
Vigo County History Lesson Plan 

Level: 3rd – 5th Grade  

A fun and educational guide to learning our early Vigo County history, brought to you by the 

Vigo County Historical Society & Museum. 

 

Objective: To provide an educational experience and pertinent materials supportive of 

learning local history.  

Background: As you read the following lesson plan and complete the study questions and 

activities, we hope you will be excited to learn more about the people, places, and events 

that led to the settlement and growth of our community.  

 

As young citizens of Terre Haute and Vigo County, it will one day be up to you to take on the 

future of our fine city. We believe the more you know about this community, the more you 

can take pride in where you live.  

 

Materials: Reading guide with study questions, vocabulary chart and word frame, timeline, 

Old National Road map, and Wabash River map 

 

Procedure: Familiarize yourself with the content by reading the history lesson below and 

complete the study questions and activities using the provided material.  

 

 

The River, Roads and Rail 

Settling the Crossroads of America 

Reading - 1 

  William Henry Harrison         Tecumseh 

The River, the Road, the Rails – do you know how important they were to our history? 

Without the Wabash River, the National Road and the Railroads, Terre Haute probably 

wouldn’t be the fine city it is today…as a matter of fact, it might not exist at all.  



Let’s take a journey back in time and visit some special moments in Terre Haute and Vigo 

County history.  

Long before Terre Haute was a city there was only wilderness and prairie land and a 

beautiful river flowing through that land. The land was good and plentiful. It was the perfect 

spot for the Wea tribe of the Miami Nation to build their huts upon its banks. They called the 

river “Wabashiki” (WAH-BAH-SHEE-KEE), a Miami word describing anything that is “pure or 

bright white and natural”. It was used to describe the Wabash River because of the 

limestone bed in the upper part of the stream.  

French explorers found the Wea Villages. They named the area beside the river “Terre 

Haute”, a French word for “Highlands.” Early settlers preferred to build their towns on high 

ground that was not likely to flood. That is why many pioneers moved their families here and 

lived in peace beside the Wea tribes.  

General William Henry Harrison was commissioned as a soldier by President George 

Washington to serve on the Western frontier. At that time, in the late 1700’s the Western 

frontier included a territory known as Indiana. It was William Henry Harrison’s duty to open 

up more of Indiana land for settlement, but this needed the consent of the various tribes 

living in this area. While some Indian tribes were peaceful, others wanted to stop the white 

settlement in this territory.  

General Harrison met with the chief of the Shawnee tribe, Tecumseh, but they were unable 

to reach a peaceful agreement. In 1811 he was ordered to take troops up the Wabash near 

Terre Haute and build a fort for supplies and protection. The fort was named Fort Harrison. 

Questions for Reading - 1 

1) Look at the map (link to map) of the Wabash River. Where does it begin? Where does 

it end?  

2) In 1811, William Henry Harrison was in charge of building Fort Harrison. What 

important job did he later hold?  

3) Early French traders and explorers were responsible for naming the area along the 

Wabash River which would become our city of Terre Haute. What is the English 

translation for Terre Haute? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Reading - 2 

  Chauncey Rose      

 

  Flatboat  

In the fall of 1816 came the announcement offering lots for sale in Terre Haute. The town 

had been laid out or platted into 268 lots. This was also a special time, because it was the 

year Indiana officially became a state. During the next few years many of our ancestors 

came to live here. Many of them arrived by flatboat along the Wabash River. Flatboats were 

also used to move produce and goods along the current of the Wabash, into the Ohio River, 

and continued south into the Mississippi River - all the way to New Orleans. The trip would 

take four to six weeks.  

One man who moved to this area was Mr. Chauncey Rose. He would become one of the 

most important and influential citizens our city would ever know. He devoted his entire 

fortune to the growth, prosperity and development of Terre Haute. In 1825 he opened a 

store in Terre Haute with money he had saved while working at a lumber mill in Parke 

County. Chauncey Rose was one of the most popular and successful merchants of the 

region. He purchased 320 acres of prairie land and built several important businesses and 

organizations, such as The Terre Haute House, Rose Orphan’s Home, and Rose Polytechnic 

Institute (now known as Rose-Hulman Institute of Technology)  

 



Chauncey Rose is also mostly responsible for bringing the railroads through Terre Haute. 

Construction of our first railroad company, the Terre Haute & Richmond Railroad began in 

1849. As more rail companies were built and lines expanded throughout the region, 

flatboats and other river travel were no longer needed. Trains made commerce possible on a 

bigger scale and could travel much faster than boats.  American people demanded the 

quickest possible travel.  

Questions for Reading - 2 

1) What other waterways were used to reach New Orleans from Terre Haute? Use the 

map of the Wabash River (link to map) 

2) Who headed the effort to bring the railroad to Terre Haute? This man also 

established an engineering college and an orphanage here. What else in Terre Haute 

was named after him?  

3) By the 1870’s Terre Haute had 7 different railroad lines which crossed through the 

city. Two of the main train stations were Union Station and the Big Four Depot. 

Research on your own and find out where each of these stations was located.  

 

Reading - 3 

 

Corduroy Road 

Before the railroads there was another way of travel besides the river that was making its 

way to Terre Haute - The National Road. With the coming of the new road a whole new era of 

growth and prosperity opened for the people of Terre Haute. The National Road was planned 

to reach all the way from Cumberland, Maryland to Vandalia, Illinois.  

The National Road was first known as the Cumberland Road, then later became U.S. 

Highway 40- and it passes right through our city of Terre Haute. When it passes through 

Terre Haute it is known as Wabash Avenue. Where Wabash Avenue and 7th Street converge 

is what we call the “Crossroads of America”.  



Prior to building the National Road, there were no towns between Indianapolis and Terre 

Haute. But when the road was completed and people began to travel on it, stations and 

hotels popped up along the route. Before long, these places became small towns - towns 

you might recognize today, like Brazil, Seelyville, Putnamville, and Plainfield.  

At first the road was very bad and hard to travel. Corduroy Roads – timbers laid across the 

path closely together – were extremely bumpy. Other sections were so thick with mud, the 

horses had to take big slow steps to keep from getting stuck. Travel on the National Road 

was hard, but it didn’t stop people from loading their belongings into a Conestoga wagon 

and moving out west. 

This great migration of people moving westward lead to the expansion of other states and 

eventually the entire country - all thanks to the National Road.  

The Wabash River, the National Road, and the Railroads certainly were important to the 

settlement, growth and prosperity of Terre Haute and Vigo County. The Wabash River 

brought the first settlers to this area and is the main reason Terre Haute became a city. With 

the arrival of the National Road, Terre Haute became a major connection to the West and 

the city began to grow. Then came the Railroads and our city prospered. They all played very 

important parts in making Vigo County and Terre Haute “The Crossroads of America” 

Questions for Reading - 3 

1) Using the map of the National Road, find the six states through which the 

Cumberland Road (National Road) passes; beginning in Cumberland, Maryland and 

ending in Vandalia, Illinois. 

2) Prior to the National Road there were no towns between Indianapolis and Terre 

Haute. Look on a modern day map and see how many towns you can find there 

today?  

3) Why do you think we say Terre Haute is the “Crossroads of America”? 

 

Examine Further Learning 

Here are some other activities you can complete for a deeper understanding of our local 

history. 

-Review the vocabulary worksheet (link to worksheet) and complete the word frame activity. 

-Create a mural to represent Terre Haute’s early history.  

-Write a letter to an important person from Terre Haute’s past.  

-Create newspaper “front pages” which depict important stories from Terre Haute’s early 

history.  


