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In "Dahcotah: Life and Legends of the Sioux Around Fort Snelling," Mary H. Eastman offers a profound exploration of the Sioux Nation, weaving together personal narrative, historical account, and cultural commentary. Written in the 19th century, the book showcases a vivid literary style, characterized by rich descriptions and emotive storytelling that illuminate the complexities of Sioux life during a period of significant change. Eastman's work serves as both an ethnographic study and a poignant reflection on the interplay between indigenous culture and Euro-American encroachment, capturing the essence of the Sioux's rich oral traditions and legends as they coexisted with the encroaching settlers at Fort Snelling. Mary H. Eastman, a prominent figure in American literature and the wife of an Indian agent, was deeply immersed in the cultural tensions of her time, which provided her with unique perspectives on Native American life. Her personal experiences and connections with the Sioux community, coupled with her sensitivity to their struggles, are woven into the narratives she presents. As a female author in a male-dominated literary era, Eastman's work stands out for its empathetic portrayal of a marginalized culture, challenging prevailing stereotypes of her time. I highly recommend "Dahcotah" to readers interested in American history, indigenous studies, or ethnography. Eastman's insights provide a nuanced understanding of Sioux culture and the impact of colonialism, making this book an essential read for anyone seeking to grasp the intricate relationship between Native American tribes and European settlers. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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In "A Life on the American Frontiers: Collected Works of Henry Schoolcraft," readers are offered a profound exploration of early American frontiers through the eyes of a pioneering ethnographer and geologist. Schoolcraft's prose combines an analytical rigor with captivating narrative, detailing not just the geographical landscapes but also the intricate social and cultural fabrics of Native American tribes. Rich in descriptive detail, his writings serve as both an ethnographic record and a compelling journey into the heart of 19th-century America, contextualizing the complex relationship between settlers and Indigenous peoples during a time of profound transformation and conflict. Henry Schoolcraft, often regarded as one of the first serious American anthropologists, drew upon his extensive travels through the Great Lakes region and beyond to produce this collection. His background in geology and a deep interest in Native American cultures, fostered by an early mentorship with figures like the Ojibwe, played a critical role in shaping his worldview. Schoolcraft's commitment to preserving Native American histories and languages is evident in his meticulous research, making him a significant voice in the early discourse on American identity and Indigenous rights. This collection is a must-read for anyone interested in the intersections of culture, history, and geography in early America. Schoolcraft's work provides invaluable insights into the American frontier's complexities, challenging contemporary readers to reflect on the narratives that shaped a nation. Ideal for scholars, students, and general readers alike, it stands as a cornerstone in understanding the diverse tapestry of American history. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A comprehensive Introduction outlines these selected works' unifying features, themes, or stylistic evolutions. - A Historical Context section situates the works in their broader era—social currents, cultural trends, and key events that underpin their creation. - A concise Synopsis (Selection) offers an accessible overview of the included texts, helping readers navigate plotlines and main ideas without revealing critical twists. - A unified Analysis examines recurring motifs and stylistic hallmarks across the collection, tying the stories together while spotlighting the different work's strengths. - Reflection questions inspire deeper contemplation of the author's overarching message, inviting readers to draw connections among different texts and relate them to modern contexts. - Lastly, our hand‐picked Memorable Quotes distill pivotal lines and turning points, serving as touchstones for the collection's central themes.
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In "Thirty-One Years on the Plains and in the Mountains, Or, the Last Voice from the Plains," William F. Drannan presents a vivid and immersive narrative chronicling his extensive experiences as a frontiersman and scout during the turbulent years of westward expansion in the United States. Through a combination of adventurous storytelling and candid reflection, Drannan encapsulates the harsh realities of life in the untamed American West, deftly employing a direct and engaging literary style that brings to life the landscapes, cultures, and conflicts of the period. The book serves as both a personal memoir and a historical document, shedding light on the multifaceted interactions between Native Americans, settlers, and soldiers, reflecting the broader context of American Manifest Destiny and the accompanying dislocations it wrought. Drannan's unique position as a soldier, scout, and guide undoubtedly shaped his perspective. Born in 1838 and growing up amid the transformative events of the mid-19th century, Drannan's firsthand encounters with various Indigenous tribes and the geopolitical shifts of his time inform his narrative with authenticity and urgency. His experiences reveal a complex relationship with the land and its original inhabitants, fostering a critical lens through which readers can assess not only his life but also the broader socio-political implications of western expansion. This book is essential reading for those interested in American history, frontier life, and the intricacies of cultural encounters during a pivotal era. Drannan's insights provide a compelling lens through which we may examine the narratives of American expansionism, making this work a valuable addition to the canon of Western literature. Whether you are a historian, a literature enthusiast, or simply curious about America's past, Drannan's account is both enlightening and thought-provoking. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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In "The Bird-Woman of the Lewis and Clark Expedition," Katherine Chandler intricately weaves historical fact with imaginative narrative, shedding light on the often-overlooked contributions of women in exploration. The book adopts a lyrical prose style, evocatively capturing the landscapes and challenges faced by the expedition. Chandler's writing not only invites readers to witness the vast wilderness but also to contemplate the gender dynamics that shaped this monumental American journey. Set against the backdrop of early 19th-century America, the story centers on Sacagawea, a pivotal figure whose role as a guide and translator was crucial yet historically submerged beneath the male-dominated accounts of exploration. Katherine Chandler's rich background in anthropology and her passion for women's studies inform her narrative approach, providing both depth and authenticity. Her scholarly research, combined with a heartfelt understanding of Sacagawea's experiences, allows Chandler to resurrect the voices of those who have been silenced in traditional narratives. This confluence of personal engagement and academic rigor sheds new light on historical events that have shaped American identity. Readers looking for a profound exploration of history through a feminist lens will find "The Bird-Woman of the Lewis and Clark Expedition" an essential addition to their library. This book not only enriches our understanding of Sacagawea's vital role but also encourages reflection on the broader themes of agency and recognition in historical storytelling.
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In "The Frontier in American History," Frederick Jackson Turner presents a seminal examination of the role that the American frontier played in shaping the national character and democracy. Through a blend of historical analysis and sociological inquiry, Turner posits that the unique experience of westward expansion fostered a spirit of individualism, egalitarianism, and innovation that fundamentally defined American identity. The work, steeped in the context of the late 19th century, engagingly addresses themes of American exceptionalism while invoking the tension between civilization and wilderness in a rapidly changing society. Frederick Jackson Turner, a prominent historian, crafted this influential essay as part of his Ph.D. dissertation in 1893, coinciding with the official closing of the American frontier as declared by the Census Bureau. His upbringing in the Midwest, exposed to the realities of frontier life, informed his reflections on how this geographic expanse served not just as a backdrop but as an active agent in shaping American society and culture. This book is a must-read for anyone interested in understanding the complexities of American identity and the historical significance of the frontier. Turner's insights remain relevant as they challenge readers to consider how geography influences social development and national consciousness, making it an enduring and thought-provoking work. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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    The story of the American West in this book is a drama of restless advance meeting the hard boundaries of land, law, and lives already in place. Frederic L. Paxson’s The Last American Frontier presents a measured account of how the frontier era drew toward its culmination in the nineteenth century, tracing movements, institutions, and conflicts without romantic varnish. Written as historical nonfiction by a professional historian in the early twentieth century, it surveys the trans-Mississippi West as a region shaped by migration, commerce, and state power. Readers encounter a narrative that foregrounds processes and tensions rather than legends.

