
Packing the Wagon 
A Historical Math Lesson by Log Cabin Village 

 
Objective: Students will choose items for a pioneer family to pack on a wagon, using a 
provided list and basing their decision on historical references and given information.  
 
Purpose: To have students gain an understanding and appreciation for 1800’s Texas Pioneer 
travel through a team building and brainstorming exercise that requires both historical 
knowledge application and basic math skills. 
 
Materials: Handouts of supply lists and weights of those objects 
 
Lesson: 
Introduction- Pioneers moving west had many decisions to make before they could leave. 
Where would they live? How would they travel? What would they take with them on the 
journey? What would they need to create their new lives? Explain that families moving west 
had to carefully select what they would bring on the journey to their new home. Ask the 
students to brainstorm factors that would influence the decisions of pioneer families when 
packing for their move. Some factors might include: wagon space, how much weight oxen or 
mules could haul, what resources might be available in their new home, advice from those who 
had made the trip before, the season of travel, how long the trip would take, etc. 
 
After discussing the decision making process with students, let students know that they will 
need to imagine that they are part of a pioneer family contemplating the move west. They will 
be broken into groups and given a supply list. As a family, they will need to make decisions on 
what to pack for the journey drawing on what they have learned from their previous research 
and class discussion.  
 
 
 

Step One (10-15 minutes) 
Supply List  

Below are the supplies that a Pioneer family traveling west would have to choose from when 
they packed their covered wagon for the five-month journey. Beside each item is its weight in 
pounds. When you are discussing this list with your group, address what the importance of 
every item might have been. For example, some items would be important to have during the 
five-month journey as well as at the pioneers’ new home in Texas. Other things would be 
needed only during the trip, or only in the new home. Therefore, think of some of these options 
and decide what really needs to be taken.  
 
Directions: Make a check mark next to each item that your group decides must go on the 
wagon. Then calculate the weight of the items in your wagon. Use pencil in case you decide to 
make some changes! 
 
 



 
 

                      Tools            Weight 
  ax 15 
 shovel 12 
 hatchet 9 
 saw 7 
 hammer 3 
 hoe 5 
 anvil 150 
 grinding stone 75 
 animal trap 15 
 rope 4 
 Shoeing tools 15 
 shoeing nails 1 
 horse shoes 10 
 oxen shoes 12 
 saddle 40 

 
              Personal Items       Weight 

  doll 2 
 jump rope 1 
 marbles 1 
 family bible 2 
 books 2 
 hunting knife 1 
 bag of clothes 40 
 fiddle 2 
 snowshoes 8 
 rifle 10 
 pistol 7 
 first aid kit 3 

 
                       Live animals     Weight 

 chicken and rooster  
(in cage) 

10 

 dog 15 
 two oxen (walk) 
 two horses (walk) 
 mule (walk) 
 milking cow (walk) 

 
                        Other                 Weight 

 cotton seed (bag) 50 
 chicken feed 20 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Total Weight: 
__________________________ 
 
 

                            Food               Weight  
 flour 200 
 tea 10 
 salt 10 
 sugar 20 
 coffee 10 
 bacon 150 
 dried fruit 100 
 dried beans 100 
 cornmeal 10 
 spit peas 100 
 oatmeal 8 
 vinegar 25 
 pickles 50 
 dried beef 25 
 salt pork 5 
 assorted spices 5 
 barrel of water 200 
 vegetables 5 
 vegetable seed 

(bag) 
50 

 rice 15 
 
                      Household Goods   Weight 

 coffee grinder 5 
 rug 40 
 bed mattress 20 
 wooden bed 80 
 mirror 20 
 butter churn 15 
 table and 4 chairs 200 
 piano 900 
 baby cradle 75 
 wooden bucket 5 
 bedpan 2 
 butter mold 1 
 rocking chair 50 
 pitcher and bowl 5 
 cooking stove 700 
 cooling utensils 2 
 stool 10 
 spinning wheel 40 
  2 lanterns 4 
 wooden clock 5 
 10 candles 1 
 set of dishes 40 



Step Two (10 minutes) 
 
Now the task gets a little more difficult. The wagon will only hold a total of 2000 pounds! 
Return to your groups and add up the weight of all the items you have checked on the list. If the 
total is over 2000 pounds, you now need to re-think your packing plan and remove items from 
your list. Think of the things that could be substituted, found along the way, bought in towns 
that you pass, or made once you reach your final destination. But be careful! Don’t choose to 
leave something behind that will cause you to be in a major jam if you are without it while on 
the five-month trip! 
 

Hints 
 In many cases, only women and young children would ride on the wagons, men and older 

children walked. 
 

 Pots and pans were very important for cooking on the trail. 
 

 Don’t leave tools behind that you may need on the trail if an accident happens. 
 

 Mules could pull the wagon faster, but oxen were stronger and could eat almost anything 
along the trail, plus they wouldn’t run off if you set them loose to graze. 
 

 Horses, mules, and cows could be tied to the wagon. 
 
 Barrels with spices, flour, cornmeal, and water were definitely taken.  

 
 Yeast for baking, crackers, smoked bacon, eggs, dried meat, potatoes, rice, and beans 

were also food items that could be taken on the trip. 
 

 Clothing was very valuable to the pioneers because they had to make their own. Since 
this was a time consuming chore, clothing would be used until it was badly worn. More 
than likely, therefore, all of their clothing would be taken with them in trunks. 

 
 Those who took fine or heavy furniture, china, and other “luxury items” would often have 

to dump it off along the way because the wagon was too heavy to be pulled up 
mountains. Beautiful furniture would be seen along the trail by later travelers from those 
who left before them. 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Conclusion (10 minutes) 
After the activity, ask students to discuss their experiences. Some sample questions to guide 
discussion include: 

o Do you feel you have a better understanding now than you did when you arrived 
today of what pioneer travel was like? Why? 

o Do you think it was worth the trip for a family to move west? Why? 
o What was the most difficult thing about deciding what to pack in your wagon?  
o What did you find surprising about pioneer travel from performing this exercise? 

Etc. 
 
 

Optional Writing Exercise  
Have each student turn in a one to two page paper in which they discuss what was learned. 
Topics that could be included: 

o What did you find surprising about this exercise? 
o What bothered you about an item that you could not take on the wagon, and why? 
o What were some of the disagreements within your small groups? 
o What do you think was the most difficult for the pioneers to leave behind? 

 


