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What Is a Pioneer? 
History tells us that pioneers 
settled the American West. But 
history also tells us that people 
as different as John Glenn, 

Rosa Parks, and Christiaan 
Barnard are pioneers. So what, 
exactly, is a pioneer? 
One dictionary says a pioneer is 

someone who opens a new area of 
research. It’s also someone who 
gives others a chance. So John 

Glenn is a U.S. space pioneer be- 
cause he was the first American 
to orbit Earth. Rosa Parks is a 
human-rights pioneer because 
she wouldn’t give up her seat on 
a public bus in 1955, and this 
helped start the fight for equal 
treatment of African Americans. 
Dr. Christiaan Barnard is a 
pioneer in medicine because 
he was the first person to trans- 
plant a human heart. 
The pioneers you will read about 

here are of another kind — people 
who settle a new territory. These 
are the thousands of pioneers who 
settled the American West. Proof 
of their determination, hard work, 
and groundbreaking effort is ev- 
erywhere in the towns and cities 
they helped build. 

  

<< THE LAND THE 

pioneers settled 

was not empty. 

Much of it was 

home to Native 

Americans like 

these Mandan peo- 

ple (left). The Great 
Plains were their 

buffalo-hunting 

grounds. They lived 

off these lands. 

For many Native 

Americans, the 

pioneer settlement 

of the West led to 

broken treaties 

and loss of lands. 

It also put an end 
to their traditional 

ways of life.  



   
 
 



  

Barly Pioneers 
Americans moved west in several 
huge waves. The first movement 
took place from the 1760s through 

the early 1800s. These pioneers A Once woopsmen V Pioneers couLp and float the 

crossed the Appalachian Moun- had blazed trails take the wheels off | wagons across 

tains. They settled in the Mississip- wide enough for their Conestogas rivers on rafts. 

: : ‘ wagons, many pio- 
pi and Ohio river valleys. The sec- _jeers headed west 
ond movement took place between __ in covered wagons 

the 1840s and 1860s. Itbrought —_ called Conestogas. 
The wagons were 

settlers from Europe, the East ; 

   

    
   

                            

   

    

  

named for the 

Coast of the U.S., and the Midwest. Conestoga Valley 
They went all the way across the Rie trepcnere 
prairies to the fertile valleys of emade. These 

Oregon and the goldfields of Cali- _!arge, heavy 
fornia. The last westward move be- Wagons Dales 
gan in the 1860s. These pioneers _ of settlers over 
settled the Great Plains and turned _ the Appalachian 

the grasslands into farmland. Mountains. 
Many of the early pioneers (in 

the first wave) were looking for 
cheaper farmland. Cities and towns - 
along the East Coast were getting 
more crowded, and good farmland 
was becoming rare and costly. 

    

              

    

In THE 1820s, places such as Kentucky, Onio, 

AND TENNESSEE WERE THE “FAR WEST.” PIONEERS 

HAD NOT YET SETTLED THE GREEN AREAS ON THIS MAP. 

> IN AREAS WHERE take its boat apart 

no trails or roads and then reuse the 

existed, pioneers wood for building. 

depended on rivers 

SOMEONE ONCE ASKED 

Danie. Boone IF HE 

HAD EVER BEEN LOST. 

» HE REPLIED: 

    

   

A Danie. Boone 

spent his life blaz- 
ing trails across 

the frontier. In 

1775, Boone and 

a band of 30 

woodsmen set 

out to connect 

some of the Native 

American trails. 

These stretched 

from North 

Carolina across the 

Appalachians into 
Kentucky. The road 

they made is called 
the Wilderness 
Road. For many 

decades it was the 
only usable route 
through the moun- 

tains to Kentucky. 
By 1800, this road 
had taken 200,000 
pioneers west. 

          

“No, [cant say as 
Iwas ever lost, but I 

was bewildered once 

Jor three days.” 

  

     

as their highways 

through the forests. 
Pioneers floated 

down the Ohio 
River on crafts 
like this flatboat 

(right). A boat could 
carry one family, a 
wagon, and several 

horses or other 
animals. Once a 
family reached its 

new home, it might 

 



   

   
   
   
   

  

   

    

   

                        

   

  

> EARLY PIONEERS 
depended on rifles 

and axes. The 

rifle gave them 

protection. It was 

also used to hunt 

for food. The ax 

was used to turn 

trees into logs. 

