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Dear Educator:

This is a brief outline of the material presented to students when they visit the Wells Fargo 
History Museum. The goal is to help students meet Minnesota Social Studies curriculum 
standards while having a fun and memorable experience.

Students learn about the Gold Rush — a cause of settlement of the American West.  
•	 An	event	that	launched	migration	and	formed	new	communities.	 	 	 	
•	Gold	fever!	Separation	of	families;	would	you	go?	 	 	 	 	 	
•	 Communication	and	transportation	difficulties	in	the	1850s.	 	 	 	 	
•	Geography;	distance	to	CA.	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
•	 Activity:	Life	as	a	49er,	needs	versus	wants

Students compare and contrast major forms of 19th century transportation and learn 
how Wells Fargo used the stagecoach to connect communities.    
•	 Introduce	the	stagecoach	and	compare	modes	of	transportation.	 	 	 	
•	 Discuss	the	way	in	which	the	stagecoach	provided	a	communication	link,	speedy		 	
 transportation, and carried money, mail, and people.      
•	 Examine	travel	conditions	aboard	a	stagecoach.	 	 	 	 	 	
•	 Activity:	1863	stagecoach	investigation

Students participate in a stagecoach ride.       
•	 Climb	aboard	the	replica	Concord	stagecoach	for	a	ride	that	simulates	the	motion	of	a		
 real “cradle on wheels.”         
•	 Activity:	Pack	your	trunk

Students explore the museum.         
•	 Students	explore	the	museum	with	hands-on	activities	 	 	 	 	
•	 Activity:	Wells	Fargo	Agent	scavenger	hunt

We	are	happy	to	share	this	learning	opportunity	with	your	students.	Please	contact	us	with	
any questions.

The Wells Fargo History Museum

About this guide
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In	1849,	Congress	established	the	Territory	of	Minnesota	in	the	
forested frontier of the upper Mississippi Valley. In the same 
year, the excitement of the California gold rush lured thousands 
of	gold-seekers	from	the	Midwest	and	around	the	world.	Henry	
Wells and William Fargo were successful businessmen in 
the east. They watched as more and more Americans caught 
Gold	Fever	and	moved	to	California.	In	1852,	they	formed	a	
new banking and express company: Wells Fargo & Company. 
The	first	office	was	opened	in	the	bustling	gold	port	of	San	
Francisco. 

Soon Wells Fargo’s trustworthy agents moved into many 
mining camps and settlements. They provided essential 
banking services, such as buying and transporting gold, and 
they delivered goods and mail to miners, merchants, farmers, 
and lumbermen throughout the West. Wells Fargo shipped  
gold and goods by the fastest transportation available:  
stagecoach,	steamship,	railroad,	or	Pony	Express.
In	1858	Minnesota	became	a	state.	Wells	Fargo	had	established	seventy-eight	offices	on	the	Pacific	
Coast.	Increasingly,	railroads	became	the	connecting	link	between	growing	towns.	In	May	1869,	the	
Golden Spike was driven into the transcontinental railroad tracks. The east coast was finally united 
with the west coast, and thereafter Wells Fargo express messengers often rode the rails.

In	1885,	Wells	Fargo	opened	fifty-nine	agencies	in	Minnesota,	and	named	F.B.	Daniels	as	the	
Company’s	first	agent	in	Minneapolis.	In	the	railroad	hub	of	St.	Paul,	agent	I.E.	Atherton	offered	fast	
express service and convenient Wells Fargo money orders.

Where trains did not travel, Wells Fargo extended its express network by stagecoach and wagon, 
reaching	residents	in	towns	like	Eagle	Lake,	Cold	Spring,	White	Bear,	and	Beaver	Dam.	In	1886,	
however, Wells Fargo lost its express contract with local railroads and temporarily withdrew   
from Minnesota.

On	April	1,	1897,	Wells	Fargo	returned	to	Minnesota	aboard	the	trains	of	the	Chicago	Great	Western	
railroad,	opening	31	agencies	in	Minnesota.	By	1910,	Wells	Fargo	had	offices	in	194	Minnesota	
communities,	from	Adams	to	Zumbrota.	In	several	locations,	the	local	Wells	Fargo	office	was	
“manned” by a woman, like Miss A.M. Schafer in White Willow, and Miss A. Finnagin in Douglas,  
and Miss Minnie Ha Ha Smith in Zumbro Falls.

In	1918,	Wells	Fargo	abruptly	left	the	transportation	business	when	the	federal	government	took	
over the nation’s express operations as a wartime measure, and the Wells Fargo name disappeared 
from depots and storefronts throughout Minnesota. Wells Fargo’s bank in San Francisco continued, 
carrying	on	the	most	famous	name	in	banking.	In	1998,	Wells	Fargo	returned	to	Minnesota	when	it	
merged with Norwest bank of Minneapolis.

