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Native Americans 
 
Native Americans crossed the land bridge some 12,000 years ago.  This is a theory, 
however, accepted by most archaeologists.  People moved from north, to middle to south 
America.  Most were hunters, until global weather changes forced the peoples of the 
Americas to become farmers some 7,000 years ago.  Tribes formed and trading of farm 
goods took place.  Native Americans were extremely close to nature and storytelling was 
the main form of cultural stability.  Some of the unique and largest tribes were:  
Northeast and east – Iroquois and Cherokee, Midwest – Hopewell, Mississippian, 
Southwest – Peublo, Plains – Blackfoot, Mandan, Northwest – Makah, Chinook, 
California – Modoc, Nisenan, Diegueno. 
 
Exploration and Colonization 
 
Marco Polo spurred interest in exploration by bringing back goods from the Far East.  
Vasco Da Gama finally made a water route to the Far East, bringing back many treasures 
of interest to Europe.  Christopher Columbus convinced Spain’s King Ferdinand that the 
earth may possibly be round and quicker route would be to sail west to get to the Far 
East.  He was given three ships, the Nina, Pinta and Santa Maria.  After three months, 
Columbus landed in San Salvador on Oct. 12, 1492.  Thinking he had reached the East 
Indies, he named the inhabitants “Indians”.  The mapmaker, Amerigo Vespucci was 
convinced that what Columbus had found was a new world and hence it was named 
America.  Ponce de Leon landed in Florida in 1513 looking for the fountain of youth.  
Balboa crossed Panama in 1513 and saw the Pacific for the first time from the Americas.  
Ferdinand Magellan sailed around South America in 1520 and finally confirmed 
Columbus’ claim that the world was round by sailing to the east by going west.  Cortes 
discovered and destroyed the Aztec empire in 1519.  Pizzaro discovered and enslaved the 
Incan empire in 1531.  Coronado and DeSoto explored the American southwest looking 
for the seven cities of gold, DeSoto reached the banks of the Mississippi in 1541.    In the 
north, John Cabot reached Newfoundland in 1497.  Verrazano and Cartier explored 
northeastern rivers.  Sir Francis Drake explored the western coast and claimed California 
for England in 1577.  Raleigh, Champlain, Hudson and LaSalle all explored many parts 
of the eastern U.S.  In 1580, Spain was at the height of its power and seemed poised to 
colonize most of the new world, however after losing a sea battle to England in 1588, 
Spain declined as a world power, opening the door for exploration and colonization of 
many other countries. 
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English Colonization 
 
Captain John Smith and a handful of settlers survived attacks and disease to establish 
Jamestown in 1607, Smith’s relationship with Pocahontas aided the development.   The 
Pilgrims, for religious reasons, sailed to America aboard the Mayflower in 1620 and 
established a community in Plymouth, Massachusetts.  Squanto and Somoset befriended 
the pilgrims and in 1621 the first feast of this friendly association was held 
(Thanksgiving).  The Puritans joined the Pilgrims and in 1630 this settlement became 
Boston. 
   The Iroquois Indians, a powerful group that organized themselves into the five nations, 
befriended the English and Dutch and prospered in the early 1700’s.  Their organizational 
ideas were the blueprint for the U.S. Articles of Confederation that later led to our 
Constitution.  Women were allowed to vote and be leaders in the Iroquois system of 
government as well as another association of the Algonquian.  Other founders and 
colonies:  New York in 1624 – Dutch, Maryland in 1634 – Lord Baltimore and the 
Catholics, Delaware in 1638 – Sweden, Pennsylvania in 1643- William Penn and 
Quakers.   The thirteen colonies were really divided into three distinct regions by 
ethnicity and economics – the New England Colonies, the Middle Colonies and the 
Southern Colonies.  New England depended on the sea, the Middle Colonies were 
faming, and shipping, the Southern Colonies were farming for textiles and tobacco and 
traded in slavery. 
 
