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Preface

It is my hope that Kansas Revisited: Historical Images and Perspec-
tives will provide a sense of the people, times, issues, and places that
help make the Kansas experience meaningful. State and local history
is important in understanding one’s culture and roots and in develop-
ing a sense of community and shared responsibility. History helps us
recognize that life is a process and that we must constantly try to learn
from experience and to exercise better judgment.

This second edition of Kansas Revisited: Historical Images and Per-
spectives includes nine new articles. Most of these articles were writ-
ten since the first edition was published but a few classics were added
also. .

This book is not a definitive source on Kansas history. Although
the selections are organized chronologically, some important people
and events are neglected or omitted. Because of their limited expo-
sure in many American history and Kansas history textbooks, we have
given special attention to Kansans of color and Kansas women, spe-
cifically in the Sheridan, Stone, Armitage, Smith, Woods, Schofield,
and Dandridge and Tuttle articles. Agriculture, also an often over-
looked part of our history, is addressed in the Shortridge, Saul, Clanton,
Isern, Bentley, Krider and Clifford, and Bentley and Fund articles. In-
cluding a range of scholars, not just historians, gives this book an in-
terdisciplinary flavor. A

The age-old questions of Kansas character and image are explored
in some depth in Chapter One, the only chapter not directly associ-
ated with a particular time period. Carl Becker’s famous characteriza-
tion of Kansas as “no mere geographical expression, but a ‘state of
mind’, a religion, and a philosophy in one” is also assessed by such

ix



Preface

notable historical figures as William Allen White and Karl A.
Menninger. Contemporary scholars C. Robert Haywood and James P.
Shortridge explore the complexities of Kansas culture and stereotypes
and the state’s journey to maturity. The themes of character and im-
age are addressed in many of the articles throughout the book.

Kansas Revisited: Historical Images and Perspectives presents both
positive and negative aspects of our experience. While Becker’s ar-
ticle will fill Kansans with pride, Unrau’s article on the depopulation
of the Kansa Indians will make many readers remorseful. The
Armitage, Smith, and Schofield articles show strong Kansas women
overcoming great odds, but the barriers were even higher for African
Americans as Woods, and Dandridge and Tuttle point out. Krider and
Clifford, Bentley and Fund, and Averill conclude the book with as-
sessments of the present and visions of the future.

Each chapter introduction briefly explains the chapter contents
and provides historical perspective. Although the footnotes were re-
moved and some selections were abridged for this anthology, the full
citation for each selection will guide those who wish to read the entire
piece. Each chapter concludes with a short bibliography of books and
articles for further reading. The sources listed combine classic with
contemporary scholarship. The “Suggested Readings” sections list
many works that I would have liked to include in the book. This edi-
tion also includes an annotated list of useful Internet sites on Kansas
history and culture. :

I am greatly indebted to the Kansas authors whom I contacted for
ideas and articles. They provide the insight that helps us better un-
derstand our roots. A special thanks to Nancy Colyer for asking me to
do this project and to Donna Butler, Nicolette Bromberg, Kristin
Eshelman, and Nancy Sherbert for their help in selecting photographs.
Thanks are also due to Malcolm Neelley, Teresa Stevenson, and Joan
Davies, who provided word-processing and layout services. Virgil
Dean insightfully guided me in selecting new articles for this edition.
But most of all I would like to thank my editor, Barbara Watkins. Her
background in Kansas history as a researcher, writer, and editor made
me feel comfortable in this undertaking and grateful for the opportu-
nity.

Finally, I hope that those who “revisit” Kansas in the following
pages will gain a better appreciation for Kansas history and for the
diversity of our culture and its people.

X



Chapter 1

Images of Kansas:
Classic and Contemporary

Perhaps more than most states, Kansas has an image that has
changed over time as the country has changed. When Kansas became
a state’ on the eve of the Civil War, the so-called “Kansas Question”
and “Bleeding Kansas” were headline news in the Eastern press. As
the focus of national attention, Kansas was a symbol in the struggle
for freedom and represented a new beginning, a place where great
experiments could be tested. The desert myth was replaced by the
garden myth, pioneers settled, the railroads came, and the Cattle King-
dom was born. The Exodusters sought to create a new community
after Reconstruction failed in the South. Women saw Kansas as an
opportunity to gain suffrage at the state and national levels. They
adopted the state flower, the sunflower, as their symbol. Social and
political reformers from prohibitionists to populists saw Kansas as
fertile ground for their causes. Kansas had the image of a state where
important things were happening. But the nation was changing at the
beginning of the twentieth century from an agrarian economy to an
industrial economy and people were leaving rural areas for larger cit-
ies. Kansas’s image suffered as a result.

Chapter One begins with the article “What Happened to Kansas?”
by Robert Haywood, a Kansas historian and teacher. Haywood exam-
ines Kansas at various points in its history and addresses the love-
hate ambivalence many have felt about the state.



CHAPTER 1. IMAGEs oF KaNsas: Crassic AND CONTEMPORARY

William Allen White of Emporia, journalist, world traveler, and
advisor to presidents, was one of the most important figures in Kan-
sas history. His essay, “Kansas: A Puritan Survival,” originally pub-
lished in The Nation in 1922, assesses the effects of the state’s Puritan
roots on its development. Although White lauds Kansas’ egalitarian
principles, he laments its inability to produce great poets, painters,
musicians, writers, and philosophers.

