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Scribner’s Magazine of June, 1892, first published A. Castaigne’s drawing “‘On the Great Cattle Trail.”



THE NATIONAL CATTLE TRAIL,
1883-1886

By THEODORE B. LEWIS

T HE IDEA of a national cattle trail stretching from Texas

to Canada was a notion bizarre enough to receive some
derisive attention when it was first proposed. Later historians
of the west have tended to look upon it as an amusing but
abortive attempt to stop the westward progress of agri-
culture,l or mention it as the last ditch stand of the open
range industry based on the long drives. The only detailed
study of the trail is concerned, to a large extent, with the
proposed route and the local personalities involved.2

Most of these views are partially accurate, but they fail to
state fully the complex motives behind the movement to
establish a national cattle trail or its near success in Congress.
Furthermore, they do not develop how the trail agitation
alienated the cattle raisers of Texas from their former
customers on the northern ranges and what this split indicated
for the future of the cattle industry. This essay will examine
the basis of the agitation for a trail, why its adoption by the
St. Louis convention of 1884 split the ranchers, and finally,
how the Texas Congressmen cleverly turned the arguments of
the northern ranchers to their advantage and came close to
writing their “Utopian” plan into law.

The concept of a national trail grew out of the experience
of the Texas ranchers and Kansas stock buyers with the long
drives to the northern ranges. While some Texas beef was
shipped directly to market and some to the Indian Territory
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and Kansas for fattening, the disposal of surplus cattle to the
ranchers of the Great Plains was very early an important part
of the Texas cattle industry. During the opening years of the
great cattle bonanza, the demand for Texas stock increased
rapidly as foreign and domestic capital in undreamed of
quantities was poured into the lucrative business of ranching
on the public domain.3

As long as this community of interest between the
northerners and the Texans remained, a constantly increasing
market for Texas cattle could be found to the north. During
the 1870’ and early 1880’s, the only hindrance to the drives
was the attitude of the farmers and cattle raisers of Kansas,
the Indian Territory, and to some extent the Texas Pan-
handle.# While historians have noted the fencing of farm
lands as a deterrent to the drives, it is clear that the cattle
growers of these areas were united with the farmers in’
opposing them.5

Their opposition to the drives was based on the fear of
Texas fever, as well as their natural desire to use the grass for
their own cattle. So much publicity was given to disease that
it is difficult to determine the amount of damage it really
caused.6 Farmers and ranchers alike desired to protect their
stock from mixture with the Texas cattle, and farmers, of
course, had no desire to have their crops used as forage by
the passing herds. Whatever motive was uppermost, beginning
in 1867, quarantine laws steadily forced the Texans west until
“in 1885 Ford county, of which Dodge City was the county
seat, was checkered with fields of barley, wheat, corn, millet,
oats, and numerous orchards—. .. "7

These difficulties, along with problems in the Indian
Territory, hindered the trade north to the Kansas railheads,
but had relatively little effect on the drives to the northern
ranges. They tended to increase the volume of the latter trade
which had begun as an outlet for surplus cattle but by the
late 1870’s had become the object of deliberate production.
As long as the bonanza continued to require Texas stock for
the ranges, the southern ranchers could ignore the problems in
Kansas. None of the Texans seems to have realized that “‘any
business that pays 25 to 50 per cent a year will soon become
overcrowded.”s
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Even during the period when the northern ranchers needed
Texas stock to build up their herds because they could not
breed their own fast enough to keep pace with the fever of
speculation that affected the industry. They had however
special problems which distinguished them from their fellow
cattlemen to the south. Most of these grew out of their
uneasy tenancy on the public domain. Their inability to get
legislative recognition of their “‘range rights” and other devices
to engross the public lands made the northern ranchers a good
target for eastern politicians.? They were accused of being
the product of alien capital benefiting from the free lands of
the United States, as well as combining to block the westward
advance of the homesteader. Charges of this type tended to
make them think of themselves as a group apart from
ranchers in other sections.10

It would appear that actually the northern cattlemen had as
much, if not more, in common with the stockmen of Kansas
than they did with the Texans. They also professed to fear the
effects of Texas fever on their herds. Even to a greater extent
than the farmers and ranchers along the routes of the drives,
they had invested heavily in expensive breeding stock which was
threatened by Texas cattle in the unfenced areas. Finally, in the
north some men had begun to wonder if the grass would
continue indefinitely to serve all comers. “In the autumn of
1883 there became apparent an increasing disposition among
those old stockmen who had not lost their heads in the popular
excitement to dispose of their holdings . . . 11

