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President’s Letter
Dear fellow PSAN members,
Spring is here and another work season is in full swing! Hope everyone is
busy.
At our March 20th Board Meeting, LaVern Schroeder and Richard Hansen
presented their recommended changes to our Constitution and Bylaws. The
Board will probably act on them at our 3rd quarter meeting this year and
have them ready for our next annual meeting. Thanks to LaVern and Richard for all of their work on this, I know it was very time consuming.

[president photo]

Also at our last meeting, we discussed setting up a convention committee to help whoever hosts our
conventions and seminars. They will have a list of speakers and help organize the conventions and
seminars.
It looks like the State Fair booth project is dead, as we only had
3 ½ days of workers sign up for the 11 days of the fair.
Hope to see everyone at the Summer Meeting at Fort Robinson
hosted by Phil Curd and Jay Dubs.
I finally got to present Darold Tagge the Head Chainman
Award on March 27, 2015. The local newspaper was there and
took pictures. Congratulations to Darold for a much deserved
award.
Your President,
Wayne Dietz
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Historical Survey Sign Dedication at Page, Nebraska
Jerry Penry

The dedication for the historical sign at Page, Nebraska, that details the history of a base line involved
in the U. S. Coast & Geodetic Survey’s “98th Meridian Survey” from Mexico to Canada will be held at
4:00 p.m., Sunday, May 24, 2015, in Page. (This is the Sunday of Memorial Day weekend). The 24”
square stone marking the northeast end of the Page Base Line was established in 1900 and recovered in
2007. Due to farming operations, the stone was moved to be on public display in Page at the Memorial Park on Main Street. The Professional Surveyor’s Association of Nebraska was instrumental in
helping to purchase the historical sign. A slide show and historical talk is also being planned at the fire
hall in Page immediately after the dedication. The talk will detail the 98th Meridian Survey, the establishment of the base line at Page, and the recovery of the monuments.
Page is located in eastern Holt County. From the intersection of Highways 20 and 275 (this intersection is located 13 miles southeast of O’Neill), go east on Highway 20 for 2 miles and then north on
Spur Highway S45A for 4 miles to Page.

The 24” stone that marked the Northeast end of the Page Base Line. The historical sign
explaining the importance of this stone is being dedicated on May 24, 2015, in Page,
Nebraska. Photo courtesy of Jerry Penry.
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The Land Surveyor’s Guide to the Supreme Court of Nebraska
Chapter 8 – Bissell v Fletcher (1886)
By this time, a full 10 years had passed since the Court had decided the Lammers case, the initial
Nebraska riparian boundary case, reviewed earlier herein, and now the Court would be required for the
first time to deal with riparian boundary issues in the context of substantial river movement, which was
destined to become a major source of land rights litigation in Nebraska. As will be recalled, the Lammers case centered upon the question of whether or not a certain GLO meander line should be treated
as a definitive boundary, and under the unusual circumstances of that case, the Court decided that it
should. The most commonly contested riparian issues, accretion and avulsion, were not involved in that
case, because the river's location had not materially changed, and the main point of contention was
whether a certain swamp or slough had been properly or improperly treated as part of the river during
an original GLO survey of a township. In the case we are about to review however, an entirely different
set of circumstances would be placed before the Court, involving dramatic river movement, thus bringing the concept of avulsion into play. The Court had already adopted a basic definition of accretion,
which was noted in reviewing the Lammers case, but it had never yet taken any position on the principle of avulsion, so the only pertinent principle to which the Court had made a commitment at this point
in time was the one postulating that a river, once having been deemed to represent a boundary, remains
a boundary, when the river migrates as all natural watercourses typically do. This principle is obviously
always relevant to any controversy involving riparian lots platted by the GLO, since in all such cases
the GLO plat effectively makes the river itself a boundary, both in practicality and at law. Its important
to realize however, as pointed out in the Lammers case, that the Court had accepted the principle of
accretion in only a very limited way on that occasion, so the Court had never yet approved the concept
of substantial accretion, it had approved only the acquisition of a very minimal or negligible area by
means of accretion. This would prove to be essential to the outcome of our present case, because here
the suggestion of highly extensive accretion was thrust upon the Court for the first time, and not surprisingly we will find the Court unwilling to accept it. Instead, we will look on as the Court turns for
the first time to the concept of avulsion, for the purpose of preserving a boundary location, although
without ever defining or even using the term avulsion, thereby creating a result with which the Court is
fully comfortable, since it aligns well with the Lammers case, even though here that result is reached
on an entirely different basis.
