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set forth in 36 CFR Part 60.  
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5. Classification  
 

Ownership of Property 
(Check as many boxes as apply.) 

Category of Property 
(Check only one box.) 

Number of Resources within Property 
(Do not include previously listed resources in the count.) 
 

    Contributing Noncontributing  

x private  building(s)   buildings 

x public - Local  district 2  sites 

 public - State x site   structures 

 public - Federal  structure   objects 

   object 2  Total 

 
 
  Number of contributing resources previously 

listed in the National Register 

  0 
            

6. Function or Use                   

Historic Functions 

(Enter categories from instructions.)  

Current Functions 

(Enter categories from instructions.) 

TRANSPORTATION/Road-related  LANDSCAPE/Unoccupied Land 

  LANDSCAPE/Natural Feature 

   

   

   

   

   
 

  

7. Description 

Architectural Classification 

(Enter categories from instructions.) 
 Materials  

(Enter categories from instructions.) 

N/A  foundation: N/A 

  walls:  

    

  roof:  

  other:  
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Narrative Description 

Summary  
 
The Cherokee Trail Walnut River Crossing is located  

The property contains a segment of the Cherokee/Fayetteville/Oregon-California (Cherokee) Trail (1849 – 
1861) which crosses the Walnut River (Figure 3). The crossing is a rocky river bottom ford, including man-made cut-downs 
on the north and south banks. The north side is situated in a farmyard and is accessed by entering the yard of the residence, 
the lane of which is directly on a branch of the trail. The lane leads to an obvious 34-foot-wide swale by which the rock and 
the gravel-bottom crossing are reached. The crossing’s south side consists of a prominent man-made cutdown leading to 
a large cultivated field.  
 
The nominated property also includes the original location of the Conner Cabin (relocated to the Butler County/Kansas Oil 
Museum), as verified by historic photographs near an existing stone wall.1 The cabin is the first structure of the city of Old 
El Dorado (1859-1860), which served as a residence, store, the county seat, courthouse and post office. The beginnings of 
El Dorado were at this spot. The property has strong historic integrity, as it is relatively unchanged since the time of its use. 

 

 
________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Elaboration  
 

  The 
Cherokee Trail was in use from 1849 – 1861 and was part of both the Santa Fe and Oregon/California Trails.   The north 
side of the nominated property is located within a privately-owned farmyard while the south side (south of the Walnut River) 
leads to large cultivated fields and is owned by the City of El Dorado. 
 
 

General Landscape2 
 

The Cherokee Trail-Walnut River Crossing and Connor Cabin sites are located within the Flint Hills Upland division of the 
Osage Plains section of the Central Lowland province of the Interior Plains division of North America (Dunham 2016, 
Schoewe 1949:291). Ranging from 20 to 80 miles wide, the Flint Hills Upland stretches from north to south across the 
eastern half of Kansas, taking in such towns as Clay Center, Manhattan, Junction City, Abilene, El Dorado, Augusta, and 
Winfield. This linear physiographic unit consists of a series of north-south irregularly trending escarpments with steep, 
terraced eastern faces and flat to gently inclined western slopes. The topography was formed by the exposure and 
consequent erosion at the ground surface of alternating beds of unequally resistant Permian-age limestones, sandstones, 
and shales, which dip gently to the west. Stream courses within the region are generally eastward flowing and typically have 
deeply entrenched channels lined with outcropping rock ledges. Valleys are usually asymmetrical with the steeper slopes 
located on the south sides. In places where the streams pass through resistant limestones, narrow box-like channels have 
been incised. In locations where the streams have cut through weaker shales, the valleys are wider, and the slopes are 
much gentler. 
 
The abundance of flint or chert bands in the limestones is perhaps the most important characteristic of the Flint Hills 
environment from an archeological perspective. Due to its superior flaking qualities, Flint Hills chert provided the excellent 
raw material for chipped stone tools, and prehistoric inhabitants of the region heavily exploited it. 
 
The natural vegetation of the region prior to the encroachment of modern civilization apparently consisted of tall grass prairie 
interpenetrated by narrow bands of riverine forest.3 Warm season grasses dominated the prairie vegetation community, 

                         
1 A note about archeological sites not mentioned in this nomination: there are several recorded archeological sites within, overlapping, 
or immediately adjacent to this nominated property. The majority of these sites need further investigation to determine the ethnic and 
cultural groups associated with them and the exact time periods. Because of the ambiguity concerning the relationship of these sites to 
the nomination’s period of significance and their lack of historic integrity, SHPO staff chose to exclude mentioning them within this 
nomination; however, information on these sites is on file with SHPO. Further research and archeological investigation of these sites 
has the potential to further inform and enlighten the context of this site.  
2 The following four paragraphs are adapted from standard language used in reports written by Kansas State Historical Society, Cultural 
Resources Division, Archeology Department. 
3 Durham, John W. (compiler) 2016 The Flint Hills with Prairie Areas. Kansas Geological Survey Open File Report 2016-01, 
http://www.kgs.ku.edu/Publications/OFR/2016/OFR16_01/index.html, accessed November 26, 2018; Kuchler, A. W. “A New Vegetation 
Map of Kansas” Ecology 55 No. 3 (1974): 600-601). 

