
LEVEL 2-3 
Unit Section Introduction the WESTERN REGION 

Setting the Stage - An Expanding Nation
 
In this UNIT SECTION, you will learn about the 
growth of the United States from about 1800 to the 
early 1850s. In 1800, the United States was 
bordered by the Atlantic Ocean to the east and the 
Mississippi River to the west. Farther west lay 
regions claimed by Great Britain, Russia, France, 
and Spain. By the 1850s, the United States had 
acquired these lands, more than doubling its size, 
and extended its western border to the Pacific 
Ocean. The map, U.S. Territorial Acquisitions, 
1803-1853, shows the steps by which the nation’s 
growth took place.

Picture yourself moving west along a trail 
pioneers used—the Oregon Trail or the Santa Fe 
Trail. The first half of your journey will cross a vast, 
treeless plain. On a good day, your wagon train 
might travel 20 miles. Rivers slow you down, 
though, as crossing them is dangerous.

Several weeks on the trail will bring you to an even greater obstacle—the ranges of the 
rugged Rocky Mountains. Here your progress will slow from 20 miles per day to 20 or so miles per 
week. Timing is everything on this part of your journey. The high mountain passes are open for only 
a short time each year. If you reach the mountains too late in the year, you may end up trapped by 
snow—which will likely mean your death.

Despite such challenges, thousands of 
settlers made this journey in the 1840s and 
1850s. The map, Population Density of the 
United States, 1860, shows the nation’s 
pattern of settlement in 1860. The plains and 
mountains the pioneers crossed remained 
largely unpopulated by U.S. citizens, although 
American Indians had lived on those lands for 
thousands of years. Before long, however, that 
situation would change.



LEVEL 2: Sacajawea 

Sacajawea was born into the Lemhi band of 
Shoshone Indians, whose home was in the Lemhi 
Valley of present-day Idaho. Around 1800, Hidatsa 
Indians captured her in a raid on the Lemhi band's 
camp near the Three Forks of the Missouri River, in 
present-day Montana. Toussaint Charbonneau, a 
French-Canadian fur trader, purchased Sacajawea 
from the Hidatsa sometime between 1800 and 
1804. 

In 1804, Charbonneau and Sacajawea were 
living with a band of Hidatsa on the Missouri River 
in present-day North Dakota. In November 1804, 
Charbonneau met Meriwether Lewis and William 
Clark at their Corps of Discovery's winter camp at 
Fort Mandan and signed on with the expedition as an interpreter.

Sacajawea has been mythologized as Lewis and Clark's "guide" to the Pacific. She 
was not. In fact, most of the territory through which the expedition passed was as new and 
unfamiliar to Sacajawea as it was to the explorers. Despite her much-heralded role in helping 
the party obtain horses from the Lemhi Shoshone, Lewis and Clark's success was due more 
to promises of trade and firearms than to Sacajawea's kinship with the band. 

Nevertheless, Sacajawea did make contributions to the success of the Corps of 
Discovery. In August 1805, she recognized landmarks that helped the party locate the Lemhi 
Shoshone and their horses. In 1806, she helped Clark locate Bozeman Pass, between the 
Three Forks of the Missouri and the upper Yellowstone Rivers. Although not the party's 
principal interpreter, she did help translate when the party encountered the Shoshone and 
other tribes that had Shoshone prisoners, such as the Flathead, Nez Percé, and Walula. 
Sacajawea's foremost contribution to the party was her mere presence, helping convince 
tribes along the way that the party came in peace. Clark wrote of Sacajawea's role in this 
regard: 

”The Wife of Shabono our interpreter We find reconsiles all the Indians, as to our 
friendly intentions. A woman with a party of men is a token of peace." 



LEVEL 3: Meriwether Lewis 
The official leader of the epic Lewis and Clark Expedition, 

Lewis was born to a Virginia planter family in 1774.

After briefly assuming the management of his family's 
Virginia plantation, Lewis joined the state militia in 1794 to help 
put down the Whiskey Rebellion in Pennsylvania. He continued 
his military career as an officer in the regular army, serving on 
the frontier in Ohio and Tennessee, and rising to the rank of 
captain by 1801, when he accepted an invitation from 
President Thomas Jefferson, an old family friend, to serve as 
his private secretary.

