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Section 2: The Santa Fe Trail - Walmart on Wheels 

 

Introduction: The goal is for students to use objects to interpret the types of items traded on the 

trail and the need for trade on the Santa Fe Trail. This section is comprised of three lessons.  

Objectives:  

1. Students will analyze a variety of items through careful examination. 

2. Students will use synthesis skills by compiling characteristics of a random set of items 

into different categories.  

3. Students will engage in collaborative discussions with diverse partners.  

4. Students will report on a topic.  

5. Students will develop a hypothesis.  

Lesson 1 - Finding a Family: Students work in small groups to categorize a variety of items 

from the trunk. This exercise encourages students to use critical thinking skills to develop criteria 

from a random set of objects and present the results to the class.  

Lesson 2 - For Sale on the Trail: Students will apply what they learned in Finding a Family to 

conduct closer investigation of selected items from the trunk. They will then build on the 

knowledge of what they can learn from the artifact by supplementing it with information from 

the object cards.  

Lesson 3 - Digging Deeper: Prior to this lesson make one copy of each of the Digging Deeper 

Questions. Do not make the copies front and back. Using the grey line as the division cut each of 

the sheets into strips. Students will use a strip and the matching item from the trunk to do 

additional research about that item. Each item strip provides several questions which will help 

the student to begin their research. This research can be conducted on the internet using such 

sites as ask.com, dictionary.com, and their own experiences and inferences.  
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Section 2: The Santa Fe Trail - Walmart on Wheels 

Lesson 1: Finding a Family 

 

1. Divide the class into small groups of two to three students. 

2. Without revealing the theme of the trunk, explain to students that you have gathered a 

variety of objects for them to study. Distribute all the trunk items so that each group can 

have at least three, no more than five, unrelated items.  

3. Instruct the groups to examine their artifacts and determine categories that could be used 

for separating the items into two or three groups. (These can range from the simplest to 

more complex – i.e., soft and hard; handmade or manufactured; tool, toy, clothing; etc.) 

Groups should record their chosen categories and ensure that each member can justify the 

category selected for each item.  

4. Allow students a few minutes to complete the sorting activity.  

5. Have each group reveal the categories into which it divided the objects. List these 

categories on the board. Next, have the group show their objects one at a time and explain 

why each item was placed in a particular category. Record the items under the selected 

category.  

6. Continue the process with each group. More categories will probably be added to the 

information on the board. 

7. Once all groups have reported, discuss the variety of methods used to classify the items. 

8. Form larger groups by combining two original groups (along with their items). Provide 

an opportunity for the new groups to select more refined criteria that would help identify 

the purposes of the items.  

9. After the groups have completed the task, call on one group to present its new categories 

and the items it included in those categories. Record the new categories on the board.  

10. Let students discuss within their new groups how each of their specific items would fit 

into the new classifications listed on the board. Some may not fit neatly into one of the 

new criteria, and this is acceptable. However, the group should be able to mention 

another category that would help classify the item.  

11. Call on a member of each group that has not previously had the opportunity to present the 

findings of the group to report the results. Record each item under the specific category 

or a new category chosen by the group.  
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12. Once all of the groups have presented their findings, ask students to use these 

categorizations to make their own hypothesis as to the theme of the items within the 

trunk.  

13. If the hypotheses presented do not lead to “trade items found on the Santa Fe Trail”, lead 

students in this direction through questioning.  

14. Explain that these are items that were traded or sold along the Santa Fe Trail. Ask if 

anyone is familiar with the Santa Fe Trail.  

15. Now review the list of items on the board. Ask students which items would have been 

taken from Missouri to Santa Fe. Mark these with a star. Where would the rest of the 

items have begun and ended? The items that are not marked would be items brought from 

Mexico to Missouri.  

16. Ask the class to make a generalization about the types of items in both categories – the 

majority of items going to Santa Fe were manufactured in a factory. Those originating in 

Mexico were natural or woven from natural fibers or furs.  

17. Conclude with either a discussion or written piece “How was the Santa Fe Trail similar to 

Walmart?” 
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Section 2: The Santa Fe Trail – Walmart on Wheels 

Lesson 2: For Sale on the Trail - Examining an Artifact 

 

Lesson: Select one off the items from the trunk. Answer these questions about your artifact. Try 

to think like a historian.  

