Exploring the Western Frontier with the Records of Congress

Summary: Students will use facsimiles of historical records from the U.S. House of
Representatives and the U.S. Senate to investigate whether the frontier shaped America or if
America—through Congress—shaped the Western frontier of the contiguous 48 states from 1789
—1890.

Rationale: Using their analysis of congressional records as primary sources, students will assess
historian Frederick Jackson Turner’s classic thesis about the influence of the frontier in
American history and consider the role of Congress in shaping the West.

Guiding Question: In what ways did the frontier shape America, and in what ways did
America—through Congress—shape the frontier?

Materials:

6 Document facsimiles

3 Worksheets

All lesson materials

Recommended Grade Level: 9-12

Courses: American History; U.S. Government; Civics

Topics included in this lesson: Congress, the frontier, the Turner Thesis

Time required: 60 minutes

Learning Activities:

1. The continuing influence of the frontier on America

Organize the class into six groups of students. Using Worksheet 1, direct students to brainstorm a
categorized list to assess the nature and extent of the frontier’s influence on modern American
life. When all groups have completed the worksheet, invite each group to contribute to a full
class brainstorm about the influence of the frontier. Select a scribe to record contributions on the
board for the whole class.

2. Did the frontier shape America or did America shape the frontier?

Student groups will consider one of the most famous statements about the influence of the

frontier on American life by analyzing the following excerpt from historian Frederick Jackson
Turner’s classic essay “The Significance of the Frontier in American History.”

“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
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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.” *

Distribute Worksheet 2, and instruct each group to use it as they assess the meaning of the
passage from Turner’s essay. Hold a class discussion in which each group shares its analysis of
the Turner thesis.

3. Analyzing Congressional Documents Related to the Western Frontier

Students will analyze six congressional documents to determine the extent to which they confirm
or challenge the Turner thesis. Distribute to each group Worksheet 3 and one document from the
list below. Direct the students to collaborate as they answer the questions on the worksheet.
Instruct each group to appoint a spokesperson to report to the class.

These documents are also available online from the National Archives Archival Research
Catalog (ARC).

1.

Petition and map from John Muir and other founders of Sierra Club protesting a bill
to reduce the size of Yosemite National Park, 01/02/1893, Records of the U.S. House
of Representatives, ARC ID 306674

A Petition for a Pacific Railroad from Residents of Tennessee, 4/2/1856, Records of
the U.S. House of Representatives, ARC ID 6884109

H.R. 125, An Act to Secure Homesteads to Actual Settlers on the Public Domain
(first page), 3/25/1862, Records of the U.S. Senate, ARC ID 6883912

S. 298, A Bill Donating Public Lands to the Several States and Territories which may
Provide Colleges for the Benefit of Agriculture and the Mechanic Arts (the Morrill
Act), 5/16/1862, Records of the U.S. Senate, ARC ID 6883889

Petition from Sarah Winnemucca Hopkins for Land Rights for Piute Indians and for
the Reunion of that Portion of the Tribe Forcibly Separated during the Bannock War,
1/4/1884, Records of the U.S. House of Representatives, ARC ID 6883899
Proclamation to the People of New Orleans, 12/20/1803, Records of the U.S. House
of Representatives, ARC ID 593571

! Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History (New York: Henry Holt
and Company, 1935) http://xroads.virginia.edu/~HYPER/TURNER/(last modified
September 30, 1997).
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4. Reflection

Reflecting on their work in the previous activities, students will consider the significance of the
frontier, its influence on America, and the extent to which the frontier was shaped by Congress.
Ask students to consider the following questions:

1.

2.

w

Is there a frontier in America today? If so, is it a place or a concept? How does it
influence America?

If the frontier is not a place, what is it? How does it influence America, and how do
you know it does?

If there is not a frontier today, how does its absence affect America?

To what extent and in what ways has America required a frontier in the past, and does
it need one today to remain true to a fundamentally American ideal?
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Worksheet 1:
Brainstorming about the Continuing Influence of the Frontier on America

Instructions:
1. List words in each category that suggest the continuing influence of the frontier on
American culture. (See examples in parentheses.)