1869 – The GLO subdivided a certain township through which the Republican River ran. The river entered the township through the NW1/4 of Section 31 and after arcing gradually to the south, it exited the
township through the SW1/4 of Section 32, so it divided Section 31 into roughly equal parts, with substantial land areas lying both to the north and to the south of the river in that section. There was also a
fairly large island in this portion of the river, that stretched through the entire west half, and most of the
east half, of Section 31 at this time, and this island was clearly depicted and plotted on the GLO plat.
This plat showed a total of 13 riparian lots in this section, 3 of which were located on the island, but only
3 of these 13 lots would prove to be relevant to the land rights controversy that was destined to develop
in this location, and none of the lots on the island were of any significance. Lot 3 occupied the nominal
NW1/4 of the NE1/4, and was bounded on the southwest by the river, while Lots 6 & 7 lay next to each
other, on the opposite side of the river from Lot 3 and directly south of it, nominally occupying the area
that would otherwise have comprised the west half of the SE1/4 of the section, both of these lots being
bounded on the northeast by the river, as it curved to the southeast.
1870 to 1885 – At an unspecified time during this period, an apparently major avulsive event occurred in
this location, because by the end of this period the river no longer ran through Section 31 at all, it had
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moved well over half a mile southward, and was running through the northerly portion of Section 6 of
the township lying to the south. At an unspecified date, evidently during the earlier part of this period,
and apparently before the river moved to the south, Bissell acquired Lot 3. Bissell may or may not have
been the only property owner occupying land in Section 31 at this time, but when the river relocated itself to the south, he apparently began using not only the portion of the former river bed lying directly
south of Lot 3, but also all of the land lying directly to the south of Lot 3 in Section 31, stretching southward all the way to the river's new location. This effectively tripled the size of the Bissell farm, from
about 50 acres to well over 150 acres, but evidently no one objected to this expansion of Bissell's land
use for some unspecified length of time, so it would appear that the lots which had been platted on the
former island, a substantial part of which Bissell had also appropriated to his own use, were never patented to anyone. Also at an unspecified date during this period however, apparently after the avulsive
river movement occurred, Lots 6 & 7 were patented to Fletcher. Presumably both Fletcher and the GLO
were unaware that the river had dramatically shifted it's position, and now ran south of Lots 6 & 7, but
regardless of what was or was not known about the river's location, Fletcher entered his lots and apparently set about establishing his own farm, on the southerly portion of the area which Bissell was using
and claiming as his own property. Bissell was evidently unsuccessful in trying to convince Fletcher that
Bissell owned the same area which had been patented to Fletcher, so Bissell decided to file an ejectment
action against Fletcher, seeking to have Fletcher legally compelled to vacate the premises, and hoping to
have all the land lying between the original northerly location of Lot 3 and the relocated river, including
Lots 6 & 7, judicially decreed to belong to Bissell.

Bissell argued that the change in the location of the river had resulted from gradual or steady migration of the river to the south, so all of the land lying between the platted location of Lot 3 and the
current location of the river amounted to accretion belonging to him. Bissell further argued that since
the GLO plat clearly showed that the river was the southerly boundary of his property, his lot legally
extended all the way to the river, regardless of how far the river had moved, so he was entitled to the
whole area that had been platted as Lot 6 and Lot 7, because that area was now on his side of the river.
