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1 The Expanding West


Art Resource, NY


Appearing in western travel guidebooks, this 
lithograph of John Gast’s painting American Progress 


depicts the press of westward settlement and the 
passage of time. It embodies the themes in Frederick 


Jackson Turner’s essay outlining the importance of the 
frontier in American history.
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American Lives: Sitting Bull and the American West


Pre-Test


1. The Transcontinental Railroad followed a path along the southern United States to link 
east and west in 1869. T/F 


2. Buffalo hunting was one of the ways that westward migrants from the United States 
destroyed Native American culture. T/F 


3. The Apache wars with Geronimo were the culminating conflicts between Native 
Americans and the United States that took place between 1878 and 1886. T/F 


4. Chinese immigrants provided much-needed labor in California mining communities and 
the construction of the Transcontinental Railroad. T/F 


5. Open range ranching, in which cattle grazed at their own pace over thousands of open 
acres, lasted well into the 20th century. T/F 


Answers can be found at the end of the chapter. 


Learning Objectives


By the end of this chapter, you should be able to:


• Compare and contrast the diversity of settlement across the Great Plains and Southwest.
• Explain how the growth of the western economy and technologies such as the railroad 


affected business opportunities and settlers’ livelihoods.
• Describe the source of settler and Native American conflicts and explain why the 


encroachment of White settlement was so devastating to Native American cultures.
• Explain the ways that the concept of the western frontier has figured into American 


culture.


American Lives: Sitting Bull and the American West


Sitting Bull was born on the northern Great Plains (in present-day South Dakota) in about 1831. 
He distinguished himself as an accomplished buffalo hunter and warrior among the Hunkpapa, 
part of the seven-tribe confederacy that made up the Western Sioux, or Lakota, and his brave 
record and high rank among his people led to his designation as a war chief. Also a holy man 
responsible for his people’s spiritual well-being, Sitting Bull initially encouraged the Lakota to 
interact with White Americans who sought to trade and barter with Native Americans at vari-
ous trading posts established along the Missouri River. 


However, as increasingly more White traders, and the U.S. Army, moved into the region, relations 
between the Lakota and the Americans worsened. Discovery of gold in the Dakota Territory and 
western Montana in 1874, and the gold rush that followed, led to a series of battles that resulted 
in the cession of many Native American lands and the confinement of Native Americans onto 
designated reservations on the Great Plains. Sitting Bull emerged as the leader of all the tribes 
and bands who refused to sign treaties with the U.S. government. He became a symbol of Native 
Americans’ final resistance to the encroachment of White settlement.


Universal Images Group/SuperStock


Hunkpapa Lakota spiritual and war 
leader Sitting Bull is best remembered 
for his role overseeing the defeat of 
the U.S. Army at the Battle of Little 
Big Horn in 1876. An advocate of the 
peaceful Ghost Dance movement, he 
nevertheless came to symbolize hostil-
ity in the eyes of Whites.
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Sitting Bull and his followers adopted a defensive 
strategy and experienced significant victories in 
keeping the army at bay. In June 1876 he oversaw the 
warriors who decimated Lt. Col. George Armstrong 
Custer and his cavalry regiment at the Battle of Lit-
tle Big Horn, in eastern Montana territory, in which 
Custer and 262 of his men died. In the aftermath, 
however, the army gained the upper hand in the con-
flict. Sitting Bull fled to Canada with many of his fol-
lowers, but when he returned to the United States, he 
was arrested and jailed for 2 years.


Upon his release, Sitting Bull tried to comply with 
the government’s assimilation program by briefly 
becoming a farmer. The arid plains environment 
made farming without irrigation nearly impossible, 
however, and his crops failed. Despondent that the 
traditional Native American lifestyle was no longer 
an option, Sitting Bull grasped for any opportunity to 
earn a living. He traveled for a season as a performer 
in Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West Show, reenacting his 
peoples’ defeat for White audiences in the eastern 
United States and Europe. Although the experience 
proved painful and humiliating, he endured multiple 
performances before crowds who came to see an 
authentic Native American.


When a new religious movement known as the Ghost 
Dance gained popularity among the Lakota, Sitting 
Bull once again became a target of government con-
cern. Officials saw him as an apostle of the move-


ment, which envisioned Native American sovereignty and prosperity and strove for the decline 
of White control, and they issued orders for his arrest. On December 15, 1890, a conflict erupted 
between police and Sitting Bull’s supporters, resulting in the death of one of the arresting offi-
cers and Sitting Bull himself (Anderson, 1996). 


Sitting Bull’s death signaled that Native American resistance was near its end. The lands that 
Sitting Bull and other Native American tribes sought to defend embodied “the West,” that vast 
space in which industrialization, adventurism, discrimination, and technology coalesced to for-
ever change the United States. 


For further thought:
1. Why did some among the Lakota continue to resist the incursion of Americans in the 


West even after many of their people had moved to reservations?
2. Why did the American government perceive Sitting Bull as a threat?


Pre-Test


1. The Transcontinental Railroad followed a path along the southern United States to link 
east and west in 1869. T/F 


2. Buffalo hunting was one of the ways that westward migrants from the United States 
destroyed Native American culture. T/F 


3. The Apache wars with Geronimo were the culminating conflicts between Native 
Americans and the United States that took place between 1878 and 1886. T/F 


4. Chinese immigrants provided much-needed labor in California mining communities and 
the construction of the Transcontinental Railroad. T/F 


5. Open range ranching, in which cattle grazed at their own pace over thousands of open 
acres, lasted well into the 20th century. T/F 


Answers can be found at the end of the chapter. 


Learning Objectives


By the end of this chapter, you should be able to:


• Compare and contrast the diversity of settlement across the Great Plains and Southwest.
• Explain how the growth of the western economy and technologies such as the railroad 


affected business opportunities and settlers’ livelihoods.
• Describe the source of settler and Native American conflicts and explain why the 


encroachment of White settlement was so devastating to Native American cultures.
• Explain the ways that the concept of the western frontier has figured into American 


culture.


American Lives: Sitting Bull and the American West


Sitting Bull was born on the northern Great Plains (in present-day South Dakota) in about 1831. 
He distinguished himself as an accomplished buffalo hunter and warrior among the Hunkpapa, 
part of the seven-tribe confederacy that made up the Western Sioux, or Lakota, and his brave 
record and high rank among his people led to his designation as a war chief. Also a holy man 
responsible for his people’s spiritual well-being, Sitting Bull initially encouraged the Lakota to 
interact with White Americans who sought to trade and barter with Native Americans at vari-
ous trading posts established along the Missouri River. 


However, as increasingly more White traders, and the U.S. Army, moved into the region, relations 
between the Lakota and the Americans worsened. Discovery of gold in the Dakota Territory and 
western Montana in 1874, and the gold rush that followed, led to a series of battles that resulted 
in the cession of many Native American lands and the confinement of Native Americans onto 
designated reservations on the Great Plains. Sitting Bull emerged as the leader of all the tribes 
and bands who refused to sign treaties with the U.S. government. He became a symbol of Native 
Americans’ final resistance to the encroachment of White settlement.


Universal Images Group/SuperStock


Hunkpapa Lakota spiritual and war 
leader Sitting Bull is best remembered 
for his role overseeing the defeat of 
the U.S. Army at the Battle of Little 
Big Horn in 1876. An advocate of the 
peaceful Ghost Dance movement, he 
nevertheless came to symbolize  
hostility in the eyes of Whites.


American Lives: Sitting Bull and the American West
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Section 1.1 Western Settlement


1.1 Western Settlement


When European settlement began on the Atlantic coast in the 17th and 18th centuries, the 
western frontier was Ohio and the Old Northwest. For the Spanish explorers arriving in the 
South and West, the frontier was not the west but the northern region of Native American 
cultures and French and English settlement. Beyond the colonial period, as American settle-
ment moved to fill up the land beyond the Atlantic coast, the West moved as well. The Old 
Northwest became the Midwest and the frontier pushed on to the Great Plains, to the lands 
that Sitting Bull and other Native Americans called home.


Urged forward by new technologies such as the railroad, mechanized farming equipment, and 
barbed wire, and supported by entrepreneurs and industrialists, Americans filled in the fron-
tier, that region of territory stretching west of the Mississippi River to the Pacific Ocean, by the 
end of the 19th century. The Lakota and other Plains tribes had first encountered American 
settlers as they pushed west in wagons on overland trails, but after the Civil War a rapid boom 
in railroad construction accelerated the process that exchanged Native American villages and 
hunting grounds for American farms, ranches, and towns.


