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WESTWARD EXPANSION

That said: 

• Tell me ONE THING you learned last week!



WESTWARD EXPANSION

Last Week:

• Railroads?

• Cattle Drives?

• Cowboys?

• Longhorn Cattle?



AMERICAN HISTORY

Things to consider this week: 

• Why were the Plains the last places to fill in?

• Was the history of Westward Expansion what you were 
taught in school?



‘AMERICAN 
PROGRESS’

John Gast, 1872

• First 
heain



WESTWARD EXPANSION

Remember – I am separating the timelines 

These things all happened in the same 50 years! 

Each affected the other! 



TEXAS  ANNEXATION

• Annexation achieved, 
Mexico who has 
contested the border with 
Texas, faces further 
provocations. 



‘Wherever Americans 
shall settle, they have the 
right to protection.’

JAMES K. POLK



FACTS

• By the late 1840’s 50,000 a year were 
traveling the trails, looking for a better life. 



THE FIRST WAGONS WEST

In the 
years to 
come, 
pioneers 
came to 
call the 
route 
the 
Oregon 
Trail.







MEXICAN WAR



THE LEAP

By July 1, 
1850, San 
Francisco 
census 
shows 94,766 
people –

and 626 
abandoned 
ships in the 
harbor!



ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Is the wealth of the region simply extracted, or is business 
created?



THE GOLD RUSH BY 1850
Many fortunes were 
made – but the least 
risky method of 
making a fortune was 
supplying picks and 
shovels, and other 
goods to the 
hundreds of 
thousands flowing to 
the region. 



THE GOLD RUSH

“The California Gold Rush created wealth for the few, and 
labor for the many.”

– The Oxford History of the American West



ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

A few businesses that 
got their start in the Gold 
Rush of 1849:

Studebaker. 

Levi Strauss

Wells Fargo

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiq1Kv9tPjkAhXNmq0KHfugD6EQjRx6BAgBEAQ&url=http://www.ecv1841.com/history/130715historiansReport.php&psig=AOvVaw1x-3FWAXIxtivKipvK8DgI&ust=1569926304358886


ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

A few businesses that 
got their start in the Gold 
Rush of 1849:

Studebaker. 

Levi Strauss

Wells Fargo







KANSAS - NEBRASKA ACT MAY, 1856

• The destructive 
raid by slavery 
forces on the 
government of 
Kansas



‘The Crime Against Kansas’



JOHN BROWN

The intent to create an 
armed uprising among 
slaves by Brown was a 
nightmare scenario to the 
South – and yet some 
Northerners celebrate 
Brown



DRED SCOTT

Established law has 
always held that once 
free, always free, and 
slavery is local, 
freedom is national. 



EVENTS

“Never say the Courts only rule on cases. Remember, Dred 
Scott walked into the Court a free man, and left as a slave.” 
– James MacGregor Burns



DRED SCOTT DECISION, 1861

Taney’s decision is held 
as one of the worst 
decisions in Supreme 
Court History. 

“The black man has no 
rights that whites are 
obligated to observe.”



EVENTS

The verdict “crystallized attitudes that led to war.” 

– Oxford Guide to the Supreme Court 



THE NOMINATION

Lincoln and his unequivocal 
stand on Slavery wins the 
nomination in Chicago, 
1860.

Lincoln



Though he wins only 40% of the 
vote, and nothing in the South, 
Lincoln wins the election. 

LINCOLN



Dec 19: Fort Sumter, Federal Fort

Dec 20: Fort Sumter, Enemy Stronghold

Fort Sumter

REALITY



THE COMING OF THE WAR

• Hoping to appeal to more 
Southern states, the 
Confederacy turns to the 
moderates, and Mexican War 
hero Jefferson Davis becomes 
President of the Confederacy 
Feb 18, 1861 in Montgomery, 
Alabama.  

Jefferson Davis



The Battle of Shiloh, April 6, 1862



The Battle of Gettysburg, July 1-3, 1863



“The brave men, 
living and dead, 
who struggled 
here, have 
consecrated it, far 
beyond our poor 
power to add or 
detract.”



THE SIOUX 
UPRISING, 

1862

With this, and the 

American Civil 

War, the US Army 

becomes the 

primary 

instrument of 

interaction with 

the Native 

Americans for 

the rest of the 

century. 



WAR



‘THE 
VETERAN 
IN A NEW 
FIELD” 
(1865)

by Winslow Homer 



THE JOINING 
OF THE RAILS
Photograph by Andrew J. 
Russell, May 1869



CATTLE DRIVES TO THE RAIL HEAD

• They trudged to 
Kansas at a 
steady pace, to 
keep the cattle 
from losing 
weight. 



