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THE mSTORY OF NEBRASKA'S SALINE 

LAND GRANT 

BY AGNES nORTON 

THE discovery of salt deposits west of the Appalachian 
Mountains was one of the most important factors in 
the westward advance of the American frontier. Early 

colonists were t ied to the coastal area by their need for 
sn it, without which they could neither preserve their fish 
Or meat nor maintain the health of man or beast. Large 
quantities of salt were also used in preserving fish and 
provisions for export. From 1607 until the Revolution the 
British shipped nearly a million and a half bushels of salt 
to the continental colonies from the \Vest Indies, southcl'l1 
Europe, and Great Britain.' 

When the break came between Britain and the colo
nists, there was a general cessation of imports and the 

I Edward Channing, History of tllo United States (Chicago, 
1(21), ill, 110. 

Dr. Aglle8 Horto'f ia aB8istant profes80r of 80ci{ll schmce {It 
Con/ral Mi880uri State Oollege, lVarron8burg, Mia80ttrl. Thia 
(lTliclo i3 b(13cd upon a doctorat fll38OTlation dOlle ftt the U'II· 
versity of Demler on tile Ifubjcct of N cbr(Ulka federal /an(/ 

grallls relating 10 higher education. 
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supply of many commodities previously enjoyed was no 
longer available. One of the indispensable items was salt. 
Almost at once Congress, the states, and private individuals 
began making sal t.~ The only method employed in our do
mestic production was to evaporate sea water in shallow 
iron pans, for the nation's saline deposits had not yet been 
discovered. 1n the production of sa lt through evaporation 
the necessary pans were expensive to import, and without 
skilled il'onsmiths they were difficult to make. Salt pro
duction under such adverse conditions was carried on only 
because of the need. 

Before t he discovery of salt springs in the interior, 
settlers who had ventured westward Wel"C forced to make 
periodic pilgrimages to the coast. Theil" objective was to 
sell or bartel' their In'oduce and to bring back a supply of 
salt . The practice was time-consuming and hazardous, but 
it did have some compensation, for f requently it was the 
only way in which the early pioneer learn ed what was going 
on in the seaboard area. 

Shortly before the Revolution the discovery and use 
of salt springs on the Kanawha and the Holston in Nor th 
Carolina, and others in Kentucky and central New York 
tended to make the West independent of the coast. When 
the Revolution was over the mineral salts west of the Ap
palachians m'oused federa l interest nnd influenced settle
ment for many years to come. A similar di scovery of salt 
springs in Nebraska foreshadowed an interesting and im
portant phase of Nebraska history. 

As early as 1796 and continuing until 1867, Congress 
made special disposition of lands containing salt spr ings.' 
At first saline areas were designated fOI' federa l use, but 
when Ohio was admitted to the Union in 1803, the prece
dent was established of giving s llch areas to the states in 
which they lay.' This pl'actice continued with t he admis

: Ib id., pp. 31)2·393. 
~ Bcnjamln Horace Hibbard, A liiatory oJ tho Public Land Poli 

eic8 (Ncw Yorlt . 1931), pp. 266·267. 
~ Ibid., pp. 266-267. 
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sion of each state up to and including Nebraska. Even as 
late as 1912 New Mexico, on its admission as a state, was 
given saline lands as a part of a grant to aid in the sup
port of a ulliversity.~ At first lands classified .as saline 
were excluded from entry under the Pre-emption and Home
stead Acts, but aIter 1877 they were subject to such cntry.~ 

On April 19, 1864, Congress approved the Enabling 
Act which permitted Nebrasl,a to form a constitution and 
ultimately nttnin statehood. Under the same act Nebraska 
was given the right to receive several federal land grants, 
among which was one relating to salt springs. Section 11 
of the Enabling Act read as follows: 

Anti be It further Cflacted, That all salt springs within 
saId state, not exceedIng twelve In number, wIth sIx sections 
ot lands adjoInIng, or as contiguous as may be to each, shall 
be granted to saId state ror Its use, the saId land to be se
lected by the governor thereot, wlUlln olle year after the ad
mIssIon of the state, and when so selected to be used or dis
posed of on such terms, conditions and regulations ns the 
legislature shall direct: Provided, That no salt springs or 
lands, the rIght whereof is now vested in any Indlvldunl or 

