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Foreward: Numismatics is a multi-
faceted educational tool For ex-
ample, one may study the creation
of an item from idea to production;
the economic or political climate
responsible for the item's creation;
or the item's economic, political, or
social impact; and the list goes on.
As an historian I find United States
paper money interesting because
each vignette and portrait tells a
story about the development of
American civilization. With this in
mind, I hope that "American His-
torical Vignettes" will be interest-
ing and educational to the member-
ship.

America's frontier heritage has
been depicted through such mediums
as books, newspapers, films, paint-
ings, and its paper money. The Series
1869 $5 Legal Tender was issued
when the frontier was still very
much alive and its realities still
felt by the people who inhabited
those sparsely settled regions.
There were many frontiers — log-
ging, mining, fur trapping, cattle,
the Cotton South, and New England
Farming to name a few.

America's frontier heritage began
with the founding of the Roanoke
Island Colony in 1584 and ended in
1890 when the Eleventh Census of
the United States stated "Up to
and including 1890 the country had
a frontier of settlement but at pre-
sent the unsettled area has been so
broken into by isolated bodies of
settlement there can hardly be said
to be a frontier line."

Actually there was never a frontier
line, per se. People fanned out
from the Eastern seaboard in all
directions, and much later in his-
tory repeated the process from the
West Coast. One general rule of
thumb, however, can be applied to
American frontier movement: First
came the "users" followed by the

"subduers." The "users" depended
upon wilderness conditions to main-
tain their livelihood. Thus the fur
trappers, explorers, missionaries,
and herdsmen were forced to move
on with the arrival of permanent
settlers. The permanent settlers, or
"subduers," forced out the fur-
bearing animals, decimated or relo-
cated the Indians to the mission-
aries' chagrin, and ruined the grass-
lands for the cattlemen and herders.

Although "users" and "subduers"
would sometimes co-exist in an area,
eventually the "users" would be
forced to move on. One of the ear-
liest recorded cattle frontiers was
along the Charles River near Boston
in the 1630s. Virginia, too, had its
cattlemen. A few decades before the
American Revolution, Virginia's
borderlands had ranchers of which a
contemporary traveler said "go in
ganges ... which move, like unto the
ancient patriarchs or the modern
Bodewins in Arabia, from forest to
forest in a measure as the grass
wears out or the planters approach
them."

There were three distinct types of
farmers (or planters) which settled
areas and drove out the "users." The
first group, variously known to their
contemporaries as "squatters,"
"backwoodsmen," or "hunters"

resided on the outer fringe of the
agricultural zone. They were char-
acterized as tilling the soil as little
as possible — rather they would
hunt for their subsistence. To trav-
elers of the day they appeared un-
dernourished, "wan and pale like
vegetables that grow in a vault,
pining for light." Nevertheless, a
remnant of a shabby farm would be
under minimum supervision in order
that they might sell out for a profit
and move on. Squatters often mi-
grated a dozen times during their
adult life, usually at least one jump
ahead of the second group, "the
small propertied farmers."

This group avidly tilled the soil and
sought to improve their holdings
through capital improvements by
borrowing money. The rough but or
lean-to of the squatter was replaced
by a log cabin, fences were erected,
orchards planted. These were the
pioneers which significantly changed
the face of the continent from
frontier to civilization. They even-
tually secured an area enough to
ma ke it feasible for the third group,
"the propertied farmers," to move in.

The propertied farmers brought
enough capital goods and money to
thoroughly exploit the land. They
were the final phase of settlement
on the farming frontiers. The log



cabin gave way to the frame house,
barns were erected, clearings ex-
panded, and animal holdings en-
larged by providing winter feeding.
Towns grew, commerce expanded,
and a more complex social order
evolved imitating that of the Eastern
seaboard cities.

