamounts – mountain lions. These were a real threat as they could attack people, although the animals more usually went after livestock. But within a century, the cats were gone, victims of the changes the settlers were causing to the land.

The clear-cutting of the forest and establishment of agriculture had a profound effect on the region’s ecological balance that no one would have understood. The colonists viewed the forests as both an impediment and a commodity; the trees needed to be cleared, but the wood built their houses and ships and was transported to Europe which had denuded its vast forests centuries before. They believed that the resource was limitless, so they went about harvesting it with the industriousness that typified everything about their lives. In the first 150 years of colonization, nearly half of Vermont’s 6 million acres (2.4 million hectares) of forest had been cut down. The practice set off a disastrous ecological chain of events. In a land where topsoil was already scarce, clear-cutting led to soil erosion as the land had no protection from the effects of rainfall, snowmelt, or wind which made it even more difficult to farm the already challenging land. With their natural habitats, breeding areas, and food sources depleted or eliminated, wildlife declined or migrated elsewhere, upsetting the balance between prey and predator. That was further exacerbated by the settlers themselves killing wolves, mountain lions, and other predators. Forage for wild creatures became annoying weeds; damaging insects which had been held in check could overpopulate when the birds which ate them flew away to find new nesting areas.
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Storing up firewood for the long winter nights.
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Logging

Like the Indigenous people, the settlers built along what historians call “lines of least resistance,” places where it was easiest to find suitable living conditions; notably along waterways. However, the Algonquin, Abenaki, and other Native tribes deliberately kept their populations small, splitting into new groups when one village became too large, and migrated as seasons changed to give areas time to refresh themselves. The rivers were vital transportation, although in the earliest years, colonists cut crude roadways through the forests, since canoes could never carry the supplies and equipment needed to build houses and farms. They became a valuable resource in the Industrial Revolution, when the swiftly flowing water powered the machinery that powered the region’s economic growth. That came at a cost as, once again, the resource was viewed as a commodity and was used to dispose of industrial waste as well as transport industrial production.
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A rainbow peaks above a New Hampshire valley.
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The Pilgrims experienced harsh weather in their first year in New England, including severe rain and snow; although the reports sent back to England focused on the positive rather than dwelling on the harsh conditions.



Vermont, to its credit, recognized the damage that had been done. It began a reforestation program in the 1920s. Today, much of the state looks as it did three centuries ago. Grassroots and state-level programs clean up the waterways. Development is challenged to prove that it won’t cause more environmental damage than create economic benefits. In Maine, the long-term efforts to establish a national park which would protect the vast forests from development and over-logging eventually bore fruit in 2016 when President Barack Obama celebrated the 100th anniversary of the National Park Service by creating the Katahdin Woods and Waters National Monument, comprising over 87,500 acres of land along the East Branch of the Penobscot River. It seems that the cycle has come full-circle; efforts to restore the forest, land, and water are being pursued with the same energy the Pilgrims and industrial magnates used to exploit them.



DECISIVE DATES
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Lithograph depicting men dumping tea into Boston Harbor in 1773, in protest against taxes on tea.

Library of Congress





9000 BC

Earliest evidence of human activity in New England, at Shawville, VT.

AD 1000

The Viking Leif Erikson discovers Vinland the Good, the location of which remains unknown.

14th–15th centuries

The Algonquin arrive.

1524

Explorer Giovanni da Verrazano travels as far north as Narragansett Bay.

1609

Samuel de Champlain is the first European to visit the lake later named for him.

1620

Financed by Merchant Adventurers, the Mayflower set sail from Plymouth with 102 passengers to establish a permanent settlement in North America.

1630

The Massachusetts Bay Colony is founded by John Winthrop with the settlement of Boston.

1636

Harvard College is established. Reverend Roger Williams is banished from the Massachusetts Bay Colony and founds Providence, RI.

1692–93

Salem witch trials: 400 stand accused of sorcery and other crimes. Of those found guilty, 20 are executed.

1764

The Revenue Act, imposed by Britain, taxes sugar, silk, and wine.

1765

The Stamp Act taxes commercial and legal documents, newspapers, and playing cards.

1767

The Townshend Acts place harsh duties on paper, glass, and tea. Two regiments of British troops land at Boston to impose order.

1773

Sixty men (disguised as Mohawk) dump tea over the railings of three ships in Boston Harbor in protest against taxes on tea.

1774

Britain retaliates against the Boston Tea Party by closing Boston Harbor. The First Continental Congress convenes at Philadelphia.

1775

Britain and the colonists engage at Lexington in the first battle of the Revolution.

1776

George Washington drives the British from Boston. On July 4, the Declaration of Independence is adopted.

1789

The first cotton mill begins operating in Pawtucket, RI.

1800

Poor conditions at Pawtucket lead workers to strike, in the nation’s first industrial action.

1831

Abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison founds the weekly Liberator newspaper.

1833

New England’s first steam railroad opens between Boston and Lowell, MA.

1845

Henry David Thoreau builds his cabin at Walden Pond.

1845–50

More than 1,000 Irish immigrants fleeing the potato famine arrive in Boston each month.

1852

Uncle Tom’s Cabin, by Harriet Beecher Stowe, encourages the abolitionist movement.

1854

The Boston Public Library becomes the world’s first free municipal library.

1876

Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts opens.

1886

Great Barrington, MA, pioneers the use of street lights.

1891

Basketball is invented in Springfield, MA.

1923

Vermont’s Calvin Coolidge becomes US president when Warren Harding dies in office.

1929

The Wall Street Crash and the resultant Great Depression hits New England hard. Its manufacturing industry begins a long decline.

1944

A conference at Bretton Woods, NH, creates the framework for a postwar world monetary system.

1954

The first nuclear submarine, the USS Nautilus, is launched at Groton, CT.

1960

Massachusetts Senator John F. Kennedy is elected US president.

1992

The Mashantucket Pequot tribe opens the controversial but very profitable Foxwoods Casino in Mashantucket, CT.

1997

Sebastian Junger’s best-selling book The Perfect Storm tells the story of a doomed Gloucester trawler.

2000

Vermont advances gay rights by passing a civil union bill.

2002

Controversy rages over aesthetics vs renewable energy as giant windmills for electrical generation are proposed for Vermont ridgetops and Nantucket Sound.

2003

New Hampshire’s iconic rock formation, The Old Man of the Mountain, collapses.

