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CHAPTER 1

Context
The United States came into existence following the War of Independence
(1775–83) against Britain. Before the war, the – then – thirteen American
colonies had been far from united. Prior to 1775, the loyalty of most ‘Americans’
had been first to their colony and then to Britain. In some respects, the only
thing that united the colonists in 1775 had been hostility to Britain. That said,
almost as many Americans had supported Britain as had supported the cause
of independence. (In this respect, the War of Independence was America’s first
Civil War.) The American colonies finally achieved independence in 1783 thanks
to British mistakes and massive support from France and Spain.

The political situation in 1800

Whatever unity had been established in the war years seemed to be in danger
of falling apart after 1783 under the weak form of government known as the
Articles of Confederation. Thus, nationalists like George Washington, James
Madison and Alexander Hamilton supported the creation of a new form of
government. The 1787 Constitution, drawn up in Philadelphia by the so-called
Founding Fathers, was designed to provide the new nation with a stronger
central government which would ensure that the USA remained united. The
Founding Fathers produced an extraordinary document which has survived the
test of time (see pages 6–8).

George Washington

KEY TERMS
Constitution A set
of rules by which an
organisation or a country is
governed.
Founding Fathers
The American politicians
who drew up the
American Constitution.

The 1787 Constitution, ratified by eleven states, came into effect in 1789. The
election of George Washington as the USA’s first president helped to establish
popular support for the new system of government. Washington, who had
commanded American forces in the War of Independence, was a revered figure.
Re-elected president in 1792, he claimed to be above politics. Nevertheless,
by his second term he was seen as a supporter of the Federalist Party and was
subjected to sustained criticism of both his character and his policies by those
who opposed the Federalists. Worn out by the burdens of the presidency and
hurt by the partisan abuse heaped on him, Washington declined to stand for
the presidency again in 1796. His decision established a two-term presidential
tradition that all his successors (except Franklin D. Roosevelt, who was president
from 1933 to 1945) were to follow. John Adams, Washington’s vice-president,
won the 1796 election for the Federalists.
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CHAPTER 2

Mid-nineteenth-century USA
In the mid-nineteenth century most Americans were proud of the achievements of their country and
optimistic about its future. There seemed good cause for this optimism. The USA had the most
democratic system of government in the world; it was also one of the world’s most prosperous and
enterprising nations. However, there was a threatening cloud on the horizon: northern and southern
states were growing apart, economically, socially, culturally and politically. This chapter considers the
differences between the states through four main themes:

 The US political system
 Social and economic development
 The growth of sectionalism
 The nature of American slavery

KEY DATES
1787
1793
1808

Founding Fathers drew up the
US Constitution
Invention of the cotton ‘gin’
USA declared African slave trade
illegal

1831 Jan. Publication of The Liberator
Aug. Nat Turner’s revolt
1833
Formation of National Anti-Slavery
Society

1 Introduction
■■ Why was the USA so successful during the mid-nineteenth century?
Before 1861 the history of the USA had been in many ways a remarkable success
story. In 1776, after winning independence from Britain, the USA controlled
only a narrow strip of land along the Atlantic seaboard. It then expanded
westwards and in 1803 doubled in size when it purchased the Louisiana territory
from France (see Figure 3.1, page 42). By 1860 the original thirteen states had
increased to 33 and the nation extended from the Atlantic to the Pacific.
By 1860 white Americans enjoyed a better standard of living than any other
people on earth. Prosperity and the rapidly expanding economy attracted
large-scale immigration. In 1860 the USA had a population of 31 million people
(slightly more than Britain): 4 million were foreign born.
The USA’s political system – republican, federal and democratic – was the pride
of most Americans and the envy of most British and European radicals. By the
mid-nineteenth century, many Americans considered themselves to be the
world’s most civilised and fortunate people. However, not everyone benefited
from the ‘great experiment’:

KEY TERMS
Republican A form of
government without a
monarch (or someone
who supports such a
government).
Federal A government in
which several states, while
largely independent in
home affairs, combine for
national purposes.
Democratic A form
of government in which
ultimate power is vested
in the people and their
elected representatives.
Radicals Those who
wanted political and social
reform.
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Question practice: AQA
Essay questions
1 ‘Westward expansion was a key factor in the deterioration of relations between the North and South by
1850.’ Explain why you agree or disagree with this view. [AS level]
EXAM HINT You must analyse the role of westward expansion in worsening relations between North and South, but
balance this against other factors that were developing. A top-level essay will have a well-argued judgement.

