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History of New Hampshire Colony: Tracing the Roots of the Granite State

history of new hampshire colony offers a fascinating glimpse into the early
days of American colonization and the formation of one of the original
thirteen colonies. Nestled in the New England region, New Hampshire’s
beginnings are rich with stories of exploration, settlement, and the
interplay between European settlers and Native American tribes. Understanding
this history not only sheds light on the colony’s unique development but also
helps explain its cultural and political significance in early America.

Early Exploration and Native American Presence

Long before European settlers arrived, the area now known as New Hampshire
was inhabited by indigenous peoples, primarily the Abenaki and Pennacook
tribes. These Native American communities thrived on the region’s abundant
natural resources, living off the forests, rivers, and fertile lands. Their
presence is a crucial, often underappreciated part of the history of New
Hampshire colony, providing context for the interactions and conflicts that
would follow.

Initial European Contact

The first Europeans to explore New Hampshire’s shores were English fishermen
and explorers in the early 1600s. Captains like John Smith charted parts of
the New England coastline around 1614, bringing back reports of rich fishing
grounds and promising land. Though these early visits were primarily for
resource exploitation rather than settlement, they laid the groundwork for
future colonization efforts.

Establishment of the New Hampshire Colony

The formal history of New Hampshire colony begins in the 1620s and 1630s when
English settlers sought to establish permanent settlements in the region.
Unlike some of the larger and more well-known colonies such as Massachusetts
Bay or Virginia, New Hampshire’s early settlement was fragmented and often
influenced by competing interests.

John Mason and the Founding of New Hampshire



One of the pivotal figures in the colony’s early history was John Mason, an
English military officer granted land by the council for New England in 1622.
Mason named the territory "New Hampshire" after Hampshire, England,
reflecting his personal roots. He intended to develop the area for fishing,
trading, and agriculture, but his death in 1635 left much of the land
underutilized and open to new settlers.

Early Settlements and Town Development

Settlements such as Portsmouth and Dover emerged as some of the first
established towns in the New Hampshire colony. Portsmouth was founded around
1623 and quickly became a vital port and trading hub due to its strategic
location on the Atlantic coast. Dover followed shortly after, developing into
a farming and fishing community. These towns reflected the typical New
England pattern of small, close-knit communities centered on maritime and
agricultural economies.

Political and Religious Influences in the
Colony

The history of New Hampshire colony is deeply intertwined with the broader
political and religious currents sweeping through New England in the 17th
century. Unlike Massachusetts Bay Colony, which was dominated by Puritan
settlers, New Hampshire had a more diverse religious environment that
influenced its governance and societal structure.

Relations with Massachusetts Bay Colony

For a significant portion of the 17th century, New Hampshire was politically
linked to the Massachusetts Bay Colony. From the 1640s until the early 1670s,
Massachusetts exerted considerable control over New Hampshire’s governance,
often appointing governors and managing its affairs. This relationship was
sometimes contentious, as New Hampshire settlers sought more autonomy and
resisted Massachusetts’ attempts to impose Puritanical laws and taxes.

Religious Diversity and Tolerance

While Puritans were influential, New Hampshire’s religious landscape was more
varied, including Anglicans, Quakers, and other dissenting groups. This
diversity contributed to a relatively tolerant atmosphere compared to
neighboring colonies. The colony’s religious plurality played a role in
shaping its local policies and community life, and it set the stage for the



more inclusive political environment that would develop later.

Economic Foundations of the New Hampshire
Colony

Understanding the economic activities of the colony helps reveal how New
Hampshire established itself in the New England region. The early settlers
relied heavily on natural resources, and their livelihoods reflected the
rugged environment and coastal advantages.

Fishing, Logging, and Agriculture

Fishing was a cornerstone of the colony’s economy, with settlers capitalizing
on the rich Atlantic fisheries. Logging and timber also became prominent,
given the dense forests that covered much of the territory. Agriculture,
though limited by rocky soil in many areas, supported the local population
with crops such as corn, beans, and squash, alongside livestock farming.

Trade and Shipbuilding

New Hampshire’s access to the Atlantic Ocean facilitated trade with England
and other colonies. Ports like Portsmouth became bustling centers for
shipbuilding, an industry that thrived due to the availability of timber and
skilled labor. This maritime economy connected New Hampshire to broader
Atlantic trade networks, influencing its growth and prosperity.

Challenges and Conflicts in the Colony’s Early
Years

The history of New Hampshire colony is marked by a series of challenges, from
territorial disputes to conflicts with Native American tribes, which shaped
the colony’s development and its settlers’ resilience.

