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HISTORY 401: COLONIAL AMERICA 

 

European exploration and colonization of the Americas marked the beginning of a new era 
in the history of four continents. As people, goods, plants, animals, microbes, and ideas 
circulated throughout this newly connected world, they created new patterns of community, 
conflict, and experience in Europe and Africa as well as the Americas. This course 
concentrates on the North American dimensions of this larger process from the sixteenth 
through the eighteenth centuries. We will examine the multiple efforts to establish European 
settlements in North America, the social and political evolution of the various English 
colonies and their integration into a larger British Empire, the effects of colonization on 
native peoples and their efforts to adapt to and shape the new world in which they found 
themselves, the rise of slavery in North America and the experiences of Africans and their 
descendants in America, and the eighteenth-century political, cultural, and social 
developments that shaped the coming of the American Revolution. We will also consider the 
legacy and meanings of this “colonial” history in a wider historical context. 
 
 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS AND GRADING 

 

Class Participation and Preparation: This course is heavily based on reading and 
discussion—your attendance and active participation are crucial to its success. Evidence of 
preparation (i.e., having done and thought about the reading and any discussion questions), 
quality of discussion, engagement with other students’ ideas, and appropriate behavior all 
factor into the class participation grade. 
 
Preparation also includes bringing a copy of the reading, something to write with, and paper 
to write on to be ready for any in-class writing or exercises. (This is subject to 
accommodation for students with disabilities that may interfere with their ability to write 
using traditional media.) 
 

Short Exercises: Many weeks there will be a brief written assignment based on the readings 
or other exercises used to encourage thought and discussion. Details and instructions for 
each specific short exercise will be discussed in class and posted on Blackboard. Often these 
will simply be reactions to the reading; other times they might be explorations of primary 
sources; sometimes they might be assignments designed to help you prepare for the essays 
(see below). They don’t usually require much sustained writing, but they should be the result 
of real consideration and effort.  
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Short Exercises are graded mostly on a completion and effort basis—if the assignment is 
completed and demonstrates serious engagement and effort, it will receive full credit. If it 
only demonstrates superficial engagement or token effort, they will receive some degree of 
partial credit. 
 
In-Semester Reflections: Three times during the semester, you will be asked to complete a 
reflection on what you have learned during the preceding section of the class. These will 
have three main parts: 1) a section where you describe the most important information and 
ideas you’ve learned in that section of the class; 2) a section where you describe and assess 
your own understanding and engagement over that period of time; 3) a consideration of 
what you and the class can do to ensure your continued success and understanding of the 
material. 
 
Like the short exercises, these are graded mostly on a completion and effort basis. 
 

Essays: You will write three five- to six-page essays based on course materials. These 
assignments ask you to use the information, ideas, and approaches you have learned in one 
section of the class to develop a sophisticated, informed answer to important thematic or 
conceptual questions about the topic or topics covered . Details of these assignments will be 
made available on Blackboard at least two weeks before the essay is due. 
 
Final Reflection: There will be a final reflection due during exam period. This reflection is 
designed to help you think about the larger implications and significance of what we have 
covered this semester, what you have learned, and how it might shape your understanding of 
history and events going forward. This is not a major, high-stakes “final” exam or project, 
but rather a more open-ended, relatively low-stakes opportunity to synthesize and take stock 
of what you have learned. 
 
 

Grading: 
Participation   15% 
Short Exercises  15% 
In-Semester Reflections 12% 
Papers (together)  50% 
Final Reflection  08% 

 
 

IN-CLASS BEHAVIOR 
Behaviors such as frequent tardiness, leaving early, packing up to leave before class is over, 
sleeping, eating, talking when others are speaking, texting, checking email, using social media, 
and doing work for other classes have a strong negative effect on your own learning as well 
as on your classmates’ ability to concentrate in class. Please make the effort to respect the 
class and your classmates—avoid or minimize disruption and distraction and help create an 
engaged, positive environment in class! 
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EXPLORING CHARGED TOPICS 
Our course may cover issues of race, slavery, gender, sexual exploitation, violence, and 
oppression that still have resonance today. In dealing with these issues, it is important to be 
both respectful of the historical experience of the people involved and aware of the larger 
implications of that history in our world. This means making the effort to learn the 
appropriate vocabulary for discussing these issues in an analytical and scholarly way and 
avoiding uncritically echoing language that replicates the attitudes and assumptions of the 
past. This does not mean shying away from dealing with these issues if you are unsure of 
how to talk or write about them—we will do our best to confront them frankly and directly, 
and the course is designed to help you do so.  
 
