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INTRODUCTION:
THE CROSSROADS
OF THE AMERICAN
COLONIES

Nestled between the
bustling ports of New
York and the Quaker
haven of Pennsylvania,
the history of the New
Jersey Colony is a story
of remarkable
diversity, strategic
importance, and
pioneering self-
governance. Often
overshadowed by its
more famous
neighbors, New Jersey
played a pivotal role in
the development of

British North America.
From its earliest days
as a contested territory
among European
powers to its
emergence as a
melting pot of cultures
and a laboratory for
democratic ideals, the
colony’s journey is
both fascinating and
instructive. This article
delves into the rich
tapestry of the New
Jersey Colony,
exploring its founding,
its unique political

experiments, its
economic
development, and its
eventual path to
statehood.



https://everybodystreet.com/

as a valBEFORE THE

ENGLISH: NATaVE g zone. Dutch
INHABITANTY &ps soon set up

EARLY EUROPEAN

ENCOUNTERS

Long before English
colonists arrived, the
region that would
become New Jersey
was home to a vibrant
array of Native
American people,
primarily from the
Lenape (or Delaware)
nation. The Lenape

lived in organized
villages, practiced
agriculture, hunted,

and fished along the
rivers and coastline.
They called their land
Lenapehoking. The first
European to explore
the area was likely
Giovanni da
Verrazzano in 1524,
followed by Henry
Hudson in 1609, who
sailed for the Dutch.
These early encounters
established the region

posts,
particularly along the
Delaware and Hudson
rivers, but they did not
establish a permanent
colony on New Jersey
soil.

Swedish settlers also
attempted to establish
a foothold in the
mid-1600s by founding
New Sweden along the
Delaware River,
including parts of
present-day southern
New Jersey. However,
Dutch governor Peter
Stuyvesant conquered
New Sweden in 1655,
absorbing it into the
Dutch colony of New
Netherland. For a brief
period, the land that
would become New
Jersey was under Dutch
control, but the English
had long coveted this
strategic territory.
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THE ROYAL GIFT:
THE CREATION OF
THE NEW JERSEY
COLONY

The true beginning of
the English colony of
New Jersey came in
1664. King Charles Il of
England granted his
brother, James, the
Duke of York, a vast
territory that included
the former Dutch
holdings. The Duke
quickly dispatched a
fleet to seize New
Netherland, which he
accomplished without
significant bloodshed.
Now in control, the
Duke of York needed to
govern his new
domain. He chose to
split the region. He
granted the land
between the Hudson
and Delaware Rivers to
two of his loyal
supporters, Sir George
Carteret and Lord John
Berkeley. This new

province was named
New Jersey, in honor of
Carteret's defense of
the island of Jersey in
the English Channel
during the English Civil
War. Thus, the
proprietary colony of
New Jersey was born.

The
Concessi
on and
Agreeme
nt: A
Promise
of Liberty

Carteret and Berkeley
immediately sought to
attract settlers. In
1665, they issued the
"Concession and
Agreement," a



remarkably liberal
document that
promised religious
freedom, a

representative

assembly, and land
grants. This was a
powerful incentive for
colonists from other,
more restrictive
colonies, particularly
New England and New
York. The Concessions
allowed settlers to
elect a General
Assembly that would
levy taxes and make
local laws, subject to
the proprietors'
approval. This early
taste of self-rule would
become a hallmark of
New Jersey's political
culture. The first
settlers, many from
Long Island, New
England, and even
from Scotland and
Ireland, began arriving,
establishing towns like
Elizabethtown,

Woodbridge, and

Piscataway.

DIVIDED
PROPRIETORSHIPS
: EAST JERSEY AND
WEST JERSEY

The story of the New
Jersey Colony s
complicated by its
frequent division. The
proprietary experiment
did not prove easy.
Quakers, led by William
Penn, purchased a
share of Berkeley's
interest in 1674. This
led to the colony being
split into two distinct
provinces: East Jersey,
headed by Carteret's
heirs, and West Jersey,
controlled by a group
of Quaker proprietors.
West Jersey, in
particular, became a
haven for religious
dissenters. The
Quakers, who had been
persecuted in England
and other colonies,
established a
government in West
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Jersey based on non-
violence, religious
toleration, and a
remarkably lenient
legal code. Their
“Concessions and
Agreements of the
Proprietors of West

Jersey" (1677)
stipulated that no
person could be

molested for their
religious beliefs, and
trials were to be fair,
with juries making
decisions.

East Jersey, on the
other hand, remained
more diverse, with a
mix of Puritans, Dutch
Calvinists, Anglicans,
and Scottish
Presbyterians. The
proprietors of East
Jersey struggled to
maintain control, and
the colony experienced
ongoing political
turmoil as settlers and
proprietors clashed
over land titles and
governance. Despite

these challenges, both
Jerseys grew steadily,
with bustling ports and
thriving agricultural
communities.

The
Troubles
of
Governm
ent and
the
Emergen
ce of a
Royal
Colony

By the early 18th
century, the
proprietary system in



New Jersey had
become unworkable.
Quarreling among
proprietors, disputes
over land ownership,
and resistance from
settlers led to
instability. Many
colonists petitioned the
Crown to take direct
control. Finally, in
1702, the proprietors
surrendered their
governing rights to
Queen Anne. New
Jersey was restored to
a united royal colony,
but it was placed under
the governor of New
York. This arrangement
was deeply unpopular.
New Jerseyans
resented being ruled
from New York and felt
their interests were
ignored. They
demanded their own
governor, and in 1738,
the Crown relented,
appointing Lewis Morris
as the first separate
royal governor of New

Jersey. This restored a
degree of autonomy
and set the stage for
the colony's distinct
identity.

