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Introduction

 

 

 The story of the Oregon-California Trail is an int eresting 

and important story in the expansion of the United States. Many 

people who live in the West have family members who  traveled 

across the plains in a covered wagon. I found my fa mily’s 

journey across the plains on a covered wagon in dur ing the late 

1870s and 1880s. I was helping my grandma clean out  her attic 

when I was looking through some old papers and foun d a letter 

and a journal of my great-great-grandfather, Christ ian Ummel.  

He moved to the United States in search of better f armland.  He 

travelled from New York to Iowa in 1873 in a covere d wagon. He 

then travelled to Missouri in 1878, but was unhappy  with the 

farmland. He then set out from Missouri for Colorad o in 1882 

with a wagon party of a few families.  He never mad e it to 

Colorado because he found the western Kansas prairi es good for 

farming. Although, he never travelled on the Oregon -California 
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Trail, his story made me want to know more about th e men and 

women who travelled in covered wagons on the trail.    

 Throughout the journal, he mentioned his wife and children 

but did not go into much detail.  I wanted to know more about 

what her life would have been like and what her jou rney was 

like.  I decided to research the white women of the  Oregon-

California Trail to learn more about what my family  and the 

women of my family would have experienced.  

 The Oregon-California Trail is a great story of th e West 

and the expansion of the United States.  However, t here are many 

different stories within that story. There were man y people 

already living in the West, such as Native American s who were 

affected by the settlement of white people in the W est.  The 

Native Americans lost much of their land to the gov ernment, 

which was later given over for settlement by non-na tives. There 

were other people who travelled West on the Oregon- California 

Trail looking for land.  For example, freed slaves could own 

land after 1862 and some travelled West for land.  In addition, 

there were groups of men who set out for California  and Colorado 

during the gold rush years. There are many more sto ries about 

the Oregon-California Trail. 

 For the purpose of this paper, the story will focu s on 

white women who travelled on the Oregon-California Trail from 
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1845 to 1885.  The focus will be the everyday lives  of women on 

their journeys to the West.  The purpose is to unde rstand the 

women were the backbones of the families and helped  on the 

Oregon-California Trail. The women were central to the success 

of the journey.  

  The women’s stories should be exhibited to help p eople 

understand the crucial role woman played in the sto ry of the 

Oregon-California Trail.  The exhibit idea is for a  temporary or 

travelling exhibit.  The exhibit plan is a basic id ea for how to 

get started making an actual exhibit about white wo men 

travelling on the Oregon-California Trail.
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Chapter One 

 

 

STRREOTYPES OF WOMEN ON THE OREGON-CALIFORNIA TRAIL

 

 

Women of the Oregon-California Trail were brave and  tough.  

They took up the spirit of Manifest Destiny and tra veled into 

the “uncivilized” West. They endured stormy weather  and bad 

roads in hopes of a new and better life.   

 Historians often debate and discuss the women of t he 

Oregon-California Trail. A few fit the women into n ice and neat 

stereotypes, as if thousands of women can fit nicel y into any 

stereotype. Other historians show a more well-round ed view of 

women of the Oregon-California Trail. These histori ans try to 

show women as individuals, with each having her own  story to 

tell. 

The early writing of West often excluded women from  the 

story.  The West was a “man’s world” and the story of how the 
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West was conquered by Euro-Americans only included white men. 

Fredrick Jackson Turner omitted women from his writ ings about 

the West. Then, in the 1970s to the 1980s, the New Western 

History movement occurred.  It focused on the minor ity groups of 

the West. Historians started to research and write about the 

women of the West.  However, the early writings abo ut women 

focused on the stereotypes .  

The images and paintings of women in the West lead to the 

stereotypes of women as helpmates, gentle tamers, a nd bad women.  

Early in “New Western History Movement,” historians  attempted 

but failed go past these stereotypes. One historian , John Mack 

Faragher, focused on the stereotypical women of the  West.  

Faragher wrote mainly on women and the family dynam ic on the 

journey often portraying the women as submissive he lpers. 

Lillian Schlissel often wrote about how the women a ctually lived 

on the trail but failed to break the stereotype myt hs. Many 

early writers failed to break the stereotypes and f ocus on the 

real story of women in the West.  

Historians often portrayed women of the Oregon-Cali fornia 

Trail as the civilizer or gentle tamer of the West.  Many gentle 

tamers were women from the more eastern states and were women of 

a high class. The gentle tamers were often very fri ghtened of 

the people in the West and the elements of the West . They might 
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also be called the refined ladies. The refined ladi es were pure, 

and they discouraged cursing and drinking. These wo men were the 

schoolteachers, missionaries, or just a woman with “civilized” 

tastes. They are depicted as the women that bring c ivilization 

to an uncivilized world.  That meant they influence d the men who 

are in the West, like the miners and ranchers. The women also 

brought religion and civilization to the Native Ame ricans. The 

women had the responsibility of bringing social and  cultural 

values of the East to the West. Reportedly, the dre ss, language, 

cleanliness and morality all improved once these wo men arrived 

in the West. 1 The refined lady was normally seen as a woman that  

is too genteel for the West. She was either uncomfo rtable, 

unhappy, or went crazy because of the frontier life . 2  The 

gentle tamers were often the women who are the viti cims in  

stories such as the Dime novels. She was depicted a s unable to 

protect herself. In addition, these women were depi cted in the 

background of paintings looking unhappy and scared.  The women 

appeared sad and lonely, like they were forced to m ove with 

their families.  The women were often unable to sur vive in the 

                                                           
1Joan Jensen and Darlis Miller, "The Gentle Tamers R evisited: New 
Approaches to the History of Women in the American West," Pacific 
Historical Review  49 (Spring 1980): 173-213. 180. 

 
2Susan Armitage and Elizabeth Jameson, The Women’s West . University of 
Oklahoma Press, Norman. 1987. 12. 
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remote West. They either moved back East or to a mo re civilized 

area in the West.  

 Historians often place women into the sterotype of  the 

helpmate. These women were normally pictured as rec lutant women 

who are forced to follow their husband on the Orego n-California 

Trail to the West. These women were not as terrifie d of the West 

like the gentle tamers. The women were depicted wit h a sunbonnet 

in a covered wagon heading for the West with their husband and 

family, like in the image “Maddona of the Prairie”.  The helpmate 

was supposed to be in charge of the house while the  men worked 

in the fields and made the money for the family.  W omen were 

confined to the home, and on the trail to the wagon , to do the 

domestic work. From observation, it was clear that home, 

marriage, and children were the focal point of the women’s 

lives. 3 Women often held themselves responsible for home a nd 

hearth. This responsibility continued  on the journ ey to the 

West. The women were in charge of the domestic chor es such as 

cooking, cleaning, and washing.  They needed to be prepared to 

deal with little water to make food, wash clothes, and keep 

their families clean.   

                                                           
3Glenda Riley, The Female Frontier: A Comparative View of Women on  the 
Prairie and the Plains.  (University Press of Kansas, 1988), 42. 
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 The helpmates normally adapted to the West and the  

environment, and in the process became stronger wom en, though 

they often struggled at the beginning with adapting . The women 

sometimes confronted loneliness in the West and fee ling cut off 

from their family back in the East.  After a while,  the women 

stopped complaining about their conditions and lear ned to deal 

with the situtation they faced.  They finally reali zed that they 

were going to be in the West for the rest of their days and they 

should just get used to the idea of living in the W est. 

The helpmate is different from the gentle tamer in that she 

was not afraid and she adapted to the West. In addi tion, the 

women were helpful to the men on the Oregon-Califor nia Trail and 

after. The women kept to the moral and religious va lues of the 

East but adapted them to fit into the West.  The wo men helped 

kill animals for food, defended against Native Amer icans, made 

clothes and soap, washed and cleaned the house and clothes, and 

helped in the fields. 4  The helpmate was less afraid to live in 

the West. 

The helpmate stereotype was the most realistic.  Ma ny of 

the actual women who traveled on the Oregon-Califor nia Trail fit 

into this stereotype.  There are many depictions of  women in the 

                                                           
4Sandra Myers, Westerning Women and the Frontier Experience 1800-1 915.  
(University of New Mexico Press), 1982. 3. 
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West who performed chores such as doing the wash, c ooking the 

meals, milking the cows, and feeding the chickens. 5 One image 

shows a pioneer women with a dead rattlesnake in he r hand.  She 

defended her home from nature and keep out the bugs , snakes, and 

other animals 6.  Some wood etchings in magazines sensationalized 

the idea of women versus nature.  One showed a moth er having to 

protect her baby in a crib from a grizzly bear in t he home. 7  

These etchings go too far from reality.  However, m ost of the 

images of the helpmates portray how women really li ved.  In 

addition, historians like Susan Myers and the later  works of 

Lillian Schlissel used the journals of the women to  come up with 

the helpmate idea.  Historians based the idea off t he daily 

lives of women and the kinds of chores and tasks th ey performed.  

 The other women that do not fit into the sterotype  of the 

civilizer or the helpmate was the bad women.  These  women are 

protrayed as breaking the rules and not acting prop erly. They 

are often prostitutes, but they can also be women t hat shot 

guns, smoked and cursed in public, and chose not to  wear skirts 

and maintain the home and hearth. Theses women are often 

referred to as “soiled doves.” 

                                                           
5Linda Peavy and Ursula Smith, Pioneer Women : The Lives of Women on the 
Frontier  (Norman; University of Oklahoma Press, 1996), 101,  102, 106. 
  
6Ibid., 62.   
 
7Ibid., 63 .  
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  Some of the women in the West who traveled on the  Oregon-

California Trail from 1845-1885 did fit into these sterotypes.  

But there were many women who did not and historian s have 

focused on those women as well. More recently, hist orians have 

attempted to convey the story of real women who tra veled on the 

Oregon-California Trail and lived in the West.  The se historians 

show how the women did more than maintain the home and hearth or 

civilize the people of the West. 

Historians now write more accurately about women of  the 

Oregon-California Trail.  Historians rely less on t he images of 

the women in the West and rely more on the journals , diaries, 

and other primary sources to understand women in th e West.  Now, 

historians show women as more than a stereotype.  H istorians try 

to depict all women who lived in the West for who t hey were.  

Historians like Sandra Myres, Linda Peavy, and Ursu la Smith 

write about women as individuals.  These historians  understand 

the importance of not stereotyping women and help t he readers 

see that the stereotypes are not accurate. Historia ns now try to 

show the reader that each woman who lived in the We st and 

traveled on the Oregon-California Trail was differe nt and had a 

unique understanding and views of life in the West.    

Historians include all women into the story of the Oregon-

California Trail.  This includes women who moved to  the West 
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alone, immigrant women and families, women who move d willingly, 

and the list goes on. In general, women on the Oreg on-California 

Trail are now portrayed more accurately and histori ans are 

relying less on the images and more on the writing of the women 

themselves.  Consequently, the stereotypes are beco ming 

irrelevant.  This is important in understanding the  West and 

understanding women’s role in the region.  

Women who lived in and traveled to the West on the Oregon-

California Trail were complex, strong, and unique .  Many of the 

women of the Oregon-California Trail shared similar  journeys to 

the West. They are an important part of the history  of the West 

because they helped expand the United States. These  women made 

up a large portion of the people who traveled West and settled 

the land. Through their journals and diaries, the w omen shared 

their stories of the Oregon-California Trail and th e call to go 

West.  The journals shared personal thoughts and fe elings of the 

women on the journey.  The women of the Oregon-Cali fornia Trail 

and their stories should be shared with the public and should be 

exhibited in museums such as Rinehart Stone House M useum in 

Oregon and places like The National Oregon/Californ ia Trail 

Center. The women who travelled the trail were the backbone of 

their families and helped get their parties to the West. The 

women sacrificed their lives and their comfort of h ome and sense 
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of self to go West and settle the land. Women strug gled, 

sacrificed, and toiled on the journey, and their st ory is 

important in understanding the history and settleme nt of the 

West.   

 “New Western Historians” brought women back into t he story 

of the West. Women both fit into the stereotypes an d broke the 

stereotypes.  Some women on the Oregon-California T rail only 

traveled because their families were going, and oth ers traveled 

for new opportunities and maybe a better life. The best way to 

show women of the Oregon-California Trail is to por tray them as 

they were.  Some women were scared, brave, reluctan t, and 

excited. Ultimately, even though the stereotypes ha d many truths 

and women often somewhat fit into those narrow cate gories, each 

woman was an individual and felt differently about the journey 

on the Oregon-California Trail. Historians now have  learned to 

not categorize the women and write a more complete view of their 

experience on the Oregon-California Trail.   

 An exhibit about women of the Oregon-California Tr ail 

should attempt to explain that the women and their journeys were 

all different.  Many admittedly shared common exper iences, but 

no two women had the same journey. The exhibit shou ld not try to 

fit women into any stereotype. It would be best to try to show 

experiences women shared in common and point out so me unique 
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experiences women had. Some of the common experienc es of the 

women were the preparation for the journey, the jou rney itself, 

the problems the women faced on the journey, and th e settling of 

the women after the journey.  The exhibit should ex plain the 

women’s daily lives on the Oregon-California Trail.   
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Chapter Two 

 

WHO WENT WEST ON THE OREGON- CALIFORNIA TRAIL 

 

A vast amount of untouched free land waiting for fa rmers to 

plant and grow, gold waiting in mines to be unearth ed, these 

lures motivated many Americans to pick up their liv es and travel 

on the Oregon-California Trail to the West. 1 Up until the 1840s, 

the United States government restricted the travel into the West 

with the Trade and Intercourse Acts. These Acts wer e effective 

from 1790 to 1834. The government thought it best t o restrict 

white men’s travel into Native American lands becau se of 

misunderstanding that led to violence and conflict.   It also 

harmed the Native American resources.  Anyone who w anted to 

travel onto Native American lands needed permission  from the 

government or that person was punished.  The govern ment wanted 

to minimize the violence and have an orderly patter n of Western 

                                                           
1 The Oregon-California Trail is also known as the O regon-California- 
Mormon Trail or the Overland Trail.  This starts ar ound in Missouri or 
Iowa and ends in Oregon or California.  
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settlement.  However, after 1834, the government be came more 

relaxed on the travel into Native American lands. 2  The 

government decided the travelers would have a minim al 

interaction with Native Americans and allowed peopl e to travel 

into the West unrestricted. 

