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ABSTRACT 

 This dissertation examines the environmental changes that attended the founding 

of the colony of Pennsylvania and its capital city of Philadelphia in the latter part of the 

seventeenth century. Through engagement with the analytical methods of environmental 

history, ethnohistory, and ecocriticism, this dissertation demonstrates that environmental 

change was a vitally important factor in a series of conflicts among the various peoples of 

early Pennsylvania, and explores the ways that people changed their own social 

arrangements by changing their environment. 

 The central conflict, the contest around which the others revolved, concerned the 

founding of Philadelphia. The idealistic aspirations of colonial proprietor William Penn, 

who envisioned (in various forms) an expansive and planned settlement designed to 

promote good social order, clashed with the motives of Pennsylvania’s colonists, who 

wanted a port city that would most efficiently facilitate the export of the colony’s 

agricultural production. The outcome of the conflict over the nature of Philadelphia was 

decisive: the colonial city was indeed, in form and function, primarily a node that served 

as the vibrant interface between Pennsylvania’s fertile agricultural landscape and the 

larger Atlantic economy. The conflict over the nature of the city also shaped the nature of 

the larger colony. Pennsylvania was primarily a project of environmental transformation, 

as colonists eagerly implemented an English-style agricultural system rooted in private 

property ownership and production for the Atlantic economy. 
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 This process of environmental transformation was especially consequential for the 

nature of relationships among the people of the colony. The new ecological regime of 

Pennsylvania served as a mechanism of integration that bound together diverse 

inhabitants of the colony (including the English colonists who made up the majority of 

Pennsylvania’s settlers, non-English newcomers, and the Euro-American peoples who 

already occupied the land before Pennsylvania was founded) into a shared system of land 

use, property ownership, and market economics. At the same time, in a simultaneous 

process, the new agricultural system alienated the Lenape people from Pennsylvania, as 

the dominant land-use practices of the colony threatened to intrude on Native American 

independence, cultural integrity, and self-determination. Environmental change therefore 

contributed significantly to developing concepts of identity in early Pennsylvania that 

saw the increasing differentiation of Native Americans and European colonists into 

separate categories of people, with increasingly incompatible ecological modes and 

systems of land use. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: ENVIRONMENT AND THE MAKING OF  
IDENTITY IN EARLY PENNSYLVANIA 

 The city of Philadelphia has a powerful origin story. According to the founding 

myth, the rational-minded founder of the new colony of Pennsylvania, William Penn, 

created Philadelphia as a wholesome “green country town,” a city of trees, pastures, and 

orchards, laid out in an orderly grid between two rivers in the new world of colonial 

America.  In this new city, the forward-looking Penn met with chiefs of the Lenape 1

Indians, the native inhabitants of the land, beneath the green leaves of a graceful elm on 

the banks of the Delaware River at Shackamaxon in 1683. In that setting, a gentle Quaker 

and welcoming Indians forged a Great Treaty of peace and friendship. This legend 

portrays the founding of Philadelphia as a crucial moment that initiated a golden age of 

cooperation and fellow-feeling between Indians and Europeans. The importance of the 

elm tree in the telling of the tale conveyed the idea that the new friends enjoyed gentle 

harmony not just with each other, but also with the entire natural environment that they 

shared. Whereas other English colonial projects in New England, the Chesapeake, and the 

Caribbean were haphazard in their conception, exploitative of their environments, and 

belligerent towards the Native American populations that they encountered, the founding 

 Spelling and capitalization from primary sources are modernized throughout for the 1

purpose of clarity, but orthographical decisions made by scholars and commenters are 
retained when quoted. (This particular phrase, for example, appears variously as “a green 
country towne,” “a greene country towne,” “a greene Country Towne,” and “a green 
Countrie Towne.”)
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of Philadelphia exemplified that Pennsylvania was different: there, the interactions 

among colonists, Indians, and their changing environment were unusually rational, well-

ordered, ecologically benign, peaceful, and just. 

 The story of Philadelphia’s origin found its apotheosis in popular expression in a 

series of paintings called The Peaceable Kingdom, made in the early years of the 

nineteenth century by the Pennsylvania artist Edward Hicks (Fig. 1 and Fig. 2). Hicks 

explicitly drew on the influence of British-American artist Benjamin West’s famous 1772 

painting Penn’s Treaty with the Indians and embellished further by invoking the prophet 

Isaiah’s vision of a sacred place where humans could live in peace in a harmonious 

natural environment (Fig. 3). Hicks’s paintings suggested that Penn’s colony was an 

earthly manifestation of the biblically-foretold “peaceable kingdom” where harmony 

between humans and nature allowed for harmony among humans themselves. 

 Like all folktales, this mythic interpretation of the city’s origins obscures our 

understanding of the origins of the city and of the encounter between the first generation 

of Philadelphians and the Native Americans who first lived there. However, a closer look 

at the encounter, scoured of its accreted myth, reveals important dimensions of the 

historical meeting of Indians and Europeans at the founding of Philadelphia. 

 The founding myth, in emphasizing the importance of the natural setting of the 

encounter, contains a crucial kernel of truth: the natural world, the ecological practices of 

the natives and newcomers, and the manifold ways in which the environment of 

Philadelphia and its surroundings changed in the seventeenth century were all vital 
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factors that shaped the founding of the city, the history of the new colony, and the 

relations among the peoples who lived there. However, Pennsylvania were not a 

peaceable kingdom of humans and nature, but instead had its foundations on contested 

ground. A series of multipolar and multivalent conflicts, all of which had the changing 

environment at their core, profoundly shaped the new colony, its city, and its society.   

 This dissertation argues that the founding of the city of Philadelphia was the 

central event of environmental change in this series of conflicts, and was the fulcrum 

around which larger and far-reaching changes turned. Philadelphia was formed not 

according to a the visionary plans of Pennsylvania’s founder, but instead by the conflicts 

that pitted William Penn’s idealistic goals for his colony against the economic 

expectations of Pennsylvania’s settlers. This conflict between Penn and his settlers 

echoed a conflict within Penn himself, as his own economic needs were often 

incompatible with his loftier goals for the colony. As a result, seventeenth-century 

Philadelphia was nothing like an orderly gridded city, let alone a “green country town.” 

Instead, the city took shape as an economic node that efficiently facilitated the transfer of 

agricultural produce from Pennsylvania’s farms into the Atlantic economy, and was 

therefore structured as a compact port settlement that resembled no deliberate or 

preconceived plan, a town of docks, warehouses, and homes that stretched along the bank 

of the Delaware River 

 The conflict that gave the city of Philadelphia its form, this dissertation argues, 

also defined the nature of Penn’s entire colony. Philadelphia, as a node of exchange, 
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expedited the rapid environmental transformation of Pennsylvania. The city facilitated the 

efficient flow of immigrants into the colony and the flow of agricultural goods out. 

Immigrants to Pennsylvania eagerly rationalized the landscape, transforming it into 

agriculturally-productive private property. They integrated that property into the Atlantic 

economic system by farming it and by speculatively trading in titles to the land itself.  

 The program of rationalization that propelled the Pennsylvania project conflicted 

in significant ways with Native American land use practices and conceptions of property. 

Penn succeeded in making his colony into a vast real estate venture and productive 

agricultural enterprise; however, that success thwarted his goal of forging a lasting and 

peaceable relationship with the Lenapes, Pennsylvania’s Native American inhabitants. 

Indeed, the new ecological regime of the colony made long-term peaceful 

accommodation between Lenapes and Pennsylvanians virtually impossible.  

 This dissertation argues that the environmental changes set in motion by the 

founding of Philadelphia and Pennsylvania had far-reaching social and cultural 

consequences. The establishment of the new city and colony simultaneously, and through 

an intertwined process, transformed the environment and the social relationships of the 

people who lived there. The new economic, agricultural, and ecological regime operated 

as a mechanism that assimilated the existing population of Euro-Americans, who were 

remnants of previous colonial ventures, into the new colony’s social order. At the same 

time, the environmental transformations initiated by the founding of Pennsylvania 

alienated and excluded the Lenapes from the new colonial order.  

4



 This conflict thereby brought the ecological differences between the Lenapes and 

the Pennsylvania colonists into sharp relief, and in doing so contributed to changing ideas 

about relationships between Indians and colonists. Most critically, the changing 

environment in Pennsylvania contributed to the development of notions that Indians and 

colonists occupied separate categories of identity. Indeed, land use became a critical 

factor in defining what it eventually meant to be “white” and what it meant to be 

“Indian.” The colonized remnant population of New Sweden, for instance, became 

integrated into the Pennsylvania project by adopting the newcomers’ English modes of 

land use, while the Lenapes asserted their independence and autonomy by maintaining 

the more flexible land-use patterns that they preferred. 

 These conflicts involving environmental change resonated in Pennsylvania’s 

history long after the founding of Philadelphia. The victory of a land-hungry and highly 

productive export economy over Penn’s more idealistic aspirations for Pennsylvania led 

to expansionary impulses that created tensions with the wary Lenapes. The new 

ecological regime, by making divisions and distinctions between Indians and colonists 

more concrete and impermeable, contributed furthermore to these tensions. The racial 

violence that plagued eighteenth-century Pennsylvania during and after the Seven Years 

War, then, was arguably a result of environmental contests decided at the colony’s 

founding, rather than a tragic and avoidable betrayal of the promise of peace that 

characterized its founding. 

5



Methods and Approaches  

 This dissertation primarily employs methods and perspectives that combine 

elements of three approaches to the study of history: ethnohistory, environmental history, 

and ecocriticism. Ethnohistory developed in the twentieth century as a field of study 

among historians, archaeologists, and ethnographers who wished to better understand the 

histories of peoples, most often Native Americans, who generated few written records for 

the archives in which historians usually do their work. The need to expand the 

understandings of what could be used as historical evidence proved to be a salutary 

impetus towards methodological innovation. Ethnohistorians, in the words of James 

Axtell, “discovered the utility of maps, music, paintings, folklore, oral tradition, ecology, 

site exploration, archaeological artifacts (especially trade goods), museum collections, 

enduring customs, language, and place names, as well as a richer variety of written 

sources.”  Daniel K. Richter suggests that combination of such approaches can achieve a 2

kind of “triangulation” that allows for plausibly accurate interpretations  of textual 3

sources, as ethnohistorians made concerted efforts to carefully read sources written by 

outside observers, and examine them for insights into how the observed peoples 

 James Axtell, “Ethnohistory: An Historian’s Viewpoint,” in Axtell, The European and 2

the Indian: Essays in the Ethnohistory of Colonial North America (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1981), 8. See also Axtell, “The Ethnohistory of Native America,” in 
Rethinking American Indian History, ed. Donald L. Fixico (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 1997), 11-27.

 Daniel K. Richter, The Ordeal of the Longhouse: The Peoples of the Iroquois League in 3

the Era of European Colonization (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1992), 5.
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understood their experiences. Written records, generated by European observers, can thus 

still provide a critical source of data for reconstructing Native American perspectives, 

provided they are handled with sensitivity and awareness of their many biases and 

distortions (intentional or accidental). This dissertation works diligently to interpret 

written sources in such a manner. 

 Ethnohistory has advanced in sophistication and breadth to the point that it has 

outgrown the narrower focus implied by its name, even if its methods are still sound. 

Ethnohistory has also matured to the point that its methods are useful when applied to the 

study of people outside of the original “ethnic” groups that first preoccupied the field. As 

this dissertation makes the argument that the categories of “Indian” and “white” were 

historical constructs, not yet fully formed in the period surrounding Philadelphia’s 

founding, it takes care to apply methods of historical investigation to the subjects of its 

study in a neutral manner. That is, this study does not employ ethnohistory for the Native 

Americans and more traditional text-based historical methods for Europeans. Instead, it 

applies an approach that might be described as “ethnohistory for all,” examining the wide 

variety of sources that Axtell describes above — maps, language, artifacts, paintings, 

archaeological evidence, and written texts — in order to reconstruct historical 

understandings of the ways that people, whether or European or American origin, related 

to the environment.  

 Ethnohistorical techniques can yield valuable insights when applied beyond 

Native American groups. For instance, this dissertation makes use of the ethnohistorical 
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technique of “upstreaming,” proposed by William N. Fenton, which employs written 

ethnographic information collected by a later observer in an attempt to reconstruct 

understandings of a people who left few written records in an earlier time.  For instance, 4

this dissertation employs the observations of John Heckewelder, a Moravian missionary 

who recorded his ethnographic observations of the Lenape Indians in eighteenth-century 

Pennsylvania, in order to interpret the experiences of the Lenapes of the seventeenth 

century. So, too, does this dissertation employ the ethnographic observations of the 

eighteenth-century naturalist Pehr Kalm to reconstruct the ecology, society, and 

experiences of the seventeenth-century Swedes who lived in what would become 

Pennsylvania before Penn arrived.  5

 The methods of ethnohistory, with its innovative combination of written and non-

written sources for use as historical evidence, complement in may ways with the methods 

of environmental history.  The principal goal of environmental history, writes Donald 6

Worster, is to deepen “our understanding of how humans have been affected by their 

natural environments through time and, conversely, how they have affected that 

 William N. Fenton, American Indian and White Relations to 1830: Needs and 4

Opportunities for Study (University of North Carolina Press: Chapel Hill, 1957), 22.

 Pehr Kalm, Peter Kalm’s Travels in North America: English Version of 1770, 2 vols., 5

ed. Adolph B. Benson (New York: Wilson-Erikson, 1937).

 Richard White, “Indian Peoples and the Natural World: Asking the Right Questions,” in 6

Rethinking American Indian History, ed. Donald L. Fixico (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 1997), 87-100. 
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environment and with what results.”  This dissertation emphasizes the ongoing 7

interactions between humans and their environment: as people change their environment, 

the changed environment changes them in turn, in a repeating process.  

 In order to evaluate the complicated interactions between humans and their 

environment, this dissertation adopts the model proposed by the historian Arthur 

McEvoy, who asserts that any “explanation of environmental change should account for 

the mutually constitutive nature of ecology, production, and cognition.” Environment, 

economy, and culture, according to McEvoy, “evolve in tandem, each its own particular 

logic and in response to changes in the other two. To externalize any of the three 

elements… is to miss the crucial fact that human life and thought are embedded in each 

other and together in the non-human world.”  Examining the interplay of economic 8

imperatives, environmental transformation, and cultural change allows this dissertation to 

examine critical questions about the founding of Pennsylvania: How did people change 

their environment? What caused people to change their environment? How did the 

environment, in turn, change people? 

 Environmental history, as a methodological approach, complements ethnohistory, 

in that both require innovative and extensive use of sources beyond written records (and 

 Donald Worster, “Doing Environmental History,” in The Ends of the Earth: 7

Perspectives on Modern Environmental History, ed. Worster (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988), 301.

 Arthur McEvoy, “Toward an Interactive Theory of Nature and Culture: Ecology, 8

Production, and Cognition in the California Fishing Industry,” Environmental Review 11 
(1987), 300-301.
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careful readings of archival writings). Both environmental history and ethnohistory also 

inform a newer methodological approach, called “ecocriticism” by its practitioners, that 

this dissertation employs as a major method for the analysis presented in Chapter 4.    9

 Ecocriticism integrates material culture studies with the perspectives of 

environmental history, and, in the words of Alan C. Braddock and Laura Turner Igoe, 

“expands the scope of scholarly inquiry by recovering lost or neglected evidence of 

environmental conditions that bear on politics, society, and culture.” Furthermore, and 

critically, this approach emphasizes the ways that environmental and other non-human 

forces intersect with human agency in shaping the outcomes of historical events. As 

Braddock and Igoe put it, this approach “offers a self-critical, interdisciplinary approach 

to art and literature, questioning the prevailing anthropocentrism of the humanities by 

recognizing the importance of environmental and nonhuman agency as part of the context 

in which creative human works unfold.”  10

 The fourth chapter of this study examines artifacts from the era of the founding of 

Philadelphia from an ecocritical perspective. In accordance with the goal of 

methodological neutrality, the fourth chapter applies the ecocritical approach, in the same 

 On ecocriticism, see Alan C. Braddock, “Ecocritical Art History,” American Art 23, no. 9

2 (Summer 2009): 24–28, Lawrence Buell, The Future of Environmental Criticism: 
Environmental Crisis and Literary Imagination (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell Pub, 2005), 
and Karl Kusserow and Alan C. Braddock, eds., Nature’s Nation: American Art and 
Environment (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018). 

 Alan C. Braddock and Laura Turner Igoe, eds., A Greene Country Towne: 10

Philadelphia’s Ecology in the Cultural Imagination (University Park: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2016), 2.
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manner, to a material artifact of English origin and an artifact of Lenape origin. The 

chapter looks deeply at the cultural and environmental contexts and ecological meanings 

connected to the creation of Thomas Holme’s 1683 drawing Portraiture of the City of 

Philadelphia (Fig. 4) and the “Penn Wampum Belt,” (Fig. 5 and Fig. 6) created by a 

Lenape artist circa 1682. Wampum has been the subject of much historical analysis, but 

most scholarship focuses on its use in diplomatic negotiations and land sales, or as its 

function as an indigenous record of events, rather than as an artistic object.  This 11

dissertation breaks from previous examinations of wampum by treating the Penn 

Wampum Belt as an object of material culture, entirely equivalent in artistic status to a 

work made by the hands of a European, and similarly productive of insights when 

subjected to an ecocritical investigation.  12

 Whether employing ethnohistory, environmental history, or ecocriticism, this 

dissertation seeks to give particular attention to that which was unique and specific about 

the people and environments of early Pennsylvania. For instance, the Swedish naturalist 

 See, for instance, Marshall Joseph Becker, “Lenape Land Sales, Treaties, and Wampum 11

Belts,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography, Vol. 108, No. 3 (1984), 
Andrew Newman, On Records: Delaware Indians, Colonists, and the Media of History 
and Memory (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press), 2012, and W. C. Orchard and 
Frank G. Speck, “The Penn Wampum Belts,” Leaflets of the Museum of the American 
Indian Heye Foundation 4 (1925).

 The artifact itself has made an odyssey through Philadelphia’s institutions that reflects 12

changing views of its meaning as an object of art. The belt went from private hands in the 
Penn family to possession by an archive (the Historical Society of Pennsylvania) to 
display in public history museum (The Atwater-Kent) to, finally and fittingly, 
presentation as a centerpiece of the Philadelphia Museum of Art’s newly-designed Early 
American wing, which opened in 2021.

11



Pehr Kalm noted in his observations about environmental change that a plant commonly 

called the broadleaf plantain [Plantago major] spread so widely in the newly colonized 

landscape that the Indians “gave it a name which signified the Englishman’s foot,” 

because they thought that wherever one walked, “this plant grew in his footsteps.”    13

 William Cronon, in Changes in the Land, his influential environmental history of 

colonial New England, relates something quite similar about Plantago major: “Because it 

seemed to crop up wherever the English walked, planted, or grazed animals,” Cronon 

wrote, “the Indians called plantain ‘Englishman’s Foot,’ a name that suggests their 

awareness of the biological invasion going on around them.”  In the context of colonial 14

New England, where Native Americans would have been primarily familiar with English 

colonists, it might have been a valid interpretation to understand “Englishman” as a 

synonym for “European,” and to therefore see the growth of the plantain underfoot as 

evidence of European intrusion.  15

 Kalm, 151.13

 William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New 14

England (New York: Hill and Wang, 1983), 143. Cronon does not provide a citation for 
this anecdote. The botanist John Josselyn made a similar observation about the broadleaf 
plantain in New England his seventeenth-century description of the fauna of New 
England. Cronon cites both Kalm and Josselyn elsewhere, on other topics, in Changes in 
the Land, so his sourcing for the anecdote is ambiguous. See John Josselyn, New 
England’s Rarities Discovered in Birds, Beasts, Fishes, Serpents, and Plants of that 
Country (Boston: William Veazie, 1865), 138.

 The anecdote regarding the “Englishman’s foot” is part of the analysis presented in Ch. 15

5.
12



 In early Pennsylvania, however, the virtually-identical anecdote needs a different 

interpretation. Unlike in New England, Pennsylvania had been inhabited for half a 

century by European colonists who were not Englishmen. If a Lenape person observed 

the spread of plantain in Pennsylvania and referred to it as “Englishman’s foot,” he may 

very well have been using “Englishman” with a specific meaning to differentiate from 

other sorts of Europeans, and in doing so may have been commenting on a different 

series of environmental changes, not generically European, but specific to the spread of 

the English ecological regime established by Pennsylvania. 

 In the same way that this dissertation seeks to apply historical methods to varying 

groups of people in a neutral manner, it avoids asserting an overly-generalized Native 

American experience with environmental change (let alone a universalized “Indigenous” 

experience of colonization), and similarly seeks to avoid describing a generalized 

European or “colonial” view of nature and environmental change. Instead, it seeks to give 

careful attention to the particularities of people in their place and time, like the example 

above, in order to illuminate that which was unique about the environmental history and 

human interactions of early Pennsylvania. 

Early Pennsylvania Through the Lens of Environmental History  

 As a conceptual approach, environmental history contributes an awareness of the 

varied connections between humans and the non-human world. As historians explored 

these manifold connections, they came to embrace the study of cities as a significant 

13



topic in the field of environmental history.  For all the potential value of a focus on the 16

urban context of environmental change, historians still fail to fully appreciate the 

environmental dimensions of the encounters among groups of people at the founding of 

Philadelphia; even recent scholarly examinations of the city’s history overlook them. For 

instance, a collection of essays on the environmental history of Philadelphia edited by 

Brian C. Black and Michael J. Chiarappa gives very little attention to the role of the 

native Lenape people as an ecological factor in the origins of the city, and Jean 

Soderlund’s study of Lenape adaptations to the European arrival in the seventeenth-

century Delaware Valley gives virtually no attention to ecological change.  Overlooked 17

environmental dimensions of the encounter between Lenapes and Europeans at the 

founding of Philadelphia were crucial in to the history of relations between these peoples, 

especially because of the pronounced role that environmental perceptions had in shaping 

Indian and colonial concepts of self and other; ecology was an important force in 

constructing conceptualizations of Native Americans and Europeans as having separate, 

racialized identities and even incompatible futures. The environmental changes attending 

the founding of the new city helped to make neighbors into strangers, and strangers into 

enemies. 

 See Andrew C. Isenberg, “New Directions in Urban Environmental History,” in The 16

Nature of Cities, ed. Isenberg (Rochester, N.Y.: University of Rochester Press, 2003), xi-
xix.

 Brian C. Black and Michael J. Chiarappa, eds., Nature’s Entrepôt: Philadelphia’s 17

Urban Sphere and Its Environmental Thresholds (Pittsburgh, Penn.: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 2012), and Jean Soderlund, Lenape Country: Delaware Valley Society 
Before William Penn (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015). 

14



 The founding of the city of Philadelphia also illustrates the inseparable 

connections between changes in the natural world and changes in human social 

structures.  Environmental transformation does not occur in isolation but is intertwined 18

with economic and cultural transformation.  This project asserts that economic concerns 19

were especially powerful in Pennsylvania, in part because of the remarkable suitability of 

the local environment for an English agricultural system. The agricultural system was 

itself a cultural import, one that was propelled by economic imperatives and that created 

environmental change.  

 The study of the founding of Philadelphia as a nexus of environmental, cultural, 

and economic change contributes to the ongoing discussion about how environmental 

change affects social power and control. Environmental change is never just 

environmental change, but has powerful implications for the structure of a society. The 

activist Robert Bullard popularized the term “environmental justice” as a description of 

this problem as it manifests in the unequal effects of pollution and environmental change 

 This project focuses on the founding of Philadelphia as a case study or microhistory of 18

a critical moment in early American environmental history. See Richard D. Brown, 
“Microhistory and the Post-Modern Challenge,” The Journal of the Early Republic 23 
(2003), 1-20.

 See discussion of McEvoy above.19

15



on minorities.  Scholars of American urban environmental history have offered 20

important perspectives on the matter.  

 Andrew Hurley, for instance, called attention to the ways that black residents 

disproportionally suffered from the consequences of industrial pollution in post-World-

War-II Gary, Indiana.  Urban environmental historians have also pointed out that 21

changes in social power were often the intended outcomes, not the accidental byproducts, 

of environmental changes. Matthew Klingle’s environmental history of Seattle, for 

example, illustrates how environmental planning and engineering was a deliberate tool of 

social power and a weapon of political coercion. As Klingle puts it, “[i]n making choices 

in trying to shape or control nature, Seattleites often tried to dominate one another 

through nature.”   22

 Scholars of Native American history have also been attentive to issues of 

environmental justice; for example, historians have noted that the creation of the national 

parks of the western states were facilitated by the dispossession of Indians from 

 See Robert D. Bullard, Confronting Environmental Racism: Voices from the Grassroots 20

(Cambridge, Mass.: South End Press, 1999), The Quest for Environmental Justice: 
Human Rights and the Politics of Pollution (Berkeley, Calif.: Sierra Club Books, 2005), 
and Unequal Protection: Environmental Justice and Communities of Color (Berkeley, 
Calif.: Sierra Club Books, 1997).

 Andrew Hurley, Environmental Inequalities: Class, Race, and Environmental Pollution 21

in Gary, Indiana, 1946–1980 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995).

 Matthew Klingle, Emerald City: An Environmental History of Seattle (New Haven, 22

Conn.: Yale University Press, 2008), p. 10.
16



environments that were important sources of their livelihood and subsistence.  However, 23

few studies have examined issues of environmental justice for native Americans in the 

context of the history of an American city.  Environmental changes profoundly affected, 24

for the worse, the Native American inhabitants of Pennsylvania. Diseases brought to 

America by European travelers were especially harmful to American Indian populations, 

but cultural imports such as the agricultural system of “English husbandry” used in 

Pennsylvania were also highly disruptive for Native Americans as well. Although there 

was no warfare between colonists and Indians in Pennsylvania until the middle of the 

eighteenth century, environmental change proved to be an effective mechanism for the 

non-violent dispersal and dispossession of Indians nonetheless. 

 However, this study forcefully asserts that Indians were active, creative, and 

responsive in the face of these environmental changes and cultural challenges. While 

Native Americans suffered as a result of contact with Europeans at the founding of 

Pennsylvania, their story is not one of unmitigated victimization and powerless 

acquiescence to their own decline. As the historian Daniel K. Richter suggests in his book 

Facing East from Indian Country, a kind of triumph of spirit can be found in the efforts 

 For overviews of this issue, see Mark David Spence, Dispossessing the Wilderness: 23

Indian Removal and the Making of the National Parks (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1999), and Robert H. Keller and Michael F. Turek, American Indians and National 
Parks (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1998).

 Exceptions that point to the promise of this topic include Stephen R. Hausmann, 24

“Erasing Indian Country: Urban Native Space and the 1972 Rapid City Flood,” Western 
Historical Quarterly (2021), 305-329, and Coll Thrush, Native Seattle: Histories from the 
Crossing-Over Place (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2017).
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of “individuals and shattered families who recombined and reinvented themselves to 

survive in unprecedented circumstances.”  One of the ways in which Lenapes reinvented 25

themselves in the aftermath of the founding of Philadelphia was to emphasize the 

importance of negotiation and exchange as a means of mediating relationships between 

their society and the natural world. In this light, a treaty between Indians and colonist 

(such as the apocryphal one under the elm) should be seen not as a naïve relinquishment 

of native land or as an acquiescence to colonization, but as a performance of power by 

the Lenapes, who found status and prestige in their ability to negotiate the control of land 

with the powerful newcomers. 

 The Lenapes also found status and prestige in maintaining their political and 

cultural separation from the newcomers. The Lenapes might have resisted adopting the 

English system of agriculture for themselves because they did not want to find that it 

pulled them too close to Pennsylvania in a cultural and political sense. They also might 

have resisted integrating politically or culturally with Pennsylvania because they wanted 

to maintain their practices of independent and flexible land use. In either case, the 

Lenapes valued their autonomy and fought steadfastly, with the full agency of historical 

actors, to remain culturally, politically, and ecologically independent. 

 This project also contributes to discussions among historians about the nature of 

the founding of Philadelphia. Scholars such as Hannah Benner Roach, Jessica Choppin 

Roney, Gary Nash, and Simon Finger have explored the conflicts between William 

 Daniel K. Richter, Facing East from Indian Country, A Native History of Early 25

America (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2001), 67-68.
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Penn’s aspirational designs for the city and the realities that altered his plans.  These 26

historians have called attention to the crucial role that ordinary citizens had, through their 

vigorous and varied oppositions to William Penn’s plans, in shaping Philadelphia and its 

institutions. As Roney writes, “Philadelphians and Penn battled over the nature and basis 

of property ownership—and through property ownership over the nature and basis of 

political rights….Most new Philadelphians resisted Penn’s plan for the city layout, 

refusing to live, trade, and worship where he hoped they would. In the process they 

partially (but never entirely) remade the city to fit their needs and asserted their rights 

against the pretensions of the proprietor.”  From the perspective of environmental 27

history, it is important to note that the modifications that resulted from the contests 

between these settlers and Penn—and among the settlers themselves—created a city that 

was much more efficient in its ability to rationalize nature and dispose of lands than even 

Penn had ever envisioned. 

 This project adds another dimension to these studies by examining the responses to 

the creation of Philadelphia not just from the bottom up (that is, the role that the settlers 

who became citizens of Philadelphia as part of William Penn’s colonial project played in 

 Gary B. Nash, “City Planning and Political Tension in the Seventeenth Century: The 26

Case of Philadelphia,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 112 (1968), 
54-73, Hannah Benner Roach, “The Planting of Philadelphia: A Seventeenth-Century 
Real Estate Development,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 92 (1968), 
Jessica Choppin Roney, Governed by a Spirit of Opposition: The Origins of American 
Political Practice in Colonial Philadelphia (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2014), 11-37, and Simon Finger, The Contagious City: The Politics of Public Health in 
Early Philadelphia (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2012), 7-32.

 Roney, Governed by a Spirit of Opposition, 13.27
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shaping the reality of the city’s environment, layout, and institutions) but from the outside 

in (that is, the important role that the responses of the old settlers and the Lenape 

inhabitants had in shaping the city, its environment, and the society that developed there). 

 Along with injecting an environmental perspective into mainstream understandings 

of Philadelphia’s history, there are several other historiographical goals for this 

dissertation. It demonstrates the value of an environmental perspective not just to the 

history of Philadelphia, but to early American history in general. William Cronon’s 

aforementioned Changes in the Land, a study of colonial New England that sparked a 

wave of interest in the field of environmental history, gives the discipline deep roots in 

early American history. However, environmental historians have focused since then most 

on the remarkable environmental developments of the twentieth century such as 

industrialization, intensive resource extraction fueled by a capitalist economic system and 

eager consumer culture, de-industrialization, suburbanization, and the rise of the 

conservation and environmental movements. This dissertation seeks to emphasize that 

environmental change was a critical factor of earlier periods of American history as well. 

  The historian Peter C. Mancall argues that there is still much to explored in early 

American environmental history, and that historians “still do not understand 

environmental change on the local level in many places, the myriad connections between 

economic ambitions and environmental realities, or the tripartite relationship among 

environmental conditions, European understandings of nature, and indigenous 

20



knowledge.”  This dissertation proposes to consider each of those questions in the 28

context of the founding of Philadelphia. 

 Environmental historians who study earlier periods in American history tend to 

consider environmental change either in regional contexts, such as Cronon’s study of 

New England or Timothy Silver’s work on the forests of the Southern colonies, or from 

thematic perspectives, such as Victoria DeJohn Anderson’s scholarship on the important 

role that domestic animals had in transforming colonial America.  Although, as Mancall 29

notes, “local studies can refine—or even refute—broad generalizations arising from 

regional or national interpretations,” there have been few environmental studies of 

specific localities in the early American landscape.  This dissertation, with its focus on 30

environmental change in the place that would become Philadelphia, seeks to rectify this 

deficiency.  

 This study also demonstrates that the early origins of American cities are important 

to the study of environmental history in general. The last decade has seen the publication 

of several environmental histories of American cities, and many of these new urban 

environmental histories remind readers that power relationships within a society are a 

 Peter C. Mancall, “Pigs for Historians: Changes in the Land and Beyond,” The William 28

and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 67 (2010), 348. 

 See Cronon, Changes in the Land, Timothy Silver, A New Face on the Countryside: 29

Indians, Colonists, and Slaves in South Atlantic Forests, 1500-1800 (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), and Virginia DeJean Anderson, Creatures of Empire: 
How Domestic Animals Transformed Early America (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2006).

 Mancall, 358.30
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vitally important part of any study of changes in the environment. However, many of 

these urban histories tend to move quickly through the early periods and then focus with 

more sustained attention to the dramatic changes of growth and industrialization. This 

dissertation makes a case for the value of deeper analysis of an American city’s origin 

and earliest years of growth.  On a related point, this dissertation also contributes to the 31

further development of this historiography of urban environmental histories by 

emphasizing the importance of the early American era. Most urban histories, and even 

most environmental histories of cities, give inadequate attention to developments that 

happened before the changes of the nineteenth century, with it massive population 

growth, urbanization, and industrialization. Historians too often treat the early American 

period as a less-consequential prelude to the real goings-on of urban and environmental 

history. This project shows the vital and continuing importance of even the earliest phases 

of urban history in setting the patterns of interaction that intensified (rather than 

originated) in the industrial era. 

 This study builds on the writings of environmental historians who have worked to 

demonstrate the synergistic links between cities and the environments of their regions. 

“Although historians and historical actors alike have often understood urban and rural 

 Some of the most notable of these new environmental histories of individual cities are 31

Klingle, Emerald City, Hurley, Environmental Inequalities, and Ari Kelman, A River and 
Its City: An Environmental History of New Orleans (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2003), and Catherine McNeur, Taming Manhattan: Environmental Battles in the 
Antebellum City (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2014). For comparative 
analysis of relationships between several American cities — including Philadelphia — 
and their regions, see Ellen Stroud, Nature Next Door: Cities and Trees in the American 
Northeast (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2012).
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areas as distinct,” writes the historian Ellen Stroud, “they are fundamentally 

intertwined.”  They are so fundamentally intertwined that it would be impossible to 32

write an environmental history of either early Pennsylvania or early Philadelphia as 

distinct ecological entities. This dissertation is therefore a study of the ways that the city 

and the colony were, as Stroud puts it, “fundamentally intertwined.”  33

 William Cronon’s book Nature’s Metropolis is an influential study of Chicago and 

what Cronon calls its “hinterlands.” Through analyses of commodities markets, he argues 

that the economy of the city was the most powerful force that shaped the environment of 

its surrounding region. This study makes a similar argument about Philadelphia: the 

economic imperatives of William Penn’s colonial project shaped the environment of 

Pennsylvania and the city of Philadelphia itself.  

 While this dissertation follows Cronon’s precedent by focusing on environmental 

change, rather than on environmental decline or destruction and the pitfalls of moralism 

that can attend those framings, it does not adopt Cronon’s well-known ideas of “‘first 

nature’ (original, prehuman nature) and ‘second nature’ (the artificial nature that people 

erect atop first nature.)”  Cronon used “second nature” to avoid establishing a simplistic 34

 Stroud, 5.32

 Although Pennsylvania would eventually encompass a trans-Appalacian region and 33

parts of the Ohio Valley, the scope of this study is limited to the parts of Pennsylvania 
most intensely transformed by farmers before and during Pehr Kalm’s visit in the middle 
of the eighteenth century, which was the region in the Delaware River’s watershed that 
encompassed Pennsylvania’s three original counties of Philadelphia, Bucks, and Chester.

 Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New York: W. W. Norton, 34

1991), xvii.
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dichotomy between that which was “natural” and that which was “artificial.” However, 

the idea of an “original, prehuman” “first nature” is entirely inappropriate to a study of 

early Philadelphia, as the landscape on which the new city rose had been substantially 

shaped by human activity, most significantly by the fire ecology regime practiced by the 

Lenapes, and later by Euro-American farmers.   35

 Like many other environmental histories of American cities, Cronon’s study of 

Chicago focuses on developments in the nineteenth century. That century, Cronon writes, 

“saw the creation of an integrated economy in the United States, an economy that bound 

city and country into a powerful national and international market that forever altered 

human relationships to the American land.”  This dissertation proposes that some of the 36

dynamics between cities and countryside that Cronon discusses existed earlier than he 

supposes. Although the scale of production and exchange was smaller in the colonial 

period, and farming and transportation technology far more primitive, Philadelphia and 

its region were linked to a transatlantic market and were bound together ecologically and 

economically in ways that fundamentally altered human relationships to the land and to 

other humans. 

 On the impact of fire ecology, see Ch. 1.35

 Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis, xiv.36
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The Challenges of Writing Native American History 

 Even some of the best and most influential works on the environmental history of 

the colonial era treat the differing ecological behaviors and conceptualizations of Indians 

and Europeans as relatively static cultural features, unchanging even in response to 

dramatic environmental and economic upheavals.  This dissertations asserts that, while 37

environmental perceptions and practices are indeed deeply rooted in established 

worldviews and cultural practices, they are not unalterable in the face of new 

circumstances. Even pathbreaking studies of colonial environmental history, such as 

William Cronon’s Changes in the Land, were more valuable for their sensitive and 

creative reconstructions of Native American environmental practices and perceptions 

than they were in examining how those practices and perceptions changed over time, and 

in turn changed the people who held them.  This is a study, then, not just of changes in 38

the land, but of how changes in the land in turn affected the cultural transformations of 

the people who caused and experienced those environmental and economic changes. 

Ecological perceptions did not rigidly prescribe Indian and European responses to 

 For an overview that is attentive to the dynamic environmental adaptations of Native 37

Americans, see Shepard Krech III, The Ecological Indian: Myth and History (New York: 
Norton, 1999). For more specific examples of such dynamism, see Virginia DeJean 
Anderson, “King Philip's Herds: Indians, Colonists, and the Problem of Livestock in 
Early New England,” The William & Mary Quarterly 51 (1994), and Andrew C. Isenberg, 
The Destruction of the Bison (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 31-63. For 
an example beyond the temporal boundaries of early America, see Marsha Weisiger, 
Dreaming of Sheep in Navajo Country (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2009).

 Cronon, Changes in the Land.38
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environmental change, but instead gave people on both sides of the encounter tools with 

which to address the circumstances and challenges of their mutual encounter. 

 It bears mentioning that James H. Merrell has cautioned historians against de-

emphasizing the agricultural accomplishments of Native Americans. In pointing out that 

even well-meaning historians can, especially through the use of biased language, 

replicate the cognitive frameworks of colonialism in their approach to Indian history. 

“That natives were hunters, not farmers, is among the most common, most destructive 

errors being perpetuated,” Merrell asserts.  The elision of Indian agriculture by 39

historians supports one of the most common colonial tropes used to justify the 

dispossession of native lands: Indians, by not “improving” their land through agricultural 

sweat and toil, forfeited their claim to it. Jean Soderlund, in her book Lenape Country, 

takes Merrell’s admonition to heart, and assertively portrays the Lenapes as accomplished 

agriculturalists. “The Lenapes grew corn and used it in their diet by the seventeenth 

century,” Soderlund writes, “in contrast to Marshall Becker’s assertion that they remained 

foragers through the eighteenth century.”  Soderlund is perhaps being too assertive on 40

this point; Becker argues that archaeological studies of Lenape sites show that they did 

 James H. Merrell, “Second Thoughts on Colonial Historians and American Indians,” 39

The William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 69 (2012), 469.

 Soderlund, Lenape Country, n. 3, chapter 1.40
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indeed grow and consume corn, but did not store large surpluses of the grain, as some 

other Native American groups did.  41

 The quibble between Becker and Soderlund, though, is a minor point. Merrell is 

correct to point out that Europeans attempted to neutralize Indians as agents of 

environmental change as a trope of dispossession. However, if historians exaggerate the 

extent of Lenape agriculture, they risk treating those people with condescension. The 

Lenapes adapted their subsistence practice to their environment in a way that they found 

effective and desirable, and observers should be willing to honor those decisions as 

rational and appropriate. If historians portray Native Americans as industrious 

rationalizers of nature to a degree that would satisfy the Lockean standard for possession 

by improvement, they continue to subject Indians to the terms established by the 

conquerers.  A study like this one can confidently assert that the Lenapes lived on their 42

land with a light environmental footprint without fear of abetting their rhetorical 

dispossession. It was their home. 

 Marshall J. Becker, “Lenape Population at the Time of European Contact: Estimating 41

Native Numbers in the Lower Delaware Valley,” Proceedings of the American 
Philosophical Society 113 (1989), 118.

 The Lockean standard asserts that people gain ownership of land by improving it and 42

making it economically productive through their labor. This concept is sometimes 
referred to as the “labor theory of property,” and had its most influential articulation in 
John Locke’s 1689 Second Treatise of Government.
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Conflict in Colonial America and the Constructed Nature of Racial Identity 

 A study of the environmental history of the founding of Philadelphia and 

Pennsylvania, and the roles that those developments played in interactions between 

Europeans and Native Americans, offers several insights that intersect with an influential 

strand of recent historiography: that of settler colonialism. The concept of settler 

colonialism was formulated most influentially by the historian Patrick Wolfe’s 1999 

examination of the British settlement of Australia, and it quickly became an influential 

interpretive framework for American historians. The two most critical aspects of the 

interpretive framework of settler colonialism are that colonization is best understood as a 

process rather than a mere historical occurrence; in Wolfe’s words, a “structure not an 

event;”  and in that structure, settlers employ a “logic of elimination”  against the 43 44

peoples they colonize.  The framework of settler colonialism, however, has a limited 45

view of the historical agency of non-Europeans, allowing little room for non-whites to be 

viable actors in their own historical circumstances, or anything other than inert in the face 

 Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal of 43

Genocide Research 8, no. 4, (December 2006), 388.

 Ibid., 387.44

 The most significant works on settler colonialism are Patrick Wolfe, Settler 45

Colonialism and the Transformation of Anthropology: The Politics and Poetics of an 
Ethnographic Event (London: Cassell, 1999), Lorenzo Veracini, Settler Colonialism: A 
Theoretical Overview (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), and, on the concept’s 
applicability to early America, a forum in The William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., vol. 
76, no. 3 (July 2019).
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of victimization by the actions of whites.  As the historian Frederick E. Hoxie wrote, 46

“[i]f settler colonialism is ultimately ‘a process not an event,’ as Patrick Wolfe argued, 

then historical events all run one way. There is no history, it seems, only doomed 

resistance and inevitable defeat. And yet Native leaders from the seventeenth century 

forward were willing to negotiate treaties, learn new languages, travel to foreign capitals, 

publish broadsides, and adopt new religions as they struggled to force newcomers to 

recognize their humanity and sovereignty.”  The study presented here aligns with 47

Hoxie’s critique, and with the many historians who have worked to demonstrate that 

colonial history is best understood and most accurately studied as a multipolar 

phenomenon with a broad and diverse spectrum of historical actors. The racial binarism 

of settler colonialism might be more appropriate to the nineteenth century (the period to 

which Wolfe first applied the concept), when racial categories had clearer and more rigid 

definitions.  However, the founding of Pennsylvania shows that the racial dynamics of 48

 Jessica Choppin Roney points out that the concept of settler colonialism as a moving 46

process that occurs where active Europeans or European-Americans conquer Indigenous 
peoples who lack agency is in many ways a retrograde formulation of history, so much so 
that it serves as a revival of many aspects of Frederick Jackson Turner’s dormant Frontier 
Thesis. See Roney, “Containing Multitudes: Time, Space, the United States, and Vast 
Early America,” The William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 78 (April 2021), 261-268.

 Frederick E. Hoxie, Letter to the Editors, The New York Review of Books, October 8, 47

2020, 46.

 On the problems of expanding settler colonialism beyond the nineteenth century, see 48

Nancy Shoemaker, “Settler Colonialism: Universal Theory or English Heritage?,” The 
William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 76  (July 2019), 369-374.
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colonization are often much more complicated than a scenario in which one racial group 

acted and another racial group was acted upon. 

 In an effort to explore these complicated dynamics, this dissertation makes use of 

the analytic framework of the “middle ground.” The historian Richard White, in his 

influential study of the Great Lakes region, proposed that Native Americans and 

Europeans often found mutual accommodation across an often confusing cultural divide 

through “creative misunderstandings” of one another’s intentions, communications, and 

behaviors, even as the various groups pursued their own conflicting interests.  White 49

initially formulated the middle ground as a dynamic specific to the time and place 

described in the eponymous book. However, historians found the concept of the middle 

ground to be a useful analytic framework for the study of interactions among Native 

Americans and European newcomers in other areas of early America as well, and White 

himself came to embrace the wider applicability of the concept.   50

 A broad rendering of the overall analysis presented in this dissertation might 

appear to present the story of a middle ground being replaced by settler colonialism. 

 Richard White, The Middle Ground: Indian, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes 49

Region, 1650-1850 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991).

 On the broader applicability of the middle ground, see Richard White, “Indian Peoples 50

and the Natural World: Asking the Right Questions,” 93. For examples of recent works 
that expand on and respond to the middle ground model by emphasizing the relative 
power advantage of Native Americans in comparison to colonizers, see Kathleen DuVal, 
The Native Ground: Indians and Colonists in the Heart of the Continent (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), Jacob F. Lee, Masters of the Middle Waters: 
Indian Nations and Colonial Ambitions along the Mississippi (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 
University Press, 2019), and Soderlund, Lenape Country.
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However, although this dissertation examines the actions of settlers who were indeed 

engaged in colonization, the interpretive approach throughout relies less on the 

framework of “settler colonialism” and more on the framework of the “middle ground.” 

Instead of the unipolarity of the settler colonialism interpretive framework, in which 

European colonists had a virtually unopposed monopoly on power, historical agency, and 

causation, this dissertation finds greater use for the multipolar model of the middle 

ground. That is, it is attentive to the ways that power was contingent and negotiated rather 

than fixed in the hands of one group of actors. It treats peoples of all groups as fully 

possessed of historical agency, even if they faced difficult decisions or circumstances that 

ultimately proved impossible. Most critically, the attention to agency and the contingency 

of power allows this dissertation to demonstrate the ways that emerging differences in 

group identities were a product of colonialism, rather than its driving cause. 

  

Identity in Early America 

 This project, in advancing an argument about identity and the development of race 

in the American colonial period, engages with a topic that has been vital to the work of 

early American historians for decades. Slavery, its origins, and its connections to racial 

ideologies were the central concerns of some of the most notable texts by early American 
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historians in the twentieth century.  Several generations of historians followed those 51

pioneers in examining the importance of race and racism in the slave societies of the 

American colonies.  Furthermore, historians have long recognized that the matter of race 52

in early American history is far more complex than a bifurcation between black and 

white. Almost fifty years ago, the historian Gary Nash wrote early American history can 

only be understood through an examination of “how societies that had been in North 

America and Africa for thousands of years were actively and intimately involved in the 

process of forging a new, multistranded culture in what would become the United 

States.”  This dissertation follows the path of the many historians of early America who 53

see race as something that is contingent, changing, and constructed in an ongoing 

 See especially Oscar and Mary Handlin, “The Origins of the Southern Labor System,” 51

The William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 7 (April 1950), 199-222, Carl N. Degler, 
“Slavery and the Genesis of American Race Prejudice,” Comparative Studies in Society 
and History, 2 (October 1959), 49-66, and Winthrop D. Jordan, White Over Black: 
American Attitudes toward the Negro, 1550-1812, 2nd ed., (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2012. Originally published 1968).

 See, for instance, Wesley Frank Craven, White, Red, and Black: The Seventeenth-52

Century Virginian (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1972); Alden T. 
Vaughan, Roots of American Racism: Essays on the Colonial Experience (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1995); Kathleen M. Brown, Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and 
Anxious Patriarchs: Gender, Race, and Power in Colonial Virginia (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1996); Anthony Parent, Foul Means: The Formation 
of a Slave Society in Virginia, 1660–1740 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2003); James Horn, A Land as God Made It: Jamestown and the Birth of America 
(New York: Basic Books, 2005); Lorena S. Walsh, Motives of Honor, Pleasure, and 
Profit: Plantation Management in the Colonial Chesapeake, 1607–1763 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2010).

