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The American West 
c1835–c1895
In this part of your course, you are going to be looking at the 
American West in the nineteenth century (c1835–c1895).

It is a long and sometimes complicated story. The timeline 
provides an outline of the key events and we have tried to help 
you see the major developments in the period as well.

In Key Topic 1, you will examine the lives of the Plains Indians 
and how the arrival of settlers and the actions of the United 
States government began to increase tension between them. 
You will also look at the experiences of the settlers and the 
impact of gold being found in 1849 resulting in lawlessness.

In Key Topic 2, you will look at how settlement and US 
Government policy changed and how this eventually led to 
conflict with the Plains Indians as they resisted these changes. 

You will also examine how homesteaders built 
a life for themselves on the Plains. You will also 
see how the cattle industry expanded and how 
this affected the West.

In Key Topic 3, you will examine the continued 
expansion of ranching and the cattle industry. 
You will investigate the problems of law and 
order in the West. You will also look at how 
the US Government effectively conquered the 
Plains and how this affected life for settlers and 
Indians on the Plains.

Differing visions
One way to try to understand the big picture 
is to try to understand how different people 
saw the West. The American historian Elliott 
West wrote a book called Contested Plains in 
1998. In this book, he argued that the Plains 

were contested because different people had 
different visions of what the Plains were, what 
they were for and what people should be 
able to do there. The painting on the previous 
page, American Progress, was created in 1872 
by the American artist John Gast. The details 
of the painting show what Gast thought of as 
‘Progress’. The land was there to be owned, 
farmed, mined, settled and developed into 
towns and cities. On the left, it shows the 
buffalo fleeing the advance of progress. We can 
also see the Indians fleeing. The Indians did not 
share the vision of progress. They believed it 
was impossible to own land; they simply lived 
upon it. It supported their lives, it held the bones 
of their ancestors and they could tell the history 
of their nations through the events which had 
happened in various places. The story of the 
American West is the destruction of one way of 
life, one vision, to replace it with another.

SECTION
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2.1 The development of 
settlement in the West
The 1860s saw some major changes on the Plains. Settlement 
increased and it was clear that it was going to increase further. The 
changes were driven by two major developments: the American 
Civil War and the building of the first Transcontinental Railroad.

The significance of the American 
Civil War (1861–65)
In April 1861, the American Civil War broke out when the 
Confederate states of the southern USA tried to secede from 
(leave) the United States (the Union). It was a long and brutal war 
costing hundreds of thousands of lives. The war was not fought 
on the Plains, but it did end up having a significant impact on the 
settlement of the Plains.

Freedom for the US Government to act  
in the West
In the early 1800s the USA gained new lands through wars or 
treaties. These new lands were called ‘territories’. Once they 
were settled and developed they were invited to become US 
states.

However, from the 1830s onwards the issue of slavery had 
caused westward expansion to stall. On the whole, Northern 
states were against slavery. They wanted any new states in the 
West to ban slavery. Southern states relied on slavery for their 
economy (mostly plantations growing cotton, sugar and tobacco). 
The Southern states wanted any new states to allow slavery. 
This disagreement resulted in a stalemate in the US Congress 
which prevented the US Government from using its full powers to 
support settlement in the West.

However, by the 1860s, the disagreements between North and 
South over slavery were so bitter that they finally erupted into the 
Civil War in 1861. The US Government, under President Lincoln, 
was free to press ahead with strong government action to 
promote the settlement and development of the West – with no 
slavery.

The government took many measures, but there were two key 
ones: The Homestead Act 1862 and the Pacific Railroad Act 1862.

8

Development of the Plains, 
c1862–c1876
This part of the course looks at how the white settlers continued 
to settle and develop new towns, settlements and businesses on 
the Plains.

In 2.1, you will look at how the American Civil War contributed 
to the continuing growth and development of settlement on the 
Plains. You will also look at the impact of key developments, 
particularly the railroad. You will summarise the significance of 
key developments, particularly the building of the railroads and 
the Homestead Act 1862.

In 2.2, you will investigate the challenges faced by settlers on the 
Plains and the use of new technology and methods to overcome the 
challenges. You will also look at the development of new industries 

such as timber and the development of 
the railroad network. You will assess the 
importance of different factors in terms 
of their contribution to the development 
of farming on the Plains.

