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[bookmark: X0de397fbd78013391b40110bd2d78e5bd91ab42]Chapter 1 — Editor’s Preface: The Field Wakes Up
by Dave Sullivan
Audience brief: the civically engaged American reader — a parent, a school-board member, a reporter, a trust-law specialist, or one of the small crew of state advocates the series is built to recruit. The response I want is simple: I want you to understand that this is the first volume of something that will outlive the litigation, and to see your own state in it. Register: plain, confident, a person and not an institution. The allergen to avoid: a victory lap. This is a record of a defense waking up, not a brag about who woke it.

This is the first annual edition of Who Steals from Children. I want to tell you, before you read it, what it is and what it is trying to become, because the answer to both is larger than the book you are holding.
Last year I wrote a single book about a single state. It was called Who Steals from Children: Volume 1 — Oregon and the Elliott, and it was an indictment of what the State of Oregon has been doing to a forest that was supposed to fund its schoolchildren. That book stands. You will find it, condensed, as the founding chapter of this volume. But a single Oregon book cannot carry the load the work actually needs to carry, because the thing being documented is not an Oregon problem. It is a national one, and it is old.
When the young United States admitted new states to the Union, it handed each of them a gift. In every township — a six-mile square — one section of land, six hundred forty acres, was set aside and held in trust for the public schools. The idea came out of the Land Ordinance of 1785 and the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, and every public-land state inherited some version of it at statehood. It was a forever gift, from the founding generation to children not yet born, on a single condition: that the land, or the money it became, be kept whole and spent only on the schools. Roughly twenty states still hold these lands. [VERIFY: “roughly twenty” — per project_twenty_trust_lands_states_math.md, the “12 of 20” framing; confirm the exact count and phrasing before print.]
The trouble is that a forever gift has to be defended forever, by each generation in turn, and the people who can defend it are not the people who wrote it and not the children who benefit from it. They are whoever happens to be paying attention in any given year. Most years, in most states, almost no one is. That is how a trust gets quietly drained — not by a single thief in a single dramatic theft, but by decision after defensible decision, each one trading a sliver of a permanent asset for a quick dollar, until one day the endowment is gone and no one can quite say when it left.
This book is an annual record of who is paying attention, and what they are finding.
Why annual. The fight moves on a multi-month rhythm — land-board votes, legislative sessions, appraisals, court rulings. A weekly newsletter is too fast to be a record; a one-time book is too slow to stay current. A volume a year is the natural unit at which the state of the fight can be honestly summarized and dated. WSFC 2026, WSFC 2027: each a fixed, citable snapshot of what was known, taken, and defended in that year. A reporter, a legislator, or a trust designer thirty years from now can cite the 2027 edition and know exactly what was on the record when.
Why an anthology. I cannot write twenty state investigations. No one can. But twenty states’ advocates can each write their own, once a year, in a shared frame and in their own voices. That is the only structure that scales to the whole field without a bottleneck at one desk. This founding edition carries Oregon as a full chapter and three more states — Nevada, South Dakota, Mississippi — drafted as samples of what a contributed chapter looks like, plus a run of shorter dispatches from a dozen more. In the editions to come, those chapters will be written by the people who live the fight in each state. Inviting them to write is not just how the book gets made. It is how the field assembles itself.
The source of the title. I owe this before anything else. In May 2024 the journalist Jim Petersen, who has covered Pacific Northwest forestry for sixty years and publishes Evergreen Magazine out of Dalton Gardens, Idaho, published an article on the Elliott decoupling and called it Who Steals from Children? His editor’s note opened: “In my 60 years as a working journalist, Who Steals from Children is easily one of the most frustrating and purposefully deceptive stories I’ve ever followed.” [Source: Jim Petersen, Evergreen Magazine, “Who Steals from Children?”, posted May 7, 2024; transmittal note to Dave Sullivan, May 5, 2024.] When the Library decided to launch an anthology series documenting state-by-state attempts to diminish the Common School Funds, Petersen’s title was the only one that fit. He has graciously allowed us to carry the phrase forward. It is his, with attribution, on every volume.
How to read this volume. Start with the spine narrative — “The State of the Fight, 2026” — which carries you through the year as one story and sets the state chapters in context. Then read the states. The state chapters are not all the same shape, and they are not meant to be: a betrayal reads differently from a recovery, and Nevada does not sound like South Dakota. That variety is the point. At the back you will find the dispatches — shorter reports from states not yet ready for a full chapter — and the honor roll, “Who Stepped Up,” which names the people who defended the trust this year. The title accuses; the honor roll answers. The book names who steals and who defends.
One guard the reader is owed. My longtime collaborator Margaret Bird is the national authority on school trust lands, and her work runs through this book. Where I quote her — her 2016 statement to the Oregon School Boards Association, her December 2022 letter to the State Land Board — those are her real, documented words, already on the public record, and I cite them as such. But Margaret has not endorsed this book, and nothing in it should be read as her endorsement. The foreword slot in this edition carries a placeholder I drafted in her voice for planning purposes; it is labeled, on its face, as my words and not hers, pending her own review. I will not put her name on a sentence she has not approved.
What I have not written. I have not written a chronicle of decline. The deeper story this series tracks is a defense waking up — new states getting scrutiny, dormant funds drawing audits, courts affirming that beneficiaries may sue, a generation of new advocates arriving. In Oregon, after years of litigation, the Court of Appeals ruled on January 28, 2026 that schoolchildren and districts have standing to sue the State as trustee — bringing Oregon into line with what other school-trust states have long allowed. The Attorney General has appealed it to the Oregon Supreme Court; it is not yet final. I want to be careful about that ruling, because it is easy to oversell. It is not a national first. It is Oregon catching up. But it is real, and it is the kind of beat this book exists to record.
The forest belongs to the children. The land belongs to the children. The trust says so, in twenty states, going back to 1785. This book is the annual record of who remembers that, and who is fighting to make the states remember it too.
— Dave Sullivan, Coos County, Oregon, 2026.


[bookmark: chapter-2-how-this-book-was-made]Chapter 2 — How This Book Was Made
A colophon.
Audience brief: the same reader as the preface, plus one reader I am writing past the others to reach — the person who, ten or twenty years from now, will be designing a long-lived institution and wondering how a small shop ever produced a national record like this. The response I want: not admiration, but a working understanding of the method, so it can be copied. Register: factual, dry, the way you’d describe how a barn was framed. The allergen: any sentence that reads like a product demonstration. If a line sounds like a brag, it is cut.

