
Settle Down!  A History of New York’s Pioneering Settlers  
History Unit 

(Grades 3-5) 
 

Teacher’s Guide 

 
Concept: 
In a videoconference program with educators at the New York State Historical Association, students will 
learn about the lives of Central New York’s pioneering settlers.  What information about the daily lives of 
New York’s pioneers can students discover from looking at an old general store’s account book?  Stu-
dents are encouraged to become history detectives as they use a primary source from 1790 to find evi-
dence to support the main themes of pioneering.  
 
Objectives: 
Use primary source material to learn about the life of pioneers in the 1790s. 
Encourage students to use critical thinking skills to draw conclusions from historical sources. 
Familiarize the students with charts, tables, and other data that can be used to convey information.  
 
Before the Videoconference Program: 
Print out the Videoconference Planning Guide and keep it handy.  Be sure to review the “What is a Vid-
eoconference?” section with your students before the program. 
 
Videoconferences are most effective when your students have been exposed to the subject ahead of 
time.  To this end, we have prepared a fact sheet and a list of essential vocabulary (see below) to help 
guide your pre-visit lessons.  Please prepare students for the program’s historical context by reviewing 
the fact sheet of this packet.  Attention should be given to the three natural features that pioneers were 
looking for, as well as the physical hurdles they had to overcome.  Also, please familiarize students with 
the role of the general store in pioneer life.  
 
Make one copy of the account book pages (4 pages total) for each student, or per pair of students who 
will share.  They will be passed out during a designated time during the program.  Pass out the history 
detective notebooks before the program begins.  
 
Students can be seated in any arrangement, but they should have a pencil and a hard surface for writ-
ing.   
 
Background Information: 
 
Pioneer Life Fact Sheet:  
After the Revolutionary War, the thirteen new American states were becoming very crowded.  Land was 

expensive and farms were small.  Many Americans looked to the western frontier for cheap land and 
a new life.   

At this time the frontier was actually Central and Western New York State!  The land was very mountain-
ous, and covered in a thick forest of trees.   

Pioneers from Connecticut, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and other new states packed up their belong-
ings to move to the wilderness of Central and Western New York.  

In selecting land to move to, pioneers looked for three natural features: good land, water, and trees.  It 
was important to the pioneer’s survival that he found all three where he chose to settle. They were 
all important for many reasons.    



Land:  A lot of land in the hills of New York is filled with rocks and poor soil that make crops hard to 
grow.  A pioneer had to be careful about where he chose his land.  Land was important for: 

 

Providing place to build a house and farm buildings.  

Planting crops.  

Grazing animals.   

Water: A water source on or near the land was very important. Lakes, rivers, streams, and natural 
springs were all good sources of water for the pioneer family.  Water was important for:  

Survival. People and animals need water to live. 

Plants and crops. They need water to grow.   

Cooking.  

Bathing.   

Transporting farm goods to the market.   

Trees:  Trees were important for: 

Giving food such as fruit, nuts, and maple sugar and syrup. 

Providing shade.   

Building houses and furniture. 

Building fires to cook food and stay warm in the winter.   
In 1786 William Cooper, a pioneer from Pennsylvania, bought thousands of miles of land in the center of 

New York State.  He was one of the first people to try to get pioneers to come to Central New York.   

Cooper broke up his land into small farms and sold them to pioneer families from Connecticut, Vermont, 
and Massachusetts.   

Cooper also decided to build a village at the foot of the Otsego Lake.  He called his village Cooperstown.   

Early travel to Cooperstown was difficult because there weren’t many roads or bridges.  Many pioneers 
who left their family farms in Connecticut or Massachusetts never saw their families again because 
the travel was too long and hard. Once they reached their new land, pioneers were very isolated 
from the rest of the country.  

The pioneer and his family could not bring many belongings with them, and what they did bring had to 
be important for survival.  They usually only had a few clothes, small amounts of food, an axe and 
other small tools, a team of oxen, and an ox cart.   

A pioneer had a busy job on his new land.  He had to cut down trees to make a place to build his house, 
which was made out of logs from the cut trees.   

Cutting down trees to make way for farmland was hard and long work.  Oftentimes the pioneer didn’t 
have enough free space to plant his crops until a few years after he arrived.   

Many early settlers would make maple syrup and sugar from the trees because they could sell them for 
money while they were making space for farming.  Also, a pioneer could sell the wood from the trees 
he cut.   

In order to sell his wood and sugar, the pioneer needed someone to buy them.  If he was lucky, the pio-
neer lived near a village with a general store that would buy his goods.    