In 2.3, you will examine the continuing 
problems in trying to maintain law 
and order in the West and how the 
government tried to tackle these 
problems. You will assess the factors 
which caused lawlessness and the 
effectiveness of the attempts to tackle 
the problem.

KEY TOPIC

2

RETRIEVAL PRACTICE
1 Name the two sides in the 

American Civil War.
2 Explain the stalemate in 

Congress before the Civil War.
3 What was the main cause of the 

Civil War?
4 When did the Civil War start?
5 Describe how the Civil War 

created opportunities for 
development in the West.

SOURCE 2

A drawing from an American magazine in the 1870s with the title ‘The Great 
West’. This type of image was very common and was generally linked to the 
idea of Manifest Destiny in that it showed what Americans would do with 
the lands in the West.

FIGURE 1

Key

USA (Northern states)

US territories under control of US Army

Confederate States (the South)

The opposing sides in the American Civil 
War.



The significance of the Reconstruction 
period (1865–77)

Completion of the Transcontinental Railroad
The period after the Civil War is known as the Reconstruction period. 
Once the war ended, the railroad companies used the government’s 
money to complete the lines. Huge armies of thousands of labourers 
dug, blasted rocks with explosives and laid rails. The Central Pacific 
was largely built by Chinese labourers. The Union Pacific employed 
a mix of Irish workers, immigrants and ex-slaves freed after the Civil 
War. Safety was not a priority and around 12,000 men died, mainly as 
a result of illness or accidents.

The Homestead Act 1862
In simple terms, the aim of the Homestead Act was to 
encourage more settlement on the Plains, particularly by 
small-scale farmers rather than rich landowners. The Act 
reduced the size of plots which ordinary people could buy 
and settle on, making them more affordable. The new 
plots were 160 acres and a settler could file a claim on a 
plot for just $10 (although the government still owned the 
land). Apart from Indians, almost anyone could claim a 
homestead, including single women and ex-slaves. In return, 
they had to work the land. After five years, they could buy 
the whole homestead for $30 (this was called proving up).

The Homestead Act is generally seen in the USA today as one 
of the most important laws ever passed (see Interpretation 1).  
In reality, it had mixed results. By the mid-1870s, over 6  
million acres of land were settled by homesteads. The scheme 
was particularly successful in Nebraska. On the other hand, 
more settlers bought land from the railroad companies than 
benefited from the Act. Also, fewer than 50 per cent of 
homesteaders managed to buy their land, mainly because 
farming on the Plains was very challenging. There were also 
many abuses with rich landowners snapping up homestead 
lands despite the intentions of the government.

The Pacific Railroad Act 1862
In 1862, the government took advantage of the Civil War and 
passed the Pacific Railroad Act. Across the world, railroads 
had proved themselves as effective drivers of economic 
development.

● Two companies were set up. The Central Pacific Railroad  
would start in California while the Union Pacific Railroad 
would start in Missouri in the East. The plan was for them 
to meet in the middle to create a Transcontinental Railroad.

● The companies were given 6400 acres of land for every mile 
of track they laid. This land was then sold to settlers.

● They were also paid $16,000 per mile of track on flat land 
(there was a higher rate up to $48,000 for the mountains or 
other areas of difficult terrain).

The government cleverly encouraged rivalry between the 
two companies in order to get the railroad built as quickly as 
possible. However, because of the Civil War, it was difficult to 
get enough workers and steel for rails, so progress was limited 
until the war ended in 1865.

RETRIEVAL PRACTICE
8 Name the Act passed  

in 1862 about railroads.
9 Why were railroads seen as 

important?
10 Name the two companies 

set up to build the first 
Transcontinental Railroad.

11 How were they paid?

FOCUS TASK
What was the significance of the American Civil War and Reconstruction for the development of the West?

The Civil War and Reconstruction had important consequences. We have listed some of them here.

Make your own copy of this table and explain the consequences and how significant you think they were.

Consequences Description Why it was important in the 
development of the West

Significance rating 1–5

• Freedom for US 
government to act

• Homestead Act
• Pacific Railroad Act
• Completion of 

Transcontinental 
Railroad

To explain this, you need to consider 
issues like:

• whether it caused something to happen
• changes which resulted
• who was affected by changes
• how they were affected
• changes to the land
• opportunities which arose
• your own ideas.

Use your rating to 
compare the impact 
of the various 
consequences – 5 is the 
biggest impact, 1 is the 
smallest.

