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The Osage Land Sale

S h a rp e r s  a n d  s p e c tu la to r s  w e re  a s  p le n ty  a s  

flies a b o u t  m o la sse s  c a s k s ” a t  th e  p u b lic  la n d  sa le s  

b e fo re  th e  C iv il W a r .  A f te r  p a s s a g e  o f  th e  P r e ­

em p tio n  A c t in 1841, la n d  sa le s  b e c a m e  a  le ss  c o m ­

m on m e a n s  fo r  d isp o sa l o f  th e  p u b lic  d o m a in , b u t, 

a c c o rd in g  to  a  c o r re s p o n d e n t  fo r  th e  N e w  Y o rk  

T rib u n e , th e  sa le  to  b e  h e ld  in O s a g e , M itc h e ll  

C o u n ty , in M a y , 1857 , w a s  e x p e c te d  to  b e  p ro b ­

a b ly  th e  la s t c h a n c e  to  p u rc h a s e  la n d  in th is  p a r t  

o f Io w a ” d ire c t ly  fro m  th e  g o v e rn m e n t. C o n s e ­

q u e n tly , ” th e  ru s h  is im m e n se ” . W e s tb o u n d  s ta g e ­

c o a c h e s  from  L a n s in g , M c G re g o r ,  a n d  o th e r  r iv e r  

to w n s , w e re  filled  to  c a p a c i ty  b y  la n d s e e k e rs . 

T ra v e le r s  a r r iv in g  b y  s te a m b o a t f re q u e n tly  h a d  to  

w a it  s e v e ra l d a y s  a t  th e se  p o in ts , u n le s s  p r io r  

s ta g e  re s e rv a tio n s  h a d  b een  m ad e .

T h e  c o r re s p o n d e n t  d id  n o t a t te n d  th e  sa le  to  

b u y  la n d , “ b u t to  see  th e  p e o p le ,” w h e re in  h e  w a s  

n o t a t  a ll d is a p p o in te d .” O s a g e ,  he re p o r te d , 

h a d  less  th a n  a th o u s a n d  “ a c tu a l  r e s id e n ts ” . O n  

th is  o cca s io n  it w a s  th ro n g e d  b y  2 0 0 0  v is ito rs . 

F iv e  h u n d re d  w e re  s e t t le r s  from  n e ig h b o r in g  

co u n tie s ; 20 0  w e re  lo o k e rs -o n , w h ile  1300 w e re  

sp e c u la to rs .
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B e fo re  th e  s a le  c o m m e n c e d , th e  R e g is te r , fro m  

p a s t  e x p e r ie n c e s , u rg e d  a ll to  m a in ta in  h a rm o n y  

a n d  " a d v is e d  th a t  th e  se ttle r  s righ ts  s h o u ld  b e  

r e s p e c te d .” A ll a g r e e d  to  th e  s w e e t r e a s o n a b le ­

n e s s  th e re o f ,  b u t  " w e re  n o t  a g re e d  a s  to  w h a t  

th o s e  r ig h ts  w e re "  a n d  m u c h  v e rb a l s p a r r in g  e n ­

s u e d . O b v io u s ly , r ig h ts  o f  s e t t le r s  w h o  h a d  

" p ro v e d  u p " ,  a c c o rd in g  to  p ro v is io n s  o f th e  law , 

w e re  r e s p e c te d . B u t th e y  d e m a n d e d  th e  o p p o r ­

tu n i ty  to  s e c u re  " a n  e x t r a  q u a r te r  s e c tio n "  a t  th e  

r e g u la r  g o v e rn m e n t p r ic e  o f $ 1 .2 5  p e r  a c re . T h is  

th e y  b e lie v e d  th e m se lv e s  e n ti t le d  to  b e c a u s e  o f th e  

