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The Settlement of Blackwood Township,
 
Hayes County, Nebraska,
 

1878-1907
 

By Robert D. Clark 

Part I: Settler and Speculators 

1-The early years of Hayes County were characterized by a 
rapid increase in population, an exhilarating rise in the sense 
of good fortune, and a precipitous decline in both, the entire 
drama played out in three decades, indeed, nearly all of it 
compressed into 11 years, 1884-1894. Everybody gambled on 
the future, settlers staking their hard labor and unrelenting 
purpose against the government grant of land-and the 
weather, speculators using their cunning to extract profit 
without labor; lenders putting their money on the line, betting 
on the labor of others. In 1890 it looked like a good gamble for 
all of them. The speculators did well. But only a handful of 
hardy, or lucky, settlers and a few of the men and women 
from distant places who put down their money remained after 
two decades to count their gains and losses. 

The county, created by the Legislature in 1877, was not 
organized until late 1884, when appointees of Governor James 
W. Dawes met to name the county officers and select a board 
of commissioners, one of whom was John S. Hughes, a 
30-year-old homesteader from Blackwood Township. In 
April, 1885, at the second of two elections, the residents chose 
the village of Hayes Center as county seat. It boasted a popula­
tion of 100, had a general merchandise store, a drugstore, an 
agricultural implements and hardware store, a wagon maker, 
a physician, two lawyers, and a post office. Miles J. Abbott, 
one of the lawyers, who was also a printer and land sales 
agent, had issued the first number of his Hayes Center News 
on the day before the election," 

Blackwood Township serves well to illustrate the operation 
of public land policies on the semi-arid plains of Nebraska. 
Unlike other townships and counties which have been an­
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alyzed," Blackwood lay west of the lOOth meridian, it had no 
railroad grants or agricultural scrip to be sold in large blocks, 
and all of the land was distributed in tracts of 160 acres or 
lesser units, or multiples of 40 acres, as homesteads, pre­
emptions, and timber culture claims. The settlement of the 
township tested the question of whether the government's 
policy resulted in the distribution of land to bona fide settlers 
and addressed the equally basic question of whether the high 
plains were suitable for distribution in small tracts to tradi­
tional farmers. The answers are not unambiguous. The study 
begins in 1878 because that is the year the first claims were 
filed in Blackwood, and it closes in 1907, not simply because 
that is the end of an era-1903 would have served quite as 
well-but because in that year a county atlas was issued 
(republished in 1980) which provides a convenient index to the 
status of the land holdings. 3 

The first settlers in the county, few in number, had pushed 
their way up the Red Willow Creek from Hitchcock County in 
the late 1860s or early 1870s into what was to become Carrico 
Township. A half dozen of them filed on homesteads in 1874 
and 1875 and six more further down on the Willow in Thorn­
burgh Township in 1878. Several others followed in 1879 and 
1880, most of them along the Blackwood Creek, where Russell 
Watts, a rancher from North Platte, maintained a bull camp 
for his annual roundup. The abundance of rain in the early 
1880s, the assurance of men of "science" and of the land pro- . 
moters that cultivation of domestic crops would increase the 
rainfall ("the rain follows the plow"), and the advance of the 
railroads, with consequent access to markets, prompted men 
to breech the 100th meridian, considered the western boun­
dary of arable land. By 1890 great numbers of homesteaders 
with their families, had swept onto the western plains, peo­
pling whole counties, doubling the state's population in the 
decade. 4 

Only 17 men had taken claims in Blackwood from 1878 
through 1883, three of them 40-acre plots. Twice that 
number, 34, filed in 1884, each on the allotted 160-acre tract. 
In the rush of 1885 another 57 registered claims, leaving 
scarcely a fourth of the township in government hands, and all 
of that save fragments would be taken up by the close of 1890. 5 

The county is mainly upland, dissected and veined by 
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numerous shallow canyons that widen and deepen as they feed 
into the waterways. One of the creeks, the Blackwood, dry 
save in rainy seasons, courses diagonally across the county and 
across the township that bears its name. Its tributary canyons, 
narrow and winding, cut into the upland surface of nearly 
every section in the township. 

The soil in 60 percent of the county (in nearly all of 
Blackwood), is silty loess; in 30 percent of the county it is 
sandy loam, a reworking of loess and sand. Four percent of the 
land, lying along the narrow creek and river bottoms, is silty 
loam deposited by wind and water. The remaining 6 percent is 
sand, eolian sand the geologists describe it-"sandhills," the 
early settlers said, a term they applied indiscriminately to the 
sandy loam and the eolian sands." 

The land in Blackwood is for the most part gently sloping 
with steep grades along the edges of the canyons. The soil 
varies from light to dark grayish brown. Friable, it crumbles 
and powders easily in a man's hand. A homesteader standing 
at the canyon's edge could see the cross section of gray-brown 
soil, a foot thick, matted with roots of grass, an underlying 
layer of five feet or more, and beneath that, soil as deep as the 
eye could penetrate. To Richard Roberts, Warren Clark, 
Jacob Wiggins, and Henry Wiswall, who had burned and 
grubbed out stumps and hauled off rock from the fields they 1 
had plowed in upstate New York, it must have seemed a 
miracle of richness. It must, too, have evoked one nagging 
doubt: Would there be enough rain to produce crops? . 

But from the first the county and the township prospered. 
The rains came and wheat, corn, and other crops flourished. 
It was not only that the rains came in confirmation of the prov­
erb of the rain and the plow, but that the rainfall had "in­
creased remarkably" in each of the four years since 1885 when 
farming had begun in good earnest. Miles Abbott, in his 
paper, rechristened the Hayes County Herald (and soon to be 
the Republican), exulted: No other county "is better adapted 
to agricultural pursuits than Hayes County." That was in 
1888. The county held its third agricultural fair that fall. Corn 
sat "enthroned," said the Hayes County Times. Not to be out­
done in rhapsody, it continued. On the table were long lines of 
white and gold, "all the most perfect and best qualities." The 
walls "were festooned with noble stalks with mammoth ears 
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depending, a most gratifying sight." Two men exhibited corn 
stalks 14 feet tall and Henry Wiswall took 11 blue ribbons. A 
month later at the state fair in Lincoln, a Hayes County 
farmer won first place for wheat and another, Oscar Gruver of 
Blackwood, first place for oats. It was the third year in a row 
that Hayes County had won first in both wheat and oats. 7 

In 1888 all of the families in Blackwood lived in sod houses 
or dugouts, but the men had begun to plaster the interior with 
fine sand and clay from the canyons. Many of them, perhaps 
most, had their own wells, dug by hand, 150 to 200 feet deep, 
and by 1890 windmills were "looming up" all over the Ridge. 
Jake Wiggins attached a grinder to his pump to grind feed for 
himself and his neighbors. Oscar Gruver had laid 350 feet of 
pipe to convey water from the well to a cistern at his house. 
Three communities had begun to emerge, the most tightly knit 
in the northeast corner of the township. There, in the spring of 
1886, neighbors put up a sod schoolhouse with dirt floor and 
sod roof and homemade desks and benches, one of the first 
schoolhouses in the county. By 1890 they built a new and bet­
ter schoolhouse, still of sod but with wooden floor and 
manufactured desks and benches. They formed a Methodist 
society, laid out a cemetery in 1888, built a sod church in 
1889, and a grange, also of sod, a year or two later. They 
placed the buildings at half-mile intervals-school, church, 
grange, on the road from Culbertson to Hayes Center, and the 
post office a half mile beyond, just across the line in Logan 
township. They called their post office Hope, their community 
Pleasant Ridge. Soon they had a country correspondent who 
sent items to the two newspapers in Hayes Center, Miles Ab­
bott's Herald and the Democratic rival, the Hayes County 
Times. Passersby from elsewhere in the county, noting the 
dominance of the Methodists, dubbed the neighborhood 
Methodist Ridge, a name the settlers adopted, and Methodist 
Ridge it is to this day, nearly a century later. 8 

The other two communities in Blackwood were much less 
structured. German families, scattered across the southern 
half of the township, created some sense of community around 
an Evangelical German Lutheran church, and an adjoining 
cemetery. But the families were so widely dispersed that their 
children went to different schools, some of them to a dugout in 
the southeastern corner, others on the western border to 
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Hougland school. Non-German families in the Hougland 
neighborhood organized a Methodist Sunday school and had 
occasional preaching in the schoolhouse. Neither group had a 
post office or sufficient sense of identity or command of the 
English language to prompt a correspondent to represent them 
in the county papers.f 