Situated within the tradition of American historical synthesis, the book belongs to a generation of scholarship that sought to explain national development through the lens of the frontier. Its setting is the broad expanse west of the Mississippi River, from prairies to mountain corridors and Pacific slopes, treated as an interconnected field rather than isolated stories. Paxson writes with the clarity of a survey while attending to chronology and causation, showing how local episodes cohere into larger currents. Published in the early twentieth century, the work reflects that era’s archival confidence and its effort to make sense of a recently closed age.

The premise is straightforward yet expansive: to chart the final phases by which the United States extended settlement, governance, and markets across western territories, and to observe how that extension transformed peoples and places. The voice is steady and analytical, preferring proportion to spectacle; the style is narrative prose punctuated by interpretive pauses that connect episodes to broader structures. The tone is neither celebratory nor denunciatory, seeking instead to weigh evidence and sequence. Readers can expect clear transitions, attention to cause and effect, and a sense of momentum that builds from trails and towns to institutions capable of binding vast spaces.

Among the themes that organize the book are mobility and constraint, the interplay of federal authority and private initiative, and the friction where diverse communities met under unequal conditions. Paxson considers transportation and communication as engines of change, alongside extractive industries and agrarian settlement that reordered landscapes. He examines the presence of the military and the courts, the drawing of jurisdiction, and the negotiation of public land into property. Throughout, the human stakes remain visible: the risks taken by migrants, the resilience of communities, and the costs borne by Indigenous nations whose sovereignties and lifeways were pressed by expanding power.

Because it treats the notion of a last frontier as an historical condition rather than a mythic finish line, the book invites readers to question simple endings. The closing of open settlement at the century’s turn did not resolve disputes over land, resources, or belonging; it recast them in new institutional forms. Paxson charts how stories of opportunity coexist with patterns of exclusion and violence, and how improvisation gradually yielded to regulation. By keeping both aspiration and disruption in view, the narrative helps disentangle legend from lived experience and shows how national identity was shaped as much by limits as by expansion.

