US history, the Idiots’ Guide: the absolute bottom line, can’t dumb it down any more than this…
Unit 1



The Founding of the Republic
1789 – 1828

George Washington – figured out how to turn Article II of the Constitution into action.  Created the first Cabinet which included:  Secretary of State, Thomas Jefferson and Secretary of the Treasury, Alexander Hamilton, who hated each other.  This gave rise to the first political parties, Jefferson’s Republicans and Hamilton’s Federalists.  



Republicans: small, weak central government, low taxes, agrarian society, more voice for the “common people”, Federal government should only do those things stated in the Constitution--“Strict Construction”



Federalists: Federal government must be supreme.  Expansive view of the Constitution---“Loose Construction”.  The educate elite should rule, the “mob” of common people was not to be trusted.  Create a national banking system  [headed by Hamilton’s BUS] and promote manufacturing and commerce.
Washington warned us in his Farewell Address to stay out of European affairs and to avoid permanent “entangling alliances”– ‘cuz those guys are crazy.

John Adams – gruff and outspoken.  Came to hate Jefferson, but Hamilton hated him too.  French Revolution and whether to support England or France became the big issue.  Both of those countries began to interfere with our trade and we began to get into a naval war with France. ( XYZ Affair was when France demanded a bribe to talk to us about ending the war, it led to a “quasi naval war” w/the French)  Alien Act  - deport foreigners who cause trouble.  Sedition Act – jail and fine Americans who criticize government officials or policy.  Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions:  states can ignore federal laws they find unconstitutional—the beginning of the nullification/secession debate

Election of 1800.  [“the Revolution of 1800”]  John “His Rotundity” Adams [Federalist] was unpopular and Thomas Jefferson [Republican] won after a disputed election. 

 First time power shifted from one party to another in a peaceful transition—the “Revolution of 1800”.  Adams did appoint the “Midnight Judges” the night before he left office and the Federalists controlled the courts for the next 35 years, but otherwise, it went well.  This set up the court case Marbury v. Madison – Supreme Court has final say over what’s legal and what’s not---“judicial review”

Tom Jefferson – Bought Louisiana Purchase from France, sent Lewis and Clark to check it out.  Issues with Britain and France continued.  Jefferson got Embargo Act passed and it cut off all trade with both countries.  [as well as all others!]  Causes instant economic collapse in New England and they hated him for it.  
War of 1812 – Brits were still stopping our trade to France.  They were kidnapping sailors off US ships [known as impressment ] and they were supporting the Natives on the frontier.  War Hawks – young southern and western Congressmen who want to steal Canada.  US declares war.  Brits burned DC and blockaded our coasts.  We beat them on Lake Erie and finally General Andrew Jackson kicked their butts outside New Orleans.  [but this occurred AFTER the Treaty of Ghent was signed]   Generally, the war was a draw.  The second American Revolution? Hartford Convention …secession anyone? Killed Federalist Party

Era of Good Feelings  [the Monroe Administration]

1815 – 1824


Federalists died out and the Republicans were the only party, thus the name.  

Some important Marshall [John, Federalist Chief Justice from 1801-1835] court cases – Gibbons .v Ogden –  Federal government controls interstate trade and travel and McCullough v. MD – States can’t overturn laws passed by Congress;  upholds Constitutionality of the BUS. Dartmouth College v. New Hampshire-charters are contracts . . . strengthens power of the corporation and promotes business growth.  Like I said, the Federalists continued to run the courts and used them to promote their economic views
Adams  - Onis Treaty – we paid Spain for Florida after we invaded it to kick some Seminole butt.

Monroe Doctrine – Europeans have to stay out of the western hemisphere once they are asked to leave and in return, the U.S. will stay out of European affairs, heeding Washington’s advice

Missouri Compromise of 1820– Missouri wants to be a new state and wants to have slaves, northern states say no.  Deal [created by the “Great Compromiser”, Henry Clay]: Missouri comes in as a slave state, Maine is broken off from MA and comes in as a free state, no other slave states north of 36 ½ degrees N in the Louisiana Territory

Good Feelings come to an end in 1824 when 4 Republicans ran for office -ugly!