In 1837, there was a financial panic followed by an  

economic depression. With the population growing, t he dire 

economic situation, and people wanting more land, t he government 

passed the Preemption Act of 1841.  This allowed an yone who 

squatted on public land for fourteen months to have  first right 

to the land after it was surveyed.  The set limit w as 160 acres 

of land at a set minimum price. 3 Many travelers thought the new 

land would be better, more fertile, and an opportun ity for a new 

start.  

The financial panic of 1837 and the following depre ssion 

hurt many farmers.  There was an overproduction of food and not 

enough demand for it. That put many farmers in a to ugh spot.  

The price for this commodity dropped and many farme rs went into 

debt. The cost of wheat was low, and steamboats use d lard and 

                                                           
2Michael Tate, Indians and Emigrants; Encounters on the Overland T rail.  
(University of Oklahoma Press, Norman. 2006), 21 
 
3Keith  Meldahl, Hard Road West  (The University of Chicago Press, 2007), 
72.   
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bacon for fuel because the price was so low. 4  Farmers and their 

families faced many hard decisions and tough times.  With the 

lands opening in the West farmers thought, they cou ld find 

better land and new opportunities.  

 Many of the first travelers on the Trail were farm ers and 

their families looking for better farming land and heard the 

West had wonderful land. The farmers were looking f or “Eden”,  

the idea of land that could grow better crops. The farmers heard 

speeches by Ohio Senator Ben Ruggles, who said, “Th is surely is 

the greatest region of the country on ‘that little speck called 

Earth.’” 5  They were looking to leave behind failed farms an d 

growing debts.  What they found was a harsh new env ironment 

along the Oregon-California Trail and unfamiliar la nd to work 

with in the West.  

However, this did not stop the many men and women f rom 

pouring into the West. Throughout the 1840s, many p eople 

traveled the Oregon-California Trail. They endured the rough 

weather and the harsh trail to claim land and expan d the United 

States. The journalist, John O’Sullivan in 1845, fi rst wrote 

about the idea of Manifest Destiny. He said western  expansion 

                                                           
4Ibid. 
 
5Sandra Myers, Westerning Women and the Frontier Experience 1800-1 915.  
(University of New Mexico Press), 1982. 14. 
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represented, “the fulfillment of our manifest densi ty to 

overspread the continent allotted by Providence”. 6 Many people 

thought westward expansion was a God-given right.  The United 

States and the people were to expand and claim the land all the 

way to the Pacific. Women in particular wrote in th eir journals 

along the trail in part because they believed they were a part 

of a great moment in history.  

In 1850, the Oregon Donations Land Claim Act passed . This 

act granted 320 acres of designated areas free of c harge to 

every unmarried white male citizen eighteen or olde r and 640 

acres to every married couple arriving in the Orego n Territory 

before December 1, 1850. The husband and wife both owned the 640 

acres, half to each person.  The law was one of the  first that 

allowed married women in the United States to hold property 

under their own name.  In addition, half-blood Native Americans 

could claim land in Oregon Territory.  A provision in the law 

granted half the amount to those who arrived after the 1850 

deadline but before 1854.  7  All people who claimed land had to 

live on the land and cultivate it for four years to  own it 

                                                           
6Meldahl, Hard Road West,  72. 
 
7"The Donation Land Claim Act, 1850: An Act to creat e the Office of 
Surveyor-General of the Public Lands in Oregon, and  to provide for the 
Survey, and to make Donations to Settlers of the sa id Public 
Lands,"  Center for Columbia River History 
website( http://www.ccrh.org/comm/cottage/primary/claim.htm ) accessed 
January 31, 2014.; Meldahl, Hard Road West . 72.  
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outright. This law pushed people West in more numbe rs.  The idea 

of Manifest Destiny grew and the Oregon-California Trail became 

more crowded with families trying to claim free lan d in the 

West.  

 In 1862, The Homestead Act passed.  The idea was t o open 

more territory and expand the United States further . Manifest 

Destiny and the Jeffersonian ideals of yeomen farme rs continued. 8 

The act required a three-step procedure: file an 

application; improve the land; and file for a deed of title. The 

act allowed anyone who had never taken up arms agai nst the 

United States government, and was twenty-one years or older, to 

claim public land.  This included women and freed s laves. The 

person had to live on the land for at least five ye ars and show 

that they made improvements to the land. 9 The act prompted more 

people including women and freed slaves to travel W est.  

 The 1840s to 1860s promised free land to people of  the 

United States and the idea that Westward expansion was a God-

given right. Thousands of people took up the call f or free land 

in the West.  Many women traveled to the West with their 

                                                           
8Thomas Jefferson believed in democracy and that it should expand to 
the West. He wanted equality of political opportuni ty, with a priority 
for the “yeomen farmer". The yeomen farmer is a per son who owns the 
land and can provide everything they need on the fa rm. 
 
9Act of May 20, 1862 (Homestead Act), Public Law 37- 64, 05/20/1862; 
Record Group 11; General Records of the United Stat es Government; 
National Archives.; Meldahl, Hard Road West,  72.  
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families, and some traveled alone because they coul d for the 

first time claim free land on their own.  

The reason why women traveled West is complex. Each  had her 

own motives for the move. Many traveled for the lan d, some for 

the adventure, and some to keep their families toge ther.  

A number women traveled West with their families.  Many of 

the earlier women travelers of the Oregon-Californi a Trail were 

moving because their husbands wanted to move.  In t he beginning, 

women were unable to claim the land on their own.  They could 

claim the land as a married couple and own half of the land. The 

women did not have many options if her husband want ed to move 

she; could move with him, or stay behind and lead a  difficult 

life without a husband. The men held the power in t he marriage 

and what they said prevailed. 10 The women understood that if they 

did not move with their husband the family would no t stay 

together. These women were reluctant to move, but d id make the 

journey to keep the family together.   

 Some women went West for the adventure.  In 1849, t he call 

of gold from California prompted many women and men  to move 

West. The possibility of striking it rich and adven ture called 

                                                           
10John Mack Faragher, Women and Men on the Overland Trail. (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1979.), 2.; Elliot West, “Fa mily Life on the 
Trail West.” History Today December (1992), 33. 
 



20 
 

to many men and the women often traveled with them.  However, 

most did not find gold, but the adventure seemed li ked a good 

idea. Mary Jane Megquier left her children behind w ith family 

while she went West in search of riches in Californ ia.  She, 

like many other women, did not go to California in search of 

gold; instead, she started up a hotel and worked ha rd to make 

money to support herself. 11  Many women understood that mining 

and panning for gold was most suited for men. Women  started up 

inns and hotels to host the men as they searched fo r gold. The 

women would cook, clean, and provide shelter for th e men. Some 

like, Margaret Frink, made a good amount of profit from the 

hotel business. 12   However, not all the women turned a profit on 

their adventures in the West. Many women would end up busted 

when the mining camp dried up and the men moved on to search for 

gold in other towns.  

 Many women went West on the Oregon-California Trail  in 

search of land. Martha Morrison caught “Oregon Feve r.” She was 

looking for rich land to farm. 13 Most travelers on the trail were 

looking for rich farmland.  They heard of the good weather in 

California and the better soil in the West and want ed to claim 

                                                           
11

 Lillian   Schlissel, Women’s Diaries of the Westward Journey (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1982), 64.  
 
12

 Ibid. 
 
13Ibid., 38. 
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part of that land. Most of the women and families o n the 

Overland Trail came from a farming background and t he idea of 

good free land was too good to pass up on.  The ima ge of 

beautiful free land prompted many families into tra vailing West.  

Sarah Pratt Miner wrote that she and her party were  leaving 

their “cherished homes and started for the ‘“far we st”’, that 

land of golden hopes & yellow fancies.” 14  The West was full of 

new hopes and possibilities for many people.  

Some of the people looking for free land were tryin g to 

escape from the debt they accumulated from the pani c of 1837 

followed by the rough economy after. They needed to  put their 

lives behind them and start new in the West.  The W est was a 

place for the women to possibly have a better life.   

Women had their different reasons for going West. 

Nevertheless, one by one they each made the journey  and started 

new lives in the West. Some prospered and some had a difficult 

life in the West.  

Many different women traveled on the Oregon-Califor nia 

Trail. The majority of the women on the Oregon-Cali fornia Trail 

were from farming background and came from the Mid- Western 

                                                           
14

 Letter from Sarah Pratt Miner, April 1852, in Kenne th L. Holmes, Covered 
Wagon Women: Diaries & Letters from the Western Tra ils. vol. 4: 1852 ; The 
California Trail. (Lincoln, NE:  University of Nebraska Press, 1995) 173. 
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states of Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, and Missouri.  15   Many women 

who traveled on the Oregon-California Trail had alr eady made a 

major move before, so they had an idea of what to p ack for the 

journey and were more prepared for the challenges o f the trail. 

Many were younger women who were newly married with  either no 

children or younger children. This made up about th irty- eight 

percent of the people traveling West. 16  The families were just 

starting out and felt they could move to better the ir situation 

and start their lives in the West. A few older wome n and their 

families made the journey West. 17  This was likely because the 

journey would be more difficult and building a new farm and home 

would be harder for older couples. 

A few women were from the more Eastern states and w ere less 

prepared to travel on the trail. These women did no t adapt as 

well to the daily troubles of the trail.  The women  were not 

used to the constant uncomfortableness of the wagon  and the 

heat.  However, many of the women eventually overca me the 

obstacles on the trail and adapted to life in the W est and on 

the Oregon-California Trail. 

                                                           
15Faragher, Women and Men of the Overland Trail, 19.  
 
16Ibid. , 18. 
 
17Ibid. , 19.  
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 The men and women of the Oregon-California Trail g enerally 

came from a background of farming in the Mid-West.  They saw the 

free land as a great opportunity.  Each woman, no m atter what 

her background or reason for going West, gathered h er courage 

and began making her preparations for the long jour ney ahead.  
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Chapter Three

 

THE PREPARATION 

 

 A fifteen-foot covered wagon was all the space wom en had in 

which to pack all their cherished possessions and a ll the other 

necessary items for their family’s journey.  Women faced many 

crucial decisions about what was packed and what wo uld stay 

behind. Each item taken for the journey had to be p ractical and 

useful to the family.  There could be no wasted spa ce in the 

wagon because the animals could only pull so much w eight. The 

preparation for the journey on the Oregon-Californi a Trail was 

difficult for many women.  The women researched and  gathered 

information about what the journey would be like an d what items 

were required for the journey. Though women were un clear about 

the dangers they would face on the journey, they di d have an 

idea of how to pack their wagons.  Every year in th e early 

spring, newspapers printed articles that described what kind of 
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people should go West and what to pack for the jour ney. 1 There 

was a letter published in The New York Times that described what 

a person should bring on their travels.  The letter  stated, “It 

must be borne in mind that there are no stores and blacksmith’s 

shops on the prairies, and you must start always pr epared for 

accidents of wear and tear, and breakage.” 2  The article further 

advised, “But no one should attempt it [the journey  West] unless 

fully prepared for every hardship.” 3  At the end of the piece, 

was a list of all the supplies needed.  It included  how much of 

each item to pack and the total cost of the trip. S uch newspaper 

articles helped women prepare their own wagons. One  article 

described the difficulties of the road for the anim als. It 

observed, “Travelers all go on horseback. The party  pronounced 

the roads miserable, no traveling by night; a road full of 

stumps and trees- more of a trail than a wagon road .” 4 The 

newspapers gave the women some idea that the Oregon -California 

Trail would be difficult.  

                                                           
1Many of the journals printed in the newspapers were  journals of the 
women and men who made the journey West earlier.  
 
2“Westward Ho!,”  New York Times, February 27, 1857. 
 
3Ibid.  
 
4“California Overland Mail Expedition.” New York Times , January 11, 
1858 . 
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Women collected information about what to pack and what 

trails to follow from guidebooks.  Local newspapers  published 

information in the early spring to help those prepa ring for the 

Oregon-California Trail. The women collected those newspaper 

articles and made them into their own guidebooks.  These 

guidebooks often comprised a collection of maps, tr avel routes, 

supplies, and information from letters, journals, a nd diaries of 

people who made the journey already. The guidebooks  provided 

information about what clothes, food, utensils, and  other 

supplies to pack. They also provided women with inf ormation 

about what trails to follow, where to camp, and whe re to find 

water.  

Women wrote in their journals about the guidebooks.   Rachel 

Miriam Taylor said, “Crossed this creek which is ca lled in the 

Guide Book, Wood River and made better progress tha n usual, as 

the roads were smooth and level.” 5  She also wrote, “Encamped 

near a small stream, where we found good grass, for  our tired 

animals.  In this days march, we passed a magnifice nt pile of 

rocks in the Guide Book [called] Scotts Bluffs.” 6  The helpful 

                                                           
5Diary of Rachel Miriam Taylor, June 13, 1853, in Ke nneth L. Holmes, 
Covered Wagon Women: Diaries & Letters from the Wes tern Trails. vol. 
6: 1853-1854 .(Lincoln, NE:  University of Nebraska Press, 1995)  163. 

 
6Diary of Rachel Miriam Taylor, July 21, 1853, in Ho lmes, Covered Wagon 
Women. vol. 6: 1853-1854 . 170. 
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tips about the landmarks let the women know where t hey were and 

how much further they had to travel. 

 The guidebooks usually contained good information women 

used to prepare for the journey. The guidebooks wer e the most 

helpful for the women who travelled the Oregon-Cali fornia Trail 

later in the 1870s and 1880s because more informati on was 

collected by women who travelled earlier on the tra il.  

Guidebooks provided women with important informatio n about the 

land, the trails, and what to pack for the wagons.  

