
 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Homesteaders: 
Why did people move West to the Plains?  

1) Americans and Europeans dreamed of becoming independent farmers and owning their own land.  

2) Homestead Act 1862 (Lincoln). This promised people 160 acres of Plains land if they farmed it for a full 5 years and 

paid a small fee. This allowed women as well as men to apply and between 5 and 15% of homesteaders were female.  

3) Railroad companies created a demand for their railroads by making the land on the Plains seem attractive. From the 

1860s they introduced a huge advertising campaign to attract people to the Plains.  

The impact of the Railroad on the Plains: 

 12,000 Chinese migrants did the dangerous 
job of tunneling through the Rockies, men 
worked 6 days a week in baking sun or winter 
snows. Sanitation poor and disease high. 

 Railroads divided the lands of the Natives, 
Cow towns and homesteads intruded on the 
acres of land where the buffalo used to roam.  

 Cow Towns: 1867 Joseph McCoy set up 
Abilene, Kansas. He bought land from the 
railroad companies. The town was a riotous 
and violent place filled with gambling, 
prostitution and drinking in the saloons.  

 Cattle Ranches: Driving Cattle long distances 
from Southern Texas to the Cow Towns 
seemed less efficient and therefore men such 
as John Iliff began rearing cattle on the Plains 
themselves. They were open ranches as land 
was not fenced in. This extra demand on the 
land caused a shortage of water and grass for 
the buffalo herds. 

 Northern Trails: Cattle ranchers made use of 
the railroads which crossed the northern 
plains. They would load cattle onto the 
railroads and sell them onto northern cities. 
Men such as Goodnight and Loving made a 
fortune.  
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Life on the Plains: Problems and solutions:  

 Keeping warm was difficult: burnt buffalo and cow droppings  

 Hazards such as locusts destroyed crops  

 Fencing the land to stop cattle roaming however there was a lack of timber. Invention of barbed wire did help.  

 Building a house was difficult due to the lack of timber. They built sod houses from earth and grass (soddies) 

 Ploughing the land – land had never been ploughed, very hard to plough. Iron ploughs broke under the strain.  

 Isolation – no other people nearby  

 Lack of water – extreme weather (freezing in winter and 30 degrees in summer) – no drinking water, water for 

crops. Best solution was to drill a hold deep into the ground and then build a wind pump to bring water to the 

surface.  

 Keeping healthy: Diseases such as cholera, typhoid and scarlet fever spread due to the lack of water, poor 

housing and heat in summer.  

Building the Railroads: 

 Lincoln knew a railroad would provide excellent 
business opportunities and give people the ability 
to move West to farm.  

 July 1862: Pacific Railroad Act: The US 
government would provide money for any 
companies willing to create a railroad linking the 
eastern and western parts of the US. 

 Central Pacific Railroad Company (line from the 
West) Union Pacific Railroad Company (Line from 
the East). Companies receive 6400 acres for 
every mile of track they built. 

 

Why was there so much bloodshed on the Plains?  

 Ecological Tensions: Intense competition for land between different tribes on the Plains. Homesteaders then 

arrived and added additional pressure onto the already low resources. The competition for water and grassland 

hit crisis point.  

 Hardening attitudes: White Americans read race theories which supported the idea that they were racially 

superior to Natives. Therefore the idea that Natives should have their land removed seemed completely logical. 

The US government began to move Natives onto reservations and give them limited rations. Some Natives 

formed warrior groups to fight back against white Americans.  

 Guns and Fear: by the 1850’s many Americans owned guns and revolvers. Winchester’s Repeating Rifles were 

sold to hunters, farmers, local militia and Indians alike. The ACW led to an increased ownership of guns too – 

this led to an increased likelihood of bloodshed on the Plains.  



 
 

 

 

 

 

        

Indian War Cause Actions Consequence 
Little Crow’s War 
1861-62 

Sioux were refused food and government 
wouldn’t open emergency stores. 

Sioux attacked 500 settlers who were slaughtered. Little Crow was beheaded and scalped and put on 
display. 300 Sioux were put on trial – 38 hanged and 
hundreds were imprisoned.  

Sandcreek 
Massacre 1864 

Lots of gold miners moved to Cheyenne 
and Arapaho in Colorado pushing the 
Indian tribes out. They hadn’t enough 
food so began hunting in the mining areas, 
some also attacked white settlers. 

Chivington was put in charge of dealing with the 
Indian threat and killed 105 Cheyenne women and 
children and 28 men/ they cut scalps and genitalia 
from the corpses which became trophies.  

Colorado celebrated initially and there was a parade 
for Chivington’s men who rode through the streets 
with scalps hanging from their belts. However the 
government launched an investigation. 6 of 
Chivington’s men arrested and Chivington made to 
resign from the army. 

Red Cloud’s War 
1865-68 

Discovery of gold in Montana led to war 
between the Lakota Sioux and the US 
army. A gold mining trail was put right 
through the Sioux’s land. 

The Lakota Sioux began attacking travellers along the 
Bozeman trail. Red Cloud and Crazy horse also 
attacked US army forts. Captain Fetterman’s 80 
troops were all killed, scalped and mutilated by the 
Sioux. Red Cloud continued to achieve victories over 
the US government. 

The US government had to sign a treaty at Fort Laramie 
which granted a vast amount of land to the Sioux 
including the Black Hills of Dakota and assured the 
Indians that the US troops wouldn’t enter their lands 
again without permission.  

The Great Sioux 
War 1875-1877 

Gold was found in the Black Hills of Dakota 
– despite the US government promising to 
ban people from going into Sioux land 
without permission, many miners turned 
up. 

Government offered to buy the Black Hills for $6 
million. Sitting bull refused. Government furious and 
ordered Sioux troops back into the reservation forts. 
Sitting Bull refused. 1876 Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse 
wiped out a US army camp by the Rosebud River and 
set up camp on the Little Bighorn River. Crazy Horse 
also attached the advancing army of general Crook. 
The US soldiers were heavily defeated.  

The Indian tribes retreat back to the Little Bighorn 
River. 

The Battle of the 
Little Bighorn 1876 

General Custer (US Army) had been 
ordered to find Sitting Bull’s Army and 
drive them towards the main army. 

6,000 Indians were camped on Little Bighorn river. 
Custer attacked with 210 men leaving himself 
outnumbered 4:1. Many white American weapons 
overheated or jammed. Custer and all of his men 
were killed. 

Great victory BUT war couldn’t be won due to US army 
preventing the Indians getting supplies. Crazy Horse 
was killed and the Sioux surrendered the black hills and 
40 million acres of Indian land. 
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