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Book Backdrop 

“Ghost Town at Sundown” by Mary Pope Osborne 

This book for young readers is the story of two children who go back in time to the Wild West. 

Their story is one of adventure and exploration, including rattlesnakes and cowboys.  This book 

is the backdrop for students (8th and 11th grades) to explore the real West in U.S. History and to 

ask themselves how its story really depends on who is telling it. 

 

Westward Expansion: Did it Unite or Divide Us? 

  We often associate westward expansion with the “pioneer spirit” and “facing the frontier.” Movies and 

other media often glorify westward movement as one of many fundamental pieces of the American 

character.  Stories and folklore perpetuate the idea that this experience in American life was a time of 

honorable cowboys, aggressive Native Americans, and complacent railroad workers.  Other legends 

create images of the “wild west” as a time of renegades and shoot-outs.  Throughout the 19th century 

many groups moved to the west from the Eastern seaboard and impacted not only the physical land but 

other cultural groups, as well.  Many versions of the true west emerge – often one of selfless pioneers 

who were drawn together to build an America that was ripe with ideology and hope for all. This included 

the idea of Manifest Destiny – that the west was meant to be tamed, populated and enlightened.  Many 

artifacts, however, tell a different story.  After analyzing the following documents, make decisions 

regarding the characteristics of Westward Movement. What was it like to live in those times? In what 

ways were the experiences different for various population groups? After looking at the attached 

documents and answering the accompanying questions discuss and then write about the following 

question: 

 

 

 

 Essential Question:  Did the events represented in these 

documents unite us as a nation or divide us?   

 

 

Use evidence from the documents to support your decision. 



 

Document 1: 

 

“American Progress” by John Gast 

http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/query/r?ammem/awhbib:@field%28NUMBER+@band%28ppmsca+09855%29%29:display:m856sd=

ppmsca:m856sf=09855 

Question 1.1:  

Use the Analysis Sheet (attached.)  What do you see in each quadrant?  Who are the different groups of 

people you see? Explain “movement” as you see it in the picture.   

Question 1.2: 

What was the message that John Gast was trying to portray in his painting, “American Progress?” 

Question 1.3: How is the idea of Manifest Destiny expressed in this image? 

 

 

Document 2: 

 

Mining Life in California 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/cph.3c30289/ 

Question 2.1 

What surprises you about the image in this cartoon? 

Question 2.2: 

How does the cartoonist portray “mining life?” 

 

 

 

http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/awhbib:@field%28NUMBER+@band%28ppmsca+09855%29%29:display:m856sd=ppmsca:m856sf=09855
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/awhbib:@field%28NUMBER+@band%28ppmsca+09855%29%29:display:m856sd=ppmsca:m856sf=09855
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Document 3: 

 

Map of Indian Reservations, 1883 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/query/r?ammem/mussm:@field%28NUMBER+@band%28sm1880+11339%29%29 

 

Question 3.1 

What do you notice in this map? (Use either of the Map Analysis Sheets (attached) to Observe, Reflect 

and Question) 

Question 3.2 

Explain the differences between the red sections and tan sections 

Question 3.3 

Can you think of reasons why the red sections are separated from one another? What are they? 

 

Document 4: 

 

 “The Chinamen Must Go” by H.B. Pasmore 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/query/r?ammem/mussm:@field%28NUMBER+@band%28sm1880+11339%29%29 

Question 4.1: 

What phrases in the song suggest that the lyrics are referring to workers from China? 

Question 4.2: 

Describe the jobs that are being taken by the Chinese workers. 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/mussm:@field%28NUMBER+@band%28sm1880+11339%29%29
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Document 5: 

 

The Idaho Indian War 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/00650888/ 

 

Question 5.1: Describe the characteristics of the photographs in Documents 5 and 6 that suggest that 

these are scenes of war. 

Document 6: 

 

Oglala War-Party 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2002719686/ 
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Document 7: 

 

Letter from Uriah W. Oblinger 

 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/ps:@field%28DOCID+l082%29 

Question 7.1 

According to Uriah, what are the largest drawbacks to settling on homesteaded land? 

Question 7.2: 

What did prospective settlers have to do to claim land in the West? 

Question 7.3: 

How does Uriah’s account compare with the vision of “manifest destiny” in the painting American 

Progress (Document 1)? 

 

Document 8: 

 

Old Mission Church, Los Angeles 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/query/r?ammem/detr:@field%28NUMBER+@band%28det+4a05360%29%29 

Question 8.1: 

In what ways can a building of this sort represent unity? Division? 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/ps:@field%28DOCID+l082%29
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/detr:@field%28NUMBER+@band%28det+4a05360%29%29
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/detr:@field%28NUMBER+@band%28det+4a05360%29%29


 

 

 

Document 9: 

 

“I Will Go West” by J.P. Barrett 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/query/h?ammem/mussm:@field%28NUMBER+@band%28sm1875+10352%29%29 

Question 9.1 

Describe the different emotions that are portrayed in this song. 

 

 

 

Document 10: 

 

 

New Transcontinental map of the Pacific RR 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/query/r?ammem/gmd:@field%28NUMBER+@band%28g4051p+rr005110r%29%29 

Question 10.1 

What physical land features are connected by the railroad? 

Question 10.2 

Summarize the opportunities available to settlers based on the length and location of the railroad 

tracks. 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/h?ammem/mussm:@field%28NUMBER+@band%28sm1875+10352%29%29
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Document 11: 

 

 

Interview with Bones Hook 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/wpa:@field(DOCID+@lit(wpa337091205)) 

Question 11.1 

What skills did Bones Hooks need to have to be a Cowboy? 

Question 11.2 

Describe the affection described in this interview between Bones Hook and the pioneer women. 

 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/wpa:@field(DOCID+@lit(wpa337091205))


 

 



 

 



 