http://www.kgs.ku.edu/Publications/OFR/2016/OFR16_01/index.html
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with big and little bluestem, switchgrass, and Indian grass being the most important elements of that community. Moderate 
rainfall, a relatively long growing season, and rich soils provided conditions suitable for many other grasses and numerous 
annual and perennial herbs. Within the stream valleys, periodically flooded shallow depressions hosted wetland 
communities dominated by prairie cordgrass, while mud flats served as preferred sites for smartweeds, docks, purslane, 
and chenopods. Gallery forests occurred in narrow bands along the major streams. The forest vegetation was dominated 
by medium tall to tall broadleaf deciduous trees like cottonwood, hackberry, willow, and elm. Hillsides and ravines along 
valley edges supported woodlands of bur oak with scattered individuals of bitternut hickory and shagbark hickory. Black 
walnut, green ash, and sycamore prevailed in the lower, more mesic areas. The understory was mostly buckbrush and 
Missouri gooseberry, with the herbaceous flora being similar to that found in oak-hickory forests to the east. 
 
According to Wedel,4 these vegetative conditions provided shelter and food for an abundant mammalian fauna, including 
such large game animals as bison, elk, deer, antelope, and bear along with smaller animals such as cougar, wildcat, coyote, 
fox, beaver, otter, muskrat, raccoon, opossum, badger, squirrel, and rabbit. Wild turkey, prairie chicken, ruffed grouse, and 
quail were also present, and the larger streams yielded an abundance of edible fish and shellfish. 
 
 

Individual Resources 
 
Walnut River Crossing 

 It consists of two 
cutdowns, one on the north side of the Walnut River and the other on the south side, with a distinct rock-bottom crossing 
between them. The north cutdown is accessed through an active farmyard, where a stone marker has been placed by the 
landowners (Figure 6). The lower portion is more clearly visible, likely because of its ongoing use as a 2-track roadway 
leading to the river (Figure 7). The south cutdown is visible as a distinct indentation in the riverbank, also in use as an 
intermittent 2-track roadway (Figure 8). 
 
 
Conner Cabin Location 
The Conner Cabin location is adjacent to the trail and marks the original location of Jeremiah Conner’s cabin, which is 
located today on the grounds of the Kansas Oil Museum in El Dorado. A photo from 1926, taken before its 1946 relocation, 
shows the cabin near a distinctive stone wall at the edge of the trail route (Figure 9). A modern photo from the same vantage 
point shows a relatively undisturbed setting, with only the addition of a small metal-shed near the cabin’s original location 
(Figure 10). The stone wall at the edge of the trail cutdown is still present, though greatly diminished due to erosion (Figure 
11). 
  
 
Integrity 
The nominated trail crossing retains good integrity of location and setting, and the cutdowns themselves show the pattern 
of travel in the area, thus supporting its integrity of association and feeling. The adjacent Conner cabin location likewise 
illustrates a historic connection to the trail. While the cabin itself is no longer present, its location at the margin of an active 
farmstead suggests that minimal disturbance has taken place. This contention is supported by the fact that the ground 
surface appears relatively undisturbed and that the only visible alteration to the historic setting is the addition of a small 
metal shed. Thus, the low disturbance level of the property in combination with the highly trafficked crossing means this 
particular site could be a good source of information potential that could further our understanding of the people and use of 
these significant trails.  
 
 
 
 

                         
4 Waldo R. Wedel, “An Introduction to Kansas Archeology,” Smithsonian Institution, Bureau of American Ethnology, Bulletin (1959):14. 
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8. Statement of Significance 

 

 
 

 
Period of Significance (justification) 
The period of significance for this property begins in 1847 with the first reference to the crossing found in a letter from July 
4th and continues through circa 1900 as documented use continues into the early twentieth century. One article 
referenced the trail crossing in 1898. These years (1847-c 1900) include the years when the Cherokee Trial Walnut River 
Trail was in use for transportation. 
 
 
Criteria Considerations (justification) 
N/A 
 
 
 

 
Applicable National Register Criteria  
(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property for National 
Register listing.) 

 

x 
A Property is associated with events that have made a 

significant contribution to the broad patterns of our 
history.  

 
B Property is associated with the lives of persons 

significant in our past. 
  

   

 
C Property embodies the distinctive characteristics  

of a type, period, or method of construction or 
represents the work of a master, or possesses high 
artistic values, or represents a significant 
and distinguishable entity whose components lack 
individual distinction.  

   

x D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield, information 
important in prehistory or history. 

 
   

 
Criteria Considerations  
(Mark "x" in all the boxes that apply.) 

Property is: 

 
A 
 

 
Owned by a religious institution or used for religious 
purposes.  

 
 

B 
 
removed from its original location. 

 
 

C 
 
a birthplace or grave. 

 
 

D 
 
a cemetery. 

 
 

E 
 
a reconstructed building, object, or structure. 

 
 

F 
 
a commemorative property. 

 
 

G 
 
less than 50 years old or achieving significance 

 
 within the past 50 years. 

 

Areas of Significance  

TRANSPORTATION 

EXPLORATION/SETTLEMENT 

 

 

 

 

Period of Significance  

1847- c1900 

 

 

Significant Dates 

1847, 1858 

 

 

Significant Person  

(Complete only if Criterion B is marked above.) 

N/A 

Cultural Affiliation 

 

 

Architect/Builder 

N/A 
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Narrative Statement of Significance 

(Provide a summary paragraph that includes level of significance, applicable criteria, justification for the period of 
significance, and any applicable criteria considerations.) 