Symbols Characters Words or phrases Gender roles
(covered wagon) (Sitting Bull) (round up) (cowgirl)
Law and government The environment Styles of clothing Sports or activities
(posse) (wide open spaces) (cowboy boots) (rodeo)

2. Based on these charts, identify three ways that the frontier can be argued to have shaped
America:

Center for Legislative Archives
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Worksheet 2: Decoding the Turner Thesis

“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.”

Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History (New York: Henry Holt and
Company, 1935) http://xroads.virginia.edu/~HYPER/TURNER/ (last modified
9/30/1997).

Summarize the main point of the quote from historian Frederick Jackson Turner in one

sentence.

In what specific ways does Turner see the frontier shaping American social development?

What four “forces” does Turner see the frontier contributing to the American character?

Does Tuner think America shaped the frontier or that the frontier shaped America?

To what extent does his theory of the influence of the frontier correspond with your
understanding of America’s development?

To what extent would you agree with his interpretation of the influence of the frontier on the
American character?
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Worksheet 3:
Decoding Congressional Documents Relating to the Frontier

Name:

Title of document:

Answer the questions below with your group about your assigned document. When answers must
be inferred, state the evidence that supports your conclusion.

1. What kind of document is it? (newspaper, letter, bill, petition, etc.)

2. What is the date of the document?

3. Who is the author of the document? (Include name and position, if available)

4. What is the author’s perspective on the issue he or she discusses?

5. For what audience was the document created?

6. From your document, what evidence do you see that suggests that the American people

shaped the frontier?

7. What evidence suggests that the frontier shaped America?
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Si—We address to you this « Memorial to Congress for A Paciric Rairoan,” and respectfully ask for it the
consideration which the merits of such an enterprise deserve. No department in the Goovernment service has a more
A% direct interest in a Pacific Highway than that of the Post Office ; and it is hoped that you will procure to the ¢“ Memo-
rial’’ as many signatures as convenient, and forward them to the Railroad Record, Cincinnati, O., or if you see pro-
per to your Representative in Congress at an early day. :

Memorial for a Pac;iﬁcf Railroad.

We Undersigned, citizens of the United States, respectfully petition the Senate, and House of Repre-
sentatives, in Congress assembled, that your Honorable body will make some provision, whether by money,
land, or contracts for the transportation of mail, and government property, for the construction of A Pa-
CIFIC RATLROAD. _ ‘ ‘ :

Your petitioners represent, that the reasons for this are of the strongest possible kind,—National,
Commercial, and Political,—connected with the safety, union, and prosperity wf' the Country ; that your
petitioners also represent, that in their opinion, the great body of the American Pgople egrnestly desire
the construction of a Pacific Highway; and your petitioners, therefore, pray that your Hdbrahe body
take such measures as will secure A Pacrric RATLROAD. F \

e NAMES.

s,

AT,

.
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3Tra CONGRESS,
2D SESSION. ® ® PY

IN THE SENATE OF THE UNITED STATES.
MarcH 3, 1862.
Read twice, and referred to the Committee on Public Lands.

MarcH 25, 1862.
\

Reported by Mr. HARLAN, from the Committee on Public Lands, with amend-

ments, viz: Strike out the parts included within [brackets,] and insert
those parts printed in dtalics.

AN ACT

To secure homesteads to actual settlers on the public domain, and

B W N

Ot

8
9
10
11

-

to provide a bounty for soldiers in licu of grants of the public
lands.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representa-
tives of the United States of America in Congress assembled,
That any person who is the head of a family, or who has
arrived at the age of twenty-one years, and is a citizen of
the United States, or who shall have filed his declaration
of intention to become such, as required by the naturalization
laws of the United States, and who has never borne arms
against the United Slates government or given aid and com-
Jort - to its enemies, shall, from and after the first of January,
eighteen hundred and sixty-three, be entitled to enter, [free

of cost, one hundreq !nd sixty acres, | one quarter section, of

UL
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3Trs CONGRESS, Q)
2D SESSION. ® ®

IN THE SENATE OF THE UNITED STATES.

‘May 5, 1862.

Mr. WapE asked, and by unanimous consent obtained, leave to bring in the

following bill. ; which wasread twice, referred to the Committee on Public
Lands, and ordered to be printed.

May 16, 1862.

Reported by Mr. HarLAN with amendments, viz: Strike out the words within

[brackets] and insert those printed in étalics.