The population, which in 1880 had stood at 115 for the 
county, probably 21 for the township, had increased in 1890 to 
3,953 for the county, 282 for the township. Blackwood, save 
for Hayes Center which included the village, was the most 
populous of the townships, but the margin over two others was 
slight,1O 

II - When the county was opened, the prospective settler, 
seeking title to public lands, had three options: He could 
homestead, preempt, or file on a timber claim. If he elected to 
homestead, as the greatest number did, he must reside on the 
land for five years, build a house or shelter, and cultivate a 
minimum of 10 acres. He could, with six month's residency, 
preempt 160 acres at a fee of $1.25 per acre, $200 for the total; 
or, after six months on a homestead, he could "commute to 
cash," take title by paying $1.25 per acre, in effect, pre­
empting. And, third, he could file on a timber-culture claim 
and earn title after eight years, provided he, or someone acting 
for him, had planted and cultivated 10 acres of trees, the first 
five acres of which need not be planted until the end of the 
third year. The enterprising farmer, if he were astute or lucky, 
enough to meet the conditions, could file on two or all three 
options, thus acquiring a total of 320 or 480 acresY 

The public land policy worked to the advantage of many 
and made possible the settling of the Plains, including Hayes 
County and Blackwood Township. But from the outset in 
Hayes County, as well as elsewhere, the speculator in one or 
more disguises temporarily thwarted and regularly exacted 
tribute from the bona fide settler. The first homesteaders in 
the township took out claims, 40-acre lots, in 1878. Local 
tradition has it that the first settlers in the township and 
among the first in the county were Michael Brennan and 
David Fuller in section 5 and Joab Copeland in section 9. It is 
unlikely that anyone of them ever set foot in the county. All of 
them had homesteaded previously, Brennan at Boonville, 
Missouri, Fuller at La Crosse, Wisconsin, and Copeland at 
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Little Rock, Arkansas, but all had claimed less than the max­
imum allowed. Under the law they were entitled to add to 
their holdings from elsewhere in the public domain. We can 
conjecture that an enterprising dealer in land sales had 
combed the records to identify homesteaders with such en­
titlements and then, for a fee, had arranged to add the 40 acres 
to the homestead of each. They filed on the same day, October 
23, 1878, their receipts numbered 827, 828, 829. All received 
final certificates to title that same day. And six years later, 
Russell Watts, the cattle rancher, finding the lots strategically 
located next to his bull camp, bought them in the name of his 
wife, paying $125 for each of them. 12 

A more common strategem for manipulating the law to turn 
a profit before an actual settler took possession was by subver­
sion of the intent of the Timber Culture Act (in force 
1873-1891). The legislation, introduced into Congress by 
Senator Phineas W. Hitchcock of Nebraska, sought to en­
courage tree planting on the barren plains with the- expecta­
tion that the climate would improve, the rains increase, and 
the farmers have an adequate supply of wood for fuel, 
fencing, and lumber. The law provided that only one timber 

claim could be entered in each section, but it permitted .men 
and women to file without residing on the property or, indeed, 
without living in the county or state. In consequence, it was an 
open invitation to speculation. Said the US land commissioner 
of newly opened public lands in 1884, "Every section is im­
mediately entered as a timber claim by some speculators."13 

Blackwood was, perhaps, too remote from streams and 
railroads to prompt such a rush of speculators, but timber 
culture claims were entered rapidly, nonetheless, most of them 
by speculators. The first were filed in 1879, five in number, 
followed by five more in 1880, and one in 1881. No more were 
entered until 1884 when rumors that the county would be 
organized apparently prompted 16 men to file before the end 
of the year and six more in early 1885. That brought the total 
to 33, only one less than the maximum allowed for the 
township when the two school sections (16 and 36) were ex­
cluded. In five instances timber claims were relinquished or 
canceled and new claims entered on tracts, all or a part of 
which had not yet been filed upon for any purpose, and in one 
section two timber claims, each occupying different tracts, 
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TABLE I-TIMBER CULTURE ENTRIES 
Reentry 

Canceled Relqd. Proved Proved Total 

First entries 15 19 3 2 39 
Second entries 2 11 7 2 22 
Subsequent entries 0 6 2 6 14 

Totals 17 36 12 10 75 

The reentries are homesteads, preemptions, or commutations to cash,
 
Source: Compiled from US Land Office Records, Nebraska Tract Book, Vol. 81
 

were canceled and a third entered on a quarter section not 
previously claimed. In order to keep the data consistent, each 
of the above instances is defined as a first entry. Thus con­
sidered, there were 39 first entry timber culture claims in 
Blackwood.l? (See Table I) 

Of these 39 claimants, as Table 1 shows, 15 canceled, 19 
relinquished, undoubtedly for profit (which, it has been 
estimated elsewhere in the West, ranged from $100 to $500 or 
more). Three proved up on the title, two canceled and 
reentered, both as preemptions. Claimants made a second 
timber culture entry on 23 of the canceled or relinquished 
tracts; of these 10 were on canceled claims that had again 
become free government land, 13 on relinquished claims for 
which the new claimant paid a fee. The percentage of settlers 
in this second group was much higher than in the first; in con­
sequence, three canceled, 11 relinquished, seven proved up, 
and two took title by commuting to cash. Ironically, all of the 
seven who proved up had been forced to purchase relinquished' 
rights. In the 14 subsequent timber culture entries, none 
canceled, six relinquished, six took title by preempting or 
changing the entry to homestead, one of whom commuted to 
cash. All but two of these 14 claimants paid for relinquished 
rights. One of the tracts passed through the hands of three 
timber culture claimants, another through five, each taking 
his profit, we can assume, before legitimate settlers entered 
them as homesteads.t" 

It has been argued, persuasively, that homesteaders, short 
on funds for the development of their farms, might well have 
been justified in selling timber-claim rights to secure capital, 
even though the practice was illegal. 16 Of the 36 relinquished 
claims in Blackwood, eight might be explained or justified on 
these grounds. John Hughes, one of the first settlers and one of 
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the first county commissioners, sold the rights to his tree claim, 
apparently to raise capital for his horse-breeding enterprise. 
Warren Clark, a homesteader, filed on a canceled timber 
claim for his New York brother-in-law, to whom he paid an 
unrecorded sum, and then traded the tract for the services of a 
well digger. Another homesteader relinquished his timber 
claim and shortly thereafter purchased another quarter section 
for reasons not clear. In the other five cases we know only that 
men holding both a homestead and a timber claim relin­
quished the latter and retained the homestead for one to 
several years; no doubt the sale of the rights to the tree claim 
gave them some capital for the purchase of equipment or im­
provement of homesteads. Beyond these eight cases, five set­
tlers held timber claims temporarily for the benefit of some 
family member to whom they relinquished the rights. One set­
tler not counted in the total, James Scott, trying desperately to 
survive (in the end he proved to be a permanent settler) filed 
on a homestead, re-entered it as a tree claim, and then again as 
a homestead, for the obvious intent of postponing the day 
when he would gain title and have to pay taxes. Another made 
the largest profit on his timber claim of any speculator on 
record in the township. After holding it for six years, meeting, 
we must assume, the minimum requirements of cultivation 
and tree planting, he canceled. Six weeks later-no doubt 
after he heard of a prospective buyer-he preempted the tract 
for $200 and within a week sold it for $1,600. He had 
previously disposed of his homestead after holding it for a year 
and commuting to cash. Altogether, 22 of the 36 who relin­
quished disposed of their timber claims for profit without any 
investment of the funds in the development of other holdings 
in the township. Quite clearly in Blackwood the timber 
culture policy did not serve effectively to get free land into the 
hands of settlers. But the remarkable fact remains, as Table I 
shows, that despite the speculator's profit, his exacting of 
tribute from legitimate settlers, 22 claimants filing on timber 
claims eventually took title, 12 by meeting the conditions of 
the act, 10 by reentering the claim as homestead or preemp­
tion.t" 