2004

Boston’s Red Sox, based at Fenway Park, take the World Series baseball crown for the first time in 86 years.

2005

America’s biggest-ever public works project, the “Big Dig,” which moved Boston’s Central Artery underground and added a third harbor tunnel, is completed.

2006

Massachusetts passes a health care reform act which mandates that nearly every citizen obtain health insurance.

2007

Massachusetts elects its first Black governor, Deval Patrick.

2011

Hurricane Irene causes massive flooding and destruction, particularly in Vermont.

2013

Three people are killed and over 260 injured during the 2013 Boston Marathon when terrorists detonate two bombs in the crowd.

2016

Massachusetts is the first state on the East Coast to legalize recreational use of marijuana.

2018

Portland, ME, is awarded Restaurant City of the Year by Bon Appetit magazine.

2020

The Covid-19 pandemic hits New England, as it does the rest of the world.

2022

With increased Covid-19 vaccinations, restrictions are eased and tourism slowly returns to the region.



BEGINNINGS



The first people arrived in the region around 12,000 BC, but it was the landing of the Pilgrim Fathers in 1620 that changed the face of America.

Although, as the name suggests, it was the English who sowed the seeds of New England’s fortune, they were not the first to gaze on these northern shores. Anthropologists generally agree that the first pilgrims reached North America overland from Asia via the then-frozen Bering Straits, arriving on the continent between 12,000 and 25,000 years ago.

The oldest fossil finds of human activity in New England, uncovered in Shawville, VT, and Wapanucket, MA, date to 9000 and 4000 BC respectively and include a variety of spear points, knives, pendants, and ancient house floors. These early settlers were to witness the landing of the Vikings in AD 1000, the first documented European visitors to North America. Initially, the Vikings got on well with the indigenous people, cordially trading Viking cloth for local furs. But soon hostilities broke out, and the Vikings abandoned the New World.

The Algonquin

The Algonquin seeped into the New England forests probably sometime during the 14th or 15th century. By 1600, there were around 60,000 Native Americans in New England. This population did not comprise a unified culture: the Algonquin broke down into at least 10 tribal divisions. Some tribes had no more than 200 or 300 members.

Far from being the nomads of later characterizations, the Algonquin were agricultural and semi-sedentary. Tribal communities moved with the seasons, following established routes restricted to particular tribal domains. In the winter they occupied the sheltered valleys of the interior, in the warmer months the fertile coastal areas.
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Early contacts with the local tribes were generally peaceful.
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With an excellent understanding of agricultural techniques, they grew crops such as beans, pumpkins, and tobacco, but relied most heavily on maize. Meat and fish sufficiently balanced the vegetable fare. Plentiful moose and beaver, turkey and goose, lobsters and clams, salmon and bass, along with other delectables, made for a varied menu.

Exploration and colonization

The early European explorers were not mere adventurers, but determined fortune-hunters seeking an easier passage to the Orient and its treasures. When the Genoese sailor Cristoforo Colombo (anglicized as Christopher Columbus) was trying to finance his expedition, he spoke of riches and trade. When he returned with news of an undiscovered continent, but without the gold and spices he promised, he was ridiculed and disgraced.

Columbus’ countryman Giovanni Caboto (John Cabot), searching for the Northwest Passage to the East, received slightly better treatment from his patron, Henry VII of England. The first European since the Norse to visit America’s northern shores (at Labrador, historians believe), Cabot was blessed with a huge royal pension of £20 a year after his 1497 expedition. It was a good bargain for the Crown, considering that England based its claim to all America east of the Rockies and north of Florida on the extent of Cabot’s exploration.
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Drawing of an Algonquin village, 1585.
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For most of the 16th century, Spanish conquistadors dominated the New World, where they profitably exploited resource-rich Central and South America. After Cabot’s venture, the less inviting and accessible north was largely neglected and the Northwest Passage remained a merchant’s dream.

The English plantations

In the closing decades of the 16th century, Elizabeth I’s England eclipsed Spain as master of the seas. Recognizing conquest and colonization as a path to power, the late-starting English were to take over from the conquistadors as pioneers of the New World.

In 1583, equipped with a royal charter to discover “remote heathen and barbarous lands … not actually possessed of any Christian prince or people … and to have, hold, occupie and enjoy” such territories, Sir Humphrey Gilbert was the first Englishman to attempt the settlement of North America. Sailing from Plymouth with his flagship Delight and three other vessels, Gilbert intended to establish a trading post at the mouth of the Penobscot River. After successfully annexing Newfoundland, he sailed south to disaster: three out of the four ships sank and Gilbert himself died.



ALGONQUIN SOCIETY




Politics and state affairs were left in the charge of the sachem, a hereditary chief who commanded each tribe. The powwows, or medicine men, gained considerable political might as the custodians of tribal religion; they combined healing with religion through mystical rites, and held powerful positions in the tribe.

In no sense did the Algonquin comprise a united nation. Unlike their Iroquois neighbors to the west, no council, senate, or chief-of-chiefs disciplined the Algonquin tribes toward unified action. This lack of unity gave the European settlers an advantage.





The first years of the 17th century saw a renewed interest in exploration. In 1606, James I granted charters for two new ventures, the Virginia Companies of London and Plymouth, giving the latter rights to found a colony somewhere between North Carolina and Nova Scotia. Loaded with the usual arms and foodstuffs, some livestock, and trinkets to trade with the natives, the first band of 100 adventurers established Fort St George on Parker’s Island in Maine. There they wintered but finding no evidence of precious metals and the weather “extreme unseasonable and frosty,” the group left the following spring.
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Eight-year-old Anne Pollard sets foot in Boston (1630).
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Recognizing the need to plan more carefully, the Plymouth Company next commissioned the experienced surveyor John Smith to take a critical look at the region’s potential for settlement and profit. Smith is credited as the first to give the region its name of “New England.”

The Pilgrim Fathers

The explorers of the 16th century were motivated by profit. Since they discovered neither the coveted Northwest Passage nor gold and diamonds, they couldn’t discern the promise of the New World. Decades of work produced no more than a few crude maps and travelogues.


“Algonquin” is the French term for the tribes. It’s thought to be a mispronunciation of elehgumoqik, the Maliseet word for allies. The Algonquin identify themselves as the Anishinaabe, which means “Original Man.”



