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Introduction 

 The numbers of approaches to studying the development of Colonial North 

America are quite substantial, ranging from analyses of parliamentary legislation 

and monarchical decrees, all the way down to the lives of individual, colonial 

proprietors and business prospectors. This is understandable, and often necessary, 

given the sheer diversity of the means by which the individual colonies were 

established. Consequentially, Atlantic historians often grapple with the wide array 

of ideas that led to the establishment of the British Empire’s North American assets, 

and the methods by which these assets were regulated. Given the nature of imperial 

control over the Atlantic World, ranging from the extent of gubernatorial authority, 

to public shares and claims to resources, to the very purpose of a colony’s 

establishment, realizing a universal formula for British rule is all but impossible. 

However, a useful starting point for gaining a sense of British Atlantic power is to 

view the colonies themselves, and the elements that constituted their individual 

foundations. For the purpose of conducting a more specified case study, the colony 

of Maryland serves as an excellent combination of charter policy, limitations of royal 

authority, and helps to provide a broader sense of how British government chose to 

operate in early North America. 

 On June 20, 1632, King Charles I of England granted Cecil Calvert, second 

Lord Baltimore, a charter to establish a colony in North America on the lands just to 

the north of the Potomac River.1 With Baltimore as the proprietor, the colony of 

Maryland was established with the intention of producing a safe haven where 

                                                        
1 See Robert Brugger: Maryland, A Middle Temperament: 1634-1980 (Baltimore: The John Hopkins 

University Press, 1996), Page 6. 
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Catholicism could be practiced without the scrutiny and anti-Catholic sentiment that 

was dominant in England. With this vision in mind, Maryland served as one of 

England’s more peculiar colonial configurations, primarily through the provisions 

set forth by the charter itself. Unlike several of its counterparts, such as Virginia or 

Massachusetts, Maryland was no mere business venture with shareholders vying for 

a claim in profit returns. Instead it served as an experiment into the extension of 

absolute authority in a colonial setting, with the charter serving as the basis for the 

colony’s methods of operation. Maryland was to be ruled exclusively by an 

autocratic governor, answerable only to the English monarch, and who was not 

subject to the overriding power of a colonial council.2 Comparatively, Maryland’s 

ruling body held one of the single, greatest degrees of power of any colony in North 

America. Yet with these conditions of an absolute governorship, and the authority to 

establish non-Protestant churches, the question is raised as to what exactly was the 

extent of Maryland’s political autonomy in the newly rising English Empire, and did 

it, with its wide range of legal allowances, function as a quasi-independent state? 

 Clarifying the precise nature of Maryland’s political condition requires an 

analysis of the components of its foundation, the local implementation of policies on 

the part of the royal governor, and how the colony was viewed and managed within 

the context of Britain’s Atlantic vision. Maryland, by means of its charter and the 

extensive authority of its governorship, serves as a pivotal example of how an 

autonomous state can function within the boundaries of an empire without the 

formal process of declaring independence, or even having the intention to do so. It 

                                                        
2 See American Historical Documents: The Charter of Maryland (1632), Page 26. 
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provides insight into the most critical component of an empire’s structure, namely 

the connecting links between a capital and its peripheries, and viewing these 

connectors through the lens of Maryland’s relationship to England provides a better 

sense of how the English constructed the earliest pieces of their empire. If Maryland 

functioned as an autonomous body, by means of the very provisions set forth by the 

English government and the monarch in its charter, then it demonstrates how a 

colony could effectively exist in a state of indirect independence without being 

formally separated from its empire’s center. Through careful analysis of the 

founding charter, Lord Baltimore’s authority, and the English government’s level of 

involvement in Maryland’s political affairs, it can be determined that the colony did 

indeed function as an autonomous state, despite still being legally bound to the 

authority of the English monarchy. 

 

Section I: The Charters and Maryland in a Colonial Perspective 

 Sufficiently demonstrating Maryland’s condition as an autonomous body 

requires, first and foremost, an analysis of the legislation that gave the colony its 

legal foundations, namely the Charter of Maryland of 1632. The terms set forth by 

this charter were designed to accommodate England’s early methods of 

colonization, allowing the colony to determine its own day-to-day affairs, with the 

understanding that it would maintain absolute loyalty to the monarch and to 

Parliament, and answer any demands made by either body.3 However, this land 

grant was issued, not to a company venturing for profits and the satisfaction of 

                                                        
3 See Alan Taylor, American Colonies: The Settling of North America Vol. 1 (New York: Penguin Books, 

2002), Pages 37 - 38. 
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investors, but to a single proprietor who held the sacred trust of the Crown and 

