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INTRODUCTION

A little less thén one hundred years have pgsSed since
‘the'founding of the present day city of O'Neill, Nebraska.
Located in Holt County along the Elkhorn River this Irish
settlement began as a dream of John O'Neill, its founder.
‘From its conception the settlement grew in population and
influence until it became the county seat as wellias the
center of a fine stock raisihg;country;

The town of O'Neill had n; special drawing card to
lure settlers into the area. There were no valuable mineral
deposits, the land was hard to farm and suffered from wind
erosion and drought, and access into the region was by ox
drawn wagons over the virgin prairie. In short, there was
‘no easy road to success except the lure of cheap land and
the idea of a new fresh start in life.

The identity of the first white man to have traveled
in the region is believed to have been Father Pierre J.
DeSmet, who worked among the Poncas which hefcglled ""the
Flatheads of the Plains'",. Dﬁring his layover of a few days
Father DeSmet baptized several children and preached the

word of Jesus Christ before several thousand Indians.1 In

—

1E. Laveille, The Life of Father DeSmet, S. J. (New
York: P. J. Kenedy and Sons, 1915), p. 208.

~
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1846 and 1847 several groups of Mormons on their way to Salt
Lake City camped for a few days near Oak Cfeek in north
central Holt County.2

It was not, however, until the spring of 1870 that the
first white settlers mofed into what is today Holt County.
Among them were M. Ford and Johnny Delvin.3 They were fol-
lowed in May of the same year by James‘ﬁwing, Calvin Gunter,
J. M. Davidson, and C.’Clemmené who settled near the same
place. Ford died the next year and was the first recorded
death in the county. The first recorded birth was Guy
Davidson, February 21, 1872.41(Refer to Figure I, p. 4)‘

One of the first settlers to file a claim for a land
purchase was William H. Inﬁan; He erected a house on the
banks of the Elkhorn River in 1871. Two years later on
June 13, 1873, Henry H. McEvony, Frank Bitney, E1li Thompson,
John T. Prouty, Eli and John Sanford from Wisconsin located
claims a few miles northwest of Inman. Ten days later Herman
Hoxie With his wife and two sons, Henry and Wilson, Samuel
Wolf, and David Wisegarver settled near McEvony.5 These

settlers who numbered less than thirty constituted the

_ 2Atlas'and’Plat Book of Holt County (0O'Neill, Nebraska:
J. P. Golden, 1915), p. 3; Interview with Harvey Tompkins,
‘July 2, 1973.

3Alfred T. Andreas, History of the State of Nebraska
(Chicago: The Western Historical Company, 1882), p. 982.

4Judge John J. McCafferty, MSS, Archives, Creighton
University.

S1pbid.




total white population of the region.

By the spring of 1874 additional settlers had moved into
the area. These pioneers comprised the first group of colon-
ists in John O'Neill's new settlement. Subsequent groups
followed in 1875 and 1876 totaling over one hundred fifty
peOpie. It was, however, the first group of settlers that

formed the nucleus of 0'Neill City.
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CHAPTER I
JOHN O'NEILL

'Yhe founding of 0'Neill, Nebraska, was intricately woven
with Jlo,O'Neill, its founder. O'Neill or "The General', as
he was known to many of his contempories was one of the fdre-
:mosf proponents of the Irish cause in America. He was born
in Drungallon parish of Clontibret in County Monaghan, Ireland,
March 9, 1834.1 Five weeks prior to John's birth his father
died. |

When O'Neill was six years old his family, includiﬁg his
mother, left Ireland and sailed for Americé 1éaving John at
home in the care of his paternal grandfather.2 As a young
boy growing up in Ireland John received his rudimentary
school tréining from his grandféther and then followed his
mother to America meeting her in Elizabeth, New Jersey. Thére’
he continued his schooling for a brief timé until he obtained-

a job as a clerk in a nearby store. It was there John learned

1Judge John J. McCafferty, MSS, Archives, Creighton
University. Hereafter cited McCafferty Collection.

2Henry W. Casper, The Catholic Church in Nebraska, Vol.
I1I: Catholic Chapters in Nebraska Immigration 1870-1900
(Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Company, 1966), p. 4.
Hereafter cited as Casper, Catholic Chapters. -




6
the principles of:salesmanship which were to prove an invalu-

‘able tool in later life.3

Unfortunately the_éonfinement of the store was not to
O‘Neill‘slliking and he became an agent for a publishing
house. While traveling for the firm he made many ffiends
and became very successful, but in 1855\he left the puB]ish—
ing business and established a Catholic book store in Richmond,
.Virginia. Busipess, however, was bad from the start due to
the small proportion of Catholics in the area. While working
‘iﬁhﬁis bookstore O'Neill traveled throughout the region and
soon became attracted to'the military within the area. In
1857 at‘the age of twenty-three he enlisted in the Second
Dragoons of which Albert S. Johnson was Colonel and Robert E.
Lee was Lieutenant Colbnel.5 After a brief tour of duty in
"Utah O'Neill deserted and went to California to enlist in the
‘First Cavalry.6 By the time of the Civil War O'Neill had
attained the rank of Sergeant Major. 1In 1862, his regiment
was calléd from California to the East and placed under the
- command of General George McClellan. During the Peninsular

'Campaign‘he was ‘cited for intrepid bravery. :In 1863 0'Neill

3Alfred T. Andreas, History of the State of Nebraska
(Chicago: The Western Historical Company, 1882), p. 985.

il _4Ibid‘;-Casber5 Catholic Chapters, p. 4.

‘ Sslsfer M. Aquinata Martin, "Irish Catholic Colonizétion}
in the Diocese of Omaha 1856-1890" (Unpublished Master thesis,
University of Notre Dame, 1932), p. 19.

6Casper,:Catholic Chapters, p. 4.




joined the Fifth Indiana Cavalry.7 In a skirmish at Kettle
Creek, Kentucky, John O'Neill with fifty men attacked two
_'regiments and a body guard under the command of Géneral John
_H.‘Morgan. This resulted in the release‘of'a'number_of
Union prisoners. For this action O'Neill was promoted to
First Lieutenant. The following year, O'Neill, at his own

8 The

request was appointed Captain of a black infantry unit.
wounds he had received at the Battle of the Cumberland, how-
ever, forced him,to’resign his commission and return to
civilian life. After his resignation he married Miss Mary
Crow and lived in Nashville, Tennessee, until his call by
~the Fenian Brotherhood.9

 0'Neill, like many Irishmen of his day, identified
closely with Fenian ideals and activities. The Fenian move-
ment was designed to secure Irish independence from England.
In the United States the Fenians wefe led by several factions
including a group by William Roberts who claimed that Canada
should be seized and held as a home for the landless Irish
Republic. It was with the Roberfs group that O'Neill cast

his lot.10

7 Andreas, pp. 985-986.

8Caspef, Catholic Chapters, p. 5.
9

Andreas, pp. 985-986.

10Mabel Gregory'Walker, The Fenian Movement (Colorado
Springs: Ralph Myles Publisher, Inc., 1969), pp. 56-61.
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In,May’1866,_O'Neill, with a force of some 800 men under
his command crossed Lake Erie near Buffalo,.Néw Yofk, and
occupied abandoned Fort Erie. On June 2; 1866, O'Neill de-
featea some Canadian militia at the Battle of Ridgeway.
Since supplies were running low and no more were available,
‘O0'Neill planned to return to the United States. While his
ship was crossing Lake Erie it was intercepted by the Michigan,
the only American warship on Lake Erie, and he was arrested.
O'Neill and several of his men stood trial but were immediately
released.llf

The following September O"Neill was appointed Brigadier
General of the Fenian Armies. It was at this time that the
title of "General' was obtained. Oananuary 1, 1868, he was
elected President of the Fenian Brotherhood and immediately
called for another invasion of Canadav.12 ‘

In May 1870, 0'Neill undertook his second invasion of
Canada. This invasion, however, never materialized. The
United States Marshall arrested O'Neill at St. Albans, Vermont,
for violation of neutrality laws. O'Neill was sentenced to
three years in prison but was released after serving three

months by a presidential pardon on October 13, 1870.13

1}William D'Arcy, The Fenian Movement in the United
States: 1858-1886 (Washington, D. C.: The Catholic Univer-
sity of America Press, 1947), pp. 159-162. ‘

12

Ibid., pp. 166, 279, 303-304. _

131912., pp. 354-355, 366.



In spite of two failures O'Neill did not give up his
plans to invade Canada. In October 1871 a third and final
effort was planned. This effort was to take place in Mani-
toba near Fort Pembina. John O'Neill and his men were
intercepted by American troops, detained for several days
and then released.l4

This final attempt to invade Canada marked the end of
John O'Neill as an influential leader of the Fenian Brother-
hood. Although he attained national identity few believed
that new invasions of Canada were the answers to the prob-
lems of the'Irish people.

The idea of establishing colonies on the western prairies
for the Irish began after John O'Neill's last invasion of
Canada. What factors contributed to his reaching this de-
cision are not altogether apparent. The one factor that
appeared in all of O'Neill's endeavors was his strong desire
to help his countrymen and his native Ireland. The following
quotation indicates O'Neill's concern for his people.

I have always believed that the next best

thing to giving the Irish people their freedom

‘at home, is to assist and encourage such of them

as are here, or who may come here of their own

free will in procuring homes for themselves and

their children in this free land of their adoption

and having tried to do the best I could to give

them their freedom at home, and for the time being

at least I failed I have now engaged in doing what
I believe to be the next best thing.

141bid., p. 381.

1SMichael F. Cassidy, "History of St. Patricks Parish
O0'Neill, Nebraska', MSS, Archives of the Archdiocese of Omaha.

\.



10
On another occasion he stated:

My heart is with the Irish people. My earn-
est desire 1s for the amelioration of my race.
For this reason I urge you to colonize and possess
the land, and all other advantages will follow.
As a powerful means to that end I would indicate
temperance and economy in order that you may save
your money for this noble purpose.

It has been suggested that 0'Neill's real motive for
colonizing was not to hélp the Irish people in the cities
of the East but to organize and prepare men for a fourth
invasion of Caﬁada.' In a speech delivered December 8, 1876,
in Philadelphia the General said:

I had a double object in encouraging our
people to emigrate from the overcrowded cities
and states of the east to settle upon the cheap
and free lands of the west. The first was that
they might better their own condition and that of
their families and the second that they might be
in a position, from their improved circumstances
and their nearness to the contemplated field of
future operations, to assist the cause of Irish
liberty. I think I can safely promise from the
colonies which I have already established at least
some .of the young men to assist on the battle
field while the older ones are raising corn, flour,
potatoes to help sustain them. And I know that
there are many other settlements in the western
states and territories ready and willing to do
their share of the work. One correspondent writes
to me from the Black Hills that he has enough of
men there ready to inaugurate the movement when-
ever ordered to do so.

16Gerald R. Nooan, "A Characterization of General John
O'Neill, in the Light of his Colonization Efforts in the
State of Nebraska 1872-1878" (Unpublished Masters thesis,
St. Paul Seminary, 1961), p. 7. - ‘
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The governing passion of my life, apart from
my duty to my God, is to be at the head of an
Irish army battling against England for Ireland’'s
rights; for this I %ive and for this, if necess-
ary, I am willing to die.l

In another addressvgiven by the General on Irish coloni-

zation he states:

We do not intend to forget the cause of Ireland.
but, desire to be in a better position to serve it
when the opportunity presents. The prairies are
wide and there is plenty of room for drill and in-
'struction, and there is no law against shooting
deer and antelope, in season which will be very good
practice--until we can find better. game.

Immediately after O'Neill's release by American troops
for his raid against Fort Pembina he set out in search of
'iand for his colonizing scheme. Throughout 1872 and 1873

O'Neill traveled in the Midwest visiting the states of

Il1linois, Iowa, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Missouri, and'Nebraska.lg

After much consideration Nebraska was selected. In a letter
to Bishop James O'Connor of Omaha he stated:

I chose Nebraska to settle because of a cen-
tral location between two extremes of temperature,
with a healthy climate, pure water and some of the
finest land I ever saw . . . . We could build a young
Ireland on the virgin prairie of Nebraska and there
rear a movement more 1asting-%gan_granite or marble
to the Irish race in America.

17Address given by General John O'Neill at the Headquarters
of O'Neill's Irish AmeTican Colonies, Phlladelphla, Pennsylvania,
December 8, 1876. XeroXx copy of original in Henry W. Casper
File, Archives, Creighton University.

18

The Frontier, (0'Neill), July 24, 1924,

lgMcCafferty Collection. B

201 ctter from John O'Neill to Bishop James O'Connor,
December 27, 1876. .0O'Connor, MSS, Archives of the
Archdiocese of Omaha.

\\
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Good land and climate were not the only reasons that
'john O'Neill chose Nebraska. While tfaveling_throughout the
East lecturing, the General had no income and needed money
to begin his colonization adventﬁre.‘ This source of income
came from Patrick Fahy, a Lincoln real estate agent.

In November 1873 O'Neill met Fahy while on a trip to
Lincoln. 'It'was at this time that O'Neill became interested
in the land of the upper Elkhorn Valley. A deal was agreed
upon between Fahy and O'Neill that a town would be platted
on 160 acres of land owned by Fahy, Stephen Boyd, William
McLaughlin, and others with O'Neill to receive 150 dollars
for four months and seventy lots when the town was surveyed.
In return the General would bring twenty-five families from
the East to colonize the area.?!

Before leaving Nebraska to go back East O'Neill decided
‘to examine the land personnally to ascertain its value for
future colonization. In late 1873 the General traveled to
the Elkhorn Valley and stopped at the home of Henry H. McEvony,
an early resident of the area. McEvony lived about one and a
half miles from O'Neill's proposedvtownsite.v22
The'McEvony family was very helpful. During their dis-

cussions O0'MN«ill discovered that the McEvonys were planning

ZlMcCafferty Collection, Biographical Sketch of Patrick
Fahy; Sister M. Martin Langan, '"'General O'Neill, Soldier and
Leader of the Irish Catholic Colonization in America'" (Un-
published Masters thesis, University of Notre Dame, 1937)

p. 22. :

2Zpndreas, p. 984; The Frontier, June 30, 1949.

N\




- 13
to establish a town. The McEvonys, being the first to settle
the area, had the right to layout a town;ite while other
settlers would have to move several milég away. The General
along with his promoters made several visits to the McEvony
‘home explalnlng that it would be to McEvon's advantage to let.
the General build a town. The promoters stated that the
-General woﬁld be bringing more colonisté to the town than
McEvony would have and that new buisnesé would be started and
this would encourage the railroad to come. This the-promoters
said would be better than the small community McEvony had
planned. McEvony finally agreed‘and_the matter was settled
in a friendly manner.z3 | |

John O'Neill, now fully satisfied with the land, made
preparations to return to the East and bégin'the job of lur-
ing Irishmen to Nebraska. Throughout the winter of 1873 he
lectured in the coal mining districts of Scranton and R@ttstown,
Pénnsylvania and the copper fields of Hancock and Red.Jécket,

24 In an address given many times he stated:

Michigan.
Why are you content to work on the public
projects and at coal mining when you might in a
few years own farms of your own_and become
wealthy and influential people?

