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Chapter 1

The West and the
Native American
Experience

ek

The Framing Question

..................................................................

What drew so many Americans westward
after the Civil War, and what was the
effect of this settlement on Native
American homelands and cultures?

The Allure of the West

During and after the American Civil War
(1861-65), the promises of the “American
West” portrayed in folklore and music
captivated millions. Americans envisioned
clear skies, open spaces, and a fresh

start. These dreams motivated people to
move westward, and new government
policies that made this move easier only

' As peopiebegan migraﬁng west in séarch f
further encouraged settlement west of the land and fortune, Native Americans struggled

to hold on to their ancestral homelands.

Mississippi River and the Rocky Mountains. olilontotheliacestialiioneancl. - TN
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Many years later, in the 1890s, an American
historian named Frederick Jackson Turner
would write an essay telling people how
important this physical space known as
“the frontier” was in the development

of American history. Turner described

the frontier as a symbol of freedom,
democracy, and new opportunity for
Americans, many of whom would continue
to move farther and farther westward in
pursuit of these things.

Yet while many envisioned the frontier as a
land of opportunity and new beginnings,
Native Americans had lived on much of
that same land for many thousands of
years. These groups found their ancestral
homelands and their ways of life threatened
by the mass arrival of new settlers.

=N

Western Migration

After the Civil War, many people moved
westward in search of riches. However, this
was not the first time that large groups had
trekked westward. The discovery of gold in
California in the 1840s had already led to
afirst rush of settlers into that area. Then,
ten years later, gold was discovered in
Colorado, igniting another rush of settlers.
However, most people did not find gold.



In addition to mining for gold, the cattle
industry had also brought people west.

By 1860, there were about five million
cattle in the small corner of Texas that lies
between the Rio Grande and the town of
San Antonio. Then, as railroads expanded
westward, cattle ranchers moved their
herds closer to these trains that would take
their cows to the markets in the East.

After the Civil War, the railroads, like
settlement, only continued to grow.

The transcontinental railroad that
Congress had first taken action on during
the war was finally completed. Tracks laid

east from Sacramento, California, and west
from Omaha, Nebraska, met in Utah in
1869. The transcontinental railroad played
a crucial role in connecting the country’s
people, regions, and economies. However,
all this came at a significant cost to Native
Americans, who continued to be displaced
from their lands.

Much of the railroad stretched across

the heart of the country into a vast area
called the Great Plains. This expanse of flat
land extends from the Rio Grande in the
south up to Canada, covering more than
three thousand miles (4,800 km). At their

The tracks of the transcontinental railroad often crossed lands long used by Native Americans. Railroads did not only
bring an in ux of settlers to these regions—they also disrupted traditional migratory patterns of animals on which
Indigenous groups depended.



widest point, the Great Plains span more
than one thousand miles (1,600 km) from
the Appalachian Mountains to the Rocky
Mountains. Before modern development,
these wide, grassy plains seemed like
endless countryside. Following the

end of the Civil War, American settlers
and European immigrants turned their
attention toward the plains region. But
they were not planning to mine or raise
cattle. Instead, they were eager to claim
their own piece of this land for agriculture.

The passage of the Homestead Act of 1862,

which promised 160 acres (65 hectares)
of land for free to anyone who would
settle on and farm it for at least five

years, had only further inspired would-
be “homesteaders.” Railroads, seeking to
encourage settlement, also advertised
cheap land across the United States and
in Europe. Prominent posters promised
“millions of acres” of “lowa and Nebraska
lands for sale on 10 years credit.” At the
same time, new technologies emerged
that would make farming, construction,
and water access easier on the vast plains.
Additionally, a recent shift in weather
patterns had led to a period of unusually
high levels of rainfall. People began to
believe that the climate of the typically dry
area had permanently changed and that

farming it would now be easier. They had
faith that the Great Plains would continue
to enjoy abundant rainfall. Years later, they
would realize they were wrong. A severe
period of drought that hit the south-central
United States would earn the region the
name “the Dust Bowl” because of the
intense dust storms that occurred.