The Railroad


The rapid western population growth that filled in the frontier could not have happened 
without the railroad. Only about 50,000 Americans migrated to the Southwest after westward 
trails were opened in the 1840s, but the floodgates opened when a westward railroad connec-
tion was completed in 1869 and migrants could ride the railroad westward (Hine & Faragher, 
2007). In the 19th century the railroad symbolized American commercial and technological 
development. It was an icon of a new way of life and became a focus of some of the most 
eloquent writers of the day. In 1855 Walt Whitman, in Leaves of Grass, made this observation 
about the railroad in America:


I see over my own continent the Pacific railroad surmounting every barrier. 
I see continual trains of cars winding along the Platte carrying freight and 
passengers. I hear locomotives rushing and roaring, the shrill steam-whistle. 
I hear the echoes reverberate through the grandest scenery in the world. 
(Whitman, 2012)


The railroad also symbolized the new connectedness in America, since it united various parts 
of the nation like never before. The Transcontinental Railroad, constructed between 1863 
and 1869, linked two major railroad construction projects, finally connecting the nation from 
east to west. Newly arrived immigrants, Chinese workers moving out of the mining fields, and 
large numbers of Mormons provided the bulk of the arduous labor required to clear land, lay 
track, and tunnel through mountains. By 1900 there were 200,000 miles of railroad track in 
the United States (White, 2012).


© Bettmann/Corbis


Coal-fired steam engines powered late 19th-century 
railroads across America.
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Section 1.1 Western Settlement


Railroad construction was difficult 
and exhausting, but many immi-
grant workers found it provided an 
opportunity to earn enough money 
to return to their homeland and live 
richly. Chinese railroad laborer We 
Wen Tan helped construct the rail-
road that moved eastward from 
California to Utah. He was present 
at the symbolic moment on May 10, 
1869, when the Union Pacific and 
the Central Pacific Railroads met at 
Promontory Point in Utah. Upon its 
completion, he returned to his home 
village in China with the equivalent 
of $10,000, considered a fortune at 
the time. He built a large home and 
eventually sent his son to the United 
States (Chinese Railroad Workers in 
North America Project, 2014).


Homesteaders and Immigrant Farmers on the Great Plains


Another factor contributing to westward expansion was the Homestead Act. Passed by Con-
gress in 1862 in the midst of the Civil War, the Homestead Act granted 160 acres of land in 
the public domain to any settler who lived on it for 5 years and improved it by building a 
house and plowing. The law reinforced the 19th-century belief in free labor (the notion that 
one could make free employment choice), and that the ownership of land defined American 
success. Proponents of the free labor ideology linked property ownership and hard work to 
independence and the rights of citizenship, and the terms of the Homestead Act enabled thou-
sands of Americans to pursue these values.


The first settlers to take advantage of the Homestead Act had settled in the central and upper 
Midwest, where soil was rich and farming relatively easy. But by the late 1870s and 1880s, 
those seeking land were forced to look to the Great Plains, where arid soil, native grasses, 
and a harsh climate made earning a living off the land more difficult. In the short term the 
struggles of homesteading the Plains were eased by a multiyear wet cycle in the climate dur-
ing these years. Above-average rainfall attracted thousands of farmers to settle in the region 
that had been called “The Great American Desert” just a generation before. In 1886, though, 
the cycle suddenly reversed. Drought lasted through the mid-1890s, driving half the popula-
tions of western Kansas and Nebraska to abandon their farms and move back east (Hine & 
Faragher, 2007).


1.1 Western Settlement


When European settlement began on the Atlantic coast in the 17th and 18th centuries, the 
western frontier was Ohio and the Old Northwest. For the Spanish explorers arriving in the 
South and West, the frontier was not the west but the northern region of Native American 
cultures and French and English settlement. Beyond the colonial period, as American settle-
ment moved to fill up the land beyond the Atlantic coast, the West moved as well. The Old 
Northwest became the Midwest and the frontier pushed on to the Great Plains, to the lands 
that Sitting Bull and other Native Americans called home.


Urged forward by new technologies such as the railroad, mechanized farming equipment, and 
barbed wire, and supported by entrepreneurs and industrialists, Americans filled in the fron-
tier, that region of territory stretching west of the Mississippi River to the Pacific Ocean, by the 
end of the 19th century. The Lakota and other Plains tribes had first encountered American 
settlers as they pushed west in wagons on overland trails, but after the Civil War a rapid boom 
in railroad construction accelerated the process that exchanged Native American villages and 
hunting grounds for American farms, ranches, and towns.


The Railroad


The rapid western population growth that filled in the frontier could not have happened 
without the railroad. Only about 50,000 Americans migrated to the Southwest after westward 
trails were opened in the 1840s, but the floodgates opened when a westward railroad connec-
tion was completed in 1869 and migrants could ride the railroad westward (Hine & Faragher, 
2007). In the 19th century the railroad symbolized American commercial and technological 
development. It was an icon of a new way of life and became a focus of some of the most 
eloquent writers of the day. In 1855 Walt Whitman, in Leaves of Grass, made this observation 
about the railroad in America:


I see over my own continent the Pacific railroad surmounting every barrier. 
I see continual trains of cars winding along the Platte carrying freight and 
passengers. I hear locomotives rushing and roaring, the shrill steam-whistle. 
I hear the echoes reverberate through the grandest scenery in the world. 
(Whitman, 2012)


The railroad also symbolized the new connectedness in America, since it united various parts 
of the nation like never before. The Transcontinental Railroad, constructed between 1863 
and 1869, linked two major railroad construction projects, finally connecting the nation from 
east to west. Newly arrived immigrants, Chinese workers moving out of the mining fields, and 
large numbers of Mormons provided the bulk of the arduous labor required to clear land, lay 
track, and tunnel through mountains. By 1900 there were 200,000 miles of railroad track in 
the United States (White, 2012).
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Coal-fired steam engines powered late 19th-century 
railroads across America.
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Section 1.1 Western Settlement


Some homesteaders did succeed on the Plains, however. John Bakken, the son of Norwegian 
immigrants, moved with his family to Milton, North Dakota, to claim a plot of land. There he 
met and married Marget Axvig, a Norwegian immigrant, who helped him settle a homestead 
in Silvesta Township, North Dakota. Indeed, although western settlement and farming is often 
described as a male activity, women were essential to the success of homesteads and ranches. 
In addition to domestic work, western women often became entrepreneurs or worked for 
wages, providing capital needed for their own and their families’ survival. Women also played 
key roles in community building in the West, founding schools and other public institutions 
(Moynihan, Armitage, & Dichamp, 1998). John and Marget constructed a sod house, where 
they raised their two children, Tilda and Eddie. A colorized photograph of the family later 
became the basis of a postage stamp commemorating the Homestead Act.


Although taking advantage of the government land program was one way to populate the fron-
tier, it was the railroads that were most active in the settlement of the Great Plains. Thanks to 
government grants issued to encourage their growth, western railroad lines controlled large 
tracts of land. Some settlers purchased land from the railroad in addition to claiming land 
under the federal homestead program. Railroad executives were eager to build settlement 
along their lines, and in doing so they increased the diversity of the region’s population.


Agents for some of the railroads enticed easterners and even European immigrants with 
offers of cheap land on credit and free transportation on the railroad line. Other railroads 
sponsored or organized settlements. One railroad company sent agents to Germany, where 
they recruited as many as 60,000 people to settle along the Santa Fe Railway line. Another 
railroad organized a company that established 16 settlements in Kansas and Colorado. The 
largest numbers of immigrants were of German extraction, but significant populations also 
came from Sweden, Norway, Finland, and Denmark. Other immigrants came on their own or 
in patterns of chain migration following family or other contacts. More than 2 million Euro-
pean immigrants located in the Great Plains between 1870 and 1900 (Hudson, 1985).


Farming on the Great Plains was hard work and required the cooperative effort of all fam-
ily members. Fathers and sons did the heavy fieldwork of plowing, planting, and harvesting. 
Women grew vegetables, tended chickens, made butter and cheese, and preserved food for 
the winter months. Children were also expected to contribute to the household economy by 
participating in farming chores such as milking the cows or baling hay. As the farming econ-
omy grew more competitive, and farm size reduced due to repeated division among heirs, 
older children often left the farm to seek wage labor in urban areas, with the expectation that 
part of their wages would be used to help with family expenses. By the late 1880s Ameri-
can farmers had to respond to a multitude of changes in order to compete in the emerging 
national and global marketplace for agricultural products.


The Southwestern Frontier


The southwestern frontier encompassed the states and territories that stretched along the 
1,500-mile border with Mexico, including California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas, as well 
as Nevada, Utah, Wyoming, and Colorado (see Figure 1.1). Much of the territory had once 
been part of Spain’s colonial empire. Texas became part of the United States in 1845, and the 
United States annexed the rest of the region as part of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, 
which ended the Mexican War of 1846 to 1848.


