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Oregon Trail: Across the Plains 
First-Hand Account 

 
 

  Directions: Read the journal excerpts from 1842 Oregon Trail pioneers and answer the questions. 

  

                 The Oregon Trail was one of America’s true adventures. From 1840-1869, over 400,000 
pioneers made the 2,000-mile journey. They traveled 15 miles a day for 4-6 months. Each spring, 
eager pioneers gathered at Independence, MO to organize a company and wait for grass to grow. 
The trail ended near Portland, Oregon, but some settlers detoured to California along the way. The 
1869 Transcontinental Railroad made the trail obsolete.  

 May 16 – 112 Pioneers Leave Independence, Missouri. 

 

 "The train of eighteen large Pennsylvania wagons, with a long procession of horses, packs mules, and 

cattle, set out on the 16
th

, Captain Elijah White having been elected to the command for one month from the 

time of starting.  

 According to regulations, camp was made at four o'clock every afternoon when wood and water were 

convenient. After the wagons had been drawn up so as to form a circular enclosure, the animals were turned 

loose to feed until sunset, when they were brought in and tethered to stakes set about the camp 

 Every family had its own fire and prepared meals in its own fashion. The evening was spent in visiting, 

singing, and whatever innocent amusement suggested itself. The women and children slept in the covered 

wagons and the men under tents on the ground. 

 A guard was stationed at night. At dawn, at a given signal, everyone arose and went about his duties, the cattle being 

collected while breakfast was being prepared. When all was ready, the wagon which had taken the lead the previous day was 

sent to the rear, so that each in rotation should come to the front."  

June 22 – Dissatisfaction Grows with Leaders. Pioneers Reach Fort Laramie, WY. 
 

            "After Hastings was elected to succeed White, harmony no longer prevailed. The determination of the new commander 

to ‘govern and not be governed’ divided the party into two factions, who marched in separate columns until Fort Laramie 

was reached on the 23
rd

 of June. Here they spent a week in refitting. During that time Mr. Bissonette in 

charge of the post, managed to bring about a reunion by urging that the company would need its full 

strength while passing through the hostile tribes between Laramie and Fort Hall. 

           As the emigrants were told that it would be impossible for them to take their oxen and wagons 

through to Oregon, many sold or exchanged them for horses, the advantage being generally on the side 

of the fort people. They also laid in a fresh stock of provisions for which they had to pay at the rate of a 

dollar a pint for flour and a dollar a pound for coffee and sugar.” 
                 

     Source: Excerpts from 1842 White Party, style slightly modified for student learning. 

Questions: 

1. Before they left, the party made rules and elected a leader each month. Why was this a good idea? (≥2 sentences) It 

is good to stay organized and know expectations with rules. A monthly leader can bring new ideas. 

2. What happened to the lead wagon the following day? (1 sentence) It rotated to the end of the line. 

3. Describe daily life on the trail. (≥3 sentences, cite examples) Camp was made at 4:00 if wood and water were close. 

A night guard was posted while pioneers slept. Every family prepared their own meals. 

4. What was the trouble among the pioneers as they arrived at Fort Laramie? (≥1 sentence, use “because”) The 

pioneers arrived in two groups because of the disagreement with the leader’s governing. 

5. What danger is mentioned to the pioneers after they leave Fort Laramie?  (1 sentence) Hostile tribes await. 

6. What are two things pioneers did at Fort Laramie? (≥2 sentences) They sold oxen for horses. They bought supplies, 

like flour and sugar. 

7. Name two other journeys or adventures that compare to the Oregon Trail. (≥2 sentences) One journey would be sailing 

across the ocean. Another comparable adventure would be going to the moon. 
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