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Welcome to IB History of the Americas. This is a two-year course of study that concentrates on the 

history of the both the Americas and the International community.  Our Prescribed Subject is “The Move 

to Global War”, in which we will explore Japanese Expansion in East Asia (1931-41) and German and 

Italian Expansion (1933-40).  We will also cover multiple World History Topics: Authoritarian States, 

Causes and Effects of 20th Century Wars, and The Cold War.  Finally, we will also look in-depth at aspects 

of the History of the Americas: The Emergence of the Americas into Global Affairs, The Great 

Depression, WWII, Political Developments following WWII, and, once again, The Cold War. 

 

This is a college-level course that is reading intensive. We will use sophisticated texts that include both 

primary sources and other historians’ interpretations. The reading and writing load for this course is 

demanding, and as it is our goal to prepare you for end-of-the-year assessment and college, thorough 

understanding and retention of the material is important. 

 

Read the books in the order listed in the following chart for your course and complete the required 

assignment attached to the book. The required readings will begin to be addressed in the early weeks of 

our course, and while the journal entries may not be collected right away, they are meant to be 

completed as you read. Also, as we will be referring to these texts throughout the course, you may want 

to annotate the texts (marking significant passages, quotes, or questions that you have) so that you may 

navigate the texts more easily in the future. I do not have any requirements for annotations/note-taking 

– feel free to use a method that works best for you – though required notes will be held to a standard of 

excellence. 

 

I. Summer Reading: 

a. Juniors – History of the Americas I 

Required 1. The War Lovers by Evan Thomas. This is a joint biography on Theodore 
Roosevelt, Henry Cabot Lodge and William Randolph Hearst that 
focuses upon their influence upon the U.S. entrance into the Spanish 
American War. This is a very readable book that will pay off in the fall 
by introducing you to some key historical events and figures.  [10 
dialectical journal entries required (guidelines provided later in this 
document).  The dialectical journals should be equally spaced 
throughout the reading – approximately one every 50 pages.  We will 
use this book very early in the school year.] 

2. The Jungle by Upton Sinclair – 6 dialectical journal entries required 
(guidelines provided later in this document).  You should be able to 
find a version of this classic cheaply, and you will likely want to have a 
copy of your own – please just make sure to use an unabridged 
version.  Undoubtedly one of the great works of American literature, 



this text is sometimes oversimplified because of its strong handling of 
the meat-packing industry.  Actually, it is a progressive work that 
considers many aspects of the immigrant experience in turn-of-the-
century Chicago.  Be prepared for a reading as intense as any 
Shakespearean tragedy.  [The dialectical journals for this text should 
be equally spaced throughout the reading – approximately one every 
50 pages if your copy has around 300 pages.  We will not get to this 
book until slightly later in the course –perhaps October.] 
 

Recommended 1. Unfamiliar Fishes by Sarah Vowell. You may know Sarah Vowell 
best as the voice of Violet from The Incredibles, but she is also a 
gifted author. This is a fun/sarcastic text that is both a travel log 
and a history at the same time. It investigates the Americanization 
of Hawaii, something that we will deal with throughout the first 
semester. 
From the amazon.com summary: “Of all the countries the United 
States invaded or colonized in 1898, Sarah Vowell considers the 
story of the Americanization of Hawaii to be the most intriguing. 
From the arrival of the New England missionaries in 1820, who 
came to Christianize the local heathens, to the coup d'état led by 
the missionaries' sons in 1893, overthrowing the Hawaiian queen, 
the events leading up to American annexation feature a cast of 
beguiling, if often appalling or tragic, characters. Whalers who fire 
cannons at the Bible-thumpers denying them their god-given right 
to whores; an incestuous princess pulled between her new god 
and her brother-husband; sugar barons, con men, Theodore 
Roosevelt, and the last Hawaiian queen, a songwriter whose 
sentimental ode "Aloha 'Oe" serenaded the first Hawaiian-born 
president of the United States during his 2009 inaugural parade. 
With her trademark wry insights and reporting, Vowell sets out to 
discover the odd, emblematic, and exceptional history of the 
fiftieth state. In examining the place where Manifest Destiny got a 
sunburn, she finds America again, warts and all.” 

 

b. Seniors – History of the Americas II 

Required 1. Stalin: New Biography of a Dictator by Oleg V. Khlevniuk. From the 
review on amazon.com: “Oleg Khlevniuk is incontestably the best 
Russian student of Soviet history.  In this biography, he uses his 
experience and talents to give us an innovative and convincing portrait 
of the Soviet “micromanaging” despot.  The chapters dealing with the 
Terror, war, victory and the tragic postwar years break new ground.  
Stalin’s political and private life, his relationships with his immediate 
circle, his family and the “Soviet people,” his intellectual capacities and 
his way of leading the country, as well as his cruelty and the system of 
power he built, come vividly to life, and one leaves the book with a 
much more profound understanding of some of Europe’s darkest 



decades.”—Andrea Graziosi.  We are going to spend a considerable 
amount of time next year studying authoritarian leaders, including 
Stalin, as well as the Russian Revolution, the Russian Civil War, and the 
Cold War.  [Assignment: 7 journal entries total – 1 per chapter + 
epilogue. We’ll be using this book by 2nd quarter.] 