Carl L. Becker’s article, “Kansas,” was written in 1910, when he
was a young pirofessor at the University of Kansas. Becker, who later
gained national acclaim, characterizes Kansas as “no mere geographi-
cal expression, but a ‘state of mind,” a religion, and a philosophy in
one.” Becker concludes that “the Kansas spirit is the American spirit
double distilled,” combining elements of Puritanism, individualism,
liberty, conformity and materialism.

With his father and brothers, Karl A. Menninger founded the
world-famous Menninger Clinic near Topeka in 1925. A Kansas na-
tive, he scolds the state’s residents in this 1939 Kansas Magazine ar-
ticle, “Bleeding Kansans,” for their self-depreciation instead of seeing
the beauty and idealism the state has to offer.

James P. Shortridge, professor of cultural geography at the Uni-
versity of Kansas, provides a thought-provoking framework for as-

- sessing Kansas in “Cowboy, Yeoman, Pawn and Hick: Myth and Con-
tradiction in Great Plains Life.” Shortridge analyzes these stereotypes
and then suggests that Kansas residents might replace these images
with a culture better grounded in current realities of plains life.

The articles in this chapter provide the reader with a better un-
derstanding of the nature of the historical image and character of Kan-
sas. The nature of the Kansas character continues to be a hotly de-
bated question from the statehouse to the coffee shops throughout the
state.



What Happened to Kansas?

Robert Haywood

From time to time, paid “authorities,” national humorists, native
champions, visiting firemen, and those who simply love the state have
taken up pen or typewriter to tell the world what happened to Kan-
sas. Most admit to being considerably mystified by that ”geographi—
cal expression” and its fate. Words like “dilemma,” “ambivalence,”
“divergent,” “strange,” and “dichotomy” crop up with predictable
frequency. Natives who are exposed to this rhetoric are grateful no
one has as yet put a finger on the precise pulse or cleared the air of all
mystery. They enjoy the effort, doubt the conclusions, and generally
keep their own counsel. ,

A sampling of five commentaries from the vast array available
are offered here in chronological order as being either typical, notori-
ous, or somewhat close to the mark.

The first to attract national attention was William Allen White's
now famous, or infamous, editorial of 1896. For White there was no
mystery. He knew what the trouble was. Kansas was being made to
look the fool by a crop of “shabby, wild-eyed, rattle-brained fanatics”
. and lecturing “harpies . . . telling the people that Kansas is raising Hell
and letting the corn go to weeds . . .” This was not an analytical essay;
it was a political tirade written in a fit of peevish pique during the
height of the McKinley-Bryan campaign. Yet, his name-calling of the
Populist opposition (who were clobbering the established Republi-

From Robert Haywood, “What Happened to Kansas?” Humanities 10 (Winter
1985): 1-2. Reprinted with permission of the Kansas Humanities Council.



Robert Haywood

cans at the local polls), fastened an image on Kansas that has been as
tenacious as that of the Wizard of Oz, lasting because the editorial
was widely circulated, cleverly written, and sounded like what a hick
state ought to be.

In calmer moments, White exulted in the excellence of Kansas vil-
lage life and reflected the true Progressive fear that this utopia might
be subverted by industrialism and economic centralization. The pub-
lic never remembered that side of the Emporia oracle. Who knows
anyone who has read In the Heart of a Fool or A Certain Rich Man?

The most unlikely spokesman for Kansas was a benign Mount
Oread college professor, who helped establish his reputation with a
whimsical, literary apology for being in Kansas in the first place. Why,
Carl L. Becker asks, as an intellectual Eastern observer, would anyone
riding a train between Kansas City and Lawrence look out the win-
dow at the sunflowers and say with great feeling, “Dear old Kansas!”?
It was for him a profound mystery, resolved only when he discovered
Kansas roots reached deep into his own Puritan New England. Even
then, he found Kansans very different from the people back East. Kan-
sans were idealistic, peculiar, distinctive, and individualistic, although
marked by “a certain uniformity . .. much after the same pattern.”

Goff, Kansas. Goff's image is of a classic small Kansas town. Surrounded by open
fields, its buildings—on square-cut streets—include churches, an imposing school
on a hill, a few stores, and well-tended homes.

4



WHAT HAPPENED TO KANSAS?

Clearly, Becker was having difficulty coming to grips with the strange
folk on the prairies.

He did find many positive attrlbutes The Kansas pilgrims were
blessed by an “instinct to endure” and to joke about the endurance.
He marveled at their enthusiasm and their assumption that, destined
to succeed, they had the right and obligation to point the way—the
morally correct way—to less fortunate people. What saved this self-
righteousness from becoming disastrous dogma was an abiding “pas-
sion for equality.” It was a prideful virtue a New Englander could
respect. Although Becker saw Kansans devoted to certain high ideals,
as well as concrete principles, what made Kansans different was their
being “in touch with a certain cosmic process,” not something inher-
ent in the land, but rather, a unique “state of mind.”

