
 VOCABULARY: Unit 1 - Settling of the Western Frontier 

Terms

Manifest Destiny - the 19th century American belief that the United States was destined to 

expand across the continent.

Gold Rush - A rapid movement of people to a newly discovered goldfield. The first major gold 

rush, to California in 1848–49, was followed by others in the US.

Exploitation - the act of making some area of land or water more profitable or productive or 

useful.

Subsidy - A sum of money granted by the government or a public body to assist an industry or 

business. (see Transcontinental Railroad.)



Transcontinental Railroad - A railroad line built in the US between 1863 and 1869 by the 

Central Pacific Railroad of California and Union Pacific Railroad. The railway connected to 

Atlantic and Pacific coasts of the United States for the first time.

Dawes Act - Passed by Congress in 1887, established the process of assimilating 

(Americanizing) Native Americans. 

Assimilation - to take in and incorporate as one’s own; absorb. Native Americans were 

assimilated into American culture through the Dawes Act. 

Homestead Act - A federal law that gave settlers 160 acres of land for a cheap or free amount 

as long as the land was settled for 5 years. 

Surplus - An amount of something left over when requirements have been met; an excess of 

production or supply over demand.

Sodhouse - The sod house or "Soddy" was a corollary to the log cabin during frontier 

settlement of the United States and Canada. The prairie lacked standard building materials such 

as wood or stone; however, sod from thickly-rooted prairie grass was abundant.

Barbed Wire - Wire with clusters of short, sharp spikes set at intervals along it, used to make 

fences or in warfare as an obstruction.

Vigilante - A member of a self-appointed group of citizens who undertake law enforcement in 

their community without legal authority, typically because the legal agencies are thought to be 

inadequate.



Tepee - A portable conical tent made of skins, cloth, or canvas on a frame of poles, used by 

American Indians of the Plains and Great Lakes regions.

People

Vaquero - (in Spanish-speaking parts of the US) A cowboy; a cattle driver.

Sitting Bull - (c.1831–90), Sioux chief; Sioux name Tatanka Iyotake. He led the Sioux in the 

fight to retain their lands; this resulted in the massacre of Lt. Col. Custer and his men at Little 

Bighorn. He was killed by reservation police during the Ghost Dance turmoil

Chief Joseph - Chief of the Wal-lam-wat-kain (Wallowa) band of Nez Perce during General 

Oliver O. Howard’s attempt to forcibly remove his band and the other “non-treaty” Nez Perce to 

a reservation in Idaho.

Sodbuster - A farmer or farm worker who plows the land.

Vigilante - A member of a self-appointed group of citizens who undertake law enforcement in 

their community without legal authority, typically because the legal agencies are thought to be 

inadequate

Exoduster - Exodusters was a name given to African Americans who fled the Southern United 

States for Kansas in 1879 and 1880. After the end of Reconstruction, racial oppression and 

rumors of the reinstitution of slavery led many freedmen to seek a new place to live.

National Grange - The Grange is the nation’s oldest and second largest farm organization. It 

had its beginnings in Washington DC in 1867, founded by a group of farmers for their mutual 



support and to foster civic, moral and political responsibility. Grange members joined in various 

group ventures: buying and selling goods; legislative lobbying on behalf of farmers; and 

eventually, in protecting themselves through insurance. Grangers considered themselves good 

insurance risks because of their dedication to family, property, citizens’ rights and private 

enterprise. They thus felt entitled to lower insurance rates. Many small mutual insurance 

companies were formed by Grangers, but only five have grown to multi-state size.

Farm Cooperatives - Groups of farmers who pool their money to make large purchases of 

tools, seed, and other supplies at a discount.

Populist Party - People's Party: a former political party in the United States; formed in 1891 to 

advocate currency expansion and state control of railroads

William Jennings Bryan - Political figure who was at the forefront of the Populist movement  

in the 1896 Presidential Election. Early proponent of Free Silver, known for his “Cross of Gold” 

speech, and later arguing for the religious fundamentalists in the “Scopes Monkey Trial” of 1925.

Places

Frontier - The extreme limit of settled land beyond which lies wilderness, esp. referring to the 

western US before Pacific settlement.

Boom Town - A town undergoing rapid growth due to sudden prosperity.

Ghost Town - A deserted town with few or no remaining inhabitants.



Cattle Kingdom - The cattle industry grew tremendously in the two decades after the Civil 

War, moving into western Kansas and Nebraska, Colorado, Wyoming, Montana, and the 

Dakotas in the 1870s and 1880s with the expansion of the railroads.

Reservation - An area of land set aside for occupation by Native Americans.

Little Big Horn - A battle in Montana near the Little Bighorn River between United States 

cavalry under Custer and several groups of Native Americans (1876); Custer was pursuing Sioux 

led by Sitting Bull; Custer underestimated the size of the Sioux forces (which were supported by 

Cheyenne warriors) and was killed along with all his command.

Chivington Massacre - An incident in the Indian Wars of the United States that occurred on 

November 29, 1864, when a 700-man force of Colorado Territory Militia attacked and destroyed 

a village of friendly Cheyenne and Arapaho camped in southeastern Colorado Territory, killing 

and mutilating an estimated 70–163 Indians, about two-thirds of whom were women and 

children.


