
 
 

Colonization 

 

The Transatlantic Slave Trade (15th to 19th centuries) 

The Transatlantic slave trade involved capturing, transporting, and selling Africans as 
slaves to buyers in the Americas.  Between the 15th and 19th centuries, slaves were 
taken from Africa to the Americas on what is called the Middle Passage, the middle leg 
of a three-part voyage.  This Triangular Trade began in Europe where ships loaded with 
rum, cloth and guns sailed to Africa. Once in Africa, these goods were traded for African 
slaves. These slaves were then transported to the Americas where they were sold as 
labor for cultivating sugar into molasses and rum. These products were then returned to 
Europe.  Eventually, African slaves became the dominant labor force on Southern 
plantations in the United States. 
 
Founding of Jamestown (1607) 

The first permanent English colony was in Jamestown, Virginia. In 1607, a group of 
merchants formed the Virginia Company of London and settled in Jamestown, named 
after King James I. Many of the settlers spent their time looking for gold and did not 
prepare for the winter. The first winter was very harsh and many of the settlers faced 
starvation and disease. This was called “The Starving Time.”  Settler John Smith helped 

colonists survive by establishing a work ethic (“He that shall not work, shall not eat”).  

Thanks to John Rolfe’s cultivation of tobacco, settlers eventually discovered that 
Jamestown was ideal for growing tobacco because of the fertile soil.  Tobacco became 
one of the South’s largest cash crops. 
 

Creation of the House of Burgesses (1619) 

The Virginia House of Burgesses was created in 1619 and was the first representative 
assembly in the American colonies.  Made up of free white men who were landowners, 
the first meeting was held in Jamestown where the House of Burgesses was empowered 
to enact legislation for the colony.  Like the Fundamental Orders of Connecticut, the 
Virginia House of Burgesses was an early attempt at self-government in the New World.  
Notable members of the House of Burgesses included George Washington, Thomas 
Jefferson, and Patrick Henry.  
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Establishment of Mercantilism (16th and 17th centuries) 

Mercantilism was an economic theory followed by European nations in the 16th and 17th 
centuries which argued that nations increased their power and wealth by obtaining gold 
and by creating a favorable balance of trade where they exported more than they 
imported.  England increased its wealth by establishing colonies in North America which 
provided raw materials to the mother country (England). In return the mother country 
(England) used the raw materials to make manufactured goods that were then sold to the 
colonies.  In the 1650’s, the American colonies were forced to trade with England by the 

Navigation Acts.  These acts were not heavily enforced (salutary neglect) until after the 
French and Indian War which contributed to colonial unrest when the British tried to 
enforce the policies to pay for the war debt. 
 
Bacon’s Rebellion (1676) 

Bacon’s Rebellion was a revolt in 1676 led by Nathaniel Bacon against colonial authority 

in Jamestown. Bacon and his supporters were small farmers and frontier settlers who 
opposed Governor William Berkeley.  They were against high taxes and Governor 
Berkeley’s favoritism towards large plantation owners (Tidewater gentry) as well as his 

Indian policy.  Bacon and his group marched into Jamestown, took control of the House 
of Burgesses, and burned much of Jamestown. After Bacon became ill and died, the 
rebellion ended and Governor Berkeley hanged many of Bacon’s followers.  The outcome 

of Bacon’s Rebellion was that the King appointed a new governor, and the House of 
Burgesses passed laws to prevent future royal governors from assuming too much power. 

First Great Awakening (1730’s) 

The First Great Awakening was a revival of religious feelings and beliefs in the American 
colonies that began in the 1730’s. To revive peoples’ religious spirit, preachers would 

travel from town to town delivering sermons about God at outdoor revival meetings. The 
sermons from preachers such as Jonathan Edwards and others emphasized that people 
were equal in the eyes of God.  The preachers also believed strongly in religious freedom 
and toleration.  In 1791,the importance of religious freedom and toleration became a key 
idea in the First Amendment of the Bill of Rights.   

French and Indian War (Seven Years’ War 1754-1763) 

The French and Indian War (1754-63) was also known as the Seven Years’ War in 

Europe. The French and some Native Americans fought together against the British and 
the colonists over control of parts of North America including the Ohio River Valley.  While 
Britain eventually won, the war left Britain with a huge debt.  Parliament responded by 
imposing new laws and taxes on the English colonies, which angered many colonists and 
eventually led to the American Revolution.   
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Revolution/Declaration of Independence 

Meeting of the Stamp Act Congress (1765) 

The Stamp Act Congress met in New York City in October 1765, to voice colonists’ 

concerns about British taxes being imposed on the colonies.  Nine of the colonies sent 
delegates to the Congress which drew up a petition to the King protesting the Stamp Act.  
They argued that taxation could only be carried out by colonial assemblies, and not by 
the British Parliament in which the colonists had no representation (“No taxation without 

representation!”).  This marked the first time the colonies united to discuss growing 
tensions between Britain and her colonies.   

Boston Massacre (1770) 

On March 5, 1770, a group of young colonial dock workers and British soldiers faced off 
outside a customs house.  A British soldier had stones, ice, and coal chunks thrown at 
him.  More British soldiers arrived.  The colonial mob taunted the soldiers.  A fight broke 
out, and the soldiers began firing. Crispus Attucks, a former slave, and four other colonists 
were killed. The shooting was referred to as a “massacre,” and Patriots used the incident 

as anti-British propaganda in newspaper articles, posters, and pamphlets. The colonists 
were outraged by the incident. Paul Revere’s famous “Bloody Massacre” engraving 

appeared in many colonial publications which stirred stronger feelings against the British. 