 
Summary  
 
The Cherokee Trail Walnut River Crossing preserves a rare intact portion of a historic emigrant route used by those moving 
toward Oregon and California. Though the Cherokee Trail followed the Santa Fe Trail from a point near present-day 
Ellsworth to Bents Old Fort, it is considered to be a branch of the Oregon/California Trail, joining that route at Fort Bridger 
in Wyoming. The nominated property also includes the original location of the Conner Cabin, the first structure built within 
what would become the City of El Dorado. The Cherokee Trail, the Walnut River Crossing is locally significant under Criterion 
A for its association with transportation as a major route, and with exploration/settlement of the expanding western lands 
and the region. The property is also significant under Criteria D for its information potential in association with the original 
location of the Conner Cabin and the trail crossing. 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
Elaboration  
 
In 2013 the National Park Service prepared a feasibility study for the Cherokee Trail, describing it as a route starting on the 
Grand (Neosho) River in Oklahoma, which then moves northwest before joining the Santa Fe Trail for a portion of its route 
in Kansas and Colorado. It then continued to the vicinity of Denver, where it split into two branches that joined the Oregon-
California Trail at different locations in Wyoming (Figure 3). The NPS ultimately concluded that though there were some 
disagreements regarding the route in Wyoming, the portions of the trail across Oklahoma, Kansas, and Colorado were 
adequately documented for National Historic Trail purposes.5 The section below, quoted from the 2013 NPS feasibility study, 
describes the Cherokee Trail route in Oklahoma and Kansas. Notably, it mentions the Walnut River crossing and an 
associated campground. 
 
Cherokee Trail Route6 
 

The Cherokee Trail study route begins at Grand Saline, on the east bank of the Grand River at the mouth 
of Saline Creek, and crosses the river a mile south of Salina, Okla. Today the crossing is submerged by a 
reservoir. The route continues northwest through the town of Chelsea, past the landmark of Coody’s Bluff, 
and crosses the Verdigris River near the north end of Oologah Lake. It passes Delaware, Okla., continues 
north along California Creek, and enters Kansas near the Washington/Nowata county line. 
 
The route crosses U.S. 166 about seven miles west of Coffeyville, Kan. It heads northwesterly, passing five 
miles southwest of Elk City, and crosses S.R. 99 at the town of Moline. Continuing northwest across the 
Kansas prairie for another 45 miles, the trail fords the Walnut River south of El Dorado. The crossing area 
was a major campsite for travelers on the Cherokee Trail. The route continues northwest and crosses the 
Whitewater River one-mile northwest of Potwin, Kan. It runs across open prairie for another 38 miles, 
passing south of Goessel to arrive at Running Turkey Creek. There the Cherokee Trail study route merges 
with the Santa Fe Trail and turns west. The combined Cherokee/Santa Fe Trail goes south of present-day 
McPherson and continues westerly across the Little Arkansas River to Lyons, Kan. Here the 
Cherokee/Santa Fe Trail approaches U.S. 56 and roughly parallels the highway for the next 80 miles to 
Kinsley, Kan. It continues west from Lyons to the town of Ellinwood, on the Arkansas River.  
 
Now the combined Cherokee/Santa Fe Trail route follows the Arkansas River west to Great Bend, Kan., 
where both the river and the trail curve southwest. Upon leaving Great Bend, the trail passes south of the 
town of Pawnee Rock to Larned, Kan. There, emigrants crossed the Pawnee River. The route follows the 
present-day U.S. 56 alignment southwest past Garfield and Kinsley, where the trail leaves U.S. 56, to the 

                         
5 Gretchen Ward, Draft Cherokee Trail Feasibility Study, National Trails Intermountain Region, National Park Service 2013. 
6Gretchen Ward, Draft Cherokee Trail Feasibility Study, National Trails Intermountain Region, National Park Service 2013. 
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site of Black Pool. Black Pool is a spring and landmark on the Santa Fe Trail where emigrant inscriptions 
are still visible.  
 
Still following the north bank of the Arkansas River, the Cherokee/Santa Fe Trail bends northwesterly 
toward historic Fort Dodge and present-day Dodge City, Kan. It continues upriver past the town of Cimarron 
and through Garden City, Deerfield, Syracuse, and Coolidge. About two miles beyond Coolidge, the 
Cherokee/Santa Fe Trail enters Colorado. 
 
 

Oregon-California Trail 
 
In Kansas, the Oregon-California Trail is entirely restricted to the northeast part of the state. But, the Cherokee Trail is 
considered to be a branch, given that it joins the Oregon-California Trail at Fort Bridger in Wyoming (Figure 3). That being 
the case, the following summary of the Oregon-California Trail (prepared by the National Park Service) is provided. 
 

