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Preface

As an academic doctor, books about history are the only thing I can legally
prescribe. Over the past decade, I have written almost three thousand prescriptions.
But not all patients/students have taken their medicine. A few years ago, I decided
that I needed to reconsider exactly what I was prescribing. Was the $80 textbook I
used at a community college based on a proper diagnosis of the needs of my
students? Was the textbook that was even more expensive (but mostly full of
pictures) the right book for my students at a research institution? Clearly not. But
where could I find better medicine that would address my patients’ chief
complaint—overpriced textbooks that failed to address their needs?

This search led to the creation of this textbook. We constructed A History of the
United States by reading and experimenting with each of the textbooks that are on
the market. We already knew that many students approach college as if it is a quest
to figure out what material is likely to be on an exam. We were surprised to see how
savvy students were when they applied this model to textbook reading—many of
them simply skip through about a third of a typical US history textbook. It was clear
that we could eliminate lengthy opening vignettes, extended block quotes, and
special sections that students assumed were placed in shaded boxes to indicate that
they were not going to be on the exam.

We also found that students are allergic to textbooks that only have a few pictures,
and they really do learn from images that are presented in a way that teaches an
important lesson. However, these same students also admitted that they were easily
distracted when they read. When there are too many pictures and when all these
images disrupt the flow of the text, they admitted, they catch themselves
“browsing” their textbooks as if they were catalogs or popular magazines.

This information led to the creation of a book that has just as many pictures and
maps as any other book on the market, but one that is careful to place these images
in ways that do not disrupt the narrative. The team of photo researchers and map-
makers at Unnamed Publisher worked with historians and reviewers to only select
images that had a compelling message. They were also careful to avoid the trap of
overloading pages with images that distracted students and turned reading into
browsing.

Here's the best part: this allowed the author freedom to include a lot more content
and essential background information without making the book any longer than
other textbooks. We found that key concepts that are important to understanding
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history—such as the difference between Socialism, Capitalism, and
Communism—could be incorporated into the text. We were able to include
examples from labor history beyond Homestead, Haymarket, and Pullman. In so
doing, we hope our book communicates the simple truth that the historic conflict
between labor and capital was not limited to Chicago and Pennsylvania.

This inclusive approach was applied to every aspect of the book. For example, each
section on the Cold War includes examples from Africa and Latin America in
addition to Europe and Asia. The civil rights movement includes examples from the
Great Plains, the Pacific Northwest, Appalachia, and the Northeast in addition to the
Deep South. Women'’s history, Latino/Latina history, Asian American history, LGBT
history, and other important but often-marginalized topics have also been
incorporated throughout most of the chapters. And because every book is
customizable, instructors can add local and thematic history wherever they believe
it is needed.

Because no single prescription can fit every patient, the book can even be
customized, abridged, or enlarged. One of the great things about this book is that it
can be revised and improved by myself and others. In this regard, I would love to
hear from instructors and students alike. I am interested to find the ways this book
worked for you and hear your ideas about ways to improve it. All ideas are
welcome, as are stories about how this book has made a difference in your
experiences as teachers and students.

I have been extremely fortunate to work with so many supportive colleagues who
have generously given their time and talents to help shape this book. Thank you to
those at the University of Kansas, the University of Illinois, Marshall University, and
a host of other institutions who have suggested books and articles and reviewed
portions of the manuscript. I would especially like to thank each of the historians
who served in a formal capacity as the reviewers of the manuscript. Your counsel
and kindly written criticism helped me through each step of the writing and editing
process.

+ Blaine Browne, Broward College

« Alan Bloom, Valparaiso University

« Shin Bowen, Southeast Missouri State University

« Errol Tsekani Browne, Duquesne University

* Robert Caputi, Erie Community College, State University of New York
* George Carson, Central Bible College

« Andrea DeKoter, SUNY Cortland

+ Jamieson Duncan, Ashland University

+ Michael P. Gabriel, Kutztown University of Pennsylvania
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+ Candace Gregory-Abbott, California State University, Sacramento
+ Michael Hall, Armstrong Atlantic State University
* Eric Jackson, Northern Kentucky University

+ Cherisse Jones-Branch, Arkansas State University
+ Andrew Lee, New York University

+ Chris Lewis, University of Colorado Boulder

¢ James Lindgren, SUNY Plattsburgh

+ Daniel Murphree, University of Central Florida

+ Dennis Nordin, Mississippi State University

+ Elsa Nystrom, Kennesaw State University

+ Brian Plummer, Azusa Pacific University

+ Chris Rasmussen, Fairleigh Dickinson University

« Itai Sneh, John Jay College of Criminal Justice

+ Carol Siler, Eastern Kentucky State University

I also want to thank the team at Flat World. Michael Boezi, Vanessa Gennarelli, Alisa
Alering, and a host of others stoically endured and tolerated an author who still
believes that the phrase “technology in the classroom” refers to a chalkboard and
fluorescent lighting.

David J. Trowbridge

david.trowbridge@marshall.edu

WARNING. Instructors who have adopted this textbook have experienced the
following side-effects: increased student participation, better grades on exams, and
an increased likelihood that students will try to hug their professors for saving
them so much money. Students who arrive to class with questions inspired by their
reading are advised to consult their doctors of history, as this may be an indication
of a rare condition known as curiosity about the past.
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Chapter 1: What Does Freedom Mean?: Reconstruction,
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Congressional Reconstruction
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Challenges of Reconstruction
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Reconstruction Reversed
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Chapter 2

Western Expansion, the New South, and Industrial America,
1870-1890

The era of Reconstruction was also a time of Western expansion and industrial
growth. For some Americans, issues that continued to divide the nation inspired
their Western trek. For others, it was the promise of landownership and economic
independence that led them to the West. The Homestead Act of 1862 provided free
land to help settlers establish farms. However, not everyone who would have liked
to take advantage of the Homestead Act had the resources to move their families,
build a home, and establish a farm. For these individuals, the growth of industry
provided employment and even the potential for modest upward mobility. Migrants
from Europe also hoped to establish farms, many seeking what they hoped would be
temporary jobs in the great cities of the East before moving on to the Great Plains of
the West. For others, it was the Great Lakes and the clusters of ethnic farm
communities that inspired their migration. Immigrants also arrived on the West
Coast from Asia and established their communities among Anglo and Hispanic
settlers. Old prejudices greeted the new Americans on both coasts and throughout
the interior. However, the potential of these immigrants as laborers and customers
tempered their reception.

Railroads, coal mines, oil refineries, steel mills, and factories recognized that the
success of America’s industrial revolution was dependent on population growth.
Massive corporations emerged during the 1870s and 1880s, each creating national
networks of production and finance that forever changed their respective
industries. Politics also followed the trend of nationalization. Local and state
government remained the focal point of US politics. However, the growing
importance of national corporations and national transportation networks led
many to call on the federal government to perform some of the regulatory
functions that had previously been reserved to the states. The federal government
continued its tradition of minimal involvement in the economy at this time.
However, a growing chorus emerged from factories and farms, demanding
intervention on behalf of workers and small farmers.