2. Latin America’s Cold War by Hal Brands. From the summary posted on 
amazon.com: “For Latin America, the Cold War was anything but cold. 
Nor was it the so-called “long peace” afforded the world’s superpowers 
by their nuclear standoff. In this book, the first to take an international 
perspective on the postwar decades in the region, Hal Brands sets out 
to explain what exactly happened in Latin America during the Cold War, 
and why it was so traumatic. Tracing the tumultuous course of regional 
affairs from the late 1940s through the early 1990s, Latin America’s 
Cold War delves into the myriad crises and turning points of the 
period―the Cuban revolution and its aftermath; the recurring cycles of 
insurgency and counter-insurgency; the emergence of currents like the 
National Security Doctrine, liberation theology, and dependency 
theory; the rise and demise of a hemispheric diplomatic challenge to 
U.S. hegemony in the 1970s; the conflagration that engulfed Central 
America from the Nicaraguan revolution onward; and the democratic 
and economic reforms of the 1980s. Most important, the book 
chronicles these events in a way that is both multinational and 
multilayered, weaving the experiences of a diverse cast of characters 
into an understanding of how global, regional, and local influences 
interacted to shape Cold War crises in Latin America. Ultimately, Brands 
exposes Latin America’s Cold War as not a single conflict, but rather a 
series of overlapping political, social, geostrategic, and ideological 
struggles whose repercussions can be felt to this day.” [This text will be 
relevant to us 2nd semester, but you should definitely work ahead on 
it so that reading can be spaced out over time. No dialectical journals 
for this one – instead, I’ll provide an alternative assignment.] 
 

Recommended 1. Truman by David McCullough. This is a fantastic biography.  Of course, it is 
tremendously long, but it really is exceptional.  Read this, and you’ll know 
the beginnings of the Cold War inside and out.  As you can tell, it is one of 
my favorite biographies, but even I recommend skipping the first chapter. 

2. It Can’t Happen Here by Sinclair Lewis.   It Can’t Happen Here is the only one 
of Sinclair Lewis’s later novels to match the power of Main Street, Babbitt, 
and Arrowsmith. A cautionary tale about the fragility of democracy, it is an 
alarming, eerily timeless look at how fascism could take hold in America. 
Written during the Great Depression, when the country was largely 
oblivious to Hitler’s aggression, it juxtaposes sharp political satire with the 
chillingly realistic rise of a president who becomes a dictator to save the 
nation from welfare cheats, sex, crime, and a liberal press. 
Called “a message to thinking Americans” by the Springfield Republican 
when it was published in 1935, It Can’t Happen Here is a shockingly 
prescient novel that remains as fresh and contemporary as today’s news. 



3. In the Time of the Butterflies by Julia Alvarez. It is November 25, 1960, and 
three beautiful sisters have been found near their wrecked Jeep at the 
bottom of a 150-foot cliff on the north coast of the Dominican Republic. The 
official state newspaper reports their deaths as accidental. It does not 
mention that a fourth sister lives. Nor does it explain that the sisters were 
among the leading opponents of Gen. Rafael Leónidas Trujillo’s dictatorship. 
It doesn’t have to. Everybody knows of Las Mariposas--the Butterflies. 
In this extraordinary novel, the voices of all four sisters--Minerva, Patria, 
María Teresa, and the survivor, Dedé--speak across the decades to tell their 
own stories, from secret crushes to gunrunning, and to describe the 
everyday horrors of life under Trujillo’s rule. Through the art and magic of 
Julia Alvarez’s imagination, the martyred Butterflies live again in this novel 
of courage and love, and the human costs of political oppression. 

4. On Hitler’s Mountain by Irmgard Hunt. Growing up in the beautiful 
mountains of Berchtesgaden -- just steps from Adolf Hitler's alpine retreat -- 
Irmgard Hunt had a seemingly happy, simple childhood. In her powerful, 
illuminating, and sometimes frightening memoir, Hunt recounts a youth 
lived under an evil but persuasive leader. As she grew older, the harsh 
reality of war -- and a few brave adults who opposed the Nazi regime -- 
aroused in her skepticism of National Socialist ideology and the Nazi 
propaganda she was taught to believe in. 
In May 1945, an eleven-year-old Hunt watched American troops occupy 
Hitler's mountain retreat, signaling the end of the Nazi dictatorship and 
World War II. As the Nazi crimes began to be accounted for, many Germans 
tried to deny the truth of what had occurred; Hunt, in contrast, was 
determined to know and face the facts of her country's criminal past. 
On Hitler's Mountain is more than a memoir -- it is a portrait of a nation that 
lost its moral compass. It is a provocative story of a family and a community 
in a period and location in history that, though it is fast becoming remote to 
us, has important resonance for our own time. 

