Station 3: Westward Expansion
Document 1: Turner’s Frontier Thesis (1893)
In a recent bulletin of the Superintendent of the Census for 1890 appear these significant words: Up
to and including 1880 the country had a frontier of settlement, but at present the unsettled area has
been so broken into by isolated bodies of settlement that there can hardly be said to be a frontier
line. In the discussion of its extent, its westward movement, etc., it can not, therefore, any longer
have a place in the census reports. This brief official statement marks the closing of a great historic
movement. Up to our own day American history has been in a large degree the history of the colonization of the Great West. The existence of an area of free land, its continuous recession, and the
advance of American settlement westward, explain American development.
Thus American development has exhibited not merely advance along a single line, but a return to
primitive conditions on a continually advancing frontier line, and a new development for that area.
American social development has been continually beginning over again on the frontier. This perennial rebirth, this fluidity of American life, this expansion westward with its new opportunities, its
continuous touch with the simplicity of primitive society, furnish the forces dominating American
character. The true point of view in the history of this nation is not the Atlantic coast, it is the Great
West. Even the slavery struggle, which is made so exclusive an object of attention by writers like
Professor von Holst, occupies its important place in American history because of its relation to westward expansion.
The frontier is the line of most rapid and effective Americanization. The wilderness masters the
colonist. It finds him a European in dress, industries, tools, modes of travel, and thought. It takes him
from the railroad car and puts him in the birch canoe. It strips off the garments of civilization and
arrays him in the hunting shirt and the moccasin. It puts him in the log cabin of the Cherokee and
Iroquois and runs an Indian palisade around him. Before long he has gone to planting Indian corn
and plowing with a sharp stick, he shouts the war cry and takes the scalp in orthodox Indian fashion. In short, at the frontier the environment is at first too strong for the man. He must accept the
conditions which it furnishes, or perish, and so he fits himself into the Indian clearings and follows
the Indian trails. Little by little he transforms the wilderness, but the outcome is not the old Europe,
not simply the development of Germanic germs, any more than the first phenomenon was a case of
reversion to the Germanic mark. The fact is, that here is a new product that is American.
. . Railroads, fostered by land grants, sent an increasing tide of immigrants into the Far West. The
United States Army fought a series of Indian wars in Minnesota, Dakota, and the Indian Territory.
the frontier promoted the formation of a composite nationality for the American people. The coast
was preponderantly English, but the later tides of continental immigration flowed across to the free
lands. This was the case from the early colonial days. . . .
But the most important effect of the frontier has been in the promotion of democracy here and in
Europe. As has been indicated, the frontier is productive of individualism. Complex society is precipitated by the wilderness into a kind of primitive organization based on the family. The tendency is
anti-social. It produces antipathy to control, and particularly to any direct control.

Document 2: “Westwaed Ho” from John Lomax, Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads

Document 2: “Westwaed Ho” from John Lomax, Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads, cont.

Discussion Question: How do the goals of Western Expansion set out in Turner’s Thesis compare to the goals of the individual presented in the song “Westward Ho”?