Oregon-California Trail Overview7 
 

The Oregon Trail began as a network of Indian trade and migration routes that crisscrossed the American West. 
British, French, and American fur trappers of the late 18th and early 19th centuries found and followed those paths as they 
scoured the country for beaver. By the 1820s, caravans of pack trains, carts, and wagons were beating a rough “fur trace” 
from the Missouri River to the annual trappers’ rendezvous in the Rocky Mountains of today’s Wyoming and northern Utah. 
Pack trails ran west from the Rockies, following the Snake and Columbia Rivers to Hudson’s Bay Company headquarters 
at Fort Vancouver in the Oregon Country.8  

When the first family of covered wagon pioneers joined a fur caravan heading to the Rockies from Missouri in 1840, 
the Oregon Country was jointly occupied by the fledgling United States and powerful Great Britain. Over the next several 
years, Britain watched uneasily as a low, but steady tide of American emigrants surged along the developing, 2200-mile 
Oregon Trail and emptied into the Pacific Northwest. As the number of American settlers grew, so did the pressure for 
British withdrawal. In 1846 the two nations signed a treaty giving the U.S. control of lands between California and the 49th 
parallel, today’s border between the United States and Canada.9 The emigration swelled in the early 1850s as homesteaders 
flocked to Oregon to stake their claims under the Donation Lands Act. By 1860, some 53,000 covered wagon emigrants 
and hundreds of thousands of livestock had followed the Oregon Trail to the Pacific Northwest.10 

The California Trail, too, began at the Missouri River and stretched more than 2000 miles across plains and 
mountains, then branched out to end at various towns and camps in and beyond the Sierra Nevada. Much of that distance 
was part of a shared corridor with the Oregon Trail through Kansas, Nebraska, Wyoming, and eastern Idaho. Near today’s 
Soda Springs, Idaho, the 1841 Bidwell-Bartleson Party split away from the Oregon Trail and turned south to blaze a new 
emigrant route across the unmapped Great Basin and along the Humboldt River to California, part of Mexico at that time. 
Against all the odds, the entire party survived the trip, and some of the successful pioneers set to work recruiting other 
emigrants to California. A trickle of over-landers followed over the next several years, developing a more direct trail across 
Idaho and Nevada to the Humboldt River and better routes through the Sierra Nevada.11  

                         
7 Trail overview written by Lee Kreutzer, National Trails Intermountain Region, National Park Service. 
8 Will Bagley, So Rugged and Mountainous: Blazing the Trails to Oregon and California, 1812-1848, vol. 1, Overland West (Norman:  
University of Oklahoma Press, 2010), 77, 80; Hulbert, Archer Butler ed., Where Rolls the Oregon: Prophet and Pessimist Look 
Northwest, vol. 3, Overland to the Pacific (Colorado Springs: The Steward Commission of Colorado College & the Denver Public 
Library, 1933), 52, 91, 105, 136, 149-154, 156-159; Bernard De Voto, Across the Wide Missouri (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1947), 
47, 59, 69; Merrill J. Mattes, The Great Platte River Road: The Covered Wagon Mainline via Fort Kearny to Fort Laramie, (Lincoln: 
Nebraska State Historical Society, 1969), 4; Merrill J. Mattes, Platte River Road Narratives: A Descriptive Bibliography of Travel over 
the Great Central Overland Route to Oregon, California, Utah, Colorado, Montana, and Other Western States and Territories, 1812-
1866 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988), 1-5. 
9 Bagley, So Rugged and Mountainous, 290-291.  
10 John D. Unruh, The Plains Across: The Overland Emigrants and the Trans-Mississippi West, 1840-60 (Chicago:  University of Illinois 
Press, 1982), 60, 84-85. 
11 George Stewart, The California Trail: An Epic with Many Heroes (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1962), 18, 27-28; Doyce B. Nunis, Jr., The 
Bidwell-Bartleson Party: 1841 California Emigrant Adventure: The Documents and Memoirs of the Overland Pioneers (Santa Cruz, CA: 
Western Tanager Press, 1991), 39, 125, 149; Dale L. Morgan, The Humboldt: Highroad of the West, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1985), 67-78. 
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As a result of the 1846-1848 Mexican-American War and annexation of Texas, the United States gained a 
tremendous swath of territory that stretched from the Gulf of Mexico across the Southern Plains, Southwest, and Great 
Basin to the Pacific coast. Emigration to California continued at a dribble despite the change of government. Few Americans 
were tempted to make the arduous trip until news of the gold discovery at Sutter’s Mill reached the East and opened the 
emigration floodgates. In the spring of 1850, some 44,000 Argonauts and entrepreneurs rushed along the California Trail 
to seek their fortunes in the gold camps. As a result of the influx, California gained statehood the following year, and by 
1860 over 200,000 emigrants had followed the long trail west to the Golden State.12  

Starting in 1847, Oregon- and California-bound travelers shared the trail corridor with some 60,000 members of 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, who followed the Mormon Trail across Nebraska and Wyoming to the 
Great Salt Lake Valley of Utah. Total emigration along the multi-trail corridor to Oregon, California, and Utah between 
1841and 1866 is commonly estimated at 350,000 to 500,000 persons.13  

Across the three decades of the emigration, the trail experience evolved. As historian John Unruh observed, “The 
emigrant experience was ever-changing; each travel year evidenced distinctive patterns, unique dramas of triumph and 
tragedy, new contributions to the mosaic of western development.”14 In the 1840s, emigrants were on their own once they 
left Missouri and entered “Indian Territory.” During those years, many suffered extreme hardship and even death as they 
trudged across Nevada’s forty-mile Desert, struggled through the Sierra Nevada, dodged the fierce rapids of the Columbia 
River, or tried untested new routes across the western mountains and deserts. Military and trading posts were few along 
the way and usually had little food to spare; emigrants were unable to resupply if their provisions ran low. But as the 
emigration progressed, explorers, military expeditions, and other travelers gradually opened shorter, safer routes. Towns 
and road ranches sprang up along the way. Businessmen established ferries, bridges, and toll roads, hauled water into the 
desert to sell to thirsty travelers and built trading posts where travelers could resupply or exchange worn out draft animals 
for fresh ones. Meanwhile, as the years passed, the vast buffalo herds that 1840s emigrants had encountered in eastern 
Nebraska retreated farther and farther west, dwindling to near-extinction. Hungry campfires and livestock consumed the 
woodlands and grasslands along the trail; and once-friendly native peoples, alarmed by the never-ending march of 
emigrants and embittered by the usurping of their lands and resources, were driven to armed resistance. As a result of 
these changes, travelers of the 1860s experienced the overland trails much differently than those who had gone west in the 
1840s. 