Regardless of rainfall, technology, or
affordable land, life on the plains was

not easy, and its soil posed challenges.

Yet between 1870 and 1890, farmers actually
claimed more land on the Great Plains than
the combined area of England and France.
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Westward Expansion and the Establishment of New States

Original thirteen states
States by 1860

[ States by 1870

[ States by 1880

[0 States by 1890

Not yet states by 1890

: 5(|)0 miles
I T
0 500 km

As more and more people moved to the western United States, populations in these territories increased. Several

territories were granted statehood between 1870 and 1890.

R b o N,

Research what life in the Great
Plains was like in summer and in winter
during this time period.

N

The Challenges of Manifest Destiny

As you have learned, westward settlement,
which often involved displacing Native
Americans, was seen by many new settlers
as the natural next step in Manifest

Destiny—the belief that Americans had

a mission to expand the boundaries of
their country by pushing west across

the continent. Ever since independence,
Americans had believed that by

moving west, they could improve their
circumstances. They could create a better
life for themselves and their families,
with opportunities for land ownership,

Vocabulary

.................................................................

manifest, adj. easily understood or
obvious




wealth, and a prosperous future. Now,
with railroads crisscrossing the country
and cities sprouting along them, the West
represented not only a geographic frontier
but also a symbol of progress and limitless
possibilities. Americans watched with a
mix of pride and awe as the frontier line
steadily pushed westward throughout the
1870s and 1880s, embodying the ever-
advancing spirit of the nation.

However, despite great optimism and
belief, many families struggled to farm

their homesteads, and additional farming
expenses like fencing, plows, animals, barns,
and seed proved to be a continuous financial
burden—especially if there had been little
money saved to begin with. Nonetheless,
there were those among the less fortunate
who were successful, including African
Americans who had recently been freed
from slavery. Following the Civil War and
the collapse of Reconstruction, thousands
of formerly enslaved people embarked

on a journey to Kansas. As you may know,
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This image illustrates the unstoppable force of westward expansion while also revealing the impact on Native

Americans and the complexities of “progress.”



they called themselves Exodusters, as they
made an exodus from their former homes
to what they hoped would be a land of
promise. By the end of 1880, more than
forty thousand Exodusters called Kansas

The Impact of Westward Expansion
on Louisiana Higher Education

Did you know that the Louisiana public
college and university system has its
roots in westward expansion? From
the time of the Louisiana Purchase,

it quickly became obvious that the
vast expanses of newly settled land
needed educational institutions. The
Morrill Land-Grant Acts of 1862 and
1890 granted federal land to states

to establish colleges focused on
agriculture, science, and engineering.
This led to the founding of Louisiana
State University, Southern University,
and Grambling State University. As you
will read in the next chapter, Historically
Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCUs) were also established to
provide educational opportunities

for African Americans during a time

of racial segregation. The Louisiana
public college and university system
has helped shape the state’s economy

and culture.

home, with still more settling in other
areas of the Great Plains.

Part of the allure of the American West
was fostered by newspapers and dime
novels that painted a thrilling picture of
the “Wild West,” filled with gunfighters
and cowboys. Characters like Billy the
Kid and Jesse James became larger-
than-life figures, although in truth their
actions were far from heroic. Wild West
shows, like Buffalo Bill’'s, helped America
develop an independent identity that

Longtime frontiersman William Cody, better known as
Bu alo Bill, created a very successful Wild West show,
which exaggerated many of the ideas Americans had
about the frontier.



was different from that of any European
nation. However, the true story of the West
was about the daily challenges faced by
farmers, ranchers, and Native Americans
fighting to protect their lands. While the
Wild West had its share of excitement,

it was also a complex and diverse place
where people worked hard to build their
futures—and preserve their pasts.

oy JTNINKTWICE |

“* Why do you think Americans longed
for an “independent identity” that
was unlike other countries’, especially
those in Europe?
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Broken Promises and the

Plight of the Bison

Throughout the first half of the 1800s,
many Native American groups living in

the western United States had already
experienced significant changes that

led to the loss of their lands and cultural
traditions. As westward settlement
increased in the second half of the
nineteenth century, the U.S. government
made treaties and agreements with
Native American groups. However, most
of these agreements were not respected.