III-The right to preempt, to purchase land at $1.25 per 
acre, $200 for a quarter section, was as open to fraudulent 
practice as the Timber Culture Act. It was the "speculators' 
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law," the general land commissioner charged in 1875, used 
largely on the plains, he said, by cattle ranchers. In 
Blackwood only Russell Watts, the cattle baron-who proved 
a benevolent neighbor-manipulated the preemption law to 
protect his range against the encroachment of the 
homesteaders. He had large holdings in Nebraska, Wyoming, 
Montana, Iowa, and Illinois and had given up the running of 
his cattle on the free ranges of Hayes County. But he wanted a 
base for whatever enterprise he continued there. He made his 
first purchase in Blackwood in November, 1880, 160 acres 
from Samuel Clark West, who had preempted it without a 
mortgage only two months earlier. West was a cowboy, 26 
years old, who in the 1880 census reported that he had been 
employed all but one month of the previous year. Watts paid 
$402.65 for the tract, a tidy profit for West whose preemption 
fee was $200. Six months later, in May, 1881, three more 
residents of what was to become Blackwood Township went to 
the Land Office on the same day and put down their $200 for 
preemptions, their receipts numbered 431, 432, 433. Two of 
them, Donald McNaughton, 27, and John Merriman, 23, both 
cowboys, were unmarried. Angus Crucklaw, 30 and married, 
and the third in the group, called himself a butcher. 
McN aughton in later years was to become Watts' foreman, 
responsible for his great herds and extensive operations. Un­
doubtedly the others, too, worked for Watts. McNaughton, 
Merriman, and West, in 1880, lived in the same household or 
camp, Crucklaw only two households removed on the census- . 
taker's itinerary. Merriman, listing an Iowa address, sold to 
Watts in less than a year for $400. Crucklaw sold in two years 
for $700, McNaughton after three years for $650. 18 

When Watts added the three 40-acre homesteads in 1884, he 
owned 760 acres in Blackwood, which a century later would 
be counted among the smaller farms, but was then the largest 
holding in the township. It was laid out, not in geometrical 
squares of 160 acres, but in smaller blocks of 40 to 80 acres, 
strung along more than three miles of the Blackwood and Lit­
tle Blackwood creeks, some of the best bottom land in the 
township. 

John Hughes, the other big landholder in the first years after 
the township was organized, lived in 1880 with his wife Mary 
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and two children on a homestead in section 5. He had also 
filed on a timber claim in section 3. He listed his occupation as 
sheep rancher. He was the first bona fide settler to file in the 
township, in October, 1879, and the first, in November, 1884, 
to prove up on his homestead. In the next two years he bought 
two preemptions of 160 acres each, paying $400 for one and 
assuming the $250 mortgage, $1,000 for the second, and in 
1884 he paid an unrecorded amount for a third. One of his 
purchases, at least, appears to have been an act of collusion. 
Alfred Curtis, from whom he bought the land, lived in Adams 
County, Nebraska. He preempted the property on November 
3, 1884 (after in some manner meeting the six months' residen­
cy requirement) and sold it to Hughes on the same day. In the 
meantime, Sophia Hughes, a widow who seems to have been 
John's mother, had proved up on a homestead adjacent to 
his. 19 

Hughes borrowed heavily on all of his property, $700 on his 
homestead, $1,000 on two tracts, and $1,000 on the fourth. He 
raised some money, perhaps $100-$200, by selling the rights 
to his timber claim, and he had a small cash income as com­
missioner and for his efforts as locator of homesteads for 
others. He needed the money, apparently, to underwrite his 
horsebreeding enterprise. To protect that business from his 
speculations in land he "sold" his homestead, once he had 
taken title, to his wife Mary and bought two of the preemp­
tions in her name. She promptly transferred title of one of the 
latter to Sophia, and Sophia, in turn, commuted her 
homestead to cash and "sold" it to Mary. 20 

Whatever Hughes' speculations, he was a legitimate settler. 
He was not only a rancher and a county commissioner but the 
acknowledged leader of the Democratic Party, president of the 
County Agricultural Society (which had charge of the annual 
fair), and a member of the State Agricultural Board. With his 
homestead and three purchased preemptions he owned 640 
acres, and with his mother's commuted homestead controlled 
800. He was, said the Times, the largest land holder in the 
county. He, like Russell Watts, had used the preemption law 
to build his little empire. 21 

Out of a total of 143 first entry claims filed in Blackwood, 29 
(20.2 percent) were preemptions. Length of ownership of the 
property, supported by deed records and an occasional news 
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TABLE II - PREEMPTIONS AND COMMUTED HOMESTEADS;
 
LENGTH OF OWNERSHIP
 

5 or more 
1-2 yrs. 3-4 yrs. yrs. Totals 

Preemptions 
First entries 13 7 9 29 
Subsequent entries 5 4 7 16 

Totals 18 11 16 45 

Commuted 
Homesteads 

First entries 7 3 15 25 
Subsequent entries 1 1 4 6 

Totals 8 4 19 31 

Source: Compiled from US Land Office Records, Nebraska Tract Book, Vol. 81; 
Hayes County Deed and Mortgage Records. jreport, provides considerable evidence to judge the intent of 
the preemptor. Thirteen claimants, as seen in Table II, held , 

possession for only one or two years. Ten of them were 
profiteers. Three were settlers-one transferred title to a ~ 
relative who resided in the township, and two suffered 
foreclosure, one remaining in residence on his homestead, the 
other fleeing from his debts and suffering confiscation of his 
chattels. Of the seven who held title for three or four years, 
three clearly sold for profit, one sold to develop other enter­
prises, and three lost their property but remained in the 
township. In summary, 16 of the 29 entry preemptors appear 
to have been well intended settlers. (See Table II) 

In subsequent entries 16 preemptors filed on canceled or 
relinquished claims. Four of them were clearly speculators, 
three of whom sold in the first year, the fourth in the third 
year to a member of her family who promptly disposed of the 
lot for profit. Ten of the second entry claimants were settlers, 
seven of whom held title for six years or more, two who began 
eagerly enough but who, with the restlessness of the times, 
moved on in two and four years. One well intended and well­
liked settler, unable to manage his debts, had his mortgage 
foreclosed and his property sold by the sheriff. 22 

In summary, 45 men and women preempted claims, 19 of 
whom (42 percent) were profiteers, speculators. But 26 of the 
total number (58 percent) were settlers. Speculating on 



85 Blackwood Township 

preemptions was a serious problem in Blackwood Township 
for which a considerable number of settlers paid a price, but it 
took a lesser toll than in many counties, and it fell short of the 
worst fears of the commissioners of public lands. 

Homesteaders, the most numerous claimants in Blackwood, 
accounted for 75 of the 143 first entries but, with money easy 
to borrow and the need of capital for development, one-third 
of them elected to commute to cash. To commute was in effect 
to preempt, it was to purchase the homestead after six months' 
residency at the preemption fee of $1.25 per acre, $200 for a 
quarter section of 160 acres. The land commissioners charged 
on numerous occasions, and with substantial evidence to prove 
their point, that commuters were more interested in selling 
their homesteads than in farming them, that great numbers 
were subverting the intent of Congress to put free land into the 
hands of settlers. 23 

What then of Blackwood? Did the homesteaders commute 
to make a quick sale and a ready profit? Or did they seek title 
to the land so that they could mortgage it to pay for im­
provements-a house or a windmill-or to buy livestock and 
equipment? We cannot answer the question of what they did 
with the money they borrowed, but the great majority of them 
did not commute to sell. 

Twenty-five first entry homesteaders and six who entered on 
relinquished or abandoned claims, 31 altogether (Table II), 
elected to commute. Of these 31 commuters, eight were on the 
land for a short period, from three months to two years. But' 
four of the eight sold to members of their family who were 
long-term residents of the township. It might be said that the 
four hardly acted within the strict intent of the law, but they 
did get the land into the hands of settlers, probably with little 
or no cost. One of the eight sold to cover indebtedness but re­
mained with her husband on another tract; three acted with 
what appears to have been a clear intent to speculate. Four of 
the commuters were on the land only three or four years; two 
of them apparently began in good faith but were restless, one 
selling to her family, another to cover his debts. But more than 
60 percent, 19 of the 31 who commuted, remained on the land 
for periods ranging from five years to one or more decades, 
and they left for reasons that were hardly voluntary. In 
Blackwood the commutation clause benefited the settler.24 
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TABLE III - DISPOSITION OF HOMESTEADS 
Entries 

Cancld. Relqd. Comtd. Prvd. 

First entries 16 5 25 29 
Subsequent entries 1 5 6 16 

Totals 17 10 31 45 

After Title 
Sold Sold Retd. 5 or 

1-2 yrs. 3-4 yrs, more yrs. Totals 

Totals 

75 
28 

103 

First entries 
Subsequent entries 

Totals 

0 
2 

2 

1 
2 

3 

28 
12 

40 

29 
16 

45 

Source: Compiled from US Land Office Records, Nebraska Tract Book, Vol. 81, and 
Hayes County Deed Records. 

In the township there were (Table III) 75 first entry 
homesteaders, 25 of whom commuted to cash. Most of the re­
maining 50 showed even less disposition to speculate than did 
those who commuted, but there were a few gamblers among 
them. Five relinquished their rights in the first six months, 
before they were required by law to settle on the property. 
That strongly suggests that some or all of them had no intent to 
homestead but had, as was a common practice with the timber 

1 
claim, filed to hold the land until they could collect a fee from 
a settler. 

