THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE FRONTIER IN AMERICAN HISTORY 1
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. 

Behind institutions, behind constitutional forms and modifications, lie the vital forces that call these organs into life and shape them to meet changing conditions. The peculiarity of American institutions is, the fact that they have been compelled to adapt themselves to the changes of an expanding people--to the changes involved in crossing a continent, in winning a wilderness, and in developing at each area of this progress out of the primitive economic and political conditions of the frontier into the complexity of city life. Said Calhoun in 1817, "We are great, and rapidly--I was about to say fearfully--growing!", 2 So saying, he touched the distinguishing feature of American life. All peoples show development; the germ theory of politics has been sufficiently emphasized. In the case of most nations, however, the development has occurred in a limited area; and if the nation has expanded, it has met other growing peoples whom it has conquered. But in the case of the United States we have a different phenomenon. Limiting our attention to the Atlantic coast, we have the familiar phenomenon of the evolution of institutions in a limited area, such as the rise of representative government; into complex organs; the progress from primitive industrial society, without division of labor, up to manufacturing civilization. But we have in addition to this a recurrence of the process of evolution in each western area reached in the process of expansion. 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. 

In this advance, the frontier is the outer edge of the wave-- the meeting point between savagery and civilization. Much has been written about the frontier from the point of view of border warfare and the chase, but as a field for the serious study of the economist and the historian it has been neglected. 

The American frontier is sharply distinguished from the European frontier--a fortified boundary line running through dense populations. The most significant thing about the American frontier is, that it lies at the hither edge of free land. In the census reports it is treated as the margin of that settlement which has a density of two or more to the square mile. The term is an elastic one, and for our purposes does not need sharp definition. We shall consider the whole frontier belt including the Indian country and the outer margin of the "settled area " of the census reports. This paper will make no attempt to treat the subject exhaustively; its aim is simply to call attention to the frontier as a fertile field for investigation, and to suggest some of the problems which arise in connection with it. 

In the settlement of America we have to observe how European life entered the continent, and how America modified and developed that life and reacted on Europe. Our early history is the study of European germs developing in an American environment. Too exclusive attention has been paid by institutional students to the Germanic origins, too little to the American factors. 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. At first, the frontier was the Atlantic coast. It was the frontier of Europe in a very real sense. Moving westward, the frontier became more and more American. As successive terminal moraines result from successive glaciations, so each frontier leaves its traces behind it, and when it becomes a settled area the region still partakes of the frontier characteristics. Thus the advance of the frontier has meant a steady movement away from the influence of Europe, a steady growth of independence on American lines. And to study this advance, the men who grew up under these conditions, and the political, economic, and social results of it, is to study the really American part of our history. 

In the course of the seventeenth century the frontier was advanced up the Atlantic river courses, just beyond the "fall line," and the tidewater region became the settled area. In the first half of the eighteenth century another advance occurred. Traders followed the Delaware and Shawnee Indians to the Ohio as early as the end of the first quarter of the century.3 Gov. Spotswood, of Virginia, made an expedition in 1714 across the Blue Ridge. The end of the first quarter of the century saw the advance of the Scotch-Irish and the Palatine Germans up the Shenandoah Valley into the western part of Virginia, and along the Piedmont region of the Carolinas.4 The Germans in New York pushed the frontier of settlement up the Mohawk to German Flats.5 In Pennsylvania the town of Bedford indicates the line of settlement. Settlements had begun on New River, a branch of the Kanawha, and on the sources of the Yadkin and French Broad.6 The King attempted to arrest the advance by his proclamation of 1763,7 forbidding settlements beyond the sources of the rivers flowing into the Atlantic, but in vain. In the period of the Revolution the frontier crossed the Alleghanies into Kentucky and Tennessee, and the upper waters of the Ohio were settled.8 When the first census was taken in 1790, the continuous settled area was bounded by a line which ran near the coast of Maine, and included New England except a portion of Vermont and New Hampshire, New York along the Hudson and up the Mohawk about Schenectady, eastern and southern Pennsylvania, Virginia well across the Shenandoah Valley, and the Carolinas and eastern Georgia. 9 Beyond this region of continuous settlement were the small settled areas of Kentucky and Tennessee, and the Ohio, with the mountains intervening between them and the Atlantic area, thus giving a new and important character to the frontier. The isolation of the region increased its peculiarly American tendencies, and the need of transportation facilities to connect it with the East called out important schemes of internal improvement, which will be noted farther on. The "West," as a self-conscious section, began to evolve. 

From decade to decade distinct advances of the frontier occurred. By the census of 1820 10 the settled area included Ohio, southern Indiana and Illinois, southeastern Missouri, and about one-half of Louisiana. This settled area had surrounded Indian areas, and the management of these tribes became an object of political concern. The frontier region of the time lay along the Great Lakes, where Astor's American Fur Company operated in the Indian trade, 11 and beyond the Mississippi, where Indian traders extended their activity even to the Rocky Mountains; Florida also furnished frontier conditions. The Mississippi River region was the scene of typical frontier settlements.12 

The rising steam navigation l3 on western waters, the opening of the Erie Canal, and the westward extension of cotton 14 culture added five frontier states to the Union in this period. Grund, writing in 1836, declares: "It appears then that the universal disposition of Americans to emigrate to the western wilderness, in order to enlarge their dominion over inanimate nature, is the actual result of an expansive power which is inherent in them, and which by continually agitating all classes of society is constantly throwing a large portion of the whole population on the extreme confines of the State, in order to gain space for its development. Hardly is a new State of Territory formed before the same principle manifests itself again and gives rise to a further emigration; and so is it destined to go on until a physical barrier must finally obstruct its progress." 15 

In the middle of this century the line indicated by the present eastern boundary of Indian Territory, Nebraska, and Kansas marked the frontier of the Indian country. l6 Minnesota and Wisconsin still exhibited frontier conditions, 17 but the distinctive frontier of the period is found in California, where the gold discoveries had sent a sudden tide of adventurous miners, and in Oregon, and the settlements in Utah.18 As the frontier had leaped over the Alleghanies, so now it skipped the Great Plains and the Rocky Mountains; and in the same way that the advance of the frontiersmen beyond the Alleghanies had caused the rise of important questions of transportation and internal improvement, so now the settlers beyond the Rocky Mountains needed means of communication with the East, and in the furnishing of these arose the settlement of the Great Plains and the development of still another kind of frontier life. 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. 

By 1880 the settled area had been pushed into northern Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota, along Dakota rivers, and in the Black Hills region, and was ascending the rivers of Kansas and Nebraska. The development of mines in Colorado had drawn isolated frontier settlements into that region, and Montana and Idaho were receiving settlers. The frontier was found in these mining camps and the ranches of the Great Plains. The superintendent of the census for 1890 reports, as previously stated, that the settlements of the West lie so scattered over the region that there can no longer be said to be a frontier line. 

In these successive frontiers we find natural boundary lines which have served to mark and to affect the characteristics of the frontiers, namely: the "fall line;" the Alleghany Mountains; the Mississippi; the Missouri where its direction approximates north and south; the line of the arid lands, approximately the ninety-ninth meridian; and the Rocky Mountains. The fall line marked the frontier of the seventeenth century; the Alleghanies that of the eighteenth; the Mississippi that of the first quarter of the nineteenth; the Missouri that of the middle of this century (omitting the California movement); and the belt of the Rocky Mountains and the arid tract, the present frontier. Each was won by a series of Indian wars. 

At the Atlantic frontier one can study the germs of processes repeated at each successive frontier. We have the complex European life sharply precipitated by the wilderness into the simplicity of primitive conditions. The first frontier had to meet its Indian question, its question of the disposition of the public domain, of the means of intercourse with older settlements, of the extension of political organization, of religious and educational activity. And the settlement of these and similar questions for one frontier served as a guide for the next. The American student needs not to go to the "prim little townships of Sleswick" for illustrations of the law of continuity and development. For example, he may study the origin of our land policies in the colonial land policy; he may see how the system grew by adapting the statutes to the customs of the successive frontiers.19 He may see how the mining experience in the lead regions of Wisconsin, Illinois, and Iowa was applied to the mining laws of the Sierras, 20 and how our Indian policy has been a series of experimentations on successive frontiers. Each tier of new States has found in the older ones material for its constitutions. 21 Each frontier has made similar contributions to American character, as will be discussed farther on. 

But with all these similarities there are essential differences, due to the place element and the time element. It is evident that the farming frontier of the Mississippi Valley presents different conditions from the mining frontier of the Rocky Mountains. The frontier reached by the Pacific Railroad, surveyed into rectangles, guarded by the United States Army, and recruited by the daily immigrant ship, moves forward at a swifter pace and in a different way than the frontier reached by the birch canoe or the pack horse. The geologist traces patiently the shores of ancient seas, maps their areas, and compares the older and the newer. It would be a work worth the historian's labors to mark these various frontiers and in detail compare one with another. Not only would there result a more adequate conception of American development and characteristics, but invaluable additions would be made to the history of society. 

