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Edward Savage’s portrait of President George Washington and the first family gathered 
around a map of the proposed national capital on the Potomac River. Maps of Washington, 
D.C. circulated widely in the 1790s, and became instantly recognizable and iconic symbols 
of national promise in the new United States. For more on this map see page 106.
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In November 1864 General William Sherman began the most 
audacious campaign of the Civil War. After subduing the 
Army of the Tennessee in Atlanta, his men cut loose from 
supply lines to inflict as much damage as possible on the 
Confederacy. Sherman commissioned several maps to prepare 
for the operation, one of which was particularly innovative. 
This map of Georgia made at the general’s request by the 
Census Office identified not only rivers and roads but also 
resources: each county was annotated with data regarding  
the white and slave population, agriculture, and livestock  
(as shown at right).

Sherman himself later testified to the importance of this 
map. It showed him where to look for food to feed his men 
and starve the enemy. It detailed the presence of slaves, the 
strongest of whom proved an asset to the Union Army as it 
moved through Georgia. But even more essential was the  
way the map helped Sherman envision this ambitious 
operation in the first place, a campaign that struck some  
of his fellow generals as downright absurd. The census map 
of Georgia was a groundbreaking attempt to harness data 
for strategy. Yet it also shaped that strategy by enabling the 
general to think differently about warfare. Simply put, the  
map mattered.

Sherman’s testimony points to the rich yet often 
overlooked role of maps in history. Whether made for military 
strategy or urban reform, to encourage settlement or to 
investigate disease, maps both reflect and mediate change. 
They record efforts to make sense of the world in physical 
terms. They capture what people knew, what they thought they 
knew, what they hoped for, and what they feared. They invest 
information with meaning by translating it into visual form, 
and in so doing reveal decisions about how the world ought  
to be seen. Above all, they demonstrate that the past was not 
just a chronological story but a spatial one as well. 

What follows is a visual tour of American history through 
maps, one that searches the main roads as well as the back-
alleys of the past. It is not a comprehensive survey of American 
history or mapmaking, nor does it replicate the many excellent 
histories of exploration. Instead, it is an eclectic and selective 
discussion of the many ways in which maps have been used 
in the past: to master and claim territory, defeat an enemy, 
advance a cause, investigate a problem, learn geography, 
advertise a destination, entertain an audience, or navigate 
terrain. It features both official and ephemeral material, 
including maps of reconnaissance, political conflict, and 
territorial control as well as of education, science, and tourism.

A word on nomenclature: this “American” history focuses 
on the region that became the United States, from the voyages 
of discovery down to our own day. But it also includes maps 
that highlight the permeability of borders and the place of 
the nation in the wider world. Many of the maps also restore 
a degree of contingency that is often obscured by our modern 
vantage point. In the early 1500s, mapmakers in Europe tried 
to reconcile new geographical discoveries with Christopher 
Columbus’ claim to have reached the East Indies. Maps of 
this era illustrate that confusion, showing that the western 
hemisphere came into view only slowly. More generally, the 
first three chapters do less to document the inevitable rise 
of Anglo-America than to remind us of the ongoing contest 
between Spanish, French, Dutch, and English powers in North 
America, and the indigenous presence that preceded them all.

Many of the maps reproduced in this volume have been 
deemed important for their role in statecraft and diplomacy. 
But readers will also find lesser-known artifacts made by 
soldiers on the front, Native American tribal leaders, and 
the first generation of girls to be publicly educated. For 
instance, John Mitchell’s 1755 map of the colonies has long 
been regarded as a crucial document, and the copy featured 
on page 94 was used to negotiate the boundaries of the new 
United States at the Treaty of Paris in 1783. As such, Mitchell’s 
map changed the course of history by establishing the nation’s 
borders. Equally captivating is a map drawn by a Cherokee 
leader in the 1720s to negotiate the increasingly competitive 
deerskin trade in the Carolinas (page 72). The map is initially 
disorienting, for it represents space in terms of relationships 
rather than physical distance. But, once deciphered, it  
reveals as much about colonial America as the celebrated 
Mitchell map.

By exploring iconic as well as unfamiliar treasures we 
can also gain fresh perspective on the past. For instance, July 
1776 is primarily remembered by Americans for the signing of 
the Declaration of Independence in Philadelphia. Yet, at that 
very moment, a group of Spanish missionaries set off from 
Santa Fe to assert control over the region that would become 
Arizona, Utah, and Colorado. The Dominguez and Escalante 
expedition sought an overland route to California, but with 
limited geographical knowledge it soon became lost. Were it 
not for Ute guides, the expedition would not have survived the 
trek, much less produced one of the most influential maps of 
the Southern Rockies (page 88). Bernardo de Miera y Pacheco 
drew the map to claim the Southwest for the Spanish Crown, 
just one of the many instances where territory was taken 
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on paper long before any real control was exercised on the 
ground. The map is also evidence that while the Revolutionary 
War consumed the east, the Southwest was engulfed in a set of 
very different imperial and geopolitical struggles.

The historical role of maps extends far beyond exploration 
and diplomacy. The explosion of cities in the late nineteenth 
century, for example, sparked the widespread use of maps as a 
tool of reform. W. E. B. DuBois was among the first sociologists 
to examine the dynamics of segregation in his landmark study, 
The Philadelphia Negro (1899) (see page 168). DuBois sought 
to explain why even elite and established African Americans 
in Philadelphia exercised so little social mobility relative to 
immigrants. By attempting to map the problem, DuBois joined 
a much larger conversation about urban space: Charles Booth 
mapped London’s poor, Florence Kelley mapped Chicago’s 
immigrants, New York reformers mapped the density of 
Manhattan’s tenement districts, and—most notoriously—San 
Francisco’s Board of Supervisors mapped Chinatown in a 
vicious effort to control the Chinese population. This frenzy 
of urban mapping reveals not just the complex hierarchy of 
race and ethnicity in the Gilded Age, but also the more general 
emergence of social science. 

The maps in this volume were made in vastly different 
contexts. Yet when considered together, they underscore the 
persuasive power of cartography. Some do this explicitly,  
such as Malachy Postlethwayt’s attempt to advance British 
control over the slave trade in the mid-eighteenth century 
(page 74). Similarly, the Federalists pointedly satirized 
Republican redistricting efforts in the Gerry-mander map 
of 1813, just as the Wilson administration mocked German 
peace efforts in 1917 (pages 116 and 180). But these are just 
the obvious cases of an observation that applies to every map 
in this book: each was made in a particular moment and for a 
specific end. However authoritative their claims or scientific 
their appearance, maps are the agents of their authors. 

The significance of these maps is often embedded within 
their design. Catharine Cook’s charming map of 1818  
(page 118) speaks volumes about female education in the  
early republic. Likewise, John Wiltberger’s imaginary 
map of sin and temptation on page 126 captures not just 
contemporary arguments for temperance but an antebellum 
understanding of Christianity and moral reform. Many of these 
images are compelling, even seductive, while others go about 
their business quietly. Who can resist the elaborate graphic 
style of Richard Edes Harrison, who masterfully conveyed the 
new realities of geography in the age of aviation? His maps on 
pages 206 and 208 integrated geography and design in service 
to a new posture of American internationalism during World 
War II. Similarly, Heinrich Berann’s breathtaking painting of 
the ocean floor on page 242 helped an entire generation make 
sense of the emerging theory of plate tectonics. In both cases, 
the artistry and visual design were integral to the power of  
the map. 

Each of the chapters that follow opens with a brief overview 
of the period before focusing on the maps themselves. Some 
stories are better served by maps than others: exploration and 
settlement, imperial rivalry, military conflict, infrastructure, 
and territorial expansion all figure prominently. But just as 
salient are themes of migration, slavery, politics, education, 
reform, and even leisure. Some of these maps have never been 
published, while others have long drawn attention. Each grew 
out of contemporary circumstances and concerns, and as 
such has the potential to both illuminate and complicate our 
understanding of history. Examined in context and with care, 
these artifacts offer unrivaled windows into the past.

During the Civil War, the Census Office adapted several existing maps to aid Union 
military strategy. This detail is taken from a large map of Georgia, which was 
annotated to include census data on population and resources for each county.  
For the full map and its relevance during the war, see page 147.



A mong the most enduring myths of American history 
is that in 1492 Christopher Columbus reached a land 
that was sparsely populated. Decades of research by 
scientists, anthropologists, and historians, however, 

have established that the Americas were home to between 
50 and 70 million people organized into multiple and diverse 
societies by the time Columbus arrived. By comparison, 
Europe had a population of between 70 and 90 million. The 
most sophisticated of these societies were the Aztecs of 
Mexico, whose civilization included well-developed cities, 
complex social and political structures, and above all a dense 
population. Further north, the continental expanse that would 
become the United States was home to several native tribes, 
from the Iroquois Confederation in the Northeast to the tribes 
of the Mississippi Valley and the Pueblo and Hopi villages 
of the Southwest. The population of these tribes together 
numbered perhaps 7 million. The Pueblo villages had 
developed sophisticated agricultural systems that involved 
canals, dams, and terracing.

If we acknowledge these established societies throughout 
the Americas, then the traditional account of “discovery” 
becomes far more complicated. This chapter examines the 
first century of European exploration in the Americas by 
tracing the struggle to map this unknown territory. We open 
with the world as it was understood by Europeans in 1490, 
using a map that influenced Columbus as he planned his 
voyage to the Far East. Just a few years earlier Bartolomeu 
Dias had sailed down the western coast of Africa in an effort 
to reach the Indian Ocean. Dias demonstrated the possibility 
of reaching the East by sailing south, though the sheer length 
of the journey reinforced Columbus’ belief that it would be 
quicker to reach the Indies by sailing west from Spain. In his 
mind, Japan was 2,400 miles from the Canary Islands, though 
his advisers believed it was at least four times further.

Our first map shows the logic behind Columbus’ decision 
to sail west, for contemporary knowledge framed the world 
as consisting of Africa, Asia, and Europe. He was wrong, of 
course, for it was not Asia but the New World that lay west of 
the Atlantic Ocean. This error led to the European discovery 
of America. Columbus sought Asia, and only inadvertently 
discovered the Caribbean. Yet, because of his worldview, 

Columbus went to his death believing that he had in fact 
reached the East Indies rather than an entirely separate 
hemisphere. In his mind, the islands of the Caribbean 
were near the land of Japan that Marco Polo had described 
centuries earlier. This conviction that Asia lay west of the 
Atlantic Ocean shaped the maps drawn in the early 1500s, 
as geographers and mapmakers tried to assimilate the 
information brought back by the Atlantic voyages. For some, 
it was clear that this was an entirely separate land, but 
others tried to reconcile this new geography with the existing 
knowledge of Asia. This assumption produced a number of 
fascinating and profoundly confusing maps drawn in the early 
sixteenth century.

One of the most notable of these was issued in 1506 by 
Giovanni Contarini and Francesco Rosselli (page 14). Their 
map attempted to integrate knowledge brought back by the 
voyages of discovery within existing geographical frameworks. 
Europe and Africa appear in their familiar form, yet to the 
west we see an open sea that bears little resemblance to the 
western hemisphere. If we remember, however, that Contarini 
and Rosselli followed Columbus’ belief that Asia lay west of 
Europe, then the picture begins to make sense. A few years 
later, the world map drawn by Vesconte Maggiolo on  
page 20 shows continued uncertainty. One the one hand,  
the coastlines of North and South America have begun to  
take shape. Yet at the same time Maggiolo seems unclear 
as to whether these landmasses are separate from—or 
connected to—Asia. 

The naming of North and South America also came 
somewhat inadvertently, when Martin Waldseemüller sought 
to honor Amerigo Vespucci by attaching the name America 
to the southern continent in his ambitious map of 1507 
(page 16). A comparison of these three maps made after 
1500 highlights just how fluid geographical knowledge of 
the western hemisphere remained until the 1520s. While 
Waldseemüller pictured a narrow western hemisphere, 
Maggiolo and Contarini suggested a wide landmass that 
was perhaps connected to Asia. Throughout this period, 
we see the struggle to integrate new information with 
inherited worldviews. That conflict is symbolized at the top 
of Waldseemüller’s map on page 18, with a portrait of the 
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classical geographer Claudius Ptolemy alongside the living 
explorer Vespucci.

Within a few decades it became clear that what lay west 
of the Atlantic Ocean was a land heretofore unknown to 
Europeans, and subsequent maps show the effort to assess 
the western hemisphere. Sebastian Münster’s map on 
page 24 was among the first to definitively separate North 
America from Asia, using knowledge gleaned from Ferdinand 
Magellan’s circumnavigation of the globe. Once the Americas 
had been established, however, European explorers and their 
patrons continued to seek a portage or waterway that would 
enable them to pass through these continents to the Far East. 
For the next three centuries, exploration of North America was 
informed by a drive to find the fabled Northwest Passage.

Maps in the early chapters of this book reveal the 
simultaneous quest to exploit the riches of North America and 
also to reach beyond it. While the Spanish invested heavily in 
the extraction of resources from South and Central America 
in the sixteenth century, colonization efforts in North America 
by the French, Dutch, and English would not begin until the 
seventeenth century. As such, the maps in this chapter focus 
primarily on exploration rather than on settlement. They 
are wildly erroneous, but in those errors we find the motives 
behind the early voyages of discovery.

Historians use the phrase “Columbian exchange” to 
describe the complex interplay between the Americas and the 
Old World across the 1500s. That exchange brought new crops 
to the New World such as wheat, barley, and sugar, as well as 
horses, cattle, swine, and sheep. But the arrival of Europeans 
also devastated the Americas. Through forced labor and 
violent subjugation, but also through the transmission of 
smallpox, typhus, cholera, and measles, indigenous life 
was fundamentally altered. Not all Europeans accepted this 
arrangement. Bartolomé de las Casas devoted his life to 
exposing the iniquities of the Spanish colonial system. He 
rejected the belief that natives were savages, and instead 
portrayed them as victims of Spanish cruelty and theft.

When Columbus arrived on San Salvador in 1492, he 
regarded the Taíno people as little more than subjects, and 
failed to appreciate their religion, social structure, farming 
system, or navigation skills. Within a half century, the Taíno 

population had plummeted from thousands to fewer than 
500. In 1519 Hernán Cortés brought 600 men from the Gulf 
Coast inland to the Aztec city of Tenochtitlan (page 22). 
The Spanish were greeted by the Aztec king Montezuma, 
but relations grew hostile once Cortés demanded gold. The 
Aztecs resisted Spanish control for nearly two years, but they 
were severely weakened by European diseases and their 
weapons were no match against European technology. In 
1521 the Spanish conquered and destroyed Tenochtitlan, 
which became the site of Mexico City and the base of New 
Spain. The maps on pages 26 and 30 illustrate this long period 
of Spanish dominance in the sixteenth century. Historians 
and anthropologists have estimated that by 1600 the native 
population of the Americas had been reduced by as much  
as 80 percent.

We close this chapter with a map by John Dee, an advisor 
to Queen Elizabeth who strongly advocated an expanded role 
for the English in North America. The ink on Dee’s chart of the 
northern hemisphere on page 32 has faded, yet his dogged 
and forceful endorsement of English power stimulated a 
wave of voyages at the end of the sixteenth century. Though 
Dee would not live to see the realization of English control 
in the New World, his map reminds us that throughout the 
sixteenth century, geographical knowledge was gained first 
and foremost through imperial rivalry.
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Generations of school children learned that “In 
fourteen hundred ninety-two Columbus sailed 
the ocean blue.” But what compelled Christopher 
Columbus to set sail west from Spain across the 
Atlantic Ocean? Where did he think he was going? 
Columbus sought an ocean route to Cathay—or 
China—pursuing riches on behalf of the Spanish 
Crown. In 1492 he “discovered” the Caribbean island 
of Hispaniola, but lived the rest of his life believing 
that he had reached the East Indies. This conviction 
stemmed from the maps and globes of the era, all of 
which suggested that Asia lay west of Europe.

Among the most influential of these contemporary 
mapmakers was Henricus Martellus Germanus, 
whose long career in Florence lasted from 1459 to 
1496. Martellus was especially prolific in those later 
years, and produced this world map as part of his 
manuscript atlas of the Mediterranean islands.  
Drawn on vellum in 1489 or 1490, the map shows the 
world as it had been depicted centuries earlier by 
Claudius Ptolemy, the classical geographer whose 
maps were rediscovered in the fifteenth century. 
Ptolemy’s knowledge of the world spread throughout 
Europe before the discoveries of the western 
hemisphere rendered them irrelevant.

Though his world map was based on a classical 
model, Martellus took care to include the discoveries 
of his own time. His representation of Asia reflects 
knowledge brought back by Marco Polo. The 
extensive information along the coast of Africa was 
gained through the 1488 voyage of Bartolomeu Dias. 
In fact this was the first map to show the African 
continent as described by Dias after rounding 
the Cape of Good Hope. By including the entire 
African continent, Martellus implicitly suggested 
the possibility of an eastward route from Europe to 
Asia. The fabled source of the Nile is depicted as 
the “Montes Lune,” or Mountains of the Moon. The 
dark ink used to mark the western coastline of Africa 
endures, though the extensive place names across 
the rest of the world have faded from the map.

THE WORLD THAT COLUMBUS KNEW

Henricus Martellus Germanus,  

Ptolemaic world map, 1489 or 1490
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This manuscript world map was printed and 
distributed by Francisco Rosselli, and became 
a standard view of the world in the 1490s. It 
incorporated the best and most recent knowledge 
of the day, which also explains its influence and 
circulation. A manuscript map circulating in the 
English court in 1502 directly reflects Martellus’  
view of the world, suggesting that it reached far 
beyond Florence. More importantly, Martin Behaim 
used a Martellus map to create his terrestrial globe of 
the world in 1492, which in turn guided Columbus as 
he sought a route to Asia.

Martellus positioned Japan just 3,500 miles west 
of Europe, and China 1,500 miles further. Behaim’s 
globe replicated the geography of Martellus, and 
further stimulated interest in Asia by describing Japan 
as abundant in gold and spices. Behaim’s globe led 
Columbus to believe that it would be easier to reach 
Asia by sailing west than by navigating around Africa. 
Moreover, Martellus’ map reinforced what Columbus 
had learned from Paolo Toscanelli’s world map of 
1474, which also placed Asia directly west of Europe. 
All of this was incorrect, for none of these men were 
aware of the western hemisphere. But, ironically, the 
flaws in this geographical worldview led Columbus to 
believe he might reach Asia by sailing west.

Martellus’ influence over geographical 
knowledge—and Columbus’ worldview in 
particular—makes him crucial to American history. 
But recent research has amplified his importance 
even further. The map scholar Chet Van Duzer used 
new imaging technology to recover faded details from 
a large and more comprehensive Martellus world map 
housed at Yale University. These details demonstrate 
that Martellus’ view of the world was the model for 
large parts of Martin Waldseemüller’s 1507 map of 
the world (page 16). Van Duzer’s research indicates 
that Waldseemüller drew extensively from Martellus’ 
depiction of eastern Asia, southern Africa, and Japan, 
even though, by 1507, he recognized the limits of 
Martellus’ map of the New World. Martellus made 
maps that mattered, and that encouraged navigators 
to explore the Atlantic Ocean. Those voyages would  
in turn render his worldview completely outdated.
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Imagine you were living in Europe around 1500. 
The voyages of discovery that began with Columbus 
brought back an avalanche of information, and 
eventually revealed an unknown world. But the new 
hemisphere came into view very slowly. Columbus 
went to his death insisting that he had reached 
the East Indies. Thereafter, John Cabot, Amerigo 
Vespucci, Pedro Álvares Cabral, and Vasco da Gama 
each brought back pieces of a geographical puzzle 
that still did not quite fit together. The problem was 
that new information was difficult to reconcile with 
existing geographical frameworks. Many Europeans 
continued to believe that Asia lay west of Europe, 
so when mapmakers initially tried to integrate new 
discoveries with older assumptions they generated 
more than a little confusion.

That confusion is on display in the first  
printed map to show any part of America, designed 
by Giovanni Matteo Contarini and engraved by 
Francesco Rosselli in 1506. Contarini designed the 
map in either Florence or Venice, most likely as the 
opening image of a new atlas that was never realized. 
He adopted a conic projection oriented around the 
North Pole, one that is simulated by placing a cone 
over the earth and then unwrapping it. Contarini 
may have used this as a way of working around the 
uncertainty that came with integrating the new 
discoveries and assertions of Columbus with the  
Far Eastern voyages of Vasco da Gama.

Encircling the North Pole at left is a large 
peninsula. Most likely this is Contarini’s attempt 
to square Cabot’s voyages to Greenland and 
Newfoundland in 1497 with existing knowledge of  
the Far East. In other words, the new discoveries  
were understood to be explorations of Asia rather 
than an entirely separate continent. These attempts 
to reconcile Asia and America demonstrate just how 
fluid geographical knowledge was during these 
voyages of discovery.  

Toward the south at the bottom of the map we  
see an enormous landmass that reflects the voyage  
of Pedro Álvares Cabral to the eastern coast of Brazil 
in 1500. The most revealing aspect of the map is 
the depiction of islands just north of this landmass. 
Contarini drew the West Indies as a chain extending 

A GENERATION OF CONFUSION

Giovanni Matteo Contarini and  

Francesco Rosselli, “Mundu  

Spericum,” 1506
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from east to west, and identified these as the “islands 
that Master Christopher Columbus discovered.” And 
because he also believed that Columbus had reached 
the East Indies, Contarini placed the elongated island 
of “Zipangu” (Japan) just west of the West Indies.  
No doubt he struggled to resolve the existing 
geography of Cathay (China) with new reports  
from recent voyages.

The wide and open sea that surrounds these 
islands reveals the belief either that Columbus had 
reached Asia, or that a passage to Cathay existed to 
the west of these islands. The map mysteriously omits 
geographical knowledge of the North American coast 
that was attributed to Vespucci’s second voyage. 
Perhaps this was left out because Contarini and 
Rosselli—like many—doubted that voyage had taken 
place. Or they may have rejected Vespucci’s new 
information when it did not fit their existing picture of 
the world. Considered together, their dogged attempt 
to integrate disparate and partial information 
captures a moment before the eastern outline of 
North and South America was fully understood.

The Contarini–Rosselli map, which now 
exists only in the British Library, documents a 
fundamental paradox. The arrival of new knowledge 
forced a reconsideration of world geography, but 
that knowledge was understood within existing 
frameworks. These circumstances directly shaped the 
earliest attempts to map the voyages of discovery.

This presents a thorny but fascinating question: 
Is the Contarini–Rosselli map in fact the first map of 
America, when the mapmakers themselves believed 
they were representing Asia rather than a new and 
unknown land? Within just a few months, as we shall 
see in the next map, Martin Waldseemüller would 
delineate a more recognizable picture of the western 
hemisphere. But the Contarini-Rosselli map captures 
the intellectual challenge posed by the voyages of 
discovery. The map itself states this in a way that was 
truer than its makers knew: “behold new nations and 
a new-found world.”
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If the previous map leaves us searching for any sign 
of the western hemisphere, here and on the following 
pages a more familiar picture begins to emerge. We 
recognize a vaguely identifiable southern continent, 
and an outsized Caribbean off the coast of a second, 
northern landmass. Our own struggle to identify this 
geography mirrors that of Martin Waldseemüller, 
who published this massive New World map in 1507. 
Nearly five feet high and over seven feet wide, the 
map reflects Waldseemüller’s effort to present the 
entire world based on inherited information as well  
as the latest news from Spain and Portugal.

Waldseemüller was part of a new school of 
cartography and cosmography formed in the 
Rhineland, where he and his colleagues were 
riveted by the Spanish and Portuguese voyages of 
discovery. They devoted themselves to integrating 
this new geographical information with the classical 
worldviews of Claudius Ptolemy, which framed 
the world as made up of Europe, Africa, and Asia. 
The overseas explorations of the 1490s and 1500s 
gradually disrupted this view, forcing Waldseemüller 
and others to reconcile what they thought they knew 
with the new information that was circulating  
through Europe.

The map is an ambitious attempt to synthesize 
this information on a single page. The use of latitude 
and longitude allowed Waldseemüller to depict the 
continents more precisely. In depicting India and 
southern Africa, he drew on the maps of Henricus 
Martellus, but it is his rendering of the New World 
that sets his map apart from its contemporaries.

Waldseemüller adopted the information 
brought back by Amerigo Vespucci, whose voyages 
convinced him that the continents of the western 
hemisphere were separate from Asia. On Giovanni 
Matteo Contarini’s map issued the year before 
(page 14), for instance, the landmasses and islands 
to the west of Europe are understood as Asia and 
not as a “new world” at all. By contrast, at the left 
edge of Waldseemüller’s map both the northern 

HOW AMERICA (INADVERTENTLY) GOT ITS NAME

Martin Waldseemüller,  

“Universalis Cosmographia,” 1507

and southern continents have distinct western 
coasts, though confusion persisted regarding their 
relationship to Asia. And Waldseemüller revealed his 
own uncertainty regarding the relationship between 
North and South America: on the large map, he 
depicted a break between the two, stoking the hope 
of a navigable passage to the Far East. On the smaller 
inset map at the top, however, he joined the two 
continents firmly together.

Waldseemüller so strongly admired Vespucci  
that he attached the name “America” to the  
southern continent (see detail at lower left). 
To drive the point home, he depicted Vespucci 
alongside Ptolemy at the top of the map, the two 
figures presiding over the world. In that pairing, 
Waldseemüller symbolically connected the world 
of classical geography with the discoveries of his 
own day. In the narrative that accompanied the 
map, Waldseemüller further honored Vespucci’s 
contribution to geographical knowledge.

Waldseemüller sought to disseminate his new 
picture of the world through central Europe. Within 
a few years, however, he experienced a change of 
heart, and in his 1516 world map he rejoined America 
to Asia. Moreover, his admiration for Vespucci had 
cooled, and he removed the name “America” from  
the map altogether. But by that time the name 
had not only caught on, but had spread to both 
continents of the western hemisphere. Gerard 
Mercator, for example, attached the names  
“N. America” and “S. America” to these respective 
continents in 1538, and Abraham Ortelius used 
the same in the many editions of his popular atlas 
Theatrum Orbis Terrarum.

Though scholars had long been aware that 
Waldseemüller made a large world map in 1507, the 
sole known surviving copy was not discovered until 
1901. It had originally been acquired by a German 
globe maker, and later passed to the family of Prince 
Waldburg-Wolfegg. Inadvertently responsible for 
“naming” America, Waldseemüller’s 1507 map 
commanded tremendous attention and value from 
the time it was rediscovered down to our own day. 
In 2003 the Library of Congress paid $10 million for 
this copy of the map, which John Hébert termed the 
nation’s “birth certificate.”
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AMERICA LOOMS INTO VIEW

At the end of the nineteenth century, the British 
Museum (whose library later became the nucleus of 
the British Library) acquired a mysterious portolan 
atlas measuring about eight inches by eleven inches. 
Portolan atlases were designed to aid navigators 
by charting coastlines through compass directions 
and distances. In the fifteenth and early sixteenth 
centuries, such charts were among the most 
jealously guarded of state secrets, for they recorded 
geographical intelligence at a time of constantly 
shifting—and potentially erroneous—knowledge 
about the New World. The quest to control this 
information was so intense that in 1504 the king of 
Portugal issued a death sentence for anyone who 
removed Portuguese maps of areas south of the 
equator from his kingdom.

The competition was fiercest, of course, between 
Spain and Portugal. That is precisely what makes this 
particular portolano so unique, for it is one of the few 
to integrate knowledge of the New World from both 
sources. The atlas is believed to be the work of the 
Genoese sailor and mapmaker Vesconte Maggiolo 
(1478–1530), or perhaps a copy of the same. Drawn 
between 1508 and 1510, the atlas opens with this 
captivating map of the world followed by thirteen 
portolan charts, including the first Italian one to 
identify any part of the North American coast.

At the far left Maggiolo used the letter P  
(Ponente) to indicate “west,” while a Greek cross at 
the far right denotes the east. The right half of the 
map is an easily recognizable and delicately lettered 
eastern hemisphere. By contrast, west of the Atlantic 
Ocean we find a geography that is simultaneously 
strange and familiar. At upper left is a ghostly 
landmass that seems to emerge out of a fog. Along 
its eastern edge Maggiolo identified Labrador and 
Greenland—which were well known by then. Yet he 
and his contemporaries still struggled to understand 
the nature of this landmass. Was this newly 
discovered land the eastern part of Asia, as Columbus 
had claimed, or its own continent, as Amerigo 

Vesconte Maggiolo, map of the world, 

from his atlas of portolan charts,  

circa 1508

Vespucci was to insist a few years later? Notice that 
at the opposite end of the page, at the Far East, 
Maggiolo depicted the Asian landmass as extending 
past the end of the map. This no doubt reveals  
Maggiolo’s own confusion as to whether Asia was  
a separate continent or one connected to the  
regions described by Vespucci. Like many mapmakers 
encountering unknown terrain, he fudged a bit to 
cover his uncertainty.

Maggiolo named the northern land in the  
western hemisphere “Septem Civitates” (seven 
cities). This term was likely taken from Juan de la 
Cosa’s portolan chart of 1500, the first to identify the 
New World. But, beyond that, Maggiolo’s depiction of 
this geography remained vague. The sheer size of the 
landmass nicely—if unwittingly—captures the width 
of North America, whereas Martin Waldseemüller had 
depicted it as a small peninsula (page 18). Note that 
Maggiolo did not identify this land as “America,” for 
Waldseemüller had attached that name only a year 
earlier and the practice had yet to spread.

Further south is an enclosed Gulf of Mexico,  
which was speculation on Maggiolo’s part since 
this was not yet definitively established. Especially 
revealing is his depiction of a large bay in what is now 
northern Brazil, most likely the mouth of the Amazon 
River. Given that the Spanish had yet to explore 
the region, Maggiolo must have been relying upon 
Portuguese sources to guide his depiction of the 
area. This is important, because his general outline  
of the Americas was taken from Spanish sources  
such as Juan de la Cosa’s portolan chart.

This integration of disparate and confidential 
sources is a kind of smoking gun, indicating that 
Maggiolo was working with maps influenced by 
Amerigo Vespucci. In 1508 Vespucci was hired as the 
Spanish pilot major, bringing his knowledge of earlier 
voyages undertaken on behalf of Portugal to his new 
role. One aspect of that role was his contribution to 
Spain’s first “Padrón Real,” a highly secret master 
map of the world created in 1507 or 1508. Vespucci 
was the only man in the world who had access 
to both Spanish and Portuguese intelligence, a 
“human bridge between Portuguese and Spanish” 
geographical knowledge. The Maggiolo manuscript 
map and atlas—held only at the British Library—
captures that unique hybrid intelligence better  
than any world map of its time.
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The last three maps underscore the radical disruption 
that the early era of exploration brought to European 
worldviews. These two maps mark the next stage of 
that disruption, when Europeans began to penetrate 
the continental interior and to develop sustained 
encounters with the native population. In this case, 
that penetration is more accurately described as  
an invasion.

In June 1519 Hernán Cortés arrived on the eastern 
coast of Mexico with the aim of conquest, in defiance 
of the orders of the Spanish governor in Cuba. Cortés 
made his way inland, subjugating villages or forging 
alliances along the way. Six months after landing on 
the Mexican coast, he arrived at the Aztec capital of 
Tenochtitlan, the most important population center 
in North America at that time.

Cortés described this as an astonishing city 
of “unbelievable” complexity and sophistication. 
In letters to King Charles V he characterized 
Tenochtitlan as stronger than Granada, which the 
Spanish had recently reconquered from the Moors. 
In his view, it was as large and grand as Seville or 
Cordova, situated on a salt lake and accessed by four 
artificial causeways that were as “wide as two cavalry 
lances.” This unique system of fortifications would 
challenge Cortés as he planned his attack. Within the 
city he found beautiful temples of worship built along 
straight, wide streets and waterways. With large and 
pleasing squares and a huge abundant daily market 
that attracted 30,000 people, this was a thriving 
society enmeshed in trade. It was that wealth—
particularly gold—that drove the Spanish conquest.

In November Cortés met the Aztec leader 
Montezuma; their cordial relationship quickly grew 
hostile when the former demanded the gold that he 
believed was kept in the city. Cortés had Montezuma 
put under house arrest, which further inflamed the 
Aztec people. When the conquistador briefly left the 
city in April 1520, violence broke out between the 
Spanish and the Aztecs, and in June Montezuma was 
killed. The Aztecs drove the Spanish out, but a year 

THE INVASION AND DESTRUCTION OF MEXICO

later they again besieged the city and cut off its water 
supply. In July 1521 the Spanish burned Tenochtitlan 
to the ground and subsequently built Mexico City. 
Cortés overcame fierce Aztec resistance through more 
advanced weaponry and technology, but also because 
the Aztecs had been devastated by diseases he and 
his men had brought with them.

When the second of Cortés’ letters to the king  
was published in Nuremberg in 1524, it included 
these two revealing maps. To the right we see a 
detailed plan of Tenochtitlan, the first published 
map of any urban center in the New World. Cortés 
depicted a lively city with a main temple, palaces, 
smaller dwellings, and grand squares, all surrounded 
by a great lake with several natives paddling canoes. 
For many years, scholars believed this map to be 
derived from Cortés’ second letter to the king, for it 
resembled contemporary European iconography. 

But Barbara Mundy has recently argued that the 
map contains elements not described in the letter, 
and thus was probably influenced by indigenous 
sources. This map gave Europeans the first glimpse  
of Tenochtitlan, though by the time it was drawn the 
city had been destroyed. 

To the left was an equally important map, 
depicting the Gulf of Mexico. The scales of the two 
maps are completely different. The gulf is depicted 
with south at the top of the page, where “La Florida” 
appears at lower left. The map was sketched by 
Alonzo Álvarez Pineda, who was sent by the governor 
of Jamaica to find a westward ocean passage to the 
Pacific Ocean. Álvarez spent much of 1519 exploring 
the gulf, just as Cortés was making his way toward 
the Aztec capital. Though Álvarez found no water 
route to the west, he used his explorations to produce 
a qualitatively more accurate picture of the gulf as 
an enclosed body of water. This led him to conclude 
that North and South America were connected by 
land, settling a question that had bedeviled explorers 
and mapmakers for decades. He was also the first 
to depict Florida as a peninsula rather than an 
island, and the first European to come across the 
Mississippi River. On the map he recorded “Rio del 
spiritusancto,” naming the river for the feast date on 
which he came upon its mouth.

While the gulf map documents a leap forward 
in geographical knowledge, the city plan profiles 
a civilization that was brutally destroyed through 
warfare and disease. That paradox aptly characterizes 
the Spanish legacy in North America throughout the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

Hernán Cortés, map of the Gulf of  

Mexico and plan of Tenochtitlan,  

in Praeclara Ferdinãdi Cortesii de  

Noua Maris Oceani Hyspania narratio  

sacratissimo, 1524
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THE HEMISPHERE TAKES SHAPE

By 1540 European geographers and mapmakers 
acknowledged that the landmasses of the western 
hemisphere were separate from Asia. Though 
debate persisted as to whether a narrow land bridge 
connected the two, this geographical consensus 
marked a shift toward a more accurate depiction of 
the Americas. This consensus is apparent in Sebastian 
Münster’s “Novae Insulae,” the first separate map 
of the western hemisphere. Münster was a German 
scholar at the University of Basel who closely followed 
the voyages of exploration. In 1540 he issued Universal 
Geography, with dozens of maps drawn from the 
Ptolemaic world as well as from modern geographical 
discoveries. With its wide circulation, the volume 
became one of the most accessible geographical 
pictures of the New World at the time.

As the map shows, contemporary understandings 
of North and South America remained highly fluid. 
Münster outlined a continuous coastline for the 
Americas, and gave them a somewhat recognizable 
shape. Throughout the map, older knowledge 
appears alongside newer discoveries. At the western 
edge of the map is a depiction of “Zipangri” (Japan) 
and the “7448” islands derived directly from the 
narratives of Marco Polo. Directly south, though, we 
see the oversized Victoria at sea, the sole surviving 
ship in Ferdinand Magellan’s circumnavigation of 
the globe from 1519 to 1522. The Straits of Magellan 
are marked at the southern tip of the map, while 
further up the coast a fantastical depiction of 
cannibalism dominates what is now Brazil. To the 
northeast Münster identifies a fully enclosed Gulf of 
Mexico near Temistitan (Tenochtitlan), an explicit 
acknowledgment of the expeditions (and invasions) 
of Alonzo Álvarez Pineda and Hernán Cortés.

The discovery of an enclosed gulf ended the 
hope of a navigable passage through Mexico to the 
Pacific. Most of these hopes centered on Mexico, 
the Caribbean, and South America, which meant 
that areas further north were largely left unexplored. 
Once the Gulf of Mexico was understood to offer no 
passage, Europeans began to pin their fantasies of a 
passage to the Far East on North America. Münster’s 
map reflects that shift of attention. The eastern coast 
of the North America bore some resemblance to its 
actual geographical contour, thanks to Giovanni da 
Verrazzano’s explorations of the Atlantic coast on 
behalf of the French king in 1524. Like most explorers, 

Sebastian Münster, “Novae Insulae 

XVII Nova Tabula,” 1540
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Verrazzano sought a route to the Far East. While 
exploring the coast of North Carolina, he mistook 
Pamlico and Albemarle Sounds for the Pacific Ocean. 
In the map of his expedition Verrazzano depicted  
a vast inland sea—the fabled Sea of Verrazzano— 
just west of the North Carolina coast.

Münster reproduced that geographical error 
on this map. A small spit of land suggests an easy 
passage between the Atlantic and the Pacific, with 
China and the Spice Islands just beyond. With this 
map, Münster effectively publicized French hopes 
of a Northwest Passage, and a view of the continent 
that was informed by these voyages. And, because 
Münster’s maps circulated so widely, Verrazzano’s 
vision of North America shaped subsequent voyages.

Münster’s map was influential in other ways. In 
the second half of the sixteenth century the English 
joined the quest to find the Northwest Passage to 
the Far East. Münster’s widely circulating picture of 
the world forcefully influenced Richard Hakluyt’s 
argument for English colonization efforts in North 
America. In fact, Verrazzano’s imagined passage 
to the Pacific, along the coast of North Carolina at 
Pamlico and Albemarle Sounds, was precisely the 
spot where the English eventually founded their 
earliest settlement, the failed colony of Roanoke.
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The Spanish were the first Europeans to explore any 
part of the North American interior. Among the most 
famous—or perhaps infamous—of these explorers 
were Hernando de Soto and Francisco Vázquez de 
Coronado, both of whom ventured through what is 
now the southern United States in search of wealth 
in the 1540s. Today Coronado is enshrined across 
the Southwest as a heroic explorer, though others 
consider him the archetypical Spanish invader. With 
Hernán Cortés as his model, Coronado set out for 
the Great Plains to find the fabled cities of gold that 
he believed were even richer than Mexico City. De 
Soto had similar visions of wealth, but also sought 
a passage to Asia. Though neither Coronado nor de 
Soto found riches, both of their expeditions treated 
the native populations brutally and left an enduring 
legacy of hostility.

News of Spanish expeditions found its way onto a 
large and gloriously detailed woodcut map designed 
by Giacomo Gastaldi in 1561. Gastaldi’s map was 
one of the most complete pictures of the world at 
the time, though it was relatively unknown until the 
British Library purchased it at auction in 1978. Here 
we have reproduced the upper left quadrant of the 
map, which encompasses North America. A closer 
look here and on the next page reveals the ambitions 
of the Spanish as they ventured north from Mexico 
into what is now the southwestern United States.

The map was most likely authorized by the 
Venetian Senate; blank cartouches indicate that it 
was either unfinished or a printer’s proof. Gastaldi 
was a well-regarded mapmaker in Venice, and this 
was among his last and most ambitious efforts. 
Like many maps of the sixteenth century, it includes 
elements of both confirmed geographical knowledge 
and persistent fantasy. 

Giacomo Gastaldi, with Paolo Forlani 

and Matteo Pagano, “Cosmographia 

Universalis et Exactissima …,” 1561

THE SPANISH REACH NORTHWARD
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At the western edge of the map (on page 26) 
Gastaldi delineated the Strait of Anián. This was the 
first appearance of the passage between Asia and 
North America on any map. This fabled strait had 
been located throughout the North American west 
in the sixteenth century, and was not definitively 
identified as the Bering Strait until two centuries 
later. Gastaldi’s depiction was especially important, 
for only a few years earlier on a different map he 
had connected Asia and North America as a single 
landmass, with no separation. Here, the Anián Strait 
connects the Pacific Ocean with a massive inland 
northern sea, which in turn allows passage to the 
Atlantic Ocean. These connected bodies of water 
fueled the hope of a Northwest Passage from Europe 
to the Far East.

The geography at the western edge of the map 
also suggested an easy voyage between North 
America and Asia. Japan is placed midway between 
China and North America, which transforms the 
massive Pacific Ocean into a smallish lake. Both 
the Atlantic and the Pacific oceans are spaces of 
imagination, with mermaids and mermen swimming 
alongside dragons and ocean vessels. 

The details of Gastaldi’s map shown at left and 
above are full of evidence of Spanish ambitions 

beyond Mexico. At the southern edge of the detail 
at left we find a densely settled Mexican landscape, 
reflecting the growing presence of Spain over the 
prior half century. Moving north, that density gives 
way to a wide open continent with limited human 
settlement. Bands of conquistadores march across 
the interior, interspersed with a few native villages. 
Here and there are strangely disfigured cattle, 
creatures that had been described by Coronado. No 
doubt these were some of the first European sightings 
of the bison that roamed the plains. The details 
along the left edge indicate that Gastaldi was aware 
of Coronado’s brutal exploits in this region, for he 
identified the Tiguex War fought between the Pueblo 
tribes and Coronado’s men along the Rio Grande. 

Spanish ambitions are exalted by the elaborate 
portrait of King Philip II shown above, which 
Gastaldi placed in the center of the full map. The 
monarch is seated on a throne with a gaze that 
follows an outstretched hand pointing toward North 
America. The king’s outsized presence on the high 
seas, together with the conquistadores that dot 
the landscape, remind us that in the mid-sixteenth 
century, the Spanish were actively expanding their 
realm in the New World.
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This large, flamboyant, and detailed map of 
the western hemisphere is first and foremost a 
declaration of Spanish power. Cosmographer Diego 
Gutiérrez collaborated with the noted Flemish 
engraver Hieronymus Cock to produce the map for 
the Casa de Contratación, the agency responsible for 
creating charts and maps to administer the Spanish 
empire. The map—measuring approximately three 
feet square—remained the largest of its kind well  
into the next century. (It is unclear whether the author 
was Diego Gutiérrez senior or his son. Both went by 
the same name, and both worked for the Casa.)

The size and elaborate artistry of the map indicate 
that it was designed not as an aid to navigation but 
more as a symbolic statement of Spanish authority 
in the New World. At upper left are Spanish and 
French coats of arms, most likely commemorating 
the recent treaty that ended decades of war between 
the two powers. East of Argentina is the Portuguese 
coat of arms, acknowledging that country’s sphere of 
influence over eastern South America as set out in the 
Treaty of Tordesillas. Around the entire hemisphere, 
fantasy and reality inhabit the same space: large 
vessels navigate rough waters, battle for control of 
the South Atlantic, and sail among sea creatures.  
A shipwreck marks the North American coast, while 
the hungry cannibals in the South American interior 
echo the same type of detail found on Sebastian 
Münster’s map of 1540 (page 24).

Among the most noticeable details are the many 
place names along the entire coastline of South and 
Central America, and to a lesser extent along the 
North American coast. Naming these places was  
itself an act of Spanish control. By the time Gutiérrez 

drew the map, the Spanish were moving beyond 
the coast to the interior of what is now the southern 
United States. In 1540 Francisco Vázquez de 
Coronado headed north from northern Mexico to  
find the fabled cities of gold on the Great Plains, 
while de Soto explored the tributaries of the gulf  
and the Southeast. The Gutiérrez map captures  
the Spanish quest to name and claim the land in  
“La Nueva Galicia” and elsewhere. The assertion  
of power is underscored by the vignette in the upper 
middle, with King Philip as a confident Neptune 
sailing westward and presiding over both land  
and sea.

And yet, in that tentative northward reach, the 
Gutiérrez map inadvertently demonstrated how 
little was known of North America. This was the first 
map to name California, and properly shows it as a 
peninsula rather than an island (as became common 
in the next century). But the Atlantic coastline 
remains relatively confused, and the placement of 
large decorative elements at upper left is a tacit 
acknowledgment that the continental interior was 
poorly understood. The Gutiérrez map signaled the 
supremacy of the Spanish in the age of discovery, 
but with two crucial caveats. First, the map reminds 
us that North America remained a vast mystery to 
Europeans in the middle of the sixteenth century, at 
times even something of an afterthought. The heart 
of the map is Central and South America, with North 
America relegated to the corner and dominated by 
decorative flourishes rather than geographical detail.

Second, Spanish control in the western 
hemisphere would soon be challenged by other 
European powers. In the year this map was published, 
the French established Charlesfort in what is now 
South Carolina, and tentatively explored the coast 
of Florida. Though Spanish pressure drove out the 
French within a year, it was a sign of things to come. 
Within two decades, the English began to articulate 
their own territorial claims in North America, as 
shown on the next map.

THE SPANISH ASSERTION OF AMERICA
 

Diego Gutiérrez and Hieronymus Cock, 

“Americae sive quartae orbis partis  

nova et exactissima descriptio,” 1562
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Through most of the sixteenth century, Spain was 
the most powerful nation on earth and the dominant 
force in the New World, but in the second half of 
the century England began to assert itself in North 
America. This more expansive view of England’s 
place in America was forcefully articulated by John 
Dee (1527–1608), a mathematical geographer who 
educated some of the most influential men of the 
day, including Richard Hakluyt, Martin Frobisher,  
and Walter Raleigh. Dee also corresponded with  
the pivotal mapmakers Abraham Ortelius and  
Gerard Mercator, and by 1570 he was one of the 
era’s most important geographers. His training in 
mathematics and geography made him a key adviser 
to almost all English navigators well into the 1580s. 
His relentless advocacy for a North American empire 
stimulated an increase in English voyages, with 
the expectation that settlements would follow. For 
decades, Dee provided the intellectual framework 
and justification for England’s imperial vision.

In 1580 Dee drew this large map to locate 
English territorial claims in North America, then 
on the reverse side “proved” these claims through 
reference to historical voyages, genealogical 
traditions, treaties, and other evidence. From Florida 
to Greenland, he found precedents for English 
sovereignty. Some of these must have seemed 
extraordinary, such as his insistence that the  
northern reaches of the mainland belonged to 
England given that King Arthur had populated part 
of Greenland in the sixth century. Others held more 
weight, such as his argument that the voyages of John 
and Sebastian Cabot and the seafaring expeditions 
of the Bristol fisherman near Newfoundland gave 
England primacy over Spain on the North American 
mainland. After all, Dee argued, Columbus may have 
been the first to sail to the New World, but he never 

reached the continent itself. Dee assured the queen 
that these northern lands of the New World were  
part of the English domain.

Dee’s reputation and network gave him clout 
in Elizabethan England. In 1579 Sir Francis Drake 
sailed up the Pacific coast of North America and 
named it “New Britain,” leaving some of his few 
remaining men to establish a colony. The Spanish 
were outraged, and the queen brought Dee to 
London to help defend and advance Drake’s claim. 
Dee used a map to augment Drake’s assertions on 
behalf of the Crown, arguing that English sovereignty 
encompassed not just the Pacific coast but most of 
North America. His maps exemplified the role  
of geography as a tool of state power.

In 1578 Queen Elizabeth quietly granted Sir 
Humphrey Gilbert permission to create an English 
settlement in any land not controlled by a Christian 
prince. In doing this she was careful not to challenge 
Spanish sovereignty, but worried little about 
infringing the territorial rights of Native Americans 
living on the continent. Elizabeth’s patent to Gilbert 
was the earliest English claim to territory that would 
become the United States. After consulting Dee 
in preparation for the voyage, Gilbert “granted” 
the geographer rights to all the land that he might 
discover north of the 50th parallel. Such a gift would 
have included most of Canada and the long-sought 
Northwest Passage to the Pacific Ocean, a grandiose 
gesture based on the assumption that the English 
had title to lands that they had yet to even see.

Gilbert’s voyage failed, as did Sir Walter Raleigh’s 
subsequent attempt to establish a colony at Roanoke. 
It would take years for English settlements to take 
root in North America, but the father of these ideas—
the architect of the British empire as an idea and 
a counterweight to the Spanish Crown—was John 
Dee. For decades he used maps and treatises to 
claim for the queen a worldwide territorial dominion, 
convincing navigators, settlers, investors, and royalty 
that the future of North America was English.

THE FATHER OF THE BRITISH EMPIRE

John Dee, chart of part of the northern 

hemisphere, 1580
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D iego Gutiérrez boldly claimed the Americas for 
the Spanish Crown in his 1562 map, as we saw 
in the last chapter. Yet Spain exercised little 
territorial control over North America. Its fort at 

St. Augustine in Florida was actually established in 1565 to 
defend against French encroachments. Sensing a similar 
opportunity for the English, Queen Elizabeth extended 
permission to Humphrey Gilbert and Walter Raleigh to 
establish colonies on the Atlantic coast in the 1580s. In 
1583 Gilbert attempted a colony at Newfoundland; it 
failed and he died on the return voyage to England.  
The following year Raleigh explored a more hospitable 
climate further south, naming it Virginia in honor of 
Elizabeth,“the virgin queen.” With one hundred soldiers 
he founded a settlement at Roanoke Island on North 
Carolina’s outer banks, but the group soon abandoned 
the area and sailed home with Sir Francis Drake. A second 
settlement effort in 1587 brought men, women, and 
children, but the colony disappeared when it was  
stranded without supplies.

The failures of Gilbert and Raleigh conveyed the 
dangers of colonization, yet English pursuits continued. 
These early efforts also signaled a more general shift in 
seventeenth-century North America. While in the 1500s 
Europeans explored and then left, by the 1600s they 
were beginning to stay, motivated by a combination 
of commercial gain, religious mission, and emergent 
nationalism. The maps in this chapter were made as 
instruments of that first stage of colonization.

The earliest of these efforts were Spanish. After 
founding St. Augustine, the Spanish built missions 
and trading posts throughout the Southwest. Some 
missionaries lived peacefully among the Indians; 
more notorious was Juan de Oñate, who in 1598 led 
an expedition of 500 soldiers and settlers to spread 
Catholicism and Spanish authority. In what the Spanish 
named “New” Mexico, Oñate’s men seized supplies from 
the Pueblo Indians, destroyed the village, and killed more 
than 800 Acoma Pueblo men, women, and children. Oñate 
was recalled to Spain and punished, but before that he 
helped to establish the first European settlement in the 
American Southwest, at Santa Fe.

Just as the Spanish were moving northward from 
Mexico, the English made a third attempt to colonize 
North America at a swampy spot on Chesapeake Bay that 
they named for King James. Within a year of founding 
Jamestown, Robarte Tindall sent back the first English 
chart of the region (page 36). This remarkable document 
captures Tindall’s first impressions as he explored the 
rivers in search of a westward passage. A few years 
later, John Smith drew a far more detailed map of the 
Chesapeake, designed to promote a colony that was barely 
surviving because of food shortages, a failure of discipline, 
and deteriorating relations with the neighboring tribes 
of the Powhatan Confederacy (page 40). Ever the 
entrepreneur, Smith saw another opportunity to promote 
English colonization further up the Atlantic coast. Before 
the English had even explored (much less settled) the area, 
Smith claimed this as a “New England” (page 42). Smith’s 
map shrewdly branded the area as an extension of the 
mother country, a familiar destination that beckoned  
new settlers. 

While the English sought to establish a foothold  
in the Chesapeake and New England, the French set 
their sights further north. In 1608 they sent Samuel de 
Champlain to establish a trading outpost at Quebec on  
the Saint Lawrence River. Champlain’s ongoing exploration 
of the interior laid the foundation for subsequent French 
claims to the Great Lakes and the Mississippi River 
Valley. And, while the French—like the Spanish—sought 
to convert souls, they spent more time building the fur 
trade and searching for a navigable passage across the 
continent. Champlain’s map of “Le Canada” reflects this 
drive to understand the North Atlantic coast, the Saint 
Lawrence Seaway, and especially the Great Lakes further 
west (page 46).

Soon after the French established Quebec, Henry 
Hudson sailed up the river that now bears his name, 
looking for a Northwest Passage. Though he found no 
such passage, he used the voyage to claim enormous 
territory for his Dutch patrons. This paved the way for the 
settlement of New Amsterdam on Manhattan Island in 
1624. The religious separatists sailing on the Mayflower 
in 1620 had originally planned to settle these Dutch 
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claims along the Hudson River near Manhattan. But 
when their voyage was blown off course to the north, they 
established the Plymouth colony near Cape Cod in what 
Smith had named New England just a few years earlier. A 
“Great Migration” of religious exiles followed, extending 
settlement ever further into the interior and onto native 
lands. John Foster’s 1675 map of King Philip’s War records 
the horrific violence of those early encounters between 
English settlers and the Wampanoag Indians (page 54). 

This rush of settlements along the Atlantic Ocean 
and its waterways led to a welter of imperial claims and 
counterclaims by the end of the seventeenth century. 
Jamestown, Santa Fe, and Quebec were all founded within 
a few years of each other, a useful reminder that there was 
nothing inevitable about the eventual English domination 
of North America. The maps in this chapter restore that 
contingency. The ongoing contest between the Dutch and 
English for control of New York is underscored by Robert 
Holmes’ map of Manhattan in 1664 (page 52). Vincenzo 
Coronelli’s master map of North America in 1688 captures 
both the state of geographical knowledge by the end of  
the century and the continental ambitions of the French 
(page 60).

This chapter also demonstrates the tenuous nature 
of early North American colonization, exemplified by the 
case of Virginia. During the desperate “starving time,” 
Jamestown colonists even resorted to cannibalism. The 
colony stabilized only when its leaders introduced harsh 
discipline and an emphasis on agriculture, especially 
tobacco. Virginia’s prosperity was aided by the heavy 
recruitment of new settlers, and the continued belief that 
a Northwest Passage through the continent would position 
the colony at the center of worldwide trade (page 44).

The demand for tobacco transformed Virginia from a 
struggling colony to a thriving enterprise, but at great cost. 
Planters, devoting ever more land and labor to the crop, 
came into direct conflict with the Powhatan Confederacy, 
which in turn prompted the Virginia Company to expel 
natives from the colony and to seize their lands. The 
increased cultivation of tobacco soon came up against a 
shortage of labor, which led to the introduction of slavery.
When tobacco planter John Rolfe exchanged food for 

twenty Africans aboard a passing Dutch ship in 1619, he 
established a pattern that would quickly grow. Dutch and 
English traders soon thereafter brought Africans from the 
Caribbean on a regular basis, launching a practice that 
stimulated the early Atlantic slave trade.

In its earliest stages, slavery was a fluid practice, but 
in the 1660s Virginia colonists began to pass laws that 
defined this labor system in racial terms. These laws 
virtually ensured that to be black was to be enslaved, and 
that one born in bondage would remain so for life. The 
map of West Africa on page 50 marks an early moment in 
that evolution, when Dutch (and later English) merchants 
began to send slaves to the Americas in order to meet a 
growing demand for tobacco and sugar in Europe. Without 
the displacement of Indians and the introduction of slaves, 
Virginia could not have prospered.

Such accounts force us to reckon with our own national 
myths. Schoolchildren learn that, while Captain John 
Smith saved the Jamestown colony, he in turn was saved 
by Pocahontas. The New England Puritans are enshrined 
as religious refugees who gave thanks for their first fall 
harvest in a harsh and unforgiving environment. William 
Penn is exalted as a champion of religious freedom who 
forged peaceful treaties with the Lenape Indians in what 
would become Pennsylvania (pages 56 and 58). The maps 
in this chapter help us both to understand the origin of 
these myths and to reach beyond them to a more complex 
and contingent account. They enable us to see through 
the eyes of those early settlers, and to ask how they 
understood the geography of North America. They reveal 
the aspirations to settlement, the interests at stake, and 
the dynamics at work in these early years of colonization.
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At first glance this map is a complete mystery: the 
geography is unrecognizable, the place names are 
nearly indecipherable, and the larger picture looks 
more than a little like a large intestine. But give it a 
second look, for it rewards patience.

In 1606 King James gave the newly formed 
Virginia Company the rights to establish another 
colony in North America. Having learned from 
earlier failures, the company adopted a joint-stock 
model to aggregate capital and mitigate the risk to 
individual investors. Just before the end of the year, 
the company sent 144 men and boys in three ships 
to the New World. After making landfall in May 1607, 
the party traveled fifty miles up a river they renamed 
in honor of their king. The settlers chose a spot with 
a deep-water shoreline that could be protected from 
Spanish attack. But, despite abundant game and 
protective woods, “Jamestown” was also marshy and 
full of mosquitoes, and thus malaria.

Two of these colonists, George Percy and Robarte 
Tindall, immediately set off to explore the area. 
Percy kept a diary, and Tindall prepared a map. 
Percy’s diary gives a firsthand account of these 
early interactions between the English and Native 
Americans, describing both friendly and hostile 
encounters. For this reason, historians have paid 
close attention to his diary. Far less attention has 
been given to Tindall’s map of the James and York 
rivers, drawn upon his return to Jamestown in April 
1608. Tindall sent his map to Prince Henry along 
with Percy’s journal, hoping that the geographically 
curious young prince would be pleased to share with 
the royal family an account of places “where never 
Christian before hathe been.”