Yet, women also found the guidebooks both helpful a nd 

harmful at times. The guidebooks gave good land ref erences and 

provided helpful information about rivers. However,  the early 

guidebooks especially did not provide good informat ion about 

specifically what to pack for women’s needs.  One g uidebook 

writer stated that, “although men would need specia l clothing 

for the trip, women needed nothing ‘other than thei r ordinary 

clothing at home.’” 7  That advice harmed women.  The regular 

clothes women packed were not warm enough at night and when wet 

took too long to dry causing women to become sick. Tamsen E. 

Donner wrote in a letter, “Linsey dresses are the m ost suitable 

for children.  In deed if I had one it would be com fortable.  

                                                           
7Sandra Myers, Westerning Women and the Frontier Experience 1800-1 915.  
(University of New Mexico Press), 1982. 104. 
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There is a cool breeze at all times on the prairie that the sun 

does not feel as hot as one could suppose.” 8  The Linsey was wool 

full-length dress that was warm and comfortable. Th e dress could 

have helped Tamsen stay warm on the journey. Tamsen  also wrote 

about how her preparation could have been better.  She advised a 

friend that bread was scare and it was one of the m ain foods in 

her camp. 9 Tamsen was trying to advise her friend on what 

articles of food and clothing they should pack so t hey would not 

have as many problems on the journey.   

Some guidebooks caused people to pack the wrong sup plies, 

or not enough supplies. One advised women that only  a few 

cooking utensils were needed for the journey.  The guidebook 

suggested that only “a baking kettle, frying pan, t ea-kettle, 

tea-pot and coffee-pot” were necessary for the trip . 10 The women 

found that more utensils were needed on the journey .   

Guidebooks gave no advice on children.  There was n o 

mention of how to keep children entertained, out of  danger, 

clean and dry, and healthy.  The women had to learn  as they 

traveled.  

                                                           
8Letter from Tamsen E. Donner, June 16, 1846, in Ken neth L. Holmes, 
Covered Wagon Women: Diaries & Letters from the Wes tern Trails. vol. 
1: 1840-1849  (Lincoln, NE:  University of Nebraska Press, 1995)  71.;  

9
 Ibid. 

 
10

 Myres, Westering Women,  104. 
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In addition, guidebooks offered no advice on how to  adapt 

on the journey.  Life on the trail required new met hods on 

washing, cooking, sewing, and keeping the people in  their 

parties healthy and safe. 11  There was nothing in the guidebooks 

about how to keep the inside of the wagon dry after  a rain or 

clean it on a daily basis. The women had to learn a s they went.  

Many early women travelers wrote about adjusting to  the trail 

and new ways of doing chores such as using buffalo chips for 

firewood and cooking over an open campfire.  The wo men passed 

this information on to other women travelling later  on the 

trail, so their successors would be more prepared f or the 

journey and what they might face on the Oregon-Cali fornia Trail. 

The early women and families did not have reliable 

guidebooks to follow along the trail. Some told of the journey 

taking only three to four months to get to Oregon o r California, 

which was not unheard of, but it was rare.  This mo stly depended 

on where the party set out form, which the guideboo ks failed to 

note. 12  The lack of information led families to not pack enough 

food or supplies for the longer journey. Families a lso did not 

                                                           
11Ibid. 
 
12

 Elliot West, “Family Life on the Trail West.”, History Today   December 
(1992), 33. 
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pack the right clothing for the unexpected weather. 13 Many 

started in the late spring and did not expect to be  traveling in 

the fall months when the weather was colder.  

Other early problems with the guidebooks were cut-o ffs.  

For the most part, there were two definite trails t o follow 

which lead to Oregon or Californian. However, many guidebooks 

spoke of cut-offs that would save time on the trail . Guidebooks 

were not always reliable about these alternative ro utes and 

families sometimes ended up lost, stuck, or taking a longer time 

to get back on the main trail. 14 The problem with some of the 

cut-offs were they took the travelers away from wat er sources. 

That was dangerous for the people and the animals. In addition, 

the cut-offs were less traveled and the people did not know what 

to expect.  In a letter to her cousin Virginia E.B.  Reed wrote 

about her problems with the cut-offs.  She and her family were 

members of the Donner party. Virginia and the Donne r party ran 

into trouble in the mountains after taking one of t hese other 

cut-offs.  She wrote to her cousin, “don’t let this  letter 

dishaten [sic]  anybody and never take no cutoffs [sic]  and hury 

                                                           
13Lillian   Schlissel, Women’s Diaries of the Westward Journey (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1982), 38. 

14Ibid. , 78.  
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[sic] along as fast as you can.” 15 Most of the women’s journals 

and later guidebooks advised women to stay on the t rails and not 

to take the cut-offs after many travelers experienc ed problems.  

Many guidebooks advised people to travel with famil y or a 

larger group. This was helpful information. Accordi ng to 

Faragher, Schlissel, and Myres in the early years o f travel on 

the Oregon-California Trail few families went on th e trail alone 

because it was too dangerous.  Therefore, families traveled in 

bigger groups with relatives or sometimes friends h eading out on 

the same trail.  However, sometimes problems arose in groups and 

they would split.  These problems included which ro ute to take 

and whether they should talk a cut-off. 16  Often if the families 

hired help to go with them, the help would join up with other 

groups and leave.  Traveling together benefitted th e families 

because there was more helping hands with river cro ssing and 

everyday chores.     

Mostly men wrote the early guidebooks; because the 

information was sometimes harmful, many women wrote  their 

journals as alternative guidebooks to send to other  family 

members who would be making the journey later.  Wom en wanted to 

                                                           
15

 Letter from Virginia E.B. Reed. May 16, 1847, in Ho lmes, Covered 
Wagon Women:  vol. 1: 1840-1849 . 81.  
 
16 Schlissel, Women’s Diaries, 77.  
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prepare their families for what they may face on th e trail. 17  

Tamsen Donner wrote a letter to a friend and said, “Our 

preparation for the journey, in some respects, migh t have been 

bettered.  Bread has been the principal article of food in our 

camp. . . . And I fear bread will be scare.” 18  Abigail Duniway 

wrote a letter to her grandfather, which stated, 

We see folks going to California and 
Oregon everyday; some are very poorly 
prepared . . . while others appear to 
have everything in order.  We are fixed 
as well or better than any others. . . . 
I keep a journal and will send it to you 
when completed as I promised. 19  

 

Women wanted to ensure their family members would s afely make 

the future journey and avoid the same problems on t he trail they 

faced.  The women also wrote about adjusting on the  trail.  They 

wrote about new ways of preparing food and doing ch ores 

differently. 

  

                                                           
17Letter from Margaret Ann Scott Fernside to James Sc ott, August 17, 
1853, in Kenneth L. Holmes, Covered Wagon Women: Diaries & Letters 
from the Western Trails. vol. 5: 185 2; The Oregon Trail.( Lincoln, NE: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1995) 169.; Myres, Westering Women,  104. 
 
18Letter from Tamsen E. Donner, June 16, 1846, in Hol mes, Covered Wagon 
Women. vol. 1: 1840-1849 . 70. 
 
19Letter from Abigail Jane Scott Duniway to James Sco tt, April 25, 
1852, in Holmes, Covered Wagon Women. vol. 5: 185 ; The Oregon Trail.  
145. 
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Chapter Four  

 

FEARS AND EXPECTATIONS 

 

Early women traveling West had many fears about wha t they 

might encounter along the trail.  The guidebooks to ld stories of 

violent Native Americans the families might encount er.  Women 

traveling with children feared “savages” would kidn ap their 

children and they would never see them again or som e other kind 

of mishap would happen with the Native Americans. 1 Women were 

unsure of the new land.  They also disliked leaving  behind 

civilization. 2  The women were concerned about children getting 

sick or lost. Some women were also afraid of the da ngerous 

animals along the trail as well as bad weather and treacherous 

terrain. Abigail Jane Scott Duniway wrote one her f irst night 

                                                           
1 Sandra Myers, Westerning Women and the Frontier Experience 1800-1 915.  
(University of New Mexico Press), 1982. 128. 
 
2Ibid., 99. 
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traveling, “all are quite anxious to go to ahead.” 3  Abigail and 

her party did not know what they would face on the journey and 

were nervous about the unknowns of the West. Women feared many 

things about their journey on the Overland Trail bu t mostly the 

women feared the unknown hazards that could happen along their 

journey.  

 Though women were unsure of exactly what to except  on the 

journey, they had some preconceived ideas from word  of mouth 

stories of people who earlier made the journey.  On e such story 

that concerned women was that of the Donner party.  Sallie B. 

Hester Maddock wrote in her diary,  

We arrived at the place where the Donner Party peri shed, 
having lost their way and being snowed in.  Most of  them 
suffered and died from want of food.  This was in 1 846. . . 
.  A few of their number made their way out, and af ter days 
of agony and hunger finally reached Sutter’s Fort. 4 

 

Sallie and other women feared that they might face the same, or 

worse, dangers in the unknown land. 

                                                           
3
 Diary of Abigail Jane Scott Duniway, April 2, 1852,  in Kenneth L. 

Holmes, Covered Wagon Women: Diaries & Letters from the Wes tern 
Trails. vol. 5: 185 2; The Oregon Trail.( Lincoln, NE: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1995) 144. 

4Diary of Sallie B. Hester Maddock, September 14, 18 49, in Kenneth L. 
Holmes, Covered Wagon Women: Diaries & Letters from the Wes tern 
Trails. vol. 1: 1840-1849  (Lincoln, NE:  University of Nebraska Press, 
1995) 241. 
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Other fears women anticipated came from pamphlets, fliers, 

and newspaper articles.  Sometimes local newspapers  published 

warnings about the dangers along the journey. They published 

stories of early emigrants traveling on the trail.  However, 

many times the newspapers left out the tragic event s of the 

Oregon-California Trail. For example, the Donner pa rty’s story 

was told in the newspapers to show how difficult th e journey was 

but the horrible details of cannibalism were left o ut so people 

would still want to travel the trail.  5   The stories did not 

fully prepare women for how hard the journey would be.  

Some of them pictured women and children in danger from 

Indian attacks. 6  These fliers and pamphlets made women afraid of 

Indians attacking their wagons for supplies along t he journey. 7  

The women seldom had previous experience with India ns and so 

they believed the pamphlets and fliers to be true. 

The pamphlets and fliers also pictured women and ch ildren 

as the victims of the “savage Indians.” 8  The Indians had 

                                                           
5Unruh. The Plains Across; The Overland Emigrants and the T rans-
Mississippi West, 1840-1860. Urbana: (University of Illinois, 1979) 
49. 
 
6Peavy and Smith, Pioneer Women, 63.; Linda Peavy and Ursula Smith,   
Frontier Women. (New York; Barnes and Noble Books. 1996), 39. 
 
7Ibid. 
 
8Ibid. 
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tomahawks and mean expressions in the pictures. 9  One caption on 

a pamphlet read, “Women and children falling victim  to the 

Indian’s Tomahawk.” 10  The pamphlet further stated, “The 

merciless Savages have been as fatally engaged in t he work of 

death on the frontiers; where great numbers (includ ing women and 

children) have fallen victims to the bloody tomahaw k.” 11  

 

Figure 1 

(Source: Peavy and Smith, Frontier Women,  39.) 

The women pictured were weak and helpless.  The pam phlets and 

fliers portrayed men having to defend the women and  children.  

The images frightened the women about to travel Wes t because 

                                                           
9Ibid. 

10Ibid. 
 
11Ibid. 
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they believed the depictions to be real and women t hought they 

would fall victims to the Indians. 12  

 Other pamphlets and fliers showed women and childr en in 

danger from wild animals. One showed a grizzly bear  in the home 

of a woman with her baby in danger. 13  

 

Figure 2 

(Source: Peavy and Smith, Pioneer Women,  63.) 

The pamphlets gave women the idea that the West was  wild and 

dangerous and the Overland Trail would be incredibl y dangerous 

                                                           
12Peavy and Smith, Pioneer Women, 39. 
 
13Ibid. , 63.  
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for them.  The women also believed that even after settling, the 

West would still be dangerous. 

  Women expected some hardship on the journey, at l east 

based on the paintings they saw. An 1850 wood engra ving, for 

example, portrayed a family on the Oregon-Californi a Trail with 

their livestock dead. 14 

 

Figure 3 

(Source: Peavy and Smith, Frontier Women,  37.) 

                                                           
14Linda Peavy and Ursula Smith. Frontier Women.  New York: Barnes and 
Nobles Books. 1996, 37. 
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In this engraving, the women looked worried and som e were 

weeping.  The journey clearly was harder than the w omen 

anticipated.  Most women understood that there were  going to be 

dangers and unexpected problems. 15   

What women expected on the journey and what happene d were 

sometimes drastically different. Women did not know  how 

difficult the journey would be.  They did not know the many 

dangers they would encounter on the trail. Many rea lized within 

the first few days on the trail, however, that the journey was 

going to be harder than they anticipated.  

                                                           
15Ibid .  
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Chapter Five

 

 

SADNESS IN LEAVING HOME 

 

The women looked back one last time to their home f ading in 

the distance.  Women said goodbye to their homes an d set off on 

the long journey on the Oregon-California Trail. Of ten, they 

were full of sadness.  Many women knew that they li kely would 

not return from their journey to the West and they probably 

would not see their family and friends again. With great 

sadness, the women said farewell and started on the ir journey on 

the Oregon-California Trail to a new life. 

In their journals, women often wrote about how sad they 

were to leave home. The start of many women’s journ al was a 

tearful goodbye to dear family and friends.  Sallie  B. Hester 

Maddock worte, “The last good bye has been said – T he last 

glimpse of our home on the hill, and waves of hand at the old 

Academy, with a good but to kind teachers and schoo lmates, and 
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we are off.” 1  She wrote about how her mother was heartbroken to  

leave her life behind.  Another woman, Abigail Jane  Scott 

Duniway wrote,  

“ with but little difficulty and in a word have 
had no trouble at all expect what has been occasion ed 
but bidding farewell forever to those with whom mos t 
of us have associated all our lives; and to me it w as  
a great trial to leave the home of my childhood, th e 
place where, when care to me , was  a stranger.” 2   

 

Sadness about leaving home was normal for women and  often 

portrayed in the paintings about the Oregon-Califor nia Trail 

journey. Historians like John Mack Faragher portray ed women in 

the West as sad and reluctant to move. 3   He wrote that the main 

reason women moved was to keep their families toget her.  The 

women were to help the men with the family and do t he cooking. 