Furthermore, Native American groups

did not have one central government,

like Great Britain or France, so treaties
made with one group did not apply to
others. Nor did Americans understand the
independent nature of Native Americans.
Their leaders did not have the same
authority as a U.S. president. Leaders were
respected for their bravery or wisdom, but
their decisions were not always seen as
law. Many Native American groups did not
give their leaders that kind of power.

In the years following the Civil War, the
U.S. government continued to try to
control Native Americans in two different
ways. The first approach was forcefully
moving them to designated reservations.
This practice of forced relocation had
been taking place since long before

the war, as groups were pushed west
across the Mississippi River to territory far
from their own homelands. The second
approach was assimilation, through
which it was hoped that Native Americans
would simply adopt American practices.
Assimilation continued through the last

Vocabulary

assimilation, n. the adoption of the
ways of another culture




decades of the century as the government
focused on younger Native Americans,
sending them to schools like Carlisle
Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania.
These schools aimed to separate Native
American children from their cultures

and traditions by cutting their hair,
prohibiting them from using their native
languages and practicing their religions,
and teaching them English and vocational
skills. Children at these schools were

often punished if they showed any sign of
practicing Native culture.

Find Out the Facts

Find out more about life
for Native American children in the
Carlisle Indian Industrial School.

At this time, most Americans believed in
individual ownership of land, using it to
grow food or build towns. As these same
Americans settled on Native American
land, they assumed that Native Americans
would eventually adapt to their way of life
and even adopt their religion.

Continuous migration by settlers to the
Great Plains and beyond endangered
another aspect of Native American
cultures and livelihoods—the American
bison. Plains peoples depended on bison

for many of their needs. Many parts of

a single bison could be used for food,
clothing, tools, and even shelter. But the
forced relocation of other Native American
tribes that had been happening since
before the Civil War, and the resulting
increase in the Native population, had a
dramatic impact on the bison. The animals
were now overhunted.

At the same time, Americans killed
thousands and thousands of bison for
their hides, which, as leather, sold for
great profit. Some even killed these
animals for sport, shooting them
from trains. Estimates place the bison

The slaughter of bison herds caused tremendous
hardship for Native Americans.
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population at forty million in 1800. By
1850, that number had been cut in half.
By 1875, the bison population had been
reduced to about one million. Twenty
years later, in 1895, there were fewer than
one thousand bison in the United States.
This gradual depletion of bison meant
less and less food for Native Americans,
leading to more competition and
intertribal wars.

Find Out the Facts

Find out more about the
decimation of the bison and the impact it
had on a specific Native American nation
living on the Great Plains.

Writers’ Corner

Using your research on the
American bison, write a
narrative poem explaining
the importance of these
animals to a specific Native
American nation.

RN
The Sand Creek Massacre

In November of 1864, a tragic event

unfolded in Denver, Colorado, leading
to one of the most devastating attacks
on Native Americans in U.S. history.

The murder of a mining family

had sparked rumors that nearby

Native Americans were responsible.
Many in the community vowed revenge,
including an army colonel named J. M.
Chivington, who was charged to punish
the “hostile” Native Americans.