 

General Store Fact Sheet:  



In 1790 William Cooper opened a general store in Cooperstown.  He had his friend, Richard R. Smith, 
run the store and work with the pioneers.   

The general store was very important to the settlers because it provided many items they needed to sur-
vive, like grain, salt, and other food, as well as fabric for clothing. Pioneers could also purchase 
fancy items like ceramic teapots and ready-made clothes. 

Buying items at a general store worked very different in the 1790s than it does today.  Paper money was 
very rare, if it existed at all.  The general store in Cooperstown used the English form of money, 
which was made up of pounds, shillings, and pence.   

Pounds were like dollars, and shillings and pence were like coins.  It took 12 pence to make 1 shilling, 
and 20 shillings to make 1 pound.    

Most pioneers were so poor that they usually didn’t have coin money.  Instead, they bought items at the 
general store on credit.  In other words, they bought things on the I.O.U. system.  The pioneers 
would take what they needed, and promised to pay for it later when they made enough money.   

Most of the time pioneers paid for their purchases with other things that were valuable.  It worked like a 
trade.  Items such as maple sugar and syrup, wood, and farm crops worked like money in early pio-
neer villages, and the pioneers used them to pay their bills instead of actual coin money.   

In Cooperstown, as well as in pioneer villages all over the United States, the general store was more 
than just a store.  It was a place to meet friends, talk about the news, and get mail.  It also served as 
a bank.  It was the center of a pioneer’s life, and made living in the wilderness much more bearable.  

 
Key Vocabulary: 
Revolutionary War: n. the war between the American colonies and Great Britain (1775-1783), which 

ended with the creation of the independent United States. 

Frontier: n. an area just beyond, or at the edge of, a settled area. 

Pioneer: n. a person who ventures into unknown or new territory to settle. 
William Cooper: n. the pioneer from Pennsylvania who first settled in Cooperstown, NY.  He bought a 

lot of land, which he broke up into many farms.  He then sold the farms to other pioneers.   

Cooperstown: n. the rural village that William Cooper created for his pioneer settlers.  It was where 
Cooper built the first general store.   

Richard Smith: n. the young man William Cooper hired to run his general store for him.   
General Store: n. a store created in a new settlement that was usually filled with a many different items, 

including farm tools, food, kitchen and household items, and cloth and sewing supplies.  

Maple sugar: n. a sugar made by boiling down the sap from the maple tree. 

Account book: n. a book where a store keeper logs his customer’s purchases.  It includes items taken 
on credit, or paid with money. 

Pounds, shillings, and pence: n. a type of money that is used in England.  It was also used in America 
when it was an English colony, and for several years after the United States was created.  The 
pound is like an American dollar, and shillings and pence are like American coins.  Like American 
coins, shillings and pence can add up to equal 1 pound.  For example, 12 pence = 1 shilling; 20 shil-
lings = 1 pound. While the symbol for the American dollar is “$,” the symbol for a pound is “£.” 

Credit: n. a formal way of borrowing, where a store keeper allowed a person to take something without 
paying for it.  Instead, the store keeper made a note of how much the item cost.  The buyer then 
paid for the item at another time, either with money or with another item that costs the same amount.  



Summary of the Program:  
Students will be welcomed by a museum educator.  He or she will review the information from the back-
ground section, and introduce some additional information about William Cooper and Cooperstown.  
 
Students will then meet a costumed interpreter playing the role of Mr. Smith, the young man William 
Cooper hired to run his general store.  Mr. Smith will address the differences between pioneer stores 
and stores of today.   
 
Together, the educator and Mr. Smith will introduce the students to the general store’s account book.  
They will explain its purpose as a record of sales, and explain that it is a great source for learning about 
pioneer life.  
 
The educator will invite students to become history detectives.  He or she will ask the teacher to pass 
out the copies of the account book pages.  Mr. Smith and the educator will work together to ask the stu-
dents questions about the account book to help them find information and draw conclusions about pio-
neer life.  Students will be asked to write down their observations in their history detective notebook. 
 
After the discussion, the educator will ask the students to review their notes, and state what they learned 
about pioneer life from looking at the account book.  A brief question and answer session will follow.  
The educator and Mr. Smith will then conclude the program. 
 
After the Videoconference Program: 
Using the notes from their history detective notebooks, students can work independently or together in 
groups to write a final detective report about what they learned.  This can be done as an essay, as a 
mock “field report”, or even a presentation.   
 
