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Title: Law and Order

You will see these symbols throughout this PowerPoint:

This means you have 
to think about an 
idea or answer, but 
no writing is 
needed.

This shows you 
how long to spend 
on a task.

This means you 
have to write an 
answer out.

This means you have 
to read some 
information.

This should take you approx. x2 lessons of 45 minutes (90mins in total)



1. Political factors 
The new mining towns which sprang up so quickly were particularly lawless in their early years.  By 1855 there were 300,000 people in 
California. There was a shortage of reliable law enforcement officers and politicians did not think the issue was important enough to spend 
money on employing and training more, or better, officers. 

2. Social factors
There were many potential sources of conflict between the different ethnic groups; blacks, Chinese, Europeans, Indians, Mexicans and 
settlers from the Eastern USA.  In 1852, a famine in China led to a huge increase in Chinese migrants coming to California; from 2000 in 1851 
to 20,000 in 1852. After the civil war thousands of soldiers, confederates and unionists were demobilised. For many, readjusting to civilian 
life was difficult. Also, many people on both sides were unable or unwilling to forgive or forget what had happened. 

3. Values and attitudes
The west was dominated by a primitive code of honour: it was your responsibility to settle things yourself. You had no duty to retreat in a 
confrontation. Since most westerners carried guns this meant an argument could end in a shooting. If you shot a man in self-defence, then 
you had not broken the law, as long as the other man was armed. This attitude lay behind the willingness of big businessmen, cattle barons and 
railroad owners to resort to violence. There were also prostitutes and alcohol in mining camps which led to drunken fights between men who 
had formed attachments to the same women. 

4. Economic factors
There were many potential sources of conflict between the different economic groups: between cowboys and townspeople, homesteaders and 
ranchers, miners and hunters, sheep herders and ranchers, cattle barons and small ranchers. Many of the thousands of disappointed 
prospectors who returned to San Francisco could not find work. This contributed to a wave of crime in 1851 as criminals would kill people, 
take their money and leave. 

5. Geographical factors 
The west was a vast area and transport was very slow. This made it very difficult to enforce law and order.

Read through the information below and complete the gap fill activity on the next slide – 15 minutes



Why was there 
lawlessness in the West?

Geography

Massive area of 
……………………., transport 
difficult and slow. Made it 
hard to enforce ………….. 
and order.

Money reasons

Nearly everyone went to 
the west for ……………………… 
/ better life. Eg 
cattlemen –v-
homesteaders. 

Values and attitudes

People sorted things out for 
themselves. Everyone carried a 
…………………. No retreat.

Social reasons

Different ethnic 
……………….. clashed, eg. 
Chinese, Mexicans. Lots of 
…………………………. had no jobs 
after civil war. Re-
adjusting to civilian life 
was …………………………….

Many people also not 
willing to ……………………… or 
…………………………….

Political reasons

Settlements grew fast & 
there were few laws or law 
…………………………………… 
officers. Politicians did not 
think the issue was 
…………………………….. enough

Words:

Soldiers, law, land, 

money, enforcement, 

important, forget, 

difficult, forgive, 

Groups, gun



Robbery (road agents) 

Racial attacks

Fence cutting

Claim jumping

Shootings

Bank robbery

Train robbery

Horse stealing

Cattle rustling

Types of crimes 

Factors to explain it

1. Geography 

2. Ex soldiers

3. Values and attitudes 

4. Money  

On the next slide is a table with some 
examples of crimes committed and the 
factors to explain the crime. 
• You need to fill in the gaps.

1. Read the example of each crime 
(middle row) and decide which type 
of crime it is. They are all listed 
here.

2. Then decide which factor explains 
it. They are here. You can use them 
more than once. 

The first one has been done as an 
example. 

More guidance on slide 10 if you are 
unsure

Activity – complete the table on the next 
slide – Guidance is below. Approx. 15 
minutes  

15 mins



Type of crime Example Factors to explain it

Bank robbery James Younger Gang 1866-1882 Ex- soldiers from civil war came 
back to no jobs/money.

Very common as cattle wandered 
freely on Plains

…………………………………………..a vast 
area to police/monitor

When plots of land (claims) in mining 
areas are stolen with force.

…………………………… away from towns. 
……………………………- acquiring 
gold/wealth

Cattle barons put up fences, small 
ranchers cut them down

……………………………….. 
+………………………..(want their 
business to survive)

Horses needed to get around Plains. 
Indians stole horses for honour.

……………………………..: horses 
expensive to buy

Chinese, Mexicans, Indians. Rock 
Springs, Wyoming 51 Chinese killed, 
200 expelled.

……………………………………………………………..
People were sometimes opposed to 
other races

Gunfights to settle arguments. …………………………………………………– No 
one backed down

Wagons & stage-coaches held up out 
of town.

………………………………………….a vast area 
to police/monitor

Reno brothers stole $13,000. Butch 
Cassidy’s Wild Bunch gang.

………………………………………..: a vast 
area to police/monitor
…………………………………………..trains 
carried $1000’s.