Not just the experience but the trails themselves changed, as well. For example, Independence and Westport, 
Missouri, at the eastern edge of the frontier, were the original Oregon and California trailheads. There emigrants could 
purchase supplies, wagons, and livestock and make repairs before merging with the great freight caravans rolling west 
along the Santa Fe Trail into Kansas. Near the present-day town of Gardner, the Oregon-California trail corridor branched 
off to follow the “Independence Road” across northeastern Kansas toward Nebraska’s Platte River. Through the 1840s and 
1850s, new military roads were developed to connect Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, to Fort Riley in central Kansas, Fort 
Gibson, Oklahoma, and Fort Kearny, Nebraska, and emigrants quickly adopted these and other new trails in making their 
way to the Platte River. Also during those years, especially following outbreaks of cholera, emigrants began outfitting and 
“jumping off” onto the trails farther and farther north, gradually shifting the bulk of the emigration traffic upriver to Fort 
Leavenworth, St. Joseph, Nebraska City, and Omaha/Council Bluffs.  

By the close of the 1850s, the Nebraska river towns had largely replaced Independence, Westport, Fort 
Leavenworth, and St. Joseph as outfitting and jumping-off places, and the flow of Oregon-California traffic across Kansas 
had nearly dried up.15 Riding a steamboat up the Missouri River to Nebraska City and Council Bluffs saved emigrants 
several difficult stream crossings and many days of driving across northeastern Kansas. Starting farther north also enabled 
travelers to avoid the Kansas-Missouri border troubles of the mid-1850s and allowed them to take advantage of substantial 
trail improvements made by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints to help its Mormon emigrants cross Nebraska.  

Farther west, significant new alternates were developed, including Sublette’s, Hudspeth’s, and Goodale’s cutoffs 
across Wyoming and Idaho, the difficult Hastings Cutoff through Utah’s Wasatch Mountains and over the Great Salt Lake 

                         
12 Stewart, 217; Unruh, 84-85; Will Bagley, With Golden Visions Bright Before Them: Trails to the Mining West, 1849-1852, vol. 2, 
Overland West (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2012), 15, 17-18, 388. 
13 Mattes, Platte River Road Narratives, 5. Matte’s estimate includes all western emigration, including that to Colorado, Montana, 
Nevada, etc. 
14 Unruh, 321-322. 
15 Merrill J. Mattes, The Great Platte River Road: The Covered Wagon Mainline via Fort Kearny to Fort Laramie (Lincoln: Nebraska 
State Historical Society, 1969) 104-105. 
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Desert, the Raft River route to the Humboldt, and several Oregon dry-land alternatives to the dangerous Columbia River 
passage. New wagon roads punched through the Sierra Nevada, and commercial ferries, bridges, and other improvements 
increasingly aided the emigration as the years passed.  

But the most considerable improvement to western emigration by far was the completion of the transcontinental 
railroad in 1869. The driving of the ceremonial golden spike that linked the Central Pacific and Union Pacific railroads at 
Promontory Summit, Utah, was a stake in the heart of the covered wagon era. The laborious, dangerous overland trip that 
once took five to six months killed hundreds of thousands of draft animals and tested the endurance of the most determined 
emigrants could now be made safely in a matter of weeks. Some emigrants who could not afford train passage continued 
to use the old Oregon and California trails, but long-distance wagon traffic gradually dried up. The last documented 
westbound covered wagon on the Oregon-California Trail crossed Wyoming in 1912.16 

The trails opened the door for the Pony Express, the transcontinental telegraph, the transcontinental railroad, and 
parts of the modern interstate highway system, all of which followed the Oregon and California trails corridor. The overland 
emigration fulfilled the nation’s “manifest destiny” to stretch from Atlantic to Pacific, spurred economic development and 
security, and directed the course of American history. At the same time, however, it disrupted hundreds of indigenous 
cultures, destroyed traditional lifeways that had developed over millennia, and contributed to extinctions and significant 
shifts in native plant and animal populations. Today’s West is mostly the product of the California and Oregon emigrations 
and the events that flowed from those movements. Extant trail remnants, including wagon swales and ruts, stream 
crossings, graves, campgrounds, and associated forts, are touchstones to that iconic place and period in the nation’s history. 

The national and regional significance of the Oregon and California trails has been identified through the work of 
many lay and professional historians and defined in numerous scholarly publications.17 Congress designated the Oregon 
and California National Historic Trails in 1978 and 1992, respectively, and the National Park Service in 1998 published a 
combined comprehensive management and use plan/environmental impact statement for the Oregon, California, Pony 
Express, and Mormon Pioneer National Historic Trails. 

