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Unit Four

Readings Overview


For this unit you are going to look at three articles that deal with transportation.  First, Carlos Schwantes looks at transportation in Montana in the years 1850-1883 in his article, “The Steamboat and Stagecoach Era.”  It is his contention that looking back at this time as the era of railroads has colored historical understanding of this period.  It was not, he claims, simply the pre-railroad era, but a freestanding, important time, in its own right.  In order to prove his point, he compares the similarities and differences between stagecoach and steamboat travel, and contrasts the reality of that era, with the myth that has been built around it.


Francaviglia and Bryan, in their article “Are we Chimerical in this Opinion?’ Visions of a Pacific Railroad and Westward Expansion before 1845,” also attack conventional historical beliefs when they state that previous historians have ignored the importance of the early railroad visionaries.  Francaviglia and Bryan examine early railroad promoters and explain their importance to the development of the idea of a transcontinental railroad by outlining their successes, contributions, mistakes and failures as they pushed for the building of this national transportation system.
W. Turrentine Jackson’s essay, “Wagon Roads West: A Study of Federal Road Surveys and Construction in the Trans-Mississippi West, 1846-1869,” is a historical artifact of 1950’s intellectual history. It presumes a commonality of experience and character in the individuals who developed and settled the West. Beyond this antiquated view of western history, however, it clearly (and unapologetically)  explains the government’s  and the military’s interest in promoting road development into the western region.

Questions to keep in mind while reading:
1. Both Schwantes and Francaviglia and Bryan seek to fill the gaps in previous history, and to do so both articles claim that historians have allowed the glory of the railroad era to blind them to important prior occurrences.  Do you think that this tendency to view one development, event, or time through the lens of a different development, event, or time is a common mistake made by historians?  How can historians keep from making this kind of mistake?  How can you prevent your students from falling into this easy and comfortable trap?

2. Have the articles for this unit convinced you of the importance of the era prior to the construction of the railroads, or do you believe that the years of approximately 1850-1883 remain simply an introductory stage?
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