Jefferson seems to have selected Lewis for this post with 
a view to placing him in charge of an already-contemplated 
transcontinental expedition. Lewis’s frontier experience made 
him a perfect candidate in Jefferson's eyes, and the President soon set out a course of study 
that would equip him with the scientific skills needed for his journey. Between 1801 and the 
appropriation of funds for the expedition in 1803, Lewis studied with members of the faculty 
at the University of Pennsylvania and gathered information about his proposed route.

Lewis and Clark constructed Fort Mandan on the Missouri River near present-day 
Bismarck, North Dakota, where they spent the winter of 1804-1805. In April 1805, they 
resumed their trek west. In August, they crossed the Continental Divide at Lemhi Pass, in the 
Bitterroot Mountains of present-day Idaho and Montana. Once in the Columbia River 
drainage, they made their way by foot and horseback to the Clearwater River, where they 
constructed dugout canoes. With the current at their backs for the first time during the 
journey, the Corps of Discovery descended the Clearwater, Snake, and Columbia Rivers, 
arriving at the Pacific Ocean in November 1805. They erected Fort Clatsop near present-day 
Astoria, Oregon. 

As a naturalist (scientist who studies nature), Lewis had kept detailed scientific records 
and specimens for the expedition. He described approximately 100 new animal species and 
70 new plant species. The expedition also established relations with several Native American 
tribes and recorded ethnographic information that remains valuable to researchers to this 
day. Lewis shared his discoveries with Jefferson when he reached Washington, D.C. in 
December 1806. 

SOURCE: "Meriwether Lewis." American History, ABC-CLIO, 2016, americanhistory.abc-clio.com/Search/
Display/247300.



LEVEL 3: William Clark 
Clark had become friends with Meriwether Lewis when 

they served together in 1795, and quickly accepted his invitation 
in 1803 to serve as co-leader of the "Corps of Discovery." After 
several months studying astronomy and map-making, Clark 
joined Lewis as he traveled by keelboat down the Ohio River 
from Pittsburgh. Together they journeyed to Wood River, Illinois, 
at the confluence of the Missouri and Mississippi rivers, where 
they made final preparations over the winter. The next spring, 
they set out up the Missouri, and by October had reached the 
Mandan villages in present-day North Dakota, where they 
decided to stay for the winter.

Their stay with the Mandan quickly made it clear just how 
much Lewis and Clark would need to rely upon the goodwill of 
Indian peoples for their success. The Mandans gave them food, military protection, and 
valuable information about the path ahead. Their most valuable help came in the form of 
Touissant Charbonneau, a French Canadian whom they hired as an interpreter, and his 
Shoshone wife Sacagawea, who provided help as a guide and interpreter. Sacagawea’s 
presence helped insure good relations with Indian peoples, as Clark noted in his journal: "we 
find [that she] reconciles all the Indians, as to our friendly intentions -- a woman with a party 
of men is a token of peace."

In April of 1805 all thirty-three members of the expedition left the Mandan village and 
started up the Missouri again. They reached the upward limit of the river's navigable stretch 
four months later. A band of Shoshone led by Sacagawea's brother provided invaluable 
assistance, primarily horses, as the expedition began to ascend the Rocky Mountains. By 
late September, they had crossed the Bitterroot Mountains, cold, wet, hungry and exhausted, 
and were taken in by the Nez Percé. They travelled down the Columbia River basin and 
reached the Pacific Ocean in November. Their spirits buoyed by success, they stayed the 
winter on the Pacific Coast and returned to the United States in 1806 over substantially the 
same route that had brought them West.

The Lewis and Clark expedition was as widely hailed upon its return as it is remembered in 
our own time, and William Clark shared in that glory. In 1807 Thomas Jefferson appointed 
him principal Indian agent for the Louisiana Territory and brigadier general of its militia, posts 
which he occupied until 1813, when he became governor of the newly-formed Missouri 
Territory. His chief concerns during these years were to strengthen the territory's defenses 
against hostile Indians and establish friendly relations with the tribes of the Missouri and 
upper Mississippi rivers.

SOURCE: http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/people/a_c/clark.htm

http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/people/a_c/clark.htm


LEVEL 3: The Cherokee 
"Cherokee" is probably from the Creek tciloki, 

"people who speak differently." Their self-designation 
was Ani-yun-wiya, "Real People.” Cherokee is an 
Iroquoian language.