A brief history of Wells Fargo  
& Company in Minnesota

Lesson 1 — Wells Fargo’s history
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Henry Wells (1805 - 1878)

Henry Wells, born in Thetford, Vermont, moved in his youth to central New York, 
where he worked on a farm and later for a shoemaker. Seeing opportunity 
in the rapidly developing transportation and communication industry, he 
changed	careers.	In	1841,	he	became	an	agent	in	Albany,	New	York,	for	Wil-
liam Harnden, founder of an express business. Shortly thereafter, Wells made his 
reputation for dependability when he found a way to carry fresh oysters to  
Buffalo,	New	York.
As the express business expanded into the Midwest, Wells formed a   
partnership with other expressmen to deliver valuables, financial documents, 
and	mail.	In	1850,	these	partners	joined	to	form	the	American	Express		 	 	

	 	 	 		Company.	Wells	became	its	first	president,	serving	until	1868.
In	1852	Wells,	along	with	William	G.	Fargo,	set	up	a	joint	stock	association,	Wells	Fargo	&	Co.,	to conduct  
a banking and express business in Gold Rush California. A year later, when he visited the new   
enterprise	in	San	Francisco,	Henry	Wells	judged	it	a	success	and	wrote,		“This	is	a	great	country	and	a	
greater people.”

William G. Fargo (1818 - 1881)

William	George	Fargo	was	born	in	Pompey,	New	York,	and	was	the	eldest	of	
twelve	children.	At	thirteen	he	had	a	forty-mile	mail	route.	In	1842,	in	Auburn,	
New York, he met Henry Wells and became involved in the express business. In 
1850,	along	with	Wells,	he	founded the American Express Company, and served 
as	its	president	from	1868-1881.
Fargo	also	saw	opportunity	on	the	Pacific	Coast,	and	in	1852,	again	with		
Henry Wells, he lent his name to Wells Fargo & Co. He and Wells were   
directors.	Fargo	came	to	California	by	Overland	stagecoach	in	1863	to	promote	
a railroad over the Sierra Nevada Mountains, and to lay the foundation for the 
Grand		Consolidation	that	formed	Wells	Fargo’s	stagecoach	empire	in	1866.		 	

	 	 	 	Additionally,	he	was	president	of	Wells	Fargo	from	1870	to	1872.
Fargo	was	active	in	New	York	politics	for	many	years,	and	in	the	1860s	served	two	terms	as	mayor	of		
Buffalo.	He	was	also	a	director	of	the	North	Pacific	Railroad,	which	led	to	the	use	of	his	name	for	the	town	
of Fargo, North Dakota. This directorship also led him to be an original investor in Northwestern  
National Bank in Minneapolis, a predecessor of Norwest. 

Lesson 1 — Wells Fargo’s history (cont.)

What’s	in	a	name?	 
Wells Fargo & Company 
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In the story “A brief history of Wells Fargo & Company”, some of the words may not be familiar to you. 
List	five	words	whose	meaning	you	do	not	know.	Use	a	dictionary	to	find	their	meaning	and	write	the	
meaning after each word. Then use the word in a sentence of your own at the bottom of this page.

Word Meaning

1 1

2 2

3 3

4 4

5 5

1

2

3

4

5

Sentences

A brief history of Wells Fargo  
& Company worksheet

Activity 1 — Encountering new vocabulary
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Word Meaning

Argonaut Gold	seekers	of	1848	—	49	who	were	named	after	the	Argo,	the	ship	on	which	Jason	
sailed in his search from the Golden Fleece, according to the Greek mythology 
(Argo	+	nautus,	a	Latin	word	meaning	sailor).

Boot Front and back leather containers, resembling the toe of a boot, which were attached 
to the body of a stagecoach to hold treasure boxes and luggage.

Emigrant A person who has departed from a country to settle elsewhere.

Eureka Greek	for	“I	have	found	it!”	The	word	later	became	California’s	official	motto.
Express company A company that provides the service of receiving and delivering mail, parcels and money.  

FedEx	and	UPS	are	examples	of	present	day	express	companies.
Forty-niners Nickname	for	pioneers	who	arrived	in	California	in	1849.
Hydraulic mining A	system	of	mining	in	which	the	force	of	a	jet	of	water	is	used	to	wash	down	a	bank	of	

gold-bearing	gravel	or	earth.
Morse code A code consisting of variously spaced dots and dashes, or long and

short sounds, used for transmitting messages by audible or visual signals.

Nugget A	lump	of	precious	metal	such	as	gold;	gold	dust	is	made	of	fine	particles,	not	lumps.
Panning A method for finding gold by using a metal pan in the water to separate gold from sand 

and gravel.

Poke A small leather bag used to hold gold dust and gold nuggets.

Pony	Express A	rapid	postal	and	express	system	that	operated	across	the	western	U.S.	in	1860	-	1861	
by relays of horses and riders.

Pyrite A	common	mineral	that	consists	of	iron	and	sulfur.	Pyrite	was	frequently	mistaken	for	
gold and gained the nickname Fool’s Gold.