Since Becker served the state far better than its own journalists,
Kansas has frequently called in other outsiders to sort things out and
tell the state where it’s going. In 1954, Allan Nevins, a New York jour-
nalist turned historian, was invited to do the job for the Kansas Cen-
tennial Conference and presented several cogent, sometimes tenden-
tious observations to mark the occasion. He found much to praise in
the early, pioneer experience, from the bloody days of John Brown
through the frenzied era of “Sockless” Jerry Simpson. Those early fight-
ers and Populist hell-raisers did much to preserve liberalism and in-
dividual freedoms. In those days, Kansas had been “a cutting force”
in the American system.

Now (that is, 1954), after a hundred years, new dilemmas faced
the state. The crucial challenge for Kansas, as for the nation, was to
preserve the “ancient freedoms while pursuing the inexorable path of
consolidation and centralization” under an expanding “militarism.”
In all honesty, Nevins wasn’t very hopeful that the state, which had
offered so many solutions early on, was still up to the job. Nevins
found that Kansas had become over the years neglectful of the arts
and culture, “relatively uneducated, unread, untravelled, and largely
unaware of historic fact or current world trends.” Kansans simply
, weren't qualified any longer to point the way.

More recently (1976) an expatriate voiced some of the same con-
cerns over Kansas’ diminished capacities. Kenneth S. Davis wrote of
the discontent rekindled by the ambivalent emotions he experienced
on returning to his home state after an absence of fifteen years. Once
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he crossed the border into Kansas, he experienced a “. .. sense of
relinkage with a particular vitally significant space . . . a sense of re-
newing acquaintance with a distinct personality about whom I deeply
cared . . . and as our tour continued, this sense, this generalized emo-
tion, was increasingly permeated by those powerful ambivalences of
pride-and-disgust, pleasure-and-exasperation, even passionate love-
and-hate, which Kansas used to arouse or provoke in me when I lived
within the borders.” What perturbed Davis most was his awareness
of rich promise unfulfilled—"the Puritan conviction turned to petty
prohibition, the Populist leadership no longer in the vanguard of so-
cial progress, and civic idealism soured into unmitigated self-righ-
teousness.” He was dismayed to find “the two most publicized issues
before the legislature . . . were ‘bingo’ and liquor,” an irritation shared
by many Kansans.

An even more recent evaluation, by Neal R. Pierce and Jerry
Hagstrom, echoed the Davis lament. They found Kansas an “eclipsed
state” living “in the shadows,” with its old “national role . . . dimin-
ished.” “Indeed,” they wrote, “nowhere on the American continent
can the eclipse of a region or state as a vital force—a focal point of
creative change or exemplar of national life—be felt so strongly and
poignantly as in Kansas.” They quote a contemporary professor at
Kansas University, less benign than Becker, who suggested that Kan-
sas ought to be declared “a national monument, the best source of
quality human talent—most of it for export.” What is left, apparently,
is the flat, mediocre center of the nation. “Take any measure of gov-
ernment policy and performance—from taxation to services, highways
to education—and Kansas will rank midway in the fifty states.”

The rest of the Pierce-Hagstrom piece was given over to a listing
of Kansas assets. Many were found quite tarnished—such as an agri-
cultural economy blossoming in the old Dust Bowl, but threatened by
inflation, poor markets, and a depleted Ogallala Aquifer; and the two
largest municipalities—well-managed but suffering from racial dis-
cords. Other resources could be bragged about in the old-fashioned
Becker manner—aerospace plants, federal and military prisons, oil
and gas wells and plants, Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood, marijuana
harvests, and “the largest area of essentially untouched prairie any-
where on the continent.” Of all these good things, they judged the
“amazing” Menninger Foundation to be the greatest.



Wuat HarreneD o KaNsas?

You can tell the authors were trying to be kind to the old state. It’s
the sort of condescending kindness Kansans have grown accustomed
to ever since Dorothy flew off on the typical, calm tornadic day.

All five essayists agfee it'’s been a glorious past. Kooky some-
times—but entertaining, loveable, and productive. Nevins, who was
especially enamored of those early fighters, was also aware that Kan-
sas had toyed with “every incoherent and fantastic dream of social
improvement and reform, every economic delusion that has bewil-
dered the foggy brain of fanatics, every political fallacy nurtured by
the misfortune of poverty and failure, rejected elsewhere . ..” There
were two sides to the Kansas coin, he discovered. “If the reformer
grew passionate, so did the conservative.” The good ol’ days were
certainly a mixed bag. '

Davis, who was nearest to understanding the Kansas psyche,
agreed that Kansans always represented ambivalence. There is no coax-
ing uniformity of value out of the complexities of Kansas emotions
and convictions. Kansans are rarely of one mind. For every virtue,
there’s a favored vice, for every asset, a lateral liability.

Why Kansans were, and perhaps still are, a unique bundle of rec-
ognizable contradictions has been hard to understand. Davis spent
considerable time discussing the weather and the land, and their psy-
chological influence on Kansas’ conception of life and how to live it.
“When the environed is a living entity, the environment is actively
internalized, becoming part and parcel of the individualized
psyche . ..” Such profound rationalization of uniqueness and territo-
rial personification leads to many questions. Was the loneliness of the
prairies of Kansas different from the isolation of North Dakota? Were
Kansas grasshoppers larger and more gluttonous than Nebraska’s? Is
there anything in Comanche county terrain that resembles Finney or
Johnson counties? Is it not Kansans’ understanding of their environ-
ment rather than the land itself that colors their comprehension of the
« state?

