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A Westward Heritage

WATSON PARKER

Editor's Note: The following article was originally given as a speech
by Watson Parker at the Conference on Indians and Pioneers at Augustana
College on 27 April 1973. This colorful essay, though varying from the
usual format of the articles in this journal, provides a unique analysis of
the pioneer experience in the Dakotas.

Each American, no matter what his or her name, place, or
lineage, is a son or daughter of the pioneers. We are the children
of a westward heritage. Our national character was forged upon
the anvil of the westward lands, and shaped by the experiences
and adventures that our ancestors encountered in the processes
of their migrations. Even our easterners inevitably find their
thinking shaped and guided by the recollections of a heroic
past, and the newcomers to our shores find it necessary to adapt
themselves to a heritage that looks forever westward for its
inspiration. This one basic fact of American life, this sharing of
a frontier heritage, is what is unique about America and
Americans. There are other nations that share our industrialism,
our heritage of Western European culture, our economic
system, and our English laws, language, and customs; but the
distinctive feature of our national experience has been our
westering tradition. In each of us, in one form or another, the
great West of our past summons us to a still greater present, and
in our vision of our westward past lies the key to the present we
enjoy and the future we envision.
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The westward adventures of our ancestors have permeated
our being, shaped our souls, and dominated our aspirations. The
constant longing for a new world in the West, a Saint Brendan's
land, the Seven Golden Cities of Cibola, a stern New England
shore peopled with the choicest winnowings of the old world's
choicest grains, a Utopia beyond the western oceans, beyond
the grasp of the old world's grime and greed, a happy land
where the wicked cease from troubling and the weary are at
rest, a land where all that is worst in man could be left far
behind and all that is best in man take new root to flourish and
prosper, has been a part of our intellectual equipment from the
days of the earliest explorers. Sir Humphrey Gilbert cried out
from his storm-tossed little vessel the Squirrel to his terrified
crew, "We are as near Heaven by sea as by land," as they went
forward to their perilous adventure-and this expression, "We
are as near Heaven by sea as by land," was a quotation from Sir
Thomas More's Utopia, the book Gilbert held in his hand. This
firm conviction that westward lies our promised land, that by
migration westward we can leave behind our sins and errors, has
permeated our national thinking for four centuries, and even
today lives on in the spirit of restless mobility that leads us to
solve our problems by moving away from them and seeking a
better land elsewhere.
Squarely in the center of America's westward march lay
the Dakotas. They have within their borders all the
opportunities and challenges the western lands could offer. Up
their great Missouri River flowed the tide of exploration and the
fur trade; across their undulating plains and prairies the Indians
followed the buffalo; their fertile lands brought hardy farmers
to break the plains with shining plows; their Black Hills
beckoned ardent miners to riches and adventure. The vastness
of the Dakotas lay before the westward movement as a
challenge to the modes of transportation with which Americans
have conquered space. And today the vivid history of the
Dakotas summons visitors from other states who wish to live
again the dreams of their westering ancestors in this, the most
western of all the states beyond the Mississippi.
Nearly a hundred years ago a Black Hills editor proclaimed
to the world:
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Dakota comes! What varied wealth of mount and plains she
brings!
How vast a golden light athwart the coming years she flings!
Her mines exhaustless, soil the richest, healthful, balmy air.
She holds to give and gives to bless—her bounties ail may share.'