-The majority of Irishmen who heard this lecture still

remained skeptical. How did they know that this man was any

23The Frontier, June 30, 1949; McCafferty Collection.

24McCafferty Collection, Biographical sketch of John
O'Neill; Interview with John Harrington, July 2, 1973.

250maha World Herald, April 12, 1877.

N\




| 14
different than the city swindlers they had heard in the{past?
Even if he.were telling the truth why should they leave their
homes and jobs and move to a land théy knew nothing about.
These were just a few of the questions the General had to
answer»in order to win the faith and trust of his countrymen.

Convincing the Irish was not the only problem that john
- O'Neill had to face. Fiﬁancial problems were increasing and
the money promised by Patrick Fahy had not been paid. In an
open letter to Fahy dated March 2Z, 1876, O'Neill wrote:

Both yourself and Mr. Boyd were fully aware
of my financial circumstances, for I very candidly
told you and you knew that I could not travel, or
-do anything unless you furnished the money as you
‘had agreed to do. And yet to my utter astonish-
ment, when you got me compromised in the business
and started on the road, you treated me shamefully,
allowing me to remain for weeks at a time, at
Pittsburg [sic], Philadelphia, and New York, under
expense, without a cent of money to travel and meet
the engagements I had made for attending meetings
ect. [sic], and would not even answer my letters ot
telegrams, but simply trifled with my time so that
I was unable to do anything worth speaking of.
Had it not been for the kindness of Mr. Ford, of
the Irish World, who, when I explained to him the
situation I was in, very kindly allowed me to use
his columns to write the matter up, my first effort
to organize a colony would have been a complete
failure. Although the money which you agreed to
pay me has all been paid, yet it was paid in such
a way that it was of very little use to me.

Evidently O'Neill faced serious problems and he placed
most of the blame on Patrick Fahy and Stehpan Boyd. This set-
back, however, was not to defeat the General and he Continued to

travel and preach to the Irish on”the‘advahtages of moving West.

26The Frontier, August 28, 1924.




CHAPTER I1I

THE EARLY YEARS

\

The years between 1874 and 1876 saw the dreams of
John O0'Neill begin to take shape. In these two years the
town was platted and settled by three groups of colonists.
During the winter and spring of 1874 O'Neill spent consid-
érable time in the East recruiting and left the planting
of the town to Patrick Fahy.
In May 1874, as John O'Neill was struggling to win
Irish recruits, work on the proposed townsite began.
Thomas J. Atwood, a civil engineer from Lincoln, platted
the town in the center of Section 30, Township 29, Range
11 West. James Fahy, brother of Patrick, had just returned
from college and helped in the survey.l, (Refer to Figure II,
‘p. 16) The name of Holt City was given to the new townsite
‘but was afterwards changed to O'Neill City by Colonel James
H. Noteware, immigratioh agent for the State of‘Nebraska.2
With everything going wéll O'Neill beg;; making prepara-
‘tions to move his future coionists West. He had pamphlets

printed giving information regardihg items needed on the

lJudge John J. McCafferty, MSS, Archives, Creighton
University. Hereinafter referred to as McCafferty Collection.

2

The Frontier (0'Neill), February 24, 1887.

\
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trip and the amount of money that would be required to

begin farming. He estimated the initial cost for the first

year as follows:3
' Temporary house $50 to 75 Stove $ 24 to 30
- Team of oxen 80 to 125 Cooking utensils 10 to 20
‘Breaking plow" 24 to 30 Cheap furniture 20 to 30
Corn planter 2 to 3 Cash for expenses 50 to 100

Other tools 10 to 15 Total ' $270 to 428
In early April the first group of colonists headed
West toward Nebraska and their future home. The advance

4 From Omaha

party passed through Omaha on April 29, 1874.
they traveled on the Omaha and Northwestern Railroad to
Blair, Nebraska, some twenty-nine miles away. There they
boarded the Sioux City and Pacific Railroad to Fremont
and then to Wisner on the Elkhorn Valley Railroad. After
arriving at Wisner they went by stage to Neligh and finally
‘on to O'Neill City by whatever means available.5
The first colonists arrived at the new site on May 12,
1874. Those inéluded in the first group were Neil Brennan,
Patrick Hughes, Timothy O'Connor, Henry Cury, Thomas Connolly,
Michael H. McGrath, Thomas N. J. Hynes, Michael Dempsey,

Thomas'Kelly,»Robert Alsworth, Ralph Sullivan, Patrick Brennan,

31bid., July 31, 1924.

AThe Daily Herald (Omaha), April 30, 1874.

5John O0'Neill, Northern Nebraska As a Home for Immigrants
Containing a General Description of the State, Sketch of '
Northern Counties and Answers to Correspondence of Intending
Immigrants (Sioux City, Towa: Sioux City Press, 1875), p. 93.
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Thomas Cain, Henry Caréy;‘and'Patrick Karney. Together
with'these men were two women and five children.6 The first
major task for the colonists was to provide immediate shelter
for themselves and their families. Together they constructed
‘a crude sod house thirty-six by eighteen feet. As soon as
the basic structure was in place, six of the original party
left for Red Bird Creek and the nearest'fimber. They took
with them a wagon load of willows which were driven into
the ground at intervals to provide markers so that the party
could find their way back to the settlement. When the timber
was procured a roof was piaced on the sod house and the
residents moved in on May 19, 1874, one week after their
arrival. The first dwelling in O'Neill was the home for
thirteen men, two women and five children and was dubbed the
"Grand Central HOtel".7

After establiShing somewhat adequate housing the

settlers next task was to plant crops. Even before they
began planting they faced serious problems. It was already
iate in May and the ground had to be broken and prepared
for the pianting of corn. To further compound this problem

the colonists lacked practical farm experience. Having

lived in the eastern cities the methods of prairie farming

OJohn 0'Neill, MSS, #1047, Nebraska State Historical
Society. ‘ ' ' ~

7

-

McCafferty Collection.
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L

were new to them. It is little quder that the first results
of their efforts showed little bounty.8 |
After the crops were planted the settlers again turned
their attention to housing. ‘Not wanting to live in the
"Grand Central Hotel" any longer than possible new dWellings
‘were constructed. ‘These were dugouts carved into the ground
usually four feet deep and ten by sixteen feet long. The
dugouts were then covered with limbs and plastered with mud,
grass, and sod.? Later when time permitted the dugouts
were replaced by cabins. The logs for the cabins were cut
on Eagle Creek by Patrick Hughes, Timothy O'Connor, and
M. H. McGrath. and hauled a distance of eighteen miles to
0'Neill City.0
In spite of the severe drqughts and other hardships,
by the end of the summer more fhan half of the original
partybremained. Those who stayed included Patrick Hughes,
Neil Brennan, Timothy O'Connor, Thomas Connally, M. H.

11

McGrath, Thomas Hynes, and Robert Alsworth. The few who

8Verna Lee Tubbs, '"Settlement and Developement of the
Northeast Sandhills" (Unpublished Masters Thesis, Depart-
ment of History, University of Nebraska, 1957), p. 10.

QHenry W. Casper, The Catholic Church in Nebraska
Vol. II1: Catholic Chapters in Nebraska Immigration 1870-
1900 (Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Company, 1966), p. 4.
Hereinafter referred to as Casper, Catholic Chapters.

10 )

McCafferty Collection.

11Sister M. Martin Langan, '"General O'Neill, Soldier and
Leader of the Irish Catholic Colonization in America'"  (Unpub-
lished Masters Thesis, University of Notre Dame, 1937), pp. 22-30.

‘_\
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left went back East or settled in towns of Nebraska and Iowa.

. On November 1, 1874, Rody J. Haynes, James Ryan, and John'Reedy

joined the little band at O'Neill City.Ll2

As the first colony was preparing for the coming winter
of 1874-1875, John O'Neill went back East and began prepara-
tions for a second colony to Nebraska. The General soon
found that many of the people had already heard of his colony
and the problems the settlers were facing. In an effort to
minimize these probléms and to tell of the advantages of
moving West, O'Neill in several of his addresses quoted
sections of a letter from Patrick Fahy dated January 1, 1875:

. The country, for séveral miles around the town,

is now thickly settled, and my brother James, who

had just returned from there, informs me that set-

tlers are coming in rapidly even at this season of

the year; and undoubtedly by next summer there will

not be a claim untaken within eight miles of the

town. When you return in the spring we will have the

county organized, with O'Neill City as the County

Seat; and as there will be a large hotel and a

number of business houses and other buildings put

up in the town in the spring and summer, }gts will

become valuable and command a ready sale.

W1th this strong letter of recommendatlon from Fahy,
John O'Neill was able to attract future colonists. In a

short time all preparations were made and the second group

“left for Nebraska in April 1875.
During their layover in Omaha in late April, O'Neill and

the colonists were met by Patrick Fahy who presented them a

1ZAlfred T. Andreas, History of the State of Nebraska
(Chicago: The Western Historical Company, 1882, p. 984.

13

John O'Neill, Northern Nebraska, pp. 82-83.

~
L
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copy of the official proclamation organizing Holt County.
The new settlers soon discovered that fraud had figured in
the organization of the county and the election of its
officials. The settlers also discovered that certain bankers
in the East were offering O'Neill City and Holt county bonds
for sale. General O'Neill often wondered aloud how such a
thing could have happened to'PatriCK Fahy, the titleholder of
most of the city, without his knowle_dge.l4 |

When the second group of colonists arrived at O'Neill
City they were amazed at what they saw. There were no
'buildings,‘no businesses, and certainly no thickly settled
countryside as Fahy's letter had indicated.!® The General
somewhat bewildered at this sight soon began to receive
criticism for not fulfilling his part of the contract.
O'Neill then took action to prevent further damage to his
already tarnished reputation. In a letter to Fahy the
General stated:

Being satisfied that I could no longer depend on
you for doing anything, and feeling heartily ashamed
of not having a single house in O'Neill City, not-
withstanding that there was a good settlement around
it, which was constantly increasing, and feeling that
in justice to myself and my family, I no longer had
any right to continue working and spending money in
enhancing the value of your property, I joined Mr.
Patrick Hagarty last July in locating a soldiers

additional eighty as an addition to O'Neill City,
which we. intend building up or having it built up

14C. H. Scoville, History of Elkhorn Valley Nebraska
(Chicago: National Publishing Company, 1892), p. 282.
15

McCafferty Collection.
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as the principle part of the town. This of course
was a bank movement which you did not expect for you
seemed to have acted all along as if I was at your
mercy, and that I must continue to work for and build
up O0'Neill City, because my name happened to be
connected with it. Well, I shall continue to work
and do everything that I p0551b1y can to build up
O'Neill and Hagerty's addition to O'Neill City, and.
I shall give every man who bought of me in O'Neill
City a deed of an equal number of lots in this
addition.

After‘knOW1edge of this letter became public by its

confidence in the General and his motives for settlement.
At a meeting of the O'Neill colonists held on August 22, 1875,
the following resolutions showed evidence of their support:

Whereas, We have been fortunate beyond our ex-
pectations in securing our homesteads in the locality
chosen by General O'Neill, for the establishment of
his Irish American Colony, and-- _

Whereas, We entertain a profound anX1ety to
urge upon our countrymen the necessity of improving
this opportunity of securing homes for themselves,
an opportunity which will be irretrievably lost in
the near future, and--

Whereas, We know from experience that no part
of the West offers so many advantages to settlers
and particularly to Irish Americans as the O0'Neill
settlement, in Holt County, Nebraska. Splendid
land, pure water, and a healthy climate, therefore;
be it -

Resolved, That first we hold ourselves in readi-
ness to furnish all necessary information about the
Colony to those desirous of obtaining it.

: Second. That we will extend a welcoming, and
- so far as lies in our power, a helping hand, to those
who come here to settle. ‘

l6'1"he'Fr'on‘tier, June 26, 1924, 'The O'Neill and Hagerty
‘addition of eighty acres was bought July 17, 1875 from
C. C. McNish of Wesner, Nebraska. Letter from Ruth O'Neill
to Archives, Creighton University.




Third. That we return our warmest thanks to
Gen. O'Neill and shall ever feel grateful for the
untiring zeal manifested, and the selfsacrifice
endured for the welfare of the colonists.

" Fourth. That a copy of these resolutions be
sent to the Irish World for publication.

Patrick Hagerty, Winona, Minn., John Reddy,
Lacon, Il1., Patrick S. Hughes, Dover, N. H., Thomas
Connolly, Manchester, Vt., Thomas Harrington,
Ansona, Conn., Michael H. McGrath, Brooklyn, N. Y.,
Patrick Murray, M. Y., Edward Gallagher, Barclay,
Penn., Wm,., Joyce, Hazleton, Ohio, Tim O'Connor,
Chicago, I11., Patrick Barret, Tennenville, Mich.,
John Fallon, St. Louis, Mo., Joseph Kresser, Dubuque,
Iowa, Thomas Gallagher, Ottumwa, lIowa, Michael
Dillon, Granier C., Texas, Neil Brennan, Peabody,
Mass., Charles Donnelly, Port Huron, Michigan.--
Committee on Resolutions.

I most cheerfully endorse the foreg01ng resolutions.

P, J. BEDARD, Pastor.

The actual constructiqn of permanent buildings in
O'Neill City was not begun until October 1875. The first
frame building was erected by a carpenter, John Maybury,
under contract to Patrick Fahy. The new structure was a
~general merchandise store which Patricleagerty rented
from Fahy. Prior to occupying the building, Hagerty used
part of the cabin of Mrs. John O'Neill for his store from
May 1875 until the new structure was completed.18

Almost immediately upon moving into his new store
Hagerty had a thriving business. The'goldvrush to the
Black Hills of South Dakota was beginning and O'Neill City

was the last place where gold seekers could buy provisions.

171vid., July 3, 1924. ~

18McCafferty Collection.

17
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Business at Hagerty's store was so good that at its peak
it was necessary to employ ten to twenty clerks and
profits reached one thousand dollars per day.19

With the continous traffic moving through O'Neill
many stories began to circulate about tﬁe easy money to
be made in the Black Hills. Many of the residents of
O'Neill thought seriously of ieaving. The General reali-
zing that this could possibly be harmful issued advice

against moving to the Black Hills. In an article of the

O'Neill Frontier written by the General he stated:

Although I do not advise any one to go to
the Black Hills, at least for the present or
until we have a little more positive infor-
mation as to the existence of gold, in large
or paying quantities there, I have no hesita-
tion in advising persons to join the colony,
and go out and take up 160 or 320 acres of
government land. After they have secured
their claims and put in a crop, all of which
can be done in about three weeks then, if they
feel disposed they can go to the Black Hills
which will only be about two hundred miles from
the settlement; and work there all summer
leaving their crops in charge of those who
-remain behind. They can be absent from their
claims six months, and if the Hills should not prove
profitable they will have something to fall
back on. Besides, I believe that the men who will
raise produce to sell to the miners and get
the highest prices for it will make more gold in the
end than those who dig for it in the Hills; and
the land which can be had for nothing Eoday
will be very valuable in a few years.2

1gCa5per, Catholic Chapters, pp. 14-15; Langan, '"General
O'Neill", p. 30. :

20

—

The Frontier, July 24, 19214.
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As it turned out such prosperity was of short duration‘apd
interest soon wained.