The idea of a national trail seems to have stemmed from
the fears of Kansas cattle buyers who saw a threat to their
livelihood in the increasing severity of quarantine regulations.
The first suggestion for a national trail came on January 16,
1883, from the Ford County Globe of Dodge City. It called
for the federal government to establish a trail from Dodge
City south to Texas. Events during that year drew attention
to the proposal. Arapahoe and Cheyenne lands east of the
Panhandle were leased, and there were rumors that the Indian
Territory would be closed to drives.12 In November of 1883
northern and eastern cattle growers met in Chicago and called
for federal legislation to establish uniform quarantine regu-
lations. Although this was regarded as unfriendly by the
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southerners when it resulted in the establishment of the
Bureau of Animal Industry the following year, it provided an
obvious example of a way to achieve federal action.13

In the spring of 1884 these factors were reinforced by new
quarantine restrictions passed by Kansas and Wyoming.
Federal troops were called out to move herds through the
Indian Territory where Kansas and local cattlemen made a
concerted effort to turn them back. The Kansas Cowboy of
Dodge City now called for a trail from Texas to the
Dakotas.14 Brokerage houses in St. Louis took the plan
under consideration, and Colonel Robert D. Hunter of the
firm of Hunter, Evans, and Company began issuing invitations
to, and arranging for, a convention to be held in St. Louis in
November.15

The Texans, forming the largest block of votes at the
convention which met on November 17, had “concluded that
there is only one matter that they will press..., and that is
the national trail.” It is clear that the convention was by no
means entirely a Texas project. Packers and shippers were
interested in continued competition between Texas and
northern beef which rigid quarantine restrictions would
stop.16 St. Louis interests were charged with picking up the
check for the convention in an effort to prevent Chicago from
monopolizing the cattle business. Buyers and others involved
in shipping cattle to Kansas were backing the trail. From the
outset the southern cattlemen could draw on the moral and
monetary support of these interests.17

It was apparent when the convention met that it would be
difficult to reconcile the desires of the 1,365 delegates who
had assembled. Texas, backed by New Mexico, had decided
on nothing less than the trail. Kansas and some of the
delegates from Colorado were just as heartily opposed to
it.218 Wyoming and Montana promoted a bill to authorize the
leasing of public lands but were also interested in national
quarantine regulations. To round out this medley there even
was a group interested in capturing the English market by the
use of ice breakers to carry beef through Hudson Bay.19

In spite of this variety of interests, the advocates of the
trail had things pretty much their own way from the outset.
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Their first victory came when it was decided to vote by cattle
association rather than by state, a clear indication that the
Texans were in control. Apparently Montana and Wyoming
promised not to oppose the trail if they were supported on a
resolution for the leasing of public lands. Those who favored
federal quarantine legislation were blocked when a delegation
from their separate convention at Chicago was refused the
right to be seated in the St. Louis convention. Because ‘“‘of
the superior strength and importance of the St. Louis
convention . . . the Chicago convention was not entitled to
recognition on terms of equality.””20 This action caused some
to remark that ‘‘it was quite apparent long ago that the
promoters of this convention did not desire the attendance or
cooperation of cattlemen...east of the Missouri or
Mississippi.”21

The resolution for the trail introduced by Judge J. A.
Carroll of Denton, Texas, caused “an excited and lengthy
debate,” but was finally “endorsed by a very large majority.”
Delegates from Kansas fought against it to the end, promising
to fight it in Congress as well as on the border.22 There was
some opposition from Montana owing to fear of over-
crowding, and one delegate from that Territory objected to a
phrase denoting Texas as the “breeding ground” of the west.
When the resolution finally emerged from committee, it did
not specify a route but merely memorialized Congress for a
trail from the Red River to Canada with locations for the
isolation of diseased cattle. A watered down petition for an
act authorizing leasing was drawn up after some remarks
about foreign capitalists. Finally, a committee of nine was
selected to present the memorial to Congress.23

It does not appear that the memorial was ever actually
presented. Instead, Texas now made the trail its project. The
Texas Live Stock Association provided a fund to send two
lobbyists to Congress equipped with promotional material to
distribute. The state legislature then passed a joint resolution
requesting their representatives and senators to back a trail
bill. January 17 and 19 the complied by introducing bills into
the House and Senate respectively.24