Fletcher evidently did not expressly argue that the movement of the river was the result of avulsion, he
argued simply that Lots 6 & 7 had been patented to him, so he was entitled to the full land area that was
embraced within those lots, just as they were shown on the GLO plat, regardless of any change that
may have taken place in the location of the river. The trial court found Bissell's position unconvincing
and decided that the GLO meander line along the south side of Lot 3 represented the southerly boundary of his property, dismissing Bissell's action on that basis, thereby leaving Fletcher free to make use of
the lots that he had acquired.
This case came before the Court twice, first in 1886 then again upon rehearing over 3 years later
in 1889, but both the Court's treatment of this scenario and the outcome were the same on each occasion, so both decisions are reviewed in a unified manner here. There was another major difference between this case and the Lammers case, in addition to the extreme river movement, and that was the fact
that all of the land in contention here had been platted by the GLO, therefore no one asserted that any
unsurveyed or omitted land existed, and no additional survey or platting had been done by the GLO, as
had been done in the Lammers case. Yet the Court had no other riparian rulings of it's own to turn to,
so it relied solely upon the Lammers decision, to establish the controlling precedent for the treatment of
meander lines, leaving the Court quite comfortable with the proposition that meander lines can function
as boundaries. Implicit in Bissell's argument was the notion that an entire platted lot, or even multiple
(Continued on page 8)
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(Continued from page 7)

lots in this instance, could be effectively destroyed by river movement before they were ever patented,
while the land comprising those lots was still property of the United States. As we will later observe,
the Court would eventually come to agree with that position, but at this point in time, and under the
specific circumstances of this case, the Court was entirely unprepared to support that position. Fletcher
probably had no way of knowing when or how the river had relocated itself, particularly if he was new
to the area, and his legal team may not have even had any knowledge of the legal concept of avulsion,
but they did understand the sanctity of patents, and it was that key factor which enabled Fletcher to prevail. Fletcher's argument was actually deeply flawed by modern standards, he was entirely mistaken in
his belief that no river movement of any kind could ever deprive him of his full platted acreage, but
such detailed rules relating to riparian boundaries had not yet become judicially established, so his error on that point did him no harm. Moreover, the Court had no inclination to look into any such details
on this occasion, it was concerned only with silencing Bissell's assertion that he should be permitted to
essentially ignore the existence of the other platted lots in his section, which the Court clearly saw as
blatantly unjustified. Bissell's attempt to gain a windfall of land, vastly in excess of the amount of land
that had been conveyed to him, was destined to find no favor in the eyes of the Court, the river had
simply moved too far too fast for the Court to accept the idea that it had gradually migrated across the
surface of the earth. Thus the Court chose to take the position that the river no longer controlled the
property boundaries in the subject area, adopting the meander lines of the original survey as the next
best evidence with which to restrict the extent of Bissell's title. The Court's exasperation with the flagrant opportunism manifested in Bissell's argument was quite evident:
“The contention of the plaintiff is that Lot 3 extends to the river ... he seems to have no equitable
right, still he contends that the law declares the land to be his ... as to when this change of the
channel took place there is no proof ... the bank of the river, at an ordinary stage of water, was in
fact where the meander line was represented by the survey ... he has no right or title to lots 6 and
7 ... (and continuing to the same effect in 1889) ... There is no proof whatever that the land
claimed by the plaintiff is an accretion of Lot 3. In fact, all the proof tends to show that it is
not ... The defendant has purchased his land, as part of the public domain, from the United
States, and it would be rank injustice to rob him of his property ... it is evident that justice has
been done.”

Thus the Court utterly rejected Bissell's accretion claim, without any serious consideration, based
on the sheer magnitude of the change in the river's location over a relatively short time period. In so
doing, the Court had adopted the principle of avulsion, even without ever expressly identifying it as
such, as a means of doing justice, for the protection of innocent parties and their titles from extreme
acts of nature, which in the absence of judicial intervention threaten to entirely strip them of their land.