Stagecoach A coach or vehicle that travels long distances in segments or “stages”. A stagecoach 
should not be called a wagon, buggy, cart, or carriage.

Staking a claim The way a gold miner claimed land and water areas that might contain gold. The claim 
was marked with wooden or metal stakes, or even with piles of rocks.

Telegraph A system for communication over long distances by electric transmission over wires.

Thoroughbraces Suspension	system	on	the	stagecoach.	Leather	shock	absorbers	located	underneath	a	
stagecoach to make the ride more comfortable.

Treasure box A wooden container with iron bands and padlock used to hold bags of gold nuggets and 
gold dust.

Troy ounce The name of the unit of measurement used to weigh out four precious metals: gold, 
silver, platinum, and palladium.

 

Vocabulary list 
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Find the word that would best fit the meaning of the following sentences

1. What you might say when you find your missing sneaker _____________________________________

2. Where you would put the luggage in the stagecoach _________________________________________

3. The scientific name for fool’s gold ________________________________________________________

4.	The	first	long-distance	communication	___________________________________________________

5.	What	gold	was	usually	transported	in	_____________________________________________________

6.	A	simple	method	of	mining	for	gold	______________________________________________________

7. Another method of mining for gold that uses water __________________________________________

8.	A	mode	of	transportation	used	by	Wells	Fargo	______________________________________________

9.	The	unit	of	measurement	used	when	weighing	gold	_________________________________________

Now write your own sentences for these words

1. Morse code __________________________________________________________________________

2. Nugget _____________________________________________________________________________

3.	Pony	Express	________________________________________________________________________	

4.	Poke	_______________________________________________________________________________	

5.	Emigrant	____________________________________________________________________________

Vocabulary activity worksheet
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The following images are what historians call primary sources.	These	are	objects	or	documents	
created by people who witnessed a historical event, participated in an activity, or simply lived 
in	a	different	time.	Written	documents	like	letters	and	diaries,	images,	maps,	travel	tickets,	
advertisements,	and	objects	like	toys,	tools,	and	clothing	can	all	be	considered	primary	sources.
Secondary sources are anything written or told about a time in history by someone who has studied 
it. Examples of secondary sources include history books, history articles in magazines, and exhibit 
labels in a museum.  

Kids	can	be	historians,	too!
Historians analyze primary sources to learn more about people’s lives in the past and significant 
events.	Learn	to	“read”	these	artifacts	like	a	historian	by	asking	questions:		
•	When	was	it	created?
•	Who	created	it?
•	Why	might	they	have	created	it?	
•	What	does	it	tell	us	about	their	lives?
There are many questions you can “ask” primary sources.  Being a historian can often be like 
detective	work	—	the	artifacts	are	clues	and	a	historian	must	put	together	the	clues	into	an	accurate	
description of historical events.  

Imagine that it is one hundred years in the future. What might a future historian learn about you and 
your	life	today?	What	kind	of	images	or	documents	will	you	leave	for	future	generations?	Do	you	
keep	a	diary	or	write	many	letters?	Does	your	family	take	many	photos?	What	might	your	clothes	and	
possessions	say	about	you?
Great places to find primary sources are libraries, museums, historical societies, and your 
grandparents’	attic.	Go	do	some	detective	work!	

Primary	sources	vs. 
secondary sources
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1.	What	kind	of	document	is	this?	_________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

2.	Who	created	this	document	and	why	did	they	create	it?	______________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

3.	What	does	this	document	say	about	the	person	who	purchased	it?		_____________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

4.	What	is	a	document	from	your	life	that	is	like	this	document?	_________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Wells Fargo & Company   
historic documents

Activity 2 — Kids can be historians, too! 

Wells Fargo Corporate Archives
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1.		What	do	the	solid	lines	on	the	map	represent?	_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

2.			Based	on	the	map,	what	are	some	major	cities	on	the	Wells	Fargo	express	lines?		 _________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

3.		Look	at	what	states	are	shown	on	the	map.	Do	you	think	this	map	was	made	around	the	year	1700,	1800,		
	 or	1900?		

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Wells Fargo & Company maps

Activity 2 — Kids can be historians, too! (cont.)
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Wells Fargo used maps to show where express routes traveled. Use the map above to answer the 

following questions.



1.		Does	this	look	like	a	photo	taken	recently?	How	do	you	know?	_________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

2.		Look	at	the	scenery,	clothes,	and	type	of	vehicles	these	men	are	around.	Where	and	when	might	this		
	 photo	have	been	taken?	

