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The Oregon Trail's first travelers headed west in 1841. 

Settlers starting out on the five-month, 2,000-mile trek from Missouri to Oregon outfitted their wagons with hundreds of pounds of food, clothing and supplies. Pioneers sent heavy items, such as furniture and stoves by ship to the West Coast. In 1841, about 50 men, women and children first started the journey on 

Food

According to the National Oregon/California Trail Center, a typical family of four needed 600 pounds of flour, 400 pounds of bacon, 100 pounds of sugar, 60 pounds of coffee and 200 pounds of lard as basic staples. Sacks of beans, rice and dried fruit augmented the diet. Bacon lasted longer when packed inside barrels of bran. Eggs were packed in cornmeal, which then was used to make corn bread. Milk from a cow brought along for that purpose was churned into butter in buckets suspended from the bottom of the wagon. Salt, pepper, vinegar and molasses added seasoning to meals. Water was found along the way, and coffee and tea masked the water's sometimes alkaline flavor.

Animals

Oxen generally pulled the overland wagons, because they could eat the native grasses, although horses and mules also were used. Large wagons needed multiple teams of animals to pull them across the prairie. Most settlers carried a rifle and hunting knife for killing and dressing animals. Buffalo and antelope were plentiful at the beginning of westward expansion, but when the population of wild animals along the trail diminished over time, settlers began bringing a herd of cows along for meat and milk.

Wagons

A traveler on horseback without a wagon could cover more territory than the 10 to 15 miles typically crossed by a wagon train each day, but pioneers needed goods to survive and use when they arrived at the end of the trail. Settlers used a covered wagon commonly called an overland wagon and nicknamed the Prairie Schooner. Wagons were 6 feet wide and 12 feet long and built to carry no more than 2,500 pounds of supplies for the trip west. Because the wagons were so heavily loaded, settlers walked the route. The wagons provided sleeping shelter in inclement weather and a corral for the animals at night, when they were drawn into a circle. Coils of rope, spare axles and tar buckets hung from the sides of the wagon.

Dry Goods

Wagons were packed with clothing, farm implements, seeds for planting when settlers arrived in the West and cooking utensils. Settlers brought bedding, tools, personal possessions and, occasionally, luxury items such as schoolbooks or a chamber pot. Travelers used cast iron Dutch ovens for cooking and baking. The clothing supply included items for hot and cold weather, hats and sturdy boots and shoes. Travelers carried shoes and oxbows for the teams, chains to pull wagons out of muck, medical supplies and lanterns.
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