Although each essayist was writing from his own point of time
and experience, all found the passing of time had altered Kansas from
the early-day freaks and fighters, and not for the better. What they are
really complaining about is lost youth and the coming of maturity.

And it’s true that it’s harder to get a good bond scandal worked
up these days because of the sophisticated governmental checks. It’s
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also true Nancy Kassebaum is following a different track than Carry
Nation, and doesn’t grab as many national headlines. Most Kansans
are pretty happy about that. Bob Dole’s national leadership certainly
equals William Peffer’s and his oneline sarcasms are about as pun-
gent as Yellin’ Ellen Lease’s. The mediocre ranking doesn’t always
hold, either. Kansas never climbed to the national average of unem-
ployment in the last recession, or, for all of her exported young people,
lost a congressman following the 1980 census. If Jefferson’s dream of
a nation of yeomen farmers has faded, western Kansas has led in pio-
neering farming as big-business, which seems to be the latest in or-
dered efficiency.

While Kansas has lost some of its flamboyancy in its middle age,
there still remains something of the old psyche. Her people are not
more of one mind than they ever were. Some twentieth-century puri-
tans in the state still talk of open saloons, the evil of bingo spreading
beyond church basements, and the unholy threat of a Greek goddess
atop the capitol building. Others believe the millennium will come
with pari-mutuel betting, liquor by the drink, and statuesque god-
desses wherever you put them.

The love-hate ambivalence is still much with the natives. It is fed
by history, climate, land, religion, and a mingling of races. If Kansans
don’t understand it, they have come to accept, appreciate, and, just
like their grandfathers, brag about it. Those who stay, in the main,
seem to be enjoying the more dignified pace of mature middle age.
What was lost in mystery and bombast, Kansans believe has been more
than balanced by decorum and the good life.



Kansas: A Puritan Survival

William Allen White

It is curious how State lines mark differences in Americans. There
are no climatic differences between Kansas and Missouri, and small
climatic differences between Kansas and Nebraska; yet the three States
hold populations in which are marked differences—differences at least
which Americans may distinguish. Doubtless to Chinamen all Ameri-
cans look alike! But Americans know the differences between Ameri-
cans North, East, South, and West, and dwellers in a section know
minor differences between persons living in neighboring States in the
same section of the United States. The larger sectional differences in
Americans may be somewhat the result of climatic influences. But the
distinguishing points between a Kansan and a Missourian, between a
New Yorker and a citizen of Vermont, between a Georgian and a Vir-
ginian or a Louisianian, or between an Oregonian and a Southern Cali-
fornian arise from the changes in men made by social and political
institutions.

Kansans are marked by Puritanism. “Kansas,” said our greatest
statesman, John J. Ingalls, nearly forty years ago, “is the child of Ply-
* mouth Rock.” In the beginning of the settlement of Kansas, the State
was invaded by immigrants from New England or sons and daugh-
ters of New Englanders, who came to Kansas to make this a Free State.
Congress left the question of slavery to the voters of the new State. A
fair fight in an open field ensued; the abolitionists crowded out the

From William Allen White, “Kansas: A Puritan Survival,” The Nation, April
19, 1922, pp. 460-62.
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Kansas: A PURITAN SURVIVAL

proslavery people, outvoted them, and captured Kansas. The first Kan-
sans, therefore, were crusaders, intellectual and social pioneers, con-
verters of various sorts; which if you like to live comfortably upon
your soft yesterdays, means that Kansas was full of cranks. Slavery
being abolished your Kansans had to begin abolishing something else.
Abolitionism was more than a conviction; it was a temperamental
habit. It is a good or a bad habit according as you feel that you are
your brother’s keeper or that the devil should take the hindmost. Sol-
diers from the great war for the Union flooded into Kansas attracted
by the free homesteads. But only Union soldiers could get free land,
so Kansas was settled in the seventies and eighties almost exclusively
by Northerners—partisans bitterly controversial and biologically
marked by a blue stripe under the waistcoat; Yankees and children of
Yankees. Something had to happen to Kansas with such a population.
It happened. It was prohibition, adopted forty years ago. Curiously
enough the Republican Party in Kansas always indorsed prohibition
in its State platforms and through its candidates, while the Demo-
cratic Party, representing the feeble protest of the easy-going citizen-
ship that had come in to Kansas in the fifties and sixties bringing slaves,
opposed prohibition. But the Democratic minority was negligible and
the prohibitionists took away the liquor of their less scrupulous neigh-
bors as their slaves had been taken. For two decades the prohibition
problem engaged Kansas. It was a hard fight, but it never wavered.
The Puritan won. The Law and Order League in every town and county
worked day and night, and to make the victory surer five years after
prohibition came in, the State allowed women to vote in municipal
matters, and women having the ballot in the towns where liquor was
sold never stopped until prohibition succeeded. It required laws which
permitted search and seizure, which prohibited doctors prescribing
liquor, and druggists from keeping it in stock, laws which permitted
the confiscation of liquor-running automobiles, and which made the
second offense of the liquor seller a felony, sending him to the peni-
tentiary for it—but in the end, prohibition won. Your Puritan is no
slouch; he is thorough at all costs; thorough and fairly consistent.
For then came Populism. Populism had its genesis in the South
probably; and it ran a mild course in the Dakotas and Colorado and
Nebraska, States all more or less like Kansas in climate, in economic
status, and in blood and breed. But because of the blood and breed,

