
AESOP’S FABLE:  The Oxen and the Wheels 
A Play Written by Connie Frank 

Narrator on the story The Oxen and the Wheel:    Manifest 

Destiny was the 19th-century belief that it was the divine mission 

of the United States to expand westward across North America by 

extending the country “from sea to shining sea”. People who held 

that belief thought that it was the duty of Americans to spread their 

ideals across the continent.  Oxen were considered both a burden 

and a blessing to the pioneers on the Westward Movement. They 

could be provoked into a stampede, become lost when left untethered at night, get 

sick, die, and sometimes injure the very people they were transporting. For 21 years, 

they pulled wagons across the plains and over the Rocky Mountains, and like the 

pioneers, they endured exhaustion, fatigue, hunger, thirst, illness, and pain. They 

symbolized the rugged, durable traits required for the pioneers to make the odyssey 

into the American frontier.  Oxen were considered the unsung heroes of the 

Westward Movement and Manifest Destiny,  

Characters:  
 Narrator: 

 Nessie: 

 Job: 

 Jessie: 

 Daniel, the Father: 

 Lillith the Little Sister: 

 Sally, a Friend: 

 Tom, a Friend: 

 James, a Friend: 

Script:  
Narrator: Thick dust swirled through the air, making Adam cough and his nose run.  Dark clouds 

had been building up for the last few hours, and rain would be welcome in the blistering 

heat. The hills to the far right were all brown, with trees dying from the lack of water.  

Jessie took off his old, battered hat and took a drink of water from his flask, turning to 

see the heavily laden oxen walking next to him.  Nessie, a glossy black beauty, and Job, 

an off-white, gentle bull, were struggling to keep up in the wagon train, their huge horns 

moving side to side as their bodies plodded along. The wagon wheels creaked and 

groaned, complaining loudly. 

Nessie: (Turning her head irritably):  You have complained this entire trip.   

Job: (Nodding his head):  Yes, they have been a huge pain.  I get sick thinking about them. 

Nessie: (Losing her patience): Silence! What have you Wheels to complain about so loudly?  

Job: We are drawing all the weight, not you, and we are keeping silent about it besides." 

Nessie: (Looking at Job):  I will be so glad when this day ends.  I never could stand complainers 

and bellyachers. 

Job:   We have been at this since dawn every day for months.  I do ache a bit. 

Narrator: The best mileage could be made by starting at dawn and making a "nooning" near grass 

and water during the heat of the day, as oxen suffer greatly from the heat of the sun in 

midsummer. When it cooled Nessie and Job could be hitched to the wagon again and 

the journey would be continued in the afternoon.  Sixteen or eighteen miles a day could 

be made this way without injury to the animals., but it made for long days for Nessie 

and Job. 

  



 

Jessie: (Jessie noted that the wheels of the wagon were creaking and moaning loudly) Hey Dad!  

We may need to get rid of some of this stuff in the wagon.  Nessie and Job are working 

hard up here.  Is there anything we can throw away?   

Daniel, the Father: (Looking at the oxen and nodding):  The Wagon Master will be stopping soon. I heard 

there was a river up ahead.  We can get cleaned up and water these oxen.  We would all 

like to bathe tonight, especially your little sister.  We can check to see what we can live 

without after we stop.  Your Mother is going to be mad if we throw anything away, 

though. 

Narrator: Nessie and Job were drawing this heavily loaded wagon along this miry country road. 

They had to use all their strength to pull the wagon, but they did not complain, nor did 

they complain about the Wheels, that were now yelling and fussing, squeaking, and 

moaning. On this long journey, Jessie had realized that there was never just one set of 

wagon ruts leading west. His fellow pioneers were often spreading out for several miles 

across the plains to hunt, find grazing patches for their animals and attempting to avoid 

the choking dust clouds kicked up by other wagon trains. 