" h a r d s h ip s  a n d  sa c r if ic e s"  th e y  h a d  e n d u re d . T h e  

s p e c u la to r s  a g re e d  to  th is  on  c o n d itio n  th a t  th e  

n u m b e r  o f bona fide  s e t t le r s  b e  d e te rm in e d  a n d  

d e c la re d , a n d , a f t e r  th e y  h a d  s e c u re d  th e ir  e x tr a  

q u a r te r s ,  th e  o th e r  b u y e r s  s h o u ld  b e  g iv en  th e ir  

c h a n c e . T h e  s h a rp e r s  re a liz e d  th a t  " a n  e x tr a  

q u a r te r  s e c tio n "  c o u ld  t r a n s fo rm  a n y  o n e , e x c e p t  

a n  a d m it te d  s p e c u la to r ,  in to  a n  " a c tu a l  s e t t le r "  a s  

if b y  m ag ic ! U n w ill in g  to  a c c e p t  th e  c o u n te r  p r o p ­

o s itio n , th e  s e t t le r s  " s to o d  on  th e ir  h o n o r" , o ffe r ­

in g  to  le a v e  a s  so o n  a s  th e y  s e c u re d  th e ir  d e s ire d  

tra c ts .

D e s p ite  th e  d is a g re e m e n t, th e  sa le  b e g a n  on  th e  

m o rn in g  o f M a y  7 th . S p e c u la to r s  d e c id e d  to  b id  

u p  la n d  b e y o n d  th e  m e a n s  o f s e tt le rs . T h e  la t te r  

c o u n te re d  b y  a p p o in t in g  o n e  b id d e r  w ith  in s tru c -
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tio n s  to  o v e rb id  all r iv a ls . T h u s  so m e la n d  w a s  

fo rc e d  u p  to  $ 1 4 0  p e r  a c re . S p e c u la to r s  w e re  

fo rc e d  to  p a y  d e a r ly , w ith  o n ly  o n e  o f th em  s e c u r ­

in g  la n d  a t  a  lo w  p ric e  o f $ 2 .0 5  p e r  a c re , b e c a u se  

o f a n  o v e rs ig h t b y  th e  s e t t le r s ’ b id d e r .

W h i le  th is  s t r a te g y  f r u s t r a te d  th e  s p e c u la to rs , 

th e  s e t t le r s  d id  n o t  p u rc h a s e  th e  la n d  th e y  b id  u p  

to  tw e n t ie th -c e n tu ry  f ig u re s . If a  m an  fa ile d  to  

se ttle  fo r  la n d  ‘ k n o c k e d  d o w n ” to  him , h e  w a s  n o t  

a llo w e d  to  b id  a g a in . P a y m e n t  h a d  to  b e  m a d e  

fo r th e  la n d  on  th e  d a y  o f th e  sa le . U n le s s  th is  

w a s  d o n e , th e  t r a c t  w a s  a g a in  o ffe red  fo r  sa le  th e  

n e x t  d a y . T h is  c o u ld  b e  re p e a te d  fo r  fo u r te e n  

d a y s  a f te r  w h ic h  th e  la n d  a g a in  b e c a m e  s u b je c t  to  

p re e m p tio n . T h is  w a s  e x a c t ly  w h a t  th e  s e tt le rs , 

w h o  a p p o in te d  a d if fe re n t b id d e r  d a ily , d e s ire d  to  

acco m p lish . “ T h e  s e t t le r s  s a y  th e y  p re fe r  to  go  

w ith o u t th e ir  la n d , a n d  th u s  le av e  it fo r p re e m p tio n  

[ r a th e r ]  th a n  to  h a v e  a  s p e c u la to r  h o ld  it a n d  k eep  

it u n im p ro v e d ,” th e  T ribune  c o r re s p o n d e n t  w ro te . 

T h e  s p e c u la to rs  m a in ta in e d  th a t  th is  w a s  n o t  th e  

p ro p e r  civ ic a t t i tu d e . T h e y  a rg u e d  th a t  if r a i l ­

w a y s , h ig h w a y s , a n d  p u b lic  im p ro v e m e n ts  w e re  

to  be  m a d e  a t  p u b lic  e x p e n se , th e ir  la n d  w o u ld  b e  

su b je c t to  ta x a tio n  a s  w e ll a s  th a t  o w n e d  b y  s e t ­

tle rs . T h e  la tte r , h o w e v e r , d id  n o t w a n t  th e  la n d  

to  rem a in  u n te n a n te d , ir re sp e c tiv e  o f ta x e s . U n ­

o ccu p ied  s p e c u la to r s ’ la n d  —  h o w  co u ld  th a t  p ro -
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v id e  n e ig h b o rs  to  v is it, m en  to  h e lp  “ b re a k  r o a d s “ 

a f t e r  a  s n o w  s to rm , o r  to  e x c h a n g e  h e lp  in  b u s y

se a s o n s ?