Boston Tea Party (1773) 

The Tea Act passed by Parliament in 1773 was unpopular in the colonies. It gave the 
English East India Company a monopoly on importing tea into the colonies. This led to 
many protests, including the famous Boston Tea Party.  The Sons of Liberty, led by 
Samuel Adams, disguised themselves as Mohawk Indians and boarded three tea ships 
docked in the Boston Harbor.  They dumped 342 chests of East India Company tea into 
Boston Harbor in protest of the Tea Act.  They believed that by destroying the tea Britain 
would see how strongly the colonists disagreed with the law.  The British responded by 
passing the Intolerable Acts which imposed strong penalties against Boston for the event 
and eventually led to the colonists calling the First Continental Congress to discuss the 
growing tensions with Great Britain. 

Meeting of the First Continental Congress (1774) 

In September 1774, fifty-five delegates from twelve of the colonies met in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, to discuss rising concerns over the Intolerable Acts and the colonists’ 

continuing frustration over “taxation without representation.”  This meeting was called the 

First Continental Congress.  This Congress did not advocate independence.  The 
delegates decided to boycott all trade with Great Britain if the Intolerable Acts were not 
repealed.   
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Meeting of the Second Continental Congress (1775) 

Delegates from the colonies met in May 1775, after the first shots had already been fired 
at Lexington and Concord.  This meeting was called the Second Continental Congress. 
The delegates adopted the Olive Branch Petition expressing their loyalty to the king, but 
disapproving Parliament’s actions. The Congress elected George Washington 
Commander of the Continental Army. A year later the Congress organized a committee 
to write the Declaration of Independence since the problems with Great Britain could not 
be resolved.  Eventually, delegates adopted and signed the Declaration of Independence 
in 1776. 

American Revolution (1775-1783) 

The American Revolution (1775-1783) was a war for independence between the 
American colonies and Great Britain. The colonists were unhappy with Great Britain’s 

mercantilist policies and being taxed without representation.  The colonists had become 
accustomed to governing themselves during their early history due to Britain’s “salutary 

neglect.”  After the French and Indian War, the sudden increase in taxation and unwanted 

attention from Great Britain (such as the Proclamation of 1763, the Stamp Act, and the 
Intolerable Acts) surprised and angered the colonists.  This war ended with the Treaty of 
Paris in 1783 and resulted in American independence from Great Britain. 

Battles of Lexington and Concord (1775) 

In April 1775, British soldiers marched out of Boston to seize a stockpile of colonial 
weapons and arrest members of the Sons of Liberty.  Warned by Paul Revere and William 
Dawes that “The Redcoats are coming!” about seventy Minutemen stood in Lexington 
ready to face about 250 British soldiers.  No one knows who fired first, but seven 
Americans were killed before British soldiers moved past Lexington to Concord.  In 
Concord, they were met with more Minutemen who fought back until the British retreated.  
Americans regrouped and continued firing on the British throughout their twenty-mile 
march back to Boston.  Lexington and Concord are considered the first battles of the 
American Revolution.  American poet Ralph Waldo Emerson described this event as “the 

shot heard round the world” because the battles eventually led to independence for the 

colonies. 

Battle of Saratoga (1777) 

The Battle of Saratoga was a major battle of the American Revolution.  British General 
John Burgoyne led a series of attacks, in the summer of 1777, to cut off the New England 
colonies from the rest of the English colonies by taking control of the Hudson River,  His 
troops were defeated in a two-part battle at Saratoga which marked the turning point of 
the Revolutionary War.  After the victory at Saratoga, France and Spain pledged their aid 
to the United States in America’s fight for independence.   
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Winter at Valley Forge (1777) 

In the winter of 1777, during the American Revolution, Washington’s army of 10,000 

exhausted troops set up camp at Valley Forge, a frozen field about 25 miles outside of 
Philadelphia.  Nearly one in four of his men died during this time due to disease, 
starvation, and the harsh, freezing conditions.  However, Washington was also able to 
use the winter to train his men with military drills so that they would be ready to fight like 
a professional army when fighting resumed in the spring.  

Battle of Yorktown (1781) 

The Battle of Yorktown was the last major battle of the American Revolution.  British 
General Charles Cornwallis marched his troops through Virginia to the coast and 
controlled much of the coast during the war.  However, just before Cornwallis’ arrival at 

Yorktown, a French fleet of ships defeated the Royal Navy, which left Cornwallis in 
trouble.  Washington’s troops quickly blocked Cornwallis in from the North as French 

troops landed to the South.  Surrounded on every side, Cornwallis and his men held out 
for weeks but finally surrendered on October 19, 1781, effectively ending the war. 

 

Creation of the Constitution 

Shay’s Rebellion (1786) 

In 1786, about 700 debt-ridden farmers led by Daniel Shays took part in a violent uprising 
in western Massachusetts. They attacked courthouses to stop officials from foreclosing 
on farms.  The farmers rebelled against state taxes that were difficult to pay due to the 
economic depression.  The Massachusetts militia was called to end the mob violence.  
Many Americans saw Shays’ Rebellion as a sign that the Articles of Confederation was 

not working.  Fearing a future crisis, leaders called for a convention to discuss how to 
solve the problems with the Articles. This led to the Constitutional Convention of 1787 in 
Philadelphia and the creation of a stronger national government. 

