(12:1) Learning Activity: How Did Technology Transform the Great Plains?

Aim: How did new technology transform the Great Plains?

Background: In the 1820s, a government-sponsored expedition explored and mapped the Great Plains. A map produced by the expedition labeled the center of the North American continent “the Great American Desert.” Its report described the Great Plains as “almost wholly unfit for cultivation, and of course, uninhabitable by a people depending upon agriculture for their subsistence. Although tracts of fertile land considerably extensive are occasionally to be met with, yet the scarcity of wood and water, almost uniformly prevalent, will prove an insuperable obstacle in the way of settling the country.”

Source: “An Account of an Expedition from Pittsburgh to the Rocky Mountains, Performed in the Years 1819, 1820,” http://www.uic.edu/educ/bctpi/historyGIS/blackhills_1wk/bhdocs/LongQuote.html, accessed August 20, 2013.
Questions
1. Locate the Great Plains on a map of the United States. What current states are located in whole or part on the Great Plains?

2. According to this quote and other sources, how did Americans initially view the Great Plains?

3. What problems faced Americans who wanted to settle on the Great Plains?

4. How did each of these technological innovations impact on American settlement of the Great Plains? Write one paragraph describing each technology, its uses, and its impact on the settlement of the Great Plains.

5. In your opinion, which three of these technological changes had the greatest impact on the development of the Great Plains? Why?

19th Century Technological Innovations that made Possible Settlement of the Great Plains 
A. Railroad – transport of goods and people

B. Barbed wire -- fencing

C. Steel-typed plough – breaking the sod (hard-packed dirt)

D. Repeating rifle – defeating native people

E. Steel windmill – pumping subsurface water for agriculture

F. Telegraph -- communication