 Gary B. Nash, Red, White, and Black: The Peoples of Early North America 53

(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1974), 4-5.
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process, and that needs to be explained and explored rather than something that explains 

all of American history without needing explanation itself. The particular contribution 

presented here is an emphasis on the ways that ecological practices and environmental 

changes contributed to the formation of categories of identity in Pennsylvania. 

 Scholarship by historians of early America both emphasize the astounding 

diversity of peoples who encountered and interacted with one another in the colonies and 

the fact that race was not a fully-formed concept in the seventeenth century. One of the 

most compelling questions their studies address is how and why ideas about categories of 

identity changed over time. Like many of these works of early American history, this 

project seeks to explain how the concept of race is a product of historical developments. 

 Early American historians have been attentive to the constructed and complicated 

nature of race and identity, and note that fluid and flexible categories of identity often 

became more concrete and sharply defined in the seventeenth century. In many cases, the 

historians who are attentive to the constructed nature of race demonstrate that shifts in 

understandings of identity occurred in punctuated moments that accompanied larger 

political or social transformations. Both New England and the Chesapeake colonies 

experienced tumultuous disruptions in the final quarter of the seventeenth century that 

altered the meanings of identity in ways that had long-lasting consequences.  

 For instance, King Philip’s War, which began in 1675, convulsed New England in 

a traumatic conflict that broke apart apart a relative power balance between Native 

Americans and European colonists that had allowed space for the possibility of mutual 
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accommodation. As the historian Jill Lepore argues in her book The Name of War, King 

Philip’s War “drew new, firmer boundaries between English and Indian people, between 

English and Indian land, and between what it meant to be ‘English’ and what it meant to 

be ‘Indian.’”  The harshly revised ways in which Indians and Europeans defined each 54

other and themselves were more concrete and less permeable than what had existed 

before the war, and the new categorizations allowed little space for the possibility of a 

land that could be mutually created and occupied. Lepore essentially argues that the 

experience of war created understandings of race. 

 Similarly, the historian Edmund S. Morgan notes in his study of Virginia that 

racial identities were not concretely formed and proscribed in the seventeenth-century 

Chesapeake colonies. Black Virginians, “whether servant, slave, or free, enjoyed most of 

the same rights and duties as other Virginians,” wrote Morgan. “There is no evidence 

during the period before 1660 that they were subjected to a more severe discipline than 

other servants. They could sue and be sued in court. They did penance in the parish 

church for having illegitimate children. They earned money of their own, bought and sold 

and raised cattle of their own. Sometimes they bought their own freedom. In other cases, 

masters bequeathed them not only freedom but land, cattle, and houses.”  The great, 55

 Jill Lepore, The Name of War: King Philip’s War and the Origins of American Identity 54

(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998), xiii.

 Edmund S. Morgan, “Slavery and Freedom: The American Paradox,” The Journal of 55

American History 59 (June 1972), 17-18. See also T.H. Breen and Stephen Innes, “Myne 
Owne Ground:” Race and Freedom on Virginia’s Eastern Shore, 1640-1676, 25th 
Anniversary Edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015). Originally published 
1980.
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chaotic irruption of Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676 destabilized Virginia and led to significant 

changes in what it meant to be of African descent. As economic exigencies made 

Virginians prefer slavery as the predominant labor system in the Chesapeake, and shaped 

the nature of the institution, Blackness became something more rigid, more defined in 

opposition to Whiteness, more constricted, and inextricably tied to slavery.   56

 Ideas of difference and the notions of identity that went on to inform concepts of 

race were much more the products of these seventeenth-century American convulsions 

than they were their causes. War made race in New England, and slavery made race in 

Virginia. The Delaware Valley also underwent a significant transformation, although one 

that was less violent and notoriously manifest than Bacon’s Rebellion or King Philip’s 

War, in the last quarter of the seventeenth century. In the absence of war and large-scale 

violent conflict, environmental change and the contests accompanying it provided the 

tumultuous context that caused changes to understandings of identity and created more 

concrete understandings of race. The Pennsylvania project brought with it a new, 

expansionary, and market-oriented environmental regime that replaced the ecological 

middle ground that had been forged by Native Americans and Euro-Americans earlier in 

the seventeenth century. These changes in the land were accompanied by changes in the 

people who lived on that land. As happened in New England and Virginia, what had been 

 On the interplay of economics and the construction of race, see especially Ira Berlin, 56

Many Thousands Gone: The First Two Centuries of Slavery in North America 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1998).
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more fluid and elastic understandings of categories of identity and relationships between 

members of those categories became more rigid and defined. 

 This dissertation builds on the work of historians who have examined the 

construction of identity in the context of early meetings between Indians and Europeans 

in North America by focusing on the ways that colonists interpreted Indian bodies, as 

ideas of nature and the environment are important factors in those interpretations. Joyce 

Chaplin, in her essay “Natural Philosophy and an Early Racial Idiom in North America: 

Comparing English and Indian Bodies,” presents a pioneering argument about the 

importance of environmental perceptions in the formation of racial ideas.  Chaplin 57

argues that Europeans initially viewed the Native Americans that they encountered as 

fundamentally similar to themselves, but that by the mid-seventeenth century, inspired by 

the terrible mortality that Indian peoples suffered from European diseases, “colonists 

defined a new idiom: that the significant human variation in North America was not due 

to external environment but instead lay within the bodies of its European and Indian 

peoples.”   58

 According to Chaplin, then, “the body was the springboard from which the 

English then launched arguments” about the nature of human identity.  The result of 59

 Joyce E. Chaplin, “Natural Philosophy and an Early Racial Idiom in North America: 57

Comparing English and Indian Bodies,” The William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 54 
(1997), 229-252.

 Ibid., 231.58

 Joyce E. Chaplin, Subject Matter: Technology, the Body, and Science on the Anglo-59

American Frontier, 1500-1676 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2001), 322.
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these arguments was the initiation of a discourse that “helped generate ideas that moved 

toward racial definitions.”  60

 However, these ideas and racial definitions, if Chaplin is correct, seem to have 

been latent and slow to emerge. Karen Ordahl Kupperman also examines the English 

colonial interest in Native American bodies, and asserts that a different interpretation 

predominated: If any tangible differences existed between American and European 

bodies, they were “socially and culturally created,” or “‘accidental’ rather than inborn.”  61

English colonists noticed physical markers of difference such as skin color, but believed 

that such differences were the results of exposure to the sun or of deliberate 

manipulation.  On the whole, Kupperman asserts, the English saw no significant 62

difference between Native Americans and themselves in a way that could be accurately 

identified as racial. They believed that “environment was more important than inheritance 

in determining human character and values” and that “the Indians… would naturally seek 

to transform themselves into Europeans,” and that “only a series of short steps… 

separated them from achieving full civility.”  63

 This dissertation expands on these analyses in several ways. First, and perhaps 

most significantly, Chaplin has little to say about the construction of identity as a mutual 

 Chaplin, Subject Matter, 158.60

 Karen Ordahl Kupperman, Indians and English: Facing Off in Early America (Ithaca, 61

N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2000), 43.

 Ibid., 58-63.62

 Ibid., 76.63
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process, one in which Native Americans participated. This dissertation, in seeking to 

uncover Indian perceptions of the environmental changes attendant to the founding of 

Philadelphia, explores ways in which those changes influenced Native, as well as 

European, understandings of self and other. Furthermore, Chaplin focuses almost 

exclusively on the issue of Indian vulnerability to European diseases. This dissertation 

looks at other dimensions of ecological behavior and perception, including the use of 

resources, land ownership, relationship with animals, religious conceptions of nature,  

and the role of gender in subsistence. Furthermore, Chaplin and Kupperman both focus 

predominantly on the perceptions of English colonists from the Chesapeake region in the 

seventeenth century; this study examines the interactions of more diverse groups of 

Europeans and Native Americans in the changing environment of the seventeenth-century 

Delaware Valley and the new colony of Pennsylvania.  64

The Paradox of Pennsylvania 

 The analysis of this project also contributes to the historiography of relations 

between Indians and colonists in Pennsylvania. Among other points, this study offers an 

alternative to the declensionist model of relations between Indians and whites in 

Pennsylvania. The initial settlement of Pennsylvania avoided the kind of brutal conflict 

between Indians and whites seen in the early years of European colonization in New 

 For an overview of colonial Pennsylvania that focuses on the diversity of its 64

inhabitants, see Susan E. Klepp, “Encounter and Experiment: The Colonial Period,” in 
Pennsylvania: A History of the Commonwealth, ed. Randall M. Miller and William 
Pencak (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002), 47-100.
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England, the Chesapeake, and New Amsterdam, which signaled to some observers that 

the colony was blessed with a spirit of peace and friendship that was exceptional in the 

history of the New World. As Pennsylvania descended into tragic, bloody conflict 

between natives and colonists in the eighteenth century, both Indians and whites 

subscribed to the idea that a humane period of historical peace had been lost. Even as 

whites presented an idealized view of the peaceful origins of the colony, Native 

Americans on the eighteenth-century Pennsylvania frontier often expressed their 

dissatisfaction with colonial policies and practices by referring to a similarly idealized 

peaceful past that had been presided over by their ancestors and William Penn. 

Historians, in their own way, perpetuated this declensionist model, occasionally 

discussing the seemingly peaceful genesis of Pennsylvania as an era of cooperation and 

amity between Indians and colonists, exceptional in the history of North American 

colonization.  Historians have tended to locate blame for the decline of Indian-white 65

relationships into violence on people who came after Penn and betrayed the peaceful 

precedents that he established. The “Walking Purchase” of 1737, in which William Penn’s 

sons and his secretary James Logan engineered a fraudulent land-grab that dispossessed 

the Lenapes of a large tract of land between Philadelphia and the Lehigh River, was an 

 For examples of works that specifically invoke a declensionist concept of Pennsylvania 65

history, see Steven Craig Harper, Promised Land: Penn’s Holy Experiment, The Walking 
Purchase, and the Dispossession of the Delawares, 1600-1763 (Bethlehem, Penn.: 
Lehigh University Press, 2006), and Kevin Kenny, Peaceable Kingdom Lost: The Paxton 
Boys and the Destruction of William Penn’s Holy Experiment (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2009).
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inflection point that prompted Indians to mistrust the Pennsylvanians and begin to doubt 

that peaceful coexistence was possible. 

 Villains in the story of declining relations often include the architects of the 

Walking Purchase: William Penn’s sons, who were so uncommitted to their father that 

they abandoned Quakerism for the Church of England and did little to sustain his 

idealistic visions for Pennsylvania; Penn’s secretary James Logan, who used his position 

of power to engage in sprawling and complex land speculation schemes that benefitted by 

displacing Pennsylvania’s Indians; and the go-betweens and interpreters who facilitated 

political and economic negotiations, but who were often the self-interested financial 

beneficiaries of colonial expansion and native dispossession.  James Merrell’s analysis 66

of the role these go-betweens played in disrupting peaceable relations between Indians 

and whites has an elegiac tone, and conveys a sense of sorrowful dismay that, despite its 

origins, “Penn’s Woods became an abattoir” of racial bloodletting in the eighteenth 

century.  The implications of the tone suggest that, if Indians and colonists could not 67

sustain non-violent relationships in Pennsylvania, perhaps peace between these groups 

was, tragically, impossible anywhere. 

 See Francis Jennings, “Brother Miquon, Good Lord!” in The World of William Penn, 66

ed. Richard S. Dunn and Mary Maples Dunn (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1986), 195-214; Jennings, The Ambiguous Iroquois Empire: The Covenant Chain 
Confederation of Indian Tribes with English Colonies (New York: Norton, 1984); and 
Jennings, Empire of Fortune: Crowns, Colonies, and Tribes in the Seven Years War in 
America (New York: Norton, 1988).

 Merrell, Into the American Woods, p. 27.67
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 This dissertation addresses the declensionist model of Pennsylvania history by 

focusing on the impact of the economic goals that motivated William Penn, rather than 

his social, religious, or moral aspirations for the colony. Penn’s idealistic visions for 

peaceful and just relationships between his colonists and Pennsylvania’s Native 

Americans were indeed sincere. They were also unique among European colonizers in 

North America. Penn’s ideals, however, were no match for his economic goals; his 

colonial project was most fundamentally one of profound environmental change that 

established a regime of fixed property ownership and English-style agriculture. This 

environmental regime was ultimately incompatible with the goals and desires of Native 

Americans who wished to remain autonomous and independent of colonial political 

control and cultural hegemony. The racial animosity that would eventually engulf 

Pennsylvania was not necessarily a betrayal of the good goodwill of the seventeenth 

century, but instead was a product of the forces of racialization that the founding of 

Philadelphia and the environmental changes that accompanied it helped to set into 

motion.  68

 Whatever their view of the sources of discord, historians have identified 

Pennsylvania as an especially important crucible for the development of racialized 

notions of Indian and white identity, but most of their attention has been on the violent 

events on the Appalachian frontier in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries. 

 For examples of other works that explore and complicate the declensionist view of 68

Pennsylvania history see the essays in William A. Pencak and Daniel K. Richter, eds., 
Friends and Enemies in Penn’s Woods: Indians, Colonists, and the Racial Construction of 
Pennsylvania (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004).
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Peter Silver, in his book Our Savage Neighbors: How Indian War Transformed Early 

America, and Patrick Griffin, in American Leviathan: Empire, Nation, and Revolutionary 

Frontier, see the racialization of Indians by whites as a product of warfare during and 

after the Seven Years War, the great military conflagration of the mid-eighteenth 

century.  The historian Robert Berkhofer pointed out that a the idea of an “Indian” 69

identity that treated Native Americans as a culturally or politically unified people was an 

invention of the European imagination dating to the voyages of Columbus.  However, 70

scholars who look beyond an Indian identity as imposed from the outside by whites also 

find a racial self-understanding within Native American society emerging in those later 

conflicts of the eighteenth-century frontier.  This dissertation finds the origins of 71

hardening racial distinctions between whites and Indians much farther east and further 

back in time, as a product of the environmental changes produced by the founding of 

Pennsylvania. 

 The same processes of environmental transformation that worked to define the 

people who the Pennsylvania project excluded also helped to bind together those who it 

 Peter Silver, Our Savage Neighbors: How Indian War Transformed Early America 69

(New York: W.W. Norton, 2009), and Patrick Griffin, American Leviathan: Empire, 
Nation, and Revolutionary Frontier (New York: Hill and Wang), 2007. James H. Merrell, 
Into the American Woods: Negotiators on the Pennsylvania Frontier (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 2000), presents a view of negotiations between Indians and whites on the 
eighteenth-century frontier that emphasizes growing cultural mistrust and incompatibility. 

 Robert F. Berkhofer, The White Man’s Indian: Images of the American Indian from 70

Columbus to the Present (New York: Random House, 1978), 5.

 Gregory Evans Dowd, A Spirited Resistance: The North American Indian Struggle for 71

Unity, 1745-1815 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993).
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included. Historians such as Sally Schwartz and John Smolenski have examined the 

problem of how Pennsylvania’s “mixed multitude” of diverse peoples cohered into a 

viable and governable entity (a problem complicated by the fact that William Penn’s 

commitment to religious liberty precluded him from using state-backed Quakerism as a 

homogenizing force.)  This project adds to the existing political interpretations of this 72

issue by asserting that the colony’s ecological/economic system was a highly effective 

mechanism of assimilation that bound together Pennsylvania’s remarkably heterogenous 

population, with its various religions, languages, ethnicities, political allegiances, and 

cultural ties to different European states, into a unified polity.  73

The Role of Women in the Environmental Transformation of Pennsylvania 

 Most of the specific people mentioned by name in this study are men. Most of the 

written sources cited herein were created by men. Most of the quotes in the text present 

likewise words written by men. This is a function of the very male nature of the available 

primary sources, and not an indication that women were unimportant in the contests 

discussed in this project. Women played significant roles in all of the developments 

discussed in this dissertation, even if circumstances and contingencies did not allow their 

 Sally Schwartz, A Mixed Multitude: The Struggle for Toleration in Colonial 72

Pennsylvania (New York: New York University Press, 1988), and John Smolenski, 
Friends and Strangers: The Making of a Creole Culture in Colonial Pennsylvania 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010). 

 Although that polity was often highly contentious, it was unified in the sense that the 73

contents almost always occurred as conflicts among people and groups who considered 
themselves constituencies within the Pennsylvania system.
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participation in the creation of the pertinent written records. Women contribute to this 

story in other ways. 

 For instance, a woman artist made the Penn Wampum Belt that is at the center of 

the analysis of Lenape ecology presented in Chapter 4. This chapter treats the belt as an 

expression of a viewpoint about the world that is as valuable as the written word — if not 

more so — as a source of historical understanding.  

 Chapter 2 argues that marriages or other domestic arrangements between 

European men and Native American women made possible the “ecological middle 

ground” that characterized the Delaware Valley before the founding of Pennsylvania. The 

scarcity of European women in the New Sweden colony, and the cultural practices of the 

Lenapes that allowed for the incorporation of cultural outsiders and supported female 

autonomy, created conditions that were conducive to blended households of European 

men and Lenape women. Most of these domestic arrangement were among the illiterate 

Swedish and Finnish farmers of the colony rather than the ministers and governors who 

produced the written records, and therefore, like the existence of dark matter, are inferred 

rather than specifically articulated in the record.  Even if informal and beneath the 74

official recognition of authority figures, marriage between Indians and Europeans is a 

sign of vibrant cross-cultural hybridity. In more rigid racial regimes, inter-racial marriage 

is a virtually impenetrable barrier. This was not the case in the ecological middle ground 

of New Sweden. 

 See Ch. 2.74
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 If the absence of European women influenced relationships between Indians and 

colonists in New Sweden, the presence of European women was fundamental to the 

conquest by plowshares of Pennsylvania. Wives and daughters were crucial contributors 

to the farm economies of the Pennsylvania agricultural regime. The historian Susannah 

Shaw Romney, in an analysis of agricultural expansion in New Netherland, asserts that 

farmer’s wives were so integral to colonization and agricultural expansion that the 

process can be understood as a “simple equation (women + land = colonial expansion.)”  75

European women were similarly important to the agricultural expansion of Pennsylvania. 

 The prescribed gender roles of the English-style agriculture in Pennsylvania may 

also have been an important factor in shaping relationships between Lenapes and 

Europeans. The Lenape people highly valued their autonomy and adaptive flexibility. As 

such, the gendered nature of European agriculture might have dissuaded the Lenapes 

from attempting to integrate into Pennsylvania’s agricultural system. Lenape men, 

especially, might have understood the role of tending to crops in the field as women’s 

work, and therefore been unwilling to adopt the new system the way that the colonized 

Swedish population did. 

Chapter Outline 

 Each of the chapters that follows in this dissertation develops the above-stated 

argument by examining in detail one of the important environmental conflicts that shaped 

 Susannah Shaw Romney, “‘With and alongside his housewife’: Claiming Ground in 75

New Netherland,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 73 (April 2016), 222.
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the history of early Pennsylvania. Chapter 2, “Lenapes and Europeans in the Ecological 

Middle Ground of New Sweden,” serves as an important prologue to the founding of 

Philadelphia and Pennsylvania. The chapter examines the half-century of interactions 

among Native Americans and European newcomers along the Delaware River before the 

founding of Philadelphia. The ecological practices of the Lenapes and the Europeans, and 

the substantial environmental changes created by the arrival of European plants, animals, 

and diseases, were significant forces shaping their interactions. Differences in their 

ecological practices proved to be a source of tension between Indians and colonists, and 

were among the causes of violent conflict, especially in the eruption of violence that saw 

the Dutch whaling station of Swanendael at the mouth of the Delaware Bay extirpated by 

the Lenapes in 1632. Lenapes and Europeans were able to overcome this initial conflict, 

and over five decades established a mode of mutual accommodation (albeit one that was 

often tense and fraught) that was based on a shared ecology and land use practices that 

were compatible enough for there to be an “ecological middle ground” in the Delaware 

Valley. This ecological middle ground created a base of environmental, social, and 

diplomatic conditions that were crucial to the successful establishment of the 

Pennsylvania project. 

 Chapter 3, “An Environmental History of the Founding of the City of 

Philadelphia,” focuses on the critical event at the center of this larger study. This chapter 

examines the period of Philadelphia’s founding, from 1682 until 1701, when William 

Penn left his colony for the last time, thereby ending his direct involvement in the 
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shaping of the city and colony.  This chapter examines the importance of contests over 76

environmental transformation within a colonial project, as it focuses on the conflicts 

between William Penn and his colonists over the nature of the colony and its city. Many 

of the concepts about William Penn as a founder of Philadelphia that informed later 

myths of the city’s origins — concepts such as Philadelphia as a “green country town” — 

reflect plans and visions that Penn abandoned under pressure from his own colonists as 

he, and they, adapted their colonial aspirations to the realities of the environment.  

 The conflicts between Penn and his settlers that shaped the environment of 

Philadelphia reflect and amplify the critical conflict within William Penn himself, as he 

wrestled with the contradictions embedded deep within the heart of the Pennsylvania 

project. Penn saw his colony as a “holy experiment,” and founded it on idealistic social 

and religious notions, but Pennsylvania was also an economic venture that depended for 

its viability on attracting colonists from Europe and selling land to them. The new city of 

Philadelphia itself was the main battlefield in this conflict between God and mammon, 

 The last major one-volume history of Philadelphia uses the same periodization for the 76

founding period, as well. See Mary Maples Dunn and Richard S. Dunn, “The Founding: 
1681-1701,” in Philadelphia: A 300-Year History, ed. Russell F. Weigley (New York: W. 
W. Norton, 1982), 1-32. Penn made two voyages from England to Pennsylvania. He 
traveled to Pennsylvania in 1682 but returned to England in 1684 in order to prosecute a 
dispute over the boundary between Pennsylvania and Maryland. He visited Pennsylvania 
again in 1699 but returned once more to England in 1701. The need to manage his 
troubled finances from England prevented him from ever returning to America before his 
death in 1718.
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and the contest had a decisive outcome: Penn could not serve two masters, and he 

acceded to the economic imperatives at virtually every turn.   77

 As a result, colonial Philadelphia was nothing at all like the “green country town” 

that Penn once envisioned, but was instead primarily an economic node, a point of 

interface between the economic bounty of the landscape of Pennsylvania and the waters 

that gave ships access to the Atlantic world.  Colonial Philadelphia was a jumbled and 78

disorderly port town, clustered along the Delaware River waterfront, which was the site 

of the most intense battle for the nature of the colony. Penn envisioned the bank of the 

Delaware River as what he called a “common.” He considered a free, open, and 

unencumbered waterfront to be one of the most important features of his new city. The 

fact that Philadelphia’s waterfront rapidly became a congested and busy site of privately-

owned wharfs and warehouses indicates the thoroughness with which economic forces 

defeated Penn’s less-materialistic aspirations for the city and colony.  

 The conflict that made Philadelphia into an economic node for the new colony 

also shows that C.S. Lewis’s famous assertion that “[w]hat we call Man’s power over 

Nature turns out to be a power exercised by some men over other men with Nature as its 

instrument” is not always so straightforward.  Penn, as a driving force behind the 79

 Matt. 6:24.77

 On cities as nodes that facilitate the exploitation and rationalization of the landscapes 78

that surround them, see especially Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis.

 C.S. Lewis, The Abolition of Man (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1943), 55. 79

Andrew Hurley memorably invoked Lewis’s expression as an explanation of the 
dynamics of race and the environment in Environmental Inequalities. See Hurley, 182.
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Pennsylvania project, was responsible for initiating dramatic changes to the nature of the 

Philadelphia region. However, he found that he had little ability to control nature, let 

alone other men. When it came to resisting environmental exploitation in his new colony, 

Penn, ultimately, could not control even himself. As a consequence, the new city of 

Philadelphia was not a great town, laid out on an orderly grid and ornamented with 

gardens, but a compact jumble of settlement, packed along the Atlantic-facing Delaware 

river waterfront. This nature of this new city was that of a node of exchange between 

Pennsylvania and the Atlantic world that could very efficiently facilitate the flow of the 

most environmentally and economically significant imports and exports: European 

immigrants coming in, and deeds to Pennsylvania’s land flowing out. 

 Chapter 4 is entitled “The Wampum Belt and the Portraiture: Lenape and English 

Visions of Nature on the Contested Ground of Early Philadelphia.” While Chapter 3 has 

the effect of debunking some of the city’s origin stories, Chapter 4 uses some of the well-

known artifacts upon which those myths are built to look closely at the environmental 

consequences of the founding of the city, especially as they affected the relationships 

between the Native American inhabitants of the area and the English newcomers. 

Specifically, the chapter considers the Portraiture of the City of Philadelphia, which was 

created in 1682 by Thomas Holme, William Penn’s surveyor, in comparison with the 

“Penn Wampum Belt” (Fig. 5), created by an anonymous Lenape artist, also circa 1682, 

employing the analytical frameworks of ecocriticism and material culture studies (as 

outlined above). 
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 Viewed from this analytical framework, the wampum belt reveals a Lenape 

worldview that emphasizes flexible and continually negotiated relationships with both the 

non-human environment and with other humans — such as the figures depicted on the 

belt (Fig. 6). The Portraiture, in contrast, embodies and reveals a colonial outlook that 

emphasizes the aspiration to commodify nature and to rationalize the environment into 

parcels of land that humans can own in perpetuity, or sell for a profit. It is important to 

note that these conflicting ways of engaging with the environment are not generically 

“Indian” and “European.” Indeed, the argument presented in Chapter 2 illustrates the 

ways in which certain Europeans and Native Americans could find a middle ground in 

their engagement with the natural world. The analysis in this chapter instead strives to 

examine that which was specific to the Pennsylvania project and to the Lenapes who 

found themselves engaged with it. The contrasting ways in which Pennsylvanians and 

Lenapes understood and engaged with the land was the source of a fundamental rupture 

between the two groups. The idea of a “peaceable kingdom” of harmony between 

Indians, colonists, and nature was possible only in Philadelphia’s origin myths. In the 

reality of the past, conflicts over diverse ways of engaging with the environment itself 

were critical sources of incompatibility among people who encountered one another at 

the founding of Philadelphia. 

 Chapter 5, “Changes in the Land and the Construction of Cultural Identities in 

Colonial Pennsylvania,” expands on and complicates further the argument advanced in 

the previous chapter by returning to the inhabitants of the “ecological middle ground” 
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discussed in Chapter 2. William Penn, when he founded Philadelphia and established 

Pennsylvania, colonized an existing population of both Native Americans and Euro-

Americans. The remnant people of New Sweden, as a rare Euro-American population 

that was colonized by Europeans, allows for an investigation of the complexity of the 

connections between identity and colonization. Penn viewed the remnant Euro-American 

population of the New Sweden colony much as he viewed the Native Americans of the 

region, and much as other European colonizers viewed the indigenous populations that 

they colonized. Penn regarded the Swedes as primitive and unsophisticated, he dismissed 

the ways that they had worked the land as insufficient for them to claim ownership 

through the Lockean standard of improvement, and downplayed the vital assistance that 

they gave the English colonists in establishing Philadelphia as a successful and rapidly-

growing settlement. 

 The observations made by the Swedish naturalist Pehr Kalm during his 1748-49 

visit to Pennsylvania provide the most critical sources for this chapter. While Chapter 2 

examined the environmental developments in the half-century before the arrival of 

William Penn and the establishment of Philadelphia, Kalm’s visit to North America in the 

middle of the eighteenth century allows for an examination of the longer-terms effects of 

that central event. The observant Kalm was especially interested both in environmental 

changes and in the disposition of both the Native Americans and the Swedish settlers who 

Penn had colonized. This chapter argues that the changes in the land and the changes in 

the colonized people of Pennsylvania are inextricably intertwined in the same matrix of 
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causation. Land use was the critical factor in defining what it eventually meant to be 

“white” and what it eventually meant to be “Indian.” The colonized Swedes integrated 

themselves into the Pennsylvania project by adopting the newcomers’ English modes of 

land use, while the Lenapes asserted their independence and autonomy by maintaining 

the more flexible land-use patterns that they preferred. When humans re-shape nature, 

they reshape themselves, and therefore their relationships with one another. In the case of 

the founding of Philadelphia and Pennsylvania, one of the most significant results of the 

changes in the land was the development of ideas that would lead to the social 

construction of the racial categories of “white” and “Indian.” 

 Chapter 6, “On the Green Country Town, the Peaceable Kingdom, and 

Lenapehoking: Philadelphia’s Origin Stories in History and Memory,” serves as an 

epilogue for the dissertation. The chapter argues that Philadelphians, over time, regularly 

looked to the past and employed their interpretations of the city’s founding in their 

various contemporary conflicts. As it was in the beginning, the vision of William Penn, 

ideas about Native Americans, and the importance of nature in Philadelphia were 

important recurring motifs in these conflicts. The founding itself, in this way, has 

remained perpetually contested ground.  80

 The models for this chapter are David Hackett Fischer’s investigations of the ongoing 80

interpretations of some notable events in early American history. See Fishcer, “Myths 
After the Midnight Ride,” in Paul Revere’s Ride (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1994), 327-334, and “Images and Interpretations of the Event,” in Washington’s Crossing 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 425-458.
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 Together, these chapters cover more than one hundred years of environmental 

change in what would become Pennsylvania, and examine the ways that people change 

themselves as they change their environments. None of the people who experienced these 

changes were passive bystanders, but instead were active participants in the contests that 

had a crucial role in shaping Pennsylvania’s environment, the relationships between its 

peoples, and the future of the colony. Early Pennsylvania was not a peaceable kingdom, 

but was instead contested ground. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LENAPES AND EUROPEANS IN THE ECOLOGICAL MIDDLE GROUND  
OF NEW SWEDEN 

 The city of Philadelphia was founded not on untouched ground or a pristine 

wilderness, or even on the lands of Native Americans theretofore naïve to contact with 

colonists, but in an environment that had been shaped in significant ways — ecologically, 

culturally, and politically — by fifty years of interactions among Native Americans and 

Europeans. American and European peoples re-shaped the environment of the Delaware 

Valley in the seventeenth century, and in doing so created a hybrid ecology of mingled 

American and European biota and ecological practices. Amid relationships that were 

often fraught and conflicted, colonists and Indians formed a “middle ground” based on 

their mutual engagement with this new hybrid ecology. The new “ecological middle 

ground” allowed them to avoid the large-scale violent conflicts that plagued other North 

American colonies in the seventeenth century, and shaped the ground — literally and 

figuratively — for the eventual establishment of the new colony of Pennsylvania and the 

new city of Philadelphia.  

 In the early seventeenth century, decades before the founding of Philadelphia and 

Pennsylvania, a series of social, economic, and environmental upheavals created a new 

world for the Lenape inhabitants of the Delaware Valley. Europeans initiated these 

upheavals as they came to the area in waves: English mariners, Dutch whalers, and, most 

significantly, settlers from the distant kingdom of Sweden. The meetings between these 
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European newcomers and the American people who lived on the banks of the wide river 

were more than mere encounters between groups of human beings. These events brought 

together a wide range of European and American biota, plants and animals and microbes: 

pigs, horses, maize, tobacco, and smallpox, among others, mingled and mixed in a new 

milieu. None of these biota were purely “natural” elements, separated from human 

culture; in fact, all of them carried with them a body of cultural meanings, practices, and 

understandings. “Important as organisms like smallpox, the horse, and the pig were in 

their direct impact on American ecosystems, their full effect becomes visible only when 

they are treated as integral elements in a complex system of environmental and cultural 

relationships,” wrote the historian William Cronon. “The pig was not merely a pig,” but 

came along with meanings and ideas about relationships between people, animals, plants, 

and property.  Therefore, when European and American people and biota met in the 1

Delaware Valley in the sixteenth century, the result was the creation of new physical and 

cultural world, one that was a hybrid of European and native American ecologies.   2

 William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New 1

England (New York: Hill and Wang, 1983), 14.

 This framing and phrasing that describes the seventeenth-century Delaware Valley as a 2

“new world” borrows from James H. Merrell, “The Indians New World:  The Catawba 
Experience,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 41 (1984) and The Indians’ New 
World: Catawbas and their Neighbors from European Contact through the Era of 
Removal (New York: Norton, 1991). Neal Salisbury, “The Indians’ Old World: Native 
Americans and the Coming of Europeans,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 53 
(1996) 435-458, offers a counterpoint to Merrell’s interpretation that emphasizes the 
continuities in Native American historical experiences that persisted after contact with 
Europeans.
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 The encounter between European and American environments was transformative 

and often highly disruptive for Native Americans. The plants, animals, and microbes that 

accompanied Europeans to the New World were especially potent agents of colonization, 

providing the newcomers with vigorous non-human allies in the project of establishing 

footholds of settlement on foreign shores.  The cultural aspects of the ecological 3

encounter were also fraught, to the extent that historians identify them as a critical fissure 

in the relationship between natives and newcomers. The historian Daniel K. Richter, for 

example, writes that “European and Indian ways of using the land could no more share 

the same ecosystem than could matter and antimatter share the same space.”   4

 As definitions of “European and Indian ways of using the land” became more 

rigidly drawn and boundaries between the two became impermeable, that sort of 

cosmically explosive incompatibility most certainly came to exist in certain places and 

times — the Pennsylvania frontier of the eighteenth century, for instance — but it was not 

a universal feature of encounters between Indians and Europeans, and contingent 

conditions and context defined the incompatibility, rather than anything that was essential 

or inherent in either Indians or Europeans. 

 See Alfred Crosby, Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of Europe, 3

900-1900, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986), Virginia DeJohn Anderson, 
Creatures of Empire: How Domestic Animals Transformed Early America (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2006), Elinor G.K. Melville, A Plague of Sheep: Biological 
Consequences of the Conquest of Mexico (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 
and J.R. McNeill, Mosquito Empires: Ecology and War in the Greater Caribbean, 
1620-1914 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010).
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 The encounter between Europeans and Lenapes in the Delaware Valley before the 

founding of Philadelphia was a context where the boundaries between Indian ways of 

using the land and European ways of using the land were fluid and permeable, especially 

when compared with the period after the founding of Philadelphia.  When Indians and 5

colonists met in New Sweden, they did not collide as matter and antimatter. Instead, 

operating in the context of a newly-formed environment, they found an ecological middle 

ground that was hybridized to the extent that Europeans sold maize (an indigenous plant) 

to their Indian neighbors while Indians sold pork (from a newly-imported animal species) 

to their European neighbors. Inhabitants found that this ecological middle ground allowed 

for mutual accommodation, wary cooperation, intercultural exchange, and—most 

critically for the Lenapes—opportunities for the preservation of cultural autonomy.  6

 The emergence of an ecological middle ground among Indians and Europeans is 

especially remarkable given the precedent set fifty years before the founding of 

Philadelphia at the Dutch whaling station at Swanendael (on Cape Henlopen at the 

southern end of the Delaware Bay).  The incident at Swanendael, in which a Lenape 7

 See Ch. 5.5

 This framing invokes Richard White’s influential idea of “creative misunderstandings” 6

as a process in which Indians and Europeans found a “middle ground” through expedient 
guesses at the often inscrutable values of people on the other side of a cultural divide. 
This process resulted in hybrid cultural practices that reduced (but did not eliminate) 
conflict and provided openings for mutual accommodation. Richard White, The Middle 
Ground: Indian, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region, 1650-1850 (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), x.

 Swanendael was near present-day Lewes, Delaware.7
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attack extirpated the Dutch colony, demonstrates the ways that ecological differences 

could potentially inflame encounters and conflicts between natives and the newcomers. 

 In 1632, a group of Lenape Indians, angry over a series of misunderstandings with 

the Dutch inhabitants of Swanendael, attacked the settlement and killed all of the thirty or 

so colonists there. The events that preceded the outbreak of violence at Swanendael 

reveal more misunderstanding than malice, and more fear of vulnerability than hatred for 

the other. According to a Lenape witness, Dutch settlers painted their coat of arms on a 

piece of tin and posted it in the woods. A Lenape man removed the tin, “not knowing 

what he was doing amiss,” in order to make tobacco pipes from the metal. The Dutch 

protest in response to the incident impressed on the Indians that a great wrong had been 

done, so a contingent of Lenapes executed the offender and brought a token of his death 

to the fort. This failed to please the settlers, who told the Indians they “wished they had 

not done it, that they should have brought him to them, as they wished to have forbidden 

him to do the like again.” But by then, the friends of the slain chief were livid at the 

impossible-to-please newcomers, and went to the fort to seek vengeance.   8

 The form of that vengeance revealed much about Lenape responses to the 

ecological changes that European brought with them to the Delaware Valley. Even though 

the Dutch established Swanendael as a whaling station, to allow the colonists to harvest 

cetaceans from the cold waters of the Atlantic, almost all of the settlers were working in 

 The account of this incident is from “David De Vries’s Notes,” in, Narratives of Early 8

Pennsylvania, West New Jersey, and Delaware, 1630-1707, ed. Albert Cook Myers, (New 
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1912), 5. The Narratives of Early Pennsylvania, West New 
Jersey, and Delaware are hereafter cited as NEP.
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the fields at the time of the attack, toiling to grow the grain that would sustain them. The 

horses and cows used to work the fields at Swanendael were unlike anything the Natives 

had seen before in their own land, and the presence of European animals in the settlement 

only enhanced, in Native eyes, the strangeness of the newcomers. While bovines and 

equines were entirely alien, the Lenapes might have seen similarities between the Dutch 

dog at the fort and their own domestic canines. Yet the beast at the Dutch fort was 

enormous, bred for size and ferocity, and exotic and terrible in the eyes of the Lenapes. 

The Indian who related the story of Swanendael’s demise to David de Vries, the Dutch 

ship captain who first discovered its destruction, told him that the great dog was what 

they “feared the most,” and “had he been loose they would not have dared to approach.”  9

But the dog was chained, and the Indians shot at it with their bows from a wary distance. 

To the awe of the Indians, it took twenty-five of their arrows to finally bleed the life from 

it. Although the Lenapes feared the dog above all else, the meeker beasts of the 

settlement were not exempt from the attack. De Vries, upon surveying the wrecked 

colony, found lying among the shattered skulls and bones of the settlers the “heads of the 

horses and cows which they had brought with them.”  The Indians, in obliterating this 10

foreign outpost from their country, had chosen to destroy all the alien forms of life, placid 

or fierce, great or small, two-legged or four. 

 For the Natives of the Delaware Valley, the two-legged newcomers had an array 

of qualities that made them outwardly strange and established their “otherness,” including 

 Ibid., 17.9

 Ibid., 5.10
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their pale skin, hairy bodies and faces, and strange language, food, clothes, and 

armaments. But, as illustrated by the occurrence at Swanendael, the ways that Americans 

and Europeans related to the natural world were among the most significant markers of 

difference to both peoples. To the Dutch, the piece of tin bearing their coat of arms was a 

tangible symbol of their power, and its destruction was an affront to their status. To the 

sachem who removed it, the tin was unattended in the forest and therefore available for 

his use. The sachem’s avengers killed cows and horses alongside humans; to the Indians, 

the animals that the Europeans brought with them were invaders, too, and their existence 

among the Europeans was a crucial marker of difference between Native and newcomer. 

 In American colonies even beyond the Delaware Valley, domesticated animals 

were often at the root of tensions between Indians and colonists. European animals 

(especially pigs) tended to thrive in the woods, breeding rapidly, eating away 

undergrowth, contributing to soil erosion, and out-competing native animal species. 

Domestic animals often caused conflicts by wandering into Indian crops. Natives 

defended their crops by killing the offending animal; animal owners rarely recognized 

Indian rights in such matters, and often exacted retribution with little restraint. These 

issues were less important at Swandendael than they would be in later encounters 

between the Lenapes and Europeans; the small size, the newness, and the brief existence 

of the station seem to have prevented such conflicts from developing, but the strong and 
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violent reactions of the Lenapes to European animals at Swanendael presage the 

importance of the issue in later relations.  11

 The whaling station’s name, Swanendael, which in Dutch means “the valley of the 

swans,” was far more lyrical than the rather rudimentary settlement could have possibly 

deserved. The name stands out in the historical record, however, not for its poetic quality, 

but as the site of one of the few instances of violence between Americans and European 

in the Delaware Valley during the seventeenth century. The flash of conflict, sudden and 

brief, in which the Lenapes killed the thirty or so Dutch colonists and wrecked the 

settlement of Swanendael, sharply contrasts the larger history of the Delaware Valley in 

the era when Native Americans and European newcomers were meeting each other for 

the first time. This history seems especially placid in the context of violence and conflict 

between Americans and Europeans elsewhere in North America. Natives and colonists 

died at each others’ hands in various bloody conflicts up and down the Atlantic seaboard 

during the seventeenth century.  The history of the Delaware Valley, where the Lenapes 12

encountered successive waves of Swedish, Dutch, and English settlers, was remarkably 

tranquil in comparison. Swanendael is an anomaly because of its violent obliteration, but 

 See Cronon, Changes in the Land, esp. 82-107; Virginia DeJohn Anderson, “King 11

Philip's Herds: Indians, Colonists, and the Problem of Livestock in Early New England, 
William & Mary Quarterly 51 (October 1994), pp. 601-624; Anderson, Creatures of 
Empire; and Stephen Aron, “Pigs and Hunters: ‘Rights in the Woods’ on the Trans-
Appalachian Frontier,” in Contact Points: American Frontiers from the Mohawk Valley to 
the Mississippi, 1750-1830, ed. Andrew R. L. Cayton and Fredrika J. Teute (Chapel Hill, 
North Carolina: The University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 175-204. 

 See Ch. 1 for the historiography of “settler colonialism.”12
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the history of the tiny whaling station underscores important aspects of the encounter 

between Indians and Europeans in the region, especially the uncertainty and tension that 

could be combustible in encounters between strangers.  

 The Swanendael massacre illustrates another important point by way of contrast. 

Other North American colonies had seen the wary initial accommodations between 

Indians and Europeans collapse into conflicts that poisoned relationships and made 

ongoing peace a virtual impossibility.  In the Delaware Valley, however, Indians and 13

Europeans overcame the initial outbreak of violence at Swanendael and established a 

pattern of accommodation in the colony of New Sweden that, while still tense, avoided 

another major violent episode, or outright warfare, between Indians and Europeans. 

 Sweden was one of the last European nations to engage in the colonization of 

North America. The kingdom’s interest in the far side of the Atlantic Ocean began in the 

1630s, when dissatisfied members of the Dutch West India Company, looking for more 

favorable opportunities in which to invest their capital, convinced the government of 

Sweden to establish a colony in America. The resulting colony was a modest effort at 

best. The Swedish kingdom, embroiled as it was in the Thirty Years’ War, had limited 

resources to expend on such a venture. New Sweden’s location in America was less the 

result of a strategic decision by its planners, and more a matter of default: the Delaware 

Valley was one of the few remaining areas on the Atlantic coast not already settled or 

 Virginia and Massachusetts Bay both suffered violent conflicts between Indians and 13

Europeans within their first decades of existence, with the Powhatan uprising of 1622 and 
the Pequot War of 1636-38, respectively.
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controlled by another European power, even if one of the Dutch investors “made the 

country on the Delaware known as to its fertility, convenience, and all imaginable 

advantages.”  14

 At its height as an independent colony, only about two hundred settlers populated 

New Sweden. Still, the Company and its colonists approached the venture with vigor and 

high hopes as they sailed on their way to North America.  They carried elements of their 15

environment across the ocean with them, including their cattle, their seeds, their diseases, 

and their ideas about nature. To some extent, they found just what they expected to find; 

cultural preconditioning allowed them to see the new lands as a wilderness ready to be 

tamed and reshaped, and as an “overabundant forest” filled with goods and raw materials 

ready for extraction.   16

 The people that they would encounter called themselves “Lenapes,” a word that 

has various meanings in the language of its origin, including “common person,” “real 

person,” or “ordinary person.”  However, the origins of the connection between people 17

and place is ambiguous. Herbert Kraft, an authoritative and usually discerning scholar of 

Lenape history and archaeology, asserts rather definitively that the Native Americans who 

 Israel Acrelius, “Account of the Swedish Churches in New Sweden,” NEP, 58.14

 On New Sweden, see Amandus Johnson, The Swedish Settlements on the Delaware, 15

(Philadelphia: The Swedish Colonial Society, 1911).

Instructions for Johan Printz, trans. Amandus Johnson, (Philadelphia: The Swedish 16

Colonial Society, 1930), article 18. Hereafter cited as IJP.

 Herbert C. Kraft, The Lenape-Delaware Heritage: 10,000 BC to AD 2000 (Elizabeth, 17

N.J.: Lenape Books, 2001), 7.
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encountered the first European arrivals in their country were descendants of “a people 

who we can confidently identify as Lenape Indians, a people who likely developed in situ 

from predecessors already there” from as long ago as 1000 BC.  If the Lenapes did in 18

fact develop “in situ” over the course of millennia, their history would be rather 

exceptional among human groups, an almost unique redoubt of stability among an ever-

churning global population of people moving, conquering, settling, assimilating, 

displacing, and blending.   19

 Kraft’s assertion of the in-place development of the Lenapes suggests an outdated 

view of pre-Columbian North America as a place where people existed in a sort of stasis, 

outside of history, where very little happened and not much changed until the arrival of 

Europeans. As Neal Salisbury suggests, historians will have a better understanding of 

North American history if they give more attention to the dynamism of pre-contact 

America and to the continuities in pre-Columbian American history that persisted after 

contact with Europeans. Rather than treating the arrival of Europeans as an event that 

awoke America and set its history in motion, Salisbury encourages historians to attend to 

the ways that “certain patterns and processes originating before the beginnings of contact 

continued to shape the continent’s history thereafter” and to consider the arrival of 

Europeans “not as a beginning but as a single moment in a long history utterly detached 

 Ibid., 205.18

 For an overview of Pennsylvania’s history before contact with Europeans, see Daniel 19

K. Richter, “The First Pennsylvanians,” in Pennsylvania: A History of the 
Commonwealth, ed. Randall M. Miller and William Pencak (University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002), 1-46.
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from that of Europe.”  Other historians have accepted Salisbury’s challenge; North 20

America “had its own historical dynamics, its own patterns of population movements, 

conquests, and political and cultural change that had been going on for centuries,” writes 

Daniel K. Richter. “1492 did not rend the fabric of time.”  21

 The patterns and processes of environmental change, social change, and the 

connections between them were likewise active in shaping the American continent and its 

peoples long before the arrival of Europeans. Among the most significant environmental 

transformations that shaped the human history of pre-Columbian North America was a 

rise in temperatures that allowed for the spread of a specific sort of North American 

agriculture. From the tenth to the fourteenth century, people in the Northern Hemisphere 

enjoyed an unusually warm and stable climate that allowed an agricultural complex of 

maize, beans, and cucurbits to spread from its original site of domestication in what is 

now Mexico and Central America and expand throughout much of newly-warming North 

America.  These three sorts of cultivars, when grown together in the mixed fields of 22

North America, comprise an especially efficient agricultural complex. Corn stalks 

provide poles for the beans to climb, the broad low leaves of the pumpkin and squash 

vines shaded the soil, and, while most crops nourish themselves with nitrogen drawn 

 Salisbury, 436.20

 Richter, Facing East, 39.21

 Richter, Before the Revolution: America’s Ancient Pasts (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 22

University Press, 2013), 13.
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from the soil as they grow, beans promote the fixing of nitrogen back into the ground, 

contributing to the prolonged fertility of the fields. 

 As complementary as they are agriculturally, the “three sisters” also comprise an 

efficient nutritional complex when consumed together. Beans provide the essential amino 

acids that would make a diet of only maize dangerously deficient, and the addition of 

vitamin-rich squashes helps to make these crops a viable platform for human sustenance. 