A reader has a right to know how the book in front of them was assembled, the same way you have a right to know who appraised a house you are about to buy. So here is the method, plainly.
This volume was built from a body of primary documents — court filings, appraisals, land-board minutes, statutes, attorney-general opinions, historical-society records, and contemporaneous newspaper accounts. Those documents are the authority for every factual claim in these pages. Where a chapter says a thing was done on a date for a dollar figure, there is a document behind it, and the source is named at the foot of the chapter or in the documentary record at the back.
The documents were gathered, organized, cross-referenced, and drafted into narrative with the help of artificial intelligence. I want to be exact about what that means, because the phrase is doing real work and I do not want it doing false work.
What the AI did was the labor a research staff and a fact-checking desk would have done at a larger institution, at a speed and across a breadth that one person at a desk in Coos County could not have matched. It read across the records of twenty states. It matched the pattern in Oregon against the pattern in Nevada and Idaho and Mississippi, and found that the moves rhyme — the below-market lease, the self-dealing transfer, the appraisal the trustee chose, the fund raided to solve a problem that was not the trust’s to solve. It held more of the documentary record in working memory at once than any human reading can. It drafted, at velocity, prose I could then read against the documents and correct. That a single small advocacy shop could produce a state-by-state national record at all is, in plain fact, a thing that was not possible a few years ago.
What the AI did not do is vouch for the facts. That is mine, and the contributors’. Every dated figure, every quotation, every “who-did-what” attribution in this book was checked against a primary source by a human before it was allowed to stand — and where it could not yet be checked, it is flagged on the page as unverified rather than asserted bare. You will see those flags. They are not a defect; they are the method working. An accelerated draft that is never verified is worse than no draft. The discipline of this series is that the machine drafts and the humans vouch, and nothing carries a person’s name that a human has not fact-checked, and nothing is attributed to anyone who has not approved their own words.
I say this here, in a colophon, and not in the chapters, on purpose. The chapters are about the children and the land. They are not about the tools. If the method is interesting — and I think, for some readers, it will be the most interesting thing in the book — it is interesting precisely because of what it let a small group of people do for a cause that used to require an institution. But the moment the tool becomes the subject, the book has lost its way. So the method lives back here, stated once, and then we get out of its way.
There is a reason this matters beyond the bookkeeping. The whole premise of a school trust is that an institution can be built to keep a promise across generations longer than any human life. Most of human history’s attempts at that have failed in the ways this book documents. We are now, as a civilization, in the early years of building a new generation of long-lived institutions, and handing more and more of the work of keeping them to machines. Whether those institutions keep their promises to people not yet born is the question under everything. This book is a small, concrete piece of evidence on that question: a record of an old trust being defended, partly by a new tool, by people who insisted on checking the tool’s work. That is the whole argument, and the book makes it just by existing. I will not make it again in the chapters.
— D.S.


[bookmark: chapter-3-the-state-of-the-fight-2026]Chapter 3 — The State of the Fight, 2026
The spine narrative.
Audience brief: the reader who has decided to follow the whole fight, not just their own state’s corner of it. The response I want: a working map — where the line held this year, where it moved, and where to watch next. Register: the WSFC house voice — plain, scene-anchored, document-grounded, never self-righteous. The allergen: a labeled-section feel. This is one story carrying the reader through a year, not a status report with headers pretending to be prose.

If you wanted a single sentence for the school-trust fight in 2026, it would be this: for the first time in a long time, the defense is the side that is moving.
That is not how it usually goes. The ordinary condition of a school trust is slow loss. The land sits on the books; almost no one watches it; and every few years some pressure — a budget shortfall, an industry in trouble, a settler scheme, a sweetheart lease for someone with friends in the capitol — takes another piece. The losses are quiet because each one is defensible on its own terms, and they compound because no one is keeping the long account. The whole reason this book exists is that, in twenty states, almost no one has been keeping the long account.
In 2026 that began, in a few places, to change. This chapter is the map of where.

Start in Oregon, because Oregon is where the fight is sharpest.
The State of Oregon has spent a decade taking the Elliott State Forest — ninety thousand acres held in trust for its schoolchildren since the early twentieth century — out of the trust. It did this through a maneuver it calls decoupling: separating the forest from the Common School Fund’s beneficial interest, transferring it to a public research-forest arrangement, and compensating the fund with bonds. The Oregon chapter in this volume lays the whole sequence out, dated and documented. The short version is that the State priced a billion-dollar asset at a depressed “investment value” of $99.6 million [Source: appraisal cover letter, Mason, Bruce & Girard, Aug. 22, 2022], transferred it to an arrangement it controls, and paid the bill with general-fund-backed borrowing — money the legislature can stop paying at any future session.
What made 2026 the year to write it down was not the transfer. It was the State’s posture in court. Sued by schoolchildren, the State of Oregon filed a formal Answer on October 24, 2025 that it “does not owe Plaintiffs the duties alleged.” [Source: State’s Answer, Advocates for School Trust Lands v. State of Oregon, Coos County Circuit Court, Oct. 24, 2025.] A state, on a public docket, telling a court it owes no fiduciary duty to the children it has held land in trust for since 1859. Margaret Bird, the national authority on these lands, has worked inside the trust architecture for more than two decades; she has said, in her documented testimony, that she had never seen a state make that denial in a court of law. [Source: Margaret Bird, testimony / correspondence to the State Land Board, Dec. 11, 2022 — for the “decoupling is a euphemism for selling” framing; the “never seen a state deny the duty” characterization is drawn from her documented statements. VERIFY exact wording and venue before print.]
Then, on January 28, 2026, the Oregon Court of Appeals ruled that the schoolchildren and districts have standing to sue the State as trustee. [Source: Advocates for School Trust Lands v. State of Oregon, Oregon Court of Appeals, Jan. 28, 2026.] It is tempting to call that a landmark, and some did. I want to be careful, because the careful version is the true one and the true one is still good news. The ruling does not break new ground for the country. Other school-trust states have long let beneficiaries sue. What it does is bring Oregon into line with them, after years in which Oregon’s courts had blocked these suits at the door. The Attorney General has appealed it to the Oregon Supreme Court; it is not final. But the door that had been shut for years is, for now, open — and that is exactly the kind of beat this series exists to mark: not a national first, but a local catch-up that lets the merits finally be argued.

Now widen out, because the pattern in Oregon is not Oregon’s alone.
Read across the states and the same moves keep surfacing, separated by a century and a continent. In Nevada, an endowment of nearly four million acres was sold and traded away across a hundred and fifty years until about 2,914 acres remain, earning the schools under $5,000 a year. [Source: Las Vegas Review-Journal, “Opportunity Lost,” Dec. 21, 2019.] No single thief did it; the slow account simply went unkept. In Nebraska, the State renewed grazing leases automatically, at low rents, without auction, turning school land into a standing subsidy for the men already on it — until the Nebraska Supreme Court called it a breach of trust in 1951. [Source: State ex rel. Ebke v. Board of Educational Lands & Funds, 154 Neb. 244, 47 N.W.2d 520 (1951).] In Washington, when a recession caught the timber companies that had bid high to log school-trust timber, the legislature passed a 1982 act releasing them from their contracts — and the State Supreme Court struck it down in 1984, holding that a trustee cannot raid the trust to rescue an industry. [Source: County of Skamania v. State, 102 Wash. 2d 127, 685 P.2d 576 (1984).] In Idaho, when a conservationist outbid the ranchers for grazing leases — which by the trust’s own logic was a gift to the schools — the legislature passed what everyone called the “anti-Marvel” law to keep prices low and the ranchers in place, and the Idaho Supreme Court struck that down too, in 1999. [Source: Idaho Watersheds Project v. State Board of Land Commissioners, 133 Idaho 64, 982 P.2d 367 (1999).]
The shape is always the same. Someone wants what the trust holds — for an industry, for a favored class, for the state’s general budget — and the trustee accommodates them, and a court, when one is finally asked, reminds the trustee whose money it is. The dispatches in this volume carry a dozen of these. Set side by side, they are not twelve unrelated local stories. They are one story, told twelve times, about how hard it is to make a state keep a promise to children who cannot vote.