Loria,22 the Italian economist, has urged the study of colonial life as an aid in understanding the stages of European development, affirming that colonial settlement is for economic science what the mountain is for geology, bringing to light primitive stratifications. "America," he says, "has the key to the historical enigma which Europe has sought for centuries in vain, and the land which has no history reveals luminously the course of universal history." There is much truth in this. The United States lies like a huge page in the history of society. Line by line as we read this continental page from West to East we find the record of social evolution. It begins with the Indian and the hunter; it goes on to tell of the disintegration of savagery by the entrance of the trader, the pathfinder of civilization; we read the annals of the pastoral stage in ranch life; the exploitation of the soil by the raising of unrotated crops of corn and wheat in sparsely settled farming communities; the intensive culture of the denser farm settlement; and finally the manufacturing organization with city and factory system.23 This page is familiar to the student of census statistics, but how little of it has been used by our historians. Particularly in eastern States this page is a palimpsest. What is now a manufacturing State was in an earlier decade an area of intensive farming. Earlier yet it had been a wheat area, and still earlier the "range" had attracted the cattleherder. Thus Wisconsin, now developing manufacture, is a State with varied agricultural interests. But earlier it was given over to almost exclusive grain-raising, like North Dakota at the present time. 

Each of these areas has had an influence in our economic and political history; the evolution of each into a higher stage has worked political transformations. But what constitutional historian has made any adequate attempt to interpret political facts by the light of these social areas and changes? 24 

The Atlantic frontier was compounded of fisherman, fur trader, miner, cattle-raiser, and farmer. Excepting the fisherman, each type of industry was on the march toward the West, impelled by an irresistible attraction. Each passed in successive waves across the continent. Stand at Cumberland Gap and watch the procession of civilization, marching single file-- the buffalo following the trail to the salt springs, the Indian, the fur trader and hunter, the cattle-raiser, the pioneer farmer --and the frontier has passed by. Stand at South Pass in the Rockies a century later and see the same procession with wider intervals between. The unequal rate of advance compels us to distinguish the frontier into the trader's frontier, the rancher's frontier, or the miner's frontier, and the farmer's frontier. When the mines and the cow pens were still near the fall line the traders' pack trains were tinkling across the Alleghanies, and the French on the Great Lakes were fortifying their posts, alarmed by the British trader's birch canoe. When the trappers scaled the Rockies, the farmer was still near the mouth of the Missouri. 

Why was it that the Indian trader passed so rapidly across the continent? What effects followed from the trader's frontier? The trade was coeval with American discovery. The Norsemen, Vespuccius, Verrazani, Hudson, John Smith, all trafficked for furs. The Plymouth pilgrims settled in Indian cornfields, and their first return cargo was of beaver and lumber. The records of the various New England colonies show how steadily exploration was carried into the wilderness by this trade. What is true for New England is, as would be expected, even plainer for the rest of the colonies. All along the coast from Maine to Georgia the Indian trade opened up the river courses. Steadily the trader passed westward, utilizing the older lines of French trade. The Ohio, the Great Lakes, the Mississippi, the Missouri, and the Platte, the lines of western advance, were ascended by traders. They found the passes in the Rocky Mountains and guided Lewis and Clark,25 Fremont, and Bidwell. The explanation of the rapidity of this advance is connected with the effects of the trader on the Indian. The trading post left the unarmed tribes at the mercy of those that had purchased fire-arms--a truth which the Iroquois Indians wrote in blood, and so the remote and unvisited tribes gave eager welcome to the trader "The savages," wrote La Salle, "take better care of us French than of their own children; from us only can they get guns and goods." This accounts for the trader's power and the rapidity of his advance. Thus the disintegrating forces of civilization entered the wilderness. Every river valley and Indian trail became a fissure in Indian society, and so that society became honeycombed. Long before the pioneer farmer appeared on the scene, primitive Indian life had passed away. The farmers met Indians armed with guns. The trading frontier, while steadily undermining Indian power by making the tribes ultimately dependent on the whites, yet, through its sale of guns, gave to the Indian increased power of resistance to the farming frontier. French colonization was dominated by its trading frontier; English colonization by its farming frontier. There was an antagonism between the two frontiers as between the two nations. Said Duquesne to the Iroquois, "Are you ignorant of the difference between the king of England and the king of France? Go see the forts that our king has established and you will see that you can still hunt under their very walls. They have been placed for your advantage in places which you frequent. The English, on the contrary, are no sooner in possession of a place than the game is driven away. The forest falls before them as they advance, and the soil is laid bare so that you can scarce find the wherewithal to erect a shelter for the night." 

And yet, in spite of this opposition of the interests of the trader and the farmer, the Indian trade pioneered the way for civilization. The buffalo trail became the Indian trail, and this became the trader's "trace;" the trails widened into roads, and the roads into turnpikes, and these in turn were transformed into railroads. The same origin can be shown for the railroads of the South, the Far West, and the Dominion of Canada.26 The trading posts reached by these trails were on the sites of Indian villages which had been placed in positions suggested by nature; and these trading posts, situated so as to command the water systems of the country, have grown into such cities as Albany, Pittsburgh, Detroit, Chicago, St. Louis, Council Bluffs, and Kansas City. Thus civilization in America has followed the arteries made by geology, pouring an ever richer tide through them, until at last the slender paths of aboriginal intercourse have been broadened and interwoven into the complex mazes of modern commercial lines; the wilderness has been interpenetrated by lines of civilization growing ever more numerous. It is like the steady growth of a complex nervous system for the originally simple, inert continent. If one would understand why we are to-day one nation, rather than a collection of isolated states, he must study this economic and social consolidation of the country. In this progress from savage conditions lie topics for the evolutionist.27 

The effect of the Indian frontier as a consolidating agent in our history is important. From the close of the seventeenth century various intercolonial congresses have been called to treat with Indians and establish common measures of defense. Particularism was strongest in colonies with no Indian frontier. This frontier stretched along the western border like a cord of union. The Indian was a common danger, demanding united action. Most celebrated of these conferences was the Albany congress of 1754, called to treat with the Six Nations, and to consider plans of union. Even a cursory reading of the plan proposed by the congress reveals the importance of the frontier. The powers of the general council and the officers were, chiefly, the determination of peace and war with the Indians, the regulation of Indian trade, the purchase of Indian lands, and the creation and government of new settlements as a security against the Indians. It is evident that the unifying tendencies of the Revolutionary period were facilitated by the previous coöperation in the regulation of the frontier. In this connection may be mentioned the importance of the frontier, from that day to this, as a military training school, keeping alive the power of resistance to aggression, and developing the stalwart and rugged qualities of the frontiersman. 

It would not be possible in the limits of this paper to trace the other frontiers across the continent. Travelers of the eighteenth century found the "cowpens" among the canebrakes and peavine pastures of the South, and the "cow drivers" took their droves to Charleston, Philadelphia, and New York.28 Travelers at the close of the War of 1812 met droves of more than a thousand cattle and swine from the interior of Ohio going to Pennsylvania to fatten for the Philadelphia market.29 The ranges of the Great Plains, with ranch and cowboy and nomadic life, are things of yesterday and of to-day. The experience of the Carolina cowpens guided the ranchers of Texas. One element favoring the rapid extension of the rancher's frontier is the fact that in a remote country lacking transportation facilities the product must be in small bulk, or must be able to transport itself, and the cattle raiser could easily drive his product to market. The effect of these great ranches on the subsequent agrarian history of the localities in which they existed should be studied. 

The maps of the census reports show an uneven advance of the farmer's frontier, with tongues of settlement pushed forward and with indentations of wilderness. In part this is due to Indian resistance, in part to the location of river valleys and passes, in part to the unequal force of the centers of frontier attraction. Among the important centers of attraction may be mentioned the following: fertile and favorably situated soils, salt springs, mines, and army posts. 

The frontier army post, serving to protect the settlers from the Indians, has also acted as a wedge to open the Indian country, and has been a nucleus for settlement. 30 In this connection mention should also be made of the government military and exploring expeditions in determining the lines of settlement. But all the more important expeditions were greatly indebted to the earliest pathmakers, the Indian guides, the traders and trappers, and the French voyageurs, who were inevitable parts of governmental expeditions from the days of Lewis and Clark.31 Each expedition was an epitome of the previous factors in western advance. 

In an interesting monograph, Victor Hehn32 has traced the effect of salt upon early European development, and has pointed out how it affected the lines of settlement and the form of administration. A similar study might be made for the salt springs of the United States. The early settlers were tied to the coast by the need of salt, without which they could not preserve their meats or live in comfort. Writing in 1752, Bishop Spangenburg says of a colony for which he was seeking lands in North Carolina, "They will require salt & other necessaries which they can neither manufacture nor raise. Either they must go to Charleston, which is 300 miles distant .. . Or else they must go to Boling's Point in Va on a branch of the James & is also 300 miles from here. . . Or else they must go down the Roanoke--I know not how many miles--where salt is brought up from the Cape Fear." 33 This may serve as a typical illustration. An annual pilgrimage to the coast for salt thus became essential. Taking flocks or furs and ginseng root, the early settlers sent their pack trains after seeding time each year to the coast.34 This proved to be an important educational influence, since it was almost the only way in which the pioneer learned what was going on in the East. But when discovery was made of the salt springs of the Kanawha, and the Holston, and Kentucky, and central New York, the West began to be freed from dependence on the coast. It was in part the effect of finding these salt springs that enabled settlement to cross the mountains. 