Furthermore, all three crops store exceptionally well after harvest, especially beans and 

corn, which can be dried, allowing for sustained nutrition through the winter and 

beyond.   23

 In some parts of North America, the cultivation of these crops allowed for an 

unprecedented growth of local populations, and even the rise of large Native American 

cities, such as the metropolitan complex of Cahokia in the Mississippi Valley near what is 

now Saint Louis, Missouri. Before its decline in the thirteenth century, Cahokia was 

home to more than 40,000 people.  24

 Even where the populations did not grow large enough to fill a city, profound 

cultural changes accompanied the environmental change of pre-Columbian North 

 Ibid., 13.23

 For a survey of the history of Cahokia, see Biloine Whiting Young and Melvin L. 24

Fowler, Cahokia: The Great Native American Metropolis (Urbana and Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 2000). For a perspective that compares Cahokia with its 
European urban contemporaries, see Richter, Before the Revolution, 11-37. On the 
ecological causes of Cahokia’s abandonment, see Neal Lopinot and William Woods, 
"Wood Exploitation and the Collapse of Cahokia," in C. Margaret Scarry, ed., Foraging 
and Farming in the Eastern Woodlands (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1993), 
pp. 206-231.
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America. “Agriculture was so transformative,” the historian Daniel K. Richter argues, 

“that Native American origin stories talk, almost universally, about the introduction of 

corn, beans, and squash as one of the founding spiritual gifts given to the original people

—as if there were no time when food crops did not exist. It was as if, in the agricultural 

revolution, the Native American world began over again.”  25

 Further environmental changes again affected the development of social, cultural, 

and political orders in Native North America. The period of climatic warming that 

allowed the spread of maize, beans, and squash throughout much of North America came 

to an end during the fourteenth century. Temperatures reverted not to their pre-Medieval 

Warm Optimum levels, but dropped further in an extended period that researchers have 

called the “Little Ice Age,” which lasted until the nineteenth century.  The instability of 26

the climate, especially in combination with the deforestation of the region by the 

Cahokians, may have contributed to the collapse of the great Mississippian city. The 

people of the Mississippi Valley abandoned Cahokia in the fourteenth century, and its 

population dispersed, creating a turmoil of migrations in eastern North America. 

 Kraft, in support of his static view of Lenape history, suggests that the corn-bean-

cucurbit complex “moved from one people to another before gradually taking hold” in 

Lenape country.  His resistance to the notion that the Lenape people themselves may 27

 Richter, Before the Revolution, 35.25

 Brian Fagan, The Little Ice Age: How Climate Made History, 1300–1850 (New York: 26

Basic Books, 2000).

 Kraft, The Lenape-Delaware Heritage, 205, 277.27
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have migrated to the Delaware Valley after the collapse of Cahokia might be the result of 

a scholarly hoax that purported to be an ancient record of the migration of the Lenape 

peoples. In the nineteenth century, a charlatan intellectual named Constantine Samuel 

Rafinesque conjured a Lenape record called the Walum Olam out of his imagination, 

ambition, and his reading of eighteenth-century Moravian missionary and ethnographer 

John Heckewelder’s recently-published observations on the Lenape nation.  The Walum 28

Olam told of a long migration over the Bering land bridge and across North America to 

the East Coast. Its authenticity remained controversial and contested for more than a 

century after its 1836 publication, until the ethnologist David M. Ostreicher convincingly 

exposed the depth of Rafinesque’s fraud and delivered the coup de grace to any further 

serious scholarly consideration of its veracity.  29

 The Walum Olam fraud tainted any scholarly consideration of a Lenape migration. 

However, given the increasing understanding of the movements of peoples, the fluidity of 

culture, and the changing environment of pre-Columbian North American, scholars might 

profit from overlooking the associations of its misuse by Rafinesque and adopting a less 

dismissive treatment of Heckewelder’s account of a Lenape migration. Heckewelder 

 John Heckewelder, History, Manners, and Customs of the Indian Nations Who Once 28

Inhabited Pennsylvania and the Neighboring States (Philadelphia: The Historical Society 
of Pennsylvania, 1876), 47.

 See Constantine Samuel Rafinesque, The American Nation; or Outlines of their 29

General History, Ancient and Modern, Including the Whole History of the Earth and 
Mankind in the Western Hemisphere (Philadelphia: F. Turner, 1836), David M. 
Ostericher, “The Unmasking of the Walum Olam: A 19th Century Hoax,” Bulletin of the 
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relates a story of Lenape origins “handed down to them by their ancestors” that describes 

a long migration from “a distant country in the western part of the American continent.”  30

The legend describes a land in the West “inhabited by a powerful nation, who had many 

large towns built on the great flowing rivers through their land.”  The “famous people” 31

there were “said to have been remarkably tall and stout, and there is a tradition there that 

there were giants among them, people of a much larger size than the Lenape[s].”  32

Heckewelder places these powerful people and their large towns in the Ohio Valley, but 

he may well be describing a more ancient Lenape memory of the Mississippian 

civilization that dominated the center of the continent for centuries.  33

 After a gradual eastward migration, fraught with conflict against competing 

groups of migrants, Lenape scouts discovered “the great River, which we call the 

Delaware,” where they chose to settle. This suggests that the ancestors of the people who 

greeted the first Europeans to the Delaware Valley may have been a remnant of the 

Mississippian civilization, or a separate people also disrupted by the same climatic 

changes and demographic shifts that sent Cahokia into its decline, rather than people who 

had been more passively waiting in place for Europeans to arrive and set their history in 

motion.  34

 Heckewelder, 47.30

 Ibid., 48.31

 Ibid., 48.32

 Ibid., 50.33

 Ibid., 50.34
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 The archaeologists David Graeber and David Wengrow offer an intriguing 

interpretation of the diaspora of people from Cahokia in the centuries before Europeans 

arrived in America. Graeber and Wengrow note that archaeological evidence suggests that 

Cahokia grew quickly, and was built around a highly stratified society in which the rulers 

aggrandized their status through ritual public executions. They suggest that a new religion 

attracted far-flung people to settle in the city, causing a rapid rise in population, but also 

argue that citizens eventually soured on the increasingly authoritarian behavior of their 

rulers and abandoned the city. Graeber and Wengrow are compelled by the fact that the 

site of Cahokia quickly “became what’s referred to in the literature as the Vacant or 

Empty Quarter: a haunted wilderness of overgrown pyramids and housing blocks 

crumbling back into swamp, occasionally traversed by hunters but devoid of permanent 

human settlement.”  35

 “Just as the metropolis of Cahokia was founded through its rulers’ ability to bring 

diverse populations together, often from across long distances, in the end the descendants 

of those people simply walked away,” Graeber and Wengrow write. “The Vacant Quarter 

implies a self-conscious rejection of everything the city of Cahokia stood for.”  Graeber 36

and Wengrow’s analysis of Cahokia is also a part of their larger argument, which asserts 

that although people could be subjugated by more powerful groups, they were often able 

 David Graeber and David Wengrow, The Dawn of Everything: A New History of 35

Humanity (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2021), 468. The authors liken the 
Vacant Quarter to the “Forbidden Zone” in the 1968 science-fiction film Planet of the 
Apes.

 Ibid., 469.36
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to overturn such subjection. In the case of the deliberate abandonment of Cahokia, 

according to this analysis, subjected people were voting with their feet. Also, the authors 

assert, groups of people have exhibited wide flexibility in forming political and social 

arrangements, which are often independent of economic arrangements. (Contra the 

Marxist formulation, that is, modes of production do not determine social and political 

structures). 

 If this analysis is correct, it suggests that Lenape lifeways were not merely created 

by a passive adaptation to their environment. The Lenapes may have quite deliberately 

chosen to adopt the economic, social, and political ways of life that Europeans observed 

and reported on when they encountered them for the first time. In fact, the Lenapes could 

have chosen the Delaware Valley as the place to stop their migration, recognizing it as an 

amenable place for the sorts of social and political arrangements they wished to organize 

themselves under. 

 In any case, the geological features of the land would have been especially 

attractive to Lenape migrants as they were, later, to European settlers. However, the 

abundance of the Philadelphia area’s environment was more than an accident of nature. 

Despite both the gentle environmental tread of the Lenapes and “European images of an 

untouched Eden,” in the words of anthropologist Shepard Krech, “this nature was cultural 
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not virgin, anthropogenic not primeval.”  Indians dramatically reshaped their 37

environment, most notably by deliberately setting fire to their forests.  

 For most of the twentieth century, researchers stigmatized forest fires as wholly 

destructive and unambiguously undesirable, and therefore failed to fully investigate and 

appreciate the effects of burning on an environment. In recent decades, however, 

scientists developed a growing understanding and appreciation of the myriad of ways that 

fires transform and improve a landscape. According to the historian Steven J. Pyne, 

scientists have learned, for instance, that “smoke was not simply a nuisance, but an active 

ingredient in the atmosphere and a stimulant for many plants. They discovered that 

plumes carried the agents of microbial dispersion, not unlike ocean currents transporting 

species across the seas; they realized that smoke could enhance photosynthesis by 

dispersing sunlight to leaves other than those directly exposed.” Smoke could assist fish 

migrations by cooling streams. Charcoal and biochar dispersed by wind and water 

dramatically improved soil fertility. Fire, Pyne writes, is “a broad-spectrum ecological 

catalyst,” and the Lenapes used it, very deliberately, to transform their environment to an 

extent that scientist are still coming to appreciate.  In any case, the extent to which the 38

Lenapes shaped their environment with fire should render unthinkable any notion that the 

 Shepard Krech III, The Ecological Indian: Myth and History (New York: Norton, 37
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American landscape was an “untouched wilderness,” a “pristine landscape,” or any 

similar cliche, before the arrival of Europeans. 

 Lenape burning, in fact, could be so impressive that Dutch sailor David de Vries, 

while approaching the mouth of the Delaware Bay in 1632, was able to perceive the smell 

of the fires before he saw land; he noted that the smoke “comes from the Indians setting 

fire, at this time of year, to the woods and thicket, in order to hunt.”  DeVries, of course, 39

didn’t recognize all of the benefits of burning. Among his most important oversights was 

the fact that the fires enhanced the soil of the gardens of maize, beans, and squash, which 

Lenape women planted around their summertime villages. The Lenapes of the 

Philadelphia area planted these crops regularly, but relied on their cultivation to a lesser 

extent than most of their Eastern North American neighbors, perhaps because the land 

was so bountiful in other sorts of food sources.   40

 These subsistence practices were part of a flexible system that shaped the nature 

of the people’s culture as well as their relationship with the land. The biodiversity and 

abundance that allowed for an accessible and bountiful subsistence may have helped the 

Lenapes achieve an exceptionally undifferentiated society. Archaeological analysis of the 

era, called by archaeologists the Late Woodland, before the arrival of Europeans, shows 

no evidence of political or economic centers in Lenape country, suggesting that Lenape 

communities were generally autonomous and relatively equal in terms of power and 

 David de Vries, “From the ‘Korte Historiael Ende Journaels Aenteyckeninge,” NEP, 9.39
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influence. Within villages and settlements, the size and placement of structures did “not 

seem to indicate differences in economic, political, or social status,” wrote the 

archaeologist R. Michael Stewart.  Furthermore, there seems not to have been any 41

practice of storing food in centralized - and therefore politically controlled - granaries. 

The storage of food at the level of the household “implies that a relatively egalitarian 

form of social organization was in place.”  42

 When the European newcomers encountered them, the Lenapes were a collection 

of peoples living in scattered, semi-permanent settlements throughout the Delaware 

Valley. Archaeological evidence suggests that they were less extensively engaged in 

agriculture in the early decades of the seventeenth century than were most of their 

immediate neighbors, were more reliant on hunting and gathering for subsistence, and 

settled in semi-permanent locations only during the winter months.  In any case, the 43

Lenape peoples were not so much defined by any sort of overarching political structure. 

Instead, a matrix of linguistic ties, networks of marriage and kinship, common cultural 

practices, and trade relationships defined the Lenape peoples. The gradual emergence of a 

 R. Michael Stewart, “American Indian Archaeology of the Historic Period in the 41
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more coherent and unified Lenape cultural identity was in many ways the creation of the 

historical and environmental processes following contact with Europeans. During the 

colonial period, encounters with people as different as the newcomers highlighted 

similarities and common concerns among Indians that may have otherwise been obscured 

or unimportant; by the middle of the eighteenth century the Lenapes who survived 

probably had a more cohesive notion of their common identity than had ever existed in 

the pre-contact period.    44

 We can only guess at what the Lenapes thought of Europeans at their initial 

encounter, but the Swedish geographer Pehr Lindeström helps us to understand how the 

Swedes might have conceptualized the Lenapes. Lindeström’s observations, made during 

the survey of the colony that he conducted from 1654-1656, show that the Swedes 

subscribed to a stadial view of human history, an understanding that humans advanced 

from simplicity and closeness to nature to complexity and command over the 

environment. In the early stages, humans were “simple people” who “lived very well and 

peaceably together.” These people “were not rich, neither did they aspire after any riches, 

but were satisfied with little.”  45

 See Amy C. Schutt, Peoples of the River Valleys: The Odyssey of the Delaware Indians 44
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 The crucial transition, according to stadialists like Lindeström, came with the 

advent of agriculture; “smooth and level places [the earlier humans who made the 

transition to agriculture] began then to prepare for fields and vineyards, sow grains, press 

grapes and plant fine orchards, so that the whole earth quickly came to bear grain and 

fruit in great abundance.” This shift to a cultivated sustenance led to civilization: 

“Afterwards they began to build fine, large, fortified cities in the most suitable places, as 

well as villages, estates and farm houses.” The control of water was important to this 

stadial pivot: “The flowing brooks, which overflowed [their banks] and damaged the 

land, were dammed by earth [works] and, where one could not pass over, strong bridges 

were built.”  46

 “And thus the earth is now settled with cities, castles, forts, villages, estates, 

crofts, fields, vineyards, pleasant orchards and such things,” Lindeström writes. “Thus we 

see how the world in these times has been placed in a beautiful order, compared to what it 

was in former times.”  He is explicit in linking the “customs and abilities of our early 47

ancestors [the pre-agricultural ancestors of the Swedish people] to the American Indians 

at the present day.”  

 The Swedes, then, saw the Native Americans that they encountered not 

necessarily as racially different, a separate category of people, but as humans who had 

not yet, but could eventually, progress to Swedish standards of “civilization.” 

 Ibid., 13-14.46

 Ibid., 14.47
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 But even before Native Americans of the Philadelphia area looked upon any 

living human beings who had been born on the far side of the ocean, they probably felt 

the profound effects of environmental change in the form of the transfer of biological 

organisms and material goods across the Atlantic. The inhabitants of the Philadelphia 

region, through their contact with the Native Americans of the Chesapeake Bay, probably 

had access to European trade goods, and knowledge of these newcomers, as early as 

1575.  Along with these foreign trade goods may have come alien diseases. European 48

diseases preceded human contact in much of North America, and to the Americans’ 

world, the changes wrought by plague and pestilence could be cataclysmic. Invasive 

diseases such as smallpox, measles, and influenza swept through Indian populations, 

often before direct contact with settlers, with devastating effect. While such maladies 

tended to strike Europeans during childhood, imparting the survivors with immunity or 

increased resistance in adulthood, the Indians were what Alfred Crosby has called “virgin 

soil” for microbes; all segments and age groups within the afflicted American populations 

were sickened at the same time. That several different diseases usually arrived 

simultaneously, or in successive waves, greatly compounded the force of their 

destruction.  With such a high percentage of the populations sick, the everyday activities 49
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that allowed life to go on and held society together virtually ceased. The sick were unable 

to help the sick, bring food or water to the vulnerable, or defend themselves from the 

threats of the outside world. The mortality rate was frightening.  50

 Despite the carnage elsewhere in North America, the consequences of disease for 

the Indians of the Delaware Valley is not altogether clear. Some archaeological evidence 

suggests that the decentralized Lenape populations may have been disrupted to a lesser 

degree than their more densely concentrated neighbors, and Swedish observers in general 

noted few signs of disease among the Natives. Pehr Lindeström, a Swedish colonist who 

published a geographical survey of New Sweden based on his visit in 1650, observed 

only that the Delaware Valley was once mostly populated by Indians, but that “this nation 

 Arguments and estimates range broadly regarding the numbers of Natives killed by 50
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is much died off and diminished through war and also through diseases.”  By the mid-51

seventeenth century, the consequences of depopulation must surely have posed a 

significant existential challenge to those who survived the diseases. The Lenapes, 

however, enjoyed a remarkable culture of flexibility that allowed them to confront their 

changing world with resilience. 

 The ways that Europeans understood the world and their place in it were changing 

as well. As a result of contact with the Americas, new foodstuffs, such as maize, peppers, 

and tomatoes were becoming staples of subsistence in Europe. Significant plants, like the 

potato, with its ability to grow in marginal soils and colder climates, provided the calories 

and nutrition that contributed to the shift in population and geopolitical power from the 

Mediterranean to Northern Europe in the early modern period.  Contact with a new 52

world shook European foundations in other ways as well; new knowledge called into 

question the authority of Biblical and classical sources, and new technologies such as the 

printing press revolutionized the way that information was shared and disseminated. The 

Protestant Reformation shattered notions of a unified Christianity at the same time that 

 Lindeström, 165. Peter Kalm, a later Swedish observer, also remarks on the history of 51
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new encounters with previously unknown peoples and lands challenged existing 

understandings of human identity.  53

  Despite the jarring impact and the continuing repercussions of the meeting of 

worlds, important aspects of the ways that Americans and Europeans understood their 

place in the universe remained firmly grounded in the past. Persistent and powerful 

cultural ideas about human relationships with the non-human world were important 

influences in the meeting between Native Americans and Europeans. For the Europeans, 

ideas about work and labor were particularly significant, especially to those who 

envisioned colonies as permanent settlements rather than as stations for the extraction of 

resources, like furs, or wood, or the oil and fat of aquatic mammals.  54

 Working the land, to Europeans, helped to ensure its possession. The domination 

and subjugation of the land was proof of ownership, and in European minds, Native 

wastefulness was justification for dispossession.  Indians who lived on the land without 55

farming it (in the European style) put their right to own it in jeopardy. Even at 

rudimentary places such as Swanendael, colonists had to work hard in order to feed 

 See J. H. Elliott, The Old World and The New, 1492-1650 (New York: Cambridge 53
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themselves; harsh winter were impossible to survive without adequate food stores, and 

the arrival of supplies from home was rarely on schedule and never absolutely assured.  56

 Although Indian understandings of land ownership depended less on the 

subjugation of the soil than did those of Swedes, Lenapes did shape the landscape and 

make extensive use of it. Agriculture was a vital component of subsistence. Lenapes 

cleared fields with the slash-and-burn method, and planted the “three sisters” of corn, 

beans, and squash, together in small mounds. What looked sloppy and haphazard to 

European eyes that were familiar with ordered rows of single crops, was in actuality a 

deliberate and effective swidden system: the cornstalks served as beanpoles for the 

grasping vines of the legumes, the low leaves of the pumpkin and squash vines shaded 

the ground and preserved its moisture, and the bean plants fixed nitrogen back into the 

soil, ensuring the continuing fertility of the land.  While European observers often 57

downplayed the importance of American agricultural practices in shaping the land, they 

also often misunderstood notions of ownership. The communal ownership of rights to 

hunt and farm on land was understood and respected by the Lenapes. However, the idea 
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of land as a personal possession, or the control of all land rights in the hands of one 

individual person for perpetuity, as understood by Europeans, was an unfamiliar 

concept.   58

 Relationships, to the Lenapes, had to be continually maintained and renewed. The 

competition between Swedish colonists and the Dutch interlopers who were trying to 

wrest away their control of the Delaware River showcases the flexible nature of Lenape 

expectations. The Swedish colonists were angry and befuddled when, in 1646, several 

Lenape chiefs signed a deed that transferred control of the lands around the village of 

Weccaco, near the confluence of the Schuylkill and the Delaware in present-day 

Philadelphia. The Swedes thought that the Lenapes had already given them perpetual 

ownership of these lands; the Lenapes considered the transaction as more of a lease, in 

need of constant reaffirmation, and revocable if a better deal came along.  59

  The negotiated framework of relationships for Native Americans and the 

hierarchical framework that existed in the minds of Europeans produced very different 

approaches to similar issues. The Indians who attacked Swanendael might have viewed 

the enormous dog as a powerful ally of the settlers, while the Dutch colonists viewed the 

animal as a brute servant. The cows and horses, although they lacked the snarls and fangs 

of the dog, were still threatening to the Indians because of their strangeness and their 

assaults on wild and domesticated plants. In Native minds that understood power as a 

system of negotiated relationships with the non-human spirits of the natural world, the 

 See Weslager, 36-40.58
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alliance between the settlers at Swanendael and these creatures may have hinted that the 

alien people, despite their unimpressive settlement, possessed extraordinary, if 

mysterious, powers. Destroying the settlement’s animals, along with its human 

population, was necessary to remove the threat of foreign and powerful presence from the 

land.  

 Lenape models of reciprocity clashed with European hierarchical domination in 

other ways as well. While American cosmology often emphasized corn and other 

foodstuffs as divine gifts from powerful and benevolent spirit-beings, the founders of 

New Sweden had a more materialistic outlook. New Sweden was, above all other 

concerns, a profit-seeking colonial enterprise. The colony was backed by a joint-stock 

company, a proto-capitalist arrangement that made the colony beholden to investors who 

wanted a return on their capital. The colony’s founders saw the natural world as wealth in 

raw form, and had high hopes for what might be extracted “out of the overabundant 

forests.”  60

 Based on the fact that “this land, New Sweden, is situated in a climate with 

Portugal,” the colony’s planners expected that its weather would be warm and mild 

throughout the year, and this expectation colored the entire venture.  New Sweden’s 61

planners directed the colonists to establish such warm-weather industries as salt-making, 

tobacco-growing, silkworm-cultivation, and wine-making. Unfortunately for the Swedes, 

transatlantic climates at parallel latitudes are in fact vastly different; winter in the colony 
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was “at times so sharp,” said Printz, he had “never felt it more severe in the northern 

parts of Sweden.” Enterprises appropriate for more pleasant climates would not bear rich 

fruit in New Sweden, let alone provide the cash crop that was critical for turning a 

speculative colony into a profitable enterprise.   62

 The Europeans were intent on the rationalization of the American landscape as a 

critical goal of their colonial program. New Sweden found much more success with 

subsistence agriculture than with the labor-intensive industries of extraction that the 

colony’s planners prescribed, but the ecological implications were nonetheless 

substantial.  European-style agriculture required draft animals; as Governor Printz 63

recognized, “cattle... are the principal means for the cultivation of the land.”  A ship 64

captain who had traveled to the colony suggested that “if Her Royal Majesty would only 

take ahold with seriousness, the land would soon be fine.” The ecological transformation 

the captain envisioned would require not only animal and human power but 

“implements . . . which are good, axes and good thick iron spades, good hoes to hoe up 

the earth and another kind of broad hoes to hoe the grass with.”  The resulting harvest 65

would be one of the most important mechanisms of colonization, even if it was 

extraordinarily frustrating in the early years of the colony. Oxen and axes, hoes and 
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plows, were vital to transforming the colony and securing it from bankruptcy, internal 

collapse, hostile incursion, and Lenape resistance. The subjugation of the land was not 

just a means to these ends. Instead, the transformation of the environment of New 

Sweden from overflowing forest to civilized landscape was itself perhaps the most 

important end in the minds of the colonizers. 

  In the same way that skill and toil could create good things from earth and rain, 

Printz hoped that skilled craftsmen could profitably transform the raw materials of New 

Sweden into the armature of civilization. He told his superiors that “we want a good 

engineer, house-carpenter, mason, brickmaker, potter, cooper, skillful gun- and lock-

smiths, and blacksmiths, a chamois-dresser, tanner, tailor, shoemaker, ropemaker, [and] 

wheelwright”—the people who could take timber, earth, and animal carcasses out of the 

American forests and shape them into the staples of civilized European life. In pursuit of 

that vision, Governor Printz took significant steps towards reshaping the physical 

landscape of the colony with the establishment of a settlement called New Gothenburg on 

Tinicum Island. There he directed the construction of a mansion that—although made of 

hewn logs rather than brick and using precious glass sparingly—conformed as closely to 

the Swedish style as circumstances would allow.  He also had a church built and 66

“decorated according to our Swedish fashion, so far as our resources and means would 

go.”  Its interior was graced by “an altar of fine quality, elaborate silver drapes brought 67

 The prospects of an archaeological examination of Tinicum island is detailed in Robert 66

E. King, Tinicum Island: A Swedish Legacy. (MA Thesis, University of Pennsylvania, 
1973).
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from Sweden, candlesticks, a cross and other liturgical symbols.”  These Lutheran 68

ornaments not only created sacred space out of the wild woods of the Delaware Valley 

but held the threat of Dutch and English Calvinism at bay. The construction of water and 

wind mills to grind the harvest’s produce at New Gothenburg further gave structure, 

order, and purpose to the wild currents of New Sweden’s streams and creeks, and random 

gusts of wind. 

  The Swedes also used language to further transform and subdue the physical 

world. Fully aware of the power of words, the colonists hoped that new names for aspects 

of the natural world could shelter the colony from threats and preserve it from peril. The 

proximity of New Netherland to New Sweden made the purity of language an issue of 

emphasis, and Pehr Brahe, a Swedish chancellor, exhorted Printz to “abolish all 

expressions from the Dutch which now seem somewhat ingrained.”  The “Swedish 69

language should be kept, spoken, and written, purely without any mixture of other 

languages,” Brahe insisted. “All rivers and streams as well as herbs and woods [should] 

be called with old Swedish names.” The naming and re-naming of rivers, streams, 

valleys, and settlements would affirm that the Swedes had earned their colony by right of 

conquest. Such affirmation was all the more necessary because the tiny colony’s plans to 

reshape the world were in many ways grander than its accomplishments.  70
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  The ambitious Swedish program of rationalizing, re-naming, and re-making the 

environment of the Delaware Valley, when considered in the context of the European and 

Lenape views of nature that provided numerous opportunities for misunderstandings and 

disagreements, might seem like a formula for disastrous conflict. In other colonies, such 

issues of contention, especially over land and resources, led to violence and war during 

the seventeenth century, as in New England’s Pequot War of 1636-1637, or in the blow 

struck by Powhatans against Virginia colonists in 1622, or the vicious and mindless war 

waged by New Netherland governor Willem Kieft against the Natives of the Hudson 

River region of 1641-1645.   71

 New Sweden’s history was different, but not because it had an exceptionally 

humane approach to its Native inhabitants. Circumstances of the colony, especially the 

relative equilibrium of power between the settlers and Indians, the dispersed population 

of each group, and especially New Sweden’s failure to realize its goals of profitably 

exploiting the environment, kept pressure from building to a point that was entirely 
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unbearable for either side. Cooler heads on both sides realized that their own people had 

more to lose by engaging in outright conflict than in maintaining non-violent, albeit tense 

and ambivalent, relations with the others. Indians and colonists deliberately avoided 

bloody, destructive, and hate-inspiring conflict in the seventeenth-century Delaware 

Valley. But New Sweden itself was still much more contested ground than it was a 

peaceable kingdom, and the danger of conflict over differences was real, tangible, and 

manifest in most interactions between the Lenapes and the Swedish colonists.  

 The rift between Lenape and Swedish conceptions of land and ideas about its 

ownership were significant. But, paradoxically, the gap may have been so large and 

communication between Natives and newcomers so distorted that the misunderstandings 

never became apparent to either side. The Swedes, certain that they had already 

purchased title to the land, periodically granted what they considered “new gifts of 

encouragement” to retain Native friendships; in Lenape minds these were probably 

required payments to secure continued access to territory.  In turn, the Indians, in light of 72

the tenuous foothold and obvious shortcomings of the Swedish settlements, may not have 

regarded the colonists as permanent invaders, and willingly collected what they 

considered fees for use rights. In any case, no occurrence brought the issue of land 

ownership into sharp enough focus to spark a major fight. 

 Differing ideas about trade and material exchange were also important as a point 

of potential contention between Indians and Swedes. Governor Printz saw trade with the 

 Israel Acrelius, “Account of the Swedish Churches in New Sweden,” NEP, 72-73.72
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Indians as an important element of establishing the legitimacy and permanence of New 

Sweden. His superiors instructed him to see to it that the company and its colonists 

undersold the Dutch and English traders, so that the Indians “may be withdrawn from 

them, and so much the more turn to” the Swedes.  The governor was also to inform the 73

Native inhabitants of the colony that the Swedes “are not come into those parts to do 

them any wrong or injury, but much more for the purpose of bringing them to hand what 

they need for their domestic common life, and sell and exchange such things for other 

things which are found among them and which they themselves have no use for.”  Yet in 74

trade as well as in land, the relationship was fragile. To Printz and other colony 

administrators, the Lenapes were not able to provide commodities of sufficient value on 

the European market to make them worthwhile trading partners.  They did not make 75

their own wampum, Printz complained. The climate of the Delaware Valley was too cold 

for the best tobacco and too warm for the thickest, most valuable beaver pelts, so the 

Swedish colonists had to look beyond their immediate Lenape neighbors and attempt to 

acquire those commodities from more distant Native American groups. 

 Such frustrations inspired a colonial bloodlust in Printz. “Nothing would be better 

than to send over here a couple of hundred soldiers,” who, he proposed, should stay until 

they had “broke[n] the necks of all of them in this River.” The Swedes could then “take 

possession of the places (which are most fruitful) that the savages now possess.” With 
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such proof that they had “not only bought this river, but also won it with the sword, then 

no one, whether he be Hollander or Englishman, could pretend in any manner to this 

place either now or in coming times.”  Given the precariousness of its position, though, 76

such an attack was too risky and potentially destabilizing to attempt. (It is also quite 

possible that thoughts of eliminating the newcomers occurred to the Lenapes as well, and 

that they made a similar calculation against such a course of action.) 

 New Sweden had to rest its claims on more pacific relations with the Lenapes, 

and, like many other European colonizers in North America, worked to establish the 

legitimacy of their venture through trade and alliances with Native Americans. This is a 

point of contrast with the historiographical framework of settler colonialism, which posits 

that Europeans characteristically used violent conquest and forcible dislocation to 

establish sovereignty and legitimacy.  The settlers of New Sweden saw trade as a vital 77

marker of legitimacy. Native Americans enjoyed a large measure of agency in such an 

arrangement as well, especially in circumstances where they had multiple potential 

trading partners and therefore choices about which party they would engage with, and on 

what terms.   78

 In the minds of the administrators of New Sweden (and of other colonies), the 

most menacing threats came not from its Native inhabitants but from competing 

Europeans. Sweden established its American project both as an economic venture and as 
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an assertion of its status among the competing European powers. However, the kingdom 

was late to the game of colonization, and during the years of New Sweden’s existence, 

the Swedish state channeled most of its resources and attention into fighting the Thirty 

Years’ War in Europe. As such, it was acutely aware of its weak position in North 

America. Surrounded on the Atlantic coast by English and Dutch colonies, with a 

foothold only in a territory that no one else had yet bothered to settle, New Sweden’s 

colonists understood the importance of establishing ownership and control of the land 

that would appear legitimate to other European powers.  79

 The Indian inhabitants were urgently important in establishing that legitimacy. As 

Printz explained to the Swedish Regent, Axel Oxenstierna, in 1651, the colony’s claims 

were supported only by “1. by Her Royal Majesty’s letters; 2. by copies of the Indian 

deeds of purchase; 3. by the verbal confessions of the Savages; 4. by three Christian 

witnesses who at that time immediately offered to prove on their oath that this country 

lawfully had been bought from the Savages.”  The legitimacy that the Indians provided 80

for Swedish land purchases in no way guaranteed that their presence in the colony would 

be sanctioned or even tolerated. But it is likely that the Swedes had more to lose by 

initiating violence against “their” Indians than by maintaining the mutual ambivalence, 

however uneasy and tenuous it might have been.  

 In the same way that the Swedes saw trade as an imperfect but important source 

of political and economic power, the Lenapes saw such exchanges as powerful in terms 
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of their own cultural understandings. The Lenapes understood European goods not as 

completely new things but as objects to be judged within the framework of existing 

conceptions of value. They used guns in hunting and warfare as in the same ways that 

bows had been. They used new metal tools as they had used implements of bone, wood, 

or stone. Baubles and trinkets such as mirrors or bells, which Europeans congratulated 

themselves on passing off to Natives in exchange for objects of “real” worth, were 

valuable to Indians because of the spiritual powers of otherworldliness that they held 

(most trade items, after all, ended up underground in Native burial sites).  But most 81

critically, these material items changed hands according to processes and customs that 

retained their remarkable cultural importance to the Lenapes. 

 As the Swedes saw trade with the Lenapes as an important source of legitimacy 

for their colony, Lenapes found power in engaging in material exchanges with the 

Swedes. Trade, exchange, and gift-giving were important sources of Native American 

political power and social status. Gift-giving was a critical component of negotiation and 

mediation. Lenapes could use gift-giving to resolve disputes, cement alliances, propitiate 

spirits, and confirm obligations of mutuality with one another. The strange but powerful 

goods that European traders offered were ideal gifts in Lenape country, giving the Indians 

internally-motivated incentive to cultivate relationships with the Swedes that facilitated 

trade. Furthermore, the processes of trade—the face-to-face meetings and negotiations 
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involved in the exchange of goods—were important as fora in which individual Lenapes 

could showcase the socially and politically important ability to negotiate with powerful 

others.  82

 The processes of exchange, and the goods acquired through them, did not (or at 

least did not in the seventeenth century) lead to material dependency on Europeans. This 

is a point on which there is dissonance between the interpretations of historians and the 

conclusions drawn by archaeologists. Historians, making comparisons based on our fuller 

knowledge of how these processes played out among Native peoples other than the 

Lenapes, have claimed that adaptation of European goods inspired the Lenapes to 

abandon their traditional methods of manufacture and thereby become trapped for their 

subsistence in a cycle of dependency on non-native material items and European 

traders.  83

 However, most archaeologists who study the Lenapes of the Delaware Valley 

during the period of European contact assert that surprisingly few goods of European 

manufacture have been found in Lenape sites. Herbert C. Kraft asserts, by way of 

example, that no more than “six brass pots are known throughout” Lenape country.  An 84

important qualifier modifies these findings: European goods were in fact found in 

concentrated amounts in the graves of contact-era Lenapes; however, this indicates that 
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the European goods were important as ceremonially potent objects, but were not vital to 

Lenape subsistence.  The archaeologist R. Michael Stewart asserts that it is “naïve, 85

therefore, to assume that aspects of Indian material culture are readily abandoned and 

supplanted by European-made goods. Thought must be given to how the acquisition and 

acceptance of European tools and other goods affected the position and social relations of 

Native artisans, or anyone involved in aspects of the production of items of traditional 

material culture. Changes in the status quo are not to be taken lightly and might in fact be 

resisted by some.”   86

 Stewart may well be overstating the static nature of Lenape material culture. 

Chapter 4 of this study examines the material and diplomatic importance of wampum to 

the Lenapes in the era of Philadelphia’s founding. It is important to note that only the 

adoption of European metal drills allowed for the manufacture of wampum, and only 

trade networks among both Europeans and Native Americans brought wampum in 

significant quantities from its source in New England to the Pennsylvania region. 

 Lenapes of the Philadelphia area indeed seemed to resist certain sorts of changes 

to the status quo, but they also willingly adopted some novel material goods and 

subsistence practices. The important point is that they made decisions in this new 

environment that prioritized the maintenance of their cultural and political autonomy. 

Instead of attaching themselves to European material goods in ways that made them 

 Stewart, 17-19.85

 Ibid., 20.86
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dependent, the Lenapes used European goods to further enhance and strengthen their 

cultural identity, defined in many ways by their ecological and economic practices.  

 An apocryphal tale recounted by Pehr Lindeström underscores the ambivalence 

between Swedes and Indians regarding their relationships with the natural world. A 

young Lenape man, while visiting the Tinicum Island home of Johan Printz, saw the 

Governor’s wife wearing a gold ring, and asked her, “Why do you go and drag around 

such worthless trash on your fingers?” Governor Printz saw an opportunity, and 

responded for his wife, telling the visiting Indian, “If you can produce such trash for me, 

I will give you all sorts of other good [things] in return, which may be of use to you.” The 

Indian replied that he knew “a mountain full of such trash.” Printz demanded a piece of it 

as proof, promising to give the Indian a trove of Swedish trade goods, including colored 

“cloth, lead, powder, mirrors, awl-points, and needles.” A few days later, the young man 

indeed returned with a chunk of ore “as large as a couple of fists, which the said governor 

tested and which was found to be very good gold.” Printz agreed to present the Indian 

with more goods if he would reveal the location of the mountain of gold. But when the 

man returned to his people, they killed him “on the spot in the presence of their own 

sachem or chief, so that this place should not become known to us, thinking that it would 

tend to their ruin. Thus the road to the mountain remains hidden from us to this present 

day.”  The story, however much it fails to let actual voices of the Lenapes reach us, 87

reveals an understanding that land and other natural resources were a critical issue for the 

 Lindeström, 162-163.87
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Natives as well as the newcomers. That the gold was garbage to the Indians did not 

matter as much as the perilous lust that Europeans had for it. The Indians in the story 

murdered their dangerously naïve countryman rather than allow themselves to be ruined 

as a people by Swedish intrusion onto their land. 

 Even if there was deep ambivalence among the Lenapes about the presence of the 

newcomers in their country, certain circumstances of life in New Sweden were amenable 

to the maintenance and enhancement of Lenape autonomy. Lenape flexibility and 

Swedish impotence allowed for an arrangement that was based on accommodation and 

exchange. The fact that the colonists and the Lenapes both inhabited a new—and shared

—ecology aided this arrangement. Swedish colonists and Lenapes were both limited in 

their ability to assert control over the environment in the seventeenth-century Delaware 

Valley, and were thus limited in their ability to assert control of one another. This delicate 

balance of ecological power, a rarity in the history of colonial America, provided a 

context in which the Lenapes’ ability to live as Lenapes was not curtailed, but rather 

enhanced. 

 Other factors also helped create a context where Indians and colonists could find 

reason to avoid conflict. The Swedish settlements were never extensive; the small colony 

was not so populous or manifestly expansionary that the Lenapes would have perceived a 

tide of settlers that would overrun and displace them. New Sweden never achieved its 

ambitious economic goals; it did not, for instance, develop tobacco production at the 

plantation scale, and most of its agricultural activity turned out to be subsistence farming. 
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The small scale and economic impotence of New Sweden limited the ability of its settlers 

to reshape the landscape of the Delaware Valley beyond a few stockaded forts, small 

settlements, and patches of ground planted with European crops.  The Lenapes remained 88

flexible enough, both in their subsistence patterns and political outlook, to accommodate 

this modest colonial intrusion without large-scale violence.  

 They very much needed to be flexible, in the face of the continuing challenges of 

life in a colonial context. By the 1660s, after a Dutch fleet from New Amsterdam 

conquered New Sweden, ecological pressures, especially European diseases, weighed on 

the Lenapes. Many of the Lenape people who had inhabited the land that would become 

Philadelphia died in waves of epidemic disease in the 1660s, and many of those who 

survived relocated to the eastern shore of the Delaware River, deciding that they preferred 

a greater measure of distance from the concentration of Europeans.  89

 These pressures increasingly dispersed the Lenapes from the landscape that would 

become Philadelphia even before the arrival of William Penn. However, some Lenapes 

may have been absorbed rather than dispersed. The European settlements were 

increasingly a hybrid mixture; under the political control of the Netherlands, the 

population of the area became an increasingly diverse mixture of Swedish, Finnish, 

Dutch, English, and German colonists. The members of these various ethnic groups 

married one another, and the historian Jean Soderlund suggests that members of “the 

 New Sweden also lacked a port city, which Pennsylvania did not. Ch. 3 examines the 88

importance of such a place as a mechanism of environmental transformation.

 Soderlund, Lenape Country, 106.89
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Swedish nation also married Lenape women, thus creating personal ties that 

strengthened” political, social, and economic relationships.  90

 This flexibility allowed Indian women to choose marriage with colonists as a 

response to the challenges of their situation, and meant that the Lenapes were in some 

measure absorbed into the colonial population instead of being dispersed. Even those 

who were not absorbed into the European population maintained flexible alliances and 

found advantage in living in close proximity to one another. Many of the Swedish 

farmers lived in a village called Kingsessing, very close to the largest concentration of the 

Lenape population at the village of Passyunk.  91

 The foodways of Lenapes and Swedish colonists also converged in places, 

bringing the two peoples into a shared ecology. In the first years of the colony, the 

Swedes survived by purchasing maize from the Lenapes, “both for sowing and eating.”  92

The Europeans were so successful in adopting this American cultivar to their own style of 

agriculture, in the American environment, that they subsequently were able to trade some 

of their surplus back to the Lenapes. The Lenapes bought not just American maize from 

the Swedes, but also European pigs. Tending to them in the adapted American style of 

allowing them rummage, root, and propagate on their own, some Lenapes “got such great 

numbers of these animals, that they afterwards gave them to the Swedes for a trifle.”  93
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This matrix of exchange, with Swedes selling maize to Lenapes and Lenapes selling pork 

to Swedes, was a hybrid swirl of American and European biology and ecological 

practices.  

 Sometimes the hybridity caused tensions, and ecological differences could be a 

flashpoint of conflict. “After the Swedes had settled here and planted apple trees and 

peach trees,” according Nils Gustafson, who reported his childhood memories of life in 

the Swedish settlements to Peter Kalm, “the Indians, and especially their women, 

sometimes stole the fruit in great quantity; but when the Swedes caught them, they gave 

them a severe drubbing, took the fruit from them, and often their clothes too.”  Indians 94

also killed the free-ranging Swedish swine as if they were hunting wild animals. 

According to Indian understanding of usufruct rights, this was perfectly appropriate and 

permissible; an animal in the woods belonged to whoever successfully killed it in a hunt. 

The Lenapes must have found it confusing that the colonists were angered at the 

harvesting of peaches and pigs, let alone that they thought that they had any right to claim 

wild animals and unharvested fruit as their property.  95

 But these conflicting environmental perceptions did not lead to violent conflict in 

New Sweden. Both Indians and colonists had reason to bridge the gaps in their 

understandings in order to recognize their commonalities. Lenapes and Swedes were 

willing to see the familiar in the biologically alien. For instance, when the Lenapes tasted 
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Swedish turnips, the Indians were “very fond of them” and asked to trade for more, 

calling them “sometimes katniss, sometimes hopniss.” 

 The Lenapes were accepting and incorporating strange foodstuffs by giving 

familiar names to foreign foods. “Katniss” was a reference to a plant that grows in 

swampy ground, called arrow-head in English, and Sagittaria in the taxanomic Latin of 

the learned Pehr Kalm. At the root of the katniss is a tuber that provides a dose of starch 

so nourishing that while the Lenapes “had them, they desired no other food.”  Hopniss is 96

a plant [Apios Americana] that “grows in the meadows in good soil. The roots resemble 

potatoes, and are boiled by the Indians, who eat them instead of bread,” Kalm wrote.   97

 The exchange and incorporation of new foods flowed in both directions. The 

Swedish settlers learning how to collect katniss from the Lenapes, ate them, and found 

them satisfying. “Nils Gustafson told me that he had often eaten these roots when he was 

a boy,” Kalm writes, “and that he liked them very well at that time.”  Of hopniss, Kalm 98

wrote that “the Swedes at that time likewise ate this root for want of bread.” 

 “The Indians were extremely fond of milk,” Kalm reported, “and drank it with 

pleasure when the Swedes gave it to them.” Kalm saw the similarity between cow’s milk 

and a different sort of milk the Indians made. They “prepared a kind of liquor like milk 

by gathering a great number of hickory and black walnuts, dried and crushed them. Then 
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they took out the kernels, pounded them as fine as flour, and mixed this with water so that 

it looked like milk and was almost as sweet.”  99

 Some other visible congruences between European newcomers and American 

Natives existed as well. For example, the majority of settlers in the colony, many of 

whom were ethnic Finns, had inhabited the forested taiga of Northern Europe before 

coming to the Delaware Valley, a lightly-populated region that was unlike the crowded 

British Isles from which later colonists would come to the Philadelphia area. If they were 

inclined to find commonalities with the strangers, colonists and Indians might both have 

seen familiar aspects in their practice of woodcraft. The Finns and Lenapes both subsisted 

on agriculture that relied on slashing-and-burning to clear land for crops which were 

supplemented through hunting and fishing, and although the Indians did not exclusively 

use firearms, there were similarities in the two groups’ methods of hunting, fishing, and 

tracking. In the colder months, Lenapes dwelt in wigwams that, with their log walls and 

central hearths, were very similar to the Swedes’ preferred shelters.  The canoes that the 100

Indians used were quite like the Swedish punts, and both were important methods of 

traveling the streams, creeks, and rivers of the Delaware Valley.  The sweat lodge, in 101

which water was poured over heated rocks to produce sacred, purging steam, was an 

important ritual to the Lenapes for healing both body and spirit. The Swedes were so 

attached to their own steam baths, in which they poured water over hot rocks to produce 
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hidrosis-genic steam, that they expended the time, energy, and resources to build them in 

their simple North American settlements.   102

 Crucially, the colonists of New Sweden almost certainly employed the fire 

husbandry that was an agricultural technique in the boreal forests of Northern Europe, 

especially in the Sweden-controlled region of Finland from which many of the colonists 

originated. The deliberate burning of forests by Europeans farming along the Delaware 

River would have been done for the same purposes and led to the same ecological effects 

as the burning done by their American neighbors. Both fire regimes supported extensive, 

rather than intensive, cultivation of land. Furthermore, fire regimes did not encourage a 

practice of fixity — of permanent ownership in which people cultivated the same plot of 

land year after year — but instead were based on a practice of flexible mobility, as people 

moved to cultivate newly-burned land and allowed previously-cultivated land to regrow 

for a future fire.  Americans and Europeans in New Sweden may not have found one 103

another’s agricultural practices entirely foreign or incomprehensible. 

 While these similarities might appear superficial when subjected to close scrutiny, 

so too are most of the markers of distinction that people use to divide each other into 

categories of self and other. In the right context and with people so inclined, such as the 

ecological middle ground of New Sweden, perhaps Indians and Europeans were able to 
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find human similarities in these ecological congruences. Nils Gustafson, who as an old 

man spoke with the Swedish naturalist Pehr Kalm in 1749, remembered pacific relations 

among Lenapes and Europeans during his boyhood in New Sweden. In general, the 

Lenapes “lived very peaceably among the Swedes,” Gustafson reported. He recalled 

incidents of violence between colonists and Lenapes, but saw those as aberrations from 

an otherwise peaceful record.  104

 The middle ground may have extended into homes and families in New Sweden, 

as well. Jean Soderlund points out a phenomenon can be inferred from circumstances, 

even though it is absent from the records created by disapproving churches or officials 

who chose to look the other way: Almost all of the settlers in the colony were men, 

utterly without prospect of finding Swedish wives. Lenape women enjoyed a high degree 

of sexual autonomy, and might have perceived an advantage in joining into domestic 

arrangements with Swedish men. The historian Carl Bridenbaugh suggested that 

intermarriage between Lenapes and Swedes was the explanation for why Pennsylvania 

colonists found the Swedes, descendants of an almost entirely male colonial project, 

living in large families with many children in the 1680s. Such relationships could indeed 

have created more intimate cultural understandings than trade and treaty-making allow, 

and doubtless produced children and human arrangements that were recognizable as 

 Kalm, 268.104
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families.  The historian Michael Goode suggests that such arrangements “helped to 105

forge a tenuous yet stable middle ground existence.”  106

 The ecological middle ground that was formed in New Sweden prepared the 

landscape — literally and metaphorically — for the founding of the city of Philadelphia 

and the colony of Pennsylvania. The myths of the founding often elide the important 

contributions of the groundwork laid in New Sweden. William Penn inherited from the 

ecological middle ground a society predisposed to cultural accommodation and 

negotiation. He also enjoyed a supply of skilled interpreters to facilitate communications 

between Penn and the Lenapes (among whom the Swedish farmer Lars Cock was the 

most important and useful). The abundant livestock of cattle and pigs that had been 

fruitful and multiplied in the Delaware Valley for almost fifty years before Penn arrived 

allowed Pennsylvania to accelerate its agricultural regime, and made farming there 

profitable and viable much earlier than it would have been if Pennsylvanians had had to 

import, acclimate, and breed from scratch all of their livestock. 