5. The Wise Men: Six Friends and the World They Made by Walter Isaacson and 
Evan Thomas. A captivating blend of personal biography and public drama, 
The Wise Men introduces six close friends who shaped the role their country 
would play in the dangerous years following World War II. They were the 
original best and brightest, whose towering intellects, outsize personalities, 
and dramatic actions would bring order to the postwar chaos and leave a 
legacy that dominates American policy to this day: Averell Harriman, the 
freewheeling diplomat and Roosevelt’s special envoy to Churchill and Stalin; 
Dean Acheson, the secretary of state who was more responsible for the 
Truman Doctrine than Truman and for the Marshall Plan than General 
Marshall; George Kennan, self-cast outsider and intellectual darling of the 
Washington elite; Robert Lovett, assistant secretary of war, undersecretary 
of state, and secretary of defense throughout the formative years of the 
Cold War; John McCloy, one of the nation’s most influential private citizens; 
and Charles Bohlen, adroit diplomat and ambassador to the Soviet Union. 

6. In the Garden of Beasts: Love, Terror, and an American Family in Hitler’s 
Berlin by Erik Larson - A mild-mannered professor from Chicago, Dodd brings 
along his wife, son, and flamboyant daughter, Martha. At first Martha is 



entranced by the parties and pomp, and the handsome young men of the 
Third Reich with their infectious enthusiasm for restoring Germany to a 
position of world prominence. Enamored of the “New Germany,” she has 
one affair after another, including with the surprisingly honorable first chief 
of the Gestapo, Rudolf Diels. But as evidence of Jewish persecution mounts, 
confirmed by chilling first-person testimony, her father telegraphs his 
concerns to a largely indifferent State Department back home. Dodd 
watches with alarm as Jews are attacked, the press is censored, and drafts 
of frightening new laws begin to circulate. As that first year unfolds and the 
shadows deepen, the Dodds experience days full of excitement, intrigue, 
romance—and ultimately, horror, when a climactic spasm of violence and 
murder reveals Hitler’s true character and ruthless ambition. 

 

II. Dialectical Journal Directions: 

a. General Directions: 

i. Each Dialectical Journal needs to include at least the required number of entries 

listed above with each text. 

ii. Entries must be chosen from throughout, showing that you read and responded 

to the whole text.  

iii. Each journal entry will have two parts: a concrete detail/historical fact on the 

left and commentary on the right.  

iv. For the concrete detail/historical fact portion of each entry, write down 

interesting excerpts or incidents from the text. These entries are either direct 

quotations or summaries. You can choose any quotation or event that catches 

your attention, seems important, or is confusing to you.  

v. On the right, you will write your own commentary about the concrete detail. 

Commentary involves interpreting the text: reacting, predicting, questioning, 

making connections. Sophisticated readers comment on theme, development of 

argument, purpose, limitation, and value in commenting on what they read. 

Commentary must not be just a rewording of the text.  

vi. vi. In encourage you to type these journals, though this is not a requirement. 

Saving these in an electronic format may make them easier for you to access 

and review later in the course.  

vii. vii. Remember, these entries do not need to be lengthy, just insightful. 

b. Format: 

i. Clearly label your journal with your name, course title, and the title of the text 

from which you are journaling.  

ii. In the far left margin of the page, write the page number of each concrete 

detail/historical fact.  

iii. Write your entry in two clear columns. You should create these columns by 

creating and typing in a table format. Please do not put your journal in any kind 

of cover or special binder. Please use plain white paper, a heading, and a staple. 

c. Assessment – the Dialectical Journals will be assessed according to the following rubric:  



i. High Grade – Contains at least the required number of entries in the specified 

format. Commentary demonstrates critical thinking in considering themes, 

development of arguments, purposes, limitations, and value of the work. 

Commentary illustrates that student read the work in its entirety by referencing 

its beginning, middle, and end. Page numbers are cited on the left hand side of 

journal.  

ii. Adequate Grade – Contains at least the required number of entries in the 

specified format. Commentary demonstrates adequate comprehension of plot 

or sequence but limited critical thinking pertaining to themes, development of 

arguments, purposes, limitations, or value. Citations are generally clear, but 

contain little beyond summary, or may be missing page number citations on the 

left side of chart.  

iii. Low Grade – Entries that are incomplete or not formatted according to assigned 

guidelines will receive a low grade. Student demonstrates less than adequate 

comprehension of plot or sequence and little to no critical thinking pertaining to 

themes, development of arguments, purposes, limitations, or value of work. 


