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I. Executive Summary: The Importance of Accurate Trail Naming 

On Saturday, November 8, 2025, a meeting took place at the Kansas Heritage Center in Dodge 
City, Kansas, where Gary Kraisinger, Margaret Kraisinger, and I gathered to discuss a 
comparative historiographical analysis of the 19th-century cattle trail that ran from South Texas 
to Dodge City and beyond. Our discussions revealed that the historically accurate name for this 
route is the "Western Trail." This trail is also known by its functional names: the "Dodge City 
Trail" and the "Fort Griffin Trail." 

We also delved into the term "Great Western Trail," which is often regarded as a 20th-century 
misnomer that lacks solid backing from 19th-century primary sources. This term gained traction 
largely due to a Master’s thesis by Jimmy M. Skaggs in 1965, which he later revised in his 
subsequent, peer-reviewed research. The name resurfaced in the 21st century, particularly 
through non-academic organizations and local rotary clubs in around 2003, typically in contexts 
related to heritage tourism and memorialization, often as a way to compete for public attention 
with the more popular Chisholm Trail. 

My report underscores the issues that arise from using the term "Great Western Trail," which is 
historically misleading and causes considerable public confusion. This name has been adopted 
by various unrelated modern entities, such as a significant motorized recreational trail promoted 
by the USDA in the Mountain West (covering states like Arizona, Utah, and Wyoming), a 
separate "Rails-to-Trails" greenway in Colorado, and even a well-known international board 
game. 

In conclusion, my research suggests that the term "Great Western Trail" obscures the authentic 
historical narrative of the 19th-century cattle drive. Therefore, I recommend that we stick to the 
academically validated and historically accurate terminology of "Western Cattle Trail" or simply 
"Western Trail" in all scholarly, public-facing, and federal contexts to ensure clarity in historical 
discussions and reduce public confusion. 
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1.1. The Challenge of Naming Trails   

Historical research focused on 19th-century American cattle drives often encounters significant 
hurdles due to vague terminology surrounding the vast trail network that connected Texas to the 
Northern Plains and Canada. Contemporary historical documents show a mix of names, such as 
"Western Trail," "Dodge City Trail," "Fort Griffin Trail," and "Great Western Trail." This lack of 
specificity creates major obstacles for scholars aiming for historical accuracy and geographical 
precision in their work, policy development, and interpretation by institutions. To effectively 
preserve and outline the correct historical route, it's essential to clear up the ambiguity 
surrounding these names and adopt a more precise and verifiable designation. 

1.2. Why the Term "Great Western Trail" (GWT) Should Be Avoided   

The label "Great Western Trail" (GWT) does not hold up under scrutiny in serious historical 
discussions about the 19th-century cattle transportation corridor. Although this term might seem 
appealing, its historical backing is limited, making it fundamentally flawed for two main 
reasons. First, the term was never officially designated during the establishment of the route; 
instead, it is based on subjective and embellished interpretations. More importantly, the term 
"Great Western Trail" is currently associated with a sprawling, modern multi-use recreational 
trail system in states like Utah and Idaho. This overlapping usage leads to confusion and 
misinformation in both public discussions and academic circles regarding the original route's 
historical context and function. 

1.3. Why "Western Cattle Trail" (WCT) Is the Preferred Term   

Considering insights from the original trailblazers, the rigorous standards of modern historical 
research, and the need to eliminate contemporary geographic confusion, "Western Cattle Trail" 
(WCT) emerges as the only academically sound term. This path was first named the "Western 
Trail" by its trailblazer, John T. Lytle, in 1874. Today, recognized scholars and cartographers, 
including Gary and Margaret Kraisinger, have adopted "Western Cattle Trail" as the formal 
designation. This term accurately represents the trail's primary purpose and verifiable 
geographical reality, ensuring consistency in terminology across academic research, legislative 
efforts, and conservation initiatives. 
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II. Origin and Scope of the Western Cattle Trail System (1874–1897) 

2.1. The Catalyst for the Western Route  

The Western Cattle Trail (WCT) was established in 1874 as a direct response to changing socio-
economic conditions and logistical challenges that had made earlier routes, like the Chisholm 
Trail, increasingly impractical. After the Civil War, cattle trailing became crucial for re-
integrating Texas into the national economy and generating significant economic benefits across 
the Great Plains. However, as more settlers moved westward, the earlier trails became congested 
and faced conflicts between cattle drovers and agrarian settlers. 