For contemporary readers, the book matters because it clarifies the roots of enduring debates about the West: federalism and infrastructure, public lands and private claims, immigration and mobility, Indigenous rights and the legacies of dispossession, boom-and-bust economies and environmental strain. Its early twentieth-century vantage point also reveals the assumptions of its own time, offering a window into how historians first consolidated the frontier as a national story. Engaging it today enables comparison with later scholarship and with lived communities who continue to redefine the region, encouraging critical reading that acknowledges both the book’s insight and its period-bound limitations.

Approached as both narrative history and a landmark of historiography, The Last American Frontier rewards close attention to its structures of cause, space, and power. Paxson’s careful pacing provides orientation without foreclosing interpretation, leaving room for readers to connect local episodes to national transformation. The book’s synthesis fosters a broad view while keeping individual stakes legible, making it suitable for those new to the subject and for those seeking a coherent framework. Without anticipating every turn, it primes readers to notice how choices, institutions, and environments converge, and to carry those questions beyond the final page into present concerns.
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    Frederic L. Paxson’s The Last American Frontier presents a sustained history of the final phase of westward expansion across the trans-Mississippi West. Writing as an early twentieth-century historian, Paxson surveys how a sparsely governed borderland became a set of organized territories and states integrated into national life. He situates the story within economic change and policy, tracing the progression from mobility and extractive pursuits to stable settlement. The book follows a broad chronological arc while grouping developments by frontier type, emphasizing continuities between local experience and national institutions. Its focus is interpretive synthesis rather than anecdote, arguing from patterns evident in migration, markets, and governance.

At the outset Paxson frames the West as a meeting ground of varied environments and established Indigenous nations with their own sovereignties, trade, and diplomacy. Movement into this region accelerated in the nineteenth century under pressures and opportunities generated in older states. He describes how geography, scarce water, and distance shaped the routes of travel and the pace of settlement, and how military posts and federal surveys extended administrative reach. The Civil War and its aftermath altered priorities and resources, but the frontier remained a national concern, drawing migrants who pursued land, wages, or enterprise while bringing eastern legal habits that sometimes fit poorly in frontier conditions.

Transportation and capital form the structural spine of Paxson’s account. He treats overland trails and river corridors as precursors to the transformative reach of the railroad, which rearranged settlement patterns, shortened distances, and bound markets. Federal land grants, public lands policy, and contracting practices figure as catalysts that directed traffic and investment. Along the tracks grew towns and supply networks, linking mines, ranches, and farms to distant consumers. The speed of circulation encouraged speculation and cycles of boom and contraction. In Paxson’s telling, the arrival of corporate organization altered earlier, more provisional arrangements, tightening control over space while multiplying conflicts over access and rights.

Economic frontiers advance in overlapping waves. Paxson follows mineral rushes that created transient camps and then more durable communities as production regularized. He pairs this with the rise of ranching on open ranges and the subsequent pressures that led to fencing, water claims, and conflict over grazing. Farming enters as both a promise and a gamble, dependent on climate, credit, and proximity to transportation. Throughout, he emphasizes the shift from individual prospectors and stockmen to consolidated enterprises managing labor and capital. These transitions redefined opportunity, stratified communities, and exposed households to distant market forces, turning subsistence and local barter into commercial calculation.

Relations between the United States and Native peoples are presented as a decisive, often violent thread shaping the region. Paxson recounts how treaty-making, military campaigns, and reservation policies attempted to restrict and reorder Indigenous life to accommodate expansion. He links policy to economic change, noting that hunting grounds, pastures, and sacred spaces became contested as settlers, companies, and the state claimed jurisdiction. The book marks shifts from negotiated coexistence toward assimilationist programs that sought to remake landholding and culture. These policies produced humanitarian debates as well as continuing resistance, and their outcomes set the terms on which the West’s political geography would be finalized.

The making of order occupies another strand of the narrative. Paxson traces the evolution from provisional camp regulations and community enforcement to territorial law, courts, and the apparatus of taxation and police. He treats vigilantism and boosterism as responses to scarce institutions and intense competition for resources. Urban nodes emerge as arenas where merchants, laborers, and officials contest rules over licensing, land titles, and public works. The path to statehood required formal constitutions and compromise; along the way, conflicts over water, timber, and mineral claims forced definitions of public versus private interest. These disputes knit western society into national politics and jurisprudence.

