
Native Americans 

People lived in the United States long before the arrival of 
Christopher Columbus and the Europeans. These people and 
cultures are called Native Americans. This page is an overview of 
Native Americans who lived in the United States. More details can 
be found in the links at the bottom of the page.  

 
Indigenous Peoples  
 
The first people to live in a land are called indigenous peoples. This 
means they were the original settlers. The Native Americans are the 
indigenous peoples and cultures of the United States.  
 
American Indians  
 
Sometimes these peoples are referred to as Indians or American 
Indians. This is because when Columbus had first landed in 
America, he thought he had sailed all the way to to the country of 
India. He called the locals Indians and the name stuck for some time.  
 
Where did they live?  
 
Native Americans lived throughout North and South America. In the 
United States there were Native Americans in Alaska, Hawaii, and 
the mainland of the United States. Different tribes and cultures lived 
in different areas. In the middle of the country lived the Plains 
Indians, including tribes such as the Comanche and Arapaho. In the 
Southeast area of the country lived tribes such as the Cherokee and 
the Seminole.  
 
Tribes  
 
The Native Americans were grouped into tribes or nations usually 
based on the area they lived in and their culture such as their 
religion, customs, and language. Sometimes smaller tribes were part 
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of a bigger tribe or nation. As best as historians can tell, these tribes 
were fairly peaceful prior to the arrival of Columbus and the 
Europeans.  
 
There were hundreds of tribes throughout the United States when 
Columbus first arrived. Many of them are well known such as the 
Cherokee, Apache, and the Navajo. To learn more about these tribes, 
check out the links at the bottom of this page.  
 
How do we know about their history?  
 
The Native Americans did not write down or record their history, so 
we have to find out about their history in other ways. Today 
archeologists are able to learn a lot about past cultures by digging 
up artifacts such as tools and weapons. Much of what we know 
comes from the recordings of the first Europeans to arrive. We can 
also learn from traditions and stories that have been passed down 
within the tribes from generation to generation.  
 
Native Americans Today  
 
Today, some of the descendents of the original American Indians 
live on reservations. These are areas of land set aside specifically for 
Native Americans. This helps to protect their heritage and culture. 
However, only around 30% live on reservations. The rest live 
outside the reservations just like anyone else. 
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Cowboys 

Cowboys played an important role in the settling of the west. 
Ranching was a big industry and cowboys helped to run the 
ranches. They herded cattle, repaired fences and buildings, and took 
care of the horses.  

 
The Cattle Drive  
 
Cowboys often worked on cattle drives. This was when a large herd 
of cattle was moved from the ranch to a market place where they 
could be sold. A lot of the original cattle drives went from Texas to 
the railroads in Kansas.  
 

Cattle drives were tough work. Cowboys would get up early in the 
morning and "guide" the herd to the next stopping point for the 
night. The senior riders got to be at the front of the herd. The junior 
cowboys had to stay at the back where it was dusty from the large 
herd.  
 
There were usually around a dozen cowboys for a good size herd of 
3000 cattle. There was also a trail boss, camp cook, and wrangler. 
The wrangler was usually a junior cowboy who kept track of the 
extra horses.  
 
The Roundup  
 
Each spring and fall the cowboys would work on the "roundup". 
This was when the cowboys would bring in all the cattle from the 
open range. Cattle would roam freely much of the year and then the 
cowboys would need to bring them in. In order to tell what cattle 
belonged to their ranch, the cattle would have a special mark 
burned into them called a "brand".  
 
 



Horse and Saddle  
 
The most important possession of any cowboy was his horse and 
saddle. The saddles were often custom made and, next to his horse, 
was probably the most valuable item a cowboy owned. Horses were 
so important that horse stealing was considered a hanging offense!  
 
Clothing  
 
Cowboys wore special clothing that helped them with their jobs. 
They wore large 10-gallon hats to protect them from the sun and 
the rain. They wore special cowboy boots with pointed toes that 
helped them to slip in and out of the stirrups when riding a horse. 
This was especially important if they fell so they wouldn't get 
dragged by their horse.  
 
Many cowboys wore chaps on the outsides of their legs to help 
protect from sharp bushes and cacti that their horse may rub up 
against. Another important piece of clothing was the bandana which 
could be used to protect them from the dust kicked up by cattle.  
 