Faragher did not think women enjoyed the West. Fara gher may have 

drawn the conclusion that women were sad from Emman uel Luetz’s 

image Westward  the Course of Empire Takes Its Way (1864). 

                                                           
1
 Diary of Sallie B. Hester Maddock. March 1849, in K enneth L. Holmes, 

Covered Wagon Women: Diaries & Letters from the Wes tern Trails. vol. 
1: 1840-1849;  (Lincoln, NE:  University of Nebraska Press, 1995)  235. 

2
 Diary of Abigail Jane Scott Duniway, April 1852, in  Kenneth L. 

Holmes, Covered Wagon Women: Diaries & Letters from the Wes tern 
Trails. vol. 5: 185 2; The Oregon Trail.( Lincoln, NE: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1995) 143. 

3John Mack Faragher, Women and Men on the Overland Trail. (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1979), 20. 
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Figure 4: Westward  the Course of Empire Takes Its Way (1864) 

(Source: Goetzmann and Goetzmann, The West of the Imagination,  

116.) 
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and also from W. H. D. Koerner  Madonna of the Prairie (1921) . 

 

Figure 5:  Madonna of the Prairie (1921) 

(Source: Brianne Peck, Women as Community Builders:  
An Examination of Rural Women in the Middle West an d Great 
Plains, 1865 – 1900. (Lake Forest College, 2003.)  
http://campus.lakeforest.edu/~ebner/peckbe/images.h tml .) 

 

In both paintings the women look sad about the futu re in the 

West.  In Westward, the women are in the background. They are 

simply along for the journey as helpers to the men. 4  In Madonna, 

                                                           
4 William H. Goetzmann and William N. Goetzmann, The West of the  
Imagination.  (New York : W.W.Norton and Company, 1986.), 116. 
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the woman looks sad and worried about what her futu re brings. 

The painting depicted women as weak. These painting  may have 

been drawn of the women in the early parts of the t rip when they 

were likely sad and scared on the trail.   

Other paintings that present women as sad to move W est were 

Richard Redgrave’s, The Emigrant’s Last Sight of Home (1855)  and 

James F. Wilkins’,  Leaving the Old Homestead  (1853). 5  

 

Figure 6:  The Emigrant’s Last Sight of Home (1855)    

(Source: Janet Floyd, Writing the Pioneer Woman,  71) 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

 
5 Janet Floyd, Writing the Pioneer Woman.  (Columbia: University of 
Missouri Press, 2002.), 71. 
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Figure 7: Leaving the Old Homestead (1853) 

(Source: Janet Floyd, Writing the Pioneer Woman,  72) 

Both paintings show women crying and sad to leave h ome.  In 

Leaving the Old Homestead , the women are crying and holding 

hands not wanting to part from their home and start  their 

journey.    

Historians used these painting to show women as not  wanting 

to go West but being forced to by their husbands. A nother early 

historian who wrote about women in the West was Lil lian 

Schlissel.  She examined how the women wanted to ke ep the family 
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together and resisted the move West.  Schissel expl ained that 

eventually the women moved to keep peace and keep t he family 

together. 6  Not every women wanted to move West and some did have 

troubles adjusting to the new life. Women who moved  West gave up 

their lives and the comfort of home for an unknown land. The 

sense of home and self, community, and routine of t he women’s 

lives changed when they moved.  

 Many women had mixed emotions about traveling on t he 

Oregon-California Trail.  Polly Coon wrote about ev eryone in her 

party being cheerful and in good spirits about the journey.  

However, she later wrote, “the feelings of sadness ... will 

creep over one as they leave home and friends for a  long time 

perhaps forever.” 7  Each women had her own experience when 

leaving home.  Many knew that the journey would tak e them far 

from home and they might never return.  The women w ere nervous, 

excited, and sometimes extremely sad to leave home.   

                                                           
6Schlissel, Women’s Diaries,  30. 
 
7
 Diary of Polly Lavinia Crandall Coon, April 8, 1852 , Holmes, Covered 

Wagon Women: vol.5 : 1852; The Orgeon Trail.  179.  
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Chapter Six  

 

THE JOURNEY 

 

Women looked out from atop of the wagon and saw ope n land.  

They were nervous and unsure of what would happen o n their 

journeys to the West. Many times, they looked back one more time 

to see their beloved family, friends, and home know ing them 

might not see them again. Their hands shook but the y found the 

courage pushed themselves forward on the journey. F rom 1845 to  

1885, thousands of brave men and women set out for the West on 

the Oregon-California Trail. They went for many dif ferent 

reasons, but they all packed up their belonging and  set out for 

a new life. 

The Oregon-California Trail started in a few differ ent 

places. The most common place of origin was the tow n of 

Independence in Missouri.  Other possible starting places were 

the Council Bluffs area in Iowa or the town of St. Joseph in 
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Missouri.  All travelers followed about the same ro utes which, 

somewhat joined together near Fort Kearny in Nebras ka, up until 

Wyoming.  At that point, the travelers would follow  either the 

South Pass to go to California or they would contin ue north to 

Oregon. (See the maps in Appendix 2 pages 120,121.)   

 Occasionally, some women started their journey in other 

towns and states.  Polly Lavinia Crandall Coon set off from  

Lima Rock County in Wisconsin and other women start ed in the 

Appalachian Mountain area. 1 Fewer women started from the 

northeastern states. 

Most of the women and their parties where heading f or the 

far West, this mostly referred to California or Ore gon.  A few 

traveled to Colorado during the gold rush in the 18 60s. Later, 

after the Homestead Act passed in 1862, more women and their 

families traveled and claimed land in places like W yoming and 

Idaho. 

Forts and towns along the trail, provided a rest st op and 

supplied travelers with goods.  However, in the ear ly years, the 

towns were small and not stocked with many supplies  the 

travelers needed, still the travelers could rest fo r a bit.  As 

                                                           
1
 Diary of Polly Lavinia Crandall Coon, March 1852, i n Kenneth L. 

Holmes, Covered Wagon Women: Diaries & Letters from the Wes tern 
Trails. vol. 5: 185 2; The Oregon Trail.( Lincoln, NE: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1995) 177.  
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time passed, some stayed in the towns along the Ore gon-

California Trail and sold supplies to the travelers  in need.  

The prices of the supplies were higher than normal because 

the travelers desperately needed them and were will ing to pay 

higher prices. For example, Francis Lamar Sawyer wr ote in her 

diary, “Mr. Sawyer wishes to get a mule shod and ma kes some 

purchases of a few things that we need. They keep s upplies here, 

but sell at a high price.”  She and her party stopp ed just 

outside of Fort Laramine to stock up on supplies. 2   Polly 

Lavinia Crandall Coon wrote about the high prices a long the 

trail also.  She recalled, “got about half enough p oor hay for 

which the man charged 30 cts per yoke. I record thi s as a 

demonstration of the depth of heartlessness to whic h the human 

heart is capable of arriving.” 3  She knew the suppliers were 

making the prices higher because they could get tra velers to pay 

more. As time went by, the towns where the traveler s started 

their journeys provided the supplies travelers need ed at a 

reasonable price. 

                                                           
2
 Diary of Francis Lamar Sawyer, June 12 1852, in Ken neth L. Holmes, 

Covered Wagon Women: Diaries & Letters from the Wes tern Trails. vol. 
4: 1852  The California Trail.  (Lincoln, NE:  University of Nebraska 
Press, 1995) 96. 

3
 Diary of Polly Lavinia Crandall Coon, April 11 1852 , in Holmes, 

Covered Wagon Women: vol.5 : 1852; The Oregon Trail .  180.  
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Within the first few days of travel women started t o 

realize the journey were going to be difficult.  Po lly Coon and 

her family left in April while it was still chilly in Wisconsin.  

She wrote, “found that we had truly left all comfor t behind at 

least as far as the weather is concerned.” 4  The ground was 

covered in snow and the cold wind gave many people in her party 

a cold within the first days of their travels. 5 When her 

companions became sick, the daily chores became str enuous and 

they found it hard to keep their spirits high about  the long 

journey still ahead of them.  

The weather sometimes caused damage to the wagons. The 

wagons did not hold together well and became a big problem for 

the women and their parties.  The time and energy r equired to 

fix the wagon delayed the journey.  Polly Lavinia C randall Coon 

wrote about a man in her party having weather relat ed wagon 

troubles.  She wrote, “Dr. S’s wagon cover was enti rely blown 

off, & his provisions much wet and damaged.” 6 After three days 

of travel, Lucy Clark Allen wrote, “During the nigh t there came 

up a thunderstorm. . . . The wagon covers were new and therefore 
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not properly stretched on the frames [the wagon cov ers] did not 

shed the rain very well.  It was not long before we  were wet 

through, bedding and all.” 7 The wagons, and especially their 

covers, were not built well enough to with stand th e strong 

winds of the West.  

 Other wagon troubles occurred within the first few  days of 

travel. Two days after starting the journey, Emily Towell wrote 

in her journal, “On this day we were struck by a bi t of ill 

luck.  John Michael’s wagon broke down and had to b e taken back 

to town for repairs.” 8  Rachel Miriam Taylor wrote, “Two of our 

loose horses were hitched behind our wagon, they ev idently 

concluded to go the other way, and commenced pullin g backwards.  

The result of this stratagem was the pulling in two  of the wagon 

cover.” 9 Mary Riddle May and her company experienced wagon 

troubles as well.  She wrote in her diary, “I had t o take off 

both our wagon covers and mend them- the horses tor e them all to 
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pieces last night.” 10  The wagons often needed to be stronger and 

better made for the journey.  

For instance, wagons often were not made to withsta nd the 

strong storms and the rough roads in the West. They  also 

required a lot of upkeep.  After a few months on th e road, 

Rachel Mirriam Taylor wrote, “One of our wagons wil l have to be 

mended again.” 11  Sallie B. Hester Maddock had trouble getting 

her wagon across the river.  She wrote, “here we ha d a great 

deal of trouble swimming our cattle across, taking our wagon to 

pieces.” 12 The wagons were made of wood and often each party 

made their own wagon.  Many were not skilled at thi s craft and 

each time the wagon broke, the men had to figure ou t how to fix 

it. However, some wagons were purchased along the t rail and not 

built by the travelers. 13 Inexperience with crafting wagons was 

one of the main reason for all the wagon troubles. 
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Sometimes the wagons could not be fixed. Francis La mar 

Sawyer had many troubles with hers and finally gave  up and 

abandoned the wagon.  She wrote, “Our road is very rough, rocky, 

and difficult to travel over... Our carriage broke down, and we 

had to abandon [sic]  it. One wheel got fastened between two rocks 

and broke all to pieces. We packed everything on th e mules.” 14  

Francis and her party had to find a trading post an d purchased 

another wagon to use for the rest of the trip. They  purchased a 

wagon from someone who constructed wagons and knew how to make 

them stronger.  Wagons often caused delays on the j ourney, and 

extra labor and money for the traveling parties.  

The wind also caused trouble for women traveling.  Lucy 

Allen Clark wrote about how the women tried to wash  but the wind 

was so strong that it made everything dusty. She re called, 

“travelled in the dust...oh so dusty!” 15 The wind made it 

difficult to travel because of the sand and dust.  Polly Coon 

encountered a big wind storm that blew over many of  the tents in 

her party. Those that did not blow over, the men ha d to hold 

down for the night because the gusts were so strong . 16  This 
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delayed her party from moving for two days. During this time, 

they repaired the tents and gathered the items of t he camp to 

clean and dry out.  

In addition, the wind made it hard for women to do routine 

chores like washing and cooking. 17  These tasks had to performed 

out in the open, and even with a circle encampment,  the wind 

would blew out the cooking fire. The washing had to  be done on a 

dry and non-windy day so the clothes could be left out to dry 

without fear that they would blow away or be covere d in dust and 

sand. 

The livestock the women took on the journey caused 

problems. Sometimes the livestock wondered off caus ing delay. 

Cecelia Adams wrote about her party’s cattle gettin g lost in the 

timber. 18  Her party experienced a bit of delay over the cat tle 

wondering off in the night, causing the men to look  for them. 19 

The women and their companies lost time traveling t o locate lost 
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livestock and never found some livestock they neede d to pull 

wagons. 20  

 The animals often went without food or water on th e road, 

causing them to become sick.  Many women commented in their 

journals about bad drinking water when they did fin d water.  

They could not let the animals drink bad water and become ill, 

because the animals were essential for pulling the travelers 

supplies. A few women commented on how the animals walked all 

day and the men could not find suitable food or dri nking water 

and finally gave up to rest for the night.  

 Animals often went lame on the Oregon-California T rail 

from lack of food or water on the road. Lucy Allen Ide wrote 

about how her party had to travel all day sometimes  with no food 

or water for the horses. 21 Lucy then wrote, “Started at 8 this 

morning our horse very lame and stiff got one from Mr. Gifford 

to use.” 22  The travelers needed the animals to be in good 

health to carry the supplies and keep traveling at a good pace.  
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Sometimes, women traded their animals for better st ock or 

left the sick animals behind. Emily Towell experien ced a lame 

horse.  She wrote about having to replace it with a  better horse 

before starting the journey again. 23   If the families lost an 

animal on the road, the other animals strained to p ick up the 

slack.  This often led to women and families having  to leave 

behind their wagons. Martha Stone Thompson Read wro te about some 

her hardships with the animals.  In her diary she w rote, “Found 

no water through the day.  One of our horses gave o ut before 

night. . . . We had to leave some of our thing in a  consequence 

of our horses giving out and one ox being lame.” 24  The animals 

were essential to the journey because they carried or pulled all 

the supplies the travelers needed to survive. If th e animals 

gave out the travelers had to make critical decisio ns about what 

supplies to leave behind. 25 

 Animals often died on the journey. A few days afte r the 

lame horse issue, Emily wrote, “There was evidence of a bitter 

cold winter all around.  There were stacks of carca sses all over 
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the ground.” 26 Many women wrote about the number of cattle and 

horses they saw dead along the journey. Martha wrot e, “Saw seven 

dead cattle on the road.” 27  Martha later wrote about how she 

pitied the animals hard times on the journey. The w omen did not 

expect so little food and water to be available for  the 

livestock .28  The travelers expected enough water and food on th e 

trail for the animals and did not pack enough for t he animals. 