To help students remember and recall key themes and vocabulary from the program, a Pioneer Activity 
Page has been included with this packet. 
 
Additional Follow-up Activities: 
Investigate your local history: Visit your library or invite a guest speaker from a local historical mu-
seum or association to help the class learn about pioneers in your neighborhood and hometown. 
 
Create an imaginary General Store: Have the students think about the items that are important for 
their survival today.  Then create a master list of items they agree would be necessary in a country gen-
eral store today.  Or, if you have a general store in your neighborhood, encourage students to visit with 
their parents and report back what they found.  Discuss why the items in today’s general store are differ-
ent or similar to items in a 1790 General Store.  
 
Further Readings: 
 
Bial, Raymond. Frontier Settlements. New York: Children's Press, 2004.   

Explains the migration of homesteaders from the East to west of the Appalachian Mountains. 
Grades 3-5.  

 
Isaacs, Sally Senzell. Life on a Pioneer Homestead. Chicago: Heinemann Library, 2001.  

Provides an overview of life on a pioneer homestead including building a home, cooking food, cloth-
ing, schools, and everyday activities. Grades 2-4.  

 
Kalman, Bobbie. Early Stores and Markets. New York: Crabtree Publishing Co., 1981. 

The general store was the center of village life. It served as a community's bank, post office, and 
place to meet. The book looks at how businesses developed from the early trading post to 17th and 
18th century specialty stores. Grade 2-5.  

 
Kalman, Bobbie. Food for the Settler. New York: Crabtree Publishing Co., 1992. 



Nature's bounty usually provided the settler with everything they needed. Whatever these new farm-
ers didn't know, the Native peoples taught them. The book shows how they caught, grew, and pre-
pared food. Grade 2-5. 

 
Stefoff, Rebecca. First Frontier. New York: Benchmark Books, 2001.  

Chronicles the exploration and settlement of lands west of the Appalachian Mountains during the 
late 1700s and early 1800s. Grades 4-7.  

 
Stenson, Elizabeth. Early Settler Activity Guide. New York: Crabtree Publishing Co.,  

More than 300 stimulating activities and project ideas based on life in early pioneer communities. 
Activities are designed for individual and group use. 
 

New York State Education Standards Addressed: 
Social Studies: 
History of the United States and New York 
1.1 The study of New York State and United States history requires an analysis of the development 

of American culture, its diversity and multicultural context, and the ways people are unified by 
many values, practices, and traditions. 

 
1.3:  Study about the major social, political, economic, cultural, and religious developments in New 

York State and United States history involves learning about the important roles and contribu-
tions of individuals and groups. 

 
1.4: The sills of historical analysis include the ability to: explain the significance of historical evi-

dence; weigh the importance, reliability, and validity of evidence; understand the concept of mul-
tiple causation; understand the importance of changing and competing interpretations of differ-
ent historical developments. 

 
Economics 
4.1: The study of economics requires an understanding of major economic concepts and systems, 

the principles of economic decision making, and the interdependence of economies and eco-
nomic systems throughout the world. 
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Cooperstown, Lake Otsego 1790 Cooperstown, Lake Otsego 1790
Jan. 28 Stephen Smith to G.S. Mar. 3 Stephen Smith to G.S.


1/4 lb. tea ,, ,, 10 1 gal. rum ,, 5 6
1/2 bush. salt ,, 4 ,, Mar. 5 Stephen Smith to G.S.
1 finished pen knife ,, 2 ,, 1 gal. rum ,, 5 6


6 10 Mar. 15 Andrew Cannan to G.S.
Feb. 8 Andrew Cannan to G.S. 2 lbs. chocolate ,, 3 4


1 sugar kettle 1 12 ,, 1/4 yard fabric ,, 3 ,,
Feb. 13 Andrew Cannan to G.S. 1/4 yard flannel ,, 4 8


1 gal. West Indian rum ,, 8 ,, 1 gal. best rum ,, 8 ,,
Feb. 15 John Nicholls 19 to G. S. ,,


1 sugar kettle 1 12 ,, Andrew Cannan to G.S.
Feb. 17 Andrew Cannan to G.S. 1/2 doz. table spoons ,, 4 ,,


1 lrg black hand trunk ,, 10 6 Mar. 20 John Nicholls to G. S. 
1 red leather trunk ,, 8 ,, 1/2 lb. tea ,, 1 8
1 pr sheep shears ,, 3 ,, Mar. 29 G. S. to John Nicholls
1 1/2 yrd black satin ribbon ,, 2 ,, CREDIT - for 17 lbs sugar ,, 8 6
2 yrd white china ribbon ,, ,, 2 Apr. 3 G.S. to Stephen Smith


1 3 8 CREDIT - for 1,000 ft. of boards 1 18 ,,
Feb. 24 Stephen Smith to G.S. Stephen Smith to G.S.


