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In a recent bulletin of the Superintendent of the Census for 1890 appear these significant words: "Up to
and including 1880 the country had a frontier of settlement, but at present the unsettled area has been so
broken into by isolated bodies of settlement that there can hardly be said to be a frontier line. In the
discussion of its extent, its westward movement, etc., it can not, therefore, any longer have a place in the
census reports." This brief official statement marks the closing of a great historic movement. Up to our
own day American history has been in a large degree the history of the colonization of the Great West.
The existence of an area of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement
westward, explain American development.
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The frontier is the line of most rapid and effective Americanization. The wilderness masters the colonist.
It finds him a European in dress, industries, tools, modes of travel, and thought... It strips off the
garments of civilization and arrays him in the hunting shirt and the moccasin...In short, at the frontier
the environment is at first too strong for the man. He must accept the conditions which it furnishes, or
perish, and so he fits himself into the Indian clearings and follows the Indian trails. Little by little he
transforms the wilderness, but the outcome is not the old Europe...The fact is, that here is a new product
that is American. At first, the frontier was the Atlantic coast. It was the frontier of Europe in a very real
sense. Moving westward, the frontier became more and more American...Thus the advance of the
frontier has meant a steady movement away from the influence of Europe, a steady growth of
independence on American lines. And to study this advance, the men who grew up under these
conditions, and the political, economic, and social results of it, is to study the really American part of
our history.
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The explanation of the rapidity of this advance is connected with the effects of the trader on the Indian.
The trading post left the unarmed tribes at the mercy of those that had purchased fire-arms--a truth
which the Iroquois Indians wrote in blood, and so the remote and unvisited tribes gave eager welcome to
the trader . . . The effect of the Indian frontier as a consolidating agent in our history is important...In
this connection may be mentioned the importance of the frontier, from that day to this, as a military
training school, keeping alive the power of resistance to aggression, and developing the stalwart and
rugged qualities of the frontiersman.
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That coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and inquisitiveness; that practical, inventive turn
of mind, quick to find expedients; that masterful grasp of material things, lacking in the artistic but
powerful to effect great ends; that restless, nervous energy; that dominant individualism, working for
good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy and exuberance which comes with freedom-these are traits
of the frontier, or traits called out elsewhere because of the existence of the frontier...The stubborn
American environment is there with its imperious summons to accept its conditions; the inherited ways
of doing things are also there; and yet, in spite of environment, and in spite of custom, each frontier did
indeed furnish a new field of opportunity, a gate of escape from the bondage of the past; and freshness,
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and confidence, and scorn of older society, impatience of its restraints and its ideas, and indifference to
its lessons, have accompanied the frontier.
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The last chapter in the development of Western democracy is the one that deals with its conquest over
the vast spaces of the new West. At each new stage of Western development, the people have had to
grapple with larger areas, with bigger combinations. The Great Lakes, the Prairies, the Great Plains, the
Rocky Mountains, the Mississippi and the Missouri, furnished new standards of measurement for the
achievement of this industrial democracy. Individualism began to give way to cooperation and to
governmental activity. In the period since the Civil War, the vast public domain has been donated to the
individual farmer, to States for education, to railroads for the construction of transportation lines.

% %k 3k

Never before in the history of the world has a democracy existed on so vast an area and handled things
in the gross with such success, with such largeness of design, and such grasp upon the means of
execution. In short, democracy has learned in the West of the United States how to deal with the
problem of magnitude.
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The question is imperative then, What ideals persist from this democratic experience of the West, and
have they acquired sufficient momentum to sustain themselves under conditions so radically unlike
those in the days of their origin? Is there in reality evolving such a concentration of economic and social
power in the hands of a comparatively few men as may make political democracy an appearance rather
than a reality? The free lands are gone. The material forces that gave vitality to Western democracy are
passing away. It is to the realm of the spirit, to the domain of ideals and legislation, that we must look
for Western influence upon democracy in our own days.
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Western democracy has been from the time of its birth idealistic. The very fact of the wilderness
appealed to men as a fair, blank page on which to write a new chapter in the story of man’s struggle for
a higher type of society. The Western wilds, from the Alleghenies to the Pacific, constituted the richest
free gift that was ever spread out before civilized man. The West offered an exit into a free life and
greater well-being among the bounties of nature. Never again can such an opportunity come to the sons
of men. It was unique, and the thing is so near us, so much a part of our lives, that we do not even yet
comprehend its full significance.