Parliament to govern the colony on their behalf. This deviation from previous 

colonial charters had two critical components. The first was to grant the proprietor, 

Lord Baltimore, absolute autocratic power concerning all affairs of local regulation, 

ranging from taxation, to law enforcement, to land appropriation among the settlers, 

and extended to both public and private domains of life in the colony, as 

demonstrated by Charter’s provision: 

 We, reposing especial trust and confidence of the fidelity, 

wisdom, justice, and Provident circumspection of the said now 

Lord Baltimore, do grant free, full, and absolute power by 

virtue of these Presents, to him and his heirs for the 

government of the Province to ordain, and under their seals to 

publish any laws whatsoever at their best discretion.4  

 

The second was the absence of any provision in the charter that forbade the 

establishment of non-Protestant churches, enabling Baltimore to establish Maryland 

with his ultimate vision of creating a refuge for Catholics away from oppression by 

their Protestant counterparts in England.5 Additionally, the Charter of Maryland’s 

provisions for establishing a colonial government extended only as far as providing 

a wide array of powers to the governor, but they also allowed for the appointing of 

subordinate managers at the governor’s discretion. This trust in Baltimore’s choice 

of colonial managers, made absolute by the charter’s power grants, left Maryland’s 

ruling body in the optimal position to conduct the its affairs independently of 

English authority.  

                                                        
4 See American Historical Documents: The Charter of Maryland (1632), Page 27. 
5 See Robert Brugger, Page 23. 
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 However, this also raises the issue of what was considered to be autonomous 

concerning the political condition of England’s colonies. England was indeed 

predisposed to allow considerable license to those who made colonization efforts on 

behalf of the English monarch and government, but was Maryland allowed to 

operate to an extent that surpassed the grants of the other North American colonies, 

thereby effectively making it an autonomous body, even by the relatively lenient 

standards of English authority? To put it bluntly, yes. A comparison between the 

Maryland grant, and the founding charters of the other colonies reveals several 

deviations in their policies, particularly regarding the creation of the ruling bodies, 

and the conditions for territorial expansion. 

 In the case of England’s first permanent North American colony, Virginia, the 

regulations placed upon the settlers, and their managers, were considerably more 

restrictive than those set forth in the Maryland charter. This could be seen most 

prominently by the very nature of the Virginia’s ruling body, which called, not for an 

autocratic governor, but for two, separate, colonial councils.6 One of these would be 

present in the colony of Virginia at all times, and would manage the daily affairs 

needed to ensure social stability. The second would reside in England, whose 

members would be appointed by Parliament, and who held authority that 

superseded that of the council present in the colony itself.7 Thus, Virginia’s ruling 

body had, in its charter that preceded Maryland’s foundation by twenty-five years, a 

clearly defined managerial structure that was designed to keep the colony directly 

under English control. Additionally, Virginia’s charter placed the colony under very 

                                                        
6 See American Historical Documents The First Charter of Virginia (1606) Page 3. 
7 See American Historical Documents The First Charter of Virginia (1606) Page 4. 
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specific territorial boundaries once the settlement had been established, as Virginia 

was designed as a business venture with the goal of establishing plantations to yield 

resources and profit.8 The initial settlement location was left to the discretion of 

those who established the colony, however the charter carefully set constraints on 

expansion and the parameters for the division of the land: 

And they shall and may begin their said first Plantation and 

Habitation, at any Place upon the said-Coast of Virginia or America, 

where they shall think fit and convenient, between the said four and 

thirty and one and forty Degrees of the said Latitude; And that they 

shall have all the Lands, Woods, Soil, Grounds whatsoever, from the 

said first Seat of their Plantation and Habitation by the Space of fifty 

Miles of English Statute Measure, all along the said Coast of Virginia 

and America.9 

 

With these provisions in place for ruling councils, and territorial specifications for 

the allocation of land, Virginia’s conditions were considerably more restrictive than 

those of Maryland, whose regulations were enforced exclusively at the will of Lord 

Baltimore. 

