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History Of New
Hampshire Colony

Introductio
n: The
Origins of
the Granite
State

The History of New
Hampshire Colony
is a fascinating tale
o f  a m b i t i o n ,
resilience,  and  the
ear ly  Amer ican
spirit. Nestled in the
northeastern corner
o f  w h a t  w o u l d
become  the  United
S t a t e s ,  N e w
Hampshire began as
a  p r o p r i e t a r y
colony, carved from

land  grants  and
driven by the hopes
o f  E n g l i s h
m e r c h a n t s  a n d
fishermen.  Unlike
the  more  famous
stories  of  Plymouth
or  Jamestown,  the
founding  of  New
Hampsh i re  was
quieter  yet  equally
significant. From its
rocky coastline to its
d e n s e  i n l a n d
forests,  this  colony
developed a  unique
i d e n t i t y  t h a t
blended  rugged
individualism with a
fierce  commitment
to  self-governance.
Understanding  the



History  of  New
Hampshire Colony
offers a window into
the broader colonial
e x p e r i e n c e ,
revealing how early
settlers  navigated
h a r s h  w i n t e r s ,
c o m p l e x  l a n d
claims, and growing
tensions  with  both
Native  Americans
and  neighboring
colonies.

Early Native
American
Presence
and Land
Use

Before  European
settlers arrived, the
region  that  became
the New Hampshire
Colony was home to
s e v e r a l  N a t i v e
American  tribes,
most  notably  the

Pennacook  and  the
Abenaki  peoples.
These  communities
l i ved  a long  the
rivers  and  coastal
areas,  relying  on
fishing, hunting, and
s e a s o n a l
agriculture.  The
land was not empty
or unclaimed; it was
carefully  managed
through  sustainable
practices and tribal
terr i tor ies.  The
Pennacook,  led  by
s a c h e m
Passaconaway, were
known  for  the ir
diplomacy and trade
networks.  However,
as  English  settlers
a r r i v e d ,  t h e s e
indigenous  groups
faced  displacement,
d i s e a s e ,  a n d
conflict.  The  early
History  of  New
Hampshire Colony
c a n n o t  b e  t o l d
w i t h o u t
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acknowledging  the
profound  impact
colonization had on
t h e  n a t i v e
populations,  whose
land  and  resources
were  gradua l l y
taken  over  through
treaties  that  were
often misunderstood
or broken.

European
Exploration
and First
Encounters

The  first  recorded
E u r o p e a n
exploration  of  the
New  Hampshire
coast came in 1603,
w h e n  E n g l i s h
explorer  Martin
Pring  sailed  into
w h a t  i s  n o w
Portsmouth  Harbor.
A few years later, in
1614,  Captain  John

Smith of Jamestown
fame  mapped  the
region  and  gave  it
t h e  n a m e  " N e w
England."  However,
i t  w a s  t h e
establishment  of
f ishing  stat ions
along  the  Isles  of
S h o a l s  a n d  t h e
mainland coast that
truly  marked  the
b e g i n n i n g  o f
p e r m a n e n t
European  interest.
T h e s e  e a r l y
fishermen were not
looking  to  bui ld
colonies;  they  were
d r a w n  b y  t h e
abundant  cod.  But
t h e i r  s e a s o n a l
c a m p s  l a i d  t h e
groundwork  for
more  permanent
settlements.  The
History  of  New
Hampshire Colony
truly  begins  with
t h e s e  h u m b l e
fishing  outposts,



w h i c h  l a t e r
attracted  families
and settlers seeking
l a n d  a n d
opportunity.