The family vignette of the $5 Legal
Tender note appears to be a compo-
sition of the "small propertied" and
"Propertied" farmer. The family def-
initely does not belong to the
squatter, backwoodsmen, or hunter
class. For unlike that group, a fin-
ished log cabin or frame house
stands behind them, the man is a
hard worker — he rests his axe on
a tree stump, and they all appear
well nourished. Common to all fron-
tiersmen, however (except most mis-
sionaries), was the versatile tool,
the muzzle-loading rifle. A rifle rests
within handy reach of the farmer.
This may have been a better friend
than the dog, also a frontier tool,
which eagerly looks to the woods
or fields in the vignette.

The muzzle-loading rifle has been
described as "a work of art —
technologically perceptive, keenly
designated, esthetically pleasing.
It was food, clothing, amusement,
championship. It was money in the
pocket. A man carried it, slept
alongside it, decorated it, taught his
son to use it."

After being brought from Europe
the American frontier demanded that
the weapon be drastically changed.
Its bore was reduced to a bit over
forty caliber in order to save expen-
sive lead and powder. Gunsmiths in
Pennsylvania lengthened and
grooved the barrel to increase ac-
curacy and to insure total burning
if the black powder. The flintlock
and trigger guard were improved
to withstand the punishment of
frontier conditions, and its stock
was curved and lengthened to im-
prove balance. New, more accurate

sights were attached.
It was a deadly, accurate weapon

at one-hundred yards. A good marks-
man could hit a deer at two-hundred
yards. But it was an inefficient
weapon for war. After discharging
a round, reloading time was from
one-half to one full minute. Enough
time, as a frontiersman put it, for
"an Indian to discharge a dozen
arrows while a man was loading his
gun, and if they could manage to
draw or fire all at once they had
us at their mercy unless we had a
safe retreat." It was also a futile
weapon against a mass infantry on-
slaught. Although guerilla tactics
could harass an enemy, in pitched
battle the butt-end club of the fron-
tier rifle was a poor match for the
bayonetted rifle of the soldier.

When the Americans advanced
onto the plains and prairies, Western
gunsmiths shortened the barrel and

lightened it so the "Plains model"
could be carried on horseback. How-
ever, it was still an inferior mil-
itary weapon: Nearly impossible to
load while riding and a waste of
shot and powder if discharged from
a moving horse.

The muzzle-loading rifle, however,
had no equal for hunting. For more
than a century it was relied upon
to supply a man or family with many
necessities. Bears, for example, were
not only food, but supplied the
grease for cooking, oiling guns, fuel-
ing lamps, greasing equipment, and
the luxury of grooming one's hair!
The skins were used for bedding,
rugs and robes, and a good skin
would bring a couple of dollars on
the market during the first few de-
cades of the nineteenth century. The
money, in turn, could purchase tools,
powder, lead, or other industrial
items. One American historian re-
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cently stated that "The muzzle-
loading rifle was a magnificent tool.
It was the common denominator of
frontier living."

As popular as the rifle, and com-
mon to all family members, was the
pursuit of the written word. Librar-
ies, schools, books, bookstores, news-
papers, magazines, and anything
with the written word on it was
cherished. The majority of the books
were transported from the East. Al-
though Lexington, Kentucky, con-
tained less than 700 inhabitants in
1788, six dealers were advertising
books for sale. In 1796 Cincinnati,
Ohio, had two book stores selling
"books of divinity, law and physic,
several entertaining histories; some
English and Latin school books; a
variety of books for the instruction
and entertainment of children; Amer-
ican magazines and museums of the
latest date."

Everywhere that settlers arrived
subscription libraries sprang up. Ten
years after the founding of Dayton,
Ohio, and although containing fewer
than 100 inhabitants, its first library
was opened in 1805. Kentucky by
1800 had a dozen communities all
with populations under 800 — and
each had its library.

From the East came the classics
and novels. The frontier also sup-
plied some of the reading material,
but the overwhelming majority
which came off the western presses
were almanacs, gazetteers, religious
works, and instructional books.
Local printers were more aware of
the practical needs of the frontier
family.