Towns were located along rivers and streams. 
Some were two stories high, with the upper walls open 
for ventilation. Cherokees were primarily farmers. 
Women grew corn (three kinds), beans, squash, 
sunflowers, and tobacco, the latter used ceremonially. 

Wild foods included roots, crab apples, persimmons, plums, cherries, grapes, hickory nuts, 
walnuts, chestnuts, and berries. Men hunted various animals, including deer, bear, raccoon, 
rabbit, squirrel, turkey, and rattlesnake.

After the American Revolution, Cherokees adopted British-style farming, cattle 
ranching, business, and government. They also owned slaves. They sided with the United 
States in the 1813 Creek War, during which a Cherokee saved Andrew Jackson's life.

The Cherokee Nation was founded in 1827 with "Western" democratic institutions and 
a written constitution (which specifically disenfranchised African Americans and women). By 
then, Cherokees were intermarrying regularly with non-Natives and were receiving increased 
missionary activity, especially in education. Sequoyah (also known as George Gist) is 
credited with devising a Cherokee syllabary(alphabet) in 1821 and thus providing his people 
with a written language. During the late 1820s, the people began publishing a newspaper, 
the Cherokee Phoenix. 

The discovery of gold in their territory led in part to the 1830 Indian Removal Act, 
requiring the Cherokees (among other tribes) to relocate west of the Mississippi River. When 
a small minority of Cherokees signed the Treaty of New Echota, ceding the tribe's last 
remaining eastern lands, local non-Natives immediately began appropriating the Indians' 
land and plundering their homes and possessions.

The removal, known as the Trail of Tears, began in 1838. The Cherokee were forced to 
walk 1,000 miles through severe weather without adequate food and clothing. About 4,000 
Cherokees, almost a quarter of the total, died during the removal, and more died once the 
people reached the Indian Territory, where they joined and largely absorbed the group 
already there. The huge "permanent" Indian Territory was often reduced in size. When the 
northern region was removed to create the states of Kansas and Nebraska, Indians living 
there were again forcibly resettled. Oklahoma became a territory in 1890 and a state in 1907. 
The U.S. government allotted the Cherokee land, at about the same time their Native 
governments were officially "terminated."



LEVEL 3: Antonio López de Santa Anna 

Born in the state of Vera Cruz in 1794, Santa Anna embarked on his 
long career in the army at age 16 as a cadet. He fought for a time for 
the Spanish against Mexican independence, but along with many 
other army officers switched sides in 1821 to help install Augustin 
de Iturbide as head of state of an independent Mexico.

Mexico was a highly fractured and chaotic nation for much of its 
first century of independence, in no small part due to the 
machinations of men such as Santa Anna. In 1828 he used his 

military influence to lift the losing candidate into the presidency, 
being rewarded in turn with appointment as the highest-ranking 

general in the land. 

In 1833 Santa Anna was overwhelmingly elected President of Mexico. Unfortunately, 
what began as a promise to unite the nation soon deteriorated into chaos. From 1833 to 
1855 Mexico had no fewer than thirty-six changes in presidency; Santa Anna himself directly 
ruled eleven times.

Santa Anna's rejection of Mexico's 1824 constitution and substitution of a much more 
centralized and less democratic form of government was instrumental in sparking the Texas 
revolution, for it ultimately convinced both Anglo colonists and many Mexicans in Texas that 
they had nothing to gain by remaining under the Mexican government. When the revolution 
came in 1835, Santa Anna personally led the Mexican counter-attack, enforcing a "take-no-
prisoners" policy at the Alamo and ordering the execution of those captured at Goliad.

Although his failure to suppress the Texas revolution enormously discredited him, 
Santa Anna was able to reestablish much of his authority when he defeated a French 
invasion force at Vera Cruz in 1838. His personal heroism in battle, which resulted in having 
several horses shot out from under him and the loss of half of his left leg, became the basis 
of his subsequent effort to secure his power by creating a cult of personality around himself. 
In 1842 he arranged for an elaborate ceremony to dig up the remains of his leg, parade with 
it through Mexico City, and place it on a prominent monument for all to see.

The United States took advantage of Mexico's continuing internal turmoil in the 
Mexican-American war. As the supreme commander of Mexican forces, much of the blame 
for their crushing defeat fell on Santa Anna's shoulders. Nevertheless, he remained the most 
powerful individual in Mexico until 1853, when his sale of millions of acres in what is now 
southern Arizona and New Mexico to the United States united liberal opposition against him. 
He was soon deposed, and never again returned to political office.