RETRIEVAL PRACTICE
12 What was  

Reconstruction?
13 How did Reconstruction 

help the completion of the 
Transcontinental Railroad?

14 Who worked on building the 
railroads in the West?

INTERPRETATION 1

A postage stamp celebrating the 100-year 
anniversary of the Homestead Act 1862. 
Americans generally regard the Act to be 
one of the United States’ most important 
laws, leading to Western expansion and 
allowing citizens of all walks of life –  
including former slaves, women and  
immigrants – to become landowners.

RETRIEVAL PRACTICE
1 What was the aim of the 

Homestead Act?
2 How did the Act work?
3 Who could claim a plot of land?
4 What was proving up?
5 How much land was settled?
6 Where was the Act  

successful?
7 In what ways was it not 

successful?

Quick 
'retrieval 
practice' 
questions 
help students 
to learn and 
remember the 
key content 
as they go. 
They're also 
great revision 
tools that 
students can 
use again 
before the 
exams

'Focus tasks' 
progressively 
build 
students’ 
skills and 
conceptual 
understanding

10 11
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A connected country
For many Americans, the key impact of the railroads was that 
it finally connected the country. At the local level, this was very 
important. Life for a homesteader on the Plains could be lonely 
and hard. The railroad companies built lots of stopping points. 
One example was Laramie in Wyoming (see Source 5). Stops like 
Laramie allowed homesteaders to travel to and from the nearest 
towns. They could also meet their neighbours and socialise. They 
could pick up supplies. They also connected them to friends and 
family through letters. The railroads even allowed homesteaders 
to order goods through mail order catalogues.

But the railroads enabled much larger scale connections and 
these were very important economically. The Canadian Pacific 
Railroad built stops every eight miles because they knew this 
was the maximum distance homesteaders could travel in a day 
to bring their crops to be collected by the railroad and taken 
to market. From this small, local level, the railroads built an 
economic network which joined the USA. Homesteaders could 
order machinery, seeds or books on farming techniques. In 
return, a fruit farmer in California could send his products all the 
way to New York. A homesteader in Nebraska could send their 
wheat to bakers in California, Washington DC or Chicago to make 
bread. Source 6 give us some sense of how the railroad network 
increased economic growth.

SOURCE 5

A typical railroad stop at Laramie in Wyoming. The windmill powered a pump to bring 
water up from a well.

RETRIEVAL PRACTICE
5 Describe the stopping  

points which the railroad 
company built.

6 Why did homesteaders like 
railway stops?

7 Describe how the railroads 
connected America.

The spread of the railroad network 
and its impact

The spread of the network
After the completion of the first Transcontinental Railroad in 
1869 the network then expanded massively. Many new railroad 
companies started up, backed by wealthy investors in the East 
who hoped to share in big profits. Thousands of miles of new 
track were laid. By 1880, there were over 40,000 locomotives in 
the USA and the railroads were the second largest employer after 
agriculture. Not surprisingly, this expansion had very significant 
effects on the country.

FIGURE 3
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more settlers in the West
The railroads brought people into the towns and cities of the West. 
San Francisco tripled in size between 1860 and 1870. Denver 
in Colorado grew from 5000 in 1870 to 36,000 in 1880. In some 
cases, completely new towns developed, such as Abilene in Texas.

But it was not just the towns which grew. The railroad companies 
knew they could make money selling the land the government 
had granted them to homesteaders (see Source 3). The 
companies had overseas offices, particularly in Germany and 
Scandinavia, to encourage people in these countries to emigrate 
to America and settle on their lands. By 1880, the railroad 
companies had sold more than 200 million acres of homesteads. 
South Dakota, which had railroads, was settled twice as quickly 
as North Dakota which did not have them.

SOURCE 3

A poster published by a railway company 
advertising homestead land for sale.

RETRIEVAL PRACTICE
1 Describe the expansion of  

the railroad network in the West.
2 How big did the railroad industry 

become?
3 What did the railroad companies 

do to encourage homestead 
settlement?

4 How does the railroad help explain 
why South Dakota was settled 
faster than North Dakota?

SOURCE 4
While we do not serve all the 
credit for the settlement of the 
West – the Homestead Acts 
have achieved great things – 
we believe that the railroad 
companies deserve most of the 
credit for the settlement of the 
West. Without our efforts the 
lands beside the tracks would be 
completely unoccupied.

A statement by the Directors of 
the Burlington and Missouri Rail 
Company in 1873.