Logs were used 
to build rafts or 

cabins. 

  
<< Thick Forests 

covered the 

land between 

the Appalachian 

Mountains and the 

Mississippi River. 

These forests were 

A As soon AS THEY 

could, pioneers 

replaced temporary 
shelters with 

log cabins. Settlers 
cut notches close 

to the ends of the 

the logs fit togeth- 
er to make the 

cabin walls. Once 
the logs were 

stacked, empty 
spaces were filled 
with moss and 

  

    
    
    
    
    

  

very dense. People _ logs. That way mud. 
said that a squirrel 
could jump from tree 
to tree for hundreds 
of miles without ever {z,. 
touching the ground. |} 
The first pioneer 

families cleared land 
for their farms by 
girdling trees (cutting 
a ring around a tree, 

causing it to die). 

Burning removed the 
stump.     
  

A BECAUSE CORN 

was easy to grow 
and store, it was 

a main part of the 
early pioneers’ 

diet. Families ate 

cornbread, corn 

mush, and corn- 

meal pancakes. 

Leftovers were fed 

to hogs, sheep, and 

chickens. 

  

    
    
    

  
 



  

Pioneers Move West 
By the 1840s, pioneers were 

again on the move. In 1848, 

miners found gold in California. 

Americans caught gold fever. 

They headed west, hoping to get 

rich quick. Few did, but many 

went back east and told their 

friends about the unsettled coun- 

try they had seen. Some pioneers 

sought fortunes in timber, fur, or 

precious metals. Others hoped 

for better health in the mild Pacif- 

ic coast climate or came west for 

other reasons. From the 1840s to 

   
COVER BOWS 

This was made of These were made 

canvas or cotton. of hickory wood. PAR E ICUL ARS 

Tied to the sides at They supported The Conestoga wagons that settlers used to cross 

the wagon bed, it the canvas. : . 

protected travelers the Appalachians were too big and heavy to make 

from rain and dust. it over the steep Rockies. Prairie schooners had 

When it became too to be smaller and lighter so they didn’t 

hot inside, the cover f put too much strain on the oxen. But 

could be rolled back. they also had to be strong enough to 

7 carry loads of up to 2,500 pounds. 
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\ \ | It held the tools. 
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BRAKE IRON TIRE / 

GREASE BUCKET WAGON BED TONGUE OXEN 

Itheld the grease This was a wooden It connected They moved slowly __ than horses or 

used to oil the box. It was usually the animals’ (about two miles mules. After they 

wheels. about 4 feet wide and _ harnesses to per hour). Butoxen got settled, pio- 

10 to 12 feet long. the wagon. were steady and neers used oxen 

the 1860s, more than 300,000 

people crossed the Great Plains 

and the Rocky Mountains to reach 

the Pacific coast. The route they 

took was called the Oregon Trail. 

Before pioneers began their 

,,000-mile journey, they had to 

buy a wagon. They also had to 

pack it full of supplies. Then they 

had to join a wagon train. 

The covered wagons that car- 

ried them became known as prai- 

rie schooners or ships of the 

plains. That’s because the wind 

blew their canvas tops in and out 

like a ship’s sails. 

<< A Group oF WAGONS 

formed a wagon train. 

Traveling together of- 

fered protection from 

robbers and help in 

case of a breakdown. 

Wagon trains consist- 

ed of anywhere from 
30 to 200 wagons. 

PRAIRIE SCHOONER 

then, most | 

only a few dol 
Many families got loa \ i 
from relatives. 

BEDDING 
At night, people slept 

in tents, on the ground, 

or inside the wagon. 

Bedding consisted 

of wool blankets, 

feather beds, 

ground cloths, 

and pillows. 

easier to manage to pull plows.  