Earlier that summer, Governor John Evans
of the Colorado Territory had called on all
Native Americans who were willing to live
peacefully with settlers to seek protection
at military posts. Those who refused

this offer would be deemed unfriendly
and could face attack. Two groups of
Cheyenne, led by Black Kettle and White
Antelope, and one group of Arapaho, led
by Left Hand, voluntarily entered Fort
Lyon. They surrendered some of their
weapons in exchange for protection and
food. However, after a while, these groups
were informed that they would no longer
receive food at the fort and must leave.
Major Scott Anthony, commander of Fort
Lyon, advised the leaders to relocate their
people to Sand Creek, approximately
thirty-five miles (56 km) away.

On November 28, 1864, Colonel Chivington
arrived at Fort Lyon with several hundred
soldiers. He set out for Sand Creek that
evening with Major Anthony.

11



At dawn the next day, Chivington,
Anthony, and their troops descended
upon the Native American camp at

Sand Creek. Despite Chief Black Kettle’s
attempts to signal peaceful intent by
displaying an American flag and a white
truce flag, Chivington ordered a brutal
attack. Within two hours, 123 Native
Americans were killed. The majority

of the victims were women, children,
and infants. Congress later investigated
the series of events, confirming that
Chivington and his troops had mercilessly
murdered unsuspecting and defenseless
Native Americans who were supposed
to be under the protection of the United
States. Yet Chivington and the others
involved were never punished for

their crimes.

The Sand Creek Massacre was only one
event in a series of clashes and wars
between Native Americans and U.S.
soldiers known as the Indian Wars. As you
will read, many conflicts would follow,
often ignited by the way land in the West
was now being used and claimed.

Y} Think Twice

" How would you describe the events
at Sand Creek?

AN

Native American Resistance

In 1868, the Second Treaty of Fort Laramie
was signed, guaranteeing the Sioux a
reservation in South Dakota’s Black Hills.
However, when gold was discovered in the
Black Hills in 1874, prospectors and miners
flowed into the area, leading to conflict
with the Sioux and Cheyenne. Angry

that many Native Americans, including
hunting groups, refused to stay within the
Sioux reservation, the U.S. government
authorized the army to force them to
comply. Officials sent army regiments
under the direction of General George

F. Crook, General Alfred H. Terry, and
Lieutenant Colonel George A. Custer to
the region.

Vocabulary

regiment, n.a unitin an army

Aware that government officials were
more interested in protecting settlers
and their newly claimed land than
enforcing the existing treaty, the Sioux,
led by Chiefs Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse,
fought against U.S. forces to protect their
lands and way of life. During the Battle

12



of Rosebud in June 1876, Sioux warriors
surprised and defeated Crook’s troops in
southeastern Montana Territory.

JThinkTwice

“# Why do you think the discovery
of gold so quickly changed the
conditions of the 1868 treaty?

Tensions continued to mount, and

major conflict ensued. On June 25, 1876,
Lieutenant Colonel George A. Custer and
his regiment spotted a group of Sioux and
Cheyenne warriors on the Little Bighorn
River, also in Montana. Custer led one
column of a planned two-part attack
under the command of General Terry.
Terry’s column was to join him in two
days. Instead of waiting for Terry, “Long
Hair” (as the Native Americans called
Custer) decided to attack the warriors.
Unknowingly, Custer was up against the
largest fighting force ever assembled by

This Native American art depicts the Battle of the Little
Bighorn, fought in June 1876.

Native Americans on the Great Plains. Of
the more than two hundred soldiers who
followed Custer into battle, not one lived
to tell the story of what happened during
that one hour on June 25. Only a single
horse named Comanche survived.

In reaction to Custer’s death, the defeat
at the Little Bighorn, and Crook’s earlier
losses, Americans demanded more
military action. The Sioux continued to
win against U.S. troops. But even though
they won battle after battle, the Native
Americans could not stop the flow of
settlers. With bison dwindling in numbers,
hunger led more and more Sioux to
surrender. In May 1877, Sitting Bull led his
remaining followers across the border
into Canada. However, the Canadian
government decided it could not be
responsible for taking care of Native
Americans from the United States. After
four years, Sitting Bull returned to the
United States. Although he had a promise
of amnesty for his people, he served two
years in South Dakota‘s Fort Randall for

Vocabulary

amnesty, n. a decision, usually by a
government, not to punish a person or
group that has committed a crime

13



being the leader of the Sioux resistance
and for killing American soldiers. When he
was released from prison, he returned to
the reservation.