11



William Allen White

because of the Puritan inheritance of Kansas, the dour deadly desire
to fight was deemed wrong for the sheer sake of obliterating wrong.
Kansas took Populism much more seriously than her sister States. Kan-
sas produced most of the leadership of Populism. And long after Popu-
lism was defeated and forgotten Kansas clung to it, adopted its creed,
and forced a dilution of Populism upon an unwilling nation. The in-
surgence of insurgency, the progressiveness of the Bull Moose, was
the restless spirit of Kansas trying to realize the dream of Populism.
Murdock, Bristow, Stubbs, Allen and Capper in the uprising of the
first two decades of the century gave to the national movement a cer-
tain blind crusader’s enthusiasm. It was with a ghoulish grin that Vic-
tor Murdock met a fellow Kansan the morning when Roosevelt threw
his hat into the ring in 1912.

“Well—he’s finally in,” said the Kansan.

“And it’s a fine joke on him,” says Victor.

“Why?” says the Kansan.

“Because he thinks it’s ‘60 and it's only ‘48,” chuckled the Puri-
tan, delighted that a great man was to aid a good cause and go to
defeat in it, even if the great man did not dream what was ahead of
him.

That was the Kansas of it. Murdock had no remote thought of

 hesitating because he saw the inevitable defeat. Defeat was his meat
and drink. But he had his sneaking doubts about the Puritan zeal of
Roosevelt, who was practical Dutch, doughty, and gorgeously mili-
tant; but with a sly sweet tooth for victory and its fruits. Your Puritan
regards any sweet tooth as a weakness bordering upon sin! So Kansas
has delighted in causes rather than conquests.

After prohibition succeeded and Populism passed, the pioneer
spirit of Kansas engaged itself in several social and political experi-
ments, most revolutionary then; but now they have become sane and
commonplace attitudes in the ordinary way of life. The theory, for
instance, that the State has a right to interfere in the individual’s hab-
its on behalf of the better health of the people of the State. Under the
State Board of Health which had unusual police powers Kansas abol-
ished the common drinking cup and the roller towel from public places,
took over the distribution of various toxins against contagious dis-
eases, inspected hotels and food stores, and closed them up when they
were unsanitary. The State also guaranteed bank deposits and restricted
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the sale of stocks and bonds to projects that had State approval; estab-
lished a State hospital where crippled children may be cured at State
expense; printed its own school textbooks and distributed the books
at cost; tightened its grip on public utilities operating in the State;
passed a law which virtually socializes all Kansas industry except
agriculture, and passed the long line of legislation, once referred to as
socialistic and now merely sneered at as laws of Meddlesome Mattie,
but accepted by most of the progressive States of the Union and loudly
bewailed by those who believe in the laissez-faire theory of morals
and economics. ,
Kansas delighted in being among’ the first to pass all of these and
actually the first to enact many of them. Again it was the Puritan spirit
cropping out. Prohibition had kept out of Kansas hundreds of thou-
sands of Germans and Scandinavians and Bohemians who flooded
Nebraska and the Dakotas in the eighties and nineties, and the New
England strains of blood continued to dominate the life of the State.
Nearly 77 per cent of our population is of American-born parents. The
Puritan blood even now is the strongest current—almost the only cur-
rent dirécting our thought in Kansas. We censor the movies and pro-
hibit them on Sundays. We forbid race-track gambling—indeed gam-
bling of all kinds is illegal; stop the sale of cigarettes—or try to. We
permit Sunday baseball, but only because it is amateur sport and is
not commercialized. We prohibited the thing called white slavery be-
fore the passage of the Mann Act, and commercialized prostitution
has been stopped in Kansas, as entirely as commercialized horse-steal-
ing or commercialized arson or commercialized larceny of any kind.
All these inhibitions against the natural tendency of depraved man |
cut loose from the apron-strings we are pleased to call moral restric-
tions. We make the questions moral issues arising before and after the
passage of our restrictive laws. We go to the churches and schools for
our political majorities. The politician who tries to assemble a major-
ity without the churches and schools, without the women, without
what is known as the best influences in the community always finds
himself leading a minority. He rails at the long-haired men and short-
haired women; he rages at the Pecksniffian attitude of life. But it is
deeply ingrained in the Kansas character. It seems so infernally pious;
so hypocritical to those who oppose these causes. Yet at base these
questions—abolition, prohibition, health, stability of savings, ciga-
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rettes, prostitution, gambling, and social and industrial justice—are
not moral but economic in their value to society. Slavery would not
work in a modern world; neither does the saloon; cigarettes and com-
mon drinking cups and prostitutes and roller towels and impure foods
and long working hours cut down the producing power of men, cripple
their economic efficiency; so puritanism which is always keen about
the main chance makes a cause out of abolishing them, sings hymns—
as, for instance, “Onward, Christian Soldiers,” or “Where is my Wan-
dering Boy Tonight,” or “The Slave’s Lament”—and quotes texts and
holds prayer meetings to gild the main chance with the golden glow
of piety. But after all it is the main chance the Puritan is after. He is an
idealist planning a great democratic civilization; but one wherein a
dollar will travel further, work harder, and bring in more of the fruits
of civilization than any other dollar in the world. The waste of sla-
very, the social expense of the saloon, the venereal disease, the crooked
stock seller, the purveyor of expensive schoolbooks or impure food,
or the dishonest banker— each immediately becomes a check to the
Puritan scheme of things and automatically is invested with evil!
Meddlesome Mattie is the machinist operator who is forever listening
into the works to hear a knock or a bur-r-r; and hearing it, jabs her
monkey wrench into a lot of fun for some one, not because it is fun,
‘but because it costs too much to maintain the bad adjustment.