The
Founding of
the New
Hampshire
Colony

Captain John
Mason and the
Original Land
Grant

The formal founding
o f  t h e  N e w
Hampshire  Colony
i s  c r e d i t e d  t o
C a p t a i n  J o h n
Mason,  an  English
naval  officer  and
colonizer.  In  1623,
Mason  received  a
land grant from the
Council  for  New

England,  covering
the  area  between
the  Merrimack  and
Piscataqua  Rivers.
H e  n a m e d  t h e
te r r i t o ry  "New
Hampshire"  after
the  English  county
o f  H a m p s h i r e ,
w h e r e  h e  h a d
served  as  governor
o f  P o r t s m o u t h
Castle. Mason never
actually  set  foot  in
the  colony  himself.
Instead,  he  sent
settlers to establish
the  first  permanent
E u r o p e a n
communities.  The
first  settlements
were  founded  at
H i l t o n ' s  P o i n t
(present-day  Dover)
and  Portsmouth,
which  became  the
colony's  political
a n d  e c o n o m i c
center. The History
of New Hampshire
Co lony  i s  t h u s
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r o o t e d  i n  a
proprietary  model,
w h e r e  a  s i n g l e
proprietor held vast
authority  over  the
l a n d  a n d  i t s
governance.

The First
Settlements:
Portsmouth,
Dover, Exeter,
and Hampton

T h e  e a r l i e s t
settlements  grew
quickly due to their
excellent  harbors
a n d  a c c e s s  t o
timber.  Portsmouth,
originally  called
Strawbery  Banke,
became  a  thriving
port  town.  Dover
was  founded  along
the  Cocheco  River,
while  Exeter  was
established later by
religious  dissenters
f l e e i n g
M a s s a c h u s e t t s .

Hampton  developed
along  the  coast,
relying  on  fishing
and  farming.  Each
settlement operated
s o m e w h a t
independently  at
first, united only by
their  connection  to
the  Mason  grant.
The  early  History
of New Hampshire
Colony was marked
by  a  spirit  of  local
control,  with  town
meetings  and  local
militias forming the
b a c k b o n e  o f
governance.  This
tradition  of  local
autonomy  would
remain  a  defining
f e a t u r e  o f  N e w
Hampshire  political
c u l t u r e  f o r
centuries.

Struggles



for Control:
Massachuse
tts and the

Crown

Absorption by
Massachusetts

After  John  Mason
died  in  1635,  the
colony's  leadership
structure  became
confused.  Mason's
h e i r s  f a i l e d  t o
enforce their claims
effectively,  and  the
s c a t t e r e d
s e t t l e m e n t s
s t r u g g l e d  t o
maintain  a  unified
g o v e r n m e n t .
Between  1641  and
1643,  the  towns  of
the New Hampshire
Colony  voluntarily
placed  themselves
u n d e r  t h e
jurisdiction  of  the
Massachusetts  Bay

C o l o n y .
M a s s a c h u s e t t s
offered  protection,
governance,  and  a
stable legal system.
H o w e v e r ,  t h i s
arrangement  was
n o t  a l w a y s
comfortable.  The
residents  of  New
Hampshire  retained
a  distinct  identity,
often chafing under
Massachusetts  laws
regarding  religion
and land ownership.
For  near ly  four
decades,  what  was
o n c e  t h e  N e w
Hampshire  Colony
existed  as  part  of
M a s s a c h u s e t t s ,
k n o w n  a s  t h e
"Upper Province."

The Creation of
a Royal
Province

The History of New
Hampshire Colony
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took a dramatic turn
in 1679, when King
C h a r l e s  I I ,
r e s p o n d i n g  t o
complaints  from
Mason's  heirs  and
l o c a l  l e a d e r s ,
separa ted  New
Hampshire  from
Massachusetts  and
m a d e  i t  a  r o y a l
colony.  This  meant
the colony was now
directly  under  the
authority  of  the
English Crown, with
a  g o v e r n o r
appointed  by  the
king. The first royal
governor, John Cutt,
e s t a b l i s h e d  a
c o u n c i l  a n d
assembly, giving the
c o l o n y  i t s  o w n
government  for  the
f i r s t  t i m e  i n
decades.  However,
the  transition  was
n o t  s m o o t h .
Boundary  disputes
with  Massachusetts

continued for years,
and  land  claims  by
the  Mason  family
led  to  prolonged
l e g a l  b a t t l e s .
D e s p i t e  t h e s e
c h a l l e n g e s ,
becoming  a  royal
province  gave  New
Hampshire a clearer
political identity and
greater autonomy.