Because this is a learning process and these are complex and charged issues, we should 
presume good faith and give everyone the benefit of the doubt when people struggle with 
some of these concepts. At the same time, we should all work to earn that benefit of the 
doubt by engaging in good faith, by learning from our mistakes, and by being open to new 
perspectives and ways of seeing this complex history and what it means to people today. 
 
 

DUE DATES AND LATE WORK 
All assignments are officially due at the time specified in the assignment. Meeting these due 
dates is important for the pacing of the class, for student interaction, and for the way in 
which assignments are designed to build upon one another. 
 
That said, I also recognize the complexity of working and learning under the current 
circumstances. Work that is turned in up to a week after its due date will be accepted with no 
questions asked and no penalty. If you need more time than that, please contact me in order 
to make a plan. 
 
My goal is to make sure you are able to complete the required work and get what you want 
out of the class, but that requires clear communication and planning in the event of major 
challenges. 
 
IMPORTANT: In order to be counted and graded, all work besides the final reflection must 
be turned in by the end of reading period (currently scheduled as Tuesday, December 7) 
unless you have contacted me and we have agreed upon another specific plan. 
 
***In general, if you have any kind of problem that interferes with your work for the class, 
please consult with me as soon as possible.*** 
 
 

HONOR CODE STATEMENT 

All work in this course is governed by the George Mason University honor code:  
 

To promote a stronger sense of mutual responsibility, respect, trust, and fairness among all members of the 
George Mason University community and with the desire for greater academic and personal achievement, we, 
the student members of the university community, have set forth this honor code: Student members of 

https://oai.gmu.edu/mason-honor-code/
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the George Mason University community pledge not to cheat, plagiarize, steal, or lie 
in matters related to academic work. 
 

More information can also be found at the GMU Office of Academic Integrity. 
 
 

OTHER POLICIES AND IMPORTANT INFORMATION 

Important Administrative Dates 

Last day to add: Mon., Aug. 30 
Last day to drop without tuition penalty: Tues., Sept. 7 
Final drop deadline (50% tuition refund): Tues., Sept. 14 
Unrestricted Withdrawal period (no tuition refund): Wed., Sept. 15-Mon., Sept. 27 

Selective Withdrawal period: Tues., Sept. 28-Wed., Oct. 27 

 

Disabilities 

If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see me 
and contact the Office of Disability Services (ods.gmu.edu) at (703) 993-2474. All academic 
accommodations must be arranged through that office. 
 

GMU Email Accounts 

Students must use their Mason email accounts to receive important University information, 
including messages related to this class. 
 

Useful Resources 

Writing Center (writingcenter.gmu.edu): (703) 993-1200. 
Counseling and Psychological Services (caps.gmu.edu): SUB I, Room 3129, (703) 993-2380. 
University Catalog: catalog.gmu.edu. 
Other university policies: universitypolicy.gmu.edu. 
 
 

REQUIRED TEXTS  

Books 
The books listed below are required reading for this class and have been ordered at the 
GMU Barnes and Noble in the Johnson Center. They are also available through online 
merchants like Amazon, which sometimes offer better prices.  
 
As noted below, some of the books are available electronically from Mason University 
Libraries (https://library.gmu.edu) (some can be fully downloaded in PDF form, some can 
be read online, temporarily downloaded, or partially downloaded).  
 
In general, I still recommend having a hard copy that you own and can mark up, write in, 
flip through, and bring with you to class … but the electronic versions are free from the 
library, so that can help you control your textbook costs as you see fit. Regardless of the 
format you choose, you should always bring the reading to class in some form that you can 
consult and refer to during discussion. 
 

• Calloway, Colin G. The Scratch of a Pen: 1763 and the Transformation of North America. Oxford 
and New York: Oxford University Press, 2006. [An electronic version of this book can 

http://oai.gmu.edu/
http://ods.gmu.edu/
http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/
http://caps.gmu.edu/
http://catalog.gmu.edu/
http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/
https://library.gmu.edu/
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be accessed and temporarily downloaded (up to 97 pages can be permanently 
downloaded) from ProQuest Ebook Central, via Mason University Libraries, at the 
following link: https://ebookcentral-proquest-
com.mutex.gmu.edu/lib/GMU/detail.action?docID=273199&pq-origsite=primo.] 