RAILROADS

Before he started, 
McCoy boasted he’d 
bring 200,000 cattle to 
Abilene in 10 years. 



RAILROADS

It was actually 2 million.

In 4 years. 

The boast made him 
known as ‘The Real 
McCoy.’

Joseph McCoy



WESTWARD EXPANSION:
1820-1890

The Settling of the Great Plains and the 

End of the Expansion 



ECONOMIC WINS AND WOES

Thoughts today: 

1. Over the second half of the 19th Century, industry 
was growing. 

Oil, Iron, Steel, Railroads, Food Production, Meat 
Packing – All were growing huge – why?



ECONOMIC WINS AND WOES

Thoughts today: 

2. We have spoken of the basic myths that form our 
perception of our history.  What about those ideas and 
the ‘homesteader?’



THE PEACE EFFORT

May 10, 1869. 

The Continent is 

connected by rail.



THE JOINING 
OF THE RAILS
Photograph by Andrew J. 
Russell, May 1869



Land 
Grants 
and 
proposed 
Rail lines, 
1870



RAILROADS

But that wasn’t the only 
change -

We saw McCoy’s 
success  transformed 
Abilene. 



CATTLE DRIVES

The Industrial Revolution required men to run feed 

the machinery, and food to feed the men and their 

families. 

Cities grew – and required food. 

The West had cattle – the Cities had people. 



RAILROADS

• The expansion 
of the Railroads 
made major 
changes in 
businesses, and 
in towns. 



SIOUX CITY 1860S
Sioux City 
begins to 
develop as a 
regional 
market for ag 
goods – and 
as a place to 
buy the tools 
you need as 
an ag 
producer.  

Pearl Street – Sioux City’s main avenue of commerce, 1860s. 



PEARL AND BEYOND

Looking west from 8th and Jackson, 1863



DEVELOPING SIOUX CITY

“The Sawyer 

Block housed 

Kirk’s Dry Goods, 

a millinery shop. 

Sawyer was a 

prominent Sioux 

City soldier & 

steamboater.
Sawyers Block – Sioux City’s first 3 story brick building. 

Second and Pearl, 1867.



PEARL AND BEYOND

Pearl Street – 1869, from the Sawyer Block. 



“SAVED AT LAST!”
It is the arrival of 

the Railroad in 

1868 that 

provides a huge 

lift to Sioux City –

moving it to the 

riverboat mecca 

of the Missouri!

First train into Sioux City, March 9, 1868



“SAVED AT LAST!”
One steamboat 

company leaps 

to Sioux City 

immediately.

Three steamboat 

companies will 

call Sioux City 

home by 1870. Steamer Warehouse at Perry Creek, Kountz Line, 1871 



Though their 

time as 

steamboat 

center of the 

frontier is 

short, it is 

very 

profitable for 

Sioux City. 
Dry Dock for repairs at foot of Pierce St, 1869? 



MAJOR DEVELOPMENTS

The success of the 
Perry Creek plant 
lead him to create 
this larger plant in 
what will become 
the Sioux City 
Stockyards area!



IOWA• Things are changing everywhere! 

• In 1860, Iowa  had 192,000 people, 
mostly Norwegians,  Swedes, and 
Dutch.



THE DAWES ACT

In 1868, Congress 
passed the Dawes Act, 
which was really a 
method to ‘allot’ and 
thus ‘sell’ the land held 
by Indian tribes. 



IOWA

As the later rush develops by 1870
Germans, Irish, English, Canadian, 
and the Netherlands are major 
nationalities ‘filling in’ Iowa.



PROBLEMS OF THE PLAINS

• Too far from the market

• Too hot or too arid

• Too little wood for fire

• Too little wood for houses









What do you 
burn on a 
treeless 
desert?



LIVING IN A SODDY

“The Easter Blizzard of 1873, father moved the horse in the 
house with the family and moved the cow and calf into the 
lean-to kitchen to keep them alive.”

-- Mrs. John Grovsnor, Hastings, Nebraska





LIVING IN A SODDY

“From hardly any rain we soon had more than we needed. 
Our roof would not stand the heavy downpours that 
sometimes contuned [sic] for days at a time, it would leak 
from one end to the other. We could keep our beds 
comparatively dry by drawing them into the middle of the 
room directly under the peak of the roof.”