Renaissance Europe did not foster religious tolerance. Dissent was treason, and heretics mounted the same scaffolds as did traitors. To the Puritans, devotees of more extreme Protestant beliefs than their Church of England (Anglican) countrymen, the symbols of papal domination – jeweled miters, elaborate rituals, and power-hungry bishops – were the devil’s work, from which the Anglican establishment had not sufficiently distanced itself. Even more disturbing to the Puritans was the persecution they suffered under James I in his attempts to impose religious conformity.



THE CRUSADE TO CONVERT THE ALGONQUINS




Although the Pilgrims owed much to the Algonquin for their cooperation in the early days of settlement, and although they professed no racial prejudice against Native Americans (one contemporary theory held that they were descended from a lost tribe of Israel), they soon assumed the task of converting their newfound neighbors from their heathen ways. The Bible was translated into the Algonquian languages. The Reverend John Eliot set up a string of “Praying Towns” of Christian Algonquin. During the 1660s and early 1670s, these communities may have accounted for as many as one-fifth of all New England tribal residents. But the Pilgrims were looking for more than religious fellow-travelers; they sought to create nothing less than a breed of neo-Englishmen.

As the historian Alden T. Vaughan concluded, the Indigenous people would have had to “forsake their theology, their language, their political and economic structures, their habitations and clothing, their social mores, their customs of work and play” – in short, commit cultural suicide – to satisfy the Pilgrims. Several Algonquin were sent to Harvard to receive ministerial training, but only one, Caleb Cheeshahteaumuck, graduated. His portrait was hung in Harvard in 2010. Caleb’s Crossing by Geraldine Brooks, a novel based on his life, was published in 2011.





Leaders of the English Separatist Church – a Puritan sect living in exile in Holland – struck a deal with Merchant Adventurers to finance a settlement in the unpopulated north of America. For the Separatists, it was an opportunity to escape a “corrupt” environment and create their idealized society in an unsullied location. In 1620, 120 passengers (including 35 Separatists) sailed from Plymouth on the 180-ton Mayflower, carrying everything they needed to start and maintain a self-sufficient community. The trip itself was no luxury cruise, and after more than two months at sea the travelers “were not a little joyful” to sight Cape Cod on November 11. Deciding that the sandy cape lacked fresh water and arable land, the group dispatched Captain Myles Standish (nicknamed “Captain Shrimp” because of his height) to find a more fertile site. In mid-December, the “Pilgrim Fathers” disembarked at Plymouth Rock.

The first winter was a miserable ordeal, scurvy, pneumonia, and other infections killed more than half of the settlers, including the first governor, John Carver. At any one time, no more than six or seven remained in good health. But spring brought better times, notably the signing of a treaty of friendship with the local tribe, one of whom, Squanto, had been temporarily abducted to England by an earlier expedition and now acted as ambassador, recommending mutual cooperation.

The Puritans

Acknowledging the contribution of the local people, the Pilgrims hosted a feast of celebration nearing the first anniversary of their arrival. In a three-day harvest celebration, similar to those held in England and Holland, both Natives and newcomers enjoyed a meal of venison, lobster, clams, and fruits. A few weeks later, 35 new settlers joined the Mayflower survivors, and by the spring of 1624, Plymouth was a thriving village of more than 30 cottages.

In 1628, a group of Puritans, led by Thomas Dudley and John Winthrop obtained a patent to settle Massachusetts Bay. Around fifty settlers were sent that same year to establish a colony. The next summer, over 300 hopefuls joined them at Salem, followed by Dudley and Winthrop in 1630 with a fleet of ships carrying a further 700 colonists. Not only more numerous than the Plymouth Pilgrims but also better financed, the Massachusetts Bay Company founded the town of Boston that year on the Shawmut Peninsula – a neck of land whose only prior English inhabitant had been the scholarly hermit William Blaxton, who promptly removed himself to Rhode Island. As Charles I and Archbishop William Laud tightened the screws of persecution back home, the Massachusetts Bay Colony grew quickly despite primitive conditions.
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Settlers mingle with Native Americans at Plimoth Plantation.
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Growth was not limited to the area of the first landings on the Massachusetts shore. The reverends Thomas Hooker and Samuel Stone, along with former Bay governor John Haynes, left Cambridge for Connecticut, where they settled the towns of Hartford, Wethersfield, and Windsor. Two Londoners, Theophilus Eaton and John Davenport, soon after established themselves at New Haven. The Plymouth Colony had been operating a trading post on Maine’s Kennebec River since 1627. The New World’s first real estate developers, John Mason and Sir Ferdinando Gorges, tried to capitalize on their vast property grants in New Hampshire and Maine, but these ambitious ventures were humbled by the region’s daunting inhospitality.

Elsewhere, groups of New Englanders helped expand the frontiers outside the region. Puritan communities transplanted to New York, North Carolina, and Georgia maintained ties with their old homes. One such group, from Westmorland, CT, continued to send representatives to the Connecticut Assembly long after moving to Pennsylvania.

The founding of Providence

In the early years of Massachusetts Bay, the Reverend Roger Williams took it upon himself to condemn the shackles of imposed religion, preaching from his pulpit in Salem that “forced worship stinks in God’s nostrils.” His compatriots in the General Court banished him from the colony in 1636.
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Roger Williams believed in fair dealings with the local people.
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But Williams did not return to England. He turned instead to Canonicus and Miantonomi, the two Narragansett leaders he had befriended in the course of studying the Native population. The chieftains saw fit to grant him, gratis, a large tract on the Pawtuxet River. Here, Williams founded Providence. Fellow exiles joined him over the next few years – Anne Hutchinson (who later died in a Native raid on Long Island Sound), William Coddington on nearby Aquidneck Island, and Samuel Gorton in Warwick.

Though the new settlement grew slowly – from fewer than 20 families in 1638 to no more than 1,000 individuals three decades later – the Providence and Rhode Island plantations proved an unholy thorn in Massachusetts’ underbelly. No kind words here. The unholy partisan rhetoric makes parliamentary and congressional sniping sound like tributes to Mother Teresa. Hutchinson, with her “very voluble tongue,” lambasted her former parish with “Call it whore and strumpet not a Church of Christ,” while back in Massachusetts, the ordinarily restrained Cotton Mather continually insulted the colony as the “fag end of creation,” “the sewer of New England,” and, ever so cleverly, “Rogue’s Island.”

But Rhode Island lived up to its intent, and religious freedom was guaranteed by a 1663 royal charter. It welcomed New England’s first Jewish émigrés in 1662, along with scores of Quakers and French Huguenots.