Many animals died because of the elements and becau se of the 

lack of clean water and access to food.  

Women like Sallie B. Hester Maddock found water to be an 

issue for the people in her party.  She wrote about  how water 

was scarce on the trail. 29  “The water is not fit to drink-slough 

water- we are obliged to use it, for it’s all we ha ve.” 30  Sallie 

was very wary of the water being safe to drink. The  lack of 

water, or unclean water, harmed many travelers, cau sing 
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sickness. 31  These illnesses included cholera, dehydration, an d 

diarrhea. At times they led to death.  

Sickness was a problem for many people on the trail . Polly 

Coon’s company had many problems with sickness on t heir journey.  

She wrote in her diary, “A boy died today in a camp  near us of 

direah [ sic ].”  32  Two days later she wrote, “The disease is all 

the diareah [ sic ] or Cholera which is almost sure to prove fatal 

if not checked immediately.  Very many of the victi ms to this 

disease have no medicine & no preparation for sickn ess.” 33  Many 

of the people on the Overland Trail did not pack me dicine 

because they did not know there would be a need for  it. The 

people who became ill needed immediate medical atte ntion. The 

exact cause for the sickness was often unclear.  Wo men were 

unsure of how to help the sick members of their par ties.  

Catherine Coburn’s party experienced bad luck with one of the 

men.  She wrote, 

Willie was taken sick with Direah [ sic ] we did 
not think him dangerous at first but he continued 
to get worse[.] [W]e traveled along with him a 
day or two he still continued to get worse until 
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his deasease [ sic ] terminated to dropsy of the 
brain he could not speak . . . before he died. 34 

 

Some women thought unclean water caused the sicknes s.  Abigail 

Duniway wrote in her journal advice to her family.  She warned, 

“The great cause of dierrehea [ sic ] which has proved to be so 

fatal on the road had been occasioned in most insta nces by 

drinking water from holes dug in the river bank and  along 

marshes.” 35 She continued, “Be very careful with regard to thi s 

[water] especially along this part of the road as t he ground is 

impregnated with alkali;. . . it looks about like a shes and has 

considerably the same taste only it is a great deal  stronger.” 36 

Abigail wanted to help her family stay healthy on t heir journey. 

She let them know the water was most likely the cau se of so much 

sickness along the journey.  

 Death was also a part of the Oregon-California Tra il.  Many 

women lost members of their parties.  Most of the w omen remarked 

in their journals about how many graves they encoun tered along 

the journey.  Francis Sawyer wrote, “To-day [sic] we have passed 
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a great many new made graves.... We hear of so much  sickness 

that we are becoming fearful for our own safety.” 37  One women 

wrote that she passed seven hundred and fifty grave s on her 

trip. She remarked about how there were mostly like ly more off 

the main trail. 38 A few women lost family members or their entire 

family on the Oregon-California Trail.  One woman l ost her 

husband on the journey and was left with a baby and  no other 

family. 39  She had to continue with her party, her future 

uncertain.  Francis wrote, “ Great must be their so rrow to be 

thus so cruelly deprived of a dear friend and prote ctor, and 

left alone in this wild and friendless country,” 40  Losing a 

family member on the trail was difficult, but for a  woman to 

lose the head of a household was devastating.  Othe r parties 

lost a great number of members. The Donner party lo st many of 

their party members in the mountains. The party sta rted through 
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the mountains with fifteen members and made it out of the 

mountains with seven members. 41   

The women and their parties were not always able bu ry 

properly the people who died.  It was important to the women and 

travelers, as Christians, to have a proper burial a nd trail life 

did not allow them to slow down their pace to bury family 

members the desired way. 42  The graves were often shallow and 

sometimes unmarked. Often, the person was buried wi thout a 

coffin because the families did not have the materi als and the 

wood needed for a coffin.  Mariett Cummings passed by a family 

burying a woman. She recalled, “The little children  were sitting 

in the wagon, and the husband at the head of the gr ave, weeping 

bitterly over the unconffined  [sic]  burial.” 43  Religion and 

family were important to the women on the Overland Trail so 

having to do without a blessing and a proper grave was difficult 

for them.  
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Women did not expect the roads to be as bad as they  proved 

to be. Wagons experienced problems handling the bad  roads, which 

delayed the journey.  Rachel Taylor had troubles wi th the roads, 

“all day we found very poor roads, muddy, sloughy [sic] , hilly, 

rough, and everything else bad that could be mentio ned” 44  That 

was not the first time she experienced poor roads.  Earlier, in 

she wrote that the roads were extremely bad on a pa rticular day 

and her Uncle’s wagon had to be pulled out of the m ud five 

times. She and her party were not pleased with the delay the 

roads caused. 45  Martha Read also had troubles with the roads. 

She wrote that she and her party found nothing but difficult 

roads in one part of the country. 46  The roads were tough and 

often delayed the journey for many parties. 

Cold weather also caused problems for women traveli ng West.  

Cecelia Adams had difficulty with chores because of  the cold 

weather.  She wrote about how she could not get a f ire going 

because it was so cold outside, and much of the fir ewood and 
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ground was wet and frozen. 47 Mary Riddle May also found the cold 

weather to be challenging.  She wrote, “When we got  up this 

morning we found everything covered in frost – it w as very cold.  

There was ice froze on our water pails.” 48  The cold made it 

difficult to find water that was not frozen and mad e the daily 

tasks take longer. The Donner party became buried d own in the 

snow in the mountains and many of the party members  died because 

of the cold and lack of food. 49  The cold also caused health 

problems like cracked hands, which could become inf ected. In 

addition, the cold prompted frostbite and hypotherm ia.  Clearly, 

the cold made travel and chores difficult and slowe d down the 

time of the journey.  

 Rain was another difficulty to deal with on the jo urney. 

Martha Read recalled, “Weather cloudy in the foreno on, rain in 

the afternoon, hard thunder showers in the night. O ur horses 

broke away in the night, found them about two miles  from camp.” 50 

The thunderstorms frightened the animals and caused  them to 
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wonder off into the night. The thunderstorms also c aused 

problems with bedding and wagon covers. The rain ma de the roads 

muddy and difficult to travel on for a few days. 51 In many ways, 

rain delayed travel and made the roads dangerous.  Francis 

Sawyer wrote about the heavy thunderstorm producing  hail that 

hit her party.  She said, “The stones came down thi ck and fast, 

and they were as large as walnuts- none smaller tha n bullets. 

The wind blew so hard and furiously that all the an imals within 

our hearing stampeded.” 52 The party and the animals were badly 

beat up by the hail and the stampede caused the par ty to lose 

time traveling. They were lucky to recover all the animals.  The 

weather was unpredictable in the West and caused ma ny problems 

for the women and their traveling parties.  Covered  wagons did 

not provide much protection from the wind or hail o f the 

thunderstorms.  Often times the thunderstorms arose  unexpectedly 

and trapped the travelers in the open. 

High rivers also delayed travel and caused many dan gerous 

situations . Two men in Polly Coon’s party drowned while trying 

to get their cattle across a river. 53  The men lost their lives 
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and the party lost time and workers to help them on  the journey.  

Sallie B. Hester Maddock and her companions also fo und river 

crossings difficult.  Sallie wrote, “Here we had a great deal of 

trouble swimming our cattle across,. . .  A number of accidents 

happened here.” 54 Sallie continued about how a woman and her four 

children had drowned at the river crossing in the d ays before. 55 

The current was often too strong and high for peopl e to cross, 

but many took risks to make good time. In addition,  there were 

times when no shallow places to cross the river cou ld be found.  

For those parties who did wait out the high river, the delay 

could be a week or more. 56 This cost the parties valuable 

supplies like food and water.    

Ferries and the men operating the ferries were some times 

the only way to cross rivers. The ferries were some times just a 

bunch of logs roped together that could hold one wa gon at a time 

to get across the river.  The ferries were not the ideal way to 

cross.  
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Women and their parties found themselves in trouble  when 

they took cut-off routes. Anna Maria King and her p arty followed 

a stranger on a cut-off and found that to be an unw ise decision.  

She recounted, 

Said he could take us a new route. . . in 
twenty days, so a large company. . . left 
the old road to follow the new road and 
traveled two months over sand, rock, hills, 
and anything else but good roads.  Two 
thirds. . . ran out of provisions. . . . But 
worse than all this, sickness and death 
attended us the rest of the way. . . upwards 
of fifty died on the new route. 57 

 

Many times the cut-offs took longer and the women f ound little 

water supply. The cut-offs strayed from the rivers,  which were 

critical to the travelers. 58 Sallie B. Hester Maddock’s party 

ended up on a cut-off with no water or wood for fif ty-two miles 

and had to travel at night before finding a place w ith water to 

camp. 59 Sallie and her party had to rest two day because t he cut-

off drained the men and animals of energy-- and som e of their 

provisions.  
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 Not all cut-offs delayed the travelers.  Francis S awyer and 

her party debated on taking a cut-off to make bette r time. 

Finally, her party decided to take the McKinney cut -off.  She 

said it gave them an advantage on time and they did  not have 

troubles.  

 Unexpected accidents caused problems and delay.  F or 

example, Francis Sawyer and her party had a wagon r un over a 

little boy traveling with them, breaking the unfort unate boy’s 

legs. 60  This accident delayed travel that day because the  wagon 

needed repair and the boy required medical attentio n.  It also 

took away a helping hand because the mother needed to watch over 

the boys while he recovered. Another boy fell and w as not as 

lucky.  Lucia Loraine Williams had to bury her youn g son because 

he fell from the wagon and his head was run over. L ucia could do 

nothing to save her son. 61  The journey West was full of 

unexpected accidents, but the women had to keep mov ing. 62 

 One of the biggest strains on women’s daily lives on the 

trail was their children.  Women were responsible f or the 
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children and keeping them safe. Children became tir ed and 

impatient, which annoyed their mothers, who already  had too much 

to do on the journey. 63  Women feared the trouble children could 

get into on the trail.  Children had accidents, and  the 

accidents, some of which could be life threatening.   The 

children could fall from the wagon, be run over by livestock, 

drown at a river crossing, be bitten by a poisonous  animal, 

wonder off and not come back, and other mishaps. 64  Children 

were a burden on the women. Often the older female children 

would step in, help with looking after the children , and help 

with the chores. 

Most women tried to avoid pregnancy on the trail.  

Childbirth was difficult enough for women at home b ut along the 

trail, it could be dangerous.  Other women were not  always 

available to help with childbirth. 65  There was no time for rest 

after the birth, and the newborn and mother had to make due in 

the back of the wagon. Francis Sawyer wrote about a  woman she 

knew giving birth on the trail and her party having  to make a 

camp and wait out the birth.  Once the boy was born , the party 
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resumed their journey West.  Francis wrote, “I have  heard of 

several children being born on the plains, though i t is not a 

very pleasant place for the little fellows to first  meet the 

light of day.” 66  Pregnancy did not stop women from having to do 

all the chores.  It just made the tasks more diffic ult and 

burdensome for women. 67 Women often tried to avoid pregnancy 

because of the complications and hazard it presente d on the 

trail. 

 One thing that surprised women was their interacti on with 

the Indians.  Women thought from what they saw and read that all 

Indians would be hostile. Some women found the Indi ans to be 

pleasant. Often the Indians would trade or help the  travelers 

with navigation. 68  Martha Read recounted in her diary about the 

Indians they fed and visited.  Her party had no iss ues with that 

Indian tribe. 69  Rachel Miriam Taylor also found friendly Indians 

on her journey.  She wrote that she and her party v isited with 
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the Indians and found they were nice. 70 She wrote about how the 

Indian women showed her their ornamental work and w ere friendly 

to her. Some Indians helped travelers in distress. 71 Many women 

found the Indians eager to trade. 72   Cecelia Emily Adams wrote 

that she met with Cayuse Indians and, “they are mor e civilized 

than any we have seen before[.] Bought a few potato es from 

them.” 73  Many Indians had supplies to trade with travelers . 

Some Indians provided crucial information about the  flora to the 

travelers. 74  

 However, not all Indian encounters were pleasant. Some 

women indeed found the Indians to be hostile. Rache l Mills wrote 

that the Indians rode into their camp and tried to take off with 

the horses. 75 Nancy Glenn also encountered unfriendly Indians.  

Her party had horses stolen from their camp.  In ad dition, the 

Indians killed one man in her party. 76 Nancy said the tribe of 
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Indians she dealt with was the Pawnee Indians.  Mar tha Read also 

wrote that the Pawnee tribe was unfriendly. 77  Later in her 

journey, Rachel Taylor awoke to find that Indians t ook off with 

her party’s horses. Luckily, her party met up with a group of 

soldiers who helped recover the horses. 78 

 Travelers encountered problems with Indian parties  who were 

warring with each other.  Mariett Cumming and her p arty found 

themselves in the middle of two Indian tribes at ba ttle.  Her 

party feared for their safety.  She wrote, 

 “they came singly and in groups, 
screaming in the most devilish, 
unearthly style imaginable. We were 
between the contending parties.  As the 
Pawnees came running their horses by us 
each one would point at the Sioux and 
at us, and motion us to stop and join 
them and whip their enemies.  They were 
very angry that we did not, and we were 
apprehensive of an attack, but they 
were too crowdedly.” 79  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Women: Diaries & Letters from the Western Trails. v ol. 8: 1862-1865 . 
(Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1995.) 21. 
 
77Diary of Martha Stone Thompson Read, May 28, 1852, Holmes, Covered 
Wagon Women. vol. 5: 185 2;  The Oregon Trail . 220. 
 