So much for the institutions of Kansas—for her society and poli-
tics. Now for the life of Kansas, for which she has instituted her laws
and social standards and upon which they rest. What manner of people
are these Puritans who sing hymns and quote texts and glorify moral
issues to cover the main chance, who glorify God to grease their busy
dollars? As a pragmatic proposition does their civilization work? Is it
worth while? Are people freer, happier, more prosperous, more com-
fortable and wise under this order of things than they are under the
scheme of things which shrugs its Latin shoulders and says it does
not care; says to waste is human, to enjoy divine? First let us look at
the material side. As to wealth, for instance. Ten years ago the figures
indicated that the county in the United States with the largest assessed
valuation was Marion County, Kansas, a county in central Kansas, not
materially different from any other county; Marion County happened
to have a larger per capita of bank deposits than any other American
county. Its average of per capita wealth and per capita bank deposits
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was not much higher than the Kansas average. Yet no man in Marion
County was then rated as a millionaire, but the jails and poorhouses
were practically empty. The great per capita of wealth was actually
distributed among the people who earned it. They were sober, so they
saved; they were healthy, so they worked. They were well schooled,
so they worked to purpose and with direction and made money. They
were clear-brained, well-bred, cold-blooded Yankees, who knew ex-
actly what they wanted, how to get it and where to put it. That is your
Kansan. Typically he lives either upon an eighty-acre farm or in a de-
tached house within a fifty-foot lot, near a schoolhouse, with an auto-
mobile in the garage, whether farmer or town dweller; if a farmer he
lives upon a rural free-delivery route along which the postman brings
to him at least one daily paper, one weekly paper, and one monthly; if
a town dweller he lives upon a paved street, a sewer line, a telephone
wire, an electric light and power conduit and a gas main. In the county
wherein these lines are written, an ordinary Kansas county, the num-
ber of telephones exceeds the number of families, the daily newspa-
per prints as many copies as there are heads of families and in the
towns the number of electric light connections is more than the num-
ber of residences. Water and gas are common and the bank deposits
for the town and county are $6,260,000 and the number of depositors
21,500 in a county with the total population of 26,496 people. Ninety
per cent of the families are within five miles of a high school in this
county, and 25 per cent of the children of high-school age attend the
high school. The county contains two colleges and the attendance from
the county in the colleges is 623! A farm agent who receives $2,200 a
year advises the farmers about crops, helps them to overcome bugs
and pests, and organizes them for marketing. The county is spending
a quarter of a million upon its own hospital and no citizen of the county
is in jail. Twenty-five miles of hard-surfaced roads are under construc-
tion and as much more ordered in. It costs less than $2,000 last year to
* try all the criminals that infest the courts, and a preacher is police
judge of the county-seat town. He commits less than a dozen men a
year to jail— and this in a town of 12,000 surrounded by a county of
26,496.

This is a Kansas average, and there is your ideal Puritan civiliza-
tion: a prosperous people, burdened neither by an idle and luxurious
class who are rich, nor taxed to support a sodden and footless class
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verging upon pauperism. A sober people practically without a crimi-
nal class, an intelligent people in so far as intelligence covers a knowl-
edge of getting an honest living, saving an occasional penny, and liv-
ing in a rather high degree of common comfort; a moral people in so
far as morals consist in obedience to the legally expressed will of the
majority with no very great patience for the vagaries of protesting
minorities. A just and righteous people in so far as justice concerns the
equitable distribution of material things, and righteousness requires
men to live at peace among men of good-will. A free people in so far
as freedom allows men and women to have and hold all that they
earn, and makes them earn all that they get. But a people neighbor
minded in the Golden Rule, a people neighbor bound by ties of duty,
by a sense of obligation, by a belief in the social compact, in the value
of the herd, in the destiny of the race. All these social totems are con-
centrated in the idea of God in the Kansas heart. We are a deeply reli-
gious people. Time was when they used to say in Kansas that the Re-
publican Party and the Methodist church were the spiritual forces that
controlled the State. “Ad astra per aspera,” to the stars by hard ways,
is the State motto, and kindly note the “hard ways.” Ours is no easy
approach to grace, no royal road to happiness, no backstairs to benefi-
cence. There is no earthly trail paralleling the primrose path in which
one can avoid the wrath of God and the lady next door. Life and lib-
erty are indeed highly esteemed in Kansas; but the pursuit of happi-
ness only upon conditions set forth in the Ten Commandments, the
Golden Rule, and their interpretation by the Kansas statutes.

Still we are not a joyless people. We laugh easily, and for the most
part kindly. But we often approve the things we laugh at; we laugh
one way and vote another. Our sense of humor saves us, but not en-
tirely whole; we have never laughed ourselves out of our essential
Puritanism. Laughter as a solvent has been tried—the anti-prohibi-
tionists tried it, the opponents of Populism tried it, the defenders of
Cannon and Aldrich and conservatism tried it. But they all failed as
flatly as the Missourians and the gay Southerners failed who tried to
laugh at the abolition rifles by dubbing them “Beecher’s Bibles.” Deep
in our hearts is the obsessed fanaticism of John Brown. Joy is an inci-
dent, not the business of life. Justice as it works out under a Christian
civilization is the chief end of man in Kansas.

