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Name    

First Major Wagon Train Departed for the Northwest 
On May 22 of the Mystery Year, the first major wagon train 
departed for the northwest. There were about 700 to 1,000 men, 
women, and children who began the voyage seeking a better life. 
The 2,000-mile trip along the Oregon trail was from Elm Grove, 
Missouri to Oregon. They traveled with 100 wagons and 5,000 
oxen and cattle. The wagons were pulled by the oxen. 

The pioneers faced many obstacles, including falling off horses, 
drowning in river crossings, disease, and mountainous terrain. 
Fortunately, most of them survived. 

 
 

Use these clues to find the Mystery Year when the 
first major wagon train departed for the northwest: 

1. The total cost for the items needed for the trip 
was $1,300. Of that, 49% was for the oxen and 
wagon. What is the cost of the other items?  

  

 

 

The ones digit of the answer is the ones 
digit of the Mystery Year. 

2. Suppose it took 140 days to travel the distance 
of the Oregon Trail. How many miles per day 
did they travel?  

 

 

 

The ones digit of that distance is the 
tens digit of the Mystery Year. 

3. Here is the pioneers’ daily routine along the 
Oregon Trail (continued in next column): 
o Each morning they were awakened at 4:00 

A.M. The cattle were rounded up, breakfast 
was eaten, and the wagons were hitched.  

o At 7:00 A.M. a “Wagon Ho!” was sounded 
— and they were off until they stopped at 
noon for lunch. 

o Then they traveled from 1:00 P.M. until 
5:00 P.M. 

o Then they set up a campsite, had dinner, 
and went to bed at 9:00 P.M. 

How many hours from 4:00 A.M. until 
9:00 P.M. were not spent on travel?  
 

 
 
 
 

The answer is the hundreds digit of the 
Mystery Year. 

4. Use this clue as a check on the other clues: 
Solve this equation: –3x + 7 = –41. 

 

 
The above solution is the sum of the 
digits in the Mystery Year. 

 
 
 
 

May 22 Puzzle 

What is the Mystery Year when the 
first major wagon train departed for 
the northwest? 

 
 _______ _______ _______ _______ 
 Thousands Hundreds Tens Ones 

A wagon traversing a 
waterway upon a raft 

 
 
 

a 
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Complete Solutions, Teacher Notes, & Extensions 
First Major Wagon Train Departed for the Northwest 

May 22 
 Puzzle 

Mystery Year: 1843 

CCSS: 6.RP.3.c, 6.RP.3.b, 7.RP.2, MP6 (Attend to Precision), 7.EE.4.a.  
Topics: calculate the percent of a number, determine a unit rate, recognize a proportional 
relationship between quantities, solve a 2-step equation. 

 Clue 1 Solution   Since 49% of the $1,300 was for the oxen and wagon, then 51% was for the rest 
of the items. So, 51% of $1,300 = 0.51 ´ $1,300 = $663. The ones digit of $663 is 3, so the ones 
digit of the Mystery Year is 3.  

 Clue 2 Solution   Based on the introduction text, the Oregon Trail was about 2,000 miles long. 
Here are two ways to solve the clue. 
o Solve a proportion: 

  

When we cross-multiply to solve the proportion, we have 2,000 = 140 × n. 
So, n = 2,000 ÷ 140 » 14.2857 miles per day.  

o Convert to a rate problem: 

 » 14.2857 mi/day 

The ones digit of 14.2857 is 4, so the tens digit of the Mystery Year is 4. 

 Clue 3 Solution   The pioneers were not traveling for the three hours from 4:00 A.M. when they got up 
and prepared for the day’s trip. They also did not travel during the one hour from noon to 1:00 P.M. 
when they stopped to eat lunch. Finally, they did not travel during the four hours from 5:00 P.M. until 
9:00 P.M. Thus, they did not travel during 3 + 1 + 4, or 8, of their awake hours during the day. So, the 
hundreds digit of the Mystery Year is 8. 
Extension: Using information both given and calculated in Clues 2 and 3, have students determine 
the average miles-per-hour rate for the wagon train when the pioneers were traveling. From Clue 2, 
have them round the average daily mileage to the nearest tenths. As a prompt/scaffold, if needed, 
remind students to consider the information in Clue 3. (Ask: If the pioneers were not traveling for 8 
hours each day, then how many hours were they traveling?) 
Solution: From Clue 2, you know the average daily mileage was approximately 14.3 miles per day. 
From Clue 3, it can be deduced from the given information, that the pioneers’ “awake” hours were 
from 4:00 A.M. until 9:00 P.M., for a total of 17 hours. Of the 17 hours, the pioneers were not 
traveling for 8 hours; therefore, they were traveling for 9 hours. To calculate the average miles-per-
hour rate, divide 14.3 miles by 9 hours, which is approximately 1.6 miles per hour. (You may want to 
extend the conversation by asking, Why do you suppose they moved so slowly? Possible responses: 
weather conditions, mountainous/rough terrain, the speed of the oxen pulling the wagons.) 

