NORTH NEBRASKA IN THE EARLY EIGHTIES
T he Railroads. Tltc Tcrrai11. H omcsteads. Dugouts,
Sod Houses. Flies. T'rails, Not Roads. The Lm11ber
Wago11. Ft~ct . Bli:;:;ards.
THE RAILROADS

Nebraska in the early eighties was still in the
making. The pioneers of territorial days had dispossessed the Indian of his hunting grounds, had driven
the buffalo, deer and antelope from the prairies.
In 1867 the overland trails were t•eplaced by the
railroad. The Union Pacific had extended its lines
across the state and from then on the settlement and
improvement of the lands was rapid; settlements
sprang up in quick succession here and there over
the new territory. It was a veritable "conquest of
civilization over savagery ;" a time when men endured hardships with little hope of reward save the
maldng of a home that would provide the bal'e necessities of life. The hot winds of summer sometimes robbed them of their growing crops and the
blizzards of winter drove them in hiding. There
were savages to combat but there were also the
horsethief and the gunman, more venomous than the
savage.
This was a part of the "Great American Desert''
which the earlier explorers thought could never be
made habitable. They left a trail which marked the
line of advance of future settlers. It was first along
the north side of the Platte in the eastern part of
Nebraska that settlements we1·e established. The
gold 1·ush to California brought vast numbers of
venturesome people along the trail and thus the
prairies became scarred with wagon trails. Along
the Platte river the land was rich with an abundance
of timber. Naturally the earlier settlers were at32
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tracted to such a promising land and here they built
their log or sod houses, dug wells, made ditches and
sod walls to corral their cattle. Wild game was
plentiful, the waters teemed with fish and the land
usually responded to the touch of the tiller. Surely
here was the land of plenty requiring only the fortitude and resourcefulness of the white man to make it
a fitting abode for themselves and for the generations to come.
The picture changes. With the coming of the rail-

roads settle1·s came thlck and fast.
THE TERRAIN

The Platte river bisects the state of Nebraska into
almost equal parts and known, since pioneer politics
created sections, as North Nebraska and South Nebraska, or "The North Platte" and "The South
Platte."
North Nebraska is for the most part a gently
rolling prairie with a black loam soil of varying
depth and is drained by numerous streams. Timber
occurs along the water courses, heaviest along the
larger streams. In the days of the Indians the
prairie was burned off each fall to aid the Indians
in the hunt. These fires destroyed all vegetation
within reach and largely account for the fact that
there were no trees on the uplands. Trees along the
streams were, in places, protected from fire by the
meanderings of the streams and t his explains their
existence today.
HOMESTEADS

By the early eighties Northeast Nebraska was settled, generally speaking, about one hundred miles
west of t he Missoul'i river and further settlement
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was in rapid progress. The railroads had penetrated
north Nebraska about one hundred and thirty miles
to the northwest; spurs had been built into the
northeastern section from Sioux City for about forty
miles and a branch had been built from the main
line of the Union Pacific at Columbus, fifty miles
to the north and a railroad had reached fifty miles
north from Omaha along the Missouri river.
All spring and summer emigrant wagons were on
the westward trails to sections further west, to locate homesteads and timber claims or pe1·chance to
get pre-emptions. The fee for homesteading 160
acres or for timber culture entry of 160 acres was
$16.00. Pre-emptions could be secured at $1.25 per
acre plus $2 filing fee. Homesteading required five

A lll nd!sou county, Nebr., Du~-rout o t the enrly olghtles.
(From nn old prinl).

years of residence on the land and cultivation of a
part of it; timber claiming, the planting of ten acres
of timbe1· and its cultivation for at least eight years
uefore gove n lment title was given, while in pre-emptions on the payment of $1.25 per acre and six
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months residence on t he land title was given to the
pre-emptor.
Settlers were offered alluring inducements by the
railroads to settle upon the lands granted to the railroads as an inducement to build the railroad across
the plains. Land, not subject to homestead entry,
was offered for two to three dollat·s an acre with a
one-third down payment. Immigration agents appealed to homesteaders. Bohemians, Irish, Swedes,
Norwegians, Danes and Germans came in great numbers to colonize the land.
Prairie chickens and quail abounded everywhere.
Native waterfowl was not abundant, but the seasonal
flight of ducks and geese to the Northland in spring
and to the Southland in fall was an ent rancing sight
lo behold, for they migrated in flocks of untold
thousands and the flight lasted for many days. Even
today relatively large f lights may be seen. There
were no game laws in those days and when waterfow l alighted to feed, or settled at night to rest, lJOt
hunters slaughtered them by the hundreds. The
streams were full of fish, notably bass, pickerel and
catfi sh. During the early eighties channel catfish
four feet long and weighing fifty pounds were
caught below the first dam in t he Elkhorn river at
West Point. A four foot specimen caught at West
Point about 1880 was mounted and placed in the Unive rsity museum at Lincoln, probably the first catfish specimen in the museum. The channel catfish
is still to be found in the larg·er Nebraska streams.
Buffalo, deer and antelope had disappeared westward; coyotes, raccoons. skunks, beaver, opposums
and badgers .w ere native. Wild fruits were rather
abundant in pioneer days. Wild grapes, wild plums,
cho l<eche rri ~s. elderberries, g·ooseberries, cunants
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and raspberries grew in wooded areas. Wild cherries
and sand cherries abounded in protected places. ln
more recent years the wild plum trees and their
fruit have been rendered worthless by insect pests.
The particular part of Northeast Nebraska to
which this story pertains was permanently settled
about 1870 and as I came to it twelve years later, in
1882, I may be said to belong to the second invasion
of pioneers.
DUGOUTS, SOD HOUSES