 In Kansas, approximately 165 miles of wagon route are designated as part of the Oregon National Historic Trail, 
and 290 miles are designated as California National Historic Trail. For a short distance from Missouri into eastern Kansas, 
the Oregon and California Trails followed the same corridor as the earlier Santa Fe Trail, also a designated National Historic 
Trail.18 Many more miles of a historic wagon route, once traveled by emigrants to the far west, exist across Kansas, and 
many of these routes are currently under study for possible addition to the Oregon and California National Historic Trails. 

 

Cherokee Trail Walnut River Crossing 

The Walnut River Crossing was in use before 1821 as the route from St Louis to the Rockies as the Osage Trail and the 
original Santa Fe Trail. The Osage Indians used the trail to go to their hunting grounds north of [present day] Wichita. The 
trail crossed the Walnut River south of El Dorado coming from the community of Rosalie. The Cherokee Trail (beginning in 
1849) is the longest branch of the California National Historic Trail, approximately 1,300 miles long.19 Originating in 
Arkansas, Missouri, and Oklahoma, the route converges at either the Grand (Neosho) or the Verdigris River. Starting north 
through Oklahoma, the trail crosses two-thirds of Kansas and Wyoming east to west, and Colorado south to north (Figure 
3). This transcontinental trail ties the historic Santa Fe Trail to the Oregon California Trail. Through this corridor poured 
gold seekers to California in 1849, Colorado in 1858, Idaho in 1860, and Montana in 1862. However, emigration was the 
primary use of the trail. Starting in 1849, and continuing until the turn of the twentieth century, emigrants trekked over parts 
of the Cherokee Trail to every western state. The uncovering of several diaries has helped find both the emigrants and their 
routes." 20 The Cherokee Trail is currently under consideration by Congress for inclusion in the National Historic Trails listing. 
 
 
 

                         
16 Mary Hurlburt Scott, The Oregon Trail Through Wyoming, (Aurora, Colorado: Powder River Publishers, 1958), 87-100, 122, 135. 
17 See attached bibliography for a sample of these sources.   
18 Kansas State Historical Society, Historic Resources of the Santa Fe Trail revised National Register of Historic Places multiple 
property documentation form (Topeka, KS:  Kansas Historical Society, 1994, revised 2012). 
19 Brian D. Stucky, Why the Cherokee Trail is Important, Wagon Tracks 2018: Vol. 33 No.1:22-26. 
20 Fletcher, Fletcher, & Whiteley, Cherokee Trail Diaries. 1999 Vol. I & Vol. II, intro. 
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Early Settlements of Butler County, Kansas 
 
The Walnut Valley Times newspaper of El Dorado gives these accounts of early settlement in Butler County and a part of 

the early history of the crossing site:  

The first settlement appears to have been made in 1857 on the Walnut river. But owing to its proximity to the then 

Indian country, and to its exposed condition during the four years of war, there was no substantial growth until 1864, 

when the county was organized. In the spring of 1870, the title to the Osage Trust Lands having been vested in the 

General Government, and this vast tract of land being opened to actual settlement at $1.25 per acre, immigration 

began to flow in and from this date we shall present our statistics, showing the increase in population, wealth and 

the development of our material resources. 21 

…One year prior to the settlement of Schaffer on the present town site of Eldorado, a man by the name of Wm. 

Hildebrand located a claim on the river about one mile and half south of Schaffer, and put up a cabin. This claim, 

now the Conner farm, was located on the old California trail, and during the same year 1857, a company of 

speculators from Lawrence came along and concluded to lay out a town. They accordingly surveyed a town site, 

and from the fact that the surrounding country was so fertile and rich, they gave the name of El Dorado... 22 

An act by the Kansas territorial legislature on February 11, 1859, organized the Kansas counties of Wise, Butler, and Chase. 

After several changes to the boundaries between 1860 and 1867, Butler County appeared as it does today. Butler County 

was named in honor of Andrew P. Butler, a U. S. Senator for twelve years from South Carolina. Three of the earliest settlers 

to the Butler County area were, Martin Vaught, D. M. Bronson, and J. D. [Jeremiah D.] Conner. 23 

 
El Dorado, Kansas 

 
A number of Potawatomie Indians, bucks, squaws and papooses, from their reservation in northern Kansas, 

passed through El Dorado yesterday…This is a sort of highway for northern Indians to visit their southern 

relatives. From time immemorial they have traveled up the South Fork of the Cottonwood, over the divide and 

down the full length of the Walnut river crossing at its mouth the Arkansas into which it enters. Not so very many 

years ago these tribal visitors took the direct line across the prairies, camped on the heads of streams which 

were yet unsettled and killed deer and antelope. Now they must follow the plain road and turn square corners 

to reach their destination…24 

In 2012 the El Dorado Main Street program hired out for a survey to be conducted of El Dorado’s downtown historic 

resources. The goal was to determine which of the buildings surveyed would be eligible for listing on the National Register 

of Historic Places. A report of the survey was prepared listing the results. 25  Chapter 3 contains a brief history of El Dorado; 

a portion of that is quoted below:  

The town of El Dorado, Kansas was platted in 1868 and incorporated on September 12, 1871. The original town 

site encompassed 140 acres, nestled in the valley formed by the east and west branches of the Walnut River. El 