1. What does it look like? (Describe it as if you had never seen or heard of one before.) 

2. Questions to consider: 

a. What catches your eye? 

b. What one-word descriptions come to mind as you look at it? 

c. What size and shape is it? 

d. From what materials is it made? 

e. Does it have a picture or writing on it? 

f. Draw the picture or copy the writing that you see. 

g. Does the item seem damaged or used? How? 
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3. Analysis: What does this item tell you about the past? 

a. How is this artifact different from other objects you have seen today? 

b. Who do you think would have used it? Why? How? 

c. What does it tell you about the way people who bought this item lived, acted, 

dressed, thought, or travelled (or anything else about them)? 

 

d. Why do you think this object was made? 

e. Do you think it was an important object to the buyer? Why?  

4. Interpretation 

a. Have you seen other objects similar to this one? 

b. Could you give a demonstration of how it might have been used? 

5. In your opinion, what is this item? 

6. Now locate the object card that goes with you item. What additional information about 

the item does the object card provide? 
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Section 2: The Santa Fe Trail – Walmart on Wheels 

Lesson 3: Digging Deeper 

Goal: 

Students will each use one of the items to do additional research about the item and present the 

information to the rest of the class. Each item has several questions that will help the student get 

started on his or her research.  

Preparation: 

1. Copy each page of Digging Deeper Questions. Do not copy front to back. [Located on 

Trading on the Santa Fe Trail USB flash drive, worksheet folder, Section 2, Lesson 3] 

2. Cut apart each row of items. 

3. Display all the items with the matching object card. 

Lesson: 

1. Assign each student one or two items from the Digging Deeper Questions. 

2. Allow each student to retrieve the matching item and its corresponding object card. 

Remind students that more information about the item can be found on the back of the 

object card. 

3. Ask students to read the questions to themselves. 

4. Lead a discussion of how they might find the answers [personal opinion in some cases, 

inferencing, using the internet, encyclopedia, examining the item, etc.] 

5. Provide time for students to find the answers. 

6. Have each student present his or her item and the results of research to the class.  
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Digging Deeper Questions 

  

Lace Handkerchief 

 

• From what is the handkerchief made? 

• What is linen?  

• Where would Irish linen come from?  

• Would this be an item used by a poor peasant’s wife 

or by a political official’s wife? Why?  

• Why would it be a popular trade item?  

• What would be a popular item with a similar use in 

today’s world? 

 

 

Women’s cotton 

socks 

 

• What would be the difference in manufactured 

stockings and hand-knitted ones of wool or cotton? 

• Women and girls still wear socks, but they don’t 

have to use garters to hold them up today. Why? 

 

  

Parasol 

 

• Would this item have been used by all Mexican 

women?  

• If not, what type of woman might use this item?  

• What do modern women use to protect themselves 

from the sun?  

• Would this have been any use in the rain?  
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Men’s pants 

 

• Why would pants made out of heavy material like 

this have been popular?  

• How can you tell these pants were made in a factory 

and not made by hand?  

• What are some of the differences in this pair of 

pants and jeans you might wear? 

 

 

 

Men’s shirt 

 

• How is this shirt fastened?  

• How are shirts fastened today?  

• What are some other differences in this shirt and a 

modern one?  

• Why would someone carry a knife? 

 

 

 

Suspenders 

 

• Do some men today still wear suspenders?  

• What do the majority of men today use to hold up 

their pants?  

• How were these suspenders attached to the pants? 

 

 

Men’s cotton socks 

 

• What would be the difference in manufactured 

stockings and hand-knitted ones of wool or cotton? 
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(Top) Topper Hat 

 

This Topper hat is not made of beaver fur; however, 

many of the Topper hats during the days of the Santa 

Fe Trail were made from beaver fur.  

 

• Why would the popular Topper hat lead to a decline 

of the beavers?  

• What type of hats do men wear today?  

• Name another animal that is no longer used to make 

clothes or other articles because they are becoming 

extinct. 

 

 

 

Men’s shoes 

 

• Compare these shoes that were worn during the time 

of the Civil War with the boots that American 

soldiers wear today.  

• What would be the advantages and disadvantages of 

each? 

 

 

 

Black Silk 

 

• From what is silk made?  

• Why would silk fabric cost more than cotton?  

• What type of woman would be most likely to wear a 

dress made of silk— farmer’s wife or politician’s 

wife? 

 

  

Calico 

 

Manufactured calico fabric was very popular with the 

Mexican women.  

 

• List at least three reasons why calico would be more 

popular than handspun and woven wool fabrics. 
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Iron axe head 

 

This was probably made by a blacksmith. Research 

blacksmiths to see what else they made.  

