
 

Sarah Horton Cockrell 
Early Dallas Entrepreneur 

Activities 

Middle and High School 
 

 
 

 
 

© 2026 Legacy Dallas. All right reserved. 1 

Summary 
 
Sarah Horton Cockrell was an entrepreneur in 
Dallas during the 19th century. She and her 
husband Alexander Cockrell began a series of 
business enterprises in the 1850s. Due to her 
husband’s inability to read, she handled all 
correspondence and finances. They owned a 
construction business, bought a sawmill, a 
gristmill (for grinding customers’ own grain) and a 
wooden bridge across the Trinity River. They 
erected a building in downtown Dallas which they 
leased to other businesses.  When Alexander died 
in a gunfight in 1858, Sarah took over all aspects of 
the enterprise. She opened the St. Nicholas Hotel 
and when it burned down in 1860, she opened the 
Dallas Hotel, which later became the St. Charles. 
The site is now the John F. Kennedy Memorial in 
Dealey Plaza. 
 
Sarah continued to expand her business and in 
1860 she received permission from the Texas 
legislature to build an iron suspension bridge to 
replace the wooden one that had collapsed. 
Construction was delayed by the Civil War. By 
1870, she found enough investors for the Dallas 
Bridge Company, in which she owned most of the 
shares. The grand opening of the bridge took 
place in 1872 giving travelers a major crossing to 
the south and west. The bridge is considered 
Sarah Cockrell's most significant contribution to 
the economic growth of Dallas. 

 
 
Sarah lived during a time when it was uncommon 
for women to be involved in business. She 
demonstrated that women could be the driving 
force of an enterprise. She bought, sold and took 
risks. She used her talents to promote and grow 
her businesses. Sarah formed partnerships with 
her son in the 1870s, but she kept her name on the 
business.  At the time of her death in 1892, she 
owned approximately one-fourth of downtown 
Dallas, plus several thousand acres in Dallas 
County, as well as smaller properties in Houston, 
Mineral Wells, and Cleburne. Several places in 
Dallas County still carry her name. She was savvy, 
brave and not afraid to enter a new venture.  
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Activity 1 
Middle School 
 
 
1. Choose one aspect of Sarah’s business such 

as hotel entrepreneur, mill owner or bridge 
builder. Analyze one document regarding the 
business you chose (found at the end of this 
PDF).  
• CSA Ferry Receipt   
• Todd Mills invoice  
• Lumber Receipt  
• Stock Certificate for Steel Bridge 
• Property Deed 1887   
• Memo Book of land purchases (this one is 

longer) 
  

2. Have students analyze the chosen document 
and complete the written document analysis 
worksheet. When students are finished use 
the following questions for a class discussion.  

 

Questions for discussion: 
 
• How was Sarah able to continue/build her 

business after the death of her husband? 
• Discuss how business would be done in the 

19th century. No phones, email, cars, etc.  
• Discuss a free enterprise system and how it 

progressed during this time. 
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1. Type of Document        2. Unique qualities 
 

o Newspaper 
o Letter 
o Patent  
o Memorandum 
o Invoice 
o Telegram 

o Press Release 
o Report 
o Advertisement 
o Property Deed 
o Receipt 
o Other 

o Handwritten 
o Typed 
o Seals 
o Notations 
o RECEIVED stamp 

 
3. Dates of Document:  ______________________________________________________________________   

4. Author or Creator of the Document:  ________________________________________________________  

5. Title:  ___________________________________________________________________________________  

6. What audience was the Document written?  __________________________________________________  

 ________________________________________________________________________________________  

7. Document Information 

A. List three things the author said that are important: 

1.   __________________________________________________________________________________  

2.   __________________________________________________________________________________  

3.   __________________________________________________________________________________  

8. Why do you think the document was written? 

 ________________________________________________________________________________________  

  ________________________________________________________________________________________  

  ________________________________________________________________________________________  
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9. What evidence in the document helps you know why it was written? Quote from the document. 