Dorado serves as the county seat for Butler County, organized in 1859 as one of the 33 counties established by 

the first territorial legislature. By July, fifteen additional families joined their emergent settlement. This site is two 

miles south of where the permanent town of El Dorado would be organized some ten years later. Before the Cracklin 

settlement, the first-known settler of what is now El Dorado was William Hildebrand, who built a cabin approximately 

two miles south of the Cracklin site in the early- to mid-1850s. However, he abandoned the property in 1859, after 

a violent confrontation with suspected horse thieves inspired him to relocate… 

Jeremiah D. Conner 

                         
21 Walnut Valley Times (El Dorado, KS) 14 April 1876. p. 4. 
22 Butler County Democrat (El Dorado, KS) 28 December 1882.  
23 William G. Cutler. History of the State of Kansas. (A. T. Andreas; Chicago, Illinois, 1883). Accessed online at:  
https://www.kancoll.org/books/cutler/butler/butler-co-p1.html  
24 Walnut Valley Times (El Dorado, KS) 26 October 1898. p. 4.  
25 Christy Davis. El Dorado Downtown Historic Survey. (Davis Preservation; Topeka, Kansas, 2015), 6. Accessed online at: 
https://www.kshs.org/resource/survey/eldoradosurveyreport06052012.pdf  

https://www.kancoll.org/books/cutler/butler/butler-co-p1.html
https://www.kshs.org/resource/survey/eldoradosurveyreport06052012.pdf
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Jeremiah C. Conner was born in County Kerry, Ireland June 20, 1837. At the age of nine, he came to the United States with 

his parents. The Conner family settled at Portsmouth, New Hampshire. Jeremiah worked at a young age to become a 

journeyman printer for the New Hampshire Gazette. In April 1857 Conner arrived in Wyandotte, Kansas where he wrote for 

a small paper that had been started in Quindaro. He would also work in Johnson County for a year. In spring 1858, Conner 

moved to Butler County to the property formerly homesteaded by William Hildebrand. Jeremiah Conner enlisted as a private 

in Ninth Kansas in 1862 and served through the war until April 1865. He was discharged as First Lieutenant. In 1866-1867 

he was a member of the Kansas legislature. Through his efforts while in office, the permanent boundaries of Butler County 

were created. 26   

…The county lines were afterwards located as now they are by J. D. Conner, when in the legislature, making El 
Dorado nearly in the geographical centre. The north, east and west lines of the county were first established with a 
view of taking in the country drained by the Walnut and its tributaries… 27 

 … Reed’s first lieutenant was Matthew Cowley of Butler county, who died at Devall’s Bluff, Ark. In 1864, and in  
whose memory Cowley county Kansas, was named. The second lieutenant of company I was Jeremiah D. Conner 
(later first lieutenant), who is living at Eldorado in his seventieth year, with a competency at his back. Conner, when 
a journeyman printer aged twenty years, came to Kansas, in 1857, and after setting type for a while for John M. 
Walden (now Bishop of the M. E. church) on Chindown at Quindaro, Wyandotte county, went to Butler county in 
1858 and took a claim, which he preempted and yet owns. Cowley and Conner, both Irish (the latter from county 
Kerry), went out together from the Walnut valley an enlisted in the Ninth Kansas, and it was in 1864, as the Butler 
representative in the legislature, that Conner succeeded in affixing the name of his claim-days neighbor and soldier 
comrade, Cowley to a Kansas county… 28 
 

In approximately 1942 the Conner Cabin was moved from its original location to at least two other locations. The cabin is 

currently located at the Kansas Oil Museum in El Dorado and is maintained by the Butler County Historical Society.  

Conner Cabin Location 
 
Research of historic newspapers has revealed early accounts confirming the site’s relationship as early as 1847 to the 
historic trails. July 4th was celebrated at the Conner Cabin Location in 1847 by a group of Missouri volunteer soldiers on 
their way to Mexico to fight in the Mexican war. The following is a newspaper account of the camp: 
 

Butler County in 1847. Capt. J. J. Clarkson’s company of Missouri Mounted Volunteers, enlisted for the Mexican 

war, marched from Greenfield, Missouri, Col. John Ralls (for whom Ralls County was named) commanding, crossed 

the Walnut River no [sic.] the old California trail running through Butler County, and crossing Walnut River a mile 

below Eldorado, on the 4th day of July 1847, and after crossing said stream went into camp and proceeded to 

celebrate the 4th in a patriotic and becoming manner. Elder J. W. Campbell now a citizen of Rock Creek, Butler 

County, was a private in Capt. Clarkson’s company and participated in said celebration… 29 

European-American settlement of what is now Butler County began with the arrival of William Hildebrand on May 1857. He 

located on the Walnut river on the site where the first El Dorado was afterward located. This claim was taken over by 

Jeremiah D. Conner in 1858, whose home it was for many years.  was the next owner from 1910 to 1978. He 

sold to , the current owner.30  

 
The Conner Cabin was the site of old El Dorado from 1858-1860, located at the Cherokee Trail crossing. By the 
beginning of that period (1858), a large addition had been constructed on its south end, dwarfing the original 
structure (Figure 12). It was the first county seat/courthouse/post office in Butler County. Jeremiah D. Conner set 
up a trading post and supplied Indians and white settlers from 1859-1897.31 By the end of 1868, several houses 

                         
26 William G. Cutler. History of the State of Kansas. (A. T. Andreas; Chicago, Illinois, 1883). Accessed online at:  
https://www.kancoll.org/books/cutler/butler/butler-co-p1.html  
27 Douglass Tribune (Douglass, KS) 24 September 1897. p. 1.  
28 Walnut Valley Times (El Dorado, KS) 14 December 1906. p. 2. 
29 Walnut Valley Times (El Dorado, KS) 08 August 1876. p. 2. Article provides insight to the Walnut River crossing of the California 
Trail.  
30 Vol. P. Mooney, History of Butler County (Lawrence, KS: Kansas Standard Publishing Company, 1916), 68. 
31 Mooney, History of Butler County, 54, 67. 

