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Introduction
“Those who cannot remember the past,” said American
philosopher George Santayana, “are condemned to
repeat it.” You generally hear this in the 12th grade.
Some people think of learning about U.S. history as a
punishment — a subject you have to take in school. You
memorize a bewildering array of dates, absorb
definitions of terms like Manifest Destiny, and wonder
whether America really needed two presidents named
Harrison. Historical figures appear as if they were
characters in a junior high school costume pageant.
Their blemishes are airbrushed out, and their
personalities are drained away.
This book doesn’t airbrush the blemishes but rather
strives to present a balanced, honest picture of the last
250 years (and more) of the history and development for
the United States of America. As an amalgamation of
content derived from the brilliant works of several
Dummies authors (see the “Author’s Acknowledgments”
at the back of the book), it tells a story of the people who
founded, inhabited, led, influenced, defended, fought for,
migrated to, protested against, and contributed to the
rich heritage that turned a loose collection of (mostly)
British colonies into a powerful, world-recognized nation.
Enjoy!

About This Book
This book is not a textbook, nor is it an exhaustive
encyclopedia covering everything that ever happened in
the United States. But it gives you a basic foundation of
information about U.S. history, celebrates the vibrant



people and events that make the U.S. what it is today,
and offers a glimpse at all sides of this country’s
development.
Because U.S. history hasn’t always been bright and
shining — especially when it comes to topics such as
slavery, immigration, and the treatment of Native
Americans — this book doesn’t always deal with pleasant
or uplifting subjects. Some of what you read may anger
or sadden you. In that regard, America’s history shares
something in common with just about every country that
ever existed.
In this book, you can move around from topic to topic
and use the book as a handy reference. Some typical
conventions that you find in the book include the
following:

Words that appear in italics may mean that you’re
about to find the definition for the italicized term.
Web addresses appear in monofont. If you’re reading a
digital version of this book on a device connected to
the internet, you can click the web address to visit that
website, like this one: www.dummies.com
Direct or adapted quotations from influential
Americans or other authorities may appear as a
separate, indented paragraph.

To make the content more accessible, we divided it into
seven minibooks:

Book 1: Shaping the USA. Read Book 1 for an
overview of the origin and development of America as
it now exists.
Book 2: Expanding America into Its Current
Shape. Book 2 gives you a bit more detail about the
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expansion of the U.S. across the North American
continent, a crash course about the variety of
governmental policies needed to run this large nation,
and a look at important social issues.
Book 3: The Wars That Influenced the Shape. As
is true for any nation on Earth, war has been and
continues to be a fact of life. In Book 3, find out about
major wars that directly influenced the American
people and the development of domestic and foreign
policies for the U.S. government.
Book 4: The Hands That Guided the Shape. In
Book 4, meet the Founding Fathers, as well as some of
the U.S. Presidents and First Ladies who lent their time
and talents (with varying levels of success) to shaping
America.
Book 5: The People Who Infused the Shape. The
heritage of the American people is rich, and they come
from all over the world. In Book 5, you can read about
the people who infuse the U.S. with a wealth of
cultures and traditions, as well as discover how their
social and political ideas influenced the shape of
America.
Book 6: American Government and Politics. No
history of the U.S. would be complete without a look at
its form of government and the political structures that
support the government. Book 6 offers you a look at
both.
Book 7: American Society and the Economy. In
Book 7, you discover the emblems of America (the U.S.
flag and the National Anthem, for example) that you
may associate with the country. You also find out about
how certain economic and societal developments have
and still do influence life in America.



Foolish Assumptions
We assume that you picked up this book because you
have some interest in U.S. history, especially during this
special time of celebration — the America 250th
anniversary. But whether you know a little or a lot about
the subject, you can find topics to enjoy reading about,
and you may even uncover some new insights into the
history and development of the American nation.

Icons Used in This Book
Throughout this book, icons in the margins highlight
certain types of valuable information that call out for
your attention. Here are the icons you’ll encounter and a
brief description of each.

 The Tip icon marks tips that we hope can offer an
insight into the gist of the surrounding text.

 Remember icons mark the information that’s
especially important to know. To siphon off the most
important information in each chapter, just skim
through these icons.

 The Technical Stuff icon marks information of a
more detailed or technical nature that you can
normally skip over without losing the message of the
related section.



Beyond the Book
In addition to the abundance of information and
guidance related to U.S. history and the development of
American life that we provide in this book, you get
access to even more help and information online at
Dummies.com. Check out this book’s online Cheat Sheet.
Just go to www.dummies.com and search for “America 250 All-
in-One.”
Also in this book, you find references and links to
websites that contain more information about the U.S.
and its government. Follow those links if you’re
interested in getting a bit more detail about content
that’s highlighted but not fully explained.

Where to Go from Here
Because this book is not a linear sequence of information
about U.S. history or national development, you can feel
free to skip around and start reading at any chapter in
any mini-book that catches your eye. Take a look at the
Table of Contents in the front of the book for a rundown
of chapter titles and headings that describe the content.
If you have a particular topic that you’re interested in,
you can also check out the Index at the back of the book
to find out whether that topic is covered, and where in
the book to find it.
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Chapter 1
You Say You Want a

Revolution
IN THIS CHAPTER

 Surveying the 1700s colonial landscape
 Engaging in the first true world wars
 Relaxing religious rigidity
 Fighting the French and the American Indians —

again
 Alienating the colonists with annoying acts
 Taking on the redcoats: The battle for

independence begins

Long before it was a nation or even had a name, America
was an idea, a dream. It didn’t exist as anything but a
blank slate waiting to be filled. Eventually it filled with
people who came for all sorts of reasons and with myriad
ideas on how to assemble a country. Sometimes the ideas
and the people clashed. But out of the clashes and
struggles grew a country founded on a system of
government that made it unique in the world.
As it evolved, America was often lucky to have great
leaders in bad times when it most needed them. It had
abundant natural resources, generally peaceable
neighbors, and plenty of room to grow. And boy, did it
grow. But before all this expansion could happen,
someone had to transform it from a fantasy to a very real
place. This chapter gives you the lowdown on how that
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