For those who viewed the millions of acres of Western land as a commodity to be
exploited, the cattle drives, homesteads, and railroad grants were ways of
accelerating commercial development. These individuals celebrated the tenacity of
homesteaders and cowboys, as well as the audacious spirit of western railroad
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barons and town boosters. Together, these diverse elements gave shape to the most
dramatic population shift in US history. From the perspective of Native Americans
who already lived in the West and viewed land as a collective resource, the actions
of these individuals constituted an attack on their way of life. The view that land
was intrinsically valuable irrespective of “improvements,” such as homesteads and
railroads, carried little influence in the minds of government and business leaders.
As had been the case throughout the nation’s past, Native Americans lacked access
to the same level of material resources. As a result, they waged a fighting retreat
against federal troops and the millions of predominantly Anglo settlers that
migrated west. Theirs was a narrative of both victimization and resistance, both a
woeful tale and an inspirational story of courage and free agency against
overwhelming odds.
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2.1 Native Americans and the Trans-Mississippi West

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Explain the process by which the federal government removed Native
Americans to reservations between the 1860s and 1880s.

2. Summarize the ways in which Native Americans resisted removal and
assimilation. Explain the obstacles that tribes faced in their struggle to
retain sovereignty.

3. Describe the perspective of reformers who sought to promote
assimilation. Explain the impact of the Dawes Act on Native Americans
and its place within the larger narrative of US history.

Removal from the Great Plains

The land so coveted—both by those who were arriving in North America during the
1870s and 1880s and by the descendants of earlier immigrants—was part of an ever-
shrinking Permanent Indian Frontier. The frontier stretched from the eastern Great
Plains to the edge of the West Coast. These lands had originally been guaranteed to
Native American tribes in exchange for their acceptance of their forced exclusion
from lands east of the Mississippi River. Before the end of the Civil War, however,
some of the original treaties with natives were being “renegotiated” to satisfy the
wants of land speculators and fulfill the needs of landless farmers. In addition, little
effort was made to coordinate the forced migration of Eastern tribes with those
tribes that already occupied the Great Plains. As a result, numerous conflicts placed
various tribes in opposition to one another in ways that reduced the likelihood of
cooperation and Pan-Indian identity.

The Great Plains region was a melting pot long before settlers of Anglo, Asian, and
African descent arrived in large numbers following the Civil War. The northern
plains were home to a variety of tribes, many of whom were part of the great Sioux
nation and spoke similar languages. The tribes of the central plains migrated
throughout the region, while the Five Civilized Tribes of the southeast had been
driven to reservations in present-day Oklahoma. Most tribes that were native to the
Great Plains maintained migratory lifestyles, while some such as the Pawnee built
and maintained lodges. Others such as the Cheyenne and Lakota Sioux had adopted
the horse centuries before Anglo settlement and were migratory hunters of bison
and other game.
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Few Anglos perceived the differences between the
various communities and tribal federations throughout
the plains. Many also failed to recognize that groups
such as the Pawnee and Lakota each contained many
independent tribes. The misperception was not simply
an accident. Recognition of the diversity and
sovereignty of thousands of tribes stood in the way of
the federal government’s goal of devising a few treaties
that might bind all native peoples to its policy of
removal. As a result, the practice of generalizing native  An Oglala Sioux standing in front
life and culture within a given region is tangled within ;f; ?e’i:::t'l';‘;‘:z ;ﬁig’;’gaﬁﬁe
the exploitative practices of the past. While recognizing 1. .0 was home to a diverse
the liabilities of the task, the historian must still number of tribes, many of whom
attempt to offer the public a basic overview of life on were not originally from the
the plains prior to Western expansion. northern Great Plains.

Figure 2.1
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Most native societies revolved around communal

concepts of life and work that emphasized the tribe as

an extended family. Natives constructed their own notions about the separate
sphere between male and female roles in society and the family. In general, they
established gendered concepts of work with certain tasks being divided among men
and women. Many tribes were matrilineal, meaning that men were absorbed into
their bride’s extended family network and women were recognized as leaders
within the home. Women were deeply respected and in charge of many essential
aspects of tribal life, such as farming and the home and hearth. Even in matrilineal
societies, tribal leadership of religious and political activities was usually dominated
by men. One exception was that women often held a prominent role in diplomacy,
which was viewed as an extension of kinship.

Tradition, cooperation, and conflict typified native political life and determined the
area a particular tribe inhabited. As a result, the idea of legal ownership of the land
itself remained a foreign concept to most tribes. At the same time, natives adopted
their own notions of land as property when the territories guaranteed to them by
agreements with other tribes of treaties with the federal government were in
danger. Violence between various groups of Native Americans was not uncommon
and opportunities for conflict between tribes increased as more groups were forced
westward. The result of each tribal removal led to conflicts between the new
arrivals and Native Americans in the West regarding an ever-shrinking amount of
resources and land.

The concept of communal rather than personal property, along with frequent
migration of Plains Indians, eliminated the drive for acquisition that dominated the
lives of Anglo settlers. These tribes had little incentive to plant more crops or kill
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more animals than they needed to survive. Although trade networks had operated
for centuries, the nature of this trade changed rapidly following the arrival of Anglo
settlers and modern transportation networks. What appeared as scarcity and
privation to Anglos was a lifestyle that allowed natives to spend large portions of
their day on their own terms. In fact, many natives considered their lives much
richer than those who worked for a wage or spent their entire lives growing wheat
for distant cities. Anglo settlers moved to the West in hopes of a better life, yet they
enjoyed little time for family and leisure because they replicated the habits of
acquisition that dominated their prior lives.

Only belatedly did some settlers recognize that Native American concepts of
property and family might have enriched their lives. For example, in the 1920s a
former cowpuncher recalled a conversation he had with a Sioux elder in the days
before the extinction of the great herds of bison. The men shared a bottle and a fire,
exchanging stories of their youths with the occasional nostalgia and creativity that
usually accompany old men, whiskey, and campfires. The old ranch hand was
deeply impressed by the life his Indian companion described. The days of the Sioux
elder had been spent following buffalo herds and enjoying the day’s labor of
hunting and fishing. The Sioux recalled his life and being full of time with his
extended family with “no trouble or worries” beyond their daily needs, which
nature provided for them. “I wish I'd been a Sioux Indian a hundred years ago,” the
ranch hand reflected. “They’ve been living in heaven for a thousand years and we
took it away from ‘em for forty dollars a month.”

Ranch hands like this cowpuncher were often hired to exterminate the buffalo
herds and build fences to clear land for commodity-based agriculture. Because of
these actions and the introduction of railroads, settlers, and new species onto the
plains, the bison population dwindled from millions to a few hundred by the late
1870s. For native tribes whose economies were based around the bison, depletion of
the herds represented an act of extermination. The destruction of bison was
perceived as necessary by the government because it had already determined that
the Great Plains should be divided and distributed to Anglo farmers. The railroad
would connect these farms to the population centers of the East and West, creating
a national market economy that was incompatible with roving bison herds and the
natives who followed them.

