
 

 
Teaching with Primary Sources Across Tennessee 
 

PRIMARY SOURCE SET 
WESTWARD EXPANSION 

Historical Background 
 
Thomas Jefferson was a great supporter of westward ex-
pansion. One of the greatest achievements during his 
presidency was the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, which 
doubled the size of the United States (read more about 
complex history of the Louisiana Purchase here). People  
began to move west in great numbers with the newly 
gained information of the western territory from the 
Lewis and Clark expedition, the discovery of gold, and the 
promise of new hope and opportunities. Several different 
trails, such as the Santa Fe Trail and the Oregon Trail, 
aided in opening the West for settlers. Later, the estab-
lishment of the Transcontinental Railroad provided yet 
another route and means of transportation connecting the 
East to the West. Remnants of the trails still exist today 
and are both important reminders of American history and 
contributions to the historical landscape of America.  

SUGGESTIONS FOR TEACHERS: 
 
The Library of Congress has many different types of 
primary sources related to westward expansion. 
Sources can be found in the American Memory Col-
lection and the Prints and Photographs Collection. 
This primary source set contains a collection of 
sources on several trails used for westward explora-
tion and expansion:  
 
p.2 Lewis & Clark  
p.3 Santa Fe Trail 
p.4 Oregon Trail 
p. 5 Pony Express Trail 
p. 6 Transcontinental Railroad 
 
Have students locate on a map the many different 
trails and routes used to move people west. What 
were some of the challenges and struggles people 
endured while traveling west? How did westward 
expansion effect Native American communities?  
Assign each student in the class one of the trails in-
cluded in this primary source set. Have students cre-
ate a poster, brochure, or write an essay on their as-
signed trail. Where was the trail? What are some of 
the important points of interest on it? Are their any 
important people associated with the trail? What is 
the significance of the trail in the overall history of 
America? Does any of the trail still exist? Have stu-
dents present their poster, brochure, or essay to the 
class. What did you learn from this activity? 

ADDITIONAL LINKS: 
 

Rivers, Edens, Empires: Lewis & Clark and the Re-
vealing of America 

Thomas Jefferson: The West (exhibition) 

The Louisiana Purchase: A Legislative Timeline 
(presentation) 

Primary Documents in American History: Pacific 
Railway Act  

Built in American Collection (look here for images of 
the buildings still remaining on the trails) 
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http://www.nps.gov/archive/jeff/lewisclark2/circa1804/heritage/louisianapurchase/louisianapurchase.htm
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/index.html
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/index.html
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/lewisandclark/lewisandclark.html
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/lewisandclark/lewisandclark.html
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/jefferson/jeffwest.html
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/amlaw/louisianapurchase.html
http://www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/ourdocs/PacificRail.html
http://www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/ourdocs/PacificRail.html
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/collections/habs_haer/


 

Lewis and Clark 

Discovering the legacy of Lewis and Clark : bicentennial 
commemoration 2003-2006 / preparation route source: 
Frank Muhly. [2003] 

Lewis and Clark map, with annotations in brown 
ink by Meriwether Lewis, tracing showing the Mis-
sissippi, the Missouri for a short distance above 
Kansas, Lakes Michigan, Superior, and Winnipeg, 

and the country onwards to the Pacific 
[1803?] 

Jeffersonõs cipher for the Lewis 
and Clark Expedition[1803 ] 

Thomas Jefferson peace medal 
[1801] 

Sitting Rabbit (I Ki Ha Wa He, also known as Little Owl) 
[Map of Missouri River from South Dakota-North Dakota boundary to mouth 
of Yellowstone River] [1906-1907] 

Thomas Jefferson to Meriwether 
Lewis,  
June 20, 1803  

Meriwether Lewis, April 20, 1803, 
Expedition Estimate  
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http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/gmd:@field(NUMBER+@band(g4127l+ct001114))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/gmd:@field(NUMBER+@band(g4126s+ct000071))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/gmd:@field(NUMBER+@band(g4127l+ct001114))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/gmd:@field(NUMBER+@band(g4127l+ct001114))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/gmd:@field(NUMBER+@band(g4127l+ct001114))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/gmd:@field(NUMBER+@band(g4126s+ct000071))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/gmd:@field(NUMBER+@band(g4126s+ct000071))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/gmd:@field(NUMBER+@band(g4126s+ct000071))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/gmd:@field(NUMBER+@band(g4126s+ct000071))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/gmd:@field(NUMBER+@band(g4126s+ct000071))
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/lewisandclark/images/ree0055.jpg
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/lewisandclark/lewis-landc.html
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/lewisandclark/lewis-landc.html
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/lewisandclark/images/ree0041p1s.jpg
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/lewisandclark/lewis-landc.html
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/lewisandclark/images/ree0057p1.jpg
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/lewisandclark/images/ree0059c.jpg
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/lewisandclark/lewis-landc.html
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/lewisandclark/lewis-landc.html
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/lewisandclark/lewis-landc.html
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/lewisandclark/lewis-landc.html
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/lewisandclark/lewis-landc.html
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/lewisandclark/lewis-landc.html
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=mtj1&fileName=mtj1page028.db&recNum=182
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=mtj1&fileName=mtj1page028.db&recNum=182


 

Santa Fe Trail 

Santa Fe Trail, Kansas City, MO. [c. 1909] 

Santa Fe Route [1825] 

Gregg's Commerce of the prairies, 
or, The journal of a Sante Fe trader, 
1831-1839 [1905] 

Cottonwood Creek, Sun-
day April 10th 1859  

Don Jose Albino Baca 
House, Old Santa Fe Trail, 
Las Vegas vicinity, San Mi-

guel, NM [c. 1940] 
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http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/pan:@field(NUMBER+@band(pan+6a07230))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/pan:@field(NUMBER+@band(pan+6a07230))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/gmd:@field(NUMBER+@band(g4052s+ct000190)
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/gmd:@field(NUMBER+@band(g4052s+ct000190))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=lhbtn&fileName=th019//lhbtnth019.db&recNum=154
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/lhbtnbib:@field(NUMBER+@od1(lhbtn+th020_0023))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/lhbtnbib:@field(NUMBER+@od1(lhbtn+th020_0023))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/lhbtnbib:@field(NUMBER+@od1(lhbtn+th020_0023))
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/service/pnp/ppmsc/04800/04808v.jpg
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2004661630/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2004661630/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/NM0043/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/NM0043/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/NM0043/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/NM0043/


 

Oregon Trail 

Devilõs Gap, Sweetwater rocks, Sweetwater River, Oregon Trail  [between 1880 and 1900?] 

Arapahoe camp : Near Casper, Wyo. On the site of the old 
Oregon Trail  [between 1800 and 1910?] 

Topographical map of the road from Missouri to Oregon, commencing 
at the mouth of the Kansas in the Missouri River and ending at the mouth 
of the Walla-Wallah in the Columbia [1846] Shoemaker overland diary [1850] 

Wagon tracks on Old Oregon Trail. 
Scottsbluff, Nebraska [1941] 
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http://cdm15330.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm4/item_viewer.php?CISOROOT=/p15330coll22&CISOPTR=23796&DMSCALE=12.5&DMWIDTH=600&DMHEIGHT=600&DMX=0&DMY=0&DMMODE=viewer&DMTEXT=&REC=1&DMTHUMB=1&DMROTATE=0
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/hawp:@field(NUMBER+@band(codhawp+10021920))
http://cdm15330.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm4/item_viewer.php?CISOROOT=/p15330coll22&CISOPTR=31792
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/gmd:@field(NUMBER+@band(g4127o+mf000054))

