

When the Constitution of the United States was drawn up (= elaborata) in 1787, there were only thirteen states mostly along the east coast of the continent. In the 1840s long caravans of settlers, called “pioneers”, travelled west looking for a new life. They followed the Oregon Trail – a dangerous 3,500 km journey across the Central Plains and Rocky Mountains to Oregon. The trip took many months and about 35,000 of the 300,000 people who left died on the way.

The journey took them across the territory of the Native Americans, who became hostile because their hunting grounds were invaded. The pioneers defended themselves by living together in fortified communities. Eventually, in exchange for guns, whisky and rum they persuaded the Native Americans to go hunting in other places. When the last ones moved out, the pioneers divided the land amongst themselves and created farms.

Right or wrong?
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	The Constitution of the United States was drawn up in 1787.
	
	

	At the time there were already fifty states along the east coast.
	
	

	Pioneers were people who travelled west looking for a new life.
	
	

	The trip along the Oregon Trail took only a few days.
	
	

	The Native Americans were hostile because the white people invaded their hunting territory.
	
	

	The Native Americans left their land because the white men gave them guns and alcoholic drinks.
	
	


California and the Gold Rush

In the seventeenth century California was a Spanish colony but it later became part of Mexico. In 1848, at the end of the Mexican-American War, California became a United States territory. In the same year gold was discovered there and 300,000 people, nicknamed “forty-niners” because most of them arrived in 1849, made dangerous journeys to California from all over the world to look for gold in the rivers. This was called “California Gold Rush”. The Native Americans were pushed off their land, railways were built and a tiny village called San Francisco grew into an important city. As a result of this rapid development the area became a US state in 1850.

Ask and answer these questions.

1. When/California/become/US territory?

2. Why/people/go/California in 1848 – 1849?

3. Where/they/come from?

4. they/show/respect/Native Americans?

5. What/they/build?

6. San Francisco/important city/before the Gold Rush?

7. When/California/become/US state?

Control of the Great Plains

By 1860, California and Oregon were both states but the central territory – the Great Plains – remained inhabited only by Native Americans.

Soon the white settles invaded this area too. They built a railway across the Great Plains. The workers needed food so the white men started hunting the bison. The Native Americans needed the bison for food and clothes but the white people, who also hunted for sport, nearly extinguished these animals. Moreover, the white men had brought European diseases with them to America and more than two thirds of the Native Americans fell ill and died. 

In 1620, when the first colonists arrived in America, there were nearly 12 million Native Americans divided into about one thousand different tribes. As a result of war and illness, by 1870 there were only about 500,000 Native Americans left.

The Native Americans believed that the land belonged to Nature. They never wanted to own it. They were desperate to defend their families and their existence. The white men, on the other hand, considered themselves masters of the continent and owners of the land. A ferocious war started. By 1887 the white men had defeated the Native Americans and taken control of the Great Plains. The Native Americans now had nowhere to go. The American Government gave a small piece of land to each tribe. These places were known as “Indian Reservations”.
Answer these questions.

1. Who lived on the Great Plains in 1860?

2. Why did the white men start Killing the bison?

3. Why did the number of Indians in North America drop so drastically?

4. Who considered themselves to be owners of the land?

5. Where did the Native Americans have to live after their defeat?

6. Have you ever seen a film about Native Americans at that time? How are they treated in the film?