Having successfully established the second group of
settlers in O'Neill City the'General immediately returned
East to begin preparations to secure a fhird“group of
colonists. The exact date that the third‘group‘arrived‘in
O'Neill City is not known but from all available information
“it was in late April or early May 1876. The grouprconsisted‘

21 yniike

of one hundred and two, men, women, and children.
settlers in groups before them these colonists saw some
‘tangible results of O'Neill's efforts. They viewed a
‘town which had been laid out and buildings under construction.
Altheugh it did not have everything the settlers expected
it did provide tﬁe essentials to start a new life in the
West.

To the O0'Neill homesteaders all nature seemed hostile.
Struggling to wrest a living from the virgin prairie was
almost impossible. Prairie fires were feared by the early
bioneers. Prairie fires were common in regions where wild

grass grew abundantly. On October 7, 1880, the Holt County

Comm1551oners offered a reward of twenty flve dollars for

information that would 1ead to the conv1ct10n of any person

for maliciously or carelessly setting fire to prairie grass

22

from October 7, 1880, to May 1,,1881 On November 24, 1892,

21MCCafferty Collection.

2'21~_101t County Commissioners Records, October 7, 1880.

N
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4 fire was started from the spark of the chimney of a farm
house iocated one and one-half miles south of Bassett. It .
burned over a strip of land fifty miles in length. Barns,
stock, and tons of hay were lost.23

In 1899, a prairie fire brqught death and destryuction
to a vast area in Héit County. Three families lost nearly
everything they had, Whi1e others in the fire's path lost
hay, sheds, and machinery. Mrs. Ingersall, a resident of
the area, whose husband was away from home when the fire
broke out, told a dramatic story. While at home with her
three small children Mrs. Ingersallvsaw the fire heading
across the prairie toward her house. She immediately and
mwith difficulty escaped to a patch of prairie that had
been burned, and here in those gruesome surroundings saw
their home_and‘fireside'go up in flames.”24

Aside from prairie fires, insects were the most feared
by the farmers on the plains. They flocked to the scantly
cultivated patches of the homesteaders and greatly damaged
or completely destroyed the crops. Grasshoppers.or Rocky
Mountain locusts, as they were called, rained havoc through-
out the Western prairies during the years 1874, 1875, and
.1876. John J. McCafferty, a local resident, deScribed the

devastation as follows:

23The Frontier, November 10, 1892.

241pid., May 4, 1889.
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I went to the house of Mrs. Patrick Murray whose
claim later comprised the McCafferty addition
to 0'Neill. We were all bachelors and most of
us got our washing done and our bread baked
by her as she was the nearest woman. As I passed
south of her home I saw a field of cern on
second breaking, of the most luxuriant growth
that I have ever seen. I may have been in the
house ten or fifteen minutes when all of a sudden
everything became dark and when we rushed out
the door, we were ankle deep in a mess of grass-
hoppers and they were still alighting. We were
all awed and dumb-founded when we cast our eyes
in the direction of the beautiful and healthy
field of maize which I had just passed a few
minutes before. Not a vestage of green growth,
not even a stalk was left, all were downed in
less time than it takes to tell the dismal story.
The hoppers continued to alight for hours
'till the ground was covered to a depth of 4
to 6 inches. The aerial flight of the insects
was about one and one-half miles to two miles
wide and lasted for nearly two days.Z25

As a result losses to crop and livestock amounted to over
50 per cent for the settlers of the Elkhern Valley.26
In addition to this calamity of nature, the settlers
had to live with the ever present danger of Indian attack.
The O'Neill and Holt County area was not inhabitated
permanently by any one Indian tribe but was considered
a valuable hunting ground. The area was claimed by the
Pawnees.

OﬁiSeptember 24, 1857, a treaty had been Signed at

Table Creek, Nebraska Territory between James W. Denver,

Commissioner, acting for the United States government and

2531bid., July 3, 1924.

261bid., June 30, 1949.
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the chiefs and headmen of the four confederate bands of
Pawnee Indians. The four bands included the Grand Pawnee,
Pawnee Loups, Pawnee Republican, and the Pawnee Teppahs.
In this treaty much of the present day Holt County was
ceded to the United States in return for a payment of
forty thousand dollars per annum for five years and thirty
thousand dollars per annum as a perpetual annuity. It was
also stated that at least half of the money should be
expended on goods and articles as deemed ﬁecessary.

The widespread Indian attacks which occurred on the
Northern Plains during the 1860's and 1870's kept many
people from settling in the area. For several years the
pioneers had to remain on their guard. One early pioneer
described her travels to O'Neill City as follows:

One night, I remember so well, (it was the night

before we reached O0'Neill) we stayed all night

at what was then called Frenchtown at the home

owned by some French people by the name of Putroyes.

They lived in a long log house and not long before

this the scene of an Indian battle and many of

the arrows were still sticking in the logs on

the outside of the house and on the roof they

showed us where the Indians had tried to set 28

fire to the house by shooting burning arrows.

Although attacks of this nature were unusual, they no doubt

kept many faint-hearted persons away from O'Neill City and

27Charles J. Kappler (ed.), Indian Affairs Laws and
Treaties, Vol. II: Treaties (First AMS editlon, New York:
AMS Press Inc., 1971), p. 764.

28Grace McCoy Hummel, "Early Days in O'Neill 1875
to 1876." MSS, Nebraska State Historical Society.
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"Holt County. Many of these reports were not based on persona1 ‘.
or local experiences but taken from colorful stories in dime

novels and newspapers. The few personal contacts that the

early settlers had with the Indians were of a friendly nature.‘.7E 

In one instance a party of forty Indians visited the home
of John P. O0'Donnell and demanded something to eat. Mrs.
O'Donnell, who was at home alone at the time with her.
‘children,‘gavevthém some food. The INdians showed their
gratitude by giving her a large quantity of buffalo meat.29
Oh another occasion the daughter of a local family said that
~her family was always friendly to the indians and they in
tﬁrn.kept»them in fresh‘meat. "Indian scares were very common,

 bﬁt we.Were‘never tfoubled by hostile tribes.”so

" 29%j0hn O'Neill, MSS, Nebraska State Historical
Society. s

301444,




"CHAPTER III
HOLT COUNTY ORGANIZES

' On January 13, 1860, the territorial legislature of
'Nebraskavmarked out a county called, "West". This county
Comprised the area located at the mouth of the Ninrara
River. The county, however, never developed beyond the
paper stage. Holt County was blocked out of unorganized
territory by an act of the legislature and approved by the
territorial governor on January 9, 1862. It was not organized
at that time and was attached to Knox County for judicial,
tax, and election purpoéed;l

As people began to move into the area, agitation for
county organization began. After Nebraska became a state a
law was enacted which required that there be a population of
at least two hﬁndred inhabitants in the proposed boundaries
of the new county with ten residents being taxpayers. When
these conditions were fulfilled a petition was presented by
three freeholders to the Governor, Robert W. Furnas. Governor
Furnas on Apri1‘245 1873, issued a proclamation organizing the
éounty. The proclamation stated that an election was to be

held in the unorganized territory of Holt County, "at a

1ManUscript of Holt County, Nebraska State Historical
Society. C
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place or places to be designated by three judges here in
after to chose the following officers [EEEJ viz: three com-
.missioners, clerk, treasurer, sheriff, coroner.'" The three
‘judges selected to preside over the election were William
"Barnes, William S. Bowles, and Henry Martin, with the clefks
‘being George White and Charles Howard. ?

Immediately, county and school diétriét bonds were issued
amounting to several thousand dollars. These bonds were sold
mainly. in the East, some as low as thirty and others as high
as eighty,cents on the doliar.. Thevbonds bore six per cent
interest payable semi—annu-ally.3
‘ The first county election to determine the county seat

4

was held May 27, 1873. The vote was as follows: (Refer

to Figure III, p. 32)
Section 30 Township 29 Range 11 West 19 Votes
Section 2 Township 28 Range 11 West 4 Votes
‘Section 30 Township 29 Range 9 West 4 Votes
The organization and election, however, was declared null and

void by the Secretary of State of Nebraska. This was due to

the falsification of eligible voters.>

2MeSsages and Proclamations of the Governors cf Nebraska,
1854-1941, Works Progress Administration (Lincoln: The Univ.
of Nebraska Press, 1941), p. 442.

v 3Alfred T. Andreas, History of the State of Nebraska
(Chicago: The Western Historical Company, 1882), p. 984;
C. H. Scoville, History of Elkhorn Valley Nebraska (Chicago:
National Publishing Company, 1892), p. 281. '

4Election Returns of Holt County Secretéry of State of
Nebraska, May 27, 1873, Nebraska State Historical Society.

5

McCéfferty;Collection.
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Three years later on June 29, 1876, Governor Silas
Garber issued a second proclamation temporarily organizing
Holt County for the purpose qf effécting a permanent organi.-
zation. This proclamation stated that: |

Whereas a large number of the citizens of the
unorganized County of Holt have united in a petition
asking that said county be organized and that
Elijah Thompson, J. B. Berry, and James Ewing bc
appointed Special County Commissioners and W. H.
Inman be appointed Special Clerk of said County,
and Twin Lakes situated on the Northwest quarter
of Section number Twelve in Township Twenty-Eight,
North of Range number Eleven West, at the home of
H. W. Haynes, be designated as the temporary
County Seat; and it appearing that said County
contains a population of not less than two hun-
dred inhabitants, and that ten or more of said
petitioners are tax payers and residents of said
County, . ’

With the requirements for organization fulfilled, Governor
Garber declared the county temporarily organized for the
purpose of permanent organization. Atlthe first coﬁnty
commissioners meeting on July 13, 1876, Holt County was
divided into three preéincts--Ford, Paddock, and Center, in

which the town of O'Neill was located.7

{Refer to Figure 1V,
p. 34) On Aﬁgusﬁ 26, 1876, a special election was held for
the purpose of electing county commissioners and choosing a
county seat. The results of the election wereAas follows:

Ryland Parker, Judge; M. H. McGarth, Clerk; Henry H. McEvony,

Sheriff; Herman Strasburg, Coroner; and Patrick Hagerty,

6H01t CoUnﬁy'CommiSSidnerS'Record& First item on
County Records.

7

Ibid., July 13, 1876.
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Jacob Shrob, and Austin Haynes as Commissioners. ‘O'Neill
City was chosen as the county seat by a.three—fourths majority.8

When the results of the electlon were known, W. H. Inmen,
-an early resident who favored Twin Lakes for the county seat
left the county and moved -to Ohio taking with him the election
returns.g This left the validity of the election in doubt.
At a meeting of the county commissionere'on Octobef 28, 1876,
a decision was reached to hold a special eleetion on December

10 The residents of O'Neill were angry and many be-

27, 1876.
lieved that the departurevof Inman was a trick to gain a new
election and take the county seat away from O'Neill. On

11 The

'election day the citizens of 0'Neill did not vote.
tesults of the election were: John Cronin, Judge; John T.
Provty, Clerk; I. R. Smith, Sheriff; Joseph Estep, Coroner;
Superintendent of Public Instruction; and James Ewing, Harry
Splndler, and H Ww. Haynes, Comm1551oners 12

| In the selection of a county seat Paddock received three-

fifths of the votes. The results were Paddock 41 votes;

8Judge John J. McCafferty, MSS, Archives, Creighton
University. Hereinafter referred to as McCafferty Collection.

9Letter from John T. Prouty, Special County Clerk, to
‘Bruno Tzachurch, Secretary of State, January 4, 1877.
Nebraska State Hlstorlcal Society.
10Holt County Comm1551oners‘Records, October 28, 1876.
1lMcCafferty Collection, )

12

Hoit'CountY'CommiSsioneTS'Records, January 2, 1877.
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_Northeastf1/4}of the Southeast 1/2 of Sectiqn Two, Township 32,
Range 11 West, 10 votes; Rockford, 12 votes; Frank Britney
home,’l vote; and Rockford Britney claim, 4 votes.13

For the next two years Paddock remained the county seat
of Holt County. When the first tegular election was held in .
November 1877, the O'Neill City residents still bitter over
the previous election, refused to vote. Realizing that the
county seat would not change unless a special election was
held, one of the residents, John J. McCafferty, made a trip
‘of one hundred and twentyvmiles‘By mule to Ponca, Nebraska.
In Ponca he conferred with Judge E. K. Valentine on the matter
of obtaining a special election. The Judge asked McCafferty
many questions including how many votes O'Neill and Paddock
eééh had and what were the pclitical leanings of each town.
After the meeting‘McCafferty.returnedvto 0'Neill City and
stated that there woul@ be a specialélection.14 On'May 12,
1879, the election was held to determine the location of the
new county seat. The results were as follows: O'Neill City,
279 votes; Paddock, 37 votes; Atkinson, 1 vote; Red Bird, 1
vote; geographic center of Holt Coﬁnty; 2 votes; Northeast %
Section of Section_ZS,_Township 31, Range‘13 West, 62 votes;

Northwest 4 Section of Section 7, Township 28, Range 10 .

131 etter from John T. Prouty, Special County Clerk, to
Bruno Tzachurch, Secretary of State, January 4, 1877. 'Nebraska
State Historical Society. - '

14

McCaffeTty Collection.



37

‘West, 9 votes.15

(Refer to Figure III, p. 32).

With the election returns legally validéted the county
seat was moved from Paddock to O'Neill City on August 1,
1879. The first temporary office for the county officials
was a building owned by D. J. Sparks located on lot twenty -

six block fifteen.l®

From this establishment they moved to
a'new'store owned by B. J. Campbell'in late November 1879.
The following year Neil Brennan, senior member of the O'Neill
hardware firm of Bfennan and McCafferty, built a house on

lot fourteen block twenty-four. The county commissioners
rented it for six months at twenty-five dollars per month.
‘The first important legal proceeding transacted was the
indictment of William Reed for murder. On March 28, 1881,

a quarrel between Bernard Kearns, sheriff of Holt Cdunty,

and William "Kid" Reed iﬁsued with the sheriff being shot

By Reed. The Coroner's jury brought in a verdict that
Kearns was éeloniously shot by Reed. John C. Cowan, attorney
for Reed, succeeded in obtaining a change of venue and the
trial was changed to Oakdale. Reed was acduitted with the

 jury stating'that the shooting was done in self-defense.18

—~——

15E1ection Returns for Holt County Secretary of State

of Nebraska. Dated May 15, 1879. Nebraska State Historical
- Society. :

16H01t,C0unty Commissioners Records, August 4, 1879.

17
1880.

lSMcCafferty Collection; Andreas, p. 983.

Ibid., October 7, 1879, November 26, 1879, February 20,
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With O'Neill City as county seat the town énj;yed many
advantages that it would not have otherwise had. Aside from
the prestigeﬁand added‘business O'Néill City was the»firsi:
town to have public improvements. The first bfidge built in
the county.at'public'expénse was constructed at Q{Néill City.