But 2026 is not only a map of breaches, and that is the part that is new.
In Minnesota, about eighty thousand acres of school trust land have sat for decades inside the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness, where federal law forbids logging, mining, or development — beautiful, valuable, and earning the schools essentially nothing. The knot is finally being cut: the State is selling the wilderness parcels to the U.S. Forest Service, with the proceeds, somewhere between $20 and $40 million, going into the Permanent School Trust Fund to be invested and grown. The deal is expected to close by the end of 2026. [Source: Minnesota Office of School Trust Lands / Minnesota DNR, Boundary Waters land sale and exchange, 2024–2026.] It is that rare thing in this story: a clean resolution that honors the wilderness and the schoolchildren at once.
In Oklahoma, the state’s own Legislative Office of Fiscal Transparency ran the numbers in 2023 and found that the schools could collect up to $53 million more a year by selling the surface of the trust’s roughly three-quarters of a million acres and investing the proceeds, rather than leasing them out of habit. [Source: Oklahoma Legislative Office of Fiscal Transparency, “Commissioners of the Land Office,” June 2023.] No scandal — just a watchdog putting a hard, current dollar figure on a quiet underperformance. That is itself a sign of a waking defense: the audits are being run, and the gap between what a trust earns and what it could is being measured out loud.
And the deepest current of all runs back through the history. The reason these protections exist to invoke is that, in earlier generations, individuals chose to defend the trust when almost no one was watching. In 1885 a surveyor named W.H.H. Beadle wrote into the South Dakota constitution a rule that school land could never be sold for less than its appraised value and never for less than ten dollars an acre — and when Congress admitted the state in 1889, it told the next states in line to do the same, guarding some twenty-two million acres. [Source: South Dakota Historical Society Foundation, “The Savior of School Lands.”] In 1984 a new Mississippi Secretary of State named Dick Molpus decided to act like the trustee the office made him, renegotiated roughly five thousand below-market leases, and sent more than twenty-four million dollars a year back to the schools that had owned the land all along. [Source: Mississippi Encyclopedia, “Sixteenth Section Lands”; Wikipedia, “Dick Molpus.” VERIFY $24M/~5,000 against a Secretary of State annual report or contemporaneous news before print.] The defense waking up in 2026 is not a new thing. It is the recurrence of an old thing — the watchful crew, as Margaret calls it, re-forming in each generation because the architecture cannot defend itself.

Where this leaves the fight, at year’s end.
The honest summary is mixed, and tilting. The line held, or moved forward, in more places this year than it usually does: Oregon’s courthouse door reopened (subject to appeal); Minnesota’s dead asset is being turned into a living one; Oklahoma’s underperformance is on the record with a number attached. The line is still moving the wrong way where no one is watching — and in most states, most years, no one is. The Elliott is still out of the trust as this volume goes to draft. The Oregon Supreme Court has the standing question. The merits, in Oregon and elsewhere, are still ahead.
What is genuinely different in 2026 is that the long account is, for the first time, being kept — state by state, in one place, dated. That is what this book is. The forward look is simple: the editions that follow this one will be thicker, because the states that appear here as one-paragraph dispatches will, I expect, be writing their own full chapters by 2027 or 2028. The map will fill in. The fight is not won. But for the first time, the field can see the whole board.


[bookmark: chapter-4-oregon-the-founding-case]Chapter 4 — Oregon: The Founding Case
by Dave Sullivan. Condensed and adapted from Who Steals from Children: Volume 1 — Oregon and the Elliott (2026), to the WSFC state-chapter template.
Audience brief: the civically engaged Oregon reader — a parent, an administrator, a reporter — and, beyond Oregon, anyone in another trust state who wants the worked example before their own state runs the same plays. The response I want: to see that this is a fiduciary indictment built from the State’s own documents, not a polemic. Register: the WSFC house voice. The allergen: self-righteousness, and treating the Elliott as the whole of the school-trust story rather than its clearest current example.

[bookmark: the-land-and-the-promise]1. The land and the promise
When Oregon joined the Union in 1859, it inherited the same bargain the young republic had been making with new states since 1785: land set aside, and held in trust, to fund the public schools forever. Oregon wrote the promise into Article VIII of its constitution and built it a fund — the Common School Fund — whose corpus was to be kept whole and whose income was to flow to the schools. The Oregon Supreme Court, in Eagle Point Irrigation District v. Cowden in 1931, called it a trust “of the highest nature.” [Source: Or. Const. art. VIII; Eagle Point Irrigation District v. Cowden (Or. 1931).]
The working heart of that trust, for most of a century, was the Elliott State Forest — ninety thousand acres of Coast Range timber in Coos and Douglas Counties. Under Jerry Phillips, the district manager who ran the Elliott from 1968 to 2001, it earned its keep. By his own accounting, his thirty-three years there produced “$790 million of revenue for Oregon’s Irreducible Common School Fund and supported about 400 jobs for the local economy.” [Source: Jerry Phillips, quoted statement; carried in Vol 1.] The forest cut about fifty million board feet a year for the schools. That was the baseline. This chapter is the story of how the baseline went to zero, and then how the asset itself went out of the trust.
[bookmark: what-was-promised-vs.-what-happened]2. What was promised vs. what happened
By 2017 the harvest was zero. Litigation over the marbled murrelet and the spotted owl had ground the cut down through the 2000s, and the State Land Board — the Governor, the Secretary of State, and the State Treasurer, sitting together as trustee — had begun to describe the Elliott as “a net drain on the fund.”
That framing did the decisive work. A forest that does not earn becomes, in the trustee’s telling, a problem to be disposed of rather than an asset to be managed back to health. In 2017 the Board moved to sell the Elliott outright to a private timber company, Lone Rock, for a fixed price — then reversed the sale under public outcry, with Secretary of State Dennis Richardson calling the episode “a breach of our ethics.” [Source: Dennis Richardson, public statement, 2017; carried in Vol 1. VERIFY exact wording and date.]
What replaced the sale was subtler. Rather than sell the forest to a private buyer, the State would decouple it — move it out of the Common School Fund’s beneficial interest and into a public “research forest,” and compensate the fund with bonds. Oregon State University was to run the research forest. The Board would price the transfer. The general fund would back the compensation.
Each step was defensible in isolation. Together they amounted to converting a billion-dollar trust asset into a state research program paid for with borrowed money the legislature could choose to stop repaying.
[bookmark: the-document-that-proves-it]3. The document that proves it
The WSFC method is: here is what was done, here is the document, here is the date. For Oregon, three documents carry the case.
The appraisal. Because the State had hemmed the forest in with restrictions and barred a private sale, its appraisers did not report a market value. They reported a depressed “investment value” — as low as $99.6 million. [Source: appraisal cover letter, Mason, Bruce & Girard, Aug. 22, 2022.] The State’s own 1995 records had pegged the forest’s open-market worth at $850 million and rising; independent assessments today put it past a billion. [VERIFY the $850M 1995 figure against the L0 record; carried from Vol 1.] The trust was about to be cashed out at a fraction of what its asset was worth — and the price was set by the trustee that wanted the transfer.
The vote. On December 13, 2022, the State Land Board voted to proceed with the decoupling. [VERIFY exact date and tally — Vol 1 references a Dec. 2022 vote; the December 11–12, 2022 testimony precedes it. Confirm against the L0 minutes.] The day before, two warnings had been put on the record. The Cascade Policy Institute’s John A. Charles, Jr. told the Board the appraisal was “artificially low” and the financing a breach of its duty to the children who owned the forest. [Source: Cascade Policy Institute testimony to the Oregon State Land Board, Dec. 12, 2022.] And Margaret Bird, in a letter dated December 11, 2022, told the Board what the word meant: “decoupling is a euphemism for selling.” [Source: Margaret Bird, letter to the State Land Board, Dec. 11, 2022.]
The Answer. Sued by schoolchildren in Advocates for School Trust Lands v. State of Oregon, the State filed its formal Answer on October 24, 2025. In it, the trustee of a constitutional trust “of the highest nature” told the court it “does not owe Plaintiffs the duties alleged.” [Source: State’s Answer, Coos County Circuit Court, Oct. 24, 2025.] That sentence is the indictment. The trustee, in writing, denied the trust.
[bookmark: the-defense]4. The defense
The defense is in active litigation as of this writing (spring 2026). OASTL — the Oregon Advocates for School Trust Lands — brought the case, with five named schoolchildren as plaintiffs and Daniel Zene Crowe as lead counsel. On January 28, 2026 the Oregon Court of Appeals held that the beneficiaries have standing to sue the State as trustee — bringing Oregon into line with what other school-trust states have long allowed, after years in which Oregon’s courts had blocked these suits at the threshold. [Source: Advocates for School Trust Lands v. State of Oregon, Or. Ct. App., Jan. 28, 2026.] The Attorney General has appealed the standing ruling to the Oregon Supreme Court; it is not final. A companion 2023 case is also pending before the Oregon Supreme Court on a petition for review. The merits — whether the decoupling breached the trust — are still ahead.
There is also a doctrinal floor already on Oregon’s own books. A 1977 Attorney General opinion (No. 7450) held that off-purpose use of the Elliott was unlawful where it adversely affected the fund’s financial contribution, and it was never rescinded. [Source: Or. Att’y Gen. Op. 7450 (1977). VERIFY opinion number and holding.] Every move on the Elliott since the early 1990s has gone around that opinion without overturning it.
[bookmark: whats-at-stake-and-whats-next]5. What’s at stake, and what’s next
What Oregon’s schoolchildren lose is concrete: the income from a billion-dollar asset, traded for a stream of bond payments a future legislature can reduce or stop. What the rest of the country has at stake is the doctrine. If Oregon’s courts accept that a state owes its school-trust beneficiaries no enforceable duty, that holding becomes persuasive authority everywhere it is cited — and the move Oregon has made becomes a move other states can make within a decade. If Oregon’s defense fails, the doctrine that has held the architecture together since 1787 is strengthened by having been tested.
The next moves are local and portable at once. In Oregon: the standing appeal, the trial-court merits, and a legislature that could enforce its own 1977 opinion. Everywhere else: the case file is reproducible. The pattern is portable. Oregon is the founding chapter of this series not because Oregon is unique but because Oregon is the clearest documentary record currently in flight of how a school trust is taken — and of a defense, at last, fighting back.

