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Introduction

Delaware holds a distinct and often surprising place in American history. As the
nation's second smallest state, one might expect its historical footprint to be equally
modest. Yet Delaware has, time and again, demonstrated an outsized influence,
earning its enduring nickname—the First State. Its journey from ancient indigenous
civilizations to a pivotal role in the founding of the United States, and on to its status
as a modern economic powerhouse, is a compelling tale of resilience, adaptability, and
innovation.

The land that is now Delaware was once home to thriving Native American
communities who developed complex societies deeply rooted in the fertile soils,
abundant waterways, and rich forests of the Delaware River and Bay region. Long
before European explorers set foot on its shores, these indigenous peoples cultivated
a rich cultural heritage, built networks of trade and kinship, and left an indelible mark
that continues to be felt in the present day. Their legacy forms the bedrock of
Delaware’s story—a story shaped by both the natural environment and the enduring
spirit of its earliest inhabitants.

Delaware’s status as a crossroads—geographically, culturally, and politically—has
been apparent from the time of its European discovery in the 17th century. The region
became a focal point for Dutch, Swedish, and English colonial ambitions. Competing
settlements, tugs of war for control, and early attempts at self-government provided
Delaware with a unique foundation for independence, forging an identity distinct from
its neighboring colonies. The state’s eventual role in the American Revolution was no
mere accident of geography, but the result of decades of evolving political
consciousness, economic development, and a tradition of self-determination.

The economic history of Delaware is inseparable from innovation and enterprise. From
the rise of industry along the Brandywine to the emergence of the DuPont Company as
a dominant industrial force, Delaware played a significant part in America's transition
from an agrarian society to an industrial and, later, a financial hub. Its complex
relationship with slavery and evolving racial dynamics also reflect the broader currents
of American society, as does the state’s participation in pivotal national events like the
Civil War and the Civil Rights Movement.

Moving into the 20th and 21st centuries, Delaware continually redefined itself,
balancing economic modernization with efforts to preserve its unique natural and
cultural resources. Legislative innovations, notably in the realm of corporate law and
finance, have propelled the state to the forefront of national and global business, while
its agricultural traditions and coastal areas continue to shape its identity and
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This book explores the full expanse of Delaware's history—from its origins deep in
prehistory to its role at the cutting edge of modern American life. Along the way, it
introduces the reader to the extraordinary people who have shaped the state’s
destiny, invites reflection on key moments of conflict and transformation, and

underscores the ways in which this small state at the nation's edge has consistently
helped to shape the broader story of America.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Before Delaware:
Indigenous Peoples and Their Legacy

Long before the arrival of European ships on the horizon, the land that would
eventually be called Delaware was a vibrant and dynamic landscape, shaped by the
forces of nature and inhabited by human cultures with deep roots in the soil. The story
of Delaware, like that of the entire continent, begins not with colonial charters or
deeds of sale, but with the indigenous peoples who lived here for millennia, carving
out lives intertwined with the rhythms of the land and the abundant resources of the
Delaware River and Bay.

The earliest evidence of human presence in this region stretches back at least 12,000
years, to a time when the climate was much colder and wetter than today, and spruce
forests dominated the landscape. These were the Paleo-Indians, highly mobile hunter-
gatherers who traversed the continent following herds of large game animals. While
the direct association of fluted spear points with extinct megafauna like mastodons
and mammoths is more commonly found in the western United States, it is possible
these early inhabitants of Delaware hunted such animals, or perhaps focused on
smaller, more modern game like white-tail deer. Their presence is known through
scattered archaeological finds, including distinctive fluted projectile points, often made
from high-quality stone found both locally and from as far away as what is now New
York State. A site near Hockessin in northern Delaware has yielded a radiocarbon date
of approximately 9,500 BC, making it one of the oldest well-dated sites in northeastern
North America. These early people lived in small, nomadic bands, their lives a constant
movement in harmony with the availability of game and seasonal plants.