Tindall’s map is difficult to read, and slightly 
disorienting. But as the first English chart of the 
James and York rivers, it records crucial information. 
The chart is oriented with west at right, where the 
James (at the top) and the York (below) flow from 
right to left. This itself is revealing: Tindall focused 
on the rivers rather than the adjoining land because 
these early settlers sought to follow them to their 
source, hoping to find a portage that would take 
them beyond the continent to Asia.

THE ORIGINS OF THE VIRGINIA COLONY

Robarte Tindall, a colored chart of the 

entrance of Chesapeake Bay, 1608
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This hope of a river passage was abruptly dashed 
when Tindall and his party came up against the falls 
of the James River, near present-day Richmond. These 
falls are represented at the upper right corner where 
the chart meets its decorative border. Prevented 
from going any further, the men nonetheless staked 
a large cross at the falls and claimed the river and 
surrounding land for the Crown. For this reason, the 
falls form the far western edge of Tindall’s chart,  
the limits of what these men were able to explore.  
Far downriver to the left, Tindall marked “King  
James his River” as well as the newfound settlement 
of Jamestown.

On the lower half of the map, Tindall similarly 
outlined the course of the York River, originally 
named for Prince Henry. The rivers—rather than  
the land—occupy the center of the map because the 
colonists sought to navigate around Chesapeake 
Bay. Tindall’s attention to channels and rocky shoals 
further reveals the contemporary concern with the 
navigability of the rivers rather than the lie of  
the land.

The map lacks any formal elements, such as a coat 
of arms, a cartouche, or even a title. This suggests 
that it was intended for intelligence purposes rather 
than public consumption. Tindall also precisely 
identified the tribes he met on his expeditions of 1607 
and 1608, for each was potentially an ally or a threat. 
The detail at right faintly records twelve of these 
native villages, carefully named and located. This 
makes the chart a priceless ethnographic record of 
the earliest stage of the Virginia colony, made before 
there was any guarantee that it would endure.

Indeed, conditions at Jamestown deteriorated 
within a few months of its founding. Men died rapidly 
over the summer of 1607, turning Percy’s journal into 
a chronicle of death. As he recorded, “There were 
never Englishmen left in a forreigne Countrey in such 
miserie as wee were in this new discovered Virginia.”

Tindall located the primary residence of Chief 
Powhatan in the village of “Poetan” at the far upper 
right, near the falls. The tribe that had been the 
“mortal enemies” of the settlers saved them with gifts 
of bread, corn, fish, and game. Without this help, 
Percy wrote, the colony would have perished. Even 
so, when provisions finally arrived from England in 
January 1608, only thirty-eight of the original settlers 
were still alive. The colony managed to continue with 
the arrival of new recruits and the imposition of harsh 
rules to enforce discipline and labor. Jamestown 
might just as easily have been swept away like 
Roanoke. This faint picture of the land mirrors the 
fragility of the colony itself.
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No name is more closely connected with the Virginia 
colony than that of Captain John Smith. An early 
associate of the Virginia Company, he crossed the 
Atlantic Ocean along with Robarte Tindall and the 
other founders of Jamestown. Smith was a soldier 
and an explorer, and in his brief time as leader of 
the colony he imposed the harsh discipline that 
contributed to its survival.

Upon his arrival in Jamestown, Smith—like 
Tindall—was charged with exploring England’s 
territorial claims in Virginia. Of course, in light of the 
Company’s limited geographical knowledge of the 
region, any attempt to delimit the colony seemed 
more than a little speculative. From 1607 to 1609 
Smith conducted several reconnaissance missions in 
the Chesapeake Bay, making contact with tribes both 
friendly and hostile. From Smith’s own journals we 
have an account of his capture by a Powhatan hunting 
party in December 1607. When he was brought before 
Chief Opechancanough, he used his compass to 
present information about the rotation of the earth 
around the sun, hoping to save his life by impressing 
the Powhatan with this scientific instrument.

The following summer Smith took another 
extended trip through the bay to gather geographical 
intelligence from the local inhabitants. He used this 
information to draw his influential map of Virginia, 
published in 1612 and the most comprehensive 
picture of the region for decades. Oriented with 
west at the top, Smith’s map presents a pleasing, 
holistic, and even inviting view of the Chesapeake. 
The decorative figures at upper left and right were 
likely added by someone else, but, together with the 
elaborate compass rose and coats of arms, these 
details suggest a stable and harmonious settlement. 
The map is far more detailed than Tindall’s earlier 
chart of the York and James Rivers on page 36.

Both Smith and Tindall hoped to find a passage to 
the Pacific Ocean within the Chesapeake. But, while 
Tindall primarily focused on rivers and navigation, 
Smith paid closer attention to the adjoining land. This 
difference marks the shift in the nature of the colony 
itself: while in 1608 the colonists were primarily 

THE SURVIVAL OF VIRGINIA

John Smith, “Virginia,” 1612 interested in extracting resources to send back to 
England, by the time Smith published his map the 
colony had become one of settlement and farming. 
Smith’s careful rendering of the complex shoreline, 
and his identification of more than 200 Indian 
villages, presents a place that the English intended  
to make their own.

While navigating the rivers and exploring the land, 
Smith and his companions marked the limits of their 
travels by carving crosses into trees. On the map, he 
used a similar system of Maltese crosses to indicate 
the limits of his own knowledge, beyond which he 
relied upon information from Native Americans. 
These crosses appear throughout the map, forming 
a ring around the Chesapeake. They are visual 
indicators of Smith’s reliance on local tribes for 
geographical intelligence, much as the colony itself 
depended upon local support for its survival.

Smith’s debt to these tribes is embodied by the 
large native figures at upper left and right, which 
remind us that the bay was home to an estimated 
15,000 to 25,000 natives when Jamestown was 
founded. It was their guidance and knowledge that 
enabled Smith to navigate through the Chesapeake 
and then compile this larger picture of the region.

Moreover, it was Powhatan—pictured at upper 
left—who ultimately ensured the survival of the 
Jamestown colony. Smith’s own journal recounts the 
“starving time” of the winter of 1609–10, when the 
colony was reduced to a population of sixty, surviving 
on roots, herbs, acorns, berries, and a little fish. 
“So great was our famine,” Smith wrote, that some 
resorted to cannibalism, but he blamed this not on 
the land but on the lack of planning and industry on 
the part of the colonists themselves.

The disastrous early years at Jamestown forced 
its investors to recruit more aggressively. In 1610 the 
Virginia Company marketed the colony as a virtual 
paradise that required only a measure of human 
labor to flourish. But the reality was much different: 
Jamestown survived only with gifts of food from native 
tribes, the arrival of new settlers, and the imposition 
of strict new rules by Smith and other leaders. 
And the colony of Virginia prospered only with the 
introduction of tobacco—and the importation of 
slave labor.
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Early English attempts to settle the Chesapeake were 
risky affairs. The failures at Roanoke, followed by the 
desperation at Jamestown, chastened investors and 
dampened the enthusiasm of potential emigrants.  
One of the leaders of the Jamestown colony, Captain 
John Smith, returned to England in 1609 with a mixed 
record of success, and for a time actually distanced 
himself from the entire enterprise in Virginia.

Yet the commercial lure of the New World 
remained. In 1614 Smith joined a whaling voyage 
in search of gold and copper mines along the 
northeastern coast of America. While the sailors found 
neither mines nor whales, the experience convinced 
Smith of the potential for settlement in what was then 
referred to by some as “North Virginia,” the region 
stretching from the Hudson River to Penobscot Bay. 
More specifically, he wondered whether he could 
market this forbidding and frozen coast as a hospitable 
emigrant destination and a worthwhile investment.

Back home in England, Smith began to brand 
the region in familiar and inviting terms. There was 
already a New Spain and a New France, so Smith 
designated this “New England.” He then asked the 
heir to the throne, Prince Charles, to propose English 
place names to replace the indigenous ones. Through 
naming and mapping, Smith took the first step in 
creating a regional identity that endures to this day, 
woven through not just the geography of New  
England but also its cultural landscapes. 

Smith’s map announced that regional coherence. 
His portrait looms over a coastline dotted with English 
names, depicting an established and known landscape 
when in fact no English settlements existed at all. Of 
these names, the Charles River and Cape Ann(a) were 
among the few that endured, a reminder of just how 
fragile this venture really was. An English flotilla at 
right suggests that the emigration is underway, while 
the absence of natives frames the land as vacant. Along 
with Smith’s large portrait and the royal coat of arms, 
the map conveys settlement as a sure bet. His map 
invited Englishmen to see this land as an extension of 
their own and one that they could similarly own.

Smith wrote a pamphlet to accompany the map 
that similarly extolled the commercial potential of 

THE INVENTION OF NEW ENGLAND

John Smith, “New England,” 1616 “New England”: fish and game would sustain the 
colonists, and ideal growing conditions welcomed 
those with energy but little money. Smith rushed 
his pamphlet and map to print by June 1616 to 
capitalize on the unexpected visit of Pocahontas 
to England. The map and the pamphlet circulated 
widely, advertising the colony as both a destination 
and an investment. A year later, a smallpox epidemic, 
most likely introduced by European traders or 
fishermen, ravaged the local tribes. Though natives 
in New England numbered as many as 100,000 
when the Puritans arrived, smallpox vastly reduced 
the population along the coast. Some subsequent 
migrants even read this plague as providential, a gift 
from God designed to clear the way for the English.

In 1620 King James issued a patent for settlement 
in this “New England,” confirming the name that 
Smith had coined. The same year, a group of religious 
separatists living in Leiden petitioned to settle further 
south, along the Hudson River. Blown off course, they 
landed in Plymouth, at the lower left edge of the map. 
There they made their home and paved the way for 
thousands more who arrived in the “Great Migration” 
of Puritans from 1630 to 1642. John Winthrop was 
among the first of these, and for the next twelve 
years he served as governor of the Massachusetts 
Bay colony. In that time over 12,000 traveled across 
the Atlantic to settle in Winthrop’s “city upon a hill,” 
driven less by Smith’s vision of commercial profit 
than by the hope of exercising religious freedom and 
escaping the repression that had worsened under 
King James’ successor, Charles.

The Puritan plan was ambitious: to establish a 
“Christian commonwealth” that would purify the 
Church of England and set an example for Englishmen 
back home. The Puritans’ sense of themselves as 
a chosen people determined the structure and 
organization of the colony, which suppressed 
dissent, limited voting rights, and disapproved of 
extravagance. In many ways New England life was 
rigid, but because most of these emigrants came 
as families their numbers grew quickly. Though the 
adoption of tobacco made Virginia a wealthier colony, 
New England’s prosperity was more evenly distributed 
among a much larger population. The growth of both 
of these colonies would have profound consequences 
for the indigenous peoples.
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The early Jamestown settlers struggled to survive. But 
within a decade of its founding the Virginia colony 
had begun to stabilize, in part as a result of the 
cultivation of tobacco. Relations with the Powhatan 
Confederacy, however, remained hostile, and in 1622 
Opechancanough (brother of Chief Powhatan) led 
an attack that killed more than 300 colonists along 
the James River. In response, the Virginia Company 
sought to strengthen the colony by advertising the 
region’s climate and geography, and offering land 
to those willing to make the passage. Virginia was 
framed as a guaranteed investment for anyone willing 
to exert even a bit of effort, yet the deteriorating 
relationships with Native Americans remained an 
obstacle to growth.

Among the investors in the Virginia Company 
was the mathematician Henry Briggs, who made 
audacious claims in order to stimulate both 
investment and emigration to the colony. In 1622 
he published descriptions of a navigable waterway 
that linked Hudson Bay to the Pacific Ocean, 
renewing dreams of a Northwest Passage. But 
geographical knowledge of the continental interior 
remained extremely limited. The recent expeditions 
of Samuel de Champlain and others up the Saint 
Lawrence Seaway had begun to reveal the enormous 
hydrographic system between the Atlantic Ocean  
and the Great Lakes. Yet the geography to the south  
and west of the Great Lakes remained a mystery,  
leaving plenty of room for both wishful thinking  
and outright fabrication.

Briggs imagined a geography that would link the 
Virginia colony to the Pacific Ocean. He knew that 
the headwaters of rivers flowing into the Chesapeake 
Bay were located in the mountains west of Virginia. 
For this reason, he carefully marked each of the rivers 
that flow into the Chesapeake, believing that a short 
portage from those headwaters over the mountains 
would lead to others flowing north to the Great 

THE LURE OF A NORTHWEST PASSAGE

Henry Briggs, “The North Part  

of America,” 1625

Lakes and Hudson Bay. From there he suggested 
that several rivers ran west to the Pacific. In 1625 he 
sketched this geographical vision on the first printed 
English map of North America, shown at left.

What led Briggs to believe that North America 
could be so easily traversed? The news of Champlain’s 
travels might have stimulated his imagination, for the 
Great Lakes extended far into the western interior. 
Briggs also claimed that Native Americans in the 
east had reported seeing European ships in western 
waters. All of this generated a picture in his mind of  
a relatively narrow continent.

This rosy geographical view explains why Briggs 
named the imaginary river flowing west to the Pacific 
“Hubbard’s Hope”: travelers navigating Hubbard’s 
Hope west out of Hudson Bay would find themselves 
“very near as far toward the west as the Cape of 
California, which is now found to be an island.” 
Briggs was the first to depict California as an island, 
propelling a myth that continued for much of the 
seventeenth century. While he had a stake in the 
Virginia colony, it is not clear whether Briggs was 
unwittingly or deliberately deceptive in presenting 
these geographical fables.

Briggs’ map is best seen as a measure of 
contemporary geographical knowledge and emerging 
imperial rivalries. His goal was to find a passage to 
the Pacific and to “all those rich countries bordering 
upon the South Sea”. Such a discovery through 
British territory would enrich and empower the 
English, not to mention Briggs himself. To his mind, 
that journey across North America ought to avoid 
“Newe Spain” and the missions of the Southwest, 
including the recently founded town of Santa Fe, 
which is marked as “Real de Nueva Mexico” on the 
map. Instead, Briggs recommended that the English 
cross the continent further north, taking a more 
temperate and “wholesome” journey “through the 
continent of Virginia,” then via Hudson Bay and 
“Nova Brittania.” The absence of information about 
the interior and the far West gave Briggs plenty of 
room to make claims that advanced English interests 
in the New World.
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The map of “The North Part of America” by Henry 
Briggs on the previous page framed the hope of a 
Northwest Passage through an English imperial lens. 
The French were equally committed to finding a route 
across the continent to the Far East. The first wave of 
French explorers in the sixteenth century focused on 
the Saint Lawrence Seaway, which carried them well 
into the interior. The second wave was led by Samuel 
de Champlain, who crossed the Atlantic dozens of 
times between 1598 and 1633. He sailed down the 
Atlantic coast to Cape Cod in 1605 and 1606, well 
before Henry Hudson explored New York Harbor  
or the Puritans settled Plymouth.

The French goals in the New World were 
commercial networks rather than settled colonies. To 
this end, Champlain was sent back to North America 
in 1608 to found and fortify Quebec as a trading post. 
With only twenty-eight men, he had no choice but 
to develop alliances with the local tribes. In 1609 
he ventured south to explore what would become 
upstate New York and Vermont, including the large 
and narrow lake between those states that later bore 
his name. In his most challenging trek of 1615, he 
traveled 700 miles up the Ottawa River, which took 
him well into Iroquois territory.

All these travels brought him into regular and 
sustained contact with the tribes of the Great Lakes, 
and he formed especially strong relationships with 
the Algonquin, Huron, and Montagnai tribes. These 
alliances gave him unrivaled access to indigenous 
geographical knowledge, but they also necessarily 
pitted him against the Iroquois Confederacy. Once 
he returned to Paris in September 1616, Champlain 
combined this indigenous knowledge with his own 
reconnaissance to draw one of the earliest European 
maps of the Upper Midwest and Far Northeast. The 
level of detail on Champlain’s map far exceeds that 
of Henry Briggs, and is just one indication of the 
superiority of French geographical knowledge at 
 that time.

Champlain intended to publish the map in a 1619 
volume detailing his voyages. But the map was not 
published, and the engraving lay unused until it 
was rediscovered in the 1650s by Pierre DuVal. After 
adding new information that had been accumulated 
in the interim, DuVal printed the map in 1653. The 
result is a picture of contemporary geographical 
knowledge that also captured emerging imperial 
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Samuel de Champlain, “Le Canada,” 

1653 [1616]

claims. A portion of that map is enlarged here, with 
the entire map reproduced on the next page.

Champlain’s geographical contribution grew 
from his extensive exploration of the Saint Lawrence 
Seaway and its tributaries, as well as the information 
he gathered from Native Americans. In 1615, he set 
out upriver from Quebec, marked as a fort in red 
along the Seaway. At the Isle of Montreal, numbered 
32 on the detail here, he moved up the delta marked 
“R. des Prairies ou des Algonquins.” From there 
he continued—slowly—up what would be named 
the Ottawa River, identified with the number 8 on 
the detail. This trek ultimately brought Champlain 
southwest to Lake Huron, named “Mer Douce” on the 
left edge of this image. Champlain's was the earliest 
European record of this lake, as well as one of the 
earliest efforts to map Lake Ontario just to the south, 
named here as “Lac St. Louis.” 

Champlain’s extensive expeditions formed the 
foundation—and the limits—of this map. On the 
next page, notice that Champlain ends the map 
in the west in the middle of a lake, leaving open 
the possibility of a passage to the Pacific Ocean. 
This also reveals that he had no knowledge of Lake 
Michigan. Moreover, to map other areas that he 
had not seen firsthand, Champlain relied on Native 
American knowledge, such as the area around St. 
James Bay and portions of the Great Lakes. More 
generally, the presence of native tribes is prominently 
acknowledged throughout the map. From the  
“Nations du Nort” to the Iroquois “Nation du Chat” 
just south of Lake Erie, Champlain took pains to 
identify the many tribes that inhabited the greater 
region, and shaped his own experience in North 
America.

Champlain served as the de facto governor of New 
France until his death in 1635, when the population 
of Quebec remained small, at about 300. In that 
time, great changes had taken place further south 
along the Atlantic. The depiction of the Chesapeake 
Bay closely follows that of John Smith’s map of 
Virginia (page 40). To finish the map, DuVal identified 
settlements that had developed since Champlain’s 
original engraving: New “Angleterre,” New 
“Hollande,” Virginie, Spanish Florida, and of course 
“New France.” Soon after the map was published, 
the next generation of French explorers—Louis 
Jolliet, Jacques Marquette, and Robert de La Salle—
extended the French realm even further into what 
would become the United States, moving south  
from the Great Lakes and, simultaneously, north  
from the Gulf of Mexico up the Mississippi River  
and its tributaries.
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It may seem odd to include a map of West Africa in 
a history of North America, but the connection is 
inextricable. The survival of Virginia came with the 
cultivation of tobacco, which depended upon the 
importation of slave labor. This places slavery at the 
very heart of the American experiment. The early 
tobacco farmers used slaves as early as 1619, and 
in the 1620s the Dutch founders of New Netherland 
brought slaves with them. By the time the slave trade 
ended in 1867, over 12 million Africans had been 
forcibly removed from their native land and most 
of them sent to the Americas. The peak of the trade 
occurred in the eighteenth century, when Africans 
shipped to the Caribbean and South America were 
sold into slavery in North America.

Though the African slave trade was launched by 
the Portuguese in the fifteenth century, it was the 
subsequent entry of the Dutch that coincided with 
the early settlement of America. The Dutch West India 
Company was founded in 1621 and initially focused 
on ivory, gold, and pepper. Soon the company began 
to export slaves to supply the growing demand for 
labor on the Dutch sugar plantations of northeastern 
Brazil. That slave trade concentrated along the 
southern coast of Guinea, here colored in pink at 
right. In 1637, the Dutch captured the Portuguese 
trading post at Elmina, near the cape marked  
“C. Corco” on the map. For the next two decades,  
the Dutch dominated the Atlantic slave trade. This 
human traffic formed one leg of the profitable 
“triangle trade” between Africa, America, and Europe. 

The elegance and beauty of this map belies its 
deadly serious intent. It was published about 1650 
by the engraver Hugo Allardt to celebrate the Dutch 
victory over Portugal in West Africa. Indeed, it was 
based on a Portuguese map made fifty years earlier. 
Large pictorial insets depict a native dance and a 
procession of leaders. These insets also displace the 
interior of the continent and draw attention to the 
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Hugo Allardt, “Effigies ampli Regni  

auriferi Guineae in Africa siti,”  

circa 1650

African coast, where Dutch commercial interests 
were peaking. Allardt used color to distinguish the 
discernible “nations” of the region, reproducing 
divisions that had appeared on earlier European 
maps of Africa. He also identified the enclaves 
and villages of the interior, perhaps indicating the 
potential for further commercial growth and trade 
networks. Dutch ships sail along the coast, while two 
small Portuguese flags mark the forts that were now 
under Dutch control.

By the 1660s, the Dutch were transporting 
between 5,000 and 7,000 Africans across the Atlantic 
each year. Most were taken from the area east of 
the Volta River, near the “Costa Adra” that borders 
Benin. These slaves were used to build and cultivate 
enormous sugar plantations in Brazil and the West 
Indies. In North America, slavery grew more slowly 
because of its high cost and the continued reliance 
on indentured servants from Europe. In the tobacco 
fields of the Chesapeake, African slaves formed a 
minority of the labor force until 1680. Thereafter, 
Virginia planters began to rely more upon slavery  
and the English began to displace the Dutch in  
Africa, just as the Dutch had displaced the 
Portuguese decades earlier.

The increased dependence upon slavery led the 
colonists to pass laws to codify the practice. In 1662 
the Virginia General Assembly determined that slave 
status would be defined by one’s racial identity, and 
“that all children borne in this country shall be held 
bond or free only according to the condition of the 
mother.” Such a condition ensured that slavery  
would reproduce itself in the colonies, and that 
bondage would be defined by race. Five years later, 
the General Assembly established that Christian 
baptism would not free children from bondage, 
reassuring masters that that they could evangelize 
without fear of losing their slaves. By 1700 slaves  
had entirely replaced indentured servants on the 
tobacco plantations of Virginia. But slaves were not 
confined to the Virginia colony: by 1650 there were 
more slaves in Dutch New Netherland than in the 
Chesapeake. Slavery continued to grow after the 
English rechristened the colony “New York,” and  
by the 1740s black slaves made up 20 percent of  
its population.
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We generally think of New York as an English 
settlement, but this overlooks its earlier Dutch 
history. In 1609 the Englishman Henry Hudson 
contracted with the Dutch to search for a Northwest 
Passage by sailing up the river that later bore his 
name. The New Netherland Company sent another 
explorer a few years later to claim all territory 
between Virginia and New England as “New 
Netherland.” In 1624 the Dutch began to settle a 
small part of that as “New Amsterdam.” Yet the 
English never recognized these Dutch claims.

The claims of the Dutch were indeed tenuous, 
for New Netherland was sandwiched between more 
densely populated English colonies to the north and 
south. Moreover, the colony was primarily geared 
to the fur trade, making it less densely settled 
than other coastal colonies. The short supply of 
Dutch settlers drove the West India Company to 
invite Belgians, English, French, Germans, and 
Scandinavians into the colony. This also enhanced its 
tolerant culture, which was home to Puritans as well 
as Catholics. To make up for a labor shortage, the 
Dutch also began to import slaves. By the 1660s, free 
and enslaved blacks made up nearly a quarter of the 
local population of 1,500 Europeans, 300 slaves, and 
75 free blacks.

Ongoing conflict with the English on the seas led 
to the “conquest” of New Amsterdam by the English. 
Once restored to the throne, King Charles II granted 
New Netherland—and the island of Manhattan—to 
his brother James. This exuberant map was drawn 
by Commodore Robert Holmes to commemorate 
England’s seizure of the island. The map is oriented 
horizontally, with north at lower left. Holmes used 
lively color and a bird’s-eye approach to celebrate this 
new English colony, now renamed in honor of James, 
duke of York. He crowded the rivers and harbors with 
English warships to mark the moment in September 
1664 when his and other British squadrons forced 
the Dutch governor Peter Stuyvesant to surrender to 
Colonel Richard Nicolls. Holmes himself arrived in 
the harbor from the African coast, where he had been 
fighting the Dutch for control of the slave trade. Soon 
the English would displace the Dutch in West Africa, 
just as they had in North America.

I’LL TAKE MANHATTAN

Robert Holmes, “A Description of the 

Towne of Mannados or New Amsterdam 

as it was in September 1661,” 1664
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With its selective detail and pictorial appearance, 
the map reveals little about the colony itself. But 
there are a few clues to life on Manhattan: the 
governor’s house is marked at the southern tip of the 
island. Made of white stone, it eventually gave name 
to “Whitehall” Street, which persists to this day. In 
1643, the Dutch West India Company retreated to 
the southern end of the island and erected a wall 
of protection against Native American attacks. This 
barricade eventually became “Wall Street,” matched 
by a protective “Battery” to the right, which would 
become Battery Park. In 1664 these Dutch defenses 
made little difference, for the island was taken 
without a shot. The river along the lower (west) side 
of the island bore twenty different names before 
English control entrenched the name as the Hudson.

By the end of the seventeenth century the influx 
of English and French settlers had changed the 
character of New York. Yet, like Wall Street and the 
Battery, the Dutch persisted, reasserting their ethnic 
identity rather than being absorbed into the larger 
English culture. In fact, their presence—like that of 
a sizable African American community—made for an 
unusual level of colonial diversity. English toleration 
of Dutch culture included respect for religious 
practices as well as for property claims. Stuyvesant 
himself chose to remain in New York until his death in 
1672, and the quaintly rendered windmill at the lower 
right corner of Manhattan anticipates this enduring 
Dutch presence. If the bold narrative of the map 
symbolizes the larger shift of imperial power toward 
the British, it also reveals the underlying pluralism 
and limited ethnic tolerance that would come to 
define the colony.
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In June 1675 English settlers in Plymouth hanged 
three Wampanoag Indians who were suspected of 
murdering a Christian Indian earlier that year. This 
event came after waves of European immigrants had 
swelled the population of New England. In response, 
the Wampanoag leader King Philip (also known as 
Metacomet) allied with the Narragansett Indians to 
attack English settlements, launching a vicious war 
that gripped southern New England for fourteen 
months in 1676–7.

King Philip’s War remains the most destructive 
conflict in American history relative to the population. 
As such, it spawned several contemporary accounts, 
including that of William Hubbard, a minister from 
Ipswich. His “Narrative of the Troubles with the 
Indians in New-England” circulated widely, and 
distinguished itself with a woodcut map that was the 
first to be printed in English America. This remains 
one of the only surviving images from seventeenth-
century New England.

Hubbard’s map both documents and unwittingly 
explains the causes of this brutal war. It is oriented 
with north at the right, so that the Connecticut River 
flows horizontally along the top of the page. That in 
itself is revealing, for the westward growth of English 
settlement to the river significantly encroached on 
native lands. The new towns—Hartford, Springfield, 
and Northampton—indicated just how much was 
changing in seventeenth-century New England. By 
mapping the expansion of the Massachusetts Bay 
colony, Hubbard captured the territorial tensions 
that exploded in King Philip’s War. Two dark vertical 
lines mark the northern and southern boundary 
of the Massachusetts Bay colony, while the lighter 
angled line separates out the Plymouth Colony. These 
boundaries also demonstrate that colonists brought 
their own conceptions of land—to be parceled, 
surveyed, and owned—to America.

Hubbard designed the map to document the 
Indian attacks on English settlements, numbering 
each of the towns to correspond to notes in his 

VIOLENCE AND DEVASTATION IN EARLY NEW ENGLAND

William Hubbard and John Foster,  

“A Map of New-England, Being the first 

that ever was here cut,” 1677

narrative. Yet he omitted those places where the 
English attacked the Indians, which left readers 
with a curiously one-sided view of the conflict. Just 
as revealing is the way Hubbard mapped human 
geography. English villages are identified by churches 
or houses, icons that signify civilization. By contrast, 
native settlements are represented by trees, reflecting 
an assumption that they were an extension of nature 
and the landscape itself. Ironically, there is evidence 
that Indian knowledge influenced Hubbard’s map, 
for the stylized and oversized rendering of Lake 
Winnipesaukee—littered with islands—evokes native 
techniques of representing the landscape in a way 
that does not always correspond to scale.

Hubbard’s larger purpose in the narrative 
was to argue that the war was caused not by the 
declining faith of the Puritans, but by the failure of 
the Indians to embrace Christianity. His map shows 
us a colonist’s perspective of the conflict, wherein 
Christian settlers lived in constant fear of attack. 
Yet it was the very success of the colonies—edging 
westward into the wilderness—that put them in 
tension with indigenous tribes. Natives found 
themselves vulnerable and increasingly unable to 
protect their land. With little aid from England, the 
colonists began to forge a new identity, one grounded 
in their particular geography and circumstances.  
They became, in other words, less English and  
more American.

The terror represented by this map also contrasted 
sharply with the relatively peaceful settlement led 
by William Penn in the 1680s (see pages 56–59). 
The Indian tribes to the south, however, had 
been weakened for years by disease and prior 
European contact, which made it easier for Penn 
to enter into treaties that essentially vacated the 
area around Philadelphia. Hubbard’s map of New 
England recorded the fundamental conflict and 
displacement of natives that accompanied every 
instance of European settlement in the New World. 
By the nineteenth century, Indians would be hard to 
find on American maps: they had been removed to 
reservations or completely erased. It seems entirely 
fitting, then, that the first map ever made in the 
British colonies would document the contest between 
natives and whites over control of the land: the first 
map made in America was a map of war.
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To pay off an old debt, in 1681 King Charles II made 
William Penn the sole proprietor of 45,000 acres of 
land north of Maryland and west of the Delaware 
River. This astonishingly powerful charter gave Penn 
tremendous influence over the organization and 
settlement of a region nearly the size of England 
itself. Penn was known as an advocate of religious 
freedom as well as a successful real-estate developer, 
and these two experiences directly shaped his vision 
of an expansive Quaker colony in America.

Penn envisioned a “Holy Experiment” that would 
embody democracy, economic opportunity, and 
religious freedom. Within months he had distributed 
land to about 250 “first purchasers,” and that fall 
he sent commissioners to organize the colony, allot 
the grants, and site the capital city. Soon thereafter, 
he dispatched his fellow Quaker Thomas Holme 
as surveyor general of the new colony. Holme 
arrived in April 1682 to survey and map the new city 
of Philadelphia on an orderly grid, enthusing to 
investors back home that “such a Scituation is scarce 
to be parallel’d.” Located between the Delaware and 
the Schuylkill rivers, the site was already home to a 
few natives and white settlers, but for the most part it 
remained a forest. 

By the end of 1682, Holme had finalized the new 
street plan shown at right. His orderly grid—“two 
Miles in Length and one in Breadth”—incorporated 
Penn’s ideals: even modest parcels would have space 
for a garden and a small orchard, and access to one 
of two rivers. Four squares would anchor the city’s 
public life, while a fifth at the center would provide 
space for a meeting house. The numbers on the map 
refer to the lots granted to those first purchasers. 
Even the street names reflected Penn’s Quaker 
sensibility: upon Holme’s suggestion, he named 
them for trees rather than after illustrious leaders. 
Such a harmonious and composed plan must have 
held particular appeal for Londoners, whose ancient 
city had recently been ravaged by the fire of 1666. 
Here was a new and rationally organized town, the 
first European urban plan in the colonies.

PENN’S HOLY EXPERIMENT

Thomas Holme, “A Portraiture of the 

City of Philadelphia,” 1683, and “A Map 

of the Province of Pennsilvania,”  

circa 1687
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Upon his return to London in 1683, Penn used 
the Philadelphia map to advertise the colony in a 
pamphlet that was published in English, German, 
Dutch, and French. This signaled the ethnic tolerance 
that had already begun to shape the settlement, in 
sharp contrast to the relative homogeneity of the 
early New England towns. The following year, Penn 
asked Holme to create a map of the entire colony so 
that potential buyers—and Penn himself—could see 
the location of available lands.

This was easier said than done, for the pace of 
land grants created a welter of conflicting claims 
and surveys. Holme spent years sorting through 
these accounts. By the fall of 1686 Penn had grown 
impatient, writing from London with exasperation: 
“we want a map to the degree that I am ashamed 
here; … all cry out, where is your map, what, no map 
of your Settlements.” The surveyor responded with 
equal frustration, explaining that he could hardly 
make a map when his deputies produced such 
inaccurate property surveys, if they gave him  
surveys at all.

Holme probably finished the map in early 1687, 
and he gave the copy reproduced at right to Penn 
himself; at the time it was the most detailed map of 
any of the American colonies. Yet the map brought 
Holme even more headaches, for landholders 
immediately began to squabble about boundary 
claims and insufficient land grants. No doubt the 
surveyor was at the end of his rope, having been 
forced to produce a map with insufficient information, 
which only compounded property disputes in a region 
that had been settled so rapidly.

The map itself also captures the character of the 
new colony. Holme provided little topographic detail, 
focusing instead on the property divisions of human 
settlement. This included some 670 settlers with 
individual land grants that ranged from 125 to 5,000 
acres. Where Penn had envisioned an orderly set of 
communities organized around central villages, with-
in five years an avalanche of grants had overwhelmed 
his plan. Towns grew ad hoc, emerging out of local 
needs rather than following Penn’s master plan. Yet 
the overall pattern—one that rejects the European 
tradition of agricultural villages and the power of 
central churches—also reflected Penn’s ideals of 
tolerance, diversity, and the entrepreneurial spirit. 
The “Welch Tract,” “Dutch Township,” and “German 
Township” indicate the ethnic diversity that would 
characterize Pennsylvania. In different ways, the 
Pennsylvania map and the Philadelphia grid capture 
the sense of potential that made Penn such a success-
ful father of the colony that bears his name.
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Among the most important mapmakers of the late 
seventeenth century was a Franciscan friar in service 
to the French Crown. Vincenzo Coronelli was best 
known for his expertly constructed globes, the most 
famous of which were a pair of enormous terrestrial 
and celestial globes measuring over twelve feet in 
diameter that he crafted for Louis XIV. Just after 
that, he set to work on an equally ambitious atlas 
of the world, which was published in the 1690s. 
We close this chapter with the two-sheet map of 
North America from that atlas: it combines cutting-
edge geographical knowledge with a more general 
assertion of French power.

As shown earlier in this chapter, English colonial 
efforts in North America largely focused on the 
Atlantic coast. By contrast, the French sought to 
explore rather than settle, and to press toward 
the interior rather than restrict themselves to the 
seaboard. French exploration of the Saint Lawrence 
Seaway and the Great Lakes by Champlain was 
extended to the Mississippi River and its tributaries 
by Louis Jolliet and Jacques Marquette in the 1670s, 
then Robert de La Salle in the 1680s. Though the 
French occasionally established outposts and small 
settlements, their primary goal was to develop 
commercial trade networks by uncovering the 
geography of the interior. That exploration is shown 
in Coronelli’s confident depiction of the Great Lakes 
and Hudson Bay. And while he noted the presence 
of English settlements to the east, they remain 
secondary to his focus on French exploration along  
the Mississippi River.

These latest expeditions, however, still left much 
to the imagination. As is shown on the next page, 
Coronelli placed the mouth of the Mississippi River 
hundreds of miles west of its actual location, and 
only vaguely grasped the extent of its tributaries. 
Guillaume de L’Isle’s’s subsequent “La Louisiane” 
(page 66) indicates how much more of the Mississippi 
River drainage system would be discovered over the 
next three decades. To the west, Coronelli rendered 
California as an island, as so many mapmakers had 
done since Henry Briggs first made the claim more 
than half a century earlier. His map also substantially 
widened North America, revealing how much 
Europeans had learned about the sheer size of the 
continent over the course of the seventeenth century.

FRENCH EXPANSION IN AMERICA

Vincenzo Coronelli, “America  

Settentrionale,” in Atlante Veneto,  

circa 1688
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The heart of the map is the interior shown at right, 
where Coronelli described the discoveries and forts 
of the French explorers. Perhaps most tantalizing was 
his suggestion of a short portage between the newly 
named “Chekagou” (Chicago) in the upper right 
corner and a nearby tributary of the Mississippi River, 
marked as “Chekagou R.” The possibility of linking 
the Great Lakes to the Mississippi River watershed—
and the Gulf of Mexico beyond—preoccupied the 
French throughout this period. More generally, La 
Salle’s “discoveries” all along the Mississippi River 
would be cited by de L’Isle and others as evidence 
of French sovereignty. Coronelli advocated the 
expansion of French influence in North America, and 
his treatment of the English colonies reflected that 
imperial agenda. On the prior page, the Atlantic is 
named a sea of  “Nuova Francia,” which dwarfs the 
English presence in the “Mare di Virginia” to the 
south. English colonies are hemmed in by dotted 
lines, sharply contrasting with the expansive  
“Canada Nuovo” and “Louisiana,” which stretch 
across the center of the continent.

In the west shown at right, Coronelli 
acknowledged the presence of the Spanish, marking 
the claim of Juan de Oñate to “New” Mexico with the 
phrase “Scoperta da Spagnuoli L’anno 1598.” In his 
lengthy annotation at the top of this page, Coronelli 
also gestured toward the intrigue around the former 
governor of New Spain, Diego de Peñalosa. Exiled 
to France, Peñalosa gave valuable geographical 
information to Coronelli regarding the Spanish 
Southwest. He even suggested the possibility 
of aiding the French in attacking New Spain, 
underscoring the more general rivalry between  
the two empires.

Even the cartouche shown on the previous page 
expresses Coronelli’s ambitions on behalf of the 
French. At the top, the winged head of Inquiry 
struggles to reveal America by pulling back heavy 
drapes, suggestively symbolizing the way in which 
French explorers had uncovered the geography of 
the continent. Beneath the figure of Inquiry stands 
the symbol of Truth, with sunlight radiating from 
her head as she points toward the geographical 
revelations on the map itself. This assertion of French 
power on the continent would directly clash with 
England’s own imperial agenda throughout the early 
eighteenth century, as detailed in the next chapter.





I n 1700 the French, Spanish, and British all competed 
for the upper hand in North America. The French and 
British sought access to the Ohio River, a crucial artery 
with tributaries stretching north and east toward the 

Great Lakes and draining south into the Mississippi River and 
the Gulf of Mexico. The French signaled their determination 
to control this region by founding New Orleans in 1718 and 
then establishing a chain of forts south from the Gulf of Saint 
Lawrence into the Ohio Valley. Together, these outposts 
formed an arc that effectively hemmed in the British along  
the Atlantic seaboard.

While the French forged networks on the ground, they 
also asserted their position through maps. Guillaume de 
L’Isle’s authoritative and comprehensive map of North 
America audaciously appropriated the continental interior 
for the French (page 66). The British responded with maps 
that replaced the French geographical vision with an equally 
strident one of their own (pages 68–71). Further west, the 
Spanish began to launch expeditions north from Mexico 
into the region they claimed as “New Mexico.” The Spanish 
had been chastened by the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, but in the 
eighteenth century they began to reclaim the Southwest and 
resume their search for a river passage west to the missions 
along the Pacific coast (page 88).

Spain’s territorial claims in the Southeast were 
increasingly challenged by the British and French, as is shown 
in Mark Catesby’s map on page 76. The entire Southeast was 
in flux: the British and Spanish clashed over northern Florida, 
while French traders extended their reach from the Mississippi 
River east toward Georgia and the Carolinas. To a limited 
degree, this imperial maneuvering placed Native Americans 
in a strategic position. A booming deerskin trade in the 
Southeast brought colonists into direct and sustained contact 
with the Cherokee and other tribes. The map on page 72 was 
designed to navigate the complex commercial networks and 
rivalries which characterized that trade.

Further north, the British strengthened their alliance 
with the Iroquois Confederacy in order to stave off French 
encroachments. Cadwallader Colden’s map on page 78 
conveys the geopolitical character of British–Iroquois 
diplomacy in western New York. Meanwhile, the French 
built competing alliances and trade networks with other 

tribes to consolidate their hold on the Ohio Valley and the 
Lower Mississippi. The resulting treaties were often ignored 
when tribes no longer served European purposes, as when 
the South Carolina economy shifted from the deerskin 
trade to the cultivation of rice. But in an era when European 
powers vied for control of the continent, indigenous peoples 
exercised a certain level of power.

The British quest to map its colonies in order to contain 
French expansion intensified at mid-century. In 1754 the 
governor of Virginia sent a young George Washington 
west over the Allegheny Mountains to halt French military 
incursions along the southern edge of Lake Erie. The 
information gained on this mission proved crucial to British 
strategy when war broke out with the French a few months 
later (page 84). Lewis Evans subsequently designed a map 
of the middle British colonies in order to encourage British 
migration into the trans-Allegheny West and thereby repel the 
French (page 86). Evans’ map was just one of several British 
efforts to advance geographical knowledge of the colonies; 
the most comprehensive was Joshua Fry and Peter Jefferson’s 
profile of Virginia (page 80). This was the first map to reveal 
the entire Chesapeake river system, a geographical advantage 
that helped to make tobacco the most important export of the 
eighteenth century, and Virginia the largest and wealthiest of 
Britain’s American colonies.

The growth of tobacco could not have occurred without 
the expansion of the slave trade. Malachy Postlethwayt 
designed the map on page 74 to advance the British role in  
that trade and the particular interests of the new Royal 
African Company. The growth of the slave population 
mirrored a more general population increase throughout 
the colonies. In 1713 about 360,000 European colonists 
were living in North America. By the time war broke out 
between the French and the British in 1755, that figure 
was closer to 1.5 million, a fourfold increase in just four 
decades.That population began to expand beyond the 
seaboard settlements of Connecticut and Massachusetts 
into Pennsylvania, Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont. 
Similarly, by the 1730s Virginians were moving beyond the 
Tidewater and the Piedmont into the western valleys.

Victory in the French and Indian War gave the British 
unrivaled control over North America east of the Mississippi 

3. 
Imperialism and Independence



River, and at the same time sowed the seeds of American 
independence. The colonists believed that the ejection of the 
French would lead to more freedom—particularly for trans-
Allegheny settlement—while the British treated the victory 
as an opportunity to tighten governance over the colonies 
and to extract more wealth to help pay for the late war. These 
British regulations and taxes generated colonial discontent 
that ultimately led to the revolution in the 1770s.

The English colonists saw themselves as competent self-
regulators, and crackdowns on governance only heightened 
their awareness of their political rights. Among the most 
consequential of those restrictions is one documented in 
the 1775 map of Boston on page 90. In mid-April, British 
forces were sent west to confiscate weapons that were 
rumored to be stored in the town of Concord. This British 
map illustrated the ensuing skirmishes at Lexington and 
Concord, where the “shot heard round the world” opened 
a war for independence. As one of the earliest maps of the 
Revolutionary War, it conveys the individual maneuvers  
and operations that led to the Siege of Boston. In 1775, 
however, there was little indication that these skirmishes 
would lead to a civil war throughout the colonies, much less  
a movement for independence that would influence the arc  
of world history.

For the next two centuries, Americans were taught to  
see the Revolution as a war to secure liberties violated by  
the Crown, even as slavery grew more entrenched. What, 
then, did the revolutionary rallying cry of liberty actually 
mean? In August 1775 King George declared the colonies 
to be in open rebellion. A few months later, the governor of 
Virginia offered to liberate slaves who remained loyal to the 
Crown. The proclamation outraged Southern slaveholders, 
who believed that it manipulated slaves in order to suppress 
the Revolution. But it also reminds us how central slavery  
was to the colonial experience. Indeed, it was the wide- 
spread practice of slavery that sensitized Southern colonists 
to the violations of their liberties. In other words, notions  
of “freedom” were inextricably connected to slavery.

American independence was won in 1782 when General 
George Washington—with tremendous French military 
support—defeated the British at the Battle of Yorktown. 
Sebastian Bauman’s eyewitness map of that event on  

page 92 became a symbol of colonial emancipation. The 
final map of this chapter was used by the British to negotiate 
the boundaries of this new nation, a palpable reminder of 
the sheer contingency of history. How would a continued 
French presence in the Ohio Valley have shaped that 
region, and would it have limited British settlements to the 
seaboard? Might negotiations—rather than rebellion—have 
kept the colonies part of the British empire? This chapter 
demonstrates the degree to which economic and diplomatic 
decisions—many of which were made through maps—had 
far-reaching consequences in the eighteenth century.
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THE WAR OF THE MAPS

Guillaume de L’Isle, “Carte de la  

Louisiane et du Cours du Mississipi,” 

1718

Vincenzo Coronelli’s map of North America on page 60 
documents the contemporary confusion regarding 
the path of the Mississippi River and its tributaries. 
That mystery was largely solved by Guillaume de L’Isle, 
whose maps of the interior represent a quantum leap 
of geographical accuracy. In recognition of these skills 
he was named cartographer to the French king, and his 
maps remained influential throughout the eighteenth 
century. For our purposes, de L’Isle is central not only 
because of his geographical precision, but also because 
of his ability to advance French territorial claims 
through his masterful map of “La Louisiane” in 1718. 

The conflict between the French and the British was 
rooted in opposing views of territorial sovereignty. The 
French claimed that the explorations by Robert de La 
Salle up the Mississippi River gave them rights not only 
to the river, but also to its tributaries. Conversely, the 
British asserted that the Treaty of Utrecht (1713) awarded 
them control of the same region via their relationship 
with the Iroquois. These competing interpretations 
of sovereignty set up an unresolvable conflict. In this 
context, de L’Isle was asked to make a map of North 
America that would ground and defend French claims to 
the continent. Rather than solely relying on past maps, 
he sought new and firsthand information such as field 
reports from trappers and traders. The result was both 
geographically precise and full of propaganda.

De L’Isle used the map to stretch the French sphere 
of influence to its limits. He centered the map on 
the French claim to the Mississippi River, elegantly 
presented as the axis of the continent. The tributaries 
extend that claim both east and west. 

By marking the routes of La Salle, Bienville, and  
St. Denis across the southern portion of the map,  
de L’Isle sought to buttress French claims to the lower 
Mississippi River and its tributaries. The map became 
an instrument of strategy and diplomacy, an indication 
that the French sought to amplify, rather than diminish, 
their presence in the region. These imperial designs 
are apparent elsewhere on the map. De L’Isle took 
care to identify former and current native villages in 
order to present the interior as an inhabited space. The 
French had limited interest in settling this territory, and 
instead focused on its mineral wealth. In this context, 
the native inhabitants were not rivals; instead, they 
were diplomatic allies, trade partners, geographical 
informants and, potentially, even a source of labor.
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Herman Moll, “A New Map of the North 

Parts of America Claimed by France,” 

1720 (pages 70–1)

The primary goal of de L’Isle’s map—shown here and 
on the prior page—was to limit the British presence 
in North America. The main area of contention was 
the Ohio Valley shown at right, which he mapped 
as both devoid of British settlers and home to 
native tribes. To assert French power, he boldly and 
expansively marked the interior as “La Louisiane,” 
effectively trapping the British colonies along the 
eastern seaboard and relegating Spain’s “Nouveau 
Mexique” to the continent’s western edge. To add 
insult to injury, de L’Isle’s annotations suggested  
that Charleston and Carolina were named for 
French—rather than English—royalty.

De L’Isle published the map just as the French 
founded the port of New Orleans in 1718. The 
geography reinforces the political message: in  
de L’Isle’s rendering the Mississippi River watershed 
“naturally” aligns with the extent of French territory. 
Given how unclear imperial claims remained after 
the Treaty of Utrecht, it is difficult to imagine a 
more strategic use of cartography. While the British 
were impressed by de L’Isle’s cartographic skill and 
command of geography, they were outraged by 
his overt attempt to encroach upon British claims. 
The map also confirmed British fears that French 
knowledge of geography was far superior to their  
own. De L’Isle’s map raised the stakes of the 
geopolitical struggle between Britain and France  
over control of the American interior. 

Herman Moll responded in kind with a map of  
his own. Moll was a leading map publisher of the 
early eighteenth century. In 1715 he published a 
map that depicted the British dominions along 
the eastern seaboard as strategically positioned 
relative to the rest of the continent. Moll was thus 
particularly troubled by de L’Isle’s 1718 map, which 
attempted to limit Britain’s territorial sphere. He 
responded with the pointedly titled “New Map of the 

North Parts of America Claimed by France”  
(next page).

The very title of the map hints at Moll’s sense  
of disbelief: how could de L’Isle claim that the 
“adjoining territories” of England and Spain were 
marginal to the French center? His map dripped with 
sarcasm, sniping that “all within the Blew Colour” 
is what is “claim’d” by France, while “The Yellow 
Colour what they allow ye English.” In characterizing 
de L’Isle’s map as propaganda, Moll aimed both 
to challenge French claims and to fortify British 
settlements beyond the seaboard.

To this end, he labeled French territorial claims as 
“incroachments,” which were all the more outlandish 
to him given how few of them had actually settled 
North America. He even urged the British to preserve 
alliances with the Iroquois and Cherokee as a way of 
containing the French. Over the next few decades the 
British became increasingly aware of the threat posed 
by the French around the Great Lakes, which they 
considered an extension of British territory in light of 
their relationship with the Iroquois or “Five Nations.” 
Moll repeatedly referenced these alliances on his 
map. He also reached back into history, invoking John 
Cabot’s arrival in the New World in 1498 as evidence 
of British sovereignty in North America.

Though Moll criticized de L’Isle’s map as a  
source of French imperialism, he also acknowledged 
its importance as a geographical document; in fact, 
Moll’s map directly relied on de L’Isle. But Moll made 
geographical contributions of his own, particularly in 
his representation of the topography, road system, 
and Indian settlements of the Carolina backcountry. 
His larger purpose with this map, however, was not  
to uncover geographical knowledge but to limit  
French power. Note that he claimed Newfoundland 
to the Carolinas as British land. With this wider 
geographical scope, he visually reduced French 
claims. The coat of arms at left projected British  
power further, not just in the east but across the 
continent. Noticeable as well are the notations of 
“good pasture ground” and “good ground,” and 
especially the general absence of an Appalachian 
range, which de L’Isle had used on his map as a  
natural western barrier to the British colonies.
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Though it lacks a formal title, the lengthy description 
of this map tells us much: “This map describing the 
situation of the Several Nations of Indians to the NW 
of South Carolina was copyed from a Draught drawn 
& painted on a Deer skin by an Indian Cacique and 
presented to Francis Nicholson Esq. Governour of 
South Carolina by whom it is most humbly Dedicated 
To His Royal Highness George Prince of Wales.”

At first glance this may look less like a map than 
a slightly confusing organizational chart. With the 
right context, however, the diagram becomes a 
sophisticated guide to the trade war among Native 
Americans and European settlers in the early 
eighteenth century. To decode the map, first consider 
that it depicts space in terms of networks and 
relationships rather than absolute physical distance. 
At left is an angular grid of streets that represents 
“Charlestown,” the bustling port of the newly 
named royal colony of South Carolina. The thirteen 
circles of varied size represent the relative power of 
southeastern tribes. Many, but not all, of these circles 
are connected by lines indicating trade networks 
and alliances. At lower right, the colony of Virginia is 
connected primarily to the Nasaw (or Catawba), while 
lines connect the port town of Charlestown to several 
other tribes. 

Though the geography may not be obvious at first, 
rotating the map to the left makes it easier to see 
Charlestown and Virginia along the Atlantic coast, 
flanked at left by the tribes of the interior. The map 
captures an intensely competitive era in the deerskin 
trade. While tribes angled for advantage with the 
British colonies, Virginia and South Carolina vied 
to corner the market at their respective ports. The 
Carolina colony had been founded only a few years 
earlier as a geographical buffer between Virginia 
and Spanish Florida. Carolina’s economy initially 
depended on fur and deerskins, and it very quickly 
surpassed Virginia as the most important center of 
Indian trade. As those hides were profitably exported 
to England, Carolina traders penetrated ever 
further into the backcountry, eventually challenging 
Virginia’s own territorial claims and trade networks.

Circa 1721

NATIVE AMERICANS NAVIGATE THE DEERSKIN TRADE 

The explosion of the deerskin trade soon depleted 
animal numbers. This was just one of several 
grievances among southeastern Indian tribes that 
led to the Yamasee War in 1715. Another was the 
growth of rice plantations, which displaced the 
tribes from their historical lands. The ensuing war 
decimated the deerskin trade even further. In the 
wake of this collapse, the Crown appointed Francis 
Nicholson governor of the new South Carolina colony. 
Nicholson was instructed to build new forts in the 
interior to guard against French encroachments, and 
to strengthen trade with the tribes. In pursuit of the 
latter, he summoned the Cherokee, Catawba, and 
Creek Indians for a meeting, where he was given  
this map.

The author of the map is not definitively known, 
but it was most likely a Cherokee leader, or cacique, 
who sought to strengthen trade relationships with 
the Carolina colony and its port at Charlestown. 
Note the path alongside the top of the map, which 
suggestively circumvented the Catawba to directly 
link the Cherokee and Charlestown. Moreover, there 
is no path that connects the Cherokee to Virginia, an 
acknowledgment that the deerskin trade between the 
two had recently ended. In light of that, the map may 
have been a Cherokee strategy designed to cultivate 
trade with South Carolina. 

Whether drawn by a Cherokee or a Catawba, 
this map was designed to influence Nicholson as 
he navigated the complex network of commercial 
and diplomatic relationships in the wake of a violent 
and deadly war. Just a few years later Nicholson 
received a very similar map from the Chickasaw, one 
designed to strengthen their trade relationship with 
the Carolina colony at the expense of the Catawba. 
Both are superb examples of cartography from a 
non-European perspective, and they underscore 
the dramatic and fluid relationships at work on 
a continent full of shifting alliances, networks, 
and rivalries. They also remind us that it was the 
Europeans who created the category of “Indian,” 
lumping together groups who saw themselves as 
distinct—and sometimes competing—peoples. 
Finally, a chart such as this highlights the larger point 
of this book: that maps are simultaneously reflections 
of reality and instruments of persuasion.
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In 1713 the Spanish granted the British the exclusive 
right to supply their New World colonies with slaves. 
This grant of the “Asiento” in South America also 
coincided with an increased demand for slavery in the 
British colonies. In fact, the growth of labor-intensive 
crops—Caribbean sugar, Virginia tobacco, and 
Carolina rice—directly stimulated the slave trade. 
By 1750 the British were importing 50,000 to 60,000 
Africans each year to their colonies, nearly half of 
whom came through South Carolina’s booming port 
of Charleston.

Among the strongest advocates of the British 
slave trade was the political economist Malachy 
Posthlethwayt, who sought to make West Africa a 
center of the British empire in the 1730s and 1740s. 
But this future, he warned, was threatened by the 
current state of trade along the West African coast. 
Postlethwayt saw British merchants undercutting one 
another, which in turn made it easier for the French, 
Portuguese, and Dutch to enlarge their own share of 
the trade. In his mind, the best way to strengthen the 
British position in West Africa was to consolidate all 
commercial exchange within the newly established 
Royal African Company. This would also advance a 
mercantilist system whereby African slaves would 
be paid for by British products and East Indian 
commodities.

Postlethwayt drew a map to promote this 
mercantilist vision and Britain’s position in the slave 
trade more generally. The lengthy annotations at 

ENGLAND AND THE SLAVE TRADE

Malachy Postlethwayt, “A New and  

Correct Map of the Coast of Africa,” 

1757

left detail the imperial rivalries at work along the 
crowded Cape Coast. To highlight the even more 
frenzied activity on the Gold Coast, he drew an inset 
map that used national flags to identify the rival 
imperial interests at each port or point of entry. He 
first published his map in 1746 in a full-throated 
defense of the Atlantic slave trade in which he called 
for the British to fortify and protect their ports along 
the coast.

Postlethwayt’s map reminds us how crucial slavery 
was to the survival and prosperity of the colonies. The 
Atlantic slave trade, he wrote, affords “our Planters a 
constant Supply of Negroe-Servants for the Culture of 
their Lands in the Produce of Sugars, Tobacco, Rice, 
Rum.” That “Negroe-Trade” provided the British with 
an “inexhaustible Fund of Wealth and Naval Power.” 
For this reason, Postlethwayt urged that British 
positions on the Slave Coast be reinforced, for these 
were the key to extending the empire into the interior. 
Along the coast of the map, he reminds readers that 
the British had opportunities to expand commerce 
into the interior, though they had been rebuffed by 
the French along the far western coast, north of the 
River Gambia.

Even as early as 1750, the slave trade had 
prompted criticism, which Postlethwayt countered 
by arguing that slaves were far better off in service 
to British planters than subject to ongoing warfare 
at home in Africa. But by 1757 Postlethwayt himself 
had become an ardent critic of the slave trade. He 
remained, however, a firm advocate of the expansion 
of imperial interests in West Africa, and insisted that 
the way for the British to end the trade was through 
expanded commerce with interior African kingdoms.

All told, from 1607 to 1807 over 3 million Africans 
were sent to the Americas through the British  
slave trade.
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A century before John James Audubon thrilled 
Americans with his Birds of America, the Englishman 
Mark Catesby published the equally stunning Natural 
History of Carolina, Florida and the Bahama Islands. 
Catesby first visited Virginia and the West Indies 
in 1712, spending seven years studying plants and 
animals in their native habitats. He returned to 
London just long enough to realize that he needed to 
know more, and in 1722 he visited South Carolina to 
continue his work.