Primary sources for this chapter are reproduced or linked in the Documentary Record (back matter), carried from Who Steals from Children: Volume 1. Remaining [VERIFY] flags above are to be closed against the L0 discovery materials before any print edition.


[bookmark: chapter-5-nevada-two-thousand-acres-left]Chapter 5 — Nevada: Two Thousand Acres Left
A sample state chapter, drafted to the WSFC contributor template. (In future editions this chapter would be written by a Nevada advocate; here it is drafted from verified research as a model of the form.)
Audience brief: the civically engaged Nevada reader — a parent in Reno or Elko who knows what “stolen from schools” means but has never heard the words “trust lands.” The response I want: to feel the size of what was given and the smallness of what is left, and to understand it was lost not in one theft but in a hundred and fifty years of small ones. Register: plain, unhurried, a little rueful. The allergen: melodrama — there is no mustache-twirling villain here, and pretending there is would cheapen the real lesson.

[bookmark: the-land-and-the-promise-1]1. The land and the promise
Nevada came into the Union in 1864, in the middle of the Civil War, and came in with the same gift every public-land state received: land set aside in every township to pay for the schools. Nevada’s grant was generous on paper — eventually close to four million acres, two square miles in each township, dedicated to the education of the state’s children and meant to last forever. [Source: Las Vegas Review-Journal, “Opportunity Lost: Nevada’s School Trust Lands Sold Off Over 150 Years,” Dec. 21, 2019.]
Four million acres. Held in trust. For the schoolchildren of a desert state that would, within a century, need every dollar it could find for them. That was the promise.
[bookmark: what-was-promised-vs.-what-happened-1]2. What was promised vs. what happened
Today almost none of it is left. Of the roughly four million acres Nevada started with, about 2,914 acres remain in the trust. From all of it, the school fund now collects less than $5,000 a year. [Source: Las Vegas Review-Journal, “Opportunity Lost,” Dec. 21, 2019.]
That is not a typo and it is not a rounding error. It is the near-total liquidation of an endowment. The comparison the Review-Journal drew is the one that stings: neighboring Colorado, which held onto its trust lands, draws tens of millions of dollars a year from them for its schools. [Source: same; Colorado figure cited comparatively. VERIFY Colorado’s current annual figure against the Colorado State Land Board before print.] Nevada turned roughly the same founding gift into pocket change.
How? Not in a single dramatic theft. In a century and a half of small ones. Settler inducements that sold land cheap to bring people west. Lopsided land trades. And outright scandal — Nevada’s very first state treasurer was caught with his hands in the till. [Source: Las Vegas Review-Journal, “Opportunity Lost,” Dec. 21, 2019. VERIFY the first-treasurer detail against a primary source before print.] Each transaction traded a permanent asset for a quick dollar. Each one, in its moment, no doubt looked reasonable to the people doing it. Add them up across a hundred and fifty years and you have sold an entire trust down to two thousand nine hundred acres.
[bookmark: the-document-that-proves-it-1]3. The document that proves it
The document here is not a court filing or a sweetheart lease. It is an accounting — and that is the point. In December 2019 the Las Vegas Review-Journal published an investigation, “Opportunity Lost,” that did the arithmetic the state had not made a habit of doing: it counted the original grant, counted what remained, and reported the annual return. The numbers — four million acres down to 2,914, generating under $5,000 a year — are the document. [Source: Las Vegas Review-Journal, “Opportunity Lost,” Dec. 21, 2019.]
That is a recurring feature of the quietest betrayals in this book. There is no smoking-gun memo because no one ever decided, in a single meeting, to liquidate the trust. The proof is in the ledger, read end to end, after the fact. Someone has to sit down and keep the long account. In Nevada, a newspaper did it.
[bookmark: the-defense-1]4. The defense
This is where Nevada’s chapter, in 2026, is thin — and honest about being thin. There is no active beneficiary lawsuit in Nevada of the kind Oregon now has. The 2,914 acres that remain are managed by the state; the loss is, for the most part, done and not easily undone. The “defense,” for now, is the act of accounting itself — the Review-Journal investigation, and whatever scrutiny it has prompted. [VERIFY current status of any Nevada legislative or administrative response to the 2019 investigation as of 2026; flag as [AS OF ?] until confirmed.]
That is precisely why a state like Nevada belongs in the founding edition as a chapter, even a short one. The series is not only a record of fights underway. It is also a record of what happens to a trust when no one fights — when the long account goes unkept for a hundred and fifty years. Nevada is the cautionary baseline against which Oregon’s still-live fight should be measured.
[bookmark: whats-at-stake-and-whats-next-1]5. What’s at stake, and what’s next
For Nevada, the largest stakes are already lost. You cannot un-sell four million acres. What is left to protect is the remnant — and the lesson. The remnant is small; the lesson is not. A trust does not have to be looted by a villain to disappear. It only has to be unwatched. Every decision-maker who signed off on a cheap sale or a lopsided trade across a century and a half was, in that moment, solving a small problem with a permanent asset. No one kept the running total. By the time anyone did, there was almost nothing left to add up.
What’s next for Nevada is the question this book puts to every state: Is someone keeping the long account now? If a Nevada advocate reads this and decides to write the full chapter — to trace the specific sales, name the specific trades, and put the remnant on the record with its sources — that chapter belongs in WSFC 2027. The invitation is open. The arithmetic is already mostly done.

Source for this chapter: Las Vegas Review-Journal, “Opportunity Lost: Nevada’s School Trust Lands Sold Off Over 150 Years” (Dec. 21, 2019). [VERIFY] flags above to be closed against primary Nevada land-office records and a current-status check before any print edition.