The 16 who canceled tell in the meagre record that survives 1 
quite a different story. One gave up a few days before the end 
of his first year, another after a year and a half, two just before 
the end of their second year. The majority held on to their j
claims two and a half or three years, three for more than four 
years, one for five. The median tenure for those who canceled 
was two years and six months. That was half of the time re­
quired to prove up and take title. We can guess that the one 
who retained his provisional title for five years had abandoned 
his farm long before the land office canceled his registration. 
We know that one man, Ezra McKenzie on Methodist Ridge, 
was sick, and his wife too. She died, leaving him with small 
children to care for. Ezra set aside two acres in the corner of 
his homestead for a cemetery and church. But the burden was 
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too great. He gave up, without searching for someone to buy 
out his rights, and died a short time later. James Mansfield, 
also on Methodist Ridge, despaired when his wife abandoned 
him. She took their small daughter with her and left their 
lO-year-old son, Abraham, with his father. Mansfield carried 
on for six months through spring, summer and fall of 1888, 
and then canceled his claim without seeking a buyer. But he 
remained in the neighborhood, boarding out where he could 
work and Abe could go to school. In two years the boy died, 
victim of the influenza. But Jim stayed on, filed again on a 
canceled homestead, married Anna McMullin, member of a 
stalwart, persevering family that came with the second wave 
of settlers, and remained on the land for 35 years. 

We know nothing about the others who canceled, save their 
names, the dates they filed, and the location of their tracts. 
The times were good, the weather favorable. Some may have 
been ill-fitted for homesteading, some perhaps could not en­
dure the bleak landscape, the treeless plain, or the rough life of 
the dugout. 25 

Second and subsequent homestead entries, as Table III 
shows, resulted in one cancellation, five relinquishments, and 
16 who proved up. The cancellation came in the fifth year, 
after the first dry summer. Of the five who relinquished, three 
clearly sought the profit, one simply held the property until 
another member of the family could file on it, and one, who 
apparently intended to settle and subsequently returned to the 
township as a short-term tenant, saw a good opportunity to' 
sell his rights for a big profit and took it. After the profit taking 
was over and the cancellations accounted for, 29 first entry 
and 16 subsequent entry homesteaders, 45 altogether, proved 
up, having resided on the land the requisite five years. Add the 
31 who commuted and the total is 76 (74 percent) who made 
entry on homesteads and took title. 26 

By odd coincidence the 45 who proved up on homesteads is 
precisely the number of first and second entry preemptors. But 
there the comparison ends. Seventeen of the 45 preemptors 
took title and sold for profit; so far as we can determine only 
three of the homesteaders who made final proof were 
speculators-and they were the three who had filed in 1878, 
homesteaders in other states who added 40 acres each to their 
claims without residing in Hayes County. The four 
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schoolhouse in section 34 indicates only that it stood somewhere in 
the neighborhood. Land areas are approximate. 
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homesteaders, two first entry, two second entry, who sold in 
the first four years after title, had experienced the early years 
of the dry period, or the drought itself, and had been on the 
land from six to ten years. They can scarcely be judged 
speculators. The first entry homesteader, who sold three years 
after title, appears from other evidence to have been more 
restless than speculative-but he sold for profit. Count him a 
speculator and the total is only four out of 45, and three of 
them with 40-acre claims. When it is remembered that five 
years after title means a minimum of 10 years on the land, it is 
clear that these 41 homesteaders were legitimate settlers. 

The winnowing out of the gamblers, the restless, and the in­
competent had largely taken place by 1890. Some would still 
come and go, adventurers who expected to find Blackwood 
better than the impoverished or neglected farm they had left 
behind, or those who, having tried Hayes County and found it 
wanting, saw some new dream beckoning them on. 

The township was largely settled. Only 4 percent of the land 
was unclaimed: one quarter section which had been filed on 
and abandoned and a dozen fragments, six 80-acre tracts, six 
40-acre. Settlers who had taken title or would take title 
possessed 84 percent of the land and so far as we can determine 
were resident on it. Absentee owners held only 12 percent of 
the land, Russell Watts chief among them, but he had title to 
only 760 acres, slightly more than a section. 

The first dozen years, the first five of nearly full settlement, 
had been good. The rains came and the crops were abundant. 
But the fields of newly turned sod were small and the prices 
low-corn 25 or 30 cents, even down to 14 or 15 cents a 
bushel, the country correspondent said, freight rates high, and 
the cash flow for each farmer precariously small. They lived 
on hope, the expectation of increasing land values and of bet­
ter days to come. Some had already learned the corn-hog, 
corn-cattle formula. Henry Wiswall, president of the Hayes 
County Agricultural Society and a farmer north of Hayes 
Center, who had one hog when he settled in 1886 now had 
100; Charlie Nichols on Methodist Ridge had 10 head of 
calves; Warren Clark a "fine lot" of brood sows, some for sale; 
Jake Wiggins, also on Methodist Ridge, had built "the finest 
hog house for brood sows in the county," eight stalls on each 
side of an alley. Feeding stock was "a good way to dispose of 



90 Nebraska History 

cheap corn," moralized the Ridge correspondent to Abbott's 
paper, now the Bepubllcan," 

Settlers had an increased sense of confidence and well being. 
Property values, for one thing, had climbed sharply. J. B. 
(Rome) Smith in 1888 had paid the highest recorded price in 
the township, $1,600 for 160 acres of land on Methodist Ridge. 
'The next year his brother, E. R. (Ed) Smith bought an adja­
cent quarter for,$1,250 and assumed the $350 mortgage. The 
two brothers, from Saline County in southeastern Nebraska, 
induced one of their former neighbors, James Abbott (not 
related to Miles), to join them. 

Meanwhile, John Heitkamp, on the western edge of the 
township, borrowing on a mechanic's lien, signed an affidavit 
swearing that his 160 acres, 80 of them improved, were worth 
$2,000. Brice McMullin of Huntington County, Pennsylvania, 
arrived in the fall of 1889 with his wife and daughters to visit 
their daughter and son-in-law, Maggie and Ellsworth Jeffries, 
on Methodist Ridge. McMullin, said Miles Abbott, "is a man 
of considerable means." He liked the county, and home­
steaded a tree claim Ellsworth was holding for some member of 
the family. He built a sod house, bought a new wagon, equip­
ment, and provisions, and in December moved his family into 
his new home. By February he had put up a windmill and 
plastered his house, improvements most homesteaders could 
not make for two or three years or more. And all of this before 
he had put in his first crop.f" 

The future had never looked better in Blackwood Township 
than it did in the spring of 1890. Barney Hofer of the Hayes 
County Times had said all, two years before, in a booster piece 
meant to match the puffery of Miles Abbott: "The agricultural 
and producing capacity of the vast Republican valley has long 
been the wonder of the world." Portions of that valley "would 
seem in a great measure to be superior to the rest," notably 
Hayes County which might be "justly termed the agricultural 
phenomenon of the great divide." March was "terribly windy" 
in 1890, but in April they had a "glorious rain" on the Ridge. 29 

Part II: Mortgages, Drought, and Survivors 

1-To the first settlers of Blackwood Township, the myth of 
the rain and the plow had come true. Men cultivated their 
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fields, and the rain increased year by year. At least Abbott in 
the Herald said it was so, "remarkably," he wrote, "each 
season for the past four years, during which period drouths 
and hot winds have been unknown." He could have taken the 
words directly from the pages of Lawrence Burch's Nebraska 
As It Is, published in 1878, or the sentiment from Professor 
Samuel Aughey of the University of Nebraska. The "no distant 
day" of which they had written had arrived. It was apparent 
that the "whole State as far as its western border," as they had 
predicted, now had "an abundant rainfall for all the needs of 
the agriculturalist." Moreover, the rain was timely, falling 
when the crops needed it. 30 

A pervasive sense of optimism spread among the people. The 
assurance of rain and the expectation-or the fact-of rising 
land values prompted many of them to mortgage their proper­
ty. Settlers needed the cash to develop their farms, speculators 
must have it to preempt or commute property for a quick sale. 
The mortgage was the most ready source of funds, but neither 
settler nor speculator could mortgage without holding title or, 
in actual practice, without using borrowed money to purchase 
title. That is precisely what they did. 31 