-



LIVING IN A SODDY

“I would have to keep tight lids on the skillets to prevent the 
mud from falling into the food. With my dress pinned up, and 
rubgers [sic] on my feet, I waded around until the clouds 
rolled by. Then we would clean house. Almost everything had 
to be moved outdoors to dry in the sun. Life is too short to be 
spent under a sod roof.”

-- Mrs. H. C. Stuckey, Custer County, Nebraska



RAILROADS

• The expansion 
of the Railroads 
in the 1860s  
made it 
possible. 



RAILROADS

• But what if the 
trains can’t run?



THE LONG WINTER
Laura Ingalls and others, 
would face a long, 
hungry winter in 1880-
1881. 

We spoke of how that 
winter all but destroyed 
the cattle industry – but it 
also almost killed the 
homesteaders. 



PLAINS 
LIVING

Grasshoppers 

hoards were a 

frightening 

reality on the 

plains. 

They could stop 

trains.  



RELIGION

The post-Civil War years were 
a time renewed faith, and 
religious revivalist preachers 
swept the land



PLAINS 
LIVING

They ate 

everything. And  

by 1877, the 

people were 

exhausted. 



PLAINS 
LIVING

“In God we 

Trusted… 

But in Kansas 

we busted” 

read the 

wagons leaving 

Kansas.



• The farmers would continue on the land, buying the land of 
those leaving.  

• But by the 1880s, it is clear the major pain for the farmer is 
the monopoly railroad.



FARMERS AND BUSINESS

• Railroads unified the country – and brought new markets to 
farmers.

• Grain elevators developed to help store grain –

• but they and the railroads worked against the farmers. 



ECONOMIC WINS

• Cheap Labor meant American Steel 
Production outpaced the world by 1890.

• Monopolies were the aim – creating trusts.



ECONOMIC WOES

Farmers had more pain, though: 

• Farmers had come to believe that ‘Rain 
follows the Plough.’

They soon found out that was not true.

• Plus as homesteaders increased in numbers, 
farm yields no longer commanded the same 
high prices. 



FARMERS 
ALLIANCES

• By the 1880s, 
western and 
southern Farmers 
understood they 
were being cheated 
by the grain storage 
rates, the railroads, 
and the banks. 



YOUTH

This was also the era where entertainment and education came 
from speakers who traveled from town to town to declaim and 
debate before audiences. 

Chautauqua





KANSAS

Speakers spread the word of the  
‘vast conspiracy’ of business, 
government, and capitalism that 
is keeping farmers and rural 
people poor. 



• Deflation, making loans harder to 

pay off, is due to the tight money 

now that gold is no longer 

flowing.  



• Deflation, making loans harder to 

pay off, is due to the tight money 

now that gold is no longer 

flowing.  

• “The balloon dollar is a good thing 

for the financier who happens to be 

in the basket, but farmers and 

laboring men are not in the basket.” 

– WJ Bryan



TIMELINE

• 1886 – Statue of Liberty

• 1886 – First skyscraper – 10 stories!

• 1887 – After 6 Strikers killed, they lure police into an 
ambush killing 7 at the Haymarket Riots 

• 1889 and ’90, six new states—North and South Dakota, 
Montana, Washington, Idaho, and Wyoming—were 
admitted to the Union. 

- Wyoming, Colorado and others allow WOMEN TO VOTE!



IMMIGRATION CONTINUES 

• The era of industrialization rapidly doubles the 
populations of New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, 
Boston, and Pittsburgh!

• Slums arise

• Child Labor

• Different cultures – Irish Catholics, Jews, Poles



THE PROGRESSIVE ERA

The fight was against the 

Railroads, and the Grain 

Elevator operators – local 

monopolies.



ECONOMIC DISTRESS

• The Depression of 1893 would last four years and 
displace roughly twenty percent of the nation’s 
workforce!

• Homestead Strike of 1892

• 1894 – the Pullman Strike

• The Rise of Populism 



THE 1890S

From the Railroads to the 

rise of mass factories, 

workers were starting to 

strike, which often led to 

violence. The Police and 

Army were always on 

the side of business – as 
was the Court.



THE 1893 PANIC

In 1894 when the 

railroads cut pay 30 % 

and fired Pullman Porters  

to re-hire them as 

cheaper labor, a new 

union boycotted Pullman 

cars. The railroads sought 

an injunction under the 

freedom of contract. 
Strike leaders were jailed. 



PROGRESSIVE ERA

As big business 

abused its power, 

government was 

mute. Only 

grass roots 

organizations pushed 

for regulations and 

reform.  