King Philip’s War

Missionary zeal alienated many of the tribes, but it was empire-building that led to bloodshed. At first, there was plenty of room for Native Americans and settlers to coexist peacefully. About a third of the Algonquin had fallen victim to a great plague in the early 1600s, likely illnesses brought by the first explorers against which the indigenous inhabitants had no immunity, leaving their lands under populated when the Mayflower landed. But, as the ambitious English settlements expanded and pushed south, friction between the two peoples was the inevitable result.



PURITAN INTOLERANCE




The 19th-century social satirist Artemus Ward (real name: Charles Farrar Browne) once observed: “The Puritans nobly fled from a land of despotism to a land of freedom, where they could not only enjoy their own religion, but could prevent everybody else from enjoying his.” Dictating rules of conduct not just for the church but for all worldly pursuits, the Puritans were far less tolerant of social or theological deviation than their oppressors in England had been. Indeed, in 1661, the king himself intervened to protect Quakers in the Bay Colony after several were hanged publicly on Boston Common. As has often been the case in American history, injustice belied the slogans of liberty.






Mary Rowlandson was captured during King Philip’s War (1675–76) and held for eleven weeks before being ransomed for £20. Her book, Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson, was a best seller.



In 1636, war erupted with the Pequots (a fearsome tribe whose name means “destroyer” in Algonquian), and battles at Fort Mystic and Fairfield, CT, saw several hundred lives lost on both sides. It was King Philip’s War (1675–76), however, that marked the demise of tribal society in most of New England. The Nipmuc, Narragansett, and Wampanoag forces, nominally led by Philip (whose real name was Metacomet), suffered from chronic tribal disunity and were outnumbered by at least five to one. At the “Great Swamp Fight” near present-day South Kingston, RI, 2,000 Narragansetts were slain (many of them women and children trapped in burning wigwams) in one of the fiercest battles ever fought on New England soil. The Native American will was broken; for them, the war had been a holocaust.
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King Philip’s War, a vicious conflict in 1675−76, broke the Native spirit.
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For the settlers, their initial ascetic zeal and belief that they could create an unchallenged theocracy had been tempered by the realities of life in a rugged and tempestuous wilderness, internal philosophical disagreements, and the worldly temptations of material gain and power. While religion still played an important role in setting the tone of discussions and decision, political power would be the rallying call of a new era.



ORGANIZING THE NEW WORLD




Some 2,000 immigrants arrived each year between 1630 and 1637, and new communities such as Ipswich, Dorchester, Concord (the first inland village), Dedham, and Watertown sprang up. In 1636, the Puritan clergy established Harvard College to train future ministers. The Great and General Court – to this day the name of the Massachusetts legislature – was formed to manage administrative and judicial affairs, a governor and deputy governor being indirectly chosen by the colony’s freeholders. At the town level, landowners convened to discuss problems – a practical arrangement since, even as late as 1700, the average town included no more than 200 or 300 families.







BIRTH OF A NATION



Lexington Green’s “shot heard round the world” in 1775 heralded the start of the American Revolution and the struggle for independence.

The colonies of New England had, for the most part, been left to their own devices from the first landing at Plymouth. Suffering serious political turmoil in the early and mid-17th century, highlighted by the beheading of Charles I, England had little time to attend to the governing of dissident settlers 3,000 miles (4,800km) from London. The Puritans gladly filled the vacuum and took on the responsibilities of de facto autonomy.

Seeds of rebellion

Even before reaching their destination, the Pilgrims signed the famous Mayflower Compact, creating a government “to enact, constitute, and frame such just and equal Laws, Ordinances, Acts, Constitutions and Offices, from time to time, as shall be thought most meet and convenient for the general good.” John Winthrop and his followers carried with them their royal charter when they sailed to Massachusetts, and in 1631 the freemen of the new colony gave an oath of fidelity not to the king but to the Bay Company and its officers. The settlers agreed that if England tried to impose its own governor on them, “we ought not to accept him, but defend our lawful possessions.”

Fifty-five years later, they were given the chance. In 1686, James II unilaterally revoked the northern colonies’ sacred charters and consolidated English holdings from Maine to New Jersey into a vast Dominion of New England in America. The monarch justified his decision as a security measure, a benevolent protection from the French and Native Americans. The Puritans were not convinced. They scorned the king’s first envoy, Joseph Dudley, an avid Anglican, as having “as many virtues as can consist with so great a thirst for honor and power.” They branded his successor, Edmund Andros, “the greatest tyrant who ever ruled in this country.”
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Patriot Paul Revere’s famous ride.
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The Stamp Act




Needing to cover the cost of keeping troops in the colonies, Britain’s parliament passed a Revenue Act in 1764 taxing on sugar, silk, and certain wines. The infamous Stamp Act followed a year later, requiring that all commercial and legal documents, newspapers, and playing cards be taxed. The measure was fiercely assailed. Stamp distributors were hanged in effigy and ridiculed at mock trials. Liberty was buried in symbolic funerals. New Englanders, who had no say in electing British parliamentarians, argued that there should be no taxation without representation. Britain’s prime minister, William Pitt, responded by repealing the Stamp Act in March 1766.





A strong cue from England itself moved New England to action and revolt. At the “Glorious Revolution” of early 1689, William and Mary, in cahoots with Parliament, seized the throne from James II. New England spontaneously erupted; Andros and his cronies were dragged from state house to jail cell. The old powers of self-government were largely restored, along with a certain mutual respect between Crown and colonies.


Paul Revere’s famous ride ended when he was stopped by a British patrol just west of Lexington. Luckily, two men riding with him, William Dawes and Dr. Samuel Prescott, were able to escape and warn the Minutemen.



A later English king, George III, presided over the loss of Britain’s New World empire. Initial attempts by London to raise taxes in New England were successfully resisted. But in 1767, Britain’s Chancellor of the Exchequer, Charles Townshend, boasted: “I dare tax America.” Parliament passed the Townshend Acts, imposing duties on such imports as paper, glass, and tea. Two regiments of British troops landed at Boston to put some muscle behind the waning control of Governor Thomas Hutchinson.

