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The trails generally followed the earlier Indian
trails that had followed animal trails. They
stayed high topographically so there was an
unobstructed view of the country, and it was
drier and generally easier going. At the end of
a day, camp sites would be along a river, creek,
or spring for water and where firewood was

There is a 250 million year gap of missing
history between the Pennsylvanian rocks and
the Pleistocene loosely consolidated sediments
composed of debris brought by the glaciers.
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Blue Jacket crossing of the Wakarusa River near Eudora

(oil painting by Henry Learned, 1873; courtesy KU Spencer
Museum of Art)
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DESCRIPTION

Mostly glacial debris in the northeastern
part of the state left by retreating glaciers
1.8
Western Kansas is covered by these sediments
many derived from the Rocky Mountains to
the west.
Thick marine limestones, chalks and shales,
covering the western one-half of the state.
Non-marine rocks that occur only in the
subsurface in western Kansas.
Small area in southwestern Kansas has the
only outcrop of rocks this age.

JURASSIC

63,700,000

TRIASSIC

42,500,000

PERMIAN

41,800,000

Sea deposited limestone with flint (chert),
became briny, and then evaporated and
weathering and erosion took over.

PENNSYLVANIAN

33,000,000

Repeated layers of limestone, shale, and
sandstone indicating the rise and fall of
sea level

MISSISSIPPIAN

31,000,000

Alternating layers of limestone, shale
and sandstone; outcrop in exreme
southeastern Kansas.

DEVONIAN

63,000,000

Seas covered Kansas again.

SILURIAN

26,000,000

Land was uplifted and eroded.

ORDOVICIAN

52,000,000

Seas covered Kansas for part of the
time.

CAMBRIAN

50,000,000

First rocks with fossils deposited
in an old sea.
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T

he overland trails from Westport
Landing in Kansas City to
Oregon/California and Santa Fe
crossed Kansas starting in the
early 1800s. Between about 1841 and 1869 the
Oregon Trail was the 2,000 mile route to the
West Coast taken by foot, horseback, or wagon
and was an arduous undertaking. Of all those
who started on the adventure, many did not
arrive at their destination and were buried in
unmarked graves; just before Alcove Spring in
Marshall County is a marker, the Donner Party
gravestone (1846) indicating the ‘trails end’‘
for some of the travelers. In addition to the
weather, trail conditions, prairie fires, and
Indian raids, there were pestilence, and disease
especially cholera.
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We hope you enjoyed your short visit to Kansas
and please come again to the “Land of Oz,” the
Sunflower State.

Cover wagon monument in Westmoreland

CENOZOIC

Alcove spring in Marshall County south of Marysville

evertheless thousands of pioneers
made the trek for one reason or
another, many seeking a better life
others seeking fortune. If fatigue
set in or the travelers found a place to their
liking along the way, they would put down
roots and stay; some did so in Kansas. Today
the trails are well marked by trail markers. The
Oregon/California trail cut obliquely across
northeast Kansas from Westport Landing to
Nebraska and on to Oregon. To follow this
trail today means taking a series of north-south,
east-west routes on federal and state highways.
Leaving Kansas City the trail can be followed
on US56 to Gardner but continue to US59 and
go north to Lawrence then west on US40 to
Topeka. Cross the Kansas River at Topeka and

The Oregon/California and Santa Fe trails
started in the Missouri River bottoms on the
floodplain at Westport and proceeded westward
across the Osage Cuesta country in eastern
Kansas. The alternative hard and soft Pennsylvanian rock units form the cuestas. Near
present-day Gardner the trails splits with
Oregon/California trail heading northwest and
Santa Fe continuing westward; we will
continue northwest.

MESOZOIC

Oregon Trail Through Kansas

go west on US24 to Wamego and then north on
K99 to Frankfort. At Frankfort turn west on
K9 to Blue Rapids then north on US77 to
Marysville, west on US36 to K148 and north
through Hanover to Nebraska to the Platte
River Valley and on west.

PALEOZOIC

GEOofLtheOGY

available for cooking and warmth and the
animals had food. If the weather was too cold
or too hot, there were problems with the draft
animals and the travelers, and frequent snowstorms in the winter and rain torrents in the
summer created problems. River crossings
could be dangerous depending on the weather
and water level. In short, it was not an easy
venture.

Oldest rocks on Earth mostly igneous
and metamorphic.
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Glacial erratics in Oregon Trail RV park
in Westmoreland
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Physiographic map of Kansas (courtesy of Kansas Geological Survey)

The debris consists of material eroded along
the way and contains ‘erratics,’ that is a rock
out-of-place from elsewhere. Many of the
erratics are large pieces of quartzite from
South Dakota and left in place when the
glacier melted.
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across the soft shales and sandstone in the
Pennsylvanian-aged Lawrence Formation.
We pass by Blue Mound capped by the harder
limestones in the Oread Formation and then
up Mt. Oread, a scarp also held up by the
Oread Limestone and across the The University of Kansas campus. We continue through
Lawrence and Dillons parking lot on 6th
Street and Lawrence Avenue to Trail Road
and then west on US40 to Kanwaka corner.

Territorial fortress by Blanton’s crossing on the
Wakarusa River

Our first challenge is crossing the Wakaruka
River at either the Blue Jacket Crossing near
Eudora or a little farther west at the Blanton
Crossing just south of Lawrence and then

Oregon Trail marker on KU campus

We keep on the high ground and on through Big
Springs, another watering hole, where wagon
wheel ruts are still preserved. Then, continuing
westward through the Osage Cuesta country to
present-day Topeka where the Kansas (Kaw)
River was crossed by ferry or boats and then
northwestward along the lowlands in the river
bottoms.

Just to the west of US77 north of Blue Rapids
is Alcove Spring, another camp ground at a
well-known natural landmark. Just north of
here was the last river crossing in Kansas over
the Big Blue River at the Independence Crossing. Near Hanover, before the KansasNebraska state line, is the Hollenberg Pony
Express Station which was built in 1858. And
now we cross into Nebraska and head on

The Vieux Crossing on Vermillion Creek in
Pottawatomie County near St. Marys was the
next real obstacle. It was here that Thomas Say,
a zoologist/geologist with the Stephan H. Long
expedition camped on his exploration trek in
1819-20.
The next marker is at Scott Spring just south of
Westmoreland where more wagon wheel ruts
can be seen in a pasture, and on through the
glaciated country. Many erratics are in the
Oregon Trail RV park just north of Westmoreland. We proceed northward and skirt or pass
through the Pleistocene glaciated areas of
rolling hills and exposures of nearly flat lying
chert-bearing limestone of Permian age that
form the famous Flint Hills.

Permian limestone beds with chert in roadcut about three
miles south of Marysville in Marshall County.

northwest to Fort Kearny on the Platte River
and eventually on northwest along the North
Platte River passing Scottsbluff and Chimney
Rock and on to Fort Laramie which had been
established as a fur trading fort in 1834 and as
a military post in 1849.

