
Chapter 11

Cattle Trails and Railroads
RANGE CATTLE INDUSTRY. After their removal to Indian Territory, 
the Five Civilized Tribes raised livestock. This greatly enhanced their eco-
nomic recovery from losses incurred during removal. The war virtually 
wiped out the herds that had grazed territorial pasture lands, along with 
the prosperity of the cattlemen. Before the war, herds of 10,000 cattle 
were common on Seminole ranches, and a few were as large as 20,000 
head. In 1869, there were only 4,000 head of cattle in the Seminole Na-
tion. The Indian ranchers didn’t have the funds necessary to rebuild their 
herds.

In Texas, however, the range cattle industry was booming. Large herds 
were raised on Texas grass, then driven north to markets in Missouri and 
Kansas. The first major cattle drive rumbled up the East Shawnee Trail 
in 1866, across eastern Indian Territory. The cattle industry once again 
offered a means of livelihood to local residents. Taxes were placed on the 
cattle, and goods and services were made available for both cattle and 
drovers.

Close-to-market pastures were rented for a per-head price for a few 
days’ grazing to fatten herds before selling. Cowboys were offered rooms, 
hot baths, liquor (despite the Territory’s “dry” laws), meals, and other 
products. Market towns and towns that became stopping places along the 
trail thrived.

THE CHISHOLM TRAIL. As farms grew thick in the East, the trail 
herds moved west. The most famous of all the trails through Indian Ter-
ritory was the Chisholm Trail, named for Jesse Chisholm, a mixed-blood 
Cherokee trader and frontier scout. It entered the Territory on the south 
at Red River Crossing and ran roughly adjacent to the 98th Parallel 
until it crossed into Kansas at Caldwell. The Chis-holm Trail solved the 
geographical problems of forests and mountains encountered on the East 
Shawnee Trail. It eliminated the problem of Missouri sheriffs who were 
anxious to shoot diseased cattle — or any cattle they “thought” might be 
carrying the Texas fever. (Money sometimes helped to alter their think-
ing.)

Joseph G. McCoy, a cattle buyer from Illinois, convinced officials of 
the Kansas Pacific Railroad that a stockyards at Abilene, Kansas, would be 
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profitable. They subsidized the building of McCoy’s stock pens, and the 
first cattle drive up the Chisholm Trail took place in 1867. By 1869, the 
East Shawnee Trail was almost a memory for drovers.

LONGHORN CATTLE. The Longhorn, a tough, rangy beast famous 
for the length of its horns, was the principal bovine driven up the trails 

to market. The Long-
horn could endure a 
southwestern blizzard 
(a “sou’wester”) or a 
hot Texas summer with 
equal ease. It required 
little shelter and man-
aged quite well on the 
sparse grass of the Texas 
prairie. However, some 
Longhorns did indeed 
have Texas fever, and 
they spread it to local 
herds along the trails 
and near the market 
towns. As was the case 
in Missouri, local cattle 
became infected with 
the disease, and lo-
cal cattlemen became 
inflamed with anger. 
Soon, quarantines and 
toll fees made a new 
trail necessary, although 
the Chisholm Trail 
remained in use until 
1885.

THE WESTERN TRAIL. The Western Trail, or Dodge City Trail, 
entered Indian Territory at Doan’s Crossing on the Red River. It crossed 
into Kansas northeast of Laverne. The trail was blazed by Texas cattleman 
John Lytle in 1874 but didn’t become popular until the western tribes 
were subdued in about 1876.
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PURCELL, A RAILHEAD. Other cattle trails cut through Indian 
Territory, but by 1885, all the surrounding states had passed quarantine 
laws against Texas cattle. The trails in those states became quiet. In 1887, 
the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad built a line into Purcell, In-
dian Territory. That Canadian River town became the railhead. Although 
never as busy as Abilene, Ellsworth, or Dodge City, the territorial com-
munity hosted countless drovers. Cattle were driven north to Beef Creek, 
the site of present-day Maysville. They were fattened in the miles of 
pens that lined the creek from which they were watered. Then they were 
driven the twelve miles farther north to Purcell, where they were sold and 
shipped to their destinations.

SANDBAR SALOON. After the creation of Oklahoma Territory and 
the Land Rush, Lexington sprang up on the other side of the Canadian 
River and created competition for the drovers’ money. Purcell, Indian 
Territory, was technically “dry.” That is, liquor could not be legally sold 
there. Lexington, Indian Territory, on the other hand, had no such prob-
lem. Many thirsty drovers collected their pay and rode across the river to 
spend it in a “wet” town.