A BILL

Donating public lands to the several States and Territories which

St o (Y= NG

(SR O L i (op)

10

may provide colleges for the benefit of agriculture and the
mechanic arts.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representa-
twes of the United States of America in Congress assembled,
That there be granted to the several States, for the purposes
herginafter mgntioned, an amount of public land, to be appor-
tioned to each State a quantity equal to thirty thousand acres
(30,000) for each senator and representative in Congress to
which the States are respectively entitled by the apportion-
ment under the census of eighteen hundred and sixty : Pro-

vided, That no mineral lands shall be selected or purchased

under the provisions of this act.
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Go the Honoyable Congress of the United States.

Ulhereas, the tribe of Piute Indians that formerly occupied the greater part of Nevada and now
diminished by its sufferings and wrongs to one-third of its original number, has always kept its prom-
ise of peace and friendliness to the whites since they first entered their country, and has of late been
deprived of the Malheur Reservation decreed to them by President Grant:

I, Sarah Winnemucca Hopkins, granddaughter of Captain Truckee, who promised friendship for
his tribe to General Fremont, whom he guided into California and served through the Mexican war —
together with the undersigned friends who sympathize in the cause of my people —do petition the
Honorable Congress of the United States to restore to them said Malheur Reservation, which is well
watered and timbered, and large enough to afford homes® and support for them all, where they can
enjoy lands in severalty without loosing their tribal relations, so essential to their happiness and good
character, and where their citizenship, implied in this distribution of land, will defend them from the
encroachments of the white settlers, so detrimental to their interest and their virtues. And especially
do we petition for the return of that portion of the tribe arbitrarily removed from the Malheur Reser-
vation, after the Bannock war, to the Yakima Reservation, on Columbia River, in which removal fam-
ilies were ruthlessly separated, and have never ceased to pine for husbands, wives, and children, which
restoration was pledged to them by the Secretary of the Interior in 1880, but has not been fulfilled.
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" By his Excellency
Wirriam C. C. CLAIBORNE,
Governor of the Missisippt Territory, excrcising
the . povers of Governor General and In-
tendant of the Province of Louisiana.

WHEREAS, by stipulations between the
governments of France and Spain, the latcer
ceded to the former the Colony and Province of
Louisiana, With the samecxtent w hich it had at
thedate of the above mentioned treaty in the
hands of Spain, and that ithad When France pos-
sessed it, and such as it ought to be after the
treatics subsequently entered into between
spain and other states 5 and - whereas the go-
vernment of France has ceded the same to the
United states by-a treaty duly ratified, and bear-
ing datethe 30 of aprilin the present year, and
the possession of said Colony“and Province is”
now in the United States according to the te-
nor of the last mentioned treaty 5 and whereas
the Congressof the United Srates, on the 31st
day of Oct. in the present year, did enact that
usitil the expiration of the feffion of Congress then
sitting, (unless provisions for the temporary go-
vernment of the said territories be sooner made
by Congress,) all the military, civil and judicial
po w ers exercised by the then cxisting govern-
ment of the same, shall be vested in ‘such person
or persons, and shall be exercised in such man-
ner as the President of the United seates spall di-
rect, forthe maintaining and protecting the .in-
rabitants of Louisiana, in the free'enjoyment. of
their liberty, property and religion; and the
President of the United states, bas by h's
commission, bearing date the same 31st day of
‘October, invested me with all the pow ers, and
charged me with the several duties heretofore

“held and exercised by the Governor General
and Intendant of the Province:

I HAVE therefore thoughe fit to issue this my
PROCLAMATION
making'kncwn the premises, and to declare that
the government hererofore exercised over the said
Province of Louisiana, as well under the authotiry
of Spain as of the French republic, has ceased,
and thatof the United states of America is esta-
blished over the same ; thactheinhabitants there-
of will be incorporated in thennion of the United
states, and admijtred as [oon as possible;according
to the principlc’s of the Fedéral Constitution, to
the enjoyment of all che rights, advantages and
immunities of citizens of the United states; thac
in the mean time chey shall bemaintained and pro=
tected in the frec enjoyment of their liberty, pro-
perty,and the religion which they profefs ; tharall
laws and municipal regulations which Were in ex~
istenceat the eessation of the Jate government, re~
main in full force, and all civil officers charged
with theirexecution,exeept thosewhose powers have
been specially vefted in me, and except also such
officers as have been entrufted with the colleétion
of the revenue are continued in their functions
during the pleasure ofthe governor for the time be
ing, oruntil provision shall othervise be made.
and I do hereby exhort and enjoin all the inha-
birangsand other persons within the said Province,
tobe faithful and true in their allegiance to the

United states, and obedient to thelaws and autho-

rities of the same, under full assurance that their

justrights will be under the guardianship of the

United states, and will be maingained from all

force or violence from yithout or within.