THE PEOPLE’S PARTY

But … As the economic woes worsen, the 
impossible happens: a shared crisis 
unites people to legislate change 



THE CREATION OF THE GRANGE

It created a situation that was unheard of 
– black and white sharecroppers joined 
forces. 

Northern & western farmers, mostly ex-
Union soldiers, found common ground 
with Southern ex-soldier farmers.



PEOPLE’S PARTY

Planks of the Populist’s Party:

• Election of Senators

• Graduated Income Tax

• Recall Elections

• Anti Immigration

• 8 Hour Work Day



PEOPLE’S PARTY• The first 
convention –
in Omaha, 
1892!



PEOPLE’S PARTY

• They lost, but 
they got 1 
million votes, 
and 4 states.

• Colorado, 
Kansas, 
Idaho, 
Nevada 



IN WASHINGTON

Farmers had a friend in Bryan, whose 
beginning law practice had exposed 
him to the tough times farmers (and 
small businessmen like himself) faced. 



CHANGE

• But though Progressives, and Bryan 
would never take power, the 
Progressives rise caused Congress to 
being some reforms.  



THE SPEECH, 1896

“Burn down your cities and leave our 
farms, and your cities will spring up 
again as if by magic.

“But destroy our farms, and grass will 
grow in the streets of every city in the 
country.”  



THE SPEECH
“Having behind us the producing 
masses of this nation and the 
world, supported by the 
commercial interests, 

the laboring interests, 

and the toilers everywhere, 

we will answer their demand for a 
gold standard by saying to them: 



WILLIAM JENNINGS 
BRYAN

“You shall not 
push down 
upon the 
brow of labor 
this crown of 
thorns; you 
shall not 
crucify 
mankind on 
this cross of 
gold.” 



NEW YORK

Shortly, another Nebraskan 
would make waves in 
Washington: A farmer turned 
Lawyer, George Norris.



NEW YORK

But the contest was heated, 
and when they claimed “A 
lawyer could not represent 
farmers’ interests in 
Washington, 

Norris’ anger got the better of 
him: 



1ST ELECTION

‘My opponent claims to 
be a farmer because 
he owns a farm. 

I challenge him to a 
cornhusking contest. If I 
lose, I will gladly resign 
from the race.’



HIS LEGACY
Though largely forgotten, his 
legacy stands intact: 

• The widespread creation of 
dams would make farming 
possible in areas previously 
too arid. 

• The creation of electricity from 
these dams would make Rural 
Electrification possible. 

• Both change the country. 
Norris looking at TVA and Norris 

Dam.



The 1890s was the era when the North and South 
‘patched up’ the wounds of the Civil War – largely by 
buying into the ‘Lost Cause’ idea that the Civil War was 
about States’ Rights - it wasn’t - and thus literally re-
writing the history books. 

Racism became codified into practice and law – thanks 
as well to Darwinism, Social Darwinism, and Eugenics. 

1900 – 35 YEARS AFTER THE CIVIL WAR



AND YET… 

It is in this era that Standing Bear, 

part of the Ponca tribe, which had 

been forced to migrate to 

Oklahoma, won an incredible 

victory in Court in 1879.



FREDERICK JACKSON TURNER

• One of the most influential 
historians of the American West, 
but largely discredited now, 
wrote a transformational essay 
when he heard the Census of 
1890 declared the Frontier was 
closed.



FREDERICK JACKSON TURNER

Turner argued that “the distinctive 
elements of the American 
character came from the 
encounter of settlers with the 
frontier.”



TURNER

• Domesticating the frontier, he wrote, forced Americans to 
live by their wits, to cooperate, to revert temporarily to 
earlier stages of civilization, and to embody a more 
wholehearted democracy than anything on offer in the Old 
World



FREDERICK JACKSON TURNER

While Turner’s reasoning may be 
faulty, his story created one of the 
myths of America that remains 
part of the lore: 

That strong, resolute, pioneers 
changed the country, and in 
doing so showed the world we 
are a different culture from 
Europe, or anywhere else. 



THEY DID CHANGE THE WORLD

The creation of a farming class changed the world – by 
feeding it.



REALITY

From the settlement of the Plains forward, 

‘famine’ is no longer a specter hanging over Europe, 

and never in America. 



AMERICAN HISTORY

I said the GOAL of these Classes: 

• We will try to sort the myths, the legends and the 
facts. 

Not to degrade the facts, but to elevate them. 



WHY STUDY THE PAST?

• Did I achieve that?

• Will you think of this massive migration differently?

• Can you see why there have been changes since the days 
we were taught these stories in our youth?
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