 The new agricultural regime implemented by William Penn, though it relied on 

the groundwork laid by Lenapes and Europeans in New Sweden, undermined the 

ecological middle ground of the mid-seventeenth century. The new wave of 

environmental change made for starker contrasts between Indians and Europeans than 
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Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2019), 219. 
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anyone had perceived in New Sweden. William Penn’s colonial project was more focused 

on the rationalization of nature, more economically productive, more hungrily acquisitive 

of land, and placed untenable pressures on Native American populations. Lenapes found 

that their opportunities to continue to live as Lenapes—in a way defined by their flexible 

ecological practices—were increasingly curtailed. In a parallel process, the European 

members of this hybrid community (and perhaps their Indian spouses and children) were 

increasingly bound by increasing ecological differences with Indians into a common 

identity. The straight lines and right angles of the new colony, and its capital of 

Philadelphia, broke the ecological middle ground and made clearer divisions not just of 

the landscape, but of the peoples who inhabited it. 
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CHAPTER 3 

AN ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY OF THE FOUNDING OF THE CITY OF 
PHILADELPHIA 

 William Penn founded his new colony of Pennsylvania with a set of conflicting 

and ultimately incompatible goals. Penn conceived of Pennsylvania as a “Holy 

Experiment,” a religiously tolerant society governed by Quaker values of social harmony, 

which were underscored by an unprecedented commitment to the ethical treatment of the 

colony’s Indian inhabitants. Penn also needed his colony to be a successful real estate 

venture, and he therefore had to attract willing settlers, sell land to them, and encourage 

them to engage in the economic and agricultural development of Pennsylvania with vigor. 

The new city of Philadelphia was a creation of the contest between these sets of 

motivations, the outcome of which was one-sided and decisive. Penn’s concessions to 

economic imperatives shaped the new city almost entirely. As a result, colonial 

Philadelphia was nothing like an expansive and orderly “green country town” of later 

idealized imagination. Instead, it was a compact settlement, crowded along the waterfront 

of the Delaware River, where colonists asserted private control in contrast to Penn’s 

desire to keep the riverbank open and in public hands. Despite — or perhaps because of 

— the defeat of Penn’s more idealistic visions for a colonial settlement, Philadelphia 

functioned exceptionally well in its capacity as an economic node: the city existed 

primarily as the interface between the agricultural landscape of Pennsylvania and the 
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maritime routes to the broader Atlantic economy. This function, above all else, shaped the 

city’s founding. 

 A study of the founding of Philadelphia from an environmental perspective, 

though, carries some unusual historiographical burdens. While political and cultural 

historians have used studies of Philadelphia to great and illuminating effect, 

environmental historians have been especially susceptible to misunderstanding the nature 

of colonial Philadelphia and the founding of the city. In 1974, the historian Charles S. 

Olton set a trend when he published one of the first investigations of early Philadelphia 

from the perspective of the emerging field of environmental history. In his analysis of 

what he called “Philadelphia’s first environmental crisis,” Olton tapped into a 

longstanding tradition by asserting that Philadelphia, at the very heart of its history, had 

an exceptional relationship with nature. “Citizens who participate in attempts to stem the 

tide of environmental degradation in modern Philadelphia,” Olton wrote of responses to 

pollution in eighteenth-century Philadelphia, “are part of a tradition which dates from the 

very beginning of urban life in William Penn’s ‘greene country towne which will never 

be burnt, and always be wholesome.’”   1

 Olton suggested that Philadelphia, unlike other cities, contained within the history 

of its founding a core value that allows its contemporary citizens to mediate the stresses 
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of urban life with the restorative forces of nature. However, William Penn never saw the 

city of Philadelphia as a “green country town.” The colonial city never deserved such a 

description, and many of the traditions that connect early Philadelphia with the idea of a 

“green country town” are false. The colonial city was not a neat grid of orderly blocks, 

constructed according to the ecologically-appealing vision of its founder. Colonial 

Philadelphia was not given breath and light by carefully-preserved public green spaces 

and spacious house lots with orchards and gardens. It had not been founded in a context 

of serene and lasting harmony between Native Americans and European newcomers, with 

their friendship consecrated beneath the shade of a stately elm beside a flowing river.  

 It is true that, in a 1681 letter, the William Penn described his vision of a “great 

town” of large lots, each of which would have “ground on each side for gardens or 

orchards, or fields, that it may be a green country town which will never be burnt, and 

always be wholesome.”  This lyrical turn of phrase stands out in an otherwise drab 2

memorandum of civic planning. It described an unrealistic plan for a different sort of 

settlement in a different place than the eventual site of Philadelphia. Penn abandoned the 

notion of a “green country town” almost as quickly as he had conceived it. 

 Later observers often conflated the idea of the “green country town” with the 

image drawn by William Penn’s surveyor that was published in 1683 as A Portraiture of 

the City of Philadelphia in the Province of Pennsylvania in America and disseminated in 

 Instructions from William Penn to William Crispin, John Bezar, and Nathaniel Allen, 30 2
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Europe as an advertisement for Pennsylvania (Fig 4). The Portraiture depicted a large but 

neat city laid out on a grid, divided into orderly surveyed lots, and ornamented by several 

public squares filled with trees. 

 However, the “green country town” was not a description of the town depicted in 

the Portraiture. The Portraiture itself was an aspirational depiction of a town that did not 

exist; it was in no way an accurate drawing of the much-smaller city as it existed in the 

colonial era. The colonial city that did exist was not a “green country town” but instead a 

dense town crammed along the Delaware riverbank. 

 The “green country town” was not the Portraiture, the town depicted in the 

Portraiture was not colonial Philadelphia, and colonial Philadelphia was not the “green 

country town.” This is not a new or revisionist interpretation. Almost fifty years ago, the 

historian Hannah Benner Roach examined the history of Philadelphia’s planning and 

declared as utterly invalid “the premise that the ‘greene Country Towne,’ first envisaged 

by Penn, was in any way related to the city depicted in Thomas Holme’s Portraiture of 

the City, or that the Portraiture itself was a final and immutable picture of the city in 

fact.”  Roach’s assessment deserves reiteration and amplification. Although it has been 3

neither superseded by a superior historical interpretation nor overturned by the discovery 

of new evidence, the notion that a special relationship with nature is embedded in 

Philadelphia’s genesis, as exemplified by the idea of the “green country town,” remains a 

powerful influence on historical memory.  

 Roach, 5.3
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 Subsequent practitioners of urban environmental history seem, in fact, to be 

especially susceptible to the charms of this myth. Even the most recent scholarship on the 

environmental history of Philadelphia still exhibits the notion of a literal and direct 

connection between Penn’s “green country town” and the early city of Philadelphia. In a 

2016 history of Philadelphia’s Fairmount Park system, authors James McClelland and 

Lynn Miller give a reading of history that conflates the “green country town,” the design 

of the Portraiture, and the colonial city. They assert that in “laying out his city, William 

Penn’s desire was for houses to rise surrounded by small garden plots and open spaces for 

the health of the inhabitants. He included five public squares in his plan for the same 

reason.”  They assert a direct connection between Penn’s varied and abandoned plans and 4

the Philadelphia of the twenty-first century, asserting that the “city created out of the 

wilderness in the 1680s as a ‘greene countrie town’ connects clearly to our own day.”  5

 Elizabeth Milroy’s book The Grid and the River, published in 2016, illustrates 

how the idea can persist even studies that are careful and specifically focused on William 

Penn’s influence on the city. Milroy does acknowledge that the famous “green country 

town” phrase “is often mistakenly associated with the 1682 city plan” for Philadelphia, 

and concedes that “Penn made the observation about an earlier plan that was 

abandoned.”  However, that concession is buried in a footnote; in the body of her text, 6

 James McClelland and Lynn Miller, City in a Park: A History of Philadelphia’s 4
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Milroy is unable to resist referring to the actual, historically extant city of Philadelphia 

itself as “Penn’s ‘greene’ town.”  The editors of another 2016 publication, a collection of 7

essays on ecological approaches to Philadelphia’s history, simply entitled their book A 

Greene Country Towne.  8

 The notion that colonial Philadelphia resembled a real-world manifestation of the 

Portraiture occasionally bleeds out into more general scholarship on early American 

history. The historian Alan Taylor gives a representative example in American Colonies, a 

major synthesis of colonial American history, where he writes that William Penn 

“designed a systematic grid of broad streets with spacious parks, an arrangement that 

distinguished Philadelphia from older colonial towns, like Boston or Bridgetown, with 

their rambling and narrow streets, crowded buildings, and frequent fires.”  9

 In fact, for much of its history, Philadelphia bore little resemblance to the plan 

laid out by William Penn in the Portraiture. Paradoxically, an observer of Philadelphia in 

the twenty-first century can see the outlines of the Portraiture much better than could 

anyone in the colonial town. Today a visitor can still walk from river to river on Walnut 

Street and encounter square parks, all laid out on the same axes and angles delineated in 

that famous map. This has the effect of impressing on the imaginations of later observers 

the unfounded idea that Penn’s vision and will had vast impact in shaping the early city. 

“One of the things that fascinates me about living in Philadelphia,” writes archaeologist 

 Milroy, The Grid and the River, 3.7
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Rebecca Yamin in a representative example, “is that I am walking through the city that 

William Penn and Thomas Holme imagined in 1683.”  The influence of Penn’s and 10

Holme’s imaginations, though, is far easier to detect in twenty-first century Philadelphia 

than it was in Penn’s own lifetime and even during the eighteenth century, when 

Philadelphia was the largest and busiest city in English-speaking North America. The 

links that observers like Yamin see between the Portraiture and the appearance of 

twenty-first century Philadelphia are quite indirect and exist because of highly contingent 

quirks of history. 

 Visitors to Philadelphia in the eighteenth century found little discernible trace of 

the orderly city depicted in the Portraiture (and nothing at all that resembled a “green 

country town”). The Swedish traveler Peter Kalm, who toured the colonies in 1748, 

provides an illuminating example by way of comparison of American cities. He left 

Philadelphia to visit New York, where he remarked that the streets “do not run so straight 

as those of Philadelphia, and sometimes are quite crooked.” However, he does note that, 

on Manhattan’s “chief streets there are trees planted, which in summer give them a fine 

appearance, and during the excessive heat at that time afford a cooling shade. I found it 

extremely pleasant to walk in the town, for it seemed like a garden.”  The attentive and 11

descriptive Kalm paid no such complement to Philadelphia.    
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 In fact, visitors to the city complained about the conspicuous absence of green 

spaces. German Johann Schoepf considered it “a pity that when the town was laid out, 

there was such a total neglect to provided open squares, which lend an especial beauty to 

great towns, and grassed over after the manner of the English, or set with shrubbery, very 

pleasing to the eye.”  For all of the later interest among historians and the public in the 12

green squares depicted in the Portraiture, even an observant visitor like Schoepf could 

miss seeing any trace of them in the actual city. 

 If the design of the Portraiture left a barely-perceptible imprint on colonial 

Philadelphia, it also is clear that no vestige whatsoever of Penn’s earlier vision of a 

“wholesome town” lingered in the eighteenth-century city. Streets were rough and 

alternately dusty or muddy, citizens disposed of waste haphazardly, and the public market 

was shambolic. The most economically vibrant and populated part of colonial 

Philadelphia was, in fact, quite literally both a dump and a sewer. By the 1760s, the Dock 

Creek was so filled with pollution — dead animals, street garbage, human waste, and the 

byproducts of Philadelphia’s earliest industrial workshops — that neighbors found the 

reek intolerable; this was “Philadelphia’s first environmental crisis” that Charles Olton 

wrote about in 1972 and set a modern trend of seeing colonial Philadelphia as William 

Penn’s “green country town.” 

 Colonial Philadelphia had a feeble city government, which hampered the  
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effective use of regulations and complicated the prospect of raising funding for any civic 

improvement project. This problem defined the city’s attempts to address the 

environmental challenges of the eighteenth-century city. Citizens responded with a 

variety of measures, including the organization of voluntary committees and private fund-

raising ventures.  There is no evidence, however, that a pastoral ethic or an awareness of 13

Penn’s views on nature informed these responses in any way. 

 A diagram of the city in William Birch’s book of engravings called The City of 

Philadelphia, in the State of Pennsylvania, North America, as It Appeared in the Year 

1800, corroborates the assertion that William Penn’s vision of the city had very limited 

impact on the actual city that developed during the eighteenth century (Fig. 7). Vestiges 

of the Portraiture remain in the spaces marked “N.W. Square,” “S.W. Square,” and 

“Centre Square” on Birch’s map, but only in the western part of the map, where the “city” 

was still an expanse of unbuilt space with streams flowing freely on the surface. But in 

the part of the city that was actually a city, Penn’s vision is harder to discern. The open 

and accessible waterfront is gone, built over by a commercial port. The orderly grid of 

wide roads is divided by small intra-block streets and alleys, constructed to accommodate 

 The city’s weak government was a defining feature of the colonial period, and provided 13

opportunities for citizen initiatives as well as a battleground for the contending groups of 
Philadelphia’s colonial society. See Sam Bass Warner, Jr., The Private City: Philadelphia 
in Three Periods of Growth (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1968. 
Revised edition: 1987), 9-11, Simon Finger, The Contagious City: The Politics of Public 
Health in Early Philadelphia (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2012), 57-75, and 
Jessica Choppin Roney, Governed by a Spirit of Opposition: The Origins of American 
Political Practice in Colonial Philadelphia (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2014), passim.
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a much denser concentration of settlement than Penn envisioned. The Dock Creek, the 

early city’s natural harbor cove, is covered over and is now Dock Street. The eastern 

squares remain as unbuilt space, but Birch did not find them remarkable enough to label. 

As the eighteenth century ended, there was very little of William Penn’s influence on the 

physical nature of the city that he founded. Philadelphians, though, would soon begin 

looking to their past in response to the challenges of the nineteenth-century city, and re-

discover Penn’s legacy, and the ideals of the founder would have a belated impact on the 

physical nature of the city.  14

 Another strand of thought that influences historical assessments of the 

environmental history of early Philadelphia is the fact that historians have long been 

intrigued by what Amy R. W. Meyers calls “a pervasive interest in nature” among 

scientific-minded thinkers that was “fostered in Philadelphia” in the eighteenth century.  15

Early Philadelphia was an important center of scientific knowledge about the natural 

world.  Philadelphia was the home to the likes of Benjamin Franklin, the man whose 16

irrepressible curiosity allowed him to call down lightning from the heavens and tame 

electricity; John and William Bartram, botanists who traded plant specimens and 

botanical knowledge with a trans-Atlantic circle of naturalists; and Charles Willson Peale, 

who opened the first natural history museum in the new United States. Peale’s 1822 

 See Ch. 6.14

 Amy R. W. Meyers, ed., Knowing Nature: Art and Science in Philadelphia, 1740-1840 15

(New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press, 2011), 4.

 See Edgar P. Richardson, “The Athens of America, 1800-1825,” in Weigley, 241-251.16
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painting of himself raising a curtain in his museum, revealing to viewers the wonders of 

nature — including the skeleton of a mastodon — arranged in an orderly display, 

exemplifies the idea of Philadelphia as an important place for the scientific study of 

nature (Fig. 8). 

 Historians interested in such matters can sometimes perceive a teleological link 

between these activities in Philadelphia and the founding of the city. “Just as Philadelphia 

has served as the ‘first city’ of the American republic,” writes Brian C. Black, “so too can 

it be viewed as initiating Americans’ unique relationship with nature in a larger sense.”  17

E. Digby Baltzell, in his 1979 book Puritan Boston and Quaker Philadelphia, wrote that 

Philadelphia became “the center of colonial science” in part because of the cosmopolitan 

outlook of William Penn and the founding generation of Quakers.  The suggestion of 18

direct links between the city’s founding and the scientific accomplishment of its later 

natural historians are as unfounded as the notion that colonial Philadelphia was in any 

meaningful way William Penn’s “green country town.” 

 Even if environmental historians have a tradition of overstating the impact of 

Penn’s ideals, a study of the relationship between William Penn’s plans, the environment 

of the place, and the nature of the society that took shape in the colonial city is in fact 

necessary and revealing. “If ever one man created a city, William Penn founded 

Philadelphia,” wrote the historians Mary Maples Dunn and Richard S. Dunn in a 

 Brian C. Black, “Introduction,” in Black and Chiarappa, eds., Nature’s Entrepôt, 4.17

 E. Digby Baltzell, Puritan Boston and Quaker Philadelphia: Two Protestant Ethics and 18

the Spirit of Class Authority and Leadership (New York: Free Press, 1979), 166.
116



representative overstatement of Penn’s influence in shaping the nature of the capital city 

of his new colony.  An examination of the dissonance between Penn’s plans and the city 19

came into being reveals the forces that did indeed shape Philadelphia. 

  It also might be more accurate and revealing to propose that if ever a city was 

founded by a man who disliked cities, it is Philadelphia. The founder of Philadelphia had 

strong views on the nature of cities, and they were not positive, or even ambivalent. “A 

country life is preferable: there we see the works of God,” Penn wrote. “But in cities we 

see little other than the works of humanity,” such as “pride, folly, and excess” and 

“showiness and lust.”  His principled distaste for cities was not confined to his writings 20

meant for public consumption. “Of cities and towns of concourse beware,” he cautioned 

his wife in a letter written in the year of Philadelphia’s founding, “a country life and 

estate I like best for my children.”   21

 Despite his distaste for cities and his preference for a georgic arrangement, Penn 

knew that some sort of commercial center would be necessary to promote the prosperity 

of his settlers and the economic success of his colony. Economic viability was no small 

consideration; Pennsylvania, after all, was a real-estate venture as much as it was a “holy 

experiment.” But a city, where civilization could rot into decadence and vice, could also 

 Mary Maples Dunn and Richard S. Dunn, “The Founding:1681-1701,” in 19

Philadelphia: A 300-Year History, ed. Russell F. Weigley, (New York: W. W. Norton, 
1982), 1.

 William Penn, Some Fruits of Solitude in Reflections and Maxims (1682), ed. Eric K. 20

Taylor (Scottsdale, Penn.: Herald, 2003), 80.

 William Penn to Gulielma Penn (August 4, 1682), Etting Collection, Historical Society 21

of Pennsylvania.
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endanger the harmony of the civil society Penn hoped to create. At the other extreme, too 

little civilization could be corrupting as well, as heedless immersion in a wilderness (as 

Penn thought Pennsylvania was) could loosen the bonds of civil society and let it 

degenerate into a crude state of barbarity.  22

 A proper mix of nature and civilization, each in appropriate measure, could 

sustain society instead of undermine it. A cultivated ideal of civilization, neither too 

urban nor too wild, could tame the dangerous extremes of nature and temper decadent 

over-civilization. Penn’s preference for the “country life” of an estate was grounded in his 

understanding of himself as an English gentleman, whose proper place was in a setting of 

genteel agricultural productivity, insulated from the corruptions of cities and 

wildernesses.  23

 The historian Simon Finger points out that an “emphasis on cultivation marked 

Penn’s plan [for his North American colony], and the English agrarian ideology more 

broadly, as georgic rather than pastoral.” By this, Finger means that while “the pastoral 

 See Richard Drayton, Nature’s Government: Science, Imperial Britain, and the 22

“Improvement” of the World (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2000), Joan 
Thirsk, “Agricultural Conditions in England, Circa 1680,” in The World of William Penn, 
ed. by Richard Dunn and Mary Maples Dunn (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1986), Carolyn Merchant, Reinventing Eden: The Fate of Nature in Western 
Culture (New York: Routledge, 2003), and Keith Thomas, Man and the Natural World: 
Changing Attitudes in England, 1500-1800 (London: Penguin, 1983).

 One of Penn’s contemporaries, John Evelyn (1620-1706), articulated a vision of a 23

pastoral ideal that advocated for a scientific cultivation of nature and trees that likely 
influenced (or at least reflected) Penn’s understanding. See John Evelyn, Sylva, or a 
Discourse on Forest Trees, 5th ed. (London, 1729). See also Carolyn Merchant, The 
Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution (San Francisco: Harper 
and Row, 1980), 236-42, and Finger, 7-10.
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emphasizes ease and leisure amid meadows that provide everything necessary for the 

prolongation of life, the georgic centers on pleasurable labor and winning sustenance and 

prosperity through improvement of the land and the transformation of wilderness into 

arable soil.”  Penn understood that, according to this georgic conception of the 24

relationship between nature and social order, some sort of port settlement would be 

necessary for his colony’s success. This understanding led Penn to propose his idea of “a 

great town” soon after acquiring a charter from Charles II in 1681 for the great swath of 

land that would become Pennsylvania. 

 Operating with vague knowledge of the geography of his American grant, he 

envisioned a settlement of ten thousand acres, stretching along the Delaware River with 

the area around Upland (now Chester, Pennsylvania) as its central point. Penn favored 

this sort of extensive layout so it would accommodate certain peculiarities in his plan. He 

thought, for instance, that houses should be set back a quarter of a mile from the river to 

to give room for uncrowded activities of commerce at the riverbank, and to allow for 

gardens and fields and orchards among dispersed houses.   25

 Historians generally attribute Penn’s provisions for open space as a measure 

designed to protect the new settlement from fire and pestilence, both of which struck 

 Finger, 13. See Richard Drayton, Nature’s Government, and Anthony Low, The 24

Georgic Revolution (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1985).

 PWP 2, 120.25
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London when he was in his early twenties.  London’s twin calamities of the 1660s might 26

well have been immediate and specific influences on Penn’s thinking about the shape that 

his town should take, but his broader understandings about cities and nature were more 

important influences. Fire and plague may have been minor factors in the development of 

the idea of the “green country town,” but it was most importantly influenced by the 

georgic ideal. Penn’s expansive “great town” was an idealized settlement that sought the 

sweet spot where nature and civilization existed in balance, without slipping too far 

towards either of the undesirable extremes of wilderness and urban decadence.  

 However, translating the notion of a ten-thousand-acre “green country town” into 

an actual city was utterly unworkable. Several circumstances prevented the establishment 

of such a settlement in Pennsylvania. At the most practical level, so much of the land 

along the Delaware where Penn wanted to build the great town was already planted with 

the farms of numerous Dutch and Swedish settlers, leaving no space for such an 

expansive town. Evicting them or arranging purchases of all the properties would have 

been a cumbersome, messy, and time-consuming process.  

 William Penn and the Founding of Pennsylvania: A Documentary History, ed. Jean 26

Soderlund (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1983), n. 12, 86. Hereafter 
cited as WPFP. In the 1660s, Charles II encouraged architects and planners such as 
Christopher Wren, John Evelyn, and Robert Hooke to envision plans for a revised 
London even before the fire of 1666 created the opportunity and necessity of a major 
rebuilding project. Penn was probably conversant with developments in the theory and 
practice of urban planning that were promoted by his royal patron. See Elizabeth Milroy, 
The Grid and the River: Philadelphia’s Green Places, 1682-1876 (University Park, Penn.: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2016), 15-16.
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 Furthermore, even if there had been ten thousand unplanted acres along the 

waterfront available for his use, Penn probably would not have followed through with his 

plan for a “great town.” The first colonists who took part in the English migration to 

Pennsylvania showed little interest in living a quarter of a mile from the riverbank and in 

being separated from intercourse with neighbors by such great distances. In fact, the 

merchants who were vital to the economic success of the colony made their desire for a 

more compact and practical commercial center clear.  

 The idea of a vast settlement, a “great town,” never advanced beyond its first and 

only mention in Penn’s 1681 letter. The proprietor abandoned it completely, and the 

notion of a “green country town” never influenced the next phases of the planning of 

Philadelphia. Historical imaginations err when they conflate the defunct idea of the 

“green country town” of ten thousand acres with the entirely unconnected city of 

Philadelphia, or draw a causal connection between the fleetingly-imagined “great town” 

and the actual capital of Pennsylvania. (For a visual comparison of the “great town” 

centered at Upland versus the imaginary city depicted in the Portraiture versus the actual 

colonial settlement of Philadelphia, see Fig. 9.) 

 After abandoning the impracticable notion of the “great town,” Penn attempted to 

accommodate the geopolitical realities of the existing settlements in the Delaware Valley, 

and the wishes of his colonists, to form a different kind of port city. To that effect, his 

commissioners found a linear mile of farmed land along the Delaware waterfront, about 

sixteen miles up the river to the north and east of Penn’s preferred Upland location, which 
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they were able to purchase from a trio of Swedish brothers named Svenson (sometimes 

recorded by Anglophones as “Swanson”). The commissioners also purchased the farms of 

Swedes Peter Cock and Peter Rambo along the Schuylkill, two miles across the peninsula 

from the land acquired from the Swensons, which allowed them to absorb the forested 

land between the riverfront farms to create a two-square-mile rectangle of land. 

 If Penn mourned the loss of his great “green country town,” no expression of 

regret survives in the historical record. Instead, Penn seems to have made the best of the 

new situation. In an advertisement for the colony, he wrote to potential settlers in Europe 

that the city is “placed and modeled between two navigable rivers, close to the city, and 

the land of the city level, dry and wholesome: such a situation is scarce to be 

paralleled.”  27

 Thomas Holme surveyed this land for the more compact city, and created the 

Portraiture of the City of Philadelphia in the Province of Pennsylvania in America (Fig. 

4).  In the Portraiture, five squares of open space, four of them drawn with neat rows of 28

trees, depict the domestication of the land between the Delaware River and the 

Schuylkill. A range of influences informed the grid layout of the Portraiture, including 

Richard Newcourt’s plan for rebuilding London after the fire of 1666, the open spaces of 

seventeenth-century London, the formal gardens of Restoration England’s manor houses, 

 William Penn, “A Short Advertisement upon the Scituation and Extent of the City of 27

Philadelphia and the Ensuing Platform thereof, by the Surveyor General,” NEP, 242.

 On Holme, see Irma Corcoran, Thomas Holme, 1624-1695: Surveyor General of 28

Pennsylvania (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1992).
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the 1638 grid plan of New Haven in Connecticut, and the standard layout of the military 

camps of the nascent English empire.   29

 While a grid provides a solid practical foundation for the establishment of a new 

city, the Portraiture’s most immediate intended function was as an advertisement for 

Penn’s colonial venture. Penn printed and distributed the plan along with his pamphlet 

Some Account of the Province of Pennsylvania in America, a glowing description of the 

bounty and promise of the natural world of the infant colony.  He cast a net for colonists 30

beyond the British Isles, distributing copies in translation among the Dutch- and German-

speaking populations of continental Europe.  

 Penn also included for potential future colonists a written account that described 

the city that was depicted in the Portraiture, as if it indeed (or at least almost) existed and 

was awaiting their arrival. “The City, (as the model shows) consists of a large front-street 

on each river, and a High-street (near the middle…. of one hundred foot broad, and a 

Broad-street in the middle of the City, from side to side, of the like breadth,” Penn wrote. 

“In the center of the City is a square of ten acres; at each angle are to be houses for public 

affairs, as a meeting-house, assembly, or state house, market-house, school-house, and 

 Margaret B. Tinkcom, “Urban Reflections in a Trans-Atlantic Mirror,” Pennsylvania 29

Magazine of History and Biography 100 (1976), 287-313, Elizabeth Milroy, “‘For the 
Like Uses, as the Moore-Fields: The Politics of Penn’s Squares,’” Pennsylvania 
Magazine of History and Biography 130 (2006), 257-282; and Craig J. Zabel, “William 
Penn’s Philadelphia: The Land and the Plan,” in Black and Chiarappa, eds., Nature’s 
Entrepôt, 24.

 William Penn, “Some Account of the Province of Pennsylvania in America” (1681), 30

NEP.
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several other buildings for public concerns. There is also in each quarter of the city a 

square of eight acres, to be for the like uses, as Moore-fields in London.”  31

 Penn was describing areas that were in still heavily forested in 1682; it might have 

been true that five squares existed in the abstract sense of the surveyed plan, but Penn lets 

the words “to be” do heavy work in bridging the gap between reality and aspiration. 

Philadelphia, while Penn lived to see it, never grew to meet the extensive description that 

he gave of it, and the schools, government buildings, and public squares never made the 

transition from “to be” to existence in the colonial period.  32

 However, this is not to suggest that Penn was a dishonest marketer. His 

communications with potential settlers exhibited an awareness that the environment 

surrounding the site of the new city was crucial to the success of the entire colonial 

venture. “I shall say little in its praise,” he wrote of his colony before he had seen it with 

his own eyes, “to excite desires in any, whatever I could truly write,” even if he expressed 

certainty that, “by the blessing of God, and the honesty and industry of man, it may be a 

good and fruitful land.”   33

 After Penn arrival in the colony and observed that “good and fruitful land” for 

himself, he wrote effusively about the environment of his new settlement. “The country 

itself in its soil, air, water, seasons, and produce both natural and artificial is not to be 

 William Penn, “A Short Advertisement,” NEP, 243.31

 Penn did construct a meeting house in the center square, but its quick abandonment by 32

Philadelphians only underscored the ephemerality of Penn’s vision. See below.

 William Penn, “Some Account of Pennsylvania” (1681), NEP, 207.33
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despised,” he wrote in his 1683 letter to the committee of the Free Society of Traders, his 

most extensive description of the colony’s climate, landscape, and ecology.  He praised 34

the soil, air, and water, and the natural bounty of “trees, fruits, plants, [and] flowers.” Of 

the “fruits that I find in the woods,” he listed “white and black mulberry, chestnut, 

walnut, plumbs, strawberries, cranberries, whortleberries, and grapes of diverse sorts.”  35

Of the trees, he listed “the black walnut, cedar, cypress, chestnut, poplar, gumwood, 

hickory, sassafras, ash, beech, and oak of diverse sorts, as red, white, and black; Spanish 

chestnuts and swamp, the most durable of all: of all which there is plenty for the use of 

man.”    36

 The colony’s soil was capable of producing “wheat, barley, oats, rye, peas, beans, 

squashes, pumpkins, watermelons, muskmelons, and all herbs and roots our gardens in 

England usually bring forth.”  The forests, streams, marshes, and rivers teemed with 37

“fish, fowl, and the beast of the woods”: elk, deer, beavers, raccoons, rabbits, squirrels, 

bears, wild cats, panthers, otters, wolves, foxes, fishers, martens, minxes, muskrats, 

turkeys, pheasants, heath-birds, pigeons, partridges, swans, geese, brands, ducks, teal, 

snipe, curlew, sturgeon, herring, rock, shad, bluefish, sheepshead, eel, smelt, perch, roach, 

trout, salmon, mussels, oysters, crabs, conchs, and whales.”  He assured readers that 38

 William Penn, “Letter to the Committee of the Free Society of Traders” (1683), NEP, 34

225.

 Ibid., 227.35

 Ibid.36

 Ibid., 223.37

 Ibid., 228-229.38
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there was also a sufficient number of domesticated animals in the colony. There were 

“plenty of cow-cattle, and some sheep,” and “we have no want of horses.” 

 Penn even sought to evoke an appreciation for the environment that went beyond 

mere utilitarian extraction. “The woods are adorned with lovely flowers,” he wrote, “for 

color, greatness, figure, and variety: I have seen the gardens of London best stored with 

that sort of beauty, but think that they may be improved by our woods.”  39

 Seventeenth-century readers of Penn’s praise for the colony had good reason to be 

suspicious of inflated claims of New World sustenance and bounty, and the sensible 

among them would have been wary of being lured by fine words to death by starvation in 

a malarial swamp. (Later American readers would have also recognized the lavish tone of 

Penn’s praise from descriptions of what turned out to be parched dust patches in the 

trans-Mississippi West.)  

 Philadelphia’s environment was in fact especially well-suited to Penn’s settlement 

plan. The topography of the region was excellent. Pennsylvania’s soil was fertile and, 

especially in comparison to the rocky fields of New England, blessedly free of plow-

thwarting stones. Farmers could therefore clear fields efficiently and begin planting 

quickly. Pennsylvania’s temperate climate provided adequate warmth, sunshine, and rain, 

but not too much of anything. Winters brought a salutary cold that was deep enough to 

kept mosquito-borne diseases like malaria and yellow fever from devastating newly-

arrived people from Europe as had happened in the Chesapeake colonies. The cooler 

 Ibid., 229.39
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temperatures and shorter growing season also helped to preserve Pennsylvanians from the 

avarice and attendant social evils that accompanied the rise of plantation-scale 

commodity agriculture in warmer European colonies in the Chesapeake and the 

Caribbean.  While not warm enough for tobacco or sugar plantations, Pennsylvania’s 40

environment did prove amenable to the transplantation of English-style yeoman farming. 

 Furthermore, the encounter between Europeans settlers and Native Americans 

took shape as the climatological phenomenon of the “Little Ice Age” was ending. A 

centuries-long period of unusually-low global temperatures reached its nadir of coldness 

around 1600. Instability in weather accompanied the cold temperatures, and made early 

European colonial ventures in the Americas fraught and vulnerable. Historians such as 

Sam White have pointed out that difficult climatic conditions thwarted the attempts of the 

Spanish, French, and English overseas empires to establish stable and secure footholds in 

North America in the fifteenth century, and caused English colonies in New England and 

the Chesapeake to suffer “starving times” or intense crises of subsistence during the early 

decades of the sixteenth century.   41

 If anything, Penn may have understated some of the environmental advantages of 

Philadelphia’s position. For instance, Penn mentioned chestnuts both as trees and fruits of 

 See, for instance, the many difficulties of the Puritans who attempted to replicate the 40

family-oriented town settlements of New England communities in a Caribbean sugar 
colony, in Karen Ordahl Kupperman, Providence Island, 1630-1641: The Other Puritan 
Colony (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993.)

 Sam White, A Cold Welcome: The Little Ice Age and Europe’s Encounter with North 41

America (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2017).
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the forest, but underestimated the ecological importance of those trees, which made up 

one-quarter of the trees in hardwood forests such as the one that still covered most of 

Philadelphia in 1683. Chestnuts produced a bountiful crop of starchy nuts, which 

provided mast that was an important source of food for wildlife that increased their 

populations and put more meat on their bones. Unlike other nuts, many of which are 

difficult to shell and some of which  are virtually inedible for humans, chestnuts are 42

readily-collected, easily opened, and preservable food for human subsistence, abundant 

calories lying on the forest floor.  43

 Penn also did not perceive aspects of the city’s environment that would later 

benefit its growth. For instance, he found the city’s position between the Schuylkill and 

the Delaware River to be advantageous because it gave him two waterfronts on which to 

sell property, but he did not comment on the unequal advantages provided by the different 

kinds of rivers on which his city was situated. The Delaware River gave the city access to 

the Atlantic Ocean and the world beyond, but it was also estuarial, and an excellent 

source of the fish and shellfish that inhabited such environments. The Delaware was 

broad — a half mile wide at Philadelphia — and its waters ran slowly. It did not run fast 

 Acorns, for instance, fall from the trees in countless numbers, but need to be bleached 42

of their tannic acid in a time-consuming process to make them edible, and the effort is 
hardly worthwhile when there are better foodstuffs available. Balanoculture is there 
therefore a feature of human societies in environments less bountiful than Pennsylvania’s. 
See William Bryant Logan, Oak: The Frame of Civilizations (New York: W. W. Norton, 
2005), 29-76. 

 See Susan Freinkel, American Chestnut: The Life, Death, and Rebirth of the Perfect 43

Tree (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007).
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enough to ever provide the future city with kinetic energy to power new industries; 

however, powerful tidal currents strengthened the river’s slow flow, meaning that waste 

disposed there by Philadelphians did not linger near the city, as it did in the waters around 

other cities of the era.   44

 The Schuylkill, by contrast, provided a diverse ecosystem with aquatic wildlife 

that varied from what was found in the Delaware. Crucially, the Schuylkill crossed the 

fall line — the line of demarcation between the geographical regions of the Piedmont and 

the Atlantic Coastal Plain — near the hill that Penn called the “Fair Mount.” Above the 

fall line, the Schuylkill’s waters ran quick and clear, and then became more tidal and 

marshy as it flowed towards its confluence with the Delaware. The transition between 

these zones produced an aquatic “edge effect” that made the river’s waters abundant with 

diverse wildlife. The river also served as a highway to the interior of the continent, and 

had been used for this purpose by Native American traders for centuries before 

Philadelphia’s founding. The Schuylkill would also provide at different periods of the 

city’s growth a scenic escape, water power for early industry, clean drinking water for the 

city, and a river route for the barges of anthracite from Pennsylvania’s coal region that 

powered its industrialization.  45

 See Bruce Stutz, Natural Lives, Modern Times: People and Places of the Delaware 44

River (New York: Crown, 1992), 167, and Michael J. Chiarappa, “Fed by the Adjoining 
Waters: The Delaware Estuary’s Marine Resources and the Shaping of Philadelphia’s 
Metropolitan Orbit,” in Nature’s Entrepôt, 160-186.

 See Ellen Stroud, Nature Next Door: Cities and Trees in the American Northwest 45
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 Numerous smaller rivers and creeks such as the Wissahickon, the Perkiomen, the 

Pennypack, the Darby, the Frankford, the Brandywine, the Crum, and the Neshaminy, 

each of which had its own smaller branches and tributary streams, fed the Delaware and 

the Schuylkill. A 1687 map by Thomas Holme shows rivers and streams branching 

through the Philadelphia region like neural networks or a circulatory system, in a picture 

of an especially efficient natural system of movement of people and the distribution of 

goods (Fig. 10 and Fig. 11). 

 Penn’s colonial promotional literature thus proved to be a true description. This 

might contribute to the fact that later observers often conflate the Portraiture, which was 

circulated in Europe with Penn’s promotional texts, with a representative depiction of the 

existing colonial town. Even though the city eventually depicted in the Portraiture covers 

approximately two square miles, a little more than a tenth of Penn’s “green country 

town,” the comparatively constrained space depicted in the Portraiture was still 

cosmically vast compared to the actual settlement of Philadelphia that existed in Penn’s 

lifetime.  The colonial city, for its first century of existence a few blocks of dense and 46

disorganized settlement, hard by the banks of the Delaware River, was nothing at all like 

the town depicted the Portraiture. 

 As the colonial city of Philadelphia did not at all resemble the orderly town 

depicted in the Portraiture, its social order also did not resemble that which Penn had 

hoped to cultivate there. Penn’s most recent biographer, Andrew R. Murphy, writes that 

 There are 640 acres in a square mile.46
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the Portraiture “crystallized Penn’s ambitious plans for his capital as a place in which 

virtue, commerce, and community might walk hand in hand.”  However, even Penn’s 47

modest and modified designs for the city’s physical and communal aspects were largely 

unrealized in early Philadelphia. Macroeconomic forces, beyond the control of any 

individual actor, powerfully shaped the nature of colonial Philadelphia’s development. 

Paradoxically, the economic success of the Pennsylvania project was one of the most 

critical challenges to Penn. The continually increasing arrival of settlers, eager to take 

possession of property in the colony, constantly pressured the best-laid plans of Penn and 

his agents. This pressure from arriving settlers forced many of the compromises and 

alterations that Penn made to his already-modified plans for an urban port. 

 Settlers arrived so early and so often that they came even before Penn’s 

commissioners managed to establish Philadelphia. The crowd of “impatient settlers, 

anxious to establish themselves in the promised utopia,” some of them already arrived 

and waiting at Upland, forced Penn’s agents to quickly abandon the untenable plans for 

the “green country town” and hurriedly decide on the Svensons’ farms as the site of 

Philadelphia, according to Hannah Benner Roach.  Philadelphia was not ready for them, 48

but the settlers were arriving, and they needed somewhere to settle. 

 Settler arrivals accelerated even more after Penn and his agents hurried to found 

the city. Only a year after the founding, Penn reported that the “Town of Philadelphia 

 Andrew R. Murphy, William Penn: A Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 47
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grows daily, about 600 people in it, & 100 houses built.”  Philadelphia’s growth was 49

explosive from there. “Within two years,” writes historian Alan Taylor, “the instant city 

of Philadelphia had about 350 houses and 2,500 inhabitants.”  The city’s growth fed the 50

rapid growth of its colony; the historian Jack P. Greene observes that “Pennsylvania was 

begun with a massive migration of families that brought eight thousand people to the 

colony in just five years.”   51

 The pressure that this influx of immigrants put on Philadelphia was so intense that 

Thomas Holme, anticipating that “many people may (probably) come, more than 

formerly expected,” suggested that Penn reduce the size of lots for sale in the city to 

accommodate the influx and “make way for new purchasers.”  Immigration, land 52

acquisition, and speculation came to be the defining forces that shaped colonial 

Philadelphia, as Penn’s success as a land merchant overwhelmed his aspirations of being 

the proprietor of a harmonious society and wholesome city. As Hannah Benner Roach put 

it, the “holy experiment had become, in essence, a broadly conceived real estate 

development.”   53

 William Penn to John Alloway (November 29, 1683), PWP 2, 503.49

 Alan Taylor, American Colonies (New York: Viking, 2001), 267. See also Susan E. 50

Klepp, “Demography in Early Philadelphia, 1690-1860,” Proceedings of the American 
Philosophical Society 133, no. 2 (1989).

 Jack P. Greene, Pursuits of Happiness: The Social Development of Early Modern 51

British Colonies and the Formation of American Culture (Chapel Hill: The University of 
North Carolina Press, 1988), 47.

 Thomas Holme to William Penn (November 9, 1683), PWP 2, 501.52
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 Not all of the forces that strained Penn’s ability to shape Philadelphia according to 

his vision arose out of macroeconomic forces like large-scale immigration. The proprietor 

was also challenged by conflicts with willful, deliberate settlers. Penn had difficulty 

accepting the reality of this dynamic, which he had not anticipated. He was a man of 

aristocratic disposition, and he expected that colonists would give him the deference that 

he considered his due as their superior. However, he was astute enough to realize that 

inflexible responses to the demands of his settlers would thwart his ability to make his 

“holy experiment” profitable and prosperous. Penn therefore had to make many 

concessions to the demands of his colonists. To his continued exasperation, his 

concessions were never quite enough, which made for a never-ending contest over the 

nature of the city.  

 As a result, ordinary citizens had an important role in shaping Philadelphia, its 

institutions, and its environment. “Philadelphians and Penn battled over the nature and 

basis of property ownership—and through property ownership over the nature and basis 

of political rights,” writes the historian Jessica Choppin Roney. “Most new 

Philadelphians resisted Penn’s plan for the city layout, refusing to live, trade, and worship 

where he hoped they would. In the process they partially (but never entirely) remade the 

city to fit their needs and asserted their rights against the pretensions of the proprietor.”  54

 Penn’s thwarted plans to establish the center square as the civic locus of the city 

exemplify this sort of assertiveness of the colonists against the founder’s vision. Penn, 

 Roney, Governed by a Spirit of Opposition, 13.54
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who wanted the square to anchor the city with “houses for public affairs, as a meeting-

house, assembly, or state house, market-house, school-house, and several other buildings 

for public concerns,” pressured his co-religionists to construct the main Quaker meeting 

house in the center square in 1685.  However, they simultaneously built another meeting 55

house near the Delaware waterfront, and then used that ostensibly secondary meeting 

house as their primary place of worship.  

 The gravitational pull of the Delaware waterfront also tugged at the unfortunate 

settlers who found themselves in possession of city lots along the Schuylkill instead of 

the Delaware. The problems with the Schuylkill lots were manifold. Penn’s surveyors 

found that the Schuylkill meandered in its course more than did the Delaware, making it 

difficult for them to lay out a street that maintained both a straight line and a reasonably 

uniform distance from the water. The Schuylkill bank was also more marshy than that of 

the Delaware, creating a swampy zone that impeded easy interface between river and 

land. Furthermore, the many streams and marshes in the interior landscape between the 

Schuylkill and the Delaware made for an overland trip, on bad roads, that was slower and 

more difficult for Philadelphians than the two-mile distance between the rivers might 

suggest.  The water route between Philadelphia’s two riverbanks, downstream on the 56

Schuylkill, around the point where the rivers converged at Passyunk, and upstream on the 

Delaware, was an almost 30-mile round trip. Settlers therefore wanted to be on the 

 William Penn, “A Short Advertisement,” NEP, 243.55

 Gary Nash, “City Planning and Political Tension in the Seventeenth Century: The Case 56

of Philadelphia,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 112 (1968), 66.
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Delaware, with their fellow colonists, rather than marooned on the isolated and distant 

Schuylkill lots. 

 Penn tried to assuage unhappy Schuylkill-lot owners by promising them that he 

would enhance the prestige and commercial importance of the city’s second river by 

building his own town house on the Fair-Mount, the prominent hill in the north-west 

corner of the city, above the Schuylkill falls.  Penn’s residence on the Schuylkill would 57

“draw business hither,” he suggested, “and by that means will turn your lead into silver 

and your silver into gold.”  This was either a ruse or an insubstantial plan that came to 58

nothing; in any case, economic and social forces exerted a gravitational pull that drew 

Philadelphians to the Delaware waterfront, the true center of their city. 

 The city’s Delaware River waterfront, indeed, was the site of the most significant 

of the conflicts between proprietor and citizens over control of the environment of 

Philadelphia. The settlers who purchased lots along the river wanted to build on and 

control the riverbank. However, Penn made a critical blunder and damaged his own 

position by granting a private waterfront lease to Samuel Carpenter, a rich Quaker 

merchant, in April 1684.  Carpenter took advantage of the privilege granted him by 59

 This hill has been the site of the Philadelphia Museum of Art since 1928.57

 Joseph Wilcox to William Penn, August 1, 1701, Penn Family Papers, Ser. 4 (Penn-58

Physick manuscripts, 1676-1811), collections of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania. 
Penn never built such a house, and preferred to live during his time in Pennsylvania in a 
country manor on the banks of the Delaware, north of the city. Pennsbury Manor is 
discussed below.

 Samuel Carpenter to William Penn (April 1684), PWP 2, 541-543.59

135



Penn, and built a large private wharf and warehouses on the bank. This development 

inspired righteous envy among competitors not similarly favored. 

 Philadelphia settlers expressed their resentment by submitting a “Remonstrance 

and Address” to William Penn in July of 1684. The complaints articulated therein were 

numerous. The gripes concerned differences between the larger plots of land that Penn 

had promised them before he knew where Philadelphia’s actual location would be and 

what they received in the city, ambiguities about deeds and clear titles from Indian 

purchases, and the ownership of mining and mineral rights on purchasers’ properties. At 

the heart of the matter, though, was the Philadelphia waterfront. The settlers who had 

purchased riverfront plots, inspired by envy over Samuel Carpenter’s monopoly, again 

argued that they should, like Carpenter, have private control of the river bank where it 

abutted their property.  

 Penn, in an exasperated manner that came to characterize his tone towards his 

colonists, attempted to explain to the petitioners his view that “the bank is a top common 

from end to end, the rest next [to] the water belongs to the front lot men no more than the 

back lot men.” Citizens could construct a “common exchange or walk” and a “common 

wharf,” but private ownership of the riverbank contradicted his vision of a free and 

prosperous city.  The conflict poisoned relations between Penn and his purchasers; the 60

personal economic interests of the settlers were growing increasingly incompatible with 

 William Penn’s response to a remonstrance from his settlers (c. July 1684), PWP 2, 60

574.
136



Penn’s interest in “the overall development of his colony and in proprietary rights,” 

according to Jean Soderlund.  61

 Penn articulated his displeasure with Philadelphia by turning his attention to 

Pennsbury Manor, a country house at the fall line of the Delaware River (across from 

present-day Trenton, New Jersey), where he hoped that he could enjoy the country life 

that he preferred.  He also left Philadelphia for England in 1684, in order to pursue his 62

claims in the boundary dispute with Lord Baltimore, the proprietor of Pennsylvania’s 

southern neighbor. His departure from America only made it more difficult for him to 

check the economic imperatives that were shaping Philadelphia. 

 Comparison with a near-contemporaneous development in New York illuminates 

the conflict over the waterfront in Philadelphia. New York’s governor, Thomas Dongan, 

saw Manhattan’s waterfront as crucial to the commercial success of that city. Dongan, 

though, had no interest in trying to preserve the Manhattan waterfront as a communal 

property. Instead, in an effort to spark economic growth, Dongan drafted a charter in 

1686 that granted the rights of merchants to own private property on the waterfront not 

just to the edge of the water, but to the low-tide mark.  The historian Ted Steinberg 63

 WPFP, 378.61

 Larry E. Tise, Pennsbury Manor: Pennsylvania Trail of History Guide 62

(Mechanicsburg, Penn.: 2002). William Penn began construction on Pennsbury Manor 
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Bernstein, and Donald S. Lutz, eds., The Roots of the Republic: American Founding 
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writes that this measure was “meant to enrich commercial prospects” for New York.  64

With the imprimatur of Dongan’s charter, New York merchants busied themselves 

building warehouses, wharfs, and docks, and also began expanding Manhattan’s terra 

firma by filling the tidal zones with earth. 