Through 1890 claimants had taken title to 96 tracts of land, 
44 through preemption, 31 by commuting their homesteads to 
cash, and 21 by proving up on their homesteads. They had 
taken out 74 mortgages, 60 of them on preemptions and com­
muted homesteads, 11 on homesteads to which they had 
received title, and three on properties they had purchased 
(two of them by John Hughes). Three settlers who had taken 
title through 1890 mortgaged their tracts in the first years of 
the new decade. And from 1891 through 1900, 36 settlers 
earned titles, 22 on homesteads, one on a preemption, and 13 
on timber claims... Having experienced an unprecedentedly dry 
year before taking title, they were more cautious about en­
cumbering their land. Only 13 of the new patent holders, or 
purchasers, took out mortgages, six on homesteads (one of 
them commuted), five on timber claims, and two on property 
they had purchased. These 13, with the three early title 
holders who had mortgaged their property after 1890 and the 
74 who mortgaged before that date, brought the total for the 
township to 90 (68 percent) of 132 tracts. Five more would 
mortgage in the years from 1901 to 1907. 32 
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The mortgages ranged from $100 to $1,000, the median 
$450, the average $467. More than half, 55 percent, clustered 
in the $400-$600 range. For those who preempted or com­
muted to cash, that provided a margin of $200-$400 for equip­
ment or improvement of the farmstead-or that much margin 
of profit for the speculator. The interest rate ranged from 6 
percent (for two contracts) to 10 percent (for 10 contracts). 
Approximately half (49 percent) stood at 7 percent. We have 
no data to determine the amount of the commission, over and 
above the mortgage interest, which was collected by the 
agent, but Allan Bogue, studying western Kansas for the 
same years, found it to be about 2 percent. 33 

All of the early mortgages ran for five years. Interest 
payments, 10 in number, due semi-annually, were often 
secured by a second mortgage. Attached coupons reminded 
the borrower of the amount due and the date of payment. 
Typically, the mortgage provided that interest, computed at a 
lower rate, should increase to 10 percent if the note was not 
paid when due. And, if the borrower failed to pay interest "the 
whole sum of money hereby secured shall at the option of the 
legal holder or holders hereof becomes due and payable at 
once."34 It was an option that the lender did not exercise in any 
case of record in Blackwood. 

John Hughes took out the first mortgage in the township in 
1884, on his homestead, and another in 1885 on two tracts he 
had purchased. Twenty-two title holders mortgaged their 
property in 1886, 15 in 1887, and 31 in 1888 through 1890. 
Five years from the date of signing the mortgage seemed am­
ple time for repayment. 

II-Nothing in the climate bode ill for the township in the 
fall of 1889. There was not much rain in November and 
December, some snow and a little rain in January and 
February, 1890, no appreciable change from the experience of 
the past five years. It was "terribly windy" in March. The set­
tlers, not apprehensive about the weather but complaining 
about low prices for produce, in February gathered at 
Martin's school to organize a grange. Thirty-one of them, 
mostly from Methodist Ridge, signed up as charter members." 

Th-e last few days of March were calm, almost windless. The 
farmers hastily sowed spring wheat. On April 2 the rain came, 
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"a glorious rain," and in mid-April, "just lots of rain." Nearly 
every farmer on the Ridge began to set out trees, fruit trees 
chiefly, 50 each for three of them, 30 for another, 120 for the 
most ambitious. We will soon have "our own fruit," the Ridge 
correspondent boasted. 36 

But the winds returned. What rain fell was intermittent, 
there was too little of it, and it did not fall at the right time. 
Only two farmers had wheat tall enough to bind, Warren 
Clark and Jim Scott, and Warren's crop, the only one 
reported, threshed out at 7 bushels to the acre. Rain in June 
sent the corn "booming skyward" on the Ridge, making the 
farmers "all happy." But once again it failed the growing crop, 
as it had the wheat. Hot winds came in August, searing the 
bright green of the young leaves, curling, yellowing, withering 
the edges, scorching the plants, cooking them into dry and 
lifeless stalks. The reporter advised the farmers to cut their 
corn for fodder- "let it dry two weeks, then stack it for 
feed."37 

No mortgages were due in 1890, save John Hughes', but as 
the biggest land owner in the county and the leading 
Democratic politician, he had good credit. The Methodist 
Ridge reporter admonished the neighbors: "Let us brace up 
with the thought that next year Hayes County will have the 
largest crop ever known." But the Populists that fall elected a 
county commissioner and in the county swept all but one of 
the state-wide and district contests; 38 

The optimistic reporter, however, was right. 1891 was a 
good year, the wettest on record, and the crops were, indeed, 
the largest the township and the county had yet known. One 
farmer threshed out 38 bushels of wheat to the acre on a 
45-acre field, another oats at 78 bushels, and a third barley at 
60. Henry Wiswall, farming sandy loam in Government 
Township, harvested 2,523 bushels from 100 acres of wheat 
and in mid-summer had 70 acres of fine looking corn. Wheat 
and rye averaged 32 to 35 bushels to the acre in all parts of the 
county. This was before modern techniques of cultivation, fer­
tilizing, and use of hybrid strains to produce huge yields. 
Following the drought prices had gone up, doubling for corn. 
At the State Fair in Lincoln, Hayes County again collected 
more than its share of premiums: first for spring wheat, second 
for oats, first for rye, first for beets. Henry Wiswall, now 
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county commissioner, chairman of the County Agricultural 
Board and a member of the state board, and frequent con­
tributer of articles on agriculture to the Republican, cheered 
up his neighbors with the thought that they could endure a dry 
year once in five years, or once in ten, if the last decade were a 
basis for judgement. And the Populists in eight contests in 
Hayes County that November, lost all but one.:" 

Jim Lakin in Blackwood had mortgaged his homestead for 
$500, due in 1894, and had a total indebtedness of $1,100. He 
paid it all and had 1,000 bushels of corn yet to market. He had 
three sections, one in adjacent Hitchcock, County, and a full 
grown boy to help farm. So far as the record shows only three 
others paid up that year: Charley Coburger, a bachelor on 
Methodist Ridge, and two from the German community, 
William Keller and William and Anna Wittwer. Keller had 
mortgaged his homestead in 1888 and the Wittwers had pur­
chased a quarter that Anna's father had mortgaged in 1886. 
Twenty-three other mortgages were due, three of them past 
due. Some properties changed hands, some extensions were 
granted, but all legal action was delayed. No doubt everyone 
counted on another good year." 

1892 was a good year. Wheat was average and the corn was 
good-"immense" on some farms. Editor Abbott pooh-poohed 
the idea that there wasn't enough rain west of the 100th meri­
dian, a supposition that had been "proved incorrect." Grow­
ing fanciful, he estimated that "where ordinary good farming" 
had been done the average yield in Hayes County for corn was 
50 bushels to the acre, wheat 30, oats 50. Nonetheless, prices 
were low and the farmers grumbled. Henry Wiswall advised 
them not to be discouraged because the price of wheat was 
low. "It is sure to do better sometime." He urged them to 
diversify. If they raised "a good deal of everything" they 
would "be sure to hit something." The Republicans again car­
ried the county but the Populists elected the county attorney 
and rallied a majority for the state senator, who was elected by 
the district. 41 

III-The drought came in 1894. The mood of the people 
that spring was ambivalent ranging from hope to despair. The 
first rains came in March, "showers of blessing," Abbott 
wrote, calling up the hymn he had learned in his preacher­
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father's church. Then a northwester drove in a two-day bliz­
zard-moisture. Everyone on Methodist Ridge was "happy," 
said the correspondent. The whole county came alive. Henry 
Wiswall and his son put in 160 acres of wheat, a farmer on the 
Ridge 150 acres. Men sowed spring wheat, plowed for corn, 
set out berries and more fruit trees. But the winds began to 
blow, unceasingly. Abbott wise-cracked: "The dust of the 
earth, from which you were originally manufactured, has 
been renewing relationship for some time." Homesteaders 
began to give up. In Maya "constant stream" of white-covered 
wagons flowed across the country, bound eastward. 42 

In early summer there was a brief moment of hope. Rain fell 
on June 14, aninch and a half in Hayes Center, two inches in 
some precincts. "The long drought is broken," Abbott ex­
claimed, and the correspondent on Methodist Ridge reported 
that faces had "broadened" to a "cheerful smile." The spring 
wheat grew tall enough to make good pasture, and corn 
sprouted and with July showers grew tall and sturdy, promis­
ing a good yield.43 

When the hot winds struck Hayes County in August no 
country correspondent, not Abbott himself, had the heart or 
the words to describe the disaster. "King corn is dead and his 
subjects demoralized," said a country correspondent. A 
reporter for Harper's Weekly, traveling through the western 
counties of the state, heard the story from the people: "Windl 
Resistless, never-ceasing, dry and penetrating, hot as from the 
bowels of a volcano."44 