From the time the mountains rose between the pioneer and the seaboard, a new order of Americanism arose. The West and the East began to get out of touch of each other. The settlements from the sea to the mountains kept connection with the rear and had a certain solidarity. But the over-mountain men grew more and more independent. The East took a narrow view of American advance, and nearly lost these men. Kentucky and Tennessee history bears abundant witness to the truth of this statement. The East began to try to hedge and limit westward expansion. Though Webster could declare that there were no Alleghanies in his politics, yet in politics in general they were a very solid factor. 

The exploitation of the beasts took hunter and trader to the west, the exploitation of the grasses took the rancher west, and the exploitation of the virgin soil of the river valleys and prairies attracted the farmer. Good soils have been the most continuous attraction to the farmer's frontier. The land hunger of the Virginians drew them down the rivers into Carolina, in early colonial days; the search for soils took the Massachusetts men to Pennsylvania and to New York. As the eastern lands were taken up migration flowed across them to the west. Daniel Boone, the great backwoodsman, who combined the occupations of hunter, trader, cattle-raiser, farmer, and surveyor-learning, probably from the traders, of the fertility of the lands of the upper Yadkin, where the traders were wont to rest as they took their way to the Indians, left his Pennsylvania home with his father, and passed down the Great Valley road to that stream. Learning from a trader of the game and rich pastures of Kentucky, he pioneered the way for the farmers to that region. Thence he passed to the frontier of Missouri, where his settlement was long a landmark on the frontier. Here again he helped to open the way for civilization, finding salt licks, and trails, and land. His son was among the earliest trappers in the passes of the Rocky Mountains, and his party are said to have been the first to camp on the present site of Denver. His grandson, Col. A. J. Boone, of Colorado, was a power among the Indians of the Rocky Mountains, and was appointed an agent by the government. Kit Carson's mother was a Boone. 35 Thus this family epitomizes the backwoodsman's advance across the continent 

The farmer's advance came in a distinct series of waves. In Peck's New Guide to the West, published in Boston in 1837, occurs this suggestive passage: 

Generally, in all the western settlements, three classes, like the waves of the ocean, have rolled one after the other. First comes the pioneer, who depends for the subsistence of his family chiefly upon the natural growth of vegetation, called the "range," and the proceeds of hunting. His implements of agriculture are rude, chiefly of his own make, and his efforts directed mainly to a crop of corn and a "truck patch." The last is a rude garden for growing cabbage, beans, corn for roasting ears, cucumbers, and potatoes. A log cabin, and, occasionally, a stable and corn-crib, and a field of a dozen acres, the timber girdled or "deadened," and fenced, are enough for his occupancy. It is quite immaterial whether he ever becomes the owner of the soil. He is the occupant for the time being, pays no rent, and feels as independent as the " lord of the manor." With a horse, cow, and one or two breeders of swine, he strikes into the woods with his family, and becomes the founder of a new county, or perhaps state. He builds his cabin, gathers around him a few other families of similar tastes and habits, and occupies till the range is somewhat subdued, and hunting a little precarious, or, which is more frequently the case, till the neighbors crowd around, roads, bridges, and fields annoy him, and he lacks elbow room. The preëmption law enables him to dispose of his cabin and cornfield to the next class of emigrants; and, to employ his own figures, he "breaks for the high timber," "clears out for the New Purchase," or migrates to Arkansas or Texas, to work the same process over. 

The next class of emigrants purchase the lands, add field to field, clear out the roads, throw rough bridges over the streams, put up hewn log houses with glass windows and brick or stone chimneys, occasionally plant orchards, build mills, school-houses, court-houses, etc., and exhibit the picture and forms of plain, frugal, civilized life. 

Another wave rolls on. The men of capital and enterprise come. The settler is ready to sell out and take the advantage of the rise in property, push farther into the interior and become, himself, a man of capital and enterprise in turn. The small village rises to a spacious town or city; substantial edifices of brick, extensive fields, orchards, gardens, colleges, and churches are seen. Broad-cloths, silks, leghorns, crepes, and all the refinements, luxuries, elegancies, frivolities, and fashions are in vogue. Thus wave after wave is rolling westward; the real Eldorado is still farther on. 

A portion of the two first classes remain stationary amidst the general movement, improve their habits and condition, and rise in the scale of society. 

The writer has traveled much amongst the first class, the real pioneers. He has lived many years in connection with the second grade; and now the third wave is sweeping over large districts of Indiana, Illinois, and Missouri. Migration has become almost a habit in the West. Hundreds of men can be found, not over 50 years of age, who have settled for the fourth, fifth, or sixth time on a new spot. To sell out and remove only a few hundred miles makes up a portion of the variety of backwoods life and manners. 36 

Omitting those of the pioneer farmers who move from the love of adventure, the advance of the more steady farmer is easy to understand. Obviously the immigrant was attracted by the cheap lands of the frontier, and even the native farmer felt their influence strongly. Year by year the farmers who lived on soil whose returns were diminished by unrotated crops were offered the virgin soil of the frontier at nominal prices. Their growing families demanded more lands, and these were dear. The competition of the unexhausted, cheap, and easily tilled prairie lands compelled the farmer either to go west and continue the exhaustion of the soil on a new frontier, or to adopt intensive culture. Thus the census of 1890 shows, in the Northwest, many counties in which there is an absolute or a relative decrease of population. These States have been sending farmers to advance the frontier on the plains, and have themselves begun to turn to intensive farming and to manufacture. A decade before this, Ohio had shown the same transition stage. Thus the demand for land and the love of wilderness freedom drew the frontier ever onward. 

Having now roughly outlined the various kinds of frontiers, and their modes of advance, chiefly from the point of view of the frontier itself, we may next inquire what were the influences on the East and on the Old World. A rapid enumeration of some of the more noteworthy effects is all that I have time for. 

First, we note that 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. The Scotch-Irish and the Palatine Germans, or " Pennsylvania Dutch," furnished the dominant element in the stock of the colonial frontier. With these peoples were also the freed indented servants, or redemptioners, who at the expiration of their time of service passed to the frontier. Governor Spotswood of Virginia writes in 1717, "The inhabitants of our frontiers are composed generally of such as have been transported hither as servants, and, being out of their time, settle themselves where land is to be taken up and that will produce the necessarys of life with little labour." 37 Very generally these redemptioners were of non-English stock. In the crucible of the frontier the immigrants were Americanized, liberated, and fused into a mixed race, English in neither nationality nor characteristics. The process has gone on from the early days to our own. Burke and other writers in the middle of the eighteenth century believed that Pennsylvania38 was "threatened with the danger of being wholly foreign in language, manners, and perhaps even inclinations." The German and Scotch-Irish elements in the frontier of the South were only less great. In the middle of the present century the German element in Wisconsin was already so considerable that leading publicists looked to the creation of a German state out of the commonwealth by concentrating their colonization.39 Such examples teach us to beware of misinterpreting the fact that there is a common English speech in America into a belief that the stock is also English. 

In another way the advance of the frontier decreased our dependence on England. The coast, particularly of the South, lacked diversified industries, and was dependent on England for the bulk of its supplies. In the South there was even a dependence on the Northern colonies for articles of food. Governor Glenn, of South Carolina, writes in the middle of the eighteenth century: "Our trade with New York and Philadelphia was of this sort, draining us of all the little money and bills we could gather from other places for their bread, flour, beer, hams, bacon, and other things of their produce, all which, except beer, our new townships begin to supply us with, which are settled with very industrious and thriving Germans. This no doubt diminishes the number of shipping and the appearance of our trade, but it is far from being a detriment to us.40 Before long the frontier created a demand for merchants. As it retreated from the coast it became less and less possible for England to bring her supplies directly to the consumer's wharfs, and carry away staple crops, and staple crops began to give way to diversified agriculture for a time. The effect of this phase of the frontier action upon the northern section is perceived when we realize how the advance of the frontier aroused seaboard cities like Boston, New York, and Baltimore, to engage in rivalry for what Washington called "the extensive and valuable trade of a rising empire." 

The legislation which most developed the powers of the national government, and played the largest part in its activity, was conditioned on the frontier. Writers have discussed; the subjects of tariff, land, and internal improvement, as subsidiary to the slavery question. But when American history comes to be rightly viewed it will be seen that the slavery question is an incident. In the period from the end of the first half of the present century to the close of the Civil War slavery rose to primary, but far from exclusive, importance. But this does not justify Dr. von Holst (to take an example) in treating our constitutional history in its formative period down to 1828 in a single volume, giving six volumes chiefly to the history of slavery from 1828 to 1861, under the title "Constitutional History of the United States." The growth of nationalism and the evolution of American political institutions were dependent on the advance of the frontier. Even so recent a writer as Rhodes, in his "History of the United States since the Compromise of 1850," has treated the legislation called out by the western advance as incidental to the slavery struggle. 

This is a wrong perspective. The pioneer needed the goods of the coast, and so the grand series of internal improvement and railroad legislation began, with potent nationalizing effects. Over internal improvements occurred great debates, in which grave constitutional questions were discussed. Sectional groupings appear in the votes, profoundly significant for the historian. Loose construction increased as the nation marched westward41 But the West was not content with bringing the farm to the factory. Under the lead of Clay--"Harry of the West"--protective tariffs were passed, with the cry of bringing the factory to the farm. The disposition of the public lands was a third important subject of national legislation influenced by the frontier. 

