
The American West, 1865-1900 



I. Interpretations of the West 

  Frederick Jackson Turner 

  Buffalo Bill Cody 

  The New Western Historians 

 

II. Native Americans 

  On the Plains  

  Concentration Policy (1860s) 

  Little Big Horn (1876)  

  Dawes Act (1887) 

 

III. Contested Views of the West 

  Manifest Destiny 

  Miners in the West 

  1862 Homestead Act 

  The Transcontinental Railroads 

  Cowboys and Cattle Trails 

  Farmers and Ranchers  

    Topics of Discussion 

The American West, 1865-1900 



I. Interpretations of the West 



“Significance of the Frontier in American History,” 

Chicago,  Illinois, AHA, 1893 

 

Primary thesis? 

 

Central characters? 

 

The Frontier was a . . . . 

 

Images . . . . 

     

    I. Interpretations of the West: Frederick Jackson Turner 
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George Caleb Bingham, Daniel Boone Escorting Settlers through the 

Cumberland Gap. Oil on canvas,  1851–52. Courtesy Washington University Gallery 

of Art, Saint Louis. Gift of Nathaniel Phillips, 1890. 

 



"The March of Destiny," from Colonel Frank Triplett, Conquering the Wilderness; or,  

New Pictorial History of the Heroes and Heroines of America . . . (New York, 1883). 



 

Across  the  Continent:  "Westward the Course  

of Empire Takes Its Way," 1868. 



Guillaume de Lisle, Carte de la Louisiane et du  

Cours du Mississipi, 1718. 



 

Eighth map in the bound series of maps that accompanies 

Emma Willard's  History of the United States, or Republic of America . . .(New York, 1828). 



. 

"An American Log-house," from Georges Henri Victor Collot,  

Voyage dans l'Amérique septentrionale . . . (Paris, 1826). 



Tippecanoe, the Hero of North Bend: Six  

Patriotic Ballads . . . (New York, 1840). 



Illustration from Joseph 

Smith, Old Redstone;  

or, Historical Sketches of Western  

Presbyterianism:  Its 

Early Ministers, Its Perilous Times,

and Its First Records. 



 

Residence of Ira A. Warren, from H. B. Pierce, History of Calhoun  

County, Michigan (Philadelphia, 1877). 



George Davis, Chicago in 1832. A later version (1893)  

of progressive imagery in Chicago maps. 



“Buffalo Bill’s Wild West and Congress  

of Rough Riders of the World” – traveling show 

 

Primary meaning of show? 

 

“Odd story of conquest: everything is inverted” 

 

Central characters? 

 

Images . . . . 

     

    I. Interpretations of the West: Buffalo Bill Cody 
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Buffalo Bill's Wild West and Congress of Rough Riders of the World: 

Historical Sketches and Programme, Chicago, 1893. 



"Sitting Bull and Buffalo 

Bill."  Postcard (no date). 



"Murder of the whole Family of Samuel  

Wells, consisting of his wife and sister and eleven children, 

by the Indians: Extract of a letter from a gentleman in 

New Orleans, to his friend in New-York, dated May 1, 1809." 



"Heroism of a 

Pioneer Woman," from Henry Howe,  

The Great West: The Vast, Illimitable, 

Changing West (New York, 1860). Not all 

women were portrayed as helpless victims. 



"Custer's Last Fight." Poster advertisement, first edition. Anheuser-

Busch Brewing Association, St. Louis, Mo., 1896. Photograph courtesy of the Anheuser-

Busch Corporate Archives, St. Louis. 



Back and front cover of the program for 

Buffalo Bill and Captain Jack in 

Life on the Border; with "Custer's 

Death," a poem by Captain 

Jack Crawford (Oakland, Calif., 1877). 

The Poet Scout, by Captain 

Jack Crawford (New York, 1886). 



Figure 18. 

Profile of George Armstrong 

Custer from his book Wild Life on 

the Plains (St. Louis, Mo., 1891). 



Figure 24. 

To the Rescue. Poster advertising Buffalo Bill's Wild West (Baltimore, 1894). 

Photograph courtesy of the Buffalo Bill Museum, Cody, Wyoming. 



Figure 25. 

Eduard Holst, The Charge of the Rough Riders: 

Grand Galop Militaire, 1898. 



“Western History, New and Not So New,”   

Walter Nugent, OAH Magazine  9 (Fall 1994).  

 

Primary historians?  

 

Four principal points? 

 

     

    I. Interpretations of the West: The New Western History 
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II. Native Americans in the West 



    II. Native Americans: On the Plains 

A. 1492 - 7-10 million Indians in North America 

 

B. 1860 - 350,000 Indians in West 

 

C. By 1870s - Comanche, Sioux, Kiowa  

Great Plains, last independent tribes in U.S. 

 

D. Plains tribes gain Spanish horses/guns in 1600s. 

 

E. Most Plains Indians are hunters and farmers. 

 

F. Buffaloes provide most meat and supplies. 
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    II. Native Americans: Controversy in the 1860s 

A. 1860s settler-native tensions increases. 

 

B. Nov. 1864 Col. John Chivington and the Colorado  

militia kill 150-500 Cheyenne at Sand Creek Massacre. 

 

C. Congress creates “concentration policy” to put natives  

on small reservations and make them farmers. 
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    II. Native Americans: Concentration Policy 

A. 1867 Peace Commission -  federal effort to  

"civilize" and "pacify" western Indians on reservations.  

 

B. Concentration policy opens land for whites 

 

C. Major reservations established in SD, OK, AZ 

 

D. Tribal leaders agreed to reservations to  

preserve their way of life and ensure peace.  

 

E, However, white settlers continued to encroach  

on Indian lands in direct violation of the treaties.  