_____________________________________________________________________________________

3.		What	is	an	“Express	Company?”	What	do	you	think	that	these	men	did	for	the	company?

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Wells Fargo & Company   
photographs

Activity 2 —  Kids can be historians, too! (cont.)
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1.	What	might	this	box	be	used	for?	________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

2.	Does	this	box	look	strong	or	weak?	What	materials	were	used	to	construct	the	box?	_______________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

3.	Why	might	it	be	locked	with	a	huge	padlock?	_______________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

4.	What	is	an	artifact	from	your	life	that	a	historian	in	2100	might	find	strange	or	interesting?	

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Wells Fargo & Company artifacts

Activity 2 — Kids can be historians, too! (cont.)
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1. One of the few surviving tickets from the Wells Fargo Express Overland Route                    
 This	ticket	was	issued	from	the	Sacramento	Office,	California	on	May	9,	1868.		It	was	purchased	by		 	
 Miss Mary Sharpe, who traveled to Helena, Montana.        
               
 You will receive a copy of this ticket after your tour.

2. 1904 Map of express shipping lines                          
 A shipping line was a route over which Wells Fargo moved packages, mail, money and passengers.   
	 There	were	4,143	Wells	Fargo	offices	and	47,000	miles	of	railroad,	stagecoach,	and	steamship	lines.

3. Photo of Wells Fargo Express employees from Austin, MN, July 1914                     
 Some	Wells	Fargo	Express	agents	worked	in	agency	offices	sorting	mail,	sending	and	receiving		 	 	
 telegraphs. They also helped customers send mail or packages, or buy money orders. Other agents   
 drove the famous Wells Fargo wagons on delivery routes in towns and cities across the nation.

4. “Treasure Box” used on stagecoaches to carry gold and money across the country                   
 Treasure	Boxes	were	made	of	pine	and	oak,	and	reinforced	with	iron.	Each	box	weighed	25	pounds	empty		
 and was bolted underneath the driver’s seat on the stagecoach. The treasure boxes were used between   
	 1852	and	1918.	                           
 You will see a real treasure box on your tour.

Primary	source	key
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The	Gold	Rush	was	a	major	event	in	U.S.	history	and	caused	one	of	the	largest	migrations	ever	
witnessed. Thousands of people from all over the world came to California to become gold miners 
and	start	businesses.	Life	in	the	mining	camps	was	rough	and	supplies	were	hard	to	get.	Miners	
who found gold did not have an easy way to exchange it for money. Wells Fargo and other express 
companies helped the miners by buying gold and transporting it from the mining towns.                 

Before	the	1849	Gold	Rush,	a	metal	gold	pan	in	California	cost	30	cents,	but	after	gold	was	
discovered,	the	price	was	$15.00!		The	price	change	was	a	result	of	the	economic	law	of	supply	and	
demand.	This	economic	law	states	if	demand	(or	willingness	and	ability	to	buy)	for	a	product	or	
service is held constant, an increase in the supply of that product or service leads to a decreased 
price. On the other hand, a decrease in supply of a product or service leads to an increased price.

12

Worth its weight in gold

Lesson 2 — Wells Fargo’s role in the gold rush

Activity 1 — Worth its weight in gold

1.		List	items	today	that	are	more	expensive	because	they	are	in	short	supply	(rare	coins,	all-star	basketball		 	
	 players,	classic	cars,	and	downtown	real	estate).		

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

2.		Now	list	things	that	are	inexpensive	because	they	are	in	large	supply	(e.g.,	salt,	water,	dirt).			

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

3.		Lastly,	can	you	think	of	things	that	have	gone	up	in	price	as	demand	has	increased	or	supply	has		 	
	 decreased	(e.g.,	gasoline,	timber,	Nike	shoes)?		

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________



Activity 2 — Pick and pack

Many	of	the	49ers	were	teenagers	who	left	their	homes	on	a	2,000-mile	
journey	to	California	in	search	of	gold.	Some	walked	the	entire	distance	on	
foot!	If	you	were	planning	to	journey	2,000	miles	across	the	wilderness,	
what	would	you	take	along?	Remember	that	the	year	is	1849	and	there	are	
no modern day supplies available. Also, there are no supply points along 
the way. You must pack everything you need to last three months. 

Make a list of your supplies. ______________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

Imagine	that	you	are	to	travel	back	in	time	to	become	a	49er.	You	are	allowed	to	take	along	one		
modern	invention;	something	that	will	fit	into	your	pocket.	What	would	you	take?	Why?

____________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

Wells Fargo Corporate Archives
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Activity 3 — Using Morse code

On	May	24,	1844,	Samuel	F.B.	Morse	sent	the	first	telegraph	message	between	Baltimore	and		 	
Washington, D.C. When the Gold Rush began in California, miners and businesses needed the rapid  
communication		offered	by	the	telegraph.	A	transcontinental	telegraph	line	was	completed	in	1861.			
Just	three	years	later,	Wells	Fargo	could	send	money	electronically	using	the	telegraph.	Wells	Fargo	agents	
became expert telegraphers, and Wells Fargo customers could safely send and receive money across the 
country without any gold leaving the vault. 