Phil Nichols, a gambler and local hotel owner, petitioned the Territo-
rial Legislature to name an exact boundary between the territories at that 
location. They named the “main channel of the Canadian River, wherever 
that might be.” The enterprising Nichols built a boardwalk from the west 
bank of the river, the Purcell side, to a spot past the middle of the river. 
He built a saloon at the end of it. The Sandbar Saloon, on a sandbar in 
mid-stream, was the first of several of its kind. It was so profitable that 
Nichols rebuilt it five times after it was destroyed by floods. The last time 
it washed down the river, a customer drowned, and it was never rebuilt.

BEEF CREEK. Meanwhile, the railroads moved farther and farther 
south and spread farther west. By 1893, the cattle market in Purcell had 
dwindled, but Beef Creek had become a good-sized settlement. The 
name of the town was changed to Maysville at statehood, in honor of 
an early-day merchant and farmer, but the name of the stream that runs 
through the town today is still Beef Creek.

THE CHEROKEE OUTLET. Although few herds belonging to In-
dians ever again reached the size of those seen in the territory before 
the Civil War, many Indians returned to the cattle industry. Comanche 
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Chief Quanah Parker maintained a comfortable herd of about 500 head. 
Choctaw merchant Wilson Nathaniel Jones kept a herd of some 5,000 
head. Adopted Creek Frederick Severs owned approximately 8,000 head 
of cattle. Many Indians owned a few head of cattle for their own private 
use, but much of the grassland went unused, and white ranchers began to 
lease tribal pastures.

The Cherokee Outlet, a strip of land about sixty miles wide, that ex-
tended west from the 96th Meridian to the 100th Meridian, was provid-
ed the Cherokees by the Treaty of New Echota. It was to be a “perpetual 
outlet west, and a free and unmolested use of all the country west of . . 
.” the Cherokee Nation proper in the northeastern part of Indian Terri-
tory. According to the Reconstruction Treaty with the Cherokees and the 
Treaty of Washington of 1866, other tribes were to be settled on surplus 
Cherokee lands. The Cherokees retained title to the lands until other 
tribes were assigned. After the Osages, Pawnees, and others were assigned 
land, there still remained some six million acres of grasslands to which 
the Cherokee tribe held title. This was about two-thirds of the original 
Cherokee Outlet.

CHEROKEE STRIP LIVESTOCK ASSOCIATION. By 1882, the 
Outlet was feeding a quarter-million head of cattle belonging to a num-
ber of ranchers. Cherokee agents collected fees from each cattleman, and 
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that year they totalled $41, 233.81. The cattlemen had organized for the 
purposes of settling disputes, rounding up the herds in the spring, and 
providing mutual protection against common risks. They decided to try 
to deal with the Cherokees for grazing rights to the entire Outlet.

Because they held their meetings in Caldwell, Kansas, the organization 
adopted the name Cherokee Strip Livestock Association. The Cherokee 
Strip was a strip of land two-and-a-half miles wide, lying on the north 
side of the 37th Parallel, from the Missouri border to the 100th Merid-
ian. It was land inside Kansas that had been assigned to the Cherokees by 
mistake in the Treaty of New Echota. It was being held in trust accord-
ing to the Treaty of Washington of 1866. The Cherokee Strip and the 
Cherokee Outlet were two distinct pieces of property. In time, however, 
“Cherokee Strip” was a name applied locally to either or both.

The Cherokee Strip Livestock Association hired John F. Lyons, an at-
torney from Fort Smith who was married to a Cherokee woman, to peti-
tion the Cherokee Council for lease rights. On May 19, 1883, the coun-
cil agreed by a very small majority to lease the Outlet to the organization 
for five years. The fee was $100,000 annually, to be paid in semi-annual 
payments. The first payment, $50,000 in silver dollars, was delivered in 
October.

The association was well-organized with more than a hundred mem-
bers. Each member’s grazing area was specifically defined, and each mem-
ber was responsible for his own fences, corrals, and line shacks (where 
cowboys stayed when out on the range). The association hired wolf hunt-
ers and took steps to prevent rustling. The members of the association 
also worked to improve the grade of cattle in their herds.