The Harlan County surveyor provided some testimony during the 1889 rehearing, pointing out the dramatic divergence of the river from it's platted location, which found favor with the Court, though it appears to have had no material impact on the outcome. Comparable surveyor testimony in subsequent
riparian cases would be of great significance however, as we will observe in reviewing numerous future cases of the same variety as that witnessed here. Once again, just as in the Lammers case, a meander line was deemed to be a definitive boundary, but this time it was not because of any alleged error
on the part of a surveyor, the meander line was the boundary because the river had evidently abandoned its channel, and the meander line appeared to the Court to present a reasonable device with
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which to define the limits of Bissell's title. Unfortunately, the net effect of this decision, accepting the
meander boundary concept without expressly limiting it, served only to reinforce the same misleading
notion set forth in the Lammers case, that meander lines are typically genuine boundaries, and the
Court would find itself combating that false premise in case after case over the subsequent decades.
Neither the land that had formerly comprised the island, nor the land that had been part of the bed of
the river was ever addressed by the Court, because the dismissal of Bissell's case made that unnecessary, so Fletcher presumably took control over those areas adjoining his lots, since Bissell's ownership
had been limited by the Court, using his portion of the meander line. The ownership of riverbeds and
islands had never yet been addressed by the Court, and Bissell failed to bring those issues into play, but
such questions would become major points of contention for the Court to resolve before long, as we
shall discover. Bissell had good reason to be bitter about this result, since he had been completely cut
off from the river, which was presumably his only source of water, seriously devaluing his property,
regardless of what it's acreage might be, but in the Court's view his only complaint was with the fickle
river itself, and not with either his neighbor or the law. The Court's inclination to protect the existence
of all riparian lots platted by the GLO was destined to diminish dramatically over time however, and as
we will learn from future cases, the Court would eventually come to support a policy which upholds
and enforces the complete destruction of certain riparian lots. Nonetheless, the Court went on to once
more uphold the meander boundary concept, in Harrison v Stipes (1892) a very briefly described case,
which precisely adheres to the Lammers and Bissell decisions, before obtaining highly valuable guidance from the Supreme Court of the United States very shortly thereafter, which as will be seen, finally
established a much needed clear judicial course regarding the most essential riparian principles going
forward.
This article represents a portion of a
book written in 2013 for professional
land surveyors. The complete book is
available from the Nebraska State
Historical Society Library or free of
charge upon request directly from
the author (bportwood@mindspring.com).
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Darold Tagge Receives Head Chainman Award
(As per Holdrege Daily Citizen Newspaper)
Darold Tagge of Holdrege was presented with the Headchainman Award at Miller and Associates on
Friday morning on March 27. The award was presented by Wayne Dietz, President of the Professional
Surveyors Association of Nebraska (PSAN). Mr. Tagge was nominated by Brian Langenberg.
Mr. Tagge’s business, which was called Tagge Engineering Consultants at the time he retired in 2008,
first started in 1974 in Holdrege. Over the years the business changed names to include partners and
associates who worked with Mr. Tagge.
In 2008, the business was sold to Miller and Associates.
“The company continued to grow and change with the times,” Mr. Tagge commented. “We worked
with 35 towns in five counties and worked with many private businesses as well.”
Mr. Tagge has been a member of the PSAN since 1974. He has served on the Board of Examiners for
15 years. He’s also served on the Board of Classification and Standards for the Department of Roads
which was appointed by the governor. “The board consists of people from all over the state and deals
with road and highway safety design and sets the minimum standard of safety,” Mr. Tagge said.
He has been a member of the hospital board in Holdrege for about 15 years and a big supporter of
Holdrege and of kids’ activities like 4-H, according to his wife Helen. He also was involved with Hero
Flights. Mr. Tagge has a stepdaughter, Lisa of Wilcox and a stepson, Todd, who lives in Arlington,
VA. He has six grandchildren and three great-grandchildren.
“He has done a lot of work over the years and has helped set a standard in this business,” Mr. Langenberg stated.
The Headchainman Award was created in 1989 by the PSAN to recognize those individuals who have
served the profession and/or enhanced its image.