F u r th e rm o re ,  if th e  la n d  w a s  b id  u p  so  h ig h  th a t  

s p e c u la to r s  c o u ld  n o t  b u y  a n d  s e t t le r s  d e f a u l te d  

in  p a y m e n t,  th e r e b y  c a u s in g  it to  r e v e r t  to  p r e ­

e m p tio n , la n d  e n tr ie s  c o u ld  s u b s e q u e n tly  b e  m a d e  

w ith  w a r r a n t s .  A t  O s a g e ,  la n d  w a r r a n ts  w e re  

s e llin g  a t  n in e ty - f iv e  c e n ts , in s te a d  o f $ 1 .2 5  p a r , 

in  M a y ,  1857 . I f  a  m a n  d id  n o t  h a v e  c a sh  to  p u r ­

c h a s e  w a r r a n t s  a t  th is  d is c o u n t, th e re  w e re  b ro k e rs  

p r e s e n t  w h o  o ffe re d  to  le n d  th e ir  w a r r a n ts  to  p re -  

e m p to rs  a t  th e  s a m e  d is c o u n t, w h ile  d e m a n d in g  

f o r ty  p e r  c e n t  in te r e s t  w ith  th e  c la im  a s  s e c u r ity .

T h e  s e t t le r s  s a w  a n  a d v a n ta g e  in su ch  a  t r a n s ­

a c tio n , b u t  g o ld  m e n “ , w h o  w e re  p re s e n t, d id  n o t  

like  it. T h e i r  c h a n c e s  o f  le n d in g  a t  a d v a n ta g e o u s  

r a te s  w e re  th e re b y  re d u c e d . T h e y  w e re , th e re ­

fo re , “ a b o u t  re s o lv in g  to  u n ite  a n d  g e t u p  a  b a n k  

a n d  lo a n  th e ir  g o ld  fo r  te n  p e r  c e n t less  th a n  th e  

l a n d - w a r r a n t  m en  o f fe r“ , th e  c o r r e s p o n d e n t  w ro te . 

S o m e  b e lie v e d  it w o u ld  p ro v e  a d v a n ta g e o u s  to  

b o r ro w  g o ld  a t  th e  lo w e r  r a te s  a n d  th e n  b u y  w a r ­

r a n ts  a t  th e  d is c o u n t  f ig u re . In  e ith e r  e v e n t, th e  

c o r r e s p o n d e n t  o b s e rv e d , “ a  m an  u n a c q u a in te d  

w ith  th e  s e t t le r s  w ill s ta n d  n o  c h a n c e  to  d o  a s  

m u ch , if a n y th in g ,  w ith  th e m  a s  m o n e y e d  m en  

r e s id e n t  h e r e .“
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A ll th e s e  fa c to rs  c o lle c tiv e ly  p re v e n te d  th e  c o n ­

su m m atio n  o f bona fide  sa le s . T h e  s e t t le r s  c o n ­

tin u e d  to  in s is t th a t  th e y  w o u ld  w i th d r a w  o n ly  if 

p e rm itte d  to  se c u re  th e  e x tr a  la n d  th e y  d e s ire d . 

R e a liz in g  th a t  it w a s  u se le s s  to  o p p o se  th em , o n ly  

o n e  o r  tw o  s p e c u la to rs  c o n tin u e d  to  b id  a g a in s t  

th em . T h e s e  w e re  to ld  in n o  u n c e r ta in  te rm s  to  

c e a se  a n d  w e re  th re a te n e d  w ith  v io le n c e  if th e y  

p e rs is te d . N o t  to  b e  o u td o n e  b y  th re a ts ,  th e se  

re so lu te  v e te ra n s  o f o th e r  la n d  s a le s  p re s e n te d  

C o l t ’s f iv e -p o in t w e s te rn  a rg u m e n t  in  th e ir  b e h a lf  

a n d  c o n tin u e d  to  b id  w ith  th e ir  re v o lv e rs  in 
h a n d .’’

