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When I grew up, most people had a romanticized view of the Old 
West, or Wild West, as it was known. Western films and novels 
presented the American West as a place of gambling, gunfights, and Indian 
raids. 
 
Skillful writers and directors developed a formula of storytelling that 
resulted in perception overriding reality. Most of the folks who settled on 
the frontier didn’t awake in the morning and strap on a gun. Nor did they 
get involved in shootouts. 
  
There’s no denying the West presented a rugged and untamed challenge. 
But those who traveled from the nation’s Eastern boundaries, and staked 
their claim to the land, devoted the most time to rearing families, 
establishing homesteads, or businesses, and playing key roles in the 
nation’s westward expansion. 
  
The pioneers who moved West embraced the idea of starting 
anew. 
  
Because of the Homestead Act, they were able to take advantage of cheap, 
but rich, fertile land for their crops. Once they got the land, however, there 
was work to do. The land needed clearing of rocks, and tree stumps, and 
other debris, and the  ground made ready to accommodate homes, and for 
planting crops. 



The struggle of man against nature represents a key theme in many 
historical adventures. 
  
Among the reasons men and woman moved West:   
  

• Mining, ranching and lumbering attracted settlers. 
• Thousands of Blacks moved West after the Civil War to escape life in 

the South. 
• There were those who traveled West to hunt and trade fur pelts. 
• Prospecting for gold, and the lure of a big payoff attracted others. 

  
The movements Westward displaced the American Indian and 
forced them to, eventually, relocate to Oklahoma and South 
Dakota. 
  
The Dawes Act of 1887 was specifically designed to break up tribes, and set 
aside land they could use for either farming or grazing. But, in reality, they 
had little say or control over their own destiny. 
  
Expansion sparked innovations and gave birth to new modes of 
transportation and communication. 
  
Story themes tracing American technological advances also 
appear in historical literature. 
 
The Union Pacific and Central Pacific Railroads received federal grants in 
the early 1960s to extend their rail lines westward, and succeeded in 
shrinking the nation’s boundaries. Coinciding with the Transcontinental 
Railroad was the telegraph network. By 1880, more than 32 million 
messages crisscrossed the country, connected by 291,000 miles of wire. 
 
These two developments alone resulted in creating new industries, more 
wealth, and proved the value of innovation. 



  
The opening, or populating, of the American West provided a 
distinct canvas for compelling stories, a greater variety of 
potential plots compared to most other genres. 
  
The characters, conflicts, and creations involved in the actual expansion 
and development of this new frontier represented fascinating raw material 
that played such an influential role in American history. 
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