 In addition to Virginia, Massachusetts, while not as restricted, held 

regulatory measures in its charter that kept it from having the same level of self-

management as Maryland. Its initial territorial boundaries could not be set in the 

royal charter, as it was issued to the Massachusetts Bay Company several years after 

the colony’s initial foundations were set by the Dorchester Adventurers and the 

New England Company.10 Because the First Charter of Massachusetts did not have to 

set boundaries for the initial acquisition of land, its provisions centered on the 

                                                        
8 See Anne Lombard, Colonial America: A History to 1763 (Chichister: Blackwell Publishing, 2011), 

Pages 41 - 42. 
9See American Historical Documents The First Charter of Virginia (1606), Page 6. 
10 See Alan Taylor, Colonial North America and the Atlantic World: A History in Documents (Boston: 

Harvard University Press, 2008), Pages 34 -36 
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establishment of the royal governor’s authority, and territorial expansion, much like 

that of Virginia’s and Maryland’s charters. Instead, this charter continued the 

business model under which Massachusetts had been previously set, but with the 

addition of a colonial governor position to supervise the ruling body. This governor 

was additionally mandated to appoint deputies and councilors to supervise local 

matters.11 Additionally, the governors and councilors of Massachusetts were bound 

to more stringent regulations than Lord Baltimore’s charter had allowed, as seen 

below: 

The Governor and Company, and their Successors; are to make Laws 

and Ordinances for the Good and Welfare of the said Company, and for 

the Government and ordering of the said Lands and Plantation, and 

the People inhabiting and to inhabit the same, as to them from time to 

time shall be thought meet, so as such Laws and Ordinances be not 

contrary or repugnant to the Laws and Status of this our Realm of 

England.12 

 

Because these regulations were placed on the ruling bodies of both 

Massachusetts and Virginia, they lacked the legal capacity to operate with the 

same degree of license as Maryland’s royal governor. And although Lord 

Baltimore was bound under an oath of loyalty to the monarch, the Charter of 

Maryland lacked any means of regular supervision or enforcement that were 

present in the charters of both Virginia and Massachusetts. These two 

colonies were chosen for comparison to Maryland’s legal status because of 

their charter’s degrees of similarity and difference to Maryland’s. Specifically, 

both Massachusetts and Virginia had specific provisions placed upon their 

                                                        
11 See American Historical Documents: First Charter of Massachusetts (1629), Page 12 - 13 
12 See American Historical Documents: First Charter of Massachusetts (1629), Page 13 – 14: Provision 

mandating that the local government of Massachusetts would be subject to stringent regulation to 

ensure newly created laws would no overrule or contradict English law. 
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rulers to abide by in the strictest manner, and safeguards were implemented 

to enforce them. Yet, Maryland’s charter did relatively little in terms of 

providing for the regulation of Maryland’s governor, which was the absolute 

authority in the colony. Thus, this comparison is meant to demonstrate that 

even in the context of England’s American colonization efforts, Maryland’s 

status as a colony, and its capacity for acting autonomously were quite unlike 

that of any of its counterparts, and that, in the absence of any mandated, 

royal supervision, the colony had a legal basis for independent governing. 

 Finally, determining Maryland’s legal capacity for operating with 

autonomy requires a clearer definition of what constituted an independent 

entity in the 17th century. In the conventional context of an empire, a colony 

of any size or importance cannot usually be considered autonomous because 

of its being subservient to a central power outside of its own borders. 

However, the 17th and 18th centuries played host to, what was considered in 

the intellectual community, as a debate over the principle of natural law.13 

Legal authorities, such as Edward Coke, argued that empire’s laws were to be 

carried by natural extension without need for specified mandates on the part 

their rulers, claiming that once territories had been subjugated, their own 

laws were inherently forfeit in favor of the new settler or occupying force.14 

As such, from the legal perspective of Coke and his contemporaries, charters 

mandating the specific forbiddance of colonies operating without the consent 

                                                        
13 Craig Yirush, Settlers Liberty and Empire: The Roots of Early American Political Theory 1675 – 1775 

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), Pages 41 – 43. 
14 See The Select Writings of Sir Edward Coke Vol. 3, Pages 256 – 277. 
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of the monarch were unnecessary, as they carried within their status as 

colonies, and inherent obligation of loyalty to their empire’s center. Others, 

like William Blackstone, held the more moderate contention that the laws of 

England held authority that was exclusive to the territorial boundaries of 

England, and did not extend to the peripheries of the kingdom.15 And there 

were also those, such as John Locke, who promulgated the notion that 

natural law was best embodied in the commonwealth of an empire. Locke 

asserted that commonwealth of any form should be bound to supreme laws, 

or absolute authorities, but that these authorities should in turn stem from 

the community’s desire to fulfill their own needs, not in a democratic 

manner, but rather with the understanding of an autocratic ruler that serves 

the best needs of the people.16 In this sense, the model of Maryland’s 

autocratic governor fit with Locke’s preference for natural law, given that 

Baltimore was charged with the well being of the people. However, the lack 

of a consensus on the part of the English authorities for how best to settle 

and manage new colonies in North America likely contributed to the 

variations present across each of the charters. With no universal formula to 

follow for settlement, a new set of polices were designed for each colony as 

they were created to account for their individual needs, or the political 

conditions surrounding the colony being chartered, given that some were 

business ventures, and others were simple land grants. The prevailing 

mentality that the English Parliament or the monarch had the absolute right 

                                                        
15 See William Blackstone Commentaries on the Laws of England Vol. 1, Page 93. 
16 See John Locke, Second Treatise of Government, Page 69. 
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to legislate the colonies as they saw fit did not emerge until the early 18th 