It spanned the Elkhorn River at Fourth Street‘and-WQs con-

structed by Fox and Canfield and Company atia:costvof,$448,28.

The first fireproof safe in the éounty was also located in

O'Neill City. It was used for keeping.countyvrecprds and

20

money_and cost $457.00. Prior to the purchasing of a safe

county funds, according to J. T. Prouty, County Treasurer,

were kept in a hollowed out receptacle of a cottonwood board

in theisheeting‘of a shihgle roof.?!" The Holt County Record

published in O0'Neill was the first newspaper in the county.
It‘wés used for the publishing of county commiséioners Te-
ports, tax delinquency lists, and other official matérial.22

During the first ten years, the commissioner type of

~government Served”Holt'County, but in 1887 the township type

of government was adopted by a vote of 2,164 to 619. This,
it was believed, would allow more local participation in

~government because each township would send a member to serve

19

Holt County Commissioners Records, July 17, 1878.

ZOIbid., November 26, 1879. -

zl"Holt County's First Safe,'" Nebraska ﬁistory and Record
of Pioneer Days, Vol. I, No. 7, (1918), p. 4.
22 ‘

Holt County CommissionerS'Retords,.January 11;'1881.
| - . _

9
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on the county board of supervisors. This arrangement fit

well with the Grange and Alliance movements of the tim’e.23

‘In 1883, O'Neill did $653,850 worth of business, and it
was generally agreed that its continued prosperity rested on
,rétaihing £he county sea‘t.z4 On February 26, 1884, Center
precinct in which O'Neill was located voted $8,000 worth of
bonds for.thé.purpose of building a court house. Eight bondé
of one thousand dollars each were transmitted by the Clerk to
the Auditor of Public Accounts for registration as fequired
by law. The auditor returned the bonds refusing to register
them. The clerk then directed that the bohds'be deposited

25

for safekeeping to await further developments. Again on

June_19, 1885, Center precingt voted bonds totaling $10,0002
for the building of a courthouse. .On September 4, 1885, the
clerk was instructed tofcredit'Center Precinct courthouse an&
jail bonds with §10,000, the amount which had been realized
frbm_the saleiof bonds‘voted for that purposé.26

A courthouse buildiﬁg site was obtained from Patrick and

27

Sarah Fahy and G. M. Cleveland. Later that same year the

courthouse was erected and presented to the county by Center

231bid., November 11, 1887.

24The'Fr0ntier, (O'Neill) January 10, 1884.

2'SHo‘It County Commissioners Records, July 26, 1884.

267h34., June 23, 1885, September 4, 1885.

27McCa£ferty Collection.
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Precinct. Residents of Center Precinct believed that the
erection of a courthouse could establish 0'Neill permanently
as the county seat;28 e

At the time the courthouse was completed O'Neill had
a population of one thousand inhabitants, more than ten
timeslthe numbgr present when it was first platted eleven
years befofe.zg It was}the }argest community in the county
both in area and population and was the leader in many
county projects. The citizens of O'Neill were proud that

their city was the county seat and were determined to lead

the way into the 20th century.

28

29

The Frontier, March 11, 1886.

Ibid. -



CHAPTER IV
RELIGION IN EARLY O'NEILL

The earliest churches established on the frontier were
Presbyterian, qup}st, Catholic, and Methodist. The Metho-
diéfs usually were the first to actively operate in a given
‘warea. Their movements can be traced more easily than mos t

other denominations because of their great activity and
ample records. In many rural communities of the West it was
customary to hold services 1in private homes. All the wor-
shipers of a given area Crowded.into a cabin, dugout, or sod
house. Frequently the meetings rotated from house to house
in the community. When a minister was not available, a
member of the congregation read the Bible and closed the
'service with a prayer. |

The first record of a Sunday school service in Holt
. County was on :December 14, 1873, at the home of J. P.fProuty'
of Rockford. Oﬁe Qeek later the local residénts held a prayer
meeting at the same place. Sunday school and prayer meetings,
under the leadefship of the local residents, were held regu-

larly until‘thevspring of 1875, when the Reverend S. P. Van

i

1Everett Dick, The Sod House Frontier 1854-1890: A
Social History of thc Northcrn Plains from thc Crcation of
Kansas § Nebraska to the Admission of the Dakotas (Lincoln:
- Johnsen Publishing Company, 1954), pp. 332-335.

42
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Doozer,:a Methodist circuit rider, came to Rockford. He
preachéd.the first sermon by a minister on April 20, at
‘the home of Eli H. Thompson. During'Van Doozer's stay in .
Rockford, a chﬁrch was organized by five members. Thesé
included: Frank Bitney, class leader; Clara Bitney, his
wife; M. S. Prouty, Will Dickerson, and Jennie H. Shultz.
After Van Doozer left chkford the community was fegularly
visited by a local preacher from Oakdale once every three
weeks. in’the summer of 1876, the Reverend J. B. Maxwell,
the residing elder of the diStrict, came to Rockford and
held the first cbmmunion service. While Maxwell was in town
plans were made to build a log church and‘subSCriptions.were
”faised. At that time, however, the townsite of O'Neill was
taking shape and many of the members of the Rockford church
moved, thus the enterprise was dropped.2

Even with the additioﬁ of some of the Rockford Methodists
no attempt was made tonérganize a permanent church in O'Neill
until 1883.  In March 1883;.Dr.-T. B. Lemon,'Missionary
Superintendent of the Regional Methodist Church,'called on
all ministers in Holt County to meet in Atkinson for the pur-
pose of selecting a preacher for O'Neill. The ministers who
attended came from Inman, Ewing, Stuart, Keya Paha, Middle

Branch, Scottsville, and Atkinson. The Reverend Bartlett

2judge John J. McCafferty, MSS, Archives, Creighton Uni-
versity. Hereinafter referred to as McCafferty Collection;
Reverend Leo D. Carpenter, "Early Methodism in Holt County',
Holt County, MSS, Nebraska State Historical Society.  Herein-
after referred to as Carpenter, "Early Methodism'.

-
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Blain was selected to work in O'Neill. Later that March
Dr. Lemon and Blain went tq O'Neill where they found that a
number of Mephodists, for want of a church, had joined the
newly created Presbyterian church in order to attend a
Protestant service. They stated, however, that if a Methodist
church could be organized they and others would join. After
considerable effort a church was organized by three members.
They included Dr. S. M. Brenner, his wife, Flora, and Mrs.
Sara Caykindall, from Middle Branch, who was working in town.
Later in the same year Ellen Patterson, Mary Sarkett, and
Alberta Uttley joinea the congregation. The Board of Trustees
included Brenner, David Darr, J. R. Kennedy, Andrew Stewart,
'énd F. M. Phelps, the last three being members qf the Middle
Branch charge.3

Immediately after the organization of the church Blain
began to plan for the erection of a parsonage and church. A
loan of five hundred dollars and several lots were secured
along with donations totaling two hﬁndred and fifiy dollars
of which twenty-five dollars was given by Patrick Fahy, a
ieader in the Catholic Church of O'Neill.4 When bids were

called for only one was received and that bid was for labor.

3Carpenter, "Early_Methodismﬁ; The Frontier, August 25,

1881.

41bid., Interview with Clay Johmson, July. 2, 1973. A
sum of two hundred and fifty dollars was obtained from the
Methodist Board of Church Extension, but it is not known
whether it was in the form of a loan or donation.

~.
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Blain on the follqwing day began to erect the parsonage him-
'self. He employed his married daughters as housekeepers,
his son, Will, and son-in-law as laborers, and three carpenters
-who resided outside of the city. In a day and a half a frame
hou;e with a board roof, floor, two benches, stove, table,
and beds for the housekeeper, her husband, and baby were built.
All this was set up in a twelve by sixfeenAfoot house. The
next day the church was begun. On December,lG,f1883,'the first
‘Methodist church in O'Neill was dedicated with a total con-
struction cost of one thousand eight hundred dollars. The
dimensions of the church were thirty by forty feet.s

The Presbyterians were conducting services in O'Neill as
'éarly as 1878. Missionaries and evangelists rode circuit and
preached in the town on several occasions; It was not, how-
. ever, untii 1883 that a permanent Presbyterian church was
organized. On January 16, 1883, the church was established
with seven persons presént_and thirteen subscribing. Elders
included: Andrew Milligéﬁ, S. M. Brenner, and John H. Riggs.
The pastor was J. Sylvanus; Services were held on the}first
and third Sundays of each month.6

By March 1883, the congregation had grown until the
érection of a church was justified. Plans were ﬁade and ap-

proved and on June 10, 1883, construction began. On February

°Ibid., February 24, 1887; September 4, 1890; McCafferty
Collection. ' :

6H01t County Banner, January 16, 1883, June 12, 1883;

Item (O'Neill), January 9, 1883.

~
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10, 1884, the'church'was.completed at a cost of two thousand
dollars. The Reverend James H. Riggs, a former elder, had
replaced Sylvanus as pastor}7

Riggs remained pastor of the church until August 1886,
when he was replaced‘by the Reverend N. S. Lowrie. He was
one of O'Neill's most popular ministers and came from New
York state in early 1886. From his pafsonage in O'Neill;
which operated as a headquarters, he served Northern Holt
County preaching in churches, school houses, and private
homes. In many of these home s planks were brought in for
benches, hymn books were distributed, and a sermon followed.
Frequently the meeting place was rotated from house to house
~;round thé neighborhqod.8

Lowrie, aside ffom his clerical duties, took an active
part ih many social activities in O'Neill. He helped in the
. church Sunday school and'was a leader in the town's temperance
movement. At one time he ran fqr‘governor of Nebraska on the
Prohibitionist ticket.®

The Catholics of O'Neill comprised‘the largest and most
influential denomination in the city. The early history of
the church can be traced to the summer of 1875 when the first

service was given by Father J. P. Bedard. The service was

7H01t”County Banner, February 12, 1883, June 12, 1883;
The Frontier, March 29, 1883, September 4, 1890.

8

The Frontier, June 3, 1949.

91bid.
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10

conducted at the home of John Hannigan. Father Bedard was

a pastor,‘doctor, and homesteader in the French Canadian
Coldny at Frenchtown in Antelope County. From all indications
Bedard's visits to O'Neill were infrequent and caused some
concern among the early residents. They had been promised
a resident priest by General O'Neill before they moved to
O'Neill City. When this promise was not fulfilled they ap?
pealed to Bishop James O'Connor, Vicar Apostolic of Nebraska,
for help. O'Connor sent Father John Curtis of Lincoln to
look into the'.matter‘.11 On November 23, 1876, Curtis arrived
in O'Neill and immediately sent the following report to
O'Connor:
I have only just arrived here. Three hard

days staging, and I think I ought to sent you

immediately information, such as I have been able

to obtain, concerning Rev. Bedard. He has not been

here since spring of this year. He was in French-

town, where he has a homestead of 160 acres of fine

land, on which he has built a log church and a
cabin to live in, about a month ago. I was told by

10Henry W. Casper, The Catholic Church in Nebraska, Vol.

IIT: Catholic Chapters 1in Nebraska TImmigration 1870-1900
(Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Company, 1966), p. 17.
Hereinafter referred to as Casper, Catholic Chapters. Michael
F. Cassidy, "History of St. Patricks Parish O'Neill, Nebraska'
Cassidy MSS, Archives of the Archdiocese of Omaha. Herein-
after referred to as Cassidy, "History of". When reading the
manuscript history there appears to be several inaccuracies
which leave some doubt as to the papers correctness. The
Frontier, June 1949, states that the first mass was held at
the Thomas Kane [51c] home ad301n1ng the Tom Connolly claim
on the West.

11Casper,'Catholic Chapters, pp. 17-18; John O'Neill,
Northern Nebraska as a Home for Immigrants Containing a General
Description of the State, Sketch of Northern Counties and -
Answers to Correspondence of Intending. Immlgrants (Sioux City,
Press, 1875), p. 91.

\
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the postmaster in Frenchtown that he, the priest,
had gone to Sioux City, whence he intends to re-
turn to his claim in spring next. Here I have
learned that he is in Yancton [sic]. So he is
likely to be found in one or the other place .
It appears to me that it is rather a disagreeable
surprise to see a priest sent here to investigate.
A nice little church 1is nearly finished here which
is in itself almost a contradiction of the report.
The Elkhorn Valley is the most beautiful country in
Nebraska, The O0'Neill colonies are particularly
beautiful in location. I will tell you more when I
return.l2 '

It is apparent from the'letter that a church was under.
construction at the time of Curtis' visit. The location of
the church and adjoining grounds were on lots one through
four, eleven, twelve, and fourteen through sixteen on block

13

four. The land was donated by Patrick Fahy. A church

committee to oversee the construction and operation of the
parish'was also organized. The members included: John

Grady, Patrick McCoy, John Cronin, James-Enright, and a party

14

referred to as Kelley. ~ John Maybury, the only carpenter in

0'Neill, was contracted to build the church. When completed

the building measured eighteen by thirty-six feet and was

without seats or pews and had no bell'.15 Building material

12Letter from Father John Curtis to Bishop James
O'Connor, O'Neill City, November 23, 1876. O'Neill MSS,
Archives of the Archdiocese of Omaha.

13McCafferty Collection.

14Letter from John Maybury to Bishop James O'Connor,
O'Neill City, February 6, 1877. O'Neill MSS, Archives of

the Archdiocese of Omaha. Hereinafter referred to as,
"Maybury to O'Connor'".
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was expensive and had to be hauled by oxen one hundred and
thirtnyivevmiles from Wisner, the termimal of the F. E.

and M. V. Railroad.16

The cost of erecting the church was
five hundred and thirty-five dollars which Maybury had
difficulty in collecting from “the congregation;17 On.May-Zl,
1877, he secured a mechanics lien against the church, the
first lien ever issued in the county. éeVeral months later
‘he sent Bishop O'Connor a letter asking for his intervention
in helping collect the money due him. Whether or not O'Connor
intervened is not known . -°

The official organization of St. Joseph Parish'was
'accomplished in 1877 when two trustees were appointed by
Bishop O'Connor. The parish extended to the county lines
on the east and south, on the north by the Niobrara River,
and by a line running from north to south through the middle
of range thirteen on the west. Father John T; Smith was ap-

pointed first permanent pastor of the parish in August 1877.19

15Cassidy, "History of'"; Reverend A. M. Colaneri MSS,
Archives of the Archdiocese of Omaha. Hereinafter referred to
as Colaneri Collection. Colaneri states that the church build-
ing was twenty by thirty-eight feet. .

16"Maybury to O'Conner"; McCafferty Collection.

17
18-20.
18

McCafférty Collection: Casper, Catholic Chapters, pp.

Ibid. -

19McCafferty Collection; The Frontier, June 3, 1949;
Cassidy, "History of'; Catholic Directory 1878. The Catholic
Directory states that John T. Smyth was pastor of the parlsh
in O'Ne1ill This could be a typographical error.