The book closes with the idea that the frontier, as a distinct stage, waned when space for unallocated settlement narrowed and institutional frameworks matured. Paxson’s synthesis connects the region’s incorporation to broader transformations in the United States: industrial finance, federal policy, and a reimagined national economy. Without reducing the story to triumph or tragedy, he underscores the costs and innovations embedded in western development, from environmental strain to experiments in self-rule. By charting how mobility gave way to regulation, and how local improvisation yielded to system, The Last American Frontier offers a durable lens for understanding American expansion and its continuing legacies.
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    Frederic L. Paxson, an early twentieth-century American historian and student of Frederick Jackson Turner, wrote The Last American Frontier as a study of the West’s transformation in the nineteenth century. Its setting is the trans-Mississippi region during and after the Civil War, when settlement, capital, and federal authority pressed outward. Institutions such as the U.S. Army, the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the General Land Office, and the federally subsidized railroads shaped movement and control. Territorial governments, federal courts, and corporate syndicates mediated power on the ground. The narrative unfolds against Reconstruction politics and Gilded Age industrialization, which demanded resources, markets, and secure transportation.

Federal land policy provided the legal framework for settlement. The Homestead Act of 1862 offered 160-acre claims to those who improved them, while the Timber Culture Act of 1873 and the Desert Land Act of 1877 sought to adapt titles to different environments. The Pacific Railway Acts of 1862 and 1864 granted rights-of-way and land to railroads, encouraging town sites and farm-to-market links. The General Land Office managed surveys under the rectangular system created in the eighteenth century, enabling standardized parcels. These statutes supported speculators and smallholders alike, accelerating migration into the Great Plains, the Rocky Mountain mining belts, and the arid interior.

Conflict and dispossession defined federal Indian policy in the period Paxson examines. After the Civil War, the United States confined Native nations to reservations through treaties, coercion, and military campaigns. Pivotal episodes included the defeat of Custer at the Little Bighorn in 1876 and the 1890 killing of Lakota men, women, and children at Wounded Knee. The Dawes Act of 1887 imposed allotment, breaking up communal lands and opening so-called surplus acreage to non-Native settlement. Administration by the Bureau of Indian Affairs and enforcement by the Army entrenched federal control, while repeated treaty violations and resource rushes, such as in the Black Hills, drove confrontation.

Western economic life pivoted on extractive and pastoral frontiers. Mining camps surged with the Comstock Lode discovery in Nevada in 1859, the Black Hills gold rush of the mid-1870s, and Colorado’s carbonate and silver booms at places like Leadville from 1877. The cattle industry expanded after 1865, driving herds along trails such as the Chisholm to railheads in Kansas. Barbed wire, patented by Joseph Glidden in 1874, and the catastrophic winter of 1886–87 hastened the end of the open range, consolidating ranching behind fences. Refrigerated railcars linked western livestock to national meatpacking centers, making distant markets decisive in local fortunes.

Transportation and communication integrated the frontier into national systems. The transcontinental telegraph was completed in 1861, and the first transcontinental railroad joined at Promontory Summit in 1869, with later trunk lines multiplying corridors. Stage lines and the brief Pony Express of 1860–61 gave way to rail timetables and express freight. Immigrant and contract laborers, including large numbers of Chinese workers in the 1860s, built western railroads; Congress later passed the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882. Towns such as Omaha, Cheyenne, and Denver grew as distribution nodes, while federal postal routes and land-grant colleges spread institutions that bound the region to the Union.

Environmental transformation is central to the era. Market hunting and military provisioning drove the collapse of the bison herds in the 1870s and 1880s, while intensive grazing and irrigation reshaped grasslands and valleys. Yellowstone National Park was established in 1872, an early federal commitment to preservation later expanded by the Forest Reserve Act of 1891. The U.S. Geological Survey, created in 1879, mapped mineral and water resources. Aridity spurred legislation like the Carey Act of 1894 and, soon after, the Reclamation Act of 1902, which organized federal irrigation. These initiatives framed debates over public lands, resource extraction, and permanent settlement.

Political change accompanied settlement. The Grange, founded in 1867, and later Farmers’ Alliances mobilized producers against railroad rates and monopolistic practices, feeding into the People’s Party of 1892. The Interstate Commerce Act of 1887 marked federal regulation of rail carriers. Territorial stages yielded to statehood: Colorado in 1876; North Dakota, South Dakota, Montana, and Washington in 1889; Idaho and Wyoming in 1890; Utah in 1896. The 1889–1893 Oklahoma land runs and the 1890 census announcement that a frontier line no longer existed signaled a new phase. Anti-polygamy statutes, including the Edmunds Act of 1882, reshaped Utah’s path into the Union.

Published in the Progressive Era, Paxson’s work reflects a historiography attentive to institutions, economics, and policy. It follows the frontier emphasis advanced by Turner in 1893, yet catalogues concrete mechanisms—land laws, rail charters, military campaigns—that closed the frontier by 1890. Writing amid debates on regulation and conservation, Paxson highlights how federal authority and corporate organization reordered western society. The book’s attention to Native displacement, speculative booms, and the integration of regional markets mirrors contemporary concerns about democracy and concentrated power. In presenting the West as a national project, it interprets expansion as both nation-building and a source of enduring tensions.