Meeting of the Constitutional Convention (1787) 

In May 1787, fifty-five delegates from every state except Rhode Island met at the 
Philadelphia State House to revise the Articles of Confederation.  They kept their 
proceedings secret so that they could freely discuss their ideas.  Well-known faces, such 
as Benjamin Franklin and George Washington (elected president of the Convention), 
were present as well as young delegates such as James Madison and Alexander 
Hamilton. Thomas Jefferson was not present because he was serving as U.S. diplomat 
in France. John Adams was not present because he was serving as U.S. diplomat in 
England.  By September, the delegates had scrapped the Articles of Confederation and 
created a strong federal union instead of a loose confederation of states.  They signed 
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the Constitution on September 17, 1787, and called on the states to hold special ratifying 
conventions to approve or reject this new government.  In 1789, the new U.S. Constitution 
was ratified and became law. 

Early Republic 

The Second Great Awakening (1790’s) 

The Second Great Awakening was a religious movement beginning in the 1790’s in which 

people felt a renewed sense of spirituality and often attended religious revivals held by 
charismatic preachers.  This movement stressed “free will” and salvation through good 
works which contributed to the reform spirit in America as people looked to improve 
society and help others.  The Second Great Awakening was one of the factors leading to 
the many reform movements in the early to mid-1800’s.   

Origin of the Federalist Political Party (1790’s) 

During the debate over ratification of the new U. S. Constitution in 1788, differences 
began to appear among some of the nation’s political leaders.  In the 1790’s, Alexander 

Hamilton as Secretary of the Treasury and Thomas Jefferson as Secretary of State were 
both members of President George Washington’s Cabinet and had very different visions 

of how the new government should function.  These differences led to the development 
of the nation’s first political parties.  Hamilton preferred a strong federal government and 
a loose interpretation of the Constitution.  He believed that Congress should have the 
power to make laws that were “necessary and proper” to carry out its duties.  Many of 

Hamilton’s supporters were large landowners, bankers, and businessmen in New 
England and the middle states.  They also supported England and opposed France with 
regards to foreign affairs.  Hamilton and his supporters became known as Federalists.  
John Adams was the last Federalist President and the party largely disappeared after 
1800.  
Origin of the Democratic-Republican Party (1790’s) 

During the debate over ratification of the U.S. Constitution, differences began to appear 
among some of the nation’s political leaders. In the 1790’s, Alexander Hamilton, 

Secretary of the Treasury, and Thomas Jefferson, Secretary of State were both members 
of President Washington’s Cabinet and had different visions of how the new government 

should function.  These differences led to the development of the nation’s first parties. 

Jefferson believed that the federal government’s power should be limited to protect the 

powers of the states.  He believed in strict interpretation of the Constitution, meaning that 
Congress and the President were restricted to doing only what the Constitution 
specifically said they could do.  Jefferson and James Madison, another leader of the 
Democratic-Republicans, were strong supporters of agriculture and farming, and much of 
their support was in the South.  They also supported France and opposed England with 
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regards to foreign affairs.  Jefferson, Madison, and their supporters became known as 
Democratic-Republicans.  

Adoption of Hamilton’s Financial Plan (1790) 

Alexander Hamilton served as the nation’s first Secretary of the Treasury under President 
George Washington.  One of Hamilton’s biggest challenges during this time was the large 

national debt accumulated during the Revolution.  In 1790, Hamilton called on Congress 
to assume (buy up) the national and state debts by issuing new bonds to investors which 
the U.S. government would then repay with interest.  He also pushed Congress to create 
the Bank of the United States which was later chartered in 1791 for a period of twenty 
years with its main branch in Philadelphia.  This bank was to serve as the government’s 

monetary agent and the bank for federal funds.  Finally, Hamilton created a tariff (tax) 
policy on certain imported items and imposed excise taxes (taxes on purchases of certain 
goods) in order to raise revenue for the new U.S. government.  

 Whiskey Rebellion (1794) 

To help pay for war-related debts, an excise tax was passed by Congress that included 
7 cents per gallon on “spirits” (mostly whiskey) produced in the United States and 10 

cents on “spirits” using foreign material (mostly rum).  In 1794, Pennsylvania farmers took 
up arms in rebellion against tax collectors because they were angry about taxes on 
whiskey.  Part of the farmers’ income came from selling whiskey distilled from corn.  

President George Washington and  Alexander Hamilton led 13,000 federal militia troops 
to put down the rebellion.  When the farmers heard about this, they fled.  Many Americans 
saw the Whiskey Rebellion as a test of the government’s strength under the new 

Constitution.  The federal government proved that it would be able to face a crisis and 
that it would not tolerate violent uprisings. 