FOCUS TASK
What was the significance of the expansion of the railroad network for the 
development of the West?

Look back at your table from the Focus Task on page 11. Add another  
section on the expansion of the railroad network. Make sure you add a  
rating to say whether you think it had more or less impact than the other 
consequences of the Civil War.

SOURCE 6
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Another way to try to tackle the water problem was the windmill. 
In 1854, the inventor Daniel Halliday invented a self-governing 
windmill, which could align itself to catch the wind and the power 
could be used to pump water from deep wells to water crops or 
animals.

Another important innovation was barbed wire. This was a cheap, 
easy and convenient way to fence off land to protect it from 
buffalo or other animals or to keep livestock from wandering away.

The end of the Civil War brought other new technologies. Instead 
of producing weapons, steelmakers produced equipment to sell 
to farmers. They made steel rotors for windmills – stronger and 
more reliable. They developed ride-on ploughs with steel blades, 
much stronger than the old iron blades. They were powered by 
horses and could plough several furrows at the same time. The 
downside was that they were much more expensive than the 
traditional one-bladed plough. There were other new machines as 
well, including horse-powered harvesters which could rake and 
load the crop into wagons as they moved. By 1900, farming was 
18 times more efficient than it had been before the Civil War.

SOURCE 8

A horse-drawn plough in action. This photograph is from the 1900s, but the machinery 
was basically the same as the 1870s.

The problems faced by the 
homesteaders and attempts to  
solve them
The railroads helped the homesteaders but they could not do much 
about the problems which faced the homesteaders: weather, 
water, wood, ploughing, sickness. So how did the homesteaders 
attempt to solve the problems of farming on the Plains?

massive amounts of hard work and 
commitment
The homesteaders usually invested all the money they had in  
their farm (usually in the region of $1000). They also invested their  
time, with men, women and children working incredibly hard  
at backbreaking jobs like ploughing, digging wells and planting  
crops. The magazines might have published romantic images of  
the West like Source 1 (page 5), but the reality was more like  
Source 7 below.

SOURCE 7

A woman and her daughter gathering buffalo chips (dung) to use as fuel.

New farming methods and technology
The homesteaders also adopted new methods of farming and new 
technology. In 1862, the US Government passed the Morrill Land 
Grant Act which gave local state governments money and land to 
set up agricultural colleges to try out new farming methods and 
teach these methods to homesteaders. One technique was dry 
farming. This was where they ploughed lands immediately after 
rain or snow to try to trap moisture in the dry soil.

RETRIEVAL PRACTICE
1 How much did a home- 

steader generally invest?
2 Give one example of the hard, 

physical work on a homestead.
3 What did the Morrill Land Grant 

Act do?
4 What was dry farming?
5 What were windmills used for?
6 Why was barbed wire useful?
7 Name two examples of new 

types of machinery.



New crops
The early homesteaders found that the harsh climate of the Plains 
made it difficult to get good crops of wheat. But in the 1870s, a 
group of immigrants from Russia called the Mennonites migrated 
to the Plains. They were used to farming on similar lands in Russia 
and they brought with them a tough strain of wheat known as 
Red Turkey wheat. This grew well on the Plains. By the mid-1870s, 
most farmers on the Plains were able to feed themselves and grow 
surplus wheat to sell for a profit. It was a boom period for wheat 
farming.

Government help: The Timber Culture 
Act 1873
In 1873, the US Government introduced the 1873 Timber Culture 
Act. Under the Act, a homesteader could claim another 160 acres 
of land if they agreed to plant trees on it. The idea was that trees 
would provide shelter for crops and animals from the harsh winds 
on the Plains. In time, it was hoped that the trees would provide 
timber for building and fuel and possibly even timber to sell. The 
Act was not very successful. Most of the trees planted were unable 
to survive on the dry Plains. There were also a lot of abuses with 
people claiming the 160 acres and then selling the land for a profit, 
rather than planting trees. The Act was slightly more successful in 
Minnesota, but there was a thriving timber industry there already 
because the land was better suited to growing trees.

SOURCE 9

Old William Marsh homestead near Genet Post Office, Custer County, Nebraska

FOCUS TASK
Which events or 
developments made 
the biggest contribution 
to the development of 
farming on the Plains?
Below is a list of events and 
developments. At the moment, 
they are in alphabetical order.

