
America through the Ages 

 
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. How did Europeans discover America? 

2. What was the American Declaration of Independence? 

3. The American West 

4. Native Americans 

5. What was the Transatlantic Slave Trade? 

6. How did slavery lead to the American Civil War? 

7. How did black Americans gain their civil rights? 

8. How much power does the US President have? 
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How did Europeans discover America? 

 

In 1492, an explorer called Christopher Columbus was given orders by 

the King of Spain to find a new, faster trade route to India and China. 

This was because Europeans wanted to reach these places to get spices 

that could be traded for lots of money. Columbus accidentally 

discovered the “new” continent: North America. A continent is one of 

the earth's seven major areas of land. For example, the UK is part of 

the continent of Europe. Columbus made four trips across the Atlantic 

Ocean from Spain: in 1492, 1493, 1498 and 1502. Wherever Columbus landed, he claimed 

the land for the King of Spain. This was the beginning of the Spanish colonisation of 

America. This meant the Spanish were claiming land that didn’t belong to them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

News of Columbus’ discovery spread quickly and all the major countries in Europe were 

sending explorers to the ‘New World’. The French sent their first expedition in 1524. England 

would make the biggest impact on America. English people settled in America from 1607 

onwards. For the next 300 years, Europeans took control of land in the American continent, 

establishing rival empires and colonies. Every country would claim territories and would 

“export” their culture and language to the ‘New World’. 
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Challenge 1 

1. Using the information, copy and complete the timeline below. It shows the discovery 

and colonisation of America. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Challenge 2 

 

1. Below are 4 key words. But the definitions are jumbled up! Copy out the words on 

the left and match them with the correct definitions on the right. 

 

Trade 
 

To settle on land that does not belong to you and take it for 
yourself. 
 

Continent 
 
 

Buying and selling goods and services with other countries. 
 

Colonisation 
 

The Western Hemisphere. North and South America make up 
the ‘New World’. 
 

New World 
 

One of the earth's seven major areas of land. 

 

Challenge 3 

1. Explain why Christopher Columbus was told to explore new lands. Look at your 

explain skill on your skills rubric to aim for a level. Go for Level 2 Gold or more if you 

can! 

 

2. Describe how Europeans discovered America. Look at your describe skill on your 

skills rubric to aim for a level. Go for Level 2 Gold or more if you can! 

 

3. Make a sketch of the map, showing the continents and Columbus’ voyages. 

Remember to label your map with names and dates 

1492 

Columbus 

travels to 

America 

    1607 
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The American War of Independence, 1775 – 1783 

 

In the 1760s and 1770s, the British took many of the French colonies in America.  However, 

by 1773, Britain had lost control of all 13 of her colonies in America and America was an 

independent country.  How did this happen?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One of the main things that the people living in the British colonies in America were unhappy 

about was the taxes that they had to pay on goods such as sugar, silk, tobacco, wine and tea.  

All of the money that they paid in taxes went to the British Government in London. 

 

These taxes were unpopular, partly because the people had not voted for them.  The taxes 

were forced on them by the British parliament. 

 

In 1773, Britain introduced a new tea tax in Boston. This meant people had to pay high taxes 

on tea. This angered the people of Boston. They started to tip tea into the sea in protest 

against Britain. It was nicknamed the ‘Boston Tea Party.’ They threw 342 chests of tea into 

the sea, worth around £80,000 in today’s money. The British reacted very angrily to this – 

not only was tea a favourite drink of the British but tea also provided a lot of money to 

Britain. The picture below shows an artist’s impression of the Boston Tea Party. 
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By 1775, relations between Britain and the American colonies were so bad that a war broke 

out. This eventually became known as the American War of Independence. On 4th July 1776, 

the American Declaration of Independence was signed. The 13 colonies, once owned by 

Britain, became the independent United States of America. This is why Americans celebrate 

Independence Day every year on the 4th of July!  
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Challenges 

 

1. Make a list of the thirteen colonies once ruled by Britain. 

 

2. Explain one reason people living in the colonies were unhappy. 

 

3. Using the information from this sheet and the ‘Liberty Kids’ episode, create a 

cartoon strip describing what happened at the Boston Tea Party. Make sure you 

include an explanation of why Bostonians were unhappy and describe the events 

and results of the ‘Tea Party.’ 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 

  

 

4. When did America become an independent country? 

 

5. Draw and label the first flag of the United States of America. The 13 stars and 13 

stripes represent the original 13 colonies . The stripes are red and white, the 

background of the stars blue. 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thirteen_Colonies
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Why did people move West? 

