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The West as a Place Lost to Time 

 

Everything that was of beauty, significance or promise has been destroyed 
and buried in the avalanche of false progress. In the thousand years of almost 
incessant war Europe has not lost what we have lost in a hundred years of "peace 
and progress". No foreign enemy ruined the South. No barbaric vandals 
devastated the great tracts of land which are as barren and hideous as the dead 
surface of the moon. We can't attribute to the Indians the transformation of a 
peaceful, slumbering island like Manhattan into the most hideous city in the 
world. Nor can we blame the collapse of our economic system on the hordes of 
peaceful, industrious immigrants whom we no longer want. No, the European 
nations may blame one another for their miseries, but we have no such excuse-
we have only ourselves to blame…  

…The Gold-Rush. The Stampede. The Gadarene Swine. A sequel enacted by 
their successors, the Americans. Gone the splendor and magnificence. Noisy now 
with dynamos and factory whistles.  

…The wonders have been extirpated, the quest is ended. The gold has been 
put back into the earth, deep down where no bomb can ever reach it. We have 
almost all there is, and it is rotting there, of no use to anyone, least of all to those 
who hoard it and guard it with their lives… 

…Meanwhile the Indian lives very much as he has always lived unconvinced 
that we have a better way of life to offer him. He waits stoically for the work of 
self-destruction to complete itself. When we have grown utterly soft and 
degenerate, when we collapse in-wardly and fall apart, he will take over this 
land which we have  desperately striven to lay waste. He will move out of the 
bad lands which we have turned into Reservations for the Untouchables and 

Historical	  background:	  Henry	  Miller	  was	  an	  American	  author	  from	  New	  York	  
who	  published	  novels	  and	  travel	  memoirs.	  	  Regarded	  as	  controversial,	  some	  of	  
Miller’s	  work	  was	  banned	  in	  the	  United	  States	  in	  the	  1950s.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
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reclaim the forests and streams which were once his. It will grow quiet again 
when we are gone: no more hideous factories and mills, no more blast furnaces, 
no more chimneys and smoke-stacks. Men will become clairvoyant again and 
telepathic. Our instruments are but crutches which have paralyzed us. We have 
not grown more humane, through our discoveries and inventions, but more 
inhuman.  And so we must perish, be superseded by an "inferior" race of men 
whom we have treated like pariahs.  
 

-Henry Miller, Air Conditioned Nightmare (1945) 
 

1. Describe Miller’s assessment and thoughts on the West he visited in the 
1940s.   

 
 
 
 

2. After reading the entirety of Miller’s source presented here, what do you 
think he means by false progress? 

 
 
 
 

 
 Where, Oh, where is the West that Easterners dream of- the West of Bret 
Harte’s stories, the West depicted in the moving pictures?  Are the scenes no 
longer to be found except in the pages of a book, or in a cinematograph screen?  
We have gone half the distance across the continent and all this while we might 
be anywhere at home.  Omaha is a big up-to-date and perfectly Eastern city, and 

Author	  background:	  Before	  travelling	  to	  the	  United	  States	  in	  1916,	  the	  
Englishwoman	  Emily	  Post	  motored	  across	  Europe	  in	  1898.	  	  Post	  set	  out	  in	  1916	  
to	  look	  for	  the	  last	  vestiges	  of	  the	  American	  frontier.	  	  An	  excerpt	  of	  her	  journey	  is	  
presented	  here.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
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the Fontanelle is a brand-new hotel where we are going to stay over  a day in 
order to luxuriate in our rooms… 
 
 …He (the sheriff) added quite regretfully that cow-punching was not 
what it used to be. Cattle were getting tame and the ranches were enclosed in 
wire fences and life was so soft and easy, that cattle raising was no more exciting 
than raising sheep. Finally he volunteered:   "I've got folks in Massachusetts; my 
brother  Sam's in Boston."   When E. M. told him that he had come from Boston, 
as he was still a student at Harvard, the Westerner could neither understand how 
it was that E. M. did not know his brother, nor that a man of such an age and size 
could still be getting an education.   "Book learning" was a good thing, he 
thought, but twenty years of age was too late m his opinion to be still acquiring 
it. He himself had run away from home at the age of eleven. Not because of 
illtreatment, but merely that it seemed the manly thing to do. 
 

-Emily Post, By Motor to the Golden Gate (1916) 
 

1. Compare and contrast Post’s ideas on the West with Miller’s.  Do they 
have more in common or are they more dissimilar?  Cite textual evidence 
in your response.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What contextual and authorship factors can explain Post and Miller’s 
differences and/or similarities? 
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With a few rare exceptions which may arise from sheer lack of time to 

welcome all newcomers, Arizonans are warm-hearted and hospitable.  Beyond 
this, it is unsafe to make any statement without many qualifications.  They 
subscribe to a wide variety of political and religious beliefs, are cynical about all 
politics and passive toward religion.  They are volubly proud of their state; they 
are indifferent to its rich history and color.  Every one of these assertions can be 
easily proved by pointing to numerous specific instances.  
 
 There has been indifference, yes, but it is passing.  It arises from attitude 
of the first Yankee to venture in after Arizona was acquired from Mexico.  They, 
and others who followed up to the end of the last century, came mainly hunting 
gold or to win by farming, cattle raising or trade, quick fortunes that would 
enable them to live in ease amid more civilized surroundings.  Even yet, the 
propensity to regard Arizona as only a place to abide temporarily until 
arrangements can be made for moving on to California, has not entirely died…  
  
 The present people of Arizona are separated from their pioneer 
predecessors by very few generations, and they are remarkably aware of certain 
aspects of their frontier heritage.  The drama of their pioneers is the classic saga 
of the state.  In one way or another- with fiestas and pageants, Spanish and 
Indian place names and architecture, and the cowboy regalia they encourage 
dudes to wear on the city streets- current Arizonans express their determination 
to remember the way of their grandparents (or their neighbors’ grandparents).   
 

Arizona:  A State Guide (1940) 
 

Historical	  background:	  In	  an	  effort	  to	  stave	  off	  rising	  unemployment	  and	  to	  
invest	  in	  the	  American	  economy,	  the	  Depression-‐Era	  New	  Deal	  hired	  dozens	  of	  
writers	  to	  construct	  travel	  guides	  of	  the	  American	  West.	  	  Below	  is	  a	  Depression-‐
Era	  guide	  for	  the	  state	  of	  Arizona.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
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1. Does this source contrast or agree with the sources above?  Support your 
answer using textual evidence. 

 
 
 
 
 

2. What contextual and authorship factors this sources similarities and/or 
differences with either of the sources above.  Explain your answer 
thoroughly.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
In the space below, write a one or two sentence thesis statement that answers the 
following prompt:  Characterize the manner in which visitors to the West viewed 
the West as either a place lost to time or a place evolving in time or both.   
 
 
   
A complete and thorough answer will attend to change over time, context, and 
authorship.   
 


