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CHAPTER 17
Conflict and Change in

[image: image5.png]the West, 1865-1902
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•What did federal policymakers hope to accomplish in their choices regarding American Indians after the Civil War?

· How did western Indians choose to respond?

•What expectations probably lay behind their responses? How were the expectations of western Indians different from those of federal policymakers?

Mormons, Cowboys, and Sodbusters: The Transforma​tion of the West, Part I

· How did Mormons, the range cattle industry, and farmers respond to the constraints they faced in the West?

•What were the outcomes of their choices for western development?


Railroads, Mining, Agribusi​ness, Logging, and Finance: The Transformation of the West, Part II

•What constraints confronted western entrepreneurs engaged in mining, logging, and agriculture?

· How did choices regarding railroads, mining, agribusiness, finance capitalism, and water promote the development of the West?

Ethnicity and Race in the West

· Compare the constraints faced by Indians, Latinos, and Chinese immigrants between 1850 and 1900 and analyze the choices that each group made.

The West in American Thought

· How does the myth of the West compare with the reality?
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Americans have shown a long-lasting interest in the West of the late nineteenth century. Popular fic​tion and drama have glorified the West as a land where pioneers overcame great odds. The reality of western life, however, was somewhat different.

At the close of the Civil War, many Americans looked to the West with high expectations. Previ​ously, the issue of slavery had constrained federal action to develop the West. The secession of the southern states removed that constraint, and the Republicans who took charge in Washington in 1861 moved quickly to use federal power to open the West to economic development and white settlement.

As Americans faced west, they held some con​tradictory expectations. On the one hand, prior ex​perience suggested the steady westward extension of family farms. On the other hand, travelers to the West had described it as an area of vast deserts, forbidding mountains, and well-armed, mounted Indian warriors. Potential constraints such as these suggested that parts of the West might never be de​veloped like the eastern half of the nation.

In most of the West, rainfall was markedly lower than in the East. This scarcity of water constrained development and presented a new set of choices. What sort of development was appropriate in a re​gion with little rain? How could western water be harnessed to support development? Who would control the water, and who would benefit from it?

Similarly, the ethnic and racial composition of the West differed significantly from that of the East and South. In 1865, the population of the north​eastern and north-central United States was almost entirely of European descent. The South was a biracial society: white and black. But the West was home both to eastern Indians who had been pushed beyond the Mississippi River and to tribal groups who claimed it as their ancestral homeland. It was also home to significant numbers of people who spoke Spanish, who were often of mixed white and Indian ancestry, and whose families had lived in the region long before the arrival of the first Yankees. Finally, the West Coast had attracted


Expectations 
Constraints 

Choices

Outcomes

immigrants from Asia, especially China, who had chosen to cross the Pacific in the expectation of mak​ing their fortunes in America. In the late nineteenth century, these concentrations of ethnic groups marked the West as a distinctive place.

As individual Americans made choices that shaped the development of the West, federal offi​cials also faced important choices. The basic choice to use the public domain to speed economic devel​opment had already been made by 1862. But a re​lated choice remained: what to do about the Indians who occupied much of the land. Given the choices and constraints facing Americans in the West, the outcome of efforts to develop the land was some​times quite different from previous experience and from the expectations of those involved. Overall, though, the outcome was that the western half of the United States underwent immense change dur​ing this period.

Conflict and Change in the West

1700s Horse culture spreads throughout the Great Plains

1847 First Mormon settlements near Great Salt Lake

1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo

1849 California gold rush begins

1851 New federal Indian policy

1862 Homestead Act

1865 Civil War ends

1866-1880 Cattle drives north from Texas

1867-1868 Treaties establish major western
reservations

1868-1869 Army's winter campaign against southern Plains Indians

1869 First transcontinental railroad completed

Early 1870s Cattle raising begins on northern Plains

1870s Destruction of buffalo herds Silver mining boom in Nevada

1870s-1880s Extension of farming to the Great Plains

1871-1885 Anti-Chinese riots across the West 1874 Patent issued for barbed wire

1874-1875 Indian resistance ends on southern Plains

1876 Spring and summer campaign on northern Plains indian victory in Battle of the Little Bighorn


1877 Army subdues last major Indian resistance on northern Plains

Surrender and death of Crazy Horse Chief Joseph and the Nez Perces flee Workingmen's party of California attacks

Chinese

1881 Surrender of Sitting Bull

1882 Chinese Exclusion Act

1884 Federal court prohibits hydraulic mining 1886 Surrender of Geronimo

1886-1887 Severe winter damages northern
cattle business

1887 Dawes Severalty Act

Late 1880s Reduced rainfall

1890 Conflict at Wounded Knee Creek 1892 Sierra Club formed

1893 Frederick Jackson Turner presents his frontier thesis

1899 National Irrigation Association formed 1902 Reclamation Act

1907 Japanese immigration ends

1920s Western movies help make cowboy a mythical figure

War for the West

When Congress chose to use the public domain—western land—to encourage economic develop​ment, most white Americans considered the West to be largely vacant. In fact, American Indians lived throughout the West. The most tragic out​come of the development of the West was certainly the experience of the Indians.

The Plains Indians

By the time white Americans began to move west, the acquisition of horses and guns had already trans​formed the lives of many American Indians. This transformation occurred most dramatically among the tribes living on the Great Plains, the vast, rela​tively flat, treeless region that stretches across the center of the nation. The introduction of the horse to the Great Plains took place slowly, spreading in the late seventeenth century from the Spanish settle​ments in New Mexico. By the mid-eighteenth cen​tury, French and English traders had begun to pro​vide guns to the Indians in return for furs. Thus guns entered the Plains from the east and northeast, and horses entered from the southwest. Together they transformed the culture of many of the Plains tribes.

The Plains Indians were divided into seden​tary farmers and nomadic buffalo hunters. The Pawnees, Arikaras, Wichitas, Hidatsas, Mandans, Omahas, Otos, Osages, and similar groups lived a settled life in large, permanent villages located in river valleys. These Indians grew corn, squash, pumpkins, beans, sunflowers, and tobacco. They gathered wild fruits and vegetables and hunted and fished near their villages. Before the arrival of horses, entire víllages went on extended hunting trips for buffalo twice a year, once in the early sum​mer after the crops were planted, then again in the fall after the harvest. Horses changed the culture of these Indians only slightly.

By contrast, the horse revolutionized the way of life of some groups who became nomadic hunters. Indians on horseback could kill twice as many buf​falo as Indians on foot. Thus the horse substantially increased the number of people the Plains could support. The buffalo provided food (meat), cloth‑
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( In the 1830s, George Catlin painted this buffalo hunt in what is now Montana. The acquisition of horses greatly in​creased the Indians' ability to kill buffalo. The Cheyennes, an extreme example, abandoned farming and staked their livelihood entirely on hunting. "Buffalo Chase, Mouth of the Yellowstone" by George Catlin. National Museum of American Art, Washington, DC/Art Resource, NY.

ing and shelter (made from hides), implements (made from bones and horns), and even fuel (dried dung). Some groups completely abandoned farm​ing and followed the buffalo herds year round. By the early nineteenth century, the horse culture in​cluded the Blackfeet, Crows, Lakotas, Cheyennes, Arapahos, Kiowas, and Comanches. The Lakotas, the largest of these groups, were often called the Sioux, meaning "enemy," by other Indians.