In testimony whercof 1 have hefeunto set ‘my
hand. ;

Given at the City of New-Orleans the 20th
day of December 1803, and of the In-
dependence of the United states of Ame~
sica the 28th.

William C. C: Claiborne:

- PROCLAMATION.

Par fon Excellence

Guillaume C. C. Claiborne,

Gouverneur du Territoire du Miflifippi, (xergant*\

les Pouvoirs de Gouverneur Général, et in-

tendant dela Province dela Louifiane,

Vu que par Convention faite entre les Gouvernemens de
France & d”Efpagne , celui-ci a ¢4dé au premier Ja Colo-~
nie & Province de la Lonifiane, avec ]a méme étendue
qu'élle avait 2 I'époque dudit traité, dans les mains de VE(pa-
gne, & qu'elle avait lorfque la France la poflédair, telle
que’lle doit étre d’aprés les traités faits fubféquemment entre
I'Efpagne & d’autres Puiflances : que le Gouvernement Fran=
¢ais a cédé ce méme territoire aux Frats-Unis par un rraité
duement ratifié , daté dn 30 Avril déla préfente année ; &
que ladite Colonie & Province eft aujourd’hui en la poflefiion
des Frats-Unis , conformément & la tenevr dudit dernier
traité ;

Va que le Congrés des ‘Frats-Unis , ‘par arrét du 31 Oflobre de
cette année , a ordonné que , jufqu’a Vexpiration de la pré-
fente {éance , ( A moins qu'il ne prit plutdt des difpofitions re~
latives au Gouvernement provifoire de ces territoires, ) tous
les pouvoirs tant militaires que civil & jndiciaire, exercés
par les officiers da Gouvernement lors exiftant, foient confiés
a telles perfonnes & exercés de telle manitre que le Préfi-
dent des Etats-Unis le jugera 3 propos, pour maintenir &
protéger les habitans de la Lovifiane dans la joviffance de
Jeur liberté , de leurs propriétés & de leur religion , & que le
Préfident des Frats-Unis , par fa commiffion datée du dit jour
31 O&obre, m’a revétu de tous les pouvoirs & chargé de
toutes les “on@ions qui apparrenaient ci-devant aux Gouyer-
neur géndral & Intendant de la proviace;

Jai cru convenable de publier cette Proclamation, pour don-
ner connaiflance de ce qui précede, & pour déclarer que Je
Gouvernement ci-devans exercé dans la dite province de la
Louifiane , tant {ous I'autorité de PEfpagne que fous celle de
la République Frangaife , a cefié 5 & que celvi des Etats-Unis
y eft établi: que les habitans de ce territoire feront incorpo-
rés dans Vunion des Frats-Unis, & admis le plutor poffible,
conformément aux principes de la conflitution fédérale, 4 la
jouiflance des droits avantages & immunités des Citoyens des
Erats-Unis; qu'en attendant, ils feront maintenus & protégés
dans leur libertd, leurs propridtés, & la religion quils pro-
fedent ; que toutes les loix & réglemens minicipaux, qui
exiftaient lors de la ceffation du Gouvernement précédent ,
demenrent dans toute leur forze ,i& que tous les officiers ci-
vils chargés delevr exécution, { a Vexeption de ceux dont
les ponvoirs m'ont été fpécialement conférés comme anffi de
cevx 4 gui érait confiée la percdption des revenus publies, )
font continués dans levrs fon&ions pour le préfent, auffi
long-tems qu’il me paraitra convenable, ou jufqu’a ce qu'il
en foit anrement ordonné.