In 1865, chairman of the Senate’s Indian Affairs Committee James Doolittle
described the options regarding Native Americans as he saw them to a Denver
audience. He argued that the best solution was to force natives onto reservations
for their own “protection.” For Doolittle, the only other possibility was to
exterminate the entire native population. As soon as he mentioned this opinion, the
audience went wild. “There suddenly arose such a shout as is never heard unless
upon some battlefield,” an observer recalled. “Exterminate them! Exterminate
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1. An agency of the federal
government established in
1824 and charged with the
responsibility of managing
Native American lands and
meeting the treaty obligations
of the US government. The
bureau was notorious for its
treatment of natives in its early
history but attempts to be a
more progressive organization
that promotes tribal
sovereignty while providing
valuable services.

them!” The creation of such venomous anti-Indian sentiment made nearly any plan
short of genocide appear progressive. As a result, the Bureau of Indian Affairs’
was able to present the reservation system as an act of generosity and humanity.

Two major treaties were passed in 1867 and 1868, forcing many tribal leaders to
accept the reservation system in exchange for the promise that this land would be
theirs forever. The Medicine Lodge Treaty of 1867 forced the relocation of the
Plains Apache, Kiowa, Comanche, Arapaho, and Cheyenne to lands in Indian
Territory (present-day Oklahoma). The tribes were granted permanent ownership
of these lands unless another treaty was made and three-fourths of a tribe’s adult
male population approved the new treaty. The Medicine Lodge Treaty obligated the
government to protect tribal lands from encroachment and provide certain
payments and support for the development of schools and farms. In return, the
signers (but not necessarily all of the various native tribes affected) pledged to
peacefully abandon all claims on their present lands. They also promised to accept
the construction of railroads and military posts in their new homelands while
abiding by the decisions of federal agents assigned to them.

The Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868 granted ownership of land throughout northern
Nebraska, the Dakotas, Wyoming, and Montana to the Lakota, Arapahoe, and Dakota
tribes under similar terms. This treaty also obligated the government to provide
material support, assistance with the development of agriculture, and resources for
schools and other provisions. Unknown to the federal government at the time, the
lands “given” to Native Americans in the Fort Laramie Treaty included valuable
natural resources including gold. Years later, this discovery would soon test the
goodwill of the federal government regarding their pledge to uphold and protect
native title to mineral-rich lands in the Black Hills of South Dakota.

Many natives rejected these treaties, pointing out that they were signed by
individuals with no authority to make binding decisions for all native people.
Others protested that their leaders signed the treaties under duress and were
forced to choose self-preservation over justice. Thousands of natives rejected the
treaties and refused to be bound by their terms. However, the majority of natives
felt they had no other viable alternative but accept the modest payment the
government offered. Unlike treaties with foreign governments, these payments
were not in cash. Instead, the government provided annual stipends of basic
provisions. Natives were not permitted to control the distribution of these
provisions, which made many natives dependent on the government. Many families
and tribes vowed to continue their way of life the best they could in their new
homes. However, without the resources to recreate their ways of life, many natives
became dependent on federal stipends.
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President Andrew Johnson cared little for the fate of
Native Americans, although some of his successors such
as Ulysses S. Grant expressed occasional regret for the
crimes committed against “peaceful” tribes who
accepted the reservation system. At best, Grant viewed
the nation’s dealings with natives as dishonorable but
could not conceive an alternative to the reservation
system. Many of Grant’s former colleagues in the
military saw Indian affairs from a different perspective.
Several of the leading Native American tribes in the
central plains had formed an alliance with the A contemporary artist’s rendition
Confederacy during the Civil War, believing their goal of ~f clothing being “given” to

. natives under the terms of the
sovereignty would be better served by a Confederate Medicine Lodge Treaty of 1867.
victory. These native tribes were among the last to Although this treaty granted
surrender, pointing out that their grievances with the ~ permanent ownership of most of
Union were not the same as the Confederate lthte G"z‘t P (li“""z if; t‘f”"stw‘fre
government in Richmond. In addition, a handful of V‘V]ez ;ori:; 0‘::;0 ;m:;?e r:z:;f;ns
Native Americans in Oklahoma, such as the Cherokees,  ofiand.
had practiced slavery. As a result, many officers in the
US Army projected their views of the Confederacy on
these tribes and on Native Americans in general. Many
in the federal government cited the collusion of a
handful of native and Confederate leaders as a pretense to justify any policy toward
native tribes. For others, the frequent skirmishes between natives and federal
troops stationed throughout the West constituted evidence that natives were
enemies. By this perspective, native people were the last remnants of a vanquished
foe and a permanent threat to the well-being of the United States and its citizens.

Figure 2.2

Encroachment and Resistance

Eastern settlers in search of land and mineral wealth soon began to trespass on
lands granted to natives by the 1867 and 1868 treaties. In 1871, Congress declared
that the federal government would no longer form treaties with natives. Although
they guaranteed existing treaties would be honored, the new thinking of
congressional leaders and the federal courts reflected the belief that natives were
conquered people. In the next three decades, the Supreme Court issued a series of
judgments that effectively gave the government the power to modify any treaty
with or without the consent of Native Americans. For example, Congress declared
that federal agents had jurisdiction over Native American tribal governments in
matters of law enforcement—even on tribal lands. This change was justified by the
need to “protect” natives by granting federal agents the ability to pursue criminals
who crossed into their reservations. Natives protested that the law was actually
intended to empower the military to capture native leaders. Before 1885 when this
change was made, participants in resistance movements might find asylum on a
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nearby reservation where the authority of the army and federal marshals was
unclear.

The ability of the federal government to unilaterally alter treaties led to wide-scale
abuses. The Supreme Court upheld most of these treaty violations, declaring that
reservations were now “local dependent communities” instead of “domestic
dependent nations,” as previously recognized. By the turn of the century, the
Supreme Court declared natives to be “dependent wards.” This meant that natives
were subject to the authority and care of the federal government, much like the
relationship of orphaned children to local governments. As a result, any treaty
could be altered by Congress without the input of tribal governments. In fact,
because those governments represented “dependent communities,” whatever
authority over their own reservations they enjoyed derived from Congress could be
removed at any time.

These court decisions provided the facade of legitimacy
for many events that had already occurred. They also
legitimized future encroachments on Native American
lands. In most instances, the Medicine Lodge and Fort
Laramie treaties were simply ignored if they were an
inconvenience for land speculators and mining
companies. The treaties were especially inconvenient
for prospectors who discovered gold in the Black Hills of |
South Dakota. In response to native claims that white
settlers were trespassing on their lands, the federal
government sent troops and began to seize the Black
Hills through force. The government then demanded
that the Lakota Sioux abandon these lands and sent the
army to coerce them into accepting the new
arrangement. In 1876, a brash junior officer named
George Armstrong Custer violated orders in hopes of
winning a name for himself. Custer ordered his men to

