
 

The Iron Horse vs. the Buffalo: Indian-Settler 

Conflict on the Great Plains 
 

In this activity, you will read a series of primary source documents, including the 1872 print "American Progress," that depict the social, political 

and cultural conflicts between settlers and Native Americans during the 19th century.  

Essential Questions/Objective: 
 What was the effect of the railroad upon Indian life? 

 Students will engage in a critical/close reading of an image. 

Instructions 
1. Step 1: Please look at the projection of the 1872 print American Progress. I’d like to draw attention to the activities 

represented in the foreground, middle, and background of the print. As a class, we will discuss the following points and 

you should take notes.  

a. List the objects or people you see in the image. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

b. Describe the action taking place in the image.  

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

c. What is the point of view of the artist? Does he view what happened on the Great Plains as good? bad? both? 

Explain.  

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Step 2: Please locate "Federal Agents Offer Solutions for 'Solving the Sioux Problem'" and "Native American 

Warriors Describe the Threats to their Way of Life.”  As a class, we will read the documents aloud and discuss: 

a. What new information do the primary documents provide? How do they complement or contradict the 

perspective shown in "American Progress"? 

3. Step 3: I will pass out copies of "George A. Croffut Explains The Print 'American Progress'" and we will read 

aloud together. Indeed, this essay originally accompanied the image "American Progress."  Look over their original 

observations about the print. How did you do?   

    

  



"American Progress" 
 

During the nineteenth century, the U.S. greatly expanded its territory by purchasing land from other countries, taking land from countries it 

defeated in war, and adding independent territories that wanted to become part of the United States. This illustration celebrated that territorial 

growth by using many popular symbols of American progress and westward expansion. It was produced as a chromolithograph in 1873, inspired 

by an 1872 painting by John Gast. Chromolithography was a method of mass producing images, making them inexpensive for people to buy and 

hang in their homes. 

 

External Link: hdl.loc.gov 

 

 

 

SOURCE | George A. Crofutt, American Progress; after John Gast, 1873, chromolithograph, The Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, 

http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/ppmsca.09855. (original painting in The Gene Autry Museum of the American West, Los Angeles). 

CREATOR | George A. Crofutt, after John Gast 

ITEM TYPE | Poster/Print 

  

http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/ppmsca.09855


George A. Croffut Explains the Print "American 
Progress" 

 

Entrepreneur George A. Croffut published several tourist guides and manuals encouraging Americans to visit and settle in the West. His guides 

prominently featured the expanding railroad network as the best way to explore the vast territory beyond the Mississippi River. This text 

accompanied the original printing of the 1872 print "American Progress." 

 

Subject, The United States of America 

 

This rich and wonderful country--the progress of which at the present time, is the wonder of the old world--was until recently, 

inhabited exclusively by the lurking savage and wild beasts of prey. If the rapid progress of the "Great West" has surprised our 

people, what will those of other countries think of the "Far West," which was destined at an early day, to be the vast granary 

[grain producing region], as it is now the treasure chamber of our country?... 

 

In the foreground, the central and principal figure, a beautiful and charming Female, is floating westward through the air 

bearing on her forehead the "Star of Empire..." On the right of the picture is a city, steamships, manufactories, schools and 

churches over which beams of light are streaming and filling the air--indicative of civilization. The general tone of the picture 

on the left declares darkness, waste and confusion. From the city proceed the three great continental lines of railway... Next to 

these are the transportation wagons, overland stage, hunters, gold seekers, pony express, pioneer emigrant and the warrior dance 

of the "noble red man." Fleeing from "Progress"...are Indians, buffaloes, wild horses, bears, and other game, moving Westward, 

ever Westward, the Indians with their squaws, papooses, and "pony lodges," turn their despairing faces towards, as they flee the 

wondrous vision. The "Star" is too much for them.  

 

...What home, from the miner's humble cabin to the stately marble mansion of the capitalist, should be without this Great 

National Picture, which illustrates in the most artistic manner all the gigantic results of the American Brains and Hands! Who 

would not have such a beautiful token to remind them of the country's grandeur and enterprise which have cause the mighty 

wilderness to blossom like the rose!!!  