The public domain has been a force of profound importance in the nationalization and development of the government. The effects of the struggle of the landed and the landless States, and of the Ordinance of 1787, need no discussion.42 Administratively the frontier called out some of the highest and most vitalizing activities of the general government. The purchase of Louisiana was perhaps the constitutional turning point in the history of the Republic, inasmuch as it afforded both a new area for national legislation and the occasion of the downfall of the policy of strict construction. But the purchase of Louisiana was called out by frontier needs and demands. As frontier States accrued to the Union the national power grew In a speech on the dedication of the Calhoun monument Mr. Lamar explained: "In 1789 the States were the creators of the Federal Government; in 1861 the Federal Government was the creator of a large majority of the States." 

When we consider the public domain from the point of view of the sale and disposal of the public lands we are again brought face to face with the frontier. The policy of the United States in dealing with its lands is in sharp contrast with the European system of scientific administration. Efforts to make this domain a source of revenue, and to withhold it from emigrants in order that settlement might be compact, were in vain. The jealousy and the fears of the East were powerless in the face of the demands of the frontiersmen. John Quincy Adams was obliged to confess: "My own system of administration, which was to make the national domain the inexhaustible fund for progressive and unceasing internal improvement, has failed." The reason is obvious; a system of administration was not what the West demanded; it wanted land. Adams states the situation as follows: "The slaveholders of the South have bought the coöperation of the western country by the bribe of the western lands, abandoning to the new Western States their own proportion of the public property and aiding them in the design of grasping all the lands into their own hands. Thomas H. Benton was the author of this system, which he brought forward as a substitute for the American system of Mr. Clay, and to supplant him as the leading statesman of the West. Mr. Clay, by his tariff compromise with Mr. Calhoun, abandoned his own American system. At the same time he brought forward a plan for distributing among all the States of the Union the proceeds of the sales of the public lands. His bill for that purpose passed both Houses of Congress, but was vetoed by President Jackson, who, in his annual message of December, 1832, formally recommended that all public lands should be gratuitously given away to individual adventurers and to the States in which the lands are situated.43 

"No subject," said Henry Clay, "which has presented itself to the present, or perhaps any preceding, Congress, is of greater magnitude than that of the public lands." When we consider the far-reaching effects of the government's land policy upon political, economic, and social aspects of American life, we are disposed to agree with him. But this legislation was framed under frontier influences, and under the lead of Western statesmen like Benton and Jackson. Said Senator Scott of Indiana in 1841: "I consider the preemption law merely declaratory of the custom or common law of the settlers." 

It is safe to say that the legislation with regard to land, tariff, and internal improvements-the American system of the nationalizing Whig party--was conditioned on frontier ideas and needs. But it was not merely in legislative action that the frontier worked against the sectionalism of the coast. The economic and social characteristics of the frontier worked against sectionalism. The men of the frontier had closer resemblances to the Middle region than to either of the other sections. Pennsylvania had been the seed plot of frontier emigration, and, although she passed on her settlers along the Great Valley into the west of Virginia and the Carolinas, yet the industrial society of these Southern frontiersmen was always more like that of the Middle region than like that of the tide water portion of the South, which later came to spread its industrial type throughout the South. The Middle region, entered by New York harbor, was an open door to all Europe. The tide-water part of the South represented typical Englishmen, modified by a warm climate and servile labor, and living in baronial fashion on great plantations; New England stood for a special English movement-- Puritanism. The Middle region was less English than the other sections. It had a wide mixture of nationalities, a varied society, the mixed town and county system of local government, a varied economic life, many religious sects. In short, it was a region mediating between New England and the South, and the East and the West. It represented that composite nationality which the contemporary United States exhibits, that juxtaposition of non-English groups, occupying a valley or a little settlement, and presenting reflections of the map of Europe in their variety. It was democratic and nonsectional, if not national; "easy, tolerant, and contented;" rooted strongly in material prosperity. It was typical of the modern United States. It was least sectional, not only because it lay between North and South, but also because with no barriers to shut out its frontiers from its settled region, and with a system of connecting waterways, the Middle region mediated between East and West as well as between North and South. Thus it became the typically American region. Even the New Englander, who was shut out from the frontier by the Middle region, tarrying in New York or Pennsylvania on his west. ward march, lost the acuteness of his sectionalism on the way.44 

The spread of cotton culture into the interior of the South finally broke down the contrast between the "tide-water " region and the rest of the State, and based Southern interests on slavery. Before this process revealed its results the western portion of the South, which was akin to Pennsylvania in stock, society, and industry, showed tendencies to fall away from the faith of the fathers into internal improvement legislation and nationalism. In the Virginia convention of 1829-30, called to revise the constitution, Mr. Leigh, of Chesterfield, one of the tide-water counties, declared: 

One of the main causes of discontent which led to this convention, that which had the strongest influence in overcoming our veneration for the work of our fathers, which taught us to contemn the sentiments of Henry and Mason and Pendleton, which weaned us from our reverence for the constituted authorities of the State, was an overweening passion for internal improvement. I say this with perfect knowledge, for it has been avowed to me by gentlemen from the West over and over again. And let me tell the gentleman from Albemarle (Mr. Gordon) that it has been another principal object of those who set this ball of revolution in motion, to overturn the doctrine of State rights, of which Virginia has been the very pillar, and to remove the barrier she has interposed to the interference of the Federal Government in that same work of internal improvement, by so reorganizing the legislature that Virginia, too, may be hitched to the Federal car. 

It was this nationalizing tendency of the West that transformed the democracy of Jefferson into the national republicanism of Monroe and the democracy of Andrew Jackson. The West of the War of 1812, the West of Clay, and Benton and Harrison, and Andrew Jackson, shut off by the Middle States and the mountains from the coast sections, had a solidarity of its own with national tendencies.45 On the tide of the Father of Waters, North and South met and mingled into a nation. Interstate migration went steadily on--a process of crossfertilization of ideas and institutions. The fierce struggle of the sections over slavery on the western frontier does not diminish the truth of this statement; it proves the truth of it. Slavery was a sectional trait that would not down, but in the West it could not remain sectional. It was the greatest of frontiersmen who declared: "I believe this Government can not endure permanently half slave and half free. It will become all of one thing or all of the other." Nothing works for nationalism like intercourse within the nation. Mobility of population is death to localism, and the western frontier worked irresistibly in unsettling population. The effect reached back from the frontier and affected profoundly the Atlantic coast and even the Old World. 

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. The tax-gatherer is viewed as a representative of oppression. Prof. Osgood, in an able article,46 has pointed out that the frontier conditions prevalent in the colonies are important factors in the explanation of the American Revolution, where individual liberty was sometimes confused with absence of all effective government. The same conditions aid in explaining the difficulty of instituting a strong government in the period of the confederacy. The frontier individualism has from the beginning promoted democracy. The frontier States that came into the Union in the first quarter of a century of its existence came in with democratic suffrage provisions, and had reactive effects of the highest importance upon the older States whose peoples were being attracted there. An extension of the franchise became essential. It was western New York that forced an extension of suffrage in the constitutional convention of that State in 1821; and it was western Virginia that compelled the tide-water region to put a more liberal suffrage provision in the constitution framed in 1830, and to give to the frontier region a more nearly proportionate representation with the tide-water aristocracy. The rise of democracy as an effective force in the nation came in with western preponderance under Jackson and William Henry Harrison, and it meant the triumph of the frontier-- with all of its good and with all of its evil elements.47 An interesting illustration of the tone of frontier democracy in 1830 comes from the same debates in the Virginia convention already referred to. A representative from western Virginia declared: 

But, sir, it is not the increase of population in the West which this gentleman ought to fear. It is the energy which the mountain breeze and western habits impart to those emigrants. They are regenerated, politically I mean, sir. They soon become working politicians, and the difference, sir, between a talking and a working politician is immense. The Old Dominion has long been celebrated for producing great orators; the ablest metaphysicians in policy; men that can split hairs in all abstruse questions of political economy. But at home, or when they return from Congress, they have negroes to fan them asleep. But a Pennsylvania, a New York, an Ohio, or a western Virginia statesman, though far inferior in logic, metaphysics, and rhetoric to an old Virginia statesman, has this advantage, that when he returns home he takes off his coat and takes hold of the plow. This gives him bone and muscle, sir, and preserves his republican principles pure and uncontaminated. 