Narrator: Just at that moment, the Wagon Master sent word through sweaty riders on the backs 

of lathered horses that the wagons were to follow each other into a circle to camp for the 

night.  Adam and Dan looked at each other in relief.  It had been a difficult twelve hours 

of walking through the dusty, rocky path that was called the Oregon Trail.  The wagons 

were lined up for miles, so it took a good hour or so to get every wagon into the large 

circle, and women were setting up campfires for warmth in these cold nights, and to 

make food after gathering sticks.  While pioneer trains did circle their wagons at night, 

it was mostly to keep their draft animals from wandering off, not protect against an 

ambush. Indians were more likely to be allies and trading partners than adversaries, and 

many early wagon trains made use of Pawnee and Shoshone trail guides. 

Lillith the Little Sister: (Running up to Jessie, who was standing next to the oxen):  Hey Jessie!  Where are you 

going?   

Nessie: (Smiling):  Oh look!  It’s little sis! 

Job:   Yep, she is a cutie. She is my favorite. 

Narrator:   Jessie looked over at his little sister.  Her yellow curls were bouncing up and down as 

they danced with excitement on being able to get out of the wagon.  Jessie was a man at 

the age of fourteen, but Lillith was only five years old and a gentle, sweet soul.  Jessie 

loved her very much. 

Jessie: (Pushing his hat back off his forehead):  Who wants to know? 

Lillith, the Little Sister: (pouting): I do!  I want to go with you! 

Jessie: (Crossing his arms):  I am taking Nessie and Job to the river.  Who says you can go with 

me?  Don’t you have to help Mother? 

Lillith the Little Sister: (Frowning):  Mother and Father are fighting over the big cabinet that belonged to 

Grandma.  Father says it is too heavy for the oxen to carry, and Mother says that it 

belonged to Grandma, and she is not parting with it.   

Jessie: (Looking down):  Well, I knew that would happen.  Come on.  Nessie and Job are 

anxious to get a drink.  I hope they play in the water.  They have worked so hard today.   

Nessie: Job, that cabinet has been a back breaker, but I know how their mother feels about it.   

Job: It will break her heart to give it up, but I will be glad to have a lighter load to carry, 

Nessie. 

  



 

Narrator:   Jessie patted both oxen with his hands, and the oxen answered him, nuzzling his hands.  

It was easy to tell that they really liked Jessie, and the affection was returned.  As Jessie 

led the oxen to the water, they showed their excitement.  Lillth walked next to Jessie.  

Jessie had brought his gun with him.  Even though there were no real threats from 

Indian attacks, as the Native Americans here were friendly, there were still robbers 

along the Oregon Trail, and Jessie could not afford to lose the oxen.  When they reached 

the river, the oxen walked into the running river and drank deeply.  Both were in water 

up to their shoulders, with Jessie keeping a good rein on their activities.  Nessie kicked 

out at Job, who nibbled on her ear.  Jessie and Lillith smiled at their antics.   

Sally, a Friend: (Washing her arms and gathering water, Sally’s family was in the covered wagon behind 

theirs in the lineup):  Jessie! Lillith!  How are you guys doing? 

Jessie: (Waving his hand):  Sally!  Hey!  We are just watering Nessie and Job.  Where is Tom? 

Tom, a Friend: (Walking out of the woods near the river):  I’m here!  Mother and Father would never 

let Sally come alone out here.  How did you day go? 

Narrator:   Jessie and Tom were the same age.  Jessie was lithe while Tom was a bit bulkier. 

James, a Friend: (Walking up to the group):  I’m here too.  Mother and Father sent me out here, and I 

could not wait.  It was hot and dusty today.  I was sneezing my head off. 

Narrator: The group of friends nodded to each other.  They were all survivors on this trip.  They 

only had two more months and they would be in their new home.  They would build 

cabins near waterways, and they would be the pioneers for the new country.   

Jessie:   Father keeps talking about Manifest Destiny.  What about yours? 

James, a Friend:   Yeah, Father keeps talking about the new land as being our destiny.  Do you believe it 

is our fate to go through this journey to go to the new land?  Oregon seems so far away, 

and I keep dreaming about ice cream. 