• Why is iron a good material to make axe heads?  

• What is missing from this axe head? • Why would 

these axe heads been useful?  

• Find examples in the trunk of other items made by 

blacksmiths. 

 

 

 

Sad Iron 

 

Research the sad iron.  

• What was it made of?  

• Describe how it was used to iron clothes.  

• Why was it called a sad iron?  

• Describe the differences in this iron and one used 

today in your home. 

 • Why would the sad iron not be used today? 

 

  

Coffee Grinder 

 

Read the article “Making Coffee in 1833” located in 

the teachers notebook.  

• What could be used to make coffee besides coffee 

beans?  

• What was the first step in making coffee?  

• What could be used to prevent the coffee grounds 

from getting in the cup?  

• How is coffee prepared today? Sometimes this 

particular coffee grinder is called a Box coffee 

grinder. Examine the grinder.  

• Why would it be called a Box coffee grinder?  

• Where do the coffee beans go?  

• How are they ground? 

• What is collected in the drawer? 
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Padlock 

• What would this have been used for? 

• What are some differences in today’s padlocks and 

this one?  

• What is missing from this padlock? 

  

Necklace 

• Would this necklace have been sold to a poor 

woman or a wealthy woman? Why?  

• How is this necklace similar and different to ones 

worn today?  

• What might go inside the locket? 

 

  

Hairpins 

Research the Hawksbill turtles to see why they are on 

the endangered list.  

• Why would only the wealthy have been able to buy 

tortoise shell hairpins?  

• How would the invention of plastic (called 

Parkesine) have made hair pins similar to this more 

available to all women?  

• How would this invention have helped to save the 

Hawksbill Sea Turtles? 

 

  

Lemon scented soap 

After the Industrial Revolution of 1840, soap making 

became one of the fastest growing industries in 

America. 

• Which phrase below best describes the Industrial 

Revolution? a. The time when most things were 

made at home by hand. b. The time when machines 

were developed that could make things in a factory.  

• How would using machines to make soap make a 

bar of soap cheaper?  

• Would there be more bars of soap for sale once they 

were being made in a factory? Why?  

• Why would women like this soap better than a bar 

of homemade soap?  

• Where was this particular bar of soap made? 
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Inkwell and quill pen 

 

During the early years of the trail, most people who 

could read and write used an inkwell and feather quill 

pen. 

• What would the feather quill pen and inkwell have 

been used for?  

• Why would they have been very important to 

merchants?  

• What would trail travelers have written about? After 

the Industrial Revolution metal tips were made to 

hold the ink.  

• Why would metal tips (nibs) attached to wooden 

handles have made a better pen?  

• How are pens used today different? 

 

  

Candle mold with 

candlewick 

 

Research candle making.  

• What was the candle wax made from?  

• Describe how candles would have been made.  

• Why did people in Santa Fe rely on candles for 

light?  

• How are candles used today? 

 

  

Slate and slate pencil 

 

• Why would students have used these tools instead 

of pencil and paper?  

• What is the advantage of using a slate?  

• Why would a merchant prefer an inkwell and quill 

pen to a slate and slate pencil? 
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Chinese tea block 

Small bits of the tea block had to be shaved with a 

knife to make a cup of tea.  

• Why would blocks of tea be easier to transport in 

wagons than loose tea leaves?  

• Explain the difference in making tea from a block 

and making it the way people do today. 

 

 

 

Glass bottle 

This bottle is a reproduction of one found on the 

wreck of the Steamboat Arabia in 1856.  

• What would the people in Santa Fe have used to 

hold liquids prior to the arrival of glass bottles? 

Research the Steamboat Arabia to find five other 

items that were recovered from the wreck.  

• List the items you chose.  

• Would these items have been good trade items for 

the people in Mexico?  

• Why would they need or want each of these items? 

 

  

“Frozen Charlotte” 

doll 

Research the story of “Frozen Charlotte” and report it 

to your class. Your teacher has information about the 

“Frozen Charlotte” in the glossary that is found on 

the Trading on the Santa Fe Trail CD.  

• What was the lesson learned from “Frozen 

Charlotte”?  

• Why would a doll be a good way to teach this 

lesson?  

• This doll is make of porcelain. What is porcelain?  

• What are some of the differences in a child’s doll in 

the 1850s and one today? 

 

  

Horn comb 

 

• What was used to make this comb?  