 ________________________________________________________________________________________  

  ________________________________________________________________________________________  

  ________________________________________________________________________________________  

10. List two things the document tells you about life at the time it was written: 
 ________________________________________________________________________________________  

  ________________________________________________________________________________________  

  ________________________________________________________________________________________  

11. What questions do you have after reading the document? 

 ________________________________________________________________________________________  

  ________________________________________________________________________________________  

  ________________________________________________________________________________________  

12. What did you learn about Sarah’s businesses? 

 ________________________________________________________________________________________  

  ________________________________________________________________________________________  

  ________________________________________________________________________________________  
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TEKS (Activity 1) 
 

SOCIAL STUDIES   (MIDDLE SCHOOL) 
 

Sixth Grade – 113.18    (c) 

(1) (A,B) History 
(6) (A) Economics-entrepreneurs 
(18) (A-C) Science, technology and society 
(19) (A,B,F) Social Studies skills 
(21) (A-C) Social studies skills 

Seventh Grade – 113.19  (c) 
(11) (A,B) Economics 
(19) (A,C,D,E) Science, technology and society 
(20) (A-E) Social studies skills 

Eighth Grade – 113.20  (c) 

(12) (A-C) Economics 
(14) (A,B) Economics 
(28) (B) Science, technology and society 
(29) (A,B,D,E) Social studies skills 

 

ELAR   (MIDDLE SCHOOL) 
 

Sixth Grade – 110.22 (b) 
(1) (A,D) Developing Language skills  
(5) (A, B,D-I) Comprehension skills 
(6) (A-I) Response skills  

Seventh Grade – 110.23  (b) 

(1) (A,D) Developing Language skills  
(5) (A, B,D,I) Comprehension skills 
(6) (A-I) Response skills  

Eighth Grade – 110.24 (c) 
(1) (A,B,D) Developing Oral language skills 
(5) (A-I) Comprehension skills 
(6) (A-J) Response Skills 
(12) (E) Inquiry and research 

SOCIAL STUDIES   (HIGH SCHOOL) 
 

High School Economics – 113.31  (d) 

(2) (A) Supply and demand 
(4) (A,B) Economic systems 
(5) (A) Free Enterprise system 
(6) (A) Right to own property  
(13) (A) Role of US Government-deeds  
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Activity 2 
Middle and High School 
 
 
Teacher Notes 
This activity can be as simple or complex as you 
wish to make it. For younger students or a quick 
assignment have them brainstorm aloud ideas, 
make notes or write a response to the discussion 
as a class project. For older students or to 
include more rhetoric discussion and research, 
analyze the documents found at the end of this 
PDF and have students do independent research 
on the roles of women in the 19th century. What 
did the law say about land ownership? Did 
marriage make a difference? What obstacles 
would women face? 
 
For more information about women and land 
ownership see: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Married_Women%
27s_Property_Acts_in_the_United_States 

Writing prompts 
 
1. Write a biography of Sarah Cockrell for today. 

How would you describe her now? What 
things made her unique in the 19th century? 
You can embellish your biography by critically 
guessing how she became a successful 
businesswoman.  
 

2. Read the letter from James A. Smith (found 
at the end of this PDF) 
o What is he asking of her? What do you 

think was her response? (There is no 
evidence that she agreed to his proposal) 

o How would her business have changed if 
she accepted his offer? 

 
 

 
  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Married_Women%27s_Property_Acts_in_the_United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Married_Women%27s_Property_Acts_in_the_United_States
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TEKS (Activity 2) 
 

ELAR   (MIDDLE SCHOOL) 
 

Sixth Grade – 110.22 (b) 

(5) (A,B-D-I) Comprehension skills 
(6) (A-I) Response skills 
(10) (A-D) Composition-writing process  

Seventh Grade - 110.23 (b) 
(5) (A,B,D-I)  Comprehension-writing 
(6) (A-I)  Response skill-writing 
(10) (A-D)  Composition-Writing Process 
(12) (A-J)  Inquiry and Research 

Eighth Grade - 110.24 (b) 

(1) (A,B,D) Developing skills, oral language 
(5) (A-H) Comprehension skills 
(6) (A-J) Response skills 
(10) (A-D) Composition-writing process 
(12) (A-F,H) Inquiry and research 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ELAR   (HIGH SCHOOL) 
 

English I – 110.36 (b) 