N
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When.Father Smith arrived in O'Neill there was no rectory
or adequate housing quarters in the city. He<lived femporarily
‘at the farmhqpse of John Cronin four miles from O'Neill and
-iater with the families of Dennis Daly and J. P. O'Donnell.
The rectory, which was completed in 1879, was located on the
same block as the church and was a frame structure eighteen
by thirty-six feet and one and a half étories high.20

The first Episcopal visit to O'Neill City occurred in
the .summer of 1880. Bishop O'Connor administered confirmation

21 By the follow-

to ninety-one persons on September 5, 1880.
ing year church attendance had reached a point where there
was a need for the building of a larger church and rectory.
‘The old church was sold to the school district and construc-
tion was begun on the new one. The cost of the church was
‘estimated at six thousand dollars with the money raised by
subscription. The dimensions of the structure were forty by
eighty féet with an adja;ent room fourteen by twenty feet.22
The church, completed iﬁ“1884, contained four hundred seats
~and was equipped with a hot air furnace. Twice during its

construction the building was damaged by storms.23

2OMcCafferty Collection; Casper, Catholic Chapters, p. 19.

21Ca$sidy; "History of'"; Colaneri Collection. Colaneri
'states that the number confirmed was ninety-three.

22Ibid.; McCafferty Collection; The Frontier, May 18, 1882,
"February 24, 1887. Cassidy states the first church was used
until 1884. The 0'Neill school district also conducted classes
in the same building from 1882 until 1885.

23

McCafferty Collection.
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In 1886, Father. Smith, whq was transferred to Cheyenne,
Wyoming, was replaced by the Very Reverend Michael E. Cassidy
from Rawlings, Wyoming. Father Cassidy immediately began to
increase the seating capacity of the church by one hundreéd
people. During the same yeér a tower twelve feet square and
'ninety feet tall was erected and a bell weighing four thous-
and pounds was installed at a cost of $1;719.?4, On November
9, 1886, St. Joseph Parish was incorporated under the laws of
Nebraska;‘ The incorporators included: the Very Reverend
R. A. Shaffal, Vicar General; Bishop O'Connor, the Reverend
M. F. Cassidy, Patrick Hagerty, and John McBride. The officers
selected were'Bishop O'Connor, ex-officio president; Father
VCassidy, treasurer; and Patrick Hagerty, secretary. The name
of the parish was changed to St. Patricks Parish. In 1888,
membership had reached two hundred families.25
By the early 1890'5 the Catholic, Presbyterian, and Metho-
dist congregations had‘considerable membership. The women
and youth of these churches began to organize into auxillary
bodies such as ladies aid societies and youth groups. These
groups not only contributed to the support of the churches
but enlivened fhe coﬁmunity's social life. ‘The Ladies Aid
Society qf the Methodist Church was one of the first groups

organized in O0'Neill and held many church fairs and dinners{26

24Ibid.; McCafferty Collection.

251hid.; The Frontier, June 1949,

26Th‘e Frontier, May 15, 1890.
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The women of the Catholic church raised money by holding
dances at McCafferty's Hall. The,Young Peoples Society of
Christian Endeavor, a youth group of.the Presbyterian Church,
held a variety of fund raising projects including festivals
and Sunday afternoonvl‘unches.27

Among the most common and widely known activities of the
Protestant churches were the revivals énd camp meetings.
These activities were attended by entire famiiies and were
eagerly awaited by everyone. Picnic baskets were prepared
in advance, tents were erected and everyone looked forward
to the fellowship. The camp meeting combined a vacation
with a period of spiritual refreshment.28
| O'Neill's religious foundations were well laid by the
'turn of the century. Several churches had been'established
and their growth recorded. The influence exerted by these
religious institutions were an integrated part of community
life. The societies of these churches also lent support to
the town's social life. All indicationsvgave O'Neill as

having a well rounded community as the town moved into the

twentieth century.

271bid., March 11, 1886, September 4, 1890.

28Jamés C. Olson, History of Nebraska (Lincoln: Uni-
versity of Nebraska Press, 1955), p. 104-105. McCafferty
Collection. .




CHAPTER V
THE RAILROADS AND O'NEILL CITY

The decade belween 1880-aﬁd718§0_experienced a
tremendous increase in growth and prosperity for Nebraska
and residents of O'Neill City. One reéson was undoubtedly
the railroad. Everyone wanted it to come through the;r
towﬂ or near his farm. Naturally the‘settler was ready
to assist in securing this benefit. The history of the
railroad in 0'Neill City began in 1881 with the Fremont
Elkhorn and Missouri Valley Railroad which later became
part of the Chicago and Northwestern Railroad Company.

The discovery of gold in the Black Hills stimulated
the construction of the railroad into O'Neill City.

With the mining of gold the town suddenly noticed an
increase in traffic by prospectors moving North. This
increase created a neéd for improved transportation
facilities to O'Neill and the Black Hills region. The
Fremont Elkhorn and Missouri Valley Railroad was ‘the first
to meet this challenge.:

The Fremont Elkhorn and Missouri Valley unlike other
railroads in the state received noigdvernment land grants.
Land grants were becoming unpopular and Congféss discon-
tinued the policy. The Fremont Elkhorn and Missouri -

N
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Valley adopted a policy of settling the 1énd instead of
selling land from the government grants as itfs southern
neighbor, thq Union Pacific, had done. In the homestead
region where fhe,railroad was building anyone could obtain
one hundred and sixty acres of free land as a homestead.
This policy differed from the UnionvPécific and Kansas
Pacific railrdéds where a personvcould:only'homestead
eighty acres of land under the government land grant system.
The Fremont Elkhorn and Missouri Valley Railroad operated
upon the theory that the land was worth twice as much
inside a railroad land grant and that possibly farmers
would move north to buy the‘cheaper_lands of the F. E. §
M. V.. In addition, since the railroad had no land grants,
more than eighty acres of land could be purchased adjoin-
ing the railroad line which was not true for a land_graﬁt
railroad.1

The Fremont Elkhofﬁ gnd'Missouri Valley Railroad
Company was organized ianénUary 1869. It began actual
construction at Fremont after the completion of the Sioux
City and Pacific Railroad to that point in 1869. The
following year the company built to West Pbint, and in
1871, the line was extended to Wisner, where the terminus
remained unt11'1879. In May,1880, the railroad was graded

to a point fifteen miles north of Norfolk, and continued

——

1Ch¢cago and Northwestern Railroad, MSS, Nebraska
State Historical Society.
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toward Neligh, Nebraska, at a rate of one and one-half
miles per day.'2

While the contractors were engaged in building thej
road to'Neligh,'S. H. Thatch, a representative for the
company, was‘securingvthe right-of-way in Antelope and
Holt Counties. He found it very difficult to deal with
some of the residents. Many of them wéré cattlemen who
although seeing the advantages of’having a railroad to
the eastern market, also saw in the railroad the beginning
of an influx of settlers who would take from them the huge
cattle ranges for which they had paid little or nothing.
In one insfance Thatch was assaulted with an iron bar
.and'was beat until unconscious. He remained this way for
three days before recovering satisfactorily.3 As soon
as the'right—of—way was secured to Neligh,.Thatch obtained
a deed for eighty acres in O'Neill. The eighty acres was
purchased by the Fremont Elkhorn and Missouri Valley
Railroad from John T. Prouty, David Wisegarver, Patrick
Hagerty, and Patrick Fahy. Each of these men sold twenty
~acres. The right-of-way through 0'Neill was secured at

a cost of three to ten dollars per acre.4 o

2Albert Watkins, (ed.), Illustrated History of Nebraska,
Vol. III, (Lincoln: Jacob North and Company, 1907), pp.
447-454., - >

3

Ibid., p. 457.

4The‘Fr0ntier, (O'Neill), September 30, 1880, September
3, 1881. ‘ .
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The grading frqm Norfélk to Neligh prqgressed rapidly
durihg the summer and by the winter of 1880 track had
been laid to%within five and one-half miles of Neligh.
Throughout the winter it was rumored that a line would be
constructed from O'Neill to Niobrara, Nebraska,-but such
é proposal did not seem practical. Construction material
was brought to Neligh whenever the weafher permitted.
Large quantities of tié§ and rails were also brought to
Norfolk soAthat‘any competition from the Omaha and North-
‘western, Union Pacific, or the Covington, Columbus and
Black Hills railroads could be met. Besides bringing
construction supplies Wést, the Fremont Elkhorn and Mis-
souri Valley cooperated with the Sioux City and Pacific
to bring supplies to the sufferers of the spring floods in
Nebraska and Iowa. The floods were created by the sudden
spring thaws.5

By June 1881, thé company was ready to continue con-
struction. The grading Northwest of Neligh required the
hauling of very little dirt and already had been completed
as far as 0'Neill City{6 The road bed was constructed
to O'Neill as rapidly as money and labor permitted. Men

and trains of supplies came to the front every day throughout

) 5Fremont Elkhorn and Missouri Valley Railroad, MSS,
Nebraska  State Historical Society. Jay Van Hover, "History
of the Fremont Elkhorn and Missouri Railroad. 1860-1903"
(Unpublished Masters Thesis, Department of History, Univer-

'sity of Nebraska), pp. 37-40.

SThe Frontier, May 19, 1881.
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the eariy part qf.June so that construction could be as
rapid as poséible; The'cqmpétition of the Chicago,
Milwaukee and St. Paul, which had surveyed from Niobrara
to O'Néill, tended to make the officials realize the neces-
sity for even more rapid const‘ruction.7
The heavy losses suffered by the railroad during the
winter retarded construction somewhat fhfoughout the
summer. Heavy losses between Oakdale.and Neligh accounted
for much of the damage but supply trains were running
between Fhese towns by the middle of June. By August 1881,
most of the flood damage had been repaired and trains were
- running into O'Neill City. On August'13;'1881, the last
rail was laid to connect O'Neill Cityiwith'the remainder
of the Fremont Elkhorn and Missouri Valley s}rstem.8
With the railroad already completed to O'Neill City
and the land purchased to Long Pine, Nebraska, the Fremont
Elkhorn and Missouri Valley decided to create an interest
in the region and develop it. The slogan, "Free Homes for
the Millions", was originated by the railroad. John Ross
Buchanan, general passenger agent from 1881 to 1903
said: B
It headedtevery circular folder and poster

which I issued, and I issued them by the millions.
I spread them over Iowa, Missouri, Illinois,

71bid., June 12, 1881.

81bid., August 18, 1881.
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Wisconsin, Michigan, and Ohio and even worked

some in New York and Pennsylvania. Everywhere,

and in every possible publication and newspaper

printed in black, blue, and red ink, in the

English and German languages, was this sentence,

"Free Homes for the Millions."?d '

There is some confusion in the various references
-as to the name of the railroad that built in the O'Neill,;
Nebraska region in 1881. Sometimes ituis referred to
as the Fremont Elkhorn and Missouri Valley Railroad, and
in other instances the Sioux City and Pacific Railroad is
mentioned. Since there was only one railroad in the area
in 1881, the Fremont Elkhorn and Missouri Valley and Sioux
City and Pacific were used interchangeably. In 1884, the *
”Fremont Elkhorn and Missouri Valley Railroad was sold to
the Chicago and Northwestern Railroad Company which has
retained it to the present time;lo

In the spring of 1888, a meeting of business men from
Sioux City, Creighton,.and_O'Neill was held in Creighton
for the purpose of increasing trade for their respective
towns. The O'Neill representative was John J. McCafferty.

The result of the first meeting was that a resolution be

adopted stating that a company would be formed to build

9Verna Lee Tubbs, "Settlement and Development of

the Northeast Sandhills'" (unpublished Masters Thesis,
Department of History, University.of Nebraska, 1957),
p. 57. )

10

—

Watkins, p. 448; McCafferty Collection.
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a railroad from Sioux City to O'Neill via Creighton. The
failroad was to be known as ;he Siqux City, Creighton, O‘Neill
and Western Railroad. The name was later changed to the
Pacific Short Line:.'11

In October 1888, a second meeting was held at the
Garretson Hotel of Sioux City in which a committee was
organized to form a stock company to.buiid the railroad.
Those members from O'Neill included McCafferty, Patrick
Fahy, and Moses P. Kinkaid. An organization was effected
on paper and a resolution passed that the road was to be
completed during the summer or fall of 1889. It was also
‘agreed upon that preparations should be made to commence
~grading from Sioux City as soon as the conditions of the
ground would permit. John J. McCafferty was selected in
charge of advertising and was given the task of presenting
the railroad properly before the public.12

Apparently fhe advertising by McCafferty achieved
its purpose for it attracted Donald McLean, an engineer

who had bﬁilt-a railroad in Mexico for President Diaz.

It was thought that McLean was a wealthy man, however,

he owed numerous debts and according to McCafferty came
to Sioux City with only ten dollars in his pocket. McLean
upon arriving in town immediately inquired into the cost

11McCafferty Collection.

121h44.
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and topography Qf the cquntry.thrqugh'which the railroad
was to be built. He then conferred with several Sioux
City businessmen about obtaining city securities for thé‘
railroad. Obtaining these securities McLean left for
New York City and secured a loan from the Manhattan Loan-
and Trust Company. MCLean.refurned tozSioux City and became
the principal owner in the'raiquad. Thé trust company‘
put up the money for the railroad on the bonds of the
railroad and certain Sioux City securities of inflated
value.13

By late 1889, the road was under construction. It
was found, however, impossible to build the railroad'by |
way of Creighton so it was constructed through Plainview.14“
On July 10, 1890, the Pacific Short Line entered O'Neill.
The newspapers of the town said it marked "the beginning
of an era of prosperity, advancement and development'.
The railroad built in Q'Néill a large roundhouse of fifteen
stalls which included an extensive yard, water tank, coal
shed, and several buildings. The depot for the railroad
measured twenty by ninety feet with sixty feet of the
structure being two stories tall. The firsg\agent'was

J. W, Firebaugh‘.15

131pid., The Frontier, March 14, 1889.

Mccafferty Collection. ‘

lsThe‘Frontier, July 10, 1890, August 21,f189ﬁ,*Sep-
tember 4, 1890. ' ' ‘

-~
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Originally the line was planned tqfextend to dieﬁ, Utah,
and link up with the'transcqntinental‘system. Plans were made
on several occasions for this extension but money couldinot be
raised. The western terminus of the Pacific Short Line;now
part of the Burlington Northern, remains at O'Neill.

With the completion of_the Paéific Short Line the
residents of O'Neill confidently expected that additional
réilfoads would be built through the city. In June 1887,
the Burlington and Missouri Railroad Company surveyed.a
line through O'Neill. Three yeérs later the company had
completed a branch line to Erickson, Nebraska, forty-five
miles south of O'Neill. The line many residents thought
would soon turn north and link up with the Pacific Short
Line in O'Neill. The branch line, however, was never built
north to O'Neill and the residents soon forgot about the
Burlington.17

The building of thevraiquad was of the utmost import-
ance to the development of O'Neill and the surrounding
area. The interest created by the development of these
lines was constantly revealed in contempory newspapers.