Figure 1.1: Map of the Southwest


American settlement encroached on the lands of the Native Americans of the Great Plains, Southwest, 
and Far West. Once the American frontier was officially closed in 1890, these native peoples lost their 
lands and strove to preserve their cultural traditions.
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Section 1.1 Western Settlement


Some homesteaders did succeed on the Plains, however. John Bakken, the son of Norwegian 
immigrants, moved with his family to Milton, North Dakota, to claim a plot of land. There he 
met and married Marget Axvig, a Norwegian immigrant, who helped him settle a homestead 
in Silvesta Township, North Dakota. Indeed, although western settlement and farming is often 
described as a male activity, women were essential to the success of homesteads and ranches. 
In addition to domestic work, western women often became entrepreneurs or worked for 
wages, providing capital needed for their own and their families’ survival. Women also played 
key roles in community building in the West, founding schools and other public institutions 
(Moynihan, Armitage, & Dichamp, 1998). John and Marget constructed a sod house, where 
they raised their two children, Tilda and Eddie. A colorized photograph of the family later 
became the basis of a postage stamp commemorating the Homestead Act.


Although taking advantage of the government land program was one way to populate the fron-
tier, it was the railroads that were most active in the settlement of the Great Plains. Thanks to 
government grants issued to encourage their growth, western railroad lines controlled large 
tracts of land. Some settlers purchased land from the railroad in addition to claiming land 
under the federal homestead program. Railroad executives were eager to build settlement 
along their lines, and in doing so they increased the diversity of the region’s population.


Agents for some of the railroads enticed easterners and even European immigrants with 
offers of cheap land on credit and free transportation on the railroad line. Other railroads 
sponsored or organized settlements. One railroad company sent agents to Germany, where 
they recruited as many as 60,000 people to settle along the Santa Fe Railway line. Another 
railroad organized a company that established 16 settlements in Kansas and Colorado. The 
largest numbers of immigrants were of German extraction, but significant populations also 
came from Sweden, Norway, Finland, and Denmark. Other immigrants came on their own or 
in patterns of chain migration following family or other contacts. More than 2 million Euro-
pean immigrants located in the Great Plains between 1870 and 1900 (Hudson, 1985).


Farming on the Great Plains was hard work and required the cooperative effort of all fam-
ily members. Fathers and sons did the heavy fieldwork of plowing, planting, and harvesting. 
Women grew vegetables, tended chickens, made butter and cheese, and preserved food for 
the winter months. Children were also expected to contribute to the household economy by 
participating in farming chores such as milking the cows or baling hay. As the farming econ-
omy grew more competitive, and farm size reduced due to repeated division among heirs, 
older children often left the farm to seek wage labor in urban areas, with the expectation that 
part of their wages would be used to help with family expenses. By the late 1880s Ameri-
can farmers had to respond to a multitude of changes in order to compete in the emerging 
national and global marketplace for agricultural products.


The Southwestern Frontier


The southwestern frontier encompassed the states and territories that stretched along the 
1,500-mile border with Mexico, including California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas, as well 
as Nevada, Utah, Wyoming, and Colorado (see Figure 1.1). Much of the territory had once 
been part of Spain’s colonial empire. Texas became part of the United States in 1845, and the 
United States annexed the rest of the region as part of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, 
which ended the Mexican War of 1846 to 1848.


Figure 1.1: Map of the Southwest


American settlement encroached on the lands of the Native Americans of the Great Plains, Southwest, 
and Far West. Once the American frontier was officially closed in 1890, these native peoples lost their 
lands and strove to preserve their cultural traditions.
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Section 1.1 Western Settlement


American expansionism encountered a mix of existing Latino and Native American cultures 
and societies in the Southwest. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo had transferred more than 
half of Mexico to the United States, and the Southwest remained a region that connected peo-
ple and communities; migrants and trade moved fluidly between the two nations, establish-
ing a pattern that persists well into the 21st century.


In Texas, ranching and staple crops such as cotton formed the economic base, and like resi-
dents of other former slave states, Texans struggled with the economic and social problems  
of the Reconstruction era. A highly stratified society elevated Americans and descendants of 
Spaniards, especially those with large landholdings, above the bulk of farm laborers, cow-
boys, and craft workers.


New Mexico’s inhabitants were more 
likely to be mestizo, a mix of Native 
American and Latino descent, who 
spoke Spanish and worshipped in the 
Roman Catholic Church. New Mex-
ico, and to a certain degree Arizona, 
represented an area of the frontier 
where American and Native Ameri-
can cultures faced less direct conflict, 
and Native Americans there were not 
subjected to the federal land allot-
ment policies that severely reduced 
the landholdings of Native Americans 
elsewhere in the West. Although the 
Pueblo tribes persisted in the South-
west, surviving as craft workers and 
sheep herders, in the spring of 1864 
bands of the Navajo people endured 
what became known as the Long Walk, 


a forced deportation from their reservation in Arizona territory to Bosque Redondo in New 
Mexico. Forced to march up to 13 miles a day over an 18-day period, as many as 200 per-
ished during the trek. The Native Americans of California did not fare well either; many had 
already lost their landholdings to Latinos during the territory’s years as part of New Spain 
and Mexico.


Latinos in the West
The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo had granted Mexicans who chose to stay north of the new 
border U.S. citizenship. However, some people had difficulty adjusting. The Mexicans were 
originally farmers and herders, but soon the Americans—or Anglos, as they were called—
began encroaching on their settlements in much the same way they had encroached on the 
lands of the Plains tribes. Federal policy at the end of the Mexican War guaranteed Latino 
residents’ land and property rights, but in practice Americans ignored these.


Unable to hold on to family lands, Latinos found it difficult to compete with Americans and 
were often relegated to unskilled manual labor. Significant numbers of Mexicans turned to 
migrant or seasonal farm labor for the first time. Many more, including women, moved to 
growing towns and cities, where they labored as seamsters or launderers (Daniel, 1981).


Underwood Photo Archives/SuperStock


Mining in the Far West drew a diverse population. 
Russian, Chinese, Native American, and African 
American residents often lived and worked side by 
side, as pictured here.
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Some Mexicans organized to protest the new economic order that took away their lands and 
reduced employment opportunities, and sought to limit the damage to their communities and 
families. A New Mexico group ripped up railroad ties and other symbols of the new industrial 
farming order. Others protested more peacefully, calling for political action to protect their 
rights. Despite the cultural and economic changes, Latinos in the Southwest managed to pre-
serve and extend their culture. Like the mestizos, most Latinos put their faith in the Catho-
lic Church, but they worshipped with a distinct flair. Special religious days, including those 
celebrating Our Lady of Guadalupe and the Day of the Dead, remained important reminders 
of their traditional culture. Other Mexican national holidays, such as Cinco de Mayo (May 5) 
marking Mexico’s 1862 victory over the French, later expanded to become ubiquitous holi-
days celebrated across the United States.


Mormon Settlement
Another group of southwestern settlers that would clash with federal authorities, the Mormons, 
began settling in the Great Basin territory in the 1840s. The Mormons, members of the Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, initiated settlements throughout what would become Utah, 
Idaho, western Colorado, and northern Arizona. The group formed in western New York in the 
1830s but fled to Illinois and Missouri in an effort to escape persecution for their religious 
beliefs, which included polygamy (plural wives). After their founder and leader, Joseph Smith, 
was murdered, new leader Brigham Young led a large migration westward. In the Great Basin,  
the Mormons founded the state of Deseret, which eventually included 500 settlements.


Once Congress established Utah Territory in 1850, 
however, the Mormons clashed with federal author-
ities over their way of life. Newspaper accounts 
condemned them as sexual deviants for support-
ing plural marriage, even though only about 15% 
of Mormons actually practiced polygamy. A series 
of federal laws restricted the practice, and in 1879 
the Supreme Court ruled against polygamy in the 
case of Reynolds v. United States. Upholding the Bill 
of Rights’ guarantee of religious freedom, the court 
ruled that the Mormons were free to believe in the 
principle of plural marriage, but it denied the legal-
ity of the actual practice.


Two additional laws further restricted their reli-
gion. The 1882 Edmunds Act restricted the voting 
rights of those practicing polygamy and imposed 
possible fines and jail penalties. The Edmunds–
Tucker Act, passed in 1887, confiscated the major 
financial assets of the Mormon Church and also 
established a special federal election commission 
to oversee all elections in Utah Territory. With the 
frontier rapidly closing, the Mormons had nowhere 
else to flee. In the early 1890s the church officially 
renounced the practice of polygamy, and many 
prominent Mormon communities continued in Utah 
and other parts of the Great Basin (Eliason, 2001).


Universal Images Goup/SuperStock


Trying to escape ongoing persecution 
over their religious beliefs, Brigham 
Young led the Mormons west, to  
modern-day Utah.


bar82063_01_c01_001-030.indd   9 12/15/14   8:22 AM








Section 1.1 Western Settlement


Asians in the West
In addition to Native Americans, Latinos, and Mormons, yet another group contributed to 
the rich social tapestry of the developing Southwest: immigrants from Asia, particularly 
China. This group was among the thousands of adventurous workers attracted to discoveries 
of gold and silver in the Southwest, particularly in California. Many citizens and immigrants 
traversed difficult overland trails to seek their fortune, attracted by the state’s explosive eco-
nomic development. Between 1860 and 1890 approximately one third of California’s popula-
tion was foreign born, making it one of the most diverse states in the nation. Immigrants hail-
ing from the German states, Ireland, and Great Britain were common throughout the United 
States, but the Far West particularly attracted Chinese and other immigrants from Asia.