Adams won, but only because there was a deal done with Henry Clay.  [Clay supposedly through his support to J.Q. In return for being named Secretary of State.  Jackson’s followers called it the “corrupt bargain”]  Andy Jackson thought he had been robbed and spent the next 4 years running for office.
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Jacksonian America

1828 – 1846

Jackson was first president who was a regular guy.  Hero of New Orleans and Indian fighter.  Hated Indians and let GA and Congress expel them [despite the Court’s ruling in Worcester v. Georgia]  from the east and relocate them to “Indian Territory”  [the Indian Removal Act]  Killed the National Bank [BUS]and began the nation’s first economic “Panic.”  Did stand up to SC when it claimed the authority to “Nullify” the Tariff of Abominations.  [which came out of John C. Calhoun’s “SC Exposition and Protest” of 1828]

The reason Jackson was elected was that most states now had free male suffrage [universal white manhood suffrage]– the rise of the common man.  Rise of the “Cult of Domesticity” – women should be content to raise the kids and make sandwiches.  [but because they needed to teach their sons to be good citizens in a democracy, they also needed to be educated . . . an unintended consequence!]   Bring me a cold one this time, dear.

Market Revolution: Except for the period of the Panic of 1837, the US made the first steps toward industrialization.  Trade grew, more goods became available to regular people – most from Britain, 

Henry Clay – hated Jackson.  Took up Hamilton’s old financial plan and advocated the American System-- the government should pay for canals, roads, and bridges and those new railroads [internal improvements] – push economic development, pay for it with a protective tariff, and allow the BUS to help stabilize the economy and banking system.   Jackson [and in general, the Democratic Party] disagreed

Reform came out of the Second Great Awakening – Prison reform. Legal reform, temperance, Abolition, womens’ rights leading to the Seneca Falls “Declaration of Sentiments” which sought to bring an end to the so-called “Cult of Domesticity” [separate spheres]
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Manifest Destiny

1846 – 1861

God intends the US to spread across the continent.  “From sea to shining sea.”  [and beyond . . . but that’s a later story )  This is led by President James K. Polk, a Democrat.  [Mr. Manifest Destiny]

Hudson River School of artistic expression – mountains, clouds and rivers…glories of the landscape

1836 – Texas war for independence.  Americans living in Mexico fight against Mexico and become the Republic of Texas.  [Sam Houston, the Alamo, etc.]  Jackson doesn’t want to deal with the problem, so Texas remains independent for 10 years.

1846 – US and Britain agree to divide the Oregon Territory at the 49th parallel– fix the northern border.  [54 40’ or Fight! was the bogus battle cry in the 1844 presidential election]

Texas annexed by Polk and that triggered the Mexican War.  We beat up Mexico and took half their country,  Treaty of Guadalupe – Hidalgo—U.S. acquires California, New Mexico, and Utah and Mexico is paid $15 million  [Guilt perhaps??].  

1849 – Gold was discovered in California and thousands traveled by wagon train or by ship to CA to get rich – but few did.  [the “Forty-Niners”]
 Not everyone approved of this pro-slave, expansionist agenda.  Especially New England Transcendentalists like Henry David Thoreau ( Walden and  Essay on Civil Disobedience) and Ralph Waldo Emerson thought it was a person’s responsibility to stand up for what they believed even if the community disapproved – kind of like 19th century hippies.  A young Whig Congressman from Illinois also disapproved of the Mexican War [but voted to provide funds to “support the troops” anyway], Abe Lincoln’s stand on the issue cost him re-election.

Compromise of 1850, Henry Clay not dead yet, but almost – California wants to be a free state, but south doesn’t want that, SO: CA free, no slave trade in DC, stronger Fugitive Slave Act.  and New Mexico and Utah Territory decide for themselves on slavery.  This agreement tenuously keeps the Union together for another 10 years.

Slavery [and especially its spread] became the issue of the 1850’s

Popular Sovereignty – let the people in the new territories decide on slavery – cause Congress couldn’t.  Became the Kansas – Nebraska Act.  Except the people in Kansas couldn’t decide either  - so “Bleeding Kansas” became dress rehearsal for civil war. 
Dred Scott decision said that Congress could not prohibit slavery in the territories.  Blacks had no rights.  [the “sacred” Missouri Compromise was declared to be unconstitutional]

Uncle Tom’s Cabin became a best seller in the north as more educated northerners become adherents of the abolitionist cause.  Wendell Phillips, William Lloyd Garrison and a runaway slave named Frederick Douglass are featured speakers of the American Anti-Slavery Society.   Meanwhile in the south, anyone who questioned the peculiar institution like David Walker [An Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World],  Hinton Helper [The Impending Crisis of the South] found their books banned and had to leave.

