
Miners in the 
gilded age 



After the Civil War, the area west of the Mississippi 
River was settled by miners, ranchers, and farmers  

Land use 
in 1860 

Land use 
in 1880 



Mining was the first industry 
to attract settlers to the 
West after the Civil War  

After the Civil War, 
miners resumed 

their migration into 
the West to find 

more gold and silver 

Before the Civil War, 
miners discovered 
gold in California, 
Colorado, Nevada 



Some miners found huge discoveries of gold and silver 

By 1880, miners at the 
Comstock Lode extracted 
$270 million in gold and 

$400 million in silver 

Silver miners in Leadville, CO 



In the Gilded Age, mining corporations used 
expensive hydraulic mining techniques to 

extract most of the gold and silver in the West 



Mining towns helped develop the West because each 
town created a need for businesses and government 



Ranchers and the 
cattle boom 



After the Civil War, 
demand for beef led to a 
cattle boom in the West 

Ranchers drove longhorn 
cattle across the open 

range to railroad towns 



Cattle bought  
for $4 in Texas 

were driven  
3 months across 
the open range 

Cattle were  
sold in Western 

cattle towns  
like Dodge City  

for $40... 

..and shipped  
by train to 

meatpacking 
plants in cities 

like Chicago  

Cattle drives led 
to new towns  
in the West 

Dodge City, Kansas 



Cattle ranching faced 
difficulties by the 1880s 

The open range was 
closing as farmers used 

new barbed wire fencing 
to close off their farms 

Overgrazing and drought 
left little grassland for 

grazing cattle  

By 1900, the glory days 
of the cowboy were over 



The 
transcontinental 

railroad 



Miners, ranchers, and 
farmers were connected  
to Eastern cities in 1869 

with the completion of the 
transcontinental railroad 

The federal government 
encouraged railroad 

construction by giving 
millions of acres of land 
to railroad companies  

http://www.history.com/shows/america-the-story-of-us/videos/transcontinental-railroad#transcontinental-railroad


The Union Pacific  
was built from East to 
West by Irish workers  

The Central Pacific  
was built from West to 

East by Chinese workers  



On May 10, 1869 
the two tracks met 

at Promontory 
Point in Utah 

By 1890, there 
were five railroads 
that extended to 
the Pacific Coast   



Railroad innovations 
included time zones to 

coordinate train schedules 

…luxury trains called 
Pullman Palace cars and 

refrigerated train cars 



Chinese workers 
were recruited to 
America to build 

the railroad…  

…But, Congress passed the 
Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882 

which ended Chinese 
immigration to America   



Homestead Sales, 1870-1940 

The migration of Americans into the West  
left no unorganized territories by 1890… 

the western frontier had closed  



The Homestead Act 
and Farmers 



The majority of migrants into the west were farmers  

In 1862, Congress passed the Homestead Act,  
giving 160 acres of free western land to anyone  

who promised to farm the land for 5 years 

Hundreds of thousands 
of migrants moved into 
the Great Plains to gain 

free farm land  



Homestead life was difficult on the Great Plains  

Farming was difficult, but homesteaders 
learned dry farming techniques and 

planted new varieties of crops   



Homesteaders built 
sod houses because 
of the lack of trees  

in the Plains  

60% of homesteaders 
failed to make it the 
required 5 years… 

…but those who 
were successful 

transformed 
America into a  
food exporter  

Tornados and 
droughts were 

constant problems  



Some African Americans known  
as “exodusters” took advantage of the  

Homestead Act to escape the Jim Crow South  

Nicodemus, Kansas 



Native Americans 



By the end of the  
Civil War in 1865,  

2/3 of all Indians lived 
on the Great Plains 

Plains Indians like the Sioux, 
Comanche, and Cheyenne 

tribes were dependent upon 
the buffalo and the horse 

The Gilded Age brought devastation to the Indians  



In the 1830s, Jackson used the Indian Removal Act to 
relocate Indians to lands west of the Mississippi River... 

…This “Indian Country” was located in the Plains  
and was protected from white settlers  



In the 1840s, Manifest Destiny 
led to the acquisition of new 

western territories... 

…as a result, Indians 
were concentrated 

onto small reservations 



…This led to a series of 
violent conflicts known 

as the “Indian Wars” 

The flood of miners, 
ranchers, and farmers 
during the Gilded Age 

violated Indian territories… Last of the Sioux (3.48) 

http://www.history.com/shows/america-the-story-of-us/videos/playlists/exclusive-video#the-last-of-the-sioux


Indian Wars 



In 1864, Colorado militia attacked and murdered 
Cheyenne Indians, mostly women and children,  

in the Sand Creek Massacre 



The Sioux, led by Sitting Bull, 
retaliated by ambushing 

Colonel Custer and all  
197 soldiers in the Seventh 

Cavalry at Little Big Horn  

In 1876, Americans  
flooded into Sioux 

territory in South Dakota 
when gold was discovered 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Sitting_Bull_-_edit2.jpg


The most effective way  
to defeat the Indians was 
by killing off the buffalo 

Hunters killed buffalo  
for their hides which  
were sold in the East  

The U.S. government and 
railroad companies hired 

hunters to kill buffalo  

The Buffalo (2.52) 

http://www.history.com/shows/america-the-story-of-us/videos/playlists/exclusive-video


A hunter could kill 100 buffalo per day; 
The buffalo hunters in the West killed 

as many as 3 million per year   

By the end of the Gilded Age, less than 
1,000 buffalo remained in the Plains  

Buffalo skulls  



The last Indian battle  
in U.S. history was 

Wounded Knee in 1890  

The U.S. army attacked 
the Sioux after tribal 

leaders refused to stop 
their “ghost dances” 

At Wounded Knee, 
200 men, women, 
and children were 

killed; Indians never 
fought the U.S. again  



By 1890, Indians  
were restricted to 
small reservations  

in isolated locations  

With the buffalo all but 
exterminated and the frontier 
closed by white settlers, the 
Indian wars ended in 1890 