 Clue 4 Solution   Solve the equation: 
−3𝑥 + 7 = −41 
−3𝑥 + 7 − 7 = −41 − 7  Subtract 7 from each side of the equation. 
−3𝑥 = −48   Simplify each side. 

2,000 miles
140 days

 = n miles
1 day

2,000 miles
140 days

 = 2,000
140

 ×  miles
day
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−3𝑥	 ÷ −3 = −48 ÷ −3  Divide each side of the equation by –3. 
𝑥 = 16    Simplify each side. 
The solution to the equation is 16, which is the sum of the digits in the Mystery Year. The digits 
determined so far are __ 8 4 3, which means the thousands digit must be 1, and the Mystery Year 
1843 is confirmed. 

 Extension.  Consider the drawing provided with the puzzle. The dimensions of the average box 
length of a wagon were 10 feet by 4 feet. If the underlying raft requires 5 feet of clearance on all 
four sides, what is the area of the “clearance” (or, walking area) surrounding the wagon?  
Solution: You may suggest to students that a sketch of this scenario may facilitate their 
reasoning. You may even suggest thinking of this as a “picture frame,” with the wagon being the 
“picture enclosed” and the “frame, including the picture” being the raft. Then, pose, What is the 
area of just the frame (or, in this case, the walking space surrounding the wagon)? 
The dimensions of the wagon are 10 feet by 4 feet. Therefore, the area it is occupying on the raft 
is 40 square feet. The dimensions of the underlying raft, by extending each side of the wagon 
space by 5 feet, are 20 feet by 14 feet. Hence, the area of the raft is 280 square feet. To determine 
the area of the “clearance” (walking area surrounding the wagon), subtract, 280 ft – 40 ft, which 
leaves 240 ft of walking space around the wagon. 
Art Note: The image with the puzzle is from Samuel Lancaster's 1916 book, Columbia: 
America's Great Highway. The work is in the public domain and is available at 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oregon_Trail#/media/File:ColumbiaAmericasGreatHighway040.png 

Resource Note: Check out the article below that describes how rafts to transport wagons along 
waterways were constructed. Petticoats & Pistols, More on the Oregon Trail!: 
https://petticoatsandpistols.com/2014/03/05/oregon-trail-2/  

 Additional Resources. 
o Article, “9 Things You May Not Know about the Oregon Trail”: https://www.history.com/news/9-

things-you-may-not-know-about-the-oregon-trail  
o For more historical details on the Oregon Trail, check out: https://www.history.com/topics/westward-

expansion/oregon-trail. 
o Video (2:10), “What the Oregon Trail Looks Like Today from Above”: 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m4qGnEI2-Wg  
o Check out an article describing the new version of Oregon Trail for Apple Arcade (2021) — that 

features improved Native American representation, and new playable Native characters and 
storylines: https://www.capradio.org/news/npr/story?storyid=996007048. 

o For anyone remotely familiar with the video game developed in the early 70s, The Oregon Trail, 
you can still access and play it here: https://www.visitoregon.com/the-oregon-trail-game-online/.  

o Watch a YouTube video (3:17) of Gene Autry, wife Dale Evans, and Dusty Rogers singing 
“Happy Trails”: https://www.youtube.com/embed/hgw_yprN_-w. 

“All I am saying is that sometimes you're doing quite a lot by not doing anything. You're not 
quitting. You just keep going. That's the pioneer spirit.” 

―Rinker Buck, (1950– ), author of  The Oregon Trail: A New American Journey   

“When people left on the Oregon Trail from St. Louis, they knew that only a fraction of them would 
make it to the West Coast. But they went anyway.”   

—John M. Grunsfeld, (1958 – ), American Physicist and Former Astronaut 
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