, Individuals, shall, by this act, IXl granted to said state. ' 

Under thi s act Nebraska was destined to receive sev
enty-two sections of land in the vicinity of salt springs. 
The state was also to have the right thl'ough its legislature 
to dispose of the land and to use the !'evenue ill any manner 
which the legislators considered proper, 

Nebraska's right to receive a saline land grant was 
based upon the discovery of salt in Lancaster County where 
a salt basin stretched along the west side of Salt CreoleS 
Within an area of twelve by twenty-five miles through 
which Salt Creek mn in a northerly direction, wel'C fOllnd 
many sp rings of salt water, 

~ Ibid., p. 267. 

a Ibid. 

r U. S. Slatllte" at LQrg6, xm, 47. 

8 See map ot Salt Creek, p. 96. 
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TABLE I 

LOCATION OF SALT SPRI NGS IN 
LANCASTER COUNTY' 

Section Township Range 

Salt Spring No. 1 3 9 6E 
Salt Spring No. 2" 
Salt Spring No. 3"· 

21 
23 

10 
10 

6E 
6 E 

Salt Spring No. 1\ 7 9 6 E 
Salt Spring NO. 5 2 11 6E 
Salt Spring No. 6 5 10 6 E 
Salt Spring No. 7 14 10 6E 
Salt Spring No. 8 30 11 7E 
SnIt Spring No.9 2'1 11 7E 
Salt Spring No. 10 32 11 7E 
Salt Spring No. 11 29 10 6E 
Salt Spr ing No. 12 6 10 6E 

• Compiled f rom notutlons f ound In the Bchool Laud Abstract, " 
arncn ot Educutlonal Lands Ilnd Funds, State Capitol, L incoln. 

.. Big Snit Busln 
... Site ot Post OCflce, Lincoln, Nebraska 

An early description of this area was wri tten by Rich
ard Taylor and Thomas O'Neal, terri tori al surveyors in 
1857. This description read as follows: 

Township 10, Range 6E 6 P.M. in Nebr. Territory 

The quality of the land in this township Is mostly good 
2nd rate, wel! ndapted to cultivation. There Is but Iitlle 
limber In this towllshlp. cOlIslsts of scattering cottonwood 
Elm hackberry lind Locus t on the bnlll(s of CreeluJ. 

The water III a ll the Creeks a re ["Ie] Extremely Salty. 
I dlscovcred valuable salt springs along the bed of creeks, 
and In Sections 22. 23, and in 34, and 37. A small opperation 
(sic] for boillng the watcr is carried by a company in Sec
tion 22. The Spcclmins [Bic ] of salt was [ sic] very fi ne. 
No settlement In Township Except In Section 22.Q 

Q Survey Book (Otrlce of Educational Lands and Funds, State 
Capitol. Lincoln). LXXI. General description made by Richnrd Taylor 
and Thomas O'Neal, Deputy Sunreyors, Territory of Nebraslta. Sec 
notations lor October 9. 1857-0ctober 15, 1857. 



NEBRASKA'S SALINE LAND GRANT os 

Anothcr dcscription of this area was thnt made of Big 
Salt Basin and Salt Creek by W. W. Cox. ]n J uly 1861, 
Cox and a companion, William T. Donovun, arl'ivcd at Big 
Salt Busi n unci Salt Creek. Cox has given the follow ing 
account or his cxpel"iences there, 

. , . We forded Salt creek, just by the junction of Oak 
Creek, and what a struggle we had In making O\lr way 
through the tall sunflowers between the tord and the basin. 
There was something enchanting about the scene that met 
our eyes, The rresh breeze sll.eeplng over Ule Bait basins 
reminded liS or the morning breezes at the ocean beach. 
This basin was WI smooth as glass, and resembled a slab 
ot hIghly poUshed, cloudy, marble. 

The wrecks of some old salt furnaces and two deserted 
cabins were the only sign of civilization.... 