Henry Clay’s old Whig (anti Jackson Party) split over slavery and went out of business.  Some Whigs became members of the new anti immigrant [nativist] party, the “Know Nothings” ( Huge numbers of Irish and Germans had come to the US after the 1840’s and many of them were Roman Catholic, which the Know Nothings also hated)  -some joined the new Republican Party

Republican Party believed in the old American System – internal improvements,  protective tariffs, a national banking system and most importantly, in opposition to the spread of slavery in the new territories  [if you were an abolitionist, you would probably have supported this party]
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Civil War and Reconstruction

1861 – 1877

Elections of 1860 became a referendum on slavery.  Due to faster growth, both in population and wealth, the northern and western states had come to dominate Congress and the Electoral College – the south no longer mattered.  They were not amused.

“Black Republican” Abe Lincoln was elected president and immediately, SC seceded from the Union – 10 other states did likewise by the spring of 1861.  Drafted a Constitution and elected Jefferson Davis as the first and ONLY president of the Confederate States of America.

Civil War – modern industrial weapons and Napoleonic tactics and medieval medical care resulted in enormous casualities ( ca, 700,000).  North had all the material advantages, but the South had the luxury of fighting a defensive war. North lost most early battles, but won at Antietam in Sept. 1862 which allowed Lincoln to issue the . . .  

Emancipation Proclamation: slaves in areas in rebellion are free and can now join Union Army. – Lincoln had originally said that the war was to restore the Union, now it becomes a war to end slavery as well. (This also helped to keep  the Europeans from coming to the aid of the Confederacy as well)

Not only did the Lincoln and the now-dominant Republican Party fight the war, they also began to build the first Transcontinental railroad, [the Pacific Railway Act] passed the Homestead Act ( giving free land in the west) and the Morrill Act  (created what became state agricultural and mechanical land-grant colleges)

Summer 1863---Union victories at Gettysburg in the east and Vicksburg along the Mississippi sealed the Confederacy’s fate and the war ended with the thorough trashing of the south by Union Gen William T. Sherman where the concept of “total war”----taking the battle to the people of the South in order to break their will to fight on--- was introduced  [the now infamous “March to the Sea”]
Lincoln was assassinated a week after the shooting stopped.  He wanted to restore the Union as easily and as painlessly as possible – but now he’s dead.  His VP and successor was a southern Democrat named Andrew Johnson.  Southerners saw him as a traitor and northerners soon saw him as the enemy.

Johnson’s Presidential Reconstruction: forgive most who had been part of the rebellion, rich had to get individual pardons.  As soon as the former Confederate states passed a new state constitution outlawing slavery, they could come back in and bygones would be bygones.  Except: Southern states passed Black Codes which just recreated slavery in a way that got around the 13th amendment [which abolished slavery in 1865] This  upset  the Radical Republicans in Congress

Radical Reconstruction:  Punish the South and especially the former Confederates--- the Civil Rights Act of 1866 outlawed Black Codes and guaranteed equal rights for the freedmen

Reconstruction Acts of 1867- southern states must ratify the 14th amendment, and were thrown back out of the Union and placed under martial – military - rule.  

14th Amendment ratified, all persons born or naturalized in the US are citizens of the nation [except for Native Americans!] as well as the state in which they reside and all citizens will enjoy both due process and equal protection under the law  [this protection will later be extended by the Supreme Court to include corporations also!]

`


15th Amendment – all citizens can vote – except women

Johnson disagreed with all of this stuff and he kept vetoing it, the Freedman’s Bureau ( first welfare agency ever created by the federal government) Reconstruction Acts, Civil Rights Acts and so on.

Congress eventually tried to impeach Johnson – but he got off – He violated the Tenure of Office Act by firing someone Congress didn’t want him to fire, Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, and they impeached him for it.

Southerners fought back with organizations like the KKK. And open warfare broke out between the US army and southern whites who were determined to keep their former property “in their place”.