THE LAST AMERICAN FRONTIER

Main Table of Contents









Preface



Chapter I. The Westward Movement



Chapter II. The Indian Frontier



Chapter III. Iowa and the New Northwest



Chapter IV. The Santa Fé Trail



Chapter V. The Oregon Trail



Chapter VI. Overland with the Mormons



Chapter VII. California and the Forty-Niners



Chapter VIII. Kansas and the Indian Frontier



Chapter IX. "Pike's Peak or Bust"



Chapter X. From Arizona to Montana



Chapter XI. The Overland Mail



Chapter XII. The Engineers' Frontier



Chapter XIII. The Union Pacific Railroad



Chapter XIV. The Plains in the Civil War



Chapter XV. The Cheyenne War



Chapter XVI. The Sioux War



Chapter XVII. The Peace Commission and the Open Way



Chapter XVIII. Black Kettle's Last Raid



Chapter XIX. The First of the Railways



Chapter XX. The New Indian Policy



Chapter XXI. The Last Stand of Chief Joseph and Sitting Bull



Chapter XXII. Letting in the Population



  [image: ]


PREFACE


Table of Contents



I have told here the story of the last frontier within the United States, trying at once to preserve the picturesque atmosphere which has given to the "Far West" a definite and well-understood meaning, and to indicate those forces which have shaped the history of the country beyond the Mississippi. In doing it I have had to rely largely upon my own investigations among sources little used and relatively inaccessible. The exact citations of authority, with which I might have crowded my pages, would have been out of place in a book not primarily intended for the use of scholars. But I hope, before many years, to exploit in a larger and more elaborate form the mass of detailed information upon which this sketch is based.

My greatest debts are to the owners of the originals from which the illustrations for this book have been made; to Claude H. Van Tyne, who has repeatedly aided me with his friendly criticism; and to my wife, whose careful readings have saved me from many blunders in my text.

FREDERIC L. PAXSON.

Ann Arbor, August 7, 1909.


CHAPTER I.

  THE WESTWARD MOVEMENT
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The story of the United States is that of a series of frontiers which the hand of man has reclaimed from nature and the savage, and which courage and foresight have gradually transformed from desert waste to virile commonwealth. It is the story of one long struggle, fought over different lands and by different generations, yet ever repeating the conditions and episodes of the last period in the next. The winning of the first frontier established in America its first white settlements. Later struggles added the frontiers of the Alleghanies and the Ohio, of the Mississippi and the Missouri. The winning of the last frontier completed the conquest of the continent.

The greatest of American problems has been the problem of the West. For four centuries after the discovery there existed here vast areas of fertile lands which beckoned to the colonist and invited him to migration. On the boundary between the settlements and the wilderness stretched an indefinite line that advanced westward from year to year. Hardy pioneers were ever to be found ahead of it, blazing the trails and clearing in the valleys. The advance line of the farmsteads was never far behind it. And out of this shifting frontier between man and nature have come the problems that have occupied and directed American governments since their beginning, as well as the men who have solved them. The portion of the population residing in the frontier has always been insignificant in number, yet it has well-nigh controlled the nation. The dominant problems in politics and morals, in economic development and social organization, have in most instances originated near the frontier or been precipitated by some shifting of the frontier interest.

The controlling influence of the frontier in shaping American problems has been possible because of the construction of civilized governments in a new area, unhampered by institutions of the past or conservative prejudices of the present. Each commonwealth has built from the foundation. An institution, to exist, has had to justify itself again and again. No force of tradition has kept the outlawed fact alive. The settled lands behind have in each generation been forced to remodel their older selves upon the newer growths beyond.

Individuals as well as problems have emerged from the line of the frontier as it has advanced across a continent. In the conflict with the wilderness, birth, education, wealth, and social standing have counted for little in comparison with strength, vigor, and aggressive courage. The life there has always been hard, killing off the weaklings or driving them back to the settlements, and leaving as a result a picked population not noteworthy for its culture or its refinements, but eminent in qualities of positive force for good or bad. The bad man has been quite as typical of the frontier as the hero, but both have possessed its dominant virtues of self-confidence, vigor, and initiative. Thus it has been that the men of the frontiers have exerted an influence upon national affairs far out of proportion to their strength in numbers.

The influence of the frontier has been the strongest single factor in American history, exerting its power from the first days of the earliest settlements down to the last years of the nineteenth century, when the frontier left the map. No other force has been continuous in its influence throughout four centuries. Men still live whose characters have developed under its pressure. The colonists of New England were not too early for its shaping.