Catesby could not have known that his American 
visits would coincide with a period of profound 
upheaval. At first glance the elegant map he created 
to guide readers through his Natural History reveals 
little of this disruption. But, on closer inspection, we 
can see some clues to the imperial rivalries at work 
in the Southeast. Note that Catesby used color to 
identify the presence of the British (pink), the French 
(brown), and the Spanish (yellow). However neatly 
colored on the map, these colored spheres were far 
less stable on the ground. Catesby noted that the 
British charter for Carolina extended well south of  
St. Augustine. The Spanish rejected this claim, which 
led to several skirmishes, raids, and wars between the 
two on this contested borderland. In 1702 and again 
in 1740 the British raided St. Augustine to protest 
the Spanish practice of welcoming escaped slaves 
from the Carolinas and offering to liberate them in 
exchange for conversion to Catholicism.

The most important of these conflicts occurred at 
Stono, near Charleston in South Carolina. In 1739, 
a group of armed slaves rebelled, heading south 
toward promises of liberty in Spanish Florida. As they 
marched, the group grew to a critical mass of one 
hundred. A battle with the British killed many of these 
rebels, and those who survived were immediately 
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armed by the Spanish to help protect St. Augustine. 
The Stono Rebellion terrified British slaveholders and 
led them to tighten slave codes in South Carolina 
and to suspend the slave trade temporarily. Just as 
British colonists gradually asserted their rights in the 
eighteenth century, so too did slaves protest their 
own bondage.

Complicating matters further was the Yamasee 
War of 1715–7, in which British settlers drove several 
native tribes south into Florida. The destructiveness 
of that war challenged the very viability of the 
Carolina colony, which was saved only by an alliance 
between the Cherokee and the British. 

Catesby’s map is also one of the first to identify 
the new colony of Georgia. In 1732 James Oglethorpe 
petitioned the Crown to create this new colony as a 
haven for the “worthy poor” of England. Oglethorpe’s 
high-minded goals included a prohibition against 
slavery, but the law was repealed once Georgians 
realized how profitable the plantations of Virginia and 
the Carolinas were. In fact, by 1740, well over half of 
South Carolina’s population were slaves, almost all 
of whom were put to work in the rice fields that had 
grown up almost overnight in the Lowcountry.

Florida was riven by its own internal discord. As 
indicated by the map, the Spanish controlled much of 
the colony through the early eighteenth century. Yet 
the borders were continually contested. The dotted 
horizontal line across Florida marks the British claim 
for the southern border of the Carolina Colony. This 
territorial conflict drove years of border warfare 
between the Spanish and the British. With the defeat 
of the French in the Seven Years’ War in 1763, the 
British took control of the entire colony, only to watch 
it revert to the Spanish when Americans achieved 
independence in 1783.

Despite these divisions and rivalries, Catesby 
presented a coherent geographical region in the 
eighteenth century. With its increasing dependence 
upon large-scale plantation agriculture, the 
Southeast was drawn into a transatlantic system of 
commercial exchange stretching thousands of miles 
to Africa and Europe. The profitability of that system 
in turn intensified British investment in the colonies.
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If the Cherokee map on page 72 showed us a native 
perspective on trade and diplomacy, this gives us a 
colonial view of the same. Cadwallader Colden was 
surveyor general of the New York colony, and one 
of the first Europeans to chronicle Indian life and 
history in North America. His 1723 map of the Five 
Nations of the Iroquois captures the geopolitics of the 
early eighteenth century. In fact, Colden’s map is a 
snapshot of the diplomatic maneuvering in the  
Ohio Valley that eventually led to the French and 
Indian War.

The map’s history begins in 1720, when New 
York welcomed William Burnet as the new colonial 
governor. Burnet sought to improve trade with the 
Algonquian-speaking tribes to the west, which were 
closely aligned with French traders. To that end, 
Colden traveled to the frontier outpost of Albany in 
the fall of 1721 to negotiate an agreement with the 
Iroquois. His aim was to ensure that tribes further 
west could safely travel across Iroquois lands in order 
to trade with the British in New York. The continued 
growth of Indian trade was crucial to the commercial 
success of New York, both internally and relative to 
the other colonies and across the Atlantic.

After he returned from Albany, Colden wrote a 
long history of the Five Nations that was designed to 
challenge French power in the Great Lakes and Upper 
Mississippi River. The map itself reflects a British 
goal, but, given the limited contemporary knowledge, 
Colden was forced to rely upon Guillaume de L’Isle’s 
French map (page 66) for the geographical detail.  
A closer look reveals that Colden and Burnet had 
other ambitions as well: several places marked 

Cadwallader Colden, “A Map of the 

Country of the Five Nations, belonging 

to the Province of New York; and of the 

Lakes near which the Nations of Far 

Indians live, with part of Canada,” 1755

IROQUOIS DIPLOMACY

“carrying place” or “car. place” indicate their belief 
that only a short distance separated the Great Lakes 
and the headwaters of the Ohio River. With the 
Ohio draining into the Mississippi, this was indeed 
an important claim. These notations on the map 
underscore the British aim of building a network 
of communication and transportation that would 
ultimately reach the Gulf of Mexico.

In these years, the Iroquois Confederacy had 
emerged as a powerful force of its own, concluding 
treaties with both the British and the French in 1701. 
Colden was keenly aware of this situation. As he put 
it, the Iroquois “used” the French Jesuits as hostages 
and could easily have destroyed the emerging colony 
of Quebec, shown at upper right. Their diplomatic 
skills made them a feared adversary, particularly 
given how “extreamly Revengeful the Indians 
naturally are.” In response, the British proceeded 
deliberately and carefully to cultivate an alliance  
with the Iroquois that might facilitate westward  
trade and settlement.

Like the maps by Herman Moll and Guillaume de 
L’Isle, this one captures the intense rivalry between 
the French and the British for control of the Ohio 
Valley and the Mississippi River. While the French 
controlled the waterways, the British allied with 
the Iroquois Confederacy and used those alliances 
to claim control even where they had no settlers. 
Firsthand British knowledge of this region was also 
sorely limited, placing them even more at the mercy 
of the Iroquois. This also reminds us that British 
ambitions in the West were just beginning to gain 
momentum in the 1720s and 1730s.

Colden himself warned that the French could 
use the Saint Lawrence River and the Great Lakes to 
penetrate the interior and to corner trade with native 
tribes. In response, Governor Burnet—with Colden’s 
support—urged Great Britain to restrict trade 
between the colonists and the French. Though the 
plan failed, the map indicates the emerging British 
designs on the trans-Allegheny West. In fact, this 
1755 reissue of the map was published just after the 
French and British had gone to war.
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The British were disturbed by the growing French 
presence in the Ohio Valley during the 1740s, and 
particularly concerned by the vulnerability of western 
Pennsylvania and Virginia. In 1748 the British Board of 
Trade and Plantations solicited new and more detailed 
maps in order to secure those regions. To that end, 
the governor of Virginia commissioned the surveyors 
Joshua Fry and Peter Jefferson—father of Thomas 
Jefferson—to develop a new and detailed topographic 
map of the colony. Fry and Jefferson delivered their 
original draft to London in 1752; geographical errors 
near Lake Erie led to the substantially revised edition 
of 1755 that is reproduced here and on the next page. 
By that time, tensions between the French and British 
had led to war.

The power of this map lay primarily in its detailed 
depiction of the entire river system of Virginia, much 
of which is shown at right. For the first time, the four 
principal rivers as well as their tributaries were shown 
together, creating a larger picture of a colony that 
was at the height of its success in tobacco cultivation. 
Virginia was home to more extensive and navigable 
rivers than any other colony on the seaboard, leading 
one contemporary to remark that most every tobacco 
farmer had “a river at his door.” The James, York, 
Rappahannock, and Potomac rivers brought ships 
into the heart of the colony, and directly connected 
many of these tobacco planters to European markets.

Tobacco grew quickly in the Virginia colony with 
the corresponding growth of slavery. From the early 

TOBACCO AND VIRGINIA 
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settlements near Jamestown, the crop expanded 
north across the York and Rappahannock until it 
dominated the Chesapeake. By 1750 tobacco was 
North America’s most valuable export, enriching  
the colony and making it the population center of 
British America. The region covered by this map 
was home to 400,000 by 1740 (the population of 
Virginia alone was 260,000). Fully one-quarter of 
those were slaves. The profits from tobacco and 
slavery enabled Virginia to replicate the English 
model of a rural gentry and a landed elite. This in turn 
fostered a social, economic, and political hierarchy 
that profoundly influenced everything from the 
institutionalization of slavery to emerging colonial 
notions of liberty.

The artistic cartouche at lower right on the next 
page exemplifies the influence of tobacco farming 
in mid-eighteenth-century Virginia. Created by two 
noted London artists, it features the commercial 
exchange around tobacco: in the foreground two 
planters negotiate with a ship’s captain, while to the 
right an accountant with his back turned carefully 
records the profits. The four slaves, minimally 
dressed, each undertake a different aspect of the 
labor required for the success of tobacco. 

That commerce would decline considerably 
during the Revolution. A credit crisis in 1772 fueled 
discontent among planters and traders. Once the 
war for independence began, tobacco cultivation 
dropped sharply, forcing Virginians to diversify into 
foodstuffs and other products. Virginia remained the 
pre-eminent British colony, and its gentry became 
the leaders of the Revolution and the early national 
period. The irony here is crucial, for it was the 
slaveholding elite that embraced the revolutionary 
spirit of liberty, no doubt in part because those  
men understood firsthand how fragile this liberty 
really was.

The Fry–Jefferson map was reprinted in eight 
states, and remained the most authoritative picture 
of Virginia and the adjacent area for forty years.
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Having established control over the Great Lakes in  
the early eighteenth century, the French began to 
push south into the headwaters of the Ohio and 
Mississippi rivers. Their ambition was to create 
a north–south axis of forts that would act as a 
continuous line of communication from Canada 
to Louisiana while also preventing the westward 
expansion of the British across the mountains of 
Virginia. Both European powers believed that they 
had a rightful claim to the region. The British argued 
that their alliance with the Six Nations gave them 
territorial control over the Ohio Valley, while the 
French countered that the discoveries of La Salle  
and Marquette gave them rights to the Upper 
Mississippi Valley.

In response to the French movement into the 
Ohio Valley, Virginia’s lieutenant governor, Robert 
Dinwiddie, sent George Washington—just twenty-
one at the time—with a forceful message for the 
French commander, who had erected a fort near 
Lake Erie, at the upper right of the map. Dinwiddie 
explained to Washington that “The Lands upon 
the River Ohio” were the property of the British 
Crown, and that the construction of French forts in 
this region would be considered acts of hostility. 
On October 31, 1753, Washington set off from 
Williamsburg to deliver the message across hundreds 
of miles. His route is recorded on this manuscript 
map, which was likely drawn by Washington himself, 
or copied from his original. 

Facing difficult and unknown terrain, Washington 
pressed through mountains and forests to the 
headwaters of the Allegheny River. Beyond the Forks 
of the Ohio, he met with Indian chiefs at Logstown 
to shore up alliances and gain information about 
French activity. Soon thereafter he spent an evening 
at the Indian village of Venango with French soldiers. 
Having had a bit too much to drink, Washington 
explained, the French soldiers “gave license to their 
Tongues to reveal their sentiments more freely. They 
told me, That it was their absolute Design to take 

A YOUNG GEORGE WASHINGTON MAPS THE CLASH OF EMPIRES
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Possession of the Ohio, and by G— they would do it.” 
The French calculated that, though they were far 

outnumbered by the British, the latter were “too slow 
and dilatory” to prevent them from taking what was 
rightfully theirs. When Washington finally conveyed 
Dinwiddie’s warning to the French commander at the 
newly erected Fort Le Boeuf along French Creek (at 
the upper right corner of the map), he was politely 
rebuffed. Given the expanding French presence near 
the Ohio River, the British were not really in a position 
to demand anything. When Washington insisted that 
the French stop taking British prisoners in the region, 
he was told that “no Englishman had a Right to trade 
upon those Waters; and that he had Orders to make 
every Person Prisoner who attempted it on the Ohio, 
or the Waters of it.”

Washington returned to Williamsburg in the 
middle of January 1754. He may have failed to limit 
French expansion, but he produced a map and 
detailed notes that showed the British exactly what 
they were up against. Moreover, as a result of his 
mission Washington knew more about the Ohio 
Country than anyone else in the colonies. On the  
map he warned that “The French are now coming 
down … to prevent our Settlements.” He urged 
the British to respond by constructing “a fort near 
Shanapins Town” at the Forks of the Ohio (at the 
center of the map). He also confidently asserted that 
the French presence was insufficient to defend the 
forts they had built near Lake Erie. While at Fort Le 
Boeuf, he had surreptitiously counted the men and 
canoes he saw passing by on French Creek, and from 
that number extrapolated the general number of 
French soldiers in the region.

Dinwiddie promptly published Washington’s map 
and journal. He then enlisted 200 men to march 
into the valley to erect a fort at the confluence of the 
Monongahela and Allegheny rivers, for Washington 
recommended this site as giving “absolute Command 
of both Rivers.” Soon the French seized the site  
and renamed it Fort Duquesne, using it as  
a strategic outpost during the nine-year fight  
against the British known as the French and Indian 
War. Britain’s ultimate victory in the war led to the 
nearby construction of Fort Pitt, which eventually 
became Pittsburgh.

Washington’s unassuming sketch map outlines 
a remote region that drew the two most powerful 
empires in the world into war, even though both had 
questionable claims to the territory. The result was 
extraordinary: the war, which lasted until 1763, ended 
French claims in North America. Within a decade, the 
British colonists were again led into war by George 
Washington, this time against their own country.
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The previous map captured the trek of young George 
Washington into the West, where he witnessed 
French efforts to move toward the confluence of the 
Monongahela and the Allegheny rivers at present-day 
Pittsburgh. This spot became the flashpoint between 
the French and the British as they went to war over 
claims to the larger “Ohio Country.” Recently it had 
become clear that the Ohio River and its tributaries 
potentially connected the interior to the established 
colonies, the Great Lakes, and the Mississippi River 
down to New Orleans.

These geographical revelations raised the stakes 
between Britain and France in 1754. In response, the 
Pennsylvania legislature asked the surveyor Lewis 
Evans to map the relationship between the bustling 
seaboard colonies and this promising interior. Evans 
complied, issuing an authoritative map that detailed 
“the present Conjuncture of Affairs in America,” 
meaning the full-scale war that was raging between 
France and Britain over the Ohio Country. Along with 
a pamphlet printed by Benjamin Franklin, the map 
urgently called for the British to confront the growing 
French presence in the trans-Allegheny West.

Evans’ small map was designed to be tipped into 
a short pamphlet promoting western settlement. This 
size limited the amount of topographic detail that he 
could offer, yet the map is bursting with information. 
The complex topography of the Allegheny Mountains 
is detailed, but more important was the inviting 
picture of the Ohio Country. “The English have several 
Ways to Ohio,” he wrote, “but far the best is by 
Potomack.” He carefully annotated the river systems 
of the Ohio Valley, distinguishing gentle flows from 
rapids and falls and pointing out lands where British 
settlers might form a bulwark against the French. 
He identified waterways navigable by canoes, boats, 
and larger vessels, and enthusiastically marked 
short portages that offered the possibility of inland 
transportation between different watersheds.

Note the way Evans also carefully delineated 
Indian lands. At first glance, this strikes the modern 
reader as an acknowledgment of the indigenous 
peoples who greeted European settlers in North 

Lewis Evans, “A General Map of  

the Middle British Colonies,  

in America,” 1755

THE PRESENT CONJUNCTURE OF AFFAIRS IN AMERICA



IMPERIALISM AND INDEPENDENCE   87

America. Yet this too was a strategic decision,  
for the British considered the lands of the Five  
Nations—which had then expanded to six— to be an 
extension of their own. As Evans put it, “whatever is 
theirs, is expressly acceded to the English by Treaty 
with the French.” To the extent that they could map 
these tribes, the British envisioned their own empire 
stretching not just along the seaboard but also into 
the interior.

The map was used by General Edward Braddock 
during the war against the French, and was reprinted 
and pirated for decades. Perhaps most intriguing 
is Evans’ closing statement in the pamphlet, where 
he entertained the possibility that the colonies 
themselves might eventually seek independence. 
This was two decades before the Revolutionary War, 
a response to the incipient voices of independence 
voiced in Massachusetts. But Evans dismissed this as 
the “Height of Madness,” arguing that the colonies 
were far better off with Britain than independently 
facing “French power” in the west.

The very fact that Evans’ map was printed in the 
colonies is suggestive. Benjamin Franklin’s press 
was just one of several in British North America that 
produced newspapers and pamphlets; by contrast, 
no printing press existed in Spain’s northern colonies 
of Florida and New Mexico, nor was there a press 
operating in New France. The British colonies also 
boasted a number of libraries and bookshops in New 
York, Boston, and Philadelphia. These would foster 
a high level of literacy and a dynamic print culture, 
which proved instrumental in spreading the anti-
British sentiment that led to the Revolution. In other 
words, it would not be long before Lewis Evans’  
map took on a very different meaning from what  
he had intended.
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July 1776 is enshrined as a moment of unrivaled 
importance in American history, when the Declaration 
of Independence announced emancipation from the 
British Crown. It was also when, 3,000 miles to the 
west of Philadelphia, a band of Spanish missionaries 
and explorers left Santa Fe on a reconnaissance 
mission through what is now northern New  
Mexico, western Colorado, eastern Utah, and 
northern Arizona.

The explorers had two goals: first, to find an 
overland passage to the missions of Alta California, 
thereby solidifying Spain’s northern frontier; second, 
to demystify the area now known as the Four Corners, 
a region that had remained largely unexplored 
by Europeans. The Spanish faced a host of hostile 
neighbors to their north: Russians and British bent  
on settling the northern Pacific coast, French 
exerting pressure from the east, and native tribes 
such as the Pueblo who had historically resisted 
Spanish control.

The expedition of Francisco Atanasio Dominguez 
and Silvestre Vélez de Escalante included the skilled 
cartographer and artist Bernardo de Miera y Pacheco. 
But no sooner had they set off than they began to 
encounter problems. Traversing some of the most 
complex and difficult terrain of the Southern Rockies, 
they became lost, and several members fell ill. If not 
for the aid of a young Ute Indian guide, the entire 
expedition might very well have perished. Upon their 
successful return in January 1777, Miera y Pacheco 
produced one of the most comprehensive maps of the 
Southwest yet made. This gave Spanish missionaries 
their first comprehensive profile of the region based  
on actual observation.

The symbolism of the map is hard to miss: a papal 
chariot in the upper right corner marks the power 
of the Church over Spanish North America. The very 
sight would have confirmed British fears of popery. To 
extend Spanish influence, Miera y Pacheco advocated 
settlements near Salt Lake, on the San Juan River, and 
at the confluence of the Gila and Colorado rivers. His 
advice was not taken, and Spain’s control over the 
region weakened in subsequent decades.

A close look at the map also reveals Spanish 
priorities and perspectives. The depiction of “bearded 
Indians” at the center of the map testifies to Miera’s 

SPANISH GEOGRAPHICAL INTELLIGENCE IN THE SOUTHWEST

Don Bernardo de Miera y Pacheco, 

“Plano geographico de la tierra  
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ethnographic interest in the mysterious native tribes 
that were rumored to live in this area.

The expedition also convinced him that the Rocky 
Mountains were the backbone of North America, 
with headwaters of rivers that flowed eastward 
and westward into two different oceans. The most 
geographically accurate aspect of the map was the 
depiction of the upper Colorado River Basin, as well 
as the San Juan and Dolores rivers. On the map, the 
San Juan River is marked “Rio de Nabajoo,” fed by 
several tributaries to the north.

But there were also serious errors, most of which 
grew out of Miera’s hope of finding a navigable river 
flowing west from the Rocky Mountains through 
the Great Basin to the Pacific Ocean. At upper left, 
he asserted a large river flowing west from Lake 
Timpanogos. Miera invested similar hope in the 
Rio de S. Buenabentura to the east (later named 
the Green River), which he believed would drain to 
“Laguna de Miera” and the Pacific beyond. 

Miera’s map influenced geographic knowledge 
for decades, as is apparent in maps compiled by 
Alexander von Humboldt and Zebulon Pike in about 
1810. But perhaps just as intriguing is its diplomatic 
influence. When the Americans completed the 
Louisiana Purchase in 1803, they argued that the 
southwestern border included all the land to the Rio 
Grande, including much of present-day Texas. The 
Spanish countered that the border lay much further 
east, and used the topographic detail on this map to 
demonstrate their superior knowledge of the terrain 
and their historical rights to the region. That western 
border of Louisiana Territory would remain contested 
for years, first with Spain and later with Mexico. The 
entire area mapped here became part of the United 
States in 1848, though its rich and complex Spanish 
and Mexican heritage endures.
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After the British victory over the French in 1763, 
the colonists expected a reprieve from war and a 
general expansion of liberties. Instead, the British 
tightened control over the colonies and demanded 
greater taxes to help pay for the late war. This led to 
defiance, which was initially sporadic and centered 
in Massachusetts. In 1770 a confrontation between 
colonists and royal troops was quickly dubbed the 
Boston Massacre. Three years later Bostonians 
dumped stores of British tea into the harbor, 
prompting Parliament to close the port and to crack 
down on town halls and other political activity. This 
only convinced more colonists that the British posed 
a direct threat to their liberties.

To coordinate this growing resistance, twelve 
of the thirteen colonies sent representatives to 
the First Continental Congress in October 1774. 
Such a meeting generated solidarity among the 
colonists and helped them to see their common 
plight. They agreed to reconvene the following May 
if their demands were not met. In the meantime, 
Committees of Safety began to organize local 
governments in order to wrest political power away 
from Britain and its colonial governance structure. 
In March 1775 Patrick Henry cried “Give me liberty, 
or give me death,” urging the colonists to move from 
political mobilization to armed opposition.

Within a month these tensions exploded in 
Massachusetts. The conflict began when the British 
commander in the colonies, Thomas Gage, sent 
forces stationed in Boston to confiscate gunpowder 
and weapons stored in the nearby town of Concord. 
On the night of April 18, Lieutenant Colonel Francis 
Smith led his men across the Charles River through 
Cambridge and Menotomy toward Lexington.  
Paul Revere alerted nearby towns that the British 
were advancing, which drew Minutemen toward 
Lexington, at the upper edge of the map. The British 
met the rebels on Lexington Common at dawn, and 
killed eight Americans.

The British marched on to Concord, only to find 
that the weapons had been moved and hundreds 

“A plan of the Town and Harbour  

of Boston … Shewing … the late 
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Troops & the Provincials …,” 1775
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of rebels had taken up positions along the North 
Bridge. This map—among the earliest records of the 
Revolutionary War—depicts a British perspective on 
the fighting that ensued. The Americans are shown 
camped behind walls and rocks, firing on the British 
from three sides. Describing the “Bridge where the 
attack began,” the map implies that the Americans 
ambushed the British regulars. Smith and his men 
were forced to retreat, dogged by rebel sniper fire 
that drove the men—along with Lieutenant General 
Hugh Percy’s troops—back to the safety of Boston.

Just weeks later, the colonists reconvened at the 
Second Continental Congress, authorizing an army 
to fight the British and naming General George 
Washington as its commander. The skirmishes at 
Lexington and Concord became the “shot heard 
round the world,” drawing reinforcements on both 
sides. British warships surrounded Boston, while 
newly formed American armies camped along the 
Mystic and Charles rivers. Though unrecorded on the 
map, the Siege of Boston coincided with an outbreak 
of smallpox that ravaged those trapped in the city. 
The outbreak continued until 1782, killing more 
Americans than died in the Revolutionary War itself.

Given Washington’s heroic service in the French 
and Indian War (page 84), it must have been 
particularly poignant for the British to learn that 
he would command the “Provincial Army” shown 
here. Both sides raced to hold the high ground of 
Dorchester and Charlestown, which led to the Battle 
of Bunker Hill in June. This map was published 
immediately after that battle, before anyone could 
have known the war would ultimately end British 
control over the colonies.
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The rebellion around Boston shown on the previous 
page quickly turned into a civil war, and ultimately 
became a struggle for national liberation. Today, 
we assume that the colonists uniformly rejected 
British control, but before the war about a third of 
them remained loyal to the Crown, while another 
third hoped for reconciliation. Even as the war 
galvanized more supporters for independence, the 
great military question was how the poorly trained 
and ill-funded rebels could defeat one of the world’s 
strongest armies. In part it was the persistence 
of colonial soldiers and civilians that forced the 
British to abandon the war. Equally important was 
the intervention of the French, who allied with the 
Americans and critically aided them at the Battle of 
Yorktown in October 1781.

For much of this six-year war the outcome was in 
doubt. With a stalemate prevailing in the northern 
colonies by 1778, the British turned south to 
capitalize on that region’s strong loyalist sentiment. 
After conquering Savannah and Charleston, Lord 
Cornwallis, commander of the British forces in the 
South, moved up the coast in 1781 to attack American 
supply and training bases in Virginia. 

The commander of the Continental Army—
George Washington—sought to fight the British in 
New York. But French forces under the Comte de 
Rochambeau stressed the importance of striking in 
the Chesapeake, by both land and sea. Washington 
accordingly sent men under the leadership of 
the Marquis de Lafayette to confront the British 
in Virginia. From April to August, Lafayette drove 
Cornwallis back, forcing him to retreat to Yorktown 
and await support from the British Navy.

Cornwallis chose Yorktown for its strategic 
location on a narrow spot along the York River. Across 
the river, Gloucester Point offered a potential escape 
route for the British soldiers. But ultimately that 
geography worked against Cornwallis by trapping  
the British against the river, in a twenty-day siege  
that became the climax of the Revolutionary War.  
The map at right recounts the critical moments of  
that campaign.

In August 1781, Cornwallis built enclosed 
fortifications—known as redoubts—that ringed the 

WHERE THE BRITISH LAID DOWN THEIR ARMS

Sebastian Bauman, plan of the  

investment of York and  

Gloucester, 1781

southern edge of Yorktown. The British and Hessian 
forces in those fortifications are marked in pink. 
Within a month, however, 8,300 American and French 
troops had arrived at Yorktown, and an additional 
17,500 were camped nearby at Williamsburg. With 
these numbers, the allies far outnumbered the 
British and Hessian forces at Yorktown and across the 
river at the tip of Gloucester Point. Absent from this 
early copy of the map is the French fleet on the York 
River, which supplied crucial aid to the Americans by 
blockading the British in a way that prevented both 
reinforcements and evacuation.

To the left in yellow are Rochambeau’s French 
forces, while the American military under General 
Washington is shown at right in blue. The turning 
point was on October 11, when the Americans and the 
French advanced toward Yorktown to build a  
series of trenches and earthworks (marked as blue  
and yellow lines to the south of the town) that 
surrounded British defenses. With the blockade on 
the river in force, the British were left largely stranded, 
without necessary supplies and reinforcements.

Over the next few days, the British fired against  
the allies from their positions at Redoubts 9 and 10, 
the southeastern corner of the British fortifications 
shown near the river. On October 14, Commander 
Alexander Hamilton and his men stormed Redoubt 10, 
a move that many considered terribly risky but which 
ultimately moved the allies closer to the British, where 
they intensified their bombardment. 

In response, the British attempted to retreat across 
the river, though a sudden windstorm prevented either 
a successful crossing to Gloucester Point or a safe 
return to Yorktown. The allies closed in even tighter, 
shown on the second line of trenches, and within three 
days Cornwallis signaled his willingness to surrender. 
By this time, the Continental Army had taken over 
7,000 British prisoners of war.

The Battle of Yorktown forced the British to 
abandon the war effort and to begin negotiating 
for peace. This spare and elegantly colored map 
captured that turning point. It was drawn by Sebastian 
Bauman, a forty-two-year-old major in the Second 
Continental Artillery Regiment who had been trained 
as an engineer in the Austrian Imperial Army. He 
drew the map just after the British surrendered, and 
it became the blueprint for all subsequent renderings 
of the battle. In the foreground are the quarters of 
Rochambeau and Washington, near “The Field where 
the British laid down their Arms.” Those words were 
truer than Bauman realized, for this was the last  
major land battle of the war.
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The eighteenth-century geopolitical contest between 
the French and the British in North America produced  
a steady stream of maps. Among the most influential of 
these was John Mitchell’s “Map of the British Colonies 
in North America.” Mitchell was born in Virginia, was 
educated in Edinburgh, and practiced medicine in the 
colonies before returning to Britain in 1746. Thereafter 
he developed a keen interest in North American 
geography, and especially the strategic position of  
the Ohio Valley.

In the early 1750s the earl of Halifax, who presided 
over the British Board of Trade, asked Mitchell to 
compile a map that would help defend British claims to 
the Ohio Valley. Mitchell responded with a massive map 
measuring 4½ feet by 6½ feet. He detailed both physical 
and human geography in a way that was comprehensive 
and thoroughly British in its perspective. 

A bold red line follows the Mississippi River before 
turning northeast through Lake Michigan and then east 
toward the Saint Lawrence Seaway. This line marked 
the British interpretation of their territorial borders, as 
laid down in the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713. With this line, 
the British claimed all of the Ohio Territory and much 
of the Great Lakes. Mitchell substantiated this British 
claim on the map itself, as shown on the next page. 
Just east of the Mississippi River, he identified several 
longstanding English settlements in order to buttress 
English sovereignty. He then reinforced those territorial 
claims by pointing to the presence in the same region 
of Native American tribes that had either allied with the 
British or signed treaties with them. All of Mitchell’s 
annotations were designed to limit French claims to the 
area east of the Mississippi River.

The French, however, asserted a boundary far to the 
east, marked on the map by a thick yellow line. The vast 
region between the red and yellow boundaries formed 
the heart of the conflict between the French and the 
British. In fact, by the time Mitchell issued the first 
edition of his map in 1755, the two nations had gone 
to war over this territory. The British consulted the map 
throughout the French and Indian War, and their victory 
ended the French presence in North America altogether. 
Yet this British dominance would not last. By the 1770s 
the British were again at war, this time with the colonists 
themselves. At the end of the war this very copy of 
Mitchell’s map was used by Britain’s chief negotiator,  
Sir Richard Oswald, to establish the boundaries of the 
new United States at the Treaty of Paris. 

INDEPENDENCE
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Oswald heavily annotated his copy of the map  
to make sense of the competing claims of the British 
and the Americans. The most important of these 
annotations are his thin red lines, which mark the 
boundaries of the new United States. But Oswald also 
included the thick yellow and red lines to reference 
French and British territorial claims prior to the end 
of the French and Indian War. He included these 
historical lines to note the last legal definition of 
boundaries in North America, a point of reference 
for subsequent negotiations. In the same vein, 
he prominently emblazoned “Six Nations” across 
the western part of Virginia and north through the 
Great Lakes. This was a reference to earlier treaties 
that “gave” the British suzerainty over the Iroquois 
lands (the Iroquois might have interpreted that 
arrangement differently). By attributing sovereignty 
to the “Six Nations,” Mitchell was in fact laying claim 
for the British.

Ironically, this British claim gave the new United 
States a boundary much further west of the original 
colonies. The American delegation to the Paris peace 
negotiations included John Jay, Benjamin Franklin, 
and John Adams. They successfully pressed the British 
to relinquish claims of territorial sovereignty all 
the way west to the Mississippi River, considerably 
enlarging the new nation.

This “red line” copy of the map used in the peace 
negotiations was given to King George III, a record 
of lost colonies. As Matthew Edney has observed, 
there is no small irony in the fact that a map designed 
in 1755 to protect and extend the British empire in 
North America was ultimately used to dismember it. 
In fact, one wonders whether the map—in depicting 
geographical coherence—might have implicitly 
suggested a nation long before one materialized in 
the Revolution. In this respect, maps have the power 
to suggest what might be as well as what is.

By 1791 the Mitchell map had been reprinted 
twenty-one times in four languages, and pirated 
many times more; it circulated widely in Europe 
and North America, and was used to negotiate 
boundary disputes into the early twentieth century. 
Just as powerful is the symbolic influence it has 
exerted down to our own day, for it remains the 
first recognizable picture of the nation. With its 
articulation of emerging states along the seaboard, 
as well as its geographical reach into the trans-
Mississippi West, the map looks familiar to us. This 
gives it a particular hold over our imagination, and 
is perhaps yet another reason why one early map 
scholar called it the most important map in  
American history.



T he Declaration of Independence remains one of the 
most powerful political documents in human history, 
an assertion of rights and equality that continues 
to inspire democratic movements worldwide. But 

while it galvanized a rebellion against tyranny, at bottom 
the declaration was a statement of principles rather than a 
blueprint for governance. It did little to establish an alternative 
to British monarchy, nor did it answer thorny questions of 
administration or state power. A stable political framework was 
all the more important given the astonishing and unexpected 
geographical changes brought by the Treaty of Paris in 1783. 
The American delegation to those treaty negotiations won a 
western boundary for the nation at the Mississippi River. This 
made the United States one of the largest nations in the world 
at its founding.

Those western territories were home to Native Americans 
who had no voice in the transfer of power from the British to the 
Americans. Several tribes northwest of the Ohio River actively 
resisted American rule for several years after the Revolution. 
The conflict was settled—if temporarily—by the 1795 Treaty of 
Greenville, which acknowledged Indian title to lands west of the 
Appalachians while simultaneously reaffirming US sovereignty 
in the region. This tenuous arrangement did little to stabilize 
the larger relationship between American settlers and Native 
Americans. Tribes further east also discovered that American 
independence brought negative consequences; the Iroquois, 
for example, found that their wartime alliance with the British 
cost them control over lands in New York and Pennsylvania.

The problems facing the new nation extended far beyond 
native–white relations. The resolution of wartime debts, 
jurisdiction over western lands, and the admission of new 
states were just some of the issues that American independence 
left unresolved. Driving all of this uncertainty were more 
fundamental questions about the nature of political authority. 
With the British no longer in control, how would Americans 
govern themselves? What did these former colonists have in 
common with one another, and how would they forge a larger 
national identity?

Many of the maps in this chapter were designed to confront 
those challenges. We open with Abel Buell’s map of the new 
nation, a rare picture that both captures the flush of victory and 
anticipates the problems ahead. Only a few copies of Buell’s 

map were made, but its influence was amplified when it was 
incorporated into Jedidiah Morse’s bestselling geography 
textbook. With this wide circulation, Buell’s map became a 
fixture in homes and schools across the country and exposed 
Americans to a new common geographical identity. Like rituals 
such as the Fourth of July and Washington’s birthday, maps had 
the power to cultivate a sense of nationhood. For this reason, 
geography became an essential element of the American 
curriculum after the Revolution. The first generation of girls to 
be formally educated was widely taught to replicate maps of 
their nation with great care and artistry, as shown on page 118.

Yet even as a national identity began to coalesce, Americans 
struggled to forge a stable administrative state. The first 
attempt came with the Articles of Confederation, formed 
during the Revolutionary War. Suspicious of centralized power 
and monarchy, the framers constructed a weak government 
that was based on a contract between the states rather than 
a binding union. But the limits of this government soon 
became apparent when it was unable to levy taxes or raise an 
army. Tasked with improving this system, the framers instead 
drafted an entirely new constitution that invested the federal 
government with more power. To ensure ratification, they 
made several compromises. They included a Bill of Rights and 
a bicameral legislature, but also the notorious “three-fifths” 
compromise, which enlarged the population of slave states to 
strengthen their representation in Congress.

The location of the national capital was itself a 
compromise, as detailed on page 106. Maps of Washington, 
D.C. became recognizable symbols of this unprecedented 
experiment in representative government. The iconic 
power of the plan of Washington is apparent in Edward 
Savage’s portrait of the president and his family (page 6). 
The first family gathers around a table to examine a map 
of the proposed national capital, drawing attention to the 
future that it represents. At far right a black servant stands 
inconspicuously to attention, his role in the scene—and 
in the nation—left unclear. The elegance, serenity, and 
optimism of Savage’s painting was entirely at odds with the 
bitter partisanship of the early national era. Satirical maps of 
redistricting in Massachusetts—captured on page 116—struck 
a chord with Federalists. They also introduced the American 
term of the “gerrymander” to capture a troublesome yet 
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ubiquitous feature of representative democracy that has only 
grown over time (page 254).

Though the Articles of Confederation lasted less than 
a decade, in that time Congress fundamentally shaped the 
nation’s geography by passing the Northwest Ordinance. 
That legislation provided for the survey, dispensation, and 
settlement of land north of the Ohio River, which in turn laid 
the foundation for the states of Wisconsin, Michigan, Illinois, 
Indiana, and Ohio, and for portions of Minnesota. Further 
south and east, new settlers streamed into upstate New York, 
Kentucky, and Tennessee. This land rush was guided by John 
Filson’s map of “Kentucke,” which portrayed the western lands 
as fertile and free for the taking. In this respect, Filson was  
part of a long tradition dating back to John Smith and Henry 
Briggs, who designed maps to encourage frontier settlement 
(page 102).

That migration also created administrative challenges. 
While Filson was beckoning Americans west, the newly created 
Post Office faced the daunting task of delivering mail across 
this expansive national territory. American independence 
directly stimulated the need to deliver mail between the 
colonists; previously, most correspondence had been 
conducted with Britain. Increased demand prompted Congress 
to establish the mail as one of the federal government’s first 
permanent responsibilities. Abraham Bradley’s large map 
of the United States on page 108 captures the challenge of 
building a network of communication over such sprawling 
geography. Yet Bradley’s maps also implied that without a 
reliable postal network this country could not become a nation. 
Similarly, it was the inefficient delivery of mail across the 
Atlantic that led Benjamin Franklin to investigate and map the 
Gulf Stream in the 1780s (page 104).

When Bradley completed his first postal map in 1796, the 
Mississippi River formed the nation’s western boundary. For 
American settlers along the Ohio River, the Mississippi was not 
just a national boundary but a crucial artery for transportation 
and trade. Early in Thomas Jefferson’s presidency, the Spanish 
and French limited American access to the port of New 
Orleans. When Jefferson in response sought to purchase New 
Orleans from the French, he was unexpectedly offered all of 
Louisiana. Though the president was uncertain whether he 
had the constitutional authority to acquire foreign territory, 

he took the opportunity and instantly doubled the size of the 
nation. But Americans knew little about this land, so Jefferson 
proposed an expedition up the Missouri River then west to the 
Pacific Ocean. By comparing maps of the West before and after 
the expedition of Meriwether Lewis and William Clark  
(pages 112–115), we can see how much information was gained. 

The Louisiana Purchase was an unexpected windfall, but 
many Americans wondered whether a healthy republic could 
be sustained over such an immense region. For decades 
thereafter American maps dismissed much of the western 
plains and the Southwest as a “Great American Desert.” East 
of the Mississippi, however, steamboats and canals were 
swiftly transforming national geography in the 1820s and 
1830s. Cadwallader Colden’s map on page 120 celebrated the 
commercial power of the Erie Canal. This engineering marvel 
linked the old Northwest and the Great Lakes to New York 
City in a way that would have been unimaginable even a few 
decades earlier. In a sprawling nation, the importance of these 
technologies is hard to exaggerate: canals, steamboats, and 
later railroads created new regions and networks, integrated 
the population, and accelerated the circulation of goods and 
information. The result was economic growth that had far-
reaching consequences. The emergence of the textile industry 
in the Northeast, for instance, generated a demand for cotton 
that entrenched and expanded slave labor into new lands and 
profoundly shaped the southern economy. 

We close this chapter with a map that both encapsulates 
this era and anticipates the next. John Melish’s “Map of the 
United States” (page 122) was published in the flush of victory 
after the war of 1812. By including the information brought 
back by western expeditions, Melish gave Americans a more 
accurate sense of continental geography. The map was also 
a tool of statecraft that was used to settle international 
boundaries. But it was the suggestive picture of a nation 
extending to the Pacific that made the map so striking. Long 
before the phrase “Manifest Destiny” was coined, Melish’s 
map anticipated the rapid territorial expansion of the 1840s.
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After declaring independence, the American patriots 
faced the more difficult task of establishing a 
government of their own. As a reaction against the 
British monarchy, they initially rejected a strong 
central power. Instead, the Articles of Confederation 
invested sovereignty in the individual states, which 
in turn formed a “firm league of friendship” with 
one another. Each state sent representatives to 
a Congress that had limited jurisdiction beyond 
conducting foreign policy, maintaining national 
defense, and arbitrating interstate disputes. Yet this 
weak government lacked the power to enforce laws 
or even collect taxes from a geographically dispersed 
population that shared little more than a common 
wartime enemy.

This fragile period is captured on the first map of 
the country published in the United States. The map 
was created by Abel Buell, a Connecticut engraver 
who was not above using his skills to counterfeit 
currency. The geography on Buell’s map was not 
terribly original, for he largely drew on earlier  
maps by Lewis Evans and John Mitchell shown in 
Chapter 3 (pages 86 and 94). More striking is the 
elaborate cartouche designed to commemorate 
independence. A radiant sun illuminates a brightly 
colored flag; at right a young man holds a small 
globe labeled “America,” with a Phrygian cap—
the symbol of liberty—atop his staff and the 
date of independence inscribed at his feet. Buell 
even embedded his patriotism in the geography 
of the map itself by fixing the prime meridian at 
Philadelphia rather than relying on the standard of 
Greenwich in England.

Only a few copies of Buell’s map were made, 
but its influence was amplified when Jedidiah 
Morse hired Amos Doolittle to adapt the map for 
his bestselling schoolbook Geography Made Easy. 

NATIONAL ASPIRATIONS

Abel Buell, “A New and Correct Map of 

the United States of North America,” 

1784

Morse proudly introduced the map by reminding 
students that the “tyranny of Britain” compelled the 
colonists to declare “themselves free, sovereign, and 
independent States … after a long, unnatural and 
destructive war.” Indeed, Morse’s geography text was 
itself an intellectual declaration of independence, 
for he insisted that students learn their subjects 
through American authors such as himself rather 
than Europeans.

Geography Made Easy went through dozens of 
editions from 1784 through the early nineteenth 
century, which meant that thousands of children 
were first exposed to American geography through 
Doolittle’s map. The importance of Buell’s map—
and Doolittle’s adaptation—is compounded by its 
timing: in the immediate aftermath of the Revolution, 
nationhood was not a self-evident concept, but 
rather one that had to be articulated and accepted. 
The colonists had to learn to define themselves as 
Americans, and to identify those in other states as 
their countrymen. Symbolic maps such as Buell’s,  
and school maps such as Doolittle’s, taught 
Americans young and old to see the nation as an 
extension of themselves.

A national identity could not exist, however, 
without some kind of national authority. By the 
time Buell published this map, the Articles of 
Confederation faced heavy criticism. In 1786 a 
rebellion of indebted former Revolutionary War 
soldiers convinced many that a stronger central 
government was necessary to maintain order and 
to foster growth. Alexander Hamilton and James 
Madison advocated a national government that  
could levy and collect taxes and regulate interstate 
trade. Above all, the “Federalists” argued for a 
government of three branches, one with a dominant 
legislative branch supplemented by a judiciary and  
an independent executive.

The ratification of the Constitution in 1789 settled 
some of these debates, and laid down the political 
structure that survives down to our own day. Yet 
Buell’s map reminds us that at its founding the  
nation was an aspiration more than anything else.
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Daniel Boone embodies the myth of the American 
frontier. He became a folk hero in his own lifetime, 
one of many trappers, hunters, and explorers who 
traveled into the new “Kentucky Country” in the 
1760s and 1770s. These men brought back tales of  
an abundant land, bounded by the Blue Ridge 
Mountains and the Ohio River, which was then home 
to the Shawnee Indians. Given the limited knowledge 
of this region, speculation ran rampant about its 
potential for settlement. A trickle of migration at the 
end of the Revolutionary War grew into a flood, as 
thousands of Americans and Europeans, gripped by 
Kentucky fever, followed Boone’s path west through 
the Cumberland Gap.

This explosive growth—like the celebrity of Boone 
himself—was no accident. The chief promoter of 
Kentucky was John Filson, a schoolteacher who 
acquired 12,000 acres in the territory in 1782. 
Realizing that the value of his land depended 
on the prospects of settlement in the region, he 
befriended Boone and other frontiersmen to learn the 
geography, geology, river systems, and native tribes 
of his new home. The result was Filson’s enthusiastic 
description of Kentucky, which included this map 
as well as a dramatic account of “The Adventures of 
Daniel Boon.” Published on Boone’s fiftieth birthday, 
Filson’s account was a hit in the United States as well 
as in Britain, France, and Germany.

Filson’s map and narrative stimulated the rush 
to Kentucky. His map presented an inviting territory 
easily accessed through roads and rivers. He 
described a fine and well-watered land, confining the 
presence of Native Americans to wigwams north of the 
Ohio River. Filson also named forts, towns, and roads 
for the early white settlers in the territory. By doing 
this he established the territory’s recent past in order 
to claim its future. For instance, in Fayette County 
Filson identified the “bloody battle” of Blue Licks, 
fought ten months after the “final” battle of Yorktown. 
There, Boone squared off against a much larger 
force of British and Indians to defend the emerging 
settlements of the territory. In the lower right corner 
of the map we see Boone’s more lasting legacy, the 
Wilderness Road he established from Virginia through 
the Cumberland Gap. In both examples, Filson took 
care to name—and thereby claim—the land for 
settlement and development.

AN INVITATION TO SETTLEMENT

John Filson, “Map of Kentucke,” 1784 Through his publication, Filson helped to establish 
Boone as an American hero and Kentucky as a land 
of opportunity. The map seamlessly integrates 
information with promotion, and its wide circulation 
shaped early perceptions of this region. Its pleasing 
and balanced appearance focuses not on the entire 
extent of Kentucky but on its central territory, one 
hundred square miles of “the most extraordinary 
country that the sun enlightens with his celestial 
beams.” Navigable rivers stretch across abundant 
and fertile land, draining into the (slightly  
misplaced) Ohio River. Even the cartouche—
dedicated to Congress and to George Washington, 
commander of the Continental Army—underscores 
Filson’s confidence in Kentucky’s future. He closed 
his narrative in the same manner, proposing a new 
settlement on the Lower Mississippi River that would 
siphon trade from Spanish-controlled New Orleans 
and eventually make America the commercial rival  
of Europe.

Filson’s map is a remarkable and influential 
document of the early frontier. It captures the 
optimism of the new nation just as Americans began 
to turn their attention to the trans-Appalachian West. 
His general predictions of growth were realized: by 
1784, 30,000 migrants had arrived, a number that 
had more than doubled by the end of the decade. In 
1800 Kentucky was home to 221,000 settlers, nearly 
twenty percent of whom were enslaved.

This rapid migration to Kentucky created 
a degree of social fluidity and instability that 
characterized several frontier settlements in this 
era. Like Kentucky, many of these communities 
were home to the earliest religious revivals of 
the Second Great Awakening. Just northwest of 
Lexington, where the map reads “Abundance of 
Cane,” was the first of these camp meetings. In 1801 
over 25,000 Protestants converged on the area that 
Boone himself had named Cane Ridge, an enormous 
number considering that Lexington was home to 
just 2,000 people at the time. The revival that began 
at Cane Ridge spread through the frontier and then 
across the country, lasting for decades and bringing 
mass conversions and new practices of worship 
to Christianity. The Second Great Awakening 
challenged established church authority and 
transformed Protestant theology. In this respect,  
the frontier was at the center, rather than the 
periphery, of American life.
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In the summer of 1726 Benjamin Franklin was a 
young man of twenty, sailing home to the colonies 
after his first visit to London. As his ship approached 
the North American coast, a wet hot wind picked up 
and the water changed color to show an abundance 
of grass and other marine life. At the same time, the 
ship’s pace slowed considerably, though Franklin was 
unable to account for any of these abrupt changes. 

Twenty years later Franklin observed a similar 
puzzle: ships sailing east seemed to move more 
quickly across the Atlantic than those bound for 
the American colonies. Franklin was drawn to this 
problem for a third time another twenty years later, 
but with greater urgency. In his capacity as Deputy 
Postmaster General for the American colonies, he 
heard from customs commissioners in Boston that 
mail packets traveling from Falmouth in England 
to New York were taking two weeks longer to arrive 
than those sailing from London to Rhode Island, 
even though the former trip was a shorter distance. 
Franklin consulted his cousin, the experienced 
navigator Timothy Folger, who speculated that the 
packet ships heading to Rhode Island must have 
been piloted by captains who understood the Gulf 
Stream. Sailors had long known about this current 
even though it had not been mapped or documented 
in navigation or maritime guides.

Folger had learned of the Gulf Stream through 
his experience among New England whalers. They 
described a current that flowed up the coast from 
Florida and then turned east, one powerful enough to 
separate whaleboats from their larger ships. British 
captains heading toward America were fearful of the 
rocky shoals of George’s Bank (just east of Nantucket 
Island on the map), so they often sailed further south 
and thereby placed themselves directly against the 
Gulf Stream, which was moving east. This could add 

THE CURRENTS OF THE ATLANTIC WORLD

James Poupard and Benjamin Franklin, 

“A Chart of the Gulf Stream,” 1786

days to their journey, and though they were often 
warned as much by American whalers, their advice  
was usually ignored.

Folger charted the basic dynamics of the current 
for Franklin, showing him how it broadened and 
narrowed. Franklin printed and distributed Folger’s 
chart among British sea captains in 1769 or 1770 in 
the hopes that they might use it to their advantage, 
but the advice was (again) ignored. During the 
Revolutionary War this maritime knowledge became 
sensitive information, leading Franklin to stop 
distributing the chart to British sailors. Once the 
war ended, he published his own picture of the Gulf 
Stream, shown here, in the Transactions of the American 
Philosophical Society. The main map focuses on the 
varied strengths of the current along the Atlantic 
coast, while the inset depicts its entire course. In a 
small cartouche at lower right Franklin stands on a 
spit of land, sharing the map with Neptune. Engraved 
by James Poupard, Franklin’s map was a hit, and by 
the end of the 1780s the “Gulph Stream” had entered 
the American lexicon.

While Franklin and Folger were researching this 
current, William Gerard de Brahm was working in 
the same vein. A migrant to the Georgia colony, de 
Brahm noticed a current near the future site of Miami 
while surveying the shoreline. In 1771 he sailed up  
the coast to Newfoundland Bank, and then east 
across the Atlantic. De Brahm published his own 
chart of the Gulf Stream, which traced a current 
moving along the North American coast before 
joining others flowing south out of Hudson Bay and 
the Saint Lawrence Seaway. Similarly, on this map 
Folger and Franklin show the current moving along 
the American coast before shifting south of George’s 
Bank. De Brahm and Franklin were thus developing 
the idea of the Gulf Stream at the same time, each 
drawing on his own experience. Their initial charts 
were published simultaneously about 1770, a 
remarkable coincidence given that the current had 
shaped European exploration, settlement, and trade 
for over two centuries. 
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The success of the American Revolution made clear 
that the colonists had many different visions of 
their political future. Their first attempt to establish 
an administrative framework came in the Articles 
of Confederation, which produced a weak central 
government as a reaction against monarchy. The 
shortcomings of the Articles led to fierce debates 
about how to proceed. Those advocating an entirely 
new Constitution and a stronger central government 
dubbed themselves Federalists. They met passionate 
resistance from Antifederalists who feared that 
concentrated national power directly threatened their 
liberties. As a result, the new Constitution included 
ten amendments that prioritized individual rights and 
placed limits on national authority.

Just after the states ratified the Constitution, the 
newly empowered government faced its first serious 
test. Alexander Hamilton had long argued that 
the nation should assume the state debts incurred 
during the Revolutionary War. But many Southerners 
remained skeptical, concerned that this would enrich 
the wealthy at the expense of ordinary Americans. 
In 1790 Hamilton forged a compromise with James 
Madison and the newly appointed Secretary of State, 
Thomas Jefferson: Southerners would not object to 
the federal assumption of war debts, and in return 
the nation’s permanent capital would be located  
in the South.

The new Congress codified this compromise in the 
Act of 1790: after a ten-year stint in Philadelphia, the 
capital would move to a location between Maryland 
and Virginia, two Southern and slaveholding states. 
This gesture was designed to affirm both the influence 
and interests of Southerners. President George 
Washington selected the site for the new national 
capital at the confluence of the Potomac and the 
Anacostia rivers (then known as the Eastern Branch), 
not far from his Mount Vernon home. The Potomac 
seemed particularly appealing given its central 
location in the nation. Moreover, with headwaters 
that lay near the Ohio River, the Potomac held out the 
promise of linking the seaboard to the interior. On the 
detail at right, depth soundings are shown along the 
Potomac River to indicate its navigability. 

ENGINEERING THE NATION’S CAPITAL

Andrew Ellicott and Pierre Charles  

L’Enfant, “Plan of the City of  

Washington, in the Territory of  

Columbia,” 1792

To design the capital, President Washington 
appointed Pierre Charles L’Enfant, a French 
architect who had fought alongside the patriots in 
the Revolutionary War. Two hundred years later, 
L’Enfant’s plan still frames the city. Like most 
eighteenth-century American towns, Washington was 
organized on a grid, though L’Enfant added a series 
of diagonals to facilitate movement across the city. 
As shown on the detail below at right, he established 
a central axis along Pennsylvania Avenue to connect 
the president’s home to the legislature. Jefferson 
suggested wide boulevards and limited building 
heights to ensure both light and air, and to lend 
the capital a stately atmosphere. In a similar vein, 
L’Enfant reserved a few elevated sites around the city 
for anticipated monuments to commemorate the 
Revolution. The main avenues would be named after 
the fifteen states, while a series of central squares 
would provide space for relaxation and yet more 
national memorials. 

L’Enfant finished his plan in the summer of 1791, 
though before it was approved he was fired for his 
inability to compromise. Andrew Ellicott stepped in to 
formally submit the plan, aided in these final stages 
by the freeborn African American Benjamin Banneker. 
Once approved, the plan was engraved in Philadelphia 
by Thackara & Vallance in late 1792. This was just 
weeks after the cornerstone of the White House—
marked as “President’s House”—was laid by slaves.

Multiple editions of the layout were published in 
the United States, Paris, and London, indicating the 
widespread interest in this new national capital. The 
diamond-shaped plan of the city became a familiar 
image in the early republic. In the 1790s Edward 
Savage painted the Washington family seated around 
a large copy of L’Enfant’s plan (page 6). Savage knew 
that viewers would recognize the map even with just a 
portion exposed. For the next several decades, in fact, 
American schoolgirls commonly copied, painted, and 
embroidered the L’Enfant plan as part of their civic 
education. The map of this new planned city was a 
fixture of popular culture, and a symbol of national 
independence itself.

If the capital appears slightly unfamiliar here, 
that is because of changes made after 1900. The 
mall was extended, and wider streets reflect the City 
Beautiful movement that had taken the nation by 
storm. Yet L’Enfant’s original plan largely survives—a 
national capital designed from scratch. Unlike Paris 
and London, Washington, D.C. would be primarily 
a center of political power, geographically separate 
from its cultural and financial capitals. If that is still 
true, it is also by design.
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The Revolutionary War demonstrated the need for 
an infrastructure that would both stimulate internal 
growth and protect against external threats. Among 
the first attempts to address these challenges was 
the Postal Service Act of 1792, which transformed 
the operation and scope of domestic mail. The act 
authorized new post offices in the nation’s remote 
but growing frontier regions, an acknowledgment 
that the mail was a federal obligation that extended 
throughout its domain. By launching a commitment 
to regular, scheduled delivery, Congress also 
endorsed—and even prioritized—public access 
to information. Yet this overhaul of the mail was 
not prompted or even facilitated by transportation 
innovations; mail continued to be delivered on 
horseback, with the subsequent introduction of 
stagecoaches to accommodate the increasing  
volume and weight of newsprint.

The Postal Service Act rapidly expanded the 
circulation of mail and made the Post Office the 
largest and most important federal agency in the 
early republic. In effect, the act created not just an 
infrastructure but also a market for information. 
This surge of mail turned the Post Office into a hive 
of activity from the 1790s to the 1820s, as successive 
postmasters worked to create, manage, and above all 
coordinate a massive and continuously developing 
network of communication. At the center of the 
action was Abraham Bradley, Jr., who joined the Post 
Office in 1791 as a clerk. With this large map, Bradley 
ambitiously set out to visualize the entire postal 
operation in both practical and symbolic terms. In 
both its general structure and its many details, the 
map reflects Bradley’s vision of nationhood. 

Some of the map’s specific features reflect 
Bradley’s own identity as a staunch Federalist. To 
honor the first president, he identified Washington, 
D.C. as the national capital, even though the seat of 
government would not move south from Philadelphia 
for another four years. Bradley also measured 
longitude not from Greenwich, England—as was 
customary—but from Washington, D.C. His was 
among the first American maps to assert this new 
prime meridian.

FORGING A NATIONAL NETWORK

Abraham Bradley Jr., “A Map of the  

United States, Exhibiting the Post- 

Roads …,” 1796

More generally, Bradley’s was the most 
comprehensive and detailed map of the nation up to 
that point. Issued in two parts, it emphasized post 
and stagecoach roads, branch post offices, and ports 
of entry. The result was an advertisement for the 
mail system itself, with an established north–south 
corridor and inroads into western New York, the 
hinterlands of Maine and Vermont, and the more 
sparsely settled South. While most contemporary 
maps focused on towns, boundaries, rivers, and 
topography, Bradley omitted these details in order to 
foreground the connections between places. This was a 
map designed to convey the lived experience of space 
rather than just the measure of distance. As shown 
on the next page, regions crowded with postal roads 
reveal comparatively dense areas of settlement, while 
sparsely connected areas reflect smaller populations 
with a lower demand for mail delivery.