Figure 2.3

“If we must die...we die
defending our rights” Lakota

advance on the Lakota rather than await Sioux spiritual leader Sitting Bull
reinforcements. It was a decision that would cost him  became a wartime leader under
his life which multiple tribes united to

resist forced removal. True to his
name, which refers to the

) " strength of an intractable bison,
If notoriety was Custer’s goal, he succeeded at least on Sitting Bull refused to capitulate

that regard. Custer’s name remains infamous among until he was killed by authorities
scholars of Native American history and students of who had been sent to arrest him.
military tactics. The hasty officer divided his men in

hopes of surrounding what he assumed was a small

contingent of Lakota Sioux. Separated from his

supporting columns, Custer assumed his men were
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2. Lakota Sioux spiritual leader
who united multiple tribes and
resisted forced removal
through a variety of methods,
including armed resistance.
Sitting Bull is most famous for
his leadership in defeating
George Armstrong Custer at
the Battle of Little Bighorn.

moving in and about to surround the Sioux on all sides. Without adequate
preparation for reconnaissance or communication, Custer ordered a fatal charge
into what turned out to be a sizable force of warriors led by the Lakota Sioux
spiritual leader Sitting Bull®. Every one of Custer’s men who participated in his
initial attack was killed. Custer was clearly the aggressor in the Battle of the Little
Bighorn and responsible for the slaughter of over 250 US soldiers and Native
American scouts who were employed by the army. However, the same collective
amnesia that led white Southerners to believe that the Klan had acted in defense led
most Americans at this time to blame “Indian savagery” for the resulting massacre.
For the first seventy years, the historical interpretation of Little Bighorn was
dominated by this perspective. In more recent times, most historians agree with
Sitting Bull’s contemporary assessment that the Lakota Sioux acted in self-defense
while Custer “was a fool who rode to his death.”

Figure 2.4
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This map demonstrates Custer’s attempt to surround the Sioux at the Battle of Little Bighorn. Because of faulty
reconnaissance, Custer’s column charged into a superior force of Lakota Sioux warriors without the support of the
other two columns of cavalry.

In Northern California, the final act of armed resistance occurred in the Modoc War
of 1873. The Modoc people had been forced from their lands and onto a reservation
in southern Oregon that was controlled by the Klamath. The two tribes had been
rivals throughout their history, which led to numerous conflicts once the Modocs
were placed on the Klamath reservation. At several times, groups of Modoc left the
reservation and attempted to return to their traditional home in Northern
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3. An Apache leader who resisted
the reservation system by
leading a band that left its
Arizona reservation and
evaded capture until 1886. Few
of Geronimo’s followers were
permitted to return to their
original reservation. Geronimo
himself was a captive who was
vilified until later in his life
when he was viewed as a
curiosity by Anglo society.

California. Each time they were forced to return. Between the winter of 1872 and
spring of 1873, a group of fifty Modoc warriors and their families left the
reservation under the leadership of Kientpoos (known to Anglos as “Captain Jack”).
The army sent hundreds of soldiers to compel these Modoc to return. However, the
unique terrain surrounding Tule Lake provided cover for the Modoc. Moving
between caves and trenches formed from ancient lava flows, the Modoc inflicted
heavy casualties despite being outnumbered by multiples as large as ten to one.

President Grant intervened in what has been called the Modoc War, believing a
peace commission could end the conflict. However, the government refused to
consider creating a separate reservation for the Modoc in California—a request the
Modoc had made for several decades. Aware that their request for autonomy would
continue to be denied, the Modoc ambushed and killed several of the negotiators. In
response, the army redoubled its efforts to round up the Modoc and soon captured
several tribal leaders who had been responsible for the murder of the negotiators.
These men agreed to betray Kientpoos, who was soon captured and executed. The
rest of the Modoc were forced to return to the Klamath reservation.

In the Southwest, 8,000 Navajos had been forced to walk four hundred miles to a
reservation in New Mexico in 1864. This episode, known as the Long Walk, was soon
followed by the forced removal of non-Navajo tribes such as the Hopi onto the same
reservation. Similar conflicts between other tribes forced to share land and scarce
resources divided other natives in New Mexico against one another. Others, such as
the Apaches, directed their efforts against Anglo settlers. After decades of fighting
against US and Mexican troops along the present border of New Mexico, Arizona,
and the Mexican border, many Apaches accepted an agreement made between an
Apache leader named Cochise and the federal government. This agreement led to
the relocation of the Apaches to a reservation in southern Arizona. While they
recognized the situation that forced Cochise to make such an agreement, other
Apache leaders such as Geronimo’ refused to be bound by the agreement.
Geronimo was perhaps the most feared of all Apache leaders, but even he was
forced to accept the US reservation system after years of relentless pursuit by
federal troops.
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Geronimo and a small band of his supporters soon found
reservation life unacceptable. Chief among their
complaints was a long list of unfulfilled promises that
federal agents had made to them. In 1885, Geronimo led & L] 0
a group of warriors and their families who escaped the
reservation as if breaking free from a prison. The
federal government pursued these men, women, and
children for over a year. Both the Apaches and federal
troops committed dozens of atrocities against civilians
during this time. For example, Geronimo’s band killed a
number of white settlers they encountered out of fear
that their hiding places would be revealed. Geronimo : ,
supporters on their way to prison
soon became the most vilified Indian leader among in Florida in 1886. Geronimo’s son
Anglos, but his style of leadership aroused a variety of s sitting next to his father on the
reactions among natives. By 1886, Geronimo’s band was  front row in the bottom right
trapped by federal troops and surrendered peacefully ~ cmerf this photo.
under a promise that they would be granted a new
reservation. Instead, these families were placed inside
cattle cars and shipped to a federal prison in Florida.
Geronimo himself spent most of his remaining years in federal prisons. By the turn
of the century, a new perspective on history led to a partial vindication of
Geronimo’s fight against the federal government. Although never permitted to
return to the land he fought for, Geronimo spent the last years of his life as both a
celebrity and a curiosity on display at various world’s fairs and other exhibitions.

Figure 2.5

Geronimo and some of his

The Nez Perce of the Pacific Northwest also divided on the question of whether to
accept the reservation system. Originally inhabiting 13 million acres on land
presently belonging to Idaho, Washington, and Oregon, the Nez Perce were forced
to accept a reservation that declined in size from the 1850s through the 1870s. In
1877, hundreds of Nez Perce living in the Wallowa River Valley of Oregon rejected
their forced relocation to a reservation in present-day Idaho. These Nez Perce
traveled in search of other tribes who might join their struggle. They found few
who would join them or even offer sanctuary in what would later be named the Nez
Perce War. In reality, the “war” was an exodus and a series of strategic retreats as
the Nez Perce searched in vain for allies and ultimately decided to flee to Canada.
The Nez Perce might have succeeded in forming a significant alliance as they
traveled through Idaho, Wyoming, and Montana had it not been for the actions of
some of the younger members of the Nez Perce band. After a confrontation led to a
shootout, several ranchers were killed and the Nez Perce was pursued by 2,000
cavalry.

The cavalry decided that the Nez Perce’s escape would present a threat to the
reservation system and pursued the tribe. The Nez Perce fought a strategic retreat

2.1 Native Americans and the Trans-Mississippi West 34



4. A leader of a band of Nez Perce

Indians who resisted forcible
relocation from their lands in
the Wallowa River Valley of
Oregon. In 1877, these Nez
Perce traveled through
present-day Idaho, Wyoming,
and Montana in search of allies
while being pursued by the
Seventh Cavalry. After a
number of battles, the Nez
Perce accepted relocation to
present-day Oklahoma.