2 To what extent did the Kansas–Nebraska Act revive tensions between North and South? [A level]
EXAM HINT The answer must analyse the contribution of the Kansas–Nebraska Act towards increasing tensions
alongside other factors. Top-level answers may successfully integrate various factors in a judgement.

Source analysis questions
1 With reference to Sources 1 and 2, and your understanding of the historical context, which of these two
sources is more valuable in explaining why there was sectional tension in 1850? [AS level]
EXAM HINT You need to analyse the content and evaluate each of the two sources, but also make sure that you
argue in depth which is more valuable.

2 With reference to Sources 1, 2 and 3, and your understanding of the historical context, assess the value of
these sources to a historian studying the 1850 Compromise. [A level]
EXAM HINT You need to analyse the content and evaluate the provenance of each of the three sources separately.
Do not try to reach an overall judgement – it is not required – just a judgement on each one.

Question practice: OCR
Essay questions
1 Assess the reasons for so many Americans moving westwards in the period from 1803 to 1850. [A level]
EXAM HINT Analyse the importance of a range of reasons, such as land, population pressure in the east and
government policies. The strongest answers will make a judgement as to the relative importance of each factor and
reach an overall judgement as to which factor was the most important.

2 ‘Misjudgements by politicians explain why the issue of western expansion divided North and South so sharply
in the years 1845–54.’ How far do you agree with this statement? [A level]
EXAM HINT Consider the importance of the named factor and the role it played and its importance should be
weighed up against other factors as to why western expansion divided North and South. A judgement as to the
relative importance of the named factor should be reached.
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The 1856 result

ONLINE EXTRAS

AQA

Worksheet 11 at www.
hoddereducation.co.uk/
accesstohistory/extras
examines the importance of
events in Kansas between
1854 and 1859.
ONLINE EXTRAS

OCR

Worksheet 11 at www.
hoddereducation.co.uk/
accesstohistory/extras helps
you to explain the rise of the
Republican Party.

In November, Fillmore obtained 871,731 votes (21.6 per cent) but only eight
electoral college votes. Frémont won 1,340,537 votes (33.1 per cent in total)
and 114 electoral votes. Buchanan, with 1,832,955 votes (45.3 per cent) and
174 electoral votes, became president. He won all but one southern state plus
Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Indiana, Illinois and California. Frémont won the
rest of the free states. The Democrats had cause for celebration. They had seen
off the Fillmore challenge in the South and retained their traditional supporters
– Catholics and mid-western farmers – in the North. Northern Democrats
increased the number of seats they held in the House of Representatives to
53, although they were still outnumbered by 75 southern Democrats and 92
Republicans.
While Republicans were disappointed by the result, they too had cause for
optimism. Their party had:
n

trounced the American Party: the election indicated that northerners
perceived the Slave Power to be a greater threat than the Catholic Church

n

come close to capturing the presidency; if the party had carried Pennsylvania
and Illinois, Frémont would have become president.

Republican pundits, confident that they could win over American Party
supporters in the North, were soon predicting victory in the next presidential
election in 1860. However, that victory was far from certain. Conceivably, the
Republican Party could collapse as quickly as it had risen.

SUMMARY DIAGRAM
THE 1856 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION
‘Bleeding Kansas’ (1856)

Republican Party
success 1855–6

American Party
problems by 1856

‘Bleeding Sumner’ (1856)
Republican
policies

Frémont
(Republican)

The 1856 presidential election

vs

Buchanan
(Democrat)

vs

Fillmore
(American Party)

Buchanan victory
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SOURCE QUESTION

SOURCE A

Examine Source A. Why
did Chivington’s men
commit such atrocities?

A description by Robert Bent, a half-Cheyenne, who had been forced to
guide Chivington’s expedition, quoted in Ezra Brown, editor, The Old West:
The Indians, Time Life Books, 1973, p. 187.

I saw five squaws [women] under a bank. When troops came up to them they ran
out and showed their persons to let the soldiers know they were squaws and begged
for mercy but the soldiers shot them all. Some thirty or forty squaws, collected in a
hole for protection, sent out a little girl about six years old with a white flag on a
stick. She was shot and killed. I saw one squaw cut open with an unborn child lying
by her side. I saw the body of White Antelope with the privates cut off, and I heard
a soldier say he was going to make a tobacco pouch out of them.

