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Why did US settlers go west? 

In the 1840s thousands of men, women and children packed their possessions onto 

wagons and migrated (moved) to Oregon and California. They were called 

PIONEERS because they were the first large group to cross the continent and settle 

in the West. 

People needed to cross the Plains not settle there

What is Manifest Destiny?

This is the attitude of the white settlers who believed it was God’s will for them to move West 
and spread their culture and way of life. 



Recap

How does the picture show the white 
settlers’ & government attitude to 
settling the west?

It’s an optimistic view of the west –
makes it look nice & easy to settle 
there, eg:
Only 2 Indians, not stopping them
Green & fertile open space for farming 
Wood for building – not much of this in 
reality
Railroad – makes communication & 
transportation of supplies look very 
easy



Recap
This picture is similar –
shows settlement 
bringing ‘light’ or 
civilisation to the west



Indians attitude 

towards land

Settlers attitude 

towards land

Put the statements in the correct 
box. You could type or write this.

1. They believed they came from the 
earth like animals & plants.

2. No-one can own the land

3. Believed they could negotiate to 
buy land using treaties (contracts) 
or force (U.S. Army)

4. Some high places were sacred e.g. 
Black Hills

5. The land contains the bodies & 
blood of their ancestors

6. People want to OWN land i.e. to 
farm, mine, buy or sell.

Additional activity for task 1



Attitudes to land

The Plains Indians and the white settlers had very ……………………………….. opinions about land. The Native 
Americans didn’t see land as something that could be ……………………………… and sold – land belonged to 
everyone. Some of the land the settlers wanted to ………………………… was occupied by the Native Americans. 
This created ………………………… between settlers and the Plains Indians. The Plains Indians didn’t like settlers 
moving across their land, and the two groups couldn’t ………………………… together – the …………………. culture of 
the Plains Indians clashed with the desire of settlers to …………………………. off and settle the land. 

Bought, nomadic, different, farm, live, conflict, fence

Additional activity for task 1



Task
Push & pull factors made people want to move west.

The next slide shows the all the factors.

Decide if they are push or pull.

Additional activity for task 1



Economic depression
In 1837 the US was hit by a 
depression. Banks 
collapsed and many people 
lost their savings. High 
unemployment drove 
some to seek a new life 
out West. 

Mountain Men
The discovery of the South 
Pass through the Rockies 
and their role as guides 
meant that the Mountain 
Men enabled the pioneers 
to travel first to Oregon 
and later to California.

Unsettled farmland in 
Oregon and California
The Mountain Men and 
early settlers sent back 
East tales of how much 
freely available fertile 
farmland there was in 
Oregon. They also spoke of 
free land in California with 
its sunny climate that was 
ideal for fruit farming. 

Victory over Mexico
California became part of 
the US in 1848,which 
made it more accessible 
and attractive to settlers

Negotiation with Britain
Oregon became part of the 
US in 1846, which made it 
more accessible and 
attractive to settlers.

Government 
encouragement
In 1842 the government 
passed a pre-emption bill. 
If a farmer cleared the land 
and lived on it he could 
buy it for the sum of $1.25 
an acre – This gave people
an incentive to move West.

Searching for space 
Land shortage as a result 
of population growth. 
Farmers began to feel 
“crowded”.

Manifest destiny
For many Americans, it 
was their God-given duty 
to spread their 
“civilization” and 
democracy across the 
continent to the pacific 
regions of Oregon and 
California. 

Collapse in cereal crop 
prices. 
Farmers in the Mississippi 
valley struggled to make 
ends meet as the 
economic situation caused 
wheat and corn prices to 
plummet. The chance of 
starting again in the West 
sounded attractive to 
some.

Push or Pull factors 
- USE A KEY TO DECIDE

Push 

Pull 



Task 
Look at the map on the next slide.

It shows some of the early trails.

Additional activity for task 1



Mountain 
Men trails 
from the 
1820s.

Mountain 
Men were 
individuals 
who 
worked 
catching 
animals 
for their 
fur & 
acted as 
guides to 
pioneer 
families 
heading 
West.



What was the journey like?

‘Prairie Schooner’ – A typical wagon

When the pioneers set out they faced a journey of 3000 kilometres along trails that had 
only recently been discovered. It was considered good if they completed the journey in 6 
months.

1 in 10 would die before they reached their destination.

Why did people want to go?

What did they need to take?

What should they expect?

What was the journey like?

Read this slide as 
a recap for task 1



What was the journey like?

Many obstacles stood their 
way - e.g. sand dunes, 
muddy flat land, mountains 
& steep pathways, fast 
flowing rivers & desert. The 
land was different in many 
places & difficult to survive 
on.