[bookmark: X067709143ab8990791e04721b5a6860636b4326]Chapter 6 — South Dakota: The Ten-Dollar Floor
A sample state chapter, drafted to the WSFC contributor template. A recovery story — the counterweight the volume needs.
Audience brief: the civically engaged reader anywhere — but especially the one who has just read Oregon and Nevada and is starting to think the school-trust story has no winners. The response I want: to see that one person, paying attention at the right moment, can protect a trust for centuries — and that the protection can ripple far past one state. Register: plain, a little warm, the voice you’d use to tell a good story about a good man. The allergen: hagiography. Beadle was effective, not saintly; the chapter should land on what he did, not on how admirable he was.

[bookmark: the-land-and-the-promise-2]1. The land and the promise
When the Dakota Territory was being settled in the years after the Civil War, it carried the same school-land inheritance every territory did: section sixteen of every township — and, in the western territories, section thirty-six as well — set aside to fund the public schools once statehood came. The promise was the usual one. Keep the land or the money it becomes whole; spend only the income; do it forever, for children not yet born.
The danger was also the usual one, and in the 1860s and 1870s it was acute. To the east, states had been selling their school lands off to speculators for a dollar and a quarter to two dollars and fifty cents an acre — fire-sale prices that drained the very fund the land was meant to fill. [Source: South Dakota Historical Society Foundation, “The Savior of School Lands,” March 2014.] The frontier was hungry for cash and full of buyers who knew exactly how cheap a distracted government would sell. Dakota’s school lands were about to meet the same fate.
[bookmark: X71150ec8d51f8f5324ac11d27b25ae20515efb8]2. What was promised vs. what happened — except here, it didn’t
This is the chapter where the pattern breaks, because one man broke it.
In 1869 President Grant appointed William Henry Harrison Beadle — born in a log cabin in Parke County, Indiana, a Union officer — surveyor-general of Dakota Territory. [Source: Architect of the Capitol, “William Henry Harrison Beadle Statue”; South Dakota Historical Society Foundation, “The Savior of School Lands.”] Riding to the territorial capital at Yankton that year, Beadle turned the problem over in his mind and wrote that the school lands “were the great trust of the future commonwealth and should be absolutely secured from waste and cheap sales.” [Source: SDHSF, “The Savior of School Lands.”]
He did not just write it. He spent the better part of two decades making the case to anyone who would listen — as surveyor-general, and later as territorial superintendent of public instruction from 1879 to 1885. [Source: SDHSF; Wikipedia, “William Henry Harrison Beadle.”] He campaigned across the territory for a set of plain principles: school land should be appraised by a responsible board; should never be sold for less than its appraised value, and never for less than ten dollars an acre; mineral lands held for their appraised worth; and all proceeds invested as a permanent fund, with only the interest spent on the schools.
When South Dakota wrote its constitution at the 1885 convention, Beadle got his rule written in. [Source: SDHSF; Encyclopedia of the Great Plains, “Beadle, William H. H.”]
[bookmark: the-document-that-proves-it-2]3. The document that proves it
The document is the South Dakota constitution itself. Beadle’s protections are not a story told about him after the fact; they are written into the state’s founding charter — the appraisal requirement, the never-below-value rule, the ten-dollar floor, the permanent-fund-and-income structure. A reader can go read them. That is the WSFC method working in the rare happy direction: here is what was done to protect the trust, here is the document, here is the date.
And there is a second document, larger than one state’s constitution. When Congress accepted South Dakota’s constitution on the state’s admission in 1889, it was impressed enough by the protections to require similar provisions of the other states admitted alongside or just after it — North Dakota, Montana, Washington, Idaho, and Wyoming. [Source: Wikipedia, “William Henry Harrison Beadle”; SDHSF.] One man’s idea, written into one constitution, became the template Congress imposed across the new northwestern states — guarding, by the historical society’s reckoning, on the order of twenty-two million acres for schoolchildren who would never know his name. [Source: SDHSF.]
[bookmark: the-defense-and-the-thanks]4. The defense — and the thanks
Beadle’s defense of the trust was preventive, which is the most powerful and the least visible kind. The trusts he protected did not have to be litigated back from a breach because the breach was never allowed to happen. That is why this kind of work so rarely gets remembered: a disaster averted leaves no headline.
South Dakota remembered anyway. The state’s schoolchildren contributed pennies and nickels to pay for a marble statue of Beadle, dedicated in Pierre in 1911 with Beadle himself present. [Source: Architect of the Capitol; SDHSF.] In 1938, on the centennial of his birth, a replica was placed in the National Statuary Hall in the United States Capitol, where it stands today. Madison Normal School was renamed in his honor and is now Dakota State University. [Source: Architect of the Capitol; SDHSF.] A man who guarded a trust for children he would never meet was paid back, fittingly, in the small change of the children he saved it for.
[bookmark: whats-at-stake-and-whats-next-2]5. What’s at stake, and what’s next
The lesson of South Dakota is the lesson of the whole series, told from the bright side. The architecture cannot defend itself. It survives only where, in each generation, someone in the right chair chooses to act like the trustee the law makes them — and the choice, made once at the right moment, can hold for a century and ripple across a region.
Beadle made that choice at a constitutional convention, where the leverage was enormous: write the protection into the founding charter and it binds every trustee who comes after. Oregon’s defenders in 2026 are making the same choice with far less leverage, in a courtroom, against a trustee that has already breached. South Dakota is what it looks like to win early. The work the series tracks now is whether the same result can be reached late — by litigation and legislation, after the breach, rather than by foresight before it. Beadle’s chapter is here to prove the result is reachable at all.

Sources for this chapter: South Dakota Historical Society Foundation, “The Savior of School Lands” (March 2014); Architect of the Capitol, “William Henry Harrison Beadle Statue”; Encyclopedia of the Great Plains, “Beadle, William H. H.” This is the lowest-risk story in the verified research pool; the “$1.25–$2.50 eastern fire-sale” and “$10 floor” figures are direct from SDHSF.


[bookmark: X3405cfbad61a724f0e972df87fc011102ce3d39]Chapter 7 — Mississippi: A Trust Leased for $7.50
A sample state chapter, drafted to the WSFC contributor template. A recovery story with a living protagonist and a court-documented detail — the strongest of the sample chapters.
Audience brief: the civically engaged Mississippi reader, and any reader who has wondered whether the trust can be defended not just at a founding convention but in the grind of ordinary administration, decades in. The response I want: to see that enforcing an old duty against the well-connected is hard, costly, and possible — and that the man who does it pays a price for it. Register: plain, with a little Mississippi grit. The allergen: the death-threats error (see the source note) — those belong to a different chapter of Molpus’s life entirely and must stay out.

