BACKGROUND INFORMATION-WESTWARD EXPANSION
The Frontier

The frontier was not only a physical reality, it was a national psychology as well. It was any place where city life ended and the wilderness began. Philosophically, it was the challenge of the unexplored; it was danger; it was the possibility of starting a new life that would be better than what was known before.  The frontier offered endless possibilities; it was an American dream that could be realized beyond the next mountain range.

Chronology of Major Events in the Novels
	1682
	William Penn settled land called Pennsylvania for Quakers. Other English settlers soon followed.

	1763
	Last of the Conestoga Indians massacred by white settlers in Pennsylvania.

	1848
	Wisconsin becomes a state. Fort Kearney established to protect settlers going to Nebraska.

	1860
	Abraham Lincoln elected President.

	1861
	Beginning of the Civil War.

	1862
	*Homestead Act began. Railroad completed from the East Coast to Lincoln, Nebraska. Sioux uprising in New Ulm; township destroyed.

	1865
	Confederate Army under General Lee surrenders. End of Civil War. Lincoln assassinated.

	1867
	Nebraska becomes a state.

	1869
	Transcontinental railroad lines completed.

	1890
	Wyoming becomes a state.

	1898
	Sinking of the Battleship Maine in Havana Harbor leads to Spanish American War.

	1914
	Beginning of World War I.


*Homestead Act (June 15, 1862) – Congress granted 160 acres of land to any person willing to live on and cultivate it for five years. Because of the settlers’ inexperience and the remoteness of the land parcels, most of the homesteaders failed the five year residency requirement. By 1890 only one third of the settlers gained title.

The Westward Movement

In 1790, 94% of Americans lived east of the Allegheny Mountains. By 1850, a dramatic westward migration during the early nineteenth century, half of the total population moved west of the Alleghenies to settle.

In addition to the incentives of cheap land during the first half of the nineteenth century, land speculators actively recruited settlers, minimizing the dangers that would be encountered. Families were attracted by the opportunity to obtain large tracts of rich farmland where they could build a better life. Many immigrants from Germany, Holland, Belgium and the Scandinavian countries settled in Wisconsin, Ohio, Missouri and Texas.

In 1849, when gold was discovered in California, a different kind of person moved west. Unlike the family oriented farmers, these settlers were lured by the promise of adventure and large profits.

Transportation West

The story of westward migration and settlement is closely linked to the story of transportation. For early pioneers, natural waterways provided the best transportation. Later, Americans began to dig canals. The first major canal, completed in 1825, was the Erie Canal which linked the Hudson River in New York with the Great Lakes. Canal travel was slow and laborious. Other early settlers moved west in conestoga wagons first built in southeast Pennsylvania. Their seventeen foot long interior space allowed people to use them as vehicles and then as temporary shelters once they reached their destinations. Averaging only about fourteen miles a day, they carried families along with their food, furniture, and farm tools. The large wheels eased travel through mud, and their elevated ends prevented goods from falling out. Because of their boat like shape, the conestogas were sometimes called “prairie schooners.”

The stagecoach provided a means of transportation that was faster and more comfortable than the conestoga wagon. This horse drawn carriage traveled a prescribed route and was not meant to be living quarters, nor could it hold much baggage. Averaging about five miles per hour, these carriages were often stuck in the mud and were under constant threat of Indian attack. In the middle of the nineteenth century a stagecoach could take one month to travel from Nebraska to California.
By 1855,  a continuous line of railroad tracks extended from New York to Chicago, but little tracks ran beyond the Midwest. In 1862, Congress, realizing the need to connect the east and west coasts by railroad, authorized the Union Pacific Railroad to build westward from Nebraska to Utah and the central Pacific to build eastward from California. When the two lines met on May 10, 1869, there was great rejoicing. Now raw materials and farm products could be shipped safely eastward and finished goods could be shipped to western markets. The completion of the first transcontinental railroad in 1869 has been credited with the real growth of the West. A trip from Nebraska to California could now be accomplished in one week. By the 1890’s, there were five transcontinental railroads stretching across the country.

Pioneer Homes 

Using the conestoga wagons as temporary living quarters, most families of settlers built log cabins. Usually, these were built as a cooperative project among neighbors. At first, these consisted of a single room where the family ate and slept. They were constructed of logs held together with dried mud. Sometimes wood planks were laid as flooring but most often the floor was only packed soil. These cabins were generally dark inside because they only had animal skins or waxed paper to cover small window openings.

Settlers on the prairie however, where wood and stone were scarce were unable to build log cabins.  In Kansas and Nebraska, pioneers cut brick shaped pieces of dried sod out of the ground to construct their homes. Although these sod houses provided greater protection against wind and blizzards than log or frame houses, they could turn to mud during a rainy season.  With their packed dirt floors and few small openings, these houses were dark and unhealthy.