It is this wealth of varied western heritage that makes our state
stand out among all other s-tates, even as our nation stands out
amongst other nations. Here, in South Dakota, we have it all.
There is no western heritage that we do not share in full
measure; there is no western adventure that our lands have not
recorded, no western trail or travail that our people have not
faced and conquered. We, in Dakota, have a heritage so rich, so
varied, so pervasive, and so valuable that it calls upon us to
honor and preserve it, to maintain the past of which we are the
heirs.
Come along with me, along the mighty river, the main
street of the West, the Missouri River that flows through and
enriches South Dakota. Here came the adventurers, explorers of
the New World, using the great river as a highway to discovery.
To it came the Verendrye brothers on their expedition
westward from Canada, and beside its banks on a hill now
overlooking Fort Pierre, they deposited a lead plaque describing
their discoveries. The tale of Lewis and Clark has often been
told, but it is forever new to succeeding generations who gasp
with admiration as they follow the footsteps of those
adventurers into the unknown. Others followed the great
waterways, and their tales still have the power to summon the
thrill that was theirs when they Tirst gazed upon new lands. As
Wilson Price Hunt wrote of the Black Hills:
The Black Hills are chiefly composed of sandstone, and in many
places are broken into savage cliffs and precipices, and present
the most singular and fantastic forms; sometimes resembling
towns and castellated fortresses . . . . the wandering tribes of the
prairies, who often behold clouds gathering round the summits
of these hills, and the lightning flashing, and thunder pealing
from them, when all the neighboring plains are serene and sunny,
consider them the abode of the genii or thunderspirits, who
fabricate storms and tempests.^
1. H.N. MagaiiQ, Black Hills CentraHRochioid), 15 Dec. 1878.
2. Washington Irving, Astoria or Anecdotes of an Enterprise Beyond the Rocky
Mountains, ed. Edgeley W. Todd (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1964), pp.
231-32.
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It is through the stories told by the great adventurers, and by
standing on the very ground they trod, that we can become, at
least in spirit, adventurers ourselves and repeat the joy and the
adventures that they found.
The wild, roistering, flambouyant fur traders dwelt upon
the Missouri and its tributaries as the great river funneled into
Saint Louis the peltries of half a continent. Coarse, hairy,
begrimed, and gamy with the stench of a season's beaver
skinning; their eyes, black eyes, sparkling like coals in bearded
faces, the mountain men were men indeed, models for the wild
free spirits that we all wish we were but fear too much to be.
There were hardly fifteen hundred mountain men in all, but
their exploits dot the West hke spicy plums in a pungent
pudding. There is the story of the fabulous echo in Palmer
Gulch that would reply to a shout eight hours later; an echo
that was used by the mountain men as an alarm clock. Just
before they lay down to a refreshing rest after a busy day of
beaver skinning, the weary trappers would bawl out "Git up!"
down the valley, and then eight hours later, as the dawn's rosy
fingers mottled the sky with early light, the obliging echo would
reply, "Git up . . . you son-of-a-bitch!" Hugh Glass and his
crippled crawl to civilization; Jedediah Smith, his scalp gnawed
off by a grizzly bear in the canyons of the Black Hills; Old Gabe
Bridger, sly and shrewd ; and generations of Chouteaus are just a
few of the men who thrust an empire westward a thousand
miles on the tip of a Green River skinning knife and who drew
maps of the frontier with charcoal on the smooth side of beaver
skins.
Watching the white man's westward advance, sometimes
eager to join in for the sake of trade goods or alliances,
sometimes hostile to any invasion of their tribal lands, were the
mounted Indian tribes of the Great Plains. The beat of their
drums and the whoop of their raiding parties were the martial
music of the West. The gift of the horse from the Spaniards in
the early 1700s transformed the Plains Indians from plodding
nomads into mounted warriors and perfected their adaptation
to their environment. In that perfection of adaptation lie many
of the difficulties that they have since found in bending their
lives today to the white man's more sedentary path. They tell
the story of the Indian chief, Quanah Parker, who was a good
friend of Theodore Roosevelt. It seems that Quanah, in his old
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age, had several wives, and Roosevelt remonstrated with him
and told him that one wife was enough. Therefore, he ought to
give thought to the matter and pick out one wife to keep, and
tell the others to go back to their families. Parker was at first
upset with this proposal, then a crafty and happy smile spread
across his noble countenance": "Me pick 'em," he replied, ""You
tell 'em."
The constant threat of Indian attack, the constant
challenge of Indian hostihty, pressed on the westerner the
necessity for courage and preparedness, for caution and unity,
for instant cooperation in the face of attack or for a profitable
assault. It has been this instant ability to combine for war or for
the hope of gain that has characterized the American
personality since the first adventurers landed on our shores. We
still nurse our guns in secret closets for fear of the attacks our
fathers once faced. It was this constant fear and equally
constant aggression that made a dozen generations of Americans
an instant army, physically and more importantly,
psychologically, prepared and even eager to do battle against
whatever threats might come.
Up and down the great river, too, were the army posts that
protected the cutting edge of advancing eastern civilization and
these posts brought with them a culture that would have waited
long had it had to follow the plodding footsteps of the farmers.
Pause and remember that the only man with a college education
in the average frontier community was the commandant of the
nearby military post. Lawyers could read law in the law office;
doctors won their degrees by burying the mistakes of some
ancient mentor; but the commandant of the army post was a
graduate of West Point who brought eastern civilization to a
frontier that might long have waited for cultivation.
Gold in the Black Hills! Those mystic, luring words had
rung upon the ears of Americans since before the Louisiana
Purchase, and had been echoed repeatedly by the mountain
men, missionaries, and occasional prospectors who had found
their way into the Black Hills and managed to emerge again
without perishing under the arrows of the Indians. In the
summer of 1874 General George Custer was sent into the Black
Hills to scout for a new site for a military post that could
control the Indians from within their reservation. Finding a few
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Potato Creek Johnny panning gold.

