
The early- to mid-1800s was a rapidly changing time in US history. By 1860, 
the population had nearly quadrupled from what it was in 1814, the people 
had spread across the whole continent, the telegraph connected the entire 
United States, and businesses shifted from being about agriculture to being 
about machines. Some settlers on the Oregon Trail traveled to start their 
own businesses in the West. Others set off for different reasons but soon 
discovered opportunities that led to business ventures. 

William John Livingstone is a great example. He was born into slavery 
in Missouri in 1836 but was freed during the Civil War. When he arrived in 
Oregon in 1864, he worked at many different jobs, including caring for 
stagecoach horses and working at a lumber mill. Eventually, he saved 
enough money to start his own successful business. When Livingstone died 
in 1912, he was a respected community leader and business owner, with 
180 acres of land in eastern Oregon and an estate valued at over $15,000 
(around $388,500 today). 

Livingstone was a farmer and landowner, but there were many booming 
industries he could have chosen. Take a look at some popular industries 
during the height of the Oregon Trail:

Do any of these industries interest you today?

CREATE A BUSINESS PLAN
Choose an example from the time 
period or think of your own. Then 
create your business plan! Answer 
the questions below to get started.  
Use scrap paper or take digital  
notes to expand on your ideas.

IDEA
Industry or type of business: 

Name of business: 

What product or service will you sell? 

EXPENSES
List at least three materials you’ll  
need to start up your business and 
how much each one costs.  
Don’t forget to include any staff  
you’ll need to hire!

• 

• 

• 

Where will you get money to buy 
everything at first?  
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Student Activity

Trailblazing Business

Popular industries of this time period

• Book publishing 

• Mass-produced furniture

• Machine manufacturers

• Department stores

• Clothing and textiles

• Food and produce

• Glass and ceramics 

• Jewelry 