78 Diary of Rachel Miriam Taylor, October 13, 1853, i n Holmes, Covered 
Wagon Women. vol. 6: 1853-1854 . 181.   
 
79 Diary of Mariett Foster Cummings, May 26, 1852, in  Holmes, Covered 
Wagon Women. vol. 4: 1852; The California Trail. 133. 
 



72 
 

Mariett’s party formed a circle encampment to prote ct 

themselves from an attack. This was a rare encounte r with the 

Indians. The women and travelers feared this would be their fate 

on the journey. 

 The interaction between women and Indians depended  on the 

tribe and the women’s travelling parties.  Some tri bes wanted to 

trade and interact with overland travelers.  While other tribes 

wanted to harm the travels who entered the Indian t ribe’s land. 80  

 The interaction between Indians and emigrants also  depended 

on the year of travel and the relationship of the t ribe with the 

United States government.  During the time of the O regon-

California Trail, from 1845-1885, many of the India n tribes were 

unhappy with their relationship with the government . 81  The 

United States government made and broke treaties wi th Indians 

which resulted in anger and wariness of the emigran ts. In some 

cases, this lead to Indians being hostile towards t ravelers. 

Many tribes had their land taken away by the govern ment or the 

tribe had been relocated to new land. This created tension 

between the overland travelers and the Indians. The  Indians were 
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protective of their homelands and sometimes saw the  emigrants as 

a threat. 

 Violence was a cause for concern on the Oregon-Cal ifornia 

Trail. Polly Coon reported seeing a family, “dead w ith their 

throats cut from ear to ear.” 82 She was not sure who committed 

the act of violence.  Her party was in shock of suc h a horrible 

crime and more cautious in their dealing with other  emigrants 

encountered on the Oregon-California Trail.  Franci s Sawyer 

heard from a friend on the trail that a man was mur dered, they 

believed, for his money.  The man was known by many  to be 

wealthy. She wrote, “it is thought that his murders  are in the 

company with which he was travelling.” 83 Women and their 

families had to be cautious of fellow travelers as well because 

crimes like that were not as rare as the women woul d have 

wished.  

 Sometimes the journey had good moments. Every now and then, 

the emigrants found time to enjoy themselves.   Pol ly Coon wrote 

about how the men in her party brought along violin s and at 

night would play them to pass the time. She recalle d that some 

of the women upon hearing the music, “could not res ist the 
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impulse to “‘Trip the light fantastic toe’” over th e seared and 

frozen grass.”  84  Other emigrants during their delays found ways 

to pass the time.  Rachel Taylor wrote about a few men playing a 

joke on the less experienced travelers.  The younge r men thought 

they were going to be attacked by some hostile Indi ans, but it 

turned out to be an older member of their party.  S he said, “We 

came in for a good share of jokes and there is no e nd to the fun 

at our expense.” 85  The women and men tried to find some humor on 

the Oregon-California Trail.  On days off that, for  some reason 

or another the women and their parties could not tr avel, they 

reportedly played ball. 86 Some nights when there were down times 

the women and men would play music, tell stories, o r read to 

pass the time.   

 Many of the women found the scenery of the West to  be 

beautiful. Abigail Duniway and Polly Coon both pass ed Chimney 

Rock within a week off each other and said it was “ breathe-

taking and romantic.” 87  Lucy Ide, traveling many years later, 
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also described the West as some of the most beautif ul scenery. 

She said the high mountains and deep gorges suit th e most 

romantic, with beautiful meadows in-between. 88 Paintings of the 

West showed amazing scenery and the women traveling  agreed that 

the land was beautiful.  The land often looked exac tly as the 

women expected .89   

Men and women had different responsibilities on the  

Overland Trail.  Women preformed most of the chores  on the 

trail. These included cooking; cleaning; gathering berries and 

firewood or buffalo chips; washing; taking care of the sick and 

the children; unpacking and re-packing the wagon da ily; sewing; 

and repairing the clothing, and the wagon covers.  In addition, 

women were often asked to perform men’s work when t here were not 

enough males to help. This included helping get wag ons across 

rivers and out of the mud. 90  Women found daily life to be 

exhausting. After a few days on the road, Polly Coo n wrote, “I 

find camp life quite fatiguing. There are so many i n our family 

who are unable to work that those who are able are rather over 
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burdened.” 91 Women put in extra hours of labor every day on the  

journey and had little rest for months.  

 Women often had the most chores and responsibiliti es along 

the trail.  They would wake before dawn to get brea kfast going 

and would ride all day in the wagon. More often tha n not, 

towards the end of the journey, they walked much of  the day. At 

camp, they would prepare the dinner and clean up at  night. Women 

took on these tasks while also looking after their children and 

other members of their parties. 92  

 The hardest chore for women was cooking because th ey had 

to change and adapt the chore to accommodate to the  trail. They 

had to learn to cook with an open fire in the dust,  wind, and 

rain. 93  The women also cooked new and different kinds of animals 

and plants.  The women had to figure out if the new  items were 

safe to eat. In addition, the women had to figure o ut how to 

make the food appealing for their fellow travelers.   Mariett 

Foster Cummings wrote, “Some of the party caught tw o fish of a 

new species but which we did not eat.” 94 She decided it was 
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better not to eat the new food, in case it would be  harmful.  In 

addition, women found cooking with buffalo chips un natural, but 

it made for good fuel. 95 The women searched for firewood or 

buffalo chips before cooking and in their spare tim e. They also 

gathered a good amount of berries and fruits to pre pare. Women 

hoped that adding more fruits into the meals would ward off 

scurvy and help keep the party member healthy. 96  Once the women 

adapted to their new situation, they would cook up pies and 

other delights on special occasions.  

At times, the men took over the cooking duties, to give the 

women some rest.  The men complained about back pro blems from 

hunching over the fire, and about having to be up e arlier and 

stay up later than the rest of the camp. 97  The men did not 

enjoy the extra hours of work added to their days.  The women 

worked hard every day while on the journey and put in long hours 

daily for months while on the Oregon-California Tra il. 

Some of the women traveling West were young brides or 

younger women.  They were sometimes inexperienced w ith running a 

household and all the chores they needed to perform  daily. 
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Francis Sawyer remarked that a week into the journe y it was her 

birthday and she was twenty-one. 98 Running a household that was a 

wagon proved difficult.  Young women from a rural b ackground 

adapted more quickly to the Oregon-California Trail  chores and 

daily life.  Those from urban, Eastern, and Souther n backgrounds 

struggled in the beginning. 99  One young Southern women remarked 

about never having tried to cook a meal before she started on 

the Oregon-California Trail.  She later recalled th at she 

eventually learned how to cook over an open fire, b ut it was a 

difficult lesson to learn. 100  Most of the women eventually 

adapted to the chores and tasks of their daily live s on the 

trail. 

Another difficult chore to which women needed to ad apt on 

the Oregon-California Trail was washing.  Women oft en washed and 

cleaned all the clothes of the party members.  The task was 

particularly difficult on the journey because much of the 

equipment commonly used was not packed or had to be  abandoned on 

the road. 101  In order to wash the clothes, women boiled water i n 

pots.  Sometimes, they did not have enough pots so the clothes 
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were soaked and rinsed in the same pot. This meant the clothes 

were not completely cleaned.  In addition, women pr eferred the 

water to be soft because they would use less soap a nd effort to 

clean the clothes. 102   The boiling water often burned and 

blistered the women’s hands and made other chores d ifficult.  

Women also had to adapt their clothing to the West.  Some 

women wore big hoop skirts at the beginning of thei r travel.  

These skirts were not easy to manage for the women.   They needed 

to be able to move easily in and out of the wagon, and to be 

able to perform their daily tasks. 103  The winds on the plains 

were difficult to deal with while wearing a hoop sk irt. Many 

women adapted to plain skirts with no hoops.  To ac commodate the 

winds, women tried to pin rocks to their skirts in order to keep 

them down.  This proved to be more painful than hel pful. 104  Women 

usually adapted the skirt to be shorter and wore bl oomers under 

them.  They called these “Bloomer Dresses” and they  provided the 

same amount of coverage with more ability to move f reely.  Polly 

Coon wrote about a trip into a town for supplies wh ere she and 

other women in her party sparked, “a few remarks fr om the good 
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people of the city by our ‘“Bloomer Dresses”’”.  105  This style 

of dress was really only worn by the women on the O verland 

Trail. 

 The Sabbath was supposed to be a day of rest, but on the 

Overland Trail, this too had to be altered.  Most o f the devote 

Christian travelers in the beginning tried to stop and rest on 

the Sabbath.  However, later in the journey many of  the women 

reported in their journals that their wagon parties  were 

traveling instead of resting. Francis Sawyer wrote,  “Sabbath 

day... distance travelled twenty-two miles.” 106  Many of the 

parties opted for resting a half-day and then trave lling, or 

resting a half-day and doing chores the other part of the day. 

They had to adapt their religious practices to the West. Women 

most certainly worked on the Sabbath to clean up ca mp or their 

wagons.  Most women and their parties conducted som e kind of 

worship on Sabbath days.  Many parties took a pract ical approach 

and the minister or the person in charge of leading  worship 

would preach while the others in the party continue d their 
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work. 107   To take a whole day off for worship was a luxury most 

people of the Oregon-California Trail could not aff ord.   

 Men and women on the trail existed in different sp heres, 

dividing their lives by gender. Women talked almost  solely to 

other women and preformed only their chores unless it was an 

emergency. This division of spheres made life lonel y for women, 

and they missed their friends and home.  Mariette C ummings wrote 

about missing her friends on the journey and she wi shed that she 

could see her friends again because she was longing  for company. 

108   While the men sat and talked in camp, women prefo rmed their 

chores, prepared for the next day’s journey, and wr ote in their 

diaries. 109   If women traveled with other women on the journey  

then they had more of a social life, but they still  had a lot of 

work.  Women would normally socialized on wash day because all 

the women in the area would gather to wash in one p lace, 

typically at the river. 110   There actually was little down time 

for women to relax or to socialize. 
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 After women completed their journey on the Oregon-

California Trail, they began to settle in the West.   They made 

their homes and adapted to the new environment. How ever, it was 

not an easy transition. Each women had a different experience in 

settling in the West.  

   Many women initially continued living out of thei r wagons 

or lived out of a tent because there were no homes available. 111   

There was a lack of provisions for the new arrivals  and they 

were low on money. Without enough money, they could  not build a 

home. Louisiana Strentzel and her family settled in  San Diego in 

1849.  She and her party had troubles with settling  in the West 

because they arrived in California during the Gold Rush years.  

She and her party tried to sell their wagons and an imals but 

there was no demand. 112   During the Gold Rush the towns were 

overflowing with people and the costs of items were  expensive.  

Many more emigrants arrived daily and made it diffi cult to find 

descent housing. 113  When the rush settled, California was easier 

to settle.  

 Other women had little difficulty when they arrive d in the 

West.  Lucia Williams and her party reached Milwauk ee, Oregon in 
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1851. The day she arrived in Milwaukee, she had a h ouse to live 

in and she sold her wagon and other trail supplies for a good 

sum of money.  She also described the soil around h er new home 

as productive and the labor market abundant with jo bs.  She 

advised women to move to Oregon Territory because t here were 

plenty of men and jobs. 114   Lucia’s experience was ideal and not 

every women had as easy of a time finding housing a nd jobs.  

  For the most part, women did not know what to exp ect on 

their journeys.  They had some ideas of what might happen. 

However, they found out that the journey was harder  than 

expected.  The journey pushed the women and tested their limits.  

Most of the women became stronger over the course o f their 

journey.  

 Women adapted to the Oregon-California Trail and t he new 

lives they created in the West. They worked hard ev ery day on 

the journey and helped the men on the trail.  The s tory of women 

on the Oregon-California Trail is important to lear n, because 

women as well as men settled the West.
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Chapter Seven 

 

THE PROCESS OF MAKING EXHIBITS

 

Planning an exhibit can take a long time and there are many 

questions to be answered before getting started. Fi rst, decide 

if the exhibit fits the museum goals and will be be neficial to 

the museum and the visitors. Then, it is best to fi gure out if 

the exhibit can be constructed.  Are there enough a rtifacts for 

the exhibit?  Next, what type of exhibit is best?  Should the 

exhibit be a permanent, temporary, or a traveling e xhibit? 1  

Another question to ask before getting to work is; should the 

museum close down during the construction or can it  stay open?  

In addition, a great question is how much time and money is 

needed for the exhibit? Once these questions have b een answered 

the real work begins.  

It is best to form a committee of knowledgeable ind ividuals 

from the museum and surrounding community to come u p with a 
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realistic plan of action for the exhibit. The commi ttee should 

decide what type of exhibit fits the museum best. F or example, 

if there is a lot of space set aside and a large co llection of 

artifacts, a permanent exhibit would work for the m useum. The 

planning committee will need to figure out a budget  and a 

realistic deadline for completing the exhibit.  The  budget set 

will help determine how large the exhibit is and wh at materials 

are needed.  This will also help figure out what ki nd of 

fundraising may be needed for extra or “back-up” fu nds, for when 

things do not go as planned. 2 It is a good idea to plan for some 

delays and extra funds.   

The process of making an exhibit can take months an d a plan 

is required. A helpful way to get started is an out line of the 

exhibit. (See an example in Appendix 1 page 114.) T his can be a 

basic outline, which includes location, purpose, ma terials, 

lighting, labels, and other details. This outline c an be 

converted into an exhibit plan.  The exhibit plan i s more 

detailed than the outline.  The plan is typically l aid out into 

a three-column list. The first column is the topic of the 

exhibit. The second column is a list on all the obj ects that 

fall under the topic and will be used in the exhibi t. (See an 
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example of an exhibit plan in Appendix 1 page 116.)  This can 

include objects from the existing collection or obj ects that can 

be secured from other collections. The third column  includes the 

exhibit method. For example, what kind of material is needed or 

what materials will preserve the objects best. Ligh ting and 

locations for the objects are included in this colu mn. In 

addition, the structure of the exhibit is also addr essed in the 

third column.  3  This would include the various thematic sections 

within the exhibit. For example, if a wagon were in cluded in the 

exhibit, the material and structure of the wagon wo uld be 

considered in the plan.  Any materials needed to be  roped off 

would also be identified.  