There were no crops, no small grain, no corn, very little fod­
der, only, said one correspondent wryly, half a crop of 
thistles. Only one farmer in the Eddy district threshed his 
wheat-average, "nearly 1 bushel to the acre." Farmers on the 
ridge hauled their stock to the market, whatever the price. 
More people joined the exodus, some temporarily, Henry 
Wiswall among them, hunting jobs and food until the rain 
came. Some left permanently, including Oscar Gruver-able 
men, Abbott wrote, the county can "illy afford to lose." Ten 
thousand people, it was said, left western Nebraska that sum­
mer. The Republicans swept the county that fall, winning ma­
jorities in all 15 state-wide and three county contests. The 
Land Office, seeking to ameliorate the problem, granted ex­
tensions to those who left their farms to hunt for work but who 
intended to return. 45 
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At the first of the new year, Abbott, chastened, summed it 
up: "Last year these people [of Hayes County] put in 29,163 
acres of corn, 18,656 acres of wheat, 1,882 acres of oats, 637 
acres of barley, 552 acres of potatoes, and raised nothing." 
The organization of a relief program, private and state, the 
solicitation of aid, and the distribution of goods to the needy is 
an heroic tale. It is enough to say that more prosperous 
families, communities, churches, fraternal orders, from all 
over the Midwest, the East and the South, rallied to send food 
and clothing. Late in March, 1895, the Legislature ap­
propriated funds to purchase feed for the horses and seed for 
the farmers to sow their fields. The allotment for Hayes Coun­
ty, Abbott thought, should "fix the farmers for seed." He add­
ed: "If the rain will only come everybody will soon be on their 
feet again." 46 

The rain was adequate in 1895 but 1896, a year of great 
hope and of plentiful rain in much of the state, turned into 
disaster for Hayes County. A short hot spell in May damaged 
the wheat, and a hot dry wind in June shrivelled the grain in 
the husk. Rains came, two or three inches in early July. On 
Methodist Ridge, the reporter boasted, it grew so rapidly and 
so tall that farmers hurried to complete their plowing before 
they got lost in the field. But temperatures soared the first 
week in August, and no rains caine. The leaves withered, the 
young ears shrank, the juices cooked out of them, and the 
farmers once more began to cut corn for fodder. The exodus 
from the county began anew. This time Henry Wiswall, and a 
number of settlers from Blackwood, left for good. Abbott 
mourned Henry. He was "one of the most thorough, up-to­
date farmers that Hayes County ever had." For the remainder 
of the decade there was no more disaster, but there were no 
more good crop years and mortgages were long past due.r" 

IV -Lenders were slow to foreclose on mortgages, county 
attorneys reluctant to prosecute, and courts disposed to delay 
action against farmers who lived on mortgaged properties. But 
in 1892 creditors moved against John Hughes, whose first 
mortgage had fallen due three years earlier. In the next half 
dozen years he lost all of his property, four tracts by 
foreclosure, and one that he deeded to his creditor for $1.00. 
He moved hi" breeding horses to Culbertson, and his wife, 
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Mary, rallying to the family need, took in boarders. We know 
nothing more of him, save Abbott's trenchant characteriza­
tion, some time later, "a wanderer on the face of the earth." 
Sheriff's sales, beginning with one in 1892, increased to seven 
in 1893, eight in 1894, and 33 more in inexorable succession 
through 1905. There were, as Table IV shows, 49 foreclosures 
on 90 mortgaged properties, 27 of them on the first mortgagor, 
16 after the property had changed hands, and six on mort­
gaged property sold for taxes and not redeemed by either bor­
rower or lender. In addition, prior to prospective legal action, 
21 mortgagors "sold" their property and another released half 
of one tract to satisfy the mortgages and pay the indebtedness. 
When the 21.5 forfeited titles are added, the total rises to 70.5 
(78 percent) of properties lost in consequence of drought, 
mortgage, speculation, and imprudence. Perhaps it is 
remarkable, given the severity of the drought, that over 20 
percent were able to pay the mortgage and gain release.v' 

The losses were greatest for the 96 settlers who took early ti­
tle, 74 of whom had mortgaged their property before the dry 
summer of 1890. Their payments were due in the first years of 
the new decade. Only five of them, less than 7 percent, paid 
off the mortgage and retained their property. Ten who had 
purchased tracts paid the mortgage and secured release, but 
only three, each of whom also had an unmortgaged tract, con­
tinued to live in the township: William Wittwer and James 
Abbott, who paid off mortgages on quarter sections, am}. 
Richard Roberts, who salvaged one-half o£ the 160 acres he 
had purchased in his first move to enlarge his holdings. 

TABLE IV - DISPOSITION OF MORTGAGES 
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Paid and released 19.5 

by mortgagor 4 1 2 1 1 9 
by purchaser 1 4 4 0 1.5 10.5 

Foreclosed 49.0 
on mortgagor 9 6 9 0 3 27 
on purchaser 0 4 11 1 0 16 
for taxes 

"Sold" to cover 
0 
4 

1· 
10.5 

2 
6 

2 
1 

1 
0 

6 
21.5 

Totals 18 26.5 34 5 6.5 90.0 

Source: Compiled from Hayes County Mortgage and Deed Records. 
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The 36 settlers who earned title in the 1890s were more 
cautious about going into debt. Only 13 of them, and three 
who had received their patents in the earlier decade, took out 
mortgages. For these 16 the old optimism seemed to die slow­
ly. Given the wet year and bumper crops of 1891, the good 
year of 1892, and the fair one in 1893, they must have thought 
with Henry Wiswall that they could endure one dry year in 10. 
Eleven of the 13 took out mortgages before the drought of 
1894. They fared but little better than those who had bor­
rowed in the earlier decade. Four of them paid off the mort­
gage, two who no longer resided in the township and two of 
the most successful and permanent of the settlers, Andrew 
Schielke and Shaffer McMullin. But nine of the 16 suffered 
foreclosure, and three more signed over their property to pay 
their debts. 

The principal beneficiaries of the mortgage were the 23 title 
holders who borrowed to preempt or commute to cash and 
sold to others who assumed the responsibility of paying the 
mortgage or facing foreclosure. Two who had proved up on 
homesteads and one on a timber claim likewise borrowed and 
sold for profit, bringing the total to 26. Some were clearly 
speculators, some restless settlers who saw an opportunity to 
make a little money, sold out and moved on. We cannot deter­
mine with any certainty what profit these patent holders 
realized,· for we have no adequate records of what expenses 
they underwent for improvements on the property, but w~ 

have sufficient information on 20 to estimate, roughly, that 
their profits ranged from $100 to $1,000, with the median at 
$600. That contrasts sharply with the 49 whose mortgages 
were foreclosed and the 22 who signed over their holding to 
pay their debts. Most of them lost much more: shattered 
dreams, a community of friends, a home they tried to build. 

Many of the lenders, too, lost heavily, or were left with an 
abandoned farm of little value. Those who held on for 10 or 15 
years, only a half dozen, avoided loss or realized some profit. 
The others settled for what they could get, 17 selling newly ac­
quired property for the legal fiction price of $1.00, which does 
not tell us what their loss was. None of those who took action 
to foreclose was able to sell at a price sufficient to cover a 
mortgage that ran as high as $600-$800. The law provided 
that the property owner who first took out the mortgage, and 
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succeeding owners, each of whom in making the purchase or­
dinarily assumed the mortgage, was liable for repayment. The 
published legal notice, announcing impending legal action, 
named all of the present and former owners. Presumably, 
their liability extended to any other property or chattels they 
owned. But no record of court action indicates that they were 
held responsible for the mortgage beyond the value of the 
mortgaged land. In the wake of the drought, borrowers and 
lenders alike were losers. 

Of the 22 settlers who did not mortgage their property and 
who took title through 1890, nine sold for a profit, eight of 
them to Russell and Mary Watts. The other 13 fared but little 
better than those who had taken mortgages. Four, after a 
residency of seven or eight years, abandoned their farms for 
unpaid taxes; two mortgaged after 1890 and were forced to sell 
to cover their debts; one retired; and only four were still on the 
land in 1900. The 23 settlers who earned title from 1891 
through 1900 without mortgaging their new property (but 11 
of whom already held a mortgage on other property), had a 
better record of stability. Fifteen were still on their farms in 
1900, and three persevered through 1907. The absence of a 
mortgage, we may conclude, was not decisive in the retention 
of the land, particularly among those who proved up on their 
claim before the dry summer of 1890, but it contributed to the 
stability of those who took title after 1890. 