SOURCE: http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/people/s_z/santaanna.htm

http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/people/s_z/santaanna.htm


LEVEL 3: Juan Nepumuceno Seguín 

Juan Nepumuceno Seguín was born in San 
Antonio on October 27, 1806. His father, Juan José 
María Erasmo Seguín, a prominent local rancher, was a 
strong supporter of white settlement and of the federalist, 
or states' rights, movement in Mexico. Seguín's formal 
education was limited, but his father made sure that he 
learned to read and write.

Seguín's opposition to Mexican general Antonio 
López de Santa Anna actually began before the outbreak 
of the Texas Revolution. In the spring of 1835, Seguín 
led a militia company to assist the federalist state 
government of Coahuila and Texas in resisting Santa 
Anna's conservative, centralist regime. Seguín joined the Texas revolutionaries under 
Stephen F. Austin in October 1835 and was captain of a company of volunteers at the siege 
of San Antonio in November and December. He was with the defenders of the Alamo until 
February 28, 1836, when the fort's commanders sent him out as a courier, which saved him 
from the slaughter of March 6. 

Seguín also commanded a company in Sam Houston's army at the Battle of San 
Jacinto, which was the only Mexican-Texan unit to fight for Texas. At Houston's suggestion, 
Seguín's men wore pieces of cardboard in their hatbands so that white Texans could 
distinguish them from Santa Anna's troops. He and other Mexican allies of the white Texans 
also schooled the Texas Rangers in the art of fighting on horseback, which helped transform 
them from simply mounted riflemen into true cavalry. 

During 1836-1837, Seguín served as military commander of San Antonio and then became a 
senator in the congress of the Texas Republic. As a senator, he devoted himself to protecting 
the rights of Mexican Texans and promoting good relations between whites and Mexican 
Texans. He won the appropriation of funds for the printing of Texan laws in Spanish. 

Seguín was elected mayor of San Antonio. By 1842, his popularity began to end. 
Fearing for his safety amid growing harassment from white citizens of San Antonio, Seguín 
fled to Mexico with his family in April 1842. By Seguín's own account, Mexican authorities 
forced him to participate in a second attack on San Antonio in September 1842. He later 
commanded a Mexican company that fought Indians on the Rio Grande border and served in 
the Mexican Army during the Mexican-American War. Nevertheless, he returned to Texas 
after the war, where he again became a prominent local politician and businessman.

SOURCE: Connally, Michael. "Juan Seguín." American History, ABC-CLIO, 2016, americanhistory.abc-
clio.com/Search/Display/247836.



LEVEL 3: Juan Cortina 

Cortina was born at Camargo, Tamaupilas (Mexico), 
just south of the Rio Grande, into a wealthy cattle-ranching 
family. In order to take over the management of some of his 
mother's many lands, sometime in the 1840's he moved north 
of the river into territory claimed by both Texas and Mexico. 
By the late 1850's, after the United States had annexed all 
lands north of the Rio Grande, Cortina had become an 
important political boss for the South Texas Democratic Party.

On July 13, 1859, in Brownsville, Cortina witnessed an 
Anglo city marshal pistol-whipping one of his former family 
employees. Outraged, Cortina demanded that the marshal 
stop abusing the Mexican, and when the marshal refused, 
Cortina shot him in the shoulder, took his former servant up 
onto his horse, and fled with him to safety.

Two months later, on September 28, Cortina led an armed force back into Brownsville, 
released Mexicans whom he felt had been unfairly imprisoned, and executed four Anglos 
who had killed Mexicans but hadn't been punished. Here he proclaimed the Republic of the 
Rio Grande as his followers raised the Mexican flag and shouted, "Death to the gringos!" But 
Cortina did not pillage or terrorize the city.

The six months following the Brownsville raid have been called "Cortina's War." The 
Texas Rangers struck back furiously, often indiscriminately punishing any Hispanic in the 
south Rio Grande Valley. The Mexican government, fearing that Cortina's actions would 
embroil them in another war with the United States, sent a joint Mexican-Anglo force against 
Cortina, which he quickly defeated.