  

  
COOKING UTENSILS TOOLS 
Supplies included a 

iy etttcl lita cela (ya 

Pe colicemelan cia | 
euicercyolen le elatcte 
knife, tin forks anc home. ais included a 
knives, and a ladle. drill, ax, hammer, and 
Pa Ul getena (crele|exones (1 ile) Uireaael tom neretalete 
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. Ol the trail. 48 

FOOD 

Pioneers packed flour, bacon, 

sugar, baking soda, and yeast 

powders for making bread. They 

also brought lard, dried beans, 

dried beef, cornmeal, molasses, 

salt, rice, and coffee. They carried 

a 10-gallon wooden barrel of 

water-to refill along the way. 
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HOUSEHOLD SUPPLIES 
Pioneers took along a lantern, 

matches, candles, and soap. 

i They also carried scissors, 

needles, pins, thread, bandag- 

; es, and medicines, like a kit 
/ of herbal remedies. 

PLAN a9 : 
Every person hoped his or her 

rite treasures could fit into 
ites Tele ae Mette 

(0) rd as Bess wagon 
_ tongues, and spokes. Constant bumping made 
Pocs break, and iron tires came off frequently. 

Cee MIC mel oubancRiD Cie Natty TTY 
- ue to load is. Pel onto other oe  



  

On the Trail 
In the jumping-off town, the newly formed 
wagon train looked for an experienced guide 
who knew the route. No detailed road or trail 
maps existed. Each wagon train elected a 
leader called the wagon master. Most wagon 
trains left in late spring so they could get 
through the mountains before snow blocked 
the passes. They tried to reach Oregon in 
time to build homes before winter came. 
They couldn’t leave much earlier than April 
or May, because grass had to be growing on 
the plains for their livestock to eat. 

FROM DAWN TO DUSK 
  

\ 

about 4 a.m. By 
7 a.m., families 
had milked 

_ their cows, eaten \ 

breakfast, and 
loaded the wag- 

, ons. Now they 
were ready to get 

4 back on the trail. 
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Between 1835 and 1855, more than 
10,000 people died on the Oregon 
Trail. Most died from accidents or 
diseases. They fell from wagons and 
got crushed under the heavy wheels. 
They drowned crossing rivers. Or 

V River crossincs 
could be deadly. 

Hidden holes in a 

shallow riverbed 

could make an 

; : ox fall. Then a 
they were shot in firearm accidents. wagon might tip 
Others died from drinking bad water yer. tt could 
or from such diseases as cholera, 
measles, or smallpox. 

take hours to 

get it up again. 

    L835 Ring, 

The day began 

  
    

  

The midday 
break was called 

FF Nooning. It gave 
ploneers and 
livestock time to 

SAN eat and rest. 

    

      

  

      

< Goine up a 

mountain in a 
covered wagon 

was tricky. Wagons 
tipped over easily. 

> Goinc pown, 

wagons would go 
faster. Sometimes 
they rolled right 

over the animals 
before stopping. To 
slow them down, 
a driver could tie 
a heavy log to the 

back of the wagon. 
When a mountain 
was too steep to 

ride down, wagon 
parts were lowered 

piece by piece.  



  

   

                      

   
   
   
   

  

   

<< Wacon trains 

traveled up to 

20 miles a day. 

The distance 
depended on the 
landscape. On 
days when the 
trains crossed 
rivers or climbed 
steep mountains, 
they might go 
only a mile or 

two. Most people 

walked beside 
the slow-moving 
wagons. Only the 

old, sick, and very 
young rode inside. 

A Tue Orecon 
Trail crossed 

buffalo-hunting 

grounds. These had 
been “given” by the 
U.S. government 
to various Native 
American nations. 
As more wagon 

  

trains went west, 

the buffalo herds 

grew smaller. 

Because the Plains 

Indians needed 

these herds to sur- 

vive, their way of 

life was destroyed. 

V The THOUSANDS 

of wagons that 
traveled the 

Oregon Trail made 
deep ruts. There 

are some places 

along the trail 
where you can still 
see them. 

  

  

                    

and grass for 
the animals. 

Late in the after- 
noon, scouts rode 
ahead. They 
looked for spots 
with enough 
wood for camp- 

Jires. They also 
needed water 
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   V ON THE TRIP WEST, 
time was the 
enemy. When 

wagons broke 
down, oxen died, 

or a horse or child 
wandered away, 

everything came 

to a complete stop. 