Economy
and Daily
Life in the
Colony

Fishing and
Shipbuilding

The economy of the
New  Hampshire
Colony was built on
the  sea  and  the
forest .  Fishing,
e s p e c i a l l y  c o d
fishing,  was  the
primary  industry



f r o m  t h e  v e r y
beg inn ing .  The
waters off the coast
teemed  with  fish,
which  were  salted
and  exported  to
Europe  and  the
W e s t  I n d i e s .
S h i p b u i l d i n g
flourished  as  well,
t h a n k s  t o  t h e
abundant white pine
and  oak  forests.
P o r t s m o u t h
shipyards  produced
vessels  that  sailed
t h e  A t l a n t i c ,
c a r r y i n g  f i s h ,
lumber,  and  other
goods.  The History
of New Hampshire
Colony  is  closely
tied  to  maritime
commerce,  and  the
c o l o n y ' s  e a r l y
prosperity  came
from  its  ability  to
build and sail  ships
efficiently.

Agriculture and
Trade

While  the  coastal
areas were bustling
with  trade,  inland
regions  focused  on
farming.  The  rocky
s o i l  o f  N e w
Hampshire  was  not
as  fert i le  as  the
lands in Connecticut
o r  t h e  H u d s o n
Valley,  but  settlers
grew  corn,  wheat,
and vegetables, and
raised  livestock.
Timber was another
major  export,  with
white  pines  being
used for ship masts
by  the  Royal  Navy.
The  co lony  a lso
traded  furs  with
Native  Americans,
though  this  trade
d i m i n i s h e d  a s
tensions  rose.  Over
time,  the  economy
diversified,  but  it
always  remained
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modest compared to
the larger, wealthier
co l on i e s  t o  the
south.  The  History
of New Hampshire
Colony  is therefore
a  s t o r y  o f
sustainable  living
a n d  h a r d  w o r k
rather  than  vast
agricultural wealth.

Social and
Religious
Life

Religion and
Dissent

U n l i k e
Massachusetts,  the
New  Hampshire
Co lony  was  no t
f o u n d e d  a s  a
religious  haven.
From  the  start,  it
w a s  m o r e
commercially driven
and  re l ig ious ly
tolerant.  While  the

Puritan  influence
w a s  s t r o n g ,
especially  in  towns
settled  by  migrants
from Massachusetts,
dissenters  found
refuge  here.  The
town of  Exeter,  for
e x a m p l e ,  w a s
f o u n d e d  b y
R e v e r e n d  J o h n
Wheelwright,  who
had  been  banished
from Massachusetts
for supporting Anne
Hutchinson  during
the  Ant inomian
Controversy.  The
History  of  New
Hampshire Colony
i n c l u d e s  t h i s
important chapter of
religious  freedom,
w h i c h  l a i d  t h e
groundwork for  the
c o l o n y ' s  l a t e r
reputa t ion  as  a
p l a c e  w h e r e
i n d e p e n d e n t
thought was valued.
By  the  1700s ,  a



variety of Protestant
d e n o m i n a t i o n s
operated  openly,
and  the  colony's
c h u r c h e s  w e r e
generally less strict
t h a n  t h o s e  i n
n e i g h b o r i n g
Massachusetts.

Education and
Community

E d u c a t i o n  w a s
valued  in  the  New
Hampshire  Colony,
though schools were
not  as  widespread
as in Massachusetts.
Wealthy  families
often hired tutors or
sent  their  children
t o  B o s t o n  f o r
schooling.  Town
m e e t i n g s  w e r e
c e n t r a l  t o
community life, and
literacy  rates  were
relat ively  high,
especially  among
men.  The  colony

also  had  a  strong
tradition  of  local
militias,  as  defense
w a s  a  c o n s t a n t
concern. During the
1 7 t h  a n d  1 8 t h
c e n t u r i e s ,  t h e
History  of  New
Hampshire Colony
was  punctuated  by
conflicts with Native
American  tribes,
particularly  during
King  Philip's  War
and the French and
Indian  Wars.  These
conflicts shaped the
colony's  character,
fostering a sense of
self-reliance  and
military  readiness.