The earliest American frontier was in fact a European frontier, separated by an ocean from the life at home and meeting a wilderness in every extension. English commercial interests, stimulated by the successes of Spain and Portugal, began the organization of corporations and the planting of trading depots before the sixteenth century ended. The accident that the Atlantic seaboard had no exploitable products at once made the American commercial trading company of little profit and translated its depots into resident colonies. The first instalments of colonists had little intention to turn pioneer, but when religious and political quarrels in the mother country made merry England a melancholy place for Puritans, a motive was born which produced a generation of voluntary frontiersmen. Their scattered outposts made a line of contact between England and the American wilderness which by 1700 extended along the Atlantic from Maine to Carolina. Until the middle of the eighteenth century the frontier kept within striking distance of the sea. Its course of advance was then, as always, determined by nature and geographic fact. Pioneers followed the line of least resistance. The river valley was the natural communicating link, since along its waters the vessel could be advanced, while along its banks rough trails could most easily develop into highways. The extent and distribution of this colonial frontier was determined by the contour of the seaboard along which it lay.

Running into the sea, with courses nearly parallel, the Atlantic rivers kept the colonies separated. Each colony met its own problems in its own way. England was quite as accessible as some of the neighboring colonies. No natural routes invited communication among the settlements, and an English policy deliberately discouraged attempts on the part of man to bring the colonies together. Hence it was that the various settlements developed as island frontiers, touching the river mouths, not advancing much along the shore line, but penetrating into the country as far as the rivers themselves offered easy access.

For varying distances, all the important rivers of the seaboard are navigable; but all are broken by falls at the points where they emerge upon the level plains of the coast from the hilly courses of the foothills of the Appalachians. Connecting these various waterfalls a line can be drawn roughly parallel to the coast and marking at once the western limit of the earliest colonies and the line of the second frontier. The first frontier was the seacoast itself. The second was reached at the falls line[1] shortly after 1700.

Within these island colonies of the first frontier American life began. English institutions were transplanted in the new soil and shaped in growth by the quality of their nourishment. They came to meet the needs of their dependent populations, but they ceased to be English in the process. The facts of similarity among the institutions of Massachusetts and Pennsylvania, or Virginia, or Georgia, point clearly to the similar stocks of ideas imported with the colonists, and the similar problems attending upon the winning of the first frontier. Already, before the next frontier at the falls line had been reached, the older settlements had begun to develop a spirit of conservatism plainly different from the attitude of the old frontier.

The falls line was passed long before the colonial period came to an end, and pioneers were working their way from clearing to clearing, up into the mountains, by the early eighteenth century. As they approached the summit of the eastern divide, leaving the falls behind, the essential isolation of the provinces began to weaken under the combined forces of geographic influence and common need. The valley routes of communication which determined the lines of advance run parallel, across the first frontier, but have a tendency to converge among the mountains and to stand on common ground at the summit. Every reader of Francis Parkman knows how in the years from 1745 to 1756 the pioneers of the more aggressive colonies crossed the Alleghanies and meeting on the summit found that there they must make common cause against the French, or recede. The gateways of the West converge where the headwaters of the Tennessee and Cumberland and Ohio approach the Potomac and its neighbors. There the colonists first came to have common associations and common problems. Thus it was that the years in which the frontier line reached the forks of the Ohio were filled with talk of colonial union along the seaboard. The frontier problem was already influencing the life of the East and impelling a closer union than had been known before.

The line of the frontier was generally parallel to the coast in 1700. By 1800 it had assumed the form of a wedge, with its apex advancing down the rivers of the Mississippi Valley and its sides sloping backward to north and south. The French war of 1756–1763 saw the apex at the forks of the Ohio. In the seventies it started down the Cumberland as pioneers filled up the valleys of eastern Kentucky and Tennessee. North and south the advance was slower. No other river valleys could aid as did the Ohio, Cumberland, and Tennessee, and population must always follow the line of least resistance. On both sides of the main advance, powerful Indian confederacies contested the ground, opposing the entry of the whites. The centres of Indian strength were along the Lakes and north of the Gulf. Intermediate was the strip of "dark and bloody ground," fought over and hunted over by all, but occupied by none; and inviting white approach through the three valleys that opened it to the Atlantic.

The war for independence occurred just as the extreme frontier started down the western rivers. Campaigns inspired by the West and directed by its leaders saw to it that when the independence was achieved the boundary of the United States should not be where England had placed it in 1763, on the summit of the Alleghanies, but at the Mississippi itself, at which the lines of settlement were shortly to arrive. The new nation felt the influence of this frontier in the very negotiations which made it free. The development of its policies and its parties felt the frontier pressure from the start.