● Barbed wire
● Dry farming
● Morrill Land Grant Act 1862
● New machines
● Red Turkey wheat
● The work of the 

homesteaders
● Timber Culture Act 1873
● Windmills
1 Rearrange them into their 

order of importance.
2 Choose the two most 

important and explain your 
decision. Make sure you can 
support your choices.

RETRIEVAL PRACTICE
8 What was special about  

Turkey Red wheat?
9 What did the Timber Culture  

Act do?
10 How successful was it?

Continuing problems of law  
and order
As settlements continued to grow, there were continuing 
problems in keeping law and order.

In the 1860s and 1870s, some new factors made lawlessness  
worse.

Tempting targets
As the West became more prosperous through mining and 
farming, there were new targets for criminals. Stagecoaches 
were still tempting targets for outlaws. Banks were an obvious 
target because they held cash and many of them were not 
very secure. In many banks, there was no proper safe, just a 
locked box. Trains were also a target as they often carried cash 
and the passengers could be robbed as well.

Different groups
Another source of potential trouble was clashes between rival 
groups. In the towns and settlements, it was common for 
immigrants like the Chinese or the Irish, or other groups like  
ex-slaves or former Union and Confederate soldiers, from 
different backgrounds, to stick together. This could sometimes 
lead to clashes between these groups.

Civil War: guns, veterans and deserters
During the Civil War, gun makers made huge numbers of 
weapons. After the war, they switched production to handguns 
and promoted their handguns strongly.

Hundreds of thousands of men had served in the Union and 
Confederate armies. There were also many deserters from both 
sides who went West. Some of these veterans or deserters 
turned to crime and because they were trained and armed 
they made formidable criminals. There were several examples 
of this. In the 1860s, the Reno gang, led by John Reno, carried 
out several train robberies. They were Civil War deserters 
and between 1866 and 1882 they stole well over $100,000. 
The James-Younger gang were also Civil War veterans. They 
robbed banks and trains in several states between 1866 and 
1876 and Frank and Jesse James became famous as a result of 
sensational newspaper reports about them.

Railroads and cow towns
The railroads opened up new markets for cattle farmers (you 
will find out more about this later). One result of this was the 

SOURCE 10

Advertisement from around 1875 
promoting a catalogue for Colt revolvers.

SOURCE ANALYSIS
1 How does Source 10 help to 

explain why there were so many 
weapons in the West?

SOURCE 11

A wanted poster for the James  
brothers, 1881.
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growth of ‘cow towns’. These were towns where cowboys drove 
large herds of cattle to be loaded on to the railroad and sent to  
the cities. These towns became notorious for lawlessness.  
Cowboys got paid after long months on the trail. They spent  
their money in saloons and brothels. Not surprisingly, this led  
to a lot of crime and violence. One of the worst examples was  
the cow town of Abilene in Texas. In 1870, cowboys destroyed the 
town’s jail.

Attempts to solve the problem of 
lawlessness

Unofficial and private law enforcement
People tried to enforce law and order in unofficial ways:

● land clubs
●  enforcement specialists in the mining settlements
● vigilance committees.

There were some other attempts to 
enforce the law as well. In Texas, the 
state created a small force called the 
Texas Rangers. They enforced law, 
but only in Texas. They were also 
formed to defend against possible 
attacks by Indians. There were also 
private companies who provided 
security and protection. The most 
famous was the Pinkerton Detective 
Agency. This was formed in 1851 and 
was hired to protect banks and trains 
from criminals.

RETRIEVAL PRACTICE
1 Which targets attracted 

criminals?
2 Give two reasons why there were 

so many guns in the West.
3 Why did Civil War veterans make 

formidable criminals?
4 Describe one criminal gang of 

this period.
5 What were cow towns?
6 Give an example of lawlessness 

in a cow town.

RETRIEVAL PRACTICE
7 Name two unofficial types  

of law enforcement.
8 Describe the Texas Rangers.
9 Describe the Pinkertons.

SOURCE 12

William Pinkerton (seated), who founded the Pinkerton Agency, with two of his men 
around 1875.