But alas, this is begging the question. For who can say that the
establishment of justice is the chief end of a state? Indeed who can say
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even what justice is? Is it just that every man should earn what he gets
and get what he earns? Or is it just that those who see and feel and
aspire to do great things—to make life beautiful for themselves and
others— should be pared down to the norm in their relations with
mankind? Is it justice to establish a state where the weak may thrive
easily and the strong shall be fettered irrevocably in their most ear-
nest endeavors? Should a state brag of the fact that it distributes its
wealth equitably—almost evenly—when it has produced no great poet,
no great painter, no great musician, no great writer or philosopher?
Surely the dead level of economic and political democracy is futile if
out of it something worthy—something eternally worthy—does not
come. The tree shall be known by its fruit. What is the fruit of Kansas?
Is happiness for the many worth striving for? What is the chlef end of
a civilization? What is the highest justice?

What we lack most keenly is a sense of beauty and the love of it.
Nothing is more gorgeous in color and form than a Kansas sunset; yet
itis hidden from us. The Kansas prairies are as mysterious and moody
as the sea in their loveliness, yet we graze them and plow them and
mark them with rfoads and do not see them. The wind in the cotton-
woods lisps songs as full of meaning as those the tides sing, and we
are deaf. The meadow lark, the red bird, the quail live with us and
pipe to us all through the year, but our musicians have not returned
the song. The wide skies of night present the age-old mystery of life,
in splendor and baffling magnificence, yet only one Kansas poet, Eu-
gene Ware, has ever worn Arcturus as a bosom pin. The human spirit—
whatever it is in God's creation—here under these winds and droughts
and wintry blasts, here under these drear and gloomy circumstances
of life, has battled with ruthless fate as bravely and as tragically as
Laocoon; yet the story is untold, and life no richer for the nobility that
has passed untitled in marble or in bronze or in prose. Surely the righ-
teousness which exalts a nation does not also blind its eyes and cramp
its hands and make it dumb that beauty may slip past unscathed.
Surely all joy, all happiness, all permanent delight that restores the
soul of man, does not come from the wine, women, and song, which
Kansas frowns upon.

Yet why—why is the golden bowl broken, the pitcher at the foun-
tain broken, and in our art the wheel at the cistern still? This question
is not peculiarly a Kansas question. It is tremendously American.

17



William Allen White

Woman driving buggy through Kansas countryside, 1902. Photo by Joseph J. Pennell.
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Carl L. Becker

Some years ago, in a New England college town, when I informed
one of my New Englahd friends that I was preparing to go to Kansas,
he replied rather blankly, “Kansas?! Oh.” The amenities of casual in-
tercourse demanded a reply, certainly, but from the point of view of
my New England friend I suppose there was really nothing more to
say; and, in fact, standing there under the peaceful New England elms,
Kansas did seem tolerably remote. Some months later I rode out of
Kansas City and entered for the first time what I had always pictured
as the land of grasshoppers, of arid drought, and barren social experi-
mentation. In the seat just ahead were two young women, girls rather,
whom I afterwards saw at the university. As we left the dreary yards
behind, and entered the half-open country along the Kansas River,
one of the pair, breaking abruptly away from the ceaseless chatter that
had hitherto engrossed them both, began looking out of the car win-
dow. Her attention seemed fixed, for perhaps a quarter of an hour,
upon something in the scene outside—the fields of corn, or it may
have been the sunflowers that lined the track; but at last, turning to
her companion with the contented sign of a returning exile, she said,
“Dear old Kansas!” The expression somehow recalled my New England
friend. I wondered vaguely, as I was sure he would have done, why
any one should feel moved to say “Dear old Kansas!” I had supposed
that Kansas, even more than Italy, was only a geographical expres-

From Carl L. Becker, “Kansas,” Essays in American History Dedicated to Frederick
Jackson Turner (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1910), pp. 85-111.
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sion. But not so. Not infrequently, since then, I have heard the same
expression—not always from emotional young girls. To understand
why people say “Dear old Kansas!” is to understand that Kansas is no
mere geographical expression, but a “state of mind,” a religion, and a
‘philosophy in one.

There are those who will tell us, and have indeed often told us,
with a formidable array of statistics, that Kansas is inhabited only in
small part by New Englanders, and that it is therefore fanciful in the
extreme to think of it as representing Puritanism transplanted. It is
true, the people of Kansas came mainly from “the Middle West”—
from Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, Iowa, Kentucky, and Missouri. But for
our purpose the fact is of little importance, for it is the ideals of a
people rather than the geography they have outgrown that determine
their destiny; and in Kansas, as has been well said, “it is the ideas of
the Pilgrims, not their descendants, that have had dominion in the
young commonwealth.” Ideas, sometimes, as well as the star of em-
pire, move westward, and so it happens that Kansas is more Puritan
than New England of to-day. It is akin to New England of early days.
It is what New England, old England itself, once was—the frontier, an
ever changing spot where dwell the courageous who defy fate and
conquer circumstance. ' '

For the frontier is more than a matter of location, and Puritanism
is itself a kind of frontier. There is an intellectual “West” as well as a
territorial “West.” Both are heresies, the one as much subject to the
scorn of the judicious as the other. Broad classifications of people are
easily made and are usually inaccurate; but they are convenient for
taking a large view, and it may be worth while to think, for the mo-
ment, of two kinds of people—those who like the sheltered life, and
those who cannot endure it, those who think the world as they know
it is well enough, and those who dream of something better, or, at any
rate, something different. The frontier is the seed plot where new forms
of life, whether of institutions or types of thought, are germinated, the
condition of all progress being in a sense a return to the primitive.