Steadily after 1789 the wedge-shaped frontier advanced. New states appeared in Kentucky and Tennessee as concrete evidences of its advance, while before the century ended, the campaign of Mad Anthony Wayne[2] at the Fallen Timbers had allowed the northern flank of the wedge to cross Ohio and include Detroit. At the turn of the century Ohio entered the Union in 1803, filled with a population tempted to meet the trying experiences of the frontier by the call of lands easier to till than those in New England, from which it came. The old eastern communities still retained the traditions of colonial isolation; but across the mountains there was none of this. Here state lines were artificial and convenient, not representing facts of barrier or interest. The emigrants from varying sources passed over single routes, through single gateways, into a valley which knew little of itself as state but was deeply impressed with its national bearings. A second war with England gave voice to this newer nationality of the newer states.

The war with England in its immediate consequences was a bad investment. It ended with the government nearly bankrupt, its military reputation redeemed only by a victory fought after the peace was signed, its naval strength crushed after heroic resistance. The eastern population, whose war had been forced upon it by the West, was bankrupt too. And by 1814 began the Hegira. For five years the immediate result of the struggle was a suffering East. A new state for every year was the western accompaniment.

The westward movement has been continuous in America since the beginning. Bad roads, dense forests, and Indian obstructers have never succeeded in stifling the call of the West. A steady procession of pioneers has marched up the slopes of the Appalachians, across the trails of the summits, and down the various approaches to the Mississippi Valley. When times have been hard in the East, the stream has swollen to flood proportions. In the five years which followed the English war the accelerated current moved more rapidly than ever before; while never since has its speed been equalled save in the years following similar catastrophes, as the panics of 1837 and 1857, or in the years under the direct inspiration of the gold fields.

Five new states between 1815 and 1821 carried the area of settlement down the Ohio to the Mississippi, and even up the Missouri to its junction with the Kansas. The whole eastern side was filled with states, well populated along the rivers, but sparsely settled to north and south. The frontier wedge, noticeable by 1776, was even more apparent, now that the apex had crossed the Mississippi and ascended the Missouri to its bend, while the wings dragged back, just including New Orleans at the south, and hardly touching Detroit at the north. The river valleys controlled the distribution of population, and as yet it was easier and simpler to follow the valleys farther west than to strike out across country for lands nearer home but lacking the convenience of the natural route.

For the pioneer advancing westward the route lay direct from the summit of the Alleghanies to the bend of the Missouri. The course of the Ohio facilitated his advance, while the Missouri River, for two hundred and fifty miles above its mouth, runs so nearly east and west as to afford a natural continuation of the route. But at the mouth of the Kansas the Missouri bends. Its course changes to north and south and it ceases to be a highway for the western traveller. Beyond the bend an overland journey must commence. The Platte and Kansas and Arkansas all continue the general direction, but none is easily navigable. The emigrant must leave the boat near the bend of the Missouri and proceed by foot or wagon if he desire to continue westward. With the admission of Missouri in 1821 the apex of the frontier had touched the great bend of the river, beyond which it could not advance with continued ease. Population followed still the line of easiest access, but now it was simpler to condense the settlements farther east, or to broaden out to north or south, than to go farther west. The flanks of the wedge began to move. The southwest cotton states received their influx of population. The country around the northern lakes began to fill up. The opening of the Erie Canal in 1825 made easier the advancing of the northern frontier line, with Michigan, Wisconsin, and even Iowa and Minnesota to be colonized. And while these flanks were filling out, the apex remained at the bend of the Missouri, whither it had arrived in 1821.

There was more to hold the frontier line at the bend of the Missouri than the ending of the water route. In those very months when pioneers were clearing plots near the mouth of the Kaw, or Kansas, a major of the United States army was collecting data upon which to build a tradition of a great American desert; while the Indian difficulty, steadily increasing as the line of contact between the races grew longer, acted as a vigorous deterrent.

Schoolboys of the thirties, forties, and fifties were told that from the bend of the Missouri to the Stony Mountains stretched an American desert. The makers of their geography books drew the desert upon their maps, coloring its brown with the speckled aspect that connotes Sahara or Arabia, with camels, oases, and sand dunes. The legend was founded upon the fact that rainfall becomes more scanty as the slopes approach the Rockies, and upon the observation of Major Stephen H. Long, who traversed the country in 1819–1820. Long reported that it could never support an agricultural population. The standard weekly journal of the day thought of it as "covered with sand, gravel, pebbles, etc." A writer in the forties told of its "utter destitution of timber, the sterility of its sandy soil," and believed that at "this point the Creator seems to have said to the tribes of emigration that are annually rolling toward the west, 'Thus far shalt thou go, and no farther.'" Thus it came about that the frontier remained fixed for many years near the bend of the Missouri. Difficulty of route, danger from Indians, and a great and erroneous belief in the existence of a sandy desert, all served to barricade the way. The flanks advanced across the states of the old Northwest, and into Louisiana and Arkansas, but the western outpost remained for half a century at the point which it had reached in the days of Stephen Long and the admission of Missouri.