The Birth of the Nation 
 
Tension began in the French and Indian War from 1754-1763 when colonists were made 
to fight with the British against the French.  As well, most British citizens looked down 
upon the colonists and treated them as second-class citizens.  After the war ended, the 
British decided the colonists should help pay for the cost of the war starting with the 
Sugar Act of 1764 which taxed molasses.  Next, the British forbade colonists to settle any 
land between the Appalachian Mountains and the Mississippi.  The British continued 
with the Stamp Act, a tax on tea and the Townsend Duties Act.  The British sent troops to 
the colonies to enforce these taxes.  Colonists protested and in 1770 four colonists were 
killed in Boston at a protest, the first, and African American named Crispus Attucks.  In 
1773, a group of colonists dressed as Indians tossed tea from a British vessel into the 
Boston harbor.  The British Parliament passed a law to punish colonists who protested.  
Colonists began to form militias such as Massachusetts’ Minutemen.  In 1775, the battles 
of Lexington and Concord began the armed conflict of the American Revolution.  The 
Second Continental Congress was formed and appointed George Washington as 
commander of an army of 14,500 made up of colonists from every colony.  The soldiers 
fought as Native Americans, hiding firing and ambushing. 
 
The War for Independence 
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In 1776, John (Thomas) Paine wrote a pamphlet entitled “Common Sense” which urged 
colonists to revolt and Richard Henry Lee gave a speech asking colonists to fight for 
independence.  Thomas Jefferson wrote the Declaration of Independence which was 
approved on July 4, 1776.  War was declared - aside from the Colonists and British – 
others were also involved in the war including some Indian tribes, free African 
Americans and the French, German, Polish and Spanish.  In 1781, General Charles 
Cornwallis surrendered at Yorktown to George Washington; the Treaty of Paris in 1783 
recognized the colonies as free and independent. 
 
A New Nation 
 
The Articles of Confederation were approved in 1781, however were too weak to sustain 
and organized nation.  The Continental Congress met in 1787 in Philadelphia and came to 
the Great Compromise for a new constitution.  The thirteen colonies had all ratified the 
Constitution in 1790; in 1791 the Bill of Rights (First ten amendments) was also 
approved.  Also in 1790, two years after the election of George Washington, a Federalist, 
as President, a ten-mile area on the Potomac River was designated as the national capital 
– the District of Columbia. 
 
1789-1840’s 
 
The presidents during this time period were:  George Washington, John Adams, Thomas 
Jefferson, James Madison, James Munroe and John Quincy Adams, and Andrew Jackson.    
Jefferson purchased the Louisiana Territory in 1803 and commissioned Meriwether 
Lewis and William Clark to explore it, this and Zebulon Pike’s exploration of the 
southwest led to great western expansion.    The U.S. was again feeling pressure from the 
British and declared war in 1812.  This war led to the writing of the Star Spangled 
Banner, the annexing of Florida and a stronger sense of nationalism.  The last battle with 
the British in history was the Battle of Orleans in 1814.  The Missouri Compromise 
allowed slavery to continue.  The Monroe Doctrine warned other nations to carefully 
exert any influence in any of the Americas.  Samuel Slater (textiles), Eli Whitney 
(cotton), Francis Lowell (textiles), Robert Fulton (Steam locomotion), and Peter Cooper 
(trains) helped spark the industrial revolution.    Andrew Jackson became president in 
1829 and brought with him a military mentality and the idea of Manifest Destiny, that 
American’s had a right to all resources and land on the continent.  Because of this, a dark 
time of European-Indian relations reached a climax including many battles and forced 
removal to reservations.  Settlers began to occupy Texas and a war broke out between 
settlers and Mexico, resulting in an independent Texas which became part of the U.S. in 
1845.  The 49th parallel was established as the boundary for the U.S. and Britain in the 
northwest, the Mormons moved from persecution in Illinoes to Utah under Brigham 
Young and the Treaty of Guadalupe and the Gadsden Purchase established the outer 
boundaries of what we now know as the 48 states of the U.S. 
 