Among the most notable elements of the map is 
the chart of the mail schedule at the far right, and 
enlarged on the next page. Here Bradley synthesized 
a tremendous amount of information in order to track 
the physical path of the post down to the hour. With a 
single line, he followed the mail from northern Maine 
to Georgia, with branch routes listed at the bottom 
of the chart. At a glance, viewers could see the entire 
seaboard network in both space and time. Bradley 
even differentiated the summer and winter schedules 
to allow for changes in weather and navigability.

The very decision to compile and publish such a 
schedule implied an assumption of regular service. 
And such a schedule could be created only through 
a systematic observation of delivery that was then 
aggregated and averaged. The chart confidently 
assumed a predictable rhythm of information. With 
the map and schedule, Bradley announced one of 
the largest and earliest commitments of the federal 
government, one that American citizens would 
quickly come to expect as a basic function of the 
state. He continually revised his maps to reflect the 
expansion of the network.

The Post Office quietly and continuously 
integrated the far-flung reaches of the physical 
territory into a coherent national space. As John 
Calhoun remarked in a speech in 1817, “the mail 
and the press are the nerves of the body politic. By 
them, the slightest impression made on the most 
remote parts is communicated to the whole system.” 
Bradley’s maps both reflected and advanced that 
goal, making the United States a nation not just in 
name but also in operation.
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President Thomas Jefferson came into office with 
an agrarian vision for his country; it required more 
land to accommodate a nation of farmers. He also 
inherited a belief that North America offered a 
passage to India—with all its attendant commercial 
rewards. As seen in earlier chapters, this hope 
stretched back to the fifteenth century. These 
two assumptions help to explain the president’s 
enthusiasm for the Louisiana Purchase and his desire 
to understand the geography of the Far West.

In large part Jefferson’s interest in a Northwest 
Passage was driven by geopolitics. By the time he 
became president, Spain had established control of 
the Southwest and had built presidios up the Pacific 
coast to San Francisco. Russian traders were actively 
extending their networks further up the coast, 
while British explorers continued their search for a 
transcontinental portage from Hudson Bay to the 
Pacific. Finally, the French, under Napoleon, flirted 
with the hope of rekindling their interior empire 
of trade along the Mississippi River. In 1800 North 
America was alive with imperial competition.

Spain continued to claim much of the continent 
west of the Mississippi River, and became 
increasingly wary of American encroachment after 
the Revolution. Late in 1802, Spanish authorities 
abruptly closed the port of New Orleans to American 
trade, which gravely threatened farming in the Ohio 
Valley. Almost simultaneously, Spain was negotiating 
a secret treaty to turn over the Louisiana Territory 
to France. Jefferson was aware of this development, 
and sought to negotiate with the French to reopen 
access to New Orleans. To his great surprise the 
French foreign minister was instructed to offer all of 
Louisiana to the Americans for $15 million, mostly 
through the forgiveness of debts incurred during 
the French Revolution. In April 1803 the deal was 
complete, and on Independence Day Jefferson 
announced the Louisiana Purchase to the public.

BEFORE LEWIS AND CLARK

Samuel Lewis, “Louisiana,” in Aaron 

Arrowsmith, A New and Elegant General 

Atlas, 1804

Before the land transfer was finalized, Jefferson 
sent a secret message to Congress requesting 
support for an expedition to the Pacific to be 
undertaken by his personal secretary, Meriwether 
Lewis. Once authorized, the president instructed 
Lewis to “explore the Missouri river, & such principal 
stream of it” in order to discover “the most direct 
& practicable water communication across this 
continent, for the purposes of commerce.” Jefferson 
was keenly aware of the multiple imperial interests 
at play in the Far West, and hoped that improved 
geographical knowledge of the region would 
enable the Americans to leverage their position with 
Europeans as well as native tribes.

Just what did Americans know about the Far 
Northwest before Meriwether Lewis and William 
Clark conducted their expedition? Here is the first 
map of the Louisiana Territory after it was transferred 
to American control, engraved by Samuel Lewis and 
published in Aaron Arrowsmith’s A New and Elegant 
General Atlas. Lewis took a broad view of Louisiana 
in order to situate it within the geography of North 
America. By deemphasizing national and imperial 
boundaries, he drew attention to the topography and 
river systems of the West. 

Lewis based his map on one drawn by Antoine 
Pierre Soulard in 1795. The Spanish governor of 
Louisiana in St. Louis instructed Soulard to survey the 
interior in order to gather geographical intelligence 
about the Mississippi and Missouri river basins. 
Soulard’s map included a few errors that were 
replicated on Lewis’ 1803 map here, and it was those 
errors which led Jefferson to believe that there was a 
viable water route to the Pacific. The most striking of 
these is the nearly uninterrupted chain of relatively 
low mountains from Canada down through New 
Mexico. This suggested that the “Stoney Mountains” 
were narrow and easily traversed, which in turn fueled 
Jefferson’s hope of a transcontinental passage. The 
map also suggests that the headwaters of the Missouri 
River were extremely close to those of the rivers flowing 
west to the Pacific Ocean. This vastly underestimated 
the course and reach of the Missouri, as well as the size 
of the mountains. But the errors on the map show us 
contemporary views of the continent, and by extension 
Jefferson’s motives for the expedition.



114   A HISTORY OF AMERICA IN 100 MAPS

As the previous map reveals, it was the relative 
lack of geographical knowledge that led President 
Jefferson to sponsor an expedition beyond the 
nation’s western boundary to the Pacific Northwest. 
In his official request to Congress, Jefferson argued 
that such an expedition would clarify the geography 
of North America. Like so many before him, he also 
sought to advance trade by discovering a Northwest 
Passage to the Pacific and Asia beyond. Finally, he 
hoped to strengthen the American fur trade relative 
to the British by establishing trading posts along 
the Mississippi River that would receive goods from 
the Missouri and its tributaries. In sum, Jefferson 
had several reasons to send Meriwether Lewis and 
William Clark up the Missouri River in the spring of 
1804. Two years later, the expedition returned to St. 
Louis having traversed more than 7,000 miles. The 
information they brought back utterly reshaped the 
map of North America.

When they set off, Lewis and Clark knew 
comparatively little about the continental interior, 
and what they thought they knew was often wrong. 
There was no navigable passage to the Pacific Ocean, 
nor was there a short portage in the Rocky Mountains 
between the headwaters of rivers running east and 
west. Rather than a single low, narrow chain of 
mountains as depicted on the previous page, Lewis 
and Clark found multiple and complex ranges of 
much higher elevations. This immediately ended 
any hope of an easy overland route. After crossing 
the mountains in both directions and from multiple 
approaches, the expedition brought back a far wider 
picture of the West. 

It took more than ten years for the reconnaissance 
knowledge gained by Lewis and Clark to circulate. 
Once William Clark returned to St. Louis in 1806, 
he spent years compiling a map of the expedition 
to accompany the publication of his journals. Late 
in 1810, the map was redrawn by Samuel Lewis, 
who made the map on page 112 as well. Published 
in 1814 alongside Clark’s journals, it remains one 
of the most important American contributions to 
nineteenth-century geography. 

AFTER LEWIS AND CLARK

“A Map of Lewis and Clark’s Track, 

across the Western Portion of North 

America,” copied by Samuel Lewis from 

the original drawings of William Clark, 

1814

First and foremost, the map captures the extent 
of the Columbia River system in the west and the 
Missouri River system in the east. The great bend of 
the Missouri River was brought into focus, as were 
the proper courses of the Clearwater, Columbia, and 
Snake rivers. Mountains and valleys were elaborated 
in a way that must have awed contemporary viewers. 
The expedition also ended the assumption that 
western rivers remained wide and navigable near 
their headwaters. Instead, Clark described rivers that 
were narrow at their source and that broadened as 
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they flowed circuitously toward the Pacific Ocean  
or the Mississippi River.

Clark’s map was not without errors, of course. 
Because the expedition did not venture south, the 
depiction of the Southern Rockies remained vague 
at best. Moreover, like his contemporaries, Clark 
believed that the headwaters of some of the great 
western rivers—the Colorado, the Rio Grande, the Big 
Horn, and the Yellowstone—converged. And yet these 
limitations detract little from Clark’s achievement in 
drawing a far more complex picture of the American 

Northwest, one that would remain authoritative until 
the expeditions of John Fremont and Charles Wilkes 
in the 1840s. Equally important is the way that the 
expedition—and its map—drew attention to the West 
as a region of its own rather than a pathway to Asia. In 
their voluminous notes, Lewis and Clark detailed the 
West’s Indian populations, resources, and potential 
for settlement. In this sense, Jefferson’s venture was 
eminently successful: though it definitively ended the 
search for a Northwest Passage, it opened an era of 
exploration on the continent itself.
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DEMOCRACY SUBVERTED

“The Gerry-Mander, or Essex South  

District Formed into a Monster!,”  

Salem Gazette, April 2, 1813

Those who bemoan the political polarization of 
our own day may take comfort in knowing that this 
is nothing new. Periods of intense partisanship 
appear throughout American history, and in fact the 
party system itself emerged out of bitter political 
rivalries in the 1790s. Soon after the Americans won 
independence from Britain, intense disagreements 
over federal power, personal liberties, and the 
nation’s future drove the birth of the Federalists and 
the Republicans. 

Moreover, the roughly equal power exercised by 
the two parties in the early republic drove each of 
them to seek any competitive edge they could find. 
In 1811 Massachusetts—which had for years been 
dominated by the Federalists—suddenly turned 
toward the Jeffersonian Republicans. With control 
of both the governorship and the state legislature, 
the Republicans acted to maintain their advantage 
by passing a redistricting bill that coincided with the 
most recent census. Governor Elbridge Gerry signed 
the bill, and Republicans immediately drew electoral 
boundaries that confined Federalists to Essex 
County’s interior in order to minimize their statewide 
voting power. The gambit worked: in the next election 
cycle, with fewer votes the Republicans managed to 
elect more representatives than the Federalists.

The Federalists were understandably outraged, 
and accused the Republicans of fraud. At a Boston 
dinner party, a Federalist examining a map of one 
of the newly configured districts observed that its 
contorted shape resembled that of a salamander. 
Another quipped that the district ought to be deemed 
a “Gerry-Mander,” a jab at the governor who had 
signed the bill. The joke morphed into Elkanah 
Tisdale’s satirical map of the district, first published 
in the Boston Gazette in 1812, and soon reprinted in 
other Federalist papers. The map is not just named 
for Governor Gerry, but also mocks him personally: 
his profile is caricatured with a hooked nose at 
Middleton and a jutting chin at Lynnfield. Gerry was 
a signer of the Declaration of Independence and vice 
president under James Madison. Despite this sterling 
reputation, however, his name would be forever 
associated with political manipulation.

The Federalist Salem Gazette published this  
version of the map as part of a series that excoriated 
the opposition and its tactics. The scandal coincided 
with the outbreak of war with Britain in 1812, which 
Federalists blamed on the Republican president 
James Madison. This explains the Gazette’s urgent call 
for “Federalists! Followers of Washington!” to turn 
out on election day and outvote the Republicans.

The paper accused the Republicans of “unholy  
party spirit,” for in redrawing district boundaries they 
had taken advantage of representative democracy to  
create a permanent political advantage. The nearly 
hysterical rhetoric reveals the level of anger felt by  
the Federalists. Despite the fact that they had 
been the majority party in Massachusetts, shrewd 
measures on the part of the Republicans had 
effectively turned them into a minority. Hence the 
paper’s argument that the Gerry-Mander was not 
just politics as usual, but a technique that “stifles 
the voice of the Majority.” To the Federalists, this 
was nothing less than the betrayal of representative 
government itself.

This rhetoric mobilized the Federalists, who 
regained control of the Massachusetts legislature  
and immediately repealed the redistricting law. But  
the term “gerrymander” stuck, and has been invoked 
ever since to describe perceived unfairness  
in redistricting. 

The practice of gerrymandering long predates 
the term. To those who have used it successfully, 
gerrymandering is a perfectly legal and democratic 
instrument to maximize a party’s representation; 
to those on the losing end, it signals an absolute 
subversion of democracy. In our own time, we have 
been reminded more than once that the electoral 
college operates in the same way, whereby the winner 
of the popular vote may still lose the presidency.

Efforts to redraw boundaries to ensure a particular 
outcome have been reviewed by the Supreme 
Court for decades. Yet the court has overturned 
such redistricting efforts only when they effectively 
diminish the representation of racial minorities. In 
the 1990s Justice Sandra Day O’Connor pushed back 
against bizarrely shaped districts in Texas, arguing 
that they were clearly designed to dilute minority 
voting power. By contrast, the court is only beginning 
to rule efforts to limit the power of a particular party 
as unconstitutional as shown on page 254. The 
upshot is a nation with less competitive elections, 
for voters have been sorted into safer districts. If this 
seems undemocratic, it is as old as the republic itself.
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Educational opportunities for young women exploded 
during the early republic. While girls had routinely 
been educated in their homes before 1800, thereafter 
families began to enroll them in schools. Hundreds 
of female academies appeared to meet this demand, 
ranging from small and temporary enterprises to 
more stable institutions that endure to this day.

Girls were often exposed to the same subjects as 
boys, though with interesting variations. Geography 
was considered essential for both sexes, but for girls 
it often included extensive map-drawing exercises. 
From 1790 to the 1830s, thousands of students 
drew, painted, and stitched maps as part of their 
education. Most common were maps of the nation 
and its capital, shown on pages 100 and 106. Some 
of these were copied and traced, while others were 
drawn freehand, using only the grid of longitude 
and latitude as guides. While most reflect care and 
precision—with carefully composed borders and  
river systems—others bear the marks of more  
artistic freedom. 

Maps and geography were considered particularly 
appropriate material for girls, a “useful” pathway to 
literacy and citizenship that also honed traditional 
feminine skills of “accomplishment” such as painting 
or needlework. As John Pinkerton wrote in 1818 in the 
preface to his own atlas, “[Geography] is a study so 
universally instructive and pleasing that it has, for 
nearly a century, been taught even to females.” Sarah 
Pierce, founder of the Litchfield Female Academy in 
Connecticut, stressed geography and map drawing 
as a way to strengthen “principles of association” and 
“readiness of memory.” For young girls in the new 
republic, the ability to create a map of the nation and 
the world was a mark of one’s education.

This page is taken from the penmanship journal 
of Catharine Cook, who attended a well-established 
school for girls in Vermont. Like her classmates,  
Cook was taught to use penmanship as a way 
to practice other subjects: across several pages 
she wrote out lessons in history, geography, and 
astronomy with elaborate calligraphy. The journal 
concluded with a series of hand-drawn maps: first  
the world, then the nation shown here, and finally  
the individual states.

Cook’s map of the United States is representative 
of an exercise that was undertaken in hundreds of 
schools across the country. She took great care to 
reproduce the formal elements of a map, such as the 
"neatline" around the edge alongside the measures 
of longitude and latitude. The elaborate cartouche 
at lower right reflects Cook’s attention to calligraphy 
and illustration, both of which were integral to the 
curriculum. State names are drawn in a separate 
style of calligraphy, while meticulous application of 
color demarcates boundaries. Together, these details 
reveal the sustained attention that these projects 
required, no doubt as a way to occupy the long school 
days that developed in the nineteenth century. These 
maps took months to complete, and many were then 
publicly evaluated in formal competitions held at the 
end of the school year. The charming misspellings 
on Cook’s map—of Pennsylvania, Lake Superior, 
Louisiana, and Mississippi—remind us that behind 
these projects were individual learners often just 
entering their teenage years.

This map—like so many others—also reflects 
something deeper at work in early nineteenth-century 
education. By drawing their country, these students 
were making the nation real, inscribing its abstract 
boundaries and administrative units and visualizing 
the topography and river systems of distant regions 
that most would never see firsthand. In the process, 
young girls and boys connected themselves to their 
fellow citizens, rendering the nation as a coherent 
and stable entity. Such an exercise was especially 
relevant in the 1810s, when the War of 1812 tested—
and then vindicated—American independence.

Map drawing was more commonly taught to girls 
than boys in this era. Catherine Beecher, founder 
of the Hartford Female Academy, recalled (less 
than fondly) the emphasis on map drawing and 
artistic accomplishment in her own education. Many 
young girls who had been exposed to map work in 
British and American academies went on to become 
teachers to support themselves, and brought these 
exercises with them into an ever growing network of 
schools around the country. The practice declined 
by the 1840s, when inexpensive wall maps, atlases, 
and other cartographic materials flooded the market 
and made it less necessary for students to create 
their own learning materials. Immensely charming 
artifacts, these maps also reveal the daily experience 
of the first generation of girls to be formally 
educated in the new nation.

A SCHOOLGIRL MAPS HER COUNTRY

“A Map of the United States by  

Catharine M. Cook,” 1818
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In 1807 Congress asked the Treasury secretary, Albert 
Gallatin, to survey the country’s entire transportation 
network in order to set priorities for improvements. 
Gallatin’s lengthy and comprehensive response 
has been called the greatest planning document in 
American history. He emphasized the importance 
of infrastructure to integrate the seaboard and the 
interior. A road across the Appalachian range, for 
instance, would draw the west closer to eastern 
settlements, while a network of canals would 
facilitate trade between seaports and the Great Lakes. 
Finally, Gallatin proposed a series of canals to create 
an inland navigation network from Massachusetts to 
southern Georgia. This was an outlandishly expensive 
project for the young nation, but the War of 1812 
forcefully demonstrated the need for an internal 
system of transportation. This was all the more 
important given the sheer size of a country  
that extended from the Mississippi River to the  
Atlantic Ocean.

One of Gallatin’s specific suggestions was 
the construction of a canal from Lake Ontario 
to the Hudson River. New Yorkers responded 
with enthusiasm, and when little federal support 
materialized they took matters into their own hands. 
The state formed a canal commission and appointed 
former New York City mayor DeWitt Clinton as its 
leader. In 1816 the commission proposed a 350-mile 
east–west route from the Hudson River to Lake Erie, 
which former President Jefferson called “a little 
short of madness.” With signatures of support from 
100,000 New Yorkers, however, construction of the 
canal began on Independence Day in 1817.

The Erie Canal used over fifty locks to traverse 
600 feet of elevation, and was far longer than any 
canal in Europe at that time. The project reconfigured 
American geography by connecting the western 
interior to the coast. The old Northwest and the Great 
Lakes region were both brought into the orbit of 
New York City, enlarging its economic prospects at 
the expense of Boston. The canal reduced the cost of 
shipping by over 90 percent, and within a few years 

A LITTLE SHORT OF MADNESS

Cadwallader D. Colden, “New York,” 

1825
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it was transporting a greater volume of material than 
the entire Mississippi River system. This fever of 
activity created new towns all along the route,  
and expanded existing western settlements at  
Buffalo and Detroit. 

The Erie Canal ushered in a canal-building boom 
throughout the country that lasted until the advent 
of railroads in the 1840s. Together with steamboats, 
canals shrank distance, fueled migration, and fed 
commerce, shifting an economy centered on local 
transactions—and often involving barter—to one 
centered on cash. Like the digital revolution of our 
own day, canals advanced communication, realigned 
regional networks, and created entirely new markets. 

The effects are even more striking when we recall 
a map made by Cadwallader Colden in the 1720s 
(page 87). Colden had been sent west to forge an 
agreement with the Iroquois Confederacy that would 
facilitate the safe travel of other tribes through their 
territory. On that map the future path of the Erie 
Canal is in a region characterized as “The Country 
of the Five Nations,” an indication of Iroquois power 
and dominance at that time.

A century later, Colden’s grandson, Cadwallader 
David Colden, oversaw the construction of the canal 
as the mayor of New York City. To commemorate this 
achievement, the younger Colden published a history 
of western New York, stressing that not a single white 
inhabitant lived in the area as late as the 1780s. In 
his history, Colden reprinted his grandfather’s map 
to demonstrate just how much had changed over the 
course of a century.

While the elder Colden mapped western New York 
as Native American land, his grandson presented 
the entire state as the arena of white settlement. 
Moreover, here Colden celebrates the transportation 
improvements and their effect on New York’s 
economic future. Along the bottom of the map,  
cross-sectional diagrams demonstrate the 
engineering achievement not just of the “Grand 
Canal,” but an earlier canal constructed from Lake 
Champlain to the Hudson River. The canals not only 
integrated a geographically expansive state, they 
transformed its presence in the larger region. These 
projects amplified the power and prosperity of New 
York, and profoundly shaped the emerging territories 
of the Midwest. 
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In 1839 newspaperman John O’Sullivan declared that 
the United States was divinely ordained to spread its 
civilization westward. O’Sullivan was not the first to 
claim that American expansion was providential, but 
he did introduce the phrase “Manifest Destiny.” If 
there is a cartographic picture of this idea, here it is. 
As the first map of the United States to encompass 
the entire continent, it anticipates the territorial 
expansion of the 1840s. Yet it was designed not by an 
American but a Scotsman, and published more than 
two decades before O’Sullivan coined the phrase.

John Melish emigrated from Scotland to 
Philadelphia in 1810 to establish the nation’s first 
commercial mapmaking firm. On earlier visits 
he had traveled widely through the country, and 
these experiences served him well in his new 
business venture. Melish settled in Philadelphia at 
an auspicious moment for the new nation, when 
relations between the United States and Britain had 
begun to deteriorate. Though there were multiple 
sources of tension, the breaking point came when the 
British repeatedly impressed American sailors into 
the Royal Navy. Such insults prompted American war 
hawks to demand retaliation, and in 1812 Congress 
declared war against Britain. 

The War of 1812 was widely opposed by 
Federalists, who considered it little more than an 
elaborate maneuver to advance the aims of the 
Republican Party under President James Madison 
(page 116). In the end, no territory was gained from 
Britain, and the half-hearted American effort to 
invade Canada was easily repelled. Yet Americans 
had held their own against a superior British naval 
force, and that was enough to qualify the conflict as a 
second war of independence. The return of peace in 
1815 sparked a sustained wave of patriotism. 

In was in this moment of heightened nationalism 
that Melish began to compile an ambitious new map 
of the United States. The first edition included new 
geographical information brought back by the Lewis 
and Clark expedition (page 114). In the final edition 
of the map (shown here), Melish also described the 
western plains as the “Great Desert,” a phrase that 

A CONTINENTAL FUTURE

John Melish, “Map of the United States, 

with the contiguous British & Spanish 

Possessions,” 1823

had just a year earlier appeared on Stephen Long’s 
new map of the far west based on his own expedition 
of 1819. 

With its elaborate detail, high quality of 
production, and up-to-date information, the map 
instantly became one of the most sought-after 
profiles of North America. It was used in the Adams–
Onís Treaty negotiations of 1819, which transferred 
control of Florida from Spain to the United States. 
It also helped to set the boundary between Spanish 
California and the Oregon Territory at the forty-
second parallel north. 

Yet the map’s enduring power derives not from 
its role in contemporary statecraft, but from a larger 
message. Melish initially designed the map to extend 
to the Rocky Mountains, which formed the nation’s 
western boundary. Yet somewhere in the process 
of compiling it he changed his mind, and decided 
to extend the map far beyond the boundaries of 
the United States to the Pacific Ocean. Upon its 
publication in 1816, Melish explained that his map 
was a “picture,” one that showed “at a glance the 
whole extent of the United States territory from sea to 
sea.” Though much of the Far West was not yet part of 
the United States, Melish found it more aesthetically 
pleasing to include the entire continent, which 
paralleled the “expansion of the human race  
from east to west.” 

By showing the whole continent, Melish 
foreshadowed—and perhaps subtly influenced—the 
nation’s westward trajectory, just as John Mitchell 
had with his map of 1755 (page 94). For instance, he 
outlined the reach of the Missouri Territory in green, 
intentionally leaving its western boundary undefined. 
Just two years later, the US and Britain negotiated 
an agreement to jointly occupy the territory of 
Oregon. The map, oddly, had anticipated the nation’s 
westward reach.

Melish’s map was updated and reissued twenty-
five times. The final version included the new state 
of Missouri, the admission of which in 1820 involved 
an important and controversial compromise over 
slavery. Missouri was admitted to the Union as a slave 
state with the understanding that this institution 
would be barred from all future states carved out of 
the Louisiana Territory north of parallel 36° 30'. In 
documenting this ominous agreement over slavery, 
and encompassing the entire Far West, Melish’s 
monumental map showed Americans not just where 
they were, but also where they were heading.
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A mericans were on the move in the mid-nineteenth 
century, in every sense of the word. Beginning in the 
1830s, westering migrants began to claim land in 
Texas, Oregon, and Utah, well before those regions 

were part of the United States. A few years later, prospectors 
from around the world descended upon the gold fields of 
California, just months after that territory was acquired 
from Mexico. The growing demand for labor in the emerging 
industrial centers of the north drew thousands of Americans 
off the farm, while millions of Europeans joined them in search 
of greater opportunity.

While migration is often narrated in terms of liberation, 
for many it signaled a profound loss of freedom. President 
Andrew Jackson made room for land-hungry settlers and 
prospectors in Georgia by dispossessing Native Americans 
and sending them west. Planters establishing new cotton 
and sugar plantations in Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas 
forced the sale and migration of hundreds of thousands of 
slaves from the upper to the lower South. Nearly 300,000 
prospectors, farmers, and Mormons heading to the Far  
West dramatically disrupted Native American lands on the 
Great Plains. 

Several of the maps in this chapter explore the relationship 
between nineteenth-century migration and national 
expansion. Much of this expansion was driven by technological 
innovation and the rise of a market economy. As shown on 
page 120, the Erie Canal enabled farmers to produce not 
just for their own subsistence and barter but also for distant 
markets. Similarly, Eli Whitney’s cotton gin significantly 
expanded the amount of land cultivated in the South, so that 
by 1860 one-third of the nation’s cotton crop was grown west 
of the Mississippi River. This increase in cultivation stimulated 
Northern textile manufacturing, which in turn made cotton 
the nation’s largest export. In 1858 James Henry Hammond 
declared that “Cotton is king,” meaning that not even the 
English monarchy could challenge the economic might of the 
American South. By then the US was producing 75 percent of 
the world’s cotton supply.

Westward expansion was often led by migrants who 
crossed national borders to settle new land. In the 1820s 
Moses Austin led a group of Southerners to Tejas (the 
territory of today’s Texas) at the invitation of Mexico, which 

hoped to stabilize and develop its northern frontier. In 1836 
those migrants joined with Mexican-born settlers to declare 
themselves independent. Many in this new Republic of 
Texas sought annexation by the United States, but American 
presidents were understandably reluctant to provoke war with 
Mexico or antagonize Northerners who keenly opposed the 
entry of a new slave state into the Union.

Just north of Texas, Congress organized a territory 
dedicated to the “civilized” tribes displaced by the Indian 
Removal Act of 1830. The map on page 130 shows the 
geopolitics—not to mention the injustice—involved in 
President Jackson’s policy of removal. The War Department 
was responsible for protecting these emigrant tribes, while 
also separating them from white settlers to the immediate east 
in Arkansas and Missouri. The result was a complex hierarchy 
of internal and external boundaries that continued to shift as 
the nation expanded westward in the 1840s. 

The annexation of Texas in 1845 prompted a controversial 
war with Mexico, and commercial firms quickly issued maps to 
meet public demand (page 134). At the same time, the federal 
government issued detailed maps to encourage overland 
migration to Oregon and ultimately American control of that 
territory (page 132). The subsequent victory over Mexico 
in 1848 gave the United States control over California, the 
Intermountain West, and an enlarged Texas. The timing was 
remarkable: no sooner had the US acquired California than 
gold was discovered at the foothills of the Sierra Nevada 
Mountains. Within weeks the US military had sponsored  
the most detailed map yet of those mining districts  
(page 136). Each of these three maps was designed to  
advance the nation’s control over the Far West.

Some Americans celebrated this dramatic territorial 
growth as a sign of Providence, while others worried that 
it only extended the life of slavery. As slavery grew, so too 
did Southern regional distinctiveness. In response, many 
Northerners began to assert a contrary identity, one grounded 
in the principle of “free labor.” To be sure, the concept of 
“free labor” was more than a little ironic given that low-wage 
jobs proliferating in the North gave workers little mobility. 
However, by 1850, sectional differences were undeniable. 
As the map on page 138 shows, waves of German and 
Irish immigrants sought the harbors of Boston, New York, 
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Philadelphia, and San Francisco; few chose the South.
Regional differences surfaced in other ways. Evangelical 

revivals fostered an array of social and moral reforms in the 
antebellum era, the most successful of which was temperance. 
The map on page 126 reveals the energy that drove the 
contemporary war against alcohol. While temperance was a 
national crusade, however, most evangelical movements were 
concentrated in the Northern states. Samuel Gridley Howe’s 
effort to teach geography to the blind (page 128) grew out  
of a community of reformers in Boston. Slavery made  
the South more paternalistic, less likely to support social  
reforms, and downright hostile to more assertive movements 
such as abolition.

That reform impulse found political expression in the Whig 
Party, which had organized against President Jackson’s two-
term Democratic administration from 1829 to 1837. Through 
much of the 1840s—even as the nation expanded to the 
Pacific Ocean—Whigs and Democrats maintained national 
constituencies. But in 1854 Stephen Douglas fractured this 
party system by introducing a bill that repealed the prohibition 
against slavery in the Louisiana Territory. The prospect of 
slavery extending north of the 36° 30' line outraged many 
Northerners. They abandoned their Whig and Democrat 
homes to organize a new Republican party, committed to 
the principle that Congress had the obligation to prohibit 
slavery from the western territories. Through the 1850s, John 
Jay and other Republicans urgently issued maps to publicize 
the geographical threat of slavery (page 140). Jay’s map 
demonstrates that it was the fate of slavery in the West, and 
not in the South, that drove the sectional crisis.

The Republicans lost the presidential election of 1856. 
Four years later, they won the electoral college and the White 
House without the support of a single slave state. Slaveholders 
in the Deep South considered the very election of Abraham 
Lincoln a threat to their future; they responded by leaving 
the Union. In his inaugural address, Lincoln made clear that 
he would protect slavery where it existed, his aim being to 
halt the momentum of secession. For a few weeks he kept 
the states of the Upper South in the Union. But in April 1861, 
a crisis at Fort Sumter led the president to call up the militia, 
which prompted Virginia and three other slave states to join 
the Confederacy.

In the first months of the Civil War, Lincoln refused to 
attack slavery, and overruled generals who used their military 
authority to issue emancipation orders in the South. The 
president believed that a conservative policy on slavery was 
needed to keep the loyalty of the border states, particularly 
Kentucky. But the slow progress of the Union Army led 
Lincoln to adopt emancipation as a military measure. Though 
highly limited in scope, the Emancipation Proclamation 
fundamentally shifted the meaning of the war. What began 
as an effort to suppress a rebellion and preserve the Union 
ultimately ended slavery and redefined American citizenship.

Maps played a crucial and often unexpected role in that 
conflict. Here we examine not the many maps designed for 
battle but, rather, those that measured the strength of the 
rebellion. For Lincoln, a path-breaking map of the distribution 
of slavery (page 142) helped him to see that the Confederacy’s 
greatest asset was its labor system. Similarly, data-driven 
maps (page 146) shaped General William Tecumseh 
Sherman’s campaign through Georgia, which ultimately 
accelerated Union victory and the destruction of slavery.

The Civil War ended a brutal labor system that had 
endured for centuries. But the liberation of four million slaves 
was swiftly compromised with the end of Reconstruction.  
In state after state, whites violently subjugated the freedmen 
and attacked Republican leaders in a manner that ultimately 
led to the collapse of Reconstruction governments. The 
map on page 148 shows the dynamics of this resistance in 
New Orleans, a pattern that extended across the South and 
anticipated the future of the entire region: by 1877 the  
nation had abandoned Reconstruction and turned its 
attention elsewhere.
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In 1801 an evangelical camp meeting drew thousands 
to the Kentucky frontier, launching a religious revival 
that quickly spread to every corner of the country. In 
the early stages of this awakening, many evangelicals 
concentrated on individual piety and salvation, but 
by the 1820s they began to focus on social ills such 
as alcohol. It was easy to see why. Between 1800 and 
1830, Americans drank so much that one historian 
dubbed the nation the “Alcoholic Republic.” In 
part this increase in consumption resulted from the 
country’s abundant grain supply, which farmers 
could easily distill into whiskey. But alcohol was also 
integral to American life: often safer than water, it 
was consumed at work, essential to weddings and 
funerals, and ubiquitous on election day.

Temperance activists—aided by influential 
preachers—built an astonishingly effective grassroots 
movement that used extended religious networks to 
spread the message of abstinence. The results were 
stunning. Within ten years of its founding in 1826, the 
American Temperance Society had established 5,000 
branches. These branch organizations convinced 
young and old alike to take the “Cold Water Army” 
pledge and abstain from alcohol entirely. Through 
songs, prayers, and broadsides, they insisted that 
even modest consumption led to drunkenness, sin, 
and early death. Exaggerated as these claims may 
sound, temperance was one of the most successful 
reform movements in the nation’s history. Abraham 
Lincoln was among its adherents, a lifelong 
teetotaler. The temperance movement peaked in the 
1830s and 1840s; by 1855 most states had limited the 
production of alcohol.

Among the more creative temperance advocates 
was the Philadelphia minister John Wiltberger, 
who invited readers to navigate sin and temptation 

THE GEOGRAPHY OF SIN

Reverend John Christian Wiltberger, 

“Temperance Map,” 1838

through this imaginary map. The upper territory lays 
out a geography of righteousness, where Industry, 
Improvement, Prosperity, and Plenty reward those 
who follow the Cold Water River of abstinence. 
But danger lay ahead of those who imbibed even 
modestly. At left, an archipelago seductively presents 
the occasional drink as both pleasing and innocent. 
But beyond the islands of Medicine and Hospitality 
we quickly discover that socially acceptable and 
modest drinking lead to the Sea of Intemperance. 
Along these middle latitudes, among the only ways to 
reach safety or redemption is through the narrow Tee 
Total Railroad. By contrast, how easy it is to submit 
to temptation and descend toward the islands of 
Murder, Larceny, and Poverty; beyond this, one is ever 
more likely to slip into the Land of Inebriation. Such 
a place is rife with danger, offering only False Hopes, 
False Comforts, and Ruin.

Allegorical maps such as this one had long been 
used to model ideals of love, courtship, and propriety. 
But even within this long tradition, Wiltberger’s map 
stands out for its geographical realism and prurient 
detail. With this colorful and inviting image, he 
aimed to preach the gospel of abstinence to a broad 
audience. The result is an elaborate and compelling 
geography that uses fiction to teach that happiness 
comes only through self-denial. Even the orientation 
of the map reinforces the message, for redemption 
lies to the north—toward heaven—while to the south 
lie decay and disorder.

After its extraordinary victories in the 1840s, the 
temperance movement waned before resurging 
when the exploding urban population renewed 
concerns about the use of alcohol among young 
men in the Gilded Age. In the early twentieth 
century, temperance won its greatest triumph in 
the Eighteenth Amendment, which banned alcohol 
for over a decade and inadvertently created an 
underworld economy of speakeasies, black markets, 
and crime. 
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The map on the previous page reflects the creative 
energy of antebellum reformers, who used every 
means at their disposal to rid the country of alcohol. 
The same spirit that animated temperance also infused 
contemporary efforts to modernize schooling. Among 
the leaders of this movement was Horace Mann, who 
broadened access to education and experimented with 
new methods of instruction. Typical of these reformers 
was the Bostonian Samuel Gridley Howe, who 
dedicated himself to educating blind students. 

In 1832 Howe founded the Institution for the 
Education of the Blind, the first school of its kind 
in the United States and now known as the Perkins 
School for the Blind. Such schools had long existed 
in Europe, but Howe broke with tradition by insisting 
that blind students could direct their own education 
by learning to read. In the era before Braille, such 
a task was easier said than done. Howe hoped to 
cultivate literacy through innovative teaching and 
learning materials that improved upon French 
techniques of raised script. In 1835 he designed his 
own raised typeface, which replaced curves with 
streamlined narrow and angled letters to facilitate 
tactile identification. This Boston Line Type was used 
in all of the learning materials at the Institution. 

Throughout the 1830s Howe developed new 
instructional materials, and he made geography 
a foundation of his institutional curriculum.  
Initially, those techniques relied on a tutor, who 
would explain the arrangement of the states and  
then ask the student to do the same. Yet this  
required a sighted interpreter, and Howe wanted 
blind students to learn on their own. Working with 
the printer Samuel Ruggles, he created a massive 
globe that measured almost five feet in diameter. 
The globe still stands in the Perkins History Museum, 
though blind students had difficulty grasping—both 
literally and figuratively—the overall geography of 
the world on such a large apparatus. This inspired 

AN ATLAS FOR THE BLIND

Samuel Gridley Howe and Samuel  

Ruggles, map of Vermont for the  

blind, 1837

Ruggles to produce an atlas that would enable blind 
students to explore geography at their own pace and 
through their own efforts. 

This map of Vermont is from one of the few 
surviving copies of that atlas. Ruggles and Howe 
used dotted lines to mark state and national 
borders and solid lines to trace rivers. They added 
a second parallel line to denote the widening of 
the Connecticut River as it flowed south. Elsewhere 
on the map, unique symbols indicate distinct 
physiographical features. Small hachuring is used to 
mark the mountain ranges across the state, while the 
waters of Lake Champlain and Lake George are set 
off from land by subtle horizontal ridges. Individual 
letters throughout the map reference towns listed 
and described on a separate page. The spare 
markings on the page are designed to maximize 
tactile legibility for the reader.

Whether Howe’s atlas was useful to students is 
hard to say, for some found Boston Line Type difficult 
to master. In spite of that, it quickly became the most 
widely used raised typeface in the country. By 1840 
Howe and Ruggles had published forty-one books 
with Boston Line Type, including the New Testament 
and four geography texts. Tracts extolling the virtues 
of temperance were also published, reflecting Howe’s 
own evangelical and moral convictions. A committed 
opponent of slavery, Howe married Julia Ward, 
who famously penned the overtly Christian “Battle 
Hymn of the Republic” just after the outbreak of the 
American Civil War.

Howe insisted that Boston Line Type was superior 
to coded systems such as Braille. To his mind, the 
latter only further segregated and isolated blind 
readers by using an arbitrary set of symbols instead 
of embossed letters that could be read by those with 
sight and without. But by the turn of the century, 
Boston Line Type and several other systems were 
overtaken by Braille. 

Howe’s atlas—like the schoolgirl map on  
page 118—underscores the concerted effort in the 
antebellum era to widen access to education and 
reach new segments of the population. This drive 
bore significant fruit by the end of the century, when  
nearly every state had established a system of 
common and public schools. 
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The American Southeast had long been inhabited by 
Native Americans when Europeans began to settle 
its shores in the seventeenth century. Among the 
largest of these tribes was the Cherokee Nation, 
which extended from northern Georgia into eastern 
Tennessee and the Carolinas. But the territorial 
domain of the Cherokee rapidly contracted during 
the eighteenth century, and by the Revolutionary  
War they had surrendered half of their land to  
the colonists.

When gold was discovered within the boundaries 
of the Cherokee Nation in the late 1820s, the state 
of Georgia claimed jurisdiction over the land. By 
this time, the Cherokee had established a system 
of education and courts, which prompted the 
federal government to identify them as one of the 
five “civilized tribes” of the Southeast, along with 
the Chickasaw, Creek, Chocktaw, and Seminole. 
Georgia’s presumption of sovereignty was 
immediately challenged by the Cherokee, leading the 
matter into the political and judicial arena. President 
Andrew Jackson sided with the state of Georgia, and 
even proposed a bill to remove the tribes. Jackson 
argued that the removal of the Cherokee was part of 
a long American tradition: just as tribes further north 
had either been removed or eliminated “to make 
room for the whites,” so too should southeastern 
tribes be relocated to the western frontier.

Several southeastern tribes resisted removal, 
and the Supreme Court ruled that Georgia had no 
jurisdiction over Cherokee land. In a rather stunning 
act, Jackson simply ignored the Court’s decision and 
moved forward with removal. He even framed this as 
a benevolent and generous policy that would protect 
tribes from aggressive land seekers. Moreover, 
Jackson argued, removal would enable these Indians 
to pursue “happiness in their own way” while also 
making space for white settlement. Though most 
tribes acquiesced, the Cherokee leader, John Ross, 
continued to resist, pleading with Congress and the 
president to respect Indian sovereignty. 

In 1835 military representatives negotiated with 
several other tribal leaders to accept this “voluntary” 
removal. John Quincy Adams, Jackson’s successor, 
opposed the policy, but even his leadership was no 
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match for land-hungry settlers in Georgia and  
more general anti-Indian sentiment throughout 
America. In 1838 the army forced the remaining  
16,000 Cherokee on an arduous trek to the Indian 
Territory. One quarter of the tribe perished during 
this westward journey.

“The Trail of Tears” ended the presence of Native 
Americans east of the Mississippi. But forcibly 
moving this population west created a new challenge 
of defining—and securing—the nation’s western 
border. The task of establishing a defensive frontier 
fell to the engineer Charles Gratiot, the son of a 
French trader in Spanish St. Louis who was among 
the first graduates of West Point. Gratiot and his 
colleagues in the War Department proposed a 
network of forts and garrisons to accomplish three 
related goals. The first was to protect these emigrant 
tribes from more powerful and aggressive tribes in 
the region, such as the Comanche. The second was 
to keep the peace between the many emigrant tribes 
that had been forcibly relocated to this new territory. 
The third was to separate the emigrant tribes from 
their white neighbors in Arkansas and Missouri.

Here Gratiot mapped out a new defensive frontier 
that would stretch from the Missouri River to the 
northern edge of Texas. Within that corridor, about 
200 miles wide, he identified a network of forts and 
depots that the military could reach within days either 
by roads (marked in red) or by waterways (marked 
in blue). Leavenworth, which had been established 
a decade earlier as a stop on the Santa Fe Trail, now 
became Fort Leavenworth, a base from which the 
military could arbitrate disputes between tribes or 
between tribes and white settlers. Dozens of other 
fortifications formed a militarized frontier both to 
protect emigrant tribes and to segregate them from 
white settlers to the east.

The very fact that the War Department proposed 
such a complex plan underscores the fraught history 
between European settlers and Native Americans 
in North America. After independence, the United 
States had pursued several different Indian policies, 
some of which were more cooperative than others. 
Jackson forcefully implemented a vision of separation 
by creating an altogether new territory for the tribes 
of the Southeast. Though designed to be a perpetual 
home for the emigrant tribes, much of this “Indian 
Territory” would be appropriated for white settlement 
in the Oklahoma land rush in 1890. This was just one 
example of a pattern that characterized the entire 
history of America: permanent Indian territory was 
anything but permanent.
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The map on the previous page captures the 
assumption—first articulated by Thomas Jefferson—
that the Louisiana Territory would become a 
permanent home to Native Americans. That vision 
of the future, however, was complicated when 
thousands of Americans migrated across the Great 
Plains to the Far West. Farmers began heading to 
the fertile lands of Oregon’s Willamette Valley in the 
1830s. In the 1840s, Mormons migrated west to flee 
persecution, followed by thousands of prospectors 
streaming toward the gold fields of California.

These migrants brought Oregon and California 
into the American imagination well before those 
areas were part of the national domain. At the 
same time, the explorer John Charles Fremont 
made a series of expeditions that vastly enlarged 
American geographical knowledge of the western 
interior. Fremont’s expeditions were facilitated by 
his marriage to Jessie Benton, daughter of Missouri 
senator Thomas Hart Benton. A champion of Manifest 
Destiny, Benton forcefully advocated the annexation 
of Texas, and sponsored Fremont’s western 
expeditions as a way to bring the Far West under 
American control.

Fremont’s extended journey of 1843 took him 
through Oregon and California. Upon his return, his 
wife developed his detailed field notes into a memoir 
that burnished his reputation and advanced his 
political career. Even more consequential than the 
memoir were the maps produced by Charles Preuss, a 
German immigrant who had joined two of Fremont’s 
expeditions. Despite a sour temperament and an 
abiding hatred of the outdoors, Preuss created some 
of the most important maps of the American West in 
the 1840s. Among the most impressive of these was a 
seven-sheet series of the Oregon Trail.

OPENING THE OREGON TRAIL

Charles Preuss, “Topographical Map 
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Capt. J. C. Fremont, section IV, 1846
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Preuss drew these maps at the request of David 
Atchison, Missouri’s second senator and as ardent 
an expansionist as Benton. Atchison hoped that 
detailed maps of the Oregon Trail would facilitate not 
just migration but also the construction of strategic 
military forts along the way. To compile the maps, 
Preuss drew from Fremont’s journal as well as his own 
field experience on these expeditions. Shown here is 
the fourth sheet of the series, which covers the area 
of Wyoming just northeast of Casper through South 
Pass to Jackson.

Preuss oriented the maps to show the geography 
that lay immediately ahead on the trail. Each sheet 
gave practical field information about the presence 
of Native Americans as well as climate, wildlife, 
fuel, and game. Information about temperature and 
rainfall was especially welcome in the 1840s, for 
detailed knowledge of climate in this region—long 
stereotyped as the “Great American Desert”—would 
not be widely available for another decade. For 
all these reasons, Preuss’ maps were among the 
most important and accurate profiles of western 
geography of the time. The Mormons also used the 
maps, though ironically their goal was not Oregon 
or California, but instead the blank spaces south of 
the trail in what was then northern Mexico. There, 
they hoped to live and worship together free from the 
persecution that plagued them in the United States.

By the time the maps were published, the nation 
was at war with Mexico and negotiating with Britain 
over control of the Oregon Territory. Ultimately, 
both of these engagements enlarged the nation’s 
reach to the Pacific Ocean. Once these territories 
were secured, maps such as Preuss’ supported a 
mass migration to the Far West. From 1840 to 1860, 
300,000 Americans made the overland trail to Utah, 
Oregon, and California. In this context his maps 
of the Oregon Trail are not just passive records of 
geographical information but active instruments of 
national expansion. If 1846 was indeed the “year of 
decision” for the United States in the West, as Bernard 
DeVoto has argued, Preuss and Fremont guided these 
decisions. Their detailed maps enabled Americans to 
see, understand, and take control of the West. 
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The map of the Oregon Trail on the previous page 
was published immediately after the United States 
annexed Texas, and just before it acquired California, 
Oregon, and the Intermountain West. We often 
consider this enormous growth in the mid-1840s as 
an inevitable stage of American history, but it hinged 
on a series of highly contested events. Just as maps 
of the Oregon Trail stimulated the imagination of 
migrants and expansionists, so too did this pocket 
map show Americans a much larger West that would 
come almost entirely under American control by 1848.

The question of Texas had long bedeviled 
Americans. In 1821 Mexico achieved independence 
from Spain, thereby inheriting a vast North American 
empire that encompassed California, Texas, and 
everything in between. Officials in Mexico City 
struggled to control these distant territories against 
raids by equestrian bands of Apache and Comanche 
that roamed across what is now Texas and Oklahoma. 
Hoping to fortify this northern frontier, Mexico 
offered land to Americans in exchange for vague 
promises to convert to Catholicism. By 1835, 35,000 
Americans had migrated west into Texas, many of 
them slaveholders intending to grow cotton. Mexico 
responded by outlawing slavery in 1829 and closing 
the border to Americans the following year. Both 
strategies proved fruitless: Americans continued 
to immigrate into Texas illegally, and the slave 
population increased.

Relations between Americans and Mexicans 
in Texas also deteriorated, the result of cultural 
differences and the desire among many whites to 
separate from Mexico. In 1836 a group of these 
American settlers—and a few Mexican allies—
declared themselves an independent republic and 
immediately sought annexation by the United States. 
Washington demurred for fear of provoking a war 
with Mexico, which refused to acknowledge Texas 
as an independent state. Moreover, the admission 
of Texas to the Union would immediately upset the 
delicate balance between slave and free states in 
Congress. Texas thus remained independent for the 
next nine years. Then, in 1844, the Democrat James 
Polk campaigned for the presidency on a platform  
of national expansion. His victory signaled a political 
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shift, and sitting President John Tyler immediately 
proposed to annex Texas.

At the end of 1845 President Polk celebrated the 
addition of Texas as “a bloodless achievement.” 
He aimed to continue that momentum by pressing 
Congress to negotiate a favorable boundary with  
Great Britain in Oregon. Thousands of Americans 
had already migrated to the Far West, well before it 
was part of the country. Soon those settlers began to 
demand federal protection, forcing the question of 
whether the United States ought to annex Oregon as  
it had Texas. Faced with their cries of “54° 40' or Fight,” 
Polk advocated a boundary across the forty-ninth 
parallel north, marked on the map in dark ink. The 
British countered by proposing a border further south 
on the Columbia River, along with a smaller American 
province on the coast. The United States rejected the 
offer, and ultimately won a national boundary on the 
forty-ninth parallel.

Meanwhile, Mexico treated the American 
annexation of Texas as a violation of national 
sovereignty. Here Samuel Augustus Mitchell’s highly 
popular pocket map claimed the Rio Grande as the 
southern border of Texas, though Mexico insisted that 
the Nueces River to the north was the proper boundary. 
That dispute led to a war that engulfed California as 
well, which in turn declared its own independence 
from Mexico. Though the war was brief, it remains one 
of the most divisive in American history, regarded by 
many Northerners as a naked land grab on behalf of 
slaveholders and expansionists. Others worried that 
the nation’s belligerence and aggressive growth had 
transformed it into a corrupt and overextended empire.

Mitchell’s map captures all of these geopolitical 
shifts of the 1840s. It was particularly valuable to 
Mormons, tens of thousands of whom were then 
fleeing persecution in the Midwest. Just weeks after the 
map was published, Brigham Young asked for copies  
to aid the exodus of the Latter-Day Saints to Deseret, 
later Utah. With information about travel distances  
and geography, Mitchell’s map was a reliable, 
inexpensive, and portable companion for Mormons 
leaving the United States. Little did they realize that 
their refuge in northern Mexico would soon become 
American territory. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 
ended the war with Mexico in 1848, and granted all  
of “Upper California,” depicted in pink, to the United 
States. Within days, the discovery of gold in California 
had sparked a frenzied worldwide migration to San 
Francisco that is detailed on the next map.
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On February 2, 1848, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 
ended the war with Mexico and extended American 
territory to the Pacific Ocean. Just days before the 
treaty was signed, a New Jersey carpenter found a 
few pieces of gold on the American River in central 
California. He shared his discovery discreetly with  
the mill’s owner, John Sutter, who tried in vain to  
keep the news quiet. After visiting the site, California’s 
military commander Richard Mason informed his 
superiors that there was enough gold in the country 
drained by the Sacramento and San Joaquin rivers 
to finance the war with Mexico one hundred times 
over. Mason described a frenzied scene, with sailors 
deserting their ships, artisans abandoning their shops, 
and soldiers leaving their military posts from Sonoma 
to Monterey to seek their fortune in the Sierra Nevada 
foothills. His breathless report fueled a worldwide lust 
for gold that drew thousands to San Francisco.

Mason’s report in the summer of 1848 was 
accompanied by this map, one of the first based on 
observation rather than speculation. Compiled by 
Lieutenant Edward Ord, it depicts the topography  
and river system of the Central Valley with a focus on 
its mineral resources. The map is centered on Sutter’s 
Fort, but describes subsequent gold found to the 
north and south and the roads to access each.  
It promised even greater riches by locating reports  
of gold discoveries along several rivers flowing out  
of the Sierra Nevada Mountains to the east. 

By focusing on the land and mineral resources, 
Ord presented a landscape that was relatively devoid 
of human settlement. He marked sites of mines, 
mills, and diggings, but made little mention of 
Native Americans and others living in the Sacramento 
Valley. In this respect the map suggested a vacant 
land of abundant wealth, with few obstacles to 
development. The topographic and mineral detail 
on the map abruptly ends at the peak of the Sierra 
Nevada, beyond which knowledge was limited. Ord 

GOLD IN CALIFORNIA

E. O. C. Ord, “Topographical Sketch  

of the Gold & Quicksilver District of  

California, July 25th, 1848”

also shrewdly marked the quicksilver mines near 
San Francisco Bay, which by 1851 produced half of 
the global supply of mercury, the chemical element 
needed to refine gold.

Though the map was made by an agent of the 
US military, in both form and content it served as 
an invitation to prospecting. Together with Mason’s 
report, it was eagerly received by President Polk, who 
celebrated the discovery of gold as a sign of American 
providence and Manifest Destiny. Victory over Mexico 
yielded massive territorial gains, while negotiations 
with Britain made Oregon Territory part of the United 
States. In the closing months of his presidency, Polk 
marveled at this geographical transformation. The 
Mississippi River, which had originally marked the 
nation’s western boundary, no longer reached even 
its midpoint. Polk predicted that California would 
soon be as important as the Louisiana Purchase, with 
San Francisco Bay rivaling the commercial reach of 
New Orleans.

Yet this territorial growth also brought serious 
strains. Conflicts with Indian tribes in California and 
elsewhere in the West reminded the president that this 
land had long been inhabited. Even more urgent were 
the political concerns that slavery might extend into 
California. The president dismissed these by arguing 
that the climate and soil of the West would never 
support large-scale agriculture. But he also defended 
the interests of slaveholders by acknowledging and 
validating the state rights arguments that had begun 
to emerge in the South. Polk proposed to settle the 
crisis by extending the Missouri Compromise line—
which divided free from slave territories along the 
36° 30' parallel—to the Pacific. Instead, arguments 
over the fate of these new territories raged until a 
series of compromises strengthened protections for 
slavery in the South in exchange for the admission of 
California as a free state.

In a larger sense, the timing of these events 
demonstrates that there was nothing providential 
about the expansion of the United States between 
1803 and 1848; rather, these territorial gains came 
through purchase, negotiation, military force, 
and—in the case of the California gold fields—
extraordinary good fortune.
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The national population expanded significantly  
in the first half of the nineteenth century, from  
5.3 million in 1800 to 23 million by 1850. In the initial 
decades that growth was primarily a result of internal 
reproduction, but subsequently the population 
grew even faster owing to a robust wave of European 
immigration. From 1840 to 1860, over 4 million 
people entered the United States, chiefly from 
Germany and Ireland.

These two immigrant groups came from very 
different circumstances. The Irish potato famine 
killed over a million people and drove a million more 
to seek opportunities in the United States, Canada, 
and Australia. Without money or education, most 
took low-wage and unskilled manufacturing jobs in 
the emerging industrial centers of the Northeast, 
especially Boston, New York, and Philadelphia. 
By contrast, German immigrants to the United 
States were often refugees of the failed European 
Revolutions of 1848 seeking greater political and 
religious freedoms. Many of these “Forty-Eighters” 
were skilled and educated, and made significant 
contributions to American science and culture.  
Two maps in this chapter were the result of 
innovations introduced by German surveyors, 
engineers, and lithographers (pages 132  
and 142).

German immigrants were also more likely 
than their Irish counterparts to seek out farming 
opportunities in the Midwest. This quest was 
stimulated by innumerable guidebooks in the 1850s 
advising immigrants on everything from cultural 
assimilation to promising occupations. The guides 
encouraged them to take up land further west if they 
hoped to recreate their home communities. Over time 
these chain migrations produced rural and urban 
German settlements throughout the Upper Midwest 
and in Cincinnati, St. Louis, Chicago, and Milwaukee.

This richly colored map was part of that immigrant 
literature. At first glance, it shows prospective 
emigrants a range of destinations that awaited them 
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in America. But a closer look shows not only patterns 
of immigration but also the more fundamental 
dynamics that contributed to the Civil War. With 
traditional typography, which would have been 
familiar to its German readers, the map identifies 
cities and towns across the country and the distance 
from each to ports along the Atlantic coast. Railroads 
marked in red and canals in blue show modes of 
transportation, and together they conveyed greater 
regional networks. Canals, roads, and railroads 
closely integrated the Northeast and the Midwest, 
while transportation in the South was largely limited 
to rivers and a few railroads. This signaled not just the 
absence of industrialization in the South but also the 
relative isolation of that region within the nation.

While the Southern economy was also growing,  
it was not diversifying. Cotton production boomed 
in the 1850s, but the region invested little in 
infrastructure, industrialization, or transportation. 
Moreover, a system built on slavery left few 
opportunities for immigrant labor. In this sense, 
the map gives us not only a German perspective 
on migration but also a snapshot of the forces 
that were differentiating North from South. As the 
Northern states rushed headlong into urbanization 
and industrialization, Southern states did neither. 
Immigrants keenly understood the implications of 
these decisions. Germans settled small pockets in 
eastern Texas, but for the most part the South held 
little appeal or opportunity. And, while Germans may  
have gravitated more than the Irish toward rural  
areas and the Midwest, both groups decisively 
avoided the South.