Crime Explanation

Bank robbery Ex confederate soldiers turned to bank robbery. The most famous were the James-Younger gang who carried 
out a series of robberies between 1866 and 1882.

Claim jumping In the gold and silver mining areas claim jumping was a particular problem as late arrivals tried to steal the land 
others had already claimed. When mining first began in these places, the nearest forces or law and order were 
a long way away. 

Horse 
stealing

This was seen as a serious crime. Horses were both valuable and vital for life on the Plains. Horse thieves were 
frequently hanged.

Racial 
attacks

Thousands of Chinese were encouraged to immigrate to the united states, where they made a major 
contribution to the building of the railroads. However they were often the victims of racial attacks in the 
mining and cow towns. These attacks often linked to fears about job competition. 

Shootings Some historians have estimated that between 1866 and 1900, 20,000 people died of shooting in the west. This 
works out at 600 a year. Others have argued this has been exaggerated. Much has been made of the violence in 
cow towns but whatever the number; some men did become famous gunslingers. 

Robbery-
road agents

In the vast open spaces, robbery was a common crime. Individual’s travellers and stage coaches could be held up 
well away from the towns and the forces of law and order. 



At first, newly-occupied land on the Plains was federal territory (it belonged to the US 

government) and was administered by a governor, three judges and a US marshal.

When the area reached a population of 5,000, it became a territory, with - in addition -

locally-elected sheriffs, who could deal with local criminals. New territories were 

notoriously lawless.

Miners in the mining towns set up miners' courts, which settled local matters such as 

disputed claims, but were powerless to stop gangs of outlaws or rustlers.

In many areas, local citizens set up vigilante groups, who dished out summary justice to 

people suspected of crimes.

How did the West solve the issue of lawlessness? 

Activities –
1. Read through the following information on this slide
2. Watch the following video:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CrXJTCQckFg Simple History: Gunslingers of the Wild West 
(4.32mins)
3. Complete the task on slide 13, deciding if the information in each box is talking about Vigilantes or 
Lawmen.
Approx. 20 minutes 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CrXJTCQckFg


How did the West solve the issue of lawlessness? 

• US Marshals

• Town Marshals

• Sheriffs 

• The Texas Rangers

• The Pinkerton detective 

agency

• Judges

• When they caught the right 
people, justice was swift 
and efficient.

• Towns were safer with a 
strong vigilante presence

• Lynch suspects without 
evidence / proof

• The vast areas meant many 
crimes not investigated 
due to lack of witnesses.

• Lawmen often bad people 
themselves e.g. corrupt / 
bribed or ex-criminals.

• Ordinary people who form 
a gang to track down 
people SUSPECTED of 
being a criminal

• Main job to track down and 
arrest suspected criminals.

• Banks, railroad and stage 
coach companies often 
hired private detective 
agencies to track down 
thieves.

• sheriff could round up a 
posse of local people to 
help track and take down a 
wanted suspect.

• Marshals and sheriffs could 
appoint deputies but not 
enough numbers to 
investigate every crime.

• Innocent people killed 
because vigilantes never 
bothered with proving guilt

Decide whether 
each box of 
information is 
talking about:
• Vigilantes

OR

• The lawmen

There are an 
equal number for 
each. 

Approx. 10 mins



Task: Below are attempts to deal with the problems of law and order in the West. For each reason you need to 

explain how it would solve the problems and assess how effective it would be. Approx. 15 minutes 
Attempt to solve problems 

1. Why would that solve problems of law and order?

2. How effective would it be?

Federal law enforcement and the sheriff: the territories of the West were under the direct control of the federal 

government. Only when a territory reached a population of 60,000 could it apply to become a state and have its own 

state government, laws and legal system. 

The federal system decided on the laws for each territory. They appointed a governor for the territory, three judges 

to hear court cases and a US marshal who was responsible for law enforcement. The marshal could also appoint 

deputies to help him and could order any man to join a posse to hunt down lawbreakers. 

Once a territory had a population of 5000 it could elect a sheriff for their county. These had no legal training but 

were usually chosen for their ability to fight. 

However there were problems with this system: 

- Territories were huge with scattered settlements. News took too long to spread and there were not enough 

officers.

- The federal did not spend much money so law enforcement was badly paid. This meant that many took bribes and 

were corrupt.  

- With a lack of legal training, sheriffs did not always act fairly. This increased tension. 

Mining camps: Mining communities did not have access to a legal system of judges and courts in order to settle 

disputes. Therefore they got together to agree and write down the rules that would govern all mining in their 

district. A recorder was chosen o record all the claims made in the district and who had claimed them. The 

community then created its own court, with someone that many prospectors respected being chosen to judge the 

disputes and a jury to make the ruling. 

Vigilance committees: The gang crime wave in San Francisco produced a new form of law enforcement- the vigilance 

committee. This involved around 200 men who took the law into their own hands. The committee captured 

suspected criminals, tried them and punished those they found guilty. In 1851 89 suspects were captured and tried 

by the vigilance committee of whom around half were found not guilty, a quarter were deported, 15 were handed 

over to law enforcement and the rest were hanged. This idea spread rapidly through the mining towns. These were 

very effective however there was not often a fair trial, the committee had decided that someone was guilty by the 

time they came for them. This often led to the lynching of suspects. 

