
Creating The American West Boundaries And
Borderlands
The American West has always been a land of dreams and possibilities, a place
where adventurers and pioneers sought to create new boundaries and establish
their place in history. From the early explorations of Lewis and Clark to the gold
rushes that attracted thousands seeking wealth and fortune, the West was
shaped by a unique blend of hope, determination, and conflict.

One of the defining moments in the creation of the American West boundaries
was the Louisiana Purchase in 1803. This massive land acquisition doubled the
size of the United States, extending the country's borders to the west and
opening up vast new territories for exploration and settlement. The purchase,
negotiated by President Thomas Jefferson, paved the way for the Lewis and
Clark Expedition, a journey that would define the boundaries of the American
West.

The Lewis and Clark Expedition, which took place between 1804 and 1806, was
a pivotal moment in American history. Tasked with exploring the newly acquired
western territories and finding a feasible route to the Pacific Ocean, Meriwether
Lewis and William Clark led a team of explorers on a treacherous journey that
covered thousands of miles. Their exploration helped to map the boundaries of
the American West and provided valuable information about the land and its
resources.
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As settlers moved westward, conflicts with Native American tribes became
inevitable. The expansion of the American West led to the displacement and
mistreatment of indigenous peoples, as well as violent clashes between settlers
and Native Americans. The conflicts over land and resources shaped the borders
of the American West and contributed to the development of the borderlands.

The concept of borderlands refers to the areas that exist along the edges of a
defined border. In the case of the American West, the borderlands were the
regions that lay between the United States and Mexico. The Treaty of Guadalupe
Hidalgo in 1848, which ended the Mexican-American War, established the Rio
Grande as the border between the two countries, defining the boundaries of the
American Southwest.

However, the borderlands were not just a physical space. They were also a
cultural, economic, and political landscape where different cultures, languages,
and identities intersected. The American West borderlands were home to a
diverse population comprising Native Americans, Mexican-Americans, settlers of
European descent, and other immigrant groups. The rich mix of cultures in the
borderlands contributed to the unique character and identity of the region.
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The creation of the American West boundaries and borderlands was not without
its controversies. The settlement of the West led to conflicts over water rights,
grazing land, and mineral resources. It also gave rise to disputes over statehood
and representation, as territories sought to become states and have a say in the
political landscape of the country.

One such example is the case of California, which became a state in 1850 after
the discovery of gold brought a rapid influx of settlers. The rush for gold led to the
displacement of indigenous peoples and strained relations between settlers and
Native Americans. It also sparked the California Gold Rush, which attracted
fortune-seekers from all over the world and further shaped the boundaries and
demographics of the American West.

The creation of the American West boundaries and borderlands is a story of
exploration, settlement, conflict, and cultural exchange. It is a story of the human
spirit, as individuals and communities sought to carve out their own place in
history. Today, the American West continues to captivate the imagination of
people worldwide, with its vast landscapes, rugged beauty, and rich history
serving as a reminder of the legacy of those who created its boundaries and
borderlands.
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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.

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
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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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