Cortina's life is indicative of important transformations that took place in the South 
Texas-North Tamaupilas region after 1850. Unlike Mexicans in California or farther east in 
Texas, people of Mexican descent in this region continued to enjoy a vast numerical 
superiority over Anglos. To some degree, encroaching Anglo elites had to adapt themselves 
to continuing tejano political and economic power; for example, many chose to marry into 
prominent tejano families. And when challenged by Cortina's uprising, Anglo officials could 
protect themselves only by calling in powerful outside forces like the U.S. Army. Mexican-
American folklore, on the other hand, stresses the connections between Cortina's exploits 
and this broader context; to many, Cortina is still known as the "Robin Hood of the Rio 
Grande.”

SOURCE: http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/people/a_c/cortina.htm



LEVEL 3: Pío Pico 
Pío de Jesus Pico was the last Mexican governor of 

Alta California, serving from 1845 to 1846. He was of 
African, Indian, and Spanish ancestry. A native of southern 
California, he moved the capital from Monterey to Los 
Angeles, creating a regional conflict between Californians. 
Though divisions between Californians were perhaps 
inevitable as they worked to establish their interests more 
independently from the central government in Mexico, these 
divisions left them vulnerable to the ambitions of U.S. 
military force. 

By 1828, Pico was a member of the diputación 
(representative assembly) and played an important role in 
the Californian revolt against Mexican rule in 1831. He 
seized the garrison at San Diego before the decisive battle at Cahuenga Pass. He was 
named interim governor by the diputación and was sworn in on January 27, 1832. 

When the Treaty of Cahuenga was signed in February 1845, giving Californians more 
autonomy from Mexico, Pico assumed the administrative duties of California along with José 
Castro who was commandant general of Monterey. Both held the office of governor. This 
created a division between northern and southern interests in the state, which was 
exacerbated when Pico moved the capital from Monterey to Los Angeles. Pico controlled the 
legislative process, but Castro controlled the funds. The quarrel dragged on throughout 
Pico's appointment, even though the Mexican government eventually recognized him as the 
legal, and subsequently constitutional, governor of California. One of his programs was 
implementing the secularization of the Franciscan missions. 

During Pico's term as governor, In September 1845, he received word from Mexico that 
a declaration of war between the United States and Mexico was imminent. In early 1846, 
Castro sent word to Pico declaring his intention to defend California against the invasion of 
John C. Frémont and to act with or without the governor if he did not move to Monterey. 

Pico was unsure how to respond to Frémont. Hearing from other sources that Castro and his 
men had turned southward, Pico took it to be a sign that Castro intended to seize Los 
Angeles. Pico ordered Abel Stearns, of Los Angeles, to prepare the capital for an attack 
while Pico remained in Santa Barbara. 

On July 7, 1846, two days after the Bear Flag Revolt, U.S. naval forces seized 
Monterey. Thomas Larkin, U.S. consul to Mexico, at the behest of Comdr. Robert F. 
Stockton, contacted Stearns and urged him to convince Pico and Castro to declare 
independence from Mexico. Stockton refused to negotiate with the Californians and marched 
on Los Angeles. Pico and Castro fled California on August 10, 1846.



LEVEL 3: Jedediah Smith 

Jedediah Smith was a mountain man. He helped develop the 
Rocky Mountain fur trade. His extensive explorations of the West 
included the discovery of South Pass, the first overland route from the 
United States to California, and the first overland journey from 
California to the Oregon Country.

Smith headed west in the fall of 1825, blazing the route up the 
Platte River that would later become the Oregon Trail. From the 1826 
rendezvous at Cache Valley, Smith set out on an expedition to the 
southwest, in search of new beaver-hunting grounds and a water route 
to the Pacific Ocean. Following the Sevier and Virgin rivers through 
present-day Utah, Smith reached the Mojave Indian villages on the 
lower Colorado River. He led his men west across the Mojave desert to 
obtain supplies at California's Mission San Gabriel. Ordered out of 
California by Mexican authorities, Smith entered the San Joaquin Valley 
looking for a pass through the Sierra Nevada. Leaving his party encamped on the Stanislaus River, 

Smith and three others crossed the Sierra Nevada, the 
first Euro-Americans to do so. 

In July 1827, after traversing (crossing) the Great Basin, 
Smith reached the rendezvous at Bear Lake and 
gathered another party to return to California. After an 
attack by Native Americans at the Mojave villages, 
Smith's men reached the Stanislaus on September 18. 
Smith obtained a herd of horses and mules in California 
and trailed them north into Oregon. At the Umpqua 
River, Native Americans slaughtered Smith's party. Only 

Smith and three others escaped, eventually finding their way to Fort Vancouver on the Columbia 
River. In 1829, Smith returned to the Rocky Mountains. 