century.17 Because of this, combined with the conflicting attitudes of English 

legal authorities, England’s 17th century colonization efforts were conducted 

during a time of legal ambiguity. And this lack of a clearly defined code of 

colonization, combined with the considerable license granted to Lord 

Baltimore’s station as Maryland’s proprietor, allowed the colony of Maryland 

to have the legal basis to justify operating as an autonomous body. 

Section II: The Royal Proprietor  

 Maryland’s charter made it abundantly clear that Lord Baltimore was the 

sole proprietor and absolute ruler of the colony, therefore, determining whether or 

not the colony truly operated as an autonomous entity requires an analysis of how 

this power was exercised. Despite his position as the absolute proprietor of the 

territory, Cecil Calvert, second Baron Baltimore, would never actually set foot in 

Maryland at anytime in his entire tenure.18 Because of this, he was heavily 

dependent upon the provision in his authority that allowed him to govern through 

the creation of several subordinate offices to oversee individual dimensions of the 

colony’s society, law enforcement, taxation et cetera. Ultimately, administrative 

decisions did rest with him, and his subordinate officers did operate according to his 

expressed wish that they govern firmly, but fairly, “as a father rewards a dutiful 

son”.19 Additionally, with his officers in the colony, including his own brother, who 

                                                        
17 See Jack Greene, Peripheries and Center: Constitutional Development in the Extended Polities of the 

British Empire and the United States (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1996), Pages 59 – 60. 
18 See Aubrey Land, Colonial Maryland: A History (New York: K.T.O Press, 1981), Page 37. 
19 See Yirush, Page 62. 
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served as the colonial governor until 1647, Baltimore’s position became very similar 

to that of a monarch who operated under the advice of Privy Council.20 

 With his advisors in England, and his officers in Maryland, combined with the 

absolute power of his office, Baltimore had the optimal model for ruling 

autonomously. Admittedly, granting substantial power to the governor of a new 

colony was the common practice in the 17th century, but Maryland’s condition 

exceeded even the standards of other colonial governors.21 Because Maryland had 

been issued as a land grant to Baltimore’s family, the expectations of the Crown in 

terms of tribute and repayment were minimal. There were no shareholders, 

investors, or debtors to be appeased, with the only obligation of the proprietor 

being fealty to the monarch. This was best illustrated by Baltimore’s intended use of 

the colony as a haven for his fellow Catholics. Since the formation of the Church of 

England, the prevailing desire among the English people had been to move religious 

ideas away from the foundations of Roman Catholicism.22 With Baltimore’s intent to 

counteract this sentiment in Maryland, and his assurance from the monarch and 

Parliament that there would be no obstruction to this goal, he was poised to act in a 

manner that went against the desires of many in the general English public, and 

could act, legally, of his own accord. Although, out of appeasement, or more likely 

for the assurance of social stability, Lord Baltimore mandated the implementation of 

the Maryland Toleration Act in 1649 to counteract accusations that his colony was 

                                                        
20 Privy Council: A body of advisers assembled to serve the needs of a single ruler, typically seen in 

autocratic regimes, though not necessarily exclusive to that set-up. 
21 See Greene, Page 67-68. 
22 See Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside Down (London: Penguin Books, 1972), Page 51. 
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anti-Protestant.23 The act did not grant religious freedom by any means, and it 

specifically mandated that settlers in Maryland maintain absolute submission to 

some denomination of Trinitarian Christianity, and was more strictly enforced in the 

colony than it was in England. And it was in this same sentiment of religious conflict 

that would bring the greatest threat to Baltimore’s autonomous rule. For while the 

colony was structured according to Baltimore’s expressed wishes, with his officers 

in place, he would face serious challenges to his control, that would disrupt 

Maryland’s colonial status, and bring it closer to being under direct control. 

