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In 1803 the area of the United States was much smaller than it is today. In that year, however, the country bought the
Louisiana Territory from France. The territory stretched from the Mississippi River to the Rocky Mountains, and from
the Gulf of Mexico to Canada. The Louisiana Purchase doubled the size of the United States.

Historical Background

A French explorer named La Salle had claimed Louisiana for France in 1682. He named the territory after the French
king Louis XIV. It originally included land on both sides of the Mississippi River.

In 1762 France gave the part of Louisiana west of the Mississippi to Spain. The rest they gave to Great Britain. It
became part of the United States after the American Revolution. In the late 1700s settlers from the eastern part of the
United States started moving into the area. Spain allowed them to use the Mississippi River and the port city of New
Orleans, near the river’s mouth.

In 1801 the powerful French leader Napoleon got the territory back. This worried the U.S. settlers. They were afraid
that France might try to interfere with traffic on the river.

The Purchase

President Thomas Jefferson first tried to buy just New Orleans. Napoleon ignored him until Jefferson threatened to
join forces with Great Britain, France’s worst enemy. Napoleon also needed money to pay for the many wars he was
fighting. For these reasons, he offered to sell the entire Louisiana Territory. The price was about $15 million. This
amounted to only three cents per acre.

The Louisiana Purchase added 828,000 square miles (2,144,520 square kilometers) to the United States. In 1804 the
Lewis and Clark Expedition set out to explore the new territory. The expedition lasted two years and provided much
information about the land, plants, animals, and people of the western lands. The country eventually carved 13 states,
either in whole or in part, from the Louisiana Territory. These states were Arkansas, Colorado, Iowa, Kansas,
Louisiana, Minnesota, Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, North Dakota, Oklahoma, South Dakota, and Wyoming.
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