If too much time 

was lost, travelers 

found themselves 

Crossing mountain 
passes in swirling 

blizzards. 

      

The day ended 
at dusk. Drivers. 
wt their wagons || 

inacircdeand § 
put up the tents. 
The oxen grazed 
inside the circle. 

  

A Far FEWER 
pioneers died 

from American 

Indian attacks 

than most people 

think. Movies, 

stories, and TV 

shows about the 

West made Native 

Americans seem 

  

like a serious 

threat. But they 

weren't. About 

10,000 pioneers 

died on the Oregon 

Trail between 

1835 and 1855. 
Only about 400 

were killed in such 

attacks. 
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This picture, by William Henr . 
- Oregon Trail Emigrants 
on the Oregon Trail following the Sweetwater. 
River at Devil’s Gate in Wyoming. 

What does this 

picture tell you 

about life on the 

Oregon Trail? 
What can you 
learn from the 

landscape about 

what the journey 

was like for the 

people and the 

animals on this 

wagon train? 

 



  

Sodbusters of the Great Plains 
The early pioneers, those who crossed the 
Appalachian Mountains, depended on trees 
and forests for food and shelter. Imagine 

of grasshoppers in summer. For some pio- 
neers, the hardest part of life was getting to 
their new home. But for the settlers of the 

starting over ina place with almost no trees- Great Plains, known as sodbusters, getting 

a place with blizzards in winter and swarms there was easy compared to what came next. 

V For many 
decades, the . 

Great Plains 

attracted 
few settlers.   

  

V ONcE THE Pio- 
neers saw that sod 

could be sliced 

into blocks, they 

began building 

homes out of it. 

They jokingly 
called these sod 

blocks “Nebraska.   

That’s because 

most Americans 
thought it was 

too dry for farm- 
ing. Some maps 
labeled the 

area the Great 
American Desert. 

Parts of the Great 
Plains were so 

dry that no trees 
grew there. The 

sod (the top layer 
of soil) had thickly 
matted roots 

almost 15 feet 

deep. 

marble.” Building 
a sod house, or 

soddy, was easy 

and cheap. It took 
about one acre 

of sod to make 
an average-size 

home. 

> In 1862, THe 

U.S. govern- 
* ment passed the 
Homestead Act. This 

offered 160 acres 
of land to any adult 

who built a house 

on the property. The 
homesteader had to 

live in the house for 

at least five years. 

A lot of this land had 

poor soil, and the 

weather was harsh. 

But families eager to 
have a farm of their 

own headed west. 

   

   

             

      
       
   

  

    

    

V THE FIRST TRANS= 
continental railroad 

was built in the 

1860s. Pioneers 

could now travel 

west by train. That 

made the journey 

much faster, safer, 

and cheaper. 

  

  

<< THE sop WALLS 
and hay in the roof 
made a cozy home 
for field mice. 

Snakes crawled 
through the walls 
looking for rodents.



<< THis SETTLER 

(left) is looking at 

a tiny cabin. He 

made this to get 

around a law that 

required building 

a house on newly 

Claimed land. The 

law said the house 

had to be at least 

12 by 12, but 

didn’t say whether 

it had to be 12 feet 

or 12 inches. Some 

people built cabins 

on wheels and 

rolled them from 

Claim to claim. 

A Tue FIRST HOUSE 
that many pioneers 
had was a dugout 

~a hole in the side 
of a grassy hill. The 
dirt roof could be 
dangerous. A cow 
might walk on it 
and fall through. 

<< Earty Pioneers 

made fires with 
twigs, grass, and 

corncobs. But mostly 
they used buffalo 

or cow chips (dried 

droppings). This 
Kansas woman (left) 
has a wheelbarrow 
filled with cow chips. 