[bookmark: the-land-and-the-promise-3]1. The land and the promise
Mississippi’s school lands go back to the Ordinance of 1785, the first law to lay the township grid across the new national domain and reserve the sixteenth section of each township for the public schools. [Source: Mississippi Encyclopedia, “Sixteenth Section Lands.”] When Mississippi became a state, title to those lands vested in the state as trustee for the schools, with the sections managed locally, township by township. The office of the Secretary of State carries the duty: the Secretary serves, ex officio, as the state’s land commissioner over the sixteenth-section school trust lands — today more than 640,000 acres managed by local school districts. [Source: Mississippi Encyclopedia, “Sixteenth Section Lands”; Wikipedia, “Dick Molpus.”]
The promise was the same as everywhere: this land works for the schoolchildren. The reality, for generations, was something else.
[bookmark: what-was-promised-vs.-what-happened-2]2. What was promised vs. what happened
For generations, counties leased their sixteenth-section land to the politically connected at rents measured in pennies, on terms that ran for lifetimes. The single most vivid example sits in a Mississippi Supreme Court opinion. In Hill v. Thompson, decided in 1989, the court examined a sixteenth-section lease on a parcel in downtown Forest, Mississippi, that had been issued for ninety-nine years in exchange for a single one-time payment of seven dollars and fifty cents. [Source: Hill v. Thompson, 564 So. 2d 1 (Miss. 1989).] A century of use of the children’s land, for the price of a sandwich.
It was not an aberration. It was the system. The well-connected got the school land cheap, the schools got almost nothing, and the duty most Secretaries of State had treated as paperwork went unenforced for decade after decade. The 1978 Sixteenth Section Reform Act had set fair-market standards on paper, but standards on paper do not collect rent.
[bookmark: the-document-that-proves-it-3]3. The document that proves it
There are two documents, and together they make the case.
The first is Hill v. Thompson itself — the 1989 opinion in which the Mississippi Supreme Court held the $7.50 ninety-nine-year lease voidable and ruled that all sixteenth-section leases must be issued for fair market value. [Source: Hill v. Thompson, 564 So. 2d 1 (Miss. 1989). VERIFY exact pinpoint citation for the $7.50/99-year terms.] That is the court putting the breach on the record and naming the remedy.
The second is the record of what one Secretary of State did with that duty. Dick Molpus took office on January 5, 1984, and decided to act like the trustee the office made him. He ordered the leases reexamined, and where the rent was a giveaway, he forced renegotiation to what the land was actually worth. By the accounting that has followed him, roughly 5,000 below-market leases were rewritten, raising the annual revenue those lands returned to the schools by more than $24 million a year. [Source: Wikipedia, “Dick Molpus”; corroborated in secondary profiles. VERIFY the $24M / ~5,000 figure against a Secretary of State annual report or contemporaneous newspaper account before print — currently sourced to Wikipedia/secondary, not a primary document.] Over the longer arc, sixteenth-section income to Mississippi schools rose from a few million dollars a year toward roughly $70 million by 2014. [Source: Mississippi Encyclopedia, “Sixteenth Section Lands.”]
[bookmark: the-defense-and-the-cost-of-it]4. The defense — and the cost of it
Enforcing the trust against the connected is not free, and Molpus’s chapter is honest about the bill.
The reform drew litigation and personal hostility. One lessee named Turney sued Molpus twice in 1985 — and lost both times, ordered to pay costs. Then, in 1986, Turney pitched camp outside Molpus’s office for twenty-three days in protest, and in 1987 ran against him in the Democratic primary. [Source: secondary profiles and search summaries of Justia case records; Mauldin v. Molpus, 647 F. Supp. 891 (S.D. Miss. 1986) for the federal Contract Clause challenge. VERIFY the 23-day sit-in and 1987 primary challenge against a contemporaneous source.] Other lessees sued in federal court claiming the renegotiations violated the U.S. Constitution’s Contract Clause. Molpus won the elections and the cases, and the money kept flowing to the children it was meant for.
(Source note, carried forward and load-bearing: Dick Molpus received documented death threats — but those are tied to his 1989 public apology for the Mississippi Burning murders, NOT to the land reform. They must not be attributed to the sixteenth-section fight. The documented land-reform blowback is the litigation, the 23-day office sit-in, and the 1987 primary challenge.)
[bookmark: whats-at-stake-and-whats-next-3]5. What’s at stake, and what’s next
Mississippi is the chapter that answers a question Oregon and South Dakota leave open: can the trust be defended not at a dramatic founding moment, and not in a single landmark lawsuit, but in the grinding, unglamorous, lease-by-lease work of administration — by an official who simply decides to do the job the law already assigned him? The answer is yes, and the answer comes with a twenty-three-day sit-in outside your office and an opponent in the next primary. The well-connected do not give back a cheap lease quietly.
What is at stake, in human terms, is the difference between a few million dollars a year for Mississippi’s schools and seventy million. That difference is what one trustee, enforcing an old duty against entrenched resistance, was worth. The next move for any state with sixteenth-section lands is the audit Molpus ran: pull the leases, compare the rents to fair market value, and renegotiate the giveaways. The duty is old and the method is proven. What it takes is someone willing to act like a trustee and pay the price for it.

Sources for this chapter: Mississippi Encyclopedia, “Sixteenth Section Lands”; Hill v. Thompson, 564 So. 2d 1 (Miss. 1989); Wikipedia, “Dick Molpus”; Mauldin v. Molpus, 647 F. Supp. 891 (S.D. Miss. 1986). Key [VERIFY] flags: the $24M/~5,000-leases figure (lock to a primary source); the Hill v. Thompson* pinpoint; the 23-day sit-in and 1987 primary. The 26 death threats belong to the 1989 Mississippi Burning apology and are kept OUT of this chapter.*


[bookmark: X99598ba217f192c70ede4f2da4bf363093c6c2f]Chapter 8 — Dispatches from the Other States
Curated field reports. The states not yet ready for a full chapter, and the rulings too important to leave out. Each is dated and sourced; each is an invitation to a contributor to write the full chapter next year.
Audience brief: the reader who has come through the full state chapters and wants the rest of the map — quickly, accurately, with the sources attached. The response I want: the sense that the pattern is everywhere, named, and on the record. Register: tight, reportorial, one beat per dispatch. The allergen: padding. A dispatch earns its place by being verified and short.

These are dispatches, not chapters. Most are promoted from the year’s research and from the case law that defines the field. Each rests on at least one primary document, named at its foot. They are arranged roughly as the law arranged them — the courts first defining what a trustee may not do, then the ledgers showing what trustees did anyway, then the recoveries now under way.

[bookmark: new-mexico-the-land-that-bought-tourists]New Mexico — the land that bought tourists
New Mexico entered the Union in 1912 with one of the largest school-land grants ever made — millions of acres held in trust, by the plain terms of the federal Enabling Act, for the schools and nothing else. A few years later the state’s land commissioner, Robert Ervien, began diverting income from those lands into an advertising fund — glossy promotion of New Mexico’s “resources and advantages,” on the theory that a richer state would someday lift the trust lands’ value too. The United States sued, and in 1919 the Supreme Court shut the program down cold: money held in trust for schools could not be spent advertising the state’s general charms. It was an early, clean statement of the rule the school lands would need again and again — the trustee serves the beneficiary, not the booster.
Source: Ervien v. United States, 251 U.S. 41 (1919).

[bookmark: Xe5a4f30558802c8675218cd1940b02f18d43f84]Arizona — the free road across the children’s land
For years Arizona’s Highway Department built its roads straight across the state’s school trust lands and paid the trust nothing, arguing that a highway raises the value of the surrounding land, so the school fund came out ahead without a check. In 1967 the Supreme Court of the United States rejected the theory. A state must pay the school fund the full appraised cash value of every right-of-way it takes, and may not shrink the bill by claiming the road made the leftover land more valuable. When one arm of government wants what the trust holds, it buys at full price — no family discount, no clever offset.
Source: Lassen v. Arizona Highway Department, 385 U.S. 458 (1967).

[bookmark: Xae3025f54b2a4c18d233cd95ecff53743872514]Nebraska — the renewals that were never bid
Nebraska had a comfortable habit: when a rancher’s lease on the school trust lands came up, the state simply renewed it — same tenant, same low rent, no auction. The arrangement quietly turned land meant to fund schools into a standing subsidy for the men already grazing it. In 1951 the Nebraska Supreme Court held it a breach of trust. A public trustee must get the most advantageous terms it can for the people it serves; automatic renewals at cut rates, while willing bidders stood by, was a giveaway. The ruling pinned the management of public school lands to the same demanding standard the law imposes on a private fiduciary — no looser rule for the state just because the beneficiaries were children who could not watch the books.
Source: State ex rel. Ebke v. Board of Educational Lands & Funds, 154 Neb. 244, 47 N.W.2d 520 (1951).