By 1821 many frontiers had been created and crossed in the westward march; the seaboard, the falls line, the crest of the Alleghanies, the Ohio Valley, the Mississippi and the Missouri, had been passed in turn. Until this last frontier at the bend of the Missouri had been reached nothing had ever checked the steady progress. But at this point the nature of the advance changed. The obstacles of the American desert and the Rockies refused to yield to the "heel-and-toe" methods which had been successful in the past. The slavery quarrel, the Mexican War, even the Civil War, came and passed with the area beyond this frontier scarcely changed. It had been crossed and recrossed; new centres of life had grown up beyond it on the Pacific coast; Texas had acquired an identity and a population; but the so-called desert with its doubtful soils, its lack of easy highways and its Indian inhabitants, threatened to become a constant quantity.

From 1821 to 1885 extends, in one form or another, the struggle for the last frontier. The imperative demands from the frontier are heard continually throughout the period, its leaders in long succession are filling the high places in national affairs, but the problem remains in its same territorial location. Connected with its phases appear the questions of the middle of the century. The destiny of the Indian tribes is suggested by the long line of contact and the impossibility of maintaining a savage and a civilized life together and at once. A call from the farther West leads to more thorough exploration of the lands beyond the great frontier, bringing into existence the continental trails, producing problems of long-distance government, and intensifying the troubles of the Indians. The final struggle for the control of the desert and the elimination of the frontier draws out the tracks of the Pacific railways, changes and reshapes the Indian policies again, and brings into existence, at the end of the period, the great West. But the struggle is one of half a century, repeating the events of all the earlier struggles, and ever more bitter as it is larger and more difficult. It summons the aid of the nation, as such, before it is concluded, but when it is ended the first era in American history has been closed.


CHAPTER II.

  THE INDIAN FRONTIER
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A lengthening frontier made more difficult the maintenance of friendly relations between the two races involved in the struggle for the continent. It increased the area of danger by its extension, while its advance inland pushed the Indian tribes away from their old home lands, concentrating their numbers along its margin and thereby aggravating their situation. Colonial negotiations for lands as they were needed had been relatively easy, since the Indians and whites were nearly enough equal in strength to have a mutual respect for their agreements and a fear of violation. But the white population doubled itself every twenty-five years, while the Indians close enough to resist were never more than 300,000, and have remained near that figure or under it until to-day. The stronger race could afford to indulge the contempt that its superior civilization engendered, while its individual members along the line of contact became less orderly and governable as the years advanced. An increasing willingness to override on the part of the white governments and an increasing personal hatred and contempt on the part of individual pioneers, account easily for the danger to life along the frontier. The savage, at his best, was not responsive to the motives of civilization; at his worst, his injuries, real or imaginary,—and too often they were real,—made him the most dangerous of all the wild beasts that harassed the advancing frontier. The problem of his treatment vexed all the colonial governments and endured after the Revolution and the Constitution. It first approached a systematic policy in the years of Monroe and Adams and Jackson, but never attained form and shape until the ideal which it represented had been outlawed by the march of civilization into the West.

The conflict between the Indian tribes and the whites could not have ended in any other way than that which has come to pass. A handful of savages, knowing little of agriculture or manufacture or trade among themselves, having no conception of private ownership of land, possessing social ideals and standards of life based upon the chase, could not and should not have remained unaltered at the expense of a higher form of life. The farmer must always have right of way against the hunter, and the trader against the pilferer, and law against self-help and private war. In the end, by whatever route, the Indian must have given up his hunting grounds and contented himself with progress into civilized life. The route was not one which he could ever have determined for himself. The stronger race had to determine it for him. Under ideal conditions it might have been determined without loss of life and health, without promoting a bitter race hostility that invited extinction for the inferior race, without prostituting national honor or corrupting individual moral standards. The Indians needed maintenance, education, discipline, and guardianship until the older ones should have died and the younger accepted the new order, and all these might conceivably have been provided. But democratic government has never developed a powerful and centralized authority competent to administer a task such as this, with its incidents of checking trade, punishing citizens, and maintaining rigorously a standard of conduct not acceptable to those upon whom it is to be enforced.

The acts by which the United States formulated and carried out its responsibilities towards the Indian tribes were far from the ideal. In theory the disposition of the government was generally benevolent, but the scheme was badly conceived, while human frailty among officers of the law and citizens as well rendered execution short of such ideal as there was.

For thirty years the government under the Constitution had no Indian policy[1q]. In these years it acquired the habit of dealing with the tribes as independent—"domestic dependent nations," Justice Marshall later called them—by means of formal treaties. Europe thought of chiefs as kings and tribes as nations. The practice of making treaties was based on this delusion. After a century of practice it was finally learned that nomadic savages have no idea of sovereign government or legal obligation, and that the assumption of the existence of such knowledge can lead only to misconception and disappointment.
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