 In the 1640s and 1650s, Maryland felt the brunt of considerable, political 

turmoil both from the colonial government, and from affairs in England. Despite 

Maryland’s purpose as a Catholic refuge, Catholicism was never declared as its 

official religion, and Maryland’s demographics never had Catholics as the majority 

population, due largely migrations of Puritans coming down from Massachusetts.24 

There was also the issue of whether or not Baltimore could effectively govern while 

residing in England itself, which presented several challenges to the autonomous 

condition of the governor’s office. These obstacles manifested themselves foremost 

in the realms of politics and religion. Because of Baltimore’s need for subordinate 

managers to ensure Maryland’s stability, power had been allocated among subset 

councils within Maryland to advise the local governor and provide a legislative body 

to represent the interests of the populace.25 Although these bodies had no override 

power against a gubernatorial veto, or proprietorial decree, their positions closely 

                                                        
23 See Aubrey Land, Page 72. 
24 See Brugger, Page 58-59. 
25 See James Kettner, The Development of American Citizenship 1608-1870 (Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press, 1978), Pages 92-95. 
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resembled a lower level colonial council, much like those in Virginia and 

Massachusetts. This gave them the advantage of being able influence the local 

governor, Leonard Calvert, who acted on behalf of his brother Cecil. However, while 

not adhering to the conventional plan of how Maryland was supposed to operate, it 

still demonstrated its autonomous qualities by acting independently of the greater 

ruling body, merely replacing the monarchy with the royal governor. 

 With the conclusion of the English Civil War in 1649, Lord Baltimore, a 

vehement supporter of Charles I, found his own authority to be at the mercy of an 

anti-Catholic parliament. As a compromise, Cecil appointed a Protestant, William 

Stone, to be his provincial governor in Maryland, allowing him to maintain his 

colonial proprietorship.26 Due largely to England’s fragile state following the civil 

war, colonial affairs were effectively suspended, allowing Baltimore, after his 

appointment of Stone to the local governorship, to continue his management from 

England without significant obstruction for the first few years after the war. 

However, Baltimore’s efforts to maintain control of his colony would be strained 

considerably in 1653. Despite his previous implementation of the Maryland 

Toleration Act, he still faced considerable accusations that Maryland was an anti-

Protestant colony, which he now had to dispute while under the rule of England’s 

newly appointed Lord Protector and devoted Puritan, Oliver Cromwell.27 

 Cromwell’s reign over England spelt the first in a series of critical 

obstructions to Baltimore’s colonial proprietorship that would ultimately cost his 

family the entire colony. The Puritans seized Maryland, which had already suffered 

                                                        
26 See Aubrey Land, Page 122. 
27 See Christopher Hill, Page 76. 
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from accusations of being an oppressive Catholic powerbase, in 1654, roughly one 

year after the founding of the English Protectorate.28 This Puritan coup also resulted 

in the repealing of the Maryland Toleration Act, eliminating one of Baltimore’s most 

instrumental policies, and signaling the beginning of his family’s loss of autocratic 

authority in North America. With its purpose as a Catholic refuge now nullified, 

Maryland’s autonomy had been effectively suspended as Puritan influence held firm 

in the colony for two years, leaving Catholics as the oppressed minority, much as 

they were in England. 

 However, this apparent decline of the Lord Baltimore’s authority would be 

temporarily suspended in 1656, when the Committee of Trade restored the 

Baltimore family’s authority over the colonial government, and Catholic influences 

were once again permitted to govern the colony.29 Baltimore himself would remain 

under pressure throughout the final years of the Protectorate, but his influence did 

not suffer any further reductions under Cromwell’s government. Unfortunately, 

Maryland’s brief time under Puritan control had upset the previous status quo, 

preventing Catholic authorities from holding the same degree of influence they had 

possessed prior to the English Civil War. Following Oliver Cromwell’s death in 1658, 

the Protectorate fell into discord without a strong ruler to maintain it, leaving the 

English populace calling for the restoration of the monarchy, and resulted in Charles 

II being crowned in 1660. It was at this point that Baltimore’s authority, and 

Maryland’s autonomous capacity were both able to function with some degree of 

stability. Invigorated by the restoration of his status, Lord Baltimore proceeded 

