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BOULEVARD

SELECT TIMELINE OF AMERICAN HISTORY FROM THE ERA OF

EXPLORATION TO 1976

1492: Christopher Columbus “discovers” the New World

1507: The name "America” is first used on a map referring to the New World

1541: The Spanish conquistador Hernando de Soto reaches the Mississippi River
1565: St. Augustine, Florida is established by the Spanish; it is the oldest surviving
European colony in the United States

1585: The first British colony in North America is established at Roanoke Island, off
North Carolina

1607: The British establish a settlement at Jamestown, Virginia

1620: British settlers found the Plymouth Colony in what will become Massachusetts
1620s on: The Dutch colonize parts of present-day New York, New Jersey, and
Connecticut as “New Netherland,” a multi-ethnic, multi-religious society

1638: The first documented account of an African slave in Massachusetts is noted
1682: French explorer Robert de la Salle claims the entire Mississippi Valley in the
name of France and King Louis XIV (for whom Louisiana is named)

1731: Benjamin Franklin founds the first American public library in Philadelphia
1734-36: A wave of religious revivals, known as the “Great Awakening,” is felt
throughout New England

1754: Half a century of conflict between France and Britain over North America erupts
in the French and Indian War, which lasts until 1763

1765: The Stamp Act, the first direct tax on the American colonies, is passed by the
British Parliament

1770: The Boston Massacre occurs, resulting in the death of five protesters

1773: The Boston Tea Party results in the 1774 Coercive Acts, pushing the colonists
and King George closer to a breaking point

1774: The First Continental Congress meets in Philadelphia

1775: The Battles of Lexington and Concord set the stage for the American

Revolution
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1776: The Thirteen Colonies (New Hampshire, Massachusetts Bay, Connecticut, Rhode
Island and Providence Plantations, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware,
Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia) form a new nation,
known as the United States, and create a Declaration of Independence

1781: The British General Lord Cornwallis surrenders to George Washington at
Yorktown (signaling the unofficial end of the American Revolution)

The Articles of Confederation (America’s first constitution) are ratified

1783: The Treaty of Paris is signed, officially marking the end of the Revolution and
making America independent from Britain

1787: The First Constitutional Convention is held to discuss possible improvements to
the Articles of Confederation

The Constitution of the United States is created to strengthen the federal
government, establish judicial and presidential branches, and to create a legal system
based on checks and balances

The Federalist Papers, a series of essays by John Jay, Alexander Hamilton, and James
Madison defending the Constitution, are published

1789: George Washington is elected the first President of the United States; he is
inaugurated at Federal Hall in New York

1791: The Bill of Rights (the first ten amendments to the Constitution of the United
States of America) is adopted as a measure of constitutional protection against
governmental overreach and a concession to the Anti-Federalists

1793: Eli Whitney invents the cotton gin, making cotton production an extremely
lucrative economy among the Southern states

1796: This is the first year that Americans must choose between two political parties
John Adams is elected president

1800: The U.S. capital moves from Philadelphia to Washington, D.C.

1803 Under President Thomas Jefferson, the Louisiana Purchase is negotiated
between the U.S. and France

1804: Meriwether Lewis and William Clark undertake their important two-year
scouting expedition along the Missouri River

1808: Congress bans the importation of slaves

1812: The War of 1812 breaks out between the U.S. and Great Britain over interference
with American shipping and the impressment of American seamen

While detained on a British warship, American Francis Scott Key writes the “Star
Spangled Banner,” which later becomes the national anthem

1814: The British burn the Capitol Building in Washington, D.C.

1816: The Tariff of 1816 imposes a high tax on foreign goods to protect American
industry after the War of 1812
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1819: The Missouri Compromise is spurred by the antebellum debate regarding slavery
Spain cedes Florida to the U.S.

1820: Eighty-eight freed African Americans sail to Liberia, where they establish a
colony

1820s: Ralph Waldo Emerson begins to formulate Transcendentalism

1823: Named for its early proponent President James Monroe, the Monroe Doctrine
effectively closes off the Western Hemisphere to further European colonization
under threat of enforcement by U.S. forces

1825: This era is marked by the “Second Great Awakening,” a religious revival
throughout the U.S.

The Erie Canal is completed, connecting the Great Lakes to Albany, fostering a
population surge in New York, and opening up regions farther west to settlement
1826: The American Society for the Promotion of Temperance is founded

1830: Under President Andrew Jackson, the Indian Removal Act is ratified, authorizing
aggressive efforts to open Native American lands to whites

1831: Nat Turner’s rebellion, the deadliest slave insurrection in U.S. history, touches off
a panic among Southerners

1833: The American Anti-Slavery Society is created

1834: The Whig party is formed

1836: Texas declares its independence from Mexico; it will be annexed in 1845

1845: The term “Manifest Destiny” is coined to express a prevalent attitude during the
nineteenth century that American expansion through the United States was destined
to stretch from coast to coast

The autobiography Narrative Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, Written
By Himselfis published

1846: The sewing machine is invented, making the U.S. the leader in cheap, ready-to-
wear clothing

The Donner Party Tragedy occurs in the Sierra Nevadas

1846-1848: The Mexican-American War is fought

1848: Gold is discovered in California, spurring the so-called “Gold Rush” of people
migrating west for two years