Native American Relations and King Philip’s War

Tensions between settlers and Native American tribes occasionally erupted
into violent conflicts. The most significant of these was King Philip’s War
(1675–1678), a brutal conflict involving several New England colonies,
including New Hampshire. The war devastated many frontier settlements but
ultimately resulted in expanded colonial control over indigenous lands.



Border Disputes and Governance Issues

New Hampshire’s boundaries were often disputed, particularly with
Massachusetts and New France (French Canada). These disputes created
uncertainty and hindered development at times. Additionally, the colony’s
governance was unstable, oscillating between royal control, proprietary rule,
and self-governance, which affected settlers’ rights and local
administration.

Transition from Colony to State

As the 18th century progressed, New Hampshire’s identity as a distinct
political entity solidified, setting the stage for its eventual role in the
American Revolution and statehood.

Royal Province and Growth

In 1679, New Hampshire was established as a royal province separate from
Massachusetts, receiving its own governor appointed by the British crown.
This change gave the colony more direct representation but also introduced
new tensions between royal authority and local interests.

Role in the American Revolution

New Hampshire’s history of colonial independence and self-governance made it
a hotbed for revolutionary ideas. It was among the first colonies to
establish a government independent of British rule and actively participated
in early revolutionary activities. The colony’s political evolution during
this time reflects the deep roots of autonomy and resistance established
throughout its earlier history.

The history of New Hampshire colony is a story of rugged determination,
diverse communities, and strategic importance. From its Native American roots
to its emergence as a key player in early America, the colony’s past offers
valuable insights into the complexities of colonial life and the foundations
of the modern Granite State. Whether you’re a history buff or simply curious
about America’s early days, exploring New Hampshire’s colonial history
reveals the rich tapestry of people, places, and events that shaped this
unique region.



Frequently Asked Questions

When was the New Hampshire colony founded?
The New Hampshire colony was founded in 1623 when English settlers
established the first permanent settlement at Odiorne's Point near present-
day Portsmouth.

Who were the original settlers of the New Hampshire
colony?
The original settlers of the New Hampshire colony were English colonists,
many of whom were fishermen and traders attracted by the abundant natural
resources.

How did New Hampshire become a separate colony from
Massachusetts?
New Hampshire was initially part of the Massachusetts Bay Colony but became a
separate royal colony in 1679 when King Charles II granted it a separate
charter to encourage more direct royal control.

What role did New Hampshire play during the colonial
period?
During the colonial period, New Hampshire served as a center for fishing,
shipbuilding, and trade, and it played a strategic role in conflicts such as
King Philip's War and the French and Indian War.

How did the governance of New Hampshire evolve
during its colonial history?
New Hampshire's governance evolved from a proprietary colony to a royal
colony in 1679, with appointed governors ruling until the American
Revolution, after which it established its own state government.

Additional Resources
History of New Hampshire Colony: Tracing the Origins of an Early American
Settlement

history of new hampshire colony reveals a complex narrative of early
exploration, colonial ambition, and regional development that helped shape
the northeastern United States. As one of the original thirteen colonies, New
Hampshire’s origins reflect the broader themes of European colonization,
indigenous interaction, and evolving governance structures in North America



during the 17th and 18th centuries. This article delves into the foundational
chapters of New Hampshire’s colonial past, examining its establishment,
political dynamics, economic features, and its role within the New England
region.

Early Exploration and Initial Settlements

The history of New Hampshire colony begins with European exploration in the
early 1600s, during a period marked by intense competition among England,
France, and the Netherlands for territorial claims in the New World. John
Smith, the English explorer and cartographer, is credited with one of the
earliest documented visits to the area in 1614. Smith’s voyages provided
valuable maps and descriptions that piqued English interest in the region.

Following Smith’s exploration, the first permanent English settlements
emerged in the 1620s and 1630s. The colony’s initial settlements were
strategically located along the Piscataqua River, a natural harbor offering
access for trade and fishing. The settlement of Portsmouth, established in
1623 by Captain John Mason and Sir Ferdinando Gorges, became a focal point of
early colonial activity. These settlers faced numerous challenges, including
harsh winters, unfamiliar terrain, and intermittent conflicts with the
indigenous Abenaki people.

Founding Figures and Proprietary Claims

Understanding the history of New Hampshire colony requires an examination of
the proprietary claims that shaped its governance. Captain John Mason, a key
figure, was granted land patents by the English Crown, which were later
divided and contested. Mason’s death in 1635 led to a complex legal and
administrative evolution, as the land was split between heirs and various
proprietors.