                                                        
28 See Brugger, Page 67. 
29 See Simmons, Page 124. 
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immediately to repress the opposition to his control that was rising in the colony 

itself. Throughout the 1670’s, the Maryland Assembly had grown increasingly 

ambitious following the power fluctuations from Catholics to Puritans, and then 

back, to some extent, to the Catholics.30 Effectively, Baltimore himself was feeling 

the brunt of the very principles that had allowed him to maintain his autocratic rule 

throughout Maryland’s early years, given that he had depended heavily on 

subordinate managers to keep the colony stable. The Maryland Assembly resisted 

Baltimore’s methods of ruling in absentia; attempting to legislate measures to 

extend their own standing, arguing that the Charter of Maryland gave the 

proprietor’s subordinates the authority to rule in his stead. Baltimore countered 

with a firm series of measures, enabled by his role as proprietor, claiming that the 

rights of Englishmen did not extend to the province of Maryland, and that authority 

was to be granted, and rescinded exclusively at his own discretion.31 

 In the absence of direct rule by the Crown, Maryland’s proprietor and 

subordinate body were able to, despite their infighting, govern the colony in a 

manner that befitted an independent state. But, politics in England quickly brought 

this autonomous setting to an end. Cecil Calvert, second Baron Baltimore, died in 

1675, passing the title of colonial proprietor to his son, and subordinate governor 

since 1661, Charles Calvert, third Baron Baltimore. Initially, the hereditary 

conditions of transferred power, set by the Charter of Maryland, served the colony 

well, with the local governor being able to effectively assume the role of proprietor. 

                                                        
30 See Yirush, Page 144. 
31 See David Jordan, The Foundations of Representative Government in Maryland 1632-1715 (London: 

Cambridge University Press, 1987), Page 235. 
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However, Charles returned to England in 1684, adopting the similar role of an 

absentee ruler that his father had held. Not long after this voyage home, Maryland’s 

entire autonomous structure would collapse. In England, the year 1688 played host 

to the Glorious Revolution, ousting the Catholic monarch, James II, and ushering in a 

new Protestant regime under William and Mary.32 The expulsion of a Catholic 

monarch gave rise to a new wave of political upheaval across the American colonies, 

resulting in Maryland’s last, true, autocratic status being abolished by the Protestant 

Revolution of 1689. Because Catholics had never held the majority, and Protestant 

populations had held a significant, numerical advantage since the Puritan 

occupation in 1654, the proprietorial government of Maryland was ousted with 

relative ease, bringing the colony under the direct control of Crown authority.33 

Lord Charles Baltimore was permitted to keep his status as proprietor of the lands, 

though his influence as the governor had been nullified. This same condition would 

hold true for the remainder of Maryland’s term as a royal colony, with the Maryland 

Assembly managing daily affairs, not with autonomy, but under the close 

supervision of English authorities that had been completely absent during the 

Baltimore family’s tenure as rulers. 

  Ultimately, the authority of the proprietorship and governorship in 

Maryland effectively illustrated the colony’s initial ability to function, and the 

                                                        
32 See Henry Horwitz, Parliament, Policy, and Politics in the Reign of William III (New York: 

Manchester University Press, 1977), Pages 24-26. 

33 See Carr and Jordan, Maryland's Revolution of Government, 1689-1692 (New York: Cornell 

University Press, 1994), Page 180. 
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development of its political condition, moving from autonomous, to a compromised 

state of self-management, and finally to outright subjugation under Crown authority. 

However, it was also true that the lingering condition of loyalty to the Crown was 

expected of the Baltimore family in exchange for their colonial grant. Cecil Calvert’s 

loyalty to Charles I, his patron, was never in question and cost him greatly in the 

aftermath of the English Civil War with the Protectorate, a Protestant regime, 

controlling England. Thus the power exercised by Maryland’s proprietor and the 

governor resembled that of a sovereign ruler, but was not inherently immune from 

external regulation. The Baltimore family’s power serves as means of gauging 

Maryland’s capacity to operate with a system of home-rule, and demonstrates that 

the colony could indeed function as an autonomous entity. But the final component 

to understanding Maryland’s condition is do demonstrate how, when the colony was 

bound under chartered law and proprietorial loyalty to be subservient to the Crown, 

it was able to operate with the level of autonomy that it did. 

Section III: Maryland’s Case of Salutary Neglect 

 Maryland did indeed possess the legal provisions and gubernatorial 

authority to function with at least some degree of self-determination. However, a 

fundamental component of understanding why this was possible rests with 

England’s prevailing colonial approach during the 17th century, salutary neglect.34 

The ruling authorities of England were quite aware of the increasing diversity of 

                                                        
34 Salutary Neglect: As they expanded their colonization efforts in the Atlantic, the British 

government was well aware of the fact that they lacked the means necessary to directly manage all of 

their colonies. This prompted their adopting of a very lax policy regarding the imposition of 

regulations in the colonies. Britain would allow the colonies, on the whole, to manage their daily 

affairs in exchange for fulfillment of their chartered agreements and continued loyalty to the Crown. 
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religious and social groups emerging across the 17th century, and that several of 

them were establishing themselves in the colonies. Maryland, being designed as a 

Catholic haven was well within the mix of this factional turmoil, and the English 

authorities understood that colonies with these societal elements at their cores 

would require a more delicate method of control. Maryland was an exceptional case 

among the English colonies, even within the context of the lenient policy of salutary 

neglect.35 Colonies like Virginia and Massachusetts had been given some license in 

managing their daily affairs, whereas Maryland, with its land grant condition, had 

the capacity to operate far beyond the standards expected in cases of colonial self-

management. 