KEY FIGURES

Fighting in the southwest

Cochise (c.1805–74)

In the southwest, the Chiricahua Apaches, led by Cochise, relentlessly attacked
white settlers and soldiers. (Cochise claimed he killed ten white men for every
Indian slain: ‘We kill ten’, he mused ‘and a hundred come in their place’.) Union
commander Kit Carson put down the Mecsalero Apaches in 1863, crushed the
Navajos in Arizona in January 1864, and defeated the Kiowas at the Battle of
Adobe Walls in November 1864. However, small bands of Apaches continued to
attack farms and travellers.

A war leader of the
Chiricahua Apaches, led a
rebellion against the USA
which began in 1861 and
continued through most of
the 1860s. He finally made
peace in 1872.

Kit Carson (1809–68)
Well acquainted with Indian
ways, he was a guide in
Frémont’s western
expeditions in the 1840s and
served with distinction in the
Mexican War and Civil War.

KEY TERM
Reservations Areas of
land ‘reserved’ for the use
of Native Americans.

Congressional action
In March 1865, Congress created a joint committee to investigate ‘the condition
of the Indian tribes and their treatment by the civil and military authorities of
the United States’. Congress also authorised a treaty commission to approach
the Sioux tribes of the upper Missouri. These two measures marked the
first steps towards a different kind of Indian policy: a policy of ‘conquest by
kindness’ rather than extermination. Many easterners, while having no wish
to halt western expansion, felt some sympathy for Native Americans. Some of
the leading humanitarians of the day (for example, abolitionists like William
Lloyd Garrison) became active in Indian reform movements. Essentially, they
advocated large chunks of land being set aside as reservations and supported
efforts to educate and civilise Native Americans.

The situation 1865–9

Throughout 1865 intermittent clashes continued. Bands of Sioux, Cheyenne and
Arapaho, often no more than ten to twenty strong, wiped out dozens of isolated
white families and ambushed small army patrols on the northern and central
Plains.

Army tactics
With the Civil War’s end, thousands of regular troops, many of them African
Americans, took the offensive against Native Americans. Thousands more
manned frontier forts defending travel routes and settlements. While the forts
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Timeline
Year

Who’s in power

Domestic events

1787

Articles of Confederation government

Founding Fathers drew up US Constitution

1789

George Washington (no party) became
president

1792

Washington re-elected president

1793

Foreign events

Invention of cotton gin

1796

John Adams (Federalist) elected
president

1800

Thomas Jefferson (DemocraticRepublican) elected president

1803

Louisiana Purchase

1804

Jefferson re-elected president

1808

James Madison (DemocraticRepublican) elected president

USA declared African slave trade
illegal

1812

Madison re-elected president

USA declared war on Britain

1814

Treaty of Ghent ended the war of
1812

1815

Battle of New Orleans

1816

James Monroe (Democratic-Republican)
elected president

1820

Monroe re-elected president

1824

John Quincy Adams (DemocraticRepublican) elected president

1828

Andrew Jackson (Democrat) elected
president

Missouri Compromise

1830

Indian Removal Act

1831

Publication of The Liberator
Nat Turner’s revolt

1832

Jackson re-elected president

1833
1836

Formation of National Anti-Slavery Society
Martin Van Buren (Democrat) re-elected
president

1838

Texas won independence from
Mexico
Trail of Tears

1840

William Harrison (Whig) elected president

1841

Harrison died: John Tyler (Whig) became
president

1844

James Polk (Democrat) elected
president

1845

Texas joined the USA

1846

Wilmot Proviso

1848

Zachary Taylor (Whig) elected president

1850

Taylor died: Millard Fillmore became
president

1852

Franklin Pierce (Democrat) elected
president

1854
1856

Start of Mexican War
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ended
Mexican War

The 1850 Compromise

Kansas–Nebraska Act
James Buchanan (Democrat) elected
president

‘Bleeding Sumner’ incident

1857

Dred Scott decision

1858

Lincoln–Douglas debates

1859

Comstock Lode discovered
John Brown’s raid

1860
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South Carolina seceded
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