
History Of The Delaware Colony

The history of the Delaware Colony is a rich tapestry woven from the threads
of exploration, colonization, and conflict. Established in the early 17th
century, Delaware holds the distinction of being the first state to ratify
the United States Constitution. Its origins are steeped in the ambitions of
European powers and the interactions between indigenous peoples and settlers.
This article will explore the early exploration of the region, the
establishment of the colony, its governance, and its role in the broader
context of American history.

Early Exploration

The history of the Delaware Colony begins with the exploration of the region
by Europeans in the early 1600s. The area was inhabited by several Native
American tribes, including the Lenape, who thrived off the land's rich
resources.

European Arrival

- Henry Hudson's Voyage (1609): The Dutch explorer Henry Hudson, sailing for
the Dutch East India Company, was one of the first Europeans to explore the
Delaware River. His expedition laid the groundwork for future Dutch claims to
the region.
- Dutch Claims: Following Hudson's voyage, the Dutch established a series of
trading posts and claimed parts of the territory, naming it New Netherland.
The Dutch primarily sought fur trading opportunities with the local tribes.



Spanish and Swedish Interests

Before the establishment of a permanent settlement, the region also attracted
the attention of other European powers. The Spanish briefly explored the
area, but their interests were primarily focused on Florida and the
Southwest.

In 1638, the Swedish established the first successful settlement in Delaware,
called New Sweden, on the banks of the Delaware River. This settlement marked
the beginning of a new chapter in the region's colonial history.

Establishment of the Delaware Colony

The establishment of the Delaware Colony is closely tied to the Swedish
settlement of New Sweden. The colony would change hands several times,
reflecting the ongoing struggles for dominance among European powers.

New Sweden (1638-1655)

- Foundation: The Swedish settlers led by Peter Minuit, who had previously
been the governor of the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam, founded New Sweden.
They established Fort Christina (now Wilmington) as the capital.
- Agriculture and Trade: The Swedish settlers focused on agriculture,
producing crops such as tobacco, corn, and wheat. They also engaged in trade
with the local tribes and other European colonies.

Dutch Conquest (1655)

In 1655, the Dutch, seeking to expand their territory, launched a military
campaign against New Sweden. The Dutch forces, under the command of Peter
Stuyvesant, successfully captured the settlement, effectively ending Swedish
rule in the region.

- Integration into New Netherland: Following the conquest, Delaware was
integrated into the Dutch colony of New Netherland. The Dutch continued to
promote trade and agriculture while maintaining relations with the indigenous
populations.

English Control and the Transition to Colony

The history of the Delaware Colony took another turn in the 1660s when the
English seized control of New Netherland.

English Acquisition (1664)

- The English Capture: In 1664, the English seized New Amsterdam from the
Dutch, solidifying their control over the region, including Delaware. King



Charles II granted the territory to his brother, the Duke of York.
- Duke of York's Proprietorship: The Duke of York eventually granted the
territory of Delaware to William Penn in 1682, who was interested in
establishing a Quaker colony.

Formation of the Delaware Colony (1704)

- Separate Assembly: Delaware was initially governed as part of Pennsylvania
but gradually sought more autonomy. In 1704, the colony established its own
assembly while remaining under the governance of the Penn family.
- Cultural Diversity: The population of Delaware grew more diverse during
this period, with English, Dutch, Swedish, and German immigrants contributing
to the colony's development.

Governance and Political Structure

The political structure of the Delaware Colony evolved significantly over the
years, reflecting the influences of its diverse population and the changing
political landscape of colonial America.

Colonial Governance

- Penn's Frame of Government: William Penn's Frame of Government laid the
foundation for the colony's governance, emphasizing religious freedom and
democratic principles.
- Bicameral Legislature: Delaware developed a bicameral legislature, which
consisted of an upper house appointed by the governor and a lower house
elected by the people.

Colonial Conflicts

The colony faced various challenges, including conflicts with Native American
tribes and tensions with neighboring colonies.

- Interactions with Native Americans: The Quaker philosophy of peaceful
coexistence often put Delaware in a unique position regarding Native American
relations. However, land disputes and cultural misunderstandings sometimes
led to conflict.
- Border Disputes: Delaware's borders were contentious, especially with
Maryland and Pennsylvania, leading to legal disputes and confrontations.

Delaware in the American Revolution

As tensions between the colonies and Britain escalated, Delaware took an
active role in the fight for independence.



Support for Independence

- Declaration of Independence: Delaware was one of the first colonies to
support independence from Britain. The colony's delegates to the Continental
Congress were strong advocates for the revolutionary cause.
- Ratification of the Constitution: On December 7, 1787, Delaware became the
first state to ratify the United States Constitution, earning it the title
"The First State."

Legacy of the Revolution

The American Revolution left a lasting impact on Delaware, shaping its
political landscape and societal structures.

- Economic Changes: The war disrupted trade patterns, but the post-war period
saw growth in agriculture and industry.
- Emergence of State Identity: The Revolutionary War fostered a sense of
unity and identity among Delawareans, contributing to the development of
state pride.

Conclusion

The history of the Delaware Colony is a testament to the complexities of
early American colonization. From its origins as a contested territory among
European powers to its emergence as the first state in the Union, Delaware's
journey reflects the broader themes of exploration, conflict, and cooperation
that defined early American history. The colony's diverse cultural heritage,
political evolution, and commitment to independence continue to shape its
identity today. As we reflect on Delaware's past, we gain insight into the
foundations of the United States and the enduring spirit of its people.

Frequently Asked Questions

What year was the Delaware Colony founded?
The Delaware Colony was founded in 1638.

Who were the primary founders of the Delaware Colony?
The primary founders were Swedish settlers, led by Peter Minuit.

What was the original name of the Delaware Colony?
The original name was New Sweden.

Which country claimed Delaware after the Dutch?
After the Dutch, the English claimed Delaware in 1664.



What significant event occurred in 1704 regarding
Delaware's governance?
In 1704, Delaware became a separate colony, while still being governed by
Pennsylvania.

How did the geography of Delaware influence its
economy in the colonial period?
Delaware's rivers and fertile land made it ideal for agriculture,
particularly tobacco and grain.

What role did Delaware play in the American
Revolution?
Delaware was the first state to ratify the United States Constitution in
1787, highlighting its pivotal role.

Is there a significant cultural influence from the
original settlers in Delaware today?
Yes, the Swedish influence is still present in some cultural traditions and
place names in Delaware.
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