C o o le r  h e a d s  re a liz e d  th a t  se r io u s  c o n se q u e n c e s  

m ig h t fo llo w  a n d  th e  sa le  w a s  a d jo u rn e d  on  M a y  

7 th  a t  1 Oj/ 2  a . m .” to  d e v ise  a  m e th o d  o f p a c ify ­

ing  all c o n c e rn e d  so  th e  sa le  m ig h t c o n tin u e . S p e c ­

u la to rs , w h o se  re s o u rc e fu ln e s s  h a d  p ro b a b ly  b een  

fe r tiliz e d  b y  s im ila r e x p e r ie n c e s  on  o th e r  o c c a ­

sions, p ro m p tly  c o n fe r re d . T h e y  s u g g e s te d  th a t  

a  co m m ittee  on  w a y s  a n d  m e a n s  o f u n ty in g  th is  

G o rd ia n  k n o t sh o u ld  b e  a p p o in te d . I t w a s  a g re e d  

th a t  e a c h  S ta te  re p re s e n te d  b y  b u y e rs  w a s  to  h a v e  

o n e  m em b er on  th e  co m m ittee , w h o  g o t u p  re s o lu ­
t io n s .”

T h e  co m m ittee  re c o m m e n d e d  th a t  e a c h  s e t t le r  

b e  p e rm itte d  to  g e t  h is  ‘‘e x tr a  q u a r te r  s e c t io n ” . 

W h a te v e r  la n d s  th e n  re m a in e d  w e re  to  p a s s  b y
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d e f a u l t  a n d  a  r e g is te r  o f  n a m e s , o p e n  to  a ll e x c e p t  

th e  s e t t le r s ,  w a s  to  b e  m a d e . T h e re u p o n , a ll 

w h o s e  n a m e s  w e re  r e g is te r e d  s h o u ld  b e  a llo w e d  

to  s e le c t  3 2 0  a c re s , “ th e  a m o u n t p itc h e d  o n  fo r  

e a c h  to  h a v e " ,  a c c o rd in g  to  a  lo t te ry  sch em e . 

S lip s  b e a r in g  th e  n a m e s  o f r e g is t r a n ts  w e re  to  b e  

p la c e d  in  o n e  h a t, w h ile  n u m b e rs  w e re  to  b e  p la c e d  

in  a n o th e r .  T w o  p e rs o n s  w e re  to  b e  b lin d fo ld e d  

to  m a k e  d r a w in g s .  A s  a  p e r s o n ’s n a m e  v /a s  

d r a w n  fro m  o n e  h a t , h e  w a s  to  b e  a s s ig n e d  th e  

n u m b e r  d r a w n  s im u lta n e o u s ly  fo r  him  fro m  th e  

o th e r , to  d e te rm in e  th e  o rd e r  in  w h ic h  he  m ig h t s e ­

le c t h is  la n d . T h is  p la n  w a s  a c c e p te d  b y  s e t t le r s  

a n d  s p e c u la to r s  a lik e , e x c e p t  a  fe w  o f th e  la t te r  

“ w h o  s w o re  th e y  w o u ld  b id  a t  a n y  ra te . B u t a ll 

a g r e e d  to  ta k e  c a re  o f  su c h  m e n / ’

T h e  s a le  w a s  th e re u p o n  re su m e d  a t  n o o n , a l ­

th o u g h  “ I p re d ic t  a  fa i lu re  fo r  th e  p la n , a n d  th a t  

a ll th e  la n d  w ill g o  b y  d e f a u l t  fo r  p re e m p tio n s ’', 

th e  T rib u n e  c o r r e s p o n d e n t  c o m m e n te d . B u t th e  

p la n  w o rk e d  s u rp r is in g ly  w e ll. T h e  few  m en  w h o  

h a d  s w o rn  th e y  w o u ld  b id  b e c a m e  “ a f r a id  o f th e  

p o w e r  o f  th e  m a jo r i ty , a n d  a f t e r  tro u b lin g  a  fe w  

m in u te s  . . . c o n c lu d e d  to  k e e p  s t i l l .’’ T h e  c o r ­

r e s p o n d e n t ,  th u s  fo rc e d  to  a l te r  h is  o p in io n , w ro te :  