In company with Dan.,.in Peckham we commenced ma lt
ing snit on the 20th of Aug ust, 1861. We pre-empted one 
ot the log cabins and "bached" It dlll'ing tho raIl. Salt was 
very scarco during war times, und was high In price, and 
ot a necessity g reat numbers of people camo to scrape salt. 
They came from all the settled portions or tho territory, 
f rom Kansas. Missouri. and as far cast as etlntrnl Iowa. 
Going for salt In those days was like going fishing- it was 
all In luck. It We weather were perteetly dry wo could get 
plenty ot It, tor It could be scraped up by the wagon load, 
but three m inutes' rain would end the game. \Ve 11Ilve seen 
a drove ot men that came a full hundred miles arrh'e just 
in Ume to sec a little rain clear all the salt ott the basin in 
a moment, and they left to hold an empty sack. We found 
a goodly number there when we a rrived and they were hold
Ing the empty sack, for It had just ruined and the basin 
was as blaclt as Ink. \ \'0 remember Milton Lnngdon us one 
or the disconsolate pilgrims. The next morning all except 
our party pulled out. and we were monarch:.! at all we sur
veyed. 

We immediately built a small turnace, made of sheet
Iroll Bait pans and began boiling salt, and by the time the 
next drove ot pilgrims cama we had salt to soil or trade 
them. Many farmers would bring their sorglnun pans to 
mnke thei r own snit, and when they would get cnough, or 
tired. we would trade snit for their pans and a ll their spare 
provlsloll8. \Vhen the weather was dry many wO\l ld scrape 
more than they could haul home, and we would trade for 
their scrapings at twenty-five cents per hundred and pay 
in boiled salt at two dollaT"lj per hundred. In dry times we 
would accumulate a mountain of Bcraped suit, and as soon 
as lhe rtrst rain came our scrapings would be worth f rom 
rltly cents to one dollar per hundred. Pilgr ims would grab 
fo r It. They brought all manner ot provisions to lrade to r 
salt- meat, flour, chickens, butter, rrult, potatoes, eggs; 
and others were willing to go to the groves and cut and 
huul wood and trade us; others would haul up a large pile 
of wood and then rent our furnaces for Ute night. and would 

http:Dan.,.in
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work aU nIght, and thus get u. supply. So we hnd anlt to sell, 
scrapIngs to sell, furnaces to rent, and. gonerally, provIsIons 
to sell. One man we remember brought a fine suIt of clothes 
and traded us fo r salt. A party brought two four-horse 
wagon lands, 0,000 pounds, of flam' from Winterset, Iown, 
and we made hIm an even exchnngo of 5,000 pounds of salt 
for It. It was n lively time, fO I' hundreds were comhlg and 
goi ng contlnually during the fall. 

Late in the faU we moved our family to Salt Creek, and 
wintered In olle apartment of tho log cabin that \V. T, Dono
van occupied, and as the salt business always qu Its when 
winter begins, we put In the time as ~st WO cOllld. 

We took up our abode at the bo..sln wllh tho wlfo and two 
ehlh:lren on the first day of May. 1862.... Tho season of 
1862 was exceedingly prosperous. Great nllmbers of people 
came and went every day. Numerou!'l furnaces were started, 
and the salt work!'l prcsented quite the appearance of bUSi
ness, 

A!'I n general rule the settlers enjoyed them3elves very 
well, und were rell30nably prosperous, hut It was not always 
30. Sometlme3 winter storms would shut us off from com
munlcaUon with the world at large, and provIsIons would get 
short. and we would be driven to desperate straits. The 
winter of 1863·64 was a most desperate one. 

That wInter was one of much sufferi ng . Salt had de
clined materially In price. and tho demand had !allen off; 
while wood for balling- it had become scarce.... The spring 
of 1864 found t he settlement in rather a dilapidated and im
poverished condition, but hope soon revived. Immigrants 
began to arrive In goodly numbers and begnn opening up 
farms, and that gave new life fUl d hope to all . 