As the last ice age waned and the climate warmed, the environment of the Delaware
Valley transformed. Spruce forests gave way to mixed deciduous woodlands, and the
sea level rose, shaping the coastline closer to its present form. This period, known as
the Archaic, saw indigenous peoples adapt to these changes, developing new tools
and subsistence strategies. They continued to hunt and gather, but archaeological
evidence indicates a greater reliance on a wider variety of plant and animal resources,
including increased fishing. Sites from this era suggest that people lived in small
groups, frequently moving their camps to follow food sources. Artifacts like grooved
axe heads, bannerstones, and net-sinkers speak to their evolving technology and their
deep connection to the waterways.

The subsequent Woodland period, beginning around 4,000 years ago, marked a

significant shift with the introduction of pottery and, later, agriculture. This era saw the
development of more settled communities, although hunting, fishing, and gathering
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remained important activities. The cultivation of crops like corn, beans, and squash
allowed for more sedentary lifestyles and the growth of larger villages, particularly
along the fertile riverbanks.

By the time Europeans arrived in the early 17th century, the dominant indigenous
inhabitants of the Delaware Valley were the Algonquian-speaking peoples, primarily
the Lenape, also known as the Delaware, and the Nanticoke in the southern part of the
region. The Lenape, whose name translates to "the people" or "original people,"
inhabited a large territory they called Lenapehoking, which encompassed parts of
present-day Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and New York, as well as all of what is now
Delaware. They were organized into several related groups, or clans, with distinct
dialects. The Unami ("People Down River") and the Unalachtigo ("People Who Live
Near the Ocean") were the primary Lenape groups in the area that would become
Delaware. The Nanticoke, known as the "Tidewater People," resided along the
Nanticoke River and the Indian River in what is now southern Delaware and the
Eastern Shore of Maryland.

These Algonquian communities had a sophisticated understanding of their
environment. They utilized the rich resources of the Delaware River and Bay estuary,
which provided an abundance of fish, shellfish, waterfowl, and game. Fishing was a
crucial part of their diet, with techniques ranging from using bone hooks and dried bird
claws to employing large fishnets. They were skilled canoe builders and navigators,
using the waterways as vital arteries for transportation and trade. Their connection to
the land went beyond sustenance; they saw themselves as custodians of the Creator's
land, a concept that would later lead to significant misunderstandings with European
newcomers who viewed land as a commodity to be owned and sold.

Lenape villages typically consisted of wigwams, dome-shaped dwellings covered with
tree bark, and larger structures for communal gatherings. Agriculture played an
increasingly important role, providing a stable food source that supplemented hunting
and gathering. They cultivated a variety of crops, contributing to a diverse and healthy
diet. Trade networks were well-established, connecting communities throughout
Lenapehoking and with neighboring tribes. The Lenape were known for their
diplomatic skills and were often sought after as peacemakers and arbitrators by other
tribes.

While the Lenape and Nanticoke were the predominant groups in the area at the time
of European contact, there is also some archaeological evidence suggesting the
presence or influence of the Owasco culture, particularly in the northern parts of the
Delaware Valley. The Owasco, related to the Iroquois, were known for their shift
towards agriculture and the formation of more settled tribal units. Further research
continues to explore the extent of their presence and interaction with the Algonquian
peoples in the region. Archaeological sites throughout Delaware continue to yield
artifacts that provide valuable insights into the lives, customs, and movements of
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these early inhabitants, painting a picture of a rich and complex pre-colonial history.

The indigenous peoples of the land that became Delaware had a profound and lasting
impact on the region. They shaped the landscape through their agricultural practices
and resource management, established vital trade routes that would later be utilized
by Europeans, and developed a deep spiritual and cultural connection to the land.
Their names, like Lenape and Nanticoke, are etched into the geography of the state,
serving as reminders of their enduring legacy. While their populations were tragically
decimated by European diseases and conflict, their history is an integral part of the
story of Delaware, a foundation upon which subsequent chapters of the state's history
were built.
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