Whether nomadic buffalo hunters or sedentary farmers, the Plains Indians viewed the land very differently than white settlers did. Europeans be‑

Great Plains High grassland of western North America, stretching from the Mississippi valley to the Rocky Mountains; it is generally level, treeless, and semiarid.

Lakotas Indian people who lived on the northern Great Plains; hostile tribes called them Sioux, which means "enemy."

Cheyennes Indian people who became nomadic buffalo hunters after migrating to the Great Plains in the eighteenth century.

lieved in individual ownership of land. According to Indian tradition, land was to be used but not owned. Horses, weapons, tipis, and clothing were all individually owned, but land was not. Among farming peoples, a tribal leader divided farmland among the female heads of each family on the basis of family size.

For the most part, the individual ownership of property was not a pressing goal for Indians. A per​son achieved high social standing not by accu​mulating possessions but by sharing. Francis La Flesche, the son of an Omaha leader, received the following advice from his mother: "When you see a boy barefooted and lame, take off your moccasins and give them to him. When you see a boy hungry, bring him to your home and give him food."

The Plains Indians did on occasion seek to gain additional hunting territory, particularly when tribes came under pressure from European west​ward expansion. But many conflicts stemmed from the desire to seek revenge or to display bravery, not for individual gain.

The Plains Wars

During the 1830s and after, federal Indian policy had focused on removing eastern Indians to land west of the Mississippi River. Federal Indian policy over the next fifty years reduced Indian landhold​ings west of the Mississippi as farmers, adventur​ers, and gold seekers made their way west.

In 1851, Congress approved a new Indian policy intended to provide each tribe with a definite terri​tory on which it was to live. Federal officials ini​tially planned large reservations taking up much of the Great Plains. After the Civil War, however, to clear the way for the construction of a transconti​nental railroad across the central Plains, they hoped to restrict the Indians to three great reserva​tions in the West—one in the northern Plains, one in the southern Plains, and one in the Southwest. The remainder of the West was to be opened up for development by white settlers. Indians on the reservations were to receive food and shelter from the government and were to be taught how to farm and raise cattle.

At the same time, federal officials encouraged growing numbers of white buffalo hunters to kill


the buffalo for meat, hides, and sport. The buffalo's demise came quickly once tanneries in the East be​gan to buy hides. In the mid-1870s, more than 10 million buffalo were killed and stripped of their hides, which sold for a dollar or more each. By 1883, a few hundred animals were left. The Plains Indians' way of life was doomed.

By mid-1868, federal officials thought their new reservation policy had made a promising start. Un​der treaties signed in 1867, the major southern tribes accepted reservations in Indian Territory (see Map 17.1) after the army presented a show of force. In 1868, the Lakotas agreed to a Great Sioux Reservation in what is now the western half of South Dakota. In the same year, the Crows and Navajos agreed to reservations in Montana and the Southwest, respectively.

Some southern Plains tribes, however, refused to live on reservations. Moreover, they occasion​ally attacked stagecoach stations, ranches, travel​ers crossing the Plains, and even military units. Af​ter one such attack, General William Tecumseh Sherman, the Civil War general who had become commander of the army on the Plains, declared that all Indians not on reservations "are hostile and will remain so till killed off."

In 1868-1869, Sherman launched a winter cam​paign on the southern Plains to deal with such "hostile" Indians. The leader of this expedition, General Philip Sheridan, another Union army vet​eran, directed his men to "destroy their villages and ponies, to kill and hang all warriors, and bring back all women and children." This brutal cam​paign convinced most southern Plains tribes that further resistance was pointless. Another cam​paign over the winter of 1874-1875 made all the re​maining southern Plains tribes surrender.

Hunting grounds outside the Great Sioux Reser​vation in the Powder River region of Montana and Wyoming caused conflict on the northern Plains. As the Northern Pacific Railroad prepared to lay track in southern Montana, the government took steps to force all Indians out of the region and onto the reservation.

A
.

bpi Tent made from buffalo hide and used as a por‑
table dwelling by Indians on the Great Plains.
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( MAP 17.1 Indian Reservations This map indicates the location of most western

[n‑

dian reservations in 1890, as well as the Great Sioux Reservation before it was broken up and severely reduced in size. Note how the development of a few large reservations on the northern Plains and others on the southern Plains opened the central Plains for rail​road construction and agricultural development.

The Great Sioux War began in 1876 when Sheri​dan directed troops to converge on Indians in the Powder River area from three different directions. One part of the operation went dreadfully wrong when Lieutenant Colonel George A. Custer, with​out waiting for the other units, sent his 7th Cavalry against an Indian camp. The encampment on the Little Bighorn River proved to be one of the larg​est ever on the northern Plains, combining several bands of Lakotas and Cheyennes led by Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull. Custer and nearly three hundred of his men lost their lives in the battle. The Indians then scattered, knowing that their vic​tory would bring massive retaliation.

In the winter of 1876-1877, Sheridan launched another campaign of attrition. Troops defeated some Indian bands. Hunger and cold drove most others to surrender. Crazy Horse surrendered only

when the government promised that he could live in the Powder River region. Several months later, he was killed when he resisted being put into jail. Sitting Bull and his band escaped to Canada and remained there until 1881, when they finally sur​rendered. The Great Sioux War had ended. The government then cut up the Great Sioux Reserva​tion to allow for white settlement, taking away the Powder River region and the Black Hills.

The Last Indian Wars

After the Great Sioux War, no Indian group had the capacity for sustained resistance. The last sizable group to refuse to live on a reservation was Geron​imo's band of Chiricahua Apaches, who finally gave up in 1886. Small groups occasionally left their reservations but were tracked down by fed​eral troops. One notable instance was the at​tempted flight to Canada in 1877 of the Nez Perces, led by Chief Joseph. They eluded the army for three months as they traveled through Montana to​ward Canada. More than two hundred died along the way. Joseph surrendered on the specific condi​tion that the Nez Perces be permitted to return to their previous home. Nevertheless, federal officials sent the Nez Perces to Indian Territory.

The last major armed confrontation between the army and the Indians came in 1890, on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota. There some Lakotas had taken up a new religion, the Ghost Dance, that promised to return the land to the Indians, restore the buffalo, and sweep away the whites. Fearing an uprising, federal authori​ties ordered the Lakotas to stop their dance ritual and called for the arrest of their leader, Sitting Bull (see Individual Choices: Sitting Bull). Sitting Bull was killed when some Ghost Dancers tried to pre​vent his arrest. A small band of Lakotas then tried to flee, but they were captured and taken to a site near Wounded Knee Creek. When an Indian re​fused to surrender his gun, a brief battle took place that left some 250 Indians and 25 soldiers dead.

