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THE MORMON TRAIL ACROSS NEBRASKA 

The ~i~torians of the Mormon Church at Salt Lake City an an Expe· 
d1tJon Next Summer from the Missouri River to Utah , Marking 

and Mappi!lg the Trail Made by the Earliest Mortnon 
Travelers on the North Side of the Platte River 

In July, 1924, the editor ')f this niagazine visited the library and 
offices of the Historical Society maintained by the Mormon Church at 
Salt Lake City. The wo~'k done by these people is another Western 
wo~der. Their library includes a large amount of Western history rna· 
tenal not found anywhere else in U.e world. Their library of genealogy 
is one of the finest in the United States. A group of very s-cholarly and 
able men and women are -constantly ·at work compiling and publishing 
the history of the people of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day 
Saints. 

Among the most active in tr.is work is Andrew J ens·on, a veteran 
scholar and speaker. He informed the editor of this magazine of the 
plans of their people to make a record of the journeys of the Mormon 
people from the Mississippi Valley to the Salt Lake Basin. The first 
regular wagon trail up the north side of U.e Pla.tte was the one made 
by Brigham Young and a party of 140 people in the spring of 1847. The 
trail made by this party "'\\<"as followed by other Mormon immigrants 
as well as by many not belonging to that chuTch. 

Some changes and cut-offs' we:re made in this trail whicr. has been 
called the Mormon Trail, the California Trail, the Military Road and 
even by some the "Oregon Trail." Many of the later immigrants to 
0Tegon travelled this route up the north side of the Pla.tte, but the 
original "Oregon Trail" started from Westport, Mis,souri, (now Kansas 
City) and followed tt.e south bank of the Platt~ as far as Big Springs 
where it crossed the South Platte and followed the south bank of the 
North Platte to the Wyoming line. This is the true "Oregon Trail." 
The trails on the north side of U.e Platte ought to bear a distinctive 
name to avoid confusion. The follo,·,,ing letter received from Historian 
Jenson is of impoTtance to all persons interested in Nebraska History: 

Salt Lake City, Oct. 11, 1924. 
Dear Mr. Sheldon: 

Your kind favor of the 29th ult. received and contents noted. In 
answer I ani pleased to say that we shall be perfectly willing to co· 
operate with you in every pos·sible way to establish the exact route of 
the old Mormon Trail tr.rough Nebraska, but before we can finish any­
thing that we should consider of sufficient importance to print, I feel, 
for one, that it would be necessary to go over the trail and at this late 
day tract it all through and locate camping places accurately according 
to government surveys, note the present location of towns in connection 
with the early trail and give a minute account of early travels. . 

Answering your qu~stion as to the perusal of private diaries, I will 
say tr.at we are compiling a vea:-y complete and accurate history of the 
travels of the first company of "Mormon" pioneers who blazed the way 
from the Missouri riveT under President Brigham Young in 1847. As 
one of the sources of information we have the use of six distinct jour­
nals kept by six pa:-ominent men who crosiSed the plains in President 
Young's company. Based upon the information they give us, we sh.all 
be able to follow tr.e tT~ail without difficulty all the way across the plams 
and mountains. 

I expect personally to make a trip over the old trail next spring ~nd 
would be very pleased to associate myself with parties of your histoncal 
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society who might be officially appointed for the purpose. Sufficient time 
should be spent on the journey to make the expedition a success. 

Besides the diaries mentioned, we have perused scores of other diar­
ies relating- to the cros::.ing of tt.E,f plains by companies later than 1847, 
or up to the time the raliroad was completed in 1869. We also have some 
sketch maps of the route, but they are not accurate. 
_ I remember with pleasure Y'Our short visit with us quite recently. 

I trust that in the future we may be brought closer togetJ:-.er, and that 
with our combined efforts w'e s·hall be able to locate the "Mormon," 
''California" and "Oregon" trails through the FYtate of Nebraska. 

ANDREW JENSON, 
kssistant Church Historian. 

P. S.-What chances would t}-.ere be to secure a copy of your Nebraska 
historical publications, either by purchase, exchange, or both. We would 
like to own every volume thart you have published which contain any­
thing ·about tr.e "Mormon" people especially. 

The Lexington Pioneer of December 28, 1923, contains an interest­
ing story relating to early practice of medicine in that region. The 
story was related by Miss Laura MacColl to Mrs. M. C. Whitaker in 
1910. 

"The late John H. MacColl came to Dawson county in 1869 to 
benefit his health, but shortly after reaching here he had an attack of 
mountain fever that left his lower limbs paralyzed. The nearest medi­
cal aid he could get was fr01m the army surgeon at Fort McPherson, 
forty miles to the west. He made a number of trips to attend Mr. 
MacGoll' and finally told him he would never be any better. An old 
Indian medicine man happened along about that time and he went to 
see Mr. MacColl. By' curious signs. gesticulations, and grunts, he made 
Mr. MacColl understand that he could cure him and that he would be 
back the next day at the rising of the sun. True to his word, he came, 
bringing with him an interpreter who explained to Mr. MacColl that 
the medicine man could cure him if he would submit to his treatment. 
Mr. MacColl was desperate and willing to do almost anything, so he 
agreed. The patient was stripped and laid fiat on a plank. The medi­
cine man then took a sawedged knife and made no less than a hundred · 
tiny gashes all over his patient's body. This done he produced a queer 
herb and began chewing it. Then he spun it in his hand, as needed, and 
rubbed it into each tiny wound. That was all .and in three days Mr. 
MacColl could stand alone, and in a week he could walk." 

A correspondent of the Republican at Central City tells stories of 
things familiar in the childhood of the editor of this magazine. Among 
others is the story of a "molasses pan," used on the Platte river in 
1878. A molasses pan was a larg.e frame box with an iron bottom 
used in the pioneer days to boil down sorghum. 'There were hundreds 
of them scattered over Nebraska in the pioneer period. They made 
most convenient boats for transportation and were generally used in 
flood times to get across the stl'eams. The first molasses pan voyage 
made by the editor of this magazine was in a sorghum pan owned by 
Phillip Michael on the West Blue near Beaver Crossing in 1869. The 
molasses pan on the Platte river was used as a means of getting out 
on the stream in order to shoot wild ducks and gees('. 
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