Some tribesmen were disgruntled about the lease agreement, charging 
that other members must have been bribed to have accepted a fee of less 
than two cents per acre for the grasslands. When the association renewed 
its lease in 1888, the annual fee was raised to $200,000.

PURCHASING THE OUTLET. On March 2, 1889, President Cleve-
land signed the bill approving the opening of Unassigned Lands to the 
public. An amendment to that bill created a commission to arbitrate dis-
posal of unused tribal lands. Specifically, the Cherokees were to be offered 
$1.25 per acre for the Outlet. The Cherokee Strip Livestock Association 
was offering $3.00 per acre. The government commissioners claimed that 
grazing contracts between whites and Indians were illegal and that the 
government could evict the cattlemen and confiscate the land for public 
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good. The government also claimed that the cattlemen’s association had 
used bribery and fraud to obtain their leases.

The Cherokees sold the Outlet to the government for $8.5 million. 
The cattlemen were notified by the government in February, 1890, that 
they should have their cattle out of the Outlet by October 1 that same 
year.

RAILROADS. While the cattle industry was growing in the West, 
railroads were vying for right-of-way agreements elsewhere. The Recon-
struction Treaties provided for a north-south line and an east-west line 
through the Territory. The Missouri, Kansas and Texas Railroad, famil-
iarly known as the “Katy,” won the right to complete a line across the Ter-
ritory from Kansas to Texas. The MK&T was the first of three competing 
companies to arrive at a specified destination in a railroad building con-
test. The prize was the right to build through the Territory.

Company surveyors completed their work in 1870, and track-laying 
began at the Kansas line south of Caldwell in June of that year. The line 
was completed to Colbert’s Ferry on the Texas border within eighteen 
months.

In November 1871 the Atlantic and Pacific Railway intersected the 
MK&T at Vinita, on its way west. It was ten years later, however, before 
the track was extended to Tulsa. The company was reorganized under 
the name of St. Louis and San Francisco Railroad, but it was called the 
“Frisco.”

Many Indian leaders had opposed the railroad and tried to keep it from 
coming into the Territory. They feared the railroad companies would 
cause more friction between groups of tribesmen. Also, it was a practice 
of the government to grant large tracts of land to building railroad com-
panies to encourage the transportation industry in certain areas. The In-
dians feared the loss of more land. The railroads came, nevertheless, and 
after the first two contracts were fulfilled, several more were made.

Choctaw Chief Jackson McCurtain was one Indian leader who favored 
the railroad building. He overcame a great deal of opposition to see that 
Congress certified the building of the St. Louis and San Francisco line 
from Fort Smith, across the Choctaw Nation, and into Paris, Texas.

The Santa Fe line eventually reached from Arkansas City to Pauls Val-
ley. The Choctaw Coal and Railway Company ran from Wister Junction 
to McAlester, with several branches reaching local coal mines.
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COAL. Coal was discovered near McAlester in 1870, and mining op-
erations began in 1872. J.J. McAlester organized the Oklahoma Mining 
Company after his discovery, leased the mine to a coal company, and split 
the royalties with the Choctaw Nation. Mines opened in Krebs, Lehigh, 
Alderson, Coalgate, Wilburton, Hartshorne and other areas, and the rail-
roads carried workers in and coal out.

Most of the mine workers were Europeans or blacks. By 1889, there 
were more than 2,000 of them in Indian Territory. Miners generally had 
government permits allowing them to live and work in the Territory. So 
did some other workers, such as railroad employees. Thousands of people 

were “squatting” in the Territory without permits, however. In 1886, 
Chickasaw Indian agent Miles reported 36,500 whites in eastern Indian 
Territory. Only about 800 were intermarried with members of the tribes, 
and probably less than 40 percent held legal permits.

The increased activity in the Territory intensified white interest in In-
dian lands, especially the Unassigned Lands.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Why were cattle trails founded and why did they decline?
2. How did the Reconstruction treaties between Indian tribes and 

the United States government bring about the growth of railroads across 
Indian Territory?

3. How did the Civil War affect tribal livestock raising?
4. How did the first cattle trail improve the economy of eastern Indian 

Territory?
5. Why was the Cherokee Livestock Association formed?
6. How did the government obtain rights to Cherokee lands?
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1915 railroad maps of western and eastern Oklahoma. Can you find what train you would use to go to 
Oklahoma City or Tulsa? (Train tracks are represented by black lines.)
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