These bills called for three commissioners to be named to lay
out a trail six miles wide which would have entered the
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Birdseye view of Sidney, 1876. Sidney Barracks, upper left. Sidney was located in the heart of the Nebraska range country, to which hundreds
of thousands of Texas cattle were driven during the 1870’s and early 1880’s. At round-up time it was a major shipping point.
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neutral strip and would have cut the southwest corner of
Kansas. Both bills were referred to the respective Committees
on Commerce. Within a week, a joint resolution of the Kansas
legislature was received by the Congress condemning the bills.
The only action taken was the request by the House
Committee on Commerce that a study of the range cattle
industry be prepared. This resulted in the Nimmo report. The
bills died in committee.25

If the results of the first attempt to legislate a trail had
been disappointing, events outside Congress were even more
discouraging. Kansas and Colorado had passed quarantine laws
that “appear to constitute an absolute embargo against driving
or transporting by rail Texas cattle into or across those
states.””26 They were followed by less restrictive measures by
Wyoming and Nebraska. The secretary of the Wyoming Stock
Growers Association warned that. if fever broke out the drives
would be stopped. In May most of the important associations
along the proposed route as far north as Montana signed a
declaration stating their intention to ‘“defend our ranges
against the establishment of the [national] trail and our herds
against disease consequent upon such establishment by every
means necessary to prevent passage of such cattle.”27

While opposition from Kansas and parts of Colorado had
been expected, by mid-summer the northern range country
had turned against the Texans. The tenuous but mutually
profitable bond between the two sections had broken down,
and they were now competitors for a dwindling market.
Yearlings which had brought $13.50 cwt. in 1884 moved
slowly at $6.00 the following summer. The factors that were
bringing an end to the cattle bonanza were varied, and would
effect a total collapse in 1886. Overproduction, speculation,
and a fall in the export of beef to England were only a few
of the many causes.28 The important thing was that “the
northerner don’t want Texas cattle and can’t be compelled to
buy them.” While the charges were probably true that many
of the quarantine laws were a pretext to reduce the
competition from Texas beef, equally so was the fact that
“the northwestern ranges are now so fully stocked that it is
only an occasional ranch man who desires Texas cattle.”29
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A Presidential order in 1885 evicted the cattlemen leasing
lands in the Indian Territory and provided a further surplus.
While the two hard winters of 1886 and 1887 would provide
the coup de grace for the open range industry and the long
drive,30  the problem was already insoluble. The northern
resistence to the drives continued to grow at the same time
that Texans and their supporters were threatening to dump
surplus Texas beef on an already depressed market if the trail
was not put into operation. South Texas cattlemen seem to
have regarded the trail as a panacea with no thought for the
perplexing problem of how the northern stockman was going
to be forced to buy their herds once driven to their ranges.
The northerners adopted all the arguments that the cattlemen
of the drive routes had employed in the past: fever,
degeneracy of stock from Texas, and over-crowding.31

In the summer of 1885 conventions of Texas cattlemen had
some success with representatives of Kansas Associations, but
the governor of that state remained unalterably opposed to
the trail. This caused the trail route to be moved west to
avoid Kansas, and follow the eastern boundary of
Colorado.32 On the whole the Texas congressmen were much
better organized when they returned to Washington. The bill
itself had been revised to eliminate the objections of some
parties. Even more important to their hopes for success was
the completion of the Nimmo report which would prove to
be their most powerful tool.

Joseph Nimmo’s report on the “Range and Ranch Cattle
Industry of the United States™ has been used by generations
of historians as a valuable source of figures on the open range
industry at the height of the bonanza. There is no reason to
question the statistical material. If the report is read in the
context of the fight over the national trail, it is apparent that
it was extremely valuable propaganda for those favoring the
trail, and damaging to its opponents. This is not to say that it
can be proved that the author was deliberately building a case
for the Texans, but the “authorities’” from whom he solicited
information were all in favor of some form of trail.3s
Furthermore, the information he collected is presented so as
to paint an extremely bad picture of the northern ranchers.
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The report admitted that there was opposition to the trail
from both the ranchers on the public domain and those of
Kansas and Nebraska, but it concentrated on the objections of
the former.