The conclusion of the Red River War (1874–1875) effectively opened up the Southern Plains 
and created a golden opportunity for a new, relatively conflict-free route along the western 
trajectory. Additionally, state legislation played a vital role in reshaping trail paths. For instance, 
Kansas enacted quarantine laws to protect northern cattle from the deadly Texas fever carried by 
longhorns, which ultimately led to the closure of eastern Kansas rail depots after 1875. This 
legislative pressure pushed drovers further west, paving the way for the development of new 
commercial hubs like Dodge City and Ogallala, Nebraska. As a result, the WCT emerged as a 
necessary logistical alternative, strategically situated away from major settlement areas and 
quarantine zones. 

2.2. John T. Lytle and the Initial Blazing (1874)  

The WCT truly began its journey in March 1874, spearheaded by cattleman and drover John T. 
Lytle. This endeavor was not just a spur-of-the-moment initiative; it was driven by a pressing 
logistical requirement. Lytle had secured a U.S. government contract in late 1873 to deliver beef 
to the Sioux at the Red Cloud Agency (now known as Camp Robinson) in northwestern 
Nebraska. The contract stipulated that he deliver 3,500 steers (3,600 were trailed to account for 
possible losses) by August 1, 1874. 

Faced with this important government contract, Lytle was motivated to establish a formal, 
named route. He led his herd of Texas cattle from Medina County, Texas, blazing a new trail that 
spanned four states. As the founder and initial administrator of this route, he dubbed it the 
"Western Trail." The trail began with cattle gathering on either side of the Rio Grande near 
Laredo and Eagle Pass and passed through the Nueces Strip before consolidating near Lytle, 
Texas, and heading north. This initial designation by Lytle, driven by a high-stakes contract, 
effectively gave the "Western Trail" a status akin to an official identity at its inception. 
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2.3. Scale and Durability of the WCT   

The Western Cattle Trail quickly surpassed all previous routes in both physical reach and 
economic significance, making it the primary thoroughfare for Texas cattle drives by 1879. The 
original trunk line, which stretched from Texas through Kansas to Ogallala, was in operation 
from 1874 to 1884. As Kansas's quarantine laws tightened, the WCT adapted, branching out and 
detouring through Colorado and into Wyoming, Montana, and Canada, with this phase lasting 
from 1885 until the last drives in 1897. 

Over its lifetime, the WCT transported an estimated six million cattle, more than all other trails 
combined. This extensive network measured nearly 2,000 miles and crossed nine states—Texas, 
Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, Colorado, Wyoming, South Dakota, North Dakota, and Montana
—extending into western Canada and northern Mexico, rendering it truly international. The trail 
gave rise to iconic destinations that became synonymous with the peak of the cattle era, 
including Doan's Crossing (the main departure point from Texas), Dodge City, Ogallala, Belle 
Fourche, Miles City, and Fort MacLeod. The route's success and longevity stemmed from its 
ability to deliver beef to northern reservations while also supplying stocker cattle essential for 
establishing vast open-range ranches across the northern Great Plains. 

The sheer magnitude of this logistical achievement often led people to describe it hyperbolically 
as the "Greatest Cattle Trail of Them All." While such praise might be exaggerated, the trail's 
exceptional success does warrant a superlative label, yet the straightforward name given by its 
founder—the "Western Trail"—remains its most accurate and lasting identification. 

III. Examining 19th-Century Naming Conventions: Colloquialism vs. Formal 
Identity 

3.1. Analyzing Regional and Functional Nicknames 

Historical records indicate that after 1874, the cattle route was known by several names at once
—a common occurrence that highlighted regional significance and practical use rather than a 
single formal title. These various names included the "Dodge City Trail," which pointed to its 
pivotal railhead in Kansas; the "Fort Griffin Trail," named after an essential military and supply 
post along the route; and at times, simply the "Old Texas Trail."   

While these names accurately reflect specific geographical or functional aspects, they fail to 
encompass the full 2,000-mile, multi-state, and even international logistics system that thrived 
for over twenty years. For example, referring to it as the "Dodge City Trail" neglects the crucial 
northern extensions into Nebraska, Wyoming, and Canada that helped sustain the trail system 
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beyond 1885. To ensure scholarly accuracy across the full timeline and geographical scope, we 
must revert to a name that captures the entirety of this network, namely the overarching 
designation "Western Trail," which was established from the outset. 

3.2. Case Study: Usage of "Great Western Trail" in Primary Sources  

The assertion that this route was once referred to as the "Great Western Trail" is bolstered by 
limited but credible primary source evidence. Historical accounts published by the Texas State 
Historical Association (TSHA) indicate that "Great Western Trail" often served as a synonym for 
the "Western Trail." Eyewitness testimonies that confirm its usage during the operational years 
(1877–1884) include narratives from buffalo hunter John R. Cook (around 1877), the account of 
Clinton Parks Lampman (1878), and the handwritten drover journal of William Box Hancock 
(1879–1884).   