In 1804 ... we loaded up our !!tUo s t\l tt, tied the old 
cow behind the wagon, loaded the ehlldrcn and pushed out 
tor tile river [Republlcan].lo 

J. H. Ames, in h is reminiscences of the early histol'Y of 
Big Snit Basin, was so impressed wi th the salt springs 
found in Lancnster County that he predicted that a t1ll·iv
ing salt industry was destined to be established there. His 
descri ption of the region was as follows: 

There Is no question of the V8st wenlth Which will some 
day be derived from this region. The absence ot fu el for the 
purpoac ot manufactu re is more than compenaated for by 

10 \V. \V. Cox, History 0/ Beward OOlmty, N ebraska, Togetller 
with a OIt/t1ltar 0/ Rem il/isccnees of tile Early 80ttlemfmt of Lall
caster Ooullty (Lincoln, 1888), pp. 1-25. 

http:Republlcan].lo
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the excessive dryness ot the atmosphere and the oollsequellt 
rapidity of evaporation. Brine as It oozes from the soil is 
about 15%.11 

Nebraska's government was quickly attracted to the 
potential of the salt deposits. In his f irst message deliv
cred to the Eighth Territorial Legislature, Deccmber 2, 
1861, Governor Alvin Saunders expressed a strong belief 
that the salt springs were of great importance to the eco
nomic progress of Nebraska Territory. He stated that the 
salt springs, if propel'ly worl;:ed, would not only provide 
salt fO!' the territory at n minimum of expense but would 
also afford needed employment for many citizens. The 
(Lincoln) Neb1'aska Commonwealth declared that the salt 
basin would become the great salt emporium of the West 
Missouri. Exaggerated stories soon sprang up about the 
fortunes which could be made once Nebraska's salt industry 
was in full production. 

During territorial days there were several attempts 
made to est.ablish n salt industry in Nebraska. A. T. An
ell'cas descl'ibed these early attenlJ)ts in these words: 

.. . Capt. W . T. Donovan represented the Crellcent Com
pany, organized at Plattsmouth for a test of the productive
ness of tile brine. Another company was represented by 
William Nor man and Alexander Robinson who settled at the 
"big basin," the most southwestedy ot" the system and the 
most promising in its appearance, extent and quaHly of 
brine yielded. The latter company wall the first to abandon 
the enterprille, and was fOllowed a yea!' later by the Cres
cent CompallY. In 1864 J. S. Cregory, Jr.. erected a "benCh 
of boilers" and some solar vats and manufactured salt to 
sell to the natives, the travelers over the great overland 
route to the Pacific and the miners of Colorado and Mon
tana. 

In 1866 Cregory dlspolled of hili elahn to E. H. and T. F. 
George, Jacob Harbenger. and S. B. and W. Linderman 
from New Jersey. representing the Nebraska Salt Company.
They put In several thousnnd dollars but received no ade
quate return. All this time entries had been made on the 
most valuable of these basins, nnd these had passed into 
the hands of J. Sterling Mortoll. fornlerly Secretary of the 
Territory. and Col. ?o.funnerll, one of the government Sur
veyors who had made the dlseo\'ery of the basins in 1856.1~ 

11 J. H. Ames, Lincol'l: T lw Capital oJ Nebraska (Lincoln, 1870), 
p. 25. 

'2A. T. Andreas, History oJ tilo Stato oJ Nebraska (Chicago, 
1882) , p. 1037. 
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Available records fail to indicate that any company or 
indiv idual ever derived substantial profi ts from the salt 
business; instead, reports reveal that some firms which 
did not dispose of their holdings in time WCI'C forced into 
bllllkl'uptcy. The salt industry of Ncbraslm Terrilory had 
macle little progress, financia l 01' otherwise, at the time 
statehood was attained. 

When the state came into the Union ill 18G7, federnl 
law required that the selection of saline hmcls wns to be 
made within one year or the right of the lund would be 
forfeited. The entil'c grunt, except 160 acres, was selected 
in 1867 by state land commissioners appointed by Governor 
Duvid Butler. Since nll of t he saline springs WCI'C found 
ill Lancastcl' County, saline selections nuturnlly occIII'I'ed 
in that llrea, Five groups of selections were made, the 
em'Hest June 15, 1867, three on June 20, 1867, and one as 
late as 1890,11 No evidence was found showing Lhe reason 
for this last selection which was made after the legal time 
limit had expired. The first approvai date by the federal 
govel"llinent was December 23, 1867, and the I:lst approval 
date came on J anuary 19, 1891. The ol'iginu l total acreage 
from the five clear lists was 46,033.31 acres . II This was 
just about forty-six acres short of the totnl allotted to the 
s tate, There was evidence that clear lists No, I -A, No, 2, 
and NO.3 were found to contain 759 acres which were 
subject to prior claim. There was no available record 
which showed whether or not the state attempted to make 
other selections to cover this deficiency, The original short 
age, or forty-six acres, plus the 759 acres rejected because 
of prior claim, left the state 805 acres short of receiv ing 
its total g rant. In nil, Nebl'nsl.a l1cquil'ed 1l1l0thcl' .15,000 
acres of land f!'Om the federal government as sal ine lands. 