In so far as such opposition is based on considerations of a commercial nature.
namely, the shutting off of competition of Texas cattle-breeders from the northern
ranges, it could not, of course meet any co-operation from the National
Government, as that would be to favor the restriction of free competition in a
legitimate trade. Nor does it appear to be becoming in the northern owners of

herds to seek such protection so long as they enjoy the privilege by sufferance of
allowing their cattle to graze upon the public domain.34

The danger of Texas fever was minimized, and the trail was
described as an attempt to provide protection from what
small danger existed. The various state quarantine regulations
were singled out for attack.

That the freedom of commercial intercourse should be invaded or even
threatened by indirection, through the exercise of the police powers of a state for

sanitary purpose, is repugnant to the cherished love of liberty which has from the
beginning characterized the people of this country.35

Having stated that the northern ranchers were seeking to
monpolize the public domain and that quarantine regulations
were not only in restraint of trade but also un-American, the
report presented the opinion of several pro-trail corre-
spondents that Texas would “in the future hold the position
of a breeding ground and the northern ranges that of a
maturing and fattening ground.” The charge that Texas stock
was of poor quality was countered by the testimony of a
Texan that ‘““the herdsmen of Texas are making strenuous
efforts to improve the breed. ...’’3¢ The request of the
northerners for leasing of the public domain “would be in the
face of a line of policy regarding the disposition of public
lands. ...” Finally, the report stated that the trail would be
“to the interest of the great majority of the people of every
State that they shall be able to purchase beef at the cheapest
possible rate. ...’37

It is not necessary to indict Nimmo for collusion with the
trail sponsors, but they supplied some of his expert advisers.
Such statements as “the people of Texas are, of course,
unanimous in favor of the trail’’3®¢ must have been known to
be false. He may merely have been a strong believer in
laissez-faire. If this report is read in the light of the objections
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which had been raised to the trail, it is noteworthy that it
refutes, or at least casts doubts upon their validity. Further-
more, it impugns the motives of the northern ranchers and
builds up the Texans as the backbone of the industry. A
Texas congressman, armed with this impartial government
survey, had a strong tool for convincing an easterner, who
knew little and cared less about the trail, to vote for its
passage.

The new bills that were introduced into the Senate and
House were better phrased and shorter than the previous
ones.39 The request was now only for fractional range No. 41
“along the eastern boundary of Colorado containing alto-
gether about 210,000 acres of land, which is not desirable for
settlement.” The land was to be set aside for a period of ten
years.40 Senator Coke of Texas had little difficulty in having
his bill passed with only a few modifications in phraseology.
It was submitted to the House Committee on Commerce
where Representative Reagan became its sponsor.41

On March 23, 1886, the Senate bill was reported from the
Committee on Commerce of the House.42 This report was
very favorable and showed the beneficial influence of the
Nimmo Report. This document stated that there had been
numerous grants to railroads and wagon roads as precedent
for the trail, ““while the bill under consideration simply asks
for the use of 210,000 acres of very undesirable land for a
period of ten years. . ..” The danger of fever was summed up
in the statement, “It should be remembered that splenetic
fever, if it exists at all [italics mine], is confined...” to the
Gulf area. Finally, the report closed with this plea:

Believing, therefore, that this trail should be kept open for this great cattle

traffic, in the interests of the great mass of the laboring people of the United
States, who require cheap and healthy food, we recommend passage of this bill. 43

With the publication of this report, it must have seemed
that the bill would have little difficulty in passing. Reagan
and others in favor of the trail had managed to picture the
northern ranchers as squatters on the public domain who were
deliberately attempting not only to deny the Texans their
rightful function as the breeders for the cattle industry, but
who were also opposing the true interests of the working
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COWBOY CAPITAL

Named for the Oglala band of Dakota Sioux and
located on the Unlon Pacific Rallroad, Ogallala
was a lusty cowtown of the Old West, From 1875 to
1R85 it was a wild woolly cowboy capltal where
gold flowed across the gaming tables, liquor across
the bar, and often blood across the floor.

As farmers scttled castern Oklahoma and Kansas,
they destroyed the famous Chisholm Trall, forcing
the herds westward, and the Western or Texas Trail
through Dodge City to Ogallala was established.

From Ogallala, Texas cattle were shipped East or
sold to ranchers from Nebraska, Montana, Wyoming,
Dakota, and Colorado. Indlan agencles and mining
camps provided an early market for Ogallala beef.