However, this primary source evidence suggests that the term was more of a rhetorical flourish 
than a formal designation. It seems "Great Western Trail" emerged during the peak operational 
years, reflecting the awe inspired by its massive scale and success in comparison to other routes. 
This aligns with how significant logistical corridors of their time often gain superlative labels. 
Nonetheless, relying on a subjective term as the formal historical name lacks the precision 
offered by Lytle's original, objective geographic title, "Western Trail." For precise academic 
discourse and public understanding, a name firmly rooted in geographical reality and the 
original intent is preferable over one stemming from anecdotal admiration. 

3.3. Table I: Historical Nomenclature Comparison: Primacy and Rigor 

Designation Primary Historical 
Period

Supporting 
Evidence Type

Scholarly 
Preference

Rationale for 
Acceptance/Rejection

Western Trail 1874–1897 Lytle’s Original 
Designation 2

High Original name for the 
trunk line; basis for 
modern WCT.

Western Cattle 
Trail

Modern Scholarly 
Use

Definitive Historical 
Mapping (Kraisinger) 
6

Highest Most precise, functional, 
and verified by modern 
cartography.

Great Western 
Trail

1877–1884 
(Limited)

Drover/Eyewitness 
Narratives 
(Rhetorical use) 3

Low (Ambiguous) Lacks formal/institutional 
status; highly vulnerable to 
modern conflation.4

Dodge City Trail 1870s–1880s Regional reference/
Colloquial use 1

Rejected (Too 
Localized)

Fails to capture the vast, 
international scope of the 
full system.5
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IV. Historiographical Resolution: The Rise of the "Western Cattle Trail" 

4.1. The Need for Modern Cartographical Accuracy   

The transition from the original designation "Western Trail" to the more precise term "Western 
Cattle Trail" (WCT) highlights the growing need for accurate modern mapping. Many early 
20th-century histories and maps depicting cattle trails often provided only broad outlines and 
generalized information to mark the length and route of these paths. This lack of detail fell short 
of what contemporary scholars and preservationists require to pinpoint the exact geographical 
right-of-way. The move toward standardizing WCT as the official name is directly linked to the 
push for scientifically verified geographical data. Today, historical classifications demand a 
verifiable route that can be traced through archival documents, surveyors' notes, and physical 
landscape examinations. This process calls for a clear, functional name to differentiate the 
specific 19th-century commercial route from other trails of that era. 

4.2. The Kraisinger Research and Scholarly Endorsement   

The argument for formally adopting "Western Cattle Trail" finds strong support in the 
comprehensive research conducted by historians Gary and Margaret Kraisinger. Since 1967, 
they have dedicated themselves to precisely documenting the location and historical significance 
of this trail system. Their research methodology builds on the foundations laid by scholars like 
Jimmy Skaggs and emphasizes a high level of specificity regarding the geographical right-of-
way of the trail in states like Texas and throughout the Great Plains. Their publication, *The 
Western Cattle Trail, 1874-1897: Its Rise, Collapse, and Revival,* has raised the scholarly level 
of this field of study to an unprecedented standard, earning them the National Cowboy Hall of 
Fame’s esteemed Wrangler Award for best nonfiction book. The consistent use of "Western 
Cattle Trail" by these esteemed researchers signifies a victory for documented geographical and 
archival evidence over broad generalizations. By refining Lytle’s "Western Trail" with the 
inclusion of "Cattle," we achieve the utmost clarity, reducing any potential confusion with 
unrelated trails that may have existed further west. 

4.3. Understanding the WCT System through Kraisinger’s Perspective   

The term "Western Cattle Trail" effectively encapsulates the entire intricate system that operated 
between 1874 and 1897. This comprehensive perspective is crucial, given that the trail's path 
was not fixed. The Kraisingers' research meticulously documents the main trunk line along with 
the detours and splinter routes that emerged following the 1885 Kansas quarantine. The WCT 
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system originated from a network of southern feeder routes starting near the Rio Grande at 
Laredo and Eagle Pass. These routes converged into the main line at key locations such as 
Bandera, Texas—known as the "Cowboy Capital of the World" for its role as a launching point 
for cattle drives. From there, the trail extended north past Dodge City and Ogallala, providing 
beef for Native American reservations and delivering stocker cattle to help establish ranches in 
the northern states of Wyoming, Montana, and Canada. By adopting the term "Western Cattle 
Trail," we ensure that the entire integrated logistical network—including its complexities before 
and after the quarantine—is properly recognized and set apart from other geographically limited 
or colloquially named segments. 