• Horn combs with closely set teeth were good for 

helping to get rid of lice. Research head lice to 

explain why these combs worked so well. 
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Tobacco twist 

 

• During part of the Santa Fe Trail, tobacco was 

banned as an import. Wild tobacco grew in Mexico 

at this time. Why would the Mexican government 

try to stop traders from bring American tobacco into 

Santa Fe?  

• Why was it easier to transport the leaves of tobacco 

when twisted than flat?  

• Before the Civil War what types of people were 

responsible for most of the planting, harvesting, and 

preparation of tobacco in the United States? 

 

  

String of trade beads 

An important trading post on the Santa Fe Trail was 

Bent’s Old Fort. American Indians and mountain men 

sold hides and furs to the Bent brothers. The hides 

and furs were then hauled back to Missouri on the 

Santa Fe Trail. The mountain men and American 

Indians used the money they received from the Bents 

to buy many items which had been hauled on the 

Santa Fe Trail. One of the most popular items was the 

trade beads. The Bent brothers bought beads by the 

barrel.  

• Where were these beads made?  

• What did the American Indians do with the trade 

beads?  

• What did the American Indians trade for these 

beads?  

• Prepare a short report about Bent’s Old Fort to share 

with your class. 

 

  

Spools of thread 

• Why would spools of fine thread have been 

desirable?  

• How would spools of thread have been useful to 

seamstresses or housewives?  

• What other trade items would have been used by 

seamstresses?  

• How did the sewing machine change the way 

clothing was made? 
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Card of buttons 

 

• What were buttons made of in those years?  

• What are many buttons made of today? Research 

the style of women’s clothing in the 1800s.  

• Draw a few sketches of the clothing and share these 

with your class.  

• What changes do you see in the clothing women 

wear today and that worn in the 1800s? 

 

 

 

Brass thimble and 

Stork scissors 

 

• The scissors are shaped like what bird?  

• Would these scissors have been used for cutting 

material or for cutting thread? Why?  

• What would the thimble have been used for?  

• Who would have used these items? 

 

  

Ox 

 

• Why was the ox a better work animal than a horse 

or mule?  

• What was the difference in the cost of an ox and a 

mule?  

• Name three breeds of cattle that made good work 

animals.  

• What did the traders do with the oxen when they 

reached Santa Fe? 

 

  

Pieces of Eight 

Pieces of Eight (Spanish Reale) had the same value as 

one American dollar. Because minted coins were hard 

to get in the West, this Spanish coin became valuable. 

This coin could also be cut into eight pieces or bits.  

• One fourth of the coin (two bits) was called a 

quarter and worth _____ cents  

• One bit was worth ____.  

• Four bits were worth _____.  

• Six bits were worth _____.  
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• If a shave and haircut cost two bits what was the 

price? _____________ 

  

Mule 

 

• A mule is an unusual animal. Why?  

• Why were mules better than horses to pull wagons?  

• What animal is even better for pulling wagons than 

a mule?  

• What is the Missouri state animal?  

• Why do you suppose the state chose this animal? 

 

  

Donkey 

 

• What is a female donkey called?  

• What is a male donkey called?  

• What is the offspring of a male donkey and a female 

horse called?  

• How would donkeys have been used during the 

Trail days? 

 

 

 

Ox shoe 

 

• What is unusual about this animal’s shoe? Why?  

• Who would have made shoes like this for oxen?  

• Why are there holes in the shoe?  

• How would the shoe be attached to the ox’s foot?  

• What is it made of?  

• Why would oxen need to wear shoes? 

 

  

Mule shoe 

 

• Why are there holes in the shoe?  

• Describe the difference in a mule’s shoe and an ox’s 

shoe.  

• Look for a horse shoe on the internet. What is the 

difference between a mule and a horse shoe?  

• Why would horses or mules need to wear shoes? 
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Beaver pelt 

 

• What were beaver pelts used for?  

• What did the demand for beaver pelts do to the 

existence of the animal?  

• Name another animal whose fur or hide was used 

for clothing. 

 

 

 

Churro wool 

 

• Research Churro or Charro sheep.  

• Find out where Churro sheep came from.  

• Why did they do well in the southwest?  

• Why was the wool so valuable? 

 

  

Jerga 

 

• Where did the fiber used to make the jerga come 

from?  

• How would it have been woven?  

• What was the woven jerga used for?  

• What would we use today to protect packages we 

were shipping? 

 

 

 

Serape 

 

• What is the purpose of a serape?  

• Who would have worn this?  

• What is it made of?  

• Who would have made it?  

• How would it have been made? 

 

 

 