(1) (A,B,D) Developing oral language 
(4) (A-I) Comprehension skills 
(5) (A-J) Response skills 
(9) (A-D) Composition-writing process 
(10) (C) Composition argument 
(11) (A-I) Inquiry and Research 

English II – 110.37 (c) 
(1) (A,D) Develop language skills 
(4) (A-I) Comprehension skills 
(5) (A-J) Response skills 
(9) (A-D) Composition-writing process 
(10) (C) Argumentative 
(11) (A-G,I) Inquiry and research 

English III – 110.38 (c) 

(1) (A,B,D) Developing language skills 
(4) (A,B,D,E,F,G,I) Comprehension skills 
(5) (A-J) Response skills 
(10) (C) Compose argument 
(11) (A-H) Inquiry and Research 

English IV – 110.39 (c) 
(1) (A) Developing language skills 
(4) (A-G) Comprehension skills 
(5) (A-H) Response skills 
(11) (A-G) Inquiry and Research 
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Activity 3 
High School 
 
 
Sarah’s husband Alexander built a wooden bridge across the Trinity River. When the old bridge collapsed, the only way 
to cross was a ferry that Sarah owned. She obtained a charter from the Texas Legislature in 1860 to sell stock to raise 
capital for a steel bridge as a replacement. 
 
How would you promote the need for a new bridge? How would you convince investors to buy stock in the enterprise? 
Some ideas are:  1.) The ferry is slow and inefficient; 2.) City of Dallas population growth; 3.) Safety in crossing the 
river; 4.) Financial prospects of the bridge far outweigh the ferry system, etc.  
 
Create a proposal for new investors. You may use PowerPoint, design a poster display or write a persuasive argument 
meant for publication. Describe the positive aspects of a new bridge to connect Dallas to the rest of Texas. Be 
descriptive regarding the importance of the literal connection the bridge would make between Dallas and the rest of 
the state. Consider the importance of Dallas as a commercial city. Be sure it is professional and detailed. 
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TEKS (Activity 3) 
 

ELAR   (HIGH SCHOOL) 
 

English I – 110.36 (b) 

(1) (A,B,D) Developing oral language 
(4) (A-I) Comprehension skills 
(5) (A-J) Response skills 
(9) (A-D) Composition-writing process 
(10) (C) Composition argument 
(11) (A-I) Inquiry and Research 

English II – 110.37 (c) 
(1) (A,D) Develop language skills 
(4) (A-I) Comprehension skills 
(5) (A-J) Response skills 
(9) (A-D) Composition-writing process 
(10) (C) Argumentative 
(11) (A-G,I) Inquiry and research 

English III – 110.38 (c) 

(1) (A,B,D) Developing language skills 
(4) (A,B,D,E,F,G,I) Comprehension skills 
(5) (A-J) Response skills 
(10) (C) Compose argument 
(11) (A-H) Inquiry and Research 

English IV – 110.39 (c) 
(1) (A) Developing language skills 
(4) (A-G) Comprehension skills 
(5) (A-H) Response skills 
(11) (A-G) Inquiry and Research 
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CSA Ferry Receipt   
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Todd Mills invoice  
 
 

 

  



 

Sarah Horton Cockrell 
Early Dallas Entrepreneur 

Activities 

Middle and High School 
 

 
 

 

© 2026 Legacy Dallas. All right reserved. 12 

Lumber Receipt  
 

 

 



 

Sarah Horton Cockrell 
Early Dallas Entrepreneur 

Activities 

Middle and High School 
 

 
 

 

© 2026 Legacy Dallas. All right reserved. 13 

Stock Certificate for Steel Bridge 
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Property Deed 1887  (page 1 of 2) 
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Property Deed 1887  (page 2 of 2) 
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Memo Book of Land Purchases  (page 1 of 5) 
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Memo Book of Land Purchases  (page 2 of 5) 
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Memo Book of Land Purchases  (page 3 of 5) 
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Memo Book of Land Purchases  (page 4 of 5) 
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Memo Book of Land Purchases  (page 5 of 5) 
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Letter from James A. Smith  (page 1 of 2) 
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Letter from James A. Smith  (page 2 of 2) 

 

 