Journeys started at 
Independence or St Joseph 
in Missouri.

The climate was hard to deal with - sometimes 
really hot, so little can survive and sometimes 
freezing cold. Hailstones might fall or there might 
be no rain for days. 

The best chance of safe 
crossing was to be part of 
a WAGON TRAIN led by a 
pilot and his scout.

Wagons were pulled by 
oxen, mules or horses.

Wagons were loaded with 
supplies and equipment 
needed for their new life. 
Plus valued possessions!

Items usually had to be 
thrown off to cross deep 
rivers and climb the 
mountain passes.

Read this slide as a recap 
for task 1



Westward the Course of the Empire Takes 
Its Way, 1868

1843 was known as the year of the ‘Great Emigration’, 
when 1000 people emigrated. By 1850 up to 55,000 
people emigrated. 

The reality of the 
journey

Recap – additional activity for task 1 
Look at the information on this slide



The Oregon trail

• The pioneers had to have 
strong reasons for travelling to 
Oregon or California. 

• The four month journey was 
long and hazardous. 

• The route that that pioneers 
followed when travelling West 
was known as the Oregon trail. 

Recap – additional activity for task 1



The Donner Party

1. 60 wagons & 300 migrants

2. 1846

3. Left Independence

4. Followed a guide leaflet – by Lansford Hastings – told of a short cut to 
California

5. Donner Party split up (80 on short cut)

6. Group got stuck in desert, lost wagons, cattle & fell out

7. The got trapped in snow in Sierra Nevada – some died

8. Small group tried to find way to California to get help – ran out of 
food, some died, some resorted to cannibalism

9. 9 people survived, raised help & people went to search for survivors –
½ dead & others eating bodies

Recap – additional activity for task 1



On the journey they faced 
many problems.  Firstly 
there were arguments 
between the group, 
secondly they suffered 
from broken wagon 
wheels, thirdly they took a 
short cut which added 18 
days to their journey and 
finally they got stuck in the 
mountains by heavy 
snowfall.

They were rescued in the 
following spring but only 
45 had survived.

They left too late in the 
Spring time as most of the 
people who were heading 
west had already left. 

There was very little food 
or water and people 
started to starve to death.  
Some of the survivors 
began to eat those who 
had died.

In the spring of 1846 a 
group of 90 emigrants 
started to head west 
looking for a new life.  The 
group was led by George 
Donner. 

The group was then stuck 
in the mountains for the 
next 5 months unable to 
cross in to California.

Additional 
activity for task 1

Try to number 
these in the 
order that they 
happened



On the journey they faced many problems.  
Firstly there were arguments between the 
group, secondly they suffered from broken 
wagon wheels, thirdly they took a short cut 
which added 18 days to their journey and 
finally they got stuck in the mountains by 
heavy snowfall.

They were rescued in the following spring 
but only 45 had survived.

They left too late in the Spring time as most 
of the people who were heading west had 
already left. 

There was very little food or water and 
people started to starve to death.  Some of 
the survivors began to eat those who had 
died.

In the spring of 1846 a group of 90 
emigrants started to head west looking for 
a new life.  The group was led by George 
Donner. 

The group was then stuck in the mountains 
for the next 5 months unable to cross in to 
California.
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Task 2 (1-2 hours)

Exam Questions

Demonstrate that you understand this topic by 
answering the exam questions that follow.

This task should take 1-2 hours  - 2 exam questions.
The second question is harder & needs more time 
with my help slides.



Top tips

• Explain 2 details
• Examples of dangers 
• Refer to the Donner party

What dangers 
were there?
•

•

•

•

2 PEEL paragraphs 
are needed

Point – Pioneers/migrants faced many dangers during 
the journey West.
Evidence – One danger they faced was ……..
Explain – This was a problem because ……..
Link - Therefore there were many dangers when the 
pioneers travelled to Oregon and California. 

Question 1: Describe the problems faced by migrants travelling 
west by wagon to Oregon and California

Approx 30 mins



Question 2: (30 mins prep & 30 mins on the question)

Write a narrative account analysing why Americans went West
in the years 1836-46. 

You may use *economic collapse, *mountain men. 

You must also use information of your own

(8 marks)

The mark scheme 
expects the answer has 
to be organised BUT 
doesn’t explicitly say to 
use paragraphing or how 
many paragraphs you 
would need. 

Advice on 
the next 
slides!