German and Irish immigrants faced severe 
and ugly discrimination in the 1850s. Large 
concentrations of the Irish in urban areas sparked 
sharp resistance from native-born whites who feared 
competition for jobs as well as the influence of 
Catholicism in a largely Protestant culture. For a few 
years, anti-immigrant sentiment was as powerful a 
political force as opposition to slavery. “Nativism” 
burned hot in the 1850s, fueled by both ethnic 
prejudice and very real economic anxieties. But, 
despite virulent anti-foreign sentiment, immigrants 
continued to choose Northern and Midwestern 
destinations. In doing so, they further advanced the 
industrial trends that were separating the North 
from the South. In this regard immigration was both 
a cause and a consequence of the growing sectional 
divide within the United States.
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On January 4, 1854, the Democratic Party’s most 
powerful senator introduced a bill that prompted 
a national crisis and disrupted the entire political 
landscape. The Illinois senator, Stephen Douglas, 
designed the bill to unify the Democrats and bring 
him one step closer to the White House. Instead 
it tore his party apart and contributed to a violent 
reckoning over slavery in the West.

Douglas proposed the bill to organize the 
two large territories of Kansas and Nebraska for 
settlement, as shown on this map. They had been 
considered Indian territory until westward expansion 
led many to press for more land opportunities in 
the 1850s. This reconsideration of the territory was 
also driven by plans for a transcontinental railroad. 
Douglas preferred a northern route through his native 
Chicago, but knew that this would require support 
from the Southern wing of his party. For themselves, 
Southern Democrats insisted on the party’s explicit 
commitment to defending and expanding slavery.

To curry favor with Southern Democrats, Douglas 
included a provision in the Kansas–Nebraska bill 
that granted future settlers of these two territories 
the right to determine the legality of slavery for 
themselves. He believed that this eminently 
“democratic” solution would appeal to everyone 
in his party, but he was utterly wrong. Thirty-four 
years earlier, Congress had made slavery illegal in 
the Louisiana Territory north of the 36° 30' line, just 
south of Kansas. With his new bill, Douglas cavalierly 
overturned the Missouri Compromise, which 
had endured for over three decades. Slavery had 
historically been limited to the American South;  
now it had license to spread throughout the West.

This supreme political miscalculation 
inadvertently galvanized opposition to slavery across 
the political spectrum. Most Northerners cared little 
about the fate of African Americans, but the prospect 
of slavery expanding into the West both terrified 
and enraged them. The backlash was far worse 
than Douglas could have imagined, and it drove 
disaffected Whigs and Democrats together to form 
the new Republican Party. What united this diverse 
group was the conviction that Congress had not just 
the right but also the obligation to bar slavery from the 
western territories. Republicans believed that slavery 
was wrong, but even more pressing was their vision of 
the territorial west as protected for free whites.

THE GEOPOLITICS OF SLAVERY
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When Kansas opened for settlement later that 
year, the worst fears of Northerners were realized. 
Armed and passionate opponents of slavery flooded 
into the territory to fight equally determined pro-
slavery agitators. The violent skirmishes of “Bleeding 
Kansas” incensed Republicans, but they also 
provided a rallying cry for their party and enlarged its 
following. In 1856, Republicans mounted their first 
presidential campaign and nominated the heroic 
western explorer John Fremont as their candidate 
(see page 132). As the nation’s first entirely sectional 
party, the Republicans faced an uphill battle. They 
worked to recruit votes by championing “Free Soil, 
Free Labor, Free Men, Fremont!”

This is just one of many maps issued by the 
Republicans during that campaign of 1856. All 
of these maps and broadsides excoriated the 
Democratic Party for betraying the nation’s future. 
Here, John Jay—grandson of the revolutionary 
founder—warned of a future dominated by slavery. 
He annotated the map with census statistics to 
demonstrate that a conspiracy of slaveholders 
controlled the nation’s institutions, resources, and 
political power. 

Maps like Jay’s were everywhere during the 
campaign, visual arguments that the fate of the West 
hinged on the election. To be sure, there were doubts 
about the viability of plantation agriculture in the 
arid West. Moreover, by this time  Washington and 
Oregon had largely been established and settled as 
free territories. But the stark urgency of the map is 
the key to its power, for it reminded Americans that 
slavery continuously divided the nation and its parties 
along sectional lines. Similar maps were issued in 
German, aimed at drawing immigrants away from the 
Democrats and into the Republican fold.

Jay’s map also reminds us that what heightened 
opposition to slavery in the 1850s was the prospect 
of its expansion into the West rather than its 
longstanding presence in the South. In 1857 the 
Supreme Court seemed to confirm Republican 
fears by expanding the rights of slaveholders in the 
territories through its Dred Scott v. Sanford decision. 
The majority opinion—like the Kansas–Nebraska 
Act—infuriated Republicans and swelled their  
ranks. Three years later, they elected Abraham 
Lincoln to the presidency.
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In 1856 John Jay captured the urgency of the sectional 
crisis by starkly differentiating “America free, or 
America slave” (page 140). Four years later, those 
divisions were realized when Abraham Lincoln was 
elected president without any Southern support. 
Within weeks of Lincoln’s victory, South Carolina 
had seceded from the Union; by February 1, seven 
states of the Deep South had followed, and together 
they formed the Confederacy. Lincoln took office 
in early March, and used his inaugural address to 
defuse the crisis by reminding Southerners that he 
had yet to take any action against slavery. For a time 
he kept the states of the upper South in the Union. In 
April, however, South Carolina attacked Fort Sumter, 
prompting Lincoln to call up a volunteer militia to 
suppress the rebellion. Many Virginians considered 
this a hostile act by the federal government, 
and voted to join the Confederacy. Within weeks 
Arkansas, North Carolina, and Tennessee had 
followed.

The secession crisis prompted the nation’s military 
and civilian agencies to mobilize for war. The US 
Coast Survey harvested its extensive knowledge of 
Southern coastlines and harbors to prepare for a 
potential blockade. The Coast Survey also sent its 
men into the field to refine its understanding of 
both terrain and waterways, producing thousands of 
detailed charts to aid Union strategy. But even before 
the war began the agency had been a crucial source 
of experimental maps. 

Among the most impressive of these were two 
groundbreaking maps of the distribution of slavery. 
The first profiled Virginia, and the second—shown 
here—covered the entire South. The map elegantly 
and innovatively used shading to indicate the density 
of the slave population in each county. While Jay’s map 
on the previous page simply divides the country into 
two categories, the Coast Survey map reveals a far 
more complex and varied geography of slavery. Darkly 
shaded areas throughout the cotton belt and the Lower 
Mississippi River show high dependence on slavery, 
while lighter areas indicate its relative absence.

The Coast Survey’s map was used to raise money 
for the Sanitary Commission, a civilian volunteer 
organization founded in 1861 to support the Union 
Army. The Superintendent of the Coast Survey—
Alexander Dallas Bache—served as the Commission’s 
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treasurer, and no doubt provided the map for this 
fundraising effort. Its implicit message is that slavery 
caused the rebellion. At a glance, it is clear that the 
states of the Deep South that led secession were also 
those with the highest concentration of slaves. This 
message is reinforced by the table at the bottom 
of the map, which lists states according to their 
dependence upon slavery. This hierarchy almost 
precisely corresponded to the order in which the 
states left the Union. All of these cues embedded in 
the map reminded the public that the rebellion was 
driven by slavery.

The Coast Survey’s decision to experiment with 
this type of statistical mapping shaped the uses of 
cartography during and after the Civil War. Among 
those who helped to create the map of slavery was 
Captain William Robert Palmer, an engineer with the 
Corps of Engineers who worked for the Coast Survey 
during the war. Palmer sent copies of the initial map 
of slavery in Virginia to military leaders as well as 
to members of President Lincoln’s cabinet. Lincoln 
himself was captivated by the map of the South, and 
kept it close at hand.

In the president’s mind, the map revealed the 
strengths and weaknesses of the Confederacy in a 
way that topographic maps could not. While many 
viewers were drawn to the dark spaces on the map, 
Lincoln used it to understand that the Confederacy 
might be most fragile in areas where slaves were 
absent. For instance, in the early months of the war 
the president held out hope that a railroad from 
Kentucky toward the Cumberland Gap or Knoxville 
might provide a lifeline to Southerners in eastern 
Tennessee who staunchly resisted the Confederacy. 
More generally, a map like this reinforced Lincoln’s 
belief that secession had been imposed upon the 
South by a minority of slaveholders. With time and 
resources, he argued, the Confederacy might be 
overturned from within.

We know of Lincoln’s close attention to this map 
through the diary of the painter Francis Bicknell 
Carpenter. In September 1862 Carpenter read about 
Lincoln’s preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, 
which gave the military the power to liberate slaves 
as it moved through the rebel states. Carpenter 
was deeply moved by Lincoln’s announcement, and 
believed it to be of national and moral importance 
second only to the Declaration of Independence. As 
an artist, he sought to capture the moment when the 
president revealed the plan of emancipation to his 
cabinet. Not only did Lincoln agree, but in early 1864 
he invited Carpenter to set up a studio in the White 
House. The portrait that resulted is featured on the 
next page.
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Like many Americans, the artist Francis Bicknell 
Carpenter was heartened by President Abraham 
Lincoln’s announcement of the Emancipation 
Proclamation in 1862. At the invitation of the 
president, Bicknell set up shop in the White  
House in 1864 in order to prepare a portrait to 
commemorate this policy, which fundamentally 
changed the meaning of the war. As the battle raged 
on, Carpenter set to work, studying each member 
of the cabinet in order to reproduce the scene as 
authentically as possible.

One day in the executive chamber, the artist was 
struck by a map “showing the slave population of  
the Southern States in graduated light and shade.”  
It was in fact the Coast Survey’s map of slavery 
(shown on the previous page), heavily used in the 
White House. Thereafter Carpenter noticed that 
President Lincoln frequently consulted the map, and 
so he decided to include it in the portrait. Carpenter 
took the map back to the studio in order to study it 
more closely.

The president often visited Carpenter’s studio as 
a relief from the pressures of the war and to monitor 
the progress of the portrait; on his next visit he 
immediately exclaimed “you have appropriated my 
map, have you? I have been looking all around for it.” 
The president then picked up the map and took it to 
the window. There he traced Hugh Judson Kilpatrick’s 
recent raid around Richmond, and observed that, if it 
was successful, the Union Army would liberate quite 
a few slaves.

Carpenter took pains to include the map in 
his portrait because the president used it. Before 
emancipation it helped Lincoln assess the strength of 
Confederate sentiment, and thereafter it showed him 
the military’s progress in destabilizing the enemy’s 
greatest resource. The president had access to 
innumerable maps, but very few like this. It confirmed 
his belief that secession was not about state rights 
but about the defense of slavery. It revealed that 
slavery varied tremendously across the South, which 
in turn shaped his military strategy. Little wonder 
then that when President Lincoln saw Carpenter’s 
finished portrait, he singled out the slave map in the 
lower right corner as one of its most satisfying details.

Francis Bicknell Carpenter,  

First Reading of the Emancipation  

Proclamation of President Lincoln, 1864

LINCOLN’S MAP
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In early 1864, Union Commander Ulysses S. Grant 
instructed General William Tecumseh Sherman and 
his army to strike at the heart of the Confederacy. 
Sherman and his men were to pursue General Joseph 
Johnston’s army into Georgia in order to destroy 
the enemy and its resources. Grant’s directive 
became the basis for the Atlanta Campaign, in which 
Sherman’s armies marched from northwest Georgia 
to Atlanta from May to September. Sherman then 
spread his men up to sixty miles wide on a march 
toward Savannah before heading north through the 
Carolinas. The timing of the campaign was crucial:  
it brought Georgia to its knees and gave the Union  
a crucial military victory. This in turn contributed to 
the re-election of President Lincoln in November.

Sherman’s march has been judged brilliant and 
brutal, necessary and vindictive. Either way, it was the 
most ambitious campaign of the war, for it required 
him to take his armies far beyond the reach of Union 
lines. To execute the mission, Sherman relied on a 
crack team of mapmakers in the field who delivered 
detailed profiles of the terrain that were far superior 
to those of the enemy. But before Sherman even 
arrived in Georgia he immersed himself in census 
data to learn how and where his men could survive 
off the land after they were cut loose from their 

GENERAL SHERMAN AND THE LOGIC OF DESTRUCTION

Map of Georgia (1839), annotated  

for military use, circa 1864

chain of supply. Early in the war he even asked the 
superintendent of the Census for strategic maps of 
Southern resources, seeking to harness this data for 
military purposes.

The Census Office had been experimenting 
with data maps since the beginning of the war in 
the hopes of aiding Union forces. Among the most 
relevant of these efforts for Sherman was this large 
1839 postal map of Georgia, which marked roads 
and rivers. This limited information was ideal, for it 
enabled clerks to add new counties, then to annotate 
each with data from the most recent census. As 
shown in the updated legend, each county listed the 
population of whites, “free coloreds,” slaves, and 
men of military age. That final figure enabled the 
army to calculate roughly how many men would be 
serving in the Confederate forces, and likely absent 
from the region.

The information on resources and livestock was 
just as valuable, for the war had turned routine 
census data into military intelligence. Corn and 
hogs could be eaten, while sugar and cotton could 
be burned. The information on slavery was no less 
useful. Sherman’s army encountered approximately 
90,000 slaves in the Georgia campaign: they 
constituted more than half of the population 
then present in those counties. A total of 14,000 
emancipated men, women, and children attached 
themselves to his army. Those left behind struggled 
to survive, for Sherman attacked not just the 
Confederacy but also its food. By destroying corn  
as well as cotton, he subjected the weakest members  
of society to the greatest deprivation.

Sherman’s actual march through Georgia was 
no doubt guided more by the sophisticated maps 
produced by his team of mapmakers and surveyors, 
as well as the terrain itself. But his quest to harvest 
this census information did prompt some of the 
nation’s early data maps. These hastily compiled 
documents, in turn, helped Sherman to conceive 
and to undertake the operation in the first place. 
The general admitted as much at the end of the war, 
writing that the information supplied by the Census 
Office helped his armies to identify supply routes 
“which otherwise would have been subjected to blind 
chance, and it may be to utter failure.” Armed with 
this information, he wrote, “I knew exactly where 
to look for food.” Without it, “I would not have 
undertaken what was done and what seemed a puzzle 
to the wisest and most experienced soldiers of the 
world.” In other words, it was the data that enabled 
Sherman to see what was possible as he prepared a 
march that shattered Confederate resolve.
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Well before the end of the Civil War, congressional 
Republicans and President Lincoln began to 
anticipate reunification. Lincoln argued that the 
Confederate states ought to be swiftly restored to 
the Union once each abolished slavery by ratifying 
the Thirteenth Amendment. Many Republicans in 
Congress balked at this, believing that the severity of 
the rebellion and the human cost of the war gave the 
government latitude to reconstruct the defeated slave 
states before readmitting them to the Union.

At bottom, the debate over Reconstruction was 
a referendum on the war itself. Beyond the end of 
slavery, what did victory mean? Should the rebel 
states be brought back in as they were, or was it 
necessary to dismantle the power structure that led 
this insurrection? What punishment—if any—would 
Confederates face for taking up arms against the 
Union? Such questions were especially critical for 
the freedmen, since there were no guarantees that 
Southern states would respect their civil rights.  
These and other questions bedeviled Congress and 
the president long before General Lee conceded 
defeat in April 1865.

Congress passed a Republican plan of 
Reconstruction in 1867, though it was weakened 
by intraparty disagreement and Southern white 
intransigence. Former Confederates chafed at the 
federal government’s continued occupation of the 
South, not to mention the imposition of political 
reforms. Many Southern Democrats also objected 
to the federal government’s grant of citizenship 
privileges to the freedmen, such as the right to vote 
enshrined in the Fifteenth Amendment. In short, 
from 1867 to 1877 Reconstruction involved a series 
of overlapping and often violent power struggles 
between the national government and the states, 
North and South, Republicans and Democrats. 

Confused and enraged by emancipation, and 
stung by military defeat, many Southern whites 
turned their opposition to Reconstruction into 
outright resistance. The “Battle of New Orleans” was 
one such act of Southern defiance that drew national 
attention. It began after Republican William Pitt 
Kellogg was elected governor of Louisiana in 1872. 
Kellogg had moved south from Vermont after the war, 
a “carpetbagger” sympathetic to Reconstruction. 
Democrats opposed to Kellogg coalesced around the 
White League, a paramilitary organization dedicated 

THE DEFEAT OF RECONSTRUCTION

T. S. Hardee, “Battle of New Orleans for 

Freedom,” 1874

to preserving and restoring white rule in Louisiana.  
In rural parishes, the White League regularly 
threatened and assassinated Republicans in order  
to intimidate voters and undermine Reconstruction.

In the summer of 1874 the League quickly 
recruited 1,500 men to overturn Kellogg’s 
administration, conducting armed drills around the 
city to demonstrate their strength. On September 
12 the police sealed off the levee after learning that 
these men were expecting a large shipment of arms. 
Incensed White Leaguers converged on the Clay 
Statue on Canal Street to erect several barricades 
along Poydras Street. The police prepared for battle, 
while the newly elected governor retreated to the 
Custom House after commissioning the former 
Confederate General James Longstreet to defend the 
government and protect the city. 

Thousands watched as the White League routed 
the police along Canal Street, driving them back 
along lines of “retreat” that are identified on the map. 
The League immediately declared victory, installed 
their own governor, and demanded that Kellogg 
resign. This map was made at that moment by the city 
surveyor and White League supporter T. S. Hardee, 
who framed the conflict as a battle for “freedom,” an 
American “revolution” against Reconstruction. He 
described a revolt of “plain citizens” who heroically 
resisted a tyrannical and arrogant Republican 
government, martyrs for a noble cause rather than 
vigilantes. Hardee made no mention of the thirteen 
policemen killed by the White League on that day.

Within days President Grant restored Kellogg as 
governor, but the momentum behind Reconstruction 
had already begun to wane. Just as Kellogg lost the 
Battle of New Orleans, the Republicans lost the larger 
war over Reconstruction. After the highly contested 
1876 election, the Republican president Rutherford 
Hayes agreed to withdraw the remaining federal 
troops from the South. White “Redeemer” Democrats 
swiftly returned to office and began to restrict 
black civil and voting rights. In state after state, 
armed resistance, intimidation, and violence ended 
Reconstruction. In Louisiana, the White League even 
served as the state militia.

This map of a single street fight captures the open, 
violent, and extralegal opposition to Reconstruction 
across the South in the 1870s. The Battle of New 
Orleans was celebrated for decades, and in 1891 the 
city even erected a statue to commemorate what 
locals considered a proper act of defiance. That 
monument to white supremacy remained for over a 
century before Governor Mitch Landrieu ordered its 
removal in the spring of 2017.
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T he United States experienced one of the most rapid 
and thorough economic transformations in modern 
history after the Civil War. Industrialization was 
characterized by boom-and-bust cycles that affected 

urban and rural Americans alike. Though we commonly date 
this economic upheaval to the 1870s, in fact industrialization 
was accelerated by the exigencies of the war itself. Ironically, 
while the Civil War destroyed much of the economic capacity 
of the South, it catalyzed industrialization in the Northern 
states. The logistical demands of the Union war effort refined 
existing technologies such as the telegraph, which delivered 
intelligence to the military and news to the home front. 
Lucrative defense contracts expanded the nation’s economic 
capacity, while the wartime mobilization of resources and 
capital ushered in a system of large-scale production that 
demanded a steady supply of inexpensive and relatively 
unskilled labor. By the end of the century, most Americans 
lived in urban areas and worked for wages.

At the center of this economic revolution were the 
railroads. Railroad track mileage tripled between 1860 
and 1880, and then tripled again by 1920. This astounding 
growth brought railroad companies unprecedented power 
and influence. Initially hailed as technological wonders, the 
railroads provoked scorn and rage across the country by the 
1870s, and for good reason. They benefited disproportionately 
from federal subsidies, especially the enormous land grants 
made to stimulate transcontinental rail construction. They 
fueled growth in some years, but sparked financial ruin in 
others. As feats of engineering, a mode of transportation, an 
economic force, and sources of corruption, railroads were 
both a cause and a consequence of industrialization.

More generally, this chapter explores the modernization 
of American society from the end of Reconstruction to the 
eve of World War I. We begin with maps designed to unearth 
one of the raw materials of industrialization: coal. The earliest 
geological map of Virginia on page 152 was part of a concerted 
effort by state leaders to rebuild the economy after the Civil 
War. Over the next two decades, coal mining drew Kentucky 
and the Virginias into an international web of economic 
relationships that fundamentally changed the lives of its 
people. All of this hinged on the construction of railroads, 
for without transportation—which required significant 

capital—the coal of Appalachia was of little value (page 154).
The outsized influence of the railroads was felt everywhere. 

When these corporations announced yet another round of 
wage cuts in the summer of 1877, angry workers in West 
Virginia organized a strike that quickly spread widely along 
the country’s rail routes. In Pittsburgh, the strike culminated 
in a standoff between Pennsylvania Railroad workers and the 
state militia. Ultimately the militia fired on the large crowd of 
strikers, killing over twenty and driving the strikers to destroy 
train cars, tracks, and the roundhouse of the nation’s largest 
private company. As strikes consumed industry, farmers 
similarly protested a system that left them at the mercy of 
a fluctuating world market. This discontent coalesced in a 
populist movement that advocated—among other things—
public ownership of the railroads. In the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century, both farmers and industrial workers 
revolted against corporations that had not even existed a 
generation earlier.

The power of the railroads even extended to the experience 
of time. In 1883 the major railroads lobbied the federal 
government to create four standard time zones, which in 
turn facilitated consistent train schedules. Perhaps most 
contentious was the sway that the transcontinental railroads 
held over land and transportation in the West. The 1883 
political broadside on page 158 captures the anger against the 
Northern Pacific Railroad, branded by the Democratic Party as 
a “soulless corporation” that controlled not just Washington 
Territory, but the entire Republican Party. Throughout the late 
nineteenth century, the two parties jockeyed for the upper 
hand by trading accusations of corruption in an era of high 
voter turnout and exceptionally competitive elections. That 
political landscape is captured by the first “red and blue” 
map of American electoral politics on page 156. This high 
turnout produced political stalemate and a series of one-term 
presidents, two of whom failed to win the popular vote.

Industrialization also fueled the growth of American 
cities, and maps were both tools and weapons in this era of 
unprecedented urbanization. The maps on pages 164, 166, 
and 168 reflect the contemporary enthusiasm for cartography 
as an instrument of urban reform. Political leaders in San 
Francisco designed sensationalistic maps to control the 
Chinese population. Florence Kelley and Agnes Holbrook 
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made maps to investigate and publicize the condition of 
the immigrant poor on the south side of Chicago. And in 
Philadelphia W. E. B. DuBois mapped the living conditions of 
the black community to analyze patterns of segregation. All 
of these efforts were modeled on the work of Charles Booth, 
who famously attempted to map poverty in East London in 
the late nineteenth century. In turn, American suffragists 
creatively deployed maps to advertise and extend women’s 
suffrage across the country (page 174).

The first states to grant women the right to vote were in 
the sparsely settled Far West, a region undergoing profound 
shifts in the late nineteenth century. The railroads and the 
federal government actively encouraged western settlement, 
which had a catastrophic effect on the tribes of the Great 
Plains. William Temple Hornaday mapped the systematic 
destruction of the bison at late century, a function of native 
hunting, fur trading, and especially the extension of the 
western railroads (page 160). His attention to the buffalo 
shocked the public and sowed the seeds of the modern 
conservation movement. While Hornaday warned against the 
extinction of the bison, John Wesley Powell urged Congress 
to address the unrestrained growth in the arid West. His 
solution was to reimagine western settlement not around the 
logic of the grid but around watersheds and local control of 
this limited resource (page 162). Powell failed to convince 
Congress, in part because the nation’s industrialized 
economy was chiefly driven by the needs of producers rather 
than consumers. 

Finally, industrialization at home led to a redefinition 
of American foreign policy. As overproduction saturated 
domestic markets, the US sought to expand trade with China 
and Latin America. These economic demands—compounded 
by a zealous sense of mission—brought the nation a host of 
new territories in the Pacific and the Caribbean. The nation’s 
largest map producer, Rand McNally, redrew its map of the 
country in order to make room for the Philippines, Hawaii, 
Cuba, and Puerto Rico (page 170). Rand McNally itself was 
emblematic of the era: the company originally produced 
timetables and tickets for the Chicago railroads, then 
adopted inexpensive print techniques to produce maps, 
atlases, and school textbooks for a mass market. Its new map 
of the nation became a model for others to imitate, a visual 

assertion of American international power at the dawn of a 
new century. 

Just a few years later, the nation was gripped by similar 
enthusiasm for the Panama Canal, one of the greatest 
engineering feats in American history (page 172). Capping 
an era of extraordinary growth and recession, the opening of 
the canal in 1914 was a source of tremendous national pride 
that also coincided with the outbreak of the world’s most 
destructive war to date.
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The United States modernized so quickly in the 
second half of the nineteenth century that by 1913 
it had a greater industrial output than Germany, 
France, and Britain combined. Before the widespread 
use of oil and gas in the twentieth century, this new 
economy of factories, steamships, and railroads was 
fired largely by coal. Refined as coke, coal was also 
essential to the production of steel. And there was 
no more important source of coal in the nineteenth 
century than Virginia and West Virginia.

The exploitation of coal depended upon the 
relatively new science of geology. In the 1830s and 
1840s Virginia geologist William Barton Rogers 
undertook the first geological survey of the state in 
order to advance prospects for mining in its western 
regions. Yet Barton found little support for his 
efforts in a state that was largely controlled by the 
slaveholders of the eastern Piedmont and Tidewater 
regions, who were thoroughly invested in agriculture. 
(The dependence upon slavery in the eastern part of 
Virginia is apparent on page 142. The virtual absence 
of slavery from the mountain regions also partly 
explains why those counties formed the new state of 
West Virginia during the Civil War and remained loyal 
to the Union.) In the early 1850s Rogers proposed 
a second geological survey of Virginia, which the 
legislature rejected. Discouraged, he returned to 
his position at the University of Virginia, and in 1853 
left the state altogether to found the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology.

Rogers may have left Virginia, but his geological 
research indelibly shaped the region’s postwar 
development through Jedediah Hotchkiss. In fact, 
just as Rogers was heading north out of Virginia, 
Hotchkiss was heading south. Born in New York, 
Hotchkiss taught in the coal towns of Pennsylvania 
as a teenager, indulging his love of botany and 
geology in the surrounding area. He then settled in 
Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley and took up surveying, 
a skill that made him invaluable to the Confederacy 
during the Civil War. As an aide to General Stonewall 
Jackson, Hotchkiss ranged widely through Virginia 
and produced some of its most detailed and accurate 
topographic maps. 

After the war, Hotchkiss combined his surveying 
experience with his knowledge of geology to reinvent 
himself as a mining engineer and consultant. When 
state leaders asked for help promoting Virginia’s 

UNEARTHING COAL

Jedediah Hotchkiss, “Map of Virginia,” 

in Virginia: A Geographical and Political 

Summary, 1874

economy in the 1870s, he responded by mapping the 
state’s geology and mining prospects. In Hotchkiss’ 
view, the state’s future lay not in agriculture, but coal. 
Using Rogers’ earlier research, Hotchkiss highlighted 
the enormous western coal beds in gray in order 
to attract both labor and capital. Though counties 
are named, they are secondary; more important to 
Hotchkiss is the relationship between geology and 
the progress of railroad and canal construction. This 
was, above all, a map outlining the state’s economic 
future. Notice as well that Hotchkiss references the 
state survey undertaken by Rogers from 1835 to 1841, 
a reminder of how little support had been given to 
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geological research since then. 
While Hotchkiss was compiling the map in 

1873 his task took on greater urgency, for Collis 
Huntington had just opened the first railroad line 
to the mines of West Virginia. Constructed along 
the Kanawha and New rivers, the railroad traversed 
gorges and tunneled through mountains to transport 
coal mined by the company to Richmond. By owning 
both the mines and the transportation, Huntington 
demonstrated the enormous profits to be made in 
Virginia, West Virginia, and eastern Kentucky. His 
success sparked a rush of railroad construction to the 
coal fields over the next several decades. 

Hotchkiss directly advanced this boom through 
maps that guided both railroad investment and 
land sales. His mining journal of the 1880s, The 
Virginias, included dozens of original topographic and 
geological maps of this forbidding terrain. Hotchkiss 
understood that the biggest impediment to coal 
extraction in the region was the absence of reliable 
geological information. His efforts—such as the map 
on the next page—attracted the capital required to 
make the region one of the nation’s most important  
sources of coal by the turn of the century.
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The presence of coal in Virginia, West Virginia, and 
Kentucky was well established by the 1870s. Yet it  
was Jedediah Hotchkiss who mapped and profiled  
the economic potential of the region for investors.  
In his hands, maps were instruments of development, 
for the greatest obstacle to Appalachian mining 
was geography: without railroads, there was no 
way to transport coal to market, much less to make 
it profitable. The map at right highlights the role 
Hotchkiss played in attracting railroad investors from 
Philadelphia, New York, Boston, and London. 

In 1873 Collis Huntington financed the first 
railroad across the mountains of West Virginia, 
designed to ship coal to Richmond. The Chesapeake 
& Ohio Railway was largely built by African Americans 
who had been freed during the Civil War. Many of 
these men lost their lives constructing this railroad 
through difficult and dangerous terrain. The 
completion of the C&O railroad launched a twenty-
year boom in the region that was directly aided by 
maps such as this, which guided both land sales and 
future rail routes. 

In 1881 Hotchkiss learned from his friend Frederick 
Kimball, vice president of the newly organized 
Norfolk & Western Railway, that the company would 
invest in the coal fields of southern Virginia. Kimball 
sought guidance from Hotchkiss, who in turn gave 
him maps and information detailing the unmatched 
potential of the Great Flat-Top Coalfield in Tazewell 
and Mercer Counties. Kimball’s tip also led Hotchkiss 
to purchase 60,000 acres of rich coal fields further 
west in McDowell County.

Within two years Kimball had become president of 
the Norfolk & Western Railway, and took Hotchkiss’ 
advice about building a route to the coal fields along 
the Bluestone River. In 1882 the railroad founded the 
town of Pocahontas as a hub for its nearby mining 
operations, and the following year it delivered its first 
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load of coal to Norfolk. The company’s headquarters  
in Roanoke transformed that sleepy town of under  
700 in 1880 to over 16,000 within a decade.

The Norfolk & Western’s decision to invest in the 
Great Flat-Top Coalfield was enormously profitable, 
and prompted Kimball to expand its railroad route 
further. Hotchkiss drew this map to encourage 
investment by others along that new route. Particularly 
audacious was Kimball’s decision to extend the railroad 
3,000 feet through Great Flat-Top Mountain (at the 
left edge of the map), to the motherlode in McDowell 
County. This became the most productive coal county 
in West Virginia. Kimball then pushed even further by 
forging the railroad north to the Ohio River to serve 
massive new coal markets in the Midwest and the Great 
Lakes. Hotchkiss was right: railroad companies could 
reap their greatest rewards by owning both the mines 
and the modes of transportation that brought coal  
to market.

Maps such as this drew capital to the Virginias  
and Kentucky, and Hotchkiss was uniquely equipped  
to produce them. The coal boom in this region meant 
that some of the first detailed maps of Appalachia 
profiled the region in economic terms for distant 
investors. These early maps emphasized railroads,  
coal outcroppings, and new mining prospects. Maps 
have long been instruments of economic decision 
making, but this region was initially mapped in detail 
because of its mining potential.

Before the Civil War, the people of southern 
Appalachia had been subsistence farmers. With 
the advent of mining they became enmeshed in an 
international market that would determine not just 
the price of coal but also the conditions of their work 
and life. Engaged in mining, they remained dependent 
upon the land, but now lived in isolated company towns 
that were often divided along racial and ethnic lines. 
At the mercy of outside forces, miners experienced the 
same lack of control that characterized the lives of their 
counterparts in factories and fields across the country. 
For those whose families had farmed independently 
for generations, the disruption made them more than 
a little suspicious of the outside world. Coal mining 
advanced American industrialization, but not without 
significant human and environmental costs.
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Today Americans casually invoke “red and blue 
America” as a shorthand for the polarization that 
seems to have infected far more than national 
elections. Yet political partisanship has a long history 
in America, and reached one of its peaks in the late 
nineteenth century. Sectional and party divisions 
endured long after the end of Reconstruction, 
inflamed by debates over temperance, Catholicism, 
and the tariff. In the Gilded Age, these issues drove 
voters to the polls at rates that have never been 
matched since.

High voter turnout led to competitive elections, 
among the closest of which was the 1880 presidential 
race between Republican James Garfield and 
Democrat Winfield Scott Hancock. Garfield’s slim 
majority was both visualized and analyzed in this 
innovative electoral map, issued in 1883 by Henry 
Gannett, superintendent of the census. As one of 
the first efforts to picture electoral returns at the 
local level, the map stunned viewers and challenged 
conventional political wisdom.

The map showed a nation organized according 
to prevailing Democratic and Republican majorities. 
(Note that while current conventions represent 
Democrats in blue and Republicans in red, here 
those colors are reversed. Moreover, in the 1880s the 
parties represented very different agendas than they 
do today.) Garfield’s razor-thin margin of just 7,000 
votes is graphed along the bottom of the page. Yet 
the electoral college was designed by the framers 
so that slim popular majorities such as Garfield’s 
translate into wide electoral margins, even landslides. 
To highlight this incongruity, Gannett presented his 
readers with two maps shown here: an inset devoted 
to statewide electoral outcome and a much larger 
map profiling the results of individual voting districts. 

On the inset map at lower right, the country 
appears deeply divided along a north–south axis, 
with Democrats dominating the South after defeating 
Republican Reconstruction governments. Though 
these statewide electoral returns determined the 
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presidency, Gannett relegated the electoral map to 
an inset in order to feature a larger map of county-
level returns that he knew would captivate his 
readers. Gannett’s map was particularly innovative in 
going beyond the statewide outcome to assess local 
returns. He also used a scale of shade to assess the 
strength of parties at the county or parish level: the 
darker the color, the wider the margin of victory, with 
the lightest shade indicating the barest majority. 

This shading revealed a political landscape that 
was far more complicated than that shown by the 
statewide results of the electoral college. While the 
former slave states leaned toward the Democrats, 
they also included significant pockets of Republican 
strength: for instance, the blue areas of eastern 
Tennessee hearkened back to the strong anti-
Confederate sentiment during the Civil War that 
evolved into Republican loyalty thereafter. Similarly, 
broad swaths of red through Pennsylvania showed 
Republicans that their control over that state was 
weak, especially in light of recent economic volatility 
and labor unrest. Perhaps most revealing are the 
isolated Republican majorities throughout the 
Deep South, a sign of the freedmen’s allegiance to 
the party of Lincoln. Tragically, those blue pockets 
would disappear once white Southern Democrats 
disenfranchised African American voters by the turn 
of the century.

Gannett’s detailed profile of election returns 
upended assumptions about party dominance in 
several states. By the early twentieth century, tools 
such as this had become ordinary instruments 
of political strategy alongside disciplined parties 
and research-driven campaigns. With his visual 
innovations, Gannett would have been entirely at 
home in our own world of data-driven cartography 
and analysis. Significantly, his map revealed 
dynamics that are concealed—and sometimes 
suppressed—by the electoral college. 
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In the 1840s and 1850s the railroads were regarded 
as an astonishing technological feat that had the 
potential to integrate the nation and extend its 
commercial power. They were, in short, a sign of 
wonder, progress, and promise. That perception 
shifted dramatically in subsequent decades.  
By the 1860s the federal government had granted  
the railroad companies 130 million acres of 
western land to encourage the construction of 
transcontinental routes. 

No company benefited more than the Northern 
Pacific Railway, which received 40 million acres to 
subsidize construction of a route from Lake Superior 
to the Puget Sound—much of it across Native 
American land. This was the largest single land 
subsidy to any railroad, and included grants in the 
western territories that were twice the size of those 
given to the Union Pacific and the Central Pacific. 
Overnight, the NP became the nation’s most powerful 
private landlord. 

This federal largesse enabled the railroads to 
influence not just patterns of settlement but the 
government itself. Members of Congress who sat 
on the board of the NP ensured that the company 
survived despite consistent losses, corruption, and 
ineptitude. Several western railroads manipulated the 
terms of their land grants to secure their economic 
position, a strategy mastered by Henry Villard. 

In 1881 Villard quietly began to amass shares 
to control the Northern Pacific out of concern that 
it might compete with the Columbia River route 
operated by his own Oregon Railroad & Navigation 
Company. By the next year, Villard had secured 
control of both railroads. This allowed the NP to claim 
that it had “completed” the transcontinental route, 
for which it received those extensive land grants. That 
enraged the public and rival railroads, both of whom 
saw the Northern Pacific as the owner of “unearned 
lands” in Washington Territory. The company failed  
to construct the promised final leg of the route to  
the Pacific, yet it remained the largest landholder  
in the territory.

The partial completion of the Northern Pacific 
only demonstrated how little demand there was for 
that route. In the headlong rush to construct the 

STRANGLED BY THE RAILROADS
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transcontinental railroads, it seems, few had asked 
whether they were actually necessary. To add insult 
to injury, the railroads had become so powerful that 
they were too big to fail: their economic troubles and 
misdeeds fueled nationwide financial convulsions 
in 1873 and 1893. By 1884 the Northern Pacific’s 
increasing debt and falling stock price forced Villard 
out, yet the company continued to grow while the 
public bore the costs of its losses. 

All of this monopolistic behavior generated 
a backlash. In 1877 a series of wage cuts on the 
Baltimore & Ohio Railroad prompted a strike by 
workers that spread along its own route and then to 
other lines. In Washington Territory, anger focused on 
the Northern Pacific’s ongoing control of 7.7 million 
acres. Congress had the authority to confiscate the 
land, which made this a powerful political issue for 
Democrats given that Republicans had largely been 
responsible for authorizing the original grants. In 
broadsides such as this, Democrats portrayed a 
cozy relationship between Republicans and these 
“soulless corporations.” The map itself is designed to 
stoke the anger of voters by dramatically highlighting 
the vast areas held in reserve by the NP, even as its 
promised route remained unbuilt.

The Democrats used the broadside to charge 
the Republicans with recklessly squandering the 
public domain. Nowhere in the country, they argued, 
did “the ingenious, crooked, and devious railroad 
lines” control so much as in Washington Territory. 
In its 1884 platform the Democratic Party called for 
all lands that had been “improvidently granted to 
railroad corporations” by the Republican Party to be 
restored to the public domain. Though both parties 
courted the railroads, the political tactic paid off for 
the Democrats: for the first time in nearly thirty years, 
they won the White House, and by 1890 Congress had 
reclaimed 28 million acres in the West.
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In 1886 the Smithsonian Institution sent its chief 
taxidermist to Montana to bring back specimens of 
the American bison. William Temple Hornaday was 
well suited to the task, for he had traveled to the ends 
of the earth to find exotic animals for his popular 
dioramas. But this assignment left him outraged 
and saddened, since in Montana he discovered 
a species that was nearly extinct. In his ensuing 
report, Hornaday documented this decline, but it 
was the small map tucked into its endpapers that 
packed the greatest punch. With the help of skilled 
geographer Henry Gannett and zoologist Joel Allen, 
Hornaday visualized the devastation of an animal 
that had once ranged across North America. His map 
shocked a public that had come to see the bison 
as the quintessential creature of the West and the 
embodiment of the frontier.

On the map, red numbers indicate the date by 
which the bison could no longer be found in any 
given geography. This starkly reminded the public 
that these herds once ranged from Mexico to the 
Mississippi Delta, and from east of the Allegheny 
Mountains to the northern reaches of Idaho. The 
contraction of bison herds can be traced to the 
Spanish introduction of horses to the Great Plains 
around 1700. Tribes that adopted the horse were able 
to roam across a much wider geographical area, but 
ironically that mobility made them more dependent 
upon the buffalo for survival. By the early nineteenth 
century, a growing demand for fur and hides led 
to more aggressive hunting practices. At the same 
time, settlers moving into the trans-Mississippi West 
further encroached upon bison rangelands. Even as 
buffalo became fixtures in the American vision of the 
West, more advanced firearms enabled scouts and 
hunters to kill entire herds at once.

Immediately after the Civil War, smaller herds of 
buffalo could still be seen roaming across the Great 
Plains. But the advent of the transcontinental lines 
divided the bison into a northern and a southern 
herd and sharply curtailed the grasslands on which 
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they fed. Two years later, the construction of the 
Kansas branch of the Union Pacific Railroad reduced 
the southern herd even further. The climax of that 
slaughter occurred between 1870 and 1873, and 
Hornaday marked the pathetic remains of that 
southern herd with a blue caterpillar line. 

To the north, the bison ranged across a much 
wider expanse, but there too were devasted after the 
Civil War. At mid-century, the Sioux were the largest 
and most powerful tribal culture of the northern 
plains, with a domain that extended from the Rocky 
Mountains in the West to Minnesota in the East, 
and from the Platte River north to the Yellowstone 
River. Within that vast region, they were sustained 
by millions of buffalo. But the contraction of bison 
herds correspondingly weakened the Sioux. To be 
sure, Sioux Indians seeking robes and hides were 
responsible for some of the decline of the buffalo. 
But far more consequential was the building of 
the Northern Pacific Railway in the 1880s. With 
green circles, Hornaday highlighted the few small 
bands that remained by 1889. The largest of these 
was a herd of 200, which was protected within the 
boundaries of the country’s first national park  
at Yellowstone.

Hornaday’s report exposed Americans to the 
dark side of western development, and sparked a 
discussion around conservation that flourished under 
Theodore Roosevelt and other influential leaders. The 
decline of the bison also had a far more immediate 
and profound effect upon the equestrian tribes of 
the plains. Some federal Indian agents even saw this 
destruction of the bison as a means to force natives 
onto the new reservation system. Just as Hornaday 
published his report, the federal government seized 
the remains of the Sioux territory and divided it 
into five smaller units. This was the final stage in a 
transformation of Sioux life, punctuated by violence 
on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota at the 
end of 1890. The Wounded Knee Massacre was the 
last major fight between the tribe and federal troops, 
concluding decades of armed conflict and forced 
relocation to reservations throughout the West. In 
1910, Congress opened large areas of the Pine Ridge 
Reservation to non-Indian homesteaders. In this 
respect, Hornaday’s map documents not only the 
decline of the bison but also the parallel confinement 
and destruction of the Plains tribes.
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With the Homestead Act as an incentive, Americans 
flooded into the Great Plains and the interior West 
after the Civil War. The 1890 Census counted over a 
million residents in Nebraska, and close to 1.5 million 
in Kansas, many of whom had been attracted by the 
persistent but false hope that rain follows the plow. 
One of the few to voice skepticism about the capacity 
of the West to support large-scale farming was  
John Wesley Powell, director of the United  
States Geological Survey. Powell had lost an arm 
fighting rebels at Shiloh, and thereafter led several 
western surveys and a heroic expedition down the 
Colorado River. 

In the 1870s he began to articulate what 
generations of explorers, settlers, and Native 
Americans had long known: that the regular rainfall 
and humidity that characterized the eastern United 
States evaporated west of the one-hundredth 
meridian. In the West, precipitation concentrated 
in the high country and fell irregularly elsewhere. 
Outside the Pacific Northwest and a few other spots, 
the western half of the country could not be farmed 
unless it was irrigated. Without water, the land had 
no agricultural value.

Powell was no enemy of western settlement, 
and in fact optimistically believed that this vast arid 
region could be redeemed through the systematic 
management of water. To that end, in 1888 he 
undertook an ambitious survey of irrigation practices 
throughout the West, and then testified at length 
before Congress to warn of the dangerous trends that 
were already in place. Migrants assumed that streams 
flowed year-round, only to find themselves facing 
dry creeks and little rain. Competition over water led 
settlers to continuously move upstream into zones 
of elevation with limited potential for cultivation. 
Conflicts over water led to endless litigation  
between individuals, counties, and states. 
Unpredictable rainfall and recurrent drought led to 
the abandonment of homesteads, and sometimes 
entire communities.

In contrast, Powell detailed successful examples 
of irrigation throughout the arid West that could 
be scaled up to expand the region’s potential. 

AN ALTERNATIVE VISION FOR THE AMERICAN WEST
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Without reservoirs, canals, and other techniques 
of redistributing water, he argued, the West could 
sustain neither settlement nor agriculture.

In this respect, Powell’s observations were hardly 
controversial. Since the 1820s American schoolbooks 
and maps had labeled much of the West the “Great 
American Desert.” If Powell’s diagnosis of the 
problem was correct, however, his solution was far 
more difficult for Congress to accept. Through maps 
such as this, Powell proposed a West organized not 
around the logic of the grid, but around watersheds 
that he distinguished with brilliant color. He then 
divided those watersheds into regional communities, 
such as the Platte River basin. In Powell’s view, 
only with the community control of water would 
individuals be forced to collectively determine the 
best use of this precious resource. This principle had 
long been practiced in the Mormon settlements of 
Utah and older Hispano communities of southern 
Colorado and northern New Mexico. The premise was 
that water was not a private right but a public good, 
and that local control and investment ensured the 
best outcome. In Powell’s mind, this reorganization 
of water rights was a necessary remedy for a system 
where corporations and speculators had historically 
cornered the best land, resources, and water rights. 

Yet Powell was testifying before a Congress that 
had created the very problem he sought to address. 
In the 1860s the federal government had made 
extraordinary land grants to the railroads in an effort 
to encourage the construction of transcontinental 
routes that might invite settlement, despite the 
aridity of these regions. By 1890 the newly organized 
Bureau of Indian Affairs had forcibly placed Native 
Americans on reservations shown here in order 
to liberate land for homesteaders. These and 
other federal policies were directly at odds with 
Powell’s vision of planned growth. His own outsized 
confidence—some might say arrogance—did little 
to help his cause, and after his testimony Congress 
terminated his irrigation survey altogether. 

Powell’s vision proved too disruptive to existing 
patterns and practices. Western cities continued 
to grow and homesteaders continued to settle on 
marginal land. In fact, by promoting irrigation Powell 
inadvertently influenced the rise of California’s 
agricultural empire as well as its subsequent water 
woes. Yet his map remains a challenging reminder 
of decisions made and paths not taken, and a very 
different vision for the American West.
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The completion of the transcontinental railroad 
in 1869 was regarded as a national triumph, and 
commemorated with a ceremonial golden spike that 
linked the Union Pacific with the Central Pacific at 
Promontory Point in Utah. None of it would have 
been possible without abundant low-wage labor: the 
Union Pacific was largely built by Irish immigrants 
and Union veterans, while Chinese immigrants  
were chiefly responsible for the dangerous 
construction of the Central Pacific through the  
Sierra Nevada Mountains. 

When the railroad work ended, many Chinese 
immigrants settled throughout the West while others 
moved to San Francisco. In the severe economic 
depression of the 1870s, these immigrants became 
easy scapegoats and targets. Chinese workers—so 
desperately needed just a few years earlier—were 
accused of undercutting wages just as the Irish 
immigrants had been in the 1850s. The earliest anti-
Chinese group formed in 1867, and by the 1870s a new 
political party was advocating immigration restriction 
as a way to protect white labor. Anti-Chinese riots 
throughout the west, alongside this political party, 
led to the nation’s first attempt to prevent a particular 
ethnic group from immigrating. The Chinese 
Exclusion Act of 1882 halted the immigration of 
Chinese laborers and prohibited those already in the 
country from seeking naturalized citizenship.

In response to this widespread antagonism, 
more Chinese sought refuge in San Francisco. By the 
mid-1880s, they constituted one-tenth of the city’s 
population, largely concentrated in a neighborhood 
of fifteen square blocks known as “Chinatown.” 
There, too, they were greeted with harassment, 
largely in the form of ordinances designed to control 
everything from their business practices to their 
physical appearance. The city supervisors also 
launched an investigation into the living and working 
conditions in Chinatown, and their ensuing report 
captures the extraordinary racism that gripped San 
Francisco in the 1880s.

Billed as a public health effort to uncover the 
“unvarnished truth,” the report described the 
Chinese “race” as “the rankest outgrowth of human 
degradation that can be found upon this continent.” 
The supervisors presented an extensive catalogue of 
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sanitary code violations, most of which amounted 
to inadequate plumbing and drainage. They 
described residents of Chinatown “living scarcely 
one degree” above waterfront rats, in unimaginably 
crowded conditions. Instead of nuclear families, the 
investigators found men sleeping in shifts in filthy 
lodging houses while women were widely enslaved 
as prostitutes. Such living conditions, the authors 
speculated, surely bred leprosy and drug addiction. 

To drive publicity for the report, the authors 
commissioned an elaborate map that relentlessly 
focused on vice. Originally folded into the report, the 
map was then reissued in a much larger format that 
measured five feet wide, a portion of which is shown 
here. Chinese lodgings and businesses are marked 
in tan, gambling houses in pink, and opium dens 
in yellow. A special effort was made to distinguish 
Chinese prostitution (green) from white prostitution 
(blue), in order to highlight the growing demand 
that drew white women into the sex trade. Red marks 
Chinese “joss houses,” or places of worship. The 
authors also noted that the map identified only the 
street level activity in each establishment, while the 
report went further in describing the sins committed 
in the labyrinthine world below.

The map is presented as an authoritative urban 
plan, quite similar to the contemporary Sanborn 
insurance maps that undergirded the growth of 
modern cities. Its elegance and precision hide its 
racially charged and sensationalistic profile of the 
Chinese population. By mapping vice—and the 
absence of nuclear families—the authors argued 
that there was something fundamentally alien about 
the Chinese. The overall message was clear: if the 
Chinese were unable to convert to Christianity, 
and if they continued to sow “immorality, vice, and 
disease,” they must be expelled from the city. The 
map was just one example of the growing use of 
cartography to address social problems in the Gilded 
Age. In identifying the human geography of the  
city, the map anticipated the next two examples on 
pages 166 and 168, yet here the goal was segregation 
rather than assimilation. 

The story of the Chinese in California has echoes 
throughout American history, where a market 
economy alternately demands, then rejects, low-cost 
immigrant labor. The limits on Chinese immigration 
served as a precedent for the more comprehensive 
1924 restrictions. Yet Chinatown continued to thrive, 
especially after the liberalization of immigration 
restrictions in 1965: the neighborhood once derided 
as the vortex of filth in San Francisco remains one of 
the largest Chinatowns outside of Asia.
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The intense antagonism toward the Chinese in 
San Francisco was one response to the massive 
urbanization of the late nineteenth century. Across 
the nation, cities struggled to assimilate immigrants, 
newly emancipated slaves, and desperate farmers 
seeking work. In Chicago, the social reformer Jane 
Addams found her calling by building a settlement 
house in the Nineteenth Ward, the city’s poorest and 
most densely populated neighborhood. Working with 
Ellen Gates Starr, Addams attracted several talented 
women to Hull House, including Florence Kelley, a 
highly educated single mother of three from New 
York. Addams helped Kelley find work with the Illinois 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, where the latter quickly 
honed skills of data collection and analysis that would 
serve her well on the south side of Chicago.

Along with her fellow settlement house workers, 
Kelley focused on the conditions of the Nineteenth 
Ward in order to understand urban poverty more 
generally. She turned to maps in order to publicize 
the conditions of a slum that more fortunate 
Chicagoans would never see firsthand. Armed 
with extensive data gathered by the women of 
Hull House, she adapted existing survey maps 
provided by Samuel Greeley to profile the wages 
and ethnic backgrounds of its residents. Through a 
kaleidoscope of color, Kelley presented an inventory 
of the conditions in this diverse and struggling 
neighborhood.

The report that accompanied these maps reads 
like a trenchant indictment of late nineteenth-century 
capitalism. From their study of wages, the reformers 
concluded that poverty was not an individual failing 
but rather the outgrowth of a system where pay 
was persistently lowered by new waves of labor. 
Immigrants, blacks, women, and children were all 
used to drive down wages. In an era when union 
representation remained limited to a few white male 
artisans, the poor had little choice but to accept 
available jobs. This fueled the rise of sweatshops  
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and child labor, both of which Kelley sought to 
regulate through the Illinois legislature.

But beyond basic workplace safety measures, the 
authors of the Hull House maps did not advocate 
specific solutions. Immersed in the neighborhood, 
they focused more on publicizing poverty than on 
engineering social policy. At the time, the country as  
a whole was engrossed in a debate over inequality 
and its remedies. In the 1870s the Yale scholar 
William Graham Sumner forcefully argued that 
any effort to ameliorate the conditions of the poor 
would only perpetuate harm. His brand of social 
Darwinism raised the question of the moment: 
What—if anything—did the nation owe to its most 
vulnerable citizens? Hull House reformers answered 
the question in a very different way through their 
maps. While they did not endorse a specific remedy, 
their decision to map wages and ethnicity reflected 
their belief that one could, through systematic 
investigation, determine both the sources of poverty 
and its remedies.

The female researchers at Hull House were 
committed, educated, and determined to make 
a difference long before they were permitted 
to vote, run for office, or occupy positions in 
universities. But their work in the settlement house 
movement also reflected contemporary attitudes. 
Along the right edge of the map they categorize 
Irish immigrants apart from “English-residents,” 
reasoning that the former were “so distinct” in 
character as to necessitate a separation. African 
Americans were similarly separated out as distinct 
from “English-speaking” residents, underscoring 
the more pervasive discrimination that they faced. 
Moreover, the maps conceal as much as they reveal. 
Though they identify the ethnic identity of individual 
residences, little indication is given as to the density 
of the population, a crucial point in light of the grave 
concerns about slum congestion.

In both San Francisco and Chicago, city leaders 
and reformers mapped immigrant neighborhoods 
as a way of exposing their plight. But while the map 
on the previous page was designed to blame the 
Chinese, this map frames immigrants as victims of  
a much larger capitalist system.
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At the turn of the twentieth century, Philadelphia 
had the largest and oldest African American urban 
population in the North. Most of the 40,000 blacks 
residing in the city were concentrated in a long 
narrow strip that stretched from Seventh Street to 
the Schuylkill River in the narrow band from Spruce 
to South streets. Despite this substantial presence, 
blacks remained even more segregated than the 
waves of immigrants who arrived throughout the late 
nineteenth century. One of the leading intellectuals 
of the era, W. E. B. DuBois, sought to investigate this 
curious pattern.

DuBois was raised in Vermont, and graduated 
from Fisk University before earning his graduate 
degree at Harvard. While in Cambridge he spent 
time with the intellectual luminaries William James 
and Charles Sanders Peirce, who exposed him to new 
ideas in philosophy, sociology, and history. They also 
insisted that it was culture, and not heredity or race, 
that defined individuals. And if one’s culture could be 
changed, so too could one’s behavior and identity.

Despite his extraordinary education, DuBois 
faced tenacious discrimination and struggled to 
gain stable academic work in his field of sociology. 
Upon landing a position at the University of 
Pennsylvania, he immediately launched an 
ambitious sociological study of Philadelphia’s black 
population, which remained mired in poverty, crime, 
and unemployment. For the next two years, his 
research team conducted one of the most thorough 
inventories of an African American community 
to date, investigating everything from work and 
education to the presence of churches and  
family structure.

Social reformers considered themselves to be 
neutral arbiters whose education equipped them  
to see problems with a reasoned, detached, and 
morally enlightened eye. As DuBois himself wrote, 
“we must study, we must investigate, we must 
attempt to solve.” In this framework, maps were 
exciting tools of observation that could replace 
misinformation with a more objective picture. Yet 
the map reveals DuBois’ own assumptions. He 
mapped African Americans according to their social 
and economic condition, classifying the “vicious 
and criminal” classes in black, the poor and working 
classes in blue and green respectively, and the middle 

and upper classes in red. DuBois’ profile of the black 
neighborhood showed considerable variation, with 
some rough blocks very near prosperous ones. But 
even economically comfortable blacks, he found, 
were invisible in a segregated city. 

Like all progressive reformers, DuBois had values 
of his own, and his study is full of admonitions to 
both the white and the black communities. He held 
African Americans responsible for a significant 
amount of the city’s crime, which constituted “a 
menace to a civilized people.” He stressed an ethic 
of thrift and industry, and commented extensively on 
what he saw as the profligate and immoral ways of 
lower-class blacks, who shunned traditional family 
life and middle-class values. It was incumbent on 
the white community, he wrote, to examine its own 
racism and bigotry. But it was the “talented tenth” 
whom he addressed most pointedly, advocating an 
intellectual and moral aristocracy of black leaders 
that would challenge white perceptions and raise up 
all African Americans.

The larger importance of DuBois study—and his 
map—was the emphasis placed on the malleability 
of society and the importance of circumstance. 
Black poverty, he insisted, had less to do with 
innate inferiority than the persistent segregation 
and discrimination that inhibited mobility. If such 
arguments seem patently obvious to us today, it is 
because DuBois brought a more detached lens to 
the study of race. Despite his own assumptions, he 
insisted that both racial attitudes and behaviors had 
been learned, and could therefore be changed. 

RACE AND THE LIMITS OF MOBILITY
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The expansion of American trade and military activity 
abroad in the 1890s prompted a sustained debate 
about the nation’s foreign commitments. To be sure, 
the nation had been entangled with affairs beyond its 
borders since its birth. With the Louisiana Purchase, 
the war against Mexico, and the nineteenth-century 
Indian wars, the United States had engaged with 
foreign powers and extended its territorial domain. 
But in each of these cases, this growth had been 
limited to North America. By contrast, in the 1890s 
the nation began to set its sights on more distant 
arenas.