Reconstruction ended when the election of  1876 got ugly. The votes from 3 southern states were ejected from the Electoral College because there had been voter fraud, with those states gone the election was tied – so…. If new president Rutherford B. Hayes [Rep.] pulled the remaining federal troops out of the south, the south would accept him as president.  This so-called “Compromise of 1877” ended Reconstruction and also consigned the freedmen to 80+ years of second-class citizenship under the system that became known as Jim Crow.  This was called being “Redeemed”
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Gilded Age

                          1876 – 1896

The US’s economy really kicked in and grew at an unbelievable pace.  The U.S.  built factories, and rail roads.  Cities grew as a result,  Immigration continued to grow.  [Especially the “New Immigration” from countries in southern and eastern Europe.]   Huge new corporations like Standard Oil, Duke Tobacco and Carnegie Steel were created and all this new wealth created massive new corruption.  There were no rules—“Social Darwinism” and laissez-faire government ruled the day.   Wages were often cut, thousands of workers were killed or maimed on the job and the average person was probably worse off in 1895 than they were before the Civil War, but so what?  The rich like Cornelius Vanderbilt and J.P. Morgan created  trusts and monopolies, built huge mansions, bought and sold state legislatures, and controlled the powerful U.S. Senate.  They used this power to crush unions, the most important of which were the Knights of Labor [which allowed skilled and unskilled workers, men and women, whites and blacks to join] and the American Federation of Labor [which allowed only skilled workers to join and focused on “bread and butter unionism”—better wages, hours, and working conditions]  and there were many ugly strikes and confrontations [among these were the Great Railroad Strike of 1877, the Haymarket Riot, the Homestead Strike, and the Pullman Strike], but in the end, the companies always won.  [primarily because they had the active support of both state and federal governments which helped turn many of these strikes into bloody affairs]

Social Darwinism – the idea that if you’re rich, you are a more highly evolved life form and if you’re poor, well, sorry, but it’s your own fault

There were half hearted attempts to clean things up – The Pendleton Act established the civil service – which began to do away with the old Jacksonian “Spoils System” where all government jobs were filled by political supporters.  That was only because some office-seeking nutcase shot president James Garfield.  But political scandals were so common, they didn’t even get people’s attention. – kind of like now?

Indians were finally forced on to reservations – or killed (starved actually because we killed off the buffalo on which their culture depended), because, as Gen. Philip Sheridan famously put it, “the only good Indians I have ever seen were dead.”  The federal government tried to Americanize [assimilate] them and it took their kids and tried to teach them to be good little farmers – just like the white people. (the Dawes Act, passed in 1887 attempted to do this and was a miserable failure)

In the south, Jim Crow began to become the law – segregation was supposed to be illegal, but so what?  Plessy v. Ferguson ( 1896) said as long as things were “separate but equal”, segregation of the races was okay.  But with no legal/ political rights for African Americans, who was there to enforce equal?  

Sharecropping in many ways replaced slavery – also known as debt peonage.

The Populist Party grew out of the conditions on the farms.  Farm prices had been going down since the Civil War [in part due to the farmers’ overproduction of crops] and it became almost impossible for farms to make it.  Farmers want inflation, so they wanted US currency to be based on both gold and silver – increasing the money supply, They also wanted:


Lower tariffs on manufactured goods from Europe


Government ownership of railroad and telegraphs  [which is, gasp[!] . . . Socialism!!]


Interest rate caps

A graduated income taxes [the rich pay more, what a concept]  instead of property taxes – which hurt them the worst



William Jenning Bryan ran for president twice on that platform and lost both times  [the second time in 1896, he was also the nominee of the Democratic Party which had more or less “swallowed up” the Populists, which led to the demise of this once-promising party]

Cities grew so fast that things like fresh water, housing, decent food, sanitation, transportation and medical care were only available to those who could afford them and most couldn’t.  Many cities fell under the control of political machines that provided services in return for votes and kickbacks.  The most infamous of these was the Tammany Hall machine that ran New York City.  [it’s most famous “boss” was William Marcy Tweed who was eventually convicted and sent to prison, largely due to the efforts of the political cartoonist Thomas Nast.]    I don’t like the Gilded Age.
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