Why did Europeans come to the New World?

“Why” is a great question to ask when studying history.  In the case of the early American colonists, we might ask “Why would they risk their lives to travel far from their homes, family, and friends, to live in an area where danger was everywhere.  Why would they go to a place where they had no access to common everyday objects?  Why would they go to a place where you were required to work non-stop simply to survive?”  Why would anybody do this?  To make this trip, you would have to be extremely courageous or just plain crazy!  Well, whether they were driven by courage or insanity, there were several reasons for leaving England and trying to settle in this so called “New World.”  


First of all, think about that name…”The New World.”  It sounded pretty interesting and full of possibilities, especially for those people who were struggling to survive in England.  During the late 1500’s, wool fabric was becoming more and more popular.  The people who raised sheep were making a lot of money because of this popular trend.  Just like the “Get Rich Quick” ideas people have today, people back then also were eager to get rich quick.  They thought, “If I changed my farm into a pasture for sheep, then I could sell wool and make a lot of money too!”, and many farmers started to do this.  The problem for England was, now much of its land was used to raise sheep and not crops, and there was a shortage of food in England.  Many of the people who used to work on the farms were no longer needed and they became unemployed.  Many were forced to become beggars on the streets.  So with a combination of food shortages and high unemployment, England was not a very pleasant place to live for many people. These people were desperately looking for someplace else to go.  The New World offered them a place to go and start over again.  “A New Life” in “The New World.”


A second major reason that people started to think about moving to the “New World” was based on their religious beliefs.  In England at this time there were a lot of changes going on in the church.  There were laws that told the people what they should and should not believe and they could even be put in prison or fined for believing certain things.  The most well known group, whom we call the Pilgrims, were one of these groups.  They disagreed with how the church was run in England, so they decided to pack up and leave.  At first, this idea of moving to the New World was not very popular among this group of Pilgrims, so they left England and went to Holland.  After a while, though, they decided that they didn’t really like it there either, so they decided to give the New World a try.  They loaded up the Mayflower and the rest is history.  


A third reason people came to the New World was to become rich (or at least to own your own land).  There was a rule in England during this time that said when a father died, his land would go the oldest son.  This was great if you were the oldest son, but not so great if you were one of the other sons or a daughter.  This New World offered something to these “Second Sons” that would never have been possible in England: To own LAND!  These Second Sons could own thousands of acres of land in the New World and make a lot of money at the same time.  

What is interesting about these reasons is that with all three of them, the people saw the New World as a place to come and make their lives better.  It was the “Land of Opportunity.”  It was an opportunity to move out of the “slums of England”, it was an opportunity to believe what you wanted to believe, and it was an opportunity to acquire wealth and land that would otherwise be impossible.  They all were willing to risk their lives to come to this New World for a chance to make their lives better.  That was 400 years ago, yet the exact same reasons are driving millions of immigrants to our country today.  This is why we study history.  The past can help us better understand the world today.
_____________________________________________________________________________

1. What was the “Get Rich Quick” idea of the late 1500’s? __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What two effects did this Get Rich Quick idea have on England? __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. What were the Pilgrims hoping to find in the New World? __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Why did the Second Son’s decide to go the New World rather than stay in England? __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. How are the reasons that people came to the New World then similar to the reasons people come to the United States today?______________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6. Pretend you are an English citizen who is facing one of the problems described above (you are an unemployed ex farmer, you disagree with the church of England, or you are a “Second Son”).  Write a short letter trying to convince a friend (who is in the same situation you are in) that you both should travel to the New World.  Explain what the problems are in England and why you think life would be better for you in the New World.  

Write this letter neatly on a separate piece of paper.  