 

After the American War of Independence the United States of 

America began to grow, as America bought or colonised land in the 

west. Those that moved west faced a difficult and dangerous journey 

and a hard life in the new states.  

 

At the start of the 19th century (the 1800s), the USA was a young and growing nation. Over 

the next century, the USA won a vast area of land, and millions of people came to settle and 

live in this new country. The map below shows when territory was added to the USA. 

 

 

 

 

Challenge 1 

Collect a copy of a blank map of the USA.  

It is your challenge to copy the map above as accurately as you can onto your blank map. 

Make sure you give your map a title – the Growth of the United States, 1783-1853. 
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Why did people move West? 

 

From the 1840s thousands of people moved west to California and Oregon. Why did they 

go? The reasons can be put into push factors and pull factors. 

 

A push factor is a reason forcing people to move.  

A pull factor is a reason attracting someone to move. 

 

Below are some factors for people moving west. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There were economic 

problems on the East 

coast – some people 

couldn’t get jobs, banks 

collapsed and people lost 

their savings. 
 

Gold was discovered in the West - in 

California in 1848, in the Rocky 

Mountains in 1858, in Idaho in 1860 

and in the Black Hills of Dakota in 

1874. This meant people were 

hoping to discover gold and become 

rich. 

The existing farm land was 

too crowded for people so 

not everyone could grow 

crops and farm. 
 

Fertile land that people could 

farm was available in large 

quantities which meant people 

could set up farms and grow 

crops. 
 

Black ex-slaves who were 

badly treated in the South 

moved away towards the 

West. 
 

The railroad had been built 

across the country and rail 

companies encouraged 

settlers to move west. Travel 

west was much easier. 
 

Religious persecution affected 

the Jews and the Amish in 

Europe and they were forced 

out. 
 

Letters home from those who had 

successfully travelled west 

persuaded people to take the 

opportunity of a fresh start. 
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Challenge 2 

 

1. Split your jotter in two, with one side headed PUSH FACTORS and the other side 

headed PULL FACTORS. 

 

PUSH FACTORS PULL FACTORS 

 

 

 

 

 

Looking at the reasons for people moving west on your info sheet. Sort them into 

push factors and pull factors. Try and put them into your own words. 

 

 
 

2. Describe what you can learn from Source A about the Californian Gold Rush. Try 

and describe 2 pieces of information. 

 

3. Explain what you think was the most important reason for people moving west, 

and give a reason why. 
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Why could the journey west be dangerous for people? 

 

Western states such as 

California and Oregon became 

part of the United States of 

America in the 1850s. Early 

pioneers (people who moved 

west) travelled west in 

covered wagons, pulled by 

horses or oxen. Groups of up 

to 100 wagons were called 

wagon ‘trains’ and they travelled in these numbers for safety. They used routes 

such as the Oregon Trail or the California Trail. For the journey of four or five 

months, this wagon would be home, storage and protection against the 

weather. 

Who moved West? 

After 1865, thousands of settlers moved onto the Great Plains. The Great 
Plains are the grasslands of the North American continent, and lie between the 
Mississippi River and the Rocky Mountains. The map below shows this area. 
Native Americans already lived on the Great Plains. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Great Plains 
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There were four main types of people who moved west. They were known as 
pioneers. 

• Freed slaves went there to start a new life as free men. 
• European immigrants flooded onto the Great Plains to escape poverty in 

their own country. 
• Younger sons from the Eastern states - where the population was 

growing and land was becoming more expensive - went because it was a 
chance to own their own land. 

• Other Americans - such as tradesmen and government officials - who 
hoped to make their living from the farmers who had moved onto the 
Plains. 

Why was the journey west dangerous? 

The pioneers had to be fearless, as the journey west was dangerous.  

• On the 2000 mile journey it was easy to get lost, as often there was no 

road or trail showing where to go.  

 

• Dangerous mountains and rivers had to be crossed.  

 

• Stampeding animals, such as buffalo, were a 

danger and wolves could also attack groups of 

travellers.  

 

• The weather was also unpredictable; summers could be hot 

and winters could be extremely cold. In 1846, one party of travellers led 

by Jacob and George Donner left the trail looking for a shorter route and 

they were trapped in the Rocky Mountains by the autumn snow. Some 

died from the exposure and the rest only survived by cannibalism (eating 

each other!)  

 

• There was a large threat from the Native Americans 

who lived on the Great Plains.  

 

• At night the wagons would make a circle around a fire to protect 

themselves from prairie wolves and Native American Indians. 
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Challenges 

 

1. Below are key words. But the definitions are jumbled up! Copy out the words on 

the left and match them with the correct definitions on the right. 