Official law enforcement
The US Federal Government did not create any new laws or law 
enforcement agencies to tackle the problem of lawlessness in the 
West. Law and order was still the responsibility of the US marshals 
and judges. US marshals in different areas took very different 
approaches. In some cases, they were actual lawmen who went 
out and caught criminals. Many were killed or injured in the line of 
duty. However, as the West developed, many of them became more 
like politicians who left the work of enforcement to their deputies. 
For example, the US marshal in charge of Western Arkansas had 
200 deputies. These deputies usually worked in teams of four 
or five and carried out regular patrols. This proved successful in 
reducing crime in the territory. After the Civil War ended, the US 
Federal Government helped by building more courthouses and jails 
and provided extra money to run courts and trials.

As the population of the West grew, more counties reached the 
necessary population of 5000 which allowed them to elect a 
sheriff. As towns grew, they also appointed new town marshals. 
In Abilene, the famous gunfighter Wild Bill Hickok was appointed 
to the job in 1871. He successfully enforced a ban on carrying 
guns in the town, but he was also a gambler and, after he killed a 
man in a gunfight, his contract was not renewed.

A further problem was lack of co-operation between the law 
enforcement agencies. US marshals could only investigate federal 
crimes, such as robbing the US mail service or selling arms to 
Indians. They were not supposed to help sheriffs or town marshals. 
Similarly, sheriffs did not have authority in towns and town marshals 
did not have authority outside the towns. After 1878, the US army 
was not allowed to assist lawmen in tracking down and catching 
criminals. However, it was allowed to enforce law in areas where law 
and order had broken down. The army was also allowed to provide 
protection for stagecoaches or trains or towns in exceptional 
circumstances where there was a clear threat from criminals.

The Wild West?
It is important not to exaggerate the scale of lawlessness in 
the West. Look back quickly at Source 2 on page 8. As well as 
showing the white American ideal of progress, you might have 
noticed that it is also very peaceful and orderly.

In some ways this view is valid. The modern US historian Eugene 
Hollon wrote in 1974 that the western frontier ‘was a far more 
civilized, more peaceful and safer place than American society 
today’. Other modern historians also support this view. For 
example, the American historians Terry Anderson and P.J. Hill 
wrote in 1979 that ‘although the West … is perceived as a place 
of great chaos, with little respect for property or life, our research 
indicates that this was not the case; property rights were 
protected and civil order prevailed. Private agencies provided 

SOURCE 13

A stagecoach with a guard of US Army 
troops. African American soldiers were 
sometimes called ‘buffalo soldiers’, a 
name given to them by the Indians.

RETRIEVAL PRACTICE
1 Describe the different  

approaches taken by US marshals.
2 How did the US federal 

government help with law 
enforcement in the West?

3 Why were there more sheriffs as 
more people moved to the West?

4 Who was Wild Bill Hickok?
5 Give an example of poor co-

operation between the law 
enforcement agencies.



the necessary basis for an orderly society’. In other words, for 
most people their property was safe and the place they lived in 
was orderly and not lawless. Even though the government did 
not always provide law enforcement, private companies or the 
community itself was usually able to keep order.

FOCUS TASK
Lawlessness problems
In this chapter, you have studied factors and put them in order of importance 
in several tasks. You are now going to do this for lawlessness.

1 In the table below, we have listed factors which made lawlessness worse 
and then attempts to tackle them. They are in alphabetical order again. 
Make your own copy and then complete the table, putting them in what 
you think is their order of importance.

Factors causing lawlessness Attempts to tackle lawlessness

• Civil War: veterans and deserters
• Civil War: weapons
• Clashes between different groups
• Railroads and cow towns
• Tempting targets

• Actions of US Government
• Sheriffs and town marshals
• Unofficial law enforcement
• US Army
• US marshals and judges

2 Take the top two in each column and explain your choices.

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
We have a section on the Civil War at the start of this chapter. But you have 
probably noticed that it crops up in other sections. The same is true of the 
railroads. Go back over the chapter and make a list of the consequences of 
each of these factors in the 1860s and 1870s. You could use a Venn diagram 
to organise your thoughts.

Consequences
of railroads

Consequences
of Civil War

Exam advice
Explaining a consequence
Question 1 on your American West exam paper will ask you to explain 
two consequences of events on the Great Plains.

Explain two consequences of … (8 marks)

Each consequence can be awarded up to 4 marks. You can achieve 8 
marks in total.

What to show in your answer
When marking your answer, your examiner will be looking for you to 
demonstrate three things:

1 Clearly identify a consequence
What this means is that your opening sentence will state a direct change, 
effect, result or outcome of the focus of the question. It is important that 
you choose two different consequences when you answer this question. 
For example, if the question asked you to explain two consequences of 
the Gold Rush in 1848, you could explain:

● that one consequence was settlement in California
● that another consequence was that the lives of Plains Indians were 

disrupted by white settlers using the Oregon Trail.