1/4 yard fabric ,, ,, 11 11 1/2 lbs. fish ,, 9 4
1/2 yard fabric ,, 1 ,, 1/2 lbs. tea ,, 1 8
2 spools thread ,, ,, 2 ,, 11 ,,
1 pr shoe buckles ,, 2 ,, Apr. 6 Stephen Smith to G.S.


4 1 1 peck of salt ,, 4 ,,
Feb. 27 Stephen Smith to G.S. 2 quarts rum ,, 2 ,,


1 lb. tea ,, 3 ,, 6 ,,
Mar. 1 Stephen Smith to G.S. Apr. 7 Stephen Smith to G.S.


3 lbs. sugar ,, 1 9 1 gal. West Indian rum ,, 8 ,,
2 gal. best rum ,, 16 ,, Stephen Smith to G.S.
1 inch screw auger ,, 3 ,, 1 quart rum ,, 2 ,,


1 0 9 Apr. 12 Stephen Smith to G.S.
1 quart rum ,, 2 ,,







Cooperstown, Lake Otsego 1790 Cooperstown, Lake Otsego 1790
Apr. 13 Stephen Smith to G.S. May. 6 Stephen Smith to G.S.


1 gal. rum ,, 8 ,, 1 pen knife ,, 1 3
Apr. 19 Stephen Smith to G.S. 1/2 bush. flax seed ,, 2 9


Snuff ,, ,, 11 4 ,,
Apr. 21 Stephen Smith to G.S. May. 8 John Nicholls to G. S. 


2 qrts. Best rum ,, 4 ,, 1/2 gal. Best rum ,, 4 ,,
Apr. 22 G.S to Andrew Cannan May. 10 John Nicholls to G. S. 


CREDIT - for 66 lbs of sugar 1 13 ,, 1/2 gal. rum ,, 4 ,,
Apr. 26 G. S. to John Nicholls 3/4 bush. flax seed ,, 4 2


CREDIT - for 167 lbs of sugar 3 7 ,, 1/4 lb. tea ,, ,, 6
Stephen Smith 8 to G.S. 8


3 lbs Tobacco ,, 3 ,, May. 11 Stephen Smith to G.S.
Apr. 27 Stephen Smith to G.S. 1 pair of shoes ,, 9 ,,


1 qrt rum ,, 2 ,, 1 1/4 lb. of tobacco ,, 1 3
1 lb. tea ,, 3 4 10 3
Tobacco ,, 1 4 May. 13 John Nicholls to G. S. 
3 qrts of rum ,, 3 ,, 2 lbs. of tea ,, 3 4


9 8 Fish hooks ,, ,, 6
Apr. 29 G.S. to Stephen Smith 3 10


CREDIT: for 10,614 ft of boards 21 4 7 Stephen Smith to G.S.
Stephen Smith to G.S. 1 gal. new rum ,, 5 6


1/2 doz. teaspoons ,, 1 ,, May. 18 Stephen Smith to G.S.
7 plates ,, 4 1 9.5 yrds fabric ,, 11 10
1/2 gal. best rum ,, 4 ,, 8 yrds Ivan's Spinning 1 8 ,,
1 lb sugar ,, ,, 7 1 bell ,, 12 ,,


9 8 5 lbs. tobacco ,, 7 6
Apr. 30 John Nicholls to G. S. 11 yrds fabric 1 2 ,,


Sundries ,, 1 2 4 1 4
May. 2 Stephen Smith to G.S. Jun. 3 John Nicholls to G. S. 


1 qt rum ,, 2 ,, 1 paper of best pins ,, 1 ,,
Tobacco ,, ,, 2


,, 1 2







Cooperstown, Lake Otsego 1790 Cooperstown, Lake Otsego 1790
Jun. 15 John Nicholls to G. S. Aug. 2 G.S. to Andrew Cannan


1/4 lbs. tea ,, ,, 5 CREDIT: for work on the new road ,, 4 6
Jun. 23 Andrew Cannan to G.S. Aug. 3 John Nicholls to G. S. 