 

Pioneers The grasslands of the North American continent, 

and lie between the Mississippi River and the 

Rocky Mountains 

 

Great Plains Groups of up to 200 wagons 

 

Wagon trains People who travelled west 

 

 

2. Describe the four main types of people who moved west. Make sure you name the 

groups and explain why each group moved. 

 

3. Explain the reasons why the journey west was dangerous. Start each new point like 

this: One reason the journey west was so dangerous was because ______ 

 

Go for gold at level 3 or 4! 

 

Level 3 
 

Level 3 Bronze Basic reason, with little detail 

Level 3 Silver 1 clear reason with good detail 

Level 3 Gold 2 clear reasons, with good detail 

 

Level 4 

 

Level 4 Bronze 1 clear reason with accurate, 

detailed information 

Level 4 Silver 2 clear reason with accurate, 

detailed information 

Level 4 Gold 3 clear reason accurate, detailed 

information 

 

4. Collect a blank outline of a wagon wheel. Inside the wagon wheel, write and 

illustrate as many reasons as you can why the journey west was so dangerous. 
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Source A is from a ‘Journal of a Trip to Oregon’ by Abigail Scott, a pioneer. It was written in 
1880. 
 
Source A 

 

 
 

1. Why is Source A useful as evidence of the dangers experienced by people who 
travelled west? Write out the 3 correct sentences in your jotter 

 
 

A. Source A is useful as it is a primary source written in 1880, at the time when 

people were making the journey west. 

B. Source A is useful as it is a secondary source written in 1880, after the time 

people were moving west, and with the benefit of hindsight (looking back). 

C. Source A is useful as it was written by a historian who would be an expert on the 

dangers people faced moving west. 

D. Source A is useful as it was written by a pioneer who would be an eyewitness to 

the dangers faced moving west. 

E. Source A states “we have known several cases of the measles and two deaths have 

been caused by this disease.” This is useful as it is accurate information as disease 

was a danger travelling west. 

F. Source A states “wolves attacked us a lot of the time.” This is useful as it is 

accurate information as wolves did attack people travelling west. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Travelled about 19 miles today. The road has been more hilly than that of yesterday. We 

have known several cases of the measles and two deaths have been caused by this disease. 

Several of our company have been attacked with diarrhea. We have encamped a half mile 

from the road where we get good wood but not very good water. 
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Who were the Native Americans? 

 

As the USA grew bigger, the people moving west 

were moving into areas where Native Americans 

already lived. Some of the Native Americans, such 

as the Navajo and the Sioux tribes, refused to leave 

their land and they fought hard against the settlers 

and the US Army.  

 

 

So who were the Native Americans and what was their life like? 

The way of life of Native Americans was based on cooperation to keep their society 
together. They lived a nomadic lifestyles (this means they moved around a lot, 
usually 6-8 times a year). Native Americans lived like this for two main reasons: 

1. Partly because the Great Plains (the huge area of land where the Native 
Americans lived) would not support their way of life in any one place for long, 
and they had to follow the buffalo migrations. 

2. Also partly because they believed that their god, the Great Spirit, wanted 
them to live a life of moving around a lot. 

 

Native Americans lived in tipis (a type of tent). They did this 
for many reasons. Some of these reasons are below. 

1. Tipis were warm in winter, cool in summer, helping 
them to cope with the extremes of temperature on the 
Plains. 

2. A tipi's shape protected it from wind. 

3. Tipis were easy to move. 

4. The Natives believed that a home you couldn’t move easily was unhealthy - a 
cage - while a tipi was healthy.  

  

The most important animal to the Native Americans was the buffalo. Native 
American tribes followed the buffalo and lived in tipis made from buffalo hide (skin). 
In fact, the buffalo supplied almost all of their needs. Buffalo fur and hide provided 
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clothes, blankets, shelter; its meat gave food; bones gave tools and arrow heads; 
hooves were used as tools and rattles, or boiled to make glue; tails made fly swats; 
dung was burned as fuel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Challenges 

1. What does the term ‘nomadic lifestyle’ mean? 

 

2. Explain two reasons why Native Americans lived a nomadic lifestyle. Copy and 

complete the two sentences below. 

 

One reason Native Americans lived a nomadic lifestyle was because _____ 

 

A second reason Native Americans lived a nomadic lifestyle was because ____ 

 

3. What is a tipi? 

 

4. Explain 2 reasons why Native Americans lived in tipis. Copy and complete the two 

sentences below. 