Sally, a Friend: (Laughing):  I keep dreaming about ice cream too.  I hope we can have some at the town 

near our homes.  I hope people are nice there.   

Lillith the Little Sister: (Giggling):  They will be nice!  The nicest ever!  I cannot wait to have parties and go to 

town again.   

Tom, a Friend: (Looking at the group seriously):  Father told me I am too old to go to school now, but I 

wish I could go back.  I miss school.  I want to be a lawyer someday, but I don’t know 

what will happen when we get to Oregon.   

Jessie: I miss school too.  I was hoping to be a doctor.  I still hope we can make this happen, 

Tom.  I told Father the other day that I do not want to be a farmer, and he is fine with 

that.  But he needs my help on the farm to get it going when we reach Oregon.  He will 

need me to help plow the fields with Nessie and Job here (He patted their heads). 

Narrator: Later in the evening after dinner, Jessie and Lillith watched Father moving the big 

cabinet that had belonged to his Grandmother outside the circle.  Jessie and Lillith 

looked at each other, feeling sad, but they were resigned.   

Jessie: Nessie and Job have pulled that heavy wagon with groaning wheels for three months 

now. 

Lillith the Little Sister:   Yes, I know. We have a few more months to go.   

Jessie: Father said the greatest error of the inexperienced traveler was to overwork the animals 

at the beginning of the journey.  We have to care for our friends here. To avoid problems, 

it was best to start out with short and easy drives until the teams were broken in and 

became used to the routine of the day.   

Lillith the Little Sister: (Hugging Nessie, who nuzzled her): I love them so much.  I hope they make it to our 

new home. 

Nessie: We love you too, little sis. 

  



 

Narrator:   Jessie and Father had discussed how oxen had become the top choice of team workers 

for the emigrants.   Oxen were a little slower, traveling only 15 miles per day on average, 

but oxen were dependable, less likely to run off, less likely to be stolen by the Indians, 

better able to withstand the fatigue of the journey and were more likely to survive on 

available vegetation.  If they strayed, they could be pursued and overtaken by 

horsemen.  Not only were they the least expensive to purchase but they were more 

valuable on arrival, especially to farmers.  Jessie had gone with Father to pick out the 

oxen and the covered wagon for the trip, and he was still pleased with his choice of these 

two oxen.  He considered them more like friends than pack animals. 

Jessie:   I am worried about our oxen.  If anything happens to them, it would be a disaster for 

our family.  I think everything will be okay now. 

Narrator: The evening had grown quiet. Jessie could hear wolves in the hills far from their camp.  

The wolves would not come near the blazing campfires.  Jessie and Lillith settled down 

in the wagon while their parents slept under the wagon in heavy blankets.  A slight 

wind was giving them some respite and Jessie was grateful as he glided off the sleep, 

knowing that tomorrow would be another long day of effort.   

Jessie: (Drowsily and looking over at Lillith, who was snoring softly):  I hope all our sacrifices 

to get to Oregon will be worth it.   

Narrator: Jessie was very much aware of the estimated 500,000 settlers who made the five-month 

journey from Missouri to Oregon in the 1840s to 1860s, one in 10 would never arrive, 

having succumbed to all manner of mid-journey surprises: snake bites, gunshot 

wounds, drowning, starvation and, of course, dysentery.  His family knew that hard 

time were probably ahead of them, but they would persevere. 

Narrator: Being stubborn can be a positive attribute.  It all depends on the attitude of the one being 

stubborn.  In the case of this story, the persistent, stubborn oxen become irritated with 

the constant complaints of the wheels, but they plod on, determined to do their job well.  

The lesson learned from his story is that being stubborn can be a positive way of saying 

that you are persistent in the right circumstance. Your stubbornness could prove that 

you have a worthy goal, and you strive for that goal, which will make you successful.  

In the oxen’s case, they are “as stubborn as mules” because they feel purpose in what they 

do. 

The moral of the story is:   

“They complain most who suffer least.”  

   

 