V-1890 had been the high point in the development of 
Blackwood Township as a community of small farmers, the 
moment in time when it came closest to representing the 
idealistic purposes of the federal government in the distribu­
tion of land to settlers. Table V shows the degree of apparent 
success in 1890, the subsequent rapid decline in resident 
ownership in the next decade, and the rise after the turn of the 
century of larger land owners, both resident and absentee. 
Since claimants secured patents for quarter-section tracts (ap­
proximately 160 acres, or 40-acre fractions thereof), we can 
most graphically and clearly exhibit the size and distribution 
of the holdings by showing them in multiples of a quarter sec­
tion. The township had available for patent 136 tracts of ap­
proximately 160 acres each. Some claimants and purchasers 
took title to less than a quarter section, others to more. Eighty­



TABLE V-HOLDINGS, RESIDENT AND ABSENTEE, BLACKWOOD TOWNSHIP, 1890-1907 

1890 1895 1900 1907 
160-acre 160-acre 160-acre 160-acre 

Resident Number units Percent Number units Percent Number units Percent Number units Percent 

80 acres 4 2.00 2 1.00 1 0.50 0 0.00 
160 60 60.00 41 41.00 10 10.00 5 5.00 
200-280 4 2.75 1 1.50 0 0.00 2 3.00 
320 18 36.00 13 26.00 7 14.00 3 6.00 
360-400 1 2.50 0 0.00 1 2.50 3 7.25 
480 1 3.00 3 9.00 2 6.00 0 0.00 
560 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 3 10.50 
640 1 4.00 0 0.00 2 8.00 1 4.00 
720 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 2 9.00 
900+ 0 

- 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 
-­ -­ 1 

-
10.25 

Totals 89 114.25 84.0 60 78.50 57.7 23 41.00 30.2 20 55.00 40.5 
Absentee 
40 acres 1 0.25 1 0.25 1 0.25 0 0.00 
80 1 0.50 3 1.50 7 3.50 6 3.00 

120 0 0.00 3 2.25 2 1.50 2 1.50 
160 9 9.00 34 34.00 67 67.00 38 38.00 
240-280 1 1.75 1 1.50 1 1.75 1 1.50 
320 0 0.00 3 6.00 5 10.00 5 10.00 
440-480 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 2 5.75 
640 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 4.00 
760 1 4.75 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 
900+ 0 0.00 1 6.50 1 - 6.50 2 14.50 
Totals 13 16.25 12.0 46 52.00 38.3 84 90.50 66.5 57 78.25 57.5 
Unclaimed 
40 acres 6 1.50 6 1.50 6 1.50 5 1.25 
80 6 3.00 6 3.00 6 3.00 3 1.50 

160 1 1.00 
-­ -­ 1 1.00 

-­ -­ 0 - 0.00 0 
- 0.00 

Totals 13 5.50 4.0 13 5.50 4.0 12 4.50 3.3 8 2.75 2.0 
Grand 
Totals 115 136.0 100.0 119 136.00 100.0 119 136.00 100.0 85 136.00 100.0 
Source: Compiled from US Land Office Records, Nebraska Tract Book, Vol. 81; Hayes County Deed and Mortgage Records; Hayes County Atlas, 
1907. 

s ..,~ -- = 
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nine settlers in 1890, as the first column shows, held title, or 
would earn title, to 114.25 quarter sections, 84 percent of the 
available tracts. Sixty of them owned one quarter section (160 
acres) only, 18 had two quarter sections (320 acres), one, three 
quarters (480 acres), and John Hughes and his wife a full sec­
tion, 640 acres. If we add the quarter section held by his 
mother, Hughes had control of 800 acres. 49 

Absentee owners, chief among them Russell and Mary 
Watts with their 760 acres, held only 16.25 quarter sections, 
12 percent of the whole. Several small plots of 40 and 80 acres 
each and one at 160 acres-which had been entered for timber 
culture and abandoned-all constituting but 4 percent of the 
township, were still unclaimed. Altogether, there had been a 
pretty even distribution of land to small, resident settlers, even 
though some of them, to acquire title, had been forced to pay a 
penalty to speculators. 

In the five years to 1895, which followed the dry year of 
1890 and included the drought of 1894, the number of resident 
owners, as the second column shows, dropped by one-third, 
from 89 to 60, and from 84 percent of the land to 57.7 percent. 
The decline in the next five years, through 1900, was even 
more precipitous, down to 23 resident owners and 30.2 per­
cent of the land in the township. 

At the same time, the number of absentee owners rose from 
13 in 1890 to 46 in 1895 and 84 in 1900, and from 12 percent of 
the land in 1890 to 38.8 percent in 1895 and 66.5 percent in 
1900. Twelve of the absentee owners in 1900 had once been 
bona fide settlers who still held title to property (or, in two in­
stances, were in the last years of proving up on a timber 
culture claim) but who had moved from the township. Five of 
them faced foreclosure for unpaid mortgages or taxes, one still 
held the property in 1907, another, the eldest among them, 
had retired, four, having abandoned their farms, would sell 
before 1907 for what they could get, one for $125, two for 
$200, one for $300, one, who held title until 1905, for $600. 
Only one of these 12 former residents, Jacob Wiggins, pros­
pered from the farms. He owned two quarter sections in 
Blackwood, including his homestead, and two in adjacent 
Logan township (his preemption and timber claim), but he 
had moved to Culbertson and put tenants on his farms. 
Finding his rental enterprise profitable, he would in 1902 buy 
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two more quarter sections in Blackwood. That, however, 
would be the last of his acquisitions, for he died shortly after­
ward.s" 

The largest of the absentee owners was Mary Watts, widow 
.of Russell, whose hol -;lings had increased from 760 acres in 
1890 to 1,040 in 1900 (4.75 quarter sections to 6.50). The great 
majority of absentee owners in 1900, 67 in number as the table 
shows, held only one quarter section, 160 acres. They were in­
vestors, many from New York and New England, who had en­
trusted their funds to land agents and who, for the most part, 
had acquired the property through foreclosures or forced sale. 
The number of resident owners in the township continued to 
decline through 1907. The number of absentee owners also 
dropped sharply, but the size of the holdings for both absentee 
and resident owners increased and the percentage of resident 
ownership, after a 10-year decline, began to rise. Sixty-four 
settlers in 1890 (72 percent of the whole), claimed title to no 
more than the standard homestead tract of one quarter sec­
tion, 160 acres. In 1907 only five of the 20 resident owners had 
so small a holding. In 1890 only three settlers out of 89 held 
more than two quarter sections, in 1907 one-half of the resi­
dent owners, 10 out of 20, held more than two quarters. 51 

VI-Of the 89 settlers resident in Blackwood in 1890, only 
17 survived in 1900, and three more who had filed claims 
through 1892; and of these 20, only 11 survived in 1907. We 
cannot easily determine why, when others failed or gave up, 
they, and more particularly the final 11, remained on their 
farms. Personal factors of good management, aggressiveness, 
hard work, prudence, seemed to have been freely distributed 
among both those who succeeded and those who gave up. In­
debtedness brought ruin to 78 percent of those who mortgaged 
their farms, but only 25 percent of those who did not mortgage 
remained on their claims in 1900, and eight of the 20 still resi­
dent in 1900 had taken out mortgages. The size of the holding, 
likewise, had little to do with survival in Blackwood. Most of 
the homesteaders were traditional farmers, not equipped with 
machinery, horses, or manpower to farm large acreages. Of 
the 25 multiple-tract owners in 1890, only six (24 percent) still 
retained title and resided on part or all of their land in 1900. In 
the same period, of the 64 single tract owners 13 (20 percent) 
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still remained in possession and in residence. By 1900, 
however, the large acreage farm was well established as the 
pattern for the future in the township. 