The Boston Massacre

The Redcoats were not well received. On the night of March 5, 1770, a crowd of several hundred rowdy Bostonians gathered to taunt a lone “lobster-back” standing guard outside the customs house on King Street (present-day State Street). When shouts turned to stones and snowballs, seven Redcoats came to aid the sentry. One fired into the melee without orders, others followed, and, after the smoke had cleared, three colonists lay dead (including a Black man named Crispus Attucks) and two were mortally wounded. The American revolt had its first martyrs, and the growing anti-British element in New England had a field day with the incident.
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The Boston massacre of March 5, 1770.
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Tempers cooled briefly. Parliament struck down the Townshend Acts – all except one, that is. To assert the king’s authority, and to try to raise at least some revenue, Britain maintained the tax on East Indian tea, a not insignificant gesture given that tea then was as important as a Starbuck’s latte is now.

American addicts turned to smuggled Dutch blends or to “Liberty Tea,” a nasty brew made from sage, currant, or plantain leaves. The British responded by subsidizing their brand and, in September 1773, flooded the market with about half a million pounds of their product, with shipments to ports all along the eastern seaboard. It didn’t work.

Boston emerged once again as the focus of resistance. The Massachusetts Committee of Correspondence, an unofficial legislature, and the Sons of Liberty, a fast-growing secret society at the forefront of revolutionary activism, demanded that Governor Hutchinson send home the tea-laden Dartmouth.

When he refused, the protesters’ reaction was swift and calculatedly theatrical. On December 16, 60 men (among them Sam Adams and John Hancock), disguised as Mohawk, descended on the Dartmouth and two sister ships. Boston Harbor was turned into a teapot as they dumped 342 crates over the railings. The Boston Tea Party, as it came to be called, was a display of profound disrespect to parliament and the king. Parliament responded with the Coercive Acts. Most infamously, the Boston Port Act sealed off the city by naval blockade. The First Continental Congress convened angrily in Philadelphia on September 5, 1774. Revolution was at hand.
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First News of the Battle of Lexington by William Tylee Ranney (1813−57).

Public domain





A shot heard round the world

An uneasy stalemate prevailed until the spring of 1775. British garrisons controlled only the major towns. The countryside became virtually unpoliceable. New Englanders stockpiled arms and ammunition to prepare for the inevitable conflict.

In early April 1775, London instructed Boston commander General Thomas Gage to quash seditious activities in rural Massachusetts, where a Provincial Congress had assumed de facto governmental control. Late on April 18, Gage dispatched a contingent of 700 soldiers to destroy a makeshift arms depot in Concord, 20 miles (32km) west of Boston. At Lexington, 70 citizen soldiers, the original Minutemen (those who could be summoned for duty at a minute’s notice), lay in wait for the British, having been forewarned by the daring early-morning rides from Boston of patriots Paul Revere and William Dawes.

The two forces met on the town common. A musket was fired. Minutes later, eight Americans lay dead. The British continued on to Concord, where the colonial militia triggered, in Ralph Waldo Emerson’s words, “the shot heard round the world.” The Minutemen made up for their lack of numbers by employing unconventional guerrilla tactics, harassing the enemy with crack sniper fire. By nightfall they had killed 273 British soldiers.

As the British retreated to Boston, officers lost control of their men, who began ransacking homes and taverns, attacking those they found inside. “The devastation committed by the British troops on their retreat,” reported one sensationalized and exaggerated account, “is almost beyond description, such as plundering and burning of dwelling houses and other buildings, driving into the street women in childbed, killing old men in their houses unarmed.”

Independence is declared

The war’s first year did not go well for Britain and on July 4, 1776, the Declaration of Independence was adopted by the Continental Congress. Of the signatories, 14 came from the charter states of Massachusetts, Connecticut, New Hampshire, and Rhode Island. Except for Newport, RI, not taken from the British until October 1779, New England had achieved its independence.

After the Treaty of Paris ended the Revolutionary War in 1783, the magnates of New England’s prosperous cities turned to protect their newly established interests as the 13 independent colonies hammered out an integrated union. Concerned that a centralized federal government would prove as insensitive to local sentiment as had the Crown, Revolutionary heroes Sam Adams and John Hancock gave only grudging support to the Constitution. Rhode Island, in more than a dozen votes between 1787 and 1789, voted it down and ratified it only after the Bill of Rights was added.

The Industrial Age

New England’s leaders became increasingly reactionary as they guarded their economic interests. In Massachusetts, poor hill farmers rose against the state government in Shays’ Rebellion of 1786, demonstrating that genuine equality remained a dream. In 1812, fearing the loss of a thriving maritime trade, New England firmly opposed renewed and greater conflict with Great Britain.

But the first two decades of the 19th century showed how vulnerable maritime trade was to the whims of international politics. The Napoleonic Wars, President Thomas Jefferson’s Embargo Acts, and the War of 1812 severely hampered New England’s chase after an honest, apolitical dollar. Recognizing that it is best not to put all one’s commercial eggs in one flimsy basket, its merchants turned to the herald of a new industrial age.
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Soldiers at the Battle of Bunker Hill, 1775
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The battle of Bunker Hill




The Battle of Bunker Hill broke out in June 1775 on the Charlestown Peninsula, across the Charles River from Boston. To consolidate control of overland access to the port city, Continental Army general Artemas Ward ordered the fortification of Bunker’s Hill (as it was then known), although it was actually on adjoining Breed’s Hill that the Americans dug in.

The British could not allow such a build-up if they were to entertain even the faintest hope of holding Boston. On June 17, Redcoats scaled Breed’s slopes twice but were rebuffed. In a desperate third attempt they succeeded, but only because the colonial force had exhausted its supply of ammunition. It was for this reason, and not out of bravery, that Colonel William Prescott issued his famous command: “Don’t fire until you see the whites of their eyes, men.”

Bunker Hill was a costly victory for the Crown, which suffered more than 1,000 casualties. Optimism, seen in remarks like British general, John Burgoyne’s “We’ll soon find elbow room,” was reduced to the doubting reflections of another officer, “This victory has cost us very dear, indeed … Nor do I see that we enjoy one solid benefit in return, or are likely to reap from it any one advantage whatever.” Less than a year later, under siege by George Washington, General Thomas Gage evacuated his troops to Halifax.





The machine age

In the fall of 1789, a teenage Samuel Slater sailed from England to New York disguised as a common laborer, defying British laws forbidding the emigration of skilled mechanics. For seven years he had apprenticed to Jedediah Strutt, a partner of the famed innovator Richard Arkwright, and knew the specifications of Arkwright’s factory-sized cotton-spinning machine.
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The USS Constitution takes on the British Navy in 1812.
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In America, the reduction of raw cotton was still being done by laborers working in their own homes on individual looms. An early attempt at consolidating the process, a mill at Beverly, MA, had been a failure owing to the crudeness of its machinery. Arkwright’s device, already proven across the Atlantic, was the answer, so Quaker financier Moses Brown engaged Slater to come to Providence and put his knowledge to use. Together, they built America’s first successful cotton mill on the Blackstone River at Pawtucket.