 
• Kelley, Sean M. The Voyage of the Slave Ship Hare: A Journey into Captivity from Sierra Leone to 

South Carolina. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2016. [An electronic 
version of this book can be permanently downloaded (as individual chapter PDF files) 
from JSTOR, via Mason University Libraries, at the following link: https://www-jstor-
org.mutex.gmu.edu/stable/10.5149/9781469627694_kelley.] 

 

• Little, Ann M. The Many Captivities of Esther Wheelwright. Yale University Press, 2016. [An 
electronic version of this book can be permanently downloaded (as individual chapter 
PDF files) from JSTOR, via Mason University Libraries, at the following link: 
https://www-jstor-org.mutex.gmu.edu/stable/j.ctt1f5g5xx.] 

 
• White, Sam. A Cold Welcome: The Little Ice Age and Europe’s Encounter with North America. 

Harvard University Press, 2017. 
 
 
Articles, Book Chapters, and Primary Sources 
Links to additional required readings listed on the syllabus are available in the “Additional 
Readings” section of the Blackboard site. Usually, these are links to articles or book chapters 
via the Mason University Libraries’ database subscriptions. Occasionally, they may be 
scanned PDFs, images, or links to external websites (newspaper or magazine articles, blogs, 
social media posts, etc…). 
 
Other readings may be handed out in class or distributed electronically, and those will also 
be considered part of the required reading.  
 
You should always have a either a hard copy of the reading or a device that you can 
use to consult and refer to the readings in class. 
 

https://ebookcentral-proquest-com.mutex.gmu.edu/lib/GMU/detail.action?docID=273199&pq-origsite=primo
https://ebookcentral-proquest-com.mutex.gmu.edu/lib/GMU/detail.action?docID=273199&pq-origsite=primo
https://www-jstor-org.mutex.gmu.edu/stable/10.5149/9781469627694_kelley
https://www-jstor-org.mutex.gmu.edu/stable/10.5149/9781469627694_kelley
https://www-jstor-org.mutex.gmu.edu/stable/j.ctt1f5g5xx
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SCHEDULE OF CLASSES 

(NOTE: this schedule is subject to change due to a variety factors—weather, illness, class interests, the need to 
spend more time to understand a topic, etc… Any major schedule adjustments will be announced in class, on 
Blackboard, and via email. Smaller adjustments such as extension of discussion to a following class period will 
simply be announced in class. Please make sure to keep informed about any changes.) 
 
 

WEEK ONE: WELCOME TO COLONIAL NORTH AMERICA 
T, Aug. 24: Course Introduction 
 

R, Aug. 26: Medieval North America 
 Reading: 
 • Neal Salisbury, “The Indians’ Old World: Native Americans and the 

Coming of Europeans,” William and Mary Quarterly 53:3 (July 1996): 435- 
458. 

 
 
WEEK TWO: OLD WORLDS AND NEW WORLDS 
T, Aug. 31: European Expansion, from Africa to the Americas 
 • Sam White, A Cold Welcome, Introduction and Ch. 1. 
 
R, Sept. 2: The Spanish and their European Challengers in North America 
 Reading: 
 • Sam White, A Cold Welcome, Chs. 2-3. 
 
 
WEEK THREE: CONTACT AND CONFLICT IN NORTH AMERICA 
T. Sept. 7: Europeans and Indians in Eastern North America 
 
R, Sept. 9: The Jamestown Ordeal 
 Reading: 
 • Sam White. A Cold Welcome, Chs. 4-6 (skim Ch. 4, focus on Chs. 5-6). 
 
 
WEEK FOUR: COLONIAL STRUGGLES 
T, Sept. 14: The Spanish in the Southwest 
 Reading: 
 • Sam White, A Cold Welcome, Ch. 8. 
 
R, Sept. 16: Founding French Canada 
 Reading: 
 • Sam White, A Cold Welcome, Ch. 9. 
 