The next step is to measure out the space of the ex hibit 

site. It would be a good idea to make a scale model  to determine 

if all the objects will fit in the space and to mak e the best 

use of that space. 4 The scale model helps builders visualize the 

exhibit and move around items and objects to maximi ze the space 

usage and establish the best traffic flow. 5 While in the planning 

process, it is a good idea to figure out what mater ials are best 

to preserve each object, that way the objects do no t deteriorate 
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over time. For example, cloth and other textiles sh ould be 

stored with acid free paper. 6 Also, decide what kind of cases are 

best.  Would built-ins or stand-alones work best? W hat kind of 

cases will maximize the space in the exhibit? Each one has their 

advantages. Built-ins can give more space to the ex hibit, 

whereas the stand-alones allow visitors to see the objects at 

different angles and to be closer to them.  

Next, decide if the exhibit can be built while the museum 

stays open.  It would be beneficial to keep the mus eum open 

while the exhibit is being constructed, to bring in  money to 

fund the exhibit. However, there are some draw back s to keeping 

the museum open. The noise can disturb visitors and  workers.  

Either way, the construction space would need to be  contained so 

the dirt and dust do not get onto any other artifac ts.   

Once the larger questions are answered, the smaller  details 

like the displays in the exhibit can be planned.  T here are five 

factors to remember while planning for the displays : 

1.  The idea or story to be told; 

2.  The objects with which to tell the story; 

3.  The area or space to be devoted to the story; 
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4.  The awareness of the audience the display is going to 

reach; and, 

5.  The knowledge of the available material to make cas es 

for the displays. 7 

These five factors provide the foundation for a suc cessful 

display.  

 The story is essential to the exhibit. What about the 

artifacts should the visitors understand and why ar e the 

artifacts important?  Simply throwing together a gr oup of 

artifacts will not have an impact on the visitor no r will they 

remember what they saw. The artifacts need to be lo gically 

placed in order to tell a story. This can either be  done 

chronologically or thematically with ideas that mat ch.  

The objects in the display are also important.  Not  every 

possible artifact will be incorporated into the exh ibit. The 

decision on what will be in the display needs to be  well thought 

out because each visitor will spend on average fort y seconds to 

a minute at each display. 8  Too many objects can overwhelm the 

visitor and too few will not engage the interest of  the visitor.  

Objects need to help in telling the story. Each dis play needs 

                                                           
7Arminta Neal,  Help! for the Small Museum: A Handbook of Exhibit Ideas 
and Methods.  (Boulder, Colorado: Pruett Press, 1969.), 21. 
 
8Ibid., 27. 
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the right artifacts. It is also important to make s ure the 

artifacts will hold up in the display and be preser ved.  Some 

artifacts may need to be rotated to make sure they are preserved 

because the prolonged exposure to light can damage them.  Make a 

list of the objects to go in each display.  

The details of how to display every object are next  

considered. The layout of the display should lead t he eye to 

each object. 9 Symmetrical arrangements of artifacts do not lead 

the eyes of the visitor, they force the eyes onto a  central 

object and then the eyes wander. 10 Instead, artifacts should be 

in groupings and put in an asymmetrical arrangement . 11 This helps 

lead the eyes onto the new objects and reduces eye fatigue.  In 

addition, it is important not to overcrowd the exhi bit. Too much 

can overwhelm the visitor. 12 Another point is not to use bright 

pops of color.  This can also lead to eye fatigue. 

 Understanding the audience the display is seeking to reach 

is paramount.  People of different age groups and b ackgrounds go 

to museums. It is crucial to reach the maximum amou nt of people.  

                                                           
9Neal, Exhibits for the Small Museum,  74. 
 
10

  Symmetrical arrangements leave the visitors feeling  confused because 
the artifacts did not focus the eyes onto the centr al focus of the 
display. 
  
11Neal, Exhibits for the Small Museum,  81.   
 
12Ibid. ,  74. 
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With that in mind, the labels should be at an eight h grade 

reading level and not overly wordy. 13  Deciding the height of 

displays can be difficult because young school chil dren and 

adults all will need to be able to see the exhibit.  Humans do 

not want to move their heads more than thirty degre es forward or 

forty degrees backwards and forty-five degrees side  to side.  

This range of motion is called the elliptical cone of vision, 

and should be remembered when planning a display. 14 Having the 

display at an easily viewed height can cut down on museum 

fatigue. 15 If the display needs to be large there should be s pace 

for the visitor to move back and be able to see the  display 

comfortably.  

 Another idea to remember about the audience is its  short 

attention span.  This means that the visitor will s pend only a 

short amount of time at each display.  Accordingly,  the exhibit 

should emphasize only the main, basic, elemental fa cts. 16 This 

causes the visitor to grasp the main point of the d isplay in a 

short amount of time.  

                                                           
13Ibid. , 122.; Timothy Ambrose and Crispin Paine. Museum Basics. 
(London: Routledge, 1993), 90.   

14
 Neal, Help!, 34. 

 
15There is not right height to a display.  As long as  the visitor does 
not have to look outside of thirty degrees up or do wn the exhibit will 
not cause too much strain on the visitor.  
  
16Neal, Help!, 36. 
 



91 
 

 Building material and design techniques also need to be 

determined when planning a display.  The artifacts and objects 

have to be preserved while on display. Before start ing on 

constructing the exhibit, research should be conduc ted about 

what materials preserve artifacts properly. It is i mportant to 

know what materials should not be used together bec ause they 

could potentially deteriorate the artifacts . For example, 

formaldehyde is released by wood and resin binders so objects 

should not directly rest on wood. Another example i s felt and 

wool should not be used with silver. 17  It would cut down on 

costs to use materials that are on hand; however th at is not 

always possible.  

Lighting should also be considered in this part of the 

planning. Lighting can give life to objects and set  the scenes. 

Exhibits and storage areas should always be windowl ess, or at 

least have windows that can filter UV radiation, be cause the sun 

can damage and fade the artifacts. 18 Incorrect lighting can also 

be harmful to artifacts, causing fading of the mate rials on 

display. For example, incandescent lighting gives o ff heat which 

can harm the artifacts. However, it works best for displays with 

                                                           
17

 Ambrose and Paine. Museum Basics , 83.; Smithsonian Museum Conservation 
Institute. 
( http://www.si.edu/mci/english/learn_more/taking_car e/care_painting.html .) 
accessed April 10, 2014. 
 
18Ibid., 91. 
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gems, jewelry, and cut crystals because if provides  sparkle to 

the stones. 19  Fluorescent lighting can be good in the walkways 

of the museum but it puts off a soft yellow glow th at changes 

the color of art in the exhibit. 20  Fluorescent lighting puts off 

less heat and shadow than incandescent.  LED lighti ng is the 

preferred choice of lighting because it provides a natural light 

with less heat to damage the artifacts. 21  It also creates less 

shadow in the exhibit. The light bulbs should be at  least twelve 

inches from the front surface of any fabrics, paint ings, or 

color- printed pages, as it may otherwise cause fad ing of the 

materials. 22 It is also good to remember that some lighting can  

become hot and not to put that into a display with delicate 

artifacts.  

The placement of lighting is important.  The incorr ect 

placement of lighting can create shadows, which dis tracts the 

visitor.  Lighting such as fluorescent lighting can  also wash 

out the artifacts. 23 This means that the words may be difficult 

                                                           
19 Ibid., 92. 
 
20 Ibid., 91. 
 
21James R. Druzik and Stefan W. Michalski. Guidelines for Selecting 
Solid State Lighting for Museums.  Canadian Conservation Institute and 
the Getty Conservation Institute. (September 2011) 7. 
 
22Ibid.,  92. 
 
23Ibid. , 91.  
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to read or the colors of the painting are not what it should 

look like.  Lighting can make a critical difference  in the way 

visitors see the displays and exhibits. 

 Gallery design is another crucial decision.  Visito rs do 

not want to walk into a museum and see artifacts on  display as 

if they are just being stored. 24 Museums are increasingly 

employing more hands on, interactive displays. This  keeps the 

visitor interested and engaged. It is helpful to th e visitor if 

there is a flow to the display or gallery.  For exa mple, there 

is a clear start and finish point, such as featurin g the as 

chronological time period of the display. This can help the 

visitor understand the story being related. 

Labels may seem like a small detail but there are v ery 

important to the museum.  There are different types  of labels in 

the museum. They are categorized as nonexhibit labe ls and 

exhibit labels. 25 The nonexhibit labels identify locations and 

give directions. The exhibit labels identify the ex hibit, 

artifacts, and give important information about the  artifacts. 

Exhibit labels are further broken down as title lab els, subhead 

labels, introductory labels, group labels, captions , and ID’s. 

Title labels identify the exhibit. The subhead labe ls give more 

                                                           
24Ibid. , 39. 
 
25

 Beverly Serrell, Making Exhibit Labels: A Step-by-Step Guide , 
American Association for State and Local History, 1 983.  2.  
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information about the exhibit. The introductory lab els introduce 

the theme of the exhibit and summarize.  The group labels give 

information about a specific group of artifacts in the exhibit.  

The captions interpret individual objects in the ex hibit. They 

also explain how the artifacts are important to his tory.  The 

ID’s give the basic facts about the object. 26 

A good rule to remember about all labels is they ar e there 

to help the visitor.  In addition, it is important to keep the 

reading level at an eighth grade level, so as to ma ximize the 

amount of people who can read them.  Most readers p refer short 

sentences about eighteen to twenty words. 27  Exhibit labels need 

to be more detailed than what the artifact is or wh o donated it, 

but not provide so much information that the visito r does not 

want to read it.  28    In addition, all labels need to be properly 

sized, to where the visitor can easily read labels in the 

museum.  Exhibit and nonexhibit labels should not c onfuse the 

visitor or be in a font that is difficult to read. 29 Ultimately, 

                                                           
26Ibid. 
  
27Ibid.,  122.;  Ambrose and Paine, Museum Basics , 88.  
 
28Typically, history museums use labels that give a b rief summary of 
the objects and the significance of the object. Som etimes, this 
includes who donated the artifact. Art museums norm ally give the name 
of the painting and the person who painted it with a brief summary 
about the painting.  
 
29Ibid. 
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the museum should be able to explain why history is  important, 

without overwhelming the visitor.  

Museum fatigue should be kept in mind while plannin g the 

exhibit. This is a type of exhaustion from walking from place to 

place, stopping, and thinking, then continuing. It can also be 

caused by standing for a long period of time. 30 On average, men 

tend to ward off fatigue longest, in part because w omen tend to 

be carrying more objects, such as purses. 31 Adults tend to ward 

off museum fatigue longer then children.  When buil ding an 

exhibit there should be places for visitors to lean  or sit.  The 

displays should be at a comfortable viewing height. 32  This means 

the visitor does not have to look up too high or do wn too low to 

read labels or look at artifacts. 33  In addition, there should be 

some personal space a person can keep while looking  at displays.  

This means, the displays should not be so small tha t if two 

strangers were viewing it they would be too close t o one 

                                                           
30Ibid.   

 
31Ibid.,  140. 
 
32

 This means the visitor does not have to look more t han thirty degrees 
up or down to see the artifacts.  This varies from person to person so 
the exhibit builders should keep in mind the averag e height of men and 
women. 
 
33Ibid.,  34. 
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another. 34 When constructing an exhibit or a display the visi tor 

should always be kept in mind. 

Understanding the basics of how to design an exhibi t is 

important before starting any exhibit. Once the bas ics are 

understood, they can be tailored to create any exhi bit in any 

museum. Creating an exhibit requires creativity, ha rd work, a 

good idea, and a good plan to bring it into existen ce.  A good 

idea for an exhibit would be women who traveled on the Oregon-

California Trail.

                                                           
34Ibid.  
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Chapter Eight 

 

CONVERTING IT INTO AN EXHIBIT  

 

 Women of the Oregon-California Trail are important  in the 

history of the West. They braved the Trail to start  a new life 

in an unknown land.  Even though they are often por trayed mostly 

in a supporting role in the founding of the West, t he women were 

the ones who put in the most hours on the trail. Th e women 

struggled through the difficult times of isolation and kept 

pushing to get to their new home.  The women’s jour nals and 

diaries give the most insight into their experience  on the 

Oregon-California Trail. The women write about what  their daily 

lives on the trail, providing the source material f or an 

exhibit.

Before starting the exhibit for Women on the Oregon -

California Trail, there are questions that need to be answered.  

For example, what kind of museum would this exhibit  be in? Where 
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would this exhibit be? Who would be interested in t his exhibit? 

What kind of exhibit would it be?  

 The Women on the Oregon-California Trail would be best 

presented in a historical museum or a museum with a  mix of 

historical artifacts and art. This audience would b e more 

receptive to the exhibit. The exhibit could also wo rk in an art 

museum. However, it would most likely be a temporar y exhibit in 

that setting. Knowing the audience is critical to t he success of 

exhibits and museums. 

 The exhibit would work in the West or in parts of the 

country that were impacted by travelers of the Oreg on-California 

Trail. For example, the exhibit would make sense in  Missouri, 

Nebraska, Utah, Wyoming, Idaho, and the other state s along the 

Oregon-California Trail. The exhibit would be more effective in 

those states because the people there can relate to  it better.  

The audience can understand the women’s problems wi th the 

weather and the landscape because they live in the same areas 

through which the women traveled.  

The audience for the exhibit would most likely be p eople of 

the West who have some connection to the Oregon-Cal ifornia Trail 

and its travelers. However, the audience could also  be just the 

general public, espcecially those interested in Wes tern history.  
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It is important to make the exhibit accessible to e veryone who 

wants to learn. 

This exhibit could be temporary, traveling, or perm anent. 

It could work as any kind of exhibit depending on t he demand and 

the extent of the exhibit.  A temporary exhibit wou ld be good 

for larger museums that have many artifacts in thei r collection. 