Much of this reorientation was brought by the 
Spanish–American War. The name Americans gave to 
the conflict is itself revealing, for it began with Cuba’s 
fight for independence from Spain. When hostilities 
broke out between Cubans and Spanish colonizers  
in 1898, the US Navy sent the battleship USS Maine  
to Havana harbor to protect Americans. An accidental 
explosion destroyed the ship and killed hundreds of 
servicemen aboard. American tabloids relentlessly 
framed this as a national insult, prompting public 
outrage and the cry “Remember the Maine, to hell 
with Spain!” In April, President William McKinley 
requested that Congress declare war. The “splendid 
little war” that ensued was just long enough for 
Theodore Roosevelt to raise a company of volunteers 
and—very publicly and dramatically—charge up 
San Juan Hill in Cuba. When Spain surrendered 
that summer, the United States inherited a far-
flung collection of colonies from the Pacific to the 
Caribbean.

The US officially granted Cuba independence, 
though it retained a right to intervene in its affairs 
until 1934 (the US still leases a portion of Guantánamo 
Bay). The situation in the Philippines was far more 
complicated, for the departure of the Spanish led to a 
brutal and protracted war with the United States. This 
ugly conflict prompted many Americans—including 
Jane Addams, Andrew Carnegie, Mark Twain, and former 
presidents Grover Cleveland and Benjamin Harrison—
to declare themselves “anti-imperialists.” Though they 
had diverse motives and agendas, all agreed that it was 
unacceptable for the US to intervene in the Philippines, 
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much less to annex the islands. By the time the war 
ended in 1902, 4,000 Americans and 20,000 Filipinos 
had been killed in combat, and many times that number 
had died from disease and starvation.

Though the anti-imperialists were vocal and 
articulate, most Americans celebrated and supported 
the nation’s activist foreign policy. Before his 
presidency, Roosevelt pushed for an enlarged navy to 
protect these new overseas territories. The nation’s 
largest mapmaker, Rand McNally, even redrew its 
national map to incorporate these new holdings. 
Like contemporary maps of the British empire, this 
one asserted overseas acquisitions as part of the 
nation’s long history of expansion that began with 
the thirteen colonies and continued westward. Rather 
than convincing its readers to support the Spanish–
American War, Rand McNally simply framed the 
territories as part of a national evolution. Through the 
map, a divisive war was presented as the most recent 
stage in the country’s history. 

The enthusiasm for territorial expansion extended 
to the inclusion of Alaska on the redesigned national 
map. Though the purchase of that territory from 
Russia had been negotiated by Secretary of State 
William Seward in 1867, for decades skeptics 
considered it an empty frozen wasteland. Only after 
the discovery of gold in the Yukon did Alaska—
formerly derided as “Seward’s Folly”—regularly 
appear on the map of the United States.

Rand McNally’s reconfigured map of the nation 
proved immensely popular, and was reproduced 
in contemporary atlases and textbooks as an 
announcement of the nation’s arrival on the world 
stage. The larger historical question is whether these 
commitments abroad were a break or a continuation 
with the past. Ten years before he was elected 
president, Woodrow Wilson urged his country to 
take its civilizing mission seriously. He considered 
the Spanish–American War a turning point not for 
Cuba and the Philippines but for the United States, 
a country poised to share its hard-won wisdom with 
peoples emerging from the yoke of imperialism 
at the dawn of a new century. Like so many of his 
contemporaries, Wilson saw his country as a source 
of benevolence and uplift, motivated by idealism 
rather than by commercial or political gain. This 
combination of sincerity and arrogance would shape 
American foreign policy for the next century.
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The Panama Canal remains one of the most 
remarkable engineering feats in history, the 
realization of a dream that stretched back to the 
European discovery of America itself. In 1492 
Christopher Columbus sailed west to find a route 
to Asia, and subsequent explorers sought a similar 
passage across North America. Vasco Núñez de 
Balboa conclusively disproved that any such strait 
existed, but in 1513 came across a narrow isthmus 

BALBOA’S DREAM REALIZED
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just forty miles wide that separated the Atlantic and 
the Pacific oceans.

The discovery of gold in California in 1848 
unleashed a global wave of migration to San 
Francisco, once again demonstrating the need for a 
passage between the two oceans. The French began 
to build the canal at Panama in 1881, but seemed 
doomed from the start. Ignorance of the climate led 
to yellow fever and malaria, while heavy rains foiled 
the effort to excavate a sea-level canal. After thirteen 
years of frustration and thousands of deaths, the 
French abandoned their effort at Panama in 1894.

The timing was crucial, for in the 1890s the United 
States actively extended its military and commercial 
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reach, as shown on the previous page. This new 
posture led McKinley—and the Senate—to endorse 
a canal to advance commerce and expand the power 
of the US Navy. In 1903, Panamanian nationalists 
declared independence from Colombia, and then 
immediately signed a treaty that gave the United 
States extensive control of a proposed canal zone in 
exchange for protection of their new country. This 
agreement gave Americans the access they needed 
to undertake such a major project, though it created 
problems throughout the twentieth century.

After the route was determined, engineers set 
to work. The Panama Railway removed mountains 
of dirt that had contributed to earlier landslides. 

Gargantuan quantities of steel, cement, and 
machinery were shipped over vast distances to the 
site. Thousands of laborers came to work under 
difficult, dangerous, and segregated conditions. Ten 
years later, the canal was complete. In August 1914, 
just days after the outbreak of war in Europe, the 
Panama Canal opened for business. The distance 
from New York to San Francisco was reduced by 8,000 
miles, and travel time was cut in half. It was the canal, 
rather than the transcontinental railroad, that truly 
integrated US coasts and ports. Americans celebrated 
its completion with souvenirs such as this view made 
by the mapmaker and illustrator C. P. Gray for the 
Central Novelty toy company. 
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Among the most commonly reproduced maps in 
American history is this depiction of the progress 
toward universal women’s suffrage. First designed 
a decade before the Nineteenth Amendment, it 
appeared in multiple forms and styles, and was 
constantly updated to mark the expansion of voting 
rights in individual states. Its widespread use mirrors 
the ongoing local, state, and national activism that 
was necessary for women to win the right to vote.

The American movement for woman suffrage 
debuted at the Seneca Falls Convention of 1848. 
Among the supporters was Frederick Douglass, who 
also pressed for the guarantee of black male suffrage 
through the Fifteenth Amendment after the Civil War. 
That victory proved ephemeral, however, when the 
end of Reconstruction brought sustained and violent 
segregation. Through poll taxes, literacy clauses, 
voter intimidation, and other means, black men lost 
the right to vote in every Southern state by the turn of 
the century, and would not regain it until the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965.

As black men lost the vote in the South, white 
women began to win it out West. Wyoming, 
Colorado, Utah, and Idaho all passed female suffrage 
by 1896, but thereafter the movement stalled. In 
response, suffragists began to adopt new techniques 
to amplify their message. In 1907 Appleton’s Magazine 
published a simple black-and-white map reporting 
the status of suffrage laws around the country. 
Suffrage groups continuously adapted, updated, and 
reprinted the map to reflect changing state laws. 
Through its incremental changes, the map chronicled 
the rising tide of support for suffrage. This 1914 
edition used white to denote the states where women 
had full voting rights, and shaded those with limited 
rights. Recent victories in Illinois, New York, and 
Pennsylvania brought the issue to a tipping point, 
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leaving a minority of states still resisting the change.
The key to the map’s enduring power was its 

simple and straightforward design, which enabled 
activists around the country to adapt it to local 
conditions and purposes. From 1907 until the 
ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1919, 
various iterations of the map appeared across the 
country on billboards, and in marches and parades. 
Suffragists also took a cue from the emerging 
profession of advertising by printing the map in 
baseball programs and college yearbooks, and 
on paper fans, drinking glasses, and calendars. 
Through their efforts, the map became ubiquitous 
and familiar, a constant reminder of the movement’s 
progress. Here was a message of reform tailored  
to the advertising age: bold, engaging, and with  
a clear message. 

With its stark geopolitical message, the suffrage 
map recalls those produced in the 1850s to warn 
against the westward expansion of slavery  
(page 140). In both, the map wields a political 
message by showing the potential for change. In 
the earlier map, geography is a source of dread 
that marks the growing threat of slavery, while here 
geography is a source of optimism. As this broadside 
boasted, “Would any of these States have adopted 
equal suffrage if it had been a failure just across the 
Border?” The progress toward equality seemed to be 
marching from west to east, inverting assumptions 
about the westward march of civilization.

Ironically, however, opponents of women’s 
suffrage used the same map to point out that the vast 
majority of Americans lived in states that had yet to 
extend the vote to women. Furthermore, they argued 
that the map showed that states with equal suffrage 
laws were geographical outliers, located not in the 
densely settled and established East but in the wild 
(and perhaps less civilized) West. A map adjusted for 
population, they pointed out, would have actually 
demonstrated how unpopular female suffrage really 
was. Both opponents and supporters of women’s 
suffrage used persuasive maps to advance their 
cause, and in the process demonstrated the power  
of cartography itself.



I
In light of the byzantine alliances and swollen arsenals 
that had been building across Europe for years, the 
outbreak of war in the summer of 1914 seemed almost 
inevitable. President Woodrow Wilson spent the next two 

years urging Americans to remain impartial in both thought 
and action, and for good reason. While the United States 
had longstanding ties with England and France, millions of 
immigrants at the turn of the century held loyalties of their 
own that complicated any immediate support for the Allies.

The German sinking of the Lusitania in 1915 horrified 
Americans, and prompted at least one to join the British 
Army on the Western Front (page 178). Yet Wilson steadfastly 
maintained an official policy of neutrality. The German 
decision to resume submarine warfare in early 1917 was partly 
a response to Wilson’s hypocrisy in claiming neutrality while 
the United States deepened its trade links with the Allies. 
Once the United States declared war on Germany in April, 
the president authorized a bold and unprecedented drive 
to generate support for the Allies through its Committee on 
Public Information (CPI). In countless pamphlets, maps, 
newsreels, posters, lectures, and press releases, the CPI 
valorized the Allied cause and demonized the German enemy. 
The map on page 180 is one of the most widely circulated 
examples of that elaborate propaganda campaign.

Americans made up less than 1 percent of the 18 million 
killed in the war, yet World War I indelibly shaped the nation’s 
future. Wartime mobilization demonstrated the power of 
the state to coordinate production, regulate industry and 
labor, control transportation, and expand taxation. This 
mobilization extended to all areas of American life: just as the 
CPI fostered patriotism and support for the Allies, Congress 
outlawed any criticism of the war or the draft. This crackdown 
on dissent created a climate of fear that was compounded by 
the harrowing Spanish flu epidemic of 1918 (page 182). The 
training and deployment of troops actually accelerated the 
spread of the disease, which killed far more people than died 
in the entire war.

To frame the United States’ mission in the war, Wilson 
proposed a new world order grounded in democracy, open 
trade, freedom of the seas, self-determination, and an end 
to secret alliances. European leaders greeted this vision 
with skepticism, noting more than a little arrogance in 

Wilson’s determination to instruct the world in freedom and 
democracy. Yet Wilson’s ambitious attempt in the “Fourteen 
Points” to align these ideals with national interests became 
an abiding theme in American foreign policy.

More immediately, World War I ushered in a nationwide 
ban on the production and sale of alcohol, and stimulated 
a tremendous demand for labor in Northern industry. With 
wartime curbs on immigration, that demand was largely 
met by African Americans: from 1910 to 1920, 500,000 blacks 
left the South for opportunities in New York, Philadelphia, 
Chicago, St. Louis, Detroit, Pittsburgh, and Cleveland. In the 
1920s that number reached 1 million. The mass migration of 
blacks into Harlem generated a rich culture that attracted 
some of the leading musicians, artists, and writers of the 
interwar period (page 190). But urban density also brought 
new forms of crime and delinquency, which social scientists 
energetically investigated through maps (page 188).

The economic activity jump-started by the war was further 
accelerated by aviation, electronic, and communication 
technologies. Refrigeration, for example, brought about 
an era of competition and consolidation in the American 
meatpacking industry (page 184). Radio and telephone 
inventions integrated the population in entirely unexpected 
ways. But the most consequential of these innovations was 
the automobile, which proved to be far more than a means 
of transportation. The automobile changed the organization 
of work with the rise of Henry Ford’s assembly line. It 
changed the relationship of the individual to the landscape 
by liberating travelers from rail routes and schedules. And it 
facilitated a new kind of “city” that was organized less around 
a dense urban core than its periphery.

The automobile in turn generated new products and 
services. With increased highway travel came a market not 
just for glass, rubber, and metal but also for billboards, the 
motor lodge, and diners. Even during the Great Depression, 
Americans hit the road in startling numbers. They sought out 
spots touted as cultural destinations and even obligations 
of citizenship, such as national parks, state capitals, and the 
“real” landscapes that lay beyond the main highways  
(page 196). The road trip quickly became an essential  
feature of American life, even a rite of passage. Yet if 
automobile travel was a hallmark of American culture,  

7. 
Prosperity, Depression, and Reform



it was also one experienced in radically different ways by 
African Americans in the era of segregation (page 198).

The roads that knit this sprawling nation closer together 
also brought more homogeneous forms of consumption, 
such as chain restaurants, stores, service stations, and 
hotels. This emerging mass culture was exemplified by 
motion pictures. By the 1920s the American film industry 
was dominated by Hollywood, where studios had migrated 
to take advantage of California’s congenial climate and 
diverse geography (page 194). With an ample supply of water 
imported (if not stolen) from the Sierra Nevada mountains, 
Los Angeles was poised for unlimited growth (page 186). 
Little surprise, then, that after World War II Southern 
California became home not just to Disneyland but also to 
the defense industry.

The prosperity of American cities in the 1920s also 
highlighted a growing cultural divide between an urban 
sensibility and its rural counterpart that was on full display 
in the Scopes Trial of 1925. The entire nation, it seemed, 
followed the prosecution of a young instructor who defied the 
law against teaching evolution in Dayton, Tennessee. Daniel 
Wallingford slyly caricatured these contemporary regional 
stereotypes, taking aim at the parochialism not of the country 
but rather of the city (page 192). While Wallingford pointedly 
skewered the self-centered attitude of New Yorkers, his  
map underscores the more general human tendency to 
see the world through our individual and geographically 
determined experience.

The economic prosperity of the 1920s was highly 
dependent upon the automobile. That uneven—and 
unstable—growth became clear once the evaporation 
of consumer demand, the failure of banks, and soaring 
unemployment brought the economy to a standstill in the 
Great Depression. President Franklin D. Roosevelt had little 
sense of how to end the crisis when he was inaugurated in 
early 1933, but he quickly convened Congress to consider 
a flurry of legislation proposing everything from bank 
regulation to direct relief. At the center of this legislation was 
the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), an ambitious project 
designed to bring electricity to the poor and rural South 
(page 202). The TVA generated both widespread excitement 
and lasting opposition to Roosevelt’s New Deal principles of 

planning and limited government spending. It was also a sign 
of things to come, for the largest expenditure of the New Deal 
was on public works: roads, dams, airports, bridges, and  
housing projects which put Americans to work and built 
national infrastructure.

From public works and the insurance of bank deposits to 
the expansion of labor protections and industry regulations, 
the New Deal affected every American. Among the many 
programs of this reform era was the Federal Housing 
Administration, which sought to stabilize the housing market 
by buttressing the mortgage and credit business. As shown 
on page 200, that program enlisted local housing authorities 
to assess the credit worthiness of different neighborhoods 
through “security” maps that had lasting, and sometimes 
pernicious, effects. There is no doubt that the New Deal 
failed to end the depression, but by erecting a limited welfare 
state it fundamentally realigned the relationship between 
individuals and their government.
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On the morning of May 7, 1915, a German submarine 
torpedoed the British ocean liner RMS Lusitania off 
the coast of Ireland. The next day newspapers across 
the United States highlighted the loss of American 
lives in the attack, stoking outrage and calls for a 
declaration of war. In a New Jersey military recruiting 
office Guy Empey read the news, then watched his 
superior solemnly drape an American flag over a 
map of Europe on the wall. The United States, they 
assumed, would now join the Allied cause to avenge 
this German atrocity. They quickly prepared the office 
for an onrush of volunteers.

Yet in the coming weeks and months President 
Wilson issued no call for war, and instead doggedly 
reiterated a policy of neutrality. Back at the recruiting 
office, the flag came down from the wall, and Empey 
took matters into his own hands. At the end of 1915 
he sailed to London to join the British Army. Initially 
recruiters refused his offer of service out of deference 
to American neutrality, but a few weeks later he was 
sent to the Western Front in France as a machine 
gunner. By this point the front stretched from the 
North Sea through Belgium, northeastern France, 
and Alsace-Lorraine all the way to the Swiss border. 
Sergeant Empey’s first task was to dig miles and miles 
of trenches in preparation for the “big push” against 
Germany in the summer of 1916. 

From July to November, over 1 million men 
were killed in the Battle of the Somme, the most 
destructive of the entire war. Empey himself was 
injured at the Somme, and upon his return home 
wrote a memoir of the war entitled Over the Top that 
captured both the horror and humor of the war. 
Empey portrayed his fellow soldiers—the British 
“Tommies”—as both stoically and heroically facing 
the constant threat of death. To illustrate his account, 
Empey included a map that profiled not a specific 
location in the conflict, but rather the general 
dynamics of trench warfare. Between 1915 and 1917 
the front was nearly immovable, so Empey’s map 
might apply to a spot anywhere along the line. 

It was this uniformity that made the front so 
destructive. From the rigid front lines to the fortified 
rear defenses, the armies tore at each other. The 

OVER THE TOP

Arthur Guy Empey, “Diagram  

Illustrating Typical Fire Trench, Second 

Line and Communication Trenches,” 

1917



PROSPERITY, DEPRESSION, REFORM   179

phrase “no-man’s-land” was used to designate 
the exposed and immovable zone between the two 
belligerents. The barbed wire marked along the front 
was an innovation of the American West, originally 
designed to rein in cattle but here used to prevent 
soldiers from rushing the line. Behind the wire were 
two lines to keep watch and fire upon the enemy. 
The zigzag lines of communication and movement 
enabled men to sustain the line for years, rotating 
soldiers and sending supplies in as needed from the 
rear. Empey even includes shell holes to remind the 
viewer of the dangers not just across the front, but 
above the line as well.

Empey’s stylized and sanitized sketch may not 
overtly express the terror of the front, yet therein 
lies the importance of his map: by “diagramming” 
these general geographical patterns across Europe 
he inadvertently revealed the futility of the years of 
trench warfare that were to consume a generation. By 
World War II, the advent of air power as well as tanks 
would render trenches a thing of the past.

Empey’s memoir was published just as the nation 
declared war on Germany, and that timing made it 
an instant bestseller. Newspapers across the nation 
excerpted passages, billing it as an authoritative 
account from an American who was “two years ahead 
of his country.” For months Empey traveled the US 
to aid the war effort and the draft, testifying to its 
importance at a time when many Americans remained 
skeptical of the Allies. Wilson had promoted neutrality 
for over two years, and so the administration treated 
Over the Top as an essential text for the Allied cause and 
Empey as a model of national service. 

In interviews, Empey promoted enlistment, and 
gave plenty of advice. He warned the Americans not 
to present themselves as the saviors of Europe, and 
to acknowledge the years that the French and British 
had already been at war. He downplayed the dangers 
of service, advising his fellow Americans that the 
newspapers had painted a lopsided view of combat. 
Trench warfare was grim enough, he remarked, but 
the experience also brought a sense of camaraderie. 
Above all, he wrote, the war made him a man, and 
could do the same for any other American brave 
enough to serve. 

In a twist that says much about the contemporary 
moment, once Empey finished rallying support for 
the war he went to California to star in the motion 
picture version of his memoir. It was one of the first 
feature films produced in Hollywood. Thereafter he 
made a career in silent films, part of a growing cohort 
in Hollywood that is detailed on page 194.
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While the carnage wrought by World War I indelibly 
shaped Europe, the United States suffered 
comparatively few casualties and no territorial losses. 
Yet the conflict deeply shaped American society 
by forging a modern state and establishing the 
relationship between government and the public in 
wartime. Nowhere was this more apparent than in  
the realm of official propaganda.

For the first three years of the war, President 
Wilson relentlessly urged American neutrality. The 
United States had historical ties to Britain and France, 
but ten million Americans had direct loyalties to 
Germany and Austria. Even more Irish Americans had 
a longstanding hatred of the English, and a sizable 
population of Russian Jews opposed any aid to the 
czar. Moreover, from the American perspective the 
war presented no clear mission worth defending; 
many considered Britain’s high-handed control of the 
Atlantic as unwarranted as German military tactics.

In practice, however, the position of the United 
States from 1914 to 1917 was hardly neutral. American 
manufacturers traded heavily with the Allies, and 
this activity directly stimulated the economy. Most 
revealing is the balance sheet of credit: by April 1917 
American banks had loaned $2.3 billion to the Allies 
during the war, and only $27 million to Germany. Trade 
similarly favored Britain and France over Germany, all 
but ensuring that if the United States were to enter the 
war it would do so on the side of the Allies.

That moment came when Germany resumed 
submarine warfare in 1917, prompting Wilson to 
request a declaration of war from Congress. To 
generate support for this reversal from neutrality to 
belligerency, the president created the nation’s first 
state-sponsored propaganda agency. The Committee 
on Public Information was overseen by journalist 
George Creel, who used every conceivable form of 
mass communication—posters, newsreels, public 
lectures, books, newspapers, and pamphlets—to 
recruit soldiers, stimulate patriotism, and raise 
money for the war.

The CPI’s best-known materials are the bold 
and vibrant posters enlisting public support, such 
as Uncle Sam’s iconic “I Want You for the U.S. 
Army.” But its most effective messages were not 
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those illustrating what Americans were fighting for, 
but rather what they were fighting against. Posters 
characterized the Germans as rapacious and 
subhuman enemies of civilization, while an avalanche 
of print warned of a longstanding German plan to 
expand from “Hamburg to the Persian Gulf.” This 
concept of “Pan-Germanism” was directly imported 
from French and British propaganda to convince a 
skeptical public that American participation in the 
war was imperative.

The CPI’s campaign to publicize Pan-Germanism 
spread quickly. With maps such as this, the agency 
scorned German peace overtures as an opportunistic 
plan to preserve the country’s territorial conquests. 
The map is stripped of topography or any other 
information not directly relevant to the argument at 
hand. Instead, it foregrounds a German geopolitical 
threat that stretched from the North Sea to the 
Middle East. The map was reprinted over a million 
times in the anti-German tract Conquest and Kultur, 
and the CPI distributed an additional 122,000 copies 
to the public. Military training camps posted large 
copies of the map in mess halls to expose recruits to 
the geopolitics of the war.

The CPI’s relentless demonization of the enemy 
fostered terrible anti-German hysteria in 1917 and 
1918. In California, public schools discontinued 
German-language instruction, while across the 
country orchestras ceased to perform the music 
of German composers. It was a short step from 
portraying German culture as “poisonous” to  
vilifying German Americans themselves, and they 
were viciously singled out during the war. 

Even more pernicious was the more general 
crackdown on dissent. The nation’s leading papers 
immediately began to report on “Pan-Germanism,” 
demonstrating how successful the CPI had become 
in disseminating a coordinated message during the 
war. Radicals and pacifists who criticized the war and 
challenged the expansion of state power were swiftly 
prosecuted through the Espionage and Sedition acts. 
Among these was Eugene V. Debs, a union leader 
and four-time Socialist Party candidate for president. 
Debs spoke publicly against the war, particularly 
highlighting the irony of a nation that had gone to 
war for democracy abroad while refusing to tolerate 
dissent at home. The prosecution and conviction of 
Debs left little doubt that the first casualty of war was 
freedom itself.
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The outbreak of Spanish flu in 1918 was the worst 
pandemic in modern history: it infected nearly a third 
of the world’s population and killed far more than the 
fighting in World War I. In the United States, at least 
half a million people died from the flu, a number 
exceeding American casualties of all twentieth-
century wars combined. The most terrifying aspect 
of the disease was the speed of infection, which 
defied any effort either to contain it or to locate its 
source. This unassuming map was an attempt by the 
US Public Health Service to track the disease as it 
ravaged the country.

Years later, medical researchers traced the earliest 
cases of infection to Camp Funston in Kansas, where 
soldiers reported to the camp hospital with fever, 
headache, and backache. Within a few days most of 
them had returned to duty. Though a few developed 
pneumonia, the entire outbreak seemed to subside 
within two weeks. Other bases reported similar 
episodes soon after, but military and public health 
officials took little notice of this. After Congress 
declared war on Germany in April, the military 
created thirty-two camps to house and train up to 
45,000 men each. These “cities” brought together 
large numbers of men from around the country who 
transmitted the contagion and then carried it to 
Europe as they were deployed. By May, American and 
French troops on the front had been infected.

A second and far deadlier wave of the influenza 
virus returned to the United States that summer, 
when a few soldiers fell ill upon arriving at Boston’s 
Commonwealth Pier. Eight new cases were reported 
within a day, and sixty-eight the day after that. On 
September 20, the army counted 9,313 cases of 
influenza in its ranks; three days later there were 
20,000. By September 26, the disease had spread 
to coastal bases at Puget Sound, San Francisco, 
Louisiana, and even the Great Lakes. A few days later 
it had reached twenty military camps in the interior 
of the country. Most of the isolated spots of early 
outbreak marked on the map (September 14–28) 

DEADLIER THAN WAR

US Public Health Service,  

“Chronological Map of the Influenza 

Epidemic of 1918,” 1919



PROSPERITY, DEPRESSION, REFORM   183

correspond to the largest training and cantonment 
camps, for military mobilization facilitated the 
epidemic.

The virus soon spread from the military bases  
to the general population. In October 1918 over 
20,000 stateside soldiers perished from the disease; 
in Philadelphia 700 died in a single day. In New York 
City, the public health commissioner staggered the 
hours of schools, shops, and workplaces in order 
to lower human interaction. Military officials briefly 
halted the draft and quarantined soldiers, but to 
little avail. Oddly, those between the ages of 20 
and 40 were the most likely to die from infection, 
while higher proportions of children and the elderly 
managed to survive.

The rapid spread of the disease in the fall of 
1918 sparked rumors that the German enemy had 
intentionally contaminated American soldiers in 
order to infect the home front. But the conditions of 
war worsened the pandemic. Soldiers were crowded 
together in military camps, then went abroad as 
carriers of the virus. Equally important were the 
conditions of modern life: the concentration of 
Americans in urban environments—often with poor 
sanitation—made it easy for the virus to spread. 
Moreover, modern transportation—steamships and 
railroads—gave the pathogen ongoing access to new 
hosts that it needed to survive.  

The pandemic took the emerging profession of 
public health by surprise. Just a few years earlier, 
US Army physician Walter Reed had identified the 
cause of yellow fever, while advances in vaccination, 
sanitation, and bacteriology had begun to bring 
typhus, cholera, and typhoid under control. These 
medical advances made the flu pandemic all the 
more shocking. As the war came to a close, the 
disease inflicted its greatest damage. Influenza 
deaths peaked in October 1918, and continued 
through that winter before subsiding in early 1919.
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In 1906 Upton Sinclair published The Jungle, a 
searing account of working conditions in Chicago’s 
meatpacking industry. He hoped to generate 
sympathy for labor, but found his readers far more 
disturbed by the factories that processed their meat. 
As he later commented, “I aimed at the public’s 
heart, and by accident I hit in the stomach.” His 
investigation caught the attention of President 
Roosevelt and other leaders, and led to one of the 
nation’s first attempts to regulate food safety. The 
largest companies initially balked at the Federal  
Meat Inspection Act, but soon these regulations 
enabled them to consolidate their control over the 
industry by putting smaller operators out of business.

Ten years later, producers such as Armour and 
Swift had begun to resemble monopolies, drawing 
criticism and regulatory scrutiny. Armour responded 
by organizing one of the earliest corporate public 
relations campaigns in history. In 1918 the company 
established a “Bureau of Agricultural Research and 
Economics” to address what it termed “misleading 
headlines” about its practices and its size. Through 
pamphlets and books, maps, and even lavishly 
illustrated children’s literature, Armour framed 
itself as less a meatpacking company than a selfless 
organization that endured razor-thin margins in order 
to feed a hungry world. Armour’s public relations 
campaign continued after the war with this bright 
pictorial map designed by the noted artist Joseph 
Pennell. In the accompanying narrative, Armour 
described its successful efforts to solve the “nation’s 
ever-growing food problem.” 

Armour’s national distribution capacity was just 
one example of a much larger and more fundamental 
shift in food production that would transform 
American agriculture, ranching, dairying, and 
ultimately eating habits. In the 1860s Americans 
could not have imagined a future where beef raised 
on the prairie would be consumed on the East Coast. 
That process began soon after the Civil War, when 
bison ranging from Texas to the High Plains were 
replaced by cattle (page 160). With refrigeration and  
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a growing rail network, cured, smoked, and pickled 
pork gave way to fresh beef. Philip Armour led the 
Midwestern effort to compete with eastern producers 
by reorganizing meat processing and making the 
most of his geographical location. Soon Chicago was 
the hub of this new meatpacking industry. 

Armour industrialized meat production in several 
ways: he halved the time it took to fatten cows by 
feeding them corn rather than grass; he built a 
“disassembly line” to render the cattle and hogs, 
thereby obviating the need for skilled and expensive 
butchers; he used refrigerated railroad cars to 
transport meat around the country. The company 
even sold kosher beef by having a rabbi sever the 
jugular of cattle. Armour also made use of every  
part of the animal, not just for food but also for  
wool, glue, glycerine, leather, and oils.

This revolution in meat processing paralleled 
the rapid expansion of dairy farming in the Upper 
Midwest, the spread of grain belts across the country, 
and the cultivation of produce in California and 
Florida. By the early twentieth century Americans 
could eat cornflakes at breakfast, fresh beef at dinner, 
and even oranges at Christmas. All of this would have 
been unimaginable to their grandparents.

“Armour’s Food Source Map” was originally 
designed as an advertisement. Yet it nicely captures 
the degree to which the country was now linked by 
commodities. By extension, individual producers 
and consumers were enmeshed in this web of 
food production. Armour advertised itself as the 
benevolent architect of this new system. Its public 
relations department published pamphlets and 
juvenile literature to portray the company’s myriad 
operations in a positive and even patriotic light. 
It turned accusations of monopoly into an asset, 
framing itself as the industry leader in progress, 
productivity, efficiency, sanitation, and convenience. 

As Armour explained, the millions it spent to 
meet federal regulations supported the welfare of 
thousands. By extension, the company’s distribution 
system created “a cash market as broad as the world 
is wide,” encompassing farmers in Iowa, ranchers 
in Texas, dairymen in Wisconsin, and even miners 
in Wales. It was the meatpacking industry, Armour 
argued, that fed the world. True enough: Armour 
continued to publish this map through the 1960s,  
and the practices developed by the company still 
shape the way the nation eats a century later.
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In 1890 John Wesley Powell tried to convince 
Congress that the future of the West hinged on the 
management of its limited water (page 162). Though 
Congress largely ignored Powell’s warnings, Southern 
Californians paid attention, for they knew firsthand 
that Los Angeles could not grow without an imported 
water supply. The history of California is, to a great 
extent, the history of its water. Among the first to 
realize this was Frederick Eaton.

Eaton became the superintendent of the Los 
Angeles City Water Company in 1875 at the age of 
nineteen. He served alongside William Mulholland, 
who shared his conviction that Los Angeles was 
destined to grow despite its aridity. And grow it did: 
in 1900 Los Angeles had 100,000 residents, and within 
four years that figure had doubled. Eaton convinced 
Mulholland that the only way to sustain the city was 
to locate a reliable source of water. They settled on 
the Owens River, 250 miles due north of Los Angeles.

The Owens River rises out of the Eastern Sierra 
near Yosemite, and flows south through a valley 
bounded on the east by the White Mountains. The 
area was initially settled and farmed by the Paiute 
Indians, who were displaced by white farmers in the 
latter half of the nineteenth century. These settlers 
relied on the river to build the towns of Bishop, Big 
Pine, Independence, and Lone Pine. The federal 
Bureau of Reclamation believed that the agriculture 
of the Owens Valley could expand even further with 
improved irrigation.

Eaton, however, saw things differently. He  
believed that the water of the Owens Valley was 
wasted on local farming, and would be better used  
to slake the growing thirst in Los Angeles. In 1904  
he and Mulholland formed the Los Angeles 
Department of Water and Power and began to 
surreptitiously secure rights to the Owens River. 
In 1905, with the support of the Board of Water 
Commissioners, they rapidly purchased land and 
water rights in the valley. Their ultimate goal was 
both ambitious and outlandish: first take control of 
the water, and then pass a bond measure to build 
an aqueduct to transport the water to Los Angeles. 
The voters approved the measure, and construction 
began in 1907.

WATER FOR LOS ANGELES

Los Angeles Bureau of Power and Light, 

utility bill, 1922
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At the time it was built, the aqueduct was the 
longest in the western hemisphere. Through tunnels, 
conduits, and reservoirs, it carried water by gravity 
across 223 miles to Los Angeles. Upon opening in 
1913 it delivered eight times the amount of water the 
city consumed, which inadvertently created pressure 
for Los Angeles to expand. From 1913 to 1927, the city 
swiftly annexed surrounding communities to become 
the nation’s largest urban territory governed by a 
single entity. The annexation of the San Fernando 
Valley alone doubled the size of Los Angeles, and 
enriched those who had bought land knowing that 
the aqueduct would ensure its agricultural future.

By the 1920s, farmers in the San Fernando Valley 
used three times the amount of water that was going 
to the 1.2 million residents of Los Angeles. This 
diversion of water for large-scale agriculture enraged 
farmers in the Owens Valley who had lost their water 
rights. Some took matters into their own hands and 
dynamited the aqueduct in May 1924. Ultimately, 
however, they could do little but watch Los Angeles 
expand while their own fortunes stagnated. The 
absence of water in the Owens Valley not only ended 
farming, but made the region far more prone to  
dust storms.

The Los Angeles aqueduct also helped to generate 
electricity for the city. Here the Bureau of Power and 
Light used the back of its electric bill to explain rate 
increases to its customers. Perhaps Californians 
had already begun to take water and electricity for 
granted, though both were the work of enormous 
engineering feats. Within a few years, the continued 
expansion of Los Angeles had led the city to secure 
even more water, this time from the Colorado River.

Through a combination of political will, legal 
maneuvering, and engineering, water was drained 
from the Owens Valley, making it possible for Los 
Angeles to become home to millions of people 
over the next few decades. In this sense, Eaton and 
Mulholland transformed not just that city, but the 
dynamics of twentieth-century migration. The maps 
of Hollywood and Disneyland on pages 194 and 226 
attest to the growth of Southern California and its 
abiding influence over American life.



188   A HISTORY OF AMERICA IN 100 MAPS

In the 1920s and 1930s newspapers relentlessly 
portrayed Chicago as a lawless town. Breathless 
headlines covered the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre 
in 1929, when Al Capone and his men set about 
murdering rival gang members in a bid to control 
the city’s organized crime. This coverage continued 
through the 1930s, though almost all American cities 
were reckoning with similar challenges that were only 
exacerbated by Prohibition.

The explosion of urban crime in the interwar years 
was closely studied by sociologists at the University 
of Chicago. Robert Park, a product of the Progressive 
Era, taught his students to think of cities in ecological 
terms, as dynamic systems. The city of Chicago 
became their laboratory. One of Park’s leading 
students was Frederic Thrasher, who believed the 
key to controlling crime was a more thorough study 
of gang behavior. In his seven-year investigation, 
Thrasher counted 1,000 gangs, composed of over 
25,000 members. These ranged from “embryonic” 
groups of young boys to sophisticated networks that 
controlled organized crime. Thrasher explored gangs 
as social units with their own internal logic and social 
structure. If they were to be overcome, gangs must 
first be understood.

Thrasher’s study is full of extraordinary detail 
based on census data, institutions, and his own 
surveys. He joined gang members in their haunts 
and hangouts to observe their rituals, codes, and 
language. He interviewed them at length about 
their values and experiences. And, though he did 
not use the term “rape,” he discussed shocking 
patterns of sexual behavior reported by his subjects. 
Later sociologists regarded Thrasher’s work as 
unsystematic and dated, but it remained the  
most comprehensive investigation of the subject  
for decades.

Trained by Park to think in spatial terms, Thrasher 
mapped Chicago’s criminal landscape. In the portion 
shown here, he identified the location of ethnic 
enclaves across the city. Poles, Italians, Lithuanians, 
Germans, and the Dutch had settled in Chicago at 
the turn of the century while African Americans had 

UNDERSTANDING THE UNDERWORLD

Frederic M. Thrasher, “Chicago’s  

Gangland,” 1927

migrated during and after World War I. Thrasher also 
identified large populations of native born Americans 
who were equally involved in the gang culture of the 
interwar era.

This ethnic landscape formed the backdrop of 
Thrasher’s map. Then he used red ink to identify the 
presence and influence of various gangs across the 
city landscape. Clear red lines denote the stronger 
and more territorial gangs, while smaller icons mark 
their less powerful counterparts. A close look at the 
map indicates that Thrasher aimed to do justice to 
the local vernacular, from Dukies to Mickies, Lake 
Front Jungles to No Man’s Land. “Back of the Yards,” 
“Wop Park,” and “Bum Park” all signal particular 
neighborhoods, if not specific locations. Similarly, 
across the city he marked sites where individual 
gangs came up against one another.

Like many interwar sociologists, Thrasher 
was influenced by the community of Hull House 
reformers who had dedicated themselves to Chicago’s 
immigrant communities on the South Side at the turn 
of the century (page 166). That earlier generation used 
maps to isolate particular classes of information—
such as ethnicity or wages—in order to investigate 
urban structure. Here Thrasher similarly mapped the 
distribution of gangs and their realm of influence 
in order to discern their relationship to the urban 
landscape. He found that gangs clustered around 
canals, rivers, railroad tracks, and industrial areas, 
what he termed “interstitial” spaces. Stepping back 
further, he noticed that the gangs formed a kind of 
semicircle around the central loop, hemmed in by the 
more settled and safer residential areas that formed 
the outer ring of Chicagoland.

Thrasher’s study was part of the emerging field of 
urban sociology. It bore directly on the new realm of 
juvenile justice, which aimed to treat young offenders 
not in terms of their personal moral failings but as 
part of a larger social order. Thrasher observed that 
Chicago’s gangs were produced by the colossal influx 
of new residents—mostly immigrants—who had 
endured massive dislocation. For young men who 
were bored at school and too young to work, gangs 
offered structure, hierarchy, and a sense of belonging 
and purpose. In other words, gangs had a role to 
play, and until this was acknowledged and addressed 
they would continue to thrive.
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Cities across the Northeast and Midwest were 
transformed by the waves of African American 
migration after the turn of the century. The 
neighborhood of Harlem at the northern end of 
Manhattan became known as the cultural capital  
of black America, one with a rich and vibrant 
community of writers, artists, and musicians. 
Prohibition produced speakeasies across the country, 
but in Harlem it also fostered a rich musical culture 
that drew whites and blacks alike. In the era of 
Prohibition, Harlem became famous for jazz. This 
map—drawn by one of the century’s most successful 
African American illustrators—captures the energy  
of that moment.

Elmer Simms Campbell studied at the Art Institute 
of Chicago before moving to Manhattan in 1929 
in search of work as a cartoonist. As a black man, 
he faced a string of rejections before catching a 
break with the founding of Esquire magazine in 
1933. For the next thirty-eight years he supplied the 
magazine with smart, appealing cartoons featuring 
the predicaments of beautiful young white women. 
In fact, it was Campbell who established Esquire’s 
knowing visual style: playful, often risqué, and 
thoroughly urban. Throughout the 1930s he also 
drew covers for the New Yorker and cartoons for other 
national magazines. Campbell’s sheer artistic talent 
helped him cross the color line, but no doubt his 
success also had much to do with his shrewd decision 
to focus on white culture rather than black life.

As a young man, Campbell met band leader Cab 
Calloway, who, along with Duke Ellington, presided 
over the legendary performances at the Cotton 
Club. Calloway and Campbell became fast friends, 
drinking buddies, and regulars at many of Harlem’s 
famed speakeasies and jazz clubs. Before he was 
discovered by Esquire, Campbell drew this whimsical 
and insightful roadmap to Harlem’s hotspots for 
Manhattan magazine. Part tourist guide, part  
spoof, and part loving tribute, the map captures  
the boundless vitality of Harlem at the height of  
its popularity.

MUSIC AND MAYHEM IN NEW YORK

E. Simms Campbell, “A Night-Club Map 

of Harlem,” 1932

Campbell’s map pulses with energy, but  
also hints at Harlem’s complex racial dynamics.  
Many of these nightclubs catered to middle-class 
whites in search of slightly dangerous urban 
thrills. Black residents of the neighborhood had 
little say in the permissiveness that characterized 
their neighborhood. The Cotton Club—like most 
establishments in Harlem—was segregated and 
owned by whites. Other clubs such as Small’s 
Paradise, at the right edge of the map, were owned  
by blacks and catered to the same. Smaller clubs 
were often open to both races, and all of these 
establishments collectively widened the audience  
for American jazz.

Prohibition also inadvertently made it more 
acceptable for women to drink in public, or at 
least in these semi-public clubs and speakeasies. 
The map shows blacks and whites drinking and 
dancing together, at a moment when both legal 
and customary segregation dominated much of 
the nation. Campbell references Calloway’s smash 
hit “Minnie the Moocher” on the map, with the 
bandleader belting out “HO-DE-HI-DE-HO.” No 
doubt this explains why Calloway kept a copy of the 
map in his office. Just outside the Savoy Ballroom—
across Lenox Avenue—“Marahuana cigarettes” 
are sold at two for twenty-five cents. Campbell’s 
exuberant rendering of Harlem’s nightlife practically 
leaps off the page. And, while he celebrates the social 
and racial diversity in some of these clubs, he also 
acknowledges the general mayhem in the streets. At 
right, two officers play cards inside a shiny new police 
station, while drunks sow chaos outside. 

All of this nightlife and culture was fueled by 
twelve years of Prohibition. While it curtailed the 
incidence of alcoholism, Prohibition also fostered  
an illegal market that worsened crime. In turn, this 
led to the rise of the penal state, anticipating the war 
on drugs at the turn of the twentieth century. In 1928 
Al Smith ran for president on a platform that openly 
called for repeal of the Eighteenth Amendment. 
Though Smith lost to the Republican Herbert  
Hoover, his position attracted many new voters  
to the Democratic Party who would go on to  
support Franklin Roosevelt—and the repeal  
of Prohibition—in 1932.
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Just as Harlem was known as the capital of black 
America in the interwar era, New York assumed  
itself to be the nation’s cultural and financial center.  
By any measure, this assertion was hard to dispute, 
but it also fostered a rather notorious insularity that 
is gently mocked by Daniel K. Wallingford’s popular 
comic map of the 1930s. 

Wallingford was from Indianapolis, and followed 
his father’s path by pursuing a degree in architecture 
before serving in World War I. Thereafter he spent 
time in New England, and drew a map to poke fun  
at the elitism and self-importance among Bostonians. 
After moving to New York, he drew an elaborate 
pictorial view of “Architectural Manhattan,” which 
demonstrated his talent for artistic design and 
execution. From there he returned to satirical 
mapping, this time imagining the country as seen by 
New Yorkers. Yet in mapping New York’s geographical 
provincialism, Wallingford pointed out a much more 
general—and rather profound—human tendency to 
see the world in self-referential terms.

With a bird’s-eye view and in a pictorial style, 
Wallingford drew the country according to perception 
rather than geographical scale. Most egregious 
are the locational errors: Yellowstone is placed in 
Colorado, Denver in Utah, and Nebraska in Illinois, 
while Montana abuts Alaska. The Great Lakes are 
all mixed up—and even include the Great Salt 
Lake—while St. Paul lies just south of Chicago and 
Milwaukee. To a New Yorker, Wallingford suggests,  
it matters not: everything is somewhere “out west.”

Small vignettes serve as pointed remarks on these 
geographical stereotypes: oil and cowboys in Texas, 
movies in Southern California, and the auto industry 
in Detroit. But perhaps most revealing of all is the 
treatment of urban life more generally. However 
misplaced, cities appear on the map, while absolute 

THE MAPS IN OUR HEADS

Daniel K. Wallingford, “A New Yorker’s 

Idea of the United States of America,” 

1939

geographical space is obliterated. The Great Plains 
are completely absent, an entire region that failed to 
register in the minds of New Yorkers. Instead, while 
the area east of the Mississippi River bears some 
passing resemblance to actual geography, west of  
the river we find a foreshortened land that simply 
skips over the vast interior.

Further, note that the five boroughs dwarf their 
New England and mid-Atlantic neighbors. The only 
other place on the map given the same attention 
is Florida, which figured prominently in the New 
York imagination. Miami and (presumably) Miami 
Beach are acknowledged as the vacation playground 
for New Yorkers, but beyond that confusion reigns 
regarding Nashville and New Orleans. To the west, 
three “Swanee Rivers” flow into the Gulf of Mexico.

The map has a deceptively simple—even 
innocent—appearance, but it reveals crucial 
dynamics that are by no means unique to New 
Yorkers. Regardless of our origins, all of us construct 
mental maps that govern our sense of value and 
distance, and situate us in the larger scheme of 
things. To his lasting credit, Wallingford was able to 
translate these slippery yet meaningful impressions 
expressed by New Yorkers into visual form. Perhaps 
his Midwestern roots gave him the distance to 
appreciate this northeastern geographical myopia.

Wallingford first published the map in the early 
1930s, and was soon producing several different sizes 
to meet public demand. The map was widely reissued 
as a souvenir of the 1939 New York World’s Fair, which 
drew 44 million visitors to witness “the world  
of tomorrow” at Flushing Meadows. That 
Wallingford’s map remains relevant and funny 
indicates how deeply entrenched these regional 
attitudes and geographical perceptions can be. 
How else to explain the enduring popularity of Saul 
Steinberg’s similar “View of the World from 9th 
Avenue,” the iconic cover of the New Yorker from 1976? 
Both Wallingford and Steinberg may owe their ideas 
to an even earlier model: John McCutcheon’s similar 
“New Yorker’s Idea of the Map of the United States,” 
which appeared in the Chicago Tribune in 1922.
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If the last map captured the geographical 
imagination of New Yorkers, this one reveals a view  
of the world from Hollywood. This Sunday insert 
in the Los Angeles Sunday Times promoted the film 
industry by showing readers how California’s 
landscapes enabled producers to simulate any 
conceivable geography without leaving the state.

The film industry is so inextricably associated  
with Hollywood that we might be forgiven for 
assuming that it began there. In fact, the earliest 
American motion pictures were produced and 
financed in New York in the 1890s before studios 
began to migrate to Southern California after 1900. 
By the 1920s, Hollywood dominated the film industry 
in the same way that Pittsburgh cornered steel and 
Chicago dominated meatpacking. Motion pictures 
had become the most popular form of American 
entertainment, with box office revenues of  
$750 million by 1927. Hollywood accounted for  
88 percent of the films created each year in the 1920s. 
By 1927 weekly attendance had reached 100 million, 
nearly the population of the entire country.

Hollywood gained control over motion pictures  
in several ways. In the early years, studios were  
lured to Southern California by the capacity for 
growth, as shown on page 186. Los Angeles was also 
a non-union city, which was highly appealing for a 
labor-intensive industry. Just as compelling was the 
region’s climate. Perennial sunshine meant there 
was more time available for filming, which in turn 
accelerated production schedules just as the  
industry was becoming more competitive.

California’s physical landscape also gave 
Hollywood a tremendous advantage. The state’s 

THE GEOGRAPHY OF HOLLYWOOD

“Around the World in California in  

4 Days,” Los Angeles Sunday Times,  

March 4, 1934

geographical diversity meant that almost any type 
of film could be produced there, which minimized 
travel costs. Even geographically specific and exotic 
locales could be approximated in its wide variety 
of topography and landscapes. As the Los Angeles 
Sunday Times explained here, everything imaginable 
was right in California’s backyard. The Gobi  
Desert could be found in Barstow, Siberia in 
Truckee, the Swiss Alps near Lake Tahoe, and 
the Dead Sea in the inland Salton Sea. From 
the Kentucky backcountry to the deserts of 
Arabia, California could conjure up any possible 
geographical illusion.

In the late 1920s Hollywood released its first 
talking pictures, which raised hopes even further 
for the new medium. Boosters argued that films 
could be used not just for entertainment, but also 
as a tool of education and commerce. To some 
degree this prediction was realized in the newsreels 
that opened feature films from the 1930s through 
World War II. Air-conditioning technology also 
boosted the industry: a traditional summer slump 
caused by overheated theaters was transformed 
into a season of profits as patrons sought relief and 
escape in these cool, darkened spaces.

The seven major studios constituted a virtual 
monopoly by the interwar period. They exerted 
enough power to force theaters to buy blocks  
of their films together and to charge fixed rates  
of admission around the country. But this golden  
age of film came to an end with the advent of 
television in the 1950s. Between 1946 and 1956 
theater attendance fell by half, and it never 
recovered. Moreover, the changing economics  
of the film industry meant that movie stars were  
no longer chained to a single studio, and 
independent filmmakers began to draw more 
attention after mid-century. But this map captures 
Hollywood’s enduring influence, and the way that 
it shaped popular understandings of geography  
for generations. 
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IN SEARCH OF FREEDOM ON THE OPEN ROAD

“The Great American Roadside,” 

Fortune (September 1934)

Before World War I, the average American worker 
would have had to spend two years’ worth of wages to 
purchase an automobile. This changed dramatically 
with Henry Ford’s mass production techniques: by 
1925 a Model T was rolling off the assembly line every 
ten seconds, and by the end of the decade the same 
worker needed only three months’ salary to buy one 
of the 26 million cars that were now on the road.

As early as 1920 the automobile business 
employed 4 million workers and accounted for  
10 percent of the nation’s wealth. It stimulated the 
market for glass, rubber, gasoline, and construction, 
and generated a new form of advertising: the 
roadside billboard. The automobile extended the 
distance between home and work and created 
Sunday drives and auto camping. Even dating rituals 
were transformed, for young people were no longer 
confined to the front porch or parlor. Entire cities—
most importantly Los Angeles—were structured 
around the automobile, with growth irrespective  
of an urban core. As Donald Meinig once observed, 
Detroit may have invented the car, but Los Angeles 
taught us how to use it.

Even in the Great Depression, Americans rarely 
sold their cars. The automobile had become a 
symbol of freedom and possibility, evidenced by the 
ever-growing number of road trips taken during the 
1930s. Well before the advent of interstate highways, 
auto vacations spawned roadside attractions and 
amenities across the country. Fortune magazine 
predicted that roadside businesses would gross $3 
billion in 1934. The American road trip had become 
not just a rite of passage but an emerging and 
profitable market.

Among the earliest transcontinental roads was the 
Lincoln Highway, first billed as a national heritage 
tour from New York to San Francisco. Though the 
route was determined more by commerce than by 
history, it held out the promise of rediscovering 
America through the auto. This ideal even influenced 
the public works projects of the New Deal, for among 
its best-known legacies are the American Guide 
Series produced by the Federal Writers’ Project. 
Each of these state guides is organized around auto 
tours and itineraries designed to showcase local 
color, regional identity, and history. Ironically, as 
the automobile and the highway homogenized the 
country, the road trip was idealized as a way to access 
the “real” America beyond the realm of mass culture.
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The success of the Lincoln Highway, Route 66,  
and other roads in the interwar era increased the  
pressure for a more consistent and coordinated 
national highway system. In 1938 President  
Roosevelt asked the Bureau of Public Roads to 
report on a possible network of north–south and  
east–west transcontinental highways. The result  
was a comprehensive study of road use, which laid 
the foundation for the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 
1956 (page 228).

“The Great American Roadside” map on the 
previous page—and the “Afro American Travel Map” 
here—show the country before those interstate 
highways. The first was part of a Fortune magazine 
study of auto tourism, and presents the country and 
the economy in terms of highways and destinations, 
travel and leisure. In this regard, the map also 
unwittingly highlights a particular view of American 
history. From Valley Forge and Mount Vernon in 
the east to Buffalo Bill’s grave out west, the map 
marks spots that would become fixtures of domestic 
tourism. Indians—when they appear at all—are little 
more than curiosities to be photographed (as noted 
in northern Minnesota).

As the map describes, the most popular 
destinations were the picturesque landscapes in 
California, Florida, the Rockies, New England, the 
Great Lakes, and the national parks. Civic tourism 
ranked high as well: Gettysburg and Valley Forge 
had become national shrines, while the construction 
of Mount Rushmore was well underway. All of these 
spots beckoned Americans to take to the road and 
“See America First.”

Yet the ideal of the open road and the promise 
of the automobile was severely limited for African 
Americans in the era of Jim Crow. Though auto travel 
liberated American blacks from the degradation 
of segregated rail cars, it also exposed them to 
the risk of being refused service at filling stations, 
barred from restrooms, and excluded from hotels 
and restaurants. Such possibilities forced African 
Americans to plan differently for road trips, packing 
food, gasoline, and even portable toilets in order to 
make it safely to their destination.

While segregation throughout the Southern states 
was written into the law, African Americans had 
come to expect exclusion everywhere. Throughout 
the country, the proliferation of “sundown towns”—
where blacks were unwelcome after dark—indicated 
the extent of racial hostility. In response to this 
pervasive discrimination, segregation, and physical 

“Afro American Travel Map,” 1942 danger, blacks began to publish guides and maps  
of their own. Families on holiday, salesmen traveling 
for work, and even entertainers on tour relied on 
these for safety.

This map was part of a “Travel Guide of Negro 
Hotels and Guest Houses,” which listed places where 
weary motorists would not be refused service because 
of their race. The map and the guide were issued by 
the Afro Travel Bureau, which was a division of the 
Afro-American newspaper chain founded in 1892. The 
map marks national landmarks such as the Smoky 
Mountains and Natural Bridge, but it also identifies 
spots of special interest to the black community, 
such as the Tuskegee Institute and Fisk University. 
Subsequent pages list accommodations that did not 
discriminate, and even included private homes in 
towns where blacks might otherwise be unwelcome. 

Similar guides, such as The Negro Motorist Green 
Book, carried far more extensive listings, including 
hotels as well as barber shops, beauty parlors, night 
clubs, restaurants, and service stations. The guide 
advertises, quite seriously, “Carry your Green Book 
with you—you may need it!” As the 1962 map on  
page 230 illustrates, blacks faced extreme hostility as 
they challenged Southern segregation. Once the 1964 
Civil Rights Act outlawed discrimination in public 
accommodations—and the rise of interstates and 
chain hotels gave black travelers new options—the 
guides ceased publication. But they remain poignant 
reminders that black drivers faced circumstances  
and dangers that were scarcely visible to most whites, 
regardless of class.

The very existence of such guides demonstrates 
that the freedom of the open road was circumscribed 
by race. Though mid-century prosperity extended to 
blacks as well as whites, segregation governed all 
areas of life, even travel and leisure. Whites could 
assume that they would be served without incident, 
while blacks were forced to travel with care and more 
than a little anxiety. Like these guides, the rise of 
black resorts at mid-century was another response 
to this discrimination, an attempt to create spaces 
where African Americans could enjoy themselves 
without risk of humiliation, or worse. In 1925, for 
instance, two African American businessmen founded 
Lincoln Hills, a resort in the foothills west of Denver 
where blacks could purchase cottages or rent rooms 
in the spacious clubhouse. While the resort struggled 
in the Great Depression, thereafter it drew middle-
class families from around the country who were 
eager to enjoy the splendor of the Rocky Mountains 
with their children at a time when they were barred 
from owning property in neighboring counties.
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The Great Depression ravaged the nation’s housing 
market. The widespread failure of banks dramatically 
limited the availability of loans, while millions 
of Americans faced foreclosure. The Roosevelt 
administration responded by regulating lending and 
banking practices through the creation of agencies 
such as the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) 
and the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC). 

Through the introduction of longer-term 
mortgages and mortgage insurance, the FHA sought 
to stabilize the market and to extend homeownership 
to new segments of the population. At the same time, 
the HOLC helped to buy and refinance mortgages 
on more favorable terms to help homeowners avoid 
foreclosure. To systematize the process of property 
appraisals, the HOLC also sponsored detailed 
assessments of lending risks in 239 urban areas 
across the country. From Buffalo to Seattle, from 
Dallas to Atlanta, the HOLC relied on local real-estate 
professionals, lenders, and appraisers to evaluate 
and map the credit risks of America’s cities.

These assessments were based not just on housing 
stock and economic stability, but also on the “social 
status of the population.” That category became the 
source of lasting controversy, for the agency judged 
this status according to the presence of “Negro,” 
“foreign born,” or other “undesirable” groups. The 
HOLC asked that neighborhoods be rated from  
A to D, with A (green) being the most desirable and 
stable, B (blue) as “still desirable,” C (yellow) as 
“definitely declining,” and D (red) as “hazardous.” 
In one region after another, areas with heavy 
populations of blacks, Mexican Americans, or 
poor ethnic whites were deemed hazardous and 
least desirable, marked with red (or “redlined”). 
Yellow areas were often described as having been 
“infiltrated” by blacks. As the HOLC officials 
explained, this did not mean that good mortgages 
did not exist in these lower areas, but instead that 
these loans and mortgages ought to be extended and 
serviced in different ways.