Specks of gold, Custer and his men trumpeted abroad their
discovery, and such was the impact of his fmd upon a west
already impoverished by the agricultural depression of the
1870s that a steady movement of miners to the Hills got under
way at once. At first the army strove valiantly to keep the
prospectors away from the new bonanza—one third of the
whole army was at one time in or near the Black Hills trying to
keep the miners out-but the miners dodged between the
troopers, and it soon became evident that the only way to
legalize their entry into this new bonanza was to buy the Black
Hills from the Indians. Inasmuch as the Indians were no longer
receiving rations under the Treaty of Laramie—the rationing
provisions of that treaty having expired in 1873—the purchase
of the Black Hills in return for continued supplies of food
appeared to be a reasonable solution to the Black Hills problem,
especially since both white men and red men had violated the
Laramie Treaty: the red men by continuing on the warpath, and
the white men by invading the Indian reservation. It was not
until after the Custer battle and the Sioux War of 1876,
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however, that the Indians could be won over to the
government's proposals.
By the spring of 1875 a gold rLish to the Black Hills was
on. The idea of a fortune in the ground, waiting the hand of a
lucky finder, was too much for the average American to resist.
Piles of gravel heaped up in the canyons in the pursuit of placer
gold, gaping pits that led to the deep quartz deposits, valleys
full of fine-ground tailings, tunnel mouths leading out upon
huge heaps of barren rock, and crumbling mine buildings
sinking slowly back into the land still dot the Black Hills as
monuments to their mining history. Here the miners came and
dug; here the bull whackers and mule skinners brought food,
iron, and powder; here the gamblers, speculators, and promoters
flocked to pluck the golden feathers of the lucky. Deadwood
boomed; Custer boomed and busted; hundreds of small towns
sprang up, each one the site of hopes and promises; most of
them destined to decline and disappear. This was the life that
stamped upon the Black Hilts their special character of vigor,
optimism, speculation, and mobility; virtues that were of more
lasting worth and value to the people of Dakota than the mines
that had engendered them.
Coincidentally with the gold rush to the Black Hills in the
1870s came the cattle boom on the open range as millions of
cows, calves, and steers fattened on the rich grasslands that had
once nourished the lordly buffalo. The whoop of the cowhands
on the long drive and the round-up rang out across the waving
sea of grass as the cowboy galloped across the plains to
immortality. Lone, brave, armed, and mounted, the cowboy
was and is the epitome of all a hero ought to be, a rider of the
purple sage beatified by writers of the purple prose. The
cowboy was America's nominee for epic heroism and today all
the world loves the cowboy, and such exotic western towns as
Rome and Tokyo happily produce their western movies and
reap their welcome profits from America's most popular folk
hero, who rode into the hearts and the imaginations of all
humankind from the open places west of the Missouri River.
Walk where you will on the unpiowed ground of the great
West and your feet will stumble over the ruts of the western
trails. Listen with your mind's ear and you will hear the shouts
and curses of the bullwhackers and muleskinners, the jingle of
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the stagecoach harness, and the whoop of the gallant driver
hauling westward the emigrants from the East. The thunder of
hooves and the creak and crunch of moving wheels on the harsh
sod were the music of the westward movement. Linger by the
banks of the great river and listen with an ear that hears the
sounds of yesteryear. You will hear the splash o í a steamboat's
paddle wheels and the snort and whistle of her engines as she
makes her way up and down the great Missouri with furs,
freight, gamblers, and fancy women destined for the West.
Listen again on the open prairies, and you can hear the shuffle
and shriek of the mighty locomotives that spanned a continent
and nailed together a nation with a golden spike. Go up into the
Hills where the Shay and Heisler logging engines chugged and
the narrow-gauge mining railroads puffed and panted; walk over
their perilous and dizzy rights-of-way: these were the iron paths
of empire that tied the East and West together with a web of
shining rails. The transportation frontier that made our nation
has made deep marks on South Dakota and left us with legends
that we still happily remember.
The sod of South Dakota has borne many scars, and none
have been more grievous or more remembered than those left
by the plow that broke the plains. Pressed westward by eastern
troubles, beckoned westward by the promise of cheap and
fertile land, the farmers came into Dakota, staked out their
claims and homesteads, and gambled with Uncle Sam, five years
against a quarter-section, that they could make a living on the
plains. It was a hard life, especially for the women. There was a
farmer, once, who mournfully brought his wife to the state
insane asylum at Yankton, sadly shaking his head in wonder and
surprise. "Doc," said he, "I don't know what there was to make
her crazy; she ain't been off the farm for thirty years!" Good
years there were, and prosperity, but in the West bad years
often came in a string. The disappointed homesteaders sang:
It's fifteen miles to water.
And twenty miles to wood;
To hell with this damned country
I'm going home for good!
as the reality of the challenge overcame their ability to cope
with the hostile and unfamiliar environment of the Great Plains.
Out of this farmers' frontier there came both a literature and a
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heritage; Hamlin Garland. Ole Rolvaag, Willa Cather, Mari
Sandoz, and a host of other midwestern novelists have told of
the sufferings and endurance of the prairie farmer on his claim.
New political philosophies took deep root where little else
would grow and survived initial failures to become a part of our
national heritage. The farmer in Dakota may have lost his claim,
but he never lost his soul, and his image marches on before us as
both a warning and an inspiration.
Out of this westward experience, an experience
exemplified by South Dakota's history, we gained many virtues:
independence on a land where men had to strive alone and fail