The events at Wounded Knee marked the end of armed conflict on the Plains. But the end of the horse culture had been written long before. Once the federal government chose to encourage rapid


economic development in the West rather than re​serving it for Indians, the outcome was inevitable.

Mormons, Cowboys, and Sodbusters: The Transformation of the West, Part I

Long before the last battles between the army and the Indians, the economic development of the West was well under way. Environmental and other con​straints, as well as the cultural expectations of men and women seeking to live in that region, deter​mined the nature of western development. The Mormons' choices in the Great Basin differed sig​nificantly from those made by the ranchers and farmers of the Great Plains.

Zion in the Great Basin

By 1865, development of the Great Basin region be​tween the Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Nevada was already well advanced as a result of the Mor​mons' efforts. Led by Brigham Young, the Mor​mons in 1847 had chosen to settle near the Great Salt Lake. They expected to establish a settlement outside the United States so remote that no one would interfere with them. The Great Basin region, however, was incorporated into the United States after the Mexican War.

Chief Joseph Nez Perces chief who led his people in an attempt to escape to Canada in 1877; after a grueling journey, they were forced to surrender and were exiled to Indian Territory.

Ghost Dance Indian religion centered on a ritual dance; it promised the coming of an Indian mes​siah who would banish the whites and restore the land to the Indians.

Wounded Knee Creek Site of a conflict in 1890 be​tween Lakota Indians and U.S. troops attempting to suppress the Ghost Dance religion; it was the last major encounter between Indians and the army.

Mormons Members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, founded in New York in 1830.

INDIVIDUAL CHOICES

Choosing to Defend

His Homeland

The U.S. Army had high expectations for the great conference of tribes from throughout the northern plains at Fort Laramie in 1868. Federal officials had two major purposes: to end attacks along the Bozeman Trail, which ran through eastern Wyoming, and to secure agreements from the northern Plains Indians to live on a reservation well to the north of the major trans​portation routes that ran through the new state of Nebraska. At the conference, the army agreed to close the Bozeman Trail and to aban​don the forts along it if the Lakotas and their al​lies agreed to live on the Great Sioux Reserva​tion—the entire western half of what is now South Dakota.

Many of the Lakota leaders were willing to consider the army's proposal. Their battles against the forts along the Bozeman Trail had included both great victories and serious losses. Red Cloud, leader of many of those struggles, was the most prominent of those who agreed to live on the reservation. Most of those who signed the treaty, however, probably had little idea of what they approved.

Sitting Bull chose not to accept any of the treaty's provisions. Instead, he continued to fol​low the buffalo herd and to defend the territo​ries that his people, the Hunkpapa Lakotas, had wrested from their enemies, the Crows. Anyone—Indian or white—who invaded those regions was in peril. At the same time, he nec​essarily chose to fight against efforts by the U.S. Army to force the Hunkpapas to líve on a reser​vation and to abandon their traditional way of life. Sitting Bull soon emerged as one of the most significant leaders of opposition to the treaty and to reservation life.


In 1868, Sitting Bull was in his mid-30s and had earned a reputation for fearlessness in bat​tles with the enemies of the Hunkpapas, espe​cially the Crows. He had counted his first coup at the age of 14, when he killed a Crow in a raid and earned the name Tatanka-Iotanka, Sitting Bull, a tribute to his fighting endurance. By 1857, when Sitting Bull was probably 26 years old, the Hunkpapas named him one of the tribal war chiefs in recognition of his many victories in bat​tles with the Crows and other Indian enemies of the Lakotas. He also came to be considered a holy man, whose visions were messages from Wakantanka, the Great Mystery. To his people, Sitting Bull embodied the Lakota virtues of bravery, fortitude, generosity, and wisdom.

Sitting Bull was joined in his rejection of the Fort Laramie Treaty by perhaps a third of all the Lakotas, especially members of the Hunkpapas. The Oglala Lakotas divided, many following Red Cloud to the reservation and some following Crazy Horse to the west of the reservation to live on the "unceded lands" of northwestern Wyoming. In 1869, a group of Sit​ting Bull's supporters arranged a gathering of Lakotas and Cheyennes at which Sitting Bull was named to an unprecedented position: war chief of the entire Lakota Nation. Given the flu​idity of leadership among the Lakotas, the reservation Lakotas did not accept this action, nor did all those who refused to observe the treaty. But it was a signal honor.

Over the next decade, Sitting Bull exercised greater leadership among the various Lakota tribes than any previous leader had. On June 6, 1876, many of the nonreservation Lakotas and Cheyennes had gathered into a very large vil​lage, where the Hunkpapas held a sun dance, the most important religious observance among the Plains Indians. Sitting Bull sacri​ficed a hundred small bits of flesh from his arms to Wakantanka and then danced and sought a vision. His vision was of soldiers falling upside down into the Lakota and Cheyenne village. It was fulfilled when, on June 25, Lieutenant Colonel George A. Custer


divided his troops and personally led just over two hundred of them in an attack on a village of Lakotas and Cheyennes that included some​where between eight hundred and eighteen hundred warriors.

The defeat of Custer was certainly the great​est victory by the Plains Indians in all their bat​tles with the U.S. Army, but it provoked a strong counterattack. As the army attacked and attacked again, Sitting Bull and his followers lost their tipis and their provisions. Finally, they fled to Canada and remained there for several years. Soon, however, the last buffalo disappeared from the Plains, ending the Hunkpapas' traditional way of life more effec​tively than the army had been able to accom​plish. Eventually, they were persuaded to re​turn and to live on a reservation. After his return, Sitting Bull spent a few years touring with William F. ("Buffalo Bill") Cody's Wild West Show, then retired to live in a log cabin on the reservation. There he died at the hands of Indian policemen, some from his own Hunkpap a tribe, in 1890.

Nevertheless, isolated by mountains and deserts, the Mormons created their Zion. The Mormon com​munity was a theocracy in which church officials governed every aspect of life. A church-sponsored political party dominated elections for local and ter​ritorial officials. Although streams flowed from the nearby Wasatch mountain range, meager rainfall and poor soil constrained farming. Young decreed communal ownership of both land and streams, and church officials made choices about the use of water. Young devised a system for creating farms and irrigation projects based on the right to divert water for irrigation. This system influenced laws on water rights in all the western states. The communal ownership of land ended after 1869.

The Mormon settlement thrived and established satellite communities. By the Civil War, more than twenty thousand Mormons lived in the Utah Terri​tory. After the war, the Mormons came under great pressure to renounce their practice of polygamy. Efforts to make Utah a state were blocked repeat​edly because of that issue. The Republican party was also concerned about the potential political power of the Mormon church. In 1890, to clear the way for statehood, the Mormon leadership dis​solved the church-sponsored political party and disavowed polygamy. Utah became a state in 1896.