The O'Neill Sun, Tribune, and Frontier contained many

articles covering the benefits the city and its residents

’161§ig,, August 21, 1890, September 4, 1890; McCafferty
Collcction. _
l7Th‘e"F‘r‘on‘ti‘er, September'4, 1890;'O‘Neill'Tribune
June ‘9, 1887. ' ‘
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could receive. As the decade'qf the 1890's drew to a close
O'Neill's two railroads proved the papers correct. They

gave the town increased business and provided a means of

‘transporting goods and passengers.



CHAPTER VI
BUSINESS AND POLITICS IN O'NEILL

The first twenty-five years of O‘Néillfs existence
witnessed its.greatest develoﬁment. An era of electric
lights, telephoﬁes,'and Saturday hight concerts had begun.
The combination of railroads, farms, and local industry
instilled in the town an enefgeti; atmbsphere, with the
residents enjoying the luxuries it brought. This era
proved to be a time of growing affluence for the citizens
of O'Neill.
| Prior to the building of the Fremont Elkhorn and Miss-
ouri Valley Railroad tthUgh 0'Neill, the town's growth
was slow. The village listed only a few business establish-
ments. The first‘generalfétore began operation in 1874,
‘under the direction of Patrick Hagerty. Four years later
in 1878, a tailor and clothing shop was established by
Donald J. Stanton. The same year a general merchandise
store was 6pened by J. Daley and John P. Purcell on Douglas
Street. The first hardware store west of Norfolk was
established‘by Neil Brennen and John J. McCafferty in
February 1879. Late in the same year B. J. Capwell opencd
a general country store in the Bently buildiﬁg. He carried
a wide assortment of dry goods, clothing, cured meats;'and

—
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"wet goods", which.included beer and whiskey'.1
The discovery of;gold in the Black Hills in the late
1870's gave impetus to the'ecqnomy of O'Neill City. The
location of O'Neill City made it an important stopover
for travelers on their way to the gold mining regions.
Several freiéht companies were organized, among them Sam

2 Hotels, eating

Farrer's line which extended to Niobrara.
houses, and liveries also developed quickly. The first
hotel in O'Neill City, Valley House, was a crude building
of logs and rough lumber. It was opened for business in
1878 under the direction of John P. O'Donnell. In 1879,
Darwin J. Sparks, who came from Pennsylvania, established
the second hotel. The City Hotel, later renamed the Arcade
House,'operaﬁed for many years and was one of the town's
better establishments. The cost of a single room was one
dollar per night in 1886.3 |

In the fall of 1876, a post office was established
in Hagerty's store with Patrick Hagerty as postmaster.

In the beginning mail was delivered to O'Neill City by

whatever means available, but in 1880 five stage lines

1Judge John J. McCafferty, MSS, Archives, Creighton
University. Hereinafter referred to as McCafferty Collection;
Alfred T. Andreas, History of the State of Nebraska (Chlcago
The Western Historical “Company,. ]SRZ) P 985.

2

Holt County Record, June 16, 1879. —

31bid. September 30, 1880; The Frontier, March 11, 1886;
McCafferty Collectlon ' :
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were in Qperation carrying mail.tq Keya Paha, Paddock, Brazille,
Creighton, and Niobrara.? |

As the gold rush to the Black Hills wained, O'Neill City
began to feel the influence of an even greater economic
stimulant--the railroad. The newspapers predicted great
things when the railroad arrived. In Augustf1881,.the rail-
road finally reached O'Neill City and its benefits soon be-
came evident. A comparison of census returns illustrates
the growth that 0'Neill City ekperienced. In 1879 the census
listed Center Precinct as having a population of five hundred
and sixty people with O'Neill City claiming fifty residents.
Included in O'Neill City's population were.five merchants,
two blacksmiths, an attorney, carpenter, dqctor, %ailqr, and
machihest.s in.contrastf1883-gave'Center Precincts population
as eleven hundred and nineteen with O'Neill totaling two
hundredband fifty-five. Included were nine merchants, three
blacksmiths, éight attorneys, seven carpenters, three livery
men, three saloon keepers; as well as a shoemaker, tailor,
doctor, watéhmake}, butcher, stage driver, milliner, barber,
and housekeeper. Although the railroad was not ehtirely

responsible for this increase, it undoubtly played a major role.6

4Hblt‘COUnty'Banner, February-lO,-1884;*The'Froﬁtier,
April 21, 1881. - - o

’SReport of State Officers 1883-1884. ‘"“Secretary of State
Report on Population." Nebraska State Historical Society.

S1bid.
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By August 1882, the community had_grbwn to a poinf:whe:e S
mahy of the citizens felt the town should be incorporated. A
petition was circulated and presented to the Holt County Board
of Commissioners at their first meeting in September 1882.

The commissioners acted favorably upon the petition and the
village of 0'Neill City was given official recognition on
October 7, 1882.N‘The commissioners appointed the O'Neill
Boafd of Trustees which included the following: John J.
gMcCafferty, E. E. Evans, W. D. Mathews, Patrick Hagerty, and
Sanford Parker. Other village officiais were M. D.’Land,
clerk; David L. Darr, treasurer; and John C. Smoot, marshall.
The territory forming the village included the original town-
site, McCafferty Addition, Hagerty Addition, Wisegarver Addi-
tion, O'Neill Addition, and the Prouty claim south of town.
The word‘”City” was dropped and the name became O'Neill.7
(See Appendix page 98 and 99.)

On January 9, 1883, the Board of Trustees elected C. C.
‘Millard as Chairman Pro Tem. Also a date in April was desig-
‘nated for the first election of a Board of Trustees. :Asbelec—‘
tion day apprdachea, articles began to appeaf in the newspapers
alérting the citizens of the election and the political views
of the candidate’g.8 On April 3, 1883, the first election in

O0'Neill was held.with a total of one hundred twenty-five votes

]
i

7Holt County Record, October 7,‘1882;:The'Frontier,>
~.October 12, 1882; Holt County Banner, January 30, TRR3Z,

38The Frontier, January 11, 1883.
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cast. Those receiving votes included: C. M. Cleveland,
twentyéfour votes; C. C. Millard, twenty-three votes; W. D.
Mathews,.twepty-three votes; Heshier;’twentyffOUr votes;
Flannigan, fifteen votes; O'Donnell, nine votes; Evans,
three votes; Ellen, three votes; and Smoot, one vote. On
April 19, 1883, the first meeting of the newly elected Board
of Trustees chose Cleveland as Chairmaﬁ.‘ Also included in
the meeting was the passage of sevefal,ordinances covering
city regulations and the.building of wooden Sidewalks.g .

In the meantime, the residents of 0'Neill had begun a
campaign to entice new citizens and industry into the town.
They placed considerable emphasis upon the fact that O'Neill
was an incorporated town and the county seat of Holt County.
One of the first results of their efforts was the establish-
ment of a creamery. On February 20, 1883, the Holt County
Creamery and Cheese Association.was organized. The stock
assets totaled tw03thoﬁsand five hundred dollars with Patrick
Fahy owning one thousand.four hundred dollars in stock. The
Board of Directors included: W. E. Adams, Patrick Fahy, M. W.
Flannigan, G. M. Cleveland, and John Dwyer. The creamery was
housed in a three story building located on Fourth Street near
‘the railroad depot. It was said to be the third largest cream-
ery in the state and cost twelve thousand dollars. H. M. Uttley

was the first president. In March 1883, the name was changed to

—_—

91bid., April 12, 1883, April 19, 1883.
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the Holt County Creamery Company. On July 1, 1883, the
‘creamery prqduced_the first cheese with an esfimated production
of two hundred pounds per day. By January 1884, the daily'
output had reached five thousand pounds of hutter and one
thousand pounds of Cheese.10

The 0'Neill Packing Company was the second méjor indus-
try to be established in O'Neill. The p6rk packing operation
began in November 1885 with three acres‘of land donated for
the site. The foundation was built upon an old grit mill.
This enterprise was of no small influence to the farmers of
the area. It offered an inducement for the raising of swine
and gave the farmers a cash market and a better price than
Eastern packing houses could offer. J. E. West was the
plant's first manager. The capacity Qf the plant was one
thousand hogs per day’.'11

In December of the same year, the O'Neill Pop Company
was organized by Elmer Merriman and J. L. Mack. The company
‘manufactured pop, soda water, and a variety of temperance
drinks. The pop company had a thriving buSinéss and was

frequently visited by many of the children in the town.12

10¢phe Frontier, January 5, 1882, November 12, 1884, March
11, 1886; Holt County Banner, February 20, 1883, February 27,
1883, July 3, 1883.

11The‘Frontier, November 12, 1884, November 26, 1885,
March 11, 1886. —
12

Interview with George "Hurley" Jones. July 2, 1973.
The Prontler, March 11, 1886. :
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" Two years later a roller mill for the makingvofvbafrels
was started in O'Neill. The cost of the plant was fifty
thousand dollars and had a production capacity of three
hundred barrels per day. Unfortunately that fall the mill

13 In December of the same year

burned and was never rebuilt.
the citizens of O'Neill created a Board of Trade with forty-
six active members. Its first president was J. P. Mann, a
leading merchant, and its secretary was G. C. Hazeltt, the
-Cdunty clerk. The.duties of the Board of Trade included
furnishing informafion to parties who desired to know the
"character" of the town and to advertise whenever possible
the advantages of living in O'Neill.14
In 1889, the O'Neill Brick and Tile Company was organized
with a capital of.fen thousand dollars. Articles of incor- |
poration were formed with incorporators being D. L. Dow,
secretary; Barret Scott, president; and W. D. Mathews, trea-
~surer. The company was located on land owned by Mathews.
When operations began the firm had only one kiln but soon
expaﬂded operations’ to include several ovens. Clay used in
the brickvwas secured from the east.15 |

By 1890, numerous businesses were established in O'Neill.

Among those listed in The Frontier, September 4, 1890 ediition

131p1d., February 24, 1887, September 4, 1890.
141pid., April 18, 1889, September 4, 1890

1514id., June 12, 1890, September 4, 1890.




were: Six grocery stores, three‘dryAgoqd establishments,
two drug stores,‘three'barber shops, three harness shops,
three meat markets, six hotels, six livery stables, three
doctors, two‘bakeries, and two shoe shops. "Also included
were five blacksmith and two wagon shops, five saloons, one
laundry, five hog buyers, and two agricultural implement
dealers;16 |
The Fremont Elkhorn and Missouri Valley Railroad was also
doing a large business by the late 1880's. During the spring
of 1889 the railroad transported for the farmers of the area
117 carloads of swine, 81 carloads of cattle; 4 carloads of
sheep, 9 carloads of potatoes, 5 carloads of flour, and 294
carloads of home product$;17
To a large extent this bustling prosperity depended upon
‘the fortunes of agriculture and during the 1880's agricul-
tural production was sgccessful. Favorable weather gave the
farmer a good crop yield and the railroad provided the trans-
portation to market. The farmers, encouraged by good crops,
tended to increase prodﬁction. By the mid 1880's, however,
prices began to fall and continued to fall into the early 1890's.

Agricultural areas throughout the nation soon began to display

unrest as the Populist revolt began to take hold. The drought

161pid., september 4, 1890.

171pid., April 18, 1889.
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of 1894 gave intensity.tqftheffarmers‘ agitation. In Nebraska
the 1894 rainfall total was less than half the average figure
for the preceeding year. Many(farmers left O'Neill and.Holt
County because of lack of water;lg |

As people began to leave the area civic leaders in
0'Neill launched a campaign to attract new settlers. An
article appearing in the Omaha Bee stated that much of the
‘land in the Holt County area would soon be irrigated and that
the farmers would do well to come back to their farms. It
wasvrepofted'that the Elkhorn Irrigation Company had just
completed a thirteen mile trench south of 0'Neill which would
reclaim over nine thousand acres of fine farm land. The
article further stated that the férm land to be reclaimed
by the project was at one time settled, but because ofkthe
‘drought, the land had been abandoned. Much of the land
1arge1y owned by non-residents, could be bought at a reason-

19

able price at the district land office in O'Neill. In March

of the same year, The Frontier reported that contracts had

been given for the construction of buildings and the drilling
of wells. The buildings were to be occupied by the parties

who had signed the contracts with the company to break and

18James C. Olson, History of Nebraska (Lincoln: Univer-
sity of Nebraska Press, 1955), p. 203, 205, and 216.

—

: 19C1arence Selah, "Bring the Settlers Back,' Omaha Bee
December 4, 1894, Holt County Scrapbook, Nebraska State
‘Historical Society. .
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crop three thqusandiacres‘qf land that season. Besides

furniéhing.the'land, seed, and'water, the company paid one
dollar cash for each acre bf land broken. The company in
turn received one-half of the farmers crop.zo

Further references to the Elkhorn irrigation project

appeared in the April 1896 edition ol The Frontier. The
article stated that parties from the Eést had purchased
about five thousand acres 6f valley land in a body south
and southwest of O0'Neill and had constructed a main ditch

twelve miles long and were nearly done with the digging of

"'score of miles" of small 1ateral ditches through the land.??

Throughout the mid 1890's several other irrigation
projects were proposed in the county. In 1895, a irrigation
district was orgahized which included irrigable land in
Holt, Brown, and Rock counties. The Holt County Commissioners
records of August 27, 1895 stated: |

The proposition of the Golden Irrigation
project was duly submitted to a vote of the
qualified electors and owners of real estate
in said district on the 16th day of August
1895, and we find that the total number of the
votes cast in favor of said proposition are
635--the number cast against are 106.

After a careful canvas of the vote in
said territory, we find a majority in favor
of the organization of said territory into an

2O‘l‘he’Fr’on’t‘ier, March 19, 1896.

“l1bid., April 23, 1896.



irrigation district 53 be known as the Golden
Irrigation District. ' ‘ '

In’1897, fhe question of irrigation continued to reCéive
publicity. The Golden Irrigation District, after its organi-
zation had to await a decision of the United States Supreme
Court before proceeding with its plans. When the court pro-
nounced the Wright Irrigation Law constitutional, plans for
~the Golden Ifrigation‘District were continued. The district,
with headquarters in O'Neill, containéd an area of 542,000
acres. The enterprise cohtemplated a divirsion of the water
of the Niobrara and Snake Rivers into a natural reservoir
capable of holding a million acre-feet of water. ‘The reservoir
was to be located one hupdred miles west of O_"Neill.'23

The question of whether there was sufficient water for
irrigation was investigafed by epgineers. In July 1897, it
was announced that there was not sufficient water to irrigate
the entire district and‘to justify the property owners in con-
structing the ditch. It was concluded that the Golden Irri-
gation project would have to be abandoned and the affairs of |
the district would be closed in the manner prescribed by law.24

Over a period of six or seven years, the optimistic views

toward irrigation had increased in the area as a result of

22Holt County Commissioners Records, August 27, 1895.
Ibid., January 21, 1897

ZSThe'Ffontier, January 21, 1897. -

241bid., February 25, 1897, July 22, 1897.
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continued publicity by the newspapers. Farmers .could
visulize increased crop yields by the removei of the one
big obstacle in their attempt to produce'cultivatéd‘crops.
Thus, the announcement of insuffiéient water for irrigafion
shattered their high hopes, and the fate of the farmer
remained entirely in the hands uf nature.