First arriving in the years surrounding the gold rush of 1849, more than 200,000 Chinese 
immigrants came to California in succeeding decades, where they soon accounted for almost 
10% of the state’s population. The presence of the Chinese in America was part of a world-
wide Asian migration driven by economic distress in their homelands caused by overpopula-
tion and lack of employment opportunities.


Their anguish coincided with a desperate need for labor in the West, especially for railroad 
construction. Merchants and brokers in the United States arranged passage for the immi-
grants, almost always single men, who agreed to repay the debt they incurred from travel 
once they secured employment. Many men were recruited by a San Francisco–based confed-
eration of Chinese merchants called the Chinese Six Companies, which acted as an employ-
ment agency and helped immigrants acclimate to the state’s social and economic systems. 
The few female immigrants worked as domestic servants or prostitutes (Takaki, 1990).


Chinese immigrants worked in the gold 
fields as laborers, cooks, and launder-
ers until the fields played out, meaning 
no more gold could be extracted from 
them. Few were prosperous enough 
to stake a gold mining claim on their 
own. Unlike owning the land outright, 
a mining claim only gave the holder 
rights to extract the minerals below 
the surface. When railroad construc-
tion began in earnest, Chinese work-
ers dominated crews on the Central 
Pacific, eventually accounting for the 
majority of the company’s employees. 
Many were specifically recruited to 
provide backbreaking pick and shovel 
labor constructing the railroad across 
the Sierra Nevada.


After 1869, when the Transcontinental 
Railroad was completed, the Chinese 
spread into the larger general labor 
pool. There they fell into competition 


Art Resource, NY


Chinese immigrants, who often had to repay the cost 
of ship passage for their immigration, were the main 
laborers on the railroads.
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with Latino and White laborers and faced considerable nativism and racism. White labor 
organizations campaigned against the use of Chinese labor, arguing that they drove down 
wages for American citizens. Violent clashes between American and Chinese workers became 
common, leading to anti-Chinese mobs in San Francisco in the late 1870s. A growing move-
ment led by an Irish-born labor organizer named Denis Kearney lashed out with the slogan 
“The Chinese Must Go!” (as cited in Hagaman, 2004, p. 61).


Kearney’s followers formed the backbone of the anti-Chinese movement among White work-
ers in Northern California. Kearney helped organize the Workingmen’s Party of California, 
the goal of which was to protect the place of White workers in American society. By 1878 
Kearney was leading the charge against competition from inexpensive immigrant labor, and 
the Chinese specifically. He traveled as far as Boston to warn audiences about the potential 
competitive threat that inexpensive Asian labor posed to American workers.


The workers’ cries against Chinese competition developed a political component, and soon 
both the Democratic and Republican Parties in California demanded that Congress act to 
protect American workers against what some employers dubbed the “indispensable enemy” 
because of the key roles the Chinese immigrants played in western development (Saxton, 
1995). The government responded in 1882 with the Chinese Exclusion Act, which banned 
the entrance of Chinese laborers for a span of 10 years. Renewed in 1892 and eventually 
made permanent in 1902, it effectively cut off the flow of Asian immigration into the United 
States until the middle of the 20th century.


1.2 The Western Economy


Agriculture drove the economic expansion of the trans-Mississippi West after 1865. Although 
gold rushes and mining booms initially attracted rushes of settlement, farming was the most 
common economic pursuit among westerners. The number of farms in the United States 
doubled between 1865 and 1900, with most of this growth coming from the expanding 
West. Homesteaders used the newly invented steel plow to break the tough grasslands of 
the Great Plains, shifting the nation’s breadbasket from New York’s Hudson River valley to 
the emerging settlements in the Midwest. In the Southwest and Far West, ranchers invested 
in herds of cattle to graze on natural grasslands and provide meat and dairy products to the 
nation. The railroads enabled these important changes, hauling cattle and grains to faraway 
markets and making it possible for farmers to produce more and compete in national and 
even global markets.


Ranching on the Open Range


Cattle ranching on the open range characterized parts of the Southwest, and especially the 
Great Plains. Ranchers purchased large herds of cattle, including the popular Texas long-
horns, and set them to graze across vast expanses of open and largely unoccupied land. A mix 
of English and Spanish stock, the hearty longhorns’ numbers had increased exponentially 
during the Civil War. Armed with their namesake horns, they also required little protection 
against predators, making them easy to manage. Massive herds of cattle flourished, making 
the industry one of the most profitable in the West.
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Ranching grew rapidly once railroads reached into the West. Way stations in Abilene, Kan-
sas, shipped out 35,000 head of cattle after workers completed the Kansas Pacific Railway in 
1867, and over the next 5 years ranchers shipped more than 1.5 million head of Texas long-
horns from Abilene. Wichita and Dodge City, Kansas, grew up as market towns in competition 
with Abilene, and ranchers in the region increased the volume of western cattle transported 
by rail to distribution centers and slaughterhouses in faraway St. Louis and Chicago. Serving 
as the nation’s leading meatpacking city, as well as a central hub for east–west railroad lines, 
Chicago contained the massive Union Stock Yards, where workers could slaughter and pro-
cess up to 21,000 cattle daily (Hine & Faragher, 2007).


Diversity characterized the ranching frontier. Cowboys, as seasonal migrant workers, were 
critical to the open range. They drove the herds of cattle as far as 1,500 miles for grazing and 
rounded them up for sale in the market towns. In return for a monthly salary of $25 to $40, 
payable at the end of the drive, cowboys worked from sunup to sundown and spent much of 
their time out in the open range with little in the way of shelter or other comforts. A diverse 
lot, White American cowboys were likely to work side by side with Native Americans, Afri-
can Americans, and Latinos. Regardless of their ethnic background, cowboys tended to share 
camaraderie made necessary by a job that brought them together in the desolate conditions 
of the open cattle drive.


African American cowboys found opportunities in the West not available to them in the East. 
One of these men was Daniel W. Wallace, who began driving cattle as a teenager and ulti-
mately purchased a 1,200-acre ranch in Texas that grazed 500 to 600 head of cattle. For more 
than 30 years, he remained a member of the White-dominated Texas and Southwestern Cattle 
Raisers Association. One of the most respected African American ranchers in the state, when 
he died in 1939, his estate was valued at more than $1 million (Earnest & Sance, 2010).


Closing of the Range


Cattle ranching grew more lucrative in the late 1870s and early 1880s, attracting eastern 
and even European investors, but the westward migration of settlers onto the Great Plains 
ultimately interfered with its expansive use of the open range. Settlers laid claim to or bought 
the land once open to all for grazing. Farmers raised fences to keep cattle out of their fields 
and tilled increasing swathes of the region’s grasslands on which ranchers depended to feed 
their growing herds.


Overstocking of cattle glutted the market, and weather-related disasters such as blizzards 
took a devastating toll on the industry in the mid-1880s. The massive herds depleted the 
native grasses as well, causing many cattle to die of starvation. The free-for-all of open range 
grazing fell by the wayside as more business-oriented techniques came into favor. Instead of 
cattle drives across hundreds of miles by lonesome cowboys, the industry concentrated herds 
on fixed ranches contained in fenced pastures and fed them a diet that consisted largely of 
grain (Kantor, 1998).


Technology in America: Barbed Wire


The culture, economy, and landscape 
of the West dramatically changed with 
the invention of barbed wire fencing 
in 1867. As scores of settlers moved to 
the Great Plains to claim land under the 
Homestead Act or to take advantage of 
the cheap land the western railroads 
offered, they clashed with the cattlemen 
who grazed their herds across hundreds 
of miles of open range. Those cattle 
trampled grain crops, so farmers needed 
to fence their pastures and fields to keep 
them out.


Wood fencing was both expensive and 
in short supply, because few trees grew 
on the open plains. The newly invented 
steel wire with short, thorny projecting points was perfectly suited to solve the problem. 
The inexpensive wire was strung between wooden or steel posts, and unlike smooth wire, 
was effective in containing cattle (Krell, 2002). The struggle between farmers and ranch-
ers erupted in brutal fencing wars, however, and eventually culminated in the closing of 
the open range (Liu, 2009).


Barbed wire’s origin is equally contentious. At least one inventor in France and two in the 
United States claimed credit for its invention. Lucien Smith of Kent, Ohio, obtained the first 
patent for barbed wire in 1867, but an Illinois inventor, Joseph Glidden, made significant 
improvements a few years later. Barbed wire is still widely used in enclosing farm and 
pastureland.