 What Thomas Dongan gave to New York’s merchants, Philadelphians took for 

themselves against their proprietor’s wishes. The owners of the waterfront lots apparently 

had no difficulty in asserting themselves in Philadelphia while Penn was in England. 

Gabriel Thomas describes the Philadelphia waterfront in 1698 as a teeming, active port 

crammed with wharfs, warehouses, and magazines. He marveled at Samuel Carpenter’s 

wharf, with its “fine necessary” crane, “suitable granaries, and store-houses. A ship of 

two hundred tons may load and unload by it, and there are other wharfs (with magazines 

and store-houses) which front the city all along the river.”  Other private wharfs bustled 65

with activity and commerce as well, according to Thomas. In the construction of these 

wharfs, Philadelphia’s most significant territorial expansion in its founding period was 

not westward, toward the center of the grid and the far shore of the Schuylkill, but 

eastward, as wharfs and landfill extended the city into the Delaware River.  66

 Ted Steinberg, Gotham Unbound: The Ecological History of Greater New York (New 64

York: Simon & Schuster, 2014), 23.

 Gabriel Thomas, “An Historical and Geographical Account of Pensilvania and of West 65

New-Jersey” (1698), NEP, 331.

 This phase of eastward expansion contradicts a traditional view of Philadelphia’s 66

history that sees the city’s growth across the grid mirror that of the American nation state 
across the continent: settlement clinging tightly to the eastern waters during the colonial 
period, expansion away from the edge after the Revolution, and then rapid development 
of the western half after the Civil War. 
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 The earliest extant painting of Philadelphia (or of any North American city, for 

that matter) depicts the waterfront in 1718, and corroborated Thomas’s description and 

illustrates the consequences of the contest for its control that had been decided two 

decades earlier. The painting, Peter Cooper’s The South East Prospect of the City of 

Philadelphia, shows the muddy, tidal Delaware River crowded with ocean-going ships, 

and the adjoining riverbank a jumble of wharfs and warehouses (Fig. 12 and Fig. 13). 

 The new town was anything but orderly as it grew under the strain of immigration 

and frenzied economic activity. The founder was mortified to hear, while in England, that 

some of the city’s citizens sheltered in caves on the Delaware riverbank instead of living 

in proper houses as befitted civilized Englishmen. “I did at first, in regard of the infancy 

of things and specially out of tenderness to the poorer sort, permit diverse caves to be 

made in the bank of Philadelphia, fronting Delaware River, for a present 

accommodation,” Penn wrote. However, “taking further notice of the great detriment that 

is likely to issue to the street by the continuation of them, as well as the disorder that their 

great secrecy has given occasion to loose people to commit in them,” he ordered the 

eviction of the cave-dwellers.  The colony, it seemed to him, was in danger of sliding 67

into a destabilized degeneracy, with citizens too close to the precarious edge of wildness 

in the unrefined environment.  68

 William Penn, “A proclamation concerning the caves of Philadelphia,” January 24, 67

1686/7, Minutes of the Board of Property of the Province of Pennsylvania, Pennsylvania 
Archives, ser. 2., vol. 19, ed. William Henry Engle (E.K. Meyers: Harrisburg, 1851), 3-4. 
The Minutes of the Board of Property are hereafter cited as MBP.

 Finger, 27.68

139



 The cave-dwellers fought eviction and stubbornly defied the proprietor’s attempts 

to enforce his will. Benjamin Chambers was the most intractable of the troglodytes. He 

ignored summonses to appear before Penn’s commissioners, he petitioned them to allow 

him to stay despite the proprietor’s orders, and only vacated the caves after more than six 

months of defiance.  Chambers’s defiance exasperated Penn, but he was in fact a civic-69

minded and industrious citizen. Soon after his vacation of the cave, he undertook civic 

improvements such as a building a bridge over a rivulet on a street near the Delaware and 

constructing “a cartway for public use” up the bank from the river to the street.  When 70

the commissioners found out that people had been cutting Penn’s timber, they appointed 

Chambers (along with Evan Oliver) to “seize any timber cut in the wood” and “endeavor 

to find out the persons offending.”  Later, Chambers was appointed sheriff of 71

Philadelphia County. The colonist who so brazenly defied William Penn on the use of 

Philadelphia’s environment, then, was not an irascible misanthrope who gratuitously 

resisted authority, but someone who understood that the power dynamic between citizens 

and proprietor in early Philadelphia favored the citizens. 

 Penn (especially from across the Atlantic) found difficulty in regulating the 

environmental behavior of his colonist in other ways, as well. He had appointed a 

“Woodman, who was instructed to grant such trees as belonged not to any private person, 

and in such number as the case deserved,” and therefore to prevent the haphazard and 

 July 29, 1687, MBP, 17.69

 April 12, 1690, MBP, 33, and April 19, 1690, MBP, 34.70

 September 27, 1690, MBP, 45.71
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chaotic removal of timber in the city. Penn was particularly concerned that “one of the 

evil consequences for destroying the timber so irregularly has been the growth of 

underwood,” the brush and bramble of new growth that grew quickly when timber was 

cleared. 

 Concern about this underwood underscores many of Penn’s anxieties about cities 

and wilderness. The underwood “hinder[s] the town stock of the benefit they might else 

have” and made it more difficult for domestic animals to forage and prosper. Even worse, 

it “render[s] the town more of a wilderness,” disrupting the balance between nature and 

civilization that Penn sought. The underwood, “if not cleared and prevented might 

become a common nuisance for vermin, and too often for loose and evil persons.” Penn’s 

equation of an orderly environment with an orderly society is quite plainly articulated 

here in his concern that the environmental messiness of the underwood might provide a 

habitat for the misdeeds of “loose and evil persons.”  72

  On the matter of illicit timber clearing, Penn found that he had little control over 

even his own personal property within the colony. In 1687 he complained to his 

commissioners that the “great oak” on his own property “is felled, that I so often and 

solemnly warned people not to fell.”  The problem was not allayed; in 1690 Penn’s men 73

“found great spoil and waste of the timber” on his property in the city.  Philadelphians 74

 William Penn, “A proclamation concerning cutting of timber and clearing of lots in 72

Philadelphia and suburbs” (January 26, 1689/90), MBP, 5-6.

 William Penn, instructions written by Penn in England on February 1, 1686/7 and read 73

by his commissioners in Philadelphia on May 13, 1687, MBP 6.

 September 27, 1690, MBP, 45.74
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consumed large amounts of wood for fuel, and especially for building materials. Timber 

was not scarce in the Philadelphia area, much of which was still heavily forested, but the 

further Philadelphians had to haul it, the more expensive it was in the city. Some citizens 

made the economically rational, if illegal, decision to cut the convenient timber on Penn’s 

property. 

 The acquisitive economic forces shaping colonial Philadelphia could very well 

have overwhelmed the last redoubts of Penn’s vision of his plan for the city, and very 

nearly did. In several cases, mere contingencies and accidents of fate preserved certain 

aspects of the plan so that they outlived their founder. The squares depicted in the 

Portraiture survived as unwanted and thus undeveloped land long enough to be re-

discovered and revived by nineteenth-century Philadelphians largely because of their 

remoteness from the early population center and because of legal ambiguity over their 

control. The framers of a proposed city charter in 1706 sought to transfer control of the 

squares from the proprietor to the city itself.  The charter never passed, so the squares 75

persevered in a state of legal ambiguity. Given the fate of the waterfront, the squares 

probably would have been lost to private interests if they had been closer to the city’s 

population and therefore on more salient grounds of contention. They were so far inland 

from the Delaware River, though, that the attempt to wrest them from the proprietor was 

more symbolic than practical, and so they remained open ground and un-deeded to 

private interests. The space occupied by the squares existed in a state of rural neglect and 

 Proposed City Charter of 1706, in the collections of the American Philosophical 75

Society.
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did not, in the colonial city, resemble anything that was put to “like uses, as Moore-fields 

in London.”  76

 Philadelphia’s first municipal charter, adopted in 1701, affirmed and preserved the 

street grid that the Portraiture described.  Although the grid was cross-cut by a jumble 77

of small alleys in the developed section of the colonial city, the 1701 city charter 

preserved the lines along which the city eventually would grow as it spread westward 

more than one hundred years later. The lines of the grid served as useful measures for 

surveying and for allowing clear boundaries in the buying and selling un-built land within 

the city, but almost all of the economic activity in property west of the cluster of 

buildings along the Delaware riverfront was speculative trading of still-forested land.   

 When Philadelphians did put land in the interior of the grid to use, back from the 

Delaware Riverfront, they did so for decidedly rural purposes. William Carter used an 

entire block between 12th and 13th Streets as a horse pasture; Penn’s commissioners 

granted Carter use of the land for 21 years in exchange for him clearing it of trees and 

planting grass.  Richard Turner acquired a block of his own within the grid, far out from 78

the Delaware on Mulberry Street, to serve as an orchard.  Unused land was so available 79

in the interior of the grid that Penn’s commissioners granted some citizens “concerned in 

 See above.76

 See Judith M. Diamondstone, “Philadelphia’s Municipal Corporation.” The 77
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a flock of sheep” a parcel of “about sixty acres” — almost 5 percent of the city’s acreage 

— for grazing land. The land within the boundaries of Philadelphia’s plan was so unused 

and uncontested that the commissioners allowed the sheep-owners to select their pasture 

land somewhere “between Broad Street and so far towards the Delaware as conveniently 

may be.”  While the space on the grid between the Delaware and the Schuylkill 80

remained forested, or lightly used as pastures and orchards, the actual human settlement 

of Philadelphia spread north and south along the Delaware riverbank. 

 Even by 1700, the compact city by the riverbank assumed unique environmental 

characteristics that separated it from its rural and forested surroundings. A statute passed 

that year indicated that the urbanized part of the settlement was mostly barren of trees 

and subject to bleakly unpleasant heat and sun in the summer. The statute specified that 

“every owner or inhabitant of any and every house” in the new city “shall plant one or 

more tree or trees, viz., pines, unbearing mulberries, water poplars, lime or other shady 

and wholesome trees before the door of his, her or their house and houses, not exceeding 

eight feet from the front of the house and preserve the same, to the end that the said 

towns may be well shaded from the violence of the sun in the heat of summer and thereby 

be rendered more healthy.”  The inclusion of the grand but slow-growing lime trees is a 81

grace note in a law otherwise focused on providing quick and cheap relief to a fast-

 August 16, 1690, MBP, 43.80

 “An Act For the Regulating of Streets and Water Courses in the Cities and Towns of 81

this Government” (November 7, 1700), The Statutes at Large of Pennsylvania, From 
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growing boom town.  The pines, mulberries, and water poplars that the statute specifies 82

grow quickly and would provide shade within a few years, but offer little else of value.  83

 Meanwhile, outside of the compact settlement, almost all of the landscape within 

the two-square-mile bounds of Philadelphia was still heavily forested. Penn’s 

commissioners granted Philadelphians permission to cut wood from the city’s forests for 

a number of civic uses — to Samuel Carpenter a sufficient number of trees “as will fence 

in ten acres of land for a sheep pasture,” to Benjamin Chambers (the most obstinate of the 

cave dwellers) thirty trees to construct fencing, and to Joseph Brown “100 cords of wood 

for burning of bricks.”  In each case, the industrious colonist was allowed to make use of 84

whatever wood he wished to harvest from the forests of the interior of Philadelphia’s 

grid, as long as it was “any sort of wood except white oak.”   85

 White oaks can reach one hundred feet in height (and almost as much in breadth) 

and live for several centuries, making them among the largest and oldest trees in the 

 Lime trees (or lindens) have indeed proven good trees for urban streets, as many large, 82

graceful, and shady lindens adorn the boulevards of modern-day Paris.

 The statute specifies that mulberries should be “non-bearing,” to prevent the streets 83

from being covered in the sticky, staining fruits dropped by bearing mulberries in the 
summer. The fruits of the mulberry trees attract feeding birds, which leave behind their 
own kind of mess. It is unfortunate that city planners of the twentieth century did nothing 
to prohibit the planting of Ginkgo biloba as street trees, which, when mature, drop 
prodigious quantities of cherry-sized fruit onto sidewalks in the fall. The yellow-orange 
fruits, when trodden by pedestrians, cling to the bottoms of shoes and carry their vomit-
like scent into Philadelphia’s homes and businesses.

 December 13, 1690, MBP, 53; January 3, 1690/91, MBP, 57; December 30, 1690, 84

MBP, 56.

 December 13, 1690, MBP, 53.85
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forests of the Philadelphia region. They provide copious shade and highly valuable wood 

with water-resistant properties that make it an excellent material for cooperage and ship-

building, but the trees are especially slow growing. Penn and his commissioners must 

have known that once these large trees were cut down nothing of their sort could replace 

them within a human lifetime, and their concern for preserving Philadelphia’s white oaks 

reveals an admirably farsighted outlook.  86

 In most ways, however, William Penn’s plans for Philadelphia failed. The vision 

that Penn and Thomas Holme created for an orderly city on a grid between the Delaware 

and the Schuylkill already was itself already a compromise from his preference for the 

“great town” of open spaces and large houses. Nothing like the city of Philadelphia that 

Penn described in the advertisements for Pennsylvania, and that he depicted in the maps 

that accompanied those colonial promotions, ever existed in the colonial period. 

 Beyond the specific geographical layout of the city, Penn’s broader aspirations of 

striking a georgic balance between nature and urban life seemed to entirely elude him as 

well. He failed to preserve the Delaware waterfront as an open common, even though it 

was one of his priorities. He was unable to prevent Philadelphians from cutting timber in 

the city where they were not authorized to do so; Philadelphians even cut the 

 Many famously large and legendary American trees are white oaks: Connecticut’s 86

Charter Oak, New Jersey’s Salem Oak, Maryland’s Wye Oak, and that oak in the field at 
the end of The Shawshank Redemption (1994) are all or were specimens of the quercus 
alba. Penn, reliably a nonconformist even in myth, gave the American elm a rare moment 
of arboreal glory.
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aforementioned “great oak” from Penn’s own lot in the city.”  Penn could not even 87

ensure that his citizens lived in proper houses, rather than in primitive caves. 

 If an idealized Philadelphia was a failure, though, the more materialistic forces 

that Penn unleashed with the founding of the city — those of land acquisition and 

agricultural expansion — were remarkably successful. The new agricultural regime that 

accompanied the creation of Philadelphia dramatically reshaped the physical landscape of 

Pennsylvania, and also transformed the society of Pennsylvania in important ways.   88

 Philadelphia was never a green country town, but it was above all else an 

environmental and economic node: an urban location through which the commodities, 

natural resources, and agricultural produce of a larger region pass on their way into a 

larger economic system — in this case, that of the emerging market networks of the 

Atlantic world.   89

 A faraway agricultural revolution, in which English colonists in the Caribbean 

island of Barbados learned how to produce refined sugar from crops of cane as a bulk 

agricultural commodity, was integral to the development of these markets. The sugar 

revolution of the 1640s flooded Europe with a sweet substance that made almost 

everything taste better, so much so that it even helped make bitter products like coffee, 

 William Penn, instructions written by Penn in England on February 1, 1686/7 and read 87

by his commissioners in Philadelphia on May 13, 1687, MBP 6.
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tea, and chocolate into widely-consumed commodities.  While perhaps not as addictive 90

as tobacco, sugar made those who consumed it want to consume more of it. Planters in 

the Caribbean consequently made huge profits from sugar cultivation, which was 

dependent on a morally ugly and especially brutal system of slave labor, and tended to 

live lives of dissipation before they died young.  Caribbean planters were so focused on 91

the maximization of profit in the short term that they tended to grow only sugar, and had 

to import agricultural goods in order to feed their enslaved workforces. Philadelphia was 

well-positioned to serve the Caribbean sugar islands, and the tobacco- and indigo-

producing colonies of the North American mainland, and the agricultural bounty of 

Pennsylvania flowed through the new city to the plantation colonies to its south.  The 92

sugar revolution, and the demands for provisions that accompanied it, was a 

complementary match for the land use system established in the new colony of 

Pennsylvania. The demand for provisions in the Caribbean spurred the continued 

expansion of market-based agriculture in Pennsylvania. 

  Although Penn found continual frustration in his efforts to shape civil society by 

ordering the urban environment in Philadelphia, he did find a measure of success in one 

 See B. W. Higman, “The Sugar Revolution,” Economic History Review 53, no. 2 (May 90

2000), 213-236, and Richard B. Sheridan, Sugar and Slavery: An Economic History of 
the British West Indies, 1623-1775 (Kingston: Canoe Press, 1994).

 See Richard S. Dunn, Sugar and Slaves: The Rise of the Planter Class in the English 91

West Indies, 1624-1713 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1972).

 Philadelphia’s location served as an advantage over the agricultural economies of more 92
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of his social goals for the larger colony. He envisioned Pennsylvania as an agricultural 

project where colonists could find reward for their industry beyond what the strict 

confines of the “settled customs” of England afforded them. (Penn had no revolutionary 

desire to overturn the social order; he still very much expected to maintain his 

prerogatives as a gentleman and expected others to give him the deference he was due as 

the proprietor of the colony.) 

 He wrote of his desire to attract to Pennsylvania “men of universal spirits that 

have an eye to the good of posterity, and that both understand and delight to promote 

good discipline and just government among a plain and well intending people.”  These 93

kinds of people, even if they were of “the poorer sort,” could succeed through industry 

and diligence “if they follow the English husbandry.”  They would, upon arrival, buy 94

land and quickly clear the ground and plant wheat; buy cattle “which are to be had at easy 

rates;” buy swine, which are “plentiful and cheap,” and will “quickly increase to a stock;” 

and supplement their subsistence by fishing, hunting, and hiring out their labor to others. 

If they did so, such people “may do very well, til their own stocks are sufficient to supply 

them, and their families, which will quickly be and to spare.”   95

 The environment of the Philadelphia region was indeed amenable to this kind of 

“English husbandry.” The “sufficient” supply of stocks for the family would allow Penn’s 

 William Penn, “Some Account of the Province of Pennsylvania” (1681), NEP, 210.93

 Ch. 5 addresses the broader implications of the expansion of “English husbandry” in 94

Pennsylvania.

 William Penn, “Some Account of the Province of Pennsylvania” (1681), NEP, 210.95
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“men of universal spirit” to be self-sufficient and therefore politically and socially stable, 

while the surplus “to spare” would flow through Philadelphia and out into the broader 

Atlantic economy, strengthening the global status of the English empire (and also 

enriching the merchants).  Pennsylvania was in fact so environmentally amenable to 96

such a system that the province quickly developed a reputation among colonists “the best 

poor man’s country.”  This reputation helped to attract the massive influx of eager 97

settlers who came to the colony in its founding decades. 

 The grid plan of the Portraiture may have been an influential marketing device 

and a revealing articulation of Penn’s rational manner of thinking, but Thomas Holme’s 

map of 1687 may be a much more accurate indication of the nature of colonial 

Philadelphia (Fig. 10). Like the Portraiture, Holme’s A Map of the Improved Part of the 

Province of Pennsylvania in America was an advertisement for prospective settlers in 

Europe, but while the earlier drawing shows the outlines of Philadelphia itself, the 1687 

map shows Philadelphia’s situation within its broader context. The city, still drawn by 

Holme in its abstract form as the grid depicted in the Portraiture, is a small rectangle 

amidst a much broader rationalized landscape of surveyed property lines, marked with 

the names of its owners. These designations, too, are abstractions; most of the property 

divisions on the map depict lines of ownership of land that colonists had not yet settled 

and farmed as of 1687. However, the map is a blueprint for the future agricultural 

 Penn’s interest in the positive social value of self-sufficient yeoman farmers 96

foreshadows the Jeffersonian ideal, of later importance in American political thought.

 See James T. Lemon, The Best Poor Man’s Country: A Geographical Study of Early 97

Southeastern Pennsylvania (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1972).
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conquest of Pennsylvania. The map shows larger lots of land ready to be sold and farmed 

in the manner of “English husbandry” that Penn prescribes. Almost all of the property 

lines on the map intersect with one of the many rivers, creeks, and streams that branch 

across the landscape, giving Pennsylvanians ready access to the markets of Philadelphia 

and the world beyond. The settlers flowing into Philadelphia would indeed fill the 

landscape depicted in the 1687 map with bountiful farms.  98

 William Penn failed to establish Philadelphia as a settlement that successfully 

mitigated any of his various misgivings about urban life; none of the grace notes that he 

wished to incorporate into the capital of his colony survived the clash with the 

imperatives of rapid economic development. The nature of the city that took shape on the 

banks of the Delaware continuously frustrated Penn’s wishes and thwarted his visions. 

However, that city that took shape, the disorderly and busy one that was crowded on the 

banks of the Delaware and full of economic activity, was a necessary component of the 

broader success of the colony of Pennsylvania. Without Philadelphia as the node 

connecting Pennsylvania and the Atlantic world, without the port as the point of interface 

where settlers flowed in and agricultural goods flowed out, the colony would not have 

succeeded as a real-estate venture and agricultural enterprise. Pennsylvanians engaged in 

a process of environmental transformation that turned the colony into a landscape of 

English-style farms. The city of Philadelphia simultaneously propelled this process of 

environmental change, and was itself made by that same process. 

 Ch. 5 examines the social and environmental consequences of this settlement.98
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CHAPTER 4 

THE WAMPUM BELT AND THE PORTRAITURE: LENAPE AND ENGLISH 
VISIONS OF NATURE ON THE CONTESTED GROUND OF EARLY 

PENNSYLVANIA 
  

 Philadelphians rediscovered historical memories of their city’s founding as the 

place changed dramatically in the nineteenth century, when industrialization made the 

city busier and grimier, immigration caused its population to expand and radically 

changed its demographic makeup, the national capital moved to Washington, D.C., and 

New York City surpassed Philadelphia as the cultural and economic center of the new 

country. Philadelphians responded to the anxieties caused by these changes by looking to 

their past, where they discovered a mythical origin story, characterized by a benevolent 

founder, a treaty of peace with the Native American inhabitants, and an orderly city of 

well-planned streets and tree-lined squares that William Penn himself had seemed to call 

a “green country town.” 

 A popular 1812 reprinting of Thomas Holme’s 1683 Portraiture of the City of 

Philadelphia in the Province of Pennsylvania in America (Fig. 4) caught the imaginations 

of Philadelphians and amplified for them the idea that Philadelphia had once enjoyed a 

special relationship with nature.  That idea was especially potent when combined with the 1

related notion that the city was also rooted in a peaceful relationship with Indians. 

William Penn’s great-grandson John Granville Penn gave this already-strong myth further 

 Dell Upton, Another City: Urban Life and Urban Spaces in the New American Republic 1

(New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press, 2008), 113-119.
152



support in 1859, when he presented the Historical Society of Pennsylvania with a 

wampum belt that he said had been a gift from the Lenapes to his famous ancestor at their 

legendary treaty. The belt, which showed an Indian and a Quaker holding hands in an 

unambiguous posture of friendship, seemed to corroborate and validate the legend of 

peace from a Native point of view (Fig. 6). Together, the Portraiture and the wampum 

belt were potent artifacts that helped advance a mythical version of Philadelphia’s origins 

and that were especially useful to its white citizens as they asserted their moral and 

ecological virtues in response to nineteenth-century urban stresses. The currents of the 

nineteenth-century romantic movement, which popularized Indians as symbols of the 

noble purity of American origins and of the “unchanged” natural world that was now 

threatened by the exploitations of industrial capitalism and population growth, only 

strengthened the appeal of this myth.  2

 This version of Philadelphia’s origin story served the needs of nineteenth-century 

citizens, but the cultural weight of the myths can also obscure the city’s history for later 

observers. An examination of the artifacts of material culture upon which those myths are 

built, however, can illuminate important aspects of the encounter between the Native 

Americans and the English newcomers at the founding of the city. Scoured of their 

accreted myths, and examined as artistic, symbolic, and political creations of the 1680s, 

the Portraiture and the wampum belt allow understanding of dimensions of the history of 

 See Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr., The White Man’s Indian: Images of the American Indian 2

from Columbus to the Present (New York: Random House, 1978), 86-96, and Philip 
Deloria, Playing Indian (New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press, 1998), 95-127.
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that encounter. The wampum belt reveals the active and creative responses of the Lenapes 

to this major upheaval in their world, and helps illuminate the role of the Lenape people 

as an ecological factor in the origins of the city, a dimension that even the most recent 

scholarly examination of the environmental history of Philadelphia largely overlooked.  3

The Portraiture, even if it had negligible effect as a blueprint for the colonial city of 

Philadelphia, articulates an approach towards the natural world that was critical to the 

Pennsylvania project.  Taken together, the wampum belt and the Portraiture reveal a 4

fundamental incompatibility between the goals of the Pennsylvania project, which 

focused on the rationalization of nature into economically productive land, and the 

priorities of the Lenape people, who valued political autonomy and ecological flexibility.  5

The founding of Philadelphia and the economic regime that shaped the city  broke the 6

ecological middle ground that Indians and Euro-Americans had occupied in the Delaware 

 See Brian C. Black and Michael J. Chiarappa, eds., Nature’s Entrepôt: Philadelphia’s 3

Urban Sphere and Its Environmental Thresholds, (Pittsburgh, Penn.: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 2012).

 See Ch. 3.4

 It is important to note that this chapter does not assert the Portraiture represents a 5

generically European or racially “white” point of view; indeed, it asserts that the 
Pennsylvania project asserted a very specific approach to the rationalization of nature, 
one that was contingent to its time and place, one that contrasts with other “white” 
European approaches discussed in Chapter 2. Furthermore, the chapter makes no 
assertion that the wampum belt represents a generalized Native American point of view, 
let alone a more amorphously generic “Indigenous” outlook. The analysis is specific to a 
particular people at a particular moment in time in a particular place.

 See Ch. 3.6
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Valley, and initiated a fundamental rupture between Indians and colonists that would 

shape the development of Pennsylvania.  

 As this is an environmental study of contested ground, it is therefore important to 

note that the ground itself (along with the other non-human and material elements that 

comprise the environment) was not merely a passive or inert object to be fought over, but 

instead had a measure of agency in affecting the outcome of the contests. The nature of 

the environment of Philadelphia and Pennsylvania played a very significant role in 

shaping the history that unfolded there. 

 Environmental histories that examine the ecological context of human conflicts 

often focus on problems of scarcity and contests over diminishing resources. The 

problem of aridity in the American West, for instance, has produced a full bookshelf of 

literature on the contests for control of water there.  This study differs from such works in 7

that it examines conflicts over a transforming environment that took place in a context of 

remarkable abundance and unusual plenty. 

 Penn’s fulsome words describing his colony to prospective settlers as “a good and 

fruitful land” and its “soil, air, water, seasons, and produce” as wholesome and abundant 

might draw skepticism from observers who notice echoes of his words in the 

advertisements of latter-day promoters of marginal land and dodgy settlement schemes 

 For an overview on this topic, see Walter Prescott Webb, The Great Plains: A Study in 7

Institutions and Environment (Boston: Ginn, 1931), Donald Worster, Rivers of Empire: 
Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West (New York: Random House, 1985), 
and Mark Fiege, Irrigated Eden: The Making of an Agricultural Landscape in the 
American West (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1999).
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that describe pestilent swamps or bleak patches of dust in the language of fertility and 

abundance.   8

 However, Philadelphia’s environment was in fact especially well-suited to his 

settlement plan. Pennsylvania’s temperate climate provided adequate warmth, sunshine, 

and rain, but not too much of anything. Winters brought a salutary cold that was deep 

enough to keep mosquito-borne diseases like malaria and yellow fever from devastating 

newly-arrived people from Europe as had happened in the Chesapeake colonies. The 

cooler temperatures and shorter growing season also helped to preserve Pennsylvanians 

from the avarice and attendant social evils that accompanied the rise of plantation-scale 

commodity agriculture in warmer European colonies in the Chesapeake and the 

Caribbean.  While not warm enough for tobacco or sugar plantations, Pennsylvania’s 9

environment did prove amenable to the transplantation of English-style yeoman farming. 

 Apart from the attributes of Philadelphia’s geographical location, the timing of the 

Pennsylvania project was also fortuitous. The aforementioned “Little Ice Age,” which 

created difficult conditions for earlier English colonial efforts in New England and the 

Chesapeake was waning at the end of the seventeenth century.  William Penn launched 10

 William Penn, “Letter to the Committee of the Free Society of Traders” (1683,) NEP, 8

225.

 See, for instance, the social difficulties of the Puritans who attempted to replicate New-9

England-style communities in a Caribbean sugar colony, in Karen Ordahl Kupperman, 
Providence Island, 1630-1641: The Other Puritan Colony (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993.)

 Sam White, A Cold Welcome: The Little Ice Age and Europe’s Encounter with North 10

America (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2017).
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his colony during a period of relative warmth and climactic stability that previous English 

colonies did not enjoy. This is one of the important reasons that Pennsylvania was able to 

avoid the “starving times” that plagued those previous colonies and made them fraught 

and unstable ventures at the start. 

 The Native Americans of the region also enjoyed the benefits of a warming and 

stabilizing climate. A warming and more productive growing season led to better foraging 

and hunting, and gave the Lenapes access to a broad range of flexible subsistence 

practices. It is impossible to know how Lenape land-use practices might have changed in 

response to the stabilizing and warming climate absent the disruptions caused by the 

arrival of European settlers in the seventeenth century. However, the climate, geography, 

and the attendant abundance of food in the sixteenth-century Delaware Valley were 

important factor in shaping the relationships of the humans who encountered one another 

there. 

 These environmental factors made Pennsylvania extremely well-suited for the 

agricultural system that Penn hoped to establish there. Pennsylvania’s environment was 

amenable to farming of the sort that could allow families to sustain themselves, sell their 

surplus to Philadelphia’s merchants, and even to prosper to some degree. But still, even in 

the context of environmental abundance, conflict over land and resources was still an 

important factor, especially in shaping relationships between Indians and whites — and 

critically, as this project argues, in establishing the categories of “Indians” and “whites.” 
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 One of the most critical differences between the newly-arrived Pennsylvanians 

and the Lenapes, a difference that influenced many aspects of their interactions, 

concerned the ways that each group conceived of its relationships with other non-human 

creatures. Many of the English settlers who came across the Atlantic as part of the new 

colonial project were influenced by a rationalized Christian cosmology that was emerging 

among cosmopolitan English people like William Penn.  While many of the settlers of 11

New Sweden had a religious outlook that, while nominally Christian, was still strongly 

inflected with strains of animism and pre-Christian nature religions, the more 

cosmopolitan Quakers and English people of Penn’s cohort tended to understand the 

world as arranged in a more hierarchical, rational order. This cosmological outlook 

towards environmental extraction meshed well with the more earthly ethic of capitalism, 

which drove the Pennsylvania project. 

 To the Lenapes, on the other hand, the world was fully alive with animated 

subjects that had to be negotiated with instead of conquered. The beasts and birds, plants 

and trees, and even the waters and rocks of the land, all had powers, personalities, and 

souls. These spirit beings were not unambiguously subjected by or submissive to 

 See below in this chapter.11
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humans.  Humans and non-humans instead shared interactive and negotiated 12

relationships; rather than expecting submission from all other living things, the Lenapes 

believed that they shared reciprocal obligations with the forces of life on the earth.  

 The wampum belt, one of the few extant depictions by Native Americans of their 

encounter with colonists during the era of Philadelphia’s founding, illustrates these 

Lenape practices of exchange, mobility, flexibility, and reciprocal negotiation. An 

exegesis of the belt as a document—and a comparison of it against an environmental 

perspective articulated by the Portraiture—allows us to perceive the cultural flexibility 

that allowed the Lenapes to negotiate their rapidly-changing world, and to appreciate how 

this flexibility allowed the Lenapes to achieve the priority that they placed on being able 

to continue to live as Lenapes, as defined by their ecological practices. 

 The belt’s provenance is murky: it was unknown outside of the Penn family until 

John Granville Penn brought it to the public’s attention in 1859. Its connection to a 

specific meeting between the Lenapes and William Penn, under an elm at Shackamaxon 

or otherwise, is unclear. Marshall Joseph Becker makes the sensible suggestion, followed 

herein, that “[u]ntil a specific reference can be found which describes the… belt and the 

original context of its presentation, we only can assume that at best this belt was but one 

 Useful reconstructions of Native understandings of spiritual relationships within the 12

natural world are found in Catherine Albanese, Nature Religion in Early America: From 
the Algonkian Indians to the New Age (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1990), 
ch. 1, and Gregory Evans Dowd, A Spirited Resistance: The North American Indian 
Struggle for Unity, 1745-1815 (Baltimore, Maryland: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1992), esp. 1-22. On the Lenapes in particular, see Herbert C. Kraft, The Lenape-
Delaware Heritage, 313-350.
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of many received by the Proprietor or his heirs over the years.”  While its association 13

with a Great Treaty testifies more to the enduring appeal of the myth of Shackamaxon 

than it does to the treaty’s reality, it is almost certain that Lenape hands created the belt 

and presented it to Penn around the time of Philadelphia’s founding, or soon thereafter. It 

is not only a historical artifact that illustrates aspects of a long-ago event; it was both a 

product of the historical forces unleashed by the encounter between Lenapes and 

Europeans, and was itself an active force that influenced the outcome of that encounter. 

  The wampum belt is more than an articulation of a purely indigenous Native 

American view of the colonists. Its form hints at the hybridity of its origins. While 

historians have made much of the grid that Thomas Holme drew with ink on paper for the 

Portraiture, fewer have commented on the fact that the wampum belt is also an orderly 

grid, creating a meaningful image of purple and white clamshell beads in neat alignments 

of rows and columns. The knowledge that the Penn Wampum Belt was not a 

communication by original inhabitants in some purely indigenous mode complicates a 

founding myth that claims that Penn was welcomed and accepted by pure representatives 

of an untouched American nature. The belt was a message in a hybrid medium, the 

product of mingled European and American expectations, economics, craftsmanship, and 

 Marshall Joseph Becker, “Lenape Land Sales, Treaties, and Wampum Belts,” 13

Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography, Vol. 108, No. 3 (1984), 356. For 
further treatments of the belt’s provenance, see Nash, First City, 27-28, and Hampton L. 
Carson, A History of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, (Philadelphia: Historical 
Society of Pennsylvania, 1940), I: 246. For a contrary view to my rejection of the Great 
Treaty’s historical reality, see Andrew Newman, On Records, 95-132. But then again, 
Newman is also a true believer in the Walum Olam.
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materials: leather strips, iron drill bits, hand-shaped chunks of calcium carbonate that 

Indians and colonists alike agreed had significance. The people who made it were citizens 

of a hybrid world. 

 This admixed cultural environment, of which the belt was a part, was created by 

waves of change that had thoroughly engulfed the Lenapes even before William Penn 

arrived to found the city of Philadelphia. These transformations were so significant that 

the Lenapes found that they were living in a cultural, economic, and ecological “new 

world.”  The tumult of this new world had fundamentally reordered (and perhaps even 14

helped to create) the communal identity and ethnic composition of the people who first 

appear to Europeans as the “Lenape.”  15

 Trade with Europeans, especially the Dutch, Finnish, English, and Swedish 

farmers who settled along the Delaware River in the early seventeenth century, and with 

Native neighbors through long-established routes of exchange, brought a material 

revolution to Lenape life several decades before Penn arrived. Wampum was both a 

product of and an agent of change that propelled the creation of this material new world. 

Before the arrival of Europeans, Indians valued rougher clam-shell beads as ornamental 

objects, but only the iron tools made with European technology allowed for the creation 

 For this framing of transformation among Indians in the colonial period, see James H. 14

Merrell, “The Indians New World: The Catawba Experience,” William and Mary 
Quarterly, 3rd ser., 41 (1984), 537-565.

 On cultural changes among these peoples, see Amy C. Schutt, Peoples of the River 15

Valleys: The Odyssey of the Delaware Indians (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2007) and Jean R. Soderlund, Lenape Country: Delaware Valley Society Before 
William Penn (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015).
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of finely-detailed weavings of small beads like the Penn wampum belts. In the early 

seventeenth century, Indians in clam-abundant coastal New England took advantage of 

this new technology and created a virtual industry of wampum-making. They sold it to 

European traders, who used it to facilitate exchange in the developing fur trade. Massive 

quantities of beads spread through webs of trade, reaching much of eastern North 

America and spurring the widespread use of wampum belts in rituals, spiritual 

ceremonies, and diplomatic treaties.   16

 The material exchange of which wampum was such an important part bound 

Indians into trading relationships with the Europeans. Natives came to rely on new 

materials like iron, copper, brass, glass, cotton, wool, and linen. The properties of these 

new materials — their hardness, their shininess, their durability, their rarity — often 

intersected with Indian cultural practices in ways that changed the trajectories of Native 

societies. Indian social norms prescribed gift-giving as a path to status; the most 

politically influential people were those who were most generous with valuable gifts. The 

rarity of the materials and their remarkable physical qualities — the brittle hardness of 

clear glass, the red flush of beaten copper, the gleam of brass, the sharp edge that an iron 

blade could hold — gave them power, even spiritual agency in Indian cosmology, and 

conveyed prestige to those who distributed them as gifts. The desire for these goods and 

the status they conferred ignited competition among Indian groups. Early in the 

 See Daniel K. Richter, Facing East from Indian Country: A Native History of Early 16

America (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2001), 43-53, and Cronon, 
Changes in the Land, 95-104.
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seventeenth century, Susquehannock Indians who were eager to bring furs to the 

European settlers in the Delaware Valley pressured the Lenapes of Philadelphia with 

waves of attacks.  17

 This new material world shaped Lenape ecology and culture, as well. Sharp iron 

tools, especially the iron axes that felled trees and allowed for quicker construction of 

canoes and shelters and the iron hoes that allowed women to tend their gardens more 

efficiently, allowed Lenapes to alter their environment more quickly and efficiently than 

before.  Access to these trade goods may have altered Native American ecologies, and 18

consequently altered their social relationships as well. As furs became more desirable as 

trade goods, Lenape men may have been motivated to hunt more fur-bearing mammals 

than they had before contact with Europeans. Such overhunting altered the ecological 

structure of the North American landscape, where the dam-making activities of beavers 

were important vectors in controlling erosion and creating fecund wetlands.  An 19

economic emphasis on fur-hunting also transformed social and gender relationships. The 

Lenapes divided their laborways according to gender; men hunted, and their wives cured 

and prepared the hides of the animals. A shift to an emphasis on hunting led to an 

 C. A. Weslager, The Delaware Indians: A History (New Brunswick, N. J.: Rutgers 17

University Press, 1972), 98-104. On trade and hybridity, see Ruth B. Phillips, Trading 
Identities: The Souvenir in Native North American Art from the Northeast, 1700-1900 
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1999), and Soderlund, Lenape Country, 42.

 Herbert C. Kraft, The Lenape-Delaware Heritage: 10,000 BC to AD 2000 (Elizabeth, 18

N.J.: Lenape Books, 2001), 376-77.

 Richter, Facing East, 53-54.19
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unfavorable dynamic for Indian women, as they were pressed to concentrate on preparing 

furs for the market.  20

 The new and desirable materials that Indians received in exchange for furs and 

land shaped the human habitation of the place that would become Philadelphia as well. 

The Swedish geographer Pehr Lindeström, in his survey of the river three decades before 

Penn’s arrival, found a great concentration of Lenape settlements at the future site of the 

city. Lindeström reported that “six different places are settled, under six sachems or 

chiefs” near where the Schuylkill flows into the Delaware River, and he reckoned the 

population as “being several hundred men strong, under each chief, counting men and 

women.”  This concentration of peoples was the result of geography, the economic 21

forces of exchange, and the cultural forces that created a demand for European trade 

goods. The confluence of the two rivers was a critical point of interface; the Schuylkill 

provided access to the trade goods in the interior of the American continent, especially 

the thick and valuable furs of the more northern regions, while the Delaware River 

connected ocean-going vessels with the entire Atlantic world. The Lenapes who chose to 

live at the confluence of these waters may have been driven by more cosmopolitan 

 The paucity of records does not allow us to see how this dynamic played out among the 20

Lenapes, but gender relations among native societies could be deeply disrupted by the 
exigencies of the fur trade. See, for example, the shift to polygamy propelled by the hide 
market among the nomadic plains tribes in the nineteenth century, in Andrew C. Isenberg, 
The Destruction of the Bison (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 98-101.

 Pehr Lindeström, Geographia America, with an Account of the Delaware Indians, 21

Based on Surveys and Notes Made in 1654-1656, trans. by Amandus Johnson, 
(Philadelphia: The Swedish Colonial Society, 1925), 170.
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motives than Lindeström perceived, as they positioned themselves to take advantage of 

the same physical factors that eventually helped to make Philadelphia the wealthiest and 

most populous city in North America. 

 As influential as the effects of material goods were in shaping demographics and 

settlement patterns, trade also facilitated an exchange of another kind. Microbes and 

germs that had devastating effects on Native Americans came along with wampum and 

iron wool. Native populations, who had no previous exposure to diseases such as 

smallpox, measles, and influenza, and were “virgin soil” for these viral perils, suffered 

catastrophic mortality.  22

 The effects of disease on the Philadelphia-area Lenapes are ambiguous. 

Contemporary European observers mention several seventeenth-century epidemics that 

devastated the Lenape populations, but Marshall Joseph Becker finds no archaeological 

evidence of a demographic collapse caused by European diseases.  Low population 23

density and dispersed settlement patterns might have helped to protect the Lenape of the 

Philadelphia region from utter annihilation by disease, but at the very least, European 

germs would have caused demographic, ecological, and spiritual turmoil in Lenape 

 On disease in general, see Alfred Crosby, “Virgin Soil Epidemics as a Factor in the 22

Aboriginal Depopulation in America,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 33 (1976), 
289-299, and The Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492 
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1972).

 Thomas J. Sugrue, “The Peopling and Depeopling of Early Pennsylvania: Indians and 23

Colonists, 1680-1720,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 116 (1992), 
12-13, and Becker, “Lenape Population at the Time of European Contact: Estimating 
Native Numbers in the Lower Delaware Valley,” Proceedings of the American 
Philosophical Society (1989). 
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communities. To a people accustomed to negotiating with the forces of the world, this 

turmoil would have given them good cause to seek to incorporate as an ally a powerful 

figure like William Penn.  

 The belt’s depiction in white and purple shell beads of an Indian and colonist 

holding hands carries meanings about such power relationships. The Lenapes conceived 

the world as a numinous place, full of autonomous spirits. Rocks, rivers, trees, turtles, 

birds, and bears were like people, animated with personalities and potencies and with 

whom the community had to negotiate in order to maintain proper relationships. 

Although power in this universe flowed in a lateral web of flexible and interconnected 

relationships, the Lenapes knew that they had to negotiate carefully with those spirits 

(and people) who were stronger than others.  The Lenapes who presented the wampum 24

to Penn would have recognized him as a particularly powerful new force in their world. 

In a view that accords with the city’s founding legend, later Philadelphians often 

interpreted the belt as an indigenous version of Benjamin West’s painting, an expression 

by the Lenape of their gentle acquiescence to the settlement of their land by whites. From 

an Indian perspective of negotiated relationships, however, it depicts an effort by the 

Lenapes to appropriate Penn’s power and enlist him as a useful ally and protector against 

the uncertainties of their changing world, a logical reaction to the difficult circumstances 

they faced.  

 Catherine Albanese, Nature Religion in Early America: From the Algonkian Indians to 24

the New Age (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1990), and Gregory Evans 
Dowd, A Spirited Resistance: The North American Indian Struggle for Unity, 1745-1815 
(Baltimore, Maryland: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), 1-22.
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 This is not to suggest, however, that in acknowledging Penn’s power the Lenapes 

meant to portray themselves as subordinate to it. In fact, the ambiguities of the belt leave 

its intended meaning open to a broad range of interpretation. In 1925, for instance, two 

Canadian Iroquois experts in the history of wampum suggested to the anthropologists 

W.C. Orchard and Frank Speck that the larger figure in the belt actually represents the 

Indian, wearing not a hat but a feather, and that his size portrays him as the dominant 

figure in the encounter.  Although Orchard and Speck caution that theirs is “a feeble 25

attempt, at so late a date,” to discover the meaning of the belt, “when the associations 

have been forgotten,” the literary scholar Andrew Newman embraces this interpretation, 

noting that seeing the larger figure as “an Indian is certainly in keeping with a ‘Facing 

East’ revision of our Eurocentric readings of colonial relations.”  26

 However, the notion that body size alone indicates the relative power of the 

figures might be the Eurocentric (or present-day) perspective that needs to be overturned. 

Even if we maintain the more widely-held view that the larger figure is identified as a 

Quaker by his broad-brimmed hat, we can look at other elements of the depiction to see a 

 See W. C. Orchard and Frank G. Speck, “The Penn Wampum Belts,” Leaflets of the 25

Museum of the American Indian Heye Foundation 4 (1925), 13.

 Orchard and Speck, 9; Newman, 129. Newman refers to an approach that seeks to 26

interpret Native American experiences in the colonial period from an Indian point of 
view, one that “faces east” from Indian country towards the newcomers. See Richter, 
Facing East from Indian Country. Newman, however, misunderstands the framework of 
an interpretive perspective that “faces east,” which asks historians to interpret evidence as 
Native Americans would have understood it. Newman interprets the belt with a 
sympathetic desire to elevate the status of the Native American artist, but still does so 
from a Euro-centric perspective (i.e., he maintains the assumption that the relative sizes 
of the figures depicted must be an unambiguous assertion of power).
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Lenape assertion of strength in the relationship. The hat-wearing colonist is indeed larger, 

but not necessarily more vital or healthy: in contrast to the Indian, the colonist is 

asymmetrical and thick, his head noticeably offset on his shoulders, and perhaps even 

hefting a pot belly. The grain-rich European system of agriculture that provided colonists 

with a reliable supply of adequate calories may have also promoted chronic diseases and 

physical infirmities that did not seem to plague the Lenapes. The injection of refined 

sugar into English foodways in the seventeenth century further inflamed the potential that 

diseases of dietary origin would afflict the bodies of colonists.  The Lenapes, on the 27

other hand, enjoyed a varied diet that, according to Richter, “was far superior to anything 

crooked-boned, bad-teethed Europeans—who worked so hard for their daily bread, and 

little else—could imagine.”  From their earliest encounters, European observers 28

commented on the impressive physiques of Native Americans, and William Penn himself 

described the Lenapes as notably “tall, straight, well built, and of singular proportion” 

and having an admirable manner of physical movement, as “they tread strong and clever 

and mostly walk with a lofty chin.”  If it was apparent to the Europeans, the Indians no 29

doubt also noticed the contrast in the health of their physical forms, and the image on the 

belt may be an Indian acknowledgment of this European vulnerability. To the Lenapes, 

strength and weakness may well have been a more complicated matter than mere physical 

 The rapid growth of sugar as a commodity played a significant role in Philadelphia’s 27

economy, and the transformation of the nature of its environment, see Ch. 3.

 Richter, Facing East, 56. On Lenape diet and health, see also Kraft, The Lenape-28

Delaware Heritage, 230.

 William Penn, “Letter to the Society of Free Traders” (1683), NEP, 230.29
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size. However, the Lenape artist who created the belt indeed meant to emphasize Penn’s 

power by presenting him as a physically large figure. According to the Lenape 

understanding of negotiated and reciprocal relationships, a depiction of Penn as a large 

man should be taken as evidence that the Lenapes were astute enough to recognize the 

political value of alliance with a weighty friend.  

 The rarity of the belt as an extant artifact lets us understand still more about 

Lenape environmental experiences. The Lenapes had a rich material culture, but their 

most common media of wood, hide, fiber, and leather were not long-lasting. They also 

treated more durable items as ephemera rather than as permanent objects. Although 

wampum was at the center of the cultural complex that combined ceremonial practices 

with diplomatic proceedings among Native Americans in eastern North America, the belts 

were often disassembled for re-use once the belts had served their purposes in the 

rituals.  Again, cultural practices intersect with the material nature of their artifacts; to 30

Native negotiators, beads of clamshell endure against time, but treaties do not. The 

Lenapes would have seen no point in preserving a physical commemoration of an 

agreement that would, like all other social, political, and spiritual relationships, need to 

be constantly renewed and renegotiated. The Penn Wampum Belt survived because it was 

removed from the context of its creation when it passed into the Penn family’s hands, and 

the proprietor’s descendants treated it as a significant heirloom. Otherwise, the beads of 

 Marshall Joseph Becker, “Lenape Land Sales, Treaties, and Wampum Belts,” 30

Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 108 (1984), 355-356.
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the belt would have been scattered back into the diplomatic milieu of the colonial 

frontier. 

