Week 9:  The Far West 

The week of February 28 – March 6, 2005
Introduction

Now that we are in the last term of the class, we get to my favorite topic – The American West.  When my twin sister and I were 14 years old, our family fled the suburbs of Detroit, Michigan, and moved to southern Arizona.  Unfortunately, I missed my last season of Babe Ruth League baseball, and was thereby knocked off the fast track to the Major Leagues.  But, it was worth it!  I had always been fascinated with the West – both the myth and the reality – and to see it and experience it felt like the adventure of a lifetime.  And, it has been so ever since.  No matter how you define the region geographically – and you all took a shot at this with your last essay – it is one of endless variety.  The history is so linked with the physical geography that it deserves a lot more of our attention than just the last week in this class.  So watch for another fully online course next year on the Historical Geography of the American West (or, maybe, just a bunch of field trips).

In this week, I am asking that you carefully read the chapter; if you do so, I will keep my Instructor’s Notes to a minimum.   

Required Reading

Textbook:  Chapter 12:  “The Far West, 1840 - 1920”

Instructor’s Notes and all embedded Internet links.

Instructor’s Notes

Topics
The region defined

Physical environment

Exploration and mapping

Manifest Destiny – territorial acquisition

Territories and states

Water – the limiting factor

The Region Defined (or not?)
You just completed an essay in which you defined the boundaries of the West.  I encourage you now (Feb. 27) to post those essays to your Discussion Group.  You will note that Chapter 12 in your text discusses only the seven most western states.  Whatever happened to Wyoming, to Montana, to Colorado, to New Mexico?  Well, the eastern part of those four states is a part of the Great Plains, and as such they have left behind.  So much for the arbitrary definitions of regions.   I refer you once again to the Outline of American Geography, in this case Chapter 12 – The Empty Interior.  This doesn’t quite correspond to the Far West as defined in your text, but close.
Physical Environment
Many of you, in describing characteristics of the American West, suggested that the Pacific margin didn’t quite belong, that it didn’t match your image of the West as a region of vast, empty spaces.   As a physical geographer I think of the west as an arid region, with pockets of heavier precipitation in the mountains – in fact, snowfall, which is the most important source of water for the West.  And, I think of it as a topographically diverse region, laced with mountain ranges.

Exploration and Mapping
Wow – what a big topic.  Wish we had more time; but your text has a brief summary of the highlights.  Some of the greatest stories in western history are of the explorers that came after Lewis and Clark – Stephen Long, John C. Fremont, Zebulon Pike and many others.   But, perhaps of more significance, were the mapping expeditions that began in the 1840’s, most of them sponsored by the federal government – a necessary step in opening the region for settlement.
Manifest Destiny – territorial acquisition
The web page of territorial acquisition gives you a series of views that show how the country was pieced together during the 19th century – click through them and learn anything you don’t already know.   This was the era of Manifest Destiny – a highly charged term that many of you already discussed in your writings on Native American policies in the expanding nation.  
Territories and States
Nineteenth-century settlement of the West is neatly summarized on pages 267-271, described as growing out of three nodes of activity – the Willamette Valley, the Wasatch Front in Utah, and Coastal California.  Study the maps in your text that display the spread of population and the development of territorial and state boundaries.
Water – the limiting factor
There is absolutely no reason to start into this topic.  I suggest that when the term is over, you go read Crossing the Next Meridian: Land, Water and the Future of the American West, by Charles Wilkinson.  
Final Note
You have now completed the last content module for the course, and this will be your last quiz.  Congratulations!  But, you ain’t done yet.  Along about Wednesday or Thursday of this week I will post the Final Exam/Assignment.  That will give you two full weeks to work on it and submit to me.  Stay tuned for the details.
Additional Resources
PBS – New Perspectives on the West
The National Reclamation Act of 1902 – the Newlands Act
Snow Surveys and Water Supply Forecasting
A Classic Western Quarrel – Colorado National Monument
Glen Canyon Dam – A Dam, Water and the West
….and, oh, so many more….
Assignment

1)    Do the Required Reading

2)    Browse through the Additional Resources.

3)    Complete the Online Quiz – please note that you have until Tuesday evening to complete this quiz.  