1.	Can	you	decode	this	actual	message	sent	in	1861?	The	“/”	divides	the	letters.

____________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

_	/	.	.	.	.	/	.	_	.	/	.	/	.	 	

____________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

2.	In	the	space	below,	write	your	first	name	using	Morse	code	(dots	and	dashes).

____________________________________________________________________________________

International Morse Code
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Lesson 3 — The stagecoach

The	excerpt	below	was	taken	from	an	article	written	for	the	Los	Banos	Enterprise	newspaper	(June	30,	
1968).	Ralph	Milliken,	Curator	of	the	Los	Banos	Museum,	interviewed	Rebecca	Yokum,	who	talked	about	
her	trip	as	a	teenager	travelling	on	the	stagecoach	to	California	in	1860.	Wells	Fargo	Bank	published	this	
excerpt in a booklet called The Overland Stage.

Memoirs of a youthful traveler

Father	was	a	Cumberland	Presbyterian	minister.	He	went	by	stage	to	California	in	1859.	Mother	had	
made up her mind that she was coming to California. She was a very determined woman and without 
waiting for father to get back she prepared to set out without delay for California on the Butterfield Overland 
stages.

On the appointed day the stagecoach drawn by six horses came to a sudden stop at my grandfather’s gate.

The top of the stage was covered with men sitting back to back. Inside the coach were still more men. 
There were three wide seats and one of these had been reserved for mother and us children. On the high 
seat in front sat the conductor and the driver.

Traveling Conditions

We soon found that the stage made no stops whatever except to change horses. It ran continuously day 
and night. About every fourteen miles there was a stage station. At those stations there were generally 
only men. The moment we rolled into the station the tired horses were dragged away and fresh ones put 
in their places. Speed seemed to be the one and only thing the stage people desired.

Of	course	we	didn’t	sleep	any	the	first	night.	But	the	second	night	out	I	was	that	tired	and	I	just	had	to	
sleep. When I awoke I found that I had fallen over in my sleep and had been lying with my head in a 
young man’s lap. He was the meanest man in the world, I thought, to let me sleep that way. He tried to be 
nice to me, but I was so mortified that I wouldn’t even look at him.

...we	had	to	buy	our	meals	at	the	stage	stations.	But	I	would	just	like	to	see	you	eat	what	they	served.	
Beans!	Black	bread!	Often	mother	would	pay	a	dollar	for	bread	only	to	find	that	it	was	spoiled.	At	the	
stage stations there were generally only men. Usually they would bring it [food] right to the stage and 
hand it to us. There were only a very few times that we got to eat at a table.

Traveling by stagecoach
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One dark night we were traveling without lights . . . We had to cross a stream and as we plunged down 
the bank the two horses in the lead broke away in the darkness. There was a great excitement. Everyone 
had to get out as the stage was unable to haul the passengers through the stream. The stage men were 
endeavoring	to	recover	the	horses	and	we	could	hear	them	calling	out:	‘Catch	the	leaders!’	Mother	and	
the boys had to wade through the water, but someone, I don’t know who, grabbed me in the darkness and 
carried me across the stream in his arms.

I	never	knew	there	were	so	many	buffaloes	in	the	world.	We	saw	thousands	and	thousands	of	them.	In	
going through one herd they were so thick in front of us that the stage horses had to slow down and go 
on	the	walk.	Two	of	the	men	on	the	stage	jumped	out	and	caught	one	of	the	little	baby	buffaloes.	They	
wanted to take it right along with us and were going to put it in the boot with the baggage, but the 
conductor wouldn’t let them.

Journey’s end

I was so tired I don’t remember how many days it was, but sometime after we got into California we 
reached	a	town	called	San	Jose.	I	know	it	was	half	past	seven	in	the	evening	on	the	third	day	of		 	
May,	1860.	It	was	dark	and	cold.	The	lamp	inside	the	coach	was	lit	and	the	curtains	all	fastened	down		
to make it as warm as possible. The coach was crowded.

My	little	brother	was	sitting	in	my	mother’s	lap.	She	had	held	him	the	entire	twenty-one	days	of	our	trip.
The only sleep we had was what we could catch while the stage coaches traveled along with the horses 
on	the	run.	For	three	weeks,	we	had	no	change	of	clothing.	We	were	little	short	of	dead!
There	seemed	to	be	some	sort	of	difficulty.	The	stage	people	came	over	to	the	stage	and	inquired	if	
there	wasn’t	a	woman	and	some	children	to	get	off	at	San	Jose.	Mother	replied:	‘No.	Our	tickets	call	for	
Santa	Clara.’	While	the	stage	was	still	waiting,	a	tall,	strange-looking	man	with	whiskers	all	over	his	face	
stepped out of the darkness. He poked his head through the curtains and peered into the coach.   
He	looked	us	over	carefully	in	the	dim	light	and	then	said	firmly:	‘I	guess	you	will	get	off	right	here!’	
Then he smiled. It was father.