At the 1830 rendezvous, Smith sold his outfit to the Rocky Mountain Fur Company. Returning to St. 
Louis, he entered the Santa Fe trade. In May 1831, Smith traveled with his trade caravan to New 
Mexico. On the Santa Fe Trail, between the Arkansas and Cimarron Rivers, Comanche Indians 
killed Smith as he searched for water.

SOURCE: ”Jedediah Smith." American History, ABC-CLIO, 2016, americanhistory.abc-clio.com/Search/
Display/515506.



LEVEL 3: John C. Frémont 

The explorer and soldier John C. Frémont, known as the 
pathfinder of the American West, was chosen as the first 
presidential candidate of the new Republican Party in 1856. 

In 1843, Frémont was given the choice assignment of 
surveying Oregon. He remained out of touch, spending the 
next year exploring much of the Northwest, including northern 
California. His return to St. Louis in August 1844 created a 
sensation, and his account of his adventures, which included 
detailed maps and scientific observations, became an 
important travel guide to the American West. 

In early 1846, while on another exploratory journey in 
northern California, Frémont received word from President James K. Polk that war with 
Mexico was imminent. He journeyed to Sonoma, taking part in the Bear Flag Revolt against 
Mexican rule in June. He then took command of the Bear Flag Republic, the nickname of the 
newly independent Republic of California (its flag featured a grizzly bear). American troops 
arrived in California in July, and Cmdr. Robert F. Stockton proclaimed California to be a part 
of the United States and named himself as governor. 

In northern California in early 1847, Frémont led an unsuccessful privately funded 
expedition to prove that the Sangre de Cristo and San Juan mountains were passable for 
railroad traffic in the winter. Gold was discovered during this expedition on land that had 
been purchased for Frémont by supporters in the Sierra foothills of California. Frémont used 
his newfound wealth to invest in San Francisco real estate and to develop his huge ranch at 
Mariposa. 

In December 1850, he was elected one of California's first U.S. senators. His term 
lasted only a few months. In 1856, Frémont was nominated as the new Republican Party's 
first antislavery presidential candidate. Party officials hoped that his fame might overcome 
the lack of national organization of the Republicans. "Free soil, free speech, and Frémont" 
was their slogan in the campaign, recalling the Free Soil Party slogan in the 1848 campaign. 
Among those distinguished citizens who supported him was Ralph Waldo Emerson, friend to 
Henry D. Thoreau. Support by the intellectuals and Northern abolitionists was insufficient, 
however, to counteract fears of Southern secession, and Frémont lost to the Democratic 
candidate James Buchanan 174 electoral votes to 114. Frémont returned to California to 
develop his mining interests, but the gold had run out, and he lost his entire Mariposa estate 
in a vain effort to finance the discovery of more.

SOURCE: O'Brien, Steven G. "John C. Frémont." American History, ABC-CLIO, 2016, americanhistory.abc-
clio.com/Search/Display/246826.



LEVEL 3: Brigham Young 

Born on June 1, 1801 in Whitingham, Vermont, he had 
very little formal schooling—only 11 days—and as a young 
man worked as a journeyman painter and glazier. In 1830, 
Young read Joseph Smith's The Book of Mormon; after two 
years of reflection, he joined the Mormon Church. 

In 1833, Young became the church's chief financial 
officer. When Smith was murdered in 1844, Young rallied the 
panic-stricken Mormons and winning over his rivals, 
asserted his leadership of the Mormon Church. He became 
president of the church in 1847. 

Convinced that the Mormons could not live peacefully 
within the boundaries of the United States, Smith determined to lead them westward. In 
1846, he brought them across Iowa to Winter Quarters, Nebraska (near present-day Omaha) 
and began preparations for a move further west. Young studied government publications and 
other sources and talked with explorers, military men, and fur traders to locate a place of 
settlement. He also obtained assistance from foreign missions and the U.S. government. In 
1847, Young brought 148 Mormon settlers to the valley of the Great Salt Lake in present-day 
Utah. 