Cattle Kingdom on the Plains

As the Mormons were building their centralized and cooperative society in the Great Basin, the more individualistic enterprise of raising cattle was emerging on the western Great Plains. Cattle had first been brought into south Texas in the eight​eenth century. Climate encouraged the growth of the herds, and Mexican ranchers developed an open-range system of cattle raising. Vaqueros (cow​boys) herded the half-wild longhorns grazing on the unfenced plains. Practices developed in south Texas were subsequently transferred to the range-cattle industry, including branding and roundups.

At the end of the Civil War, five million cattle ranged across Texas, many unbranded and thus free for the taking. Others could be purchased for a few dollars each. At the slaughterhouses of Chicago, cat​tle brought ten times or more their price in Texas. To get cattle from south Texas to the Midwest, Texans


used the cattle drive. They herded cattle north through Texas and Indian Territory to the railroads then being built westward. A half dozen cowboys, a cook, and a trail boss could drive one thousand to two thousand cattle. Enough animals survived the drive to yield a good profit. Between 1866 and 1880, some four million cattle walked north from Texas.

The first cattle drives went to Sedalia, Missouri. As railroad construction pushed west, it created a series of Kansas cattle towns such as Abilene and Dodge City. Later drives followed more west​erly routes. In cattle towns, the trail boss sold his herd and paid off his cowboys, who often spent their earnings at saloons, brothels, and gambling houses. In such towns, eastern journalists and au​thors discovered and embroidered the exploits of town marshals such as James B. ("Wild Bill") Hickok and Wyatt Earp. The popular press cred​ited such "town-tamers" with heroic exploits. Usu​ally, though, the most important changes came when a town's middle class, especially the women, organized churches and schools and determined to create a law-abiding community.

Although most Texas cattle were loaded on east​bound trains for slaughtering, some were driven north to vast tracts of land still in the public do​main. Thus open-range cattle raising was extended into the northern Great Plains by the early 1870s. Investors could make 50 percent annual profits from cattle raising.

theocracy A state governed by religious authority.

polygamy The practice of having more than one wife at a time.

branding Using a hot iron to burn a unique design on the hide of cattle and other animals; the design, or brand, is used to establish ownership.

roundup A spring event in which cowboys gath​ered together the cattle, branded newborn calves, and castrated most male calves.

James B. ("Wild Bill") Hickok Western gambler

and gunman; in 1876, he was shot in the back and killed while playing poker in Deadwood, Dakota Territory.

Wyatt Earp American frontier law officer and gun​fighter involved in 1881 in a controversial shootout at the O.K. Corral in Tombstone, Arizona, in which several men were killed.

By the early 1880s, so many cattle ranches were in operation that beef prices began to fall. The se​vere winter of 1886-1887 broke the boom. Un​counted thousands of cattle froze or starved to death on the northern Plains. Many investors went bankrupt. Surviving ranchers fenced their ranges and made certain that they could feed their cattle during the winter.

As the cattle industry expanded, so did the ro​manticizing of the cowboy. Popular fiction created the image of the cowboy as a brave, clean-cut hero, white and often blond, who spent his time defeat​ing villains and rescuing fair-haired white women from danger. In reality, most real cowboys were young and unschooled. Many were African Ameri​cans or of Mexican descent. Others were former Confederate soldiers. On a cattle drive, they worked as many as twenty hours a day, faced seri​ous danger if a herd stampeded, slept on the ground, and lived on biscuits, beans, and meager wages. Some tried to form local branches of unions, notably the Knights of Labor.

Plowing the Plains

Farmers entering the Great Plains encountered un​familiar environmental constraints. Unlike the In​dians, whose way of life was in harmony with the Plains environment, the new residents chose to al​ter the environment. Some succeeded, but others failed and left.

After the Civil War, the land available for new farms stretched from northern North Dakota and Minnesota southward through Oklahoma. Map-makers in the early nineteenth century had labeled this region the Great American Desert. It was not a desert, however, and some parts of it were very fertile. But west of the line of aridity, around the 98th or 100th meridian, sparse rainfall was a seri​ous constraint on farming (see Map 17.2). Farmers who expected to follow their usual farming prac​tices ran the risk not only of failing but also of se​verely damaging the fragile ecosystem there.

When the Kansas-Nebraska Act (1854) opened up this vast region for development, the first settlers stuck to eastern areas, where the terrain and climate were similar to those they knew. After the Civil War, farmers pressed steadily westward, spurred


by the promise of free land under the Homestead Act (1862) or lured by railroad advertising that promised fertile and productive land at little cost.

Those who took advantage of the opportunities for land were quite diverse. Thousands of African Americans left the South, seeking farms of their own. Immigrants from Scandinavia, Germany, Bo​hemia, and Russia flooded in. Most homesteaders, however, moved from areas a short distance to the east, where farmland had become too expensive.

Many single women claimed 160 acres of their own land. Sometimes the wife of a male home​steader did the same. By 1886, women held one-third of all homestead claims in the Dakota Terri​tory. Many single women seem to have viewed homesteading as a speculative venture. They in​tended to gain title to the land and then sell it to ac​quire money for other purposes, such as starting a business or creating a nest egg for marriage.

The 160 acres that the Homestead Act provided were sufficient only for farms lying east of the line of aridity. West of that line, most of the land required irrigation or was suitable only for cattle raising, which required much more than 160 acres if a ranch was to be successful. Federal officials were often lax in enforcing the Homestead Act's requirements for establishing ownership. The law required a homesteader to build a house on the land. A husband and wife could each claim 160 acres and then build a house on the boundary be​tween their claims, thereby doubling their land. Cattle ranchers sometimes had all their cowboys file claims and then transfer the land to the rancher

aridity Dryness; the lack of sufficient rainfall to support trees or woody plants.

meridian Any of the imaginary lines representing degrees of longitude that pass through the North and South Poles and encircle the earth.

ecosystem A community of animals, plants, and bacteria, considered together with the environ​ment in which they are found.

Kansas-Nebraska Act Law passed by Congress in 1854 that created the Kansas and Nebraska territories.

Bohemia A region of central Europe now part of the Czech Republic.

( MAP 17.2 Rainfall and Agriculture, c. 1890 The agricultural prospects of any given area depended on the type of soil, the terrain, and the rainfall. Most of the western half of the nation received relatively little rainfall compared to the eastern half. Crops such as corn and cotton could not be raised in the West without irrigation.

after they received title to it. Thus individuals sometimes acquired a great deal of land by devi​ous means.

People who wished to live on the Plains had to adapt to an environment where water and wood were scarce. The lack of wood led many families to carve homes out of the land itself by tunneling into the sides of low hills. Others cut the tough prairie sod into blocks, from which they fashioned one- or two-room houses. Many combined dugout and sod construction. "Soddies" seldom made satisfac​tory dwellings. The roof usually leaked. Snakes could drop from the ceiling or slither out of the walls. Sod houses were usually so dark inside that sewing, washing clothes, and many other house​

hold tasks were done outside whenever possible. Families nevertheless made these sod houses home by placing curtains and potted flowers at the windows.