. The process of making
different items similar to one
another. In human terms, this
refers to the process of
members of minority cultures
becoming more like the
members of the dominant
culture.

. A leading advocate of
reforming the federal
government’s orientation
toward Native Americans,
Helen Hunt Jackson detailed
the long history of broken
treaties and fraud perpetrated
against native tribes in her
1881 book A Century of Dishonor.
She also wrote a novel that was
directed toward popular
audiences and told the story of
the mistreatment of Native
Americans in California.
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through 1,100 miles of rugged terrain under the informal leadership of Chief
Joseph®. Together, this small band fought a number of battles as the Nez Perce tried
to evade capture by the Seventh Cavalry. Although their Appaloosa horses gave
them an advantage in speed over their pursuers, federal troops outnumbered the
Nez Perce by a three-to-one margin and the warriors were eventually cornered and
surrendered. Chief Joseph recognized that even if his people reached Canada, they
would never be permitted to live as they once had. In hopes of discouraging future
rebellions, the US Army forcibly removed the surviving Nez Perce to land near Fort
Leavenworth and slaughtered the Appaloosa horses. By the time the Nez Perce were
permitted to reunite with family members on their reservation in the Northwest,
most had perished in what was to them a foreign land.

The Dawes Act and Assimilation

Henry Knox, the secretary of war during the American Revolution, was part of a
group of individuals who were concerned about the welfare of Native Americans.
However, he did not believe that the natives’ traditional way of life was sustainable
and seldom considered native perspectives. These self-appointed reformers
believed Native Americans could become “civilized” through assimilation®—the
process of a group adopting the cultural beliefs and norms of the dominant group.
While these reformers may have been ethnocentric by modern standards, it is
important to remember that most Americans at this time believed natives would
simply decline in numbers until they disappeared. At the very least, most believed
that efforts to assimilate indigenous people into the dominant culture of Anglo
America was an act of kindness based on a naively optimistic view about the
capacities and character of natives. Some even subscribed to “scientific” theories
about evolution that sanitized the decline of native populations as some sort of
“natural” selection. As a result, even though the majority of Americans distanced
themselves from rhetoric calling for immediate annihilation of indigenous people,
they viewed their extinction as inevitable.

Secretary Knox criticized this view as “more convenient than just” given the desire
of Anglos to occupy the lands these tribes occupied. After the Civil War, a small
contingent of Anglo reformers such as Helen Hunt Jackson® agreed. Jackson
documented the ways that the federal government had chosen convenience over
justice. Jackson’s 1881 book A Century of Dishonor detailed the long history of the
federal government’s forcible seizure of native lands. Using archival research,
Jackson exposed the government’s failure to abide by its own treaties, which it had
forced natives to sign when those treaties became inconvenient.

Jackson explained how the reservation system disrupted traditional ways of life for
various tribes. However, she was a product of her time and did not support the
preservation of native cultures and way of life. Accepting the dominant view of
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7. A law passed in 1887 for the
stated purpose of encouraging
assimilation among Native
Americans. The Dawes Act
authorized the government to
divide a large number of
existing reservations into
individual family plots, with
the remaining lands being
transferred to the federal
government.

most Anglo reformers, Jackson favored assimilation rather than a return to a
lifestyle she equated with barbarism. In fact, Jackson’s book criticized the
reservation system not only because of the history of injustice surrounding its
inception but also because she believed the reservation system perpetuated
“uncivilized” traditions and delayed assimilation. In short, Jackson and other like-
minded reformers believed the only hope for Native America was to adopt Anglo
culture and economic practices such as farming and semiskilled labor. Jackson’s
book became a national bestseller and more non-Indians began to share her
perspective. Eventually, reformers found a way to combine their goals for
assimilation with the land hunger of the dominant Anglo majority.

The resulting convergence of interests led to a policy of accelerating assimilation
and opening more land for “American” settlement. The Dawes Act’ of 1877 placed
Native Americans on small farming plots taken from existing reservations. The law
mandated an end to communal property, dividing reservation lands into individual
plots that were “given” to each head of household or individual. From the white
perspective, the Dawes Act was incredibly generous. Native Americans were being
granted free land just as the homesteaders were. Natives would also be given
assistance in learning how to adopt “American” methods of farming.

From the native perspective, however, the Dawes Act was the final assault on their
way of life. Natives pointed out that dividing the land in this method prevented
them from hunting. It also ended their communal lifestyle that was the basis of
their social, economic, and religious ways of life. They also demonstrated that the
law’s methods of distributing land (averaging 160 acres per family) conveniently
resulted in millions of acres of “surplus” land. Once the family plots were assigned,
the rest of the former reservation would become property of the federal
government who would then redistribute the land to Anglo settlers. Within only
two years of applying the Dawes Act to a handful of reservations, the government
controlled 12 million acres of former Indian lands. The congressmen who approved
the law understood the potential benefit of using its terms to acquire more land,
but few were as forthright about the Dawes Act as Colorado senator Henry Teller.
“The real aim of this bill is to get at the Indian lands,” Teller exclaimed. “If this
were being done in the name of Greed it would be bad enough; but to do it in the
name of humanity is the worst inhumanity.”
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Natives utilized a variety of strategies to resist
allotment. For example, the Prairie Potawatomi of
Kansas simply ignored the boundaries of individual
plots and continued to live communally on what
remained of their former reservation. Various tribes
also sought to work collectively to preserve their lands.
. . . . .
In 1888, over twenty Indian nations met in a grand s B
council and agreed to form a national tribal government FINE LANDS IN THE WEST
that would represent their interests. The structure of . IRRIGAS * DAY FARMING
this government permitted collective action in terms of ~ |&*
diplomacy and defense of vital interests. It also :
maintained the independence of each tribe—a political
structure not unlike the representation of states within
the original federal government. However, the federal
government saw such a confederation as a threat and A poster advertising “Indian
federal agents prevented natives from leaving their Land” for sale. This circular
reservations to attend future intertribal meetings. The ~ requests that interested parties
] contact the supervisor of the
government also responded with a forced sale of the
nearest school operated by the
lands belonging to some of the leading tribes of the Bureau of Indian Affairs for more
proposed confederation. Some of these lands were information. In this and many
reorganized into the new Territory of Oklahoma. Tribes Zﬂ;lerl Wa);\s]' ifhozls operated on
that resisted allotment found that the federal aid they fe .?,f of Native Americans
acilitated Anglo settlement.
had been promised in exchange for their acquiescence

to previous treaties and forced land sales was also
withheld.
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The application of the Dawes Act occurred irregularly, and many tribes were not
forced to accept allotments for a number of years until their lands were desired by
outside interests. This was the situation for the Ute Indians of northeastern Utah.
0il, gas, and other valuable natural resources were discovered on their lands near
the turn of the century. As mining companies moved into the area, the Utes were
suddenly forced to accept allotment onto the least desirable lands within their
reservation. After their protests were ignored, hundreds of Utes simply left the
reservation altogether in 1906. They had hoped to find new homes in South Dakota
among allied Sioux. However, they found that the Sioux had also been forced to
accept allotment, and their lands were disappearing. Now homeless, the federal
government responded by negotiating jobs for the displaced Utes. The men were
put to work building the railroads that brought settlers to claim the lands they once
controlled.