 

One reason Native Americans lived in tipis was because _____ 

 

A second reason Native Americans lived in tipis was because ____ 

 

5. Make a sketch drawing of a buffalo. Use the diagram above to label at least five 

parts of the buffalo and how the Native Americans used them.  
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Why did the Buffalo start to disappear? 

 

Source A is from a modern historian. It was published in the textbook “The American West 

1840-1895” (2001) 

Source A 

 

Source B is from a modern historian, writing in 2009. 

Source B 

  

Source C comes from Teddy “Blue” Abbott, a cowboy, in the 1880s. 

Source C 

   

 

To begin with, the buffalo were hunted for food and sport. Hunting increased when the 

railroads reached the Great Plains. Special hunting trains were run so that people could 

go out and shoot buffalo for sport, and the railroad builders themselves needed feeding. 

Buffalo hunters were employed to keep the workers on the line supplied with fresh meat. 

Amongst these hunters was William Cody, later nicknamed Buffalo Bill. For $500 a month 

he was employed by the Kansas Pacific Railroad Company to clear buffalo from the line. 

Two developments led to a dramatic increase in buffalo hunting. The first, in 1871, was 
the discovery of a process to produce high quality leather from buffalo hides. This meant 
the price of buffalo hides shot up. The second was that the railroads had reached the 
Great Plains. Trains could transport the Buffalo hides east to sell. 

The buffalo slaughter was a dirty business. . . All this slaughter was a put- up job on the 

part of the government to control Indians by getting rid of their food supply. But just the 

same it was a low down dirty business. 
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Challenge 

1. Read the three sources above (A-C). Copy and complete the table below into your 

jotter. 

Source Who wrote it? When was it written? What reasons does it 

give to explain why 

buffalo numbers 

were falling? 

A 

 

 

   

B 

 

 

   

C 

 

 

   

 

2. Why is Source A useful in telling us about the reasons why buffalo numbers were 

falling? Write out the 3 correct sentences in your jotter. 

 

A. Source A is useful as it is a primary source written in 2001, at the time when 

buffalo numbers were decreasing. 

B. Source A is useful as it is a secondary source written in 2001, after the time 

when buffalo numbers were decreasing, and with the benefit of hindsight 

(looking back). 

C. Source A is useful as it was written by a historian who would be an expert on 

the reasons why buffalo numbers decreased. 

D. Source A is useful as it was written by a Native American who would be an 

eyewitness to buffalo numbers decreasing. 

E. Source A states “the buffalo were hunted for food and sport.” This is useful as it 

is accurate information as buffalo numbers fell due to them being hunted. 

F. Source A states “the railroads transported buffalo hides to the East.” This is 

useful as it is accurate information as buffalo numbers fell due to the railways 

being able to transport more hides. 
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What was the Native American lifestyle like? 

The Native Americans had very limited technology when European settlers first arrived in 
America. Some tribes were still using stone tools and they used bows and arrows for 
weapons. 

Native Americans were hunter-gatherers. They gathered 
maize (corn), squash, beans and turnips (asking permission 
from the spirits of the land before pulling them up). 

They also hunted deer, rabbits, ducks and turkeys, but the 
central event of their life was the buffalo hunt (on 
horseback).  

Men and women had clearly defined roles. Men went off to the hunt and to war (on 
horseback). Women gathered food, stayed at home and looked after children. The women 
spent their leisure time decorating their clothes and tipis (tents) with beads and quills. The 
decorations often had a religious meaning. 

                               

Native American sports were designed to help their people survive in the Great Plains, by 
preparing them both for war and for the buffalo hunt. These sports included horse racing 
and shooting contests (with arrows). 

The Native American currency (used instead of money) was horses. 

Native Americans were very religious. They believed in a Great Spirit called Wakan Tanka.  

They were true lovers of nature. They believed that humankind ought to live in a way to fit 
in with nature. They especially loved the land, which they called their 'mother'. Native 
Americans thought that: 

1. Land was put here by the Great Spirit to support humankind. 
2. Land did not and could not belong to any one person. 
3. Land belonged to all the creatures. 
4. Land could not be sold. 
5. Land was beautiful and should be enjoyed by all. 
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Challenge 

You are a social anthropologist (someone who studies human society). You have been 
studying the lifestyle of Native Americans. Create an information booklet about the 
Native American lifestyle. Make sure you include information about: 

1. What they live in. 
2. How they gathered food. 
3. The roles of men. 
4. The roles of women. 
5. Sports. 
6. Currency. 
7. Religion. 
8. Their relationship with the land. 