Rodeo  
 
The rodeo became a sports competition with events based around 
the daily jobs of a cowboy. Events include calf roping, steer 
wrestling, bull riding, bareback bronco riding, and barrel racing.  
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The Gold Rush 

The California Gold Rush took place between 1848 and 1855. 
During this time gold was discovered in California. Over 300,000 
people rushed to California to find gold and "strike it rich".  
 
Gold Is Found in California  
 
Gold was first discovered in California by James Marshall at Sutter's 
Mill near the city of Coloma. James was building a sawmill for John 
Sutter when he found shiny flakes of gold in the river. He told John 
Sutter about the discovery and they tried to keep it secret. However, 
soon word got out and prospectors were rushing to California to 
find gold.  

 
The Forty-niners  
 
Before the gold rush, there were only around 14,000 non-Native 
Americans living in California. This soon changed. Around 6,000 
people arrived in 1848 and in 1849 around 90,000 people arrived 
to hunt for gold. These people were called the Forty-niners. They 
came from all around the world. Some were Americans, but many 
came from places like China, Mexico, Europe, and Australia.  
 
Digging for Gold  
 
Many of the first prospectors did make a lot of money. They often 
made ten times in a day what they could working a normal job. The 
original miners would pan for gold. Later, more complex methods 
were used to allow multiple miners to work together and search 
larger amounts of gravel for gold.  
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What is "panning for gold"?  
 
One method miners used to separate gold from dirt and gravel was 
called panning. When panning for gold, miners put gravel and water 
into a pan and then shook the pan back and forth. Because gold is 
heavy it will eventually work its way to the bottom of the pan. After 
shaking the pan for a while, the gold will be on the bottom of the 
pan and the worthless material will be at the top. Then the miner 
can extract the gold and set it aside.  

 
Boomtowns  
 
Whenever gold was discovered in a new place, miners would move 
in and make a mining camp. Sometimes these camps would rapidly 
grow into towns called boomtowns. The cities of San Francisco and 
Columbia are two examples of boomtowns during the gold rush.  
 
Ghost Towns  
 
A lot of boomtowns eventually turned into abandoned ghost towns. 
When the gold ran out in an area, the miners would leave to find the 
next gold strike. The businesses would leave too and soon the town 
would be empty and abandoned. One example of a gold rush ghost 
town is Bodie, California. Today it is a popular tourist attraction. 
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Daily Life on the Frontier 

 
The daily life of people living on the frontier was filled with hard 
work and difficulties. Once a farmer cleared the land, built a cabin 
and a barn, and planted his crops, he still had a lot of chores that 
needed to be done each day. In order to survive, the entire family 
needed to work. Each day, the settlers would wake up with the 
sunlight and work until sundown.  

 
Hard Work  
 
One of the first things a farmer needed to do was to build a barn and 
a cabin. The barn was important to keep the animals safe from 
wolves and other predators and also to store farming tools and 
grain. Typically the barn and the cabin were made from logs in a 
fashion that didn't need any nails.  
 
Planting the seed on a big farm took a lot of work. First the farmer 
would need to plow up the field with a large plow pulled by a horse 
or oxen. Next, he would scatter the seed throughout the field, and 
finally he would use the oxen to drag dirt over the tops of the seeds.  
 
Frontier Women  
 
Women had their jobs and worked hard too. In many cases they 
helped the farmer in the fields during planting and harvesting 
times. Other tasks often included:  

 Making soap from lye, water, and ashes from the fireplace 
 Spinning wool into yarn or flax into thread 
 Tending a garden so the family had a variety of vegetables 
 Sewing and repairing the family's clothes 

 



 
Education  
 
Some settler children went to a local one-room schoolhouse. Usually 
they had only one teacher that taught all of the grades. They learned 
the basics such as reading, writing, math, spelling, and history. 
When writing, they used slates instead of paper. Slates were like 
small chalkboards they could hold in their hands.  
 
The children usually went to school in the winter and summer, but 
stayed home to help on the farm during the planting and harvesting 
seasons of spring and autumn.  
 
Bad Weather  
 
The life of a pioneer was heavily dependent upon the weather. A 
drought could kill the crops and wipe out an entire year's worth of 
work. Wildfires could be even worse as they could destroy 
everything including the settler's crops, barn, and home. As if that 
wasn't enough, settlers had to worry about insects eating their 
crops and tornados destroying their homes. It wasn't an easy life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