During the debate over the Dawes Act, Senator Teller cited examples through
history where natives had been forced to abandon reservations that had been
guaranteed to them in favor of small plots of land. He showed that in the majority
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of these cases, the policy failed and the individuals were forced to sell their nearly
worthless land. “When thirty or forty years shall have passed and these Indians
shall have parted with their title,” Teller predicted, “they will curse the hand that
was raised professedly in their defense.” Teller’s warning seemed clairvoyant in the
decades that followed. An estimated 60 percent of natives who were forced to
accept allotment lost control of their land within two generations. Tribes in
Oklahoma that had been originally exempted from the terms of the Dawes Act soon
saw their lands divided and redistributed under its terms.

REVIEW AND CRITICAL THINKING

1.

How did Native American life on the Great Plains, the Southwest, and
the West Coast change between 1860 and the 1880s? What challenges do
academics face when they try to neatly summarize the experiences of
native peoples?

What were the legal terms that led to Native American removal and
Anglo expansion into the Great Plains? What was the long-term effect of
these treaties?

What led to conflict between the Lakota Sioux and the US government in
the 1870s? How did the historic memory of the “last stand” of George
Armstrong Custer change in the past century and a half?

Summarize and compare the experiences of various tribes you read
about such as the Lakota Sioux, Prairie Pottawatomi, Modoc, Apache,
Nez Perce, Utes, and Navajo. What variables might account for the
varied experiences of each of these tribes?

Explain the perspective of reformers such as Helen Hunt Jackson? What
was assimilation, and why might this goal be viewed differently today
than it was in her time? Was Jackson genuinely concerned about Native
Americans? What might have limited her perspective?

What was the Dawes Act, and why did Native Americans share a
different perspective regarding its provisions than the dominant
society? How did various tribes resist the Dawes Act?
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2.2 Winning and Losing the West

8. A law encouraging Western
migration by granting sections
of federal lands that were west
of the Mississippi River so long
as certain conditions were met.
Chief among these conditions
was that settlers “improve” the
land by cultivating fields and
building homes and utility
buildings.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Explain the importance of homesteading and railroads in Western
history. Describe the importance of cattle drives and barbed wire to the
development of agriculture and ranching.

2. Compare the experiences of racial and ethnic minorities in the North
and West to the challenges faced by African Americans in the South.
How were the strategies used by each of these groups related? Why did
whites in these regions discriminate against ethnic and racial minorities
while remaining critical of white Southerners for limiting the freedoms
of former slaves?

3. Identify the various strategies used by suffragists during the 1870s and
1880s. Analyze the arguments and strategies of leading women’s rights
advocates. Analyze the reasons that some women sought to work within
nineteenth-century notions about gender while others were more
radical and sought to overturn these notions.

Homesteaders and Railroads

The Homestead Act of 1862° took effect on January 1 of the following year, the
same day as the Emancipation Proclamation. For many Americans, both laws
seemed to promise liberation. For millions of families, homesteads provided a path
to independence through landownership, just as emancipation brought deliverance
from bondage and the hope of economic independence. For many, the hardships of
life on the Great Plains and a life as a Southern sharecropper offered something less
than freedom. The dangers of the Western trek were nothing compared to the trials
of former slaves who first tested the Emancipation Proclamation. However,
homesteaders who headed west and former slaves who labored in the South shared
a common faith that hard work and eventual landownership was the path to
achieving the promise of freedom in America.

Horace Greeley was not the first to exhort the young men of his nation to “Go
West.” However, his voice as editor of the New York Weekly Tribune carried the most
influence. Both as a journalist and presidential candidate in 1872, Greeley expressed
the belief held by millions of Americans that Western expansion would act as a
“safety valve” for US cities. The option of leaving the city permitted laborers who
could not find decent employment or decent housing the option of starting anew in
the “salubrious and fertile West.” By removing millions of unemployed and
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9. A name given by historians to
the idea that Western
expansion would benefit the
leading cities and established
rural districts of the East by
providing an alternative to
wage labor. Without such a
“safety valve,” tensions would
grow as farmland and jobs
became increasingly scarce.

10. Financed largely by an 1864
grant of federal lands to the
Union Pacific and Central
Pacific railroads. The two
companies built track between
Omaha, Nebraska, and
Sacramento, California. San
Francisco and Oakland were
connected with the East and
South when both lines were
completed in 1869. Ogden,
Utah, served as the connection
point between the two rail
lines.

2.2 Winning and Losing the West

underemployed urban workers, Greeley’s safety-valve theory’ suggested, Western
expansion would also benefit workers who remained in the cities by reducing the
number of workers. As a result, the law of supply and demand would operate in
favor of workers who could demand better pay and conditions as employers
competed with one another for labor.

Western expansion would succeed where industrial unions and urban reform
organizations had failed, many promoters of the West believed. Unscrupulous
factory owners would lose their employees and slums would clear themselves,
Western boosters predicted. Employers and cities would be compelled to create
attractive working and living conditions that would rival the prosperous and
“salubrious” life of the homesteader. Eastern businesses would also benefit from
Western expansion, Greeley and others argued. Western expansion would create
new markets for manufactured goods in America’s interior. Believing in this
synergistic relationship between rural expansion, urban renewal, and commercial
opportunity, national leaders backed legislation that transferred a billion acres of
Western land to homesteaders and railroad developers between the 1860s and
1890s.

Of these billion acres, only 30 percent were granted under the terms of the
Homestead Act and other government initiatives that provided free land. The most
desirable lands were sold or granted to developers. The rest were distributed to
homesteaders who were required to build homes and clear fields, thereby
“improving” the land. In addition, homesteaders were required to pay a small fee at
the land office when they filed for the deed. The other 700 million acres of Western
land were purchased, usually by those who had the financial means to secure fertile
lands that were near a navigable river or railroad. The federal government relied on
these land sales in an era before federal income tax and toleration for large budget
deficits beyond financing wars. Given the importance of land sales, many were
concerned that the government’s practice of granting free land to railroad
companies to spur construction was a form of graft.

In 1864, Congress granted twenty sections of free land for every single mile of track
constructed by the builders of the First Transcontinental Railroad'®, which would
stretch from Omaha to the California coast. The federal government essentially
cosigned the railroad’s bonds and also granted the railroad millions of acres of free
land that they could sell as they built track. The commercial value of these lands
increased significantly as they built the track, providing a constant stream of
revenue to the developers as they moved west. In addition to the land sales, the
Union Pacific and Central Pacific would completely own and control the track the
government subsidized. Although the phrase “corporate welfare” would not come
into common usage for another century, it seemed to many as if the federal
government had shouldered the risk for the private companies that built the
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railroads by backing their bonds and then went a step further by giving these
companies millions of acres of land. The federal government would eventually
grant over 100 million acres to various railroads throughout the West, a fact that
concerned many would-be settlers.

