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Chapter 12 – Section 1 

The Oregon Country


MALE SPEAKER:  The phrase that summoned all that up and dragged in the US of America was the Manifest Destiny, It meant what it said, that it was manifest, obvious beyond all arguments that the empire had to expand beyond the Mississippi and not stop rolling until it met the pacific. Whatever you found on the way was yours by absolute right and if the Indians fought back they weren’t just resisting invaders they were up against history itself and to see yourself as a force of history is to be absolved from by pity and from guilt. Manifest Destiny was America’s great myth of reductive violence and art played a considerable role in promoting it.  John Gast’s picture, American Progress shows a goddess with the star of the empire stuck to her forehead proceeding like a blond blimp above the ranks of the advancing settlers while the Indians fell back. She unreels telegraph wire as she goes.  In high art the message was less blatant but not by very much.  Albert Bierstadt paints the Conestoga wagons rolling forward into the withering sun which floods them in golden light implying as one orator put it that “progress is God”.  Cheap colored prints were produced in their tens of thousands by the lithographers Currier and Ives was enticing a near mass audience with promises of fortune in the west where the settler would arrive in an American Eden filling his log cabin with abundant game and family values.  The hero of Manifest Destiny was Daniel Boone the frontier scout, Indian killer and real estate dealer who found a way from Virginia across the mountains into Kentucky and thus westward. Here the artist George Caleb Bingham fuses in with the biblical image of Moses leading his people to water, land, milk and honey. 

PROFESSOR RICHARD SLOTKIN, OHIO WESLEYAN UNIVERSITY:  The Daniel Boone legend sets the terms of the mythology that would for Americans describe and explain the process of westward expansion for the next century. The process always involves a kind of exile from civilization, not a kind of regression to the world of the savage but from that regression comes a kind of purification a new contact with nature. A regeneration of the spirit a regeneration of earthly fortunes as well and ultimately the man who was gone to the wilderness becomes the agent for a further advance of civilization against the wilderness.

SLOTKIN:  In Boone’s manner of expressing his love for the wilderness there’s always violence. He says he loves the animals by hunting the animals; he loved the trees by cutting down the trees to build his cabin. The very acts of love that express his connection with the wilderness destroy the wilderness and the tragedy of Boone is that he recognizes that he is aware of that and yet feels there is nothing else he can do.
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