https://www.kancoll.org/books/cutler/butler/butler-co-p1.html
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had been built. A sawmill was established on the Walnut by Elias Main, and Henry Martin established the first store 
in El Dorado, in his house.32 
 

Summary 
 
In summary, the Cherokee Trail Walnut River Crossing’s existence since 1847 is an important site for its information potential 
that could expand our understanding of the use and people along the trail, as well as the early settlement of the area. These 
historic properties are locally eligible for the National Register of Historic Places under Criterion A for its history as a 
transportation route and significant trail, and exploration and settlement of the western lands and the region. The trail was 
a transportation route that carried gold-seekers, emigrants, and supplies across the plains. The Conner cabin built-in 1857 
survives as the earliest structure and the commercial center of the area during the use of the trail. Although it has been 
relocated, the original location of the cabin is virtually undisturbed and has excellent information potential.  
 
Exploration and Settlement are illustrated in the first caravan of Euro-Americans and Cherokees who traveled uncharted 
routes along with high land, prairies and through hostile territories; sharing the Santa Fe Trail. People who chose to settle 
at El Dorado were experiencing the Kansas Territorial frontier, living off the land. Transportation was established primarily 
by wagon trains beginning in Oklahoma and Arkansas. They carried passengers and all supplies needed to survive. Many 
consider the Cherokee Trail a "feeder trail" to the Oregon and California trails.  
 
The original location of the Conner Cabin has the potential to yield important archeological information regarding the earliest 
settlement of what ultimately became the city of El Dorado, along with trail-related information and is therefore eligible under 
Criterion D. The cabin location appears to be relatively undisturbed, other than from the addition of a small metal shed. 
While remote sensing and/or archeological testing would be necessary for confirmation, its location at the margin of an 
active farmstead suggests that the cabin’s original footings might still be present, along with the remains of other structures 
such as privies and outbuildings.  
 
 
 
 
 
  

                         
32 Hughes, Blakeslee, & Hughes-Jones, Archaeological Survey, 15. 
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properties for listing or determine eligibility for listing, to list properties, and to amend existing listings. Response to this request is required to obtain a 
benefit in accordance with the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended (16 U.S.C.460 et seq.). 
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this form to the Office of Planning and Performance Management. U.S. Dept. of the Interior, 1849 C. Street, NW, Washington, DC. 

 

Additional Documentation 

Submit the following items with the completed form: 
 
Photographs 

Submit clear and descriptive photographs. The size of each digital image must be 1600x1200 pixels (minimum), at 300 ppi (pixels 
per inch) or larger. Key all photographs to a sketch map or aerial map. Each photograph must be numbered and that number must 
correspond to the photograph number on the photo log. For simplicity, the name of the photographer, photo date, etc. may be listed 
once on the photograph log and doesn’t need to be labeled on every photograph. 

 
Photograph Log 

Name of Property: 
Cherokee Trail Walnut River Crossing 

City or Vicinity: El Dorado 

County: Butler State: KS 

Photographer: Tim Weston (KHS), Amanda Loughlin (KHS) 

Date Photographed: February 2018, March 2019 

Description of Photograph(s) and number, include a description of view indicating the direction of camera: 

 
Photo 

Number 
View Description 

#1 S Overview of the trail start 

#2 S View of the signs installed by the current property owners 

#3 S Closeup of the sign – “1849-1861 Cherokee Trail” with an emblem 

#4 S Closeup of the sign – “California Osage Trail Crossing” 

#5 E Overview of the trail start, original cabin location, and signs 

#6 E View of the trail start, rock wall, and two track 

#7 N Looking toward the new signs from along the trail 

#8 NE View of trail ruts on private land 

#9 S View of trail ruts on public land 

#10 SE View of crossing through river (public to private land) 

#11 SE View of trail ruts on public land 

#12 NE View of two track on private land 

#13 SW Looking toward the original location of the cabin 

#14 SW Looking toward the original location of the cabin 

#15 SE Looking toward the original location of the cabin 

#16  Closeup of signs – “Original site of Old El Dorado 1858” and “Conner Cabin” 

#17 E Overview of original cabin location 

#18 E View of rock wall associated with cabin 
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Figures 
Include GIS maps, figures, scanned images below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Location of the Cherokee Trail Walnut River Crossing at the South Edge of El Dorado. 
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Figure 2. Route of the Cherokee Trail in Southeast Kansas and the Walnut River Crossing at the South Edge of El 
Dorado. Source: Map of 19th Century Kansas Trails, Prepared by the Kansas Department of 
Transportation. 
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Figure 3. Route of the Cherokee Trail from Talequah, Oklahoma to Fort Bridger in Wyoming.  
Source: http://cherokeetrail.org/virtual_trail.htm.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

http://cherokeetrail.org/virtual_trail.htm
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Figure 9. Photo Taken in 1926 of the Conner Cabin at its Original Location. (Photo courtesy of the Kansas Oil 

Museum) 
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Figure 12. Photo taken in 1858 of the large addition added to the South end of the Connor Cabin. (Photo courtesy of 
the Kansas Oil Museum). 

 