XYZ Affair (1797) 

In 1797, the French navy began seizing American ships and impressing American sailors.  
Impressment was the act of seizing foreign sailors and forcing them to serve in another 
country’s navy.   This is often called “the Half War” with France.   President John Adams 

sent diplomats, including John Marshall, to Paris to discuss a solution.  When the 
diplomats arrived, the French foreign minister, Talleyrand, sent three agents to demand 
a bribe of $250,000 for himself and a loan of $10 million to France before he would even 
meet with them.  The diplomats refused.  When President Adams told Congress about 
the incident, he referred to the French agents as “X, Y, and Z,” and therefore, this became 

known as the “XYZ Affair.”  The American public was outraged when they learned of the 

bribe and anti-French sentiment grew. 
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 Election of 1800 

The Election of 1800 is considered a revolution due to the change in control of the 
American government for the first time from one political party to another political party.  
In the Election of 1800, President John Adams ran for a second term as the candidate of 
the Federalist Party.  He was defeated by Thomas Jefferson, the candidate of the 
Democratic-Republican Party.  The election actually had to be decided in the House of 
Representatives since Jefferson and his Vice-Presidential candidate Aaron Burr tied with 
the same number of electoral votes.  Jefferson finally won when Alexander Hamilton 
threw his support to him because he didn’t trust Burr.  This later led Burr to challenge 

Hamilton to a duel in which Hamilton was killed.  This election marked the first time the 
Federalists lost control of both houses of Congress. The United States had experienced 
a change in control of its government without a single drop of blood being spilled. 

Midnight Appointments (1801) 

The Election of 1800 signaled a loss of power for the Federalist Party.  However, in the 
time between Thomas Jefferson’s victory over John Adams in November 1800, and 

Jefferson’s actual inauguration as the third President of the U.S. in March 1801, the 

outgoing Federalist controlled Congress passed laws increasing the number of judges in 
the federal court system.  President Adams appointed as many Federalist judges as he 
could before leaving office, thus securing a legacy for the Federalists in government since 
they had lost power in the other two branches.  Adams was busy signing appointment 
papers for these positions, including several as Justices of the Peace for the District of 
Columbia, right up until midnight.  Some of the Federalist appointees had their 
appointment papers delivered to them by the outgoing Secretary of State John Marshall, 
but a few did not get their papers.  When Jefferson took office the next day, he forbade 
his new Secretary of State, James Madison, to deliver these midnight appointments, 
sparking the landmark Supreme Court case, Marbury v. Madison. 

War of 1812 

Tensions continued to rise between Great Britain and the United States through the time 
Thomas Jefferson was president mainly due to problems over interference with trade 
policies.  Finally, President James Madison urged Congress to declare war on Great 
Britain in 1812. War Hawks, such as Henry Clay and John C. Calhoun, who were western 
and southern politicians, were convinced that Great Britain was supplying weapons to 
Native American tribes in the Ohio River Valley.  Even though there was no evidence that 
Great Britain was supplying Native Americans, a leader named Tecumseh and his brother 
the Prophet began organizing the tribes against Americans. The American troops, led by 
William Henry Harrison, attacked the Native Americans at the Battle of Tippecanoe, killing 
the Prophet.  Upset at his brother’s death, Tecumseh joined the British in attacking 
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Americans.  The War continued between the Americans and the British and is considered 
the Second American Revolution. The War of 1812 resulted in an increase in nationalism, 
which included the writing by Francis Scott Key of the Star-Spangled Banner. The effect 
of the war was an economic shift from relying on British manufactured goods to an 
increase in American textiles and manufactured goods.  The end of the war marked the 
beginning of an alliance between the United States and Great Britain. 

Battle of New Orleans (1815) 

In 1815 in the last major battle of the War of 1812, the American army led by General 
Andrew Jackson faced the British soldiers in New Orleans. Even though the Americans 
were outnumbered, Jackson and his troops stopped the British and won the battle.  The 
war was officially over with the signing of the Treaty of Ghent two weeks before the battle, 
but communication was slow and was not received by the troops.  Because of the 
American victory, Andrew Jackson emerged as a national military hero. 

 

Age of Jackson 

Election of 1824 

In 1824 there were four candidates for the presidency of the United States: John Quincy 
Adams of Massachusetts, Henry Clay of Kentucky, Andrew Jackson of Tennessee, and 
William Henry Crawford of Georgia.  Each candidate represented a different section of 
the country. It was a close race, and none of the four received a majority of the electoral 
votes although Andrew Jackson received more popular and electoral votes than did any 
of the other three.  When no candidate has a majority, the Twelfth Amendment to the 
Constitution states that the House of Representatives decides who will be president from 
the top three candidates.  Henry Clay was Speaker of the House of Representatives and 
thus had a huge influence on the vote. In what became known as the “Corrupt Bargain,” 

Clay supported John Quincy Adams.  John Quincy Adams became President, and Clay 
secured a new job as the Secretary of State for himself in the process when Adams 
appointed him to that position.    

 Election of 1828 

After losing the presidential election of 1824 in the House of Representatives, Andrew 
Jackson ran once more against John Quincy Adams for President in 1828.  Jackson ran 
as a Democrat and Adams ran as a Whig.  Jackson was one of the first candidates to 
personally campaign for the presidency.  He traveled the country visiting taverns and 
talking to people.  He portrayed himself as a “common man.” With this persona, and 

increased male suffrage (voting) by non-landowners, Jackson easily won the election.  
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Jackson supported limited government powers and hands-off government. He used the 
spoils system to reward political supporters with government jobs.  