The early settle1·s who had come with little money

Type of a pioneer's trnme house, 16x24 reel, l 'h stories high.

had built cheap frame houses of two, three, four or
five rooms with lumber hauled by slow teams from
the railhead thirty-five miles distant. A frame
36
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house 16 by 24 feet on the ground and one and one
half stories high was a standard for th~e who could
afford it. To this, if the family need and purse
justified, an addition known as an "L" was built.
Frame houses rested on wooden blocks or brick pillur
foundations rather than on solid walls. As a protection against the subzero weather of winter it was
the universal custom to bank the houses with a
heavy coating of stable manure all around the foundations.

A Sod house ot the early eighti es, with thatched r oor .
Madison county, Nebr. (From nn old print).

Those who could not afford frame houses, buil t of
prairie sod cut a foot wide, laid up after the manner
of brick, but without mortar, or made dugouts in the
hillsides, with earth floors if they could not afford
to buy flooring material. Generally rough timbers,
as saplings or tree limbs were laid over the top for
rafters and slough grass and sod laid on top of the
rafters to form a roof of a sort. In a Swedish settlement I saw houses made of sod walls with thatched
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roofs of slough grass. Heating was by small crude
cook stoves. Gene1·ally two small removable windows served for light.
FLIES

Fly netting or f ly screening for windows and doors
was practically unknown to the pioneet·s of the
eighties, or if known was thought out of f inancial
reach, for the early homesteader had very little
money and needed what he did have for the barest
necessities. Horses, sheep, cat t le and hog·s, f ly harborers par excellence, were kept in stables or corrals near the homes. The flies pestered men, women
and children by their presence, and as germ car-

Sod House, sod roof, Madison county, Nebr.
(From an old photo).

t·iers contaminated the food, thus causing a long list
of diseases known to the pioneers, now rarely heard
of. Simple diarrhoea o.f infants, cholera infantum,
dysentery of young and old, cholera morbus, and typhoid fever germs, were conveyed by fli es.
There were few barns; most people got along
with sheds for horses and milch cows. Often these
were made of poles and straw, or slough grass- a
tall grass (sometimes g-rowing to six feet), heavy
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NORTH NEBRASKA IN THE EARLY EIGHTIES

stemmed, coarse and strong found in swampy land
in the early days. It seems to have disappeared
with the settlement of the country. Cattle, not in
the milking class, might have a wind-bt·eak to the
northwest, or a stack of stl·aw, or perhaps nothing,
to protect them against the winter blasts.
Hogs in many cases, particularly sows with young,
were kept in small portable pens which were moved
from day to day over the prairie to afford fresh
pasture.
In due time churches and schools were erected and
the rugged individualism of the pioneer gave way to
organized collectivism. Large tracts of land were
secured by eastern capitalists and thus the ranch
became an institution in this new land.
TRAILS, NOT ROADS

There were practically no roads over the prairie
after one l'eached sevenl miles from town. There
were trails. If you wanted to go to a particular
place you followed a trail in the general direction
until you reached the desil'ed neighborhood. When
you felt you must be near the place and not sure of
yourself, you asked the nearest homesteader. There
were few bridges and some of these we1·e low water
bridges-three stringers th1·own across the small
stream covered with plank or perchance with small
logs cut from neat·by woodland, usually cottonwood.
High water sometimes carried them away.
THE LUMBER WAGON