While Holt County farmers were,exﬁefiencing difficulty
during the early 1890's one of the most dramatic cases
of embezzlement and murder was beginning to unfold.
Between 1890 and 1894, Barett Scott, county treasurer, gave
county funds to many of the needy farmers in the area to
help them buy seed ahd pay for their farms. 1In September
1894, an audit was taken of the county funds and a deficit
of thirty-two thousand dollars was uncovered. Scott was
brought to trial and found guilty of embezzlement. Before
~going to prision Scott was abducted by several masked men
and hanged near Whiting Bridge over the Niobrara River.
Indictments were brought against George Millighan, Moses
Elliot, and Merit Ray. Millighan was the only man tried
and he was aquitted.25

The 1890's also saw a change in politigél philosophy
by the residents of O'Neill. Every election prior to

26

1895 was won by a Republican majority. By late 1895,

251pid., June 3, 1949.

21bid., February, 1897, July 22, 1897.
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however, O'Neill and the surrounding communities took an
active part in the Populist mQVement. The usually'
Republican town and precinct yielded to agricultural inter-
ests and Votéd Populist along.with the rest of Nebraska;27
The Populists polled the highest number of votes of any
party in 1895, and either alone or fused with the‘Democrats,
kept the majority until the turn of tﬁé'century. In 1896,
William Jennings Bryan received a majority of the‘O'Neill
‘votes, and the county board was compoéed of five‘Populists
and two Republicans.28
Almost as soon as the election of 1896 was over new
issues began to appear in the newspapers. The question
of Cuba gained increasing importance. Two years later in
1898, the sinking of the Maine received front pagé coverage
iin O'Neill. Although O'Neill's contribution to the Spanish
American War was not a determining factor, several residents
saw action in Cuba. Iﬁcluded were the following: Sam
Beavers, Otto Clevish, Mértin Cronin, Pat Armstrong, Dan
Fennigan, and Charles Hall.29
By 1890, O'Neill had become a well estabiished community.

The earlier settlement of sod houses had given way to a

bustling pioneer town. This town was meeting the needs

271hid., November 7, 1895,

281p1d., February 25, 1897, November 10, 1898, April

7, 1899, November 10, 1899.

291pid., May 12, 1898, November 10, 1898, April 7,
1899; Personal interview with John Harrington, July 2, 1973.
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of its era. Thef1880's had witnessed rapid expansion which
resulted frqm westward emigration and.imprqved transporta-
tion. The pioneers of the community had met. and survived

the challenge. The community of O'Neill was now ready to

move into the twentieth century.



CHAPTER VII
SOCIAL AND CULTURAL PROGRESS 1876-1900

Life for the early seftlers of O'Neill was rugged
and simple. To many of the homesteaders struggling to
wfest-a living it was a job’lasting‘from sunrise to sunset.
These settlers worked long and hard with little time for
social and recreationalnactivities. This, however, was:
not an indication that culture was completely void or
neglected. NeWspapers, banks, schools, societies of
many types, and other sqcial and cultural displays were
part of 0'Neill City from its very inception.

The printing press was the first sign of cultural

development in O'Neill City. The Holt County Record

was the first paper published in Holt County. It was
established on June 2, 1879, by Thomas J. Smith and

B. C. Hill with the first thirty editions being printed
at Niobrara, in Knox County'.1 The paper was then moved
to O'Neill City where an office was establishéd'in the
house of Patrick Hughes. Later the paper was moved from

the Hughes house to the back porch of the Thomas Golden

1Nebraska Newspaper Index, Holt County File. Nebraska
State Historical Society. Hereinafter referred to as.
Nebraska Index. Romaine Saunders, former editor of The
Frontier, states that the June 2, 1879 issue of The Holt County
Record was published at Dorsey, Nebraska. . ‘

B 7.2,
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hardware store.’ According to W. D. Mathews, editor of

The Frontier, the paper had equipment consisting of a

novelty press and perhaps a hundréd dollars worth of type.
Four four-column pages were printed, one page‘at a
time. ;
In July 1881, M. B. Gearon, a lawyer, bought a half
interest in the paper and in November of the same year
- Thomas Smith sold his half interest to Patrick Hagerty.

Smith then moved to Ainsworth, Nebraska, and established

a newspaper there. Prior to Smith's departure The Holt

County Record favored the Democratic Party but while in
the hands of Gearon and Hagerty it was Republican in. |
outlook. On February 22, 1882, Judge G. M. Cleveland
bought Gearon's interest and became editor. In March

of the same year, the newspaper was renamed the‘Holt'County

Banner and was the representative organ for the Nebraska

anti-monopoly Républicans,l'The‘Holt'County'Banner operated

until April 1884, when it was absorbed by the 0'Neill

Tribune.

The Frontier, the second paper published in the city

Began on July 29, 1880. The original founders were

2Judge John J. McCafferty, MSS, Archives, Creighton
University. Hereinafter referred to as McCafferty Collection.

SAinsworth‘JQurnal, August_lg,_1886.
4

Nebraska Index; McCafferty Collection.‘




W. D. Mathews and James Riggs. Mathews was manager and
editor of the paper. After a few months of operation
the pdper passed into the hands of the Frontier Printing

Company organized by W. D. Mathews, Clyde King, and

Dennis H. Cronin. In JaﬁuaryflSQZ,'The Frontier absorbed
The Item, a Republican paper editédvby‘E. E. Sauﬂders.
Two years later Mathews retired with Cronin and King
buying his interest. In 1896, King retired and Cronin

continued as sole publisher of The Frontier.>

In the summer of 1883, the 0'Neill Tribune was

founded by Thomas V. Golden. Golden, after operating
the paper for a few months sold it to John M. McDonough,
""the fighting editor'", in May 1884. McDonough operated
the newspaper until 1888 when it passed into the hands

of C. C. Evans and sons who later established the Holt

County Alliance Tribune.®

The history of the QﬁNeill Tribune would not be
complete without a mention of John McDonough, its most
popular owner'and_editdr;”rMcDonough operated the paper
for four years until 1888, when he left O0'Neill to take

charge of the.Omaha World Herald. McDonough¥gained the

name of '"the fighting editor', when a rival newspaper

was set up in O0'Neill to draw business from the Tribune.

51bid.; The Frontier, June 28, 1890, September 4, 1890.
6

Nebraska Index; McCafferty Collection.
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The paper, The Pe0p1e5‘1hdependent, was.operated by a
Mr. ClaybOurne;. The two papers‘clashéd'repeatedly on
issués involving Democratic politics and the actions of 
local party'leaders. The day following an article in
the Tribune cdndemning the conduct of local Democrats,
Taboth, a rancher, met McDonough in town. Insults were
exchanged with Taboth ordering McDonough to take off
his coat énd kneel down while he showed him how he used
to whip calves. McDonough refused and gave Taboth a
beating. The following day, Taboth gathered a party

of ranchers and friends and marched into the Tribune
office. To the dismay of many, some of Taboth's volun-
teers left the Tribune office with broken bones and black-
ened eyes. Immediately following this incident The

Peoples Independent ceased to publish.7

‘In the early days of the Granger movement a group of

farmers formed a joint-stock company to publish a paper

in C'Neill. This paper, The Holt County Independent,
was designed to mola public opinion in favor of the
farﬁers. From its very beginning the paper suffered
from lack of funds and poor management on tﬁé part of
its editor, .Hans Houtzman. By 1893, however, a cﬁange
of editors.had'taken place and the paper waé relatively

successfu1.8

7McCa£ferty Collection.

81bid.
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“On May 8, 1890, the town of O'Neill saw the establish-

ment of yet another newspaper. The O0'Neill Sun began

printing weekly six column editions under the direction

of its two owners, Charles C. McHugh and a Mr. Watson.

Prior to operating in O'Neill the Sun was printed in Mimmeola,
Nebraska, under the direction of Echer and Watson.

The O0'Neill Sun was one of the leading Democratic organs

in the county until it suspended operation on September
23, 1897.7

.. Banks were also among the early institutions to be
~established in'O'Neill. The Holt County Bank, the first
in the county, was organized in O'Neill by George E.
. Cheney and William Adams of Neligh in 1880. Cheney
soon dropped out and moved to Creighton, Nebraska, but
the bank was continued by William Adans with David Adams,
a brother, as cashier.10 On April 5, 1883, the Holt
‘County Bank was incorporated with fifty thousand dollars”
authorized capital. Among the incorporators were
William and David Adams and Moses P. Kinkaid. The bank
was'located atfthe intersection of Fourfh ST. and Dougias.ll

In 1885, William Adams died leaving his interest in the

9Nebraska Index; McCafferty_Collection.

-'10McCafferty Collection.; Alfred T. Andreas, Histor
of the State of Nebraska (Chicago: The Western Historical
.- Company, 1882), p. 985; The Frontier, May 19, 1881. )

11

The Frontier, April 5, 1883,\June‘3, 1949.
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bankvtq his brqther. The_fqllqwing‘year Kinkaid sold
his interest to.David‘Adéms leaving David L. Darr as
the only shareholder in the bank outside .of the Adams
family. In late NovemberfiSSé Darr sold his interest
to Adams to raise money to build a water powered flour
‘mill south of town..?

The bank now became a family instifution under the
control of David and Edger Adams. By 1890 the bank owed
fifty thousand dollars. David Adams tried to eliminate
this debt by investing in land sales'within the county.
This venture eventually proved fatal, as the county was
'experiencing a time of land liquidation and he went further
in debt. Finally the bank failed to open its doors for
business in 1SQi and David Adams "was not at home".
This was'the first bank failure in Holt County;l3

In 1884, what came to be known as the First National
Bank of O'Neill was oréanized as a staté bank. The bank's
manager was W. G.'Palmatiér with' John Fitzgerald, brother-
in-law to Patrick'Fahy, as president, and Mike Flannigan
as vice pfesident. On January 1, 1886, the bank was
reorganized with Palmatier as president, E. S. Kelly,

cashier, and W. W. Stewart, assistant:14 In 1889,

12McCafferty Collection.; Andreas, p. 985.
31pid. -
14

“The Frontier, January 7, 1886, June 3, 1949.
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Edward F. Gallagher, Thad T. Birmingham,* and J. P. Mann}
bought out Palmatier's interest and operated the:.bankv'.15

Another early banking adventure in O'Neill was by
Patrick Hagerty, B. J. MCGreefey, H. N. McClury, and
Charles Gardner. ' These men started a private partnership
bank in 1886, which continﬁéd'until 1898 when McClufg‘and
Gardner wifhdrew. _Hagerty‘thén'organized the Elkhorn
Valley Bank with capital of fifty thousand dollars. Thé
Elkhorn Valley Bank was located on Douglas Street and
measured twenty by thirty-two feet;16

The State Bank Of O'Neill obtained its charter on
October 1, 1895. Incorporators were W. D. Mathews,
Bernard Mullen, M. D. Long, John McBride, G. C. Hazelet,
S. J. Weeks, Edger Adams, W. M. Canton, Neil Brennan,
E. W. Kinch, A. V. Mofris, John J. McCafferty,.R. R.
Dickson, A. C. Charde;_J. L. Hershiser, Arthur Mullen,
E. F. Mack, H. C. McEvony, and G. W. Wattler. John

McHugh was the first manager of the bank. The bank
voluntarily liquidated in 1897.%17

Almost as soon as the first settlers arrived in O!Neili
schools were started. The first schools were held in

" homes. Any available books were used as texts. One

ﬂlSMcCafferty‘Collection.;‘The‘Frontier, September

4, 1890.

101pid., May 1, 1890, June 3, 1949,

17The Frontier, July 22, 1897, June 3, 1949; Arthur
Mullen Collection, Archives, Creighton University.
N
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early-day teacher recalled having instrutted eight
pupiis and using ten books, all different. The teachers
were usually members of local families. School districﬁ
were orgaﬁized as the need arose. While classes were
held earlier no records seem to have been kept prior to
1878.18

The O'Neill City schools were located in school district
seVen;whiéhrwas organized in 1878. The original district
comprised Sections‘19,20,31,_and the Northwest 1/4
of Section 29, Township 29, Range 11 West and Sections‘
22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 34, 35, and 36:in Range 12 West.
The first teacher under contract in school.district‘Seven
was Ellan O'Sullivan who taught in 1878. Miss 0'Sullivan's
father, J. B. O'Sullivan, was the school districts
first supertendent. The dwelling‘in which she taught
was the Sparks building which had served as a courthouse,
drugstore, saloon, and 1gw office. The school was shifted
continuously from:one building to another until a permanent
location was acquired at the old Catholic Church in the
west part of'town.l9
By 1881, the school system had become too large.

In that year a bond issue for twelve thousand dollars

18The Frontier, March 23, 1882; Holt County Super-
intendents Record.

—

19McCafferty'Collecti’on.;vAndreas, pp. 983-985.
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was passed. This was tq.furnish‘mqney‘fpr-a new schooll
‘Four years later inf1885; the first schoolhouse was completed.
The school was a two story brick building with six rooms.
The cost of the building was eight thousand dollars. Also
in 1885, the school was graded and was the first high school
in Holt County. .Stephan Wicks was O'Neill's first male.
‘gtaduate of high school in’1'887.20

In late_i894, John Bland was hired as superintendent
and principal of school district seven. Among his first
actions were the replacement of the school texts with
newer editioﬂs; These new texts included: Smith's phy-
'siology, Fisher's arithmetic books, and Swinton's readers,
'spellers,’grammar, and history books. Bland also expanded
‘the school program and hired new teachers. Those new
teachers hired were Kate Mann, First Intermediate, Maggie
Connolly, Second Intermediate, and‘Emma McNicholas,
Primary.zl _

In September 1890, the erection of Saint Mary's
Academy was begun. The building was completed in late
1892 and measured forty-five by seventy—five feet and

was two full stories, including a basement and attic.

The academy was to operate under the_guidance of the

- 20the Frontier, March 11, 1886, April 18, 1889;
McCafferty Collection. R -

21'Ib'id., May 19, 1881, September 18, 1884, November
10, 1884, April 19, 1885, February 24, 1887. o

o
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Sisters of Charity and was the first Cétholic school of its
type in1qut‘County.22 '
The pioneer families of O'Neill were no different than,
other settlers living on the.praifie. All had a need for
social diversion. How the socialization was done was usually
bleft to the head of the immediate family. On the frontier
‘dancing and concerts held first place in many of towns. These
dances and concerts were held on holidays, at every wedding,
whenever a new bridge was completed, or to celebrate the out-
come of an election. On July 4, 1882, the Catholic Church of
O'Neill sponsored a dinner and bowery dance. Immediately
following the dance some of the local musicians gave a concert.
The Catholic Church made between one hundred fifty and two

23 At_another in-

hundred dollars profit from the occasion.
stance two programs were presented with an admission charge
of twenty-five cents per person. Part of the proceeds were
used to purchase an organ for the Sunday school.24

The standard‘price for admission to many of the local

dances and concerts was twenty-five to thirty cents.