REDLINING, HOME OWNERSHIP, AND CIVIL RIGHTS

Home Owners’ Loan Corporation,  

“Metropolitan Cleveland Security  

Map,” 1936

This HOLC map of Cleveland was typical, 
assessing the neighborhoods in terms of their racial 
and economic cast. It shows wealthy neighborhoods 
concentrated in the eastern and western suburbs, 
with the “declining” and “hazardous” areas—
inhabited mostly by working-class whites and African 
Americans—clustered around the urban center. 
Shaker Heights was marked in green on the eastern 
edge of the city as “A-16,” classified as one of the 
area’s best neighborhoods. This suburb was founded 
as a planned residential community in the early 
twentieth century, and became an incorporated city 
in 1931. The community originally exercised racial  
and ethnic restrictions on homeownership, though  
it successfully integrated in the 1970s and 1980s.

These maps, and the practices behind them, 
influenced the nation’s housing market. They defined 
norms that were then institutionalized by the FHA’s 
regulation, and exposed a generation of appraisers, 
lenders, and real-estate experts to policies that 
segregated by class and race. Some scholars argue 
that the HOLC maps reveal a federal agency actively 
codifying discriminatory lending practices. The maps 
institutionalized segregation by characterizing black 
neighborhoods as unworthy of credit in ways that 
only hardened after World War II. And by preventing 
lower-income blacks from accessing credit and 
homeownership, they contributed to the wealth gap 
between blacks and whites. 

Other scholars disagree, pointing out that in many 
instances the maps were confidential and did not 
circulate, and that “redlining” practices of the FHA 
and private lenders alike long predated the HOLC. In 
some cities, lower-rated areas actually received loans 
at higher rates than more desirable neighborhoods. 
No doubt the maps were used differently in 
different cities. But even if these maps only reflected 
practices that were already in place, they are a sober 
reminder that discrimination is compounded across 
generations to widen the gulf between those who 
have access to credit and those who do not. As one 
study of these maps observed, the lower-rated areas 
only became more segregated over time, an indication 
that local lenders and brokers were paying attention 
to the boundaries. With these maps, the Roosevelt 
administration expanded homeownership for some 
but not for others.
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Franklin Roosevelt became president at a moment 
of acute national crisis. Over 4,000 banks failed in 
the first few months of 1933, and the unemployment 
rate reached nearly 25 percent. Within days of his 
inauguration in March, Roosevelt sent a series of bills 
to Congress to alleviate the Great Depression and to 
stimulate economic growth. The most ambitious of 
these was the Tennessee Valley Authority, a massive 
public works project designed to address what 
Roosevelt considered the nation’s most pressing 
problem: the poverty of the South.

The Tennessee Valley is almost the size of  
England, stretching 44,000 square miles across  
the heart of the Southeast. Its watershed reaches 
north into Virginia and Kentucky, east into North 
Carolina, and south into Georgia, Alabama, and 
Mississippi. Much of the region is mountainous,  
and large areas are subject to heavy rainfall and 
recurrent flooding. By 1930, decades of intensive 
cotton, tobacco, and corn farming had impoverished 
the soil and left it vulnerable to erosion, while 
deforestation further denuded the landscape. The 
residents of the valley had little or no access to 
electricity or other basic modern conveniences.  
The TVA was Roosevelt’s effort to address this  
poverty through flood control, electrification, 
reforestation, and agricultural reform.

The project began in the lower left corner of the 
full map above, at Muscle Shoals, where Wilson Dam 
generated some of the first electricity for the valley.  
To the north is Norris Dam, designed to control the 
erratic flow of the Tennessee River in order to revive 
farming throughout the valley. (As shown on page 198, 
the Norris Dam even became a tourist destination 
after its completion in 1936.) These twin goals of flood 
control and rural electrification drove the construction 
of six dams along the river and its tributaries by 
1940, with dozens more planned. The map marks the 
waterways to be improved by the TVA, as well as the 
existing roads and proposed air routes out of Nashville 
Airport (a New Deal public works project which  
opened in 1937).

LET THERE BE LIGHT

Stephen Voorhies for Rand McNally, 

“Raw Materials for a U.S. ‘Ruhr,’”  

Fortune (October 1933)

The map conveys the ambitions of the project, 
which captured widespread news coverage 
throughout the 1930s. But the TVA also provoked 
intense criticism. Some noted that, though 
agricultural reform increased production, in the long 
run small farmers still could not compete against 
their larger counterparts. But far more consequential 
was the political resistance to the TVA as a form of 
regional planning. This criticism first appeared in the 
pages of Fortune, the monthly magazine devoted to 
commerce and industry founded by Henry Luce, an 
ardent opponent of Roosevelt’s New Deal. Soon after 
Congress authorized the TVA, Fortune published this 
map by illustrator Stephen Voorhies to investigate 
the program. Voorhies used a bird’s-eye view to 
underscore the sheer geographical scope of the 
project. The editors revealed their skepticism in 
the accompanying article by labeling the TVA as 
a governmental plan to remake the region into a 
“social-industrial-agrarian machine,” an American 
counterpart to Germany’s industrial Ruhr Valley.

American history is replete with large public 
works projects, such as the Panama Canal, so why 
did the TVA provoke such resistance? The editors of 
Fortune grudgingly acknowledged the importance 
of electrification, flood control, and economic 
development. But critics scoffed at the power and 
utopian aims of this new federal entity, and worried 
that regional planning posed a threat to state power. 
Power companies feared that the TVA would compete 
with their services, and unsuccessfully challenged 
its constitutionality in the courts. The president of 
the largest electric utility holding company in the 
country, Wendell Willkie, then ran against Roosevelt 
in the 1940 presidential election.

Willkie lost, but criticism of the TVA seeded 
conservative opposition to Roosevelt and the 
New Deal that would flourish later in the century. 
These critics rejected the principle that the federal 
government should undertake large-scale programs, 
planning, and regulation on behalf of the people. 
Resistance to the New Deal became the foundation 
of the modern conservative movement, even as 
many of these programs—chiefly social security—
won bipartisan support. The TVA brought electricity 
to much of the rural South, provided work for 
thousands, and regulated flooding within the valley. 
But it also engendered an enduring resistance to 
national planning in American political culture.





I n 1934 Senator Gerald Nye launched a high-profile 
investigation of American entry into World War I.  
Nye was responding to longstanding accusations that 
munitions manufacturers had influenced the decision 

to go to war against Germany in 1917. After eighteen months, 
his committee found little direct evidence for these claims, 
but the investigation drew wide attention and revived the 
debate about whether the nation ought to have entered such 
a costly war in the first place. The Nye Committee’s work 
also signaled the deeply isolationist mood of the country. 
Americans watched apprehensively as fascist governments 
took power in Europe and Asia during the 1930s, but 
expressed little desire to intervene.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt publicly voiced concern 
about the growth of fascism in 1937, but he faced a legislature 
that was determined to prevent the entanglements that had 
pulled the country into war two decades earlier. Congress 
first attempted to legislate neutrality by limiting American 
overseas trade and travel. After Germany invaded Poland in 
1939, Congress required France and Great Britain to “cash 
and carry” any arms purchased from the United States. Even 
after the swift Nazi invasion against France and the Low 
Countries in 1940, many Americans wondered whether a 
rearmed and expansionist Germany necessarily posed a threat 
to national security.

American isolationism was reinforced by the geographical 
perception that the Atlantic and Pacific oceans separated the 
United States from Europe and Asia. The advent of aviation 
challenged that assumption, but only with the entry into 
World War II were Americans forced to reckon with these new 
spatial realities. Among the most forceful apostles of this 
new “air age” geography was Richard Edes Harrison, whose 
creative and unconventional maps simultaneously shocked 
and dazzled the public during the war. His 1940 effort to map 
the nation from unfamiliar angles (page 206) was just one  
of many attempts to reassess world geography in the age  
of aviation.

The following summer, Harrison issued an equally 
disruptive map centered on the North Pole to demonstrate 
that this “European” war had everything to do with the United 
States (page 208). Just as American readers were poring over 
that map, Roosevelt and the British prime minister Winston 

Churchill met secretly off the coast of Newfoundland to 
develop principles that would govern the postwar world. 
Roosevelt was formulating such a vision even before the 
United States had entered the war, and the principles of the 
Atlantic Charter echo President Wilson’s “Fourteen Points” 
in 1918. In both cases, the US prioritized open access to 
the foreign markets and raw materials. The British artist 
MacDonald Gill rendered an ebullient and optimistic profile 
of that new world, one ordered and integrated through 
commerce (page 210).

Franklin Roosevelt’s own experience as Assistant Secretary 
of the Navy in the 1910s gave him a keen appreciation of 
geography. On several occasions during the war, he asked 
Americans to consult their maps and globes as he explained 
various aspects of strategy over the radio. On the title page of 
this book we see the president consulting his 1942 Christmas 
gift from the Army, a 750-pound globe that was designed to 
rotate freely—without an axis—in order to facilitate strategic 
thinking in a world governed by aviation. Like Harrison, 
Roosevelt was attuned to a global sense of geography.

Through 1942 and much of 1943, most American troops 
were sent to the Pacific, which led the Soviet leader Joseph 
Stalin to charge that his country was bearing the brunt of 
the fight against Germany. With the invasion of Italy in 1943, 
but more importantly France in June 1944, the Americans 
forcefully joined the Allied battle to destroy the Third Reich  
in Europe. One soldier on the front lines—Henry MacMillan—
mapped the military and logistical challenges of that brutal 
fight (pages 212–215). His two maps reveal not just the  
Allied defeat of Germany, but the delicate relationship 
between American and Soviet forces as they both marched 
toward Berlin.

In that final year of war, American troops battling 
the enemy in Germany and Austria also confronted the 
unimaginable horror of the Final Solution. The immensity  
of the Holocaust is impossible to comprehend, but the maps 
on pages 216 and 217 record one young man’s survival of the 
war and the concentration camps. Michal Kraus chronicled 
his imprisonment and ultimate liberation through a lengthy 
illustrated memoir written immediately after the war. Like 
MacMillan, Kraus chose to map his experience. His first map 
documents the brutal network of camps that tortured him 

8. 
Between War and Abundance



and killed his family. Once the Americans had liberated 
Austria, he began the long and harrowing journey home 
to Czechoslovakia, passing through lands that were now 
controlled not by the Germans but by the Soviets. In those 
closing days of World War II, the beginnings of the Cold War 
were already apparent.

The war made the United States the most powerful 
nation on earth. Its territory was unscathed, and wartime 
mobilization more than doubled the nation’s economic 
capacity. That power—combined with a sense of 
international stewardship—launched a new era of foreign 
policy that was accelerated by the swift deterioration of 
relations with the Soviet Union. The world of free trade 
outlined by the Atlantic Charter—a logical extension of 
American capitalism—was treated as a direct threat by the 
Soviet Union. While the United States helped to rebuild 
western Europe after the war through the Marshall Plan,  
it also began to expand its military presence in Europe and 
around the world. The Soviets similarly asserted their sphere 
of influence, raising the stakes in a cold war where each 
considered the other the aggressor (pages 222 and 224).

World War II and the Cold War profoundly shaped 
domestic life as well. Wartime spending quickly ended the 
Great Depression, and postwar federal priorities both altered 
the nation’s economic structure and fueled widespread 
prosperity. In 1944 the Army Map Service printed an 
astonishing series of maps tracing the evolution of the lower 
Mississippi River over centuries. The research undergirding 
these maps was designed to control flooding on the river, 
and reflected a heightened commitment to domestic 
infrastructure (page 218). Similarly, the Serviceman’s 
Readjustment Act—known as the G.I. Bill—created a 
generation of homeowners and college students, while the 
Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956 integrated the country 
and advanced suburban development (page 228). These 
large-scale federal investments—as well as ongoing defense 
spending—accelerated the westward migration of the 
population, and by 1963 California had eclipsed New York  
as the nation’s largest state. 

While highways facilitated mobility on the ground, 
the rise of commercial aviation expanded mobility in the 
air (page 220). Here too the war mattered, for thousands 

of surplus aircraft stimulated the explosion of postwar air 
travel. In the 1950s, the jet engine revolutionized aviation, 
shortening travel between the coasts from nine hours to five. 
Just as the railroads had transformed geography in the late 
nineteenth century, the advent of airline travel transformed 
it in the twentieth, integrating different industries and 
regions and stimulating economic growth.

Postwar prosperity and technological innovation also 
brought new forms of leisure and entertainment, such as 
television. Among the early adopters of this new medium 
was Walt Disney, who began to broadcast his animated 
characters into American living rooms by the early 1950s. 
At the same time, he began to envision a large theme park 
where these characters would come to life. The preliminary 
sketch of Disneyland on page 226 captures his vision for this 
modern form of leisure, one that would further enhance the 
allure of Southern California.

But this era of abundance was severely limited by racial 
discrimination. Among the most egregious examples was the 
wartime executive order that evacuated Japanese Americans 
to remote internment camps throughout the West. The 
armed forces were also segregated by race during the war, 
prompting black leaders to decry the hypocrisy of fighting 
tyranny abroad while racial injustice remained unchallenged 
at home. After the war, the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board 
of Education decision determined that segregation indeed 
violated the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal-protection 
clause. But the limited gains of the Civil Rights Movement 
left many activists frustrated by the early 1960s. The modest 
newspaper map of the Freedom Rides on page 230 illustrates 
the crucial role of the media in exposing Southern resistance 
to federal desegregation orders. The fight against Soviet 
repression abroad also nudged civil rights forward at mid-
century, demonstrating the deep connection between 
foreign and domestic policy in these decades.
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More Americans encountered maps during World War 
II than in any previous era in American history. From 
elaborate inserts in National Geographic to schematic 
views in the daily news, maps were everywhere. 
On September 1, 1939, the Nazis invaded Poland, 
and by the end of the day maps of Europe had sold 
out across the United States. Two years later, the 
attack on Pearl Harbor sparked another rush to buy 
maps. The country’s leading mapmakers reported 
their largest sales to date in 1941, and in early 1942 
Newsweek dubbed Washington, D.C. “a city of maps,” 
where “it is now considered a faux pas to be caught 
without your Pacific arena.”

If the war drove popular interest in geography, 
it was the advent of aviation that transformed its 
meaning. Aviation collapsed distance and realigned 
geographical relationships, and nowhere was 
this more apparent than in the changing look of 
maps. In the first half of the twentieth century, 
most Americans had been reared on world maps 
using the Mercator projection (page 210), which 
dates back to the sixteenth century. This cylindrical 
projection was invaluable in the age of ocean 
navigation, for directions are true even though 
geography is distorted as one moves away from the 
equator. But though the Mercator projection had 
become ubiquitous, it could not adequately depict 
geographical relationships in the age of aviation. 
Oceans, be they vast seas or the frozen Arctic to 
the north, were no longer insurmountable physical 
barriers or buffers. Air routes could not be accurately 
charted on the Mercator projection, nor did it 
adequately illustrate the importance of the North 
Pole. For all these reasons, by mid-century Americans 
needed to relearn geography, and to reacquaint 
themselves with the spherical nature of the earth.

One of the most effective teachers of this new 
geography was Richard Edes Harrison, an artist 
and designer who drew a series of maps for Fortune 
magazine during the war. Fortune was founded by 
Henry Luce in the 1930s with an intent to convey an 

WORLD WAR II AND THE REINVENTION OF CARTOGRAPHY
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Approaches to the U.S.,” Fortune  

(September 1940) and “The World  

Divided,” Fortune (August 1941)

internationalist message to the business community. 
Harrison’s maps helped to visualize this new posture 
of American stewardship. With his creative use of 
color and perspective, Harrison redrew the world  
map in a way that engaged and challenged readers  
to consider the new realities of geography. 

Shown here are Harrison’s wildly popular 
global views, which he used to highlight particular 
geographical relationships. Consider his well-
executed “Three Approaches to the U.S.,” first 
published in September 1940 as part of a series 
designed to challenge American isolationism. With a 
stylized approach, Harrison brought the war home to 
Detroit (from Berlin), to the West (from Tokyo), and 
to the “soft belly” of the South (from South America). 
No longer were the Atlantic and Pacific oceans the 
protective buffers they had been on a Mercator 
projection; instead, viewers were startled to see how 
unfamiliar their own nation appeared with just a 
minor shift of perspective. In Harrison’s schematic 
view, the interior was as vulnerable as the coasts—a 
direct challenge to the comfortable isolationism 
voiced by groups such as America First.

Notice also that, unlike most reference maps, 
Harrison’s included only the information needed 
to make his point: by depicting terrain in an 
exaggerated manner, and only presenting selected 
cities, he conveyed particular relationships without 
distracting the reader with unnecessary detail. 
This visual style electrified Fortune’s readers by 
pulling them into the landscape as if they were 
pilots hovering over the land. No such aerial view 
exists, where the curvature of the earth is visible 
alongside topographic details, but this imaginative 
rendering of the globe enabled Harrison to visualize 
direction in a way that resonated with readers. His 
oblique perspective—colorfully and confidently 
executed and with a keen eye for design—helped 
viewers rediscover relationships that lay obscured in 
traditional maps. Geography was made new.

Harrison was equally known for rejecting the 
Mercator projection. Among his most striking 
efforts was “The World Divided” (shown on the next 
page). Here, the world is organized around the 
North Pole to highlight the proximity brought about 
by aviation. Though the map grossly distorts the 
southern latitudes, Harrison used a polar projection 
to demonstrate the relationship of the belligerents 
over the North Pole, where the great circle routes of 
aviation created new geographical truths.
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Drawn in July 1941, the map captures the 
harrowing moment when the German invasion of the 
Soviet Union left the British alone to fight the Axis. 
In August, Roosevelt met with Churchill to forge an 
alliance, but the United States was not yet at war, and 
many Americans continued to believe that the oceans 
protected them from these foreign crises. With this 
map, Harrison showed Americans how close these 
conflicts were, and in the process buttressed support 
for the recent Lend-Lease program of aid to Britain. 
With orange lines underscoring the web of American 
involvement, Harrison made it impossible to dismiss 
the war as a purely European affair. Moreover, his 
accessible explanation in the upper left corner 
helped to demystify the concept of map projections. 
In this realigned world, the United States lay at the 
heart of the conflict, not at its periphery. A perennial 
bestseller, the map was updated and reissued 
throughout the war.

Once Congress had declared war on Japan and 
Germany, Harrison’s maps seemed prescient, and 
their popularity grew even further. They imaginatively 
and persuasively captured a world disrupted by 
both war and aviation. His Look at the World atlas—
specifically designed to explain wartime strategy—
sold out before it even reached bookstores. The Army 
and Navy reprinted 250,000 copies of Harrison’s 
maps for servicemen abroad. His perspective maps 
were used to expose bomber pilots to aerial views of 
European and Asian terrain. Dozens of corporations, 
newspapers, civic organizations, citizens, and towns 
wrote to Harrison in praise of his iconoclastic and 
visually provocative style, which was widely imitated 
during and after the war. 

But in each of Harrison’s riveting maps, accuracy 
in one area came at the expense of inaccuracy 
elsewhere. Most professional geographers welcomed 
Harrison’s ability to capture the public’s attention 
and to foster a more global sensibility. However, 
some bristled at a pictorial approach that seemed 
to prize design over mathematical precision. Such 
criticisms did not faze Harrison. He proudly identified 
as an artist—not a mapmaker—and believed that 
his training in architecture and design gave him the 
critical distance to disrupt static views of geography. 
The widespread imitation of his maps confirms 
that Americans were willing to reconsider their 
understanding of world geography and their place 
within it.
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After Congress approved Roosevelt’s Lend-Lease 
program of massive military aid to Britain in 1941, 
Roosevelt and Churchill secretly met off the coast of 
Newfoundland to advance their alliance and establish 
a set of postwar principles that would be dubbed the 
Atlantic Charter. While the charter may appear to be a 
general statement of universal principles, embedded 
within these principles were very specific American 
goals. Echoing President Wilson’s Fourteen Points 
of 1918, the charter promised that neither country 
would seek territorial gains in the war, and that self-
determination would guide postwar settlements. 
Equally essential were Roosevelt’s priorities of lowered 
trade barriers and freedom of the seas, which sent a 
message that the US was eager to access the goods 
that became available as the colonial era waned.

Four months after the charter was signed, the 
attack on Pearl Harbor led the US to declare war on 
Germany and Japan. In 1942, Time & Tide magazine 
commissioned the noted and admired commercial 
artist MacDonald Gill to boost British morale with this 
buoyant map promising better days ahead. Powerful 
steamships busily transport passengers, mail, and 
goods across the seas. In the foreground a man takes  
a sledgehammer to military weapons, while horses 
pull ploughshares just beyond. This is a world at 
peace, and above all one defined through trade.

American entry into World War II was necessary 
to destroy fascism. At the same time, the United 
States was extraordinarily fortunate to emerge with 
its national economy, territory, and population 
largely intact relative to the European belligerents. 
This structural integrity—buttressed by the 1944 
authorization of the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund—directly fueled the postwar economic 
boom that made the US the world’s most powerful 
country. For a generation reared on depression and 
war, such prosperity was both welcome and deserved. 
While the war hobbled Europe and Asia, it created 
sustained postwar growth for the US. 

Just before the Atlantic Charter was issued, the 
publisher Henry Luce urged Americans to accept their 
position of international stewardship. Luce predicted 
an “American Century,” where the United States—not 
Britain—would use its economic and moral power to 
promote democracy and freedom around the world. 
This posture would profoundly shape American foreign 
policy for the rest of the century. 

THE WARTIME ROOTS OF THE AMERICAN CENTURY

MacDonald Gill, “The ‘Time & Tide’  

Map of the Atlantic Charter,” 1942
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More than 16 million men and women served in the 
American armed forces in World War II. Staggering 
as that may seem, the war killed 60 million people 
worldwide. About 320,000 Americans died fighting 
the war, and 800,000 were injured; their commitment 
helped to defeat the brutal regimes in Germany and 
Japan. At the front lines of the European theater was 
the Nineteenth Corps, which landed on the beaches 
of Normandy in June 1944. Through summer and 
fall the men pushed through western Europe, where 
they awaited instructions from Supreme Commander 
Dwight Eisenhower before driving into Germany.

Henry MacMillan, an Army engineer, mapped the 
maneuvers of the Corps in that last year of the war. At 
left is a portion from his first map, which detailed the 
battle to liberate France. On both maps, MacMillan 
depicted the individual encounters that so profoundly 
affected the millions of Americans serving in Europe. 
Alongside depictions of tactical victories and enemy 
fire we find careful renderings of the local people 
as well as landmarks that MacMillan and so many 
others were seeing for the first time as they fought 
through Europe: the Eiffel Tower, Chartres, and—
poignantly—the battlefield cemeteries of World  
War I. Shown here is the upper corner of that map, 
where the Corps pushed through France into Belgium 
and Holland toward Germany.

On the following page is the entire second map, 
which documented the Corps as it fought through 
Germany toward victory. As an engineer with the 62d 
Division, MacMillan took care to note the logistical 
support and tactical ingenuity that made it possible 
to cross five rivers, capture German soldiers, and 
liberate thousands of prisoners. 

The push began at the lower left of the next map, 
where the First and Ninth armies held the northern 
shoulder of the Battle of the Bulge through the brutal 
winter of 1945. From there they turned toward the 
Roer River, but found that the enemy had destroyed 
a dam in order to flood the region. The river had 
widened from 20 to 300 yards, making any Allied 
advance impossible. For two weeks, engineers 
worked around the clock to build fifteen bridges 
while under enemy fire, withstanding a powerful 

THE DEFEAT OF GERMANY
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current that brought dangerous debris and broken 
boats down the river.

Once they had finally crossed the Roer, the 
infantry moved quickly past Jülich, grateful for earlier 
American air strikes that had pacified the city. The 
capture of München-Gladbach, a manufacturing 
center, led them toward the Rhine; they were 
prepared to cross by March 1, but were ordered to 
delay until preparations could be made for the final 
push into the heart of Germany. The crossing of the 
Rhine on March 28 set up what MacMillan considered 
the most important moment in the campaign: the 
conquest of the Ruhr Pocket by the First and Ninth 
armies. The two armies stretched across 150 miles 
to corner and conquer Germany’s most critical 
industrial area, further weakening the Reich and 
capturing over 300,000 enemy soldiers.

The men then raced toward the Elbe River at 
right, the last major obstacle to Berlin. On one day, 
they logged a record fifty-seven miles. The urgency 
of the march was heightened by the corresponding 
progress of the Soviet Army from the east. While the 
Americans welcomed Soviet support in defeating 
the German enemy, this dual advance also required 
some diplomatic maneuvering in light of the mutual 
suspicion between the two powers. In mid-April, 
Commander Eisenhower ordered the armies to  
stand on the Elbe River rather than cross it and 
continue on toward Berlin. At the banks of the 
river, the Corps established a preliminary military 
government to evacuate thousands of prisoners and 
displaced persons.

On April 11, the 83rd Infantry arrived at 
Langenstein, a sub-camp of Buchenwald that had 
been built just a year earlier to provide labor for 
the German war effort. The Germans had forced 
prisoners to labor sixteen-hour days to construct 
underground factories at nearby Halberstadt; those 
who were too weak to work were executed. Just before 
the Americans arrived, Langenstein reached the peak 
of its operation, with 5,000 prisoners at work. After 
the liberation, only 1,000 were still alive, and almost 
all died soon thereafter. On April 30, just seven days 
before the Allies declared victory in Europe, the corps 
met their Soviet counterparts at Wittenberg.

The Nineteenth Corps landed on D-Day, sent 
the first men into Belgium and Holland, and led 
the assault on the Lower Rhine. MacMillan’s maps 
capture the pride and anguish of soldiers in the final 
year of war, a narrative of a corps in action.







216   A HISTORY OF AMERICA IN 100 MAPS

Between 1940 and 1945, the Nazi regime 
systematically murdered 6 million Jews. No artifacts 
can convey the scope of this atrocity, but we rely 
on material evidence to record, remember, and 
understand the Holocaust. The two maps here were 
drawn by a young Jewish boy at the end of the war: 
the first documents his life in the concentration 
camps, while the second traces his perilous journey 
home after the defeat of Germany.

Michal Kraus was born in Czechoslovakia in 1930, 
and at the age of eight he watched the Germans 
invade his hometown of Náchod. The Nazis quickly 
began to isolate and oppress Jews, expelling Michal 
from school and forcing the family into a ghetto 
in 1941. A year later the family was deported to 
Terezín, a camp where 33,000 prisoners perished 
from the brutal conditions alone; the Germans sent 
90,000 more to extermination camps throughout 
Nazi-controlled territories further east. Despite 
the desperation at Terezín, the large population of 
prisoners fostered a culture and sense of community. 
Michal himself drew comics and portraits for the 
young boys’ newspaper Kamarad.

 In December 1943 the Nazis sent Michal and his 
family to Auschwitz-Birkenau in Poland; six months 
later Michal’s mother was removed yet again, to a 
camp at Stutthof. Michal’s father had fallen ill and his 
condition worsened throughout the spring and early 
summer of 1944. In July he was tortured and killed by 
the Germans. For the next six months the fourteen-
year-old Michal remained at the camp; every day he 
watched as new prisoners were sent directly to the 
gas chambers. Over a million Jews were murdered at 
Auschwitz between 1940 and 1945.

In the fall of 1944 Michal began to hear the sound 
of Soviet and American planes flying overhead, and 
by the following January the Soviets had pressed 
the Eastern Front toward Auschwitz. The Nazis 
responded by abandoning the camp and forcing 
prisoners to march for three days in the depths of 
winter to a train station sixty-five kilometers away. 
Most of the prisoners froze to death or were killed 
by German guards. Michal and others who survived 
were crammed into an open railway car for four 
excruciating days as it lumbered toward Austria.  

HOLOCAUST
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The map below marks the next five months of 
Michal’s life, spent in concentration camps along  
the Danube River. He remembered this as the worst 
time of his life.

Michal’s first destination was the camp at 
Mauthausen, which he knew as the site where 
many of his fellow Czech Jews had been murdered. 
He arrived there after a full week without food. 
From Mauthausen he was deported to Melk, where 
prisoners worked twelve-hour shifts to construct an 
underground factory for the German war effort. The 
labor alone killed some, while others were executed 
once they proved too weak to work. Michal’s sole 
source of hope was the occasional American air raid 
above; he recalled how “gorgeous” it was “to behold 
those avenging Allies, the large bombers glittering  
in the rays of the sun.”
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As American forces pressed from the west and 
the Soviets advanced from the east, Nazi brutality 
continued. The Germans sent Michal and others 
from Melk back to Mauthausen (along the green 
line on the map at left), where prisoners began to 
hear rumors of a German surrender. The rumble 
of American bombers could now be heard day and 
night. The Nazis relentlessly forced the prisoners 
on another march (along the red line) of over sixty 
kilometers to a dense forest at Gunskirchen. Those 
who fell behind were executed.

Upon arrival at Gunskirchen, exhausted and 
near death, Michal and his fellow prisoners were 
sequestered for ten days without food or blankets. 
On May 5 the sound of gunfire signaled the approach 
of American troops, prompting the German guards 
to abandon the area. Michal and other survivors 
emerged from the forest to find themselves among 
thousands of other prisoners in a uniformly desperate 
condition. After four years of imprisonment, just shy 
of his fifteenth birthday, he was free.

Now liberated, Michal thrilled at the sight of 
American soldiers—both black and white—driving 
tanks and convoys along roads that had imprisoned 
him for so long. Everything he saw confirmed the 
destruction of the Wehrmacht. But he was utterly 
alone, nowhere near home, and immediately became 
so sick with typhus that he was forced to remain in 
Austria to recover. As soon as he regained his health, 

he quite literally jumped at the opportunity to join 
500 Czech and Slovak Jews heading home aboard a 
convoy of trucks.

Michal drew the map to the left to record the 
route of his long and perilous journey home in June. 
At lower middle he marks the American military 
presence in Austria (“Rakousko”), and the Danube 
River in blue. Red ink marks his route home to 
Czechoslovakia, bordered on the north by Poland 
and on the east by the Soviet Union (“SSSR”). His 
trek began on a steamboat up the Danube from 
Linz through his two former concentration camps, 
Mauthausen and Melk. In a terrible irony, he was 
once again held at Melk while awaiting passage 
home, this time guarded by the Russian rather than 
the German army. While at Melk he was horrified to 
see the ovens and other devices that the Germans 
had used to murder prisoners just a few weeks earlier.

After the Russians released Michal from Melk, he 
traveled by train through Vienna to Wiener Neustadt, 
where he met other Czech refugees. Rail lines were so 
badly damaged by bombing raids that Michal traveled 
on foot over one hundred kilometers to the Czech 
border at Bratislava. As he walked in a procession  
that stretched for miles, he carefully avoided the 
Russian soldiers who were plundering their way west 
through Czechoslovakia.

In Bratislava Michal boarded a train that arrived 
in Prague on June 28, 1945. It was only then that he 
learned his mother had been killed in the camps. 
When he finally returned to his hometown of Náchod, 
at the upper center of the map, he began to compose 
a diary to honor his parents and document the horror 
he had survived. Over three volumes, he detailed 
and illustrated the camps he had endured in Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, and Austria. His maps are a first draft 
of history, a vivid and specific record of the geography 
of genocide. 

On his long walk home, Michal passed through 
regions that would soon be contested in the 
emerging Cold War. Just a few months after he 
finished the diary in 1947, communists staged a coup 
in Czechoslovakia. Soon afterwards Michal went to 
Canada to complete high school, and from there he 
studied architecture at Columbia University. After 
traveling and working in Europe, in 1951 he settled 
permanently in the United States with his wife.  
Michal lost every member of his extended family  
in the Holocaust except for an aunt and a cousin.
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The Mississippi River is arguably the most important 
waterway in the US, and certainly among the most 
consequential in its history. The river drains  
1.2 million square miles—40 percent of the 
continental United States—into the Mississippi Delta. 
The rich soils on either side of the river became the 
heart of the slave plantation system in the 1850s, and 
created enormous wealth at the height of the cotton 
trade. Thereafter control of the river was central to 
Union strategy in the Civil War, and it remained vital 
to commerce well into the twentieth century. But the 
river’s power was matched by its unpredictability, 
which prompted the creation of the Mississippi River 
Commission in 1879 both to improve navigation and 
to control the recurrence of flooding.

Such efforts were repeatedly thwarted, most 
importantly with the Great Flood of 1927. New 
Orleans was largely spared when levees downriver 
were destroyed to alleviate pressure on the city. The 
hardest-hit areas of the delta were further north near 
Greenville, Mississippi, where hundreds of thousands 
of African Americans were displaced. The long-term 
consequences were significant: within one year of 
the flood, 50 percent of the black population of the 
delta had moved out of the South into cities such as 
Chicago and Detroit.

With the advent of the New Deal, more ambitious 
public works—such as the Tennessee Valley Authority 
(page 202)—encouraged engineers and scientists 
to stabilize the banks and the flow of the Mississippi 
River. Among the most creative and determined of 
these men was Harold Norman Fisk, an irascible 
geologist with the Louisiana Geological Survey who 
convinced the commission to fund his comprehensive 
study of the lower river in 1941.

Fisk argued that the river ought to be understood 
as an evolving, dynamic entity given that it had 
shifted its course over time. For two years he pushed 
his colleagues relentlessly to reconstruct the 
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Meander Belt” (sheet 9), 1944 

geological history of the river through fieldwork, 
aerial photography, and archival research. The 
photographs allowed him to search for long-
abandoned meanders and channels, and to see 
layered patterns of soil, vegetation, and drainage. 
Historical maps found in archives showed him 
how the river had changed its course over the prior 
century and a half.

The result was a landmark study that transformed 
the way water engineers understood the river 
itself. The report featured a series of elaborate and 
beautifully executed maps that charted the wild 
behavior of the river from the prehistoric era to the 
present. With imaginative—even psychedelic—use 
of color and shading, Fisk recreated the river’s history 
in three dimensions: fifteen maps—stretching from 
Cape Girardeau in Missouri down to Donaldsonville, 
just above New Orleans—graphically illustrated the 
patterns of flow and sedimentation that ignored 
fixed riverbanks. Through these maps, scientists 
could identify the formation of the meander belt 
of the river about 6,000 years ago, and then trace 
its subsequent evolution. With these images Fisk 
made a contribution not just to geology and science, 
but also to map design. His innovative approach to 
capturing change over time has caught the attention 
of mapmakers and graphic designers ever since.

It is worth noting that when Fisk completed the 
maps during World War II they were printed by the 
Army Map Service. The war revived transportation 
on the river and intensified the federal government’s 
attention to geological research. This section of the 
map includes some of the area worst hit by the 1927 
flood, illustrating its many diversions and cutoffs. 
By examining the deep history of sedimentation, 
Fisk was able to explain the rich alluvial plain that 
extended into seven Southern states. And by studying 
hydrographic surveys, he was able to document the 
shifting banks and erosion that plagued the river. 
Putting all these studies together, Fisk created a 
crucial foundation for engineers to understand how 
the river behaved, and how to address both the 
incremental erosion and the more radical shifts  
that led to the endemic flooding of the Lower 
Mississippi Valley.
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Given the sheer size of the United States, the advent 
of commercial aviation had a profound effect on 
American life. Charles Lindbergh tapped the public’s 
excitement around air travel when he flew solo from 
New York to Paris in 1927. Three years later United  
Air Lines offered the first transcontinental route,  
from New York to San Francisco, with an overnight 
stay in Chicago. 

The introduction of the DC-3 airplane in the 
mid-1930s made it possible to fly across the country 
non-stop, and the surplus of aircraft after World War 
II substantially expanded the number of cities that 
could be served. The earliest passengers tended to  
be bankers and businessmen flying from New York  
to Chicago. The subsequent advent of trans-
continental routes helped to integrate geographically 
distant industries, for instance the financial resources 
of New York with the broadcasting and film industry 
in Los Angeles.

In the early years of commercial aviation, the 
in-flight map was not just a schematic diagram but 
an active way for passengers to follow the journey. 
These planes flew under the clouds at relatively low 
elevations, so the maps included landmarks such as 
radio towers to guide pilots as well as passengers. 
Airline maps gave travelers a way to pass the time 
while demystifying what for many was a new and 
perhaps unsettling experience.

By 1950, the number of miles traveled by plane 
exceeded that of rail, and the introduction of jet 
aircraft in 1958 cut the length of a transcontinental 
flight from nine to five hours. As flight speeds 
increased, airline maps began to encompass far 
greater geographical scope at a much higher 
elevation. This United Air Lines route map from 
1949 was part of a series drawn by Hal Shelton, one 
that had implications far beyond air travel. Shelton 
had trained as an artist, and his visual education 
enabled him to think differently about map design. 
Upon finishing a degree in scientific illustration in 
1938, he did field survey work with the United States 
Geological Survey (USGS). While mapping a remote 
region of the Sierra Nevada mountains, he discovered 
something: even though local residents could name 
all the peaks of the nearby ranges, they could not 
read the contour maps produced by the USGS. This 
experience taught Shelton that to be successful a 
map must communicate as much as possible without 
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Hal Shelton, “Denver–Chicago,”  

for United Air Lines, 1949

the use of abstract symbols such as contour lines.
Shelton was also spending a good deal of time 

flying with his brother, a pilot, and this led him to 
reconsider aeronautical charts. Rather than using 
traditional conventions, he sought to present the 
landscape more intuitively, as the viewer might see 
it. His experimental charts caught the eye of Elrey 
Jeppesen, a pilot who found Shelton’s technique 
ideally suited for airline passengers. Together they 
collaborated on a series of innovative charts for 
United Air Lines.

Shelton’s creativity is at work throughout the 
chart. By avoiding the use of symbols he removed the 
need for a legend. He also deemphasized boundaries, 
cities, and roads, minimizing the human presence 
on the land in order to present the earth below as it 
might be apprehended—or even imagined—from 
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higher elevations. The color scheme mimics the 
landscape: green forests, beige deserts, blue water, 
and white snowcaps. Within that range, Shelton 
subtly adjusted tone to depict depth or elevation. 
Though the effect is understated and restrained, 
there is tremendous nuance embedded in the 
depiction of valleys, river drainage systems, and 
mountain chains. The overall effect is a physiographic 
landscape that appears—above all—natural and 
coherent. The map approximates the land itself.

Yet tremendous effort was required to make 
these “natural” maps. Dozens of geographers 
and mapmakers generated the information on 
climate, rainfall, landforms, and drainage. Shelton 
used hundreds of aerial color photographs to help 
organize this data, then began etching and painting 
the charts—inch by inch—through a secret process. 

The result was a visual masterpiece, where “the 
mountains jump up” and the valleys appear  
to descend. 

Long before satellite imagery, Shelton’s maps 
were so realistic that the National Aeronautics  
and Space Administration (NASA) used them to 
identify photographs of the earth taken on early 
space missions. By capturing the vantage point of 
a pilot above the terrain, Shelton brought maps 
ever closer to photographs. This combination of 
an oblique perspective with a detailed rendering 
of the terrain below was used to great effect in his 
iconic maps of the Colorado ski country. Shelton, 
like Richard Edes Harrison (pages 206 and 208), 
used artistry to render the terrain, and in the 
process changed the conventions that had governed 
mapmaking for decades.
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The French Communist Party designed this 
propaganda map at the height of the early Cold War, 
urgently asking “Who is the aggressor? Who is the 
menace?” If there was any doubt, the party insisted 
that it was the American military that drove the epic 
struggle between communism and the West.

The Cold War began even before World War II 
ended. Though formal allies, the Soviet Union and 
the United States had a history of mutual suspicion. 
Joseph Stalin saw the United States as capitalist 
and expansive, a nation that deliberately delayed 
the opening of a second front in Europe so that the 
Soviets would shoulder the fight against Germany. 
During the war, President Roosevelt believed—
perhaps naively—that he could “handle” Stalin, but 
later generations wondered if more could have been 
done to resist Soviet demands at the Yalta meeting 
in February 1945. Within two months Roosevelt was 
dead, leaving his inexperienced vice president, Harry 
Truman, to lead the country through the final stages 
of the Pacific War.

That summer, the United States detonated an 
atomic bomb, which Truman believed would give 
him an uncontested advantage over the Soviets. The 
U.S. used the bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 
which simultaneously defeated the Japanese and 
demonstrated American military prowess. Relations 
with the USSR deteriorated rapidly from there. In 
1946 Winston Churchill described an “iron curtain” 
that divided free Europe from the Soviet sphere. The 
next year, a young American diplomat stationed in 
Moscow sent a lengthy telegram to his superiors 
describing Russian behavior as governed chiefly by 
a sense of international insecurity. Such a mindset, 
leavened with a zealous commitment to communism, 
meant that, while the Soviets might not pose a direct 
threat to the United States, they must be met with 
patient, firm, and vigilant containment.

In perhaps the first example of containment, 
President Truman committed military support to 
Greece and Turkey to stave off communist influence. 
He then proposed a massive infusion of economic 
aid to those western European countries willing to 
support democratic institutions and free trade. While 
the Soviets and their eastern European allies initially 
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considered accepting the aid, their ultimate rejection 
of the Marshall Plan heightened Cold War divisions 
further. These tensions worsened in 1948, when a 
communist coup in Czechoslovakia was followed by 
a blockade of Berlin. Western Europeans responded 
with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), 
which obliged the United States to extend its military 
commitments in Europe. Before the end of the year, 
the Soviets detonated an atomic bomb, and the 
communists mounted a successful revolution in 
China. Fears of a communist axis mounted when 
North Korea invaded its southern neighbor in 1950.

This rapid sequence of threatening events drove 
Truman toward his more hawkish advisers. The result 
was an increase in American commitments abroad, 
and by 1950 more than a million American military 
personnel were stationed across thirty-five foreign 
countries. That military presence prompted French 
communists to produce this broadside, most likely 
part of the party’s campaign in the parliamentary 
election of June 1951. The French Communist Party 
won a quarter of the vote that summer. 

While the broadside portrays the United States 
as the aggressor, the country does not appear on 
the map save for a sliver of Alaska over the North 
Pole. Instead, it is the growth of American military 
bases that encircle the Soviets and their communist 
allies, who, as the text explains, have yet to fire a shot 
beyond their borders. The map presents a communist 
heartland that is encroached upon on all sides by 
American militarism. By this time Eastern Europe 
was largely controlled by the Soviet Union, though 
in an Orwellian twist the map identifies these as 
“Democraties Populaires.” With its global perspective 
and suggestive symbols, the French Communist 
Party urgently points to a need to join the worldwide 
network of support for the Soviets and resistance 
to American capitalism. The oblique perspective 
used by Harrison on page 206 to highlight American 
vulnerability in World War II is here used to highlight 
Soviet vulnerability in the Cold War.

Though an exaggerated example, the map reflects 
the ambivalence felt by many in western Europe 
after the war: grateful for American aid and military 
protection but concerned by their dependence upon 
the same. Even as propaganda, the map captures the 
global nature of the emerging Cold War. The conflict 
took hold not just in Europe, but also in the growth of 
communist parties in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. 
The next map reflects the American response, 
which frames the Soviets as the aggressors and the 
Americans as the defenders of freedom.
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Ten years after the end of World War II, Democrats 
and Republicans remained convinced that Soviet 
communism posed the greatest threat to national 
security. The country’s growing defense budgets 
bore out that political consensus. Domestically, 
however, the influence of the American Communist 
Party was negligible by the mid-1950s. Vigorous 
prosecutions of the party under the Smith Act had 
crushed its leadership, while purges of communists 
from universities and the entertainment industry had 
effectively silenced any communist voice in education 
and popular culture.

The domestic fight against communism began 
at the end of World War I, when a young J. Edgar 
Hoover used the new Federal Bureau of Investigation 
to monitor those whom he considered politically 
dangerous or radical. But the prosecution of internal 
communism was complicated when the United 
States joined with the Soviet Union to defeat fascism 
during World War II. This era of the “Popular Front” 
gave rise to an attitude of tolerance toward the 
American Communist Party, and a few civil servants 
in the Roosevelt and Truman administrations were 
even convicted of spying for the Soviet Union. Such 
convictions prompted widespread suspicions of 
an extended espionage network in America. These 
suspicions also justified ongoing investigations 
conducted by the House Committee on Un-American 
Activities (HUAC). Truman further heightened fears 
of treason by requiring in 1947 that civil servants take 
oaths of loyalty. 

That fear of communism turned into outright 
panic once Senators Joseph McCarthy and Pat 
McCarran escalated accusations of domestic 
subversion. While Republicans might have had 
an upper hand in these attacks, anti-communism 
was a thoroughly bipartisan issue. In the 1950s 
Pennsylvania Democrat Francis Walter continued 
the work of the HUAC. Walter had successfully 
collaborated with McCarran to prevent current and 
former communists from immigrating to the United 
States. After both McCarthy and McCarran died in 
1956, Walter worried that the country had begun 
to accommodate itself to the Soviet Union, settling 
for “peaceful coexistence” rather than defiant 
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anti-communism. To renew the fight, he compiled 
a volume of essays purporting to expose the Soviet 
tendency toward secrecy, indoctrination, and deceit. 
As he wrote, the communists used “relentless 
psychological, political, economic, sociological and 
military strategies.” A failure to retaliate would leave 
Americans condemned “to the Arctic hell of Siberian 
slave labor camps.”

A number of foreign policy leaders contributed 
to Walter’s volume Soviet Total War, including Henry 
Kissinger and the Central Intelligence Agency 
director, Allen Dulles. But it also included essays by 
the nation’s evangelical Christian leaders and other 
private citizens. Among the latter was Leo Cherne, 
an ardent anti-Soviet whose Research Institute of 
America had long advised companies how to navigate 
government regulations brought by the New Deal. 
In his anti-communist essay, Cherne explained 
that the death of Stalin had ushered in a more 
aggressive phase of Soviet behavior. Moving forward, 
the USSR would resort to economic, political, and 
even psychological warfare against the West, as 
illustrated by this map. Just as the French Communist 
Party (page 222) portrayed the United States as 
reaching across the globe with its military might, 
here the Soviets are shown penetrating every corner 
of the world through political and psychological 
manipulation.

For Cherne, it was not just Soviet military 
power that threatened the United States but 
also subterfuge: guerilla warfare, anti-western 
propaganda, political infiltration—all were part of 
the communist playbook, especially in the developing 
world. And, though Cherne’s prose was especially 
virulent, his strategy anticipated the foreign policy 
posture of presidents Eisenhower, Kennedy, and 
Johnson. Each of these administrations sought to 
undermine leftist and communist movements in 
Africa, Latin America, and Southeast Asia. In fact, this 
map of 1956 was published at precisely the moment 
that the United States increased its commitment to 
South Vietnam in the wake of the French departure 
from Indochina. Political messages like this, which 
regarded Soviet influence anywhere as a threat to 
American security, paved the way for the deployment 
of armed forces in Vietnam (page 238).
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No individual embodies twentieth-century American 
culture more than Walt Disney, whose childhood 
interest in drawing evolved into an early career in 
animation. Disney created the first animated film with 
sound with Steamboat Willie (1928), and by the mid-
1930s he was the creative force behind feature-length 
animations that dazzled Americans for decades 
thereafter. World War II brought opportunities to turn 
that talent toward the Allied cause, most powerfully 
with Victory through Air Power, which also included the 
first animated map.

In the postwar years, Disney broadened the reach 
of his entertainment studio by branching out into 
television. At the same time, he began to imagine a 
theme park devoted to the same kind of fantasy that 
had made his films such a success. Amusement parks 
were not new in America, and had become relatively 
commonplace by the turn of the twentieth century. 
But Disney’s vision was fundamentally different, as 
shown in this early conceptual map.

In Disney’s view, “Disneyland” was a place where 
characters from his films would come to life to charm 
children and their families. His early vision for the 
park also centered on the re-creation of a small town, 
along with carnival attractions and a western-themed 
village. Within a few years, this plan had expanded 
to include a spaceship and other rides, as well as 
exhibits based on history and science. His vision 
attracted little support within the company, however, 
not even from his brother and collaborator, Roy. 
Without funding, Disney realized that he would need 
to convince investors of the concept. Given his recent 
experience in television, he aimed to convince one of 
the three major networks to back this grand scheme.

Disney began by forming WED Enterprises and 
gathering together a team of creative minds to 
research existing theme parks while brainstorming 
new ideas. Then, over the last weekend in September 
1953, he enlisted one of his talented chief art 
directors, Herb Ryman, to bring his vision to life in 
this aerial sketch map of Disneyland.

The map beautifully captures the essence of the 
park, many of whose elements remain today. The 
detail at lower right shows the path that guided 
visitors into the park. In the foreground lies “Main 
Street, U.S.A.”; this crucial point of entry for any 
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visitor encapsulated Disney’s interpretation of 
American values. Greeted by a pleasing town square 
with a large national flag, visitors strolled down 
a street of small businesses. Such an experience 
created a powerful—if nostalgic—sense of 
community that hearkened back to late-nineteenth-
century life, before the advent of the automobile 
facilitated the suburbanization that would erode 
these small town centers. Ironically, however, 
extensive research determined that the best 
location for this large theme park would be in the 
heart of Orange County, where explosive suburban 
development was quickly replacing miles of orange 
groves that had been cultivated since the late 
nineteenth century.

At the end of Main Street lay an open plaza that 
offered several choices: Frontierland, Fantasyland, 
the World of Tomorrow, and True Life Adventure.  
Each of these distinct worlds involved an experience 
far more immersive than the carnivals and 
amusement parks of the day. Frontierland, for 
instance, took individuals through a romanticized, 
compelling view of the American West, framed as a 
source of national renewal that forged the American 
character. Steamboats evoked the world of Tom 
Sawyer, while open expanses of land invited guests to 
imagine the era of homesteaders and frontiersmen. 
The World of Tomorrow (eventually Tomorrowland) 
tapped the contemporary cultural fascination with 
technological progress and science fiction. In each 
of these, Disney sought not just to create a fantasy, 
but to do so in a way that was clean, wholesome, 
appealing to parents and children alike, and suffused 
with a vision of values that he considered essential to 
America’s exceptional place in world history.

Ryman’s decision to render the park through an 
oblique perspective is important. Halfway between 
a traditional map and a picture, this schematic 
perspective draws the viewer into the experience 
and translates Disney’s unprecedented vision into a 
tangible enterprise. The park is ringed by a charming 
railroad that integrates the different worlds into 
a coherent whole. And it worked. In October 1953 
Disney used the map to convince executives at the 
American Broadcasting Company to help finance 
this 160-acre dream in Anaheim, California. But 
perhaps not even Disney could have anticipated the 
extraordinary and enduring popularity of the park, 
which remains one of the most visited attractions in 
the Western United States, a physical cornerstone of  
a vast entertainment empire that reaches tourists and 
viewers of all ages around the world.
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The interstate highway system remains the most 
ambitious infrastructure project in American history. 
It originated just after World War I, when Lieutenant 
Colonel Dwight Eisenhower was assigned to an 
army convoy traveling across the country on the 
Lincoln Highway. The convoy was organized in part to 
publicize the poor condition of the nation’s roads—
especially in the West—and the experience made an 
impression on Eisenhower. Twenty-five years later 
General Eisenhower observed firsthand the German 
autobahns, four-lane “superhighways” that ranked 
among the best in the world and that ultimately 
facilitated the Allied invasion that ended the war.

As president in 1956, Eisenhower authorized 
41,000 miles of interstate roads through the Federal-
Aid Highway Act. Yet after five years only 8,000 miles 
had been completed, and public support for the 
project began to waver. The main obstacle was fiscal: 
in 1961 the gasoline tax of four cents per gallon, 
which had generated billions for the program, was 
set to drop to three cents. This decline in revenue was 
compounded by the trend toward smaller and more 
fuel-efficient cars such as the Volkswagen Beetle. 
In response, Federal Highway Administrator Rex 
Whitton launched a public relations campaign in  
1961 to stimulate support for the project. He 
promised that the entire system would be complete 
by 1972, as originally scheduled. As he told one 
interviewer in 1962, drivers would soon be able to 
go from coast to coast without a single stop light. 
(Decades later, Charles Kuralt quipped that one could 
drive from coast to coast on the interstates without 
seeing anything at all.)

At the same time, President John F. Kennedy 
urged Congress to renew the gas tax and find other 
sources of revenue to complete the highway system. 
To make his case, Kennedy echoed Eisenhower, 
arguing that the interstate system was essential not 
just to economic growth but also to civil defense. In 
times of national emergency, such a network would 
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facilitate transportation to all parts of the country. 
At the height of the Cold War such words were a 
powerful lever to action. The private sector also 
lobbied vigorously for the highways, as petroleum 
and trucking companies, civil engineers, and home 
builders were all directly affected by the project. 
The Caterpillar Corporation, which produced heavy 
construction equipment, issued this advertisement 
in 1961 to pointedly measure the progress of the 
highway system. In Caterpillar’s rendering, even 
cities are secondary to the central feature of the 
landscape, the web of highways across the country. 
The campaign worked: in June Congress extended the 
gas tax and expanded funding for the highways, and 
within three years half of the system was finished.

 The Federal-Aid Highway Act was among the 
century’s most consequential legislation.  
It expanded and realigned settlement, made the 
automobile the essential form of transportation, and 
stimulated several new regions and markets. Equally 
consequential were its effects upon American cities. 
In Miami, Nashville, St. Paul, and New Orleans, the 
routes of these new highways went directly through 
poor and powerless neighborhoods, many of which 
were predominantly Latino or African American. 
Kennedy himself estimated in 1962 that each year 
over 15,000 families and 1,500 businesses were 
displaced by interstate construction. Some wealthier 
and more organized communities resisted, such as 
the residents of San Francisco who successfully halted 
construction of the Embarcadero Freeway. But for 
the most part, the interstate dictated subsequent 
patterns of growth and decline.

The casualty was the nation’s urban core.  
As interstates penetrated the cities, funding and 
ridership of mass transit fell and many people began 
to move to the suburbs. These trends further isolated 
the low-income residents who were left behind. In 
Chicago, the Dan Ryan Expressway separated a large 
public housing project that was home to thousands 
of African Americans from the white neighborhoods 
to the west. The interstate highway system sparked 
mobility as well as congestion, optimism as well as 
blame, prosperity as well as poverty. It shifted people 
from the Northeast to the Southwest, and from cities 
to outlying areas. It also superseded the older highway 
system shown on page 196. Route 66 was surpassed  
by Route 40, and in countless other areas small  
towns became ghost towns.
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As the map on page 198 shows, African Americans 
hoping to travel through the South were wise to 
plan with care. Segregation was enshrined in law, 
and woven into daily life. But by the 1950s, far fewer 
were willing to accept a system that excluded them 
from schools, restaurants, theaters, restrooms, 
and other public facilities. The 1954 Supreme Court 
decision in Brown v. Board of Education heartened 
many by ruling that such segregation—particularly 
in education—violated the Fourteenth Amendment 
of the Constitution. Separate facilities based on race 
were inherently unequal.

The Brown decision was followed by others, but 
the failure to enforce this ruling at the local level 
drove civil rights activists to expose and overturn 
segregation through direct action. In 1955 the black 
community’s year-long Montgomery bus boycott 
led to a Supreme Court decision against Alabama’s 
segregated public transit system. In 1960 four 
black students at the North Carolina Agricultural 
and Technical College sat down to be served at 
an all-white lunch counter, and drew violence 
and humiliation but also national attention to the 
absurdity and cruelty of segregation.

In 1961 the Congress on Racial Equality took 
a similar approach of non-violent direct action to 
test enforcement of the recent court ruling against 
segregation in interstate travel. The idea was to have 
whites and blacks sit together on interstate buses, in 
restaurants, and in terminals. With this ordinary and 
legal act they risked not just arrest but much worse, 
for whites routinely responded to the prospect of 
integration with violence.

On May 4, a century after the outbreak of the 
Civil War, thirteen passengers—black and white, 
male and female, Northern and Southern—boarded 
a bus in Washington, D.C. They first traveled south 
through Virginia and the Carolinas before turning 
east through Georgia and Alabama. In Anniston, 
Klansmen and segregationists attacked and set fire 
to the bus while the riders were still inside. Days later, 
another white mob brutally assaulted the Freedom 
Riders in Birmingham, after which ambulances 
initially refused to transport injured riders to the 
hospital. The police occasionally even facilitated these 
Klan attacks. The New York Times and the Washington 
Post reported the Anniston attack on the front page, 
while television news outlets shocked and shamed 
viewers with indelible images of the burned bus and 
its victimized passengers.

THE BATTLE AGAINST SEGREGATION

Associated Press, background map of 

the Freedom Rides, 1962

A subsequent ride organized by Nashville students 
encountered violence in Montgomery, prompting 
Attorney General Robert Kennedy to send in federal 
marshals. Alabama’s governor threatened to arrest 
the marshals, underscoring the conflict between 
federal and state law that endured throughout the 
Civil Rights Movement. Upon arriving in Jackson, 
Mississippi, over 300 student Freedom Riders were 
arrested and jailed, an event which drew even more 
intense national attention. By the end of the year, 400 
individuals had participated in the Freedom Rides, 
but the upshot was unclear.

President Kennedy had been in office only a few 
months before the first of the Freedom Rides, and 
initially distanced himself from the action as well 
as the civil rights bills that had just arrived on his 
desk. The president was loath to alienate Southern 
Democrats, and spent most of his energy prosecuting 
the Cold War. But ironically the nation’s moral 
posture against communism also prodded Kennedy 
to avoid embarrassing footage of bigoted Southern 
whites attacking those who were exercising their 
lawful right to travel.

