
 
There was little lawless behaviour because 

there were very few people in the West. 

Migrant communities were small and 

generally peaceful. 

The California Gold Rush resulted in mass 

migration to the West. New mining towns 

grew rapidly. Their male inhabitants led a 

disorderly lifestyle: prostitution, gambling, 

drinking and fighting were common. 

New crimes appeared that were 

specifically connected with the Gold Rush, 

such as claim jumping and salting a claim. 

Gold prospectors were a perfect target for 

conmen and thieves.  

The government appointed officers called 

marshals to deal with law and order in 

each area. However, territories often 

covered thousands of kilometres – far too 

big for one person to look after. 

New rail towns sprung up along the route 

of the railroad. Towns such as Abilene 

attracted cowboys who liked to gamble, 

drink and fight. They had the nickname 

“Hell on Wheels”. 

As open range ranching boomed, tensions 

rose between homesteaders and rich 

cattle barons on the Plains. These often 

developed into long-running feuds called 

range wars.  

There was a famous gunfight at the OK 

Corral in Tombstone, Arizona. Wyatt Earp 

and his brothers, who were known for 

their tough approach to law enforcement, 

killed three local cowboys.  

The most famous range war, the Johnson 

County War, took place. Powerful ranchers 

hired gunmen to kill nuisance home-

steaders, but were defeated when locals 

raised a vigilance committee to stop them. 
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Local communities elected sheriffs to 

enforce the law in their towns, but they 

were often poorly paid and untrained. 

Many people formed vigilante committees 

to deal with criminals themselves. 

1850s 

Famous outlaw Billy the Kid was killed by 

sheriff Pat Garrett. Billy was known for his 

violent crimes and ability to break out of 

jails, but many admired him for standing 

up to the West’s big businessmen. 

1881 

After the American Civil War, many ex-

soldiers struggled to find work. Many 

moved West and formed outlaw gangs, 

such as the Reno Gang, who were famous 

for their train robberies in the 1860s. 
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