Boston: the Athens of America




Colonial New Englanders enriched their intellectual life by founding such pioneer colleges as Harvard, Yale, Dartmouth, and Brown. As the 19th century progressed, and with the interest on their old China Trade money compounded tremendously via investment in the new manufacturing technologies, Boston’s first families sponsored a new round of institutions that would lend weight to the city’s position as “the Athens of America.”

The Handel and Haydn Society dates from 1815, the New England Conservatory of Music from 1867, and the Boston Symphony Orchestra (BSO) – founded and supported for 40 years by the arch-Brahmin Major Henry Lee Higginson – from 1881. The BSO is the parent organization of the less classically oriented Boston Pops, and makes its summer home at the renowned Tanglewood music festival in the Berkshires. Boston’s magnificent Museum of Fine Arts (1876) evolved from a collection room in the Boston Athenaeum – itself a great New England institution, founded in 1807 and still one of America’s premier privately owned libraries (there are only 1,049 proprietary shareholders).

Governor John Winthrop believed strongly in aristocratic rule. He wrote: “A democracy is, among civil nations, accounted the meanest and worst of all forms of government.”





With underpaid workers kept at the grind for 70 hours a week, Pawtucket became the site of the nation’s first strike in 1800. It was left to Bostonian Francis Cabot Lowell (from the family that would later produce a Harvard president, a celebrated astronomer, and three poets) to take a more enlightened approach.

During a two-year visit to England, Lowell became an avid industrial tourist and, on his return to Massachusetts, he was determined to duplicate British weaving feats. Putting up $10,000 of his own money, he collected another $90,000 from the so-called “Boston Associates” – the families of Lawrence, Cabot, Eliot, Higginson, and others – to establish a small mill (with a power loom and 1,700 spindles) at Waltham.

A “commercial utopia”

Lowell died in 1817, but his plans were realized by his associates under the aegis of the Merrimack Manufacturing Company. In 1820, the mill was moved to a tract on the Merrimack River, just above the village of Chelmsford.
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Boston’s Old State House, c.1801.
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Trading in rum, molasses, and slaves




When not calling comrades to religious or political barricades, the colonial New Englander attended to the more practical pursuit of commerce: it was both out of the seas and on the seas that New England’s money was made. Codfish provided a lucrative export to Catholic Europe, while whaling provided oil for lighting and lubricants.

New England was at the pivot of the profitable Triangle Trade: in harbors like Newport, a fleet of 350 ships unloaded West Indian molasses and reloaded the ships with tons of rum. From there, the rum was transported to Africa, where it was traded for enslaved people who were shipped to the West Indies and, in turn, traded for molasses. It was a cyclical venture that brought much profit to the New Englanders, and untold suffering to the trafficked slave

New England shipyards gained world fame for crafting swift, easily managed ocean-going vessels, a tradition launched even before Pilgrim settlement with the 1607 construction of the Virginia in the short-lived Popham colony in Maine. Although disrupted by the Revolution, maritime trade bounced back quickly, mining the riches of China and India so coveted by the early American explorers. In 1792, Boston’s Columbia threaded the Straits of Magellan en route to Canton to trade for tea, spices, silk, and opium.





The Merrimack Company took care of its people. Though grievously overworked by modern standards, “mill girls” enjoyed clean, safe dormitory housing and opportunities for cultural enrichment. New England’s first company town was, in the words of the English novelist Anthony Trollope, “the realization of commercial utopia.” Soon the efficient new factory system – if not its early paternalism – would spread up the Merrimack River to Lawrence, MA, and ultimately to the vast Amoskeag mills at Manchester, NH, destined to become the greatest producer of cotton cloth on earth.

Life on the frontier

Not everybody shared in the boom. During the second half of the 18th century, the northern areas of New England had enjoyed a dramatic infusion of people, as land began to grow scarce in the densely populated coastal areas. More than 100 new towns were established in New Hampshire in the 15 years preceding the Revolution; between 1790 and 1800, the populations of Vermont and Maine nearly doubled.

On the craggy hillsides, the pioneers set up small farms, built their own houses and barns, and raised wheat, corn, pigs, and cattle to fill the dinner table. These rugged families prided themselves on being almost completely self-sufficient; in fact, it used to be said of upcountry farms that all they needed to import were nails and salt. This was a new frontier, New England’s frontier.

But this frontier’s potential was limited by nature. The climate was inhospitable: in 1816, for instance, a June snowfall resulted in total crop failure. Agricultural machinery could not plow the irregular farmland. As for those famous New England stone walls, they were in actuality a practical by-product of what many disillusioned farmers called the region’s prime produce: rocks. Property consolidation was difficult, as families jealously guarded original claims; small-scale production could not compete with more efficient new suppliers elsewhere in the United States and around the world. As far as agriculture was concerned, northern New England had seen its zenith by 1850.

After that, a slow, sapping decline attacked upland vitality. By the turn of the century, population growth had leveled and agricultural production dived. More than half of New Hampshire’s farmland lay abandoned. Cheese production in Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont fell by 95 percent between 1849 and 1919. The California Gold Rush of 1849 drew young men from the farms. The Civil War took away even more, with veterans often heading west to seek their fortunes rather than returning to their fathers’ stony acres. And girls went to the Massachusetts mills.

Athenaeums

Boston had become established as the center of cultural activities. Elsewhere, Salem’s Peabody Essex Museum was founded, in part as a repository of curiosities brought home by the city’s far-faring merchant captains. In Hartford, the Wadsworth Athenaeum was founded as an art museum in 1842 by local businessman Daniel Wadsworth (“atheneum” or “athenaeum” was a cultural catch-all title in the 19th century). New England was a leader in the concept of libraries being in the public domain. In 1854, the Boston Public Library became the world’s first free municipal library. Cradle of the Revolution, pioneer in commerce and industry, and now America’s cultural capital – New England had shown its leadership in one realm after another. But as the 20th century approached, it would have to face a challenge not of invention, but reinvention.
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One of an outstanding collection of 19th-century figureheads in Salem’s Peabody Museum.