“ M y  p re d ic t io n  h a s  th u s  f a r  to - d a y  fa ile d  to  co m e 

to  p a s s .” N o r  w a s  h e  r e lu c ta n t  to  a d m it h is  m is ­

ta k e n  p ro g n o s t ic a t io n . “ I am  g la d  it is so , fo r
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b lo o d  w o u ld  p ro b a b ly  h a v e  b e e n  sh e d  w ith  a n y  

o th e r  a r r a n g e m e n t .” I t w a s  p ru d e n c e  r a th e r  th a n  

p r in c ip le  w h ic h  p a t te rn e d  th e se  im p ro v ise d  a m e n d ­

m e n ts  to  th e  la n d  la w s .

N o r  c a n  it b e  d e n ie d  th a t  th e s e  p ra ir ie  le g is la ­

to rs  w e re  re so u rc e fu l. T h e y  fa c e d  a  re a l p ro b ­

lem a n d  so lv e d  it to  th e ir  o w n  s a t is fa c t io n  —  a n d  

a d v a n ta g e .  A s  m a tte r s  n o w  s ta n d ,  th e  n u m b e r  

sy s te m  w ill su c c e e d , a n d  s p e c u la to r s  w ill g e t  a t  

le a s t th re e  h u n d re d  tw e n ty  a c re s  fo r  $ 1.25 a n  a c re . 

P r iv a te  e n tr ie s  c a n  be  m a d e  fo r  3 2 0  a c r e s .” th e  

c o r re s p o n d e n t  s ta te d .

H e  w a s  n o t s y m p a th e tic  to w a rd  th e  s p e c u la to rs  

o r  a n y  sch em e  w h ic h  e n a b le d  th em  to  s e c u re  a n d  

h o ld  v a s t  a r e a s  o f la n d . In  h is  jo u rn e y s  o v e r  th e  

p ra ir ie s  he  s a w  la n d  'w h o lly  u n c u lt iv a te d  fo r  

m iles m e re ly  h e ld  b y  s p e c u la to rs  w h o  w e re  w a i t ­

ing  to  re a p  in c re m e n ts  re s u lt in g  from  im p ro v e ­

m e n ts  m a d e  b y  th e  s e tt le rs . N e i th e r  d id  th e  s e t ­

tle rs  fa rm  a s  w e ll a s  in  th e  E a s t ,  he  o b se rv e d . In ­

s te a d , th e y  to o  w e re  s p e c u la to rs , on  a  sm a lle r  

sca le , w h o  b o u g h t  a ll th e  la n d  th e y  c o u ld  a n d  r e ­

lied on  a n  a d v a n c e  in its  v a lu e , r a th e r  th a n  u p o n  

its  c u ltiv a tio n , to  m a k e  th e ir  m o n ey . N o  s u rp lu s  

co m m o d itie s  c o u ld  be  p ro d u c e d  fo r  m a rk e t u n d e r  
su ch  a  sy s te m , he  b e liev ed .

A c c o rd in g ly , he  s u g g e s te d  th a t  it w o u ld  b e  fo r 

th e  b en efit, n o t o n ly  o f  Io w a , b u t  th e  e n tire  n a tio n .
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if th e  n o to r io u s  sy s te m  o f la n d  s a le s  s h o u ld  b e  fo r ­

e v e r  a b o lis h e d . I n s te a d  h e  b e lie v e d  th a t  it w o u ld  

b e  a d v a n ta g e o u s  to  " le t  a n y  m a n  w h o  w o u ld  go  

a n d  live  o n  th e  la n d  a n d  c u l t iv a te  it fo r  o n e  o r  tw o  

y e a r s ,  h a v e  160 a c re s  a t  $ 1 .2 5  p e r  a c re , a n d  g iv e  

n o n e  to  a n y  o n e  e lse  a t  a n y  p r ic e .”

T hom as E . T weito