So long as free land exists, the opportunity for a competency exists, and economic power secures political power. But the democracy born of free land, strong in selfishness and individualism, intolerant of administrative experience and education, and pressing individual liberty beyond its proper bounds, has its dangers as well as its benefits. Individualism in America has allowed a laxity in regard to governmental affairs which has rendered possible the spoils system and all the manifest evils that follow from the lack of a highly developed civic spirit. In this connection may be noted also the influence of frontier conditions in permitting lax business honor, inflated paper currency and wild-cat banking. The colonial and revolutionary frontier was the region whence emanated many of the worst forms of an evil currency.48 The West in the War of 1812 repeated the phenomenon on the frontier of that day, while the speculation and wild-cat banking of the period of the crisis of 1837 occurred on the new frontier belt of the next tier of States. Thus each one of the periods of lax financial integrity coincides with periods when a new set of frontier communities had arisen, and coincides in area with these successive frontiers for the most part. The recent Populist agitation is a case in point. Many a State that now declines any connection with the tenets of the Populists, itself adhered to such ideas in an earlier stage of the development of the State. A primitive society can hardly be expected to show the intelligent appreciation of the complexity of business interests in a developed society. The continual recurrence of these areas of paper-money agitation is another evidence that the frontier can be isolated and studied as a factor in American history of the highest importance. 49 

The East has always feared the result of an unregulated advance of the frontier, and has tried to check and guide it. The English authorities would have checked settlement at the headwaters of the Atlantic tributaries and allowed the "savages to enjoy their deserts in quiet lest the peltry trade should decrease." This called out Burke's splendid protest: 

If you stopped your grants, what would be the consequence? The people would occupy without grants. They have already so occupied in many places. You can not station garrisons in every part of these deserts. If you drive the people from one place, they will carry on their annual tillage and remove with their flocks and herds to another Many of the people in the back settlements are already little attached to particular situations. Already they have topped the Appalachian Mountains. From thence they behold before them an immense plain, one vast, rich, level meadow; a square of five hundred miles. Over this they would wander without a possibility of restraint; they would change ,their manners with their habits of life; would soon forget a government by which they were disowned; would become hordes of English Tartars; and, pouring down upon your unfortified frontiers a fierce and irresistible cavalry, become masters of your governors and your counselers, your collectors and comptrollers, and of all the slaves that adhered to them. Such would, and in no long time must, be the effect of attempting to forbid as a crime and to suppress as an evil the command and blessing of Providence, "Increase and multiply." Such would be the happy result of an endeavor to keep as a lair of wild beasts that earth which God, by an express charter, has given to the children of men. 

But the English Government was not alone in its desire to limit the advance of the frontier and guide its destinies. Tidewater Virginia50 and South Carolina51 gerrymandering those colonies to insure the dominance of the coast in their legislatures. Washington desired to settle a State at a time in the Northwest; Jefferson would reserve form settlement the territory of his Louisiana Purchase north of the thirty-second parallel, in order to offer it to the Indians in exchange for their settlements east of the Mississippi. "When we shall be full on this side," he writes, "we may lay off a range of States on the western bank from the head to the mouth, and so range after range, advancing compactly as we multiply." Madison went so far as to argue to the French minister that the United States had no interest in seeing population extend itself on the right bank of the Mississippi, but should rather fear it. When the Oregon question was under debate, in 1824, Smyth, of Virginia, would draw an unchangeable line for the limits of the United States at the outer limit of two tiers of States beyond the Mississippi, complaining that the seaboard States were being drained of the flower of their population by the bringing of too much land into market. Even Thomas Benton, the man of widest views of the destiny of the West, at this stage of his career declared that along the ridge of the Rocky mountains "the western limits of the Republic should be drawn, and the statue of the fabled god Terminus should be raised upon its highest peak, never to be thrown down." 52 But the attempts to limit the boundaries, to restrict land sales and settlement, and to deprive the West of its share of political power were all in vain. Steadily the frontier of settlement advanced and carried with it individualism, democracy, and nationalism, and powerfully affected the East and the Old World. 

The most effective efforts of the East to regulate the frontier came through its educational and religious activity, exerted by interstate migration and by organized societies. Speaking in 1835, Dr. Lyman Beecher declared: "It is equally plain that the religious and political destiny of our nation is to be decided in the West," and he pointed out that the population of the West "is assembled from all the States of the Union and from all the nations of Europe, and is rushing in like the waters of the flood, demanding for its moral preservation the immediate and universal action of those institutions which discipline the mind and arm the conscience and the heart. And so various are the opinions and habits, and so recent and imperfect is the acquaintance, and so sparse are the settlements of the West, that no homogeneous public sentiment can be formed to legislate immediately into being the requisite institutions. And yet they are all needed immediately in their utmost perfection and power. A nation is being 'born in a day.' . . . But what will become of the West if her prosperity rushes up to such a majesty of power, while those great institutions linger which are necessary to form the mind and the conscience and the heart of that vast world. It must not be permitted. . . . Let no man at the East quiet himself and dream of liberty, whatever may become of the West.... Her destiny is our destiny." 53 

With the appeal to the conscience of New England, he adds appeals to her fears lest other religious sects anticipate her own. The New England preacher and school-teacher left their mark on the West. The dread of Western emancipation from New England's political and economic control was paralleled by her fears lest the West cut loose from her religion. Commenting in 1850 on reports that settlement was rapidly extending northward in Wisconsin, the editor of the Home Missionary writes: "We scarcely know whether to rejoice or mourn over this extension of our settlements. While we sympathize in whatever tends to increase the physical resources and prosperity of our country, we can not forget that with all these dispersions into remote and still remoter corners of the land the supply of the means of grace is becoming relatively less and less." Acting in accordance with such ideas, home missions were established and Western colleges were erected. As seaboard cities like Philadelphia, New York, and Baltimore strove for the mastery of Western trade, so the various denominations strove for the possession of the West. Thus an intellectual stream from New England sources fertilized the West. Other sections sent their missionaries; but the real struggle was between sects. The contest for power and the expansive tendency furnished to the various sects by the existence of a moving frontier must have had important results on the character of religious organization in the United States. The multiplication of rival churches in the little frontier towns had deep and lasting social effects. The religious aspects of the frontier make a chapter in our history which needs study. 

From the conditions of frontier life came intellectual traits of profound importance. The works of travelers along each frontier from colonial days onward describe certain common traits, and these traits have, while softening down, still persisted as survivals in the place of their origin, even when a higher social organization succeeded. The result is that to the frontier the American intellect owes its striking characteristics. That coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and inquisitiveness; that practical, inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients; that masterful grasp of material things, lacking in the artistic but powerful to effect great ends; that restless, nervous energy; 54 that dominant individualism, working for good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy and exuberance which comes with freedom-these are traits of the frontier, or traits called out elsewhere because of the existence of the frontier. Since the days when the fleet of Columbus sailed into the waters of the New World, America has been another name for opportunity, and the people of the United States have taken their tone from the incessant expansion which has not only been open but has even been forced upon them. He would be a rash prophet who should assert that the expansive character of American life has now entirely ceased. Movement has been its dominant fact, and, unless this training has no effect upon a people, the American energy will continually demand a wider field for its exercise. But never again will such gifts of free land offer themselves. For a moment, at the frontier, the bonds of custom are broken and unrestraint is triumphant. There is not tabula rasa. The stubborn American environment is there with its imperious summons to accept its conditions; the inherited ways of doing things are also there; and yet, in spite of environment, and in spite of custom, each frontier did indeed furnish a new field of opportunity, a gate of escape from the bondage of the past; and freshness, and confidence, and scorn of older society, impatience of its restraints and its ideas, and indifference to its lessons, have accompanied the frontier. What the Mediterranean Sea was to the Greeks, breaking the bond of custom, offering new experiences, calling out new institutions and activities, that, and more, the ever retreating frontier has been to the United States directly, and to the nations of Europe more remotely. And now, four centuries from the discovery of America, at the end of a hundred years of life under the Constitution, the frontier has gone, and with its going has closed the first period of American history. 
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Frederick Jackson Turner

(1861-1932)
"The existence of an area of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement westward explain American development." With these words, Frederick Jackson Turner laid the foundation for modern historical study of the American West and presented a "frontier thesis" that continues to influence historical thinking even today.

Turner was born in Portage, Wisconsin, in 1861. His father, a journalist by trade and local historian by avocation, piqued Turner's interest in history. After his graduation from the University of Wisconsin in 1884, Turner decided to become a professional historian, and received his Ph.D. from Johns Hopkins University in 1890. He served as a teacher and scholar at the University of Wisconsin from 1889 to 1910, when he joined Harvard's faculty. He retired in 1924 but continued his research until his death in 1932.

Turner's contribution to American history was to argue that the frontier past best explained the distinctive history of the United States. He most cogently articulated this idea in "The Significance of the Frontier in American History," which he first delivered to a gathering of historians in 1893 at Chicago, then the site of the World's Columbian Exposition, an enormous fair to mark the four-hundredth anniversary of Columbus' voyage. Although almost totally ignored at the time, Turner's lecture eventually gained such wide distribution and influence that a contemporary scholar has called it "the single most influential piece of writing in the history of American history."

Three years before Turner's pronouncement of the frontier thesis, the U.S. Census Bureau had announced the disappearance of a contiguous frontier line. Turner took this "closing of the frontier" as an opportunity to reflect upon the influence it had exercised. He argued that the frontier had meant that every American generation returned "to primitive conditions on a continually advancing frontier line." Along this frontier -- which he also described as "the meeting point between savagery and civilization" -- Americans again and again recapitulated the developmental stages of the emerging industrial order of the 1890's. This development, in Turner's description of the frontier, "begins with the Indian and the hunter; it goes on with the disintegration of savagery by the entrance of the trader... the pastoral stage in ranch life; the exploitation of the soil by the raising of unrotated crops of corn and wheat in sparsely settled farm communities; the intensive culture of the denser farm settlement; and finally the manufacturing organization with the city and the factory system."

For Turner, the deeper significance of the frontier lay in the effects of this social recapitulation on the American character. "The frontier," he claimed, "is the line of most rapid Americanization." The presence and predominance of numerous cultural traits -- "that coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and acquisitiveness; that practical inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients; that masterful grasp of material things... that restless, nervous energy; that dominant individualism" -- could all be attributed to the influence of the frontier.

Turner's essay reached triumphalist heights in his belief that the promotion of individualistic democracy was the most important effect of the frontier. Individuals, forced to rely on their own wits and strength, he believed, were simply too scornful of rank to be amenable to the exercise of centralized political power.