The utilization of the saline lands was markedly dif
fCI'ent from that of other federal grants to Neb]·aska. The 

1'Sal/lle Land Clear Ll3ts (Ortlce or Educatlonnl Lnnds and 
Funds, Slate Capitol, L incoln ). No. I-A , No. 1-B, No.2, No.3, No. -I, 
pp. 2,10, 245. See map or Lancaster CoWlty showing Saline Selections, 
p. 	96. 

u Iblrl., pp. 240, 24~. 

http:46,033.31


-


S .\L'I' (.;ItEEI{, AT A,sll l •. \ =,I). SEB., - I.(lOK I Xt; 10\\".\ 101 T ilt-: 1'1.\1"'1' 1': 11:1.1.:::;, F IW)I 'I' ll": )I II.L 1111.1.. 

Sketch (Circe 1872) from Burlington and Missouri River 

Railroad Lands. .. 




I 
\

I 
I 

A
 : ! 

;\ 
~ , I'

I 1 
.

• 
I 

. I-1 11 

" 

8 c c 
::l 
15 
~
 

" "0 " "0 "' 




LANCASTER COUNTY---NEBRA6XA 
~ Nonnal COlJllDon
IIIIB Unive rs1 ty OtherSALINE LAND 

-i 

Map of Lancaster County Showing Location 01 the 

Soline Lands 


(Drown by Hugh Dillon, Stote Surveyor) 



..,"". 
..'116. ..

• ,.rt 

...,.,." 

.."4.¥' 

co 
tI,,., 

,lt7 

,:.. 
..t.r 
.~, 

,,,.. 

"," 

'1&" 
,..'}, .,.,. 

.Set.
""t t .. 

Jell 
' ".';l 

tOl>I$,t..ell 

Itct8 Scr.lf 

~~-'.- . 
I .~\,,_ 3"-\\ _\0" ll...... "',.·· 

I 

$,1:12" " S,lI I«r~ ..r.'~.... 
!i.e. 

•I 
.ke' 

I 
I 

S 3/ 
,~~ "'/."" ! s«a SuH . SIs» 

..".,. 

Map (Circa 1870) Showing Location of Salt Creek 
(Saline Land Correspondence File. Office of Educational Lands and 

Funds. State Capitol. Lincoln) 



97 NEBRASKA'S SALINE LAND GRANT 

state had discretionary powers regarding not only the sale 
of the land itself but the expenditure of the revenue arising 
from such sales. Thus, in the first years of statehood the 
saline lands became a subject of bi tter controversy . ' ~ There 
were those who advocated that the revenue f rom these lands 
should be used in developing the manufacture of salt at the 
salt basin just outside the city of Lincoln, and thi s idea had 
some influence for a ti me. On F ebruary 17, 1869, Governor 
David Butler leased 480 acres of Salt Basin to Anson C. 
Tichenor and J esse T. Green. ' 11 The lease was to run for 
twenty years, and salt manufacturing was to begin within 
ninety days from the date of the lease. The state was to 
receive two cents per statute bushel on all salt manufac
tured during the continuance of the lease. (It is interest
ing to note that both the territorial and state governments 
had incl uded salt in the list of standard weights and meas
ures.) The law at the time this lease was executed re
quired that salt be sold by the bushel, each bushel not to 
weigh less than f ifty pounds." However, Tichenor and 
Gl"een did not hold their lease for very long. During the 
years from 1869 to 1885 the lease passed through the hands 
of several individuals. On August 7, 1885, a report was 
made by William Leese, Attorney General to the Commis
sioner of Public Lands and Buildings as follows: 

In compUance with a resolution, passed by you, June 0, 
1881:1, directing me to procure the cancellation or surrender 
ot a lease contract given by Ule State of Ncbraska, covering 
the "Blg Salt Basin" and continuous lands being NZ and 
N2S' Section No. 21 Township No. 10 N. Range No. SE., I 
have the honor to make the [ollowing report, viz : 