Questions for thought:


1. How did the invention of barbed wire influence the economic development of  
the West?


2. Why do you think ranchers and farmers came into conflict over fencing?


Smithsonian American Art Museum,  
Washington, DC/Art Resource, NY


An important technological advance, barbed wire 
allowed farmers to protect their precious crops 
from wandering cattle, effectively ending the 
practice of open ranging.
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was effective in containing cattle (Krell, 2002). The struggle between farmers and ranch-
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Smithsonian American Art Museum,  
Washington, DC/Art Resource, NY


An important technological advance, barbed wire 
allowed farmers to protect their precious crops 
from wandering cattle, effectively ending the 
practice of open ranging.


Mining the Frontier


California and the rest of the desert Southwest proved to be rich in mineral resources. The 
discovery of California gold in 1848 drew prospectors from the other parts of the United 
States, Europe, and Asia, all seeking to strike it rich. Between 1848 and 1852 the population 
of California grew from 14,000 to nearly a quarter million.
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Mineral richness was not limited to Cali-
fornia. Arizona held important deposits 
of copper, and Nevada was home to a 
massive silver deposit known as the 
Comstock Lode. The massive vein of 
silver Henry Comstock discovered along 
the Carson River sparked an influx of 
more than 10,000 miners seeking to 
make a fortune. Most were disappointed 
when they discovered that the silver lay 
deep underground, requiring a capital 
investment of $900,000 and the skill 
of engineers to drill some 3,000 feet 
underground to manage its extraction 
(James, 1998). Investors and mining 
corporations encouraged settlement of 
frontier towns, and when the railroad 
made transportation of goods and pas-
sengers possible, the shipping trade 
grew into its own important industry.


Mining Boomtowns
Mining towns blossomed overnight, employing ancillary agents as merchants and grocers. 
Saloons, dance halls, newspapers, and theaters were established to provide services and 
entertainment to miners and prospectors. In these boomtowns men outnumbered women, 
sometimes by as much as 10 to 1, and few arrived with their families in tow. Boardinghouses 
filled with single men, and theaters and amateur sporting events occupied the miners’ spare 
time. It was the saloon, however, that featured most famously in the leisure culture of the Far 
West. There miners mingled with ranch hands and gamblers to relax and socialize. Saloons 
served beer and whiskey, but they also provided food and limited lodging for travelers. Many 
saloons offered entertainment such as poker or other games of chance and also featured 
dancing women who sometimes doubled as prostitutes (Dixon, 2005).


The Mining Economy
By the 1870s control of the western mining industry was concentrated into the hands of a 
few wealthy men. Among them was George Hearst, who became rich through his investment 
in the Comstock Lode. Hearst later invested in the Homestake Mine located on former Lakota 
land in South Dakota’s Black Hills. It turned out to be the most productive gold mine of the 
era. Although some individuals continued to prospect on their own, the majority of miners 
worked for corporations.


Mining of gold and silver turned out to be short lived, and base minerals such as copper, ore, 
lead, and other heavy metals came to dominate the industry. Mining work was dangerous and 


NYPL/Science Source/Getty Images


Miners staked claims to the Comstock Lode, a large 
vein of silver discovered in Nevada. Extracting the 
silver required heavy equipment and engineering 
expertise, however, and thus represented the  
corporate takeover of western mining.
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difficult, and miners began organizing unions to demand better pay and safer working condi-
tions. In 1893 the Western Federation of Miners organized, initially to prevent employers 
from using violence during workplace disputes. It eventually called for radical changes in the 
economic and social order. Within a few years the organization claimed more than 50,000 
members and was the strongest labor organization in the West (Hine & Faragher, 2007).


The effects of the growing mining industry were felt beyond the fast urbanization of boom-
towns. Cattle ranches in Southern California shipped meat to miners in the state’s northern 
counties. Inland valley farmers increased their production of wheat and other staple crops to 
feed the growing population. Easterners and immigrants began to take advantage of cheap 
land and earn their fortunes in agriculture. Irish immigrant James Irvine came to California 
with the gold rush, invested in land and merchandising, and eventually controlled the massive 
120,000 acre Irvine Ranch, now the city of Irvine (Kyle, 1990). Concentration of land, mining, 
and industry quickly came to replace the free-for-all culture of the mining booms.


1.3 The Defeat of the Plains Tribes


The conquest of the West is as much a story of miners exploring and exposing gold and silver 
mines, or of cattle ranchers settling the western grasslands with their large herds, as it is of 
Whites displacing and conquering Native Americans.


At the end of the Civil War, nearly 250,000 Native Americans resided in the West. Southern 
tribes, including the Cherokee, Choctaw, and Chickasaw, had been forcibly moved to the Indian 
Territory (today’s state of Oklahoma) in the 1830s. Tribes like the Apache, Hopi, and Navajo, 
native to the Southwest, were destroyed or pushed into submission by the 1870s. By that 
time the largest segment of Native Americans (about two thirds of the population) resided on 
the Great Plains. Among them were Sitting Bull’s Lakota, the Cheyenne, the Arapaho, and the 
Comanche. Their defeat ensured American control of western territory, opening final areas of 
the frontier to American settlement and industrial expansion.


Plains Culture


Since acquiring the horse from the Spanish in the 17th century, the Plains tribes had lived a 
nomadic existence, traveling along with the buffalo herds on which they depended for food 
and other basic necessities of life. Using the horse to excel at hunting and warfare, Plains 
people were skilled fighters who proved to be formidable opponents of the U.S. Cavalry units 
sent to secure the West for American development.


Though they formed tribes with several thousand members, Plains tribes’ nomadic existence 
made division into smaller bands necessary. Within the Lakota tribe, for example, Sitting 
Bull’s band of Hunkpapa operated as an independent group with a chief and tribal council. 
Conflict among tribes was common, especially as the numbers of buffalo declined and bands 
competed for a scarce food supply.
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Decline of the American Buffalo


Before Europeans came to the eastern shores of North America, the continent swarmed with 
great dark herds of buffalo. By some estimates 30 million roamed the land. Once they began 
to use horses for hunting, which allowed the easy slaughter of more of the massive beasts, the 
Plains tribes depended on the buffalo for almost every element of their survival: food for eat-
ing, hides for clothing and shelter, bones for weapons and tools. According to one scholar, the 
buffalo not only was Native Americans’ chief source of food, it also “contributed vitally to the 
shape of their political and social institutions and spiritual beliefs” (Utley, 2003).


Several forces contributed to the decimation of the buffalo. In the late 1860s the Union Pacific 
Railroad split the great herd into a northern and southern half. To passengers on these trains, 
bored with the long journey, the herds of slow-moving buffalo became an entertaining diver-
sion. Passengers with rifles often shot at the buffalo for sport, and the buffalo hunt and excur-
sion was born.


In the early 1870s those working in 
tanneries on the East Coast realized 
that buffalo hides made excellent 
leather products. This sparked a wave 
of “hide hunters,” who were respon-
sible for killing up to 3 million Ameri-
can buffalo a year. White hunters were 
not solely responsible for the destruc-
tion of the expansive herds. Once the 
market for buffalo hides grew, Native 
Americans accelerated their hunting 
with an aim to make a profit. They grew 
eager to participate in the national 
economy and engaged in a wide trade 
in buffalo hides. Within a short time 
the southern herd of American buf-
falo was almost completely extinct. 
Remarkably, in 1883 the United States 
sent a scientific expedition to the fron-
tier; when the expedition returned 
home, its members reported that they 
could only find 200 buffalo in the entire western half of the United States. Some Americans 
spoke out against the killing of the buffalo, but their voices were in the minority.


Federal Native American Policy


The movement of American settlement into the West was accompanied by a continually 
changing relationship between the U.S. government and the Native Americans. Despite major 
cessions of tribal lands and multiple treaties guaranteeing their landholdings, pressure from 
White settlers prompted the federal government to renegotiate agreements and sometimes 
to take Native American lands by force.


Peter Newark Western Americana/Bridgeman Images


The once numerous American buffalo herds were 
rapidly depleted by travelers and settlers, who often 
shot them for sport. This illustration shows White 
settlers shooting buffalo while riding on a train.
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The last 3 decades of the 19th century witnessed a final push to remove Native Americans 
from desirable land, concentrate their existence onto increasingly smaller plots, and urge 
their assimilation into the dominant White culture. While some tribes readily bowed to gov-
ernment pressure, others took up arms in a final effort to maintain cultural and political 
autonomy. Their resistance stood at odds with the federal government’s desire to extinguish 
tribal society through education, land policies, and federal law.


Expanding the Reservation System
A permanent policy of creating small reservations onto which individual tribes could be 
isolated and controlled gained prominence among federal policy makers. At a meeting in 
1851, the U.S. government gave the leaders of the Plains tribes gifts and bounties in return  
for accepting these tribal limitations. The government gave the Dakota region north of the 
Platte River to the Lakota, the area west of the Powder River to the Crow, and the foothills of 
Colorado to the Cheyenne and Arapaho (Billington & Ridge, 2001). Advocates of the reser-
vations hoped that the policy would help Native Americans assimilate into the larger main-
stream culture of the United States.