Simultaneously, Sir Ferdinando Gorges, Mason’s partner, focused his efforts
on the neighboring Province of Maine but maintained interests in the New
Hampshire territory. These overlapping claims created ambiguity and tensions
that persisted for several decades. The lack of clear, centralized authority
contributed to disputes over jurisdiction and governance, influencing the
colony’s development trajectory.

Political Development and Relationship with
Massachusetts Bay Colony

One of the defining aspects of New Hampshire’s colonial history is its
fluctuating political status, particularly its relationship with the



neighboring Massachusetts Bay Colony. For much of the 17th century, New
Hampshire’s settlements operated with a degree of autonomy but were often
overshadowed by Massachusetts’ economic and political dominance.

Between 1641 and 1679, much of New Hampshire was effectively governed by
Massachusetts Bay under an informal arrangement. This period saw the
extension of Massachusetts’ legal codes and administrative structures into
New Hampshire territory, a move that was practical but controversial among
local settlers who desired greater independence.

The Crown’s intervention in 1679, through the issuance of a royal charter,
formally separated New Hampshire as a distinct royal province. This shift
aimed to resolve jurisdictional ambiguities and assert direct English royal
control, reflecting broader imperial strategies to consolidate authority in
the colonies.

The 1679 Royal Charter and the Province of New
Hampshire

The granting of the 1679 royal charter was a pivotal moment in the history of
New Hampshire colony. It established New Hampshire as a separate province
with its own government, including a royal governor appointed by the Crown.
This reorganization was intended to curb Massachusetts’ influence and promote
more effective administration.

However, the new governance structure faced challenges, including disputes
over land ownership, indigenous relations, and economic development
strategies. The royal governors, often appointed from outside the colony,
struggled to balance local interests with imperial directives, resulting in
political friction that characterized much of New Hampshire’s colonial era.

Economic Foundations and Social Structure

The history of New Hampshire colony is also marked by its distinctive
economic and social characteristics within the New England region. Unlike the
plantation economies of the southern colonies, New Hampshire’s economy was
rooted in maritime industries, agriculture, and small-scale manufacturing.

Maritime Economy and Trade

The colony’s coastal geography facilitated a robust maritime economy.
Fishing, shipbuilding, and trade were central to New Hampshire’s prosperity.
The Piscataqua River region, particularly Portsmouth, became a bustling port
town, exporting lumber, fish, and other goods to England and the West Indies.



This maritime focus contributed to a diversified economy that was less
reliant on cash crops and enslaved labor than southern counterparts.
Shipbuilding, in particular, fostered skilled artisan communities and
stimulated related industries such as blacksmithing and rope-making.

Agriculture and Settlement Patterns

Agriculture in New Hampshire was constrained by rocky soil and a shorter
growing season, factors that shaped settlement patterns and economic choices.
Colonists engaged primarily in subsistence farming, cultivating crops like
corn, beans, and squash while raising livestock.

These agricultural limitations reinforced the colony’s dependence on trade
and maritime commerce. Settlements tended to cluster near rivers and the
coast, where transportation and access to markets were more feasible.

Relations with Indigenous Peoples and Conflict

An essential dimension of the history of New Hampshire colony involves its
interactions with Native American tribes, chiefly the Abenaki. Early
relations were characterized by trade and occasional cooperation, but
tensions escalated as colonial expansion encroached on indigenous lands.

Conflict and Diplomacy

Throughout the 17th and early 18th centuries, New Hampshire experienced
periods of violent conflict, including involvement in King Philip’s War
(1675-1678) and subsequent frontier skirmishes. These hostilities disrupted
settlements and influenced colonial military policies.

Diplomatic efforts, including treaties and alliances, were intermittently
pursued to manage relations with indigenous groups. However, the imbalance of
power and expansionist pressures ultimately led to the displacement of many
Native communities.

Integration into the American Revolution

By the mid-18th century, the history of New Hampshire colony intersects with
the growing revolutionary sentiment that culminated in American independence.
New Hampshire was among the first colonies to resist British policies,
reflecting its evolving political identity.

The colony’s experience under royal governors and its economic interests



fueled opposition to taxation and imperial control. Notably, New Hampshire’s
delegates played active roles in the Continental Congress, and the colony was
the first to establish an independent government separate from British rule
in 1776.

Legacy and Historical Significance

The history of New Hampshire colony offers valuable insights into the
complexities of early American colonial development. Its experiences with
governance, economy, and indigenous relations illustrate broader colonial
challenges while highlighting unique regional adaptations.

New Hampshire’s maritime economy, contested political status, and early
revolutionary zeal contribute to its distinct place in American history.
Understanding this colonial past enriches perspectives on the formation of
the United States and the diverse pathways colonies took toward nationhood.
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