 
WEEK FIVE: SURVIVAL AND EXPANSION 
T, Sept. 21: Saving Jamestown 
 Reading: 
 • Sam White, A Cold Welcome, Ch. 10 and Conclusion. 
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R, Sept. 23: Settling English Colonies 
 Reading: 
 • “Passengers to the New World: Two Lists of Emigrants, Bound for New 

England and Virginia” (1635) 
 
 
WEEK SIX: CREATING ENGLISH SOCIETIES IN NORTH AMERICA 
T, Sept. 28: The Growth of the Chesapeake and New England 
 
R, Sept. 30: The Caribbean and the Rise of Slavery 
 Reading: 
 • Edward B. Rugemer, “The Development of Mastery and Race in the 

Comprehensive Slave Codes of the Greater Caribbean during the 
Seventeenth Century,” William and Mary Quarterly 70:3 (July 2013): 429-
458.  

 
 
WEEK SEVEN: COMMERCE AND COMMODITIES IN THE ENGLISH ATLANTIC 
T, Oct. 5: The Rise of Trade 
 Reading: 
 • Nuala Zahedieh, “London and the Colonial Consumer in the Late 

Seventeenth Century,” Economic History Review 47:2 (1994): 239-261. 
 
R, Oct. 7: Mercantile Society and the Slave Trade 
 Reading: 
 • Kelley, The Voyage of the Slave Ship Hare, Introduction and Chs. 1-2 (pp. 1-

51). 
 
 
WEEK EIGHT: THE WORLDS OF THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE 
T, Oct. 12: No Class—Monday Classes Meet 
 
R, Oct. 14: Africa and the Middle Passage 
 Reading: 
 • Kelley, The Voyage of the Slave Ship Hare, Chs. 3-5 (pp. 52-120). 
 
 
WEEK NINE: PLANTATION SOCIETY IN NORTH AMERICA 
T, Oct. 19: South Carolina and Georgia 
 
R, Oct. 21: Slavery and African Identities in North America 
 Reading: 
 • Kelley, The Voyage of the Slave Ship Hare, Chs. 6-9 (pp. 121-195). 
 
 
WEEK TEN: DIMENSIONS OF EMPIRE IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 
T, Oct. 26: Continental Competition in Eastern North America 
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R, Oct. 28: Gender & Culture across Empires 
 Reading: 
 • Little, The Many Captivities of Esther Wheelwright, Introduction and Chs. 1-2 

(pp. 1-83). 
 
 
WEEK ELEVEN: CROSSING BORDERS IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 
T, Nov. 2: French Canada 
 Reading: 
 • Little, The Many Captivities of Esther Wheelwright, Ch. 3 (pp. 84-115). 
 
R, Nov. 4: Religion 
 Reading: 
 • Little, The Many Captivities of Esther Wheelwright, Ch. 4 (pp. 116-166). 
 
 
WEEK TWELVE: TURNING POINTS 
T, Nov. 9: The Seven Years War 
 Reading: 
 • Little, The Many Captivities of Esther Wheelwright, Ch. 5 (pp. 167-197). 
 
R, Nov. 11: North America in 1763 
 Reading: 
 • Calloway, The Scratch of a Pen, Introduction and Ch. 1 (pp. 3-46). 
 
 
WEEK THIRTEEN: EMPIRES, FRONTIERS, AND BORDERS 
T, Nov. 16: Land 
 Reading: 
 • Calloway, The Scratch of a Pen, Ch. 2 (pp. 47-65). 
 
R, Nov. 18: Pontiac’s War and the Proclamation Line 
 Reading: 
 • Calloway, The Scratch of a Pen, Chs. 3-4 (pp. 66-111). 
 
 
WEEK FOURTEEN: THE CHANGING FACE OF NORTH AMERICAN EMPIRE 
T, Nov. 23: Canada Becomes British 
 Reading: 
 • Calloway, The Scratch of a Pen, ch. 5 (pp. 112-164). 
 • Little, The Many Captivities of Esther Wheelwright, ch. 6 (pp. 198-227). 
 
R, Nov. 25: No Class—Thanksgiving Break 
 
 
WEEK FIFTEEN: WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN? 
T, Nov. 30: Empires Old and New 
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 Reading: 
 • Calloway, The Scratch of a Pen, chs. 6-7, and Epilogue (pp. 133-171). 
 • Little, The Many Captivities of Esther Wheelwright, ch. 7 (pp. 228-240). 
 
R, Dec. 2: Review and Catch-up Day 