At the time, the area around the Great Salt Lake belonged to Mexico and was thus 
beyond the jurisdiction of the U.S. government. Because of its arid barrenness, the valley 
seemed unlikely to attract other settlers. The California gold rush of 1849, however, ended 
whatever hopes Young might have had that the Mormons could live for very long in isolation. 

Thanks to Young's superb administrative abilities, the Mormons had established a solid 
economic, political, religious, and social organization in Utah. Young launched public works 
and irrigation projects to make the desert bloom. He encouraged the development of local 
cooperative industries as well as farming and helped found many educational institutions, 
including the University of Deseret (now the University of Utah) in 1850. Young also 
promoted extensive immigration from the eastern United States and from Europe, which was 
supported through a Perpetual Emigration Fund. 

Young remained head of the Mormon church until his death on August 29, 1877, 
leaving behind a unique and widespread community of some 140,000 Mormons that had 
successfully withstood the hardships of settlement as well as threats of destruction from 
without.

SOURCE: McGuire, William, and Leslie Wheeler. "Brigham Young." American History, ABC-CLIO, 2016, 
americanhistory.abc-clio.com/Search/Display/248230.



LEVEL 3: Narcissa Whitman 
In 1836 Narcissi and Marcus Whitman headed West with 

another missionary couple, Henry Harmon Spalding and his wife 
Eliza. The group travelled with fur traders for most of the journey, and 
took wagons farther West than had any American expedition before 
them. Narcissa and Eliza became the first white women to cross the 
Rocky Mountains. The group reached the Walla Walla river on 
September 1, 1836, and decided to found a mission to the Cayuse 
Indians at Waiilatpu in the Walla Walla Valley.

The Whitmans labored mightily to make their mission a 
success. Marcus, Narcissa’s husband, held church services, practiced 
medicine and constructed numerous buildings; Narcissa ran their 
household, assisted in the religious ceremonies, and taught in the 
mission school.

To the Cayuse Indians, the mission was simply strange, but soon felt threatening. The 
Whitmans made little effort to offer their religious message in terms familiar to the Cayuse, or 
to accommodate themselves even partially to Cayuse religious practices. 

Because the Whitman's missionary efforts barely worked, the American Missionary 
Board decided to close the mission in 1842. Marcus traveled to try to convince the board to 
reverse its decision. On his return journey in 1843, he helped lead the first "Great Migration" 
to the West, guiding a wagon train of one thousand pioneers up the Oregon Trail.

These close connections between the Whitmans' mission and white colonization 
further alienated the Cayuse. The swelling number of whites coming into Oregon brought 
with them numerous diseases which ravaged the Cayuse, and the Whitmans' aid to the 
wagon trains made the Cayuse especially suspicious of them. Even Narcissa observed this, 
noting in July 1847 that "the poor Indians are amazed at the overwhelming numbers of 
Americans coming into the country... They seem not to know what to make of it."

The Indians' suspicions turned to rage in late 1847, when an epidemic of measles 
struck nearby whites and Cayuse alike. Although the Whitmans ministered to both, most of 
the white children lived while about half of the Cayuse, including nearly all their children, 
died. On November 29, 1847, several Cayuse, under the leadership of the chief Tiloukaikt, 
took revenge for what they perceived as treachery. They killed fourteen whites, including the 
Whitmans, and burnt down the mission buildings.

Already weakened by disease and subjected to continued white raids, the remnants of 
the Cayuse joined nearby tribes, especially the Nez Percé and Yakima.

SOURCE: http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/people/s_z/whitman.htm

http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/people/s_z/whitman.htm


LEVEL 3: Stephen Austin 

Under contract with the Mexican government, 
Stephen Austin led hundreds of North American 
families into Texas to help colonize the northern 
Mexican frontier. Austin is considered the founder of 
Anglo-American Texas. 

Austin’s father had traveled to San Antonio, 
where in January 1821 he obtained a contract to 
oversee the settlement of 300 American families in 
Texas. In exchange for helping Spain colonize its 
northern frontier in Mexico, as an empresario, the 
Austin’s father would receive a generous land grant 
in Texas. The Austin’s father died later in 1821 while 
Mexico fought its war for independence from Spain, but Stephen was granted permission to 
assume his father's contract. In January 1822, Austin established the first legal settlement of 
Anglo-Americans in Texas. 