Nullification Crisis (1828-1832) 

The Nullification Crisis of 1828-1832 was a conflict between the national government and 
Southern state governments over the issue of tariffs.  John C. Calhoun, Vice President of 
the United States, wrote the South Carolina Exposition and Protest in response to what 
the South called the “Tariff of Abominations.”  He argued that a state could nullify (declare 

invalid) a federal law it saw as unconstitutional.  President Andrew Jackson argued for 
national sovereignty, and Calhoun argued for state sovereignty.  South Carolina 
threatened nullification and secession (to officially withdraw from the U.S.)  unless the 
Tariffs of 1828 and 1832 were repealed. Congress repealed the tariffs but passed the 
Force Bill allowing the President to send troops to enforce its laws. South Carolina nullified 
the Force Bill. Although a compromise was reached, the threat of Civil War loomed over 
the country.  

Trail of Tears (1830’s) 

The Trail of Tears was the result of the forced removal of Indians living in the 
Southeastern United States from their ancestral lands to the Oklahoma Territory.  The 
Indian Removal Act of 1830 had authorized the removals.  During the march west the 
Indians were guarded by state and local militia.  Thousands died due to disease, 
starvation, and exposure during the winter.  The removal of the Native Americans resulted 
in opening approximately 25 million acres of land for settlement and agricultural 
expansion in the South. 

Bank War (1832-1836) 

This term refers to the 1832-1836 conflict between supporters of the Second Bank of the 
U.S. and Andrew Jackson.  President Andrew Jackson vetoed (rejected) Congress’ re-
charter of the Bank of the United States, thus forcing it to close.  He had the U.S. 
government’s money removed from the National Bank and deposited in state banks called 

“pet banks.”  This led to an economic panic.   

 

Westward Expansion 

Louisiana Purchase (1803) 

In 1803, President Thomas Jefferson purchased over 800,000 square miles from 
Napoleon of France for $15 million.  This very large section of land stretched from the 
Mississippi River to the Rocky Mountains and doubled the size of the United States.  
Jefferson then sent Lewis and Clark on a military expedition to explore the new territory.  
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 Lewis and Clark Expedition (1803-1806) 

President Thomas Jefferson purchased the Louisiana Territory in 1803 from France, thus 
doubling the size of the United States.  Jefferson then sent a military expedition led by 
Meriwether Lewis and William Clark to explore the new territory (1803-1806).   Their goal 
was to find a water route to the Pacific Ocean, map out the territory, gather scientific 
information, and establish friendly relations with the natives. With the help of a French fur 
trapper and his Native American wife Sacagawea, Lewis and Clark could accomplish their 
goals and return with valuable scientific information in their journals.  

Acquisition of Florida (1821) 

In 1818, General Andrew Jackson was sent to defend Georgia against attacks by 
Seminole Indians from Florida. Already established as a war hero after his success at the 
Battle of New Orleans in the War of 1812, Jackson led over 3,000 troops to Georgia and 
pursued the Seminoles into Florida Territory which was owned by Spain at the time. While 
this was a dangerous move, Spain decided not to go to war over the invasion because of 
internal problems at home and because it was already fighting with Latin American rebels 
who were seeking independence from Spain. Instead Spain agreed to the Adams –Onis 
Treaty of 1821.  This treaty  ceded (gave up) the Florida Territory to the U.S. in return for 
the U.S. agreeing to pay Spain $5 million. The treaty also recognized Spain’s sovereignty 

over Texas.   
 
Growth of Manifest Destiny (19th century) 

During the 19th century, Manifest Destiny was the philosophy or idea that it was the 
destiny of the U.S. to expand its territory all the way to the west coast (“from sea to shining 

sea”).  Using new technology, such as steamboats, canal building, and railroads 
developed during the Transportation Revolution and the Industrial Revolution, Americans 
set their sights on the West.  

Travel on the Oregon Trail (1840’s) 

Oregon Territory was a region west of the Rocky Mountains that included present-day 
Oregon, Washington, Idaho, and parts of Wyoming, Montana, and western Canada. Four 
different countries claimed the Oregon Territory: the U.S., Great Britain, Spain, and 
Russia.  However, by the 1820s only British and American claims continued.  Many 
settlers were drawn to the territory (“Oregon fever”), and in 1818, Great Britain and the 

U.S. agreed to jointly occupy Oregon Territory.  By the 1840s, many Americans had 
moved into the territory, traveling by covered wagons along the Oregon Trail, and began 
calling for an end to Britain’s occupation.   During his 1844 presidential campaign, 

President James K. Polk supported the occupation of Oregon territory.  Polk’s supporters 

adopted the slogan “54°40” or Fight!” (Meaning the U.S. should occupy Oregon Territory 
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to the 54°40’’ parallel).  In 1846 President Polk was successful in negotiating a treaty with 

Britain that established a new boundary at the 49th parallel.  

Travel on the Mormon Trail (1846-1869) 

Under the leadership of Joseph Smith, Jr., the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints 
(Mormons) established several settlements between 1830 and 1840s in Ohio, Missouri 
and Illinois.  Mormons were persecuted (harassed) for their beliefs. Joseph Smith, Jr. was 
later murdered by an angry mob in 1844 in Illinois.  After Smith’s death, most Mormons 

found a new leader in Brigham Young.  To escape persecution, the Mormons traveled 
across the Great Plains and Rocky Mountains. From 1846-1869, 70,000 Mormons 
travelled to Utah Territory and established communities (including present-day Salt Lake 
City). The journey is called the Mormon Trail which covered over 1,300 miles.  The 
Mormons made many contributions to the region.  The growth of Mormon communities 
helped to spread agriculture to the West.  Population growth in the region would 
eventually help lead to statehood. The Mormon Trail contributed to westward expansion 
and the fulfillment of Manifest Destiny.  