The reservation areas included land that had limited agricultural use and was therefore of 
little interest to White settlers. The Bureau of Indian Affairs, the federal agency created 
in 1824 to oversee policies related to Native Americans, designated agents to tend to tribal 
needs (though agents had varying degrees of competence) and keep a watchful eye for any 
sign of hostility from the tribes. The agents promised the tribal chiefs that concentration onto 
these reservations was the best strategy because the lands would be theirs “forever.” Most 
agents were political appointees with little long-term interest in the Native Americans’ well-
being, however. Corruption was rampant; some officials, for example, conspired with local 
ranchers to provide tribes with substandard rations and pocketed the profits.


The reservation policy ended the long history of treaties negotiated (and often ignored) 
between the federal government and individual tribes. Tribes were designated as “domestic 
dependent nations” instead of separate nations, subjecting members to federal and territorial 
laws. As a result, the tribes continued to be subject to federal regulation and oversight.


Diplomacy and the Wars on the Plains


The Plains tribes did not accept the evolving federal policies without objection; from the 
1850s to the 1880s there was almost continual fighting. Often this would take the form of 
small raids, with 30 to 40 Native Americans attacking groups of settlers traveling west. Fol-
lowing the Civil War, the U.S. Army massed its forces in the West and attempted to subdue 
the Native American threat. Among these troops were four regiments of African American 
soldiers, nicknamed “Buffalo Soldiers” by their Native American adversaries.


However, despite the conflict, both sides also sought reconciliation. Red Cloud, another leader 
of the Lakota Sioux and one of the most fearsome foes the U.S. Army had faced, was one leader 
who pursued diplomacy (though he had doubts of its success). In 1870 the New York Times 
described Red Cloud as the “most celebrated warrior now living on the American Continent” 
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(as cited in Lehman, 2010, p. 59) as he traveled to Washington, D.C., to give an eloquent speech 
before government officials. Red Cloud told the officials:


Look at me. . . . Whose voice was first sounded on this land—the red people 
with bows and arrows. The Great Father says he is good and kind to us. I can’t 
see it. I am good to his white people. From the word sent me I have come all 
the way to his house. My face is red, yours is white. The Great Spirit taught 
you to read and write but not me. . . . The white children have surrounded me 
and have left me nothing but an island. When we first had this land we were 
strong, now we are melting like snow on the hillside while you are growing 
like spring grass. (as cited in Lehman, 2010, p. 59)


Red Cloud had realized that the tribal traditional way of life could not continue among the 
growing numbers of Whites; thus, he urged his people to transition peacefully into the res-
ervation system. His Washington trip underscored his willingness to work toward the reser-
vation transition but also gave him the opportunity to seek resources such as badly needed 
farm implements and equipment. His outreach to the government angered Sitting Bull and 
other leaders of the Native American resistance and led to divisions that further weakened 
the tribes’ ability to resist.


Little Big Horn
Many Native Americans found life on their isolated reservations unfamiliar and longed for a 
return to traditional life. Diplomacy one moment led to violence the next, as demonstrated 
by the Battle of Little Big Horn in 1876. The conflict was sparked by the discovery of gold 
in the Black Hills of South Dakota, an area the Lakota and other tribes regarded as sacred. 
The lure of gold made Native American lands much more valuable to Whites, and President 


Ulysses S. Grant moved to declare the Black 
Hills region outside the Great Sioux Reser-
vation. The U.S. Army established a pres-
ence of several thousand troops to check 
the increasingly hostile Native American 
tribes. Meanwhile, thousands of White 
prospectors, unwilling to wait for govern-
ment action, swarmed the Native Ameri-
cans’ land.


In 1876 Civil War hero Lt. Col. George 
Armstrong Custer and the Seventh Cav-
alry arrived to quell the uprising. One of 
the most skilled military men in the West, 
Custer had engaged in multiple conflicts 
with Native Americans beginning in 1866. 
His most notorious engagement occurred 
in November 1868 at the Washita River 
encampment of a group of Cheyenne. The 


DeAgostini/SuperStock


At the Battle of Little Big Horn in June 1875,  
warriors from the Lakota, Cheyenne, and Arapaho 
tribes defeated the Seventh Cavalry regiment and 
killed Lt. Col. George Armstrong Custer.
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location near present-day Cheyenne, Oklahoma, served as a winter camp for multiple Native 
American bands. Custer’s troops surrounded the camp and attacked at dawn, massacring 
dozens of men, women, and children. Hailed as an important victory in the Indian Wars, the 
attack enhanced Custer’s reputation but also established his reckless habit of charging into 
tribal encampments without fully assessing their numbers.


Applying similar logic at Little Big Horn, Custer found himself outnumbered and surrounded. 
In less than an hour, Native American warriors surrounded Custer and his men and killed 
more than 200 of them, including Custer. News of the event sparked fear and outrage in the 
American public. Within weeks army troops spread across the region, forcing the remaining 
Native Americans to surrender. Congress also attached a “sell or starve” provision to a pend-
ing Indian Appropriations Act. This stopped the shipment of much-needed food rations to 
the Sioux until they ceased hostilities and ceded the Black Hills to the U.S. government. The 
following year another agreement took the remaining Sioux lands and forced their relocation 
to reservations (Bruun & Crosby, 1999).


Chief Joseph and the Nez Percé Resistance
The forced confinement of Native Americans on faraway land in Indian Territory or on 
cramped reservation spaces sparked anger and terror among some tribal members. The Nez 
Percé, for example, occupied 17 million acres of valuable land in Montana, Idaho, Oregon, and 
Washington and had generally enjoyed cordial relations with settlers and federal officials. 
Interactions turned sour in the fall of 1877, however, when the U.S. government ordered the 
Nez Percé to move to a small reservation in Idaho Territory (Hine & Faragher, 2007). One of 
their leaders, Chief Joseph, refused to comply with this demand and decided the time had 
come not to fight, but simply to leave. He led 750 tribe members from their ancestral home in 
western Idaho toward potential safety in Canada. The journey lasted 4 months and covered 
more than 1,500 miles. The tribe members successfully evaded pursuit from the American 
frontier military, though not without some intense periods of fighting. Just 40 miles from the 
Canadian border, as the group prepared for its final leg from its camp in north-central Mon-
tana, the U.S. Army surrounded them and killed most of their leaders (Hampton, 2002). To 
prevent further death, Chief Joseph surrendered, saying:


I am tired of fighting. Our chiefs are killed; Looking Glass is dead. . . . The old 
men are all dead. It is the young men who say yes or no. He who led the young 
men is dead. It is cold and we have no blankets; the little children are freez-
ing to death. My people, some of them, have run away to the hills and have no 
blankets, no food. No one knows where they are—perhaps freezing to death.  
I want to have time to look for my children and see how many I can find. Maybe 
I shall find them among the dead. Hear me, my chiefs! I am tired; my heart is 
sick and sad. From where the sun now stands, I will fight no more forever.  
(as cited in Cozzens, 2002)


In many ways Chief Joseph is representative of the larger cultural clash between the 
United States and the Native Americans. The advancing industrial technologies available to  
Americans, including the railroad and the telegraph, gave them an immediate advantage in 
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pushing the tribes to the margins. Rapid industrialization and increasing White settlement 
could not be stopped by the declining numbers of Native Americans, no matter how hard  
they were willing to fight to preserve their land and traditions.


Geronimo and the End of War in the Southwest
Although the most dramatic conflicts between Native Americans and Whites occurred on the 
Great Plains, tribes in other western areas mounted strong resistance to the encroachment of 
American industrial society. The Apache wars were the culminating conflict that took place 
in the Southwest between 1878 and 1886. Geronimo, a former medicine man, was the leader 
of the Chiricahua tribe and one of the fiercest opponents of the Native American reserva-
tion policy. He made it his mission to resist the forced migration of his people to increasingly 
remote and inhospitable lands and waged his war throughout Arizona and New Mexico. The 
United States sent hundreds of soldiers to hunt him down. With each raid Geronimo’s forces 
dwindled, until he had just a handful left. In 1886 he surrendered, and the American gov-
ernment forced him to live the rest of his life on one of the reservations that he so detested  
(Kraft, 2000).


Assimilation and the Ghost Dance
While the military clashed with tribes in the Southwest and on the Great Plains, some reform-
ers sought another path to appease Native American hostility and better integrate them into 
U.S. society. In an early push toward Americanization that would later characterize policies 
aimed at European immigrants, Congress passed the Dawes Severalty Act of 1887.


The law resulted in the complete “reorganization of Indian space and culture” (Greenwald, 
2002). It divided tribal lands that were formerly held in common by the entire community 
into 160-acre plots for families and smaller plots for individuals. The Dawes Act also offered 
U.S. citizenship to Native Americans who accepted this so-called severalty and did not object 
to the division of tribal lands. Americans believed that dividing tribal land into privately 
owned parcels would transform Native Americans into citizens and farmers who shared 
White Americans’ values of free labor and capitalism.


