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Introduction

Nebraska’s story unfolds across a stage of prairies and rivers, sandhills and cities, with
a cast as varied as the state’s immense skies. Known today as the “Cornhusker State,”
Nebraska is more than its agricultural fields and sweeping plains. Its history is intricate
and dynamic, shaped by forces of geology, waves of migration, cultural encounters,
and the resilience of those who have called this land home. This book seeks to explore
that story in depth, tracing how Nebraska moved from ancient seabeds to its present
status as both a center of rural tradition and a state of evolving urban life.

Long before Nebraska became a state — or even a territory claimed by faraway
powers — its landscapes were shaped by the slow work of water, wind, and time. The
remnants of a great inland sea, Ice Age animals, and the shifting course of the
Missouri River all left their imprint on the land and its future peoples. The first humans
arrived here at least 12,000 years ago. Generations of Native Americans developed
rich and varied cultures, adapting to the land’s challenges and opportunities both as
farmers and plains hunters. The names of the Otoe, Omaha, Pawnee, Ponca, Lakota
Sioux, Cheyenne, and Arapaho echo across Nebraska’s past, their histories deeply
interwoven with the fate of the region that would bear the name “Nebraska.”

European explorers and traders brought profound change and disruption, as did the
subsequent expansion of the United States. The Louisiana Purchase thrust Nebraska
into the national story, while the travails of the Lewis and Clark Expedition and early
fur traders opened up new chapters of commerce, conflict, and contact between old
and new worlds. As the United States pushed west, trails like the Oregon and
California cut across Nebraska, transforming it from what was once called the “Great
American Desert” into a vital crossroads and, eventually, a sought-after homeland for
thousands of settlers.

The 19th century saw relentless transformation, driven by the Homestead Act, the
arrival of the railroads, and the establishment of forts and new towns. The
advancement of settlement spelled upheaval for Nebraska’s indigenous peoples, as
treaties, disease, and military conquest forced tribes onto reservations and erased
longstanding ways of life. Statehood in 1867 marked a turning point, with the move of
the capital to newly christened Lincoln symbolizing both transition and ambition for
the future.

In the 20th and 21st centuries, Nebraska continued to evolve. The state’s economy
diversified beyond its agricultural backbone, and its population shifted from primarily
rural origins to growing, dynamic urban centers. The experiences of African American,
Hispanic, and other minority communities became an ever-more important part of
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Nebraska’s social fabric. Politically, the state’s adoption of a nonpartisan, unicameral
legislature set it apart, even as new waves of economic challenge and opportunity
reshaped the land.

Through wars, depressions, booms, and busts, Nebraska’s story has been one of
endurance, adaptation, and renewal. Today, its historical legacy is visible in everything
from the preserved earth lodges and fort sites to the bustling markets and university
campuses of its cities. This book invites the reader to journey through the layered past
of Nebraska — to better understand its peoples, its land, and its unique place in the
American experience.
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CHAPTER ONE: Ancient Seas and Prehistoric
Nebraska

Long before the first human footfall, the land that would one day be called Nebraska
lay submerged beneath the waves of an ancient ocean. This wasn't the familiar
Atlantic or Pacific, but a vast inland sea, known to geologists as the Western Interior
Seaway. For millions of years, from roughly 99 to 66 million years ago, during the Late
Cretaceous period, this immense body of saltwater split the North American continent
in two, stretching from the Gulf of Mexico all the way north to the Arctic.

Imagine the Nebraska landscape then: not fields of corn and waving prairie grasses,
but a deep blue realm teeming with extraordinary marine life. Sunlight filtered down
through the water, illuminating a world dominated by creatures that seem like
something out of a myth. This was the domain of formidable predators and strange,
elongated swimmers, a far cry from the landlocked state we know today.

Among the most fearsome inhabitants were the mosasaurs, reptilian giants that could
grow longer than a school bus. With powerful jaws and sharp teeth, they patrolled the
seaway, hunting fish, sharks, and even other mosasaurs. These were the undisputed
kings of the Cretaceous waters in this part of the world, sleek and formidable hunters
adapted perfectly to their watery environment.

Alongside the mosasaurs swam the ichthyosaurs and plesiosaurs, marine reptiles with
different body plans but equally adapted to life in the sea. Ichthyosaurs, with their
dolphin-like shapes, were fast pursuit predators, while plesiosaurs, often depicted with
long necks and stout bodies, likely ambushed prey or hunted in shallower waters.
Their fossilized remains tell a story of a complex ecosystem thriving where Nebraska's
plains now stand.

Sharks also prowled these ancient waters, ancestors of modern species, alongside a
diverse array of large fish. The seabed was home to various invertebrates, and the
overall environment was rich with life, supported by warm temperatures and nutrients
flowing in from the surrounding landmasses. The sediments deposited on the floor of
this seaway over millions of years would eventually form some of the bedrock layers
found deep beneath Nebraska's soil today.

As the Late Cretaceous drew to a close, geological forces began to shift the continent.
The mountains to the west rose, influencing weather patterns and causing the vast
seaway to gradually recede. Over millennia, the saltwater retreated, leaving behind
layers of marine sediment and a landscape slowly transforming from a sea floor into
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dry land. This marked a monumental transition in the region's history, setting the
stage for entirely new environments and inhabitants.

The retreat of the seaway was not the end of dramatic geological change. Much later,
during the Pleistocene epoch, often referred to as the Ice Age, massive glaciers
advanced and retreated across North America. While the largest ice sheets did not
directly cover the area that would become Nebraska, their presence to the north had a
profound impact on the landscape.