Texas Annexation (1845) 

The United States tried to purchase Texas from Mexico in 1827 and again in 1829, but 
both times Mexico refused to sell.  In the 1830s, northern opponents of slavery argued 
that making Texas part of the U.S. was a southern effort to extend slavery to the 
Southwest.  In 1844, President John Tyler presented the U.S. Senate with a proposed 
treaty to annex Texas, but the Senate overwhelmingly defeated the proposed treaty.  
Toward the end of his presidency, President Tyler once more tried to accomplish Texas’ 

annexation but this time by a joint resolution of Congress rather than by a treaty.  The 
newly-elected, incoming President, James K. Polk, was persuaded to accept Congress’ 

joint resolution annexing Texas.  The Texas Legislature, the voters of Texas, and both 
houses of the U.S. Congress approved annexation, and Texas became the 28th state on 
December 29, 1845.  

Mexican American War (1846-1848) 

In the 1840’s Mexico and the United States went to war over some disputed territory.  

Mexico claimed the Nueces River as its border, and the U.S. claimed the Rio Grande 
River as its border. When fighting broke out, U.S. President James K. Polk enticed 
Americans into war by claiming, “Mexico shed American blood on American soil!”  The 

United States defeated Mexico and signed the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, thus 
gaining a vast amount of land in the Southwest known as the Mexican Cession and 
expanding the United States to the Pacific coast.   
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Gold Rush (1848) 

Gold was discovered in 1848 in California by accident at Sutter’s Mill which was owned 

by John Sutter. In 1849, news of the gold discovery spread quickly, and thousands of 
Americans, along with people from all over the world, rushed to California.  By the end of 
1849, this newcomer population was estimated at 100,000 compared with a pre-1848 
population of less than 1,000.  These fortune-seekers became known as the Forty-Niners.  
Even though few of these Forty-Niners actually struck it rich, miners did extract, it is 
estimated, more than 750,000 pounds of gold. The Gold Rush peaked in 1852.  Many of 
the Forty –Niners stayed in California and took up farming or started businesses after the 
“gold fever” had died out. This enormous population boom had several effects on the 

territory. Gold mining towns such as San Francisco sprung up. California soon applied to 
become a state and joined the United States, under the Compromise of 1850, as a free 
state. 

Gadsden Purchase (1854) 

After the Mexican-American War and the Mexican Cession (land given to the U.S. in 
1848 in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo), the U.S. Government, purchased a portion of 
Mexican land (29, 670 square miles) for $10 million in what is part of present-day 
Arizona and New Mexico. This treaty is known as the Gadsden Purchase, after James 
Gadsden the U.S. Minister to Mexico.  The U.S. purchased the land in 1854 in order to 
complete a transcontinental railroad. With the Gadsden Purchase, many Americans felt 
their dream of Manifest Destiny was fulfilled. 

 

Reform Movements 

Industrial Revolution (19th century) 

The Industrial Revolution of the 19th century was a change in how goods were produced 
in the country. The United States went from producing goods by hand in people’s homes 

to mass-producing goods by machines in factories.  Inventions like Samuel Slater’s textile 

machine, Eli Whitney’s interchangeable parts and cotton gin, and Robert Fulton’s 

steamboat, all contributed to America’s economic growth and the beginning of the United 

States as an industrial power. 

Transportation Revolution (1700’s-1800’s) 

The Transportation Revolution (1700’s – 1800’s) was fueled by the Industrial Revolution, 
including inventions and advancements in the transportation system such as steamboats, 
railroads, and canals. These inventions improved transportation costs and made 
transportation and communication faster.  The Industrial and Transportation Revolutions 
also contributed to urbanization (the rapid growth of cities). 
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Seneca Falls Convention (1848) 

During the 1800’s women fought for suffrage (the right to vote).  In 1848, Elizabeth Cady 

Stanton and Lucretia Mott organized the Seneca Falls Convention for Women’s Rights in 

Seneca Falls, New York to draw attention to the problems women faced. The delegates 
approved The Declaration of Sentiments, modeled after the U.S. Declaration of 
Independence.  It proclaimed “We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and 
women are created equal.”  Other women’s rights reformers included Susan B. Anthony 

and Elizabeth Cady Stanton who founded the National American Woman Suffrage 
Association and the American Equal Rights Association.  Sojourner Truth was a former 
slave who was one of the most effective speakers for women’s rights and drew huge 

crowds throughout the North.  

Education Reform Movement (1800’s) 

During the 1800’s, Americans began to demand better schools.  Prior to the reforms in 

public education, most children did not attend school, and those who did usually had 
poorly trained teachers and overcrowded classrooms.  Reformers believed that education 
would help children become good citizens and escape poverty.  Horace Mann pushed for 
education reform and encouraged legislators to provide more money for education to 
make it available to more children.  Due to his efforts, Horace Mann is known as the 
“Father of Public Education.” 

Temperance Movement (1800’s) 

Alcohol abuse was widespread in the early 1800’s with many individuals drinking heavily.  

The temperance movement was a campaign to stop alcohol abuse by banning alcohol.  
The movement was led by women and business owners.  Supporters believed that 
alcohol abuse led to domestic violence against women and children, poverty, the breakup 
of families, and unproductive workers.  