Lesson 3 — The stagecoach (cont.)
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Does	the	journey	that	Rebecca	describes	sound	comfortable	to	you?	Why	or	why	not?	_______________

____________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

What	were	some	of	the	dangers	that	Rebecca’s	family	faced	on	their	journey?	______________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

Contrast	her	experience	to	traveling	by	car	or	plane.	What	is	similar?	What	is	different?______________

____________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

Imagine	that	you’re	packing	for	a	journey	by	car	today.	What	might	you	take	with	you?	Now	imagine	
that	you’re	packing	for	a	journey	by	stagecoach	in	1860.	What	would	you	take?

____________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

Write a diary entry as if you were traveling to California by stagecoach. ___________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

Activity 1 — Historical accounts of stagecoach travel 



Using	the	math	formula	below,	figure	out	how	long	it	took	the	stagecoach	to	travel	2,800	miles	from		
St.	Joseph,	MO,	to	Sacramento,	CA,	traveling	at	5	miles	per	hour.

The	answer	should	be	560	hours.	How	many	days	would	this	be?__________________________________

Now	figure	out	how	long	it	would	take	to	travel	2,800	miles	today	from	St.	Joseph,	MO,	to	Sacramento,	CA,	
traveling	at	65	miles	per	hour.

Activity 2 — How fast did the stagecoach travel?
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				(distance	from	St.	Joseph	to	Sacramento)	
            

 5 miles per hour         
											(rate)

2,800 miles

—
—Time	(in	hours)	   

				(distance	from	St.	Joseph	to	Sacramento)	
            

 65 miles per hour    
												(rate)

2,800 miles

—
—Time	(in	hours)	   



Activity 3 — Stagecoach advertisements

The	Wells	Fargo	ad	on	the	left	is	from	1867.	It	advertises	stagecoach	passenger	fares	on	part	of	the	
Overland	Mail	Route,	which	ran	from	St	Louis,	Missouri,	to	San	Francisco,	California.	The	total	route	
took 21 days, and to travel from coast to coast took four weeks. The shorter routes mentioned in the ad 
would have taken less time. 

The	ad	on	the	right	is	from	1868,	just	one	year	later.	It	advertises	an	agreement	that	Wells	Fargo	&	Co	had	
with	the	Pacific	Railroad	for	passengers	to	travel	by	both	stagecoach	and	railroad.	This	greatly	changed	the	
time and cost of traveling.

Today	ads	are	designed	to	get	your	attention	and	make	you	read	them,	but	in	the	1800s	ads	focused	on	
providing	information.	How	do	these	ads	try	to	catch	the	reader’s	attention?	

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

Look	closely	at	these	two	advertisements.

Wells Fargo Corporate Archives
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Activity 3 — Stagecoach advertisements (cont.)

What	are	two	important	pieces	of	information	you	noticed	from	each	ad?

____________________________________________________________________________________

Both	of	these	ads	reference	faster	times	and	lower	prices.	Why	do	you	think	those	things	were	important?

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

Name two other things that might be important to consumers.

____________________________________________________________________________________

What	does	it	mean	that	Wells	Fargo	accepts	all	legal	tenders	or	their	equivalent?

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

Compare these ads to an ad that you might see in a newspaper or magazine today.  Name some aspects 
that	are	different.	Name	some	aspects	that	are	similar.

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

Would	either	of	these	ads	convince	you	to	use	Wells	Fargo?		Why	or	why	not?
 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________
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Group activity 1

Traveling	to	California	meant	a	long	and	hazardous	journey.	Travelers	could	choose	between	different	
transportation routes, but all of them faced many risks.

Have the students break into five groups. Explain to students that they must decide as a group how 
they are going to travel to CA.

1. Hold up an example card. Tell the students to look for information on the card.

	 •	What	is	the	method	of	travel?
	 •	How	much	does	it	cost?
	 •	What	is	the	route?
	 •	What	are	the	pros	and	cons	(are	these	good	or	bad)?

2.  Tell the students that they will need to read their two cards and decide which way they are going   
	 to	travel.	Make	sure	each	group	has	a	card	for	walking,	plus	a	card	for	a	different	option.	After	you		 	
 give the groups time to work, ask each group to explain their decision to the class.

3.  After the groups are done presenting, tell the students that they only have $100 each. Does that   
	 change	their	decision?		

How	would	you	go?
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Group activity 1 (cont.)

Walking

Travel time: one year

Cost: free 

Pros:

•	 It’s	the	cheapest	way	to	travel.
•	 You	might	have	a	lot	of	company,	since	most	people	walked	to	California.
•	 You	can	leave	earlier	in	the	year,	because	you	don’t	have	to	wait	for	grass	to	grow	along	the	trail	to		 	
 feed any livestock.

Cons:

•	 You	can	only	take	the	supplies	that	you	can	carry.
•	 You	may	run	out	of	food	and	water.	
•	 You	may	drown	trying	to	cross	a	river.
•	 You	have	to	cross	mountains	and	deserts.
•	 You	may	not	have	a	good	map,	so	you	might	get	lost	on	the	way.
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Group activity 1 (cont.)