 The relative scarcity of other extant Lenape material artifacts underscores the 

ephemerality of much of their material culture and the flexibility with which they 

engaged their environment. The Lenapes, at risk of invoking a cliche, lived lightly on the 

land of the future Philadelphia, in part because it was an exceptionally amenable 

environment for human habitation and subsistence, tree-covered and well-watered, laced 

with small creeks and streams that drained into the Schuylkill and the Delaware. Two 

geological regions intersect at Philadelphia: to the west of the city are the gentle hills and 

ridges of the Piedmont, which stretches to the Appalachian Mountains; to the east is the 

low and flat Inner Coastal Plain, extending to the Atlantic Ocean. This geological 

division bisects the city and is visible as the fall line that crosses the Schuylkill near 

present-day Fairmount. The meeting of these geological zones created an aquatic edge 

effect (an area of exceptional biodiversity): multiple species of fish, shellfish, and edible 

reptiles filled the waters of the Inner Coastal Plain, while the many streams that plunged 

over the fall line from the Piedmont provided excellent sites for catching fish in traps.  31

This abundant landscape and the climate of the region influenced Lenape society as well. 

Unlike the more moderate European climates along the same latitudes, temperatures at 

 John L. Cotter, Daniel G. Roberts, and Michael Parrington, The Buried Past: An 31

Archaeological History of Philadelphia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1992), 2-3.
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Philadelphia fluctuated significantly with the seasons, and Lenape life fluctuated 

accordingly. 

 In Philadelphia’s cold winters, the bare landscape could not support large 

concentrations of people, so the Lenapes dispersed again and scattered into camps of 

small family units.  Forage could be scarce when plant foods were dormant, but hunting 32

was good. The Lenapes resisted killing the largest animals in warm weather when other 

food was readily available, preferring to hunt deer in the fall after the corn harvest was 

done, and to allow large mammals like elk and bears to fatten themselves for winter. 

When the short and cold days arrived, these animals were walking stores of calories, 

otherwise scarce on the gray landscape, their furs were at their thickest, and the frequent 

and deep snowfalls made them easier to track and quarry.  33

 In the warming days of spring, the Lenapes regrouped from their winter scattering 

in time to intercept the vernal migrations of eastern North America. Geese, ducks, and 

other waterfowl alighted in Philadelphia’s waterways and wetlands as they made their 

way back from southern refuge. The skies also filled with the flocks of passenger 

pigeons, so great that, as David Zeisberger reported, the “air is darkened by their flight.” 

Furthermore, “the ground under their roosting-place was covered with their dung above a 

foot high,” which supplemented the soil of the Lenape’s landscape with fertilizing 

 William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New 32

England (New York: Hill and Wang, 1983), 34-53.

 Herbert C. Kraft, The Lenape: Archaeology, History, and Ethnography (New 33

Brunswick: New Jersey Historical Society, 1986), 113.
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nitrogen.  The rivers and creeks filled with successive springtime runs of alewives, shad, 34

and sturgeon returning from the ocean to spawn in fresh water. Occasionally, large marine 

mammals like whales and harbor seals made their way up the Delaware River and into 

the metabolisms of the Lenapes.  The disappearance of the bright winter galactic cluster 35

called Ansistayesak (known to Europeans as the Pleiades or the Seven Sisters) in the 

night sky signaled the beginning of planting season.  36

 When the days grew longer and warmer still, Lenape groups dispersed again and 

moved inland to take advantage of summer’s growth. Women and men probably 

separated into gathering and hunting camps, respectively, with men moving to the best 

locations for hunting the animals that provided summer’s meat. Women tended their 

gardens and collected roots, mushrooms, and a broad variety of green edible plants. 

Unlike the European colonists, who cultivated relatively few species for food and fiber, 

the Lenapes made use of a remarkably wide range of plants. Herbert Kraft estimates that 

in Lenape country, “about 130 of the plants were used as food, 28 for beverages and 

flavorings, 68 for medicinal teas, 207 for other medicines, 31 for charms and ceremonial 

 David Zeisberger, “History of the Northern American Indians,” ed. Archer B. Hulbert 34

and William N. Schwarze, Ohio State Archaeological and Historical Quarterly 19 
(1910), 66. On the fertilizing effect of passenger pigeon dung, see Ted Steinberg, Down 
to Earth: Nature’s Role in America’s History, 3rd ed. (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), 70.

 Kraft, The Lenape-Delaware Indian Heritage, 215.35

 The importance of the Pleiades for Lenape season-keeping is from Nicholaes Van 36

Wassenaer, “From the ‘Historisch Verhael', 1624-1630,” in J. Franklin Jameson, ed., 
Narratives of New Netherland, 1609-1630 (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1909), 
279.
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purposes, 27 for smoking, 25 for dyes, and 52 for various utilitarian purposes.”  The 37

gathering efforts of women contributed as much as eighty percent, by weight, of the 

Lenape diet.   38

 Summer was also the season of sweetness. Before the widespread adaptation of 

European honeybees to the American environment, the fruits of summer, from early wild 

strawberries through blackberries, raspberries, huckleberries, currants, wild plums, crab 

apples, and wild grapes gave Lenapes their best source of desirable fructose.  39

 When days shortened and cooled and the landscape turned to orange, red, and 

brown, and the Pleiades returned to the sky, Lenape women harvested their gardens. 

William Penn described a reunion from summer’s dispersion, noting that “In the Fall, 

when the Corn cometh in, they begin to feast one another” with dancing, music, and ritual 

celebration “to which all come that will.”  An autumnal migration of eels provided a 40

bounty of meat and fat to accompany the crops; David Zeisberger described eels 

harvested by the Lenapes as being “so fat that when fried it is as though bacon were 

being fried.”  Along with the corn harvest came the fall of nuts from the hardwood trees 41

of Philadelphia’s forests. The chestnuts, a magnificently rich supplement to the human 

diet, were most significant. Perhaps one in four trees in Philadelphia’s hardwood forests 

 Kraft, The Lenape-Delaware Indian Heritage, 211.37

 Ibid., 212.38

 Ibid., 287.39

 William Penn, “Letter to the Society of Free Traders” (1683), NEP, 233-234. 40

 Zeisberger, 38.41
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were of the Castanea dentata variety. Their high starch content, and the easiness opening 

their shells, made these chestnuts an especially appealing food for the Lenapes, and the 

consistency of their production (acorns and other nuts, by comparison, were gave 

sporadic production that varied between lean years and bumper crops) made them a 

reliable source of sustenance. Furthermore, chestnuts provided mast foods for the animals 

that the Lenapes hunted, ensuring subsistence through the winter. The oaks that shared 

the hardwood forest with the chestnut trees dropped tremendous amounts of acorns from 

their branches in the fall. While acorns have so much tannic acid that humans cannot 

consume them without leaching them in water to remove their bitterness, they provide 

mast food for the animal populations of Philadelphia’s forests. Both chestnuts and oaks 

are fire-hardy species, surviving Lenape-ignited fires that burned away competing species 

of plants; the bounty of calories that these trees provided to the Lenape year was in part 

the product of the human cultivation of these forests with fire.  42

 What would become Philadelphia was, then, a landscape shaped by human labor 

and ingenuity. Without fixed settlements or heavy reliance on agriculture, the Lenapes 

enjoyed a certain kind of liberty. Dependence on crops makes agriculturalists vulnerable 

to erosion, soil depletion, insect plagues, and the problems of too much rain or not 

enough rain. It brings them into competition with the birds and animals that find cultivars 

enticing, and binds their labor to the maintenance of crops. The varied subsistence 

 Kraft, The Lenape-Delaware Indian Heritage, 209. On the history of the American 42

chestnut, its importance as an abundant food source, and its destruction in the early 20th 
century by an invasive blight, see Susan Freinkel, American Chestnut: The Life, Death, 
and Rebirth of the Perfect Tree (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007).
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methods of the Lenapes allowed them to escape some of these problems and allowed 

them to enjoy a certain measure of cultural flexibility. While many Native North 

American societies experienced endemic warfare, there is little evidence in the 

archaeological record that indicates that combat was a regular feature of Lenape life. 

Their flexible subsistence patterns and low population density allowed them to 

accommodate competition over resources, negotiate or share their abundance with 

potential rivals, or simply move away from trouble.  43

 Lenape adaptability is evident in the way that they used the land extensively, but 

flexibly. They settled and planted, but these settlements lacked the permanence of 

European-style towns. Most villages were settled where smaller streams emptied into the 

Schuylkill or Delaware; the largest village was a summer camp at the confluence of the 

two rivers themselves. Glimpses of Indian conceptions of their landscape are available to 

us in the place-names that were recorded by European observers, even though these 

conceptions are necessarily obscured by an outlook that was foreign to the Lenapes. 

European observers struggle with the unfamiliar phonetic constructions of the Lenapes, 

and transcribed them with little concern for accuracy or consistency in spelling. Even 

more critically, by writing them down or affixing them to a map, Europeans imposed a 

permanency to the names that they heard that might not have existed in the minds of 

those who spoke the words.  44

 See Chapter 3.43

 Kraft, The Lenape-Delaware Indian Heritage, n.6, 10.44
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 Beginning with Lindeström’s survey of the Delaware, Europeans engaged in this 

process, ascribing names, derived from the Lenape language, to these villages.  45

Passyunk, the name attached to the large village at the confluence of the two rivers, 

meant “in the valley,” Wecacoe, in today’s South Philadelphia, meant “place of the pines 

at the head of a creek,” Nittabakonck, where the Wissahickon joins the Schuylkill, was 

the “place of the warrior.” Shackamaxon, the site of the legendary treaty and its elm, 

means the “place of eels.” These names certainly tell us something about how food 

sources influenced Lenape environmental perceptions, but they also reveal European 

notions of place. It suited European notions of fixity to use a descriptive phrase like “the 

place of the eels” as a permanent name for a place or settlement, but such an approach 

might have been foreign to a Lenape outlook. The Lenapes probably identified places 

with more awareness of the fluidity of their environment and the contextual nature of 

their engagement with it; “the place of eels” may not have been at the same fixed place 

every year, or the fixed place described as Shackamaxon might not have been the place of 

eels at all to another kinship group, during a season other than fall (when the eels ran 

down the Delaware towards their spawning waters in the Sargasso Sea), or from one year 

 Peter Lindeström, Geographia America, with an Account of the Delaware Indians, 45

Based on Surveys and Notes Made in 1654-1656, Trans. Amandus Johnson (Philadelphia: 
The Swedish Colonial Society, 1925), 157-173.
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to the next.  But as European disease and settlement dispersed Indians from these places 46

by, the colonial perceptions of the environment overlooked the agency of the fluid 

environmental phenomena from which the Lenape names had originated, and Passayunk 

and Wecacoe became fixed names for static sites.  

 Fluidity manifested in other areas of Lenape life. The relative rarity of the Penn 

Wampum Belt indicates that the Lenapes viewed ownership of material objects in 

transient terms. Their mobile use of the land meant that they carried very few possessions 

from place to place. With the exception of some items of European manufacture, it was 

often more efficient to make a new tool at the destination than to haul a burden of 

existing artifacts. The Lenapes also understood land ownership in a fluid sense. 

Communities could possess the right to hunt, fish, farm, or forage in particular places, but 

because of the abundance of terrain and resources relative to the size of the population, 

these understandings were flexibly conceived and did not require a rigid system of 

defined and defended boundaries. Moreover, to the Lenapes, land ownership was fluid in 

time as well as in place. The transfer of usufruct rights or other versions of ownership 

was a temporary arrangement, usually part of an exchange-mediated relationship that 

needed to be periodically negotiated and renewed.  47

 On Indian place names, see George P. Donehoo, Indian Villages and Place Names in 46

Pennsylvania (Baltimore: Gateway Press, 1928) and Cotter et al., The Buried Past, 
27-28. Several sources also propose that Shackamxon derives from sakimucheen, “the 
place where chiefs are made.” This interpretation probably follows from the legend more 
than it proves the reality of the treaty.

 See Cronon, Changes in the Land, 19-33 and Schutt 36.47
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 The negotiated framework of Indian relations and the hierarchical understandings 

of European relations were evident in conceptions of land ownership and use. The 

Lenapes told John Heckewelder that their creator “made the earth and all that it contains 

for the common good of all mankind; when he stocked the country that he gave them, it 

was not for the benefit of a few, but of all. Everything was given in common to the sons 

of men. Whatever liveth on the land, whatsoever groweth out of the earth, and all that is 

in the rivers and waters flowing through the same, was given jointly to all, and every one 

is entitled to his share.”   48

 If the Lenapes and English found one another’s systems of land ownership 

difficult to perceive and comprehend, it may have been in part because European 

conceptions of property, especially as they related to colonialism, were multivalent, 

complex, and often contradictory.  William Penn himself held characteristically complex 49

and often contradictory views, informed by several strands of English thought and 

custom, on property and the legitimacy of land ownership. Penn rarely exhibited a need 

to reconcile the differences in these various and conflicting philosophies of possession. 

 John Heckewelder, History, Manners, and Customs of the Indian Nations Who Once 48

Inhabited Pennsylvania and the Neighboring States (Philadelphia: The Historical Society 
of Pennsylvania, 1876), 101.

 For an examination of property norms in the context of North American colonialism, 49

see Allan Greer, Property and Dispossession: Natives, Empires and Land in Early 
Modern North America. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2018. While Greer 
“highlights the diversity of indigenous and Euro-American property systems” and “their 
contingent and protean qualities,” his analysis does not focus on the colonization in the 
Delaware Valley or any particular notions of property among the Lenapes, Swedes, or 
Pennsylvanians. His analysis uses colonization in New England as a stand-in for English 
colonization in general, in comparison with New Spain and New France. Greer, 2.
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He instead did what people in power usually do: He employed whichever justification of 

ownership best worked for him in a given situation. 

 Penn himself came into possession of American soil when Charles II agreed to 

“give, grant, and confirm” the colony of Pennsylvania “to him and his heirs forever” in a 

charter on March 4, 1681. This was possession and title by royal decree, given by the 

king “out of a commendable desire to enlarge our English empire, and promote such 

useful commodities as may be of benefit to us and our dominions.”  Charles II was in a 50

position to grant William Penn the charter for Pennsylvania because he had himself 

acquired possession of the territory through military conquest when an English fleet 

evicted the Dutch from their mainland North American territories in 1665. European 

conceptions of possession recognized such conquests as a legitimate means of acquiring 

ownership of land. The governor of New Sweden, Johan Printz, had once thought of 

attacking his Lenape neighbors to forcibly assert that the Swedes had “not only bought 

this river, but also won it with the sword, then no one, whether he be Hollander or 

Englishman, could pretend in any manner to this place either now or in coming times.”   51

 The “coming times” that Printz foresaw arrived in 1655, when New Sweden fell 

to conquest by a Dutch force from New Amsterdam; the Dutch in turn suffered their own 

conquest at the hands of the English during the Anglo-Dutch War in 1664, putting the 

 The Charter of Pennsylvania, March 4, 1681, WPFP, 41.50

 IJP 121. See Ch. 2.51
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lands that would become Pennsylvania in possession of the English king.  (Before the 52

English absorbed them, the Swedes and the Dutch had themselves established the 

legitimacy of their colonial claims not so much by conquest or widespread settlement but 

by creating networks of economic exchange with their neighbors.)  53

 William Penn, in accepting possession of conquered lands from the king, was 

thereby in a sense a conquerer by proxy, or at least the primary beneficiary of a military 

conquest. Penn was a step removed from the conquest in another way, as well: his 

eponymous father, the Admiral William Penn, helped achieve victory in the Anglo-Dutch 

War as the commander of the English fleet’s flagship. Although the younger Penn was a 

committed pacifist, he exhibited no compunction about accepting for himself the spoils of 

a military conquest. 

 Printz’s comment above about using conquest to buttress a possession already 

achieved through purchase and trade is an example of ways that European notions of 

possession and methods of acquiring land could be layered and overlapping. Penn 

approached his own colonial project with similarly overlapping and ambiguous notions of 

possession. Although he had been granted title to all of Pennsylvania by Charles II, he 

made very public pronouncements of his intentions to also purchase land from the Native 

American inhabitants before he sold it to colonists to ensure that it would be “free from 

 See Mark L. Thompson, The Conquest for the Delaware Valley: Allegiance, Identity, 52

and Empire in the Seventeenth Century (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University, 2013).

 On the use of trade and exchange as a mode of establishing the legitimization of 53

colonial ventures, see White, The Middle Ground, DuVal, The Native Ground, and Ch. 2 
of this work.
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any Indian incumbrance.”  To protect his own authority and to prevent freelance 54

exploitation of the Lenapes, Penn forbade any colonist from engaging in private land 

negotiations with the Indians, and had his agents conduct a number of land-sale 

negotiations during Pennsylvania’s first decade.  The peacable transfer of land from the 55

Lenapes to Penn, and then from Penn to purchasing colonists, was an important part of 

Penn’s vision of the legitimacy of his colony.  56

 Once Penn sold land to arriving colonists, quitrents added a further wrinkle to the 

implementation of property norms in Pennsylvania, one that highlights the vestigial 

feudalism within Penn’s conception of land rights. Penn required that all purchasers in the 

colony pay him an annual quitrent that symbolized landowners’ ongoing submission to 

his ultimate status as proprietor. Quitrents could be paid in currency, but often consisted 

of such symbolic token sacrifices of, in the words of the historian Kevin Kenny, “a 

peppercorn, a red rose, an Indian arrow, a deer’s foot, a beaver skin, or a bushel of 

wheat.”  Likewise, the Pennsylvania charter stipulated that Penn and his heirs pay an 57

annual quitrent to the king of “two beaver skins, to be delivered at our Castle of Windsor, 

 Penn, “Some Account,” NEP, 208.54

 Donald H. Kent, ed., Pennsylvania and Delaware Treaties, 1629-1737 (Washington, 55

D.C: University Publications of America, 1979), 477.

 On land sales and concepts of peaceful possession, see Sugrue, 15-20, and Steven 56

Craig Harper, Promised Land: Penn’s Holy Experiment, the Walking Purchase, and the 
Dispossession of the Delawares, 1600-1763 (Bethlehem, Penn.: Lehigh University Press, 
2006), 21-45.

 Kenny, 19.57
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on the first day of January in every year” to continually reaffirm the connection of Penn’s 

proprietorship of the land to royal authority.  Lenape observers, if they had had to 58

opportunity to be aware of the workings of Pennsylvania’s quitrent scheme, would 

probably have found great cultural familiarity with the idea that ongoing tributary 

payments were necessary to affirm connections between peoples in a society, and would 

no doubt have agreed that such continuing payments were critically important in defining 

matters of land use and ownership. 

 The most significant of all of the overlapping concepts of ownership and 

possession in Pennsylvania, however, was the labor theory of property. This theory was 

most famously articulated by John Locke in his 1689 Second Treatise on Government, 

but the main ideas that informed the theory had informed English notions of ownership 

and colonization for at least a century before Locke formalized them.  

 In 1584 the Englishman Richard Hakluyt wrote an influential pamphlet 

advocating for the overseas expansion of his nation that he titled A Discourse Concerning 

Western Planting.  His use of the word “planting” to describe English colonization in 59

America was more literal than metaphorical; Hakluyt saw overseas expansion primarily 

as an agricultural enterprise, in which colonists would re-make the American landscape 

into useful and productive farmland. The environmental transformation of the American 

landscape would have a dual effect: it would simultaneously give England and outlet for 

 Charter of Pennsylvania, WPFP, 42.58

 Richard Hakluyt, A Discourse Concerning Western Planting, ed. Charles Deane 59

(Cambridge: John Wilson and Son, 1877). Originally published 1584.
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its surplus population, allowing idle (and therefore socially and politically disruptive) 

men to engage in the pro-social work of productive labor, and it would fortify the 

legitimacy of English colonization by making fertile land into fecund land.  60

 “The idea that agricultural activity signified possession,” writes the historian 

Patricia Seed, “has a distinctive English history. Agriculture… signified a kind of 

permanence.”  Seed asserts that the link between agriculture and possession originated 61

in a particular English interpretation of Genesis 1:28, which commanded God’s people to 

“be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it: and have dominion over 

the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth 

upon the earth.”  Richard Eburn, another early English advocate of colonization, wrote 62

in 1624 that anyone who follows this commandment “have ever since had the privilege to 

spread themselves from place to place and to have, hold, occupy, and enjoy any region or 

country whatsoever which they should find not preoccupied.”  This interpretation of 63

Genesis informed both Penn and his contemporary John Locke, the English political 

philosopher who summarized this uniquely English strain of thought in his Second 

 Ibid., 30-44. William Penn echoed Hakluyt by promoting Pennsylvania as a place 60

where Englishmen, unable to find work or land of their own on the crowded island, could 
farm productively and thereby participate in the positive functioning of the society and 
polity. See Penn, “Some Account of the Province of Pennsylvania” (1681), NEP, 210.

 Patricia Seed, Ceremonies of Possession in Europe’s Conquest of the New World, 61

1492-1640 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 31.

 Gen. 1:28 (KJV).62

 Quoted in Seed, 32.63

183



Treatise on Government, where he wrote that anyone “who in obedience to this command 

of God, subdued, tilled and sowed [the earth], thereby annexed it to something that was 

his property which another had no title to, nor could without injury be taken from him.”  64

 The theory of legitimate possession by agricultural improvement was a driving 

force of the Pennsylvania project, even though it overlapped several other modes of 

justifying possession, and contradicted the notion that Penn rightly owned land that he 

had not himself improved but merely been granted by royal fiat, or acquired by purchase 

from native inhabitants.  65

 For all of the varied and layered notions of possession and ownership that 

informed Penn’s understandings, the idea that any person could own a specific portion of 

land in perpetuity and exercise exclusive control over all of its resources was foreign to 

the Lenapes. Perhaps nothing illustrates the contrast better than the Portraiture. Penn 

initially hoped to establish an expansive capital, eschewing the idea of a compact city in 

favor of a massive settlement of ten thousand acres along the Delaware River. Houses 

would be spread out on large lots with “ground on each side for gardens or orchards, or 

fields, that it may be a green country town which will never be burnt, and always be 

 John Locke, “Second Treatise on Government” (1689), 32.64

 Greer suggests that, as English colonialism was informed by the labor theory of 65

property, Locke’s ideas were directly informed by English colonization in North America, 
given that Locke “was deeply involved in colonial projects, particularly with the 
establishment of Carolina; more- over, although he never personally crossed the Atlantic, 
he possessed a substantial collection of books on American topics. He was well informed 
on and intensely interested in colonial matters, and his writings reflect a concern to 
justify the appropriation of American lands.” See Greer, 244.
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wholesome.”  Although the idea that colonial Philadelphia was a “green country town” 66

later took on a life of its own, circumstances interfered with Penn’s vision and prevented 

the establishment of such a settlement: most of the land along the Delaware was already 

planted with the farms of Dutch and Swedish settlers, leaving no space for such an 

expansive town, and Penn’s colonists demanded a more practical commercial center for 

the colony. Penn abandoned his expansive vision and made plans for a smaller and more 

compact Philadelphia, located on about two square miles between the Schuylkill and the 

Delaware on land purchased from its Swedish occupants.  67

 Thomas Holme surveyed the land on Penn’s orders, and created the Portraiture, a 

vision of nature controlled by straight lines and right angles. Penn saw a wilderness 

turned into a city as a means to an end: good environmental order, to Penn, promoted 

good social order, a great concern of an idealist who wrote of his colony as a “holy 

experiment.”  The historian J. William Frost argues that this turn of phrase illustrates 68

Penn’s rational and scientific mode of thinking, and suggest that Penn’s description of 

Pennsylvania as an “experiment” was indeed a reference to “scientific enquiry. Here 

experiment means to introduce certain variables in a controlled environment to establish 

some general principles,” Frost writes. “Pennsylvania as virgin soil could be seen as a 

place to try out certain principles—religious liberty, assembly power, economic 

 PWP 2, 111.66

 See Ch. 3.67

 William Penn to James Harrison, 25 August 1681, PWP 2, 108.68
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opportunity—in a test to see what kind of society resulted.”  The form of the colony’s 69

physical environment was certainly one of the variables Penn considered important to his 

experiment. Michael J. Chiarappa, for instance, points to William Penn’s membership in 

the Royal Society, “a group with decidedly pragmatic views towards using nature,” to 

argue that he was part of a cohort of English thinkers that was willing to experiment with 

the connections between ordering nature and creating a stable society. 

 In the Portraiture, five squares of open space, four of them drawn with neat rows 

of trees, depict the domestication of the land between the Delaware River and the 

Schuylkill. Historians cite a range of influences on William Penn’s urban vision, 

including Richard Newcourt’s plan for rebuilding London after the fire of 1666, the open 

spaces of seventeenth-century London, the 1638 grid plan of New Haven in Connecticut, 

and the standard layout of the military camps of the nascent English empire.  In doing 70

so, however, they often take for granted the idea of fixity and the goal of rationalization 

in Penn’s vision of Philadelphia. These concepts are too self-evident for more subtle 

examinations of seventeenth-century urbanism, but fixity and rationalization are 

 J. William Frost, “William Penn’s Experiment in the Wilderness: Promise and Legend,” 69

The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 107 (1983), 582.

 Margaret B. Tinkcom, “Urban Reflections in a Trans-Atlantic Mirror,” Pennsylvania 70

Magazine of History and Biography 100 (1976), 287-313, Elizabeth Milroy, “‘For the 
Like Uses, as the Moore-Fields: The Politics of Penn’s Squares,’” Pennsylvania 
Magazine of History and Biography 130 (2006), 257-282; Craig J. Zabel, “William 
Penn’s Philadelphia: The Land and the Plan,” in Black and Chiarappa, eds., Nature’s 
Entrepôt, 24.
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fundamental in the context of the encounter between colonists and Indians in 

Philadelphia.  71

 For all of the straight lines and even spaces of the Portraiture’s grid, natural 

features such as creeks and streams intruded into the plan, suggesting that even the most 

optimistic promoters of the imagined city understood that the imposition of order on the 

environment would be complicated. It was; the reality of the colonial city never 

approached the vision of the Portraiture. The new citizens of Penn’s Philadelphia 

clustered at its eastern edge along the banks of the Delaware, fighting with each other and 

with Penn for control of the riverbank, unwilling to spread into the available space and 

live at a distance from one another. Even one hundred years after the city’s founding, 

most of Philadelphia’s population still lived on the banks of the Delaware; the rest of the 

space covered by the grid was largely rural or even still forested.   72

 Still, the founders of Pennsylvania determinedly used the Portraiture and its grid 

as a blueprint of the systematic development of the environment. If the Lenapes had 

flexible place-names for their settlements, Philadelphians were deliberate in 

domesticating the environment by affixing permanent names to the grid. The name that 

Penn chose for the city had nothing of the environmental context that previous Lenape 

inhabitants had considered when giving names on the same land. Penn’s selection of a 

foreign name for a distant city from an ancient book (in Revelation, the Greek city of 

 Michael J. Chiarappa, “Fed by Adjoining Waters: The Delaware Estuary’s Marine 71

Resources and the Shaping of Philadelphia’s Metropolitan Orbit,” in Black and 
Chiarappa, eds., Nature’s Entrepôt, 162-164.

 See Ch. 5.72
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Philadelphia in Asia Minor was promised the favor of God) was meant to convey his 

hopes for the spiritual future of the place, but it had nothing to do with his response to the 

physical place itself.  73

 Penn’s decision to name the east-west lines of the grid after the useful trees of the 

region — such as the spruce, pine, chestnut, and walnut — may have been more aligned 

with Lenape sensibilities, but was still focused on the domestication and control of the 

land, coercive rather than responsive.  Many of the tree species in Philadelphia were 74

close American cousins of European varieties, and so were familiar enough to excite 

exploitative imaginings rather than discomfort in an alien environment. Vine Street 

evoked William Penn’s thwarted hopes that the Philadelphia climate would be similar 

enough to the European Mediterranean, with which it shared a line of latitude, to grow 

excellent wines. Even more optimistic was Mulberry Street, hinting at the unrealized 

dream of many American colonizers of a successful sericulture (mulberry leaves being 

preferred food of notoriously frangible baby silkworms) to compete with that of China, 

also at Philadelphia’s latitude. While Pennsylvania’s climate could produce grapes with 

enough fermentable sugar to make wine, it would never meet Penn’s dream of competing 

 Revelation 3:7-1373

 Mary Maples Dunn and Richard S. Dunn, “The Founding, 1681-1701,” in 74

Philadelphia: A 300-Year History, ed. Russell F. Weigley (New York: Norton, 1982), 7. 
Gary Nash suggests that Penn chose to name Philadelphia’s streets after trees to spite the 
prominent colonists who vexed him (as discussed in Ch. 3), so that “the streets in his 
town should not perpetuate the names of certain principal settlers.” Gary Nash, “City 
Planning and Political Tension in the Seventeenth Century: The Case of Philadelphia,” 
Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 112 (1968), 70. 
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with France in wine production, and no marketable silk ever came from Philadelphia, but 

these names imposed on the lines of the city’s grid reinforced its commodification of 

nature.  75

 European powers of environmental commodification extended far beyond the few 

square miles depicted in the Portraiture. Philadelphia functioned as a valve connecting 

Pennsylvania to the larger world; the city so profitably funneled the agricultural goods 

and natural resources of the region into the Atlantic economy that it quickly became the 

largest and richest city in British North America. The Portraiture played an important 

role in this transformation. The map was a reference and a blueprint, but also an 

advertisement and an invitation. It was printed and distributed along with William Penn’s 

pamphlet “Some Account of the Province of Pennsylvania in America,” a glowing 

account of the bounty and promise of the natural world of the infant colony. 

 The materials that made the Portraiture played an important role in shaping the 

city. While Indians used wampum beads to convey an ephemeral message, the European 

materials of paper and ink allowed for images and messages to have a much longer-

lasting and widespread impact. As a material, paper is just absorbent enough to accept ink 

in proper measure for a precise image, durable and light enough to carry a message far, 

 William Penn described his hopes that Pennsylvania would produce wine and silk, 75

among other agricultural commodities, and how it “lies 600 miles nearer the sun than 
England…. this place begins at forty [the 40th parallel], which is about the latitude of 
Naples in Italy, or Montpelier in France, in “Some Account of the Province of 
Pennsylvania in America,” NEP 207.
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inexpensive enough to carry it wide. The sheets, made from the fibers of felled trees, 

were an invitation to fell the trees of the American forests and make the forest into a city. 

 While the precise impact of the Portraiture’s enticement is impossible to measure, 

people did come to the city. The success and growth of Philadelphia, though, was not 

without cost. Like any effort to establish control over nature, Penn’s vision carried with it 

a dimension of social power, and the founding of Philadelphia created a catastrophe of 

Native American displacement, dispossession, and dispersal that undermined his goal of a 

peaceful relationship with the Lenapes.  The orderly urban plan that Penn hoped would 76

create a harmonious, prosperous colony left no space for Indian life and only attracted 

more land-hungry European settlers. 

 The Lenape and Quaker participants in the encounter at Philadelphia faced a 

divided future, but they colluded to distort an important dimension of the environmental 

and cultural history of the place. The Delaware Valley saw, in the words of the historian 

Jean R. Soderlund, “sixty-five years of exchange, conflict, accommodation, and alliance 

between the Natives, and the Dutch, Swedes, Finns, and English,” not to mention the 

settlement of what would become Philadelphia by Swedish farmers, and the movement of 

 This framing draws from John M. Murrin, “Beneficiaries of Catastrophe: The English 76

Colonies in America” in Eric Foner, ed., The New American History, Revised and 
Expanded Edition (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1997).

190



the Lenapes away from those farms.  If Benjamin West had been present to witness the 77

single most important agreement that allowed for the founding of Philadelphia between 

newcomers and the people who lived on the land, he might have depicted the negotiations 

between Penn’s agents and a group of Swedish farmers. 

 The founding myths of Philadelphia elide the existence of these “Old Settlers” 

and exaggerate the importance of the Native Americans role. Such an arrangement 

fulfilled William Penn’s need to establish the legitimacy and the exceptional nature of his 

colonial experiment, but it fulfilled Lenape needs as well. The Lenapes would have found 

reason to cooperate with this exaggeration. The historian Amy Schutt points out the 

importance in Lenape culture of “the building and renewal of relationships through 

processes of exchange.”  Land itself was a critical component of this exchange. Schutt 78

suggests that the Lenapes “apparently viewed early land sales as elements in the creation 

of relationships. Exchanging European goods for land or for rights to its use was not 

unlike exchanging presents to establish or renew treaty relationships between peoples.”  79

Land, in this perception, was not an inert commodity to be traded, but an animated force 

that could shape and mediate human relationships.  

 Soderlund, Lenape Country, 4. This dissertation’s interpretation concurs with 77

Soderlund’s assertion that the Quakers elided the long history of European-Lenape 
interactions on the Delaware before 1681, but differs with her on a related point. She sees 
a founding mythology in which “the Lenapes are often portrayed as a weak people 
lacking the numbers and fortitude to defend their homeland,” while this work asserts that 
it served the purposes of the myth to exaggerate the Lenapes’ strength and disposition in 
1681. See Ch. 6.

 Schutt, 32.78

 Ibid., 34.79
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 The Lenapes’ emphasis on the social and political importance of exchange 

allowed them to maintain their autonomy and their identity as Lenapes. This was, 

however, an unsustainable strategy for the long term, and would lead to unfortunate 

outcomes. For all of his idealism, Penn was primarily a land speculator and Philadelphia 

was foremost a real estate venture. Penn’s success — financially, socially, and spiritually 

— depended on selling land to settlers. While other Europeans had acquired American 

soil through conquest, Penn was determined to gain “peaceable possession” of it.  To 80

him, this meant acquiring land from Indians in a nonviolent manner that satisfied English 

legal standards for real estate transactions in order to gain legitimacy for his massive 

investment. Indians, willing to engage in traditional practices of negotiation and 

exchange in order to acquire and maintain power, complied with Penn’s wishes. 

However, the parties of this exchange could not forever overlook the fatal incompatibility 

of perceptions and irreconcilable differences on one critical point.  The Lenapes 81

exchanged land as something that they viewed as flexible, animated, and renegotiable to 

people who viewed what they received as a fixed, inert, and exploitable.  

 This incompatibility over the meaning of land and its use was not merely an 

expression of inherent differences between two categories or races of people. Instead, 

conflict over land use informed and stimulated the conceptual differentiation of identity 

 On land sales and concepts of peaceful possession, see Sugrue, 15-20, and Steven 80

Craig Harper, Promised Land: Penn’s Holy Experiment, the Walking Purchase, and the 
Dispossession of the Delawares, 1600-1763 (Bethlehem, Penn.: Lehigh University Press, 
2006), 21-45. 

 On irreconcilable understandings, see Cronon, Changes in the Land, 53, and Richter, 81

Facing East, 55. 
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that led to the idea that Indians and whites were separate racial categories. As Indians and 

colonists increasingly saw each other as separate categories, they sowed the seeds of 

conflict in contested ground that would eventually grow into ugly violence and racial 

hatred in Penn’s Woods.  82

 For an analysis of Pennsylvania that gives special attention this conflict over 82

perceptions of land ownership, see Daniel K. Richter, Trade, Land, Power: The Struggle 
for Eastern North America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 
155-176.
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CHAPTER 5 

CHANGES IN THE LAND AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF CULTURAL 
IDENTITIES IN COLONIAL PENNSYLVANIA 

 The new city of Philadelphia was a crucial part of a colonial ecological regime 

that rationalized and commodified Pennsylvania’s landscape and its agricultural bounty. 

This new ecological regime significantly transformed the physical environment of 

Pennsylvania, but the environmental changes were also factors that created important 

cultural changes among the colonized peoples, a population of both Native Americans 

and Euro-Americans. Changes in the land created changes in the people who lived there, 

and informed the contested relationships among them. Most significantly, the processes 

of environmental change worked to construct and buttress meanings of racial identity in 

Pennsylvania, by shaping fluid and diffuse conceptions of group identity into more rigid 

racial categories of “Indian” and “white.” 

 A story recounted by the Swedish naturalist Pehr Kalm, who visited Philadelphia 

in 1748-9, illustrates ways that the environment could foster powerful contests over the 

issue of identity. According to Kalm, a Swede “once walked with an Indian” in the woods 

of Pennsylvania, perhaps around the time that William Penn was colonizing the world 

that the people in the story both inhabited.  When they encountered “a red-spotted snake 1

on the road,” the colonist “went to seek a stick in order to kill it, but the Indian begged 

 The Swede, Nils Gustafson, was born in America in 1658, and was 91 years old when 1

Kalm interviewed him in 1749. He would have been 24 years old when Penn arrived in 
Gustafson’s country to establish Philadelphia. 
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him not to touch it, for it was sacred to him.” The Swede might have spared the reptile, 

“but on hearing that it was the Indian’s deity, he took a stick and killed it, in the presence 

of the Indian, saying ‘Because thou believest in it, I think myself obliged to kill it.’”  2

Kalm, who heard the tale while on a 1749 tour of North America, recorded it with no 

further elaboration. The brutal killing of the snake simply because the Indian “believest in 

it,” seemed a clear enough comment of the chasm between Indian and colonial 

perceptions of their places in the world.  

 Yet the story contains ambiguities, as well. The Swede and the Indian were, after 

all, sharing a road, a journey, and a conversation in a common language. It is the 

appearance of the snake that brings forth conflict, and the violent response of the colonist 

to the Indian’s pleas seem to be a gratuitous assertion of difference between the two men. 

The story of the snake is emblematic of the severe rupture that developed between 

Indians and colonists after the founding of Pennsylvania, and indicates some of the 

important ways in which environmental perceptions and practices were important 

markers of identity, recurring points of contention, and matters of critical importance in 

establishing Native and colonial understandings of self and other. 

 The Pennsylvania project brought a new regime to the Delaware Valley, and this 

new regime colonized a population of Native Americans as well as a population of Euro-

Americans, some of whom had been living in the region for almost half of a century 

before William Penn and his agents arrived. The Euro-Americans and Native Americans 

 Pehr Kalm, Peter Kalm’s Travels in North America: English Version of 1770, 2 vols., 2

trans. by Adolph B. Benson (New York: Wilson-Erikson, 1937).
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who preceded Penn had built a sort of mutually-accommodating (albeit often fraught) 

middle ground. Indians and Europeans found this middle ground in the context of a 

shared ecology, which was a new and hybridized blend of American and European biota 

and cultures. This middle ground was blended ecologically, socially, and economically to 

the extent that Indians raised pigs to sell to Euro-Americans for corn, Euro-Americans 

raised raised maize to trade to Indians for pork, and Indian women married Euro-

American men and formed families with them.  3

 William Penn approached the inhabitants of his new American territory, both the 

Euro-Americans and the Native Americans, in similar ways. Penn gave no special 

consideration to the Euro-Americans merely because of their European origins. If 

anything, Penn favored and emphasized his relationships with the Native Americans in an 

effort to attach a moral force to his colonial project. He regarded them both with an 

attitude of benevolent paternalism, made similar professions of peace and goodwill 

towards them, and elided the ways that they had created a human-formed environment 

before his arrival, professing instead that he had come to an American “wilderness,” as if 

he had discovered a pristine American nature, untouched by human hands. 

 See Ch. 2. The phrase “Euro-American” is used here to emphasize that most of the 3

people who made up the remnant population of the defunct New Sweden colony at the 
time of Pennsylvania’s founding were born in America to European (or perhaps European 
and Native American) parents. The group of Euro-American inhabitants were mostly 
Swedish and Finnish, with a smattering of Dutch and English settlers included. These 
people were sometimes collectively referred to as the “Old Settlers” by Penn’s 
contemporaries.
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 However, by the middle of the eighteenth century, the colonized peoples who had 

inhabited this middle ground were in very different situations. The Euro-Americans who 

predated William Penn had integrated themselves thoroughly into Pennsylvania society. 

The Native Americans, conversely, were so displaced by the environmental and cultural 

changes wrought by the Pennsylvania colonial project that they occupied a position as a 

categorical “other” in terms of identity. 

 A temptingly obvious explanation for this phenomenon might be to assert that the 

sorting was simply determined by race: of the various peoples colonized by Penn, those 

who integrated into the colonial regime were white, while those who remained on the 

outside were the Indians. However, such an assertion fails as an explanation, not least of 

all because it anachronistically relies on ways of thinking about race that were not in 

currency at the time of Pennsylvania’s founding. The explanation, as it always is in 

matters regarding race, is more complicated than that. This chapter demonstrates that the 

racial categories of “white” and “Indian” were more shaped — given meaning, formed, 

and refined — by the process of Penn’s colonization of the existing population of Native 

Americans and Euro-Americans than they were factors that determined the outcome of 

the encounter. In other words, race was an eventual product of this change, not its 

proximate cause. 

 The historian Allan Greer makes a similar argument when he asserts that 

processes of colonialism not only created property boundaries but, in doing so, also 

“effectively defined the boundaries, social and political as much as territorial, dividing 
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colonists from ‘Indians.’”  The argument of this chapter builds on Greer’s assertion in 4

that it treats Pennsylvania’s property system and its agricultural system as intertwined and 

mutually-reinforcing mechanisms. The critical cause of the sorting that shaped 

Pennsylvania’s emerging understandings of identity, then, was rooted in environmental 

change wrought by the expansion of the new colony’s property/agricultural system. The 

cluster of changes in the environment that accompanied the founding of Pennsylvania 

was the wedge that broke the ecological middle ground and sorted its inhabitants into 

opposing categories of identity. Pennsylvania’s new ecological regime focused on 

extensive agricultural production that fueled a drive for continuous land acquisition. With 

the environmental changes wrought by this system, the opportunities for accommodation 

afforded by the hybrid ecology of the middle ground vanished. The Euro-Americans who 

preceded Pennsylvania chose to adapt themselves to the new environmental regime, and 

in doing so they became integrated into the new society. The Native Americans chose to 

remain outside of the system, and in doing so, became categorically different from the 

Euro-American colonists. The environmental changes that followed the founding of 

Pennsylvania appeared like the red-spotted snake on the path in the woods, separating the 

inhabitants of the ecological middle ground in a confounding and irreparable rupture. 

 Pehr Kalm, who recorded the story of the snake that begins this chapter, is an 

invaluable guide for this exploration of this matter. Kalm (whose first name is often 

Anglicized as “Peter”) had studied botany in Sweden as a student of Carolus Linnaeus, 

 Greer, 10.4
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the founder of the binomial taxonomy that became the scientific standard for classifying 

plants and animals, and one of the most influential thinkers in shaping the rationalistic 

understanding of the universe that emerged from the eighteenth-century European 

Enlightenment.  The Royal Academy of Swedish Scientists dispatched Kalm to the 5

British North American colonies to study the flora and fauna there, and to gather 

information that might advance Swedish scientific knowledge and agricultural practices. 

Kalm traveled through North America as far as Niagara Falls, but centered his 

observations on Philadelphia and its environs.  

 In America, Kalm befriended like-minded observers such as John Bartram and 

Benjamin Franklin, he diligently cataloged plants and trees according to Linnaean 

taxonomy, and he exhibited a curious, hands-on scientific temperament that led him to try 

to infect himself with the irritating toxins of the poison sumac tree (Rhus Vernix). Kalm 

reports that he “tried experiments of every kind upon myself. I have spread its juice upon 

my hands, cut and broken its branches, peeled off its bark and rubbed my hands with it, 

smelt of it, carried pieces of it in my bare hands, and repeated all of this frequently.” It is 

 On Linnaeus and the development of a rational interpretation of nature, see Carolus 5

Linnaeus, Systema naturae (Leiden: Johannes Wilhelm de Groot, 1735), Arthur O. 
Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the History of an Idea (Cambridge, Mass: 
Harvard University Press, 1936), Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology 
of the Human Sciences (New York: Pantheon, 1970), Londa Schiebinger, “Why 
Mammals are Called Mammals: Gender Politics in Eighteenth-Century Natural History,” 
American Historical Review, 98 (April 1993), 382-411, Donald Worster, Nature’s 
Economy: A History of Ecological Ideas, 2nd ed. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1994), and Lisbet Koerner, Linnaeus: Nature and Nation (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2001).
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with palpable disappointment that he reported that he did all of this “without feeling the 

baneful effects so commonly attributed to it.”  6

 Kalm focused this inquisitive mind on two issues that prove invaluable to this 

study. He was attentive to the fact that New Sweden had preceded Pennsylvania, and was 

curious to learn about the experiences of the descendants of the settlers of New Sweden 

who lived in Philadelphia and its environs. Among the Swedes that he met was an 

indispensable ninety-one-year-old named Nils Gustafson, who shared with Kalm many 

lucid memories of the days before Penn arrived, and descriptions of what had changed 

since then.  

 Kalm’s interviews with Gustafson about his childhood reveal aspects of how 

William Penn had approached the people who were living in his colony when he arrived. 

The Swedes themselves, it seems, were invisible or marginal to the interests of many 

observers of colonial Philadelphia. Penn himself deliberately effaced their significance in 

the interests of emphasizing the symbolic nature of his friendship with the Indians, but 

Kalm’s attention to them fills gaps that complicate the story of the founding of the 

colony. 

 A comparison of William Penn’s views of Native Americans and his views of the 

Euro-Americans like Gustafson is instructive. Penn’s conceptualization of the Lenape 

inhabitants of his American colony accorded closely with those of other English colonists 

of the seventeenth century. Penn, like other contemporary observers, did not see the 

 Kalm, 44-45.6
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Lenapes in a way that can be accurately described as racially “other.” Penn assumed that 

their skin color was darker than that of most of the English due to manipulation and 

environment. The Lenapes are of “complexion black, but by design,” Penn reported. 

“They grease themselves with bear’s fat clarified, and using no defense against sun or 

weather, their skins must needs be swarthy.” Furthermore, he wrote, “I have seen as 

comely European-like faces among them… as on your side the sea; and truly an Italian 

complexion has not much more of the white, and the noses of several of them have as 

much of the Roman.”  7

 Penn quite deliberately described the Lenapes in terms that were intended to make 

them seem familiar, and not foreign, to his readers and potential colonists. He placed the 

Lenapes within the Biblical cosmology that would have been familiar to his readers, 

writing that “I am ready to believe them of the Jewish race, I mean of the stock of the ten 

tribes,” and shrewdly guessed that their ancestors migrated from the Old World to the 

New by way of “the easternmost place of Asia to the westernmost place of America.”  8

 Penn invited his readers to think of Pennsylvania’s Indians as similar to 

themselves, dispelling notions of otherness with the proclamation that “I find them of like 

countenance, and their children of so lively resemblance, that a man would think himself 

in Duke’s Place or Berry Street in London when he sees them. But this is not all: they 

agree in rites; they reckon by the moons; they offer their first fruits; they have a kind of 

Feast of Tabernacles; they are said to lay their altar upon twelve stones; their mourning is 

 William Penn, “Letter to the Society of Free Traders” (1683), in NEP, 230. 7

 Ibid., 237.8
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a year.”  A people with so many physical and cultural similarities with the English may 9

well have merely been a few stages behind Penn and his settlers, and it was therefore not 

impossible to think of their participation in the creation of a peaceful civil society.  

 Penn’s views towards the Lenapes of the Delaware Valley accord very closely 

with the broader patterns of English thinking that saw Native Americans not as members 

of a separate racial category but as people occupying a less-advanced stage of civilization 

(and who had the potential and capacity to advance to the level of the English).  10

However, Penn also viewed the Euro-American settlers in the Delaware Valley from a 

similar perspective. Penn viewed the Euro-Americans and Native Americans as distinct 

entities, but he approached both of those entities with a disposition that is similar in some 

important ways. 

