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Trails West

By the mid-1800s, people began to venture west in search of
new lives. Men, women, and children sometimes traveled up to
2,000 miles (3,219 kilometers) in hopes of claiming land and riches.
Trappers and traders had explored some of these lands before. But
now, entire families packed into wagons for long journeys.

Trips to the West were harsh. People often had to travel
through passes, over high mountains, and across dry deserts.
Many of them faced hunger, cold, and fatigue along the way. At
the end of each day, guides chose places to camp. People slept
in tents, in wagons, or on the ground under the stars.

The journey was hard, but if the travelers could make it to
the end of the trail, they had a chance at better lives. As more
people went west, forts and new industries rose up. Some
people formed settlements there. Women had new prospects
that they did not have back home. All these people helped
map the West for future generations.
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Trappers and Traders

Before the Gold Rush in 1849, there was another rush in California.
Trappers and traders came in large numbers to the land for the Fur
Rush. They wanted to get rich by selling valuable furs. Mammals,
such as otters, foxes, and seals, were hunted for their furs.

Jedediah Smith

Of all the trappers in the early years, an American trapper was
one of the best. His name was Jedediah Strong Smith. Like many
mountain men, Smith went west to make money. While working :
as a guide in the winter of 1823, he camped with a group of
Crow Indians. They told him of a pass through the Rocky
Mountains.

Three years later, Smith led another group west. They
crossed the South Pass that Smith had learned about from
the Crow Indians. The people in this group became the
first Americans from the east to enter California over
land. Smith had proven that the South Pass
was the best way to get to the West
Coast. After Smith’s trip, the South
Pass became one of the most
widely used routes for people
heading west.
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