V. The Critical Conflation Crisis: Distinguishing the Historical Corridor from the 
Modern Recreational Trail System 

5.1. Introduction to Anachronistic Risk  

One of the most persuasive arguments for discarding the "Great Western Trail" label is the 
critical need to prevent confusion with a contemporary recreational trail system that shares the 
same name. The continued use of the ambiguous term "Great Western Trail" only fuels 
misinformation, creating misunderstandings among the public and hindering serious historical 
initiatives, including those aimed at potential national historic trail designations. This concern 
shifts the discussion from personal preference to a pressing issue of public resource management 
and the accuracy of educational efforts. 

5.2. Overview of the Modern Great Western Trail (GWT)  

The term "Great Western Trail" (GWT) is now predominantly associated with a multi-use 
recreational trail system primarily located across the Rocky Mountain West. This modern GWT 
is characterized by its inclusive, braided-use approach, which combines existing roads and trails 
to establish an extensive system catering to a variety of users. In stark contrast to the 19th-
century cattle route, the contemporary GWT meanders through states like Utah, Idaho, and 
Wyoming, showcasing breathtaking desert and canyon landscapes, high plateaus, lush 
woodlands, and alpine meadows. This trail system is designed for shared enjoyment, 
accommodating both motorized and non-motorized recreational activities. It aims to connect the 
paths of ancient peoples and early settlers to modern-day residents through leisurely travel. 
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5.3. Assessing Functional and Geographical Disparities   

The differences in function and geography between these two systems are profound:   

• Function: The 19th-century Western Cattle Trail (WCT) served as a specific commercial 
corridor intended for the transport of large volumes of livestock to railheads or northern 
ranching areas. Its creation was driven by economic demands, government contracts, and the 
necessity to bypass quarantine lines. In comparison, the modern GWT operates as a concept 
focused on recreational shared use, typically managed at the local level through forest 
planning. 

• Geography: The historical WCT wound its way through the high plains and prairies, 
extending northward from Texas to the Dakotas and into Canada. Conversely, the modern 
GWT is situated mainly in the rugged landscapes of the intermountain West, particularly 
Utah and Idaho. Applying the term "Great Western Trail" to the historical cattle route 
misleads the public by suggesting that this early corridor functioned as a multi-use pathway 
traversing the recreational areas of the Rockies. This significant disconnect in geography and 
function underscores the urgent need to abandon the name in both scholarly discourse and 
public historical representation. 

5.4. Table II: Defining the Naming Conflict: Historical vs. Modern Use 

Trail Name Period of Relevance Primary Function Primary 
Geographic Region

Nomenclature 
Fidelity Assessment

Western Cattle Trail 
(WCT)

1874 – 1897 Commercial 
Livestock Logistics 
(Cattle/Horses) 5

Texas to Montana/
Canada 5

High Fidelity: 
Specific and 
verifiable historical 
corridor.Great Western Trail 

(GWT - Historical 
Alias)

1874 – 1897 Commercial 
Livestock Logistics 
(Cattle/Horses) 3

Texas to Montana/
Canada

Medium Fidelity: 
Historically attested, 
but ambiguous and 
lacks official origin.

Great Western Trail 
(GWT - Modern 
Recreational)

20th/21st Century Multi-use Recreation 
(Motorized/Non-
motorized) 4

Utah, Idaho, 
Wyoming, Rocky 
Mountains 4

Zero Fidelity: 
Complete 
geographical and 
functional mismatch; 
source of primary 
scholarly confusion.
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VI. Conclusion and Definitive Recommendations 

6.1. Recap of the Argument   

The evidence makes it clear that "Western Cattle Trail" (WCT) is the only name that meets the 
high standards of historical research and public understanding. Its superiority is built on three 
key factors: (1) It originates from the original 1874 designation of "Western Trail" by John T. 
Lytle; (2) It has been validated through the award-winning accuracy of modern research, 
ensuring it covers the full scope of the 1874-1897 system with all its complexities; and (3) It is 
essential to avoid mixing it up with the modern, geographically and functionally distinct 
recreational route known as the Great Western Trail (GWT). Using GWT in historical 
discussions only creates confusion and legitimizes geographical mistakes. 

6.2. Call for Consistent Terminology   

This analysis strongly urges that all historical societies, academic publishers, state and federal 
park systems, and legislative bodies—including the Texas Legislature, which already recognizes 
Bandera’s connection to the "Western Trail"—adopt and enforce the exclusive use of the term 
Western Cattle Trail (WCT). Such standardization will promote clarity, ensuring that all 
conservation efforts, historical markers, educational resources, and scholarly works consistently 
refer to the 19th-century commercial livestock route that was vital to the post-Civil War 
economy and the settling of the Northern Plains.   

This step is critical to preserving the historical integrity of this important corridor, distinguishing 
its economic significance from unrelated modern recreational uses, and establishing a cohesive 
scholarly framework for future research and preservation initiatives. 
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