Richard Nowitz/Apa publications









THE SHAKERS




These disciplined people were famous for their unique way of life, their manner of worship, and their influential craftsmanship.

The founder of the United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Appearing was Ann Lee, born in 1736 in Manchester, England. An illiterate factory worker, she was a woman of deep convictions at a time of religious persecution. Lee became the spiritual leader of a group of dissidents from the Anglican Church called the “Shaking Quakers” because of the movements they made as the Holy Spirit took hold of them and purged their sins. They became known as the Shakers, and their cultural contributions to furniture design and music have lasted through the centuries.

Persecuted and sent to jail, Lee had a vision that she had a mission to teach a new way of life, one where men and women were equal, free from lust, greed, and violence, with their lives governed by material and spiritual simplicity. She was convinced that only through celibacy could men and women further Christ’s kingdom on earth.

New England converts

After a second vision, Lee and eight followers set sail for New York in 1770. It was not until the 1780s, however, that converts were attracted in great numbers. Mother Ann died in 1783, soon after a proselytizing tour of New England and before the full flowering of Shakerism. At its peak in the 1840s, more than 6,000 members lived in 19 communities.

The Shakers, officially known as the United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Appearing, aimed for perfection in life. Devoted to orderliness and simplicity, they were also dedicated to such progressive notions as sexual equality (facilities for men and women were identical and jobs were shared on a rotation), and they welcomed technological advances that might improve the quality of their work. They were inventors (of, for instance, the circular saw and clothes pegs).

Businesslike approach

The Shakers ran model farms and, as keen gardeners, were the first to packet and sell seeds; they also marketed medicinal herbs. They sold their meticulously crafted baskets, boxes, chairs, and textiles. By blending discipline, business acumen, ingenuity, and superb craftsmanship, they achieved prosperity, both spiritual and financial.

Celibacy, a key principle, made it difficult for communities to renew themselves, but their ranks were swelled by converts, and orphans were adopted. Numbers dwindled after the mid-1800s, though, and today just a handful of “Believers” remain in Sabbathday Lake, ME. Shaker ideals of simplicity and practicality live on, however, in a legacy of architecture, furniture, and crafts.
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The Shaker dance was an integral part of worship.

Public domain





Living museums

The villages at Canterbury, NH and Hancock, MA are preserved as museums, where visitors watch craftsmen make baskets, boxes, and chairs in the Shaker manner. In the Dwelling Houses they can see the efficient kitchens, the wall pegs on which chairs and utensils were hung, and the built-in cupboards designed so that no dust could accumulate on top or underneath.

The Shakers were one of the first societies to have gender equality, which was institutionalized in the 1780s, long before the concept became common elsewhere.











EVOLUTION AND REINVENTION



When jobs and political influence left the region, New England responded by developing new opportunities and addressing emerging economic and environmental concerns.

By the beginning of the modern era, New England had come to represent America’s achievements and ideals – or, conversely, it could be said that America was New England writ large. But no one looking at the American social and economic landscape in 1900 could doubt that the nation’s energy and drive now found their sources in other places – in the dynamo of New York, in the raw busy cities of the Midwest, and even in upstart California.

The changes began with the vanishing of the ethnic and religious homogeneity which had aided the old political consensus. Uprooted by the potato famine of 1845–49, the Irish sailed to the land of opportunity, arriving in Boston at a rate of more than 1,000 a month. Immigrants from Quebec and throughout Europe followed: Catholics, Jews, and Orthodox Christians upset Protestant homogeneity. The influx touched every corner of New England; the waves of immigration meant that “New Englanders” had adopted, not inherited, the American flag.

Electoral corruption

In the wake of this human shock wave, an anti-immigrant backlash erupted among the established citizenry, whose forebears had ironically fought so hard to achieve democracy and equal rights. The doors of society were shut to even the most successful of the new arrivals, and their children and grandchildren. In the 1850s, the legislatures of Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, and New Hampshire were openly xenophobic and racist. Anti-immigrant organizations, such as the American Protective Association and the Immigrant Restriction League, attracted substantial memberships in their efforts to limit the electoral power of the new arrivals.
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Mayor James Curley, a legend in Boston.

Public domain






Poverty was endemic. In 1930, only 81 out of 5,030 apartments in Boston’s North End had refrigerators. Only one in two had bathrooms.



Their efforts failed. No matter how unfamiliar the immigrants were with the workings of democracy when they arrived, they soon learned the power of political organization – particularly the Irish. In 1881, John Breen, born in Tipperary, became the first Irish-born politician to take high office when he was elected as mayor of Lawrence, MA. His triumph launched the Irish not only into political influence but also to political domination of Massachusetts and Rhode Island politics. Hugh O’Brien, a journalist, won the mayoral election in Boston three years later, and Patrick Andrew Collins won a congressional seat in Washington. By the turn of the century, all levels of government were being run by what was, after all, the majority of the population.

But with newfound responsibility came insidious corruption. In Rhode Island, Providence was run by a political machine that openly paid between $2 and $30 per vote, depending on the candidate. Even astute leaders were often as corrupt as they were effective. James Michael Curley, major of Boston for five terms and governor of Massachusetts for one, improved the economic conditions of his less-privileged constituents. But he doled out jobs and money to community leaders who made sure voting in their neighborhoods went his way.

Jobs and capital migrate

Days of industrial glory passed as industrial jobs migrated south, where wages were 20–50 percent lower than in New England. The South also remained relatively free of labor unions, a distinct advantage to employers with bitter memories of the strikes that shut down textile mills in Lawrence, MA, in 1912 and at the Amoskeag mills in Manchester, NH, in 1922.

The bulldozers move in

By the 1950s, it was clear that the economic malaise was not confined to factories; New England’s cities and towns were also showing their age. One remedy was renovation. Boston led the way by establishing a redevelopment authority. Without sacrificing the charm of its venerable Beacon Hill and Back Bay neighborhoods, the Massachusetts capital set about remaking its downtown into a new landscape of modern civic structures, office buildings, and apartments. Providence, RI, is considered the example of how to do it right; the revitalized downtown Riverwalk is a magnet for recreation, shopping, dining, and festivals like WaterFire. Yet in keeping with the sorry tradition, the mayor who supervised the resurrection – Buddy Cianci – was convicted of corruption.
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A busy Boston wharf in the late 19th century.