The families with German surnames, constituting over one­
third (23 out of 60) first entry claimants in the southern half of 
the township, showed somewhat greater stability than non­
German entrants in the same area. Of the 16 who filed on 
homesteads, 13 took title; that is 81.3 percent, which com­
pares favorably with the 24 non-German claimants, 16 of 
whom (67 percent) took title. Eighteen of the first entrants 
with German surnames were resident owners or claimants in 
1890, five in 1900, a survival rate slightly above that of the 
non-German settlers. 52 

The most important factor in determining long tenure seems 
to have been the presence or absence of a kinship group. Of the 
29 early entry settlers who survived in 1900, only two were 
without a kinship tie: Warren Clark and William Shupp. 
Shupp moved to Colorado in 1901 to engage in some unknown 
enterprise. Clark, after 18 years on his homestead, the longest 
tenure of any settler without a kinship group, sold out in 1903 
to relocate in sandy loam where he could, experience showed 
him, grow crops in dry years. 53 

Two of the survivors in 1900 had been in kinship groups 
which did nothing more than aid in initial settlement: 
Franklin Hanks, whose cousin came with him but soon aban­
doned his claim, and William Wittwer, recruited by his wife's 
father who promptly sold his preemption to his daughter. 
William's wife, and went back to Chicago. Both men pur­
chased additional property, bringing Hank's total to 320 acres, 
Wittwer's to 560 acres. One of the strongest and most promis­
ing of the kinship groups, the Gruver brothers who had come 
to the county with their widowed mother in 1884, dispersed in 
the face of political and economic failure. Oscar, the only one 
with holdings in Blackwood, sold his preemption when he was 
elected county superintendent of schools in 1889. Turned 
Populist, and out of favor with Miles Abbott, he lost in his bid 
for reelection. His other enterprises likewise failed, and after 
the drought of 1894 he moved to Missouri. Of the other 
brothers, only Dock, the youngest, remained. He bought 
property in Blackwood, farmed, operated a threshing 
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machine, taught school, was active in the sod church, pros­
pered, and in 1918 entered a bank in Palisade." 

Four of the early settlers who survived had been sustained 
by others of their kin for a decade or more but were left as 
single families in 1900. All of them but one, James Scott, were 
gone before 1907. A more successful small kinship group, 
Joachim and Sophia Walter and their sons, Charles and Her­
man, emigrants from Germany, settled in Blackwood in 1879. 
Joachim retired to Hitchcock County before 1900; Charles and 
Herman remained another half dozen years. Equally suppor­
tive were Andrew and Christian Schielke, also from Germany, 
who homesteaded in 1885 on adjacent claims, and Charles 
Deuter, Christian's son-in-law, who filed on a homestead near 
them in 1886. Christian gave up after his mortgage was 
foreclosed, but Andrew stayed on to become in 1907, with his 
640 acres, one of the largest landowners in the township. 
Charles Deuter, too, mortgaged his homestead and lost it, but 
in a transaction involving Christian Schielke bought other 
property and remained-in the township, a holder of 560 acres 
in 1907.55 

The most stable and successful of the early settlers were 
members of the two strongest kinship groups: Roberts-Jeffries­
McMullins-James M. Mansfield, and the Mansfield family, all 
of whom remained in Blackwood until their death or retire­
ment. The first to come were Ellsworth Jeffries of Penn­
sylvania and Richard Roberts, a widower from New York, 
both of whom filed on homesteads in March, 1885. Ellsworth' 
built his sod house, went back to Pennsylvania to marry his 
sweetheart, Maggie McMullin, and returned with his bride 
and his sister, also Maggie. In a short time Richard and Mag­
gie Jeffries met, were married, and Richard was drawn into 
close association with Ellsworth for cooperative work and 
family socializing. Ellsworth, picking up a relinquished tree 
claim, recruited his father-in-law, Brice McMullin, who 
promptly took over the claim, filing on it as a homestead. In 
1890 one of Brice's daughters, Anna, purchased the rights to a 
homestead and held it for her brother, Shaffer, who arrived 
and filed on it in 1892. That year Anna married the elder 
James Mansfield. He had migrated to the county in 1885 with 
his nephews Harry and John, but after an angry quarrel and a 
lawsuit had been alienated from them, and his first wife aban­
doned him. His marriage to Anna brought him into the kinship 
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group, which was now complete. Only Roberts, who had filed 
on a tree claim in 1885, held more than one quarter section. 
He bought an additional quarter in 1889, but was forced to sell 
half of it to pay the mortgage he had assumed. The others held 
tight in the decade of dry summers and drought, sustaining 
each other, attempting no expansion and losing no land. Shaf­
fer in 1900 purchased 160 acres on Blackwood Creek and three 
years later bought out Warren Clark, bringing his holding to 
560 acres. Richard Roberts, in the first year of the new cen­
tury, bought two quarter sections adjacent to his homestead, 
giving him 720 acres, after the Mansfield brothers, the largest 
acreage among the resident owners in the township. Ellsworth 
Jeffries, stricken at 40 years, died in 1904, Brice McMullin in 
1905, his eldest daughter, Anna Mansfield, in 1907. Anna's 
husband James, one of his orphaned daughters raised by the 
Shaffer McMullins, remained in the kinship orbit.56 

The Mansfield brothers, with their parents and sister, were 
the most successful of the early settlers in Blackwood, if success 
is measured by the number of acres they controlled. Harry and 
John emigrated from England in 1885, homesteaded and filed 
on preemptions, all of which they mortgaged, and after the 
dry year of 1890 bought at low prices heavily mortgaged aban­
doned land. Their younger brother, James, came out in 1899, 
filed on a homestead and a preemption, mortgaging the latter. 
The parents, John Sr., and Susan, with their daughter Mary, 
16, joined them in 1891. The brothers, unable to cope with the 
dry years and mortgages, lost all of their property save James' 
homestead on which he had not yet made proof. They con­
tinued to farm, Harry and John as tenants, but engaged also in 
horse raising and trading, an enterprise in which they could 
cope with dry seasons by moving stock to available grazing 
land in the northern sandhills. John apparently 
reached an agreement with his creditors to repossess some of 
his lost property, for in 1898 by the formalpayment of $1.00 
he regained title to his homestead and preemption, "free and 
clear." He and Harry as partners by astute buying with prices 
ranging upward from $25 "and other valuable considerations" 
for a quarter section, had by 1907 acquired 1,640 acres and 
were the largest landowners in the township. 57 

The younger James, too, had enlarged his holdings, pur­
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Blackwood Precinct farm of Warren Clark, May 1, 1902. 

chasing 280 acres in Blackwood and 480 acres in adjacent 
Hopewell, where he established his residence. In 1898 Mary 
filed on a homestead, a canceled timber claim near her 
brothers, and in 1905 purchased another quarter section. John 
Sr. likewise found a canceled timber claim, which he 
homesteaded in 1900, and after the law was liberalized added 
another 80 acres in 1905. The family, save for James, lived 
together and owned in Blackwood 2,720 acres.P 

Only 11 settlers from the 1880s and early 1890s survived un­
til 1907, three of them on farms purchased after they had lost 
their homesteads-Harry and John Mansfield and Charles 
Deuter; and eight on the land they had homesteaded or 
preempted, in order of filing-Franklin Hanks, Richard 
Roberts, Andrew Schielke, William Wittwer, James Scott, 
James Mansfield the younger, Shaffer McMullin, and the 
elder James Mansfield. 

In 1980 a new atlas was published for Hayes County. The 
population had dropped from the high of 3,953 in 1890 to 
1,356 in 1980, in Blackwood from 282 to 68. The farms for the 
19 families in Blackwood averaged about 1200 acres, five times 
the size for residents in 1890. Farmers now cultivate and 
harvest their fields with the best of modern equipment: trac­
tors, gang plows and disks, combine harvesters and corn­

I 
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pickers, and trucks to haul the produce. And they are skilled in 
the arts of conservation: contour plowing, terracing, chiseling 
and stubble mulching, rotation of crops, fertilizing, and some 
deep-well irrigation. The land that at the turn of the century 
sold at $1.25 an acre now brings $400 to $600 for dryland and 
more for irrigated farmlands. 59 

Of the 19 families resident when the new atlas was pub­
lished, only three could claim ancestry among the first settlers 
in the township: Mildred Richter, granddaughter of Warren 
Clark, Donald Fagerstone, grandson of Shaffer McMullen, 
and Robert Korell, grandson of Franklin Hanks. 
Mildred-whose father, Earl Clark, had returned to Hayes 
County in 1928-met and married Homer Richter, a native of 
the county. Homer fought his way up in the years of drought 
and depression from tenant to owner, his farm a half dozen 
miles from Warren Clark's homestead. Don Fagerstone was 
born across the road from his grandfather's homestead. He 
now lives on the Blackwood Creek, the place where his mother 
grew up and the first farm Shaffer bought in 1900 when he 
began to expand his holdings. Bob Korell, alone among the 
survivors, owns and farms the place his grandfather filed on a 
century ago, in 1883. Bob, too, was born in the township, on 
the farm where his mother was born, and he, too, lives on the 
Blackwood Creek, his residence on the quarter section his 
grandfather, Franklin Hanks, bought in 1900. Since the 
publication of the 1980 atlas, the Richters have retired and 
moved to Culbertson. Among the descendants, only the 
Fagerstones and the Korells are still in the township. 
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