Given the state of American finance in the mid-nineteenth century, however, few
other ways were available to finance a railroad line of this magnitude. American
investors and companies did not have the kinds of resources to finance the
construction of a transcontinental railroad. Congress recognized that its land
reserves were the only resource the federal government controlled that could be
used to finance the completion of such a mammoth project. Without access to a
railroad, these lands had little commercial value. In fact, these isolated lands could
scarcely be given away as homesteads. However, once a single railroad line
connected the West Coast with the East Coast and the Great Plains, the total value of
the lands the government still controlled in the vicinity of that railroad line would
suddenly become quite valuable. Upon completion of the First Transcontinental
Railroad, millions of acres of government land throughout the West would
eventually be served by feeder railroads that would connect the hinterlands to the
main line. The government’s willingness to give away these lands to spur railroad
construction also spurred land sales and resulted in far greater revenue for the
government in the long run. The railroad network that grew from the First
Transcontinental Railroad allowed the government to sell rather than give away the
majority of its lands throughout the West.
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Figure 2.7

This photo of homesteaders in Nebraska in 1886 demonstrates the pride that pioneer families took in the homes and
farms that they built.

Those who could afford to purchase land near the railroads had the best chance of
creating a financially successful farm. However, the majority of Americans could
not afford land near railroads. Free land could still be acquired through homestead
grants until the 1880s, but these lands were generally of marginal value and
isolated. Those with modest resources developed these fields in anticipation of the
day when a railroad might be built in the general vicinity. These farmers joined
with boosters of nearby towns and pooled their scarce resources to purchase local
railroad bonds under promises of repayment and the construction of feeder lines
that would connect their farms to the market economy. In these instances, farm
families, local merchants, and real estate boosters mortgaged their futures together
in hopes that a railroad would bring wealth to their community.

If successful, farm and real estate values increased dramatically, while the holders
of the bonds could look forward to repayment of their investment with interest. In
many cases, however, the local railroads were ill-conceived and inadequately
financed. In such cases, the result was often bankruptcy for the railroad developers
and a total loss for the hopeful investors. In dozens of instances throughout the
1880s and beyond, entire towns were built on the hopes of railroad access. Many of
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these disappeared nearly overnight when it became clear that the railroad would
not be built. Many area farmers were so poor they had no choice but to resign
themselves to another season of transporting their grain by wagon. In other cases,
buildings and homes were moved by wagon to the nearest town with railroad
access. As a result, for every successful city created by the railroad, there were also
several ghost towns.

Figure 2.8

By 1887, four transcontinental lines connected the West Coast with an expanding rail network throughout the
Mountain West and Great Plains.

The workers who built the rails the commercial West was built on may have taken
the greatest risks of all. Tens of thousands of construction workers migrated to
America from China and Europe with little more than a hope to earn a decent wage
and then return to their homelands. Others workers, particularly the Irish and
African American laborers who were often recruited by the railroads had lived in
the United States for generations. These men were joined by Anglo homesteaders
who had lost everything, failed mining prospectors hoping to return home, and
orphans barely tall enough to swing a hammer. As a result, the Union Pacific and
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Central Pacific work camps represented a cross-section of the developing nation. In
some ways these camps were both melting pots and the most egalitarian of
institutions, establishing pay scales based only on the amount of track built each
day. Time-and-a-half bonuses were held as incentive for days when a certain
number of miles were completed.

The consequence was both faulty construction and a pace of work that created old
men and amputees as quickly as it built track. Under these circumstances, the First
Transcontinental Railroad was completed when the westbound Union Pacific crews
met with the eastbound Central Pacific on May 10, 1869, at Promontory Point, Utah.
Congress soon approved a series of similar land grants that spurred construction of
four other major rail lines. The Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe line connected
Kansas City and the Missouri River Valley to the Southwest in the 1870s. The
Southern Pacific linked New Orleans to Southern California in the same decade. The
Northern Pacific connected Chicago with Portland in 1883. Ten years later, a fifth
transcontinental line was completed even further north, connecting Seattle with
the Great Lakes.

Cattle Drives to Ranching

The plains of South Texas were among the first areas cleared of bison. By the 1860s,
they were home to millions of longhorn cattle. By the end of the Civil War, the
nation’s rail system extended to western Missouri—a distance of about eight
hundred miles from the pastures of Texas. Responding to market forces, ranchers
initiated cattle drives to transport beef from those pastures to the nearest rail
terminus by hoof. A crew of a dozen cowboys could surround and drive several
hundred cattle across the open prairie. From the railroad terminus, the cattle were
shipped directly to butchers in urban markets. The drives were dangerous and
dirty, especially for those cattlemen selected to ride at the back of the herds. As the
years progressed, the railroad extended further west creating “cow towns” from
Wichita, Kansas, to Greeley, Colorado, and eventually, Cheyenne, Wyoming, and
Prescott, Arizona. Eventually, the residents of these towns would demand an end to
the cattle drive. Despite the mythology that would later be created, the chief
complaint of residents of the cattle towns was not bandits or brothels or any of the
other form of human depravity. Instead, what was most dreaded by the farmers and
ranchers of the Great Plains was a parasite that infected many of the herds in the
Southwest and was transported north by the cattle drives. A quick survey of
newspapers printed in Abilene City, Texas, and Dodge City, Kansas, during the 1870s
will turn up very few gunfights. In their place will be hundreds of articles about the
dreaded Texas cattle fever that infected local herds.
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Infectious bovine diseases failed to capture the
imagination of urban America. Perhaps owing to the
pervasiveness of human contagion in these
communities, city dwellers disregarded these and other
real-life dangers that made the West much like the rest
of the nation. Instead, Easterners reveled in fictional
accounts of high-noon gunfights, bandits, Indian raids,
and the mythical cowboy. In reality, cattle town
violence was not much different from that of violence in
the big cities where most victims were found shot in the
back or stabbed by thieves. In the lore created by dime
novels, however, shootouts between bandits and sheriffs
and the skill of drovers won the West. Over time, Old A cowbay prepares to drive a
West fiction became incorporated into the collective herd of cattle across the Great
memory of the West. The real-life challenges related to  Plains. In the horizon, one of his
weather, disease, fire, commodities markets, bank loans, /fellow cowboys can be seen

. among hundreds of cattle.
and mortgages were largely forgotten. In creating a
mythical West, the actual lived experience of
Westerners was largely discarded. In its place arose a
pulp fiction based on epic experiences that appealed to
readers seeking a momentary escape from the mundane challenges they faced in
their own lives.

Figure 2.9

Only when discussing the importance of horsemanship and other cowboy skills did
the fiction of the West reflect reality. The origins of the rodeo can be found in
contests held by cowboys, such as one held in Deadwood, Dakota Territory, in the
spring of 1876. The cowboy who most excelled in a number of tasks, such as lassoing
a wild horse while demonstrating marksmanship and other skills, would receive the
prize money. Half of the dozen contestants were African American, including the
legendary cowboy Nat Love, who won the event. Other than these rodeos and the
seasonal paydays when herds were brought to market, the reality of the life of a
cattle drover was anything but exciting. Cattle drovers also hailed from diverse
backgrounds and were very poorly paid. Most were simply itinerant farmhands
desperate enough to take a job that mixed hours of tedium with moments of terror.
If anything was unique about the cattle drives, it may be the cooperation between
black, Hispanic, and European immigrants that composed the workforce.