Darold Tagge, at left, of
Holdrege receives the
Head Chainman Award
by the Professional Surveyor Association of Nebraska (PSAN). Presenting the award is Wayne
Dietz, President of PSAN.
Photo courtesy of the
Holdrege Daily Citizen
and Miller & Associates.
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Reviewed Minutes of the PSAN Board Meeting on March 20, 2015
(Subject to approval of the Board of Directors)
The PSAN Board Meeting on March 20, 2015, was held at Chances “R” Restaurant in York, Nebraska.
The roll call was as follows: President Wayne Dietz (present), President Elect Dan Martinez (present),
Secretary Warren Headlee (present), Treasurer John Berry (present); Director Jeremy Feusner
(present), Director Jason Headley (present), Director Duane Katt (present), Director Brian Langenberg
(present), Director Casey Sherlock (present), Director Matt Tinkham (present), State Surveyor Steve
Cobb (present), Administrative Secretary Connie Arnold (absent), PSAN Member LaVern Schroeder
(present), and PSAN Member Richard Hansen (present). The December 5, 2014 Board meeting
minutes and the Treasurer’s report dated March 11, 2015, was approved by the Board. There was an
update on the 2015 Summer Seminar, 2016 Winter Convention, 2016 Summer Seminar, and the 2017
Winter Conference. The following items was reported on and discussed by the board: changes to the
PSAN By-laws and Constitution, having a booth at the state fair, and Liability and Workers Compensation Insurances for PSAN. Director Duane Katt and State Surveyor Steve Cobb gave a report. The following committees gave a report: Education, Membership, Historical, Ethics & Standards, and GIS.
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SURVEYING FOR ROBERT E. LEE
This fascina ng account of Confederate surveyors and mappers was excerpted from a memoir penned
by Capt. Albert H. Campbell of the Engineer Corps.
"It is true that there were no maps of any account in existence at the me when General Lee assumed
the command, that were of any use to the Army of Northern Virginia, June 1st, 1862. Incomplete
tracings or fragments of the old "nine-sheet" map of Virginia were probably all that our commanders
had for guidance...
It is probably that weigh er ma ers ﬁlled the minds of the higher authori es at this me, and that
too much reliance was placed by commanders in the ﬁeld on the eﬃciency of local guides, and the
insane and ridiculous no on that was aﬀected that one Southern man could lick three Yankees under
any and all circumstances; and besides, our armies as yet had not had suﬃcient ba elings and unnecessary losses of men, to develop the indispensable necessity of a more in mate knowledge of topographical details of regions over which troops must be maneuvered. The march up the peninsula
from Yorktown, the ba le of Fair Oaks and Seven Pines, Jackson's collision with Hill's line of march
from Mechanicsville to Gaine's Mill, and the whole seven days' campaign brought out this fact in
strong colors, bloody colors, at Beaver Dam Creek.
One of the ﬁrst things that engaged General Lee's a en on on taking command of the army was the
organiza on of some plan for procuring accurate maps for his own use and that of his commanders...On the 3rd or 4th of June, 1862, the writer was sought by Major Walter H. Stevens, chief Engineer of the Army at this me, and Major Jasper S. Whi ng, his associate, and was informed that they
had been sent from headquarters by General Lee to ﬁnd a suitable person to take charge of a topographical organiza on...I was asked if I would undertake the duty...and my commission was received
on June 6th.
Two or three surveying par es furnished with the necessary instruments were immediately organized
and started from Richmond as a center, to radiate thence to the picket-lines of the army, from Meadow Bridge around to James River, each party taking an allo ed sec on of that circumscribed space.
This work had not suﬃciently far advanced to be of any use in June, for no part of the region beyond
our lines was accessible to survey un l June 30th, when orders were given to follow in the wake of
our army and extend the surveys as fast and as far as possible. The ﬁeld work was mapped as fast as
prac cable, but as the army soon changed its loca on, more immediate a en on was given to other
locali es. Therefore, this map in ques on was dated 1862-63; it was not available as complete un l
the spring of 1863.