Dealing with racist crimes: Attacks on people of race increased due to mass settlement in California. However the 
state government was also deeply racist. White Americans were encouraged to murder Californian Indians and laws 
were passed that discriminated against Chinese migrants. A law was also passed saying that Chinese people could 
not be witnesses in court- the same was true for black Americans and Indians. This meant that white men accused of 
killing Chinese men were not convicted when the only witnesses were other Chinese. 



Results 
3 men are killed. In the trial that followed the Earps were acquitted. Revenge attacks 

followed though and Virgil & Morgan Earp were killed. Wyatt Earp killed a load of 

cowboys but then left Tombstone as a disgraced murderer. The mine owners and 

wealthy citizens won because the cowboys were driven out of town.

Causes
There was a rivalry in the mining town of Tombstone 

between mine owners and wealthy locals against 

cowboys and small ranchers. Added to this the 

former were northern and the latter were southern, 

so old civil war rivalries were present. Local people 

then accused the cowboys and small ranchers of 

rustling. All of this increased the tension in the town.

The events 
Virgil Earp, the town Marshal, and his 2 brothers Morgan 

and Wyatt (his deputies) had a dispute with the Clanton 

brothers. after being fined for carrying a weapon in the 

town centre (a criminal act) the Clantons teamed up with 

the McLaurys and came to Tombstone armed looking to 

settle the score. The Earp's confronted them in an alley, 

aiming to disarm them, but a gunfight broke out. It is 

uncertain who shot first and whether the Earp's were 

gunning for a fight themselves to deal with the cowboys 

once and for all.

START

Wyatt Earp 

and the 

gunfight at 

the OK 

Corral 1881

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gWNn0QN03l0 Movie clip 4.30mins

Read through 
this 
information 
and 
highlight/und
erline key 
points. The 
watch the 
clip.
Approx. 10 
minutes 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gWNn0QN03l0


Folk hero Cattle 

rustlers

Outlaw Deputies Twenty-

seven

Six-shooter Orphan New York

Robbery Charming Pat Garret Gunmen Escaped Books Man Twice

Billy the Kid: Hero or Villain?

A boy with a in his hand – he wreaked havoc in the Wild West.

William McCarty, who took on the name William H. Bonney, was one of the most notorious of the 

American South West.

Born in in 1859, he grew up in Silver City, New Mexico with his mother, Catherine McCarty and 

step-father, William Antrim.

An by age 14, the teenager worked various jobs before joining the Jesse Evans Gang, a band of 

___________________.

McCarty was soon wanted for cattle rustling, and murder. He became known as Kid Antrim, but it 

is around Billy the Kid the legend grew. He is said to have killed anything from four to 

men. Legend has it that he killed his first at age 12 or 14, but it is more likely he was about 18.

Billy the Kid was captured by Sheriff in 1880 and sentenced to hang. He 

after killing Garrett’s two , who had been left to guard the prisoner. The very determined Pat 

Garrett pursued the and the two met in the room of land baron, Lucien Maxwell.

There are a few theories as to how Billy’s life came to an end. The most likely is that he walked into Maxwell’s 

room not realising Pat Garrett was there. On recognising McCarty/Bonney, Sheriff Garrett drew his pistol and 

fired , killing Billy the Kid – and he was still a kid, not yet 22 years old.

Young William was known to be , well dressed and attractive to women. His legend lives on in 

songs, and films with Billy portrayed as part feared criminal and part unfortunate .

Fill in the gaps – the missing words are at the 
bottom of the page. Approx. 10 minutes 



- Dime Novels appeared in the 

1860s and were very 

……………………………..

- They were based on the lives 

of real people.

- The stories were wildly

…………………………

- These novels helped to 

create the myth of the 

‘frontier hero’ – an 

…………………….. man 

doing the right thing trying to 

live on the frontier.

- They were so 

…………………………… that 

helped to create the myth of 

the West.

- This was created by William Cody or 

‘Buffalo Bill’

- He hunted buffalo for the 

………………… companies and 

worked as a scout for the army.

- In 1883 he set up his show re-

enacting scenes from the West using 

…………………….., Plains Indians 

and gunmen

- Famous people in the show included 

Sitting Bull and ‘Wild Bill’ Hickok

- The show …………………… the USA 

and Europe and helped to 

……………………… the myth of the 

‘Wild West’

The Virginian
- This was a book published in 1902 and sold over 50,000 

………………………….
- The author, Owen Wister, attempted to ‘faithfully report’ 

tales from the …………………………
- He told a famous story of a ‘showdown’ between Hickok 

and Davis Tutt – after a gun fight Hickok ………………………
- This famous story of the ‘Walkdown’ has become a part 

of the ……………… of the West

Missing words: 

successful, West, popular, 

ordinary, won, toured,  copies, 

exaggerated, build, myth, 

cowboys, railroad

Fill in the 
gaps – the 
missing 
words are at 
the bottom 
of the page. 
Approx. 10 
minutes 