Turner offered his frontier thesis as both an analysis of the past and a warning about the future. If the frontier had been so essential to the development of American culture and democracy, then what would befall them as the frontier closed? It was on this forboding note that he closed his address: "And now, four centuries from the discovery of America, at the end of a hundred years of life under the Constitution, the frontier has gone, and with its going has closed the first period of American history."

More than a century after he first delivered his frontier thesis, historians still hotly debate Turner's ideas and approach. His critics have denied everything from his basic assumptions to the small details of his argument. The mainstream of the profession has long since discarded Turner's assumption that the frontier is the key to American history as a whole; they point instead to the critical influence of such factors as slavery and the Civil War, immigration, and the development of industrial capitalism. But even within Western and frontier history, a growing body of historians has contested Turner's approach.

Some have long disputed the very idea of a frontier of "free land." Turner's formulation ignored the presence of the numerous Indian peoples whose subjugation was required by the nation's westward march, and assumed that the bulk of newly acquired lands were actually democratically distributed to yeomen pioneers. The numerous Indian wars provoked by American expansion belie Turner's argument that the American "free land" frontier was a sharp contrast with European nations' borders with other states.

On a more analytic level, an increasing number of Western historians have found the very concept of a frontier dubious, because it applies to too many disparate places and times to be useful. How much do Puritan New England and the California of the transcontinental railroad really have in common? Many such critics have sought to replace the idea of a moving frontier with the idea of the West as a distinctive region, much like the American South.

Where Turner told the triumphalist story of the frontier's promotion of a distinctly American democracy, many of his critics have argued that precisely the opposite was the case. Cooperation and communities of various sorts, not isolated individuals, made possible the absorption of the West into the United States. Most migrant wagon trains, for example, were composed of extended kinship networks. Moreover, as the 19th century wore on, the role of the federal government and large corporations grew increasingly important. Corporate investors headquartered in New York laid the railroads; government troops defeated Indian nations who refused to get out of the way of manifest destiny; even the cowboys, enshrined in popular mythology as rugged loners, were generally low-level employees of sometimes foreign-owned cattle corporations.

Moreover, these revisionist scholars argue, for many places the West has not been the land of freedom and opportunity that both Turnerian history and popular mythology would have us believe. For many women, Asians, Mexicans who suddenly found themselves residents of the United States, and, of course, Indians, the West was no promised land.

The more foreboding and cautionary tale which increasing numbers of Western historians have offered in place of Turner's account has provoked sharp controversy. "New" Western historians -- many of whom actually echo and draw upon fairly old scholarly works -- often argue that their accounts offer a more inclusive and honest reckoning of the Western past. Western historians who still adhere roughly to Turner's approach accuse their opponents of mistaking a simple-minded political correctness for good scholarship in their quest to recount only the doom and gloom of the Western past. Often the rhetoric reaches an acrimonious crescendo. But in a sense, the very acrimony of these debates takes us full circle back to Turner and his legacy, for debates about the significance of Western history are hardly ever confined to the past. In our understanding of what we are as a nation, if on no other level, the Western past continues to define us today.

Questions to Consider: 

1) What is The Frontier Thesis? What role does Turner argue the frontier has played in American history? 

2) What does Turner say about American distinctiveness (or "exceptionalism") in the essay? What evidence does he provide for his argument? 

3) Trace the process which Turner identifies as "Americanization." How does that process proceed? What are the steps and stages along the way? 

4) Turner is often identified as a "Progressive" historian, meaning that he views history as the inevitable process from chaos to improvement, with the underlying assumption that change is usually for the better. What "Progressive" assessments of history appear in Turner's thesis? Does he identify any threats to that progress? 

5) Think about America in the 1890s. What are the major social changes shaping peoples' lives during this era? How does Turner's thesis reflect these changes, try to make sense of them, or sound a warning call for ways in which America might be losing its way as a result of the changes? 

6) What makes it possible for Turner to argue that the land on the other side of the "frontier" is "empty," despite Native American and Spanish settlement in the region? 

7) Examine the language used by Turner. What does his use of such terms as "savagery" reveal about his social philosophy? How is he a product of his times? 

8) Patricia Nelson Limerick has argued that Turner's "West" is his own hometown of Portage, Wisconsin, and that this fact shapes his assessment of the "frontier process." Do you agree with this assessment of Turner's essay? Why or why not? 