Other par es, soon a er these ﬁrst ones were started, were sent into Hanover and Spotsylvania
Coun es, and as far as possible other par es, amoun ng in all to about thirteen, were formed and
sent into other coun es of Northern and North-Eastern por ons of Virginia, un l the course of me
detailed surveys were made and at the close of the contest nearly all the work was mapped.
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The general plan of opera ons was adopted of placing full par es in each county, and maps of each
county thus successively surveyed in detail were constructed on a compara vely large scale, giving
full credit to heads of ﬁeld corps in the tles; and also general maps, one north and one south of the
James River, were prepared on a smaller scale, preserving all the details.
So great was the demand for maps occasioned by frequent changes in the situa on of the armies,
that it became impossible by the usual method of tracing, to supply them. I conceived the plan of doing this work by photography, though expert photographers pronounced it imprac cable, in fact, impossible. To me it was an original idea, though I believe not a new one, but not in prac cal use.
Traced copies were prepared on common tracing-paper in very black India ink, and from these sharp
nega ve by sun-prin ng were obtained, and from these nega ves copies were mul plied by exposure
to the sun in frames made for the purpose. The several sec ons, properly toned, were pasted together in their order and formed the general map, or such por ons of it as were desired; it being the policy, as a ma er of prudence against capture, to furnish no one but the commanding general and corps
commanders with the en re map of a given region.
From this statement it will be seen that to General Lee is due the credit of promptly origina ng methodical means for procuring accurate maps, to supply the want that has been, by implica on mainly,
so unfavorable commented on. Many maps that grace various memoirs, and personal recollec ons,
and descrip ons of campaigns and ba leﬁelds in Virginia have their basis in the maps made as above
described, though accredited to others. " 'I could a tale unfold' in regard to some of these stolen
maps, but cui bono? Nil proprium ducas quod mutari potest." --Albert H. Campbell, 1887

SURVEYING WITH THE 15TH REGIMENT, NEW YORK
The role of Civil War surveyors and engineers was vital to the movement, encampment, and defense
of all troops. Their ac vi es included reconnaissance, surveying, and mapping, designing forts and
ﬁeld for ﬁca ons, and the planning and layout of campsites, roads and bridges.
The 15th Regiment of Engineers was formed in April, 1861, by John McLeod Murphy, a civil engineer
and New York State Senator. Company A was recruited mainly in New York City, with the other Companies coming from Brooklyn, New Jersey, and upstate New York. By July, the Regiment had been
mustered into Federal service and was encamped in Washington.
Although some of the oﬃcers were educated in military engineering at West Point, much of the ac vies involved a combina on of on-the-job training and plain hard construc on work. Engineer oﬃcers
carried sidearms for protec on, but the enlisted men were armed only with their picks, shovels, and
axes. Subsequently, the Civil War surveyor/engineer tended to head in another direc on when the
enemy was encountered; the Regiment lost only ﬁve men (of the original 3,100) in ba le.
During its service, the 15th Regiment was a ached mainly to the Army of the Potomac. They par cipated in such engagements as the siege of Yorktown, the crossing of the Rappahannock at Fredericks(Continued on page 14)
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(Continued from page 13)

burg, bridging the James near Petersburg, and the ba les of Malvern Hill, Chancellorsville, Ge ysburg, and Fort Fisher.
Today, the 15th Regiment is a not-for-proﬁt, educa onal organiza on and re-enactment team. The
group was founded in 1985 to promote be er public understanding of the Surveyor/Engineer's integral role in the Civil War. Through the concept of living history interpreta on, the group tries to accurately portray military engineering ac vi es. Topics presented at historical socie es and living history
events include camp layout, surveying, and bridge construc on, all me culously researched.
Ar cle taken from "Backsights" Magazine published by Surveyors Historical Society
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Support PSAN Sustaining Members
A&D Technical Supplies
4320 So. 89th St.
Omaha, NE 68127
Phone:402-592-4950 or 800-228-2753 (Omaha)
Phone: 402-474-5454 or 855-780-7977
(Lincoln)
E-mail:info@ADTechsupply.com
Website: www.ADTechsupply.com
Berntsen International, Inc.