 In October of 1682, before he sailed for America, Penn wrote a letter to the Native 

Americans of the Lenape nation, who lived on the land that were to become 

Pennsylvania.  Penn’s tone was that of a ruler who would create a peaceful and just 11

society by force of his own benevolent determination. “I am very sensible of the 

unkindness and injustice that has been too much exercised towards you by the people of 

these parts of the world,” Penn wrote to the Lenapes. He assured them that although 

colonization had “caused great grudgings and animosities, sometimes to the shedding of 

 Ibid., NEP, 237.9

 See Ch. 1 for the historiography of this perspective.10

 William Penn, “Letter to the Kings of the Indians” (October 18, 1681), PWP 2, 11

127-129.
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blood,” his colony would be different. “I am not such a man” as those who had caused 

strife between Europeans and Indians. “I have great love and regard towards you, and I 

desire to win and gain your love and friendship by a kind, just, and peaceable life.”  12

 William Penn’s determination to break the pattern of violence towards Indians 

was indeed remarkable and has rightfully attracted the attention of observers of 

Pennsylvania. However, the moral appeal of Penn’s attitude towards the Indians has also 

led observers to overlook his approach towards the Euro-American inhabitants of what 

was to become Pennsylvania. Penn had written them a letter as well, earlier in 1681, that 

was similar in tone and content to his letter to the Indians.  As with the Indians, he 13

sought to show the settlers that he recognized that they had experienced turbulence and 

instability in the changes of the seventeenth century, telling them that “I hope you will 

not be troubled at your change and the king’s choice” to grant him Pennsylvania. As with 

his letter to the Indians, he sought to assure the Euro-American settlers that he was not 

such a man as those other colonial governors that had sought only “to make his fortune 

great.” Instead, “God has furnished me with a better resolution, and has given me His 

grace to keep it.” As he promised the Indians peace and prosperity, he assured the Euro-

Americans that “whatever sober and free men can reasonably desire for the security and 

improvement of their own happiness I shall heartily comply with.”  14

 Ibid., 128.12

 William Penn, “Letter to the Inhabitants of Pennsylvania” (April 8, 1681), PWP 2, 84. 13

 Ibid. 14
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 His overtures towards both Indians and Euro-Americans were similar in tone, a 

solicitous sort of benevolent paternalism. The ways that he described the Indians and 

Euro-Americans to his potential settlers also had similar resonances. As discussed above, 

Penn described the Indians of Pennsylvania as physically impressive but generally un-

intimidating to potential colonists. He similarly wrote of Pennsylvania’s original Euro-

American inhabitants that “they are a plain, strong, industrious people.” Like the Indians, 

they were not as advanced as the English, especially in their ability to transform the 

natural world from wilderness to civilization. “They have made no great progress in 

culture, or propagation of fruit trees, as if they desired rather to have [just] enough than 

plenty.” Despite their less-advanced state, though, “they are proper people and strong of 

body, so they have fine children, and almost every house full” of children, “some, six, 

seven, and eight sons.”  According to Penn, Pennsylvania’s Indian and Euro-American 15

inhabitants were similarly primitive, non-threatening, and possessed of the potential to 

make the colony rich and industrious for newcomers. 

 Along with what Penn wrote to and about the original inhabitants of 

Pennsylvania, his treatment of both Euro-Americans and Native Americans was markedly 

 William Penn, “Letter to the Free Society of Traders” (1683), NEP, 227. Note that by 15

“culture,” in this context, Penn is referring to agriculture.
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similar.  For instance, when Penn initiated the Pennsylvania colonial project on the 16

banks of the Delaware River, a native inhabitant sold his “large tracts of land” to the 

colonizers “for almost nothing.” The lands, which by the mid-eighteenth century “would 

be reckoned worth” a substantial fortune of about “three hundred pounds,” had been sold 

off for a pittance: a few animals “and a hundred pumpkins.”  The people who occupied 17

the land on which Penn’s capital city of Philadelphia would be built faced a similar 

situation. Not comprehending the scope of the new colonial project, they sold their land 

under pressure to Penn’s agents because they were promised “twice the space of the land 

they inhabited” only a few miles away. “However, Penn himself and his descendants after 

him have, by repeated mensurations, considerably lessened the ground” they were 

promised.  18

 According to William Penn, the inhabitants of what would become Philadelphia 

who preceded the founding of the city did not deserve the right to possess that land. In 

Penn’s view, mere occupation was not enough to confer ownership; anyone who wished 

to truly possess the land needed to assert that right by “improving” it. Such improvement 

 The Swedish population, as a group of Euro-Americans who were colonized by 16

Europeans, illustrates the contingency and dynamism of identity in the colonization of 
early America. The case of Pennsylvania, then, should inform the interpretive framework 
of settler colonialism, which tends to treat race and group identity as relatively static 
before, during, and after the process of colonization. See Ch. 1 for a discussion of the 
historiography of settler colonialism.

 Kalm, 273.17

 Ibid., 18.18
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entailed an environmental transformation that deliberately rationalized a “natural” 

environment into an agriculturally productive and domesticated landscape.  

 John Locke’s Second Treatise on Government, published in the same decade in 

which Philadelphia was founded, was the most influential articulation of this 

understanding of ownership by improvement. Locke wrote the land that “a man tills, 

plants, improves, cultivates, and can use the product of, so much is his property.” This 

earthly arrangement even had the support of heaven. “God, when he gave the world in 

common to all mankind, commanded man also to labor,” Locke wrote. “He that, in 

obedience to the command of God, subdued, tilled, and sowed any part of it, thereby 

annexed to it something that was his property, which another had no title to, nor could 

without injury be taken from him.”   19

 This English understanding of property motivated Penn (and colonizers like him 

elsewhere in North America) to overlook or efface the many ways that the inhabitants 

they encountered had in fact altered their landscape and thereby asserted their possession 

of it. The Charter of Pennsylvania, officially establishing William Penn’s colonial project, 

embodies the Lockean labor theory of property by describing the lands along the banks of 

the Delaware River as “parts of America not yet cultivated and planted,” even though 

Europeans and Native Americans had been cultivating and planting it for decades and 

centuries, respectively.  The many changes in the land before the founding of 20

 John Locke, “Second Treatise on Government” (1689), 32.19

 The Charter of Pennsylvania (1681), WPFP, 41.20
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Philadelphia that had transformed the environment into an anthropomorphic landscape, 

were invisible, or at least insufficient, to Penn’s reading of the landscape. “Allow no old 

patents” among the existing inhabitants, Penn demanded, decisively; “they have forfeited 

them by not planting according to the law of the place.”   21

 European colonists often invoked this standard to justify the dispossession of 

native inhabitants of the land.  Historians usually have seen the Lockean standard as 22

applied by Europeans to Indians, and as an idea that Europeans used to distinguish 

themselves from Native Americans. The historian Simon Finger, for instance, writes in 

his book The Contagious City, that the American landscape was already inhabited by 

those “whom the colonists viewed as lazy gleaners of nature’s bounty. Englishmen called 

them Indians. To live without the honest toil of agricultural labor was to risk crossing the 

line that separated white from red.”  The concepts of “white” and “red,” and the lines 23

drawn between them, would eventually be drawn as starkly as Finger suggest. However, 

in the Delaware Valley of the late seventeenth century, the situation was actually much 

more complex and fluid than that. 

 William Penn was quite sincere in applying the Lockean standard to the Euro-

Americans that he colonized.  The Lockean standard was strict, as well; improvements 24

 PWP 2, 121.21

 See William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New 22

England (New York: Hill and Wang, 1983), 78-80.

 Simon Finger, The Contagious City: The Politics of Public Health in Early 23

Philadelphia (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2012), 14-15.
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needed to be significant. When Hans Peterson sued the Englishman William Leister in a 

dispute over possession of a meadow near Philadelphia in 1690, Penn’s commissioners 

declared that Peterson, “not producing any title but that of mowing it about twenty 

years,” was dispossessed of the land.  25

 The Pennsylvania project also followed patterns set by previous colonial ventures 

by ignoring or deliberately eliding the contributions that the existing inhabitants of the 

land made to the success of the colony. The historian David Hackett Fisher suggests that 

the Quaker brought with them in their migration into Pennsylvania a tolerant society that 

was accommodating of diverse sorts of people.  The German migrants who came to 26

Pennsylvania and founded Germantown in 1683 exemplify the new colony’s capacity for 

accommodation and assimilation (although Francis Daniel Pastorius, the leader of the 

German migrants, referred the Swedes who preceded Penn as “useless persons”).  27

Penn’s own understanding of the events tracked closely with Fisher’s assessment. 

However, historians who have given due attention to the society of New Sweden 

appreciate the important precedents set there. Jean Soderlund, in her study of Lenape 

responses to colonization, emphasizes that the relatively peaceful conditions that 

  August 9, 1690, in MBP, 42.25

 David Hackett Fischer, Albion’s Seed: Four British Folkways in America (New York: 26
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facilitated the establishment of Pennsylvania were preceded by years of interaction 

between the Lenapes and the denizens of New Sweden.  28

 This study builds on Soderlund’s assertion by asserting that the environmental 

precedents that the Lenapes and the Swedes established in the ecological middle ground 

were critical for Pennsylvania’s founding, even if those contributions were invisible to 

William Penn, or outside of the realm of his concern. The environmental conditions of 

New Sweden allowed Pennsylvania to escape many of the hardships that afflicted other 

colonies in their first years. When early settlers arrived on the Delaware even before 

Penn’s commissioners had found the site for Philadelphia, for instance, they were able to 

wait out the delay in the extant Swedish settlement at Upland.  When Penn’s agents were 29

finally able to establish the new city, the Old Settlers provided resources that allowed for 

the rapid growth of the town. Nils Gustafson, for instance, recalled that he brought a great 

deal of timber to Philadelphia in the city’s first decades, to supply the construction of 

houses and buildings.  30

 The Euro-Americans also made a critical contribution by provisioning the new 

colony with food. Rumors circulated, rooted in political hostility towards William Penn 

but made credible by colonial memories of the starving times in New England and the 

Chesapeake, that Philadelphia was failing and “starved for want of food” in the early 

 Jean Soderlund, Lenape Country: Delaware Valley Society Before William Penn 28
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days of settlement. While earlier Europeans, elsewhere in the American colonies, had had 

to rely on Indians for their rescue from starvation, Richard Blome reported that in 

Philadelphia, “the old inhabitants [by whom he meant the Old Settlers of New Sweden] 

supplied us with most of the corn we wanted, and a good share of pork and beef.”   31

 Other sources corroborate and expand on this point. Nils Gustafson told Kalm that 

only a “small number” of agricultural animals “were brought over from Old England,” 

and that Pennsylvanians bought theirs “chiefly from the Dutch and Swedes who lived 

here.”  Kalm also asserted that John Bartram informed him “that most of the cows which 32

the English have here are the offspring of those which they bought of the Swedes when 

they were masters of this country. The English themselves are said to have brought over 

few.”  The environmental precedent of New Sweden allowed Pennsylvania’s agricultural 33

project to leapfrog the difficult and lengthy process of importing and then breeding a 

critical mass of livestock. Pennsylvania’s agricultural expansion therefore enjoyed an 

accelerated start, thanks to the ecological precedents set by the existing Euro-Americans. 

 The Swedes were invisible or marginal to the interests of many observers of 

colonial Philadelphia other than Kalm, whose attention to them fills gaps that complicate 

the story of the founding of the colony. Penn downplayed their significance in the 

interests of emphasizing the symbolic nature of his friendship with the Indians, as 

 Richard Blome, The Present State of his Majesties Isles and Territories in America 31

(London, 1687), 121. 
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Pennsylvania’s reputation and moral status depended on the avoidance of the kinds of 

conflicts and violent clashes that had plagued England’s other American colonies in the 

seventeenth century. 

 To this end, he stipulated that “the Indians shall have liberty to do all things 

relating to the improvement of their ground and providing sustenance for their families, 

that any of the planters shall enjoy.” Furthermore, “all differences between the planters 

and the natives shall also be ended by twelve men, that is, by six planters and six natives; 

that so we may live friendly together.”  His belief that “Indians and English must live in 34

love, as long as the sun gave light” might very well have been sincerely held.  35

 While William Penn emphasized his fair treatment of the Indians as a way to 

promote the moral virtue of his colony, he was also largely indifferent to or ignorant of 

the ways that his predecessors on the banks of the Delaware River had shaped the 

landscape and environment before his arrival. He insisted that he was settling a 

“wilderness,” held the inhabitants of the land to English standards of improvement that 

they failed to meet, and elided the ways that his predecessors had contributed to the 

successful founding of the colony. The colonized peoples themselves had constructed a 

middle ground that allowed for trade and probably even intermarriage.  

 Given the fact that Penn approached the Lenapes and the Swedes in such similar 

ways, it is remarkable that these colonized populations occupied such thoroughly 

 William Penn, “Conditions or Concessions to the First Purchasers” (1681), PWP 2, 34
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differentiated categories of people by the middle of the eighteenth century. The 

expansionary, land-intensive environmental regime of the Pennsylvania project broke the 

ecological middle ground of New Sweden and divided its people. The Euro-American 

descendants of New Sweden were fully absorbed into Pennsylvania’s ecological regime 

and social order, while the descendants of the Native American inhabitants of the middle 

ground were quite thoroughly incompatible with the new regime in their ecological 

practices and, consequently, their identity as Indians. 

 The environment of Pennsylvania was a critical factor in shaping the 

transformation of its human inhabitants. More specifically, the abundance and fecundity 

that characterized Pennsylvania’s environment were critical factors in explaining the 

incorporation of the Swedes and the dis-incorporation of the Lenapes into the new 

colonial ecology. Kalm describes the climate of the Philadelphia region as exceptionally 

suitable for European-style agriculture. Temperatures are moderate, variations never too 

severe, and rain comes in due time and proper measure. As a result, there is “hardly a 

month from May to October or November, inclusive, in which people do not reap some 

kind of cereal, or gather some sort of fruit.”  36

 In part because of the early propaganda and publicity that praised the benevolent 

climate and the generosity of nature in the colony, Pennsylvania developed a reputation 

as “the best poor man’s country,” a place where farmers could prosper, and the upwardly 

mobile aspirations of the yeomen could bloom into realization. This reputation was in 
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fact grounded in a healthy dose of reality. The earth of southwestern Pennsylvania was 

generally quite fertile, and even the poorer soils of the region compared favorably with 

much of New England.  Temperatures ranged more towards extremes than in England, 37

but there was enough general climatic similarity with Western Europe that neither settlers 

nor their crops and animals did not find summer’s heat too intense or winter’s cold too 

biting to greatly inhibit their growth and success. The environment did present some 

challenges to farmers: they lost productivity to hungry rodents, to crop and livestock 

diseases, and to uncooperative weather. However, compared with the impediments that 

made agriculture difficult for farmers on European plantations elsewhere in America and 

in the world, Pennsylvania farmers encountered challenges that were mostly mild. The 

colony occupied a happy medium between the shorter growing seasons of the northern 

colonies and the pestilence-friendly heat of the southern colonies. Pennsylvania soils also 

tended to be more level and less rocky than those of New England, making the process of 

clearing fields and plowing the ground much less labor-intensive.  38

 The environment of Pennsylvania was especially amenable to the importation of 

the diverse system of agriculture that had developed in England in the mid-seventeenth 

century. William Penn foresaw that the English system would thrive when transplanted to 

Pennsylvania. In 1681 he had written a guide for prospective settlers for how to establish 

themselves quickly once they arrived in the colony and purchased land: 
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 Two men may clear as much ground by spring (when they set the corn of 
that country) as will bring in that time, twelve months, forty barrels, which 
amounts to two hundred bushels, which makes twenty-five quarters of 
corn. So that they first year they must buy corn, which is usually very 
plentiful. They may, so soon as they come, buy cows, more or less, as they 
want or are able, which are to be had at easy rates. For swine, they are 
plentiful and cheap; these will quickly increase to a stock. So that after the 
first year, what with the poorer sort sometimes laboring to others, and the 
more able fishing, fowling, and sometimes buying, they may do very well, 
till their own stocks are sufficient to supply them and their families, which 
will quickly be, and to spare, if they follow the English husbandry.  39

 The “English husbandry” invoked by Penn was a system that was evolving in 

important ways. England’s farmers, earlier in the seventeenth century, had focused mostly 

on bulk production of commodity crops, especially wheat. The abundant production of 

wheat threatened to trap farmers in a classic agricultural dilemma: when production of a 

crop is high, prices fall, leading farmers to plant more of the crop to make up for the loss, 

which leads prices to fall further. English farmers and shepherds — wool was also caught 

in the cycle of overproduction in the seventeenth century — learned to diversify their 

crops instead of merely producing more and more wheat and wool. The problem of 

falling prices, according to agricultural historian Joan Thirsk, “stimulated many 

alternative activities which flourished and brought salvation to members of all classes of 

rural society.”  Enterprising farmers also found alternative uses for grains that prevented 40

them from flooding the market, as they experimented with brewing, distilling, and 
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fattening livestock to earn higher prices for their meat. Farmers planted “vegetables and 

fruits, innumerable in range and variety, which greatly diversified diet.” They grew crops 

like woad, madder, and saffron, which served as dyes for England’s proto-industrial 

production of textiles. They kept bees, and learned to turn quick-spoiling milk into 

cheeses that would survive the journey to a nearby urban market. They expanded use of 

crops which provided fiber and oil instead of food, such as flax and hemp, and they 

experimented with novelties such as tobacco, licorice, hops, herbs, “and even canary 

seeds for feeding to caged birds.”   41

 This diversified English system worked best in a forested area near a city and its 

markets, such as the Essex countryside where William Penn had spent his boyhood.  It 42

was also exceptionally adaptable to the forested countryside of the Philadelphia 

hinterlands that Kalm visited in the mid-eighteenth century. Farmers in Pennsylvania, 

engaging in the diversified agricultural system described by Thirsk, were themselves able 

to produce goods both of a wide variety and in substantial quantities. Pennsylvania 

farmers used their land as either plowed fields, meadows, gardens, or orchards. Farmers 

plowed the majority of their land, and gave much attention to the production of wheat. 

Many farmers also planted maize, which offered a better yield per acre than wheat, but 

used the Indian corn for animal feed. Gardens, which were usually tended by women, 
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produced vegetables and herbs for household use. Orchards produced apples, pears, and 

peaches, which farmers preserved by fermenting their juices into cider and perry.  43

Apple orchards may best represent the English notion of agricultural fixity in 

Pennsylvania.  Apple trees produced a valuable crop but needed time to grow to 44

maturity; therefore, as Kalm noted, “[a]s soon as one has bought a piece of ground which 

is neither built upon nor sown, his first care is to get young apple trees and make a 

garden. He next proceeds to build his house, and lastly prepares the uncultivated ground 

land for grain. It is well known that the trees require many years before they arrive at the 

bearing age, and this makes it necessary to plant them first.”  This far-sighted practice 45

was a way for farmers to invest future value into their land and make its sale in the future 

profitable. Although Pennsylvania’s agricultural style encouraged expansion onto newly-

cultivated lands, a farm with mature apple trees would always make an older parcel of 

land an attractive purchase for new arrivals. 

Animals, of course, also occupied critical places in Pennsylvania’s agricultural 

system. Cattle were central to the farming economy, and the bovine population of 

Pennsylvania grew dramatically from the original stock provided by the Swedes. 

Functional distinctions for bovines were important, as they provided muscle power or 

produced beef, milk, or more cattle. There was a small sheep population in the colony, 
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but most farms had chickens, geese, ducks, or turkeys. Bees were common as well; some 

farmers had as many as eight hives on their land. 

 For the Lenapes, bees were harbingers of larger changes in the land. 

Pennsylvania’s English farmers began the practice of bee-keeping in the colony, and the 

industrious winged pollinators increased the yield of farmers’ crops, and produced honey 

and wax for their keepers. Kalm reported that the Swedes adopted the practice of keeping 

bees from the English, “which afforded their possessors profit, for bees succeed well 

here.”  However, Lenapes regarded them as indicators of the newness and 46

distinctiveness of the colonial agricultural regime. “Having no particular name for them 

in their language they call them English flies, because the English first brought them 

over,” Kalm reported, “but at present they fly plentifully about the woods of North 

America.”  It is important to note that the Indians did not refer to honeybees as 47

“European flies” or some other more generic word identifying them with colonists. The 

Lenapes recognized that the arrival of bees flying “plentifully about the woods” was a 

manifestation of a new and different sort of nature than what they had known before even 

in the hybrid European-American environment of New Sweden. 

 Similarly, Kalm reported that the broadleaf plantain [Plantago major] spread so 

widely in the newly colonized landscape that the Indians “gave it a name which signified 

the Englishman’s foot,” because “this plant grew in his footsteps,” along with the spread 

of English settlement. William Cronon, in his environmental history of colonial New 
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England, relates this same anecdote. “Because it seemed to crop up wherever the English 

walked, planted, or grazed animals,” Cronon wrote in Changes in the Land, “the Indians 

called plantain ‘Englishman’s Foot,’ a name that suggests their awareness of the 

biological invasion going on around them.”   48

 The awareness by the Indians of the particular details of this environmental 

transformation is probably even more astute than Cronon suggests. In the context of 

colonial New England, it is fair to treat “Englishman” as an uncomplicated synonym for 

“European.” However, in the colonized landscape of eighteenth-century Pennsylvania, 

the Lenape choice of the specific “Englishman” instead of something more generic is 

significant, and suggests that the Lenapes were aware that the Pennsylvania project was 

re-shaping their landscape in more profound and intractable ways than previous 

encounters with European people and biota had. 

 The establishment of Pennsylvania’s agricultural system affected the landscape in 

other important ways as well. Deforestation was the most significant, widespread, and 

manifestly observable environmental change that Kalm observed in the wake of the 

Pennsylvania project. Kalm notes that Philadelphia itself still held abundant areas of old-

growth tree coverage because its forests were owned by early investors who had procured 

choice land within the city’s limits. These “people of quality and fortune” plan to “leave 
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the trees for times to come, expecting that wood will become much more expensive.”  49

This sort of conservation of resources for the future led to expansive clearing outside of 

the city’s limits, because Philadelphia consumed great quantities of wood. 

 The growing city used wood for fuel and for building materials. Even when 

Philadelphians began to use bricks for the primary building material of Philadelphia’s 

houses, wood consumption increased. Kalm notes that in the vicinity of the city, many 

“brick kilns had been made… which require a great quantity of wood.”  50

 As a result of these changes, “the country is likewise more cultivated than it used 

to be, and consequently large forests have been cut down for that purpose,” Kalm noted, 

“and the farms built in those places also consume a quantity of wood.”  The result was 51

the replacement of one kind of abundance with another, as colonists turned the Delaware 

Valley’s fecund forests into productive farm fields. 

 Scholars sometimes praise Kalm as an early prophet of conservationism because he 49

elsewhere criticized sloppy and short-sighted agricultural practices as wasteful, but here 
he wrote disapprovingly of the rich Philadelphians’ instincts towards conserving their 
forests for later, complaining that they left their forests intact because they misunderstand 
economics and “do not regard the money which they could make from it.” Kalm 50-51. 
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baked the bricks and the lime-kilns that made the mortar necessary for bricklaying. See 
Donna Rilling, Making Houses, Crafting Capitalism: Builders in Philadelphia, 
1790-1850 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001).
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 Populations of wild animals such as wolves and bears declined, but the ongoing 

environmental changes greatly increased the populations of blackbirds and squirrels, 

species which favored wheat and corn and thrived in the abundant cultivated grain fields 

of the region.  English grasses also replaced their American cousins in the meadows of 52

the colonizers. Kalm notes that cows had trouble foraging in the woods of the Delaware 

Valley because “most grasses here are annuals, and do not for several years in succession 

shoot up from the same root.” Furthermore, the “great numbers of cattle” outstrip the 

indigenous grass’s ability to reproduce itself. The foreign varieties of grasses that English 

farmers imported in response to this problem “seem to thrive exceedingly well” in the 

American environment.  53

 This sort of farming fostered agricultural expansionism. Kalm remarked that after 

colonists exhaust the soil they “take new grain fields in another place, where a rich black 

soil can be found…. This kind of agriculture will do for a time; but it will afterwards 

have bad consequences, as every one may clearly see.” The fertility of the region had a 

downside; according to Kalm, it turned farmers into “careless husbandmen” who would 

“sow uncultivated grounds, as long as they will produce a crop without manuring,” but 

then would “turn them into pastures as soon as they can bear no more, and to take on new 

spots of ground.”  This sort of practice, combined with the steady influx of colonists into 54

Pennsylvania, created an expansionary regime that put pressure on Indians to vacate or 
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sell their land and move further away from colonial settlements.  Settlers, in fact, 55

preferred to plant on fields left behind by Indians, according to James T. Lemon, 

“probably to save the labor of clearing large trees.”  56

 William Cronon, in Changes in the Land, comments on this expansionary 

dynamic in New England, and notes that the “colonists themselves understood what they 

were doing almost wholly in positive terms, not as ‘deforestation,’ but as ‘the progress of 

cultivation.’” “Reducing the forest,” Cronon writes, “was an essential first step toward 

reproducing [an] Old World mosaic in an American environment. For the New England 

landscape, and for the Indians, what followed was undoubtedly a new ecological order; 

for the colonists, on the other hand, it was an old and familiar way of life.”   57

 Cronon again shows how the changes in the land in Pennsylvania demonstrate 

that colonial environmental change was more complicated than the replacement of the 

indigenous American by the European. The former inhabitants of New Sweden also saw 

the widespread deforestation of Pennsylvania not as a manifestation of “an old and 

familiar way of life,” but considered it to be “a new ecological order” to which they had 

to adapt. 

 Many of the Swedes had reasons to prefer the old ecological order that they had 

known. For example, Kalm asserted that there had been a significant decline in waterfowl 

populations. “About sixty or seventy years ago [i.e., about the time of the founding of 
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Philadelphia],” Kalm noted in 1748, “a single person could kill eighty ducks in a 

morning, but at present you frequently waited in vain for a single one.”  Old people told 58

Kalm that in “their youth the bays, rivers and brooks were quite covered with all sorts of 

water fowl, such as wild geese, ducks, and the like. But at present there was sometimes 

not a single bird upon them” and “at this time a person gets tired with walking before he 

can start a single bird.”  59

 Kalm enumerates the causes of this change, which include a growing human 

population and the expansionary replacement of forests with cultivated fields. In the new 

agricultural regime, “things are greatly changed; the country is well peopled, and the 

woods are cut down.”  Along with the expansionary nature of agriculture, Kalm also 60

identifies another cultural cause as well: he asserts that a deeply-rooted ethic of 

unchecked exploitation prevailed among colonists. Not only were there no laws designed 

to promote conservation by protecting the eggs, young, and breeding mothers of the 

waterfowl, but “if any had been made the spirit of freedom which prevails in the country 

would not suffer them to be obeyed.”  61

 Kalm reported that the Swedes noticed a new ecological regime in the waters as 

well as in the skies. “Many old people,” he reported, told him that “the difference in 

quantity of fish in their youth in comparison with that of today was as great as between 
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day and night.”  Kalm notes that the main “causes of this decrease of fish are partly the 62

same as those of the diminution in the number of birds”: overexploitation and the 

environmental disruption. Colonists took fish without any check on their numbers, as 

they did with the birds.  

 The colonized landscape was also newly inhospitable to anadromous fish, as it 

was filled with mills and dams that blocked the inland waterways. Kalm perceived the 

connection between the changed landscape and the decline of the fish populations, noting 

that the fish “go up the river in order to spawn in shallow water in the spring; but when 

they meet with waterfalls that prevent their proceeding, they turn back, and never 

return.”  63

 These waterwheels and windmills disrupted not only the landscape and patterns of 

animal migrations, but wedged wider the division between Indian and European 

conceptions of the workings of the universe. Kalm relates an anecdote that the first 

Indians to see a European mill were “astonished beyond expression” and that they “came 

in numbers, even from great distance, to view this marvel and could sit for days staring at 

it. They were long of the opinion that it was not driven by wind, but by the spirits who 

lived within it.”   64
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 Even if this story is apocryphal, it speaks to a growing awareness of difference 

between colonists and Indians in this changing landscape. This new colonized landscape 

was contested ground, and the changes were so profound that there was no longer room 

for the kinds of accommodations that had allowed Lenapes and colonists to forge an 

ecological middle ground.  

 The plant called the katniss [Sagittaria] is emblematic of these transitions. Katniss 

is a plant that Lenapes showed Swedish settlers how to harvest and eat, and which Nils 

Gustafson ate often and “liked them very well.””  Although “the Swedes ate it with 65

much relish at the time when the Indians were so near the coast,” Kalm reported in 1749, 

times had changed along with the landscape: “at present none of them make any use of 

the roots.” They were still eaten, but not by people: “Cattle are very fond of their leaves,” 

Kalm reports, and pigs rooted greedily for their tubers, so much so that the katniss plants 

were “said to have been almost destroyed by hogs.”  The extirpation (or near 66

extirpation) of these plants from the wetlands of the Philadelphia region aided in the 

dispossession of the Indians from their land by removing a source of subsistence. Where 

Europeans settled, hogs and cattle went, and food for the Lenapes was harder to come by. 

The cultural distance between peoples increased as well. Over the course of 91-year-old 

Nils Gustafson’s lifetime, a plant that Indians and Europeans shared for subsistence in a 

common ecology was transformed, among the colonists, from food for people into food 

for swine. 
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 Similarly, corn [maize] had been vital to the subsistence of Euro-Americans in the 

ecological middle ground of New Sweden, but its uses and meanings changed in the 

colonized landscape. People still ate corn, but Kalm writes that it was now more 

commonly used as a food for cattle and for pigs. In the ecological middle ground, pigs 

had been allowed to roam almost as feral animals that fed themselves by foraging in the 

woods. In the more rationalized landscape of Pennsylvania, colonists came to see corn as 

“the best food for hogs, because it makes them very fat, and gives their flesh and 

agreeable flavor, preferable to all other meat.”  Francis Daniel Pastorius, upon his arrival 67

in Philadelphia, noted that fast-growing maize was sometimes a necessity for the 

subsistence of new farmers in their first year, but Euro-American planters quickly 

abandoned it as their own food because “it does not taste good or satisfy well,” and used 

it for animal fodder after that.  The idea that corn is suitable for animal feed, distinct 68

from food for human consumption, even appears as a rhyming couplet in Richard 

Frame’s strange 1692 composition of colonial doggerel that praises Pennsylvania’s 

agricultural bounty: 

 The fields, most fruitful, yield such crops of wheat, 
 and other things most excellent to eat. 
 As barley, rye, and other sorts of grain; 
 In peace we plow, we sow, and reap again, 
 Good Indian corn, which is a larger breed, 
 It doth our cattle, swine and horses feed.  69
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 Swedes had also eaten Indian peas in the old colony, but abandoned their 

cultivation as they adopted the new agricultural style.  No contemporary source 70

comments on what it meant to them when what was once sustenance for people, both 

Indians and Euro-Americans, had become fodder for pigs that Indians also ate, but it 

probably did not help to close a growing sense of distance between the former inhabitants 

of the middle ground.  

 The speed and thoroughness with which the Swedes adopted to the new 

environmental regime was an important factor that accelerated the development of 

difference between them and their former neighbors in the middle ground. At the time of 

Pennsylvania’s founding, the Swedes practiced a much more rudimentary sort of 

agriculture, to the extent that Jean Soderlund described them as “very simple wilderness 

farmers,”  with homesteads that failed to impress English observers. The German leader 71

Francis Daniel Pastorius was quite harsh in his assessment of the Swedes’ progress. He 

wrote that “they are poor agriculturalists. Some of them have neither barns nor stables, 

and leave their grain for years together unthreshed and lying in the open air, and allow 

their cattle, horses, cows, swine, etc., to run in the woods summer and winter, so that they 

can derive little profit from them.”  72
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 By the time that Pehr Kalm visited Philadelphia in 1749, the Swedes were quite 

thoroughly integrated into the new environmental regime. In fact, by the time of Kalm’s 

visit, their agricultural practices and relationship with the land were virtually 

indistinguishable from English farmers. The Swedes seemed, to Kalm, to share fully in 

the abundance of the Philadelphia region. Kalm reports that he “visited the Swedes who 

were settled here and were at present in very good circumstances. One of them was called 

Anders Rambo; he had a fine house built of stone, two stories high, and a great orchard 

near it.”  He also visited the house of “Mr. Peter Cock, who was a merchant, born in 73

Karlskrona, Sweden,” where he observed that the new Pennsylvania’s abundant 

environment made it possible to assimilate, as almost everyone, “even the poorest 

peasant, had an orchard with apples, peaches, chestnuts, walnuts, cherries, quinces and 

such fruits…”  74

 The Swedish integration has another critical component as well: they asked to be 

included in Pennsylvania’s new order. On January 11, 1683, a group of Swedish farmers, 

including the Swenson brothers who sold the land for Philadelphia to Penn’s agents, 

petitioned to be naturalized as citizens of Pennsylvania. Perhaps accustomed by then to 

navigating the periodic changes in the sovereignty of the Delaware Valley, and aware of 

the advantages of throwing in their lot with new regime, they promised “faith and 

 Kalm, 39.73

 Ibid., 48.74
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allegiance to the king of England and his heirs and successors, and fidelity and lawful 

obedience to William Penn,” and the court granted their request.  75

 The abundant productivity of the agricultural regime was a highly effective 

mechanism for integrating the colony’s new citizens. The Swedes readily changed their 

agricultural practices to match those of the English. For instance, Kalm reports that “the 

old Swedes say that on their first arrival in this country they made barns for their cattle, 

as is usual in Sweden; but as the English came and settled among them, and left their 

cattle in the fields all winter, as is customary in England, they left off their former 

custom, and adopted the English one.”    76

 Kalm also observed a shift in the sorts of tools that the Swedes used to practice 

their woodcraft. The Swedish settlers formerly used hatchets made in a particularly 

Scandinavian style, but after the establishment of Pennsylvania, even Swedish 

blacksmiths abandoned their former practice and started making hatchets “in the English 

style.”  The saunas that might have allowed Lenapes and Swedes to find common 77

ground in the synchronicity of Native American and European customs were no more in 

eighteenth-century Pennsylvania. Before their integration into Pennsylvania, “[a]lmost all 

 “Naturalization of the Swedes” (January 11, 1683), Penn Letters and Ancient 75

Documents, collections of the American Philosophical Society.

 Kalm, 236.76

 Ibid., 273.77
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the Swedes had bath-houses and they commonly bathed every Saturday,” reported Kalm, 

“but now these bath-houses are done away with.”  78

 The integration ran thorough and to the deepest levels of culture, and transformed 

Swedish language practices, foodways, and religion. Kalm’s observations led him to 

predict that “the Swedish language is doomed to extinction in America.” The free 

intermarriage of settlers of English and Swedish descent blended language and cultural 

practices, and the English ways proved dominant. “English is the principal language in 

the land,” Kalm stated, and Swedish settlers “become ashamed to talk in their own 

tongue, because they fear they may not in such a case be real English.”   79

 Integration even reformed, for the Swedes, the usually sticky and persistent 

cultural customs of the kitchen.  “Both the Swedish and English settlers,” Kalm 80

reported, prepare greens from Pennsylvania gardens in “the same way,” boiled together 

with cooked meat, and “served on a platter and eaten with a knife.” This, stated Kalm, “is 

different from the Swedish custom.”  Swedish bodies changed as well. Kalm noticed the 81

poor condition of many of the colonists’ teeth, a problem which afflicted both Swedes 

 Ibid., 273.78

 Kalm, 683.79

 The food journalist Michael Pollan has noted that “a community’s food preferences—80

the strikingly short list of foods and preparations it regards as good to eat and drink—
represents one of the strongest social glues we have. Historically, national cuisines have 
been remarkably stable, and resistant to change, which is why the immigrant’s 
refrigerator is the very last place to look for signs of assimilation.” See Michael Pollan, 
The Omnivore’s Dilemma, 294-295.

 Kalm, 285.81
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and English. Kalm writes that “a number of old Swedes… they told me that they had 

preserved [their teeth] to a very great age.” One of them “assured me that his father at the 

age of sixty had cracked peach stones and black walnuts with his teeth, notwithstanding 

their great hardness, which at this time nobody dares to venture at that age.”  The 82

assimilation of the Swedes in Pennsylvania must have been thorough indeed. 

 Swedish assimilation even influenced the practice of religion, another usually 

persistent manifestation of distinction among cultural minorities. “Formerly,” wrote 

Kalm, “the Swedes here had candles in the church on Christmas Day and celebrated it as 

we do in Old Sweden, but now no candles are used and its observance has been much 

curtailed,” in alignment with plainer Quaker sensibilities.  The Swedes in America once 83

“celebrated Christmas with several sorts of games, and with various special dishes, as is 

usual in Sweden; all of which is now, for the greatest part, given up.”  Their religious 84

observances came to match the indifference of the Quakers to Christmas. This was a 

people who had come a long way from 1682, when the “Swedes themselves were 

accused of being already half Indians when the English arrived.”  85

 Ibid., 189. Kalm considered the weather, the air temperature, and tea-drinking as the 82

cause of tooth decay among the colonists, and decideed that the real cause was the 
English (and now Swedish) habit of drinking their tea hot. The actual cause was most 
likely the sugar in the tea.

 Ibid., 233.83

 Ibid., 273.84

 Ibid., 226.85
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 This accusation might have been truer than Kalm realized, given the likelihood 

that Swedish men had married Lenape women when there were almost no Euro-

American women in the old colony. A census of the Swedish farmers around Philadelphia 

in April of 1683 counted only adult males under the age of sixty (many of whom had 

earlier applied for citizenship, as noted above).  However, several of these men had adult 86

sons, and William Penn himself remarked on the large size of Pennsylvania’s Swedish 

families, noting that it was “rare to find” a Swedish household “without three or four 

boys, and as many girls; some six, seven, and eight sons.”  Some of these people may 87

very well have been what would have been called “Indian” according to racial 

classifications that developed later.  If that is the case, matters of identity and belonging 88

in early Pennsylvania were defined not by bloodline. The Swedes became integrated into 

colonial Pennsylvania especially by their adoption of the dominant ecological regime. 

The same may well have been true of at least some people of Lenape descent, even if 

those people did not identify themselves as Lenapes. 

 The people who did identify themselves as Lenapes never sought to integrate 

themselves into Pennsylvania and its new ecological regime in the way that the Swedes 

did, even though William Penn had declared that “the Indians shall have liberty to do all 

 Soderlund, William Penn and the Founding of Pennsylvania, 216.86

 William Penn, “Letter to the Free Society of Traders” (1683), NEP, 238.87

 In 1683, a 45-year-old Swedish colonist would have been born in the old colony of 88

New Sweden. Most of the farmers counted in the census were in their twenties and 
thirties, and could have had Lenape mothers. The children and wives not recorded by the 
census may of course also have been Lenapes or part-Lenape.
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things relating to the improvement of their ground and providing sustenance for their 

families, that any of the planters shall enjoy.”  Some Lenape people probably found 89

advantage in intermarrying with Euro-Americans and integrating with the new 

Pennsylvania society, but most Native Americans preferred to remain independent and 

autonomous. This follows broader patterns in American history: While the story of most 

outsider/minority groups has been a struggle for inclusion in the dominant society and 

polity, Native Americans have instead largely fought to remain autonomous, independent, 

and free of control by the dominant culture. Jean Soderlund asserts that the Lenapes, in 

particular, placed a high value on autonomy and were “committed to personal 

freedom.”  They may very well have been aware that autonomy was impossible in the 90

fixed and expansive new ecological regime. Given the thoroughness with which the 

Swedes were integrated, the Lenapes probably realized that they could not remain 

Lenapes in the new system. 

 The Swedes had chosen to integrate themselves with the new polity, but the 

Lenapes had their own culturally-prescribed ways of negotiating with power, and chose 

to form their own sort of alliance with Penn and his antecedents.  Part of this manner of 91

negotiating with power came from the cultural and political prestige that Lenape leaders 

earned from treaty-making and exchange. Lenape leaders could earn prestige by 

 William Penn, “Conditions or Concessions to the First Purchasers” (1681), PWP 2, 89

100. Penn reiterates the plan for a jury of six Indians and six colonists in his “Letter to the 
Society of Free Traders” (1683), NEP, 236.

 Soderlund, Lenape Country, 12.90

 See Ch. 4.91
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negotiating with colonists, but those negotiations often resulted in the sale of the land that 

Pennsylvanians wanted for their expansionary agricultural system. This dynamic created 

a feedback loop that separated Indians from Euro-Americans, and turned the acquisition 

of land into a vital cultural wedge.  92

 These processes separated the Lenapes, physically and culturally, from the Euro-

Americans with whom they had once shared a middle ground. Francis Daniel Pastorius 

observed, as early as 1698, that Euro-Americans in Philadelphia “no longer have the 

opportunity to associate with them” as the Lenapes “have withdrawn very far away from 

us.” The physical division was a rooted in the Indians’ differing ecological practices; 

Pastorius wrote that they lived in “the wild forest, where, after their hereditary custom, 

they support themselves by the chase, shooting birds and game, and also by catching fish, 

and dwell only in huts made of bused and trees drawn together.” They pointedly abstain 

from the kind of agriculture that bound together the diverse sorts of Euro-Americans in 

the Delaware Valley: “They carry on no cattle-breeding whatever, and cultivate no field 

or garden; accordingly they bring very little else to the Christians to market than the pelts, 

the skins of animals, and the birds which they have shot, and fishes.” This difference in 

ecological practices created, to Pastorius, fundamental social and cultural divisions. The 

Indians, he wrote, “do not associate much with the Christians,” even and especially at the 

 See Daniel K. Richter, Trade, Land, Power: The Struggle for Eastern North America 92

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 155-176.
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most fundamental level: there was “certainly no mutual marriage-contract between us and 

them.”  93

 Kalm, fifty years later, described the thoroughness of the ways that Indians had 

been dis-integrated from Pennsylvania’s ecological system. “The country, especially that 

along the coasts in the English colonies, in inhabited by Europeans, who in some places 

are already so numerous that few parts of Europe are more populous,” Kalm wrote. “The 

Indians have sold land to the Europeans, and have retired further inland. In most parts 

you may travel… about a hundred and twenty English miles, from the coast, before you 

reach the first habitation of the Indians. And it is very possible for a person to have been 

at Philadelphia and other towns on the seashore for half a year without so much as seeing 

an Indian.”  94

 In the long term, colonial visions of a land controlled and transformed from 

“overabundant forests” to an ordered European-style landscape (a landscape maybe free 

someday of Indians) were entirely incompatible with Native American desires to hold at 

arm’s length the influence and intrusiveness of the newcomers. Nature, already a 

potential source of misunderstandings and a marker of differences between Americans 

and Europeans, would become even more important as an ideological tool used to 

underscore the chasm between Indian and colonial cultures, identities, and realities. The 

Swedish colonist from Pehr Kalm’s story, before smashing to death the “red-spotted 

snake,” told the Indian “Because thou believest in it, I think myself obliged to kill it.” 

 Francis Daniel Pastorius to George Leonhard Model (1698), NEP, 438.93

 Kalm, 119.94
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The problem between the two men was a growing awareness of difference and 

incompatibility, and nothing showed that to them more directly, or allowed them to 

articulate it more clearly, than the way they related to the natural world in the creation of 

Pennsylvania’s new colonial landscape. 
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CHAPTER 6 

ON THE GREEN COUNTRY TOWN, THE PEACEABLE KINGDOM, AND 
LENAPEHOKING: PHILADELPHIA’S ORIGIN STORIES  

IN HISTORY AND MEMORY 

 As the previous chapters of this dissertation demonstrate, the environmental 

transformations that accompanied the founding of Pennsylvania were critical in shaping 

the new colony’s physical form, its economy, and its social arrangements. The powerful 

events of the founding continued to resonate in the historical memory of Philadelphians 

for decades, and even centuries, after the death of William Penn. Citizens looked to 

myths, memories, and origin stories related to the founding of Philadelphia in response to 

the stressful and unsettling changes caused by the growth of their city. Over time, 

Philadelphians invoked interpretations of the events of the founding to address conflicts 

about the nature of their society, the physical form of their city, and even the legitimacy 

of the Pennsylvania project. In this way, the founding of Philadelphia remains perpetually 

contested ground. 

 The historian Annette Gordon-Reed writes that founding myths “matter, for 

individuals, groups of people, and for nations” in addressing pressing concerns, but are 

“about our current needs and desires (usually to feel good about ourselves), not actual 

history.”  Philadelphians experienced many such needs and desires as the passage of time 1

separated them from their city’s founding. Philadelphia grew rapidly in size and 

 Annette Gordon-Reed, On Juneteenth (New York: Liveright, 2021), 58. For the 1

purposes of this essay, of course, an implied “and for cities” exists where Gordon-Reed 
cites the importance of origin stories to individuals, groups, and nations. 
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economic output in the nineteenth century, but the changes created stresses for the urban 

population. The city industrialized, and its population grew rapidly, and the demography 

of that population changed with the increasing immigration of non-English-speaking 

Europeans. This rapid development in the early nineteenth century remade the city 

beyond anything its prominent citizens recognized. The members of the Philadelphia elite 

looked at their city with growing anxiety as it “had become a sprawling, turbulent, 

heterogenous city in the early stages of industrialization.”   2

 Along with the anxieties of growth came a feeling of loss and sense of 

diminishment. In the last decade of the eighteenth century, Philadelphia had been the 

capital of Pennsylvania and of the United States, but the state capital departed (first to 

Lancaster before settling in Harrisburg), and the national capital moved to the new 

federal city of Washington, D.C. Furthermore, the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825 

connected the Great Lakes region to the Hudson River and funneled the economic 

abundance of the Old Northwest towards New York, allowing the nearby rival city to 

surpass Philadelphia as the United States’ center of commerce and influence. In response 

to these anxieties, Philadelphians looked to their past and constructed origin stories that 

served their needs in critical ways. 

 Philadelphians responded to their unease by looking for protective virtues in the 

city’s idealized past, where they discovered a notion that Philadelphia had always had an 

exceptional relationship with nature. They found this connection as they looked 

 Gary B. Nash, First City: Philadelphia and the Forging of Historical Memory 2

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 17. See also 156-159.
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backwards and focused on collecting and protecting an array of historical documents and 

artifacts relating to William Penn and the founding of the city. In doing so they re-

discovered Penn’s evocative but forgotten description of a “green country town,” and a 

popular 1812 re-printing of the Portraiture, with its orderly grid and tree-filled squares, 

amplified the idea that nature had a powerful and important role in the city’s origin.  3

 They also mingled the idea of the “green country town” with a separate but 

related strand of mythology about the founding of their city. Not only had Philadelphia 

been founded according to a pastoral ideal, it also had at its roots a uniquely moral origin 

because of William Penn’s benign relationship with Native Americans. The intertwined 

romanticizations of nature and of Indians impelled citizens to bring idealized versions of 

each back into the city’s past, and allowed them to continue to assert that the powerful 

influence of a restorative and benign nature had been part of the city since its genesis. 

Therefore, as they experienced the massive transformations of urbanization, 

Philadelphians celebrated their connections to a romantic nature by repopulating their 

city with idealized Indians. 

Romanticized Native Americans, Nature, and Anxious Urbanites 

 William Penn, and his emphasis on peaceful relations with Native Americans at 

the beginning of his colony, provided a rich vein of mythology for later Philadelphians to 

mine for their current needs. Penn saw in the Indians on the other side of land 

 Ibid., 17.3
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transactions not as people with very different ideas of possession and use of the natural 

world but as useful symbols of his ownership of the land, and in doing so he established a 

deep current in the way that Philadelphians thought about Indians. Philadelphians, 

beginning with Penn, found vitality in an idea of the original inhabitants that shaped their 

understandings of the city’s nature and its history. Daniel K. Richter suggests that myths 

about moments of peaceful relations between Indians and Europeans in the early stages 

of their encounter “help to resolve the moral contradictions raised by the European 

colonization of North American and the dispossession of its Native inhabitants.”  4

 The historian Jean M. O’Brien complicates the matter by arguing that nineteenth-

century New Englanders embraced images of Native Americans “because doing so 

enabled them to establish unambiguously their own modernity.” The transfer of control of 

land from Indians to New Englanders represented a “stark break with the past” in which 

“the ‘civilized’ order of culture, science, and reason,” replaced “‘uncivilized’ peoples” 

who were “illogically rooted in nature, tradition, and superstition.”  Nineteenth-century 5

Philadelphians, in considering historical memories that emphasized a peaceable transfer 

of land from Native American to English control rather than ruptures rooted in warfare 

and violence, may have reached a different sort of interpretation of the past than did their 

New England contemporaries. 