You will want to be detailed with your information, and also provide pictures. 
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How did white Americans view Native Americans? 

White Americans did not understand the Native Americans' way of life. They distrusted and 
feared them. The Native Americans felt that white Americans were devils who ruined the 
earth. Differences of culture caused them to hate and despise each other, and led to war. 

The white settlers believed that the Native Americans were inferior. They felt justified in 
saying that 'complete extermination is our motto', and in slaughtering the buffalo to starve 
the Native Americans to death. 

It could be argued that war broke out simply because the white settlers wanted the Great 
Plains - firstly to cross, then for gold, then for cattle and then for farming. They took the land 
that Native Americans believed belonged to everyone. 

 

Native American Life 

1. The Native Americans were nomadic.  
2. Natives protected the land and its 

resources out of respect for the Great 
Spirit. 

3. Natives had no standing armies. Their 
warriors were family men who 
provided for their women and children.  

4. Natives did not believe in land 
ownership. 

5. Natives had a strong sense of community - everyone depended on one another. 
6. Natives believed the earth was sacred and had been put there by the Great Spirit. 
7. Natives mutilated their enemies after they killed them.  

White Settler Life 

1. Settlers had professional soldiers who fought 
their battles for them.  

2. Settlers stayed in one place and fenced off the 
land. 

3. Settlers regarded mutilation of the dead as 
barbaric. 

4. Land was seen merely as a resource to be used 
up. 

5. American society put the needs of the individual 
first before the community. 

6. Settlers exploited land resources rather than protect them (gold/timber etc.) 
7. Settlers believed in the principle of manifest destiny - it was their destiny to occupy 

the Plains  
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Challenge 

 

1. Copy and complete the table below in your jotter. On the left hand side, copy out the 
7 statements about the Native American lifestyle. 

 
 

Native American Lifestyle 
 

White Settler Lifestyle 

1. The Native American’s were 
nomadic. 

1. Settlers stayed in one place and 
fenced off the land. 

2.   

3.   

4.   

5.   

6.   

7.   

 
 
2. Work out which lifestyle number of the settlers is the matching opposite. Write out 

your choice on the right hand side of the table. The first one has been done for you. 
 

3. Why do you think the Native Americans and White Settlers didn’t get along? Explain 
your answer. 
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Why did the white Americans win the West? 

White Americans won the West because everything was on their side. The Native Americans 
fought bravely, but the odds were completely against them. There are many reasons why 
the white Americans won.  

1. Little Bighorn – this was a big battle between whites and Native Americans. The 

defeat of the white army caused 

thousands more to join up, and it 

made the US Army determined to 

hunt down and destroy the Native 

American warriors in revenge. 

 

2. Economy - the US government had 

unlimited men and money, which 

the Native Americans didn’t have. 

 

3. Technology - the US Army had access to rifles, machine guns, cannons and the 

telegraph to communicate. The Native Americans had to buy rifles, and used smoke 

signals to communicate. 

 

4. Railroads - thousands of white Americans and US soldiers could travel to the West in 

hours by railroad. 

 

5. Slaughter of the buffalo - after the 1870s, white hunters destroyed the buffalo, not 

only for their hides, but partly to destroy the Native Americans, whose way of life 

depended on these animals. By 1895, less than a thousand buffalo remained on the 

Great Plains. 

 

6. The US Army was too big and strong for the Native American warriors. It controlled 

the Plains from a system of forts. 

 

7. Reservations (area of land controlled by the US government) destroyed the Indian 

way of life, because people on them were forced to become farmers. Many warriors 

became alcoholics.  

 

8. Education - the Indian boarding schools, which the children were made to attend, 

forced Native American children to become 'white'. They were beaten if they even 

whispered in their own language - the motto of one school was kill the Indian to save 

the man. 
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Challenge 

1. Create a mind map that gives all the reasons for the whites defeating the Native 

Americans. 

 

 

 

2. Explain the reasons why the white Americans won the west. Start each new point 

like this: One reason white Americans won the west was because ______ 

 

Go for gold at level 3 or 4! Or if you really want to challenge yourself, give all 8. 

 

Level 3 
 

Level 3 Bronze Basic reason, with little detail 

Level 3 Silver 1 clear reason with good detail 

Level 3 Gold 2 clear reasons, with good detail 

 

Level 4 

Level 4 Bronze 1 clear reason with accurate, 

detailed information 

Level 4 Silver 2 clear reason with accurate, 

detailed information 

Level 4 Gold 3 clear reason accurate, detailed 

information 

 

Reasons 
why the 

white 
Americans 

won the 
West 


