Week 5:  Geographic Dimensions of a New Nation

Introduction

This is the mid-point of the course; and it’s about time we expelled those pesky British overlords and got on with the business of creating a new nation – the United States of America.   The Treaty of Paris (1783) officially ended the War of Independence, and left this new nation with a vast territory, extending all the way to the Mississippi River.  Yet in the western half of this country – the Kentucky region west of the Appalachians –there were only about 25,000 settlers; the rest of it was essentially unsettled and very much in control of the original inhabitants, the Native Americans.  This chapter deals with what I like to call the “geographical conundrums” – the problems that had to be solved and the policies that had to be developed to settle, develop, secure and protect, and otherwise integrate this vast territory into one nation.  

Learning Objectives

1. To appreciate the geographic nature of the issues facing the new nation; for example, issues of ownership and boundaries, settlement and movement of peoples, and transportation and communication.

2. To understand the process by which the Native Americas were almost totally disenfranchised during this era.

3. To appreciate the components and the significance of the land ordinances of the 1780s and the American Rectangular Land Survey System.

Required Reading

· Textbook -  Chapter 7:  “The Geographical Dimensions of a New Nation”; please read pages 143-154; the remainder of the chapter is part of next week’s assignment.

· Instructor’s Notes and all embedded Internet links.

Instructor’s Notes
Topics
· Background – Proclamation Line of 1763

· National Borders established - 1783

· Conundrum #1 – Big States and Little States 

· Conundrum #2 – Conflicting State Land Claims

· Conundrum #3 – Native Americans

· Conundrum #4 – Land Division and Survey

Background – Proclamation Line of 1763

In the last lesson you read extensively about the French and Indian War.  As a refresher, take a look at the map of territorial influence in North America prior to 1763.  Here you are reminded that New France (including the territory known generally as Louisiana) bordered the British Colonies along the crest of the Appalachians.   It also shows the areas of settlement of the three nations – Spain, France and England.  Clearly, the British were way out in front in terms of settlement as they spread inward from the Atlantic Seaboard.    

Now, look at the 1775 Map of Territorial Growth (click on the map to enlarge it), which shows the division of territory after 1763, as a result of the first Treaty of Paris.  The French are gone; the British territory extends to the Mississippi; and the Spanish are recipients of all the territory west of the Mississippi.   Note the line along the crest of the Appalachians – the Proclamation Line of 1763 (share this one with your kids).  Read this and you realize that the Line was an attempted geographical solution to control growth, to keep the colonists east of the mountains, and the Native Americans west of the mountains.   Yeah, right!  Colonists had already filtered over the mountains by the thousands, and this flood didn’t stop until all the native lands had been obtained in one way or another.  Likewise, Native Americans such as the Five Civilized Tribes of the South seemed to be peacefully entrenched east of the line.  Although it didn’t work well in practice and was soon forgotten, it did set an interesting precedent in the attempt to draw a line between the two races; we will see many more (unsuccessful) efforts of this sort throughout the territorial expansion of the nation.  

National Borders established – 1783

The peace conference after the War of Independence resulted in the second Treaty of Paris, which established the boundaries of the United States; or, another version of the map of the United States at this time is from the University of Texas map Library.   You might enjoy looking at the Mitchell Map, which was the primary source of information in drawing the boundaries – you can see why there were some uncertainties.   A good description of the boundaries established is provided by the InfoPlease website.  

Conundrum #1 – Big States and Little States

This one is covered well in your text – and you learned about this in the third grade.  If you want to read more about it, see The Great Compromise in Additional Resources below.
Conundrum #2 – Conflicting State Land Claims

You will recall from your reading on the British Colonies that they were chartered as 13 separate colonies; these charters granted land that was delimited in various ways.  For example, some charters simply stated that the colony extended west for an undefined distance ….. to the Appalachians? ….. to the Mississippi River? …..to the Pacific Ocean?   Who knows?   In the new nation, these colonial land claims (refer back to Figure 5.4 in your text) became state land claims.  Please read about these Western Land Claims for more detail on a topic covered only briefly in your text.   At this point, you should be aware of the term Public Domain, those lands that pass into ownership of the federal government – that is, all lands acquired through territorial expansion.  Thus, when the new states ceded their western lands to the federal government, those lands were then part of the Public Domain.   For much of American history, the federal government moved rapidly to get settlers on the land, and to transfer ownership to individuals.  Only later, at the end of the 19th century, did the government began to “reserve” portions of the Public Domain for specific purposes – National Forests, National Parks, etc.

Conundrum #3 – Native Americans
As stated in your text, “The confrontation between Native Americas and European Americans is one of the saddest aspects of American history.”   Read this section in your text very carefully.  See the Library of Congress web site which shows a map of native American cultures prior to American expansion – and look at Figure 7.3 in your text:  Native American Land Cessions, 1784-1819.  Clearly, the federal government had to obtain ownership (a European concept) of the land before it could be disposed of to American settlers.  This is a long story in American history, and it continued until the USA occupied, and owned, all the land from sea to shining sea.  An excellent summary of the entire history of the loss of Native American lands can be found on the wonderful website “Native American Voices” in the Additional Resources below.  I won’t require you to read all the text on that web site (although I wish you would); but I do ask that you read the portion that covers the early decades of the United States.

You also note in your text that with the election of Andrew Jackson in 1828, the policy toward Native Americans hardened, as shown by the Indian Removal Act of 1830.   This led to the one of the most pathetic events in American history -- the removal and devastation of the Civilized Tribes of the southeastern United States.  I guess the best way to conclude my notes on this section is to again quote from your text;  “…….owing to treaty, war, genocide, intimidation, removal, or integration, Native Americans are found today in the eastern United States in only a few small areas. “      

Conundrum #4 – Land Division and Survey

Given that the European approach to the land was to survey it and sell it or give it away to settlers, there was a need to establish a system to do so, to replace the mixed bag of survey and ownership systems that had been applied in the colonies.  The rational mind of Thomas Jefferson led the way in this endeavor and a series of Ordinances passed in the 1780s set the established the system that is in use today:  Please read about it at the Wikipedia Site:  Public Land Survey System.  The culmination of this era was the famous Northwest Ordinance of 1787, probably the only significant piece of legislation passed by the short-lived Continental Congress.  It incorporated all the earlier acts on the survey and set the process for establishing territories in the public domain and eventually granting statehood.  So, go look at the legal description of your property and you will see the legacy of all this – also, be sure you looked at the national map on the Wikipedia site.

Additional Resources – these are not required reading, but they sure are

interesting (at least to me)

1747 – “A New and Accurate Map of North America”
The Mitchell Map in Paris
1778 – the “Ultimate” Geography of the New Nation
Images of American Political History
National Atlas of the United States
Animated Atlas of Territorial Growth
The Great Compromise
Images in the Public Domain
Indian Land Cessions – millions of maps, millions of cessions

Native American Lands and Maps
Jefferson and the Indians:  The Tragic Fate of the First Americans
Native American Voices – Digital History – I think everybody in the country should read the entire text of this site.
Historical Maps of the United States