 

F. Reservation Indians suffer from poor soil,  

scarce supplies, corrupt Indian agents. 

 

G. Many natives flee reservations to hunt buffalo. 
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    II. Native Americans: Little Big Horn 

A. 1874 Lakota Sioux refuse to sell Black Hills.   

 

B. Indian agents recall natives to local reservations. 

 

C. When Sioux cannot move their winter camps,  

Indian agents demand army round them up. 

 

D. 1876 Sioux Chief Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse resist Army. 

 

E. Army attacks: Battle of the Little Big Horn - Sioux kill  

Lt. Col. George Armstrong Custer and 263 soldiers. 

 

F. But Sioux cannot sustain forces, soon surrender. 
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    II. Native Americans: Nez Perce War 

A. 1877—Settlers and Nez Perce fight 

Chief Joseph leads 800 Indians towards Canada. 

 

B. Fights cavalry in running battles over 1,400 miles,  

surrenders in Bear Paw Mountains. 

 

C. Chief Joseph tells his captors “I am tired of fighting.  

Our chiefs are killed . . . I want to have time to look for  

my children, and see how many of them 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.”  

 

D. Ironically, Chief Joseph becomes a celebrity among  

whites, seen as symbol of vanishing frontier. 
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    II. Native Americans: Dawes Act 

A. 1887 Congress passes the Dawes Act. 

 

B. Reservations broken into 160-acre parcels,  

given to Indian families or sold to white settlers. 

 

C. Congress wants natives to become capitalistic  

 

E. Dawes Act is a disaster.  Poor soil  

forces many natives to sell land. 

 

F. Whites and natives often fight, police  

and military support whites. 

 

G. 1887 Indians control 130 million acres. 

 

H. By 1934 they possess 43 million acres. 
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III. Contested Views of the West 



I. “Great American Desert” - Stephen H. Long, surveyed 

 Louisiana Territory in 1819, "Great American Desert.”  

 

In maps, portrayed plains as "wholly unfit for cultivation  

and uninhabitable for those dependent on agriculture."  

 

 

II. The Myth of the Garden - Charles Dana Wilber in 

The Great Valley, and Prairies of the Northeast and  

Northwest (1881), described Plains as a paradise.  

 

He based this claim on "scientific" evidence that  

purportedly proved that "rain follows the plow.“ 

 

 

    III. Contested Views of the West: From 1819 to 1881 
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http://us.history.wisc.edu/hist102/photos/html/1164.html


Term coined in 1845 by journalist John L. O'Sullivan in an  

essay entitled "Annexation“ – on annexation of Texas.      

 

America's "manifest destiny to overspread the continent."  

 

O'Sullivan's second use 1845 on the boundary  

dispute with Great Britain in the Oregon Country.  

 

US had the right to claim "the whole of Oregon": 

 

“And that claim is by the right of our manifest destiny  

to overspread and to possess the whole of the continent  

which Providence has given us for the development of  

the great experiment of liberty and federated  

self-government entrusted to us.” 

    III. Contesting Views of the West: Manifest Destiny 
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http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/c/c3/John_O%27Sullivan.jpg


John Gast, "American Progress," 1872  



U.S. gains Mexican frontier in U.S.-Mexican War (1846-48) 

Californios promised U.S. citizenship and rights. 

But white settlers take best land, jobs, and political power.   

First mass movement West began 1849 Gold Rush. 

Mining became central to the development of the west. 

Gold, silver, copper, iron ore. 

Many early settlers hoped to make a fortune from mining. 

Prospectors search for gold in Colorado, Nevada, and California. 

Settle mining towns where crime and violence are frequent. 

Large companies buy mines, play them out, and move on. 

    III. Contesting Views of the West: Miners in the West 
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1840s-1890s Chinese settle on west coast. 

Work as laborers and small businessmen.  

Anti-Chinese riots occur across west. 

1882 Congress passes the “Chinese Exclusion Act” 

Yick Wo v. Hopkins (1886) 

United States v. Wong Kim Ark (1896) 

 

 

 

    III. Contesting Views of the West: Anti-Chinese Sentiment  
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Driving the Golden Spike at Promontory, Utah, 1869.  

Celebrating the Completion of the First Continental Railroad. Who’s missing? 



1862: Homestead Act - each settler can buy  

160 acres of land if he or she develops it. 

 

1870s: millions of settlers - Northern factory workers,  

Midwestern farmers, defeated southerners—move west. 

 

2 million are European—Irish, German, Czech, Russian. 

 

1870s: 20,000 freedmen move west to Kansas. 

Want to create free black communities on the frontier. 

Take name of “exodusters” from the Bible.   

    III. Contesting Views of the West: Greenhorns and Exodusters 
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 First train leaving the line north of Orlando For Perry [Okla. Terr.], Sept. 16, 1893. 



R. G. Carr, proud founder of West Union, Nebraska, named fro West Union, 

Iowa, stands by the windmill on his Lake Downs fall. West Union, founded in 

1879, reached its peak population of 90 by the turn of the century.  



Texas and New Mexico settlers start cattle drives. 

 

Herd cattle to “trailheads” like Abilene and Kansas City. 

 

Beef is sold to processing plants and sent to east coast. 

 

“Cattle barons” like Charles Goodnight make a fortune off cattle drives. 

    III. Contesting Views of the West: Cattle Drives  
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"Settlers Taking the Law in Their Own Hands."  Illustrates the tensions between 

farmers and ranchers created by the appearance of homesteads on the range  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 





Shooting Buffalo on the Kansas-Pacific Railroad, 1871 



Pile of Buffalo Skulls, c. 1870s  

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/f/f8/Bison_skull_pile%2C_ca1870.png