Assimilation and Rebellion

More than lives were lost in the conflict
between Native Americans and settlers.
The Native Americans lost homelands.
Their parents and ancestors were buried
on lands they could no longer visit.

Those lands were the life source for all
their worldly needs. The reservations they
were forced to live on were often barren
and inhospitable and did not provide for
their needs. On the plains reservations,
insects and drought prevented Native
Americans from growing gardens. Treaties
promised subsistence (just enough food
to survive), but many times, the promises
were not honored. Sometimes, Native
Americans received only half of the food
they needed to survive.

In 1887, the U.S. Congress passed the
Dawes Act, also known as the General
Allotment Act, with the aim of assimilating
Native Americans into mainstream
American society. As a result of this
legislation, the federal government gave

itself the authority to divide tribal lands,

or reservations, into smaller individual
allotments for Native Americans.
Government officials believed this would
promote farming and private property
ownership within Native American groups.
Additionally, tribal land not allotted to
Native American families or individuals
was to be sold to settlers.

The Dawes Act had several negative
consequences for Native Americans.
Native Americans often had skills that
were different from those needed to
successfully farm the land they were
allotted. Many ended up selling their
land to settlers for prices far less than
its value. As a result, millions of acres
of Native American land were lost.
Additionally, the Dawes Act had a
detrimental impact on Native Americans’
cultures and traditions, as it required
them to abandon their communal way
of life and adopt the individualistic
values of American society. Such forced
assimilation further weakened their
cultural identity and heritage.

Traditional Native American cultures
valued spirituality. Native Americans
relied on a Great Spirit to speak to them
through signs and symbols, even dreams
and visions. In 1889, a Paiute leader in

14



modern-day western Nevada by the name
of Wovoka claimed to have had a vision
of hope. He said that in his vision, he
had seen his dead ancestors, who were
happy and young again. He claimed that
he had also been given a dance that, if
performed, would bring dead and living
Native Americans together in their old
homelands. The bison would return as
well. The settlers would go back to the
land where the sun rose. The dance he
spoke of came to be called the Ghost
Dance. In order for the vision to come
true, Wovoka told his people, they must
live quietly and honestly. He spoke

of nonviolence.

By the fall of 1889, leaders of other tribes
had journeyed to hear Wovoka’'s message
and to dance the large circle dances he
taught them. They took his message

and his dances back to their people.

The Ghost Dance became a symbol of hope and
resistance for many Native Americans.

Some tribes danced the Ghost Dance
nightly. But other tribes, such as the
Sioux, heard things a certain way: the
good days would return, yes, but only if
the settlers went away. In less than a year,
the Ghost Dance was embraced by many
Plains Native Americans. They even wore
Ghost Shirts—cotton shirts decorated
with feathers and drawings of eagles and
bison—that they hoped would protect
them from soldiers’ bullets.

The Ghost Dance inspired some Native
Americans, but it made many settlers
fearful. One federal agent informed
officials in Washington that Native
Americans were “dancing in the snow
and [were] wild and crazy,” adding, “We
need protection and we need it now.
The leaders should be arrested and
confined at some military post until the
matter is quieted, and this should be
done now.” Finally, in November 1890,
American officials banned the Ghost
Dance in Dakota Territory. When the
dances continued, troops were called
into the area. The military was sure that
trouble was brewing. Suspecting that the
great Sioux leader Sitting Bull might be
the one to lead a rebellion, the Bureau of
Indian Affairs agent at the Standing Rock
Reservation wrote, “[Sitting Bull] is the
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