Ogallala, the cowtown, was a lively and tolorfal
seqment of the Ame n West and the chief gate-
way to the newly opened ranges of the northern
plains. By 1884 the trall driving days were virtually
rnded and the Old West and Ogallala turned to
other ways of life. Cattle remain an important
{itor in the arca along with farming, hydro-
clectric power and industry.

tala * hamhor of £ rce Historical Land Mark Council

The Cowboy Capital marker at Ogallala is No. 5 in a continuing series of
sponsored by the Nebraska State Historical Society.



216 NEBRASKA HISTORY

man. The land in question was of no value to the home-
steader, and, therefore, every true friend of the working class
who was opposed to foreign interests monopolizing a great
American industry would be bound to back the bill.44

On April 28 Reagan moved for passage of the trail bill. He
pointed out that the drive was just “‘beginning and a refusal
on the part of this house to take up and pass the Senate bill
will injure the men engaged. . ..” The debate on the bill was
short. Some representatives wanted to be assured that the
rights of any settlers actually occupying the area would be
satisfied. Representative Holman of Indiana made some
remarks of little consequence about “the tendency of legisla-
tion ordinarily to favor great interests at the public expense.”
Reagan appears to have quieted his fears. Some minor
amendments were made to protect the rights of settlers and
to reserve to the government the right to repeal the act at any
time.45

With these objections removed the bill was put to a vote.
The result was a decided anticlimax. The tally was completed
to show 69 in favor of the trail and 29 opposed. At this point
Representative Hepburn of Iowa rose to announce that there
was not a quorum. When Texas Representative Samuel
Lanham called for a roll call vote, Reagan replied, ‘I shall be
forced, Mr. Speaker, to withdraw the bill under the under-
standing 1 have with other gentlemen, and vyield. ...”
Although the press announced that the bill would shortly be
reintroduced, this was the last action taken on the cattle trail.
The Congress adjourned on August 5.46

That summer herds used the route and found it practical.
Even a village, Trail City, Colorado, was founded to take
advantage of the business which quarantine legislation denied
the Kansas cowtowns, but the idea of a federal trail was a
dead issue by the time Congress met again.47

There were several reasons why the bill was never re-
introduced. In the first place the dimensions of the trail had
been so reduced that it was no longer an idea which could
catch the imagination of anyone not directly concerned. Many
wondered if there was sufficient area allotted to feed the
cattle that would be driven over it. Earlier there had been



THE NATIONAL CATTLE TRAIL 217

some talk of using the land grant merely to prevent the
spread of Texas fever and of constructing a railroad over it to
transport cattle to the northern ranges. The principal reason
why the trail became a dead issue was, however, the collapse
of the range cattle industry.48

After the summer of 1884 the market had steadily
declined.4® The weather had turned against the cattlemen,
both northern and southern. Drought conditions in the
summers were followed by extremely severe winters.5¢ By
the time the trail bill was brought to a vote, dire predictions
of overstocking the ranges were current in national maga-
zines,51 men who had begun dumping their cattle on the
market could hardly be expected to show interest in a bill
pending in Washington. ‘“Prices tumbled amidst the selling
spree, until steers worth $30 a year before went begging at $8
or $10 each. ‘Beef is low, very low, and prices are tending
downward, while the market continues to grow weaker every
day,” ” complained the Rocky Mountain Husbandman.s2

The great day of the open range industry was over.
Spawned by the application of speculative capital to the free
grass of the public lands of the United States, it burst like
many bubbles before it. The sponsors of the trail were
deliberately trying to perpetuate an increasingly artificial
situation. Essentially they were requesting that the federal
government guarantee them a market on the plains. When the
ranchers there fought back with quarantine laws, the Texans
branded them as tools of foreign capital and asserted their
God-given right to over production. The results were brought
home with a vengeance by the winter of 1886-1887:

Ranchers, huddled about their stoves, did not dare think of what was
happening on the range — of helpless cattle . . . fighting to strip bark from willows
and aspens along streams, “dogies” and unseasoned eastern cattle floundering in
drifts, whole herds jammed together in ravines to escape the frosty blast and dying

by the thousands. When spring finally came cattlemen saw a sight they spent the
rest of their lives trying to forget.® 3

This gruesome end to ranching on the open range was, of
course, the end of the idea of a national cattle trail.
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