9) Who is Turner's "normative" American? What activities, identities, geographic locations, etc., reveal that American's normative status? In what ways is Turner's thesis a statement of American hegemony at the moment of the 1890s, both with regards to that normative American and American territorial expansion?
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At a meeting of the World Congress of Historians held in Chicago in the summer of 1893, a young professor from the University Wisconsin named Frederick Jackson Turner read a paper entitled "The Significance of the Frontier in American History." In it, he developed two general propositions. The first was that the frontier--defined as an ever-receding border "between savagery and civilization," beyond which lay a vast expanse of "free land"--had been the primary determinant shaping the American character. The other was that, as of 1890, the frontier was closed, only isolated pockets of free land remaining, and "with its going has closed the first period of American history."
Turner's frontier hypothesis was a radical departure from the conventional wisdom of the age. For quite some time the prevailing view, at least among intellectuals, had been that the essential qualities of Americanness (most notably the Americans' spirit of enterprise and their capacity for self-government) were legacies from the Old World, specifically from their English forebears and, before that, from the ancient Anglo-Saxons. Turner challenged this "germ theory"--so called because it postulated that American institutions were the product of European seeds planted in New World soil--both as to the origins and as to the content of what was truly American. As for origins, Turner asserted that, except along parts of the Atlantic seaboard, people of English extraction had not been in a majority even during colonial times. More importantly, he insisted that Americans of whatever ethnic background -English, Scotch-Irish, Welsh, Irish, German--had been forced to shed their European cultural baggage once they took up the life of pioneers and to develop into an entirely different breed of men. As for American traits and values, Turner declared that the most general of these were individualism, democracy, nationalism, equality of opportunity, spatial and vertical mobility, and--yes--idealism. 
The immediate reaction to this daring "frontier thesis" was minimal. A reporter who covered the meeting for the literary magazine The Dial did not regard it as being worthy of mention in his story. Only one local newspaper found space, on an inside page, for even a brief reference to it. Of those people to whom Turner sent copies of the paper, only one responded with anything warmer than politeness. 
In little more than a decade, however, the frontier thesis became a new orthodoxy. Turner himself helped popularize it by writing articles in such influential magazines as the Atlantic Monthly and also by training a host of graduate students who fanned out across the country and spread his gospel. The West and the frontier, as one scholar put it, rapidly took over space in the textbooks that had formerly been devoted to the Constitution. A number of popular writers parroted the thesis, novelists echoed its themes, politicians incorporated its message into their campaign oratory; it became common currency of the realm. In 1910 even stately and stodgy Harvard University added its imprimatur, luring Turner to grace its history faculty. 
Acceptance of Turner's Thesis
There are many reasons why the frontier thesis so rapidly captured the popular imagination. The timing was propitious in several ways. The theory of evolution and its counterpart Social Darwinism were much in vogue, and Turner's was an evolutionary theory of American development. The political debacle resulting from the Populist Movement dramatized the importance of east-west tensions in America, heightened a national nostalgia for a simpler past, and lent credence to turner's assertion that slavery and the Civil War had been only "incidents" that obscured the march westward. Then, too, the nation was feeling its oats at the turn of the century, what with its growing industrial might, the tonic of a quick and triumphant war with Spain, and then the ebullient presidency of Teddy Roosevelt. Thus a national explanation of America's uniqueness was warmly welcome. And on the negative side, the country was undergoing a new immigration from southern and eastern Europe, and the difficulties being experienced in assimilating those newcomers seemed to be explained by Turner's dictum that the safety valve long afforded by the frontier was no more. 
But the most compelling reasons for the ready acceptance of the thesis arose from the self-same American character that Turner attempted to describe in his essay. Whatever may be the content of national character--and it is admittedly an elusive concept--one sure clue is what a people prefers to believe about itself. When Turner told Americans they were a rugged, self-made race of men, forged in adversity through the pioneering experience, reborn and purified into a breed unique on earth, and when he threw into the bargain a broad hint that everything good that had developed in Europe was imitative or derivative from the American example, he was telling them something they powerfully craved to feel was true. Moreover, the message was close enough to being true that no extraordinary credulity was necessary to swallow it whole. 
The other American peculiarity that made them receptive to Turner's thesis was, ironically, that Americans are and have been the most a historical of Western nations: We do not know or wish to know what has gone before. This is no modern aberration, no product of a bankrupt educational system. When George Bush snarls contemptuously, "That's history," as a way of dismissing as irrelevant something that happened only a year or two ago, or even a week or tow ago, he is expressing a quintessential attitude deeply rooted in the past that has made Americans what they are. 
Turner's "history" could appeal to such a people because it was couched in terms of a process rather than a continuum, a process that was repeated over time in every part of America with only trivial deviations. Participants in the process looked forward in time, confident as to how it would all turn out. And as for looking backward, as one of Turner's many illustrious students put it half a century later, in his model "you didn't have to study the history of a time and place to know what that history was." 
Turner's description of the frontier process began with the Indian and the hunter, continued with "the disintegration of savagery by the entrance of the trader," then the "pastoral stage," then the growing of crops in "sparsely settled farming communities," followed by "the intensive culture of the denser farm settlement," and finally concluded with the organization of manufacturing with the "city and the factory system." He suggested that this process was the norm everywhere except when a mining phase intervened or when environments were radically different. "Stand at Cumberland Gap," he wrote, "and watch the procession of civilization, marching single file--the buffalo, following the trail to the salt springs, the Indian, the fur-trader and hunter, the cattle-raiser, the pioneer farmer--and the frontier has passed by." That would have been during the 1780s. Now, "Stand at south Pass in the Rockies a century later and see the same procession with wider intervals between.
Characteristics That The Frontier Produced 
He meant his essay to be suggestive rather than definitive, however, and as he explored the subject further he introduced some refinements. For one thing, he observed that as New England Yankees trekked westward, their path marked by towns named Salem from Massachusetts to Oregon, they tended to do so in groups rather than as individuals or single families. Whole communities migrated together, and thus they were able to skip the most primitive and barbarous stages of the frontier process and to retain many of the traits of their Puritan ancestors. For another thing, Turner observed that southerner, though experiencing the early phases as he had described them, only evolved as far as the intensive agricultural phase because of their system of plantation slavery. But for the rest of the country, form the Middle Atlantic states through the Middle West and across the Mississippi into Iowa, Minnesota, Kansas, and Nebraska--which he characterized as the "typically American" region of the country--he stuck by his formula. 
The formula was one of environmental determinism, and given the broad sweep of his generalizations, he was fairly specific in suggesting how it worked. Pioneers went to the frontier--"a gate of escape from the bondage of the past"--from the settled east or directly from Europe. Either way, when they faced the rigors of surviving in a primitive wilderness, most of their socially learned values and ways roved utterly useless to them. They may have cast them off reluctantly, but cast them off they must; and thus, whatever their differences in backgrounds, they necessarily were homogenized into something new, and as they moved up the scale of social evolution, they necessarily did so along similar lines.
Most of the characteristics that the frontier process red were in Turner's view desirable. He saw the frontier as breeding nationalism, for instance, not only because frontiersmen felt a need for services such as transportation and protection from the Indians but also because the frontier and frontiersmen were ever on the move, and "nothing works for nationalism like intercourse within the nation. Mobility of population is death to localism." As for democracy, he saw it as "born of free lad," for "so long as free land exists, the opportunity for a competence exists, and economic power secures political power."
To be sure, Turner's frontiersmen were not saints. Their democracy, "strong in selfishness and individualism, intolerant of administrative experience and education, and pressing individual liberty beyond its proper bounds, has its dangers as well as its benefits." He deplored in particular the frontiersman's "laxity in regard to governmental affairs" and "the lack of a highly developed civic spirit," which together led to political corruption and a disregard for honor in matters of business. He relegated the lawlessness and violence of the frontier to a footnote on the ground that they were "sufficiently known." Even lawlessness, however, had a positive side. The frontiersman "knew how to preserve order, even in the absence of legal authority." He was interested not in "finely drawn distinctions or scruples of method," but in "substantial justice, secured in the most direct way." To him, "a crime was more an offense against the victim than a violation of the law of the land." 
Perhaps the most elusive and yet most powerful characteristic Turner saw on the frontier--and in the larger nation that it shaped--was idealism, born of the equal and boundless opportunity for self improvement the frontier provided. Picking up on a theme suggested by Henry Adams, Turner waxed poetical on the subject. 
While his horizon was still bounded by the clearing that his as had made, the pioneer dreamed of continental conquests. The vastness of he wilderness kindled his imagination. His vision saw beyond the dank swamp at the edge of the great lake to the lofty buildings and the jostling multitudes of a mighty city; beyond the rank, grass-clad prairie to seas of golden grain; beyond the harsh life of the long hut and the sod house of the home of his children, where should dwell comfort and the higher things of life, though they might not be for him. 
Seen from that perspective, materialistic America was the most idealistic land on earth, and its people "had the power of will to make their dreams come true." 
Evaluating The Frontier Thesis
To appraise the frontier theses is a threefold undertaking: as an account of American history to the end of the nineteenth century, as description of American character, and as a prophesy of what was to come after "the pioneering era drew to a close. " as indicated, the thesis was for a long time reckoned almost as holy writ. One measure of Turner's impact is that, whereas the University of Wisconsin was virtually alone in offering courses on the history of the western United States in 1893, almost every college and university offered such courses between roughly 1910 and 1960, a large percentage of them taught by Turner's students. His prestige and the respect with which his ideas were viewed are indicated by the fact that he was awarded two posthumous Pulitzer Prizes in the 1930s for books that he had never finished writing. 
Bit by bit, however, historians have whittled away at the thesis until almost no part of it is still accepted. As early as 1921 another historian of the west, Clarence W. Alvord, had pointed out in a review of Turner's major work The Frontier in American History that the "frontier process" rarely if ever happened. What happened instead was that hunters, herders, farmers, entrepreneurs, traders, and manufacturers poured into the western country "practically simultaneously." Instead of describing the process of civilization as marching is single file, or in a succession of waves, Alvord suggested, the appropriate metaphor "should be a flood." Reviewing the same book, Charles A. Beard noted that the frontier could not explain slavery, urbanization, industrialization, and the growth of organized labor, all of which were much in evidence before the frontier allegedly closed in 1890. 
Curiously, neither these early critics nor later ones took notice of the fact that there were other peoples on the North American continent who proved entirely immune to the frontier environment. Most obviously there were the Amerindians, whom Turner described as primitives and savages without explaining why the frontier had not worked its magic upon them. There were also Hispanics in the South-west from Texas to California, who settled into a leisurely pastoral life that was changed only when the aggressive Gringos began pouring in form the east. 
Nonetheless, criticisms on other grounds were forthcoming in the 1930s. Benjamin f. Wright, a professor of government at Harvard, led the way with a series of articles attacking the thesis. Most tellingly, he found that the movement of democratic institutions and ideas had not been from west to east, as turner had asserted, but the other way around. Indeed, most state constitutions were patterned after those of states immediately to the east, as were local governments. Wright also showed that the pioneering phase in most places lasted such a short time that it rarely forced settlers to cast off their past and assume a new personality. Other scholars, including Louis B. Wright, George W. Pierson, and Earl Pomeroy, elaborated and expanded the points Benjamin Wright had made. 
In the 1940s two major scholars lambasted the "safety-valve" aspect of the frontier thesis--Turner's belief that the presence of free land had attracted eastern workers and immigrants and thus prevented their being bottled up in cities. The first critic, Arthur Schlesinger, Sr., was a specialist in urban history who pointed out that as early as 1820 migration to the cities was more rapid than movement to the frontier. Moreover, during the century from the 1790 census to that of 1890, urban population growth was 139-fold, whereas that of the country as a whole was but sixteen-fold. Schlesinger claimed that Turner himself had, in 1925, recognized that American history would have to be reinterpreted as an urbanizing rather than as a westernizing experience. 
The other major attack on the safety-valve theory was that launched by Fred Shannon, distinguished historian of agricu7lture at the University of Illinois. Shannon's research showed that, throughout the nineteenth century, for every industrial worker who went into pioneering agriculture on the frontier there were twenty farmers who moved to urban areas. There were tangible reasons why this was so: Shannon calculated that even when western land was nominally free, as it was under the 1862 Homestead Act, the cost of transportation and capital goods made it inaccessible to eastern workers. But there was also a matter of preference. People who grew up on farms were ten times as likely to move to the city as adults as they were to move to a new farm. Shannon also noted that the decades of the 1870s and 1880s, when more "free land" was being taken up than ever before, should have seen the safety valve working most effectively, whereas in fact strikes, radicalism, and violence had been rampant during those years. 
In short, the frontier process did not take place, frontiersmen borrowed their democracy from effete easterners, and the great migration was to the cities rather than to the wilderness. There remains the question whether immigrants cast off their traditional cultures as they arrived in the west. The evidence is overwhelming that they did not. Turner himself was aware of the Germans who settled on the Pennsylvania frontier during the eighteenth century and also peopled the back-country of Maryland, much of the Shenandoah Valley, and portions of the Carolina Piedmont--retaining their ethnic awareness all the way. Surely he must have known too of the Scandinavians in the upper Middle West, who also retained a distinctive culture. He wrote much of the Scotch--Irish but was apparently unaware that when he described their characteristics as frontiersmen he was describing traits (as Grady McWhiney has so brilliantly demonstrated) that they had manifested for centuries in Britain and Ireland. 
Indeed, it is difficult to understand how a view so contrary to common sense could have endured, for a moment's reflection should be enough to indicate what, above all else, the essentially uninhabited American frontier provided and the Old World could not: space where people were able, by choice, to live among like-minded people in isolation for others. The frontier experience worked its changes, to be sure, but these were in the direction of remolding the settlers as caricatures of their old selves. In the words of Robert D. Mitchell, in frontier conditions tradition 
Is modified because of selective trait retention by the culture bearers as they negotiate and settle the new environments. The core culture undergoes trait reduction and simplification, while those traits which are retained are intensified and become the framework to which innovative or borrowed traits are added to form the configuration of a new society. 
Evaluating Turner's description of the American character and of American values yields more mixed results. His dictum that Americans were individualistic for instance, had long been and continues to be a cliche of questionable validity. My own researches of the eighteenth century demonstrate that in most places the community policed the manners and morals of all its members and was extremely intolerant when individuals departed from the norms expected of persons of a given place in the social hierarchy. Social hierarchies became much more fluid in the nineteenth century, it is true; but one needs only to read Tocqueville or Dickens to understand that, while Americans were wont to boast rudely of their individualism and equality, they continued in fact to be conformists. The one exception was the South. Obsessed with honor, quick to take offense, and prone to violence, Southerners developed a veneer of politeness and a spirit of live and let live, which led to an extreme tolerance of eccentric behavior. 
Interpreting American Culture
As for the democracy that turner regarded as characteristically American, one must distinguish between the politically the United States had provided for universal manhood suffrage on a course paralleling that of England. Going beyond manhood suffrage, however--giving the vote to women, blacks, and eighteen-year-olds and providing for popular instead of legislative election of senators--entailed democratic reforms adopted during the twentieth century, long after the closing of the frontier. Socially, the nation was democratic in the sense that no one, except for slaves, had hereditary status. But social equality did not extend to women and children and members of dependent classes. (It is easy to forget that domestic servants and farm laborers constituted a fifth of the total labor force in 1900 and an eighth of the total as late as 1940.) In other words, there was a sense of social equality among free, white, propertied adult males, or perhaps one person in seven--and even among them a hierarchy of deference prevailed. 
Turning to nationalism, it is true that Americans traditionally have regarded themselves as a unique and superior people, unburdened by the history that plagues the Old World. Beyond that, however, it is difficult to see any serious breakdown of localism in eighteenth-or nineteenth-century America, wherein secession movements were endemic. Westerners threatened to secede repeatedly from the 1780s until the 1830s, New Englanders so threatened during the presidencies of Jefferson and Madison, and the South did secede in 1860-61. Nearly every war until World War II divided the nation bitterly, as did those that followed. Sectional loyalty marked most of the country until quite recently, and a sense of ethnic identity among "hyphenated Americans" has been ever present. And with nationalism as with democracy, the greatest advances took place many years after Turner said the frontier was no more. 
Equality of opportunity and mobility, both spatial and vertical, were closely related concepts, and in dealing with them Turner was on the mark. Truly, the united States provided boundless opportunities for those who were willing to seize them, and as truly the American people were restless and on the move, especially after 1815. Three observations must be added, however. The first is that other countries in the New World, particularly in South America, were quite as richly blessed in natural wealth and free land as the United States, but somehow their peoples failed to exploit and develop them. The second is that vertical mobility worked both ways. Rag to riches was a common story, but as historian Burt Folsom has shown, riches to rates was as common: The failure rate among both farmers and businessmen has been staggering throughout our history. The third is that opportunity and mobility have all along increased with urbanization, and they have grown enormously with massive urbanization in the twentieth century.
Finally, we come to the idealism. The spirit that Turner so eloquently described was abundantly present in nineteenth-century America, but not among those to whom he attributed it. Southern planters had it built the cotton kingdom, albeit with the forced labor of others. Town fathers, boosters, and boomers had it: and so did canal-builders, railroad-builders, and captains of industry--city men all. And most of all inventors and entrepreneurs had it. (Thomas Edison once took his secretary, A.O. Tate, into a northern New Jersey wilderness and asked what he saw before him. When Tate replied, " A beautiful valley," Edison said, "Well, I'm going to make it a lot more beautiful. I'm going to make it a lot more beautiful. I'm going to fill it with factory smoke-stacks.")
Frontiersmen and ordinary farmers dreamed a different dream. It needs be recognized that except for plantation masters few Americans ever became wealthy from farming, whether as pioneers or as settled agriculturists. But there lay open to them one prospective quick route to wealth, and that was in land speculation, fever for speculating in land was pandemic in America from colonial days to the twentieth century, infecting rich and poor, men of high birth and low. Repeatedly, whenever farm prices began to rise, farmers took out mortgages and invested in land every dollar they could raise, expecting to sell to newcomers at whopping profits. Their own buying, not that of new settlers, pushed land prices sharply upward, and on paper they were temporarily men of wealth. Inevitably, however--in the panics of 1819, 1837, 1857,1873, and 1893--the bubble burst, and the farmer-speculators went down with their dreams.
Turner's Vision of America Endures
Enough has been said the indicate that Turner's frontier thesis proved in the long run to be no more accurate at foretelling the future than at describing the past. But it was not his misinterpretations or the work of scholars that brought the ultimate rejection of his ideas. Rather, the demise of the frontier thesis is explicable in terms of turner's own philosophy of history. He always insisted that study of the past had no value unless it shed light on present concerns. History was, he said, the " self-consciousness of the living age, acquired by understanding its development from the past." In other words, history was meaningful only as long as it was relevant. Without commenting on this formulation as a philosophical proposition, we may conclude that Turner's version of the American past became defunct because it became irrelevant. 
A reasonably accurate barometer to the fluctuations in its relevance is to be found in the traditional movie westerns. The westerns of the 1930s--featuring Tom Mix, Buck Jones, ken Maynard, bob Steele, and perhaps two dozen other stars--captured the frontier myth in celluloid. Common ranchers and farmers, struggling against nature, find their hopes and dreams frustrated by (choose one) (1) outlaws, (2) a crooked sheriff, (3) wealthy land- and water-engrossers, (4) railroaders, (5) eastern exploiters, or (6) all of the above. In comes a stranger on a white horse who rallies the plain fold, wipes out the bad guys, and rides the Marines in the South Pacific by drawling, "Saddle up, boys"--but as soon as the war was won, they returned in full vigor. When television came along, and throughout the 1950s, westerns were the most popular shows among children and adults alike, and their message was always some variant of the frontier thesis of Frederick Jackson Turner. 
In 1960 John F. Kennedy was able to strike responsive chords by calling his program the New Frontier; but frontier imagery was soon to be discredited and them obliterated from memory by the onward rush of events. The discrediting came from a perversion of frontier vigilantism in the form of assassinations, first of Jack Kennedy and then of his brother Bobby and Martin Luther King, Jr. The obliteration came from the civil rights movement, urban race riots, Vietnam, Watergate, the emergence of the New Left, the hippie counterculture--in sum an orgy of national self-flagellation. In the wake of all that, American history was rewritten to feature the rape of a continent, ravaging of Indians, exploitation of blacks, and oppression of women--in short, something to be thoroughly ashamed of. There was no place left for a romanticized, heroic westward movement as the central theme of the American experience. 
And yet, if one can see beyond the pages of the history books and the nightly newscasts and the Establishment press and the mouthing of liberal politicos, it is obvious that the Turnerian vision lives on in the collective consciousness of America. Consider the popularity of the antihero; who is he but Daniel Boone, the quintessential rebel against civilization, in disguise? Consider the Naderites; who are they but 1890s-style populists? Consider such disparate groups as environmentalists, organic food freaks, and the National Rifle Association; what are they expressing if not a nostalgia for a simper, frontier America? Consider the flap over Willie Horton, or the demand for a crackdown on urban crime; what are those if not cries for a return to frontier justice? Consider the presidential campaign of George "Read Mt Lips" Bush; what was that, if not an invocation of John Wayne or Clint Eastwood? 
What I am getting around to is this. Frederick Jackson Turner was wrong in almost every detail--in his description of the American past, in his analysis of the American character, in his forecast of America's future--but in some broader, more fundamental, almost Jungian, way, he captured the truth. Our frontier past, real or imagined, is indelibly imprinted upon our soul as a nation.
Historical Analysis and Interpretation: Turner's Frontier Thesis and the "New Western" History

