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IT’s ABoutT TIME

Everyone who writes about history faces the same problem: how do we get the past to stay
still long enough to see it clearly? Textbooks on the history of the United States typically
pursue one topic at a time. They devote chapters to a particular part of the country, such
as the slave South or the Old West, or focus on broad topics such as immigration, urban-
ization, or industrialization. They place certain groups or individuals in special boxes or
on specially colored pages. They set aside politics or diplomacy for long periods while they
describe social or cultural life. Such ways of organizing textbooks have obvious costs—
loss of continuity, context, and narrative force— but these strategies have seemed neces-
sary bargains with the complexity of the past.

This book follows a different strategy. Rather than isolating people and topics it inte-
grates them into the flow of time. Rather than sorting topics into tidily organized chap-
ters, we show the complicated and subtle ways that strands of history interact. Each chap-
ter is devoted to a particular sequence of years, carefully following the contours of events,
weaving politics, economics, and culture into an interrelated pattern. As a result, foreign
policy and domestic life connect and influence one another. The history of blacks and
whites, men and women, emerge as parts of the same stories. Authors and artists speak of
their particular times. Political battles continually punctuate the story. Depressions and
panics disrupt the lives of people in every class. Technological innovations do not merely
happen but emerge as solutions to felt problems.

Students who read American Passages come to understand that history is often about
the unexpected. No one, after all, could have predicted figures such as Thomas Paine,
Harriet Beecher Stowe, Henry Ford, or Martin Luther King, Jr. Nor could Americans
have foreseen events such as Bacon’s Rebellion, John Brown’s Raid, the Haymarket Riort,
or the Watergate break-in. While long-term processes are fully treated in this book, it also
strives to show that history often turns around unique events, unintended outcomes, and
singular individuals. American Passages calls our attention to the twists and turns of his-
tory, to the way various facets of history are connected.

Not only does the thoroughly chronological organization of this book make for a good
story, we believe, but it helps history make sense. In our own lives, after all, things hap-
pen simultaneously. Every newspaper and news show reminds us of the way that events
abroad touch on events at home, the way that politics and economics entangle, the per-
vasiveness of a particular book or film in a certain season. We are used to the idea that our
lives are defined by a mixture of major and minor events, by the interplay between the
momentary and the momentous. The past was like that as well.

American Passages offers several tools to help us see the past as a whole. Its timelines and
“Passages” sections provide broad overviews that connect across chapters. Its illustrations
and graphs are tightly woven into the narrative. Its rich Web site amplifies the themes and
materials of the book, offering hundreds of documents, maps, illustrations, and multime-
dia selections carefully attuned to the time in which they were produced. We hope that
such a story will help convey the excitement, drama, and importance of this nation’s past.
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PREHISTORY TO

__1763___.

And so we journeyed for seventeen days, at the end of which we
crossed the river [Rio Grande] and traveled for seventeen more.
At sunset, on plains between some very tall mountains, we
found some people who eat nothing but powdered straw for a
third of the year. Since it was that season of the year, we had
to eat it too. At the end of our journey we found a permanent
settlement where there was abundant corn. The people gave us
a large quantity of it and of cornmeal, squash, beans and cotton
blankets. . . . From here we traveled [to where people] gave me
five emeralds made into arrowheads. . . . Since they seemed very fine
to me, I asked them where they had gotten them. They told me that they
brought them from some very high mountains to the North.

—CaABEZA DE VACA, 1542*

FROM 1534 TO 1536, the Spanish ex-
plorer, Alvar Nifiez Cabeza de Vaca,
and three others, including a black man,
Esteban, traveled through Texas and north-
ern Mexico, trying to reach Mexico City.
They had been part of an expedition to
Florida that ran afoul of Apalachee Indians,
escaped across the Gulf of Mexico in
makeshift boats, then were enslaved in
Texas by Karankawa Indians. In his
Relacién, Cabeza de Vaca described their
adventures, including the harrowing pas-
sage across the gulf, long journeys without
food, and sojourns among Texas Indians.

Warpaths, ocean voyages, hunting trails,
trade routes, death, communication and exchange among people— creating societies in
~ America embodied passages of every kind. Asians moved
across the Bering land bridge more than 14,000 years ago,
settling throughout North and South America. Over time,
they created distinct cultures in every part of the hemisphere,
from the empire-building Aztecs of Mexico to the peaceful
Lenape, whom the English called Delawares, of eastern North
America. Over thousands of years, American civilizations rose
and fell, as empires built pyramids and temple mounds, de-
veloped cities and cultures, and competed for territory and
trade.
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