V Wisconsin-sorn 

author Laura 

Ingalls Wilder grew 
up in the Midwest 

in the 1870s 

and 1880s. She 

brought the world 
of plains pioneers 
to life for gen- 
erations of young 

readers in her nine 

Little House books. 

ain hay and grass. 
This layer was 

asia a em aT gett 
eT teUccu cele 
poles. The poles topped with clay and 
were laid across. sod. In the spring, — 
tie top of the house - the roof bloomed 
and then covered with sunflowers. 

across the plains 

looking for cot- 

tonwood or willow 

trees that grew 
Selene aerner= Ul sy 
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Farming the Plains 
It was backbreaking work, but the 

pioneers of the plains did it. They 
turned the grassy plains into fields 
of grain. Many of the farmers were 
from northern Europe. They came 
from cold-weather countries like 
  

V IN westeRN 
Kansas and 

Nebraska, the 

ground gets less 
than 20 inches of 
rain a year. That’s 

not enough to grow 

most crops. To 

> THE Wind MADE 

a constant, low 

moaning sound as 

it blew across the 

plains. The sound 

almost drove 

people crazy. But 

sodbusters were 

smart and learned 

how to use the 

wind. European 

immigrants knew 

how to use wind- 
mills for power. 

Sodbusters built 

   

      

       
     

    
used them to grind —_ help water their 
grain. In western fields. Without 

them to pump Nebraska and underground 
water from deep Colorado, farmers water, few crops 
wells. They also      

  

used windmills to survived. 

  

Let me guess. 

We're having 

potato salad 

... AGAIN! 

    

      

MIO UNOS ote ttt 3 
COMBINES TWO PHOTOGRAPHS 
TO MAKE THE POTATOES IN 
UU aH MCS OL 

  
  

> CuiLoren vip 

farm work, just 
like the adults. 

Small children 

fed the chickens 

and picked wild 
nuts and berries. 

They also helped 
their mothers 

gather fuel from 
the plains. Older 

children helped 

with plowing and 

planting, and 

  

pitched hay. They 
also hauled water 

from the well and 

did laundry and 
kitchen chores. 

> WomeN LooKep 

after the children, 

fed chickens, 

gathered eggs, 
tended a vegetable 
garden, and milked 
cows. They also 
helped with 

plowing and 

hauling water 
and acted as 
the family doctor. 

Sweden, Norway, Denmark, and 

Russia. These settlers shared in the 
grinding work of turning the rich 
but tough soil into farmland. High 
heat and summer droughts ruined 
promising corn crops. Subzero 
winter weather killed cows, pigs, 
and chickens. It also killed people. 

find water, most 

pioneers had to dig 
wells as deep as 

200 feet. And they 
did most of that 
digging by hand. 

A AN onDiNARY 
cast-iron plow 

would get caught 
in the matted roots 

of the sod or skip 
across its surface. 

By the 1860s, 

sodbusters were 

using a new steel 
plow invented by 

Vermont farm boy 

John Deere. It 

Sliced right through 
the sod. 

< Over time, 

farmers learned 
which crops grew 

best in prairie soil. 

That’s why they 

grew wheat, corn, 
alfalfa, oats, barley, 
and potatoes. 

   

  

' SNOW 
STORM 

_ > Dunine tHe 

_ winter, blizzards 

came quickly. 

| Some sodbuster 
| lost their way 
| walking betweer 

_ the house and tt 

barn and froze 

to death. 

    
PRAIRI 

FIRE! 
> As GRAsses 

became drier, 
autumn brought 

| the risk of prairi 
__ fires. Lightning 
| or sparks from 
| campfire could 
| send a wall of 
| flame racing 
| across the plain 
_ A pioneer’s sod 
| house usually 
_ didn’t burn, but 
_ the fields turnec 
| to ashes.    
 



  

    

            

   

        

  

    

   

    

  

   
   

  

   LOCUSTS? 
< In tHe 1870s, 
swarms of 
short-horned grass- 

hoppers, also called 
locusts, covered 
the plains. They 

chewed through 
fields of grain. They 
also chomped on 

leather boots and 

harness straps. The 
only cure was to 
gather the infested 
grass and crops 

and burn them 

before the insects 

could do more 

harm. 

    

  

    

Let's HOP 
till we 

    
    

     
      
      
     
    
    
    

  

DUST 
STORMS 
<< IN THE HoT, DRY 

summer months, long 
periods without rain 
turned soil to dust. 
High winds brought 

dust storms that 
turned the sky black. 