 Salutary neglect itself, informal a policy as it was, did not take effect in its 

greatest sense until the 18th century, leaving its 17th century instances to occur 

largely in an unofficial capacity.36 Thus, the policy was both indirect, and highly 

consequential for the colonies, including Maryland. Now, Maryland’s case of salutary 

neglect had two key features that stemmed from the same factor, namely Lord 

Baltimore’s choice to reside in England during his tenure as the colony’s proprietor. 

The first was that Baltimore’s absolute authority over Maryland made him the ideal 

apparatus for keeping the colony in check, without the need for substantial 

regulation or supervision. Because of the colonial proprietor’s location in England, 

his decisions were more regularly subjected to supervision and scrutiny, though 

Lord Cecil Baltimore himself remained a vehement royalist until the end of his life. 

                                                        
35 See Alan Taylor, American Colonies: The Settling of North America (New York: Penguin Books, 

2002), Page 76-78. 
36 See James Henretta, "Salutary Neglect"; Colonial Administration Under the Duke of Newcastle (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1992), Page 11-12 
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Thus, while England’s policy was to adopt a much more indirect approach to 

managing their North American assets, Baltimore’s presence allowed the English 

government to maintain a precautionary grip on Maryland. While this was not 

initially employed, it did allow Maryland’s autonomous status to continue, but it also 

allowed for the reduction of the colony’s autonomous condition following 

Cromwell’s rise to power. The second factor was that Baltimore himself, while much 

more immersed in Maryland’s affairs than the English government, was also forced 

by his location, to adopt the policy of salutary neglect to some extent. Maryland’s 

daily affairs were managed by Baltimore’s subordinates, who initially followed his 

instructions. But his dependence on subset managers also led to the creation of the 

Maryland Assembly, and to the increased defiance of the proprietorial system of 

rule. However, these challenges to Baltimore’s power, while threatening to his 

ability to govern, did not inherently reduce Maryland’s autonomous condition. On 

the contrary, the local legislative body’s challenges to the governor were reflective 

of Maryland’s ability to operate as the local authorities saw fit, and in spite of the 

will of external influences. 

 The basis for Maryland’s ability to function as it did rested in the provisions 

of Charter of Maryland and the authority of the proprietor, but at heart of the 

matter, the reason why Maryland was truly able to operate with such extensive 

license for as long as it did, was salutary neglect. Interestingly enough, because the 

policy itself was indirect, its allowing Maryland to function autonomously could be 

best seen during those periods of time when it was suspended. The rise of the 

Protectorate under Cromwell saw the first, official revocation of salutary neglect. 
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Although Cromwell paid less concern to the American colonies than he did the 

English mainland, his government’s implementation of polices, such as the 

suspension of Baltimore’s ownership of Maryland in favor of its Puritan residents, 

were reflective of initial efforts to bring the colonies into a more unified, English 

vision, as opposed to a capital and its peripheries. Even when Maryland’s ownership 

was returned to the Calvert family in 1656, Lord Baltimore’s ability to manage his 

colony to the extent that he had prior to the English Civil War was significantly 

lessened because of the absence of salutary neglect. When the policy was 

temporarily readopted following the coronation of Charles II, Maryland was able to 

return to a state of being resembling that of its condition prior to the Puritan 

occupation. And though Baltimore had an emboldened Maryland Assembly to 

contend with, the colony itself was conducting affairs without the direct supervision 

of the Crown.37 

 Essentially, salutary neglect was the catalyst that allowed Maryland’s 

condition to be developed. Lord Baltimore had the legal provisions and the 

authority to shape a colony in his image, a colony designed to house his Catholic 

brothers and sisters. But it would have been impossible to establish a colony with 

measures that deviated so greatly from the socially accepted constructs in England, 

without the absence of continuous supervision by English authorities. Furthermore, 

the retraction of this policy coincided with the colony’s being drawn steadily more 

and more under Crown rule, moving from autonomy, to contested control between 

the local assembly, and the proprietor, and culminating in the Protestant Revolution 

                                                        
37 See Aubrey Land, Pages 134-135. 
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of 1689, that brought the local assembly to topple the royal governor, and bring 

Maryland’s autonomy to a decisive end. 

