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REGIONAL HISTORY

Questions to consider: 

• Is it a good thing to look back at the past? If so, 
why? What do you think we will gain?
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Questions to consider: 

• Why did so many people leap at the chance to 
travel to the West?



REGIONAL HISTORY

Questions to consider: 

• Have our thoughts, or our judgement, changed in 
the past 125 years?



WESTWARD EXPANSION:
1820-1890

From Sea to Shining Sea – Wagon’s West



WHY STUDY THE PAST?

• We are comfortable in our stories – why should we look at 
them?

• Most of us were educated in a time when the story of the 
West was presented in heroic terms – is that still true?

• We define much of our history in terms of ‘conquering the 
frontier.’ Does that sound different today?



AMERICAN HISTORY

The GOAL of this Class: 

• We will try to sort the myths, the legends and the 
facts. 

Not to degrade the facts, but to elevate them. 



AMERICAN HISTORY

The GOAL of this Class: 

• Elevate them? Yes. 

• The actual stories of people involved in one of the 
greatest migrations in history are far more exciting.   



WESTWARD EXPANSION:
1800-1840

Plans, Pressures, and Persistence –

Reaching the Mississippi River 



GROWTH

• Following the American 
Revolution, the land 
ceded by Great Britain 
moved the border of the 
new United States to the 
Mississippi. 

• But getting there was 
another issue. 



STATEHOOD

In the north, the 
Hudson allowed 
those pushing west 
to ‘get around the 
Appalachian  
Mountains.  
Vermont (1791) and 
Ohio (1803) would 
result.



STATEHOOD
Daniel Boone first 
ventured through 
the Cumberland 
Gap on a hunting 
expedition in 1767.  

In 1775, he’d lead a 
road breaking 
group.
Kentucky (1792) 
and Tennessee 
(1796) followed.





PIVOTAL MOMENTS

From 1800 to 
1820, the young 
Republic was 
experiencing 
great changes –
and challenges.  



JEFFERSONIAN DIPLOMACY

Jefferson would also add lands to 
the Republic, despite his doubts that 
he had the right to do so. 



THE OPPORTUNITY

“There is on the globe one single spot, the possessor 
of which is our natural and habitual enemy. It is New 
Orleans, through which the produce of three-eighths 
of our territory must pass to market, and from its 
fertility it will ere long yield more than half of our whole 
produce and contain more than half our inhabitants.”



JEFFERSONIAN DIPLOMACY

He saw this area as  a place for the 
displaced Indians, and an area for 
expansion.  



ARTICLES OF CONFEDERATION
He also 
thought it 
would take 
‘a 1000 
years to fill 
this vast 
area.’



LEWIS AND CLARK

After all, it had taken 
his hand-picked 
exploration team 
over 2 years to 
explore it. 



THE COLONIES

• And it had taken two 
centuries for the colonists 
who were originally dumped 
on the shoreline in the 1620, 
to reach the Mississippi river. 



NORTH EASTERN
NATIVE AMERICANS

• Part of that delay was 
the mountains, but the 
other part was the 
native tribes in the North 
East were more 
organized. 



NORTH EASTERN
NATIVE AMERICANS

• The Iroquois 
Confederacy is also 
best remembered.

• They played the 
competing powers –
England, France, and 
colonies – against 
each other.



NATIVE AMERICANS 
AND AMERICAN HISTORY 

It is the beginning 
of the ‘play off’ 
system that the 
Iroquois will use to 
balance power for 
the next century.



POINTS OF IMPORTANCE

The Iroquois are also unique in this:

• They are perhaps the ONLY Indian group that 
manage to stay clear of dependency and decline 
once they are associated with the incoming white 
culture. 



INDIAN NATIONS

• Indians did well at trade, 
but –

• They lost their skills to 
create their own goods.

• They became dependent 
on European produced 
goods.



NATIVE AMERICANS AND 
AMERICAN HISTORY

By the time Jefferson left office, pressure on the tribes in 
the old ‘northwest’ were under incredible pressure from 
expanding American settlements.

Separation was difficult. Actually, it was impossible.





TIPPECANOE



FURTHER REVERSES

• With the War of 1812, many 
tribes see it as the ‘last 
chance’ and side with the 
British.

• But even those not involved 
face attacks. 





THE GREAT MIGRATION

• As the Industrial Revolution comes to England and Europe, 

so do terrible winters and crop failures.

• Land owners wanting higher rents push people off the land.

• Into the Cities, where desperation leads to emigration



The quick expansion 
of states: 

Louisiana           1812

Indiana              1816

Mississippi          1817

Illinois                 1818

Alabama           1819 
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EMULATION

Another group in the 

South would try to 

emulate the Americans, 

adopting their clothing, 

housing, and methods of 

living. 



THE CHEROKEE

Chief John Ross

The Cherokee had understood the 

situation, and quickly adapted to 

the ways of the white Americans.



SOME ADAPTED

The Cherokee: 

• created a government like the American 
Government

• became merchants, shopkeepers and farmers. 

• made important treaties with the American 
Government. 



NEW PRESIDENT, NEW POLICIES

• “If they wish to live among 
us, they have to become 
subject to our laws.” 

• But no one wanted that –
they just wanted their land, 
not the Indians on it.



• Jackson ordered 
the 20,000 to be 
moved to the 
‘Indian lands’ west 
of the Mississippi. 

• At the end of the 
march, between 
3000 and 5000 are 
dead. 



DIFFERENCES

"Spanish civilization crushed the Indian;

English civilization scorned and neglected him; 

French civilization embraced and cherished him"

— Francis Parkman.



MAJORITY VS MINORITY

More than 45,000 

American Indians were 

relocated to the West 

during Jackson's 

administration.