The lumber wagon was the conveyance of everyday use. Farmers' families came to town in it. A
wide board with cleats to bold it in place served as
a seat for the driver and one person who may have
39
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accompanied him. Other members of the fam ily, if
any, sat on hay or straw with which the wagon box
was bedded. The spring seat for lumber wagons
was a luxury few could aff01·d.
For want of a hearse the lumber wagon was used
to carry the coffin containing the dead to the last
1·esting place. I have seen the lines from the horses'
harness taken to lower the coffin, because there
were no straps for the purpose. Mechanical lowering devices are a modern invention.
There were no buggies, ca1·riages or spring wagons
in t he community except at the livery stable. Indian
ponies were ridden for single travel. The first
spring wagon was a curiosity and the first calTiage
purchased was an indication of wealth of the owner,
an attorney, whose wife had inherited a fortune from
Dlinois.
It is doubtful whether in 1882 there was anybody
-farmer, banker, or merchant--in our community
wol'th above $10,000.
Good land within a reasonable distance from town
was worth from ten to fifteen dollars an acre, or
from $1600 to $2400 a quarter section of 160 acres.
Raw, or unimproved land sold as low as $1000 a
quarter.
FUEL

Living conditions were in many cases worse than
housing conditions. The fuel of the homesteader
varied from hay twisted into convenient bundles to
put into the stove, to sunflower seed-pods and
stalks, or rosin weeds, corn cobs, or corn on the cob.
When corn was nine cents a bushel and coal hard
to get and high in price after being brought from
Rock Springs, Wyoming, by train to the nearest railroad station (which may have been 35 miles away)
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the homesteader burned his corn when much heat
was needed. Corn as fuel gives out an intense ht!at.
Sacrilege though it seemed to I.Je to burn corn intended for food, dire necessity compelled its use at times.
Cooking utensils and dishes were scarce with most
people. Large tin cans discarded after emptying,
by the hotel at the railhead, were eagerly sought
by the homesteader for cooking utensils.
The housewiie had no 1·efrigerator and few people
had good cellars or caves in which to care for perishable foodstuffs. Mill< therefore soured quickly
in summer temperature. The modern methods of
handling milk were not then known. The consequence was that children fed on cow's milk were constantly running serious risks and many perislled.
Some people lowered the milk and butter in buckets
by rope into the open well pit to take advantage of
the lower temperature.
The homesteader raised sugar-cane for his sweetening. Making sorghum was an event in fall. A
large, homemade shallow pan was put over a fire
place, which might be a ditch in the hillside or a
place walled up with sod. The cane juice was expressed between two l'OJlers and put in the pans over
a f ire for evaporation. Elaborate skimming and reboiling was necessary to make good sorghum. Nowadays one hears speakers at old settlers' reunions
declaim against sorghum-"We had nothing but
sorghum." This was no tragedy, for sorghum tasted
good, although it had a little mo1·e tang than our
present-day sweets. Children of those days had the
treat of their lives "licking the pan" when sorghum
making ended.
Bedsteads were crude, were without springs, many
of them with home-made frames, bedded with straw
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or corn husk ticks, which, varying with the housekeeper's ideas of cleanliness, were changed at longer
ot· shorter intervals. Bed covers, including the
feather beds, were not abundant and subject to the
same care as the ticks according to the ideas of the
family. Homes for the most part were without carpets, rugs or wall adornments.
The little chigger pestered people in the fall of
the year by digging into the skin, causing almost
intolerable itching·. Fleas also were a pest. Their
normal habitat is the hog, sheep, and dog·. Proximity of the outbuildings containing stock, to the house,
favored the conveyance of fleas into the house. The
dog also in many cases had access to the house.
l fence fleas infested many houses and made life miserable to the occupants by their b ites. The roughly
t.:onstructed houses, particularly dugouts and sod
houses, favored the multiplication of bed bugs, if
once they gained access to the home. I bad personal
experiences with them. Several times I brought
bugs home from places where I had been called and
whe1·e 1 had laid my overcoat or hat on a bed for
want of a place to hang it. I had the additional experience of laying my hat on an old couch in a patient's home and of picking a s pecimen of pediculosis capitas (head-louse) out of my hair on returning to my home!
I would not have the reader think that I mean to
reflect on the pioneer housekeeper; by no means.
She did the best she could with the scant facilities
at hand. Earthen floors and unplastered sod walls
that crumbled from time to time, precluded neat
housekeeping. If perchance people had a frame
house, floo r and walls were of the cheapest and coarsest. Whitewash was used by some for decoration.
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Board walks there were none and mud was frequently carried into the house on the shoes.
It is worthy of remark that a few years later as
people prospered they built more comfortable homes
with porches and walks, bought new furniture, carpets and rugs and many a home indulged in a cottage organ-then the popular musical instrument.

