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Westward Expansion was the 19th century movement of settlers into the American 
West. Fueled by the Gold Rush, the Oregon Trail, the Mormon Trail, and a belief in 
“manifest destiny,” hundreds of thousands of migrants made the slow and dangerous 
journey west, hauling their possessions in wagons. 
 
On May 22, 1844 the Stephens-Townsend-Murphy Party, a wagon train of 50 
pioneers, left present-day Council Bluffs. The party successfully passed the Sierra 
Nevada mountain range at what would later be called the Donner Pass, and their path 
from Iowa to California would be copied by countless others.With a steam boat to ferry 
wagons and supplies across the Missouri River, Council Bluffs was a popular starting 
point for settlers, and the population of Council Bluffs grew rapidly during the last half of 
19th century. 
 

In 1846, religious leader Brigham 
Young, the second leader of the 
Mormon Church, was driven out of 
Nauvoo, Illinois. Young and his followers 
travelled across Iowa on their way to a 
new home at the Great Salt Lake, 
stopping at Caldwell’s Camp.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Members of the Mormon Church (also known as the 
Latter Day Saints) stayed in the Council Bluff area on 
both sides of the Missouri River. This area became a 
provisioning base for the Mormon’s westward migration. 
In 1848, the town became officially known as 
Kanesville, named for Thomas Kane, an attorney who 
helped Brigham Young. 
 
 

Figure 1 Sketch of Mormons crossing the plains by Council Bluffs 
Artist George Simons 

Figure 2 Brigham Young 



While in Kanesville, the Mormons had a 
ceremony to recognize Brigham Young as the 
president of the Church. Members of the Church 
hastily constructed a large building from 
cottonwood to accommodate everyone attending 
the ceremony. This building was known as the 
Kanesville Tabernacle. 
 
 
 
 

Emigrating Mormons were supplied at a dry goods store in Kanesville and ferried across 
the Missouri River. In 1849, news of large gold deposits in California led thousands of 
people to Kanesville, overwhelming the Mormon’s ferry system. This western movement 
became known as the California Gold Rush. Many thousands of gold-seekers, known 
as “forty-niners,” passed though Kanesville.  
 

The large influx of forty-niners 
helped expedite the migration of 
the latter day saints. Having 
scouted ahead, Brigham Young 
urged all members of the 
Mormon faith to begin migration. 
In 1852, over 10,000 Latter Day 
Saints traveled to the new U.S. 
territory of Utah, making it the 
largest Mormon migration in a 
single year. With most of the 
Mormons gone from the area, 
the Iowa legislature changed the 
name of Kanesville to Council 
Bluffs in January of 1853.  
 
 

Council Bluffs continued to be a popular starting point for settlers after the Mormon 
exodus. The westward movement of wagons peaked in 1860 when news that a 
Transcontinental Railroad was the works caused many to postpone emigration, hoping 
to avoid the dangers of traveling by wagon. 
 

Figure 4 Sketch of a steam boat transporting Mormons across the Missouri 
River in 1854 

Figure 3 A replica of the Kanesville Tabernacle 