The exhibit could be a nice change and show new art ifacts. A 

traveling exhibit would work in Western museums hav ing the space 

required. The traveling exhibit also allows many vi sitors to 

view the artifacts.  The Gilcrease Museum featured a traveling 

exhibit about Women of the West in 2011. A permanen t exhibit 

would be best for Western museums like the Overland  Trail Museum 

in Colorado, smaller museums like Fort Dalles Museu m in Oregon, 

or those museums with a large collection of artifac ts to display 

about women on the Oregon-California Trail. Each ty pe of exhibit 

has its advantages. Women of the Oregon-California Trial could 

be constructed into any of the exhibits and functio n 

effectively.  Ultimately, the exhibit depends on th e museum’s 

needs.   

 The first step to getting started on the exhibit, would be 

to put together a committee of people who know West ern history 

and understand the audience of the exhibit. Then th e committee 

should form and plan with an outline for the exhibi t.  They 
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should look into what artifacts they have and what they will 

need to borrow.  

A good way to show the women of the Oregon-Californ ia Trail 

in an exhibit is through pictures. The photos would  be from the 

later years of the trail. 1 Images show real women on the trail 

and the lives they led.  Displaying historical pict ures helps 

the audience see the real women of the trail. The p ictures 

should include women going about their daily lives on the 

Oregon-California Trail.  This would include depict ions of women 

cooking, cleaning, washing, and other various tasks .   The 

pictures would also give the audience the ability t o see how 

women dressed and what tools and utensils they used .  Having 

real photos of women can make the audience feel mor e connected 

to the women on the Oregon-California Trail and mor e interested 

in their lives.   

 Paintings help the audience see the stereotypes of  the 

past and why women sometimes feared the journey Wes t. The 

paintings often portray women as scared and sad for  the journey.  

Women in the paintings are sometimes crying about l eaving home 

or they are looking off into the distance worried a bout their 

                                                           
1The photos would be from the later part of the jour ney because the dry 
plate camera was not used until 1855.  This was the  more easily 
maneuverable camera. Not many people owned cameras or took them on the 
trail. The pictures would be staged and probably ta ken by people on 
expeditions of the West.  
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futures.  This makes the women look like gentle tam ers.  Some 

paintings also show women in the background of the paintings. 

This makes the women look like they are the helpmat es rather 

than the center characters.  The paintings are a go od way for 

the audience to experience the bigger picture of th e story of 

the Oregon-California Trail.  The paintings like Wi lkin’s 

Leaving the Old Homestead  and W.H.D. Koerner’s Madonna of the 

Prairie and Redgrave’s The Emigrant’s Last Sight of Home  are 

iconic photos of the Oregon-California Trail.  The paintings 

show the how difficult it was for women to leave ho me and the 

sadness of the trail. It also shows the excitement of the men 

for the new journey. The paintings embody the spiri t of Manifest 

Destiny and the harsh realities of the journey for women. 

Another way for an audience to experience the women  of the 

Oregon-California Trail would be through their jour nals.  Using 

the women’s own words to help the audience understa nd what the 

women felt and thought.  Journals could be displaye d if there 

are in good condition.  This should only be tempora ry because 

the journals should not be exposed to a lot of ligh t for an 

extended amount of time. Replicas could be used in the exhibit 

if necessary.  The exhibit could also have an audio  track with 

statements from the women’s journals. Have women re cord readings 

from the journals about the experiences of the Oreg on-California 
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Trail.  It could play recollections that fit with a  painting, or 

a picture, or any other object.  For example, the a udio could 

play an account about the women’s difficulty with w ashing as the 

guest is looking at a washing basin and rack.  This  would help 

the guest to understand better because they are lis tening to the 

women’s words and seeing what the women actually ex perienced.  

Another part to the exhibit could be dime novels.  Dime 

novels depicted women on the Oregon-California Trai l, although, 

this would have to be clearly labeled as exaggerate d truth or 

propaganda. The dime novels shaped the way women th ought about 

the Oregon-California Trail and the encounters wome n might have 

on their journeys.  The dime novels portrayed women  as helpless 

and victims to the Indians and to the land.  Some o f the images 

showed women being captured and harmed by Indians.  These images 

could be displayed with statements from the journal s that 

supported the claim or dispelled the claim.  The wo men on the 

Oregon-California Trail experienced positive encoun ters with 

Indians, while others encountered angry Indians.  I t would be 

important for the audience to understand that women ’s 

experiences with Indians was different with each wo men and each 

interaction.  

 A good addition to an exhibit would be a covered w agon 

packed as if the family were about to make the jour ney on the 
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trail. 2 This would provide the visitor a better idea of ho w much 

the family could take and how much they needed left  behind.  In 

addition, it would give the visitor a better unders tanding that 

every item brought was absolutely necessary to the survival of 

the family.  The wagon would be a good visual for t he visitor, 

though it would take up a lot of space in the exhib it space.  So 

this idea would really only work for a larger exhib it. The wagon 

could potentially be expensive and difficult to fun d. If the 

exhibit could take a limited space, then the best s ubstitute 

would be pictures of the inside of a wagon from the  Oregon-

California Trail. 3 This could be paired with a supply list from 

the travelers. Supply lists could be found in newsp apers and 

guidebooks. 4  Alternatively, the pictures could be paired with a 

passage from the women’s journals about the difficu lty of 

deciding what to pack and what the family could do without.  

 The exhibit should also have some artifacts from t he women 

on the Oregon-California Trail. Items that women us ed on the 

journey would help the audience visualize what the women went 

through and how they went about their daily lives.  Some good 

examples would be cooking utensils.  This would inc lude pots, 

                                                           
2Frank McLynn, Wagons West; The Epic Story of America’s Overland 
Trails.  (New York, New York, Grove Press, 2002.), 110. 
 
3McLynn, Wagons West. 110. 
 
4
 Westward Ho!,”  New York Times, February 27, 1857.  
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pans, knives, coffee pots, and other items.  The di splay could 

be set up as the women cooking over an open fire, a  task that 

was difficult to adapt to on the journey. In additi on, there are 

multiple journal entries about cooking. Other artif acts that 

could be included are from the down time on the jou rney.  This 

could include musical instruments, balls and bats, and reading 

material.  The women did have some time off on the journey and 

wrote in their journals about the good times they s hared with 

party members. 

 Other artifacts women used on the Oregon-Californi a Trail 

would be the washing bucket and rack.  This would s how the 

audience how long it would take women to clean all the clothes 

of the party members.  They would also show how muc h effort went 

into washing, the pain the rack would cause to the women’s 

hands, and the strain of continually bending over.  Another note 

to include would be how the hot water could blister  their hands.  

This would allow the audiences to see how difficult  the women’s 

chores were and how the women did not get much rest  on the 

journey.  There are many journal entries about havi ng to do wash 

all day and how much they disliked this chore.  The  journal 

entries about washing could be included in the exhi bit. 

 Other items to include in the exhibit would be the  clothing 

the women wore.  This would include the early full- length 
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dresses and the later “Bloomer Dress” style. This c ould also 

include the hoop style dresses a few women wore at the beginning 

of the journey. These artifacts help the audience u nderstand how 

difficult the chores were to do with the full lengt h dress and 

why the women ultimately opted for the “Bloomer Dre ss”. The 

clothing could be from the time period or it could be made to 

resemble the fashion from the Oregon-California Tra il. However, 

if the clothing is from the 1800s, it should probab ly not be 

displayed for long periods. The audience could get the idea of 

how bulky and heavy the dresses were in the heat of  the summer 

on the Plains. In addition, the audience could unde rstand why if 

the dresses got wet women often became sick because  the clothing 

took a long time to dry.  The clothing could also i nclude 

sunbonnets because the women of the Oregon-Californ ia Trail were 

known for the sunbonnets they wore as a protection from the 

harsh sunlight. 

 Another item to include in the exhibit would be th e 

guidebooks.  This could be a book with letters, new spaper 

articles, supply lists, and maps of the routes.  Th e guidebooks 

were important to the journey and the women.  They helped women 

pack for the journey, understand to where they were  traveling, 

and how to survive on the trail.  The display could  have a 

guidebook or documents that made up the guidebooks.   This would 
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help the audience understand how much information t he women knew 

about before starting their travels.  The guidebook s should be 

labeled with information about how helpful and harm ful they were 

to women. It should also be explained that and the reason many 

women wrote the journals was to counter the guidebo oks harmful 

information.  

 The importance of the exhibit is to help people un derstand 

the women and their experiences on the Oregon-Calif ornia Trail, 

convey what the women went through in their daily l ives on the 

journey. In addition, an exhibit can help the audie nce to 

understand what motivated the women to go West in t he first 

place.  The audience should also understand the str uggles the 

women went through while on the journey to the West .  The 

exhibit should break down the stereotypes about wom en on the 

Oregon-California Trail and let the audience see th at the women 

were unique and no two stories were the same, while  still 

showing that women did have similar journeys and so me shared 

experiences.  It is important not to generalize the  women on the 

Oregon-California Trail and show that each women, i n her own 

way, was a part of a great story in the history of the West.     
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Appendix 1 

 Storyboard and Exhibit Plan 
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Women of the Oregon-California Trail Exhibit Storyboard 

Display 1 

 I. Why were women important to the story of the We st? 

 II. Manifest Destiny 

  a. women’s role in the West 

 

Display 2 

 I. Who went West? 

  a. Families 

  b. Single women 

 II. Why did women go on the Oregon-California Trai l? 

  a. looking for farm land 

  b. moving for their families 

  c. leaving behind debt 

  d. looking for adventure 

 

Display 3 

 I. Stereotypes of women on the Oregon-California T rail 

  a. Gentle Tamers 

  b. Help mates 

 

Display 4 

 I. Where did the Oregon-California Trail start and  end? 

  a. Missouri and Iowa 

   i. include a map of the start places  

  b. Oregon and California 
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i. include a map of the south pass and the end 
places 

 

Display 5 

 I. The preparation for the Oregon-California Trail  

  a. newspaper articles about the trail 

  b. guidebooks 

  c. journals 

    

Display 6 

 I. The journey on the Oregon-California Trail 

  a. chores on the trail 

  b. sickness 

  c. accidents 

  d. weather problems 

  e. water problems 

  f. animal problems 

  g. routes and cut-offs 

  h. landscape 

  i. Indians 

  j. adapting 

   i. clothes, chores, food, and other ways.  
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Topic 

1. Packing for the 
trip 

A. The tough 
decisions made 
while packing. 

i. What was   
necessary for 
the trip 

ii. Mementos 
of home 

 

2. Who went West 

A. Women of all 
different 
background 
traveled West. 

i. Midwestern 
Women 

ii. Immigrant 
Women 

iii. Black 
Women 

 

3. Why did women 
travel West?  

A. Women traveled 
West for different 
reasons. 

 i. Land 

 ii. Family 

 iii. Gold 

iv. Escaping 
debt 

Objects 

Newspapers with 
articles on what 
to pack. 

Journals of family 
members with 
advice on what to 
pack. 

Use some artifacts 
of clothing, pots, 
pans, and other 
objects used on 
the trail. 

 

 Use pictures of 
the women who went 
West. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Use pictures of 
the women in the 
West working the 
land or doing 
chores. 

Use clips from the 
journals 
describing why the 
women were going 
West. 

 

Exhibit Method 

Panel (casing 
needed if it is 
original paper of 
the newspapers or 
journals)  

Enlarge the 
journals and 
articles to show 
only the part 
about packing. 

Wagon packed with 
objects 

 

Panel( Put in 
casing if they are 
original photos) 

Enlarge the photos 
of the women  

 

 

 

 

 

Panel and Casing 
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Topic 

4. What trails did 
they travel on? 

  i Overland trail 

 a. California 

b. Oregon 

 c. Cut-offs  

 

5. What were their 
daily lives? 

 i. Chores 

 ii. Travel 

 iii. Weather 

 

 

6. What were some 
of their fears 
about the West? 

 i. Indians 

ii. Bad 
Weather 

 iii.Accidents 

iv. Death/ 
Sickness 

 

7. How was the 
travel West. 

i. Conditions 
on the trail 

 

 

  Object 

Include maps of 
the different 
trails taken by 
women on the 
Overland Trail. 

 

 

 

Objects used by 
women everyday. 

Examples: pots and 
pans. 

Journal articles 
describing travel 
and weather. 

 

Articles 
describing the 
fear of Indian 
attacks, sickness, 
pregnancy and 
death. 

Pictures 

 

   

 

 

Excerpts from the 
women’s journals 
about the travel 
West. 

 

 

Exhibit Method 

Excerpts from the 
guidebooks. 

Panel and Casing 

 

 

 

 

Floor space or on 
shelving. 

Casing could also 
be good. 

 

 

Panel or casing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Panel or 
Casing 
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Topic 

8. Helpful 
Guidebooks 

i. Were 
guidebooks 
helpful? 

ii.In what 
ways were 
they harmful?  

 

9. Why did women 
go West from 1840-
1860  

i. Law for 
land 

ii. Panic of 
1837. 

 

10. Manifest 
Destiny  

i. Propaganda 
to go West. 

 

 

11. Settling in to 
the West. 

i. Where did 
the women 
settle? 

ii. How did 
they adapt to 
the West.  

 

 

Object 

Excerpts from the 
women’s journals 
about the 
guidebooks and how 
helpful they were 

 

 

 

Enlarged articles 
about the laws and 
women talking 
about the laws 
enticing them to 
go West. 

 

 

 

Articles about 
going West to 
conquer the land. 

 

 

 

Pictures of women 
in the West at 
their homes. 

Articles 
describing 
adjusting to 
living in the 
West. 

 

 

Exhibit Method 

Panel or Casing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Panel 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Panel  

 

 

 

 

Panel 
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Appendix 2 

 

Maps of the Oregon-California Trail 
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Map 1. Oregon-California Trail - The Oregon Trail 

 

 

 

 (Source:  The Historical Marker Database.  

http://www.hmdb.org/marker.asp?marker=21669 .)  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Map 2. Oregon-California Trail

South Pass 

(Source: Family Search 
https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/California_T rail

 

 

 

California Trail Map- The California Trail or 

(Source: Family Search 
https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/California_T rail
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The California Trail or 

 

https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/California_T rail .) 
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