1840’s to 1860’s 
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Gold was found at Sutter’s Mill on the American river in 1848.  By the next year, 
thousands had flocked to California to search for gold.  John Sutter himself never 
benefited and died a poor man.  Horace Mann influenced the spread of public education 
in America.  American began to see slavery and women’s suffrage in a different light.  
The poorer south felt threatened by the wealthy, industrialized north.  In 1860, Abraham 
Lincoln, an abolitionist, was elected President and South Carolina seceded from the union 
joined by the rest of the confederate states.  During this time there were three parties:  
The Republican Party that was against slavery and Catholics and was mostly protestants, 
the Democratic party which supported the rights of voters to decide all issues and were 
mostly Catholic and laborers, and the American Party which were anti-slavery, anti 
Catholic and isolationists who feared more immigrants. This party division began to 
divide the country into a civil war.  Although there were many early skirmishes, the 
Battle of Bull Run and John Brown’s raids are viewed as the beginning of the Civil War.  
Some important Civil War events:  the sea battle of the Monitor and the Merrimack, the 
Battle of Antietam in 1862, the Emancipation Proclamation on New Year’s Day 1863, 
the Battle of Vicksburg in 1863, the Gettysburg Address in 1863, and the surrender of the 
Confederacy at Appomattox in 1865 by General Lee.  Five days after the surrender, 
Lincoln was killed by John Wilkes booth.  Andrew Johnson became president and tried to 
establish an end to slavery and freedom for all, however the southern states continued to 
establish laws limiting the rights of African Americans.  Congress passed the 14th 
amendment to protect the rights of all citizens from having rights restricted by the states.  
Reconstruction imposed many unpopular laws on the South and radical republicans were 
able to end many of the laws restricting citizens’ rights.  But in 1877, Rutherford Hayes 
was elected and moved all federal troops from southern states, putting back in place 
control of the southern states to Southern whites. 
 
1870’s-1900 
 
Expansion continued into the last portions of un-settled west.  Mining finds, the cattle 
industry, and land acts like the Homestead Act spurred growth.  The industrial complex 
continued to gain steam with expansion of railroads and roads, oil production, steel 
production, the discoveries of uses for electricity by Thomas Edison, communication by 
Alexander Bell, and the auto assembly line of Henry Ford carried the U.S. into the next 
century as an economic power.  Immigration boomed population and diversity and with it 
Nativism sprung again as immigrants threatened the jobs of Americans.  Tractors 
appeared on farms to allow for increased production.   Prohibition spurred an interesting 
side to the American economy and social mores of the late 1800’s and early 1900’s.  
Three axioms changed the American worker in the late 1890’s:  Equal pay for equal 
work: Eight-hour work day, End to child labor.  Unions became prevalent as socialism 
became a world ideal and the word “strike” became a reality in American labor.  Much of 
these activities focused on corruption in both the political and business world. 
 
1900-1930’s 
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The U.S., following Manifest Destiny, began obtaining many lands.  The purchase of 
Alaska in the mid 1800’s turned into a literal gold mine as gold was discovered in the late 
1800s and the territory became settled.  The US also held lands in the Philippines, and 
other pacific locations including Hawaii.  In the late 1800’s, Cuba asked the US for help 
in fighting the Spanish, the explosion of the Warship Maine in the port of Havana 
allowed the US a convenient way to enter a conflict with Spain.  In 1901, the US signed a 
treaty with Spain and Cuba became independent.  In 1904, Theodore Roosevelt, to assure 
other countries in the western hemisphere, signed the Roosevelt Corollary signifying that 
the US was not interested in expanding any further.   Many progressive programs began 
during this time period, including: 
1.  Election reform, public utilities and assistance for the poor. 
2.  Primary elections and labor and safety laws. 
3.  Creation of food and drug protections, antitrust laws, prohibition became a national 
law in 1919(but was repealed in 1933), women’s rights. 
World War I broke out in 1914 with the assassination of Archduke Fancis Ferdinand of 
Austria.  Woodrow Wilson tried to keep the US out of war, but when Germans sank the 
US passenger ship the Lusitania brought the US close to war.  Germany tried to make a 
pact with Mexico to attack the US.  The Bolsheviks overthrew their czar which made 
them more of a US ally.    And finally, the Germans sank three more US ships in 1917.  
On April 6 of that year, the US declared war on Germany and its allies.  General John 
Pershing led our troops.  At home, citizens joined together to support the war effort and 
the first draft took place in May of 1917.  In Russia, a communist government was 
formed by Lenin and peace between Germany and Russia ensued which made Germany 
stronger.  Germany advanced to within 50 miles of Paris in 1918, but US troops using 
newly-invented tanks stopped the Germans. 500,000 US and 100,000 French troops 
invaded Germany aided by air assault and on Nov. 11, 1918 the war ended.    Overall, 
there were 8 million soldier deaths and 20 million civilian casualties.  America lost 
around 50,000 soldiers.  The Treaty of Versailles was signed in 1919 and Germany was 
made to pay 33 billion for reparations, a fact that the Germans never forgot. 
 