On Investigation I found that on the 15th day of February 
1809 a leuse contract was Issued to said lands by the Slate 
or Nebraska to Anson C. Tichenor and Jesse T. Green, tor 
twenty yearll , which said lease had passed through the hands 
a nd ownershi p or a number of individuals and parties and 
that the llUlt assignment of lIaid lease had been made to the 
Western Salt Association and the said \Vestern Salt Asso
ciation. on the 18th day or July, 1885, surrendered said lease 

" Addl60n E. Sheldon, Land Sy6!cm~ and Land P ollcle3 (n N c
bra.'Jka, PllollcaUorut 01 tile Nebra8ka State Hk/torieal Society (Lin 
coln , 1936). XXl1, 35. 

I S Copy of lease, Saline Land File (Office at Educatlonal Lands 
and Funds, Slate Capitol, Lincoln). 

IT Rcul~C{l Btailites 01 N ebraska, 1866, Chapter 55, p. 391. 
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to the Stale of Nebrnska for cancellation : And I further 
found that the said Western Salt Associatlon WIlS the legal 
and proper assignee and owner ot Mid lease and had good 
right and lawful authority by Its President and Secrclary, 
M. M. Towle and E. T. 1\[I1S01l. to 8ufI'cndcr the same: There
forc I now find that by virlue of said surrender made by 
said Wcotcrn Salt Association, that lho Utle, ownership and 
conl roll [.!Ie] of said Salt Ballin and land Is v(lllted in the 
State ot Ncbrallkll, and that 110 p(!r80n or persons. corporn
ticn or corporations have any right, title, claim, or Interest 
In or to said Salt Basin or lands by virtue ot said lease con
tract or by virtue of assignments thereof and the surrender 
Is herewith. returned. U 

Attached to this letter was a receipt in the amount of 
one dollar wh ich was paid by the state to the Western Salt 
Association for the surrender of the lease. 

Table II presents ev idence to show that salt manufac
turi ng was not very lucrat ive in Nebraska. 

TABLE II 

SALT ROYALTIES-1870·1886' 

Year Salt Royalty 

1869·70 $ 83.93 
1871·72 50.00 
1873·74 52.66 
1875·76 88.26 
1877·78 27.92 
1879·80 47.87 
1881·82 4.39 
1883·84 11.20 
1885·86 9.42 

Total $375.15 

• Compiled f rom the Bitllillial Reports, State Treasurer, 1869
1886 (State Treasurer's Ot!!ce, State Capitol, Lincoln) 

In spite of a lotal royalty income of only $375 OVer a 
period of f ifteen YelU'S, the state did not give up its effor ts 

I S Letter to Board of Public LllJld IlJld Buildings from William 
Leese, Attorney Generul, Lincoln, AUgust 7, 188:5, Saline Land FHe 
(oeflce ot Educational Lands and Funds, State Capitol, Lincoln), 
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in the attempt to prove that the supply of brine in Big Salt 
Basin was sufficient for manufacture of salt. On March 5, 
1885, the legislature passed an act author izing the Commis· 
sioner of Lands and Funds to enter into further contracts 
with corporations, assoc iations, or individuals who were 
interested in the manufacture of salt . '~ In add ition the 
legislature provided that the board should see to it that a 
test well should be sunk on the salt basin in an effort to 
discover the strength of the brine, if there were any evi· 
dence of solid suit tlnd what geological strata lay beneath 
the sllrface. ~o The state allocated the sum of $250 for th is 
project. Byron p, Russell was appointed as the geologist in 
charge, and he served under the direction of the Board of 
Public Lands and Bllildings. On December 1, 1888, Russell 
made his report . He described in detail the tools and rna· 
chiuery llsed on the job, and indicated the type of strata, 
foot by foot, through which the drill passed. His conclu· 
sions were : 

Tho Dultotu beds nrc the Ilource ot the saltness In the basin. 
At the bUlle ot the tormntion is a brine of 35 degrees. Thi :!! 
no doubt III derived f rom Ilalt held In the beds themselves, 
caused possibly by evaporation ut the lime of deposition. 

. . . On suit basin proper there Is no glacial or loess. 