On November 1, the Interstate Commerce 
Commission ordered an end to segregation in bus 
terminals, prompting a second set of rides to test 
enforcement of the ruling. This map was designed  
by reporter Sid Moody to accompany a newswire story  
on the Freedom Rides as a whole, throughout 1961. 
The diagram traces the routes of the individual 
rides, and the attacks they met. But in its simplicity 
it reveals two crucial dynamics of the Civil Rights 
Movement. First, the map documents the will of 
the activists themselves, who were prepared to risk 
humiliation, injury, and death in order to train the 
nation’s attention on these egregious practices. Only 
by the sustained willingness to venture into these 
remote and potentially dangerous regions did the 
Freedom Riders expose the enduring resistance  
to desegregation. 

Second, the map points to the essential role of 
the media, for the violence that greeted the Freedom 
Riders was graphically reported across the country. 
Asterisks on the map mark sites where the passengers 
met with violence, while annotations list the spots 
where they were arrested. It was in those spots—
where the peaceful riders met obstacles—that the 
news media found a story to cover. Indeed, over the 
course of the year civil rights activists began to worry 
that the country had grown tired of such stories.  
Yet it was this persistent activism on the ground  
that forced a nationwide reckoning—however  
limited—with segregation.
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H ow do we write the history of our own time? 
Generalizations—and certainly conclusions—are 
necessarily provisional, for the changes wrought in 
the late twentieth century are still unfolding, still 

framing our own experience. But this chapter begins with 
the 1960s for a reason: in that decade Americans used maps 
to navigate challenges that persisted through the end of the 
century. These include the disruptions brought by technology, 
debates over the nation’s role abroad, and the ongoing 
struggle to realize a more just, equal, and pluralistic society.

At the outset of this period, the Cold War remained the most 
salient feature of American life. It set foreign priorities, guided 
domestic politics, and even influenced the economy. Democrats 
and Republicans alike accepted that the Soviet Union posed the 
principal threat to the country’s security, a consensus that was 
borne out in the Cuban Missile Crisis. Aerial photographs taken 
in October 1962 revealed that the Soviets had covertly stationed 
missiles just ninety miles off the Florida coast. On pages 234 
and 236 are examples of the material evidence that President 
John Kennedy and his advisers used to respond to the terrifying 
prospect of a nuclear attack.

The Kennedy administration vigorously prosecuted the 
Cold War in Asia as well, deepening military commitments in 
Vietnam that would be extended further by President Lyndon 
B. Johnson. As shown on page 238, the United States primarily 
framed the conflict in Vietnam in terms of communism, 
downplaying the equally important strain of nationalism that 
sought to oust the French—and subsequently the Americans. 
By 1968 the United States had deployed 500,000 young men 
to Vietnam in a war that polarized Americans, deeply divided 
the Democratic Party, and led to the election of Richard Nixon. 
Though he promised to end the war, Nixon in fact intensified 
the bombing campaign and launched an invasion of 
Cambodia. In the spring of 1970, college students across the 
country coordinated a massive antiwar protest in response, 
and their tight communication networks and rejection of the 
Cold War consensus are exhibited on page 240.

The Cold War even extended into outer space. Just a 
few years after the launch of Sputnik, President Kennedy 
announced the ambitious goal of landing a man on the 
moon by the end of the decade. The progress of the 
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) 

riveted Americans in the 1960s, and exposed them to an 
entirely new extraterrestrial reality. In 1968, the astronauts 
of Apollo 8 became the first to orbit the moon, yet it was 
their photographs of earth that captivated the public. The 
most powerful image of the decade—and one of the most 
reproduced images of the century—was a picture of our  
own planet, one that simultaneously evoked fragility and 
possibility (page 244).

In the same year, the artist Heinrich Berann drew an 
equally consequential view of the Atlantic Ocean floor that 
made both an artistic and a scientific contribution. Berann’s 
profile was based on years of research by Marie Tharp and 
Bruce Heezen, who synthesized information about the oceans 
in order to advance general theories about plate tectonics. 
Berann’s dazzling artistic technique struck a chord with 
the American public, and helped to expose a generation to 
this new idea (page 242). In this regard, the profiles of the 
ocean floor not only “mapped” some of the last geographical 
mysteries, but also became evidence for the radical new 
science of continental drift. The geological research 
undergirding this theory stretched back to the nineteenth 
century, but was accelerated significantly by the Cold War. 

In guiding investment in science and technology, the 
Cold War also influenced patterns of migration. NASA centers 
were built in Texas, Florida, and Alabama, while Southern 
California boomed with the growth of aerospace and other 
defense industries. As the maps on page 250 illustrate, these 
opportunities reconfigured the nation by drawing Americans 
out of the Northeast and the Midwest to the South and West. 
But these demographic shifts also sparked unexpected 
reversals, including a notable migration out of California  
by the 1990s. 

Domestic and internal migration only partly explains the 
nation’s reconfiguration in the second half of the twentieth 
century. From 1965 to 2000, 20 million immigrants entered 
the United States, chiefly from Latin America, the Caribbean, 
and Asia. These numbers exceeded the wave at the turn of 
the nineteenth century, though in that earlier era immigrants 
constituted a much larger proportion of the total population. 
This expansion of immigration stemmed from the easing of 
longstanding entry quotas and restrictions in 1965. Within this 
more recent phase, it has been the Latino population which 
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has most thoroughly reshaped American society, not just in 
the Southwest but throughout the country (page 252).

By relaxing restrictions on immigration in 1965, Congress 
fundamentally transformed the country’s racial and ethnic 
profile. In that same year, Congress helped to realize African 
American citizenship rights through the landmark Voting 
Rights Act. The act dramatically expanded black political 
participation, but it also inadvertently contributed to the 
thorny problem of redistricting. Gerrymandering has a long 
history in the United States, but in the 1990s it entered a new 
phase with the use of computerized technology. Even in the 
digital era, however, maps remained the lynchpin in those 
battles over representation (page 254).

The struggle for civil rights in the 1960s inspired several 
other movements for justice and recognition, notably among 
gays and lesbians. In the 1970s and 1980s, the gay community 
began to challenge the treatment of homosexuality as either 
a sin or a perversion. The emerging recognition of gay rights 
and sexual identity was partly influenced by the public health 
crisis around acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS). 
The maps on pages 246 and 248 represent two distinct yet 
related efforts to understand the spatial behavior of this 
deadly disease. In the first instance, the infectious disease 
specialist Abraham Verghese turned to cartography to 
investigate the spread of AIDS in rural Tennessee. Maps 
enabled him to see patterns of patient behavior that would 
have serious implications for his practice and the treatment of 
AIDS in rural areas more generally. In the second instance, the 
geographer Peter Gould experimented with early computer 
modeling in an urgent quest to track—and thereby predict—
the path of the epidemic in the nation’s cities. 

Gould’s “heat maps” underscore the terror of AIDS. They 
also represent a shift in mapping that points to a more basic—
and easily overlooked—legacy of the 1960s. The research 
required to send a man to the moon also improved computer 
technology and led to the introduction of the microchip. 
Similarly, the Internet began as a high-speed communication 
network for the military in the 1960s. These technological 
innovations—advanced by the Cold War—also transformed 
mapmaking, and by extension cartographic and spatial 
thinking. Just as new mapmaking techniques drove the first 
visualizations of slavery on page 142, the advent of digital 

mapping opened up new forms of inquiry and investigation. 
By the turn of the twentieth century, data mapping and 
modeling had proliferated into areas as diverse as public 
health, politics, urban planning, and marketing.

We close this chapter with a map that marks the end of 
one era and the beginning of another. The terrorist attacks 
of September 11, 2001, point to the unsettled nature of 
international relations in the aftermath of the Cold War. 
Laura Kurgan’s map of Lower Manhattan represents an effort 
to guide visitors at Ground Zero as they grappled with the 
meaning of the attacks (page 256). Kurgan mapped a site that 
was simultaneously a battlefield and a memorial. The map 
of Ground Zero—its future uncertain—mirrors the more 
general questions that bedeviled Americans as they entered  
a new century.
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On October 15, 1962, American intelligence officials 
discovered that the Soviets were constructing missile 
sites in Cuba, just ninety miles off the Florida coast. 
One week later, President Kennedy made these 
actions public; he then engaged in several days of 
diplomatic brinksmanship with the Soviet leader 
Nikita Khrushchev. It was the most dangerous 
confrontation of the Cold War, and the closest the 
world has come to nuclear war.

The long and fraught relationship between 
the United States and Cuba stretched back to the 
Spanish–American War at the turn of the century.  
The Americans liberated Cuba from Spanish control 
but retained the right to intervene for decades 
thereafter. When a nationalist revolution in Cuba 
brought the Marxist revolutionary Fidel Castro to 
power in 1959, the Caribbean became a crucial 
geopolitical arena of the Cold War. As a candidate 
for president the next year, Kennedy pointedly 
criticized the Eisenhower administration for failing 
to prevent the Cuban revolution. Once inaugurated, 
Kennedy became even more preoccupied with 
Castro, authorizing an invasion and coup that failed 
disastrously at the Bay of Pigs. It was Kennedy’s hard 
line against communism in Cuba that contributed to 
the missile crisis of 1962.

The Soviet Union began to send military aircraft to 
Cuba in the summer of 1961, ostensibly to defend the 
country against the United States. In early October 
1962 the Soviets stationed bombers at the far western 
military base of San Julián, signaling their intent 
to develop Cuba’s offensive capacity. The Central 
Intelligence Agency responded by increasing its 
aerial surveillance, and Kennedy warned Khrushchev 
that any attempt to construct military bases in Cuba 
would be treated as a direct threat. Soviet shipments 
continued, partly in response to Kennedy’s recent 

TO THE BRINK OF NUCLEAR WAR

Aerial photograph of Cuba, annotated 

map of Cuba, and map of missile range  

from Cuba, 1962

deployment of fifteen Jupiter nuclear missiles 
in Turkey. No doubt Khrushchev aimed to give 
the Americans a taste of their own medicine by 
demonstrating how it felt to live so close to  
offensive weaponry.

On October 14, an American U-2 plane 
photographed unusual activity in San Cristóbal,  
sixty miles west of Havana. The next day the National 
Photographic Interpretation Center concluded that 
these images revealed the presence of offensive 
weapons in Cuba. This photograph at right captured 
one of several medium-range ballistic missile launch 
sites around the island; three long-range missiles 
sites were also under construction. With these 
photographs and other evidence of military bases  
and Soviet aircraft, the president and his advisers 
spent days debating how to proceed.

The map of Cuba shown on the next page was 
annotated during these tense days of deliberation.  
It shows the number and location of Soviet MiG 
fighter jets, helicopters, and—crucially—the 
squadron of offensive Il-28 bombers at the far 
western base of San Julián.

The second and even more terrifying map shown 
on the next page depicts the range of missiles 
that had been photographed just days earlier. The 
central ring marks the capacity of the medium-range 
ballistic missiles, which could reach both Mexico City 
and Washington, D.C. within twenty minutes. The 
outer ring—reaching Hudson Bay and Lima, Peru—
marked the geographical capability of the long-
range missiles, which had arrived in Cuba but were 
still unassembled. (The missile-range map identifies 
the major cities in North and South America that 
could be reached by the Soviet weapons, but why was 
the small town of Oxford, Mississippi, included?  
Two weeks earlier, Attorney General Robert Kennedy  
had dispatched federal marshals to Oxford to 
quell the riots that had broken out to protest the 
integration of the University of Mississippi. During 
the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Attorney General 
mischievously asked whether the missiles might 
reach Oxford, prompting its appearance on the map 
as a kind of macabre joke.)
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The deliberations within the administration 
ranged widely. The Joint Chiefs of Staff pressed for a 
preemptive strike to destroy the missiles, followed 
by an invasion of Cuba. Others counseled restraint, 
pushing for warnings to Cuba and the Soviet Union. 
After several days of tense discussion, on October 22 
Kennedy announced on radio and television that the 
Soviets had installed missiles in Cuba. He increased 
surveillance and declared an immediate blockade 
of the island to search for any incoming offensive 
military equipment. The next day, US ambassador 
Adlai Stevenson presented the photographic evidence 
shown on the previous page to the United Nations. 
With support from the Organization of American 
States, Kennedy publicly demanded that the Soviets 
withdraw all weapons from Cuba. Privately, he worried 
that such aggressive posturing might lead to war.

In the following days, the situation worsened. 
Khrushchev sternly rejected Kennedy’s public 

demands, while American reconnaissance  
flights confirmed the readiness of the missile  
sites. Kennedy waited, giving diplomacy more  
time in a way that ultimately resolved the crisis.  
Many who were connected to the Kennedy 
administration have portrayed the president and 
his brother as cool-headed leaders who overcame 
the more hawkish advisers. Recently released White 
House audio recordings suggest, however, that 
Robert Kennedy was more hawk than dove, and that 
the president was largely alone in resisting the call 
to take a hard line with the Soviets. Moreover, the 
stationing of missiles in Turkey no doubt influenced 
Soviet actions in Cuba. Ultimately, the United States 
removed the missiles in Turkey, while the Soviets 
did the same in Cuba. President Kennedy may have 
resolved this high-stakes conflict prudently, but it 
was to some extent a crisis of his own making.
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Anti-communism drove US foreign policy after World 
War II. Every region of the globe was seen through 
the lens of the Cold War, and this often obscured 
more complicated dynamics. The 1949 communist 
revolution in China led Harry Truman to send 
troops to Korea in 1950. Four years later, President 
Dwight Eisenhower quietly began to support South 
Vietnam in its struggle to remain independent from 
communist North Vietnam. Eisenhower explained 
that this distant country demanded American aid 
because its fate might affect that of Thailand,  
Burma, Malaya, and Indonesia. President Kennedy 
acted on the same “domino theory” by sending 
16,000 American “advisers” to aid the corrupt—but 
firmly anti-communist—leader of South Vietnam.

The assassination of Kennedy left his successor to 
reckon with Vietnam. President Lyndon Johnson was 
keenly aware that it was a Democratic president—
Truman—who had “lost” China to the communists, 
and he was determined to avoid the same with 
Vietnam. At first Johnson was a reluctant warrior, 
and in the 1964 presidential campaign he promised 
not to commit the United States to any land wars in 
Asia. Then, in August, two American destroyers were 
attacked off the coast of Vietnam in the Gulf  
of Tonkin. Johnson responded by authorizing limited 
bombing of selected North Vietnamese bases and 
storage facilities, an act which appeared both 
prudent and restrained. In November he won a 
landslide victory against Republican Barry Goldwater, 
who had advocated a much more aggressive reaction 
to the Gulf of Tonkin incident.

Over the next few months, the North Vietnamese 
intensified their infiltration of the South by supplying 
Viet Cong guerillas with weapons and men. An attack 
on the American air base at Pleiku in February 1965 
prompted the United States to launch a sustained 
bombing operation of North Vietnam, and then 
deploy 3,500 Marines to defend the American air 
base at Danang. This bombing campaign had little 
effect on North Vietnamese resolve, yet it sparked 
widespread protests on American college campuses.

To buttress the strength of South Vietnam, 
Johnson’s advisers began to press for an increase 
in American ground troops. The president himself 
worried that an escalation of the war would 
undermine his domestic agenda, and spent  

WHY ARE WE IN VIETNAM?

US Information Agency, “Aggression 

from the North,” 1965

hours deliberating military strategy with his advisers.  
A close reading of the transcripts of these deliberations 
reveals that withdrawal from Vietnam—though 
advocated by some—was never seriously considered 
by Johnson or his senior advisers. That, they argued, 
would be to lose face in the Cold War, which was 
unacceptable.

While the South Vietnamese government teetered 
on the brink of collapse, Johnson took his case to the 
public, arguing that the shadow cast by communist 
China could not be ignored. To abandon Vietnam,  
he insisted, would be to compromise American values 
and invite further aggression worldwide. This poster 
was issued to generate support for the expanding role 
of the US in Vietnam at this pivotal moment of decision 
in 1965. It was made by the United States Information 
Agency (USIA), and published in its magazine, Free 
World. The USIA was an arm of the executive branch 
established to promote American ideals and policies 
abroad during the Cold War. Free World was translated 
into Chinese and Vietnamese, with a circulation of 
90,000 squarely aimed at the educated classes of  
South Vietnam: teachers, students, civil servants,  
the military, and businessmen. 

The poster forcefully characterized the situation 
in Vietnam as an aggressive attempt by the North to 
take over the South. Like the State Department memo 
on which it was based, the broadside presented an 
increased commitment to South Vietnam as the only 
viable course of action. The map marks the locations 
of Viet Cong attacks, including Pleiku and Danang, 
arguing that the longstanding and “brutal campaign  
of terror and subversion” by North Vietnam must be 
stopped. Just as the Committee on Public Information 
framed American war aims in 1917 (page 180), the USIA 
propagated intervention in Vietnam in defensive  
and protective terms.

Just after the broadside was issued in April, 
Johnson authorized the introduction of ground troops 
and quietly doubled the draft. In July 1965, 125,000 
Americans were sent to fight in Vietnam, and by the 
end of the year the number had reached 200,000. 
With this increase came a crucial shift of tactics and 
purpose, from defense of air bases to the initiation  
of combat in the field, what many came to call  
“search and destroy” missions. At precisely this time, 
Ho Chi Minh stepped up his own funding of insurgency 
in the South, escalating the conflict further. After 1967, 
Johnson—and then President Nixon—faced increasing 
resistance at home. The Cold War consensus that had 
held since the 1940s was severely tested by the  
Vietnam War. 
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The previous map shows us an official narrative of 
the Vietnam War, one in which the United States 
acted as a protector of democracy against a stealthy, 
subversive, and well-funded enemy. This anti-war 
map produced five years later squarely rejects that 
view of the war.

President Johnson’s decision in 1965 to bomb 
North Vietnam and to expand the ground war in 
South Vietnam sparked massive opposition on the 
home front. Initially, the anti-war movement was 
largely limited to teach-ins and draft counseling on 
college campuses, but by the end of 1967 a majority 
of Americans considered the war a mistake. The 
United States had deployed hundreds of thousands  
of troops, and had dropped a bomb tonnage 
exceeding that of all the theaters of World War II; 
yet South Vietnam remained unstable. Even more 
shocking to Americans at home was the Tet Offensive 
of January 1968, a coordinated series of attacks 
throughout South Vietnam that took US forces by 
surprise. Though the offensive was a military failure 
for the North Vietnamese, the news footage exposed 
the frightening gap between the military’s optimistic 
claims of progress and the chaos and confusion on 
the ground. In February, the administration’s call for 
additional troops confirmed fears of an unwinnable 
war. More demonstrations followed, and President 
Johnson stunned the nation in March by announcing 
he would not run for re-election.

Johnson’s decision was just one moment in a year 
of terrible domestic unrest, division, and violence. 
In April, Martin Luther King, Jr.—now an opponent 
of the war—was assassinated in Memphis. In June 
Robert Kennedy too was assassinated, after his 
victory in the California Democratic primary. And in 
August the entire nation watched the Democratic 
National Convention descend into chaos over the war, 
both inside the hall and in the streets of Chicago. The 
fragmentation of the party enabled Richard Nixon to 
win the White House by campaigning on a platform 
that included the end of American involvement  
in Vietnam.

Nixon’s promise of “Vietnamization”—a pledge 
to transfer responsibility for the war to the South 
Vietnamese army—proved hollow, for in early 1969 
the United States began secretly bombing Cambodia. 
By the end of that year, Time, Newsweek, and Life 
magazines had covered the terrible massacre at  
My Lai, where in March 1968, American troops had 
followed orders to murder hundreds of unarmed 
Vietnamese civilians. The My Lai revelations outraged 

REVOLT

National student strike map, 1970 the country, and served as a sobering sign that 
something had gone horribly and intolerably wrong 
with the American mission.

The opposition to the war remained strongest  
on college campuses, reaching a fever pitch in 
the spring of 1970. On April 30, President Nixon 
announced air strikes to destroy the Cambodian 
bases from which the communists were operating 
against South Vietnam. Within two days, a National 
Strike Committee had been organized in New 
Haven, and another two days later eleven eastern 
universities published an open editorial calling for a 
nationwide student strike. They charged Nixon with 
violating congressional jurisdiction by acting without 
a declaration of war, and for perpetrating a “sham” 
policy of Vietnamization that cynically cloaked an 
expansion of the war into Cambodia.

In an era before digital communication, the 
sheer pace of these efforts reflected an impressive 
level of grassroots coordination and discipline 
that is captured on this map. Most likely produced 
by activists at Stanford, it locates more than one 
hundred campuses where students had pledged to 
boycott classes on May 6. In a way, the map is an 
early effort at crowdsourcing, for it depended upon 
campus activists to report their efforts to the leaders 
of the movement.

The red imagery across the poster conveys the 
four ambitious demands of the strike: withdrawal 
from Southeast Asia, the impeachment of Nixon, 
the release of imprisoned war protestors, and an 
end to war-related activities on university campuses, 
including military contracts and recruitment. In the 
foreground an officer lies on the ground, while an 
overturned army bus burns at left. Protestors fan out 
across the map—as they had across the country—
while an American flag stands aflame at half-mast.

The editorial calling for the strike became front-
page news in the May 4 New York Times. That day 
was tragically punctuated by the shooting of four 
students at Kent State University by the Ohio National 
Guard. The deaths at Kent State galvanized even 
greater opposition to the war, and over the next week 
hundreds of campuses erupted in protest. The sheer 
volume of anti-war demonstrations convinced many 
across the country that the war was unwinnable. 
The ground invasion of Cambodia ended the 
following month, and troop deployments declined 
rapidly thereafter (even as the bombing of Laos and 
Cambodia—and the war in Vietnam—continued). 
As the administration brought the war to a close, 
Congress passed the War Powers Act, an effort—
albeit unsuccessful—to rein in the power of  
the executive in foreign policy.
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In 1912 the German geophysicist Alfred Wegener 
theorized that the world’s continents—initially bound 
together as a single landmass—were slowly drifting 
apart. Wegener’s idea of continental drift was initially 
met with skepticism, but research into the contours 
of the ocean floor at mid-century supplied intriguing 
evidence for this theory. By the late 1960s, earth 
science had been fundamentally transformed by the 
theory that the earth was a system of dynamic oceanic 
and continental plates interacting with one another. 
This glorious profile of the ocean floor helped to 
explain this emerging framework of plate tectonics.

The Atlantic seabed was four times the size of the 
United States, yet until the 1950s it remained more 
mysterious than the surface of the moon. Research 
into the ocean floor stretched back to the nineteenth 
century, but accelerated significantly only after 
World War II. Some of this was conducted by Bell 
Labs, which was constructing the first transatlantic 
telephone cables, from Newfoundland to Scotland. 
At the same time, the development of nuclear 
submarines in the early Cold War necessitated a more 
precise understanding of oceanic depths, which was 
made possible by advances in sonar technology. 

Much of this new research was undertaken at 
Columbia University’s new Lamont Geological 
Observatory, and sponsored by both the Office of 
Naval Research and Bell Labs. There, geologists Bruce 
Heezen and Marie Tharp collaborated to develop a 
new picture of the ocean floor. In the 1950s, Heezen 
organized several Atlantic expeditions to generate 
soundings, and integrated these with existing data 
from Bell. Despite her advanced degree in geology, 
Tharp was not permitted to join these expeditions 
because she was a woman. Yet she played a crucial 
role in analyzing and synthesizing the data. 

Tharp was well equipped for the task. As a child 
she had traveled extensively with her father, a 
surveyor for the Department of Agriculture, which 
exposed her to both mapping and fieldwork. Back 
at Columbia, she plotted Heezen’s soundings into 
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rows, and then organized these into profiles. In the 
process she began to notice a V-shaped rift within the 
Mid-Atlantic Ridge that ran from north to south along 
the basin. This led her to posit that the sea floor was 
acting against itself, with landmasses moving apart in 
a way that supported Wegener’s theory of continental 
drift. The German oceanographer Günter Dietrich 
had made similar observations in the 1930s.  
Armed with this new data and existing theories,  
Tharp and Heezen began to develop a picture of 
the rifts and ridges of the ocean floor that advanced 
theories of continental drift. The shape of the ocean 
floor mattered.

It was Tharp who translated the data into a 
coherent profile. Her initial map of 1957 was 
published in Bell Laboratory’s technical journal, as 
it had important implications for communications 
technology. This early iteration of the map was in fact 
the first to present the Mid-Atlantic Ridge and the rift 
within it, which formed a crucial piece of evidence 
for continental drift. Ten years later, the National 
Geographic Society hired not a cartographer but an 
artist to visualize this new research for the public.  
The Austrian painter Heinrich Berann skillfully 
presented a comprehensive—if still speculative—
picture of the entire Atlantic Ocean floor. Building 
on decades of research, Berann depicted the seabed 
in a way that both exposed its complexity and also 
helped to explain and advance the dynamics of plate 
tectonics. This was not just an illustration of the 
ocean floor, but a preliminary explanation of a new 
geological theory.

The image revealed the full extent of the Mid-
Atlantic Ridge. It also identified the transform 
faults that cut horizontally across the ridge, where 
two plates slid past one another. Together, these 
topographic features formed a crucial piece of 
evidence for plate tectonics. Berann’s view of the 
ocean floor was necessarily general, for the data was 
itself incomplete: more suggestive than conclusive. 
Yet much of it would be confirmed within a few years 
by American and British research. By the late 1960s, 
Heezen and Tharp had published profiles of all the 
ocean floors, each of which helped to complete 
the picture of plate tectonics. Like the “Earthrise” 
photograph on the next page, these images were a 
geographical revelation. Equal parts science and art, 
evidence and speculation, they both visualized a new 
scientific theory and unveiled the last great unknown 
reaches of the earth.
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In 1957 the Soviet Union launched the world’s first 
artificial satellite. The news of Sputnik landed like a 
bomb in Cold War America, and triggered fears  
of Soviet scientific and technological superiority. The 
Eisenhower administration redoubled its efforts to 
close this perceived gap, and the following spring 
established the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration (NASA). Across the country,  
a generation of American students—urged on by 
their leaders, teachers, and parents—rushed into the 
sciences. The Cold War now reached into outer space.

Within months of his inauguration, President 
Kennedy pledged to land a man on the moon 
by the end of the decade. NASA’s Mercury and 
Gemini missions successfully launched manned 
spacecraft into orbit, laying the groundwork for 
the more ambitious goal of reaching the moon. 
By the mid-1960s, unmanned flights brought back 
detailed photographs that were used to generate 
comprehensive maps of the lunar surface, thereby 
ending a reliance on telescopes that had stretched  
back for centuries. 

The Apollo 8 mission of 1968 was the first to 
send astronauts to the moon. Initially planned to 
orbit the earth, it was redesigned at the last minute 
in response to reports that the Soviets were about 
to go further. With this change, Apollo 8 became 
the first mission to leave earth’s orbit, capturing 
the imagination of the entire world. Launched on 
December 21, it capped an extraordinarily divisive, 
violent, and confusing year. The January Tet Offensive 
had forced a reckoning over the United States’ 
chaotic mission in Vietnam, and led President 
Johnson to end his bid for a second term. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. had been assassinated in April, 
just months before presidential candidate Robert 
Kennedy was killed. The Democrats had torn one 
another apart at their August convention in Chicago, 
paving the way for Richard Nixon to win the White 
House in November.

In this context, the effect of the Apollo 8 mission 
should not be underestimated. On December 24, 
the astronauts read from the Book of Genesis, and 
wished everyone back home a Merry Christmas. But 
even more moving was what the crew themselves 
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saw on that day. Orbiting the moon, they could not 
contain their glee as the earth rose over the lunar 
horizon, giving them an unprecedented view of 
their home planet in the distance. The astronauts 
were startled: they had been so focused on the 
lunar mission that they had thought little about the 
perspective it might bring to the earth itself. They 
hurried to capture the moment with their cameras.

NASA subsequently released the images to the 
public. Quickly dubbed “Earthrise,” the photograph 
shown above was the first humanly recorded view of 
earth from space. The orientation of the photograph 
shown here is technically correct, with the North 
Pole at the top and the sunset moving longitudinally 
from east to west. The photograph is commonly 
reproduced, however, with earth “rising” above the 
moon, mimicking a familiar perspective of the sun 
and moon from earth. 

The photograph first appeared in newspapers 
on December 30, then flooded color magazines 
in subsequent weeks. It resonated immediately, 
an evocative picture of a small and distant earth. 
From this perspective, the conflicts that consumed 
humanity seemed to pale next to a much larger, 
even metaphysical reality. A year later, the emerging 
environmental movement appropriated the 
photograph to signal the planet’s fragility. From the 
Whole Earth Catalog to the first Earth Day, “Earthrise” 
became not just a symbol but a call to action. 

The breathtaking mission of Apollo 8 was soon 
overshadowed when the astronauts of Apollo 11 
landed on the moon the following summer. That 
exhilarating event fueled even greater enthusiasm  
for outer space, as shown in this souvenir map issued  
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by the Lipton Company. In a creative series of images, 
the noted illustrator George Zaffo visualized each 
stage of the mission. Notice that Zaffo drew the earth 
as it had been photographed from space, with swirling 
atmospheric clouds slightly obscuring the terrain 
and oceans below. In the final image he suggestively 
pictured “future colonies” on the moon, capturing 
the contemporary excitement and optimism over this 
phenomenal mission.

The space program has been romanticized and 
ridiculed, a source of both hope and scorn. Next to 
the Panama Canal, it was the largest non-military 
feat of engineering in American history. To be sure, 

these missions were driven by the ongoing Cold War 
and a breakneck effort to fulfill President Kennedy’s 
pledge. But the sense of achievement was felt not 
just in the US but around the world. Moreover, 
these photographs and maps spawned a lasting 
dialogue about the planet. Consider one measure 
of that moment: in the 1940s and 1950s images 
of the globe were often used to project power in a 
world consumed by war. But after 1970 renderings 
of the earth and the globe more often suggested 
the interdependence of the world community, the 
fragility of the earth, and a new level of attention  
to the environment.
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In 1985 Abraham Verghese began to practice 
medicine in Johnson City, a town of 50,000 near the 
Great Smoky Mountains in Eastern Tennessee. As an 
infectious disease specialist, he had learned about 
acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS) during 
his medical residency in Boston. But in the mid-1980s 
Verghese—like most Americans—considered AIDS 
primarily an urban epidemic, and hardly thought that 
he would encounter the disease in rural Tennessee. 
Nonetheless, soon after arriving in town he began to 
reach out to the gay community to promote voluntary 
HIV screenings, and was heartened to find that local 
men tested negative for the virus.

Within three and a half years, however the 
situation had shifted dramatically. Verghese had 
treated eighty-one HIV-positive patients, thirteen 
of whom died from AIDS. He could not understand 
why so many men were falling ill given that the 
locals continued to test negative for the virus. In 
search of an explanation, he began to wonder if 
there was a geographical pattern at work. At home 
one evening, he took down a map from the wall of 
his son’s room and began to mark the residence of 
each of his patients. As shown on the lower map, he 
found that they clustered around Johnson City, but 
also extended to Southwest Virginia and Kentucky, 
the farming towns of Eastern Tennessee, and even 
the mountains of North Carolina. This was to be 
expected, since his hospital served a large and 
geographically extensive area. But the number of 
cases was still far higher than what the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention would have predicted 
for a rural region. What accounted for this?

Turning back to the map, Verghese then identified 
where each of his patients had lived between 1979 
and 1985, when they most likely contracted the virus. 
On the upper map, a pattern began to emerge: by 
and large, his patients were raised around Eastern 
Tennessee, but as adults had moved to urban areas 
around the country in search of opportunity and 
tolerance. From this he hypothesized that most of  
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them had contracted the virus in the city; those  
who had never left the area had probably become 
infected by engaging in high-risk activity locally  
or by receiving blood transfusions before HIV testing 
was routine.

Taken together, these two maps showed Verghese 
a pattern of migration that explained the sharp rise of 
rural HIV cases: most of his patients had moved home 
to seek care and support once they began to exhibit 
symptoms of AIDS. Verghese’s medical expertise gave 
him the tools to diagnose the disease, but only by 
mapping the movement of his patients did he realize 
the implications it would have for the region and his 
practice. As patients came home with the illness, 
families would become crucial networks of care. And 
if Johnson City’s experience was typical, then rural 
medical centers all over the country would need to 
prepare. Rural rates of infection remained far lower 
than urban, but AIDS devastated families everywhere.

Verghese’s maps and research were published 
in the Journal of Infectious Diseases, which itself is 
revealing. Previously, the journal had typically 
focused on the large centers of the epidemic in 
urban areas. Yet as Verghese stressed, HIV infection 
presented unique problems for rural communities. 
For one, the stigma of the virus remained higher in 
rural areas. And because incidence of the disease was 
lower, rural communities might be less prepared for 
its inevitable rise. Verghese found that families of 
his patients in Johnson City almost invariably rallied 
around their loved ones, challenging assumptions 
about rural attitudes toward homosexuality. Yet 
at the same time, he stressed the need for rural 
communities to mobilize in order to anticipate the 
inevitable rise of HIV infection.

While Verghese was treating patients in Eastern 
Tennessee, the geographer Peter Gould was in 
Pennsylvania researching the national scope of the 
epidemic. Gould was particularly frustrated by the 
failure of medical professionals to understand—and 
thereby address—the geographical dimension of 
this public health crisis. Even the epidemiologists 
who specialized in the virus made little effort to 
understand its spatial distribution. To address this, 
Gould painstakingly gathered data from different 
agencies around the country to trace the evolution of 
the disease across the nation. The maps on the next 
page showcase Gould’s adoption of digital techniques 
to capture the geographical dynamics of the epidemic.
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As shown on the previous page, the physician 
Abraham Verghese used maps to understand the 
outbreak of AIDS in his rural community of Eastern 
Tennessee. At the same time, Pensylvania State 
University geographer Peter Gould used early 
digital techniques to map from 1982 to 1988 the 
geographical distribution of HIV infection at two-
year intervals. Gould organized the data into what 
geographers refer to as “heat maps,” showing  
the spread of the epidemic from cities to the  
entire nation. 

To capture the soaring rates of the epidemic, 
Gould measured the incidence of the disease not 
incrementally, but in qualitative shifts. Areas with 
the lowest rates of the outbreak are marked in blue, 
with each successive color marking a level of infection 
that is seven times greater than the last. In this regard, 
Gould felt restrained by his flat, two-dimensional 
representations. He imagined a more powerful 
visualization in three dimensions, one that would 
accurately capture the magnitude of the epidemic 
in urban centers by showing a vertical measure 
that dwarfed its incidence elsewhere. This type of 
geographical modeling was well established within  
a few years, as shown in the 2001 map of labor in the 
meat processing industry on page 252.

Seen in sequence, the maps demonstrated the 
pervasive and national threat of HIV by the late 1980s. 
Gould noticed that the virus initially exploded in 
urban areas, but when it inevitably spread beyond 
the cities it did so not just by seeping outward as 
epidemics had in the past, but also by leaping 
across the country via air routes and along other 
transportation corridors. In a context where every 
infected patient is also a carrier, and where carriers 
might live years before manifesting symptoms of the 
disease, HIV was particularly difficult to contain.  
But without a proactive and coordinated effort to 
share information, Gould argued, there was little 
hope of limiting the disease. 

To bring home the seriousness of the situation, 
Gould designed a final map projecting the extent of 
the epidemic by 1990. Though his worst predictions 
were not realized, the death toll of AIDS continued.  
By 2000, it had killed 400,000 Americans, and nearly 
nineteen million people worldwide. Like Verghese, 
Gould turned to the map to uncover paths and 
patterns of AIDS that were otherwise invisible. And 
both men used maps not just to document its  
history, but to guide future decisions and policies. 
However flawed, these maps powerfully facilitated 
spatial thinking. 

Peter Gould, number of AIDS cases  

in 1982, 1984, 1986, 1988, 1990  

(published 1999)



AN UNSETTLED PEACE   249



250   A HISTORY OF AMERICA IN 100 MAPS

Americans remain highly mobile. On average, nearly 
one in seven moves each year—to a new block, 
city, region, or country. And it has ever been thus: 
migration, whether forced or voluntary, driven by 
catastrophe or by opportunity, has been a hallmark of 
American history. John Smith’s 1612 map of Virginia, 
Malachy Postlethwayt’s 1757 map of the slave trade, 
Charles Gratiot’s 1837 map of Indian territory, and 
Charles Preuss' 1846 map of the Oregon Trail are just 
a few examples of the continuous settlement—and 
resettlement—of North America.

In the twentieth century, domestic migration 
profoundly realigned not just the population, but 
the American political and economic landscape 
as well. As late as 1900, the nation’s people and 
industrial capacity were still concentrated in the 
northeast quadrant of the country, bounded to the 
east by Illinois and to the south by Pennsylvania. As 
that region continued to grow through World War 
II, however, so too did California and Florida. Los 
Angeles could never have expanded beyond a city of  
a few hundred thousand without an engineered water 
supply; once that resource was secured, California’s 
capacity seemed limitless. 

In the 1930s the devastating dust storms on the 
Great Plains created a virtual exodus to Southern 
California that deeply shaped its political culture. The 
extraordinary labor demands and federal investment 
of World War II brought another flood of migrants, 
which continued with the robust federal investment 
during the Cold War. By 1990 California received 
more than 20 percent of the contracts awarded by the 
Department of Defense. The first flow map here hints 
at some of that movement from the manufacturing 
belt of the Midwest and the Northeast toward the Far 
West at mid-century. Hidden by the map is the degree 
to which California was the overwhelming destination 
within the West, gaining 1.1 million residents between 
1955 and 1960. By the early 1960s, it was the most 
populous state in the country.

While California’s rise was certainly the most 
dramatic, other regions also shifted significantly in 
the twentieth century. The most remarkable of these 
was the South. For the first half of the century, that 
region consistently lost population, particularly its 
rural areas. African Americans led the migration out 

A NATION ON THE MOVE

US Census, “Regional Migration,  

1955 to 1960” and “Regional Migration, 

1995 to 2000,” 2007 

of the South to the Northeast and the Midwest, and 
to a lesser extent the Far West. Within the South, 
farmers and sharecroppers migrated to small towns, 
particularly as agricultural prices remained low in the 
1920s and 1930s. 

But after World War II, improvements in 
infrastructure and a rebounding economy began to 
slow that trend. Just as the Northeast and Midwest 
were experiencing industrial decline, the South 
picked up momentum, buoyed by federal contracts 
and lower wages that attracted employers from other 
regions. By the 1990s, the South recorded the highest 
rate of domestic migration of any region in the 
country, especially in Atlanta, Charlotte, and Austin. 
That demographic shift from the Northeast to the 
South shown on the second map was also augmented 
by the migration of retirees to Florida. All of this,  
of course, was made possible by innovations in  
air conditioning. 

The brisk growth of the South and West in the 
second half of the century also transformed the 
landscape of political power across the country. 
Between 1950 and 1990, California gained twenty-
two seats in the House of Representatives while 
New York lost twelve. The Southwest, Florida, and 
the Pacific Northwest gained as well, while states 
of the Northeast, Midwest, and Great Plains all 
declined in political representation. This nationwide 
reapportionment occurred alongside the shift of the 
South from a Democratic to a Republican stronghold. 
A return to the 1880 electoral map on page 156 shows 
what an astonishing reversal this was. Though the 
Civil War still shaped some of the region’s social 
and cultural sensibilities, it no longer determined 
its politics. White Southerners now embraced the 
Republican Party in a way that would have been 
unimaginable in the first half of the twentieth century. 

Political strategist Kevin Phillips observed the 
early stirrings of this change in the late 1960s, 
and coined the term “Sunbelt” to denote the 
South and Southwest. To be sure, there are limits 
to the Sunbelt as a coherent region given sharp 
distinctions among states and between urban and 
rural cultures. Moreover, trends can change quickly: 
in the 1980s and 1990s the most noticeable trend 
was the outmigration from California. While the 
second flow map identifies interregional movement, 
it hides the significant migration from California to 
neighboring states, principally Colorado, Nevada, 
and Washington. Few at mid-century would have 
predicted that 750,000 people would leave California 
between 1995 and 2000, a loss exceeded only by the 
900,000 who left New York.
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From 1945 to 2000, the nation’s population doubled 
from 140 to 281 million. Much of that increase was 
driven by immigration, the largest single source 
of which was from Mexico. According to the 1990 
census, natives of Mexico constituted over 20 percent 
of the country’s foreign-born population. For much  
of the twentieth century, that population centered in 
the Southwest. Indeed, the presence of Latinos in the 
Southwest long predates the westward expansion of 
the United States. As Mexican Americans often quip, 
it was the border that moved, not them. But the 2000 
census returns revealed two remarkable changes. 
First, while the Latino population continued to grow, 
it was now soaring outside the Southwest. Second, 
through the 1990s that growth was primarily rural 
rather than urban. Indeed, Latinos were moving to 
rural areas of the United States at greater rates than 
any other racial or ethnic group. 

In part this was facilitated by legislation passed 
in 1986, which gave over 2 million undocumented 
workers a more stable legal status, and thereby more 
geographical mobility. At the same time, tighter 
enforcement at the traditional spots along the US–
Mexico border meant that migrants were crossing 
further east. Together, these changes exposed 
Mexican immigrants—as well as Latinos already in 
the country—to areas outside the Southwest and 
West. Labor demands in these regions were quickly 
filled by Latinos, primarily in meat processing, carpet 
production, oil refining, and other light industries. 

As a result of these factors, the Latino population 
increased by 13 percent in the Midwest during 
the 1990s, and nearly 19 percent in the Southeast.
Between 1992 and 1997, the number of Latinos in 
ten states of the Midwest—Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, 
Michigan, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Iowa, Missouri, 
Kansas, and Nebraska—rose from 1.8 million to  
2.3 million. 

These shifting dynamics are highlighted in this 
three-dimensional digital map, which was created by 
demographers using new techniques of geographic 
information systems (GIS). As the map indicates,  
this shift was particularly apparent in the 
meatpacking industry. In the early twentieth century, 
companies such as Armour and Swift sought to make 
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Chicago the hub of meatpacking by modernizing 
techniques of butchering and transportation. These 
streamlined techniques produced economies of scale 
that put beef and pork at the center of the American 
diet, and made Chicago the most important city of 
the Midwest. 

By the 1980s, however, several forces conspired 
to disrupt the meatpacking industry yet again. 
Americans had begun to adopt a diet that was 
lower in fat, choosing chicken over beef. The cost of 
poultry also dropped after producers expanded and 
streamlined their operations, and from 1970 to 2000 
per capita consumption doubled. All of this translated 
into more jobs in poultry processing throughout the 
Southeast. This growth of poultry consumption in 
turn put pressure on the beef industry, which was 
further compounded by the growth of imported—and 
cheaper—meats. American meat-processing firms 
responded by lowering wages, eliminating unions, 
and hiring contract workers. 

This competition also led to industry-wide 
consolidation, just as it had in the early decades 
of the twentieth century. By the late 1990s, four 
companies accounted for half of American poultry 
production, and 80 percent of beef. Tyson Foods, 
for instance, now slaughters 5 million chickens and 
a quarter of a million head of cattle every week. 
Consolidation also led companies to move closer to 
the livestock feedlots. From 1980 to 2000 several of 
the largest American meat and poultry processors 
relocated to rural Colorado, Kansas, Nebraska, 
Oklahoma, and Texas. But these regions had been 
declining in population for decades, which made 
it difficult to find low-skilled and low-wage labor 
to staff the plants. Meat-processing work is highly 
unpleasant and dangerous—wet and noisy, with  
high rates of injury. All of these factors led to  
the aggressive recruitment of immigrant and  
migrant labor.

The result has been a remarkable migration 
of Latinos into rural regions and towns that had 
historically been struggling to survive. In Nebraska, 
almost every one of the state’s 93 counties lost 
population in the 1980s, yet the number of Latinos 
grew. That increase became an explosion in the 
1990s. The IBP meatpacking plant in Dawson County, 
Nebraska—shown on the map—drew more Latinos 
than have been recorded in the census. By 1998, 
Latinos constituted half of the student population for 
the school district, and drove economic growth in the 
county. Latinos now constitute the largest minority 
group in Nebraska.

That rural revival was seen in Kansas as well. 
Throughout the twentieth century, the town of Liberal 
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lost residents. From 1980 to 2000, however,  
its population quadrupled, as did the Latino share  
of that population. Nationwide, the non-Latino white 
workforce in meat processing dropped from 74 to 
under 50 percent in those same two decades, while 
the Latino proportion grew from under 10 to nearly  
30 percent. Today, Latinos constitute more than  
80 percent of the nation’s meatpacking workforce.

The map captures all of these trends, showcasing 
not absolute populations but rather the change 

over time. Admittedly, this leaves us with a slightly 
exaggerated picture given that the Latino population 
of these regions was so small before 1990. But it maps 
several dynamics that have transformed the region: 
global competition and migration, a shifting labor 
market, consumer demand, and the commodification 
of food.
[Note: while “Hispanic” and “Latino” are terms used 
interchangeably by the Census Bureau, here we use 
the term “Latino.”]
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The Voting Rights Act (VRA) of 1965 protected the 
African American right to vote after a century of 
disfranchisement through poll taxes, literacy clauses, 
and intimidation. In response, many Southern states 
redrew political districts in order to limit the power 
of black voters, updating the longstanding practice 
of gerrymandering. In 1973, for example, the Hind 
County Board of Supervisors in Mississippi “cracked” 
the black population of Jackson into five separate 
districts to dilute the power of that constituency. 
When the VRA came up for renewal in 1982, Congress 
responded by reaffirming the right of minorities 
“to elect the representatives of their choice.” These 
words profoundly—if unintentionally—altered 
American electoral politics.

To fulfill the mandate of the VRA, Democrats 
began to craft districts where minorities constituted  
a majority. Yet these “majority-minority” districts also 
required gerrymandering. In 1992 the North Carolina 
state legislature created a new district shown at 
right from Charlotte through Winston-Salem and 
Greensboro to Durham. The geography of district 
12 was connected in some places by little beyond 
Interstate 85, yet it worked: for the first time in the 
twentieth century, North Carolina elected an African 
American to the House of Representatives.

Even though this new district elected a Democrat, 
fellow Democrats argued that by forcing the state 
legislature to draw boundaries based upon race, the 
federal government had violated the Equal Protection 
Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. The Supreme 
Court tentatively agreed, finding that majority-
minority districts may violate the Constitution. 
Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor wrote 
that the bizarrely shaped district 12 echoed the ugly 
racial gerrymanders of the Jim Crow era, and came 
close to political apartheid by segregating African 
Americans. But the court also acknowledged that  
race must necessarily be taken into consideration  
to advance minority representation.

This dilemma is striking. “Concentrating” 
racial minorities advanced their representation, 
but also weakened their party elsewhere. Because 
African Americans tended to vote Democrat, the 
effort to create secure majority-minority districts 
unintentionally made the surrounding districts 
more Republican. In part the problem lies with 
representative democracy, which hinges on 
geography: what constitutes a coherent constituency, 
and how are lines to be fairly drawn? 

GERRYMANDERING IN THE DIGITAL AGE

Maps of North Carolina’s 12th  

congressional district, 1992–2016

As the map on page 116 shows, gerrymandering 
is endemic to American politics. But technology—
coupled with an increasingly partisan culture—has 
sent it into overdrive. Census returns provide 
demographic information, while redistricting 
software adds highly refined political data. Expert 
mapmakers integrate all of these variables, then 
test the likely outcomes of various redistricting 
scenarios. As the maps here show, small 
geographical changes produce important results.

In 2010 Republicans won both houses of the 
North Carolina legislature, which gave them 
exclusive control over redistricting based on the 
new census returns. They redrew boundaries to 
“pack” Democratic votes into no more than three 
districts, one of which was district 12. In doing 
this, the party claimed to be fulfilling the spirit 
of the VRA by moving African Americans into 
the district. But they also diluted the strength of 
blacks, who mostly vote Democrat, in neighboring 
districts. With sophisticated precinct data, they 
also shaved off Republican voters, strengthening 
that party elsewhere. The map designed for the 
113th Congress at lower left may not appear 
much different from its predecessor, but small 
tweaks had enormous consequences: Republicans 
received less than 49 percent of the statewide vote 
in 2012, yet won nine of the thirteen seats in the 
House of Representatives. This trend extended 
across the South: in 1991 Democrats held 81 out of 
133 Southern seats in the House, but by 2013 that 
number had fallen to 18 out of 145.

Gerrymandering makes all races less 
competitive. Candidates facing homogeneous 
constituencies have little incentive to moderate 
their positions, which exacerbates polarization. 
Extreme gerrymandering has also created a 
situation where politicians increasingly choose their 
voters rather than the reverse. Recently, however, 
the courts have begun to use the same digital tools 
and maps that facilitate gerrymandering to assess 
its constitutionality. In 2017 the Supreme Court 
struck down North Carolina’s map at lower right for 
excessively packing African Americans into district 
12. Then in 2018 a panel of federal judges ruled  
that “partisan advantage” had improperly been 
used as the primary criterion in modifying that  
same district.

Incumbents also use gerrymandering to protect 
the “safety” of their seats. The advent of ever more 
precise marketing and online data promises to 
complicate gerrymandering even further. And, at 
the center of the problem—but perhaps also its 
solution—is the map.
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On the morning of September 11, 2001, nineteen men 
hijacked four separate airplanes to commit the worst 
terrorist attack in US history. Two of those planes 
were flown into the twin towers at the World Trade 
Center in New York City, killing nearly 3,000 civilians, 
firefighters, and police officers.

The attacks brought most businesses in the area 
to a halt, leaving 80,000 people without work. Over 
the next few months, rescue and recovery efforts 
continued around the clock to clear the sixteen-story-
high pile of debris created by the collapse of the 
towers. Laura Kurgan, an architect from South Africa, 
had been living in New York since 1985, and in the 
weeks following the attack she watched thousands 
converge on Ground Zero every day. First came those 
posting flyers of missing loved ones, followed by 
those who had traveled to see the site for themselves. 
All of these visitors, Kurgan realized, were trying to 
both process and commemorate this senseless act.

In the immediate aftermath of the attack, 
Ground Zero was entirely disorienting. The scope 
of the wreckage had left much of the neighborhood 
off-limits. Fences erected around the perimeter of 
the site made it difficult to see what was going on 
inside. Even those who could catch a glimpse had 
difficulty understanding the operations within the 
site. Moreover, the situation changed almost daily: 
barricades went up, viewing platforms moved, and 
makeshift memorials appeared everywhere. In such 
a shifting, disrupted landscape, existing street maps 
were of little use. The neighborhood was in limbo.

Kurgan responded to this logistical confusion 
by making a map. The idea of mapping Ground 
Zero in the immediate aftermath of the attack may 
strike some as macabre, even voyeuristic. But it was 
the general sense of confusion that drove Kurgan’s 
efforts; she hoped that a map might bring a small 
measure of order to this chaos. More importantly,  
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she sought to guide visitors, helping them make 
sense of what had happened so that Ground Zero 
became a site of reflection rather than a spectacle.

Kurgan was not a mapmaker, but as she walked 
around Lower Manhattan that fall she was reminded 
of a map she had used to navigate war-torn Sarajevo 
in the 1990s. The map was designed to record what 
had been and what had happened, so that the city 
might rebuild. Kurgan began to enlist a cadre of 
volunteers in the fall to compile something similar 
for Lower Manhattan. A portion of that map is 
reproduced here, the result of a collective effort 
among architects, designers, and researchers.

This paper map was designed for those visiting 
the site. The legend is especially revealing: personal 
memorials are mapped and marked even though they 
were temporary and regularly removed. The locations 
of unobstructed views are identified, as is a walking 
path around the entire perimeter. In other words, this 
is a map designed to be used by those navigating the 
site. But even making this fairly straightforward map 
proved challenging: the constantly shifting barricades 
and viewing platforms forced one of the volunteers 
to redraw the map three times before it went to print. 
Such a situation might have suggested the need for a 
digital map that could be quickly and easily revised to 
reflect changing circumstances. But Kurgan insisted 
on a paper map, deliberately producing a permanent 
map of an ephemeral site.

On a cold and windy Saturday in late December, 
Kurgan distributed thousands of these maps to 
visitors around Ground Zero. A few months later, 
changes in the site necessitated a new edition. In 
this sense Kurgan and her team anticipated the 
crowdsourcing efforts of a few years later, where fluid 
data contributes to an ever-changing—and hopefully 
accurate—map. Her paper map was, of course, 
destined to become a historical artifact, even within 
a few months. But that was part of the goal. She had 
mapped a site somewhere between a battlefield and  
a memorial in a moment of time, creating a record  
of the past for the future.
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AFTERWORD: THE ROAD AHEAD 

If this volume seems eclectic, it is so by design. To showcase 
the wide influence of maps in American history, I have selected 
examples that run the gamut. Across five centuries, maps 
drove statecraft and diplomacy, exploration and imperialism. 
They shaped settlement patterns, political strategy, and moral 
reform. They galvanized social movements and stimulated 
patriotism, asserted territory and investigated disease. They 
advertised destinations and products, explained scientific 
theories, and recorded personal histories. Occasionally they 
made people laugh.

Yet however diverse their motives—not to mention their 
circulation and appearance—maps have almost always been 
physical artifacts that could be touched, used, updated, and 
filed away. That generalization no longer holds true. Since 
the turn of the century, maps have been more likely to be 
generated by software and to live online; some are never 
printed at all, much less archived. Geographic information 
systems (GIS) and other platforms have also democratized 
mapmaking, and we live with those results on a daily 
basis. The news and mass culture are littered with graphic 
information, and even animated and interactive maps now 
seem par for the course. We have fluid maps of Internet traffic 
and Twitter feeds, wind patterns, demographic shifts, and 
even consumer preferences.

This avalanche of digital maps can make it difficult to 
separate the signal from the noise. But one innovation on the 
horizon promises to change not just the way we live, but the 
very nature of mapping: self-driving cars. The implications of 
this technology are startling. In the short term, autonomous 
vehicles will transform commuting and bring mobility to the 
elderly, the disabled, and the young. Even more consequential 
are the long-term structural consequences for an economy 
that has been inextricably linked to the automobile for nearly 
a century. Auto repair, trucking, and insurance will all be 
fundamentally affected.

Equally radical are the implications for maps, since self-
driving cars cannot operate without them. More precisely, 
autonomous vehicles require elaborate, detailed, three-
dimensional systems of measurement to shepherd them 
through space. This gargantuan challenge prompted 

the recent founding of DeepMap in Silicon Valley, where 
engineers are now working to support autonomous vehicles 
on a wide scale. The foundation of this platform is the  
Global Positioning System (GPS), a technology now 
commonly used on cellular phones and dashboard  
navigation systems. DeepMap integrates this GPS base  
data with dynamic information incorporated in real time 
through vehicles outfitted with high-definition cameras and 
a range of sensors. This equipment reads and monitors both 
the fixed and the fluid environment on the road, enabling  
the vehicle to assemble multiple data points and to form  
a “memory” of its surroundings. By comprehensively 
recording the immediate environment, the vehicle is  
safely guided through space.

But that is just the beginning, for every piece of 
information read by those instruments on that individual 
vehicle is then shared with a larger platform. This makes 
the car itself a mapmaking tool, one that constantly gathers 
information to improve the larger system. In this way, we 
are taken back to the era of discovery and reconnaissance: 
just as field surveyors took measurements that were then 
translated into cartographic form, self-driving cars will 
generate situational data that constantly advance the general 
geographical system of any given locality. In a rather ingenious 
loop, the vehicles gather information, use that information to 
move through space, and in so doing generate new data.  
As map scholar David Rumsey observed, the result is nearly  
an organic entity, a constant exchange of information in real 
time that is designed to achieve maximum accuracy.

Of course what guides the vehicle safely and successfully is 
not a visual “map,” but rather a digital system of instructions, 
the data themselves. Which prompts the question: Are “maps” 
for self-driving cars really maps at all? DeepMap’s chief 
operating officer Wei Luo explains that even for autonomous 
vehicles, there is still a need to visualize the data. Some of 
these visualizations are generated to show passengers what 
the car “sees” and “knows” at any given moment; others 
are designed for engineers developing the technology; and 
still others are needed for quality control. In other words, 
the visual maps are designed for human consumption. Luo 
rendered this visual picture of the data to convey how the 
system “teaches” the rules of the road to the vehicle, with 
green lines guiding it through an intersection. 

In this regard, autonomous vehicles are not so different 
from humans: they need to sense their surroundings in 

DeepMap, data visualization for  

autonomous vehicles, 2018
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the same way as we see and hear. They then process this 
information in real time in order to move through space. 
In fact, in the course of generating this new technology the 
engineers at DeepMap were reminded of the extraordinary 
power of the human brain. From speed limits to navigating 
rules of intersections, merging, and taking a car through 
curves, humans rely on their senses and their prior experience 
to process an enormous amount of information while driving. 
Automated vehicles will require similarly sophisticated 
systems to replicate this operation. And, for this reason,  
the measurements involved in this mapping database must  
be far more precise than any road map in history, down to  
a centimeter.

All of this presents a rather colossal challenge for DeepMap. 
Yet it is also an oddly old-fashioned task of creating wayfinding 
aids to get from one point to another. This same quest drove 
so many mapmaking efforts over the past five centuries, in the 
service of discovery, conquest, settlement, or general mobility. 
To teach cars to drive themselves, we are in a way replicating a 
very basic cartographic operation. But the creation of platforms 
for autonomous vehicles also reminds us that maps are far more 
than instruments of navigation. Maps make this technological 
innovation possible. In turn, the technology demands an 
entirely different kind of map. This reciprocal dynamic has been 
at work throughout American history: across five centuries, 
maps have both reflected and mediated change.
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