Sailing around South America 

Travel time: six months

Cost: $300 for a cabin, $100 for steerage  

Pros:

•	 Your	ship’s	captain	knows	the	way	to	California.
•	 You	can	take	more	supplies.
•	 It’s	faster	than	walking.

Cons:

•	 Your	ship	may	sink.
•	 Your	ship	may	be	overcrowded.
•	 You	might	get	seasick.
•	 You	might	have	bad	weather	and	big	storms.
•	 You	may	have	to	travel	to	a	port	city,	if	you	don’t	live	there	already.
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Group activity 1 (cont.)

Steamship	through	Panama	

Travel time: three months

Cost per person for a steamship ticket: $300 for a cabin, $100 for steerage

Cost per person to travel across Panama:	$25		

Pros:

•	 You	won’t	get	lost;	your	ship’s	captain	knows	the	way	to	California.
•	 You	can	take	more	supplies.
•	 It’s	faster	than	walking.

Cons:

•	 You	may	get	sick	with	malaria	or	yellow	fever.
•	 Your	ship	may	be	overcrowded.
•	 You	have	to	walk	through	a	jungle.
•	 You	may	get	stuck	waiting	for	a	steamship	on	the	West	coast	of	Panama.
•	 You	may	have	to	travel	to	a	steam	ship	port,	if	you	don’t	live	at	one	already.

Wells Fargo Corporate Archives
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Group activity 1 (cont.)

Wagon train 

Travel time: three months

Cost per wagon (3-4 people): $1000

  

Pros:

•	 You	can	take	lots	of	supplies.
•	 You	will	have	the	company	of	the	other	travelers	in	your	wagon	train.

Cons:

•	 Your	livestock	may	die	along	the	way.
•	 You	may	get	trapped	in	the	mountains	in	winter.
•	 Your	wagon	may	fall	down	a	cliff	or	be	lost	in	a	flood.
•	 You	have	to	stop	often	to	rest	your	livestock.
•	 Your	wagon	may	break	a	wheel	or	an	axel.
•	 You	can’t	leave	before	summer,	because	you	have	to	wait	for	the	grass	to	grow	to	feed	your	livestock.
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Group activity 1 (cont.)

Stagecoach

Travel time: three weeks

Cost: $300 

Pros:

•	 Fastest	way	to	get	to	California.
•	 You	won’t	get	lost	or	starve	along	the	way.
•	 You	will	be	protected	by	a	shotgun	messenger.

Cons:

•	 You	can	only	take	one	bag,	weighing	only	25	pounds.
•	 You	have	to	sleep	in	the	coach,	because	you	travel	23	hours	a	day.
•	 You	have	to	travel	to	Missouri	to	get	on	the	stagecoach.
•	 You	have	to	pay	extra	for	meals.
•	 You	can’t	bathe	or	shower	for	three	weeks.
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Group activity 1 (cont.)

Horseback 

Travel time:	six	-	nine	months	
Cost: $200 

Pros:

•	 You	can	take	more	supplies.
•	 You	will	have	the	company	of	the	other	travelers	at	the	start	of	your	journey.
•	 You	don’t	have	to	walk.	

Cons:

•	 Your	horses	may	die	along	the	way.
•	 You	may	get	trapped	in	the	mountains	in	winter.
•	 You	have	to	stop	every	night	and	let	your	horses	rest.
•	 You	have	to	pack	food	for	both	you	and	your	horses.
•	 You	can’t	leave	before	summer,	because	you	have	to	wait	for	the	grass	to	grow	to	feed	your	horse.
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Group activity 2

Background

Beginning	in	the	1850s,	hydraulic	miners	shot	streams	of	high-pressure	water	through	iron	nozzles	at	
the	sides	of	gravel	hills.	One	such	operation,	known	as	the	Malakoff	Diggings	Nevada	County,	used	
16	billion	gallons	of	water	annually.	Debris	from	this	effective	method	of	mining	eventually	silted	up	
California	rivers,	and	in	1884,	a	federal	judge	ordered	it	to	be	stopped.
Your students can create their own hill and erode it away like the California miners did using 
micro-hydraulic	mining.	This	project	can	be	done	individually,	in	groups,	or	as	a	presentation.
Materials:

1.	Paper	towels	 	 	 	 	 6.	Plastic	or	paper	cups
2.	Markers	 	 	 	 	 7.	Plastic	trays,	bowls,	and	water
3.	Scissors	 	 	 	 	 8.	Spray	bottles
4.	Large	bin	 	 	 	 	 9.	*Optional:	gravel,	brass	nuts,	bolts	or	washers.
5.	Potting	soil
Step-by-step instructions:

1.		In	a	large	bin,	mix	soil,	water,	and	optional	items	(not	too	many,	or	the	soil	won’t	bond).	Add	just	
enough	water	to	saturate	the	soil.	Make	it	wet	enough	to	shape,	but	not	enough	to	pour.	Label	cups	
with students’ names and fill them with the moist soil. This step can be explained or described to the 
students as sediment that is found at the bottom of a river. This is where gold washed down from  
the mountain was deposited.