Feshorte tous les habitans & avtres petfonnes réfidens fur
ce territoire A étre fideles asx Brats-Unis, & leur enjoins de
relpecler leurs loix & levr auterité; leor affurant_que leurs
juftes droits feront fous la prote&ion des Etats-Uais, & qu’ils
{eront maintenus & protégés contre toute force ou violence,
au dehors comme au dedaase

s et Ta ville de 11 Nouvelle-Orléans le 20 Décem-
et la vingt-huitieme année de indépendance des
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Signé, Gﬁillaum:e C O VCI&iEb’rfnfé.'

Por el Senor,
Don Guillermo C.C. Claiborne,
Gobernador del Territorio del. Miffifippi,
exerciendo los Poderes de Gobernador

General é Intendente de la Provin-

acta

cia de la Luifiana.

POR quanto, fegun convencion hecha entrelos
gobierves de Franciay de Efpana, ba cedido este al primiero la'
colonia y provinciade la Luisiana, conla mifma extenfion que
tenia, 31aepoca del dicho tratado, en manos de la Efpana, y
que tenia quando pertenecia A Ja Francia, tal como debe fer,

fegunlostratados hechos fubfeqiientemente entre 1a Efpana y
otras potencias: Queel Gobierno Frances ha cedido efte

mifmo territorio A los Estados Unidos por un tratado debi-
dimente ratificado, fufecha 30. de Abril del prefente ano: ¥
que la dicha Colonia y Provincia eftd hoy -en pofefion de los
Etados Unidos, conforme al tenor del dicho ultimo tradado :

Y por quanto ¢l Congrefo de los Eftados Unidos,
por decretodel 31. de OQubre de efte ano, ha mandado que
hafta la expiracion de fu prefente junta, (fi no toma antes
Jas difpoficiones relativas a] gebierno temporatio de los dichos
territorios,) to dos los poderes, &fi militar como politico y ju~
dicial, excrcidos por los oficiales del gobierno entonces exift-
tente, fean confiados  las perfonas que él Prefidente delos
Etados Unidos tenga por convenicntes, y desempenados de
modo quela paresca, para mantener y proteger 2 Jos habit-
antes de la Luifianaen la pofefion de fu libertad, y fufpropri=
edades y en el exercicio de fu religion: = ¥ habiendo mecon-
ferido. el Preﬁdentg de los Etados Unidos, por commiffion del
mifmo dia 3r. de O8ubre, todos los poderes, y encargadd
detodas las funciones que pertenecian anteriormente al Gober=
nador General é Intendente dé la provincia g ¥

HE tenido 4 bien publicar efta PROCLAMACION
para hacer faber lo que antecede, y declarar que el gobierno,
que exercieron en efta provincia de la Luifiana afi la Efpana
como la Republica Francefa, hacesado; y que el delos Efta~
dos Unidos queda eftablecido en ella: Que los habitanres
de efle territorio feran incorporados en la Union de los Efta-
dos Unidos, y admitidos, lo fas prontd que fe pueda, a go-
zar delos derechos, jas é i idades de los ciudad.
de los Eftados Unidos; Que entre tanto ferdn mantenidos y
protegidos en la pofefion de fu libertad y propiedades, y en
el exercicio de la religion que profefan: Que todas las leyes
y teglamentos municipales‘ que exiftianal inftante de la cef~
aciori del gobierno precedente, permanecen en toda fu fuerza ;
¢ que todos los empleados civiles encargados de la execucion
delas mismas (2 excepcion delos officiales, cuyos poderes me
han fido efpecialmente conferidos, y de aquellos’ 2 quienes.
eftaba confiada la recandacion de las rentas publicas) eftan
continuados en fus funciones por ahora y para el tiempo
que me parezca, d mientras fe difponga otra cofa.

Exhorto 3 todos los habitantes y otros individuos refid-
entes en efte territorio A guardar fidelidad & los Eftados Uni~
dos, y les mando refpetar fus leyes y fu autoridad; afeguran-
do les de que fus juftos derechos feran baxo la proteccion de
los Eftades Unidos, y que ferin mantenidos y protegidos
contratoda fuerza O violencia de afuera d de adentro.

Dado en la ciudad de Ja Nueva Orleans el dia 20. de
Dieciembre de 803, y ano 28. de la Indepen-
dencia de los Eftados Unidos de America.

= Guillermo C.C. Claibome.'
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