[bookmark: X580fa31a2763819e916f9e325309293c21f321a]Idaho — the conservationist the legislature tried to outlaw
When Idaho auctioned grazing leases on its school trust lands, the rule was supposed to be simple: highest bidder wins, schools get the money. Then a rancher-turned-conservationist named Jon Marvel started outbidding the ranchers, planning to rest the land and heal the streams — by the trust’s own logic, a gift to the schoolchildren. The state did not see it that way. The legislature passed what everyone called the “anti-Marvel” bill and moved to amend the constitution, anything to keep lease prices low and the ranchers in place. In 1999 the Idaho Supreme Court struck the scheme down: the state’s duty was to maximize the return to the schools, not to rig the auction for a favored class of tenants.
Source: Idaho Watersheds Project v. State Board of Land Commissioners, 133 Idaho 64, 982 P.2d 367 (1999).

[bookmark: X591288b9d83a8ac36c0018f1bf20e769d23e78e]Washington — the bailout the schools paid for
In the early 1980s a recession caught Washington’s timber companies, which had bid high to log the state’s school trust lands and now faced ruin as lumber prices collapsed. The legislature rode to the rescue with a 1982 act releasing the companies from their contracts — a generous gesture made with someone else’s money, since the contracts belonged to the school trust. In 1984 the Washington Supreme Court said the state could not do it. A trustee owes its beneficiaries undivided loyalty and cannot raid the trust to cushion a recession or rescue an industry, however sympathetic. The trust is not a rainy-day fund for whatever crisis the state is facing this year.
Source: County of Skamania v. State, 102 Wash. 2d 127, 685 P.2d 576 (1984).

[bookmark: X67c9b3b7fc1a865298286ee40c00d0a4c5d1308]Mississippi — the superintendent who leased the land to himself
In Rankin County, the county superintendent of education held the duty to guard the sixteenth-section lands and squeeze every honest dollar from them for the schools. C.W. Jones found a more comfortable arrangement: he leased one hundred fifty acres of that trust land to himself, for twenty-five years, at thirty-seven dollars and fifty cents a year. In 1975 the Mississippi Supreme Court threw the lease out — a man who holds a trust cannot deal it to himself for a “grossly inadequate consideration.” It is the oldest temptation in the trust business, named in law for centuries: self-dealing. The trustee who sits on both sides of the table can never be trusted to set a fair price. (This is a distinct case from the $7.50 Forest lease in the Mississippi chapter.)
Source: Holmes v. Jones, 318 So. 2d 865 (Miss. 1975).

[bookmark: X68c7dfbc01e8ec222da4cafab066541647b61f5]Illinois — the richest square mile, sold for a song
When Congress laid out the township grid, it reserved section sixteen for the schools. Chicago’s section sixteen happened to sit on what would become the downtown Loop. The town did not wait to find out what that was worth. On October 4, 1833, Chicago’s officials sold off the school section — the square mile bounded by today’s Madison, State, Roosevelt, and Halsted streets — for about sixty dollars an acre, roughly thirty-eight thousand dollars for the whole section, at the dawn of one of history’s great land booms. Had Chicago held that square mile and leased it, the schools would today sit atop an endowment beyond reckoning. Instead the richest school section in America was cashed out for the price of a few buildings.
Source: Encyclopedia of Chicago, “Origins of the Grid.” (The often-repeated “worth $1.2 million by 1836” figure could not be confirmed and is omitted.)

[bookmark: wisconsin-three-dollars-an-acre-by-law]Wisconsin — three dollars an acre, by law
Wisconsin had already wasted its first federal land grant when, in 1854, it talked Congress into a second — seventy-two sections of prime land to endow the state university. The legislature managed to do worse. Though good Wisconsin land was selling for ten to twenty dollars an acre, lawmakers capped these university lands at three dollars an acre and sold them fast at that ceiling, over the protests of the university’s own regents. The entire second grant brought just $138,240 — and the little money raised was then loaned out on shaky mortgages, much of it never seen again. A later board confessed the state had managed a sacred trust with less care than “a man of ordinary judgment” would give his own affairs.
Source: R. G. Thwaites, History of the University of Wisconsin (1900), ch. IV.

[bookmark: michigan-the-state-that-undersold-itself]Michigan — the state that undersold itself
When Michigan became a state in 1837, it received about a million acres of section-sixteen school land and made the unusual choice to take it all into the state’s own hands. At first it meant well, setting a minimum price of eight dollars an acre, later four. Then the same government undercut itself: it had other land to sell, granted for roads and canals, and to move it quickly the state slashed the price to thirty or forty cents an acre. Buyers bought the cheap land and left the school sections sitting — as Michigan’s own land commissioner admitted in his report. A quiet betrayal with no villain: a state that set a fair price for its children’s land, then opened a second window and gave the bargain away.
Source: Munger et al., “Towards a History of Privatizing Public Lands in Michigan, 1785–1860.”

[bookmark: Xee32e6248e6053385723edf3c532aaa8db09ce3]Alabama — the bank that ate the school fund
Alabama’s 1819 constitution promised that education “forever would be encouraged.” In 1836, when Washington divided the surplus from national land sales among the states, Alabama set its share — $669,086.78 — aside for the public schools and, to keep it safe, deposited the whole sum in the state bank. It was not safe. After the Panic of 1837, the state bank collapsed in 1843 and the school money went down with it — not stolen by any one thief, just gone. Alabama did not pass a genuine public-school law for another eleven years. The trust had been real; the stewardship had not.
Source: Encyclopedia of Alabama, “Public Education in Antebellum Alabama.”

[bookmark: X3331ac7c75c437845b0fb8e8fd63d7a4dc2d43c]Oklahoma — fifty-three million, left in the ground
Oklahoma still holds about three-quarters of a million acres of school trust land, worth something like $1.6 billion. In 2023 the state’s own Legislative Office of Fiscal Transparency asked whether the state was working that fortune for the schools or just sitting on it, and delivered a blunt answer: leased the old-fashioned way, the lands return far less than the same value would earn if the surface were sold and the proceeds invested — up to $53 million more every year. No theft, no scandal; a quieter, equally costly failure — a trust managed out of habit rather than for return. The report put a hard, current dollar figure on a loss that usually hides in the gap between what a trust earns and what it could.
Source: Oklahoma Legislative Office of Fiscal Transparency, “Commissioners of the Land Office” (June 2023).

[bookmark: X56fb0561c40e5146aaaeb635a34895989aec56f]Minnesota — the land that finally learned to pay
Minnesota holds about eighty thousand acres of school trust land inside the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness, where federal law forbids logging, mining, or development — wonderful for the canoeists and, for decades, worthless to the trust. The knot is finally being cut. Minnesota is selling the wilderness parcels to the U.S. Forest Service, with the proceeds — somewhere between $20 and $40 million — going into the Permanent School Trust Fund to be invested and grown. The deal is expected to close by the end of 2026. A rare clean resolution: a way to honor the wilderness and the schoolchildren at once.
Source: Minnesota Office of School Trust Lands / Minnesota DNR, Boundary Waters land sale and exchange (2024–2026).

[bookmark: X376d0fe994a6b6edb88713ef03152d4631c8468]Utah — the trust that got an independent board
Utah’s school trust spent its early decades the way too many did — its permanent fund diluted, loaned against, and treated as the state’s money rather than the children’s. (The dramatic pre-1994 drawdown figures that circulate are not supported by any audited source and are deliberately not printed here.) The recovery is the part that is solid and worth recording. In 1994 Utah created SITLA — the School and Institutional Trust Lands Administration — an independent fiduciary board insulated from the legislature, charged with managing the lands for the beneficiaries alone. A 1999 exchange around the Grand Staircase brought a $50 million cash component into the fund, which has since grown into the billions. Utah is the structural-reform story: when the politics keep raiding the trust, take the trust out of the politicians’ reach.
Source: Utah PTA / SITLA published histories. The pre-1994 “raid” dollar figures are unverifiable and omitted per the verification research; only the audited recovery is asserted.

