
region on Americans’ mental maps or as a macro-scale generalization of various 
concrete geographic realities, the American West clearly exists as a region and not 
just as a frontier. However, to truly understand the present-day American West, we 
must avoid regionalism’s tendency toward geographic near-sightedness—the West 
is not the only place with peripheries, deserts, and a complicated past of ethno-
cultural interaction and conquest. Furthermore, we must recognize that the West 
itself is a highly heterogeneous place and thus be willing to abandon any notion of 
the definitive West in favor of a more flexible one which allows sub-regions and even 
non-regions to coexist. In short, as we reconceive the history and geography of the 
American West around the concept of region, we must remember what the regional 
concept implicitly is all about—adding a comparative geographic context to the 
stories we tell about our world. 
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Figure A 
 
Patricia Nelson Limerick’s Seven “Common Characteristics” 
of Places in the Present-Day American West 
 
1. Prone to Aridity »» Makes these Places Resistant to “Conquest” 
2. Greater Presence of American Indians and Indian Reservations 
3. Greater Proportion of Land Under Federal Government Control 
4. Share a Border With Mexico »» A Cultural-Economic Borderland 
5. Closer than Eastern Places to the Pacific Rim »» Greater Ties to Asia 
6. Primary Waves of Anglo-American Conquest Came After the U. S. 
A. was “Fully Formed”, politically and economically 
7. As a Result of All of the Above, “Prone to Demonstrate the Unsettled 
Aspects of Conquest” 
 
Source: Patricia Nelson Limerick, “The Trail to Santa Fe: The Unleashing of the 
Western Public Intellectual,” in Patricia Nelson Limerick, Clyde A. Milner, and 
Charles E. Rankin, eds., Trails: Toward a New Western History (Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, 1991), p. 70. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Figure B 
 
Vale and Vale’s Eight Popular “Mental Images” 
of the Present-Day American West 
 
1. Empty Quarter : a Land to be Plundered and Exploited by Outsiders 
2. Frontier : Mythic Home to the Exotic, the Wild, and the Rugged 
Individual 



3. Big Rock Candy Mountain : Land of Unbounded Opportunity for the 
Everyman; Bonanza/Eureka/Strike-it-Rich Country 
4. Middle Landscape : A Harmonious World of Human Beings Living 
Within their Natural Environment; A Pleasant , Healthy Mix of 
Wilderness and Civilization; The Garden 
5. Turnerian Progression : Place for the Steady Evolution of Human 
Society Towards Urban Civilization 
6. Desert : Fragile, Vacant, Arid Land 
7. Protected Wild Nature : National Parks and Other Monuments of 
Spectacular Examples of Natural History 
8. Playground : Venue for Outdoor Recreation 
 
Source: Thomas R. Vale and Geraldine R. Vale, Western Images, Western 
Landscapes: Travels Along U.S. 89 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1989), pp. 
7-10. 
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Notes 
William Cronon, Greg Summers, Tom Vale, Audrey Brichetto Morris, and Jim 
Delehanty—whose graduate seminar in Regional Geography provided the forum for 
my first ruminations on region and the New Western History—have all provided 
helpful comments at various stages of this project. I also received help from a number of 
librarians and database managers on the University of Wisconsin-Madison campus in 
compiling the data used here. Deserving special recognition are Laura Guy of the Data 
and Program Library Service, Jane Vanderlin of the Department of Rural Sociology’s 
Applied Population Lab, and State Climatologist Pamela Naber Knox. Finally, David 
Blough and Matthew Katinsky of the Department of Geography’s computer lab assisted 
me in outputting the full-color, computer-generated maps created for this study. 
1 Three recent examples of the debate over the West’s proper geographic identity 
include: Michael McGerr, “Is There a Twentieth-Century West?,” in William Cronon, 
George Miles, and Jay Gitlin, eds., Under an Open Sky: Rethinking America’s Western 
Past (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1992), pp. 239-56; Walter Nugent, “Where 
is the American West? Report on a Survey,” Montana, The Magazine of Western 
History 42 (Summer 1992), pp. 2-23; and John Whitehead, “Hawai`i: The First and Last 
Far West?,” Western Historical Quarterly 23 (May 1992), pp. 153-77. 
2 By no means a peripheral movement, nor one promoting a narrow new orthodoxy, 
the New Western History appears to be fast becoming the standard interpretation of the 
West, at least among western historians. A relatively quick handle of this new vision of 
the West can be obtained by reading three recent books; for an overall interpretation, 
see Patricia Nelson Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: the Unbroken Past of the 
American West , (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1987); for a collection of 
programmatic essays, see Patricia Nelson Limerick, Clyde A. Milner II, and Charles E. 
Rankin ,eds., Trails: Toward a New Western History, (Lawrence: University Press of 