P.O. Box 8670
Madison, WI 53708-8670
Phone: 800-518-0934
Website: www.berntsen.com
Carlson Software
102 W. 2nd Street
Maysville, KY 41056
Phone: 800-989-5028 or 606-564-5028
E-mail: info@carlsonsw.com
Website: www.carlsonsw.com

Seiler Instruments
6522 So. 118th Street
Omaha, NE 68137
Phone: 402-651-9735
E-mail: solutions@seilerinst.com
Terrametrix, LLC
4852 S. 133rd Street, Suite 105
Omaha, NE 68137
Phone: 402-618-1099
Website: www.terrametrix3d.com
Transit Works
6000 S. 58th St
Lincoln, NE 68516
Phone: 402-421-6100
Trimble
10368 Westmoor Drive
Westminster, CO 80021
Phone: 303-635-8419
Website: www.trible.com

Klein Survey Systems
1211 N. 10th St.
Lincoln, NE 68508-1126
Phone: 800-822-2711

Dear PSAN Members:
Articles and columns appearing in The Nebraska Surveyor are published as a
service to the members of the Professional Surveyors Association of Nebraska
and the general public for the advancement of the land surveying profession.
It is time for you to get involved in YOUR publication through your articles, columns, pictures, and ideas. Please send all items of interest to the editor by email: Lschroeder@cableone.net or phone: 402-371-7400 or to the Administrative Secretary at email: PSAN@nebraskasurveyor.com, website:
www.nebraskasurveyor.com or phone: 402-870-1738 or 402-456-7370.
Your participation is greatly appreciated.
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Historic Maps of Nebraska
John C. Fremont & the Mapping of the Oregon Trail
During the late 1830s and the 1840s, many Americans traveled over the Oregon Trail, which passed through the
present states of Kansas, Nebraska, Wyoming, Idaho, and Oregon, to reach the “good” land available in the Oregon Country. In 1842-1844, John C. Fremont (also spelled Frémont) was given the leadership of surveying the
Oregon Trail. When his reports were published, his descriptions shattered the misconception of the Great Plains
being “The Great Desert”. Fremont, along with cartographer Charles Preuss, produced the first “decent” maps
of Oregon Country and Northern California.
The Oregon Trail, which was first discovered in the early 1800s, was mostly unused until the 1830s. During the
mid to late 1830s, Americans were starting to use the Oregon Trail to travel to the Oregon Country, which at the
time was open to joint settlement by the British and the United States. Once word reached the Eastern parts of
the United States that there was “good” land available, almost free for the taking in the Oregon Country, these
prospective settlers were traveling over the Oregon Trail by the thousands.
The Treaty of 1818 opened up the Oregon Country for joint settlement by the British and the United States. The
expansionists, who believed that the entire continent should be controlled by the population of the United States,
encouraged Americans to settle in the Oregon Country. They knew that the country with the most settlers would
solve the boundary dispute – at that time the United States thought that they should get clear North to the 54° 40’
N latitude west of the Rocky Mountains instead of to the 49° N latitude that was settled as the boundary between
Canada and the United States east of the Rocky Mountains.
In 1842, John C. Fremont, as part of the U.S. Army Corps of Topographical Engineers, was given the leadership
of an expedition to map the Oregon Trail. He and his team of more than 20 men, including guide Kit Carson and
cartographer Charles Preuss, left Chouteau’s Trading House (in the vicinity of present day Kansas City) near the
mouth of the Kansas River, on June 10, 1842. He followed the Santa Fe Trail and various rivers in the present
states of Kansas and Nebraska until he arrived at the Little Blue River. He then followed the Little Blue River

Map of an Exploring Expedition to the Rocky Mountains in the Year 1842 and to Oregon and North
California in the Years 1843-44, by John C. Fremont and Charles Preuss. Map courtesy of the Library
of Congress Geography & Map Division.