The US adopted an isolationist policy during the 20’s, even passing legislation to limit 
immigration.  Other changes taking place in the 20’s, women gained the right to vote and 
hold office, the Republican Party took control of the White House, jazz and automobiles 
and a more loose social code reigned, movies with sound appeared, sports became a 
leisure pastime, the religious fundamental movement began, the KKK grew terrorizing 
blacks, Catholics, Jews and others, also beginning – chain stores, radios, leisure time. 
In 1929 the stock market began its crash leading to 13 million unemployed, starvation, 
drought and discrimination:  the Depression.  A democrat was elected in 1932, Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt, his “new deal” created jobs and security.  He pulled the US out of 
depression.  However, there was another cloud on the horizon.  The Fascists, behind, 
Mussoling, took power in Italy.  Adolph Hitler took power in Germany and formed an 
alliance with Japan and Italy in 1936.  Japan had been terrorizing China and Asia and in 
1941 they were still invading and pillaging southeast Asia.  France and Great Britain 
stayed neutral even when Germany took over Spain.  Hitler made a pact with Russia 
(Stalin) and quickly took over Austria and Czechoslovakia.  He attacked Poland drawing 
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Great Britain and France into the war and beginning World War II.   Hitler quickly took 
Denmark, Norway, Sweden and the Low Countries and turned his attention to Great 
Britain, but they would not surrender.  He also attacked Russia despite their treaty and 
took 3 million prisoners.  When Japan attacked the US on Dec. 7 1941 at Pearl Harbor, 
Hitler also declared war and the US was drawn in as well.  Roosevelt had convinced 
congress to create a two ocean navy and continue the selective service.  We were ready 
for war.  The U.S and allies routed Germany in Russia, and then forced the Germans out 
of Africa.  The allies landed in Sicily in 1942 forcing Italy to surrender and liberated 
France in 1944.    By invading Normandy, the allied forces met with the Russian forces 
on the Elbe River in May of 1945, ending the war.  15 million soldiers, 35 million 
civilians and 6 million Jews were killed in the war in Europe.  The Japanese kept up the 
attacks in the Pacific.  The US, at Midway Island won an important battle and drove the 
Japanese back.  On August 6, 1945, President Harry Truman gave the order to drop the 
only atomic bomb ever used in battle on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  Over 100,000 
Japanese were killed and they surrendered on August 14, 1945.   
 
1940’s-1960’s 
 
Because of the war, the US and the Soviets found themselves on opposite ends of the 
ideological spectrum and the “cold war” began.  Germany, including Berlin was split into 
differing political states.  The Soviet Union under Stalin became a socialist state and 
controlled most of Eastern Europe.  The US helped form the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) to help deter the Soviets.  China also became a communist nation 
in 1949 and the US only recognized Taiwan, and the government of Chiang Kai-shek as 
the real China.  Korea was divided by the communists supported by the Soviets in the 
north and the US and the south.  A war began in 1950 when the North invaded with the 
help of the Chinese.  The war lasted until 1953.  Ho Chi Minh tried to take over Vietnam, 
instead a truce was signed with Minh ruling the communists in the north and the south 
controlled by France.  Fidel Castro overthrew the government of Cuba and Cuba became 
a satellite of the Soviet Union in 1959.  Fear of communism caused “McCarthy-ism” 
which led to the ruination of many Americans.  
 General Motors, Ford and Chrysler brought life to the economy.  McDonalds, Burger 
King and Kentucky Fried Chicken all began.  Technology, television, mass production, 
credit cards all transformed the American way of life.  Men’s and women’s roles became 
more blurred. 
 
1960’s and beyond 
 
The “new frontier” of the Kennedy administration tried to help the poor and racially 
deprived.   Kennedy tried to overthrow Cuba with the Bay of Pigs invasion.  Kruschev 
puts up the Berlin wall.  The Soviets send missiles to Cuba and Kennedy reacts, the 
Soviets back down. The US began its space program and Neil Armstrong walked on the 
moon in 1969.  Kennedy was assassinated in 1963; Lyndon Johnson took over with his 
ideas for a ‘great society” to help all people.  The Civil Rights Act of 1964 was 
established.  Johnson signed the elementary and secondary education act.  Johnson 



Development of this review sheet was made possible by funding from the US Department of 
Education through South Dakota’s EveryTeacher Teacher Quality Enhancement grant. 