These, however, occur in the near vicinity. The bas in 
III covered with n scanty vegetation, and in the drought of 
summer becomell a lmost whitc by Ule evaporation of anlt. 

This boring undertaken by the stnte had resulted In no 
discoveries of economic importance. Yet It should be borne 
In mind that negative results a re of no small importance. 
\Ve know now that there Is nothing thus far to warrant the 
expenditure of money by the state for the development of 
these salt spr ings.21 

With the publication of this report Nebraska's hopes 
for n thri ving salt industry came to an end, and the saline 
l<mds were an asset to the state only as other lands were 
an asset, primarily for agriculture. 

111 Lo.w.! 0/ NobrolJko, 1885, pp. 366-367. 

20 I bid., pp. 366-867. 

21 Byron P. Russell, Report on the Salt lVell to t he Board 0/ 


Public LandlJ anft Bulldl"glJ (LIncoln, 1888), pp. 27-28. 
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The disposition of the saline lands and the utilization 
of the proceeds presents another interesting facet to the 
history of Nebras1{a's land story. The state legislature, 
under ' special acts, pl'ovided for the distl'ibutioll of the 
sali ne grant as follows : 

Endowment of Normal School at Pel'tI 12,801.80 <leres 
State Model Farm ] ,280.00 acres 
Lincoln Hospital for the Insane 699.0lJ acrcs 
City Lots 320.00 acrcs 
Common Schools 30,170.<10 acres 

Total 45,274.211 acres 

During the yeurs of the territory and the early years 
of statehood, many communities appear to have had con
siderable in terest in higher educat ion. Within the short 
space of two years lhe territorial legislature had chartered 
seven colleges and universities, and altogether, the terri~ 
torial legislature chartered twenty~lhree sllch institutions 
oC which one is s till in existence, Peru Stale Teachers Col~ 
lege, This college was first estublished by the Methodists 
and known as Mt. Vernon College, laler to be renamed as 
Peru Seminary and College.~:1 In the winter of 1866-67, 
William Daily und T. J. Majors, members o( the State 
Council and I-louse of Representatives, being duly author
ized by lhe founders und trustees o( the college. offered 
the land and buildings to the slate fOI' the purpose of :.l 

state normal school. The state accepted the offer aud 
passed an act, June 21, ]867, to locate, establish, and en
dow a state normal school at Pel'll.u Two years latel', Feb
l'uary 12, 1869, the legislatu re passed a law to allocate land 
fOl' the endowment of a nOl'mni school. This Inw l>l'ovided 
that the governor, secretary of state, and auditor, should 
within six months after the passage of the act set apar t 
l\'lenty sections of saline land.~' The state stipulated that 

::1 A. T. Andreas, op. cit ., p. 1157. 

2S Laws of N ebra8ka, 1867, p. 80. 

2< Laws of Nebraska, 1860, p. 66. Also sec map ot Lancasler 


County, p . 06. 
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the revenue from the sale of these funds should be used 
to support and maintain the college. At this time 12,724.80 
acres were selected; a final eighty acres were gl'anted to 
the normal school under another spec ial nct of Apri l 8, 
1895. Since the establishment of the f irst normal school 
at Peru, the state has established th ree other normal 
schools which also share the endowment fund. 

The next three grants of area were all much concerned 
with Nebraska's capital. On June 24, 1867, the legislature 
passed an <lct to prov ide [Ql' the location of the capital and 
fOl' the erection of public buildings on a section of land 
within "The county of Seward, the south half of the coun
ties of Saunders and Butler, and that por t ion of the county 
of Lnncastel' lying north of the south li ne of township nine, 
a suitable s ite of not less than six hundred and forty acres, 
lying in one body for a town, due regard being had to its 
accessibility from all portions of the state, and its general 
fitness for a capital."u 

On June 18 Governor David Butle!', Secrelary of State 
Thomas P. Kennard , und Auditor John Gillespie, assembled 
at Nebraska City to make preparations for selccting the 
site specified by law. The final selection was made July 29, 
1867, but was not publicly announced until August ltl. The 
commissioners had chosen the town of Lancaster, hlter re
named Lincoln. Lnncastel' colony had been locuted in 1863 
and settled in 186'J. Three hundred twenty acres of saline 
land (located in Township 10 N, Range 6 E, S\Vl/~ of Sec
tion 23 and the N\V I/~ of Section 26) were included in thi s 
selection. It was on the saline land that the ol'iginal town 
of Lincoln was located. The day following the an nounce
ment, the survey was begun, and the site was platted into 
750 lots in each quarter section which were to be appraised 
and sold at public auction, the proceeds to be held as a 
stnte building fund for the erection of the ril'st capitol 
building. 

