
Introduction 

Among the early British colonies in North America, Maryland stands out for its unique blend of 
religious aspirations and economic ambitions. Envisioned by the Calvert family as a haven 
for Catholics and a profitable enterprise, Maryland’s story intertwines themes of tolerance, 
conflict, and innovation. This ten-page exploration delves into five key areas—Founding of 
Maryland, The First Settlers, Geography and Climate, Jobs and Economy, and 
Government and Democracy—to illuminate how Maryland evolved into a major player in the 
Chesapeake region. 

 

1. Founding of Maryland 

The Calvert Family’s Vision 

The seeds of Maryland’s foundation lie in the ambitions of George Calvert, first Lord Baltimore. 
Once a high-ranking official under King James I, George Calvert’s conversion to Catholicism 
led him to seek new opportunities outside the religious and political constraints of England. With 
the monarchy’s support—King Charles I keenly aware of the need to keep the loyalty of Catholic 
nobility—Calvert secured a grant in 1629 for land in Newfoundland. However, the harsh climate 
proved inhospitable, leading him to petition for land closer to the more temperate Chesapeake 
Bay. 

In 1632, he received a new charter, but passed away soon after. His son, Cecilius Calvert (the 
second Lord Baltimore), inherited the title and the charter, which spanned north of the Potomac 
River to the 40th parallel. The territory was christened “Maryland” in honor of Queen Henrietta 
Maria, wife of Charles I. Cecilius, commonly called Cecil, never personally set foot in Maryland, 
but he directed colonization efforts from England with a blend of personal investment and trust 
in appointed governors. 

Goals and Challenges 

Maryland’s founding had two central motives: 

1.​ Religious Refuge: The colony was meant to be a sanctuary for Catholics in an era 
where anti-Catholic sentiment ran high in England. 

2.​ Economic Enterprise: The Chesapeake region was already known for its tobacco 
profits, thanks to neighboring Virginia. Lord Baltimore aimed to replicate that success. 

Yet, these goals carried inherent risks. Virginia, next door, distrusted the establishment of a 
potentially rival colony. In England, vocal Protestants questioned whether a Catholic proprietor 
should have such sweeping powers in the New World. From the beginning, Maryland’s 



leadership navigated a delicate balance between securing a stable settlement and maintaining 
favor with England’s Protestant-majority government. 

 

2. The First Settlers 

The Ark and the Dove 

The first major group of Maryland settlers arrived in March 1634, sailing aboard two ships: the 
Ark and the Dove. They landed at St. Clement’s Island in the Potomac River before moving to 
the site they would call St. Mary’s City. Among the settlers were Jesuit priests, Catholic 
gentlemen, and a number of indentured servants. While the colony’s founding impetus was 
Catholic refuge, many early arrivals were in fact Protestant. Maryland’s initial social makeup was 
more religiously varied than one might expect for a “Catholic haven.” 

Still, the colony’s proprietors declared that all Christians could find a home in Maryland. This 
did not necessarily imply modern religious liberty, but it was notably more inclusive than 
conditions in much of Europe at the time. This delicate tolerance would come under strain as 
Maryland developed. 

Land Grants and Labor 

Seeking to attract settlers, Cecilius Calvert promised generous land grants: the “headright 
system” offered additional acreage to anyone who financed their own passage or brought 
indentured servants. Over time, these incentives drew people from across England who hoped 
to gain land and grow profitable crops—chiefly tobacco. 

Indentured servitude featured heavily in Maryland’s labor system. Under a typical contract, a 
servant worked for a set number of years in exchange for passage, room and board, and a 
promise of “freedom dues” (often land or supplies) upon completion. However, as mortality rates 
in the Chesapeake began to decrease later in the century, planters started leaning toward 
enslaved labor to maintain a stable, lifelong workforce. 

Relations with Indigenous Peoples 

The Piscataway, Susquehannock, and other Indigenous nations inhabited the lands along the 
Chesapeake. Some initial encounters proved cooperative—tribes were open to trading furs, 
and the colonists offered metal tools and other European goods. However, as the English 
demand for land expanded, so did territorial disputes. The colonists built St. Mary’s City on a 
site they claimed to have purchased from local peoples, but documentation of these 
transactions is patchy, reflecting the uneven power dynamics common in colonial land deals. 

In subsequent decades, tensions ebbed and flowed. The strategic alliances and hostilities that 
shaped the region mirrored broader patterns in the Chesapeake, where Indigenous 



communities tried to navigate between English, rival tribes, and the influence of other colonial 
powers like the Dutch and, eventually, the French. 

 

3. Geography and Climate 

The Chesapeake Environment 

Maryland’s defining geographic feature is the Chesapeake Bay, cutting deep into the colony 
and splitting it into the Eastern and Western Shores. This estuary system included brackish 
water and expansive tidal rivers such as the Patuxent, Potomac, and Choptank. For English 
settlers accustomed to smaller rivers, the Chesapeake offered vast avenues for exploration, 
commerce, and fishing. 

Aside from the tidal plains, rolling hills characterized much of the interior. The soil was fertile in 
many lowland areas, particularly for tobacco cultivation. However, tobacco also exhausted land 
quickly, so planters tended to rotate fields or seek new tracts, spurring westward expansion. 

Climate Influences 

Maryland experiences hot, humid summers and relatively mild winters, especially compared 
to the harsher climate of New England. Frequent rainfall supported agriculture but also fostered 
environments where diseases like malaria and dysentery flourished, particularly during the 
colony’s early years. Settlers had to adapt their building styles and daily routines to the 
Chesapeake’s steamy weather, often constructing homes with large porches, open windows, 
and raised foundations to mitigate heat and humidity. 