The story of moving to, settling, and trying to eke out a living on the Great Plains has been a story central to the American experience. At least that has been so since the appearance of Frederick Jackson Turner's famous essay, "The Significance of the Frontier in American History," in 1893.

In 1890, the commissioner of the Bureau of the Census stated that a frontier line of settlement (defined as having fewer than 2 persons per square mile) could no longer be found and would henceforth not be used in Census reports. "This brief official statement," Turner argued, "marks the closing of a great historic movement." Turner continued:

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… 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.

Turner saw the story of the United States as the story of people moving from west to east, peopling an empty continent. The need to be practical and inventive in each successive frontier created a unique American culture and way of thinking. For over a half century, Turner's interpretation of the West especially and of American history generally held sway in historical scholarship. In the past two or three decades, however, Turner's frontier thesis has undergone thoroughgoing challenge and revision by such historians as Patricia Nelson Limerick, Donald Wooster, and Richard White. These "New Western" historians see the west as a "crossroads of culture" where people from Latin America, Asia, Native America, and the eastern states of the United States. These groups struggled over land, economic success, and cultural dominance.

Being introduced to these interpretive frameworks will not only help students understand that history is constructed but also may provide an interesting point of departure for helping students grapple with the "stuff" of history (the primary sources of daily life on the Great Plains).

Many resources on Turner and the frontier thesis are available online; two good starting points for students include a collection of his essays and a brief biography written to accompany a PBS series on the west. The Association of American Historians provides a readable introduction to the "New Western" history. After becoming familiar with the core ideas of both interpretations of western history, consider the documents you have read from Prairie Settlement. 

· What evidence from the letters seems to support the Turner thesis? 

· What evidence seems to support the new interpretations of western history? 

· What are the limitations of the collection in terms of drawing a conclusion about these two interpretations of western history? What are kinds of evidence would you need to decide which interpretation you think best explains the history of the American west? 