2 bush. corn ,, 10 ,, 3 1/2 yrds linen ,, 11 8
Jun. 26 John Nicholls to G. S. Thread ,, ,, 8


1 gal. rum ,, 5 6 1 pocket handkerchief ,, 3 4
Jul. 1 G.S. to Andrew Cannan 1 1/2 yrds hair ribbon ,, 1 6


CREDITS: 1 pr worsted stockings ,, 7 6
For work on the new road 1 6 9 3 sticks twist & 3 skeins silk ,, 3 ,,
For hauling a load to Albany 2 10 ,, 2 1/2 doz sml buttons ,, 1 10
For 1 mink skin ,, 3 ,, 3 3/4 doz. lrg buttons ,, 5 8


3 19 9 2 yrds Irish sheeting ,, 4 6
Jul. 6 Andrew Cannan to G.S. 4 yrds fabric ,, 16 ,,


1 qt. spirits by Levi Cooper ,, 2 ,, 5 yrds drab cloth 2 7 6
Jul. 7 Andrew Cannan to G.S. 2 sticks twist ,, 1 ,,


1 qt. old rum ,, 2 ,, 5 4 2
Jul. 8 G. S. to John Nicholls Aug. 5 Andrew Cannan to G.S.


CREDIT: hauling a load to the river 2 3 6 1 gal. rum ,, 8 ,,
Stephen Smith to G.S. 1/2 lb. tea ,, 1 9


1 pint old rum ,, 1 ,, 9 9
Jul. 14 Andrew Cannan to G.S. Aug. 9 Stephen Smith to G.S.


1 gal. Best rum ,, 8 ,, 1 spider ,, 3 9
John Nicholls to G. S. 3 pints rum ,, 3 ,,


1 yrd calico fabric ,, 2 8 Tobacco ,, 5 6
sundries ,, 12 11 12 3
1 yrd linen ,, 3 ,, Aug. 19 John Nicholls to G. S. 


18 7 1/2 yrd drab cloth ,, 2 5
Jul. 19 Stephen Smith to G.S. Oct. 4 G.S. to Stephen Smith


3 yrds quality binding ,, ,, 6 CREDIT: pay on account with cash ,, 10 ,,
1 pkge indigo ,, ,, 10
1/2 pint rum ,, ,, 6


1 10







Cooperstown, Lake Otsego 1790 Cooperstown, Lake Otsego 1790
Oct. 7 Andrew Cannan to G.S. Dec. 9 John Nicholls to G. S. 


2 lbs. chocolate ,, 3 4 6 1/2 yrds green fabric 1 1 2
3 lbs. nails ,, 3 6 Thread ,, ,, 7


6 10 2 doz. buttons ,, 1 6
Oct. 22 G. S. to John Nicholls 2 yrds red flannel ,, 7 ,,


CREDIT: pay on account with cash ,, 4 6 1 lb. tea ,, 3 6
Andrew Cannan to G.S. 1 half-pint glass ,, ,, 10


1 gal. rum ,, 8 ,, 1 comb ,, ,, 9
Oct. 28 G.S. to Andrew Cannan 2 yrds tape ,, ,, 4


CREDIT: pay on account with cash ,, 10 ,, 1 15 8
Oct. 30 Andrew Cannan to G.S. Dec. 11 John Nicholls to G. S. 


1/2 lb. tea ,, 1 9 1 paper of pins ,, ,, 10
Nov. 5 John Nicholls to G. S. Dec. 21 Stephen Smith to G.S.


1 lb and 1 ounce of snuff ,, 1 1 1 chintz shawl ,, 12 6
Nov. 13 Andrew Cannan to G.S. Dec. 27 John Nicholls to G. S. 


3 lbs. of pepper ,, 11 3 1 2/3  pack of paper ,, 3 8
11 lbs. of tea 1 18 3 1 lb. tea ,, 3 4


2 9 6 1 pen knife ,, 1 6
Nov. 16 John Nicholls 8 to G. S. 6


1 lb. tea ,, 3 6 Stephen Smith to G.S.
Nov. 23 Stephen Smith to G.S. Cash ,, 11 ,,


3 beef heads ,, 3 ,, Dec. 29 John Nicholls to G. S. 
John Nicholls to G. S. 1/2 set tea cups ,, ,, 9


knives and forks ,, ,, 6 2 1/2 yrds linen ,, 7 6
Dec. 8 John Nicholls to G. S. 1 green cup ,, ,, 6


1 lb. of tea ,, 3 6 1 knife ,, ,, 8
1/2 set of tea cups ,, 2 ,, 9 5
1 qt rum ,, 2 ,, Dec. 31 John Nicholls to G. S. 


7 6 1 pack pins ,, ,, 10
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