Public domain





Other cities followed suit, with greater and lesser degrees of success; from Portland, ME, to Rutland, VT, noble old train stations and civic buildings came crashing down, with the wrecker’s ball tearing all too freely into the downtown streets and the Victorian-era buildings around them. Often, the result was a bland city center of sterile office plazas and suburban-style malls. The smaller and more economically disadvantaged cities usually came out best in the long run: places like Newburyport, MA, and New London, CT, inadvertently saved their old downtowns by neglecting them until restoration and adaptive reuse had become popular.

Urban renewal would have been simply window dressing without a revival of the regional economy. Salvation would have to come through exploitation of New England’s particular resources. But what were they? They certainly weren’t oil, gas, or minerals. Just about the only thing of value taken from New England ground was granite and marble from the quarries of Vermont. Manufacturing hadn’t disappeared altogether, either; the Bath Iron Works in Maine still built ships for the Navy, and there were still specialty textile, footwear, and machinery factories scattered throughout the six states. But these were hardly growth industries. When New England searched for the key to future prosperity, it looked to its most protean and dependable resource of all: its people.

More precisely, it looked to people and to education, one of the oldest New England pursuits. When it became clear that the high technology and financial service sectors would become prime drivers of the American economy, New England was ready. The concentration of colleges and universities in the Boston area provided a splendid resource at the dawn of the computer age. Schools already known for their liberal arts programs expanded into the new world of technology. MIT with its emphasis on research and innovation and Worcester Polytechnic Institute with its focus on practical application became leaders in evolving engineering and computer sciences.

By the 1970s, Route 128 – the beltway surrounding Boston and its inner suburbs – was touted on official road signs as “America’s Technology Highway.” Raytheon and Microsoft, among others, plugged in here. Massachusetts General Hospital and other medical institutions conduct research, often in conjunction with MIT’s biotechnology labs and Harvard’s medical school.
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The Weave Room at the Boott Cotton Mills Museum.

iStock





A need for new directions

High technology gave a boost to the burgeoning financial services industry. Boston became an investment banking capital, and the center of the mutual-fund business. John Hancock, Fidelity, Putnam, and MFS all headquartered here. In Hartford, two dozen insurance companies, dominated by titans such as Aetna, call the Connecticut capital home.

High technology and finance have been at the core of the boom-and-bust cycle of the past quarter-century. Both industries flew high in the mid-1980s and again in the late 1990s, and both hit the ground hard when the economy crashed in the 2000s. But while the cities are suffering severely, diversification is easing the effects regionwide. New England has not suffered as much as other regions of the country from the steep decline in housing values that accompanied the mortgage crisis of 2007 and 2008 – in large part, most analysts believe, because real estate prices in the six states simply hadn’t gone along for as wild a ride during the boom that preceded the bust. There weren’t many places here where developers had overbuilt, flooding the market.
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Boston City Hall, built in the 1960s, was much criticized for its architectural style of New Brutalism.

Richard Nowitz/Apa publications





The diversification of the region’s economy ranges from “electronic cottages,” in which individuals run publishing, consulting, and other businesses from their homes, to the traditional pursuits of farming, logging, and fishing.


“The political condition of Rhode Island is notorious, acknowledged and it is shameful,” wrote influential journalist Lincoln Steffens. “Rhode Island is a State for sale and cheap.”





The Great Depression takes its toll




With few alternatives to manufacturing, New England was particularly hard hit by the Depression. Unemployment in factory towns left idle a quarter of the total labor pool. Even the mighty Amoskeag mills in New Hampshire finally closed their doors in 1935. In Boston it cramped even upper-class lifestyles, but the worst hardships were suffered in the already squalid working-class quarters. Here, wages halved, and unemployment was almost 40 percent after the 1929 Wall Street crash. By the end of 1935, nearly a quarter of Manchester’s families were receiving public welfare.

Like the rest of the country, New England was rescued from the Depression by America’s involvement in World War II. Shipyards hummed in Bath, ME, and Quincy, MA. In Hartford, CT, Springfield, MA, and even Island Pond, VT, workers assembled machinery and weaponry for the Allied armies.

But the resurging economy slumped again after V-E and V-J Day. Peace came to a New England that still hadn’t solved its core economic difficulties – the migration of jobs to states where labor was cheaper, the aging of the manufacturing infrastructure, and a location that was at the outer corner of America’s transportation network, instead of at its center. New Englanders were forced to come up with creative solutions, taking advantage of the region’s natural bounty.





Life hasn’t been easy for people involved in those primary industries. Dairy farmers, mostly centered in Vermont, have seen their ranks dwindle as expenses spiral and milk prices stagnate. The forest products industry struggles against foreign competition and high energy costs; throughout northern New Hampshire and Maine, paper mills – once reliable blue-collar employers – have closed, while the vast tracts of woodlands owned by their parent companies increasingly have been sold, to face the possibility of subdivision and vacation-home development.
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Lobsterman in Maine.
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Alarmed by this threat to the integrity and wildness of the “Great North Woods” that ranges from northern Maine to New York State, activists have proposed – and, in the northeastern corner of Vermont, have accomplished – government purchase and protection of large swaths of forest. Despite opposition from some Maine senators and governors, the lobbying for the establishment of a preserved area that would take in much of the Maine woods proved successful and in 2016 president Barack Obama inaugurated the Katahdin Woods and Waters National Monument. It covers an area of more than 87,500 acres of forestland in Maine’s North Woods and the East Branch of the Penobscot River.

Along the Atlantic coast, fishing fleets have seen the depletion of the cod stocks, shrimp, and lobster populations mainly due to overfishing and warming of coastal waters. They are struggling to stay afloat in the face of high fuel costs, permit fees, and restrictions on the size of their catch. That same price spiral applies to heating and transportation, in a region more heavily dependent on oil for heat than any other in the United States. New Englanders are eager to innovate in “green” electricity generation, but argue as to which technologies to embrace. Controversy swirls around proposals to erect giant windmills in Nantucket Sound, where they would be visible from Cape Cod shores, and on ridgelines in northern Vermont, which might spoil famous views. Dozens of grassroots and more formally organized groups work to address the problems locally and network to develop a consensus and action plans to solve them on a regional level.

Once again, the region’s educational institutions are playing a major role in addressing ecological issues. With student bodies facing a future shaped by how these problems are solved, there’s been a growth in courses of study which concentrate on ecological concerns. Scientific programs – marine biology to forest management and sustainable agricultural practices – are routinely offered at many schools, including new fields like environmental economics.

Plenty to argue about

Argument and controversy, of course, have long been bread and butter to New Englanders.
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