2.		Making	a	sedimentary	rock:	Pack	the	soil.	Have	your	students	press	down	on	the	soil	in	the	cup. 
As	you	pack	the	soil,	the	excess	water	will	be	squeezed	out;	this	water	should	be	discarded.	 
After the initial press, use paper towels to press down the soil, this will absorb any excess water.  
Let	the	soil	dry	for	a	couple	of	days.	During	this	time,	compact	the	soil	once	or	twice	a	day.	Use	
this step to demonstrate the process of compaction. Compaction is a vital step in the formation of 
sedimentary rocks.  
As more sediment accumulates, the weight causes earlier sediment to compact and harden. 
Hydraulic mining in California was done primarily on ancient river deposits that became 
sedimentary rock long after the water stopped running. The hardness of a sedimentary rock 
is determined by how much compaction it has undergone along with the composition of the 
sediment. Mining companies would survey for potential gold deposits and would mine in areas with 
sedimentary rock derived from river sediment.

This exercise will allow  
students	to	have	a	hands-on  
experience with geologic 

processes involved in the formation of 
sedimentary rock, and earth processes 
such as erosion. Its historical ties deal with 
the gold rush mining process of hydraulic 
mining, which is a destructive and 
disastrous	example	of	man-made	erosion.

Micro-hydraulic	mining
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3.  Exposing the hill: After the soil has hardened, carefully cut or rip the cup to remove the soil and 
place it on a plastic tray. In nature, tectonic activity, such as faulting, uplifts and exposes buried 
sedimentary	rock.	This	process	takes	thousands	of	years;	it	is	thought	that	most	of	the	streams	that	
deposited	the	sediment	which	was	later	hydraulically	mined	flowed	over	40	million	years	ago.

4.  Hydraulic mining: Now you are ready to do some hydraulic mining. With spray bottles, use the 
stream setting to shoot the mold with water. It won’t be long until your hill begins to erode.  
The	run-off	will	be	dirty,	and	full	of	sediment,	just	like	in	the	gold	fields	of	California.	Massive	
operations of hydraulic mining eventually filled California rivers and streams with so much 
sediment	that	it	affected	the	environment.	Ask	your	students	questions	on	what	they	observed	and	
any problems that may have led to the banning of hydraulic mining.

5.  Optional: Your class can be creative with their soil mixture. You can place small pieces of brass 
nuts and bolts that represent gold nuggets hidden in your soil. Using sand or other small particles, 
you can create layers in your soil to represent strata. Be creative, and have fun being a hydraulic 
miner.
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Group activity 2 (cont.)
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•		Describe	the	differences	and	similarities	between	a	Concord	stagecoach	and	today’s	automobile.

•		Illustrate	a	brochure	to	show	gold	miners	what	equipment	they	would	need	and	how	to	use	it.

•		Create	the	name	of	a	mining	camp	and	describe	how	it	got	that	name.

•		Write	a	letter	to	a	friend	back	east	describing	your	trip	on	the	stagecoach.

•		Discuss	the	services	that	miners	needed	in	the	mining	camps.	Design	a	mining	camp	and		 	
	 include	stores	and	offices	for	necessary	services.

•		Write	a	convincing	argument	that	explains	why	going	to	California	to	search	for	gold	is	a	good	idea.

•		Write	a	story	of	stagecoaches,	mining	for	gold,	or	being	a	Wells	Fargo	Messenger,	and	draw	a		 	
 picture to accompany it.

Other suggested activities
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Non-fiction 

The Great American Gold Rush, by Ronda Blumberg

The Gold Rush of 1849: Staking a Claim in California,	by	Arthur	Blake	and	Pamela	Dailey
Children of the Wild West, by Russell Freedman 

Rough & Ready Prospectors, by A.S. Gintzler 

Buried Treasure of California,	by	W.	O.	Jameson	
The Gold Rush,	by	Liza	Ketchum
Gold Rush! The Young Prospectors Guide to Striking It Rich,	by	James	Klein	
Striking it Rich: The Story of the California Gold Rush, by Stephen Krensky 

Stagecoach: The Ride of a Century, by A. Richard Mansir

Fiction

The Ballad of Lucy Whipple, by Karen Cushman 

The Story of Stagecoach Mary Fields, by Robert H. Miller 

By The Great Horn Spoon!, by Sid Fleishman

One-Eyed Charlie, the California Whip, by Randall A. Reinstedt 

Stagecoach Santa, by Randall A. Reinstedt 

Riding Freedom,	by	Pam	Muñoz	Rya

Suggested reading
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