Over time, these climate conditions shaped population distribution. Early settlements clustered 
along rivers and the bay’s edge, where breezes offered some relief from the sweltering 
summers and access to transport. The environment also gave rise to an abundance of seafood, 
making crabs, oysters, and fish staple food sources. 

Natural Resources 

Besides farmland, Maryland’s colonists discovered an array of natural resources. The dense 
forests provided timber for building homes, ships, and barrels—important for storing tobacco. 
Fur-bearing animals populated the interior woodlands, though the fur trade in Maryland did not 
reach the same scale as in northern colonies. The coastline and marshes yielded salt and other 
byproducts for local use, while the broader environment supported a variety of livestock. 

 

4. Jobs and Economy 

Tobacco Reigns Supreme 



From its earliest days, tobacco was Maryland’s economic mainstay. European consumers, 
particularly in England, prized tobacco for both recreational and medicinal purposes (by 
17th-century standards). Tobacco exports thus became Maryland’s major source of wealth. 
Large landowners, often called “planters,” organized their farms around this one cash crop. 
Tobacco’s demands for fertile land and extensive labor shaped virtually every aspect of colonial 
society, from settlement patterns to the emergence of a planter elite. 

Indentured Servitude to Enslavement 

In the 1600s, many tobacco farms relied heavily on indentured servants, people who agreed 
to work for a set term in exchange for passage to America. Over time, as the population 
stabilized and fewer indentured servants arrived, planters turned increasingly to enslaved 
Africans. The first recorded Africans arrived in the Chesapeake in 1619 (in Virginia), and by the 
late 17th century, the legal framework and practice of racial slavery had solidified across 
Maryland. This shift fundamentally altered social structures, creating a class of wealthy planters 
dependent on forcibly exploited labor. 

Diversification and Trade 

While tobacco dominated, some farmers diversified with wheat, corn, and livestock. Local 
production of these staples helped settlers feed themselves and provided modest surplus for 
trade. The abundance of rivers allowed planters to load tobacco casks directly onto ships or 
smaller boats for transport to England’s ports. This direct trade reduced the need for large urban 
centers, unlike the northern colonies which developed bigger cities. Instead, smaller “port 
towns” emerged, each serving nearby plantations. 

A modest craft and artisan sector also took root, supplying essential goods like furniture, 
wagons, and metal tools. However, Maryland’s economy remained heavily focused on 
agriculture, with only limited local manufacturing. Merchants coordinated the sale of agricultural 
commodities, occasionally branching into shipbuilding and milling along the rivers. 

 

5. Government and Democracy 

Proprietary Rule 

Under the colony’s charter, the Calvert family (the Lords Baltimore) possessed extraordinary 
powers akin to medieval feudal lords. They could pass laws, create courts, and bestow titles. In 
theory, they reported only to the English Crown. The first governor, Leonard Calvert (Cecil’s 
brother), acted on behalf of the proprietors and oversaw local administration. 

Challenges soon arose. Many settlers, especially Protestants, resented the potential for Catholic 
favoritism in government. Moreover, the practicalities of running a far-flung colony required 
some decentralization, prompting the creation of local offices and councils to handle day-to-day 
issues. 



Early Legislative Assemblies 

By the 1640s, Maryland had convened its first representative assembly. Comprising freemen 
or their elected delegates, these assemblies debated taxes, land policy, and defense. The Act 
of Toleration (1649), formally titled the “Act Concerning Religion,” stands out as one of the 
assembly’s most significant measures. Drafted under Catholic proprietor influence, it allowed all 
Christians to practice their faith without fear of official persecution. While far from modern 
notions of religious freedom—non-Christians received no protection—it was more inclusive than 
the policies of many contemporary colonies. 

Conflict and Evolution 

Maryland’s religious and political landscape remained volatile. During the English Civil War 
(1642–1651), Protestant factions in Maryland challenged proprietary authority, leading to 
periods of turmoil and brief overthrow. By the late 17th century, after the Glorious Revolution in 
England, Maryland’s governance faced scrutiny by Protestant monarchs. The Calvert family lost 
direct control for a time, and the Church of England was established as the official church in 
1692, undermining Maryland’s original Catholic-friendly stance. 

Despite setbacks, the proprietary system was restored to the Calverts in the early 18th century. 
By then, an elected assembly, county courts, and local offices had become staples of 
governance, giving colonists a taste of self-rule. The colony’s mixture of religious backgrounds 
and the ongoing tension between Catholic proprietors and the Protestant majority foreshadowed 
broader American struggles over religious and political liberties. 

 

Conclusion 

From its inception as a refuge for Catholics to its rise as a tobacco powerhouse, Maryland’s 
colonial evolution was shaped by its distinct founding principles, geographic bounty, and the 
push-and-pull of religious and economic interests. The early experiment in Christian toleration, 
codified by the Act of Toleration, left a lasting mark on the colony’s identity, even as shifting 
political winds and an increasing Protestant majority challenged Catholic proprietorship. 

Over time, Maryland’s reliance on indentured and enslaved labor to grow tobacco entrenched 
a social hierarchy dominated by wealthy planters. Meanwhile, the development of local 
assemblies and a measure of self-government mirrored patterns taking hold across British 
North America. By the 18th century, Maryland stood as a vibrant—if conflicted—colony within 
the Chesapeake region, its people poised to join the rest of the colonies in the revolutionary 
transformations that would give birth to a new nation. 
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