•

BLIZZARDS-THE UNGAR BROTHERS-THE
MOON BROTHERS AND McMAHON

Blizzards belonged to the pioneer histor y of the
west. St orms of equal intensity in a settled section
of country do not claim such a toll in mortality or
morbidity from frozen limbs, because shelter for
man and beast is more readily reached, although a
real blizzard is not to be under-estimated even at
this day.
I recall that I returned home from my fi rst te1·m
at medical college with fifty cents in my pocket.
That night a three-day storm set in that blockaded
all the railroads across the state of Iowa for several days. I was glad I was home and often wondered what would have happened to me if I had
been caught on the train in the storm with fifty
cents.
The great bUzzard of 1888, the worst in history,
occurred on the 12th of January. The morning was
mild with large wet snowflakes in the air by midforenoon. Business took me to a nearby town on
the train. The blizzard came with an undescribable
fury near one o'clock p. m. and soon wora came that
t he train service had been cancelled. I could not
get home! Our home was a small house. In the
barn were two horses and there were two pigs in a
sty near-by. Our coal shed was by the barn. Realizing that my wife would be unable to breast the
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fury of the storm to get fuel it occurred to me to
send her a telegram, thinking, if the message were
delivered that the messenger would see to it that
she had fuel and that the horses and pigs were
looked after. It worked. By bribing a liveryman
with an extra fee I reached home by noon of the
next day. This of course was as nothing comvared
with what hundreds of people suffer ed in that
storm. In the community from which I write a
Bohemi:m farmet· went after his cattle when the
stm·m bx·oke and failed to t·eturn. His body, mutilated by coyotes, was found three miles southeastward seve1·al weeks later.
The heroism of countl-y school teachers during
that storm has become history. Minnie Freeman
(now Mrs. Edgar Penny) then in her teens, led 17
children from her partly \Vl'ecked school house to
safety a mile away dw·ing the storm. She was acclaimed a heroine by the press of the entire country.
Several other teachers, less heralded, deserved
equal praise and some perished in the attempt to
r each a farm house.
On a mild early spring evening in the later
eighties I answered a confinement call five miles
awa,y. A storm was brewing. I was l'eady to return
home about two a. m. When I asked for my team,
the husband suggested.that it was extremely dark
and that it was going to storm presently and urged
me to remain until morning. Such a thing as being
unable to travel on account of darkness I had never
experienced and I insisted on going and did so. No
soone1· had the lantern light been turned from the
team than we were in stygian darkness and the
horses were against the wire fence. I turned them
to the right and they crossed t he road to the f ence
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on the other side. With the greatest difficulty and
by the aid of the flashes of lightning I managed to
zig-zag my way to the crossroad two miles south.
By that time it was not only raining hard, but snow
in large, wet flakes came with a terrific northeast
Wind across my path. I turned the horses to the
east but could not hold them to the road on account of the fury of the windswept snow which
blinded them. I thought to lead them along the
fence, but they wonld not he lei!. Finally I decided
there was but one thing left to do-tie them to the
fence, blanket them, seek the protection of the buggy top, and await the morning light or the subsidence of the storm. This I did, and although my
trousers and lower 1imbs were wet I dozed for a
time. The st orm turned entirely to snow that
blocked t he roads for several days but by the early
morning light I managed to get the horses to move
toward home.
A little earlier history of blizzards may be allowable. A colony of .Jews homesteaded near the present city of Madison in 1869. Among them were two
brothers Leopold and Jacob Ungar. Leopold Ungar
lived in a dugout and had built a dugout stable nearby. On the 16th of January, 1870, in a blizzard of
great violence, the brothers left the dugout home to
ca•re for their stock in the stable. They did not
reach the stable and never l'eturned to the home.
Their bodies were found seve:ral miles southeast of
the dugout home several days later. They had wandered in the blinding storm unable to locate themselves and finally drifted with the storm until they
fell exhausted When the first one fell, the brother
took off his own topcoat and wrapped it around his
dying brother.
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Touching on blizzards without mentioning the
tragedy of the Moon brothers in Madison county,
Nebraska, would be a dereliction. The Moon broth·
ers and McMahon went hunting for deer on a bright
day early in November, 1871, when settlers were
few. During the day the wind suddenly veered to
the northwest and brought a blizzard of tremendous
fury a nd a 20 degree subzero temperature. They
could not g·o against the storm and became exhaust-ed through wading the deep snow with the storm.
The brothers finally concluded they could not go
any further and dug into a snow bank. McMahon,
certain they would all perish unless they kept moving, kept going with the storm and early next morning stumbled onto the l'oof of a dugout a dozen
miles from where he left hJs companions, his feet
frozen stiff. He recovered with loss of part of his
feet, anterior to the tarsal bones- Chopart's amputation. Months after the ordeal of the awful night,
when the line of demm·kation had been well formed
he was taken on a lumber wagon sixty miles to have
the amputation performed.
The 1'vioon brothers' bodies were found frozen the
day after the storm subsided.