The Lakota Sioux were among the first to be affected by the Dawes Act. Although many Sioux 
tried to engage in farming, they faced often insurmountable barriers. The severalties were 
located on arid lands where lack of rainfall made it difficult to produce marketable crops 
without expensive irrigation systems. Lacking the capital for even the most basic tools, many 
left their lands fallow, and the government reclaimed unplanted acreage. Arguing that the 
Sioux had consented to the severalty policy, the federal government opened “unused” por-
tions of their lands to White settlement under the Homestead Act or simply sold the land to 
speculators. Sitting Bull and his followers stood by as their ancestral lands passed from their 
control with no arrangements for Native American families residing in the ceded areas (Hine 
& Faragher, 2007).


Many believed that in order to completely assimilate Native Americans into White Ameri-
can culture, their belief in communal ownership had to end—and that the Dawes Act could 
achieve this (Hauptman, 1995). As was the result of so many American policies directed 
toward Native Americans, however, the Dawes Act ended in failure. Instead of empowering 
tribal families as citizens, it established a new layer of governmental control in their lives and 
further limited freedoms on the reservations. Only a small percentage of Native Americans 
actually became farmers, while many more became dependent on the U.S. government for 
rations to survive.
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Education was posited as another way to encourage Native people’s assimilation into White 
American society. Reformers established off-reservation boarding schools, especially for sec-
ondary education. Between 1880 and 1902, 25 such schools were established to educate 
between 20,000 and 30,000 Native American students. In addition to the basics, youth learned 
the English language, moral guidance, and vocational education. Although initially many fami-
lies were coerced into placing their sons and daughters in the schools, over time some Native 
American families came to see these educational opportunities as a path to a viable future. 
For the poorest families, the schools were a means for their children to receive food and cloth-
ing and, hopefully, a chance at a better life (Stout, 2012).


The schools required a critical trade-
off, however, because they suppressed 
or even denigrated traditional Native 
American practices and culture. Lone 
Wolf, a member of the Blackfoot tribe, 
recalled the initial shock of having 
his long braids, “the pride of all Indi-
ans” (as cited in Aitken, 2003, p. 98), 
snipped off and thrown on the floor 
upon his arrival at the Carlisle School. 
Typical Western-style pants and shirts 
replaced students’ native buckskin 
clothing. Merta Bercier, an Ojibwe stu-
dent, recalled how she was taught to 
hate her culture: “Did I want to be an 
Indian? After looking at the pictures 
of Indians on the warpath—fighting, 
scalping women and children, and Oh! 
Such ugly faces. No! Indians were mean 
people—I’m glad I’m not an Indian, I 
thought” (as cited in Native American 
Public Telecommunications, 2006).


The Dawes Act and the assimilation movement spurred some Native Americans to engage 
in spiritual resistance. On New Year’s Day in 1889, for example, Wovoka, a Paiute prophet 
from Nevada, had a vision during a solar eclipse. He foresaw a time in the future when Native 
Americans would be reborn in freedom. He and his followers expressed joy through the per-
formance of the Ghost Dance, a ceremony that lasted 5 days and included meditation and 
slow movements (Lesser, 1978).


The dancers yearned for the return of the buffalo and the retreat of the White settlers. 
The Ghost Dance celebrated traditional Native American culture and also promoted self- 
discipline, industriousness, and harmonious relations with Whites. However, government 
officials misunderstood it as a dangerous act of resistance. The ceremonies spread quickly 
through the tribal reservations, and, fearing a militant uprising, the U.S. government sought 
to squelch their messianic messages.


Two weeks after the death of Sitting Bull, the U.S. Army was called in to extinguish a particu-
larly fervent Ghost Dance group that sparked alarm among nearby White residents, 


Stock Sales WGBH/Scala/Art Resource, NY


After just 4 months at the Carlisle School, these 
Native American men were almost completely 
stripped of their heritage. Their hair and clothes 
were now styled like their White contemporaries, 
and they were taught to despise their culture.
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especially the reservation’s government agent. On the morning of December 29, 1890, at 
Wounded Knee Creek on the Lakota reservation in South Dakota, conflict between the Ghost 
Dancers and better armed military personnel resulted in a massacre of at least 250 Native 
Americans, many of whom were shot while fleeing. Native American bullets and crossfire 
from fellow military personnel felled more than two dozen U.S. soldiers. The Ghost Dances 
came to an end, and the Wounded Knee Massacre came to symbolize the end of frontier-
era Native American resistance (see Figure 1.2) (Hittman & Lynch, 1998). The conflict that 
had stretched over more than 3 centuries lived on in cultural resistance, but the physical 
fighting ceased for all time.


Figure 1.2: Native American Resistance


The original location of the various tribes of the Great Plains and Southwest appear here, along with 
major battles or conflicts between Native Americans and the U.S. Army. 
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The “West” and the Frontier in American History


The death of Sitting Bull and the end of the Ghost Dance marked the cessation of Native 
American conflict and initiated a new chapter in the relationship between White Ameri-
cans, Native Americans, and the ideal of the frontier and westward expansion. The idea of an 
exceptional and ever-expanding western frontier has long permeated American culture and 
was evident from the earliest European explorations of North America.


In 1890 the U.S. Census Bureau announced that because of the westward migration of Ameri-
cans spanning more than 5 decades, it was no longer possible to find the “frontier” on a map 
of the United States because all land had been claimed or settled. This represented an impor-
tant psychological and physical end to westward expansion. In his reflection on this startling 
pronouncement, in an article titled “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” 
historian Frederick Jackson Turner (1893) declared the cultural significance of the American 
frontier to be its role as the “meeting point between civilization and savagery” (p. 3).


In his estimation the march of American settlement across the frontier was a triumph of 
national progress. In the late 19th century, most Americans agreed that conquering the fron-
tier proved that their nation was exceptional and that the suppression of native cultures was 
natural and necessary to achieve that progress. Looking backward from the perspective of 
the 21st century, however, it is equally possible to identify the arrogance of a nation and the 
subjugation of native peoples that characterized colonial conquest.


By the late 19th century, the frontier continued to retain its mythic importance in American 
culture, largely because it represented the constant movement and changeability of the 
American spirit. According to prominent western historians, the West is about forward move-
ment, about “getting there,” and the process of moving frontiers requires regular redefinition 
even today (Hine & Faragher, 2007).


The Historian’s Craft


Learning history involves more than narrative; it includes learning the skills professional 
historians use to analyze and interpret the past. To this end, a feature called the Historian’s 
Craft appears in the Appendix of this textbook to give students a look inside the way his-
tory is created and presented. Each feature offers a chance to explore the historical profes-
sion through analyzing and identifying primary sources, learning to critically consider the 
content of websites, exploring differing historical interpretations, and the importance of 
citing materials in a bibliography.
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Summary and Resources


Chapter Summary


• In the last quarter of the 19th century, the frontier receded as settlers from the 
East pushed westward to fill the continent all the way to the Pacific Ocean in 
an effort to realize their own American dream. Claiming the West for American 
settlement required the removal of Native American tribes that had lived on the 
land for many generations.


• The Great Plains became the nation’s largest grain-producing region. The Plains as 
well as parts of the Southwest were home to open range ranching.


• In the Southwest an early mining boom soon gave way to agriculture. Fostered by 
the development of railroads, the West’s growing population included White Ameri-
cans, Latinos, Native American, and European and Chinese immigrants.


• As the 19th century came to a close, many of the opportunities open to earlier west-
ern pioneers began to wane. Mining, ranching, and farming operations increased in 
size and complexity, making it difficult for individuals to compete with corporate 
operations. These struggles would continue well into the age of industrialization.


• Through a series of treaties and agreements, the Native Americans of the Great 
Plains and Southwest ceded their land and were eventually relocated to small 
reservations.


• Many tribes accepted these changes peacefully, but at times hostility erupted as 
some groups, such as the Lakota and Apache, resisted the encroachment of Ameri-
can settlement.


• American history has been greatly influenced by the idea of the western frontier. In 
myth and reality, the frontier was a place that offered a potential new start for fami-
lies or an adventure for miners and prospectors.
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Post-Test


1. In which pair of events did the first event most directly influence the second?
a. discovery of gold in California; building of the Panama Canal
b. building railroad connections in the West; the closing of the frontier
c. the assimilation of Native Americans into American society; the passage of the 


Dawes Severalty Act
d. the killing of the buffalo; the beginning of the Ghost Dance movement


2. The Indian Wars that occurred between 1860 and 1890 were mainly a result of:
a. disputes over ownership of Mexican territory.
b. the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad across the West.
c. the movement of American settlers onto the Great Plains and the Southwest.
d. the extension of slavery into the western territories.


3. Which federal policy pushed Native Americans to assimilate into American culture 
by dividing tribal lands into 160-acre farms?
a. the Homestead Act
b. the Timber Culture Act
c. the Edmunds–Tucker Act
d. the Dawes Severalty Act


4. The Homestead Act of 1862 was important to the development of the West because it:
a. aimed to assimilate Native Americans into the dominant White American culture.
b. granted land for constructing the Transcontinental Railroad.
c. provided free land to settlers.
d. placed Native Americans on controlled reservations.