Plains families looked to technology to meet many of their needs. Barbed wire, first patented in 1874, provided a cheap alternative to wooden fences. The barbs effectively kept ranchers' cattle off farmland. Ranchers eventually used it too.

sod A section of grass-covered surface soil held to​gether by the matted roots of grass.

Much of the Plains had abundant ground water, but at depths greater than in the East. Windmills were used to pump water from great depths. Be​cause the sod was so tough, special plows were de​veloped to make the initial cut through it. These plows were so expensive that most farmers hired a specialist (a "sodbuster") to break their sod.

The most serious problem for pioneers on the Plains was lack of rainfall. During the late 1880s, rainfall fell below normal, and crop failures drove many homesteaders off the Plains. Half of the pop​ulation of western Kansas left between 1888 and 1892. One covered wagon heading east bore the legend, "In God we trusted, in Kansas we busted." Only after farmers learned better techniques of dry farming, secured improved strains of wheat (some brought by Russian-German immigrants), and be​gan to practice irrigation did agriculture become viable. Even so, farming practices often left ex​posed soil subject to severe wind erosion.

Railroads, Mining, Agribusiness, Logging, and Finance: The Trans​formation of the West, Part II

In a region of great distances, relatively few people, and widely scattered population centers, effective transportation was a necessity for economic devel​opment. Just as western cattle raisers required rail connections to send their cattle to market, so too did western miners and farmers need railroads to carry the products of their labor to markets. Given the scarcity of water in much of the West, many western​ers had concluded by 1900 that water was as impor​tant as railroads in the development of the region.

Western Railroads

Railroad promoters understood that building a transcontinental line in the sparsely populated West would be very expensive and that it would not carry sufficient freight to justify the cost of con​struction. Thus they turned to the federal govern​ment for assistance. The Union Pacific and Central Pacific railroads were the first recipients of federal support for transcontinental railroads. The Union


Pacific began laying track west from Omaha, Ne​braska Territory, and the Central Pacific began building east from Sacramento, California. Con​struction began slowly, partly because crucial sup​plies such as rails and locomotives had to be trans​ported long distances. Both lines experienced labor shortages. The Union Pacific solved its labor short​ages only after the Civil War, when former soldiers and construction workers flooded west. Many were Irish immigrants. The Central Pacific re​cruited Chinese immigrant laborers.

Construction proceeded slowly until the end of the Civil War in 1865. The Central Pacific laid only 18 miles of track during 1863, and the Union Pacific laid no track at all until mid-1864. It was not until May 10, 1869, that the tracks of the two companies finally met near Promontory Point, north of the Great Salt Lake. Other lines followed during the next twenty years, bringing most of the West into the national market system and speeding the development of western mining, lumbering, and agriculture.

Westerners greeted the arrival of the railroads with joyful celebrations, but some soon wondered whether they had traded isolation for dependence on a greedy monopoly. The Southern Pacific, succes​sor to the Central Pacific, became known as the "Oc​topus" because its grasping tentacles seemed to reach everywhere. Not all western railroads ac​quired such bad reputations. James J. Hill of the Great Northern, for example, was called the "Empire Builder" for his efforts to build up the economy and prosperity of the region alongside his rails. Regard​less of their reputation, railroads were crucial to the

ground water Water beneath the earth's surface, often between soil and rock, that supplies wells and springs.

dry farming Farming that makes maximum use of available moisture by using techniques such as planting drought-resistant crops and harrowing af​ter a rainfall.

Russian-German Immigrants of German descent who came from Russia, often from farming colonies established in the eighteenth century.

Promontory Point Site in northern Utah where in 1869 the Central Pacific and Union Pacific rail​roads were linked, thus completing the first transcontinental railroad in the United States.

( Only a few of the photographs of the construction of the first transcontinental railroad show the Chinese laborers who were re​sponsible for some of the most dangerous construction on the Central Pacific route through the Sierra Nevada. This photograph was taken, apparently by a pho​tographer from the Union Pacific, when the two lines joined near Promontory Point, Utah

Territory. Denver Public Library.

economic development of the West. The outcome was the rapid expansion of agriculture and mining.

Western Mining

Between 1848 and 1885, the discovery of gold and silver at many sites scattered throughout the West brought a rush of fortune seekers. Boom towns sprang up overnight to meet miners' needs, rang​ing from picks to groceries. The construction of rail lines to mining towns permitted rapid exploitation of the mineral resources by bringing in supplies and heavy equipment. Once the valuable ore gave out, however, such settlements were likely to be​come ghost towns.

Many of the first miners collected gold by placer mining. The only equipment they needed was a pan. Miners panning for gold simply washed gravel that they hoped contained gold. If present, the gold sank to the bottom of the pan as the gravel was washed away by the water. After the early gold seekers had taken the easily accessible ore, elaborate mining equipment became necessary. Gold-mining companies developed hydraulic sys​tems that used great amounts of water under high pressure to demolish entire mountainsides. In the process, they wreaked havoc on the environment downstream. This practice ended only when a fed​eral court outlawed it in 1884.

In most of the West, the exhaustion of surface deposits led to the construction of shafts and tun​nels deep underground. Mine shafts in Butte, Mon​tana, eventually reached depths of a mile. Such op​erations required machinery to move men and equipment and to keep the tunnels cool and dry. By the mid-1870s, the Comstock silver mines in Nevada boasted the most advanced mining equip​ment in the world. There temperatures soared to 120 degrees in shafts more than 2,200 feet deep. Mighty air pumps circulated air from the surface to the depths, and ice was used to reduce the tem​perature. Massive water pumps kept the shafts dry. Everywhere, powerful drills speeded the job of removing the ore, and enormous ore-crushing machines operated day and night on the surface.

The mining industry changed rapidly as solitary prospectors panning for gold gave way to large mining companies whose operations were fi​nanced by banks in San Francisco and the East.

boom town A town experiencing a sudden in​crease in prosperity and population.

placer mining Washing minerals from placers—deposits of sand or gravel that contain eroded par​ticles of gold and other valuable minerals.

hydraulic Making use of water under pressure.

Mining companies became vertically integrated, operating not only mines but also ore-crushing mills and railroads. Western miners organized too, forming strong unions. Miners' unions helped se​cure wages five to ten times higher than those paid to miners in Britain or Germany.

The Birth of Western Agribusiness

Throughout the eastern half of the nation, the fam​ily farm was the typical agricultural unit. In Cali​fornia and other parts of the West, however, agri​culture sometimes developed into an agribusiness involving huge areas, the intensive use of heavy equipment, and wage labor.

Wheat lent itself to large-scale farming because it was the first major crop to be entirely mecha​nized. By 1880, large wheat farms in the Red River valley of what is now North Dakota and in the San Joaquin Valley of central California measured 100 square miles. Such farming businesses involved major capital investments in land, equipment, live​stock, and labor. One Dakota farm required 250 workers at harvest time. California wheat growers were using steam-powered tractors and combines in the late 1880s, well before such machinery was used elsewhere.