2 Explain the impact (who/what affected)
Here you must be clear on who or what was affected and changed 
as a result of the focus of the question. If you consider, again, the 
consequences of the Gold Rush in 1848, you will show that it changed 
the lives of white settlers and Plains Indians. Remember, it may sound 
obvious but to explain change you should spell out what things were like 
before the change and then what things were like afterwards.

3 Specific supporting knowledge that shows how/why the 
consequence caused that impact
The most important thing here is that you are using your knowledge to 
show that the consequence you have explained is directly linked to the 
focus of the question. So, if you are explaining that settlement of the 
West was a consequence of the Oregon Trail, you could support this by 
pointing out that the population of California exploded from 15,000 in 
1848 to 250,000 by 1852.

Your teacher has the official mark schemes and other documents from 
the exam board, but that can all get a bit complicated and confusing. So, 
we have simplified it for you like this …

WHAT DOES IT 
MEAN?
Consequence: what 
does it really mean?

When you see the 
word ‘consequence’, 
try to think about it 
in these ways:

● A consequence is 
an effect, result 
or outcome of 
something.

● Consequences 
can be positive or 
negative.

● It usually involves 
a change. To 
make sure you 
are clear about 
this ask yourself: 
change from 
what to what?

● They can be short 
term or long 
term.
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C
You state the consequence in your opening sentence, and 
you use some knowledge to describe the consequence.

CC
You identify the consequence clearly and go on to explain 
how it affected different people or groups. You support with 
knowledge that shows how the consequence is directly 
linked to the focus of the question.

What could this look like in your 
answer?
Once you have stated a consequence, you will explain by using 
linking phrases to fully share with the examiner what the effects, 
results or outcomes were.

In your paragraph, you should use specific supporting knowledge to 
show the examiner that your consequence is correct. You must 
make sure you use knowledge that is linked to your consequence 
though. Don’t just write everything that you can remember. It is a 
good idea to select two pieces of knowledge and drop them into 
your answer. The Focus Tasks in this book will have helped you to 
select relevant knowledge to help support your answer.

TOP TIPS
1 Always state the 

consequence in 
your first sentence. 
This will focus your 
paragraph.

2 Support the 
consequence with 
two or three pieces 
of supporting 
information.

JARGON BUSTER
Linking phrases: This 
can be done using 
phrases such as ‘this led 
to …’, ‘because of this 
…’, ‘as a result …’ and 
‘therefore …’.

Specific knowledge: 
This can be added 
using facts, names, 
dates, places, statistics. 
However, check 
carefully that the 
knowledge you use is 
doing something –  
it should be an 
example of the impact 
consequence which you 
have identified.

model answer
Let’s take on board the advice above and see what this 
looks like in an answer.

Explain two consequences of the completion of the first 
Transcontinental Railroad (1869).

CONSEQUENCE 1

The completion of the first Transcontinental Railroad meant that 
cattle could be transported cheaply and sold in new locations. Cattle 
could be taken from Abilene across America. This led to a ‘beef 
bonanza’ in the West and the cattle industry became a good way to 
make money. Cattle barons, such as John Iliff were able to transport 
their cattle and become millionaires.

Your turn
Below is a consequence of the Dawes Act in 1887. Use it to write 
a paragraph that answers the above question. You can use our 
model answer to help you.
● Plains Indians found farming the land difficult and sold their 

plots to white settlers.
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FURTHER QUESTION PRACTICE
Here are six more exam-style questions for you to practise:

1 Explain two consequences of the Indian Appropriations Act (1851).
2 Explain two consequences of the Gold Rush (1849).
3 Explain two consequences of the Homestead Act (1862).
4 Explain two consequences of the Sand Creek Massacre (1864).
5 Explain two consequences of the winter of 1886–87.
6 Explain two consequences of the Battle of Little Bighorn (1876).

This student has stated a 
consequence in the first 
sentence.

Here they have explained 
the consequence.

Specific knowledge is 
used to support this 
explanation.

Annotated 
model 
answers take 
on board 
all of the 
preceding 
exam advice. 
Students 
can use 
the model 
to support 
them as 
they answer 
further 
exam-style 
questions on 
their own
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