Lone building on the Dakota prairie.

or succeed by their own efforts, and courage in a hostile land
where only the brave or the foolish venture, and only the brave
survive. Mobihtity there was, and quickness to seize whatever
opportunity it offered just so long as it led us to the sunset in a
westerly direction. Optimism blessed us, and the hope that next
year's crop or tomorrow's placer would bring us the fortune for
which we had waited so long. And simplicity was the gift of our
prairies, the simplicity of the farmer who knew fervently that
the silver dollar and William Jennings Bryan were the salvation
not only of the farmers but of the whole nation. And yet I can
not but wonder if these western virtues might not with the
passage of time have soured and turned rancid on us and
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become less applicable in modern times than they were in the
days of our ancestors in Dakota: our independence now and
then may have tumed to arrogance and pride, our courage into
habitual aggressiveness, our mobiUty to shiftlessness, and our
optimism to speculation and gambling. The simplicity of the
farmer who thought he knew all the answers may have tumed
into the simplicism of the man who knows the answers only
because he does not fully understand the questions. And I
wonder sometimes if the courage of the cowboy who walked
down the dusty street between two rows of false-fronted
houses, quick to draw his gun at the slightest motion of the
movie villain approaching from the opposite direction, is the
attitude that we need today in the men who have their fmgers
near the red buttons of world-wide atomic warfare.
This, then, is Dakota's westward heritage. Other western
states have parts of it: South Dakota has it all. Were we to study
but a single state to gain a knowledge and an insight of the
westem impression on America's character and ways, we could
study only one state that exemplies it all, and that state is
South Dakota. Nowhere else did everything that was most
western in the West take place; nowhere else can you fmd
exemplied all the facets of our westem heritage. It lies with us,
who live in and love our Dakota heritage, to first perceive it,
preserve and study it, and then show it forth to all who come
our way; the glory, passion, and ideal of the westward heritage
that made America.
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