 
 

empowered women with Title IX.  Johnson passed the immigration act to do away with 
immigration quotas.  Johnson passed the Gulf of Tonkin resolution which eventually led 
to over a half a million US soldiers going to Vietnam.  Many young people refused to 
serve and became disenchanted with our country and resorted to other lifestyles.  The 
Vietnam War was causing unrest amongst the populace. The Peace Corp and the VISTA 
program are established.  Robert Kennedy is assassinated in 1968 as he campaigns for the 
Democratic nomination.    Richard Nixon was elected with a promise to end the war in 
1968.  He began bringing troops home but he continued bombing Cambodia and North 
Vietnam.  In 1973, a cease-fire was observed.   Over 50,000 Americans died and over 
300,000 were wounded, causing great social upheaval and the economy was in a 
shambles.   Nixon won election again in 1972, however it was discovered he had 
tampered with election proceedings (Watergate) and he resigned his presidency in 1974, 
as his VP Gerald Ford became president.   Ford pardoned Nixon which led to great 
distrust of the American people and the economy continued to spiral downward.  Jimmy 
Carter became the next president in 1976.  He helped broker peace in the Middle East, 
appointed women and minorities to cabinet and high-level government posts, set in 
motion an agreement to return the Panama Canal to Panama, encouraged states to 
exercise more autonomy over their legislation.  Carter’s fall from grace came with the 
Iranian hostage ordeal and a botched rescue attempt.  Riding this public humiliation, 
Ronald Reagan was elected in 1980.  Reagan was a conservative believing in less 
government.  He began ‘trickle-down” economics by cutting taxes in the hope that those 
with the most money would buy more to fuel the economy.  He de-regulated many 
businesses hoping they would re-invest.  Reagan wanted to fund a shield called “Star 
Wars” that would stop any nuclear attack.  He gave states the responsibility to handle 
many programs which had been federal – however, he gave them much less money 
causing a recession for a period of time.  The US was involved in many areas of the globe 
militarily including invading Grenada and Lebanon where 241 marines were killed.  As 
savings and loans were de-regulated as well, many used risky methods and as a result 
many went into bankruptcy costing investors billions of dollars.  President Reagan used 
money from arms sales to Iran to bankroll secret guerilla missions in Nicaragua (contras).  
As this was illegal, Colonel Oliver North took the blame instead of Reagan.  George 
Bush became president in 1988.  He watched over the fall of the Soviet empire and the 
bringing down of the Berlin Wall.  Boris Yeltsin became president replacing Gorbachev.  
Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait and Bush attacked, the 42-day war drove Saddam back 
but did not resolve the conflict.  Unemployment went up two percent and Bush had to 
back down from his pledge not to raise taxes.  Bill Clinton won the election in 1992.    
Clinton won with only 43 percent of the popular vote in a three-way race with Bush and 
Ross Perot.  Clinton sought higher taxes on some items and his first years were rocky.  
Led by Newt Gingrich, the congress became Republican.    However, as Republicans 
became too extreme, Clinton’s popularity soared.  Clinton offered aid to Russia, helped 
South Africa bring down Apartheid, brought some semblance of peace to the middle east, 
stopped the ethnic cleansing in Bosnia, signed into law NAFTA which boosted the 
economy, helped the technology boom.  Clinton’s method of finding compromise with 
congress helped to make him one of the most productive of all presidents.  However, his 



Development of this review sheet was made possible by funding from the US Department of 
Education through South Dakota’s EveryTeacher Teacher Quality Enhancement grant. 

 
 

personal life and his watch was marked by immoral allegations.  He was not impeached, 
but his personal indiscretions lowered his popularity considerably. 
 
George W. Bush became president in 2000, defeating Vice President Al Gore despite not 
winning the popular vote.  The Supreme Court had to declare Bush the victor as voting in 
Florida became muddled.  Bush based his campaign on morality and conservatism.  On 
Sept. 11, 2001 terrorists attacked and felled the World Trade Center.  President Bush sent 
troops to Afghanistan and invaded Iraq in 2003 claiming that Iraq harbored weapons of 
mass destruction.  Despite the urging of most world leaders, Bush continued his quest in 
the Middle East.    President Bush won re-election in 2004. 