Labor Reform Movement (1800’s) 

Workers wanted improvements to unsafe working conditions in factories that were 
unregulated and dangerous.  Labor unions began to organize in the 1800’s.  They came 

together to push for better working conditions, shorter hours, higher wages, and an end 
to child labor in the growing industrialization of the United States. 

Advent of Technological Innovations (19th century) 

Many new inventions contributed to the Industrial Revolution of the 19th century.  Eli 
Whitney invented the technique of interchangeable parts which made mass-production of 
goods possible.  He also invented the cotton gin which resulted in increased production 
of cotton and the need for more slave labor. Alexander Graham Bell invented the 
telegraph that increased communication.  Innovations in transportation such as the 
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transcontinental railroad and Robert Fulton’s steamboat made the transportation of goods 

easier and cheaper and led to increased economic development. 

Contributions of Art, Music, and Literature on American Culture 

American artists, authors, and musicians have contributed significantly to the cultural 
identity of the United States.  Hudson River School artists, including Thomas Cole and 
Asher Durand, painted vast American landscapes that coincided with westward 
expansion. Authors Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau wrote about their 
love of nature and Americans’ rugged individualism.  John James Audubon’s collection 

of art illustrates over 450 North American bird species.  Many artists and authors have 
also documented important events in American history. For example, Ralph Waldo 
Emerson’s Concord Hymn famously recounts the battles of Lexington and Concord, and 
Walt Whitman’s poem, O’ Captain, My Captain, captured the nation’s somber mood after 

the assassination of Abraham Lincoln. 

Spread of the Abolitionist Movement (1820s-1860s) 

Abolitionists were individuals who wanted to end slavery in the United States.  Between 
the 1820s-1860s, they spoke out publicly and published abolitionist newspapers to 
achieve their goal.  Frederick Douglass was a leader of the abolitionist movement.  He 
was born a slave and eventually escaped to the North.  Douglass lectured across the U.S. 
and published an antislavery newspaper, the North Star. William Lloyd Garrison was an 
outspoken white abolitionist who believed that slavery was evil and it needed to end 
immediately. He founded The Liberator which was the most influential antislavery 
newspaper of the time. Other abolitionists included Sarah and Angelina Grimke, Harriet 
Tubman, and Harriet Beecher Stowe (author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin).  

Hospital and Prison Reform Movements (1840’s) 

Dorothea Dix was a social reformer in the 1840’s who focused her efforts on the mentally 

ill and criminals.  She visited jails and was outraged to discover that some of the prisoners 
were not criminals but people with mental illness.   Dix also wanted to improve prison 
conditions by banning cruel punishments, stopping state governments from placing 
debtors in prison, and ending overcrowding of prison cells.  She traveled all over the U.S. 
on behalf of the mentally ill. She led efforts to build 32 new hospitals and create a special 
justice system for children.   

Emergence of Transcendentalism (1840’s) 

In the 1840’s transcendentalism was a philosophical movement originating in the United 

States.  Transcendentalists, as they were called, believed that the ultimate truths in life 
transcended (went above) human understanding.  They felt that people should seek truth 
by listening to their intuition and deep, heartfelt emotions, uninfluenced by society.  Ralph 

15 © State Bar of Texas 
www.texaslre.org



Waldo Emerson, a leading transcendentalist, called this an “inner light” and stressed 

individuality and personal effort in his famous essays titled Self-Reliance (1841).  
Transcendentalists were also noted for supporting social reform movements, seeking to 
preserve nature, and encouraging people to look for ways to improve society, rather than 
being driven by material wealth. 

   

Sectionalism 

Webster-Hayne Debates (1830) 

In 1830, a series of debates took place in the United States Senate over the issue of 
national sovereignty versus state sovereignty.  Daniel Webster, Senator from 
Massachusetts, argued for national sovereignty and preserving the union. Webster 
stated: “Liberty and Union, now and forever, one and inseparable.”  Robert Hayne, 

Senator from South Carolina, argued that the states were sovereign and had given limited 
power to the national government.   

Lincoln-Douglas Debates (1858) 

Abraham Lincoln and Stephen Douglas competed against each other in 1858 in an 
election for an Illinois seat in the U.S. Senate.  The two men debated each other seven 
times, and the debates often focused on the issue of slavery.  These debates brought 
Lincoln and the issue of slavery further into the national spotlight.  Douglas argued for 
popular sovereignty (voting by the people) to decide the issue of slavery in the western 
territories, while Lincoln argued to stop the spread of slavery in the West.  Although 
Lincoln lost to Douglas, the debates brought him national attention and helped him win 
the presidency in 1860.   

John Brown’s Raid on Harper’s Ferry (1859) 

John Brown was a radical abolitionist who resorted to violence in his attempts to defeat 
slavery.  In 1859, he led a raid on a federal arsenal (a collection of weapons and military 
equipment) at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia.  His hope was to arm slaves and lead an uprising, 
but he was captured, tried for treason, and hanged for his crime.     

Civil War and Reconstruction 

Election of 1860 

In the presidential election of 1860, there were four candidates: Abraham Lincoln of 
Illinois, Republican Party; Stephen Douglas of Illinois, Northern Democrats; John C. 
Breckinridge of Kentucky, Southern Democrats; and John Bell of Tennessee, 
Constitutional Union Party.  Lincoln won a majority of the electoral vote, and thus became 
President even though he won only about 40 percent of the popular vote.  His election 
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prompted South Carolina immediately to secede from the Union on December 20, 1860.  
By the time Lincoln was inaugurated on March 4, 1861, seven states had seceded from 
the Union and formed the Confederate States of America.   