1849: With the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (and the end of the Mexican-American
War), the U.S. acquires California, Nevada, Utah, New Mexico, and parts of Arizona,
Colorado, and Kansas

1850: The Compromise of 1850 admits California to the Union as a free state without
forbidding slavery in other territories acquired from Mexico; part of the Compromise
involves The Fugitive Slave Act which forces Northerners to cooperate in returning

runaway slaves to the South
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1852: Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Abolitionist-themed novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin is
published, selling 1 million copies in sixteen months

1854: The Kansas Nebraska Act repeals part of the Missouri compromise and allows
for the states of Kansas and Nebraska to decide for themselves regarding the
question of slavery

1857: The Dred Scott decision ruled that a slave (Scott) living in free state and
territory was not entitled to his freedom and more broadly that African Americans
could not be citizens

1858: In a series of seven political debates across the state of lllinois, Senate-hopeful
Abraham Lincoln and incumbent Stephen Douglas argue the question of slavery
1861: After winning a bitterly-divided election in the Fall of 1860, Abraham Lincoln is
inaugurated President of the United States

The American Civil War begins

1863: Lincoln signs the Emancipation Proclamation

The 54th Massachusetts Voluntary Infantry becomes the first all-black regiment
formed in the Union

1865: With the Confederate Army’s surrender in Richmond under General Lee, the
Civil War comes to an end

Lincoln is assassinated

The Thirteenth Amendment is passed, abolishing slavery in the U.S.

1866: The Civil Rights Act is passed, defining all persons born in the United States as
citizens

1867: The Reconstruction Act is passed ensuring certain civil liberties and
constitutional and economic benefits for African Americans

1869: The Fifteenth Amendment guarantees the rights of all (male) citizens the right
to vote

The Transcontinental Railroad is completed, bringing together the Atlantic Pacific
and Union Pacific railroads

1870: The First African American is elected to Congress

1871: European Immigration to the U.S. experiences an uptick for the next decade
The Indian Appropriation Act is passed to weaken the authority of tribal leaders
The Great Chicago Fire devastates the city, leaving 100,000 people homeless

1875: Andrew Carnegie opens the nation’s largest steel plant, near Pittsburgh

1876: America’s Centennial is marked with an International exposition in Philadelphia,
intended to show off American industry, art, and ingenuity

1877: Federal Troops withdraw from the South, ending the period known as
Reconstruction

The Great Railway Strikes takes place
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1880-1882: Droughts and harsh winters devastate cattle herds throughout the West
1882: The Chinese Exclusion Act is the nation’s first to ban immigration by race or
nationality

The Standard Oil Trust is organized to allow John. D. Rockefeller and other
shareholders to get around state laws prohibiting one company from monopolizing an
industry

1886: American Federation of Labor founded to organize skilled labor

1887: Interstate Commerce Act makes railroads the first industry to be subject to
federal regulation

1890: The Sherman Anti-Trust Act is enacted to block monopolies; it will be a dozen
years before the government (under President Theodore Roosevelt) begins to
enforce this legislation

Photographer Jacob Riis publishes his book How the Other Half Lives: Studies
Among the Tenements of New York, documenting living conditions among
immigrants in New York

The state of Louisiana passes the Separate Car Act requiring black and white patrons
to sit in separate sections of railcars on intrastate railroads

1891: Hawaii is annexed by the United States

1892: The Ellis Island immigration station is established; it will process 12 million
immigrants between 1892-1954

The General Electric company is formed

1893: A stock market crash leads to the bankruptcy of the U.S. Treasury

Chicago serves as the site of the Columbian Exposition (named for the 500th
Anniversary of Christopher Columbus’ journey to America)

1898: The United States fights the Spanish-American War

1901: President William McKinley is assassinated; he is succeeded by Vice-President
Theodore Roosevelt

1903: The Wright Brothers’ undertake their first successful flight at Kitty Hawk
1905: W.E.B. DuBois founds a black civil rights organization called the Niagara
Movement

1906: Upton Sinclair's The Jungle, a novel focusing on poor labor conditions, is
published

A giant earthquake rocks San Francisco, California, causing widespread destruction
1907: Industrialist and financier J.P. Morgan negotiates a solution with several major
banks to head off a major financial crisis

1908: Industrialist Henry Ford introduces the Model T automobile

1911: The Triangle Shirtwaist Company factory in New York City burns down, killing 146

workers and leading to important industry safety reforms
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T 1913: The Sixteenth Amendment allows the U.S. government to start collecting income
tax from citizens

T 1914: The U.S. watches as Austria (with Germany's backing) declares war on Serbia,
and other European nations soon enter the conflict
The U.S. Federal Reserve System is established to serve as the nation’s central bank

T 1917: The U.S. declares itself against Germany and enters World War |
The Great Migration of African Americans moving from the rural South to urban
centers in the Northeast and Midwest, since the late nineteenth-century, reaches its
peak
The Harlem Renaissance, an efflorescence of musical, literary, and artistic production
centered in the African American community of New York, begins

T 1918: Armistice is declared, bringing an end to World War |
1919: President Woodrow Wilson establishes the League of Nations (which will last
until 1946)
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