The huge wheat farms of Dakota proved to be temporary. Most of them were broken into smaller units by the 1890s. In California, however, agricul​ture continued to flourish on a scale largely un​known in other parts of the country. One Califor​nia company, Miller and Lux, held more than a million acres. Although wheat raising had de​clined in significance by 1900, large-scale agricul​ture became established for a variety of crops. At first, the growers relied on Chinese immigrants for their field labor. When Congress prohibited most Chinese immigration in 1882, growers turned to Japanese and eventually Mexican immigrants.

Logging in the Pacific Northwest

The coastal Pacific Northwest is very different from the remainder of the West. Rainfall is so heavy that the region supports one of the few rain forests outside the tropics. Heavy winter rains and cool, damp summers nurture thick stands of tall Douglas firs and giant redwoods.


At first, in the 1850s and 1860s, the coastal red​woods of California were cut for use in San Fran​cisco and nearby cities. Attention then shifted north to Oregon and Washington, leading to Seat​tle's development as a lumber town. Some compa​nies quickly became vertically integrated, owning lumber mills in the Northwest, a fleet of schooners to haul logs, and lumberyards in the San Francisco Bay area. The railroads actively promoted the lum​ber industry by offering cheap rates for log ship​ments. Lumber production in Oregon and Wash​ington boomed, leaving behind treeless hillsides subject to severe soil erosion.

Water Wars

From the first efforts at western economic develop​ment, water was a central concern. Prospectors needed water to separate worthless gravel from gold. Californians worked out a system of water rights that closely paralleled the Mormons' system. On the Great Plains, a cattle rancher staked out graz​ing land by establishing control over a stream. Throughout much of the West, would-be farmers learned that irrigation was vital to their success. Western cities saw lack of water as a major constraint on their ability to grow. Competition for scarce water sometimes led to conflict. Henry Miller, of Miller and Lux, once grumbled that he had spent $25 mil​lion in legal fees, mostly to protect his water rights.

Cities also battled for access to water. Beginning in 1901, San Francisco sought federal permission to put a dam on federal land near Yosemite National Park in the Sierra Nevada. Opposition came pri​marily from the Sierra Club, formed in 1892 to

agribusiness Farming that is a large-scale business operation using heavy farm machinery and involv​ing processing and distribution as well as the growing of crops.

combine A power-operated harvesting machine that combines the cutting and threshing of grain.

water rights The right to draw water from a partic​ular source, such as a lake, an irrigation canal, or a river.

Sierra Club Environmental organization dedicated to preserving and expanding the world's parks, wildlife, and wilderness areas.

preserve the Sierra Nevada wilderness. Congres​sional approval did not come until 1913. Los Ange​les resolved its water problems by diverting the water of the Owens River to its use.

The magnitude of the efforts needed to provide enough water led many westerners to look increas​ingly for federal assistance. The National Irrigation Association, created in 1899, lobbied Congress suc​cessfully to secure passage of the Reclamation Act of 1902, which promised federal construction of ir​rigation facilities. To promote family farms rather than agribusiness interests, the law specified that only farms smaller than 160 acres could use this water. However, agribusiness often managed to avoid this limitation.

Ethnicity and Race in the West

In ethnic and racial composition, the West differed significantly from the rest of the nation. In 1900, the western half of the nation included 15 percent of all white Americans and 10 percent of all African Americans, but 81 percent of Americans of Chinese or Japanese ancestry, 82 percent of all American In​dians, and 98 percent of immigrants born in Mex​ico. The West became a racially diverse society long before the rest of the country.

Immigrants to the Golden Mountain

Between 1854 and 1882, drawn initially by the Cal​ifornia gold rush, some three hundred thousand Chinese immigrants entered the United States. Most came from southern China, which suffered from periodic famines. The Chinese accounted in 1860 for a third of all miners in California, which they called "the Golden Mountain," and more than half in 1870. They formed a major part of construc​tion labor in the West, especially for railroad build​ing. Chinese immigrants also worked as agricul​tural laborers and farmers, especially in California.

In San Francisco and in smaller western cities, they established Chinatowns—relatively auton​omous and largely self-contained Chinese commu​nities. In San Francisco's Chinatown, immigrants formed kinship organizations and district associa​

tions to assist and protect each other. A confedera​tion of such associations, the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association, eventually exercised great power over the social and economic life in Chinese communities in the West. Such communities were largely male, for immigration officials prevented most Chinese women from entering the country. Gambling and prostitution flourished in these largely male communities, giving Chinatowns rep​utations as centers for vice.

From the beginning, Chinese immigrants en​countered discrimination and violence. In 1854, the California Supreme Court prohibited Chinese from testifying in court against a white person. When the depression of the 1870s set in, white workers blamed the Chinese for causing unem​ployment. Anti-Chinese riots occurred in Los An​geles in 1871, in San Francisco in 1877 and after, and in many western towns in 1885. White miners in 1885 burned the Chinatown in Rock Springs, Wyoming, killing twenty-eight Chinese.

In these riots, the message was usually the same: "The Chinese Must Go." This slogan first gained popularity in San Francisco in 1877 as part of the appeal of the Workingmen's party of California, which blamed the Chinese for the economic woes of white members. In 1882, Congress responded to repeated pressure from West Coast labor unions by passing the Chinese Exclusion Act, prohibiting en​try to all Chinese people except teachers, students, merchants, tourists, and officials.

In parts of the West, the Chinese were subjected to segregation similar to that imposed on blacks in the South. Chinese students were barred from the San Francisco public schools from 1871 to 1885, when the city opened a segregated Chinese school.

Reclamation Act Law passed by Congress in 1902 that provided for publicly funded irrigation of western land and created the Reclamation Service to oversee the process.

Chinatown A section of a city that is inhabited chiefly by Chinese people.

Chinese Exclusion Act Law passed by Congress in 1882 that prohibited Chinese laborers from en​tering the United States; it was extended in 1892 and again in 1902.

Sacramento and a few other towns also established segregated schools. Local custom, enforced occa​sionally by mob violence, promoted residential seg​regation. Chinese lived outside Chinatown only as servants or in laundries. Occupational segregation was similarly enforced. Anti-Chinese violence in western small towns in the mid-1880s prompted many Chinese to retreat to the large cities.

In the larger western cities, Chinese merchants took the lead in establishing a strong economic base. Organizations based on kinship, region, or oc​cupation sometimes opposed discrimination and segregation through the courts. When San Fran​cisco passed a city law requiring laundry licenses, the organization of Chinese laundry owners filed suit. In 1886, the U.S. Supreme Court declared the law unconstitutional because local authorities had used it to discriminate on the basis of race. School segregation began to break down shortly before World War I.

When other immigrants began to arrive from Asia, they too concentrated in the West. Significant numbers of Japanese began coming to the United States after 1890. By 1907, nearly 150,000 had ar​rived. After 1907, immigration of Japanese laborers stopped because of an agreement between the United States and Japan. Whites in the West, espe​cially organized labor, regarded Japanese immi​grants in much the same way that they viewed Chinese immigrants.