LIFE IN THE
COLONY:
ECONOMY,
SOCIETY, AND
DAILY EXISTENCE

The economy of
colonial New Jersey
was remarkably
balanced. Unlike the
plantation-heavy South
or the strictly
mercantile New
England, New Jersey
became known as the
"Garden Colony" for its
fertile soil and
productive farms.
Farmers grew wheat,
corn, rye, and oats,
and also raised
livestock. The colony
was a major food
producer, exporting
grain and flour to
Philadelphia, New York,
and the West Indies.
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The Delaware and
Raritan rivers provided
excellent
transportation for
goods. Ironworks, such
as the famous Batsto
Ironworks, developed
in the Pine Barrens,
producing kettles,
stoves, and even
cannon for the military.
Fishing and whaling
were also important in
coastal towns like Cape
May and Perth Amboy.

Society in New Jersey
was diverse from the
start. As mentioned,
religious and ethnic
diversity was
encouraged by the
liberal founding
documents.

e English settlers
formed the
largest group.

e Scots and
Scotch-Irish were
prominent,
especially in East
Jersey.

e Dutch families
maintained their
language and
customs in
places like
Bergen County.

e German,
Swedish, and
French Huguenot
communities
added to the
mix.

e African slaves,
both enslaved
and free, were
present, though
in smaller
numbers than in
the southern
colonies.

e The Lenape
people, though
dispossessed,
remained in the
region, often
living on the
fringes of
colonial society.

This diversity fostered
a surprising degree of
religious toleration.
Though Anglicanism



was the official church
of the royal colony,
Quakers,

Presbyterians, Baptists,
Dutch Reformed, and

Lutherans all
worshipped freely. The
first Jewish

congregation in New
Jersey was established
in the mid-1700s. This
atmosphere of relative
liberty made New
Jersey an attractive
destination for those
seeking a new start.

NEW JERSEY ON
THE ROAD TO
REVOLUTION

As tensions grew
between Great Britain
and its American
colonies, New Jersey
found itself in a difficult
position. The colony
depended on trade
with Britain, but many
colonists resented the
Stamp Act, the
Townshend Acts, and
other British measures.

The committees of
correspondence and
local Sons of Liberty
groups were active,
especially in the port
cities. Yet, there was
also a strong loyalist
sentiment, especially
among the wealthy
landowners, many of
whom were Anglican
and saw the Crown as
the guarantor of their
property rights. New
Jersey sent delegates
to the First and Second
Continental

Congresses, and the
colony played a
significant role in the
early protests. In 1776,
the Provincial Congress
of New Jersey adopted
a new constitution,
making it one of the
first colonies to declare
de facto independence.

The
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Crossing

of the
Delaware
and the
"Cockpit
of the
Revolutio

nll

During the
Revolutionary War,
New Jersey earned the
grim nickname "the
cockpit of the
revolution" because so
many battles and
skirmishes took place
on its soil. General
George Washington's
famous crossing of the
Delaware River on
Christmas night 1776,

leading to the victory
at the Battle of
Trenton, occurred on
New Jersey shores. The
winter encampment at
Morristown (for two
winters) was as harsh
as Valley Forge but is
less widely known. The
Battle of Monmouth in
1778, near present-day
Freehold, was a major
engagement. Because
the colony was divided
between Patriots and
Loyalists, the conflict
often turned into a
brutal civil war, with
neighbors fighting
neighbors. The British
controlled New York
City and raided coastal
New Jersey towns,
while the Continental
Army and local militias
held the interior.

Despite the
devastation, New
Jersey emerged from
the war as a state. The
1783 Treaty of Paris
recognized its



independence. The
state soon proved to
be a crucial participant
in the formation of the
new nation. It was the
first state to ratify the
Bill of Rights. At the
Constitutional
Convention in 1787,
the "New Jersey Plan"
proposed by William
Paterson advocated for
equal representation
for states in Congress,
a concept that led to
the creation of the
Senate. This
compromise helped
create the United
States government we
know today.

CONCLUSION:
FROM
PROPRIETARY
EXPERIMENT TO
KEYSTONE STATE

The history of the New
Jersey Colony is a
remarkable story of
transformation. Born
from a royal gift,

10

divided into competing
proprietorships, and
unified under a royal
governor, the colony
forged a wunique
identity based on
diversity, agriculture,
and a fierce desire for
self-governance. Its
early commitment to
religious freedom and
its experience of being
a contested borderland
shaped a pragmatic
and independent spirit.
The colony's difficult
journey through the
Revolution cemented
its role in the founding
of the United States.
Today, as the most
densely populated
state in the union, New
Jersey still reflects the
energy and diversity of
its colonial roots.
Understanding the
history of the New
Jersey Colony s
essential to
appreciating how this
small, pivotal region
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helped shape the
ideals and structures of
American democracy.
Its legacy is a
testament to the power

11

of tolerance,
compromise, and the
relentless pursuit of
liberty.