221pid., August 21, 1890, September 4, 1890, June
3, 1949° ~ |

23McCafferty Collection.; Everett Dick, The Sod House
Frontier 1854-1890 A Social History of the Northern Plains
from the Creation of Kansas and Nebraska to the Admission
of the Dakotas (Lincoln: Johnsen Publishing Company,
1954), p. 349.

241hid., p. 488.; The Frontier, April 6, 1882; Item
(0'Neill), April 25, 1887, : ~




Prior to 1890 the hall on the second fldbr_of'the thn'i
J. McCafferty general stqre'provided.the meeting place
for many sociai'activities. Afterf1890\the.Campbell~Hail
was used. It seated between five and six hundred people
and measured thirty by ninety feet?zs
Among the many musical groups that pefformed in O'Neill
during the 1880's the brass band was the most popular.
Organized in 1884 by Fred J. Herre, an E-Flat cornet
player, the bands musical talent progressed rapidly. 1In
1885, the county's first band contest was held at the fair.
Taking part in the contest were brass bands from Atkinson,
Stuart, and O'Neill. O'Neill,ﬁlaced second to Atkinson
in a very competative contest.  The original.members
included: Fred Herre, Fred Pfunder, John Smoot, Reese
Mays, Charles Colligan, Sam Schram, Jimmy Riggs, and
George Trigg.26 '
Between 1885‘andf1890_the bands membership changed
"several times. A considerable turnover in leaders was also
noted. Succeeding'Ffed Herre were Dean Selph, Mr. Gill,
Ben.Locks, and Homer Campbell. The band was financed
by public subscription. Uniforms and instruments were
bought and a list of individual contributions were kept.

The 1ist ranged from twenty cents to one dollar per month.27

25

26

McCafferty Coliection,
The Frontier, June 3, 1949.
27

Ibid.
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During the winter the residents of 0'Neill took part
in the activities of the O0'Neill Library and Literary |
Society. Th¢ society had a constitution,‘by-laws, and
officers. The programs of the society varied greatly from
month to month.4 Usually the activities consisted of songs,

28 When a play wasbto be

'dialoguesa‘debates, and plays.
presented fo the O0'Neill residénts, tﬁé society worked
~closely with the O0'Neill Dramatic Company and the Amateur
‘Theatrical Society. These home talent organizations

featured dramatic presentations usually of a Shakespearian

variety. Macbeth and Romeo and Juliét were popular with
29

many of the O'Neill residents. On occasion a play was
presented that included the children of O'Neill. The

O'Neill Tribune reported in an article on August 4, 1887,

:that a Chinese matinee was held. The play featured ''the

‘boys and girls of O'Neill" dressed in costume. The play

was held at McCafferty;s Hall and was a huge success.30
Fraternal lodges ofﬂmény types were organized early

on the frontier. Members of various lodges formed local

units of the order in these new towns. These organizations

were very beneficial and offered a vent for the social

activities of the male citizens of the town.

281pid., August 20, 1885.

zglbid;, April 9, 1885; McCafferty Collection.

30O'Neill Tribune, August 4, 1887.




The first fraternal lodge to be fdrmed in O'Neill
was the International Order of 0dd Fellows. Ten residents
of O'Neill signed the first charter on November 30, 1876.
The original members included: E. H. Thompson, H. N. McEvony,
Frances McEvony, Wilson Hoxsie, David Wisegarver, Herman
Strasburg, Joshua Ewing, C. C. Whitney, Samuel Wolf,
and Of R. Elwood. The first meeting piaCe.for the Elkhorn
Valley Lodge was a log cabin two miles east of O'Neill.
Meetings were conducted every week. Four years later in
1880, the 0dd Fellows built a new hall in O'Neill City
which was used as a meeting hall for lodge activities and
public_lectures.31
Another early fraternal'lodge in O'Neill City was
the Ancietn Order of Hibreans, Division Number One. This
lodge was organized July 4, 1879, by twelve members. The
6fficers in;luded: Martin Walsh, county delegate; John .
McCann, president; Jerfy Keliy, vice president; Dennis
Handly, secretary; and Edward Gallagher, treasurer. This
lodge proved very popular among the citizené of O'Neill
and by 1882, numbered forty members.32 N
On January 6, 1882, a third body was organized in O'Neill

City. The Frontier of December 28, 1882, contained a notice

stating that a meeting was to be held at the Odd‘Fellows

*1The Frontier, December 29, 1881, February 9, 1882,
March 9, 1882. '

32
1883.

Ibid., January 26, 1882, March 23, 1882, January 4,

\



Hall for the purpose of establishing a Masonic Lodge.
Any person interested should contact W. W. Mathews,
‘William Wisegarver, Wilson Hoxsie, R. Wilton, Chas. i
Zickrich, S. H. Hazletine, or C. C. Millar. On March 9;
1882 the lodge was formed. The name Garfield Lodge was
given in honor of the President of the United States.
Those members elected were: N. T. Hoxsie, Worshipful
‘Master; C. C. Millar, Senior Warden; W. D. Mathews, Junior
Warden; and Moses P.'Kinkaid, acting Secretary and Treasurer.
Meetings of the lodge were to be held on the first and
third Thursday of each month.33
The last of the fraternal lodges to be organized in
0'Neill during the 1880's was the Grand Army of the
Republic Lodge, John O'Neill Post. The initial organization
of the lodge took place on January 30, 1882, when Captain
Cassidy gave ten dollars toward the purchase of a charter
from the mother lodge.' On March 28, 1882, the post was
organized with M. J. Kenﬁedy Captain. Meetings were held
twice monthly.34
In addition‘to the fraternal lodges several societies

peculiar to the farming community were organized in

"O'Neill City. These included the Holt County Agricultural

531bid., December 29, 1881, February 9, 1882, March
9, 1882- -

341bid., January 26, 1882, March 23, 1882, January
4, 1883 | |

~T
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Society and the Society of Sons of Rest. The Holt County
Agricultural chiety was formed in the summer of 1885
with John J. McCafferty as president. In September of the
same year the society held its first fair. The fairground
consisted of forty acres of land which was owned by the
society. Fairs were held annually from 1885 with races,
concerts, boxing matches, and livestock displays being
" very popular. A grandstand was completed- in August 1887
which seated five hundred people.35

" The Society of Sons of Rest waswdifferent than thé

usual society on the frontier. The society was organized
on August 4, 1877, for the express purpose of helping sick
or needy farmers. The duties of the society were to aid
the farmers in eve?yday chores, transport them to church
and social gathérings, and to help the invalid. The éhapter
in 0'Neill did not receive much publicity in the newspapers,
”thus little is known of its specific attivities.36
| The sale of liquor and the activities of the temper-
ance socletiles played a large part in the social and
 cultural deveibpmeht of O'Neill City. Temperance societies.

began in O0'Neill City as early as 1879 when the first

;1egal sale of liquor was recorded. Prior to 1879, a

3301Neill Tribune, June 9, 1887; The Frontier, March
11, 1885, © | 1 |
. 36Th'e‘Fr’onti‘er, Sepﬁember 18, 1884, April 9, 1885;
McCafferty Collection.

Sy U S

é
s
3



92°-4

s
i.(\‘-

majority of early settlers in O'Neill did nqﬁ drink
‘whiskey and the only store in the city, Hagerty's, refuséd,
to sell liquor. In 1878,‘when the‘Jamés Stephan Stagei
and Mail.Liﬁe openéa in the city‘some of the drivers
lbrought in whiskey and sold it to the residents. In
October 1879, the people of O'Nei]1 were able to buy liquor
ét a local store. M. H. Doggett applied and was granted
a liquqr license to sell whiskey in his drug store. Immed-
iately a temperance society was formed and boycotted
Doggett's store. Within a‘few days Doggett sold his store
and left town and O'Neill was again a dry city.37
The next seller of alcohol in O'Neill City was B. J.
Capwell, who came from Waterloo, Iowa. Capwell sold all
types of wine and Whiskey in his store. To help cover
thié fact Capwell employed a temperance lecturer from-
Sioux City, Iowa, and make him head clerk. This however,
did not work as the 1eétur¢r learned of Capwellfs‘illegal
business. The lecturer fqgether with the Reverand J. T.
Smith, the Catholic priest of O'Neill City, and the Womens
Christian Temperance Union brqught Capwell to court for il-
legally selling spirits. When the case was brought to court

no one would testify against Capwell and the matter dropped.

.37McCafferty Collection; Holt County Commissioners
Records, October 7, 1879. The Fruntier, August 25, 1881,
April 9, 1885. ‘ o ' -




"It should Be thed.afterward that the Judge was seen
frequently at the store." % |
Temperance societies continued in 0'Neill throughout
the 1880's and 1890's with‘fhe Christian Womens Temperance
Union being the largest and most widely known. Their
meetings were held on Sunday whenever a need arose.>”
The suffragette movement in O'Neill can be traced
to October 19, 1882, when the 0'Neill Womens Sufferage
Society was organized. Miss Bessie Wisegarver was chosen
chairman in the groups first election. Prior to the
establishment of this society periodic lectures were
given on sufferage by women. These women usually'came'from
the states in the East especially Massachusetts. Although
the O0'Neill Womens Sufferage Union was not as vocal or
as active as the temperance societies they did hold
periodic meetings and elect officers,40
As the temperance énd_sufferage‘societies provided
a social outlet for the women of O'Neill the men took
‘part in the forming of militia companies. There was
scarcely a county seat or a town of any size in Nebraska
without a militia cqmpany. .The first cqmpény organized

in Holt County was on September 1, 1876, in O'Neill

38
1881.

391pid., April 9, 1885.

4014id., October 19, 1882.

McCafferty Collection.; The Frontier, August 25,
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~City. The total enlistment in the company waS»sixty—
eight and was under the.cqmmand Qf Infantry Captain M. H.
McIntosch. The official title given to the unit was
- Company One-of the First.Regiment.Al
Sporting activities in O'Neill City were in many ways
similar to those in the East, but were adapted to conditions
in the West. Some sports by their ver? nature fitted
into the crude western surroundings better than others
and were more popular. Probably the most popular
spert in the O'Neill area was horse racing. The races
were usually held at the Holt Couhty.Agricultural.SoCiety
celebrations.42
Baseball was second in popularity'only to horse
racing. By the early 1870's it was the rule for the
prairie towns to have a baseball team. The town of O'Neill
was no different. As early as'1881,‘O'Neill's team, the
Irish Peelers, were cémpeting in different towns within the
county. 'Information‘cohterning the O'Neill team is vague
with the only references being made having to do with

scores . against opposing towns.*3

4lHarrison Johnson, History of Nebraska (Omaha: Herald
Printing House, 1880), p. 162.

42

Dick, p. 277; McCafferty Collection.

" Item, April 25, 18825 O'Neill Tribume, June 9,
1887; McCafferty Collection; Interview with John Harrington,
July 2, 1973. ' | ' |



Aside from playing baseball many of the residents

in O'Neill were active hunters. Near at hand were duck,

quails, prairie chickens, and other game. Within the
iimits’of O'Neill City a gun club was organized. The
O'Neill Gun Club held annual shoots and participated in
civic projects. ‘In.Junef1887, the club advertised for
metal and leather scraps for a community project they
were planni_ng,44
O'Neill's 'social foundations were well laid by the
turn of the century. Schools, newspapers, and several
societies had been established and were prospering.
Cultural influences_effected by these institutions were
part of the community life. Social and fraternal bodies

lend support to the town's refinement. O0'Neill gave all

indications of having a well rounded society.

44Dick, pp. 283-284; The Frontier, June 9, 1887.
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SUMMARY

The pioneers who moved into Nebraska during the last
half of the nineteenth century were composed of numerous
ethnic_groups. One of the most prominenf was the Irish.
‘The settlers came to Nebraska seeking a better life for
themselves and their children. The leader of the first
Irish colony into Nebraska was John O0'Neill. O'Neill or
the "General", as he was commonly known, established several
Irish communities including one which bears his name,
O'Neill, Nebraska. Prior to the General's colonizing'ventures
in the state he was an active member in the Fenian Brother-
hood and tried several unsuccessful invasions éf Canada.
After these invasions failed and his image in the brother-
hood tarnished, O0'Neill began formulating plans to bring
ITish settlers frém the'cities‘in the East to Nebraska.

In 1874 the first group of colonists came West and settled
in Holt County on the Elkhorn River. The town of O'Neill
City was formed and subsequent groups of colonists followea
in 1875.

By 1876, O'Neill City was a growing community and
cdunty seaf of Holt County. In 1881 the Fremont Elkhorn
and Missquri Valley Raiqua& was built in town. The railroad
brought settlers, shipping, and great activity. Several

business firms were organized and the town prospered.

\
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The following year the town was incorporated under
the laws of the State of Nebraska. The settlers who came
to the town established churches, social organizations,
and schools to the prairie commﬁnity; Times were to
change, however, and the importance of O'Neill as a rail-
road center diminished. Unlike some communities in
Similar circumstances, the toWn of O'Néill did not die.
Instead it recognized the advantages of agriculture and
cattle raising and has since become the center of a fine

stock producing country.



APPENDIX I
Petition for Incorporation
Holt County Commissioners Record
Acting'upon petition for corporation of village to be

known as (O'Neill) the following articles of incorporation
were approved to wit: Whereas: It appearing that a majority
- of the taxable inhabitants‘of that town'of‘O'Neill'City (not
heretofore incorporated under any law of this state) have
‘présented a petition.to the county board of Holt County
Aﬁebraska proofing that they may be incorporated as a village
~to be known as O'Neill handled as follows: Beginning at. the
 N;“E.'Corner of N. E. qr. of section 30, twp. 29. Rangé 11
W. thence west to the N. W. corner of N.W. qr. of secfion 30,
twp. 29, P. 11 thence South to the S.W. cor. of S.W. qr. of
‘Sec. 30, twp. 29, R. 11, thence east to the S.E. corner‘of
S.E. qr. of sec. 30, twp. 29, R. 11 thence north to the No.:E.
"of the S.E. % of S.E. % section 30 twp. 29, R. 11 thence N.,
to the N.E. corn. of the N.W. % of the S.E. % of Sec. 30, tuwp.
29, R. 11, thence East to the S.E. corner of S.E. % of N.E.
%, Sec. 34, twp. 29, R. 11, thence north to the place of of
beginning. ‘Thélboard being fully satisfied, that the iﬁhabi%

tants of the territory described are actual residents to. the

number of 2,000 or more do declare the said proposed village

98
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incorporated and shall be gQVerned by the prqvisions of
law applicable'tthhe;government of villages and do dherby
appoint the following named persons trustees viz: John
Jr. McCofferty, E.E. Evans, W.D. Matthews, Patrick Hagerty
and Sanford Parkef given under our hands at O'Neill City

this 7th day of October A.D. 1882,

Michael Flannigan) Attest:
) Sanford Parker
W.C. Townsend’

) Commissioners Co. Clerk
) (copy)
Frank Pittany )

" Holt County’CoﬁmiSSioners Record, October 7, 1882.

i
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