Forced Assimilation

Federal policy toward American Indians aimed at their rapid assimilation into white society. The final outcome, however, was that federal policies tried to eradicate Indian culture but failed to integrate Indi​ans into the mainstream economy and society.

After 1871, federal policy shifted from treating Indian tribes as sovereign but dependent nations with which the federal government negotiated to viewing them as wards of the federal govern​ment. This new policy meant that Indians were to be "civilized." Education was an important ele​ment in the "civilizing" process. Federal officials worked with churches and philanthropic organiza​tions to establish schools for Indian children away from the reservations. Teachers at these schoolsprohibited Indian boys and girls from speaking their own language, practicing their religion, or otherwise displaying their own culture. The teach​ers' goal was to enable the children to live in white society and to separate them from Indian culture.

Other educational programs aimed to train adult Indian men to be farmers or mechanics. The effort to teach Indian men farming, however, was at odds with traditional gender roles in Indian so​ciety: typically women raised crops, and men hunted and fought. Many Indian men viewed farming in the same way as their white male con​temporaries viewed housework: as women's work.

The Dawes Severalty Act (1887) was intended to make the Indians into self-sufficient, individual farmers. The law committed the government to a policy of severalty—that is, individual ownership of land. It divided the reservations into individual family farms of 160 acres each. Once each family had received its allotment, any surplus was to be sold by the government. This policy found support among those who coveted Indian land.

Individual landownership and acquisitiveness, however, were at odds with traditional Indian be​liefs and practices. Indians maintained that the land was for the use of all and that sharing was a major obligation. Delegates from the Cherokee, Creek, and Choctaw nations petitioned Congress not to pass the Dawes Act, arguing that "our people have not asked for or authorized this," but to no avail.

The Dawes Act stripped Indians of much of their land. Once all the allotments to Indian fami​lies had been made, about 70 percent of the land area of the reservations remained, and much of it was sold outright to settlers. In the end, the Dawes Act did not end the reservation system, nor did it reduce the Indians' dependence on the federal government. Instead it separated the Indians from some of their most valuable land.

Response to the assimilation programs varied widely. Some Indians tried to become part of white

Dawes Severalty Act Law passed by Congress in 1887 that broke up reservations into 160-acre fam​ily plots and sought to assimilate Indians into white culture by making them farmers.

severalty The holding of property by individuals.

society; others took a middle way. Susan La Flesche, for example, daughter of an Omaha leader, graduated from medical college in 1889 at the head of her class. She disappointed some of her teachers when she set up her medical practice near the Omaha reservation, treated both white and In​dian patients, and took part in tribal affairs. How​ever, Dr. La Flesche also participated in the local white community by taking an active part in the temperance movement and sometimes preaching in the Presbyterian church.

Other Indians tried to cling to the old ways, hiding their children to keep them out of school and secretly practicing traditional religious cere​monies. In the late nineteenth century, the peyote cult, based on the hallucinogenic properties of the peyote cactus, emerged as an alternative religion. It evolved into the Native American Church by combining elements of traditional Indian culture and Christianity with peyote use. Some Indians also took solace in alcohol.

Mexican Americans in the Southwest

Throughout the Southwest during the late nine​teenth century, many Mexican Americans lost their land as large numbers of Anglos—English-speak​ing whites—arrived there. Mexican Americans' landholdings were guaranteed by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848), which ended the Mexi​can War, but the vagueness of Spanish and Mexican land grants opened the door to legal challenges. In some instances, Mexican Americans were the vic​tims of outright fraud. In California and Texas, some Mexican-American families with large land​holdings kept their land by having a daughter marry a prominent Anglo. Except in New Mexico, however, most found themselves landless laborers.

Although the California gold rush of 1849 at​tracted fortune seekers from around the world, in​cluding Mexico and other parts of Latin America, the vast majority came from the eastern United States and Europe. By the 1880s, the English-speaking majority had pushed aside the Spanish-speaking people of California. By the 1870s, many of the pueblos (towns) created during Mexican or Spanish rule in California had become barrios cen​tered around a Catholic church. In some ways, the


barrios resembled the neighborhoods of European immigrants in the East. Both had mutual aid soci​eties, political associations, and newspapers pub​lished in the language of the community, and both often centered on a church. There was an impor​tant difference, however. Neighborhoods of Euro​pean immigrants consisted of people who had come to a new land seeking opportunity or change. By contrast, the residents of the barrios lived in re​gions that had been home to Mexicans for genera​tions, but they now found themselves surrounded and dominated by English-speaking Americans who hired them for cheap wages.

Like their counterparts in California, Anglos in Texas used fraud and coercion to obtain land from the Spanish-speaking people born in Texas, the Te​janos. By 1900, much of the land in south Texas had passed out of Tejano hands. But unlike California, Anglo ranch owners usually maintained the social patterns characteristic of Tejano ranchers. A large section of Texas between the Nueces River and the Rio Grande extending west to El Paso remained Mexican culturally. This region was home both to Tejanos and to two-thirds of all Mexican immi​grants in the United States before 1900. Most peo​ple living there spoke Spanish.

New Mexico presented a third pattern in the late nineteenth century. Hispanos (Spanish-speaking New Mexicans) were clearly the majority of the population in the territory. Although Hispanos were the unquestioned majority and could domi​nate elections, many who had small landholdings lost their land. Unlike California and Texas, many of those who enriched themselves in New Mexico were wealthy Hispanos.

From 1856 to 1910, the Latino population throughout the Southwest grew more slowly than

temperance movement A movement advocating the avoidance of alcoholic drinks.

peyote cactus A cactus native to Mexico and the southwestern United States that is able to produce a hallucinogenic effect.

Anglo A term applied in the Southwest to English-speaking whites.

barrio A Spanish-speaking community, especially of poor laborers.
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( In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Mexican Americans became a major part of the work force for constructing and maintaining railroads in the Southwest. This crew of Mexican-American linemen was working in south Texas when this photograph was taken in 1910. They may have been employed by a railroad to put up and maintain its communication lines or by a telegraph or telephone company. Texas State Library and Archives Commission.

the Anglo population. After 1910, however, that situation reversed itself, as political and social up​heavals in Mexico prompted massive migration to the United States. Probably a million people—equivalent to one-tenth of the entire population of Mexico as of 1910—arrived over the next twenty years. More than half stayed in Texas, but signifi​cant numbers settled in southern California. Inevi​tably, this new stream of immigrants changed some of the patterns of ethnic relations that had characterized the region since the mid-nineteenth century.


The West in American Thought

The West has long fascinated Americans, and the "winning of the West" has become a national myth that has obscured or distorted the facts. Since at least the 1890s, many Americans have thought of the West in terms of the frontier. According to this way of thinking, to the east of the frontier line lay established society, and to the west of it lay the wild, untamed West. The frontier thus repre​sented the dividing point between savagery and civilization.