As an empresario, Austin did more than settle colonists. He acted on behalf of the state 
government of Coahuila and Texas by overseeing the enforcement of laws in the colony. He 
also mapped and charted bays and rivers, promoted commerce with the United States, and 
encouraged the growth of commercial enterprises and the establishment of schools. While 
Austin's attitude toward slavery was inconsistent, after 1833, he fully supported the institution 
in the state of Coahuila and Texas, where free labor was difficult to obtain. 

Austin had pledged his allegiance to Mexico by becoming a Mexican citizen, but by 
1830, friction had begun to develop between Anglo-American settlers in Texas and the 
Mexican government. 

In 1833, Austin traveled to Mexico City to request that Texas be made a separate 
Mexican state. His request was denied, and in 1834, Mexican officials threw Austin in prison 
under false charges. Austin was released from custody the following year, and shortly after 
his return to Texas, the fight for Texas independence began. At the end of October 1835, 
Austin was called to command a volunteer army of Texans, but after the Texans organized a 
provisional government, Austin partook in a diplomatic mission to the United States. On May 
14, 1836, in the Treaty of Velasco, Mexico recognized Texas' independence. Austin returned 
to Texas in June 1836 and ran for president of the Republic of Texas. He lost to military hero 
Sam Houston but was subsequently appointed secretary of state.

SOURCE: Rodriquez, Alicia. "Stephen F. Austin." American History, ABC-CLIO, 2016, americanhistory.abc-
clio.com/Search/Display/245447.



LEVEL 4: Julia Louisa Lovejoy 

Through her letters to New England newspapers, Julia 
Louisa Lovejoy left a vivid account of the tumult that wracked 
Kansas during the struggle over abolition and slavery, and a 
testimony to the moral commitment that finally brought the struggle 
to an end.

The two sides waged a guerilla war in 1855 and 1856, and in 
May 1856, Lovejoy was forced to flee her home in the anti-slavery 
stronghold in Lawrence, Kansas, when a pro-slavery mob stormed 
the town:

I caught my darling babe... from the bed... moaning as he went... I rushed to a place 
of safety out of town as fast as my feeble limbs could carry me...

The scene that met our gaze beggars description -- women and children fleeing on 
every hand... cattle as though aware danger was near, huddling together... [It] will 
never fade from memory's vision.

Once settled in Kansas, life continued to be hard. The government's 1854 decision to let the 
citizens of the newly-created territories of Kansas and Nebraska vote on whether or not to 
allow slavery made Kansas a dress rehearsal for the Civil War. Defenders of slavery, sent 
money, weapons and settlers. Enemies of slavery did the same, because they believed that 
slavery's spread threatened freedom everywhere in the United States.

This is an excerpt from one of Lovejoys letters to a newspaper in the Northeast:

“Yesterday morning, while the people were attending worship, messengers came in telling us 
that the ruffian army, 3,000 strong, was at Franklin, and soon the smoke of burning houses at 
Franklin told us their whereabouts. Our men set to work at once to prepare for defense, as 
best they could, immediately despatching a messenger to the Government and U. S. troops 
at Lecompton, twelve miles distant, and soon every favorable position was occupied, and 
though 100 of our Sharpe's rifles were out of town, and our men were short of ammunition, 
they were told to divide their cartridges with their neighbor till ALL WAS GONE, then take to 
their bayonets, and those who had none, to use their pitchforks, as they were liberally 
distributed from the stores where they were kept for sale. I tell you, Mr. Editor, our men fight 
like tigers, as the sequel proves, and has proved in all their battles, for their blood for weeks 
has been at the BOILING POINT. Soon Mt. Oread, was bristling with bayonets, and cannon 
peering through every port hole or along the summit of the industry of our army during their 
leisure last week.”

SOURCE: http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/resources/archives/four/lovejoy1.htm

http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/resources/archives/four/lovejoy1.htm


LEVEL 2: Other Online Readings 

Use any of the links on this page to find more readings about the people of the western 
region of north America.

People of the California Gold Rush:  
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/goldrush/peopleevents/index.html

Shmoop - People of the Gold Rush:
http://www.shmoop.com/california-gold-rush/people.html

Women of the Gold Rush:
http://www.sfmuseum.org/hist5/foremoms.html

African Americans and the Gold Rush:
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/hs/im/didyouknow1.asp

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/goldrush/peopleevents/index.html
http://www.shmoop.com/california-gold-rush/people.html
http://www.sfmuseum.org/hist5/foremoms.html
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/hs/im/didyouknow1.asp
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