V To PROTECT THEM- 

selves from dust 

storms, settlers built 

temporary under- 

ground shelters. 

oh Miia cao io y 

V THESE WHIRLING find shelter any- 
winds and funnel- where they could. 
shaped clouds They often didn’t 
drove settlers to have much luck. 

<< THERE CAN BE 

billions of grass- 
hoppers in a 

swarm. In some 

places on the 

plains, they piled 

up six inches 

deep. Their com- 
bined weight 
snapped the 
branches off 
cottonwood trees. 

    

‘From Westering Women and the Frontier Experience, 1800-1915 by 
Sandra L. Myres. University of New Mexico Press, 1982. 

  

   

   

  

  



  

> THESE couPLes 

Time for Fun i a a toe-tapping 

Slick down your hair with butter. good time at a 
Polish your dancing shoes with spit Were" or 
and bear grease or soot from the could be held 
stove. It’s time to party! Even pio- Indoors OF out. 

had 1 . Almost every 
neers had to relax sometimes. community had 

In the mountains and on the dry, a fiddle player to y 
windy plains, pioneers worked hard —_ Provide music. 

; Wherever pio- 
all day every day. Farm animals had __jeers gathered 
to be fed and crops tended, even on _ on the frontier, 
weekends. Still, families found time — ™si¢ and 

. dance were 
for fun. In the summer, children a part of life. 

climbed trees and went swimming y 
in lakes and streams. Picnics were iephieatt 
another together to share 

summer treat. At harvest time, chil- chores, a type of 
gathering called 

  

  

dren hitched rides on hay wagons. Hh. fk oartic 

Dancing and card playing were husking contest 

year-round favorites. was & husking 

stitched cloth 
    into blankets at 

quilting bees. 

  

  
A No Neen For 
video games — 

a hayride is lots 
of fun!   
   



  

  

  

      

about ready to 

leave its pioneer 

past behind 

when it held its 

first Fourth of 

July celebration. 

Independence 

Day was a time    

  

—
 

time off to run , 

races or hold wres- 

tling matches. 

V At BARN AND 
house raisings, 

also called building 

bees, men took 

V Iv wasw’r LiKe 
going to the mall, 
but it sure beat 
staying home. A 
trip to town was 

a special treat for 

farm families. New 
towns usually had 
a general store, 
a hotel, and one 

or more saloons. 
Children could 

enjoy penny candy 
at the general 

store, while par- 

ents chatted with 
neighbors whom 
they didn’t see 
very often. 

  

A Famity ceLe- 

brations like wed- 
dings were a 
good way to bring 
people together. 
Younger guests 

enjoyed play- 

    

V A TOWN was ust for people from 

all over to gather. 
Bigger towns 
had parades and 

speeches. Even 

the smallest town 
had a picnic and 

fireworks. 

ing tricks on the 

couple. Friends 
might “kidnap” the 

bride or groom. 
They released the 
person in time for 

the ceremony. 

  

   
   
   
   

   
    

  

    

  

V NeicHBors 

helped each other 

bring in the harvest 
or set aside feed 

for cattle at 

a haying party. 

 



  

  

  

  

  

  Ww me od @> 

WR ITE A Imagine you're traveling on the Oregon Trail. It is the biggest. 
and most exciting experience of your life, and you want to 

JOU RN AL remember as many details as you can. Write a journal about 
your experiences. Think about what you would want to remem- 
ber about the trip. Describe important happenings. Tell about 
the people in your group. Explain the challenges. Include 
sketches if you can. You’ll be happy to have something to look 
back on later to jog your memory. 

  

aE 
Take part in a panel presentation in which 
pioneers and Native Americans offer their 
point of view about the wagon trains head- 
ed for Oregon and California. Work witha 
group of classmates. Decide whether your 
group will present the pioneer point of view 
or the point of view of Native Americans. 
Imagine being on a pioneer wagon train or 
nan Native Americans community watch- 
ing the wagon train pass through. What is 
your reaction? What thoughts and ideas 
cross your mind? Organize your ideas into 
a few main points. Then share them in the 
panel discussion. 
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