The meltwater from these immense glaciers carved and reshaped the land. As the ice
receded, torrents of water flowed south, carrying vast quantities of sediment. This
meltwater significantly influenced the course and character of rivers like the Missouri,
which forms Nebraska's eastern border. The sheer volume and power of this water
carved wider valleys and deposited rich alluvial soils in floodplains, creating the
foundation for fertile lands that would be crucial to future inhabitants.

Interspersed with the glacial periods were warmer, drier intervals. During these times,
strong winds became a powerful force in shaping the landscape. These winds picked
up loose sand and silt left behind by the retreating glaciers and ancient river systems,
carrying them across the land. Over vast stretches of time, this wind-blown material
accumulated, layer upon layer.

This process was particularly impactful in central and western Nebraska, where it led
to the formation of one of the state's most unique geographical features: the
Sandhills. This vast region of grass-stabilized sand dunes is one of the largest areas of
its kind in the world, a testament to the enduring power of wind and the specific
geological conditions of the region. The underlying geology, including layers from the
ancient seaway and later river deposits, provided the source material for these dunes.

The Sandhills, despite their sandy composition, are a remarkably important ecological
area. The porous sand allows rainfall to quickly infiltrate, recharging a vast
underground aquifer. This stored water supports the grasses and other vegetation that
stabilize the dunes, preventing them from actively migrating like desert sands. This
unique hydrological system sustains numerous lakes and wetlands nestled between
the dunes, creating a distinct and fragile ecosystem.

While the seas were gone and the glaciers retreated, giant mammals still roamed the
land during the late Pleistocene. Prehistoric elephants, immense relatives of modern
elephants, and even larger mammoths were key components of the ecosystem. These
colossal herbivores grazed on the grasses and other vegetation that covered the post-
glacial landscape.

Mammoths, in particular, are strongly associated with this era. Their fossils, including
impressive tusks and teeth, have been found in various parts of Nebraska, providing
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direct evidence of their presence. These shaggy giants were well-adapted to the cooler
climates and grassland environments that characterized much of the region before the
end of the last Ice Age.

The landscape they inhabited was a mosaic of grasslands, woodlands along river
valleys, and wetlands fed by the abundant water from melting ice and increased
rainfall. This environment supported a diverse array of animal life, including bison,
horses, camels, and a variety of smaller mammals, birds, and fish, creating a complex
food web with the mammoths and other large herbivores playing a significant role.

It was into this dynamic, post-glacial world, populated by megafauna and shaped by
millennia of geological change, that the first humans arrived in North America.
Evidence suggests that people were present on the continent at least 12,000 years
ago, and archaeological findings in Nebraska indicate human habitation dating back
over 10,000 years, placing these early inhabitants firmly in the late Paleo-Indian
period.

These were highly mobile people, following the animal herds that were their primary
source of sustenance. They were skilled hunters, developing sophisticated stone tools,
most notably the fluted projectile points characteristic of the Paleo-Indian period,
designed to be hafted onto spears for hunting large game like mammoths and bison.

Life for these early Nebraskans would have been challenging, dictated by the seasons
and the movements of the animals they hunted. They likely lived in small, nomadic
bands, utilizing temporary shelters as they traversed the landscape in search of food.
Their knowledge of the land, its resources, and the behavior of its animal inhabitants
would have been crucial for their survival.

Archaeological sites along Medicine Creek in southwestern Nebraska offer some of the
oldest evidence of this early human presence. Sites like Lime Creek, Allen, and Red
Smoke, dating back between 8,000 and 10,000 years, have yielded artifacts that
provide valuable insights into the lives of these ancient people. These sites are like
snapshots in time, preserved remnants of long-vanished hunting camps and living
areas.

The artifacts recovered from these sites include stone tools, such as projectile points,
scrapers, and knives, used for hunting, butchering, and processing animal hides. The
types of stone used for these tools, often sourced from distant quarries, provide clues
about the movement patterns and trade networks of these early inhabitants. The
presence of these tools, often found in association with animal bones, helps
archaeologists reconstruct their subsistence strategies.

Interestingly, the evidence from these later Paleo-Indian sites along Medicine Creek
suggests a subtle but significant shift in hunting practices over time. While earlier
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Paleo-Indians are strongly associated with the hunting of megafauna like mammoths,
the archaeological record from these sites indicates a move towards hunting smaller
game.

This shift likely coincided with environmental changes and the gradual decline and
eventual extinction of many of the large Ice Age mammals. As mammoths became
rarer, early inhabitants adapted their hunting strategies and technologies to focus on
more abundant prey species, such as bison, deer, and smaller animals. This
adaptability was key to their continued survival in a changing world.

The environment during this period was still undergoing transformation as the climate
warmed and stabilized following the last glacial maximum. Grasslands were
expanding, particularly in the western parts of the region, while woodlands persisted
along river valleys. The availability of water from rivers, streams, and the Sandhills
lakes would have been critical for both humans and the animals they hunted.

These early inhabitants had a deep connection to the land, developing an intimate
understanding of its cycles, resources, and dangers. They navigated vast distances
using their knowledge of the landscape, following game trails and river valleys. Their
impact on the environment was likely localized and temporary, in contrast to the more
permanent settlements that would arise later.

The story of these ancient peoples in Nebraska is pieced together painstakingly from
the fragments they left behind - a broken tool, a discarded bone, the outline of a
hearth. Each discovery adds another detail to the picture of life in this region
thousands of years ago, revealing a history that is both distant and foundational to the
story of Nebraska. These early chapters, written in stone and soil, set the stage for the
diverse cultures and dramatic events that would follow in the long history of the land.
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