Political
Developmen
t and the
Road to
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Revolution

The Growth of
Representative
Government

As  a  royal  colony,
New Hampshire had
a  g o v e r n o r ,  a
council  appointed
by  the  Crown,  and
a n  e l e c t e d
a s s e m b l y .  T h e
assembly, known as
t h e  H o u s e  o f
Representat ives ,
held  the  power  of
t h e  p u r s e  a n d
gradually  asserted
its  authority  over
taxation  and  local
m a t t e r s .  T h e
History  of  New
Hampshire Colony
shows  a  consistent
pattern  of  tension
between  the  royal
governors  and  the
e l e c t e d
represen ta t i ves ,

mirroring the larger
colonial struggle for
self-government.  By
the  mid-1700s,  the
a s s e m b l y  h a d
become  a  strong
v o i c e  f o r  t h e
interests  o f  the
colonists,  resisting
attempts  by  the
Crown  to  impose
tighter  control.

New
Hampshire's
Role in the
American
Revolution

W h e n  t e n s i o n s
b e t w e e n  t h e
colonies  and  Great
Britain erupted into
open  conflict,  New
Hampsh i re  was
among  the  first  to
act.  In  December
1774,  patriots  from
Portsmouth  raided
Fort  William  and
M a r y ,  s e i z i n g



gunpowder  and
weapons—one of the
ear l ies t  ac ts  o f
rebel l ion  in  the
A m e r i c a n
Revolution.  The
History  of  New
Hampshire Colony
thus  inc ludes  a
proud  moment  of
d e f i a n c e .  N e w
H a m p s h i r e
established  its  own
i n d e p e n d e n t
g o v e r n m e n t  i n
J a n u a r y  1 7 7 6 ,
months  before  the
D e c l a r a t i o n  o f
I n d e p e n d e n c e ,
a d o p t i n g  a
constitution  that
declared  itself  a
sovereign state. The
colony  contributed
troops,  supplies,
and  leadership  to
the  revolutionary
cause,  including
General John Stark,
w h o s e  f a m o u s
rallying  cry  "Live

Free or Die" became
the state motto.

Legacy of
the New
Hampshire
Colony

The  legacy  of  the
New  Hampshire
Colony  is  deeply
w o v e n  i n t o  t h e
fabric  of  American
history. Its emphasis
on local governance,
individual  liberty,
and  economic  self-
re l iance  helped
shape  the  values
that  would  define
the  United  States.
A f t e r  t h e
Revolution,  New
Hampshire  became
the  ninth  state  to
r a t i f y  t h e  U . S .
Const i tu t ion  in
1788, providing the
crucial  vote needed
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to establish the new
federal government.
The History of New
Hampshire Colony
is not just a regional
s t o r y ;  i t  i s  a n
essential  chapter in
the founding of the
nation.  From  its
beginnings  as  a
fishing outpost to its
r o l e  a s  a
r e v o l u t i o n a r y
hotbed,  the  colony
exempl i f ied  the
bold,  independent
spirit that continues
to  characterize  the
Granite State today.

Conclusion

In  summary,  the
History  of  New
Hampshire Colony
i s  a  r i c h  a n d
m u l t i f a c e t e d
narrative that spans
early  exploration,
native  encounters,
e c o n o m i c

development,  and
political evolution. It
is  a  story  of  small
t o w n s  a n d  b i g
ambitions,  of  rocky
so i l  and  s turdy
s h i p s ,  o f  r o y a l
governors and fiery
p a t r i o t s .  T h e
colony's  journey
from  a  proprietary
grant  to  a  roya l
p r o v i n c e  t o  a n
independent  state
reflects the broader
arc  of  American
colonial  history.
Understanding  this
history  helps  us
a p p r e c i a t e  t h e
foundations  of  New
H a m p s h i r e ' s
distinctive  political
cu l tu re  and  i t s
e n d u r i n g
commi tment  t o
freedom  and  self-
d e t e r m i n a t i o n .
Whether  you  are  a
student,  a  history
e n t h u s i a s t ,  o r



s imp l y  c u r i o u s
about  the  roots  of
the  United  States,
the  history  of  the
New  Hampshire

C o l o n y  o f f e r s
valuable lessons and
a  compelling  story
of  resilience  and
independence.