5. In which areas of the western frontier were White American and Native American 
cultures most likely to live in harmony?
a. the Great Plains
b. Texas and Louisiana
c. Oregon and Washington
d. New Mexico and Arizona


6. Which of the following technological advances revolutionized ranching and cattle 
farming in the West?
a. the steel plow
b. barbed wire
c. the McCormick reaper
d. the modern slaughterhouse


7. Which of the following is NOT true of the Comstock Lode?
a. It was a massive vein of silver uncovered in Nevada by Henry Comstock.
b. The silver was situated deep underground and was difficult to extract.
c. Hundreds of prospectors made their fortune mining the Comstock Lode.
d. It represented the corporate takeover of mining, requiring a capital investment of 


nearly $1 million.
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8. Who were the mestizos?
a. a Native American tribe indigenous to New Mexico
b. an ethnic group of mixed Native American and Latino blood
c. a Native American tribe indigenous to California
d. an ethnic group of mixed Latino and Anglo blood


9. Which of the following institutions aimed to assimilate Native American youth into 
American culture?
a. off-reservation boarding schools
b. reservation community colleges
c. the American Assimilation Society
d. abroad boarding schools


10. Which of the following best expresses what the West has symbolized for American 
culture?
a. The process of leaving
b. Forward movement
c. Never-ending conflict
d. The rigidity of the American spirit


Answers: 1 (b), 2 (c), 3 (d), 4 (c), 5 (d), 6 (b), 7 (c), 8 (b), 9 (a), 10 (b)


Critical Thinking Questions


1. Does the concept of the frontier still figure importantly in American history and 
culture? Can you cite any examples?


2. How did changes in technology affect the settlement of the West and its economy?
3. In your opinion, was there an alternative to concentrating Native Americans on res-


ervations? If so, what would it look like?
4. How did the diversity of the West create a unique regional culture?


Additional Resources


Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History


http://www.gutenberg.org/files/22994/22994-h/22994-h.htm
First published in 1893, historian Frederick Jackson Turner’s essay was read by scholars 
and the interested reading public. It is considered a major early commentary on the place of 
the West in American history and culture.


“I Will Go West”


http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations 
/timeline/riseind/west/gowest.html
This popular song from the late 19th century was widely sold as sheet music and played in 
homes across America.
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Summary and Resources


Indian Territory


http://www.loc.gov/resource/g4021e.ct000225
This map shows the remaining Indian Territory in 1889 and provides context for Native 
American tribe movements.


Chinese Exclusion Act


http://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?f lash=true&doc=47
First passed in 1882, this law restricted the immigration of new Chinese immigrants into the 
United States.


Answers and Rejoinders to Chapter Pre-Test


1. False. Although both northern and southern routes were considered for the Trans-
continental Railroad, the railroad took a northern course from California to Utah, 
and then north across the Great Plains.


2. True. Not only was the buffalo the chief source of Native American food, but it also 
figured importantly in their social, political, and religious beliefs. Western migrants 
were responsible for killing up to 3 million buffalo a year, and within a short time the 
southern herd of buffalo was almost completely extinct.


3. False. The Ghost Dances were the final fight left from the Native Americans, but this 
was actually a spiritual and not physical war.


4. True. Chinese immigrants came to California and other parts of the West in record 
numbers beginning with the gold rush in 1849, filling manual labor jobs in mining 
camps and on the railroad.


5. False. The open range closed by 1890 because settlers filled in the Great Plains 
and farmers fenced their fields and tilled up much of the grass on which ranchers 
depended to feed their herds.


Rejoinders to Chapter Post-Test


1. The completion of the Transcontinental Railroad and other western lines was the 
most significant factor speeding the settlement of the West, leading to the closing of 
the frontier by 1890.


2. The continued encroachment of American settlement placed pressure on Native 
American peoples and often led to hostility.


3. Passed in 1887, the Dawes Severalty Act aimed to transform Native Americans into 
good citizens and farmers by instilling in them the value of individual land ownership.


4. The Homestead Act provided settlers 160 acres of free land, providing they 
improved it and lived on it for 5 years.


5. The Pueblo and Navajo people persisted in the Southwest, where they survived as 
craft workers and sheep herders. They lived side by side with American settlers in 
relative peace.


6. Steel-constructed barbed wire, invented in 1867, was the first affordable fencing 
that could restrain cattle. Relatively inexpensive and easy to install, barbed wire 
fences allowed ranchers to keep herds contained and to keep others’ cattle off 
their grazing lands.
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Anglos A designation for people of White 
North American descent.


Battle of Little Big Horn Sometimes called 
Custer’s Last Stand, this battle occurred on 
June 25 and 26, 1876, near the Little Big 
Horn River in Montana territory. Warriors 
from the Lakota, Cheyenne, and Arapaho 
tribes defeated the Seventh Cavalry regiment 
commanded by Lt. Col. George Armstrong 
Custer.


Bureau of Indian Affairs Established in 
1824 as an agency of the U.S. Department of 
the Interior, this agency provides services 
directly to Native Americans, including land 
management and education. 


Chinese Exclusion Act A law first passed 
by Congress in 1882 restricting the entrance 
of Chinese laborers to the United States. 
Initially designated to last 10 years, it was 
renewed in 1892 and made permanent in 
1902. It effectively curtailed all but a trickle 
of Chinese immigrants until its repeal in 
1943. 


Comstock Lode This large vein of silver 
was discovered in Nevada in 1859. Requir-
ing heavy equipment and engineering for 
extraction, it represents the corporate take-
over of western mining.


Dawes Severalty Act Adopted by Congress 
in 1887, this act authorized the survey and 
division of Native American tribal land into 
allotments (a severalty) for individual tribe 
members. The act’s aim was to encourage 
assimilation into White culture by breaking 
patterns of communal landholding. “Excess” 
lands were sold to non–Native Americans.


Edmunds Act A law aimed at those few 
members of the Mormon Church who prac-
ticed polygamy. Passed by Congress in 1882, 
it declared polygamy a felony and prohibited 
bigamous cohabitation.


Edmunds–Tucker Act A second law aimed 
at ending polygamy within the Mormon 
Church, in 1887 this act placed harsh fines 
on those practicing polygamy but also dis-
solved the corporation of the church, allow-
ing for federal seizure of church property.


Ghost Dance A religious movement among 
the Native Americans of the Great Plains 
that emphasized resistance to assimilation 
into White culture and celebrated traditional 
ways of life.


Homestead Act Passed by Congress in 
1862, this act made western lands available 
to settlers in 160-acre plots. Settlers who 
lived on the land and made improvements 
gained free title after 5 years’ residence; the 
land was also available for purchase at the 
rate of $1.25 per acre.


7. Although as many as 10,000 miners rushed to Nevada hoping to strike it rich, the 
Comstock Lode was a corporate enterprise, requiring much money and the skill of 
engineers to extract the precious silver.


8. Mestizos were people of Spanish and Native American descent, and often Roman 
Catholic. They made up a significant percentage of the population in New Mexico.


9. Aimed at educating Native American youth in American traditions as well as vocational 
education, multiple off-reservation boarding schools were established after 1880.


10. Prominent western historians argue that the concept of the West is about forward 
movement, about “getting there;” since the 19th century it has represented the con-
stant movement and changeability of the American spirit.


Key Terms
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mestizo A person of mixed blood, especially 
of Spanish and Native American heritage.


nativism Policies, actions, or cultural prac-
tices favoring native inhabitants or residents 
as opposed to immigrants. Also generally 
refers to anti-immigrant sentiment and 
behavior.


open range Between 1865 and 1890, mil-
lions of cattle grazed freely on open public 
domain pastureland in the Southwest and 
Great Plains. The practice ended when set-
tlers moved in to claim land and divided 
their farms with barbed wire fences that 
kept the cattle out.


polygamy The practice of having more than 
one spouse at the same time.


reservations Areas of land managed by 
Native Americans under the supervision of 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs. The creation 
of reservations brought an end to treaty 
negotiation and designated various tribes as 
domestic dependent nations.


Transcontinental Railroad The official 
joining of the Central Pacific Railroad and 
the Union Pacific Railroad at Promontory, 
Utah, in 1869. Stretching nearly 2,000 miles 
from the Missouri River to San Francisco, it 
is considered one of the greatest technologi-
cal innovations of the 19th century.


Western Federation of Miners One of 
the earliest radical labor organizations, it 
formed in 1893 as a combination of smaller 
unions representing copper, gold, silver, and 
lead miners throughout the Great Plains 
and Far West to protect workers’ rights and 
improve labor conditions.


Wounded Knee Massacre Armed U.S. mili-
tary action against Native Americans prac-
ticing the Ghost Dance near Wounded Knee 
Creek in South Dakota. U.S. Army personnel 
murdered at least 250 Native Americans and 
lost 24 soldiers. It marked the end to Native 
American resistance and hostility.
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