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ostracised – nobody would talk to them or do any business with 
them. In the harsh frontier environment, this was a very effective 
punishment. It meant economic hardship and terrible isolation 
and loneliness.

Miners came up with a similar solution. They drew up and signed 
contracts which protected claims, and they would defend a 
fellow miner against claim jumpers. Some of the settlements 
appointed ‘enforcement specialists’. These men acted as law 
officers and judges and kept order in camps.

In the bigger towns, the people formed Vigilance Committees 
(also known as Vigilantes), which took the law into their own 
hands. They usually formed a band and dealt with an issue or 
individual and then disbanded. By the early 1860s, there were at 
least 30 Vigilance Committees in California and around 15 in the 
other western territories. Vigilance Committees were very active 
in San Francisco. For example, in 1851, a Committee attacked the 
Sydney Ducks gang. They lynched (hanged without a proper trial) 
four of the gang and ordered another 28 to leave the city and not 
return. The Committee was active again in 1856 and was said to 
have 1000 members. Vigilantes usually executed criminals they 
caught. It was not really justice because there was no trial. We 
cannot know how often innocent men were killed by Vigilantes.

SOURCE 6

A Vigilance Committee in San Francisco 
in 1856. In this event they forced the law 
officers to release a prisoner so they 
could hang him.

RETRIEVAL PRACTICE
10 Describe the land clubs.
11 How did miners try to keep 

order?
12 Describe Vigilance Committees.

FOCUS TASK

A narrative of attempts to 
tackle lawlessness
Write a narrative of the attempts 
to tackle lawlessness in towns and 
settlements in the West. Aim for 
about 150 words. Remember the 
advice from the Focus Task on page 
106 (Mormon narrative). For this 
narrative, your focus could be on:

● the weaknesses of official law 
enforcement

● the ways in which people took 
the law into their own hands.

You need to think through the 
events and decide which ones are 
important enough to go into your 
narrative.

REVISION
You don’t need to do these tasks now, use them when you are revising for a 
test, or a mock exam, or the real thing.

Task 1
Go back over this section. Cover up the text so that you can only see the 
Retrieval Practice tasks. See if you can answer them without looking at the text.

Task 2
Ask your teacher to provide you with copies of the visual sources and figures 
in this section. Turn these slides into a presentation and see if you can tell the 
story of conflict and tension in this period using only these sources.

Task 3
Which events in this section had the most important consequences? Make 
your own copy of the table below. We have chosen really big things, so you 
could expand this and include others.

Event/development Brief 
description 

Consequences 

Increasing migration 
across Plains

Fort Laramie Treaty 
1851

Rapid growth of towns 
and settlements

Increase in lawlessness

Attempts to tackle 
lawlessness

For Plains Indians:

• Where they lived

• Access to key resources like food

• Relationship with US Government

For people living in towns and 
settlements:

• Made life better or worse

• Showed weakness of official law 
enforcement

• Taking law into own hands
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