Write a narrative account analysing why Americans went West in the years 1836-46. You may use 
*economic collapse, *mountain men. You must also use information of your own. (8 marks)

sequence

linkage

linkage

sequence

This is a 
CAUSE 
question



Write a narrative account analysing why Americans went West in the years 1836-46. You may use 
*economic collapse, *mountain men. You must also use information of your own. (8 marks) 

PLAN

PEE 1: 

[P] The first settlers to travel to the West were the Mountain men

[EV] Describe where they went and why they went there (furs / trade / profits)

[EX] Explain how this led to others following them (blazed first trails, brought back inspiring stories, after acted as 

guides)

PEE 2: 

[P] Second wave of migrants are pioneers families (follow trails left by Mountain Men)

[EV] Describe why they left (PUSH/PULL factors)

[EX] Explain how this led to them believing the treacherous journey was worth it, massive undertaking, risked lives, 

etc. Then had to claim land and establish themselves in Oregon and California

USE
Linking 

connectives:

This led to
As a result

Consequently
Firstly

Secondly
Thirdly

Therefore



HALF A MODEL ANSWER

The first settlers to travel to the West were the Mountain men. The reason why they went 

West was to search for animals to skin for their furs as fur was in fashion and a highly sought 

after commodity in the 1830s and 40s. In doing this they achieved many things. Firstly, 

Mountain men established friendly relations with some tribes and traded guns and alcohol 

with them. Secondly, the Mountain Men were the first settlers from the East to set eyes on 

the fertile, open flat land of California and their stories of this untouched paradise therefore 

inspired families in the East to want to make the journey and start a new life in the West. 

Thirdly, Mountain men also established the first routes across mountain paths in the Rockies 

and the Sierra Nevada mountains, which were useful to later travellers that needed to cross 

these mountains to settle in Oregon and California. As a result of these actions many people 

were able to find their way to the West by following the routes first blazed by the Mountain 

Men, or from guidebooks and maps that some Mountain Men published detailing routes to 

the West. Later on, many Mountain men acted as guides to pioneer families going West…

Tasks
1. Highlight the 

linking 
connectives 

2. Mark it using this 
criteria tick boxes:

Sequence & organisation
 1 mark = Some
 2 marks = Mostly
 3 marks = Very
 4 marks = Completely

Knowledge
 1 mark = Vague
 2 marks = Precise but 

brief 
 3 marks = Detailed
 4 marks = Detailed and 

completely  accurate



The first settlers to travel to the West were the Mountain men. The reason why they went West was to search for 

animals to skin for their furs as fur was in fashion and a highly sought after commodity in the 1830s and 40s. In doing this 

they achieved many things. Firstly, Mountain men established friendly relations with some tribes and traded guns and 

alcohol with them. Secondly, the Mountain Men were the first settlers from the East to set eyes on the fertile, open flat 

land of California and their stories of this untouched paradise therefore inspired families in the East to want to make the 

journey and start a new life in the West. Thirdly, Mountain men also established the first routes across mountain paths in 

the Rockies and the Sierra Nevada mountains, which were useful to later travellers that needed to cross these mountains 

to settle in Oregon and California. As a result of these actions many people were able to find their way to the West by 

following the routes first blazed by the Mountain Men, or from guidebooks and maps that some Mountain Men 

published detailing routes to the West. Later on, many Mountain men acted as guides to pioneer families going West…

P

EV

EX

Answers



MORE OF THE MODEL ANSWER

Later on, many Mountain men acted as guides to pioneer families going West after they’d heard the Mountain Men’s 

tales of the free and fertile lands of Oregon and California. This sparked their wish to migrate West because there 

were poor conditions in the East, for example overcrowding, a lack of farm land and following the economic crisis of 

1837 very few jobs. This desperation in the East had triggered, in part, the idea of Manifest Destiny and so Americans 

felt at ease making the journey and taking the lands for themselves: it was their God-give right. Consequently,

thousands made the treacherous journey West, which led to some of the pioneers dying en-route due to accidents 

and illness. A further consequence was that their presence led to increased tensions with the Native tribes; many of 

whom reacted badly to these incursions into the hunting lands. This triggered an increase in the number of army 

forts constructed on the Plains as U.S soldiers were sent to protect wagon trails and later settlements. After being 

settled successfully in Oregon and California, further waves of migrants followed in search of land, gold, and 

freedom from persecution.

P

EV

EX



Now have a go yourself!

Write or type your answer
(30 mins)



Self marking – narrative analysis question – Give yourself up to 4 
marks for each part below

Sequence and organisation

1 = Some organisation of the material

2 = Mostly organised e.g. a few linking 
connectives used

3 = Very organised – a clear sequence 
of events in the appropriate order

4 = Completely sequenced in the 
appropriate order with clear linking 
connectives throughout the answer

Knowledge

1 = Vague information that is 
relevant

2 = Precise information but brief 

3 = Detailed knowledge shown

4 = Detailed knowledge and 
completely  accurate – clear 
understanding of the question