NATIVE AMERICANS AND 
AMERICAN HISTORY

The expansion 
had largely 
covered the 
Northwest 
Territory, and 
the United 
States has 
reached the 
Mississippi!



THE LEAP



THE FIRST WAGONS WEST

• The first overland immigrants to Oregon leapt off from 
Independence, Missouri in 1841. 
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THE FIRST WAGONS WEST

• The first overland immigrants to Oregon leapt off from 
Independence, Missouri in 1841. 

• A route blazed by fur traders took them west along the 
Platte River 

• through the Rocky Mountains via South Pass in Wyoming

• then northwest to the Columbia River.



THE FIRST WAGONS WEST

In the 
years to 
come, 
pioneers 
came to 
call the 
route 
the 
Oregon 
Trail.



THE FIRST WAGONS WEST
• They had 70 pioneers in the wagons, pulled not by horses, 

but oxen, or mules. 



THE FIRST WAGONS WEST

• Everything they 
own is in the 
wagon. 



THE FIRST WAGONS WEST

• Everything they 
own is in the 
wagon. 

• In the early days, 
too much is in the 
wagon – and later 
groups would write 
of the treasured 
furniture found 
along the trail.



THE OREGON TRAIL

• Another 100 left for Oregon in 1842.

• The generally recognized start of significant 
movement west is 1843, when 1000 people 
emigrated.

• But there were no shortcuts. It was 6 weeks to Ft. 
Kearney. It could be 5 to 8 MONTHS to Oregon.



WHAT DROVE THEM?

In the 1840s, Farmers from the 
Midwest were plagued by 
malaria, the endless stumps, 
and land improvement looked 
bleak. 

The stories circulating of the 
beautiful Willamette Valley of 
Oregon drew many.



FACTS

• It is estimated that 400,000 people would travel the Oregon 
Trail. 

• Only 80,000 traveled on to Oregon, though. 

• Most took the turnoff to California, though some went to 
Utah. 
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FACTS

• By the late 1840’s 50,000 a year 
were traveling the trails, looking 
for a better life. 

• It is estimated that 20,000 TOTAL 
would die along the trail. 

• But only 400 to 500 were due to 
native attacks.





DIARIES

• While men might few the Trail life as a 
heroic journey, many of the Women 
kept diaries which detailed the 
hardships and extra work these 
women faced on the trail. 

• Many wrote of the deaths, most of the 
time by disease, and it clearly 
weighed on their minds. 



DIARIES

“But listen to the deaths: 

• Sally Chambers, 

• John King and his wife, their little daughter Electa and their 
babe, a son 9 months old, 

• and Dulancy C. Norton's sister are gone.

• Mr. A. Fuller lost his wife and daughter Tabitha.

Eight of our two families have gone to their long home.” 

– Anna Marie King, 1845



DIARIES

But – some – many – of these women also report that their role 
in the home is larger in the new world, than it was back 
home.

They are building the new world, and they have a larger 
place in that society. 



NEW PRESIDENT, NEW POLICIES

James K. Polk



THE MEXICAN WAR

•Designed to Add Texas, but many wanted path 
to the Pacific

•Polk wants California

•Slave States wanted ‘out of jail.’ (The idea that 
Slavery could be starved out by containing it 
within the old South.)



AMERICAN HISTORY

The Mexican War

The Great Migration

The California Gold Rush

The American Civil War





THE GOLD RUSH 1849
Unlike the early Oregon Trail 
trains, the Gold Rush would 
move tens of thousands of lone 
males into the California 
region. 



THE GOLD RUSH 1849

The result of these men, without 
the responsibilities of females 
and families, church or state, 
would be in a harsher 
environment in California. 



THE GOLD RUSH 1849
It would also result in the 
almost complete extermination 
of any native tribes in northern 
California.

Some of it was due to 
enslavement of natives as 
labor, others as a result of 
friction. 



THE GREAT MIGRATION

Other factors that drove the movement –

Letters home

Political divides

Dime novels and Newspaper stories.

But the promise of free land, and later, gold, drove 
most people to ‘hit the trail.’



THE GREAT MIGRATION

By 1846, the jump off points moved further north: 

First to Nebraska City

Then to Council Bluffs.



FREDERICK JACKSON TURNER

• One of the most influential 
historians of the American West

Turner argued that “the distinctive 
elements of the American 
character came from the 
encounter of settlers with the 
frontier.”



TURNER

• Domesticating the frontier, he wrote, forced Americans to 
live by their wits, to cooperate, to revert temporarily to 
earlier stages of civilization, and to embody a more 
wholehearted democracy than anything on offer in the Old 
World



FREDERICK JACKSON TURNER

• In many ways, he argued that 
the full bodied concept of 
democracy flowed from the 
West BACK to the East.

• That the experiences, and the 
spread of those stories of 
American ingenuity invigorated  
the American experiment in 
democracy.



The Heroic 

painting style 

re-enforces 

the feeling of 

a greater 

power at 

play. The 

idea of 

Manifest 

Destiny.





REGIONAL HISTORY

Questions to consider: 

• Is it a good thing to look back at the past? If so, 
why? What do you think we will gain?



REGIONAL HISTORY

Questions to consider: 

• Why did so many people leap at the chance to 
travel to the West?



REGIONAL HISTORY

Questions to consider: 

• Have our thoughts, or our judgement, changed in 
the past 125 years?



REGIONAL HISTORY

Questions to consider: 

• Does the trek to the west look any differently if we 
think of it as the march of an Empire?



THE WESTWARD EXPANSION

For further reading: 

• Wagons West, Frank McLynn, 2002

• History of the Westward Movement, Frederick Merk, 
1976
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