u Gcneral 8taiutcIJ 0/ Ncbrraak.a, 1873, pp. 1002·1003. 
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The sale of lots began in Lincoln on Wednesday. Sep
tember 18. 1867. It was a m iny day and the sale started 
slowly, There was little enthusiasm and the bidding lagged. 
Finally the three commissioners and James Swect came 
for ward and started bidding off several lots above thei l' 
apPl'uised val ue. This action on the par t of tlll'CO s tate 
officers and Sweet scemed to inspire confidence and sales 
began in earnest. Several choice lots brought from $30 to 
$500 each. Speculators were on hand buying lots which 
they hoped to sell latcr for a good profit liS the town ex
panded. Some of the sa li ne lots wore swampy and un
suited at that time for build ing 01' agriculture. Several of 
the saline lots which lay in the morc swampy area are now 
the s ite of Lincoln's railroad yards. 

The same act in which the legislature prov ided fol' the 
location of the sent of government, also st ipulated that 
"The state university and state agricultural college shall 
be united as one educational inst itution, and shall be lo
cated upon a reservation selected by said commissioners, 
in said 'Lincoln,' and the necessaI'Y buildings shall be 
erected thereon as SOOIl as funds can be secured by the 
sale of lands donated (by the federal government) to the 
state for that purpose, 01' from other sources. "~n Two sec
tions of saline land were given to the Uni vc l'sity of Ne
braska to establish a model fa rm. This was accomplished 
under the act of Ju ne 21, 1867. Thc pieces of land wcre 
not contiguous, and the University sold these lands during 
the years 1874 to 1879.: 7 A model farm was later estab
li shed in connection with the College of Agriculture, but 
not upon the land ol'iginnlly designated for this purpose. 

A small grant of a section and a few acres was given 
to t he Lincoln Hospital for the Insane. At the time this 
special act was passed t he legislators believed that t he 
hospital could be partially self-supporting by producing 
much of the food required and at the same time provide 

2G I bid., p . 1005. 

21 Ab6lract 0/ SaICl, Lancaster County, Nebrnska (Office of 


Educational Lands and Funds, Slate Cupl tol, Lincoln). 
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occupation for patients who werc able to perform some 
manual labor. Today this land is owned by the State Hos· 
pital, but the actual farming has been taken over by the 
State Reformatory. 

Almost all of the remainder of the saline land was dis· 
posed of when the state legislature voted to transfer the 
saline acreage to become a part of the land heritage of the 
common schools. The common schools received 30,170.'1 0 
acres, by far the largest portion of the saline grant, leaving 
]372.68 acres, which are still owned by the statc.2I 

With the exception of the land set aside for the model 
farm, the state arranged and controlled the saline land sale. 
The University undertook the sale of the model farm lands 
during the years ]874 to ]879 and on the whole )'cccived n 
better price than that which the state realized. 

The saline lands were largely acquired by men and 
women who were looking for homes. The state began to 
sell these lands as early as 1871 and continued until 1900. 
However, the peak years for such land sales were from 
]881 to ]884 . On the whole the saline lands sold at n some· 
what higher figure than Nebraska's other federal g)'ants. 
The higher price is generally attributed to the fact that 
close proximity to the capital proved attl'uctive to mally 
settle)'s, 

Nebraska had acquired more than 45,000 acres in the 
saline grant, Today all of this has been disposed of except 
637.62 acres which are lInder lease and 735.06 acres wh ich 
remain unclassified, The saline lands werc selected from 
one of the most productive areas of the state, and since it 
was soon established that their saline content was not suf· 
f icient to hinder agriculture, the state easily disposed of 
these lands. Thus ended one of the most colorfUl and in· 
tCl'csting chapters in the history of federal land grunts in 
Nebraska, 

21 See map ot Lancaster County, p. 96, 
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