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until he reached the Platte River. In his report to the U.S. Senate, A Report on an Exploration of the Country
Lying Between the Missouri River and the Rocky Mountains, on the Line of the Kansas and Great Platte River
(1842), he writes the following, describing the area between the Little Blue and the Platte: “… [we] reached a
fork of the Blue, where the road leaves that river, and crosses over to the Platte. No water was to be found on
the dividing ridge, and the casks were filled, and the animals here allowed a short repose. The road led across a
high and level prairie ridge, where there were but few plants…”. Once they crossed the ridge between the two
rivers they reached “what is called the coast of the Nebraska, or Platte river. This had seemed in the distance a
range of high and broken hills, but on a nearer approach was found to be elevations of forty to sixty feet into
which the wind had worked the sand.”
He then followed the Platte River into western Nebraska until he reached the South and North Platte River valleys. Here he describes the two forks as: “The stream here is divided by an island into two channels. The southern is four hundred and fifty feet wide, having eighteen or twenty inches water in the deepest places. With the
exception of a few dry bars, the bed of the river is generally quicksand, in which the carts began to sink rapidly
so soon as the mules halted, so that it was necessary to keep them constantly in motion. The northern channel,
two thousand two hundred and fifty feet wide, was somewhat deeper, having frequently three feet water in the
numerous small channels, with a bed of poarse gravel. Between the streams is a low rich prairie; extending from
their confluence eighteen miles westwardly to the bordering of hills, where it is five and a half miles wide. It is
covered with a luxuriant growth of grass, and along the banks is a slight and scattered fringe of cottonwood and
willow.” He then divides his team up into two groups so that one can follow the South fork and one can follow
the North fork. He and 4 men followed the South fork, even though his principal object of the survey was to
follow the North Platte River up to the Laramie River and South Pass, he was “desirous to form some opinion of
the country relative to the establishment of posts on a line connecting the settlements with the south pass of the
Rocky Mountains, by way of the Arkansas and the South and Laramie forks of the Platte.” The rest of his team
followed the North Platte up to Fort Laramie in present day Wyoming where they met up with Fremont and the
others before they continued their journey. Once they reached South Pass, they turned around and retraced their
earlier route to return to St. Louis.
During 1843-1844, Fremont and his team went on to survey the Western ½ of the Oregon Trail, along with the
parts of the Sierra Nevada Mountains and the Great Basin. In 1845, Fremont produced a report combining the
information from both of his expeditions titled: Report of the Exploring Expedition to the Rocky Mountains in
the Year 1842 and to Oregon and North California in the Years 1843-44. He, along with Preuss, also produced
a map, by the same name as the report, which changed the course of western mapmaking – by using accurate
latitudes and longitudes to record the basic features of the country they passed through in the two expeditions –
provided the expansionist movement a publication of the economic and scientific information concerning the
potential development of the western United States. His report also shattered the misconception that the Great
Plains was “The Great American Desert”, as it had been called since the first explorers had passed through them.
The term “desert” was used to describe an area that was unfit for farming – not just that it is an arid sandy region
as we use the word in current times. Fremont described this area of the country as a garden instead of a desert –
he saw the rich soil and the abundance of grasses and wildflowers, instead of the fact that the land was mostly
treeless and had very little surface water.
The Oregon Trail was traveled by thousands of Americans during the late 1830s and through the 1840s, to reach
the Oregon Country. In 1842-1844, John C. Fremont surveyed, reported on, and mapped the Oregon Trail so
that the U. S. government could encourage more Americans to go to and settle in the Oregon Country. When his
reports were published, his descriptions shattered the misconception of the Great Plains being “The Great Desert”.
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2015 Summer Seminar
July 17, 2015
Fort Robinson, Nebraska
Hosts: Phil Curd & Jay Dubs
2016 Winter Convention
Grand Island, Nebraska
Host: Casey Sherlock
2016 Summer Seminar
Halsey Forest; Halsey, Nebraska
Boni Edwards and Jerry Penry
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