Civil War (1861-1865) 

The Civil War was fought between the North (Union) and the South (Confederate States 
of America). The war began on April 12, 1861, with the Confederates firing on Fort 
Sumter.  It ended on April 9, 1865, when Confederate General Robert E. Lee surrendered 
to Union General Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox Courthouse.  Historians believe there 
were many causes of the Civil War, including sectionalism, states’ rights, and slavery. 

Firing on Fort Sumter (1861) 

On April 12, 1861, Confederate forces fired the first shots of the Civil War on Fort Sumter 
in the harbor of Charleston, South Carolina.  The Confederates bombarded the fort for 
thirty-four hours until Union forces were forced to surrender.  This marked the beginning 
of the Civil War. 

Battle of Antietam (1862) 

The Battle of Antietam took place during the Civil War in Maryland in 1862.  This was one 
of the bloodiest single day battles in American history.  Nearly 23,000 men were killed or 
wounded.  Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation soon after and thus 
expanded the goals of the war to include the abolition of slavery, even though it only freed 
the slaves in the states who had seceded.   

Battle of Gettysburg (1863) 

The Battle of Gettysburg took place during the Civil War in 1863.  This battle lasted for 
three days and ended in a Union victory.  Some historians estimate as many as 50,000 
were killed or wounded. Its outcome was considered to have been the turning point of the 
Civil War eventually leading to a Union victory. 

Battle of Vicksburg (1863) 

The Battle of Vicksburg took place during the Civil War in 1863.  Union forces seized 
control of the Confederate stronghold of Vicksburg, Mississippi, thus effectively gaining 
control of the Mississippi River.  As a result, the South was split in half, and the North 
could now prevent the shipment of troops and supplies along the river. 

Lee’s Surrender at Appomattox (1865) 

On April 9, 1865, four years after the fighting in the Civil War began, General Robert E. 
Lee, commander of the Confederate troops, surrendered to General Ulysses S. Grant, 
commander of the Union troops, at Appomattox Court House in Virginia.  The Civil War 
was over.  Both President Lincoln and General Grant did not want to punish the South for 
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the war and allowed many of the soldiers to keep their horses.  Grant is known to have 
said, “The war is over; the rebels are our countrymen again.”  

Assassination of Abraham Lincoln (1865) 

On April 14, 1865, John Wilkes Booth, an actor and Southern sympathizer, shot President 
Lincoln in the head at Ford’s Theater.  Lincoln was carried across the street to a boarding 

house where he died of his wounds.  The country mourned greatly at the passing of 
President Lincoln.  His death was later commemorated in Walt Whitman’s poem, O 

Captain, My Captain.  After Lincoln’s death, control over Reconstruction of the South fell 

to his successor, Vice President Andrew Johnson, and the Radical Republicans in 
Congress. 

Reconstruction (1865-1877) 

Reconstruction refers to the period from 1865-1877 after the Civil War when the nation’s 

attention was focused on rebuilding the South and readmitting the southern states into 
the Union.  Even though Presidents Lincoln and Johnson had proposed reconstruction 
plans, it was the Radical Republicans in the U.S. Congress who took control and passed 
the Reconstruction Act of 1867.  The law divided the South into military districts, forced 
the southern states to write new state constitutions, and required them to ratify the 13th, 
14th, and 15th Amendments to the U.S. Constitution.  Republicans supported the newly 
freedmen by creating the Freedmen’s Bureau, a government agency designed to help 

former slaves with jobs and education.  Reconstruction ended when the last federal troops 
were withdrawn from the South. 

Impeachment of Andrew Johnson (1868) 

During Reconstruction, President Andrew Johnson and the Radical Republicans in 
Congress differed strongly on how to treat the South.  Among other things, in opposition 
to President Johnson, Congress passed the Tenure of Office Act. This law required the 
President to consult with Congress before firing a cabinet member.  When President 
Johnson fired his Secretary of War without consulting Congress, he violated the Tenure 
of Office Act.  In 1868, the Radical Republicans in the House of Representatives 
impeached (voted charges against) President Johnson.  Johnson was the first president 
to be impeached.  In accordance with the Constitution, the Senate tried President 
Johnson on the charges voted by the House.  The final vote in the Senate was one short 
of the two-thirds majority needed for conviction and removal from office, and thus, 
Johnson remained President. 
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Election of 1876 
 
In the presidential election of 1876, the Democratic candidate, Samuel Tilden won the 
popular vote and received 184 electoral votes.  However, Tilden was one electoral vote 
short of what was needed to win the election at the time.  In 1876, a candidate needed 
185 electoral votes to be elected.  The Republican candidate, Rutherford B. Hayes 
received fewer popular votes and 165 electoral votes.  There were twenty electoral votes 
unresolved. Democrats and Republican Congressional leaders met and crafted an 
unwritten and informal deal to resolve the issue.  In the deal, which became known as the 
Compromise of 1877, all twenty unresolved electoral votes were given to Hayes and he 
became president with the necessary 185 electoral votes.  It is suspected that Democrats 
were willing to agree to let all twenty of the votes go to Hayes in return for a promise that 
he would withdraw all federal troops from the South.  Hayes became president and he 
withdrew the federal troops from the South, thus officially ending the Reconstruction 
period in the United States.   
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