Each dispatch above rests on the source named at its foot, drawn from the verified research in Book_Revision/_research/Story_Inserts_Verified_2026-05-29.md and Betrayal_Stories_Research_2026-05-29.md. Items deliberately held back for want of a clean primary source — Colorado’s shrinking trust, Montana’s in-flight water-rights litigation, the Oregon “Looters of the Public Domain” scandal (mostly forest-reserve, not section-16), and all pre-1994 Utah drawdown figures — are noted in those briefs and are not printed here.


[bookmark: chapter-9-who-stepped-up]Chapter 9 — Who Stepped Up
The honor roll. The mirror image of the title’s accusation.
Audience brief: everyone named here, and everyone who might want to be named here next year. The response I want: recognition for those who defended the trust, and a clear path for the reader to join them. Register: plain, respectful, specific — names and what they did, not adjectives. The allergen: claiming anyone’s endorsement of this book by listing them. Being named for documented conduct is a record, not a testimonial; the note at the end makes that explicit.

The title of this book is an accusation. It is fair, then, that the book end with the answer to it. The same question that names who steals from children names, by its mirror, who defends them. This honor roll records the people and institutions who, this year and across the longer record, stood for the trust. It is both a record and a recruiting instrument: in the field of school trust lands, being named in Who Steals from Children for what you did is the recognition the field has to give.
A word on what this list is and is not. It records documented conduct — what people did, on the record, in defense of the trust. It is not a list of endorsers of this book, and no one named here should be read as vouching for it. Where someone’s words are quoted, they are quoted as their own documented statements.

[bookmark: the-beneficiaries-who-sued]The beneficiaries who sued
The five named schoolchildren who are the plaintiffs in Advocates for School Trust Lands v. State of Oregon. [Names withheld pending confirmation that publishing minor plaintiffs’ names is appropriate — VERIFY before any print edition; minors’ identities may be protected.] They are the beneficiary class made visible — the children in whose name the trust exists, standing in a courtroom to assert that it does. When the Oregon Court of Appeals ruled on January 28, 2026 that beneficiaries may sue the State as trustee, it was these plaintiffs whose standing it confirmed.
[bookmark: the-counsel]The counsel
Daniel Zene Crowe, lead counsel and general counsel to OASTL, who carried the 2024 case through the standing fight. Natalie Scott, who led the 2023 case. Laura [surname VERIFY], the legal-research bridge. They took a case in which the defendant is the State itself and argued, against years of Oregon precedent slamming the courthouse door, that the children have a right to be heard — and won that point, for now, at the Court of Appeals.
[bookmark: X476ae2d353839965e03a21260a1e0255176aef7]The legislators who spoke up, regardless of party
State Representative Court Boice, whose April 8, 2024 open letter — addressed by name to Governor Tina Kotek, Secretary of State LaVonne Griffin-Valade, and Treasurer Tobias Read — put on the public record that the structural plan to remove the Elliott was visible to anyone willing to look. [Source: Court Boice, open letter, Apr. 8, 2024.]
Secretary of State Dennis Richardson (d. 2019), who called the State’s conduct in the 2017 Lone Rock episode “a breach of our ethics” — a Republican statewide officer naming a fiduciary failure under a Democratic administration. [Source: Dennis Richardson, public statement, 2017. VERIFY exact wording and date.] The trust is not a partisan asset, and the honor roll is not a partisan list.
[bookmark: the-journalists-who-covered-it]The journalists who covered it
Jim Petersen of Evergreen Magazine, who covered the Elliott decoupling, coined the phrase Who Steals from Children?, and graciously allowed the Library to carry it forward as the title of this series. His sixty years on the Pacific Northwest forestry beat are the reason the phrase carries the weight it does. [Source: Jim Petersen, Evergreen Magazine, “Who Steals from Children?”, May 2024.]
The Las Vegas Review-Journal reporting team behind “Opportunity Lost” (December 21, 2019), who kept the long account on Nevada’s trust when the state had not — counting four million acres down to 2,914 and putting the loss on the public record.
The Coos County reporter [name VERIFY] who has covered the Elliott case locally, and the editors at the Oregon papers of record whose archives make the comparison between past coverage and the State’s 2025 Answer possible.
[bookmark: the-watchdogs-and-the-testimony]The watchdogs and the testimony
The Cascade Policy Institute and John A. Charles, Jr., who told the Oregon State Land Board to its face, on December 12, 2022, that the Elliott appraisal was “artificially low” and the financing a breach of the Board’s duty. [Source: Cascade Policy Institute testimony, Dec. 12, 2022.]
The Oklahoma Legislative Office of Fiscal Transparency, whose June 2023 report put a $53-million-a-year figure on a loss that had been hiding in plain sight.
Margaret Bird. Her December 11, 2022 letter to the State Land Board — “decoupling is a euphemism for selling” — and her October 2016 statement to the Oregon School Boards Association are quoted throughout this volume as her own documented words on the public record. As the national authority on school trust lands, her decades of work are the substrate beneath the whole field. (She has not endorsed this book; she is named here for her documented public conduct and quoted for her documented public words. See the front-matter guard.)
[bookmark: the-savers-across-the-record]The savers, across the record
General W.H.H. Beadle (1838–1915), who wrote the ten-dollar floor into South Dakota’s constitution and, through Congress’s adoption of it, guarded some twenty-two million acres across the northwestern states. Dick Molpus, who renegotiated roughly five thousand below-market Mississippi leases and weathered a twenty-three-day office sit-in and a primary challenge to return more than $24 million a year to the schools. They are on the honor roll because the record reaches back, and because the defense waking up in 2026 is the recurrence of what they did in their own generations.

[bookmark: how-to-get-on-this-list]How to get on this list
The honor roll is open. Defend the trust in your state, on the record, and the next editor of this series will have a documented reason to name you. Write your state’s chapter for WSFC 2027. Pull your state’s leases and compare them to fair market value, the way Molpus did. Ask your school board, on the record, what it has done to preserve its standing on the Common School Fund. Show up to a land-board meeting. Keep the long account where no one else is keeping it.
The trust survives only where, in each generation, someone in the right chair does the thing that chair can do. This list is the record of who did, this year. It exists to be longer next year.


[bookmark: about-americas-school-trust-library]About America’s School Trust Library
America’s School Trust Library collects, verifies, and keeps current the record of the lands and permanent funds the United States set aside for its public schools — the oldest continuously operating fiduciary undertaking in American public life. The Library’s record is public, citable, and correctable: every claim traces to a primary source, every verification carries its verifier’s name, and readers who can supply or correct a source are invited to do so. The books in this family are doorways into that record, not the record itself.
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Who Steals from Children

Oregon received its school lands in 1859, on the
same terms as every other state: hold them in
trust, for the schools, forever. Who Steals from
Children examines what Oregon did instead —
beginning with the Elliott State Forest, the
showpiece of Oregon's school land trust, and the
decisions by which its value was moved away
from the schoolchildren it was meant to serve.
Drawing on public records, official reports, and
the State's own numbers, this first volume
assembles the Oregon evidence: what the trust
held, what it earned, what was taken, and who
decided. Some of the questions raised here are
also the subject of a case now in court. The
record itself, however, belongs to the public —
and this book is built so that any reader can
check every claim against the documents.
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