The West as Utopia and Myth

During the nineteenth and much of the twentieth century, the West seemed a potential utopia. Many Americans could dream of a better life there, even if they never ventured forth. What was the origin of this utopian view of the West? In the popular mind, the West was vacant, waiting to be formed. Noth​ing was predetermined there. A person or a group such as the Mormons could make a fresh start.

The West appealed as well to Americans who sought to fulfill the American dream of improving their social and economic standing. The presence of free or cheap land, the ability to start over, the idea of creating a place of one's own, all were part of the West's attraction—even for those who never acted on their dreams. Some of those who tried to fulfill their dreams did not succeed, but enough did to provide some justification for the utopian image of the West as a land of promise.

The West achieved mythical status as popular novels, and eventually movies and television, used it as the setting for stories that spoke to Americans' anxieties as well as their hopes. The development of the West gave rise to the myth of the "winning" of the West. The myth begins with the grandeur of wide grassy plains, towering craggy mountains, and vast silent deserts. In most versions, the west​ern Indians face a tragic destiny. They are usually portrayed as a proud, noble people whose demise

utopia An ideal place.

clears the way for the transformation of the land. The starring roles in this drama are played by white pioneers who struggle to overcome natural and human obstacles. These pioneers personify rugged individualism—the virtues of self-reliance and independence—as they triumph through hard work and personal integrity. Many of the human obstacles are villainous characters: greedy specula​tors, vicious cattle rustlers, unscrupulous money​lenders, selfish railroad barons. Some are only doubters, too skeptical of the promise of the West to take the risks to succeed.

The Frontier and the West

Starting in the 1870s, accounts of the winning of the West suggested to many Americans the exis​tence of an America more attractive than the steel mills and urban slums of their own day. The West was a place where people were more virtuous than the barons of industry and corrupt city politicians. Individual success was possible in the West with​out labor strife or racial and ethnic discord. This myth has evolved and continues to exert a hold on Americans' imaginations. The cowboy has been the most prominent embodiment of the myth. He is a brave and resourceful loner, riding across the West and dispelling trouble from his path and from the lives of others. A modern version of the medieval knight in shining armor, he rarely does the actual work of a cowboy.

In the 1920s, Hollywood discovered that this image seemed to have special appeal to Americans dissatisfied with the routine of their lives and work. In the 1950s, some found the cowboy sym​bolic of the American role in the Cold War, as the nation strode across the globe, rescuing grateful nations from the threat of Communist domination.

Like all other myths, the myth of the winning of the West contains elements of truth but also ignores some truths. For example, it usually treats Indians as victims of progress. It rarely considers their fate after they met defeat at the hands of the cavalry. In​stead, they obligingly disappeared from the scene. The myth rarely tempers its celebration of rugged individualism by acknowledging the fundamental role government played in the transformation of the West by dispossessing the Indians, subsidizing


railroad construction, using the public domain to underwrite economic development, and rerouting rivers. The myth often overlooks the role of ethnic and racial minorities from African American and Tejano cowboys to Chinese railroad construction crews. It overlooks the extent to which these people were exploited as sources of cheap labor. Women typically appear only as helpless victims or noble helpmates. Finally, the myth generally ignores the extent to which the economic development of the West replicated that of the East. If such influences appear in the myth, they are usually as constraints that the hardy pioneers overcame.

Historians have played an important role in shaping this myth of the West. In 1893, Frederick Jackson Turner, a young historian, wrote an essay, "The Significance of the Frontier in American His​tory." In that essay, he challenged the prevailing idea among American historians that they should study European societies to discover the origins of American character and institutions. Rather, Turner argued, they should study the American frontier. The western frontier, he claimed, was where America had formed, because it was where individualism and democracy flourished.

Turner's theory about the frontier dominated the thinking of historians for many years. Today, however, historians focus on many elements miss​ing from Turner's analysis. They acknowledge the importance of cultural conflicts among different groups of people; the experiences of American In​dians, of the Spanish-speaking mestizo peoples of the Southwest, and of Asian Americans; the experi​ences of women; ecological issues, especially those involving water; and the ways that the western economy resembles and differs from that of the East. If frontier individualism and mobility have been important elements in American history, as Turner suggested, these other elements have been equally important in western history.

Frederick Jackson Turner American historian who argued that the receding frontier and cheap land were dominant factors in creating American democracy and shaping the national character.

mestizo A person of mixed Spanish and Indian ancestry.

SUMMARY
The West changed greatly during the forty years following the Civil War. Federal policy toward that region derived from the expectation of rapid devel​opment, and policymakers often chose to use the public domain to accomplish that purpose. The Plains Indians posed constraints on development, but most were defeated by the army by 1877.

Patterns of development varied in different parts of the West. In the Great Basin, Mormons cre​ated a theocracy and chose new approaches to irri​gation to meet constraints posed by scarce water. A cattle kingdom emerged on the western Great Plains, as railroad construction made it possible to carry cattle east for slaughter. As farming moved west, lack of rainfall constrained farmers' expecta​tions. The forests of the Pacific Northwest attracted lumbering companies.

Throughout the West, change was driven by choices made in the face of constraints. Railroad con​struction overcame constraints posed by vast dis​tances. As western mining became highly mecha​nized, control shifted to large mining companies able to secure the necessary capital. In California especially, landowners made choices that led to the development of large-scale commercial agricul​ture. Water posed a significant constraint on eco​nomic development in much of the West.


Expectations 
Constraints 

Choices

Outcomes

Asian immigrants, American Indians, and Latino peoples all formed substantial parts of the western population but had significantly different expectations and experiences. White westerners chose to use politics and, sometimes, terrorism to exclude and segregate Asian immigrants. Federal policies toward American Indians proceeded from the expectation that they should be rapidly assimi​lated and lose their separate cultural identity. Such policies largely failed. American citizens of Mexi​can descent and subsequent immigrants from Latin America had their lives and cultures con​strained by Anglo newcomers.

The outcomes of the many choices made in the late nineteenth century were explosive economic development and population change. Americans have viewed the West as both a utopia and the source of a national myth. Those views overlook important realities in the nature of western devel​opment and in the people who accomplished it.
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Great Sioux War War between the tribes that took part in the Battle of the Little Bighorn and the U.S. Army; it ended in 1881 with the surrender of Sit�ting Bull.


Little Bighorn River River in Montana where in 1876 Lieutenant Colonel George Custer discovered a large Indian encampment and ordered an attack in which he and his men were killed.


Crazy Horse Lakota leader who resisted white en�croachment in the Black Hills and fought at the Lit�tle Bighorn River in 1876; he was killed by U.S. sol�diers in 1877.


Sitting Bull Lakota leader who fought at the Little Bighorn River in 1876 and fled with his people to Canada before surrendering in 1881.


attrition A gradual decrease in number or strength caused by constant stress.











�





Sitting Bull


After Sitting Bull returned to the United States from Canada in 1881, he became a favorite subject for many pho�tographers. This photo dates to the mid-1880s, when he was about 50 years old. Denver Public Library.
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