Conclusion: The Quasi-Independent State 

 Maryland’s political foundation was, in many ways, an English experiment 

into the realms of subordinate autocracy, and self-management. Baltimore’s 

considerable power allowance was an unorthodox provision, even by the loose 

standards of the English government when administering colonial charters. 

However, this was out of necessity, and reflected England’s inability, at the start of 

the 17th century, to directly control its western Atlantic assets. Thus, Maryland, with 

its autocratic proprietor, was founded on the understanding of self-management 

and the rights to expand and adjust as needed, with its condition as a colony being 

guarded by Lord Baltimore’s loyalty to the English monarch. However, the key 

factor remained that Maryland, in the absence of constant, royal supervision, was 

left to its own devices. 

 Despite loyalty proving to be England’s best means of ensuring colonial 

control, the nature of this indirect method of governing the colonies left Maryland in 

a political state that functioned exclusively at the discretion of the governor and his 

appointed subordinates. However this dependence on the royal governor was 

complicated by the fact that Baltimore never once set foot in Maryland, and was 

frequently placed under the scrutiny of England’s ruling bodies, namely the Crown, 

and Oliver Cromwell during the years of the Protectorate. Consequentially, he 

frequently operated from a managerial position similar to that of Parliament or the 

monarchy, and Maryland continued to function, despite the colonial safeguards, in a 
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state of localized, self-government, whether the proprietor was involved or not. 

While in this aforementioned state, particularly during times where Baltimore’s 

authority was strained by England’s political atmosphere, Maryland was, despite its 

charter’s provisions, operating almost exclusively at the whim of local authorities, 

be they Catholic or Puritan. While this would eventually contribute to the unraveling 

of Maryland’s autonomous status, the initial ability of local assemblies to manage 

the daily affairs reflected the colony’s capacity to function effectively, even in the 

absence of proprietorial authority. 

 Furthermore, these conditions for colonial administration were reflective of 

the common practice of salutary neglect, with the 17th century Atlantic World being 

the pinnacle of unofficial policy regarding imperial management. But despite this 

informal practice being accepted as the necessary political approach to the colonies, 

its impact on Maryland was even further intensified by the royal governor’s own 

need to direct the colony through this same practice, when his own presence was 

designed by the English government as the key safeguard against Maryland’s 

operating independently of English authority. Hence, even by the relatively tolerant 

standards of Britain’s imperial policy, Maryland was structured, and operated with a 

colonial model that arguably possessed the highest degree of autonomy that could 

be achieved in an imperial setting. 

 Effectively, the policy of salutary neglect was the most critical component for 

allowing this degree of self-management to occur within a colonial setting. The 

proprietorial power given to Lord Baltimore and his heirs was the most viable 

apparatus that England had for maintaining some sense of control over a colony that 
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was a direct product of social upheaval, namely the persecution of Catholics. Yet 

even when this authority was challenged, it only served to further Maryland’s sense 

of self-sufficiency, as local authorities attempted to exercise power in the absence of 

their overseas superiors. This opposition was far less effective when challenging the 

colonial proprietor, who was quick to implement responses against the local 

challengers. Therefore, within the context of England’s rising empire, salutary 

neglect was the most effective policy for establishing new settlements, such as 

Maryland, because they allowed provincial governors to maintain the colony’s 

allegiance to England without the need for continuous enforcement from the capital. 

Thus the proprietor’s ability to serve as the absolute authority in Maryland was 

illustrative of how the colony functioned with autonomy, but not with true 

independence, as the ruling bodies were still loyal to the Crown. Maryland’s charter 

had provided the colony with the means for operating autonomously, but it was 

ultimately England’s indirect approach to colonial governing, salutary neglect, that 

allowed the colony to function with as much license as it did. 

 While there were several challenges to Maryland’s autonomous condition, 

even with its secure legal foundation, its earliest years provided an exceptional 

display of independent management in North America. This condition would 

eventually subside as political factionalism in both the colony and England would 

supersede the proprietorial authority of the Baltimore family, and force Maryland’s 

previous rulers to forfeit their colonial condition in favor of direct, royal 

subjugation. However, the fact remains that, Maryland, despite its condition as an 

English colony, was governed in a manner that transcended the conditions of an 
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empire’s periphery, and was able to function as a quasi-independent state, until 

finally being placed directly under English control at the end of the Protestant 

Revolution of 1689. 
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