
Exploring the Vast and Diverse Borderlands
that Shaped the American West
The creation of the American West boundaries and the establishment of the
borderlands that exist today is a complex and fascinating tale. Spanning
thousands of miles and encompassing a diverse range of landscapes, cultures,
and histories, the American West is a rich tapestry that speaks to the limitless
possibilities and challenges that shaped this vast region of the United States.

The Early Exploration and Expansion Westward

The story of the American West began with the early exploration and expansion
westward. As European nations sought to expand their empires, the lure of new
territories, resources, and trade routes drew explorers, settlers, and adventurers
from across the ocean to conquer the unknown.

The Lewis and Clark expedition of 1804-1806 was a pivotal moment in the
exploration of the American West. Commissioned by President Thomas
Jefferson, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark set out to map the newly acquired
Louisiana Purchase and discover a route to the Pacific Ocean. Their journey
established the first tangible boundaries of the American West, as they
penetrated through untamed wilderness and encountered diverse Native
American tribes.
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As the American population grew and ambitions for expansion continued, the
concept of Manifest Destiny emerged. Popularized in the mid-19th century, this
belief proclaimed that the United States was destined to expand its borders to the
Pacific Ocean. Westward expansion accelerated with the California Gold Rush in
1848 and the subsequent settlement of the Pacific Coast, solidifying the American
West as part of the United States.

The Formation of Boundaries

Defining the boundaries of the American West was a complex process. Treaties,
negotiations, and conflicts shaped the lines that demarcated territories and states
within the region. The establishment of the Mexican-American War border in 1848
and the subsequent Gadsden Purchase in 1853 contributed to solidify the
southern border of the American West.

Further defining the western boundaries, the Oregon Treaty of 1846 settled the
border dispute with Canada, establishing the northern boundary of the United
States. This treaty solidified the region's division into the western states of
Washington, Oregon, Idaho, and Montana.
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While the western boundaries had begun to take shape, the expansionist
ambitions of the United States led to further acquisitions, which extended the
American West even further. The purchase of Alaska from Russia in 1867
enlarged the western frontier, adding a vast new territory to the nation's
boundaries.

The Borderlands: A Meeting Place of Cultures

Beyond the geographical boundaries, the American West borderlands became a
meeting place of cultures. As settlers moved west, they encountered Native
American tribes whose histories and ways of life were deeply intertwined with the
land. Conflicts and negotiations shaped the encounter between native cultures
and the expanding American society.

The borderlands also provided a rich tapestry of diverse immigrant communities,
each bringing their traditions, languages, and customs to the region. The Chinese
immigrants who came to work on the railroads, the Mexican rancheros who
inhabited lands for generations, and the European immigrants seeking new
opportunities all contributed to the multicultural fabric of the American West.

The diverse cultures of the borderlands created a rich and dynamic environment,
fostering the development of unique art forms, cuisines, and traditions. The
blending and exchange of ideas within these cultural melting pots played a crucial
role in shaping the identity of the American West.

Nature's Boundaries: Landscapes and Ecosystems

The natural boundaries of the American West are as diverse as the cultures that
inhabit the region. From the majestic Rocky Mountains to the arid deserts of
Nevada and Arizona, the landscapes of the American West are nothing short of
awe-inspiring.



These unique ecosystems not only defined the boundaries of the American West
but also determined the ways in which people interacted with the land. Native
American tribes developed distinct ways of life that were intimately tied to the
natural resources and climate of their specific regions.

The breathtaking landscapes also attracted adventurers and conservationists
alike. Landmarks such as Yellowstone National Park, Yosemite National Park,
and the Grand Canyon became iconic symbols of the American West's natural
beauty and sparked a nationwide movement to preserve these landscapes for
future generations.

The Legacy of the American West

The creation of the American West boundaries and borderlands continues to
shape the region's identity to this day. The struggles and triumphs of those who
ventured westward, the clash of cultures in the borderlands, and the incredible
natural beauty of the landscapes all contribute to an enduring legacy.

The American West stands as a testament to the indomitable spirit of exploration
and the pursuit of limitless possibilities. It serves as a reminder of the importance
of understanding our shared history, preserving our diverse cultural heritage, and
protecting the precious natural resources that define the American West.
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Boundaries—lines imposed on the landscape—shape our lives, dictating
everything from which candidates we vote for to what schools our children attend
to the communities with which we identify. In Creating the American West,
historian Derek R. Everett examines the function of these internal lines in
American history generally and in the West in particular. Drawing lines to create
states in the trans-Mississippi West, he points out, imposed a specific form of
political organization that made the West truly American.

Everett examines how settlers lobbied for boundaries and how politicians
imposed them. He examines the origins of boundary-making in the United States
from the colonial era through the Louisiana Purchase. Case studies then explore
the ethnic, sectional, political, and economic angles of boundaries. Everett first
examines the boundaries between Arkansas and its neighboring Native cultures,
and the pseudo war between Missouri and Iowa. He then traces the lines splitting
the Oregon Country and the states of California and Nevada, and considers the
ethnic and political consequences of the boundary between New Mexico and
Colorado. He explains the evolution of the line splitting the Dakotas, and
concludes with a discussion of ways in which state boundaries can contribute
toward new interpretations of borderlands history.
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A major theme in the history of state boundaries is the question of whether to use
geometric or geographic lines—in other words, lines corresponding to parallels
and meridians or those fashioned by natural features. With the distribution of
western land, Everett shows, geography gave way to geometry and transformed
the West. The end of boundary-making in the late nineteenth century is not the
end of the story, however. These lines continue to complicate a host of issues
including water rights, taxes, political representation, and immigration. Creating
the American West shows how the past continues to shape the present.
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