 Daniel K. Richter, Facing East from Indian Country, A Native History of Early America 4

(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2001)v, 81.

 Jean M. O’Brien, Firsting and Lasting: Writing Indians our of Existence in New 5

England (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010, xxi.
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 Since the earliest encounters between Europeans and Native Americans, 

Europeans used Indians as symbols of an idealized relationship with nature. Through 

these “Noble Savages,” Europeans criticized their own society and contrasted the 

complexity and greed of “civilization” with the serenity of Indians who were able to live 

in the harmony of nature without want or guile.  As the Lenapes had been useful to 6

William Penn in establishing the moral character of his Holy Experiment and in securing 

unassailable title to the colony’s greatest resource, subsequent generations of 

Philadelphians found Indians useful in promoting a particular version of their city’s 

history that emphasized its exceptional character. 

 Such needs and desires shaped the creation of Benjamin West’s 1771-72 oil 

painting The Treaty of Penn With the Indians, one of the earliest and most influential 

examples of myth-making about the founding of Pennsylvania. William Penn’s son, 

Thomas Penn, commissioned the American-born West to create the painting during a 

period of political turmoil: Thomas Penn was the hereditary proprietor of Pennsylvania, 

but his authority in the colony was complicated by his apostasy from Quakerism, by 

fractious local politics in Philadelphia, and by contests over the authority of the 

Pennsylvania Assembly. The rising tensions among colonial self-rule and Parliamentary 

authority in the aftermath of the Stamp Act further complicated the situation. Thomas 

Penn’s desire to commemorate the founding of the colony in a commissioned painting 

 See esp. Shepard Krech III, The Ecological Indian: Myth and History (New York: 6

Norton, 1999), 15-28.
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was a grand gesture designed to make immediate and sensational the memory of his 

father’s (and therefore his own) importance to Pennsylvania.  7

 The painting, at more than 6 feet high and 9 feet across, was meant to be 

impressive, and it was a notable success. The European cultural elite, as members of 

cultural elites do, loved nothing so much as that which was new, and the novelty of a 

painting depicting American Indians by an American-born artist dazzled them. As copies 

of the image spread across the Atlantic, important elements of the painting also 

influenced historical memories of Philadelphians themselves. The painting elevated the 

magnitude of Philadelphia’s importance by portraying its founding as a crucial moment 

that initiated a golden age of cooperation and fellow-feeling between Indians and 

Europeans. The painting depicted an entirely fictional event; at least, no record of any 

such Great Treaty exists. William Penn did negotiate some land sales with Indians in the 

Philadelphia region during his first visit to the colony, and he did instruct his agents to 

treat the Indians of Pennsylvania with consideration unusual among his colonial 

contemporaries. The Great Treaty, however, as suggested by Benjamin West, is 

apocryphal.   8

 For more analysis of the painting and its political context, see Ann Uhry Abrams, 7

“Benjamin West’s Documentation of Colonial History: William Penn’s Treaty with the 
Indians,” The Art Bulletin 64 (March 1982), 59-75, and Beth Fawkes Tobin, Picturing 
Imperial Power: Colonial Subjects in Eighteenth-Century British Painting (Durham, 
N.C.: Duke University Press, 1999), 56-80.

 For a contrary view to my rejection of the Great Treaty’s historical reality, see Andrew 8

Newman, On Records, 95-132.
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 West’s painting appealed to Philadelphians in part because it provided an example 

of what Jean M. O’Brien calls “firsting,” a process which Anglo-Americans used to 

“appropriate the category ‘indigenous’ away from Indians and for themselves” by 

presenting an interpretation of the past that “argues for the sole legitimacy” of Anglo-

American ways.  The process of asserting the primacy of English ways through 9

“firsting,” however, was more complicated in Pennsylvania than it was elsewhere in 

North America. Images of a direct transfer of sovereignty between the Lenapes and 

William Penn very deliberately erase the fifty years of Euro-American presence and 

influence in what became Pennsylvania, and elide the important role that the Swedish 

settlers played in establishing Pennsylvania. The initial meetings between Penn’s agents 

and the Lenapes would have been much more difficult without the mediation provided by 

the Swede Lars Cock, and, if West had been present to witness the single most important 

agreement that allowed for the founding of Philadelphia between newcomers and the 

people who lived on the land, he would have depicted the negotiations between Penn’s 

agents and a group of Swedish farmers. 

 West’s painting also initiates an important symbolic motif that was especially 

significant in Philadelphia’s origin stories: the large elm tree that shaded the peaceable 

congress of people beneath it conveyed the idea that the new friends enjoyed gentle 

harmony not just with each other but with the entire natural environment that they shared. 

For nineteenth-century Philadelphians, increasingly disconnected by urbanization from 

 O’Brien, 6.9
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the natural world, “nature” had become something sublime and even restorative, a place 

where people could find the nurturing roots of a simpler American past. Furthermore, 

with the violence and conflict of war with Indians in Pennsylvania a thing of the past 

century, Philadelphians were unthreatened by actual Native Americans, and could afford 

to support a memory of their city’s exceptional relationship with nature and with 

romanticized Indians.  10

 Edward Hicks produced a popular series of paintings that superbly captured the 

spirit of this version of Philadelphia’s origin story. Hicks, a Pennsylvania artist, took 

Benjamin West’s famous painting as inspiration, and embellished further the idea that 

Penn’s Treaty had been a moment of harmony not just between Indians and colonists, but 

among the natural world in its entirety. Hicks explicitly referred to the prophet Isaiah’s 

invocation of a sacred age when all of nature would exist together in a peaceable 

kingdom, and his paintings proved popular among anxious Philadelphians. 

 Romantic views connecting Indians to nature and Philadelphia’s history continued 

as to influence historical memory into the twentieth century, as well. In the early decades 

of the new century, Philadelphians, following the national trend of the City Beautiful 

movement, imitated the long-ago aspirations of William Penn by attempting to influence 

the virtues of the peoples of the city through urban planning. In a massive project, they 

 The romantic movement popularized Indians as symbols of the noble purity of 10

American origins, and of the “unchanged” natural world of the continent that was now 
threatened by the exploitations of industrial capitalism and population growth. See 
Berkhofer, and Philip Deloria, Playing Indian (New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press, 
1998), 95-127.
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cut a diagonal through Penn’s original grid with a grand boulevard modeled on the 

Champs-Élysées of Paris.  The Fairmount Parkway was intended to relieve the 11

congestion and gridlock of the crowded streets, and to restore natural beauty to the 

industrial city. The fulcrum of the new parkway was the Swann Fountain, a monument in 

Logan Square (the Northwest Square of William Penn’s original city plan). The new 

fountain, opened in 1924, featured serene and reposed Indians in allegorical 

representations of the Schuylkill, the Delaware, and the Wissahickon, intended to be 

reminders to Philadelphians of the purity and natural state of the city’s waters in an 

unspoiled era (Fig. 14). 

 The falling waters of the Wissahickon, a creek which descends through a steep 

gorge into the Schuylkill near Manayunk, powered the mills of some of Philadelphia’s 

earliest industrial operations. As steam began to replace water as the power source 

driving industrialization, the mills and tanneries relocated and trees grew again in the 

gorge. Philadelphians, concerned about sanitation and the safety of their drinking water, 

sought to protect the purity of the Schuylkill watershed above the city, incorporated the 

newly-regrown creek into the into the city’s Fairmount Park system in the 1870s. The 

Wissahickon was a pocket of nature that was especially cherished by Philadelphians and 

commemorated in the paintings, poetry, and prose of American romantics. 

 See Penny Balkin Bach, Public Art in Philadelphia (Philadelphia: Temple University 11

Press, 1992), 216, and David Bruce Brownlee, Building the City Beautiful: The Benjamin 
Franklin Parkway and the Philadelphia Museum of Art (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1989).
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 To further emphasize the separation of this “original” landscape from the polluted, 

crowded striving of the city, in 1902, wealthy Philadelphian C.W. Henry commissioned 

sculptor John Massey Rhind to create a twelve-foot tall limestone statue of a serene 

Indian, in fantastical feathered headdress, surveying his landscape from atop a steep cliff 

above the creek (Fig. 15).  Real Lenapes would not have been welcomed back into the 12

Wissahickon in the twentieth century, but modern Philadelphians found idealized Indians 

to be as useful to defining their version of nature as William Penn had centuries before. 

The statue, popularly called “Teedyuscung” after a Lenape chief of the eighteenth 

century, helped Philadelphians imagine a landscape undisturbed since creation. “By 

linking the leisure landscape of the park to the Indians’ primordial landscape and their 

allegedly more ‘spiritual’ connection with nature,” writes Ann Norton Green, “the statue 

helped elide the industrial landscape of work and production that had defined the gorge 

for nearly two centuries.”  13

 While the limestone Teedyscung illustrates white ideas of Indians, the flesh-and-

blood Teedyuscung of history helps us understand that Native Americans also looked 

back on the idealized legend of Penn’s Treaty. Facing constant pressure from white 

expansion in eighteenth-century Pennsylvania, Indians often invoked the memory of 

 The sculpture replaced a dilapidated wooden Indian that had been installed in the same 12

location sometime in the mid-nineteenth century. Bach, 210.

 Ann Norton Green, “Wolves of the Wissahickon: Deer, Humans, and the Problem of 13

Ecology in an Urban Park,” in Black and Chiarappa, 285. On the historical Teedyuscung, 
see Anthony F.C. Wallace, King of the Delawares: Teedyuscung, 1700-1763 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1949).
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Penn to remind colonists of the ideals they celebrated but did not seem to practice. 

Historian Daniel K. Richter notes that “Teedyuscung, along with many other eighteenth- 

century Native orators, recalled Penn as ‘the good old man, … who was a friend to the 

Indian.’ He was, the Delaware said, a man who should ‘Inspire the people of this 

Province at this time.’”   14

 While the historical Teedyuscung rebuked eighteenth-century Pennsylvanians for 

not honoring the ideals of William Penn, nineteenth-century Philadelphians were 

abundantly eager to put the founder’s historical memory to use in their efforts to re-shape 

the physical form of the city.  

William Penn, Philadelphia’s City Planner by Proxy 

 Chapter 3 of this dissertation argues that William Penn’s plans had little real 

impact on the shape and nature of the colonial city of Philadelphia, and that the colonists 

who wished to have a port town to efficiently facilitate the export of Pennsylvania’s 

agricultural produce were effectively the city’s planners. Penn’s conceptions of a “great 

town” of ten thousand acres, of a “green country town” of stately houses on large garden 

plots, or even of Philadelphia as a city laid out on an orderly grid all proved to be inert in 

the face of the dynamic economic forces that made Philadelphia a boom town on the 

Delaware waterfront. This interpretation refuted the idea that, according to the historians 

 Daniel K. Richter, Land, Trade, Power: The Struggle for Eastern North America 14

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2014), 6.
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Mary Maples Dunn and Richard S. Dunn, if “ever one man created a city, William Penn 

founded Philadelphia.”   15

 However, even if William Penn’s plans for Philadelphia had a negligible impact 

on the shape of the colonial city, his ideas came to have a real and lasting influence on the 

form of the place long after his death. As latter-day Philadelphians sought to reshape the 

physical space of the city in response to the pressing challenges of modernization, they 

found guidance by looking to, and putting to use, origin stories about William Penn and 

the founding of the city.  

 An immediate and direct crisis, in fact, served as a crucial catalyst for the 

rediscovery of William Penn’s vision for the city. Lethal and terrifying plagues of yellow 

fever struck Philadelphia during several consecutive summers in the last decade of the 

eighteenth century. The summer of 1793 was especially devastating; almost 5,000 people 

died that year from the disease, causing social and economic turmoil as the affluent fled 

town and the poor were left behind.  Civic leaders in Philadelphia, unsure of the causes 16

of the outbreaks, focused on bringing clean drinking water to the city’s population as a 

remedy. This was an incorrect but salutary guess. Philadelphians did not realize that 

mosquitos were the vector of yellow fever, but clean drinking water nonetheless offered 

abundant benefits to public health. 

 Mary Maples Dunn and Richard S. Dunn, “The Founding:1681-1701,” 1.15

 See Thomas Apel, “The Rise and Fall of Yellow Fever in Philadelphia, 1793-1805” in 16

Black and Chiarrapa, 55-72.
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 One Philadelphian in particular, the city councilman Thomas Cope, was 

instrumental in connecting the founding of Philadelphia to its new environmental crisis. 

As a member of the committee charged with bringing clean drinking water into the city, 

Cope championed a plan to bring to the city’s clustered population water from the 

Schuylkill, which was relatively unpolluted and distant from the population that still 

clustered hard by the Delaware. The centerpiece of the new plan was a pumping station in 

the center square depicted in Penn and Holme’s diagram of the Portraiture. However, the 

center square’s location and provenance was ambiguous; land ownership records had 

been muddled when the state confiscated lands (including the square) held by Penn’s 

heirs and redistributed them to the city. In order to establish the public water pumping 

system, Cope and his colleagues employed the Portraiture as both a historical artifact and 

a legal document to make their case, even if they had to establish boundaries for the 

“original” center square to the west of the location plotted by the Portraiture.  In doing 17

so, city leaders “neatly finessed the persistent neglect and disorder that had dogged the 

centerpiece of Penn’s plan,” writes Elizabeth Milroy.   18

 In fact, the pumping station and its surrounding garden established “the square as 

Philadelphia’s symbolic center.” The new status of the square was captured in John Lewis 

Krimmel’s 1812 painting Fourth of July in Centre Square (Fig. 16), which depicts a 

 Note the westward shift of Center Square in Birch’s diagram in Fig. 7, which reflects 17

the new plan for the pumping station engineered by Cope, compared with the symmetry 
of the squares in the Portraiture, in Fig. 4.

 Milroy, “Repairing the Myth and Reality of Philadelphia’s Public Squares, 1800-1850,” 18

Change Over Time 1 (Spring 2011), 59.
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public celebration among the newly-landscaped gardens (and near the pumping house) in 

Penn’s square; such depictions further revived public interest in Penn’s vision of the 

city.  The popular 1812 re-publication of the Portraiture amplified this effect, sparking 19

even greater interest in planning and preserving the other squares, which Philadelphias 

began referring to, for the first time, as “Penn’s squares.”  Throughout the eighteenth 20

century, the original squares of Penn’s plan existed in a state of neglect. Philadelphians 

used them as cattle pastures, grounds for dumping waste, sites of commercial activity, 

and even as burial grounds. In the words of Milroy, they were “vague, marginalized 

spaces vulnerable to abuse.”  Philadelphians, as they sought to restore and repair these 21

spaces, looked for guidance to the ideas expressed by William Penn when he founded the 

city. His ideas, which had made negligible impact on the layout of Philadelphia during his 

lifetime, finally became influential almost a century after his death. 

 James Mease, a Philadelphia physician, deliberately invoked Penn when 

advocating a revival of the squares as public parks. Mease called for the squares to be 

landscaped gardens that would “prepare for the comfort and health of a population, 

rapidly increasing,” and wrote that visitors would be astonished to see “that out of the 

five squares, expressly set apart, by the benevolent founder of the city, for the purpose of 

 Ibid., 48.19

 Dell Upton, Another City: Urban Life and Urban Spaces in the New American 20

Republic (New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press, 2008), 113-119, and Milroy, 
156-158.

 Milroy, “Repairing the Myth and Reality of Philadelphia’s Public Squares, 1800-1850,” 21

54. 
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public walks, and the salutary recreation of future generations, not one has been 

exclusively appropriated to its destined object!”  22

 William Penn’s long-neglected plan for the city was more than a conceptual 

inspiration for nineteenth-century Philadelphians as they sought to restore the squares. 

Penn’s plans played an important legal role as well. The city, in its efforts to re-make the 

squares, had trouble dislodging the German Reformed Congregation of Philadelphia from 

Northeast Square, which it had been using as a burial ground since Thomas Penn granted 

them permission to do so in 1741. The conflict culminated in a state supreme court case 

in 1836, in which solicitor William Meredith introduced into evidence “certain ancient 

documents and printed books” including “a plan or map entitled ‘A portraiture of the City 

of Philadelphia, &c., by Thomas Holme, Surveyor General” and Penn’s description of 

“the situation and extent of the city of Philadelphia.”  The court decided in the city’s 23

favor, establishing the legality and applicability of the Portraiture as a document of civic 

planning.  24

 James Mease, The Picture of Philadelphia, Giving an Account of Its Origin, Increase 22

and Improvements in Arts, Sciences, Manufactures, Commerce and Revenue 
(Philadelphia: B. & T. Kite, 1911), 51-53.

 Thomas I. Wharton, Reports of the Cases Adjudged in the Supreme Court of 23

Pennsylvania (Philadelphia: T. & J. W. Johnson, 1884) 469. The document by Penn 
mentioned in the case is William Penn, A Short Advertisement upon the Scituation and 
Extent of the City of Philadelphia and the Ensuing Platform thereof, by the Surveyor 
General, NEP, 242.

 The case was Commonwealth vs. Alburger (1836). See Milroy, “Repairing the Myth 24

and Reality of Philadelphia’s Public Squares, 1800-1850,” 64.
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 Philadelphians consequently remade the four outlying squares into restorative 

oases on the city grid. In the early nineteenth century, for instance, civic leaders 

populated Northeast Square with a select kind of nature that allowed citizens to find 

restorative power among songbirds, charming grey squirrels, and pollution-resistant 

London plane trees, while Southwest Square became an ornamented park that enhanced 

the prestige of the growing concentration of economic elites in the neighborhood.  The 25

city also re-named the squares in 1825, replacing their generic directional names with 

names commemorating eminent Philadelphians. Center Square became Penn Square; 

Northeast Square became Franklin Square, Southeast became Washington Square, 

Southwest became Rittenhouse Square, and Northwest became Logan Square.  26

 Meanwhile, the Center Square pump proved inadequate to the city’s needs, as the 

machinery was inefficient, unreliable, and required cartload after cartload of wood for its 

fires. Philadelphians adopted a grander plan to bring fresh water to the city, involving a 

dam, a waterworks, and a reservoir above the banks of the Schuylkill at Fairmount, which 

 On gray squirrels in Franklin Square, see Etienne Benson, “The Urbanization of the 25

Eastern Gray Squirrel in the United States,” Journal of American History 100 (2013), 
694-700. On Rittenhouse Square, see McClelland and Miller, 174-178.

 City leaders renamed the Squares in 1825 in honor of prominent Philadelphians (or in 26

one case, a notable visitor) Benjamin Franklin, James Logan, and Benjamin Rittenhouse, 
and after George Washington. George Washington resided in Philadelphia as President of 
the United States from 1790-1797. Center Square was named after Penn himself. Such 
vain ostentation would have horrified the sensibilities of the upright Quaker who had 
wanted to name his colony simply “Sylvania.” It had been the king himself, when 
granting the charter, who insisted on the “Penn” prefix. William Penn deferred to his 
superior but insisted that the name honored his admiral father, not himself. Even centuries 
after his death, Philadelphians were defying his wishes.
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would use gravity to deliver water more reliably and in greater volume to the center of 

the city’s population. This project, the first major environmental engineering project 

undertaken by an American city, did not directly reference William Penn’s vision in the 

way that Thomas Cope’s plan for Center Square had. It did, though, connect with the core 

notions of Penn’s vision of the proper arrangements for human settlement. 

 In the eighteenth century, prominent Philadelphians established country houses 

along Philadelphia’s western river. These houses provided their owners with refuge from 

the literal and moral muck of mercantile capitalism that swamped the Delaware 

waterfront. The most elaborate and prominent houses were literally on higher ground than 

the city that clung to the Delaware River. Two geological regions intersect at 

Philadelphia: to the west of the city are the gentle hills and ridges of the Piedmont, which 

stretches to the Appalachian Mountains; to the east is the low and flat Inner Coastal Plain, 

extending to the Atlantic Ocean. This geological division bisects the city and is visible as 

the fall line that crosses the Schuylkill at the Fairmount dam.  The country houses on 27

those Schuylkill banks enjoyed a landscape of gentle hill and distant views that was quite 

different from anything seen in in the flat and low lands of the city proper. For the elites 

who owned them, views of the houses (as depicted by the artist Peter Woodside in his 

1807 painting Lemon Hill) served as symbols of status and prestige (Fig. 17). 

 John L. Cotter, Daniel G. Roberts, and Michael Parrington, The Buried Past: An 27

Archaeological History of Philadelphia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1992), 2-3.
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 The elites who populated the Schuylkill villas sought the same balance between 

nature and civilization that propelled William Penn to seek solitude in his own country 

house at Pennsbury Manor.  If the georgic ideal that informed Penn’s plans for a “green 28

country town” was ever anywhere to be found in Philadelphia, it was along the banks of 

the Schuylkill; here were actual houses on large lots, with fields and orchards and 

gardens.  Philadelphia’s leaders also saw the green banks of the Schuylkill as vital for 29

preserving the clean water of the river. When the city of Philadelphia consolidated in 

1854 (an enormous transformation that saw the city government encompass the numerous 

and formerly independent boroughs and townships of Philadelphia County), the city 

incorporated the banks of the Schuylkill into the new Fairmount Park.  The georgic 30

ideal, once championed by Penn and eventually exemplified by the Schuylkill country 

houses, here merged with the emerging parks movement in American cities.  

 As Penn had hoped that the correct dose of nature could mitigate the stresses of 

urban life, nineteenth-century planners such as Andrew Jackson Downing argued that 

parks could both beautify cities and shape their motley citizens into an ordered society. In 

 See Ch. 3.28

 On the villas of the Schuylkill district and the georgic ideal, see Milroy, The Grid and 29

the River, 53-94, Ann Bermingham, Landscape and Ideology: The English Rustic 
Tradition, 1740-1860 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), Richard L. 
Bushman, The Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, Cities (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1992), Esther M. Klein, Fairmount Park: A History and a Guidebook (Bryn 
Mawr, Penn.: Harcum Junior College Press, 1974), Roger W. Moss, The American 
Country House (New York: Henry Holt, 1990).

 See McClelland and Miller, 1-33, and Stroud, Nature Next Door, 23-36.30
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the socially and ethnically heterogenous cities, wrote Downing, “parks bring together all 

classes of people in the common enjoyment of nature.”  Although Frederick Law 31

Olmstead’s Central Park, the most famous example of the nineteenth-century parks 

movement, graced rival New York, Philadelphians still sought to assert their city’s 

exceptional place in defining the American relationship with nature. 

 William Penn’s varied plans and visions for Philadelphia, then, belatedly 

influenced the physical form of the city by way of the efforts of nineteenth-century 

Philadelphians. For most of the city’s history, Philadelphians were eager to embrace, and 

put to use for their purposes, the historical memory of the founder. Developments in the 

twenty-first century, however, have significantly changed the ways that Philadelphia’s 

institutions engage with the city’s origin story. 

On Lenapehoking and the Legitimacy of Pennsylvania 

 A consideration of the current circumstances of the Penn Wampum Belt, which 

illuminated aspects of the founding of Philadelphia in the analysis presented in Chapter 4, 

 As quoted in David Schuyler, The New Urban Landscape: The Redefinition of City 31

Forms in Nineteenth-Century America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1986), 65. The literature on the parks movement is vast and is touched on here only 
lightly, in hopes of keeping focus on the legacy of Penn’s vision in Philadelphia. For a 
deeper examination, see Andrew Jackson Downing, A Treatise on the Theory and 
Practice of Landscape Gardening, Adapted to North America (Reprint: Washington, 
D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 1991), Frederick Law Olmsted, Writings on Public Parks, 
Parkways, and Park Systems, Ed. by Charles E. Beveridge and Carolyn F. Hoffman 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997), Galen Cranz, The Politics of Park 
Design: A History of Urban Parks in America (Cambridge, Mass.: M.I.T. Press, 1982), 
Roy Rosenweig and Elizabeth Blackmar, The Park and the People: A History of Central 
Park (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1992).
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illustrates ways that interpretations of that founding have changed over time. Due to the 

vagaries of city funding and museum attendance, the belt recently moved from its 

longtime home at the now-closed Philadelphia History Museum (formerly the Atwater 

Kent Museum). When the Philadelphia Museum of Art’s newly-renovated Early 

American Galleries opened for the first time in the spring of 2021, the Penn Wampum 

Belt was featured as a focal point, the first object in the gallery that visitors encounter 

(Fig. 18).  

 Prior to the renovation, the curators of the Early American Gallery had shown 

little interest or acknowledgement of non-Anglo-American artists, and the Philadelphia 

Museum of Art quite deliberately excluded works created by Native Americans of the 

Early American period from its collections or galleries. Curators judged objects made by 

Native Americans to be anthropological “artifacts” rather than works of art worthy of 

inclusion in a serious art museum.  The 2021 renovation rectifies this slight, and 32

presents the Penn Wampum Belt for what it is: an example of figural art that conveys an 

expression of the artist’s understanding of her world, as she saw it from her place and 

time.  (The examination of the Wampum Belt presented in Chapter 4 strives to follow 33

this same outlook.) 

 Thomas Hine, “New galleries, fresh perspective,” The Philadelphia Inquirer, May 9, 32

2021, D1.

 Lance Esplund, “Enlarging the Canon, Without Polemics,” The Wall Street Journal, 33

May 10, 2021, A15.
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 A plaque on the museum wall, in close proximity to the Wampum Belt, 

acknowledges, “with gratitude and humility,” that the city of Philadelphia and the land 

the museum occupies were once “part of Lënapehòkink, the ancestral homelands of the 

Lenape peoples.”  This is one of a profusion of other similar “land acknowledgements” 34

issued by cultural institutions during the last five years. While it is utterly proper to treat 

a Lenape artist as an artist, and her inclusion in the gallery is necessary for the full 

illumination of early Pennsylvania’s material culture, the land acknowledgement is in 

many ways also a significant revision to previous public presentations of Philadelphia’s 

origin story. Like all origin stories, the new one is directed to addressing present-day 

concerns more than it is in conveying an accurate representation of history. The land 

acknowledgement’s use of the term “Lënapehòkink” to describe the land that the Lenapes 

lived on exemplifies the twists and turns that such an origin story can take.  

 “Lënapehòkink,” or, more commonly, “Lenapehoking,” did not exist as a word in 

the colonial era, in the Lenape or any other language. The term is a late-20th-century 

neologism, coined in 1984 by the Seton Hall University archaeologist Herbert C. Kraft. 

 The wall plaque is placed at the entrance to the new gallery, in close proximity to the 34

Wampum Belt. The museum also makes the land acknowledgement available on the its 
website: https://philamuseum.org/land-acknowledgment. The full text is as follows: 
“With gratitude and humility, the Philadelphia Museum of Art recognizes Philadelphia as 
part of Lënapehòkink, the ancestral homelands of the Lenape peoples. A long history of 
broken treaties, forced migrations, and fraudulent agreements such as the Walking 
Purchase of 1737 displaced many of the Lenape from this land. This museum and our 
staff strive to understand our place within the legacy of colonization and to act as allies to 
Lenape people and their vibrant communities today, including the federally recognized 
Nations: Delaware Tribe, Delaware Nation, and the Stockbridge-Munsee Community. We 
pay honor and respect to Lenape ancestors past and present by committing to build a 
more inclusive and equitable space for all.”
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Kraft was writing an educational book about the Lenapes for a middle-school audience, 

and he wanted to find a plausible term that would allow him to avoid repeatedly using 

ungraceful phrases like “the territory the Lenapes occupied” to refer to the territory the 

Lenapes occupied. Nora Thompson Dean, a Lenape traditionalist from Oklahoma who 

was fluent in the Unami Lenape dialect, helped him arrive at “Lenapehoking,” which 

translates most literally as “Land of the Lenapes” or, more simply, “Lenape Country.” 

Kraft was forthright about the modern provenance of the word and was clear that he was 

not using the term to imply that a coherent Lenape political-territorial state had existed in 

the colonial period.  35

 However, the concept that the term reflected the existence of a coherent historical 

Lenape state steadily infiltrated both public and scholarly understandings of Lenape 

history. In her 2007 study of the Lenape in the colonial period, the historian Amy C. 

Schutt felt the need to caution that although the Lenapes did share “linguistic and other 

cultural patterns,” no term “should be used to imply political or tribal unity across an 

extensive homeland region in the seventeenth century.”   36

 Despite such warnings, the next major study of the colonial-era Lenapes to be 

published after Schutt’s did indeed embrace the conceptual version of Lenapehoking that 

she cautioned against. Jean Soderlund’s study, published in 2015, was called Lenape 

 Herbert C. Kraft and John T. Kraft, The Indians of Lenapehoking (South Orange, N.J.: 35

Seton Hall University Museum, 1985).

 Amy C. Schutt, Peoples of the River Valleys: The Odyssey of the Delaware Indians 36

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 3.
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Country, and pointedly argued that political and tribal unity did indeed exist, as Schutt 

had put it, “across an extensive homeland region in the seventeenth century.” For 

instance, Soderlund interpreted the destruction of the Dutch whaling station at 

Swandendael in 1632 as a deliberate, coordinated, and planned maneuver of foreign 

policy, designed to deliver a pointed statement to the European newcomers on behalf of 

Lenapes from the mouth of the Delaware Bay to the Long Island sound.  37

 The cultural mood of the early twenty-first century was receptive to this kind of 

reinterpretation, and “Lenapehoking” is now too commonly misunderstood, even by 

professional historians, as a concept and word used by in the era of Philadelphia’s 

founding. For instance, a 2019 report, prepared by professional historians in a partnership 

between the National Park Service and the Organization of American Historians, flatly 

states that the colonial-era Lenapes “called the land they occupied Lenapehoking.”  38

 The word “Lenapehoking,” curiously, slipped free of the confines of scholarly 

discourse and found a place in the political and cultural battles of contemporary America, 

in which origin stories about the colonial era carry great significance. The word has been 

a tool in critical political discourse about Philadelphia’s history at least as long ago as 

2007, when a protest signs criticized gentrification of the neighborhood by the University 

of Pennsylvania by proclaiming that “It is West Philadelphia. ‘University City’ is a 

 Soderlund, Lenape Country, 37-40.37

 Paula S. Reed, Ph.D., and Edith B. Wallace, M.A., “A Historical Saga of Settlement 38

and Nation Building: First State National Historical Park,” Washington, D.C.: National 
Park Service, 2019.

258



marketing scheme.” An unknown someone one-upped this complaint against 

gentrification by affixing to the protest signs stickers (Fig. 19) that proclaimed “It is 

Lenapehoking. ‘West Philadelphia’ is colonialism.”  39

 “Lenapehoking” currently manifests most often not in graffiti discourse but as a 

prominent part of the more formalized articulations of historical interpretation presented 

in land acknowledgements, such as the one presented by the Philadelphia Museum of Art. 

Such land acknowledgements are articulations of a long and powerful tradition in the 

city’s history. Earlier Philadelphians invoked an idealized and fanciful version of the 

city’s Lenape past in order to assert their status and legitimacy by connecting themselves 

to the city’s founding, as William Penn’s descendants did when they commissioned 

Benjamin West to paint Penn’s Treaty with the Indians. The Art Museum’s plaque, 

though, refers not to a meeting beneath the elm but to a “long history of broken treaties, 

forced migrations, and fraudulent agreements.” Despite this change in the content of their 

message, institutional acknowledgements of Lenapehoking adhere closely to established 

themes of Philadelphia’s origin stories and demonstrate the persistent importance of 

Native American symbolism to Philadelphians.  40

 Meredith Aska McBride, “What’s in a Name?,” The Daily Pennsylvanian, September 39

9, 2008. The sticker battle described by McBride took place at 47th and Baltimore; the 
one photographed by Kyle Cassidy (Fig. 19) was located at 44th and Locust.

 Land acknowledgements, indeed, are growing in ubiquity just as Native American 40

motifs vanish from public art, school names, corporate logos, athletic team nicknames, 
and clothing styles. 
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 The land acknowledgements, in fact, generally perpetuate and often amplify 

traditional aspects of Philadelphia’s origin story. By invoking “Lenapehoking” as a 

historically extant polity of the seventeenth century, the land acknowledgements present a 

vision of the past that is in its own way as anachronistic, abstract, and fanciful as other 

imagined versions of the Lenape past presented by Philadelphians, such as the treaty 

beneath the elm or the headdress-bedecked “Teedyuscung” statue along the Wissahickon. 

The land acknowledgements also adhere to tradition by ignoring the fifty years of 

European presence before the arrival of William Penn in the area that would become 

Philadelphia. A historically accurate painting of the first land sale that allowed for the 

founding of Philadelphia would depict a negotiation between Penn’s agents and the 

Swenson brothers, and a painting of the first negotiations between Penn himself and the 

Lenapes would necessarily include the Swedish interpreters (most notably Lars Cock) 

who made communication at those meetings possible. None of the traditional 

iconography depicting Philadelphia’s founding acknowledges the presence or role of the 

existing Euro-American population. Similarly, no land acknowledgements presented by 

Philadelphia-area institutions make mention of the past presence of the Old Settlers, like 

the Swenson brothers, who the Pennsylvania project displaced, dispersed, and absorbed. 

The new and old origin stories both tell of a more direct and straightforward transition 

from Lenapes to Pennsylvanians, with no intermediating Euro-American presence to 

complicate matters. 
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 The land acknowledgements also often contain a thoroughly retrograde element. 

For instance, a private elementary school in a Philadelphia suburb publicly asserts that its 

bucolic campus “is situated on Lenapehoking, the ancestral homeland of the Lenape 

people. To recognize this legacy is an expression of gratitude and appreciation for the 

Lenape, who have been caretakers of this land since time immemorial.”  The use of the 41

phrase “time immemorial” to describe the Lenape relationship with Lenapehoking is 

nearly ubiquitous in land acknowledgements. For example, Temple University’s Tyler 

School of Art asserts that the “land on which Tyler School of Art and Architecture sits is 

Lenapehoking, the ancestral land of the Lenape nation, and we pay respect and honor to 

the caretakers of this land, from time immemorial until now, and into the future.” The 

National Association of Colleges and Employers, a professional association of career-

placement administrators, asserts that its headquarters (in New Jersey) “rests on 

Lenapehoking—the land that once was and still is sacred to the Lenape People. We 

recognize the Lenape People as the original inhabitants of this land and respect and honor 

the Lenape People as its caretakers from time immemorial until now and into the 

future.”  The idea that the Lenapes were “caretakers” of the land from “time 42

immemorial” expresses a notion that they existed in a state of timeless inertia, a people 

without a history, without agency, and without the ability to transform their environment 

 Kimberton Waldorf School, “Our Land Acknowledgement Statement,” https://41

www.kimberton.org/home/what-makes-us-unique/

 See https://tyler.temple.edu/indigenous-land-acknowledgment and https://42

www.naceweb.org/about-us/land-acknowledgement-lenapehoking/
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in any substantial way. Such a notion revives an archaic image of a people in a sort of 

environmental and historical stasis, passively awaiting the arrival of white people who 

would set history in motion.  43

 The political and cultural effectiveness of improving a polity by asserting the 

illegitimacy of its founding is as yet an unanswered question, especially because of the 

ambiguity created by the fact that the institutions that are asserting this negative origin 

story tend to be those of elite status. The proliferation of land acknowledgements by these 

institutions (such as an art museum quite literally built to resemble a classical temple 

dedicated to high culture on a hill above the city, or a private school in Philadelphia’s 

suburbs that charges $17,430 for a year of kindergarten) indicates that they are, like most 

previous invocations of the role of the Lenapes in Philadelphia’s origin stories, intended 

as assertions of status and markers of position within current political concerns, rather 

than challenges to existing power structures. In making these assertions, they testify to 

the power of the enduring traditions of origin stories regarding colonists, Indians, nature, 

and the founding of Philadelphia. 

 See especially Devenen, Krech, and Berkhofer.43
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CONCLUSION: 

A CONQUEST BY PLOWSHARES 

 A series of tumultuous events disrupted and transformed the English colonies on 

the North American seaboard in the later decades of the seventeenth century. An ugly and 

brutal conflict in New England pitted colonists and allied Indians against a Wampanoag 

confederacy led by Metacom in King Philip’s War (1675-1678); the intense and 

destructive fighting led both Europeans and Indians to think of each other as categorically 

“other,” and established patterns of thinking about identity that would lead to more rigid 

definitions of race and accompanying hostility between Indians and whites.  

 A near-simultaneous conflict similarly destabilized the Chesapeake colonies when 

a diverse assortment of lower-class white indentured servants and former indentured 

servants, free blacks, and slaves revolted against the upper classes in Bacon’s Rebellion 

(1676-1677).  The rebels marched on Jamestown and put it to the torch, causing turmoil 1

and economic devastation in the colony, before colonial military forces dispersed the 

rebels. In the aftermath, colonial authorities sought to prevent further unity among 

members of the lower classes by dividing them along racial lines. Colonial leaders 

replaced indentured servitude with a more widespread use of slavery, and used hardening 

concepts of race to encourage poor whites to ally themselves along the lines of skin color 

 The grievances of the rebels were complex, but chief among them was the complaint 1

that Governor William Berkeley and his allies favored peace with the Indians on the 
frontier of the colony at the expense of the economic opportunities that the lower classes 
could pursue through more aggressive expansion onto Indians lands.
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rather than class. Enduring notions of blackness and whiteness, and the racism that 

accompanied them, resulted from these developments. 

 Pennsylvania, founded by William Penn only a few years after those violent and 

consequential events to the new colony’s north and south, seems to have had a different 

kind of history. There were no seventeenth-century wars between Indians and colonists or 

other violent irruptions that partitioned a mix of peoples of European, African, and 

American descent into racialized categories of white, black, and Indian. When violent 

conflict did come to Pennsylvania in the eighteenth century, it seemed that it arrived 

because its people betrayed the principles of the colony’s founding. 

 However, Pennsylvania, like the colonies of New England and the Chesapeake, 

had its own tumultuous and consequential identity-making event in the late-seventeenth 

century. Pennsylvania was above all a project of environmental transformation. The 

colony was a vast real estate development, and the eager settlers who bought land quickly 

transformed it by implementing an English system of agriculture that featured diverse 

economic activities on household-centered farms. Although Pennsylvania in the 

seventeenth century saw no mobs of rebellious settlers, no wars between Indians and 

colonists, no ghastly massacres, and no towns left in smoking ruins, the agricultural 

conquest of the country was no less thorough than a conquest accomplished by the sword. 

 Like King Philip’s War in New England and Bacon’s Rebellion in the 

Chesapeake, the agricultural conquest of Pennsylvania had important ramifications for 

the development of racial ideas in the colony. The agricultural system that was a crucial 
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part of the Pennsylvania project was powerful enough to be a hegemonic force. It divided 

the various peoples (Native American as well as Euro-American) who were colonized by 

Pennsylvania’s settlers. Those who integrated into the new agricultural regime were 

thereby integrated into the new colonial society, and so eventually became “white” in a 

racialized sense. Those who wished to remain free of colonial control did so by 

maintaining their pre-existing patterns of land use, and so eventually became “Indian” in 

a racialized sense, a categorically separate sort of human from “whites.” 

 This separation was a contingent and historical construct and was not an 

inevitable product of the meeting of Europeans and Americans. Native Americans and 

Euro-Americans had co-existed in the Delaware Valley for half a century before the 

founding of Pennsylvania. Although their relations could be tense and their attitudes 

towards each other wary, these people shared a hybrid economy and mixed European and 

American ecology. In this “ecological middle ground,” ideas about racial categories were 

permeable enough to allow for intermarriage between Native Americans and Euro-

Americans. The implementation of a new and different ecological regime changed that. 

 The way that the agricultural conquest of Pennsylvania shaped identity 

demonstrates an important dimension of environmental change. Humans have a great 

appreciation for the power they have to transform their environments. However, people 

have less appreciation for the fact that when they change their environments, they often 

change themselves as well. As a result of the environmental changes initiated by the 

Pennsylvania project, the meanings attached to categories of humans changed as well. 
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The transformation of nature helped to cause the transformation of people by creating and 

defining the racial categories of “white” and “Indian.” If race is a human construct, and 

environmental change is a powerful force in shaping human experiences, then changing 

environments can be important crucibles for the construction of race. In Pennsylvania, 

whether someone was the kind of person who ate maize or the kind of person who used 

maize for fodder meant quite a lot. 

 The environment of Pennsylvania itself played an important role in this dynamic 

change. A network of rivers, creeks, and streams flowing into the Delaware River allowed 

for the flow of people and agricultural goods through the region, supporting rapid 

economic growth. The landscape was covered by abundant fertile topsoil (enriched by 

Lenape fire husbandry) and not filled with too many stones, which made for productive 

farming. The climate was temperate and without debilitating extremes of hot or cold. The 

existing Euro-American and Native American inhabitants of the land had stocks of pigs, 

cattle, and grain that they were willing to trade to arriving settlers. In all, Pennsylvania’s 

environment was an improbably fortunate jackpot (for the colonizers), in that it allowed 

for the almost wholesale importation of a specific agricultural system that had been 

developed in England, more than 3000 miles away across a vast ocean, and more than 10 

degrees of latitude to the north. The history of Pennsylvania would be very different if 
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not for the remarkable suitability of its environment for “English husbandry,” as Penn 

called it.  2

 The founding of the city of Philadelphia was the most critical component of this 

environmental transformation of Pennsylvania. Colonial Philadelphia existed primarily as 

a node, the main point of interface between the landscape of Pennsylvania and the 

broader Atlantic economy. The founding of Philadelphia and the environmental 

transformation of Pennsylvania thus shared a mutually-reinforcing feedback loop of 

causation: The existence of the port city made the extensive environmental 

transformation of the countryside possible, and the environmental transformation of the 

countryside provided the very reason for the existence of the port city. 

 The founding of Philadelphia, and its role as a factor in broader environmental 

transformations, illuminates some important points regarding the relationships between 

the environment, human agency, and the exercise of power. The issues are closely 

connected; C.S. Lewis understood this well when he wrote, “[w]hat we call Man’s power 

over Nature turns out to be a power exercised by some men over other men with Nature 

as its instrument.”  This study also shows that Lewis’s assertion, while generally correct, 3

is not as straightforward as it might initially seem. The environmental history of early 

 William Penn, “Some Account of the Province of Pennsylvania” (1681), in Narratives 2

of Early Pennsylvania, West New Jersey, and Delaware, 1630-1707, ed. Albert Cook 
Myers, (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1912), 211.

 C.S. Lewis, The Abolition of Man (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1943), 55.3
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Pennsylvania shows that humans are much more adept at changing their environment 

than they are at controlling it. 

 Human power over the environment is most pronounced when the extraction of 

wealth from nature motivates people, as when Pennsylvanians re-shaped the environment 

of the colony into highly-productive farmland, and when Philadelphians created a busy, 

bustling waterfront city on the Delaware River as an interface between their agricultural 

produce and the markets of the Atlantic world. Humans excel at taking nature to the 

market and turning it into money. Human power over nature is much more diffuse and 

uncertain, though, when the people seeking to change the environment are motivated not 

by riches but by a desire to shape society for the better. Control of the environment seems 

a promising mechanism — a “powerful instrument,” as Lewis has it — for shaping 

people towards pro-social ends.  

 Virtually all of William Penn’s efforts to shape Philadelphia in ways that would 

ameliorate what he saw as the dangers of urban life ended in frustration and failure. The 

colonial city of Philadelphia was nothing like the “green country town” that Penn once 

fleetingly imagined, or the two-square mile open and orderly city that he advertised to 

potential settlers, or the port city with an open public waterfront that he tried to create 

after his other plans failed. Instead, Philadelphia’s primary purpose was its function as the 

valve that connected Pennsylvania’s farmlands with the Atlantic economy. This function 

shaped the city more than any plan made by Penn or drawing made by his surveyor. 
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 William Penn’s frustrations as an urban planner and controller of people 

exemplify the problem of competing motivations. Cosmopolitan elites tend to be the 

people most interested in preserving nature or in otherwise mitigating the economic 

exploitation of the environment. The poorer classes, on the other hand, tend to be 

unenthusiastic about any measure that would impede their ability to rise in wealth. This 

dynamic played out in Philadelphia; Penn’s settlers did not share his concern for the 

problems of timber-cutting, cave-dwelling, waterfronts that were “a common,” and the 

haphazard exploitation of nature that invited licentiousness and “loose” morals. 

Penn might have been more successful in controlling his settlers if his motivations were 

uncomplicated by his own economic concerns. However, people almost always approach 

issues of environmental change with both social and economic motivations in mind. As 

the history of the founding of Philadelphia shows, these mixed motives make the 

deliberate transformation of nature for purely pro-social ends a difficult prospect. 

 We can easily transform our environments, but rarely in a way that we can fully 

control, anticipate, or even comprehend. When we transform nature, we also transform 

ourselves. By changing the ways we relate to the environment, we also change the way 

we understand ourselves and our relationships to other people. The ways that we remake 

ourselves when we remake nature are also difficult to control, anticipate, and 

comprehend. 
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APPENDIX A 

FIGURES 
 

Fig. 1. Edward Hicks, The Peaceable Kingdom, 1826. 
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Fig. 2. Detail of the above. 

Fig. 3. Benjamin West, William Penn’s Treaty with the Indians, 1771-72. 
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Fig. 4. Thomas Holme, A Portraiture of the City of Philadelphia in the Province of 
Pennsylvania in America, 1683. 

Fig. 5: Lenape artist, Wampum Belt, c. 1682. 
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Fig. 6: Detail of the above. 
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Fig. 7. Detail from William Birch’s diagram of the city in The City of Philadelphia, in the 
State of Pennsylvania, North America, as It Appeared in the Year 1800. 
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Fig. 8. Charles Willson Peale, The Artist in His Museum, 1822. 
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Fig. 9. Comparison of space and location of the unrealized “great town” versus the city 
depicted in the Portraiture versus the colonial settlement of Philadelphia. Illustration by 
the author.  

The section of the map shaded in purple represents the plan for the city depicted in 
Holme’s Portraiture. The extent of anything that could have been described during his 
lifetime as an urban settlement is depicted by the small red sliver hard by the Delaware 
River. Compare the size of this, the settled part of the city of Philadelphia, with the city 
imagined in the Portraiture and in the idea of the “green country town,” which Penn 
envisioned as being centered around Upland (present-day Chester, Pennsylvania), fifteen 
miles downriver from the site of Philadelphia. 

The great town’s 10,000 acres equals approximately 15½ square miles. Holme’s river-to-
river grid of 1,250 acres covers approximately 2 square miles. The extent of urban 
habitation in Philadelphia through 1701 was less than approximately 125 acres, or ⅕ of a 
square mile. 
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Fig. 10. Thomas Holme, A map of the improved part of the Province of Pennsilvania in 
America : begun by Wil. Penn, Proprietary & Governour thereof anno 1681, 1687. 
 

Fig. 11. Detail of the above, showing networks of streams and rivers near Philadelphia. 

300



Fig 12. Peter Cooper, The South East Prospect of the City of Philadelphia (c. 1718). 
  
 

Fig. 13. Detail from the above. Samuel Carpenter’s dock and warehouse, which were 
central to the battle for the waterfront, are depicted where the large ship is docked. 
(Cooper labeled Carpenter’s warehouse with a “14.”) 
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Fig. 14. Alexander Sterling Calder, reclining Indian representing the Schuylkill, Swann 
Memorial Fountain, 1924. Photo by the author. 
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Fig. 15. John Massey Rind, limestone statue, colloquially known as “Teedyuscung,” 
1902. Photo by the author. 

303



 

Fig. 16. John Lewis Krimmel, Fourth of July in Centre Square, 1812. 
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Fig. 17. John Woodside, Lemon Hill, 1807. 
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Fig. 18. The Penn Wampum Belt as the showpiece of the Philadelphia Museum of Art’s 
renovated Early American wing, reopened in 2021. The belt is displayed beneath portraits 
of the Lenape chiefs Lapowinsa and Tishcohan, painted in 1735 by Gustavius Hesselius. 
Photo by the author. 
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Fig. 19. Graffiti stickers, 44th and Locust Streets, Philadelphia, 2007. Photo by Kyle 
Cassidy.  
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