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[image: ] OFF WE GO!





  Ever since I was old enough to wear my first cowboy outfit (you should see the one I’m wearing now!), I’ve always been a real sucker for Westerns. Like most trainee

  gunslingers (I was Johnny the Kid), I never questioned the way the Wild West was portrayed in the movies. Brave, handsome wranglers trailing the wide open, inhospitable prairies in honest pursuit

  of their business (cows), and humble homesteaders (usually with dodgy foreign accents) who’d travelled from far-off places (like Birmingham) to settle and make their new home, America, a fit

  place for their adorable freckly children to grow up in. They were continually pestered by pesky Redskins,* who would appear from nowhere, whooping in a most vulgar manner, looting, murdering,

  pillaging and generally making an awful fuss. Either that or the poor old homesteaders would be robbed (or worse) by all the baddie cowboys, who weren’t really cowboys (or even boys) but

  seemed to like the clothes and shooting their guns off in public places.
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  The problem with the Wild West that we know and love is that most of the stories were just hyped up for the movies, and the truth is often much more difficult to find. But I sure am gonna try.

  That’s if my editor lets me – she’s responsible for those niggly little comments at the bottom of the pages. (She signs herself Ed., short for Editor.)




  

    

      STOP PRESS




      The original residents of the American Continent have now requested that they’d prefer to be called by their nation name (tribal, to you and me) – e.g. Sioux,

      Cheyenne, etc. – and that if we can’t manage that, they’ll make do with just ‘Indian’.** Let’s hope they don’t change their minds again before I get to

      the end of this book . . .


    


  




  *They have to be called Native Americans these days. Redskins, Indians, Red Indians, etc., just won’t do. OK? Ed




  **Redskin, however, is still Not On. Ed
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[image: ] IN THE VERY BEGINNING (OR . . . WHERE DID THOSE INDIANS COME FROM?)





  When the first white men arrived in the New World (America) from the Old World (Europe), they came across strange high-cheekboned, deeply sun-tanned natives, who they later

  nicknamed Red Indians. These were the first people ever to live in America and had had the place all to themselves for centuries.




  

    Useless Fact No. 937




    Red Indians weren’t called that because of their skin colour, but because of the red warpaint they wore when going out.


  




  But when did the Red Indians (as they no longer like to be called*) first show up? The most popular story goes like this. Way before the Stone Age, large numbers of wandering

  Mongolian nomads trudged across the Bering Straits (then a land bridge) from the freezing Russian and Siberian plains and set up home in what must have seemed a bit like Paradise. If all this

  ex-Russian business is true, I’m surprised the tribes weren’t called names like the Cherokeesoviches or the Comanchniks. It is, however, important to note that from early on there were

  two main types of Indians – forest and prairie – and they both lived in very different ways.




  

    Useless Fact No. 939




    Apart from their not being Red, it seems that they weren’t Indian either. They were only called Indian because old Christopher Columbus (see page

    12) thought he’d arrived in India.


  




  The history of the colonization of the American West (the vast plains that make up that big bit on the left of North America) is one of bravery, greed and tragedy, and a

  sometimes eye-watering savagery. This little book tells the story of the magnificent wilderness that was once the domain of the buffalo, the prairie dog (little ratty things) and the Native

  American, and how the Wild West helped set the stage for America to become the most powerful country in the world and the proud home of the Big Mac and Mickey Mouse.
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  *I’ve already explained that. Ed
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[image: ] IN THE BEGINNING





  Although most of the rest of the world had kissed goodbye to the Stone Age some centuries earlier, the Native Americans were living what was basically a stone age life until

  ‘discovered’ by the white man in the 16th century. They knew how to use stone, wood, skin and bone for their weapons and household objects, but knew nothing about metal. The men

  (braves) knew how to get their women (squaws) to carry all the heavy loads, and even made little sledges out of sticks to be pulled by their tame dogs, but knew nothing of horses or carts (let

  alone wheels). They knew about fire to cook and keep themselves warm with, but knew nothing about fridges in which to keep their drinks cool*. They knew everything there was to know about the

  properties of plants and the movements of wild animals, but hadn’t a clue about the habits of the strange-looking men from distant lands (I’m not sure I do either!).




  As we know from the telly, the Native Americans were divided up into lots of different tribes: nice ones, nasty ones, clever ones, stupid ones, fat ones, thin ones, tall ones, short ones, smelly

  ones. Seriously though, here’s a list of some of the major tribes and where they came from:




  

    

      [image: ] Apache (South Plains, South-West, East)




      [image: ] Cherokee (East Tennessee and North Carolina)




      [image: ] Cheyenne (Plains)




      [image: ] Chinook (North-West Pacific coast)




      [image: ] Iroquois (North-East)




      [image: ] Mohawk (New York)




      [image: ] Navajo (New Mexico, Arizona, Utah)




      [image: ] Sioux (Plains)


    


  




  But what was life like for your average male Redskin – whoops! – Native American? Here’s a sort of daily routine for your average bloke, on a non-war day.




  1. Sunrise! Time for our man – let’s call him Running Bare** – to get up.
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  2. First off, lift wigwam (tent) flap, and check what sort of day it is. Kick dog and then squaw and ask her (not very politely) to get breakfast ready (the

  squaw, not the dog). Running Bare would have gone out to check the domestic animals and hens and stuff, but he wouldn’t have had any. The family had to be content with what he and

  his mates could hunt or trap.
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    Useless Fact No. 942




    If it was a war day, this time would be spent putting on his make-up – sorry, warpaint – and sharpening his arrows.
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