With the exception of the cattle season, cow towns such as Dodge City were usually
quiet places. Prostitution and other forms of vice were more likely to thrive in
urban areas where business could thrive year-round. Contrary to popular image,
Western prostitutes were scarce, and few of these women ever made much money.
They were a diverse lot, bound mostly by tragic stories that led them to this kind of
existence. For example, half of the prostitutes in boarding houses from Helena to
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San Francisco were of Asian origin. With the exception of those who would later run
their own bordellos, few women who entered the trade ever made a fortune or even
owned property.

The cattle drives were already declining when a new kind of barbed wire was
invented in 1874. This commonsensical invention allowed for the inexpensive
fencing of large ranches throughout the Great Plains and signaled the decline of the
open range. By this time, ranching was becoming big business, and most cattle were
processed in huge meatpacking plants in cities such as Kansas City, St. Louis, and
Chicago. Reducing their expenses by placing their plants closer to the supply of
Midwestern cattle, Philip Armour and Gustavus Swift created mammoth processing
facilities that shipped sides of beef in insulated railcars packed with ice. The
emergence of the commercial meatpacking industry reduced shipping costs since
entire railcars could be packed with meat rather than live animals. This economy
came at a high price for local butchers who became increasingly obsolete but
greatly lowered the cost of meat and forever altered the American diet.

Once the prairies were fenced, blizzards such as those
that occurred in 1887 and 1888 decimated herds of
cattle because the fences trapped and confused the
animals and kept them from moving together and
staying warm. The consequences of the fence were
equally devastating on the itinerant ranchers who
owned cattle or sheep but no land. The introduction of
barbed wire was particularly damaging for Hispanic and
other herders who had lived in certain areas of the West
for generations. Land speculators and ranch operators
claimed huge sections of land and erected fences. The
result was that the trails and paths that had provided
access to rivers and lakes were severed, and those who
did not own land with abundant water supply were
suddenly unable to provide water for their animals.
Conflicts between ranchers and herders erupted in a series of fence wars
throughout Texas in the 1880s. By the fall of 1883, an estimated $20 million in
damages had been inflicted on both sides. Commercial ranches erected fences
around lands they owned (or merely claimed to own), while neighbors and itinerant
herders attacked and destroyed these barriers. Some herders even set deadly
prairie fires in retaliation, and property owners responded with their own brand of
vigilante justice against the herders. The state government responded by increasing
the penalties for fence-cutting while expanding the presence of law enforcement
agencies such as the Texas Rangers.

Figure 2.10

A Chicago stockyard with the
Armour and Swift meatpacking
plants in the distance.
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11. An 1892 conflict between small
ranchers and large landowners
in Wyoming. The large
landowners built fences around
their lands, which severed the
access to water and prairies for
many local ranchers. When the
local ranchers protested by
cutting fences, the large
landowners formed the
Wyoming Stock Growers’
Association and hired armed
gunmen, which led to violence.

2.2 Winning and Losing the West

The railroad reached northwest New Mexico in 1879 and with it came tensions
between Anglo modes of settlement based on private property and the communal
traditions of landownership that had defined the nuevo Mexicano way of life. Under
the traditional Spanish land system, communal interests such as access to prairies
and water had to be respected, regardless of who owned a particular section of land.
However, Anglo landowners soon claimed the most valuable lands of the Southwest
and forbid sheepherders and others to “trespass” on their lands. By the late 1880s, a
vigilante group known as Las Gorras Blancas formed in opposition to the fencing of
the lands that had traditionally been open for grazing. This group was known by the
white hoods they wore to protect their identities, as well as the use of guerilla
tactics that were waged in their attempt to reverse patterns of Anglo settlement in
northern New Mexico. These “white caps” as they became known, rode at night to
intimidate property owners whose fences they cut to maintain access to water and
grass for their herds.

Las Gorras Blancas also attacked the property of railroads as a protest against the
low wages paid to the predominantly Hispanic workforce of the region. These
groups also recognized that the railroads threatened to disrupt their way of life by
transforming the communal-based economy of the region into a Capitalist system
based on private ownership of land. These groups mixed ethnic and cultural
identity with class consciousness. At the same time, many Hispanic ranchers
divided on questions of ethnic solidarity in favor of class consciousness with poor
Anglo farmers against land speculators—many of whom were wealthy landowners
in Mexico. Some nuevo Mexicano leaders turned to politics, uniting voters of
various ethnic groups beyond their class interests but usually failing to enact the
legal reforms needed to return the lands to communal ownership. By the 1890s, the
many of these political leaders joined the Populist Party and fought for higher
wages for Hispanic railroad workers and traditional land and water rights for the
areas predominantly Hispanic sheepherders.

The most dramatic fence war occurred in Wyoming in 1892. The Johnson County
War'' resembled many of the labor conflicts of the era as large operators formed
the Wyoming Stock Growers’ Association and hired armed guards who used
violence against those who opposed them. Small independent ranchers protested
the enclosure of what had been public lands and the theft of “maverick”
cattle—calves who belonged to a particular herder but had not yet been marked. “If
you stole a few cattle, you were a rustler,” and would be jailed, the small ranchers
complained. However, “if you stole a few thousand, you were a cattleman.”
Eventually, the small ranchers used their larger population to their advantage and
formed their own associations and bypassed the railroads and cattle pens that
catered toward the interests of the large ranches.
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These small ranchers sought to collectively drive their
cattle to market as had been the tradition prior to the
arrival of the railroad. However, the big ranchers in
Wyoming responded by hiring fifty gunmen to
intimidate the ranchers and stop the cattle drive.
Several of the organizers and cowboys were murdered,
leading to an outburst of vigilante justice on all sides.
Eventually, the federal government intervened by
sending the US Army to restore order. Although these
troops helped to prevent bloodshed, they were also A contemporary photo
ordered to intervene on behalf of the large property identifying the gunmen hired by

. g the cattle barons in Wyoming as
owners and put an end to the cattle drives. By the time ., . o . . g the Johnson
the troops arrived, most of the witnesses to the murders  county war.
had also disappeared. The result was an end to the
tradition of ranching on the open prairie. Within a
generation, many of the small landowners had also
vanished. In addition to at least a dozen fatalities, the
independent spirit of the open prairie that had defined the West for generations
had been lost. In its place was the beginning of the modern cattle industry based on
mass production and efficiency.

Figure 2.11

Mining, Manufacturing, and Diversity in the West

Mining had led to the rapid growth of communities in California following the 1849
discovery of gold. The same was true a decade later in western Nevada following the
discovery of the Comstock Lode and its $300 million worth of silver. By 1870
Virginia City, Nevada, boasted its own stock exchange and hundred saloons. A
decade later, the town had been practically abandoned. The story of Virginia City
was repeated throughout the West as the discovery of gold, silver, copper, zinc, and
lead created boom towns and ghost towns from California t