Most frontier printers of books
were newspaper publishers. They
would fill-up their slack moments by
printing pamphlets, verse or books.
The first book printed west of the
Appalachians was produced by the
editor of the Pittsburgh Gazette in
1793. Frontier printers were prolific:
647 titles produced in Kentucky by
1815; 600 in Ohio by 1820; 601 in
Indiana by 1835; and 474 titles in
Illinois by 1840.

In between their rare, slack mo-
ments the newspaper editors were
always hard at work trying to meet
deadlines. Newspapers, in fact, were
usually the first cultural transplant
in each new community. It was not

uncommon to see a journeyman
printer arrive with the pioneers
"driving a cart with his fonts and
hand press, and ready to accept the
small subsidy that the town planters
would give to advertise their com-
munity."

The thirst of the frontiersperson
for the printed word is well demon-
strated by an Ohio settler who stated
in his diary that upon arrival of the
first books to his community "I had
no candles; however, the woods af-
forded plenty of pine knots — and
with these I made torches by which
I could read, though I nearly spoiled
my eyes. Many a night I passed in
this manner till 12 or 1 o'clock read-
ing to my wife, while she was
hatchelling, carding or spinning."

Life on the frontier could not have
flourished and grown without the
family unit. While the husband in
most all instances served as hunter
and builder, the wife had various
duties equally important in main-
taining a comfortable living. On the
smaller farms she planted and har-
vested alongside the men. In addi-
tion, she had to prepare the meals,
preserve vegetables and fruit, clean
house, make candles, spin, weave
and sew, and rear the children.

The "prime of life" category, ages
twenty-nine to forty, was when most
people migrated to the frontier. It
is natural enough that they traveled
during these years — frontier life
was rugged, and life could be short.
For example, there was a high death
rate amongst women due to compli-
cations during the birth process.
Surgical techniques were practically
unheard of on the frontier. When
the mother did live, there was a
good chance that the baby would die
instead. Infant mortality was high.
The average frontier family had four
living children with perhaps that
many buried.

Frontier life has always been the
target of myths. Two prominent
myths that grew up about the fron-
tier, and first promulgated by Adam
Smith's An Inquiry into the Nature
and Cause of the Wealth of Nations,
are that Americans married at an
early age, and women remarried with
the passing of their husbands.

Studies reveal that a great many
widows and divorcees did not re-
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marry, but managed as head of the
household until they died. One in-
teresting story, however, does come
to mind. The first divorce granted
in Dallas, Texas, was to Joseph and
Charlotte Dalton in 1846. That same
December afternoon Charlotte mar-
ried Henderson Couch, the foreman
of the jury that had granted the
divorce.

Dispelling the myth about early
marriage on the frontier, demo-
graphic studies conclude that men
married in their middle-to-late
twenties, and women from their
early-to-middle twenties. Of course
there were exceptions when marriage
at an early age took place, but these
exceptions were to be found on the
established Eastern seaboard as well
as the frontier.

Another prominent myth held that
anyone could pick up their belong-
ings, head out west, and set up a
farm. Migration, however, was not
cheap. For example, a family mov-
ing from New York to Illinois dur-
ing the 1850s would need $30 per
person for coach fare or canal boat
passage. In addition, the cheapest
government land cost $1.25 per acre,
and the price of farm equipment ran
into the hundreds of dollars. In fact
the average farmer during this period
needed $1,500 to $2,500 to put a
forty acre farm into production. Con-
sidering that the Eastern worker
made between $1 and $2 per day,
farm costs were prohibitive for most
people.

Although facing stiff odds, the
pioneer family moved on. By 1870,
some 407,735,000 acres were under
the plow from coast-to-coast. And
although the 1890 Census alarmed
the public by stating that the fron-
tier had closed, and that the avail-
ability of free land had passed, farm
lands rose to 838,592,000 acres by
1900. In other words, more new land
was put under cultivation in just
three decades, from 1870 to 1900,
than had been farmed in the pre-
vious two and one-half centuries.

There were many frontiers. Even
the farming frontier varied a bit
from region to region. However, cer-
tain things were common to all of
them, but none so much as that
overwhelming desire to see if the
grass was greener on the other side.
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