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Section 5

SECTION 5 pages 27:32 (5 pages)

estimated reading time: 9 minutes

Plot Summary— April 30, /547 - Mi:j 4 1847

After weeks of waiting, the emigrant party finally sets out on the Oregon Trail. The first
day is a bit of chaos. The heavy crowds and inexperienced travelers result in traffic jams. Isaac
is also frustrated that the party moves so slow, at only two miles per hour. The goal is to cover
at least fifteen miles per day, which seems very easy (of course, it becomes more difficult later
when the party crosses the mountains).

Later in the day, Isaac sees that there is trash all along the sides of the Trail. It turns out
that many emigrants over packed their wagons with useless supplies (books, furniture, etc.),
and are tossing things out to make room and lighten the load.

In the midst of the chaos of the first day, Isaac wonders why so many people are
crowded together on the Oregon Trail. He learns that the only other practical way to get from
the East to the West coasts is to sail around the tip of South America (over 15,000 miles). He
reflects on explorers Meriwether Lewis and William Clark that he learned about in school.
They walked across the country nearly 50 years earlier (in 1804), before the West was settled at
all. He is amazed that they had no trail to travel or any idea of what they might find ahead.

Quotations and Talking Points

page 27
— “From here it’s just a 2,000 mile stroll to the Pacific Ocean. Enjoy it.”

Beginning the Trip Most emigrants had been away from home for weeks before actually
setting foot on the Oregon Trail. They had to first travel to St. Louis,
then to the “jumping off” point, and then had to camp out to wait for
the right time to leave. The beginning of the trip was filled both with
excitement, anticipation, and fear. Over 2,000 miles separated the
beginning of the trail from the Oregon Territory, and mountains and
rivers had to be crossed in order to reach the final destination.

page 28

— All of the wagons were trying to get out of Independence at the same
time, and the result was a huge traffic jam. Some of the men couldn’t
get their livestock to walk in a straight line (city folks, I imagine).

Troubles out of the Gate Although the terrain was very easy at the beginning of the trail (the
mountains were still several hundred miles away), the first few days of
traveling were the most difficult. For starters, timing was so important
that the emigrant parties all left together, thus creating traffic jams. Many
of the travelers were also “city folks” who had little experience yoking
oxen or managing livestock. This was something they had to learn very
quickly. Lastly, it took several days before a daily routine could be
established by the emigrant party.



page 28
— “Two miles per hour is out goal,” Mr. Colter said. I could walk twice
that fast.

Moving Slow Many emigrant parties contained hundreds of families, each with separate
wagons and livestock. With these large numbers, it was impossible to
travel with much speed. Around two miles per hour was the goal (average
walking speed is nearly four miles per hour). This pace would allow the party
to cover nearly twenty miles per day, easily getting them to Oregon before
the winter. However, it had to be taken into account that days would be
lost due to accidents, river crossings, and rest.

Writing Integration

page 29
— “You can also sail around Cape Horn at the bottom of South America,
but that’s more than 15,000 miles.”

The Long Way Crossing the Oregon Trail, or any of the other transcontinental trails, wasn’t
the only way to get from the East to the West in the early 1800s. A trip could
also be made by ship around the tip of South America. This journey was
15,000 miles long, but was actually reasonably safe and could be made in
about the same amount of time as walking the Trail. However, it was very
expensive, and was a long time to spend on a boat. The Panama Canal
(which shortened the trip) wasn’t constructed until the early 1900s.

page 31

— I spend a lot of my time thinking about two explorers I learned about
in school - Meriwether Lewis and William Clark. They headed West
almost fifty years ago, from St. Louis all of the way to the Pacific
Ocean.

Lewis and Clark The first American explorers to make the trip from the St. Louis to the
Pacific Ocean were Meriwether Lewis and William Clark. They were
employed by President Thomas Jefferson in 1804 to explore the land that
was part of the Louisiana Purchase. With a Native American woman
named Sacajawea as their guide, they made it to the Pacific Ocean.
However, the trail they traveled was too rugged to be followed by the
emigrants who moved West via the Oregon Trail nearly 50 years later.

Political Cartoon

Westward migration exploded in the United States during the mid-1800s. Each year,
thousands of people left their homes back East and headed West. Ask your students to draw a
political cartoon showing this phenomenon that helped define the early 19t century. For
example, this cartoon might show wagons traveling on the Oregon Trail and a hitch-hiker on
the side of the Trail with a sign that says “Westward Bound.” The cartoon can be humorous,
but it should be inspired by historical events.

Help your students come up with ideas, and look at other political cartoons for
inspiration.
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