 

SOURCE | George A. Croffut, "Subject, The United States of America," 1873 (New York).  

CREATOR | George A. Croffut 

ITEM TYPE | Article/Essay 

  



Federal Agents Offer Solutions for "Solving the Sioux 
Problem" 

 

Native American warriors in the 19th century attacked the various people and institutions that threatened their way of life on the Great Plains. As 

these reports from various federal agents, including the Commissioner of Indian Affairs and General Custer, show, white leaders agreed with 

Native Americans on two points: the railroads would destroy Native American communities and Plains Indians could not survive independently 

without buffalo. 

 

The progress of two years more, if not another summer, on the Northern Pacific Railroad will of itself completely solve the 

great Sioux problem, and leave ninety thousand Indians ranging between two transcontinental lines as incapable of resisting the 

Government as are the Indians of New York or Massachusetts.  Columns [of soldiers] moving north from the Union Pacific and 

south from the Northern Pacific, would crush the Sioux and their confederates as between the upper and nether millstone. 

 

--Francis A. Walker, Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1872 

 

The experience of the past, particularly that of recent years, shows that no one measure so quickly and effectually frees a 

country from the horrors and devastations of Indian wars and Indian depredations generally as the building and successful 

operation of a railroad through the region overrun...  So earnest is my belief in [its] civilizing and peace giving influence...  [A] 

railroad established and kept in operation [in Indian Country] would have forever preserved peace with the vast majority of 

tribes infesting [the Great Plains]. 

 

--General George Custer, shortly before the Battle of Little Big Horn, 1876 

 

The buffalo are disappearing rapidly, but not faster than I desire.  I regard the destruction of such game...as facilitating the 

policy of the government, of destroying [the Indians'] hunting habits, coercing them on reservations, and compelling them to 

adopt the habits of civilization.   

 

--Columbus Delano, President Grant's Secretary of the Interior, 1874 

 

SOURCE | Quoted in American Social History Project/Center for Media and Learning, "The Iron Horse vs. the Buffalo: Indian-Settler Conflict on the Great Plains: 

1869-90," (Teacher's Handbook). 

CREATOR | Various 

ITEM TYPE | Diary/Letter 

  



Native American Warriors Describe the Threats to their 
Way of Life 

 

 

Native American warriors in the 19th century attacked the various people and institutions that threatened their way of life on the Great Plains. In 

these speeches to federal agents during the Indian Wars of the 1860s, Indian leaders attempt to explain the sources of conflict. 

 

The Great Father has made [railroads] stretching east and west. Those roads are the cause of all our troubles... The country 

where we live is overrun with whites. All our game is gone. This is the cause of the great trouble. I have been a friend of the 

whites and am now... If you stop your roads we can get our game... My friends, help us; take pity on us.  

 

 --Spotted Tail, chief spokesman of the Brule Tetons at a conference with U.S. Indian Commissioners, 1867  

 

We will not have the wagons [steam locomotives] which make a noise in the hunting grounds of the buffalo. If the palefaces 

come farther into our land, there will be scalps of your brethren in the wigwams of the Cheyennes. I have spoken. 

 

 --Roman Nose, chief who led his fellow Cheyenne against homesteaders and railroad workers on what he considered 

traditional Native American lands in Kansas, 1866  

 

Fathers, your young men have devastated the country and killed my animals, the elk, the deer, the antelope, my buffalo. They 

do not kill them to eat them; they leave them to rot where the fall. Fathers, if I went into your country to kill your animals, what 

would you say? Should I not be wrong, and would you not make war on me?  

 

 --Bear Tooth, a Crow chief, 1867 

 

You said that you wanted to put us on a reservation, to build us houses and make us medicine lodges. I do not want them. I was 

born upon the prairie where the wind blew free and there was nothing to break the light of the sun. I was born where there were 

no enclosures and where everything drew a free breath. I want to die there and not within walls. 

 

--Ten Bears, a Comanche warrior chief, 1871 

 

SOURCE | Quoted in American Social History Project/Center for Media and Learning, "The Iron Horse vs. the Buffalo: Indian-Settler Conflict on the Great Plains: 

1869-90," (Teacher's Handbook). 

CREATOR | Various 

ITEM TYPE | Speech 

 