‘Now, generally speaking, the men who make the world’s fron-
tiers, whether in religion or politics, science, or geographical explora-
tion and territorial settlement, have certain essential and distinguish-
ing qualities. They are primarily men of faith. Having faith in them-
selves, they are individualists. They are idealists because they have
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faith in the universe, being confident that somehow everything is right
at the center of things; they give hostages to the future, are ever in-
venting God anew, and must be always transforming the world into
their ideal of it. They have faith in humanity and in the perfectibility
of man, are likely, therefore, to be believers in equality, reformers, in-
tolerant, aiming always to level others up to their own high vantage.
These qualities are not only Puritan, they are American; and Kansas is
not only Puritanism transplanted, but Americanism transplanted. In
the individualism, the idealism, the belief in equality that prevail in
Kansas, we shall therefore see nothing strangely new, but simply a
new graft of familiar American traits. But as Kansas is a community
with a peculiar and distinctive experience, there is something pecu-
liar and distinctive about the individualism, the idealism, and the be-
lief in equality of its people. If we can get at this something peculiar
and distinctive, it will be possible to understand why the sight of sun-
flowers growing beside a railroad track may call forth the fervid ex-
pression, “Dear old Kansas.”

I

Individualism is everywhere characteristic of the frontier, and in
America, where the geographical frontier has hitherto played so pre-
dominant a part, a peculiarly marked type of individualism is one of
the most obvious traits of the people. “To the frontier,” Professor Turner
has said, “the American intellect owes its striking characteristics. That
coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and inquisitiveness;
that practical, inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients; that
masterful grasp of material things, lacking in the artistic but powerful
to effect great ends; that restless nervous energy; that dominant indi-
vidualism, working for good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy
and exuberance that comes from freedom.” On the frontier, where
everything is done by the individual and nothing by organized soci-
ety, initiative, resourcefulness, quick, confident, and sure judgment
are the essential qualities for success. But as the problems of the fron-
tier are rather restricted and definite, those who succeed there have
necessarily much the same kind of initiative and resourcefulness, and
their judgment will be sure only in respect to the problems that are
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familiar to all. It thus happens that the type of individualism produced
on the frontier and predominant in America, has this peculiarity, that
while the sense of freedom is strong, there is nevertheless a certain
uniformity in respect to ability, habit, and point of view. The frontier
develops strong individuals, but it develops individuals of a particu-
lar type, all being after much the same pattern. The individualism of
the frontier is one of achievement, not of eccentricity, an individual-
ism of fact arising from a sense of power to overcome obstacles, rather
than one of theory growing out of weakness in the face of oppression.
It is not because he fears governmental activity, but because he has so
often had to dispense with it, that the American is an individualist.
Altogether averse from hesitancy, doubt, speculative or introspective
tendencies, the frontiersman is a man of faith: of faith, not so much in
some external power, as in himself, in his luck, his destiny; faith in the
possibility of achieving whatever is necessary or he desires. It is this
marked self-reliance that gives to Americans their tremendous power
of initiative; but the absence of deep-seated differences gives to them
an equally tremendous power of concerted social action.

The confident individualism of those who achieve through en-
durance is a striking trait of the people of Kansas. There, indeed, the
trait has in it an element of exaggeration, arising from the fact that

Western Kansas was at the heart of the “sod-house frontier” that stretched from
Canada to Texas and into Colorado and Wyoming. Scarcity of wood, water, and fuel
prompted innovations unique to the Great Plains—windmills and barbed wire, as
well as sod dugouts.
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whatever has been achieved in Kansas has been achieved under great
difficulties. Kansans have been subjected, not only to the ordinary
hardships of the frontier, but to a succession of reverses and disasters
that could be survived only by those for whom defeat is worse than
death, who cannot fail because they cannot surrender. To the border
wars succeeded hot winds, droughts, grasshoppers; and to the disas-
ters of nature succeeded in turn the scourge of man, in the form of
“mortgage fiends” and a contracting currency. Until 1895 the whole
history of the state was a series of disasters, and always something
new, extreme, bizarre, until the name Kansas became a byword, a syn-
onym for the impossible and the ridiculous, inviting laughter, furnish-
ing occasion for jest and hilarity. “In God we trusted, in Kansas we
busted,” became a favorite motto of emigrants, worn out with the
struggle, returning to more hospitable climes; and for many years it
expressed well enough the popular opinion of that fated land.

Yet there were some who never gave up. They stuck it out. They
endured all that even Kansas could inflict. They kept the faith, and

L

Interior of a turn-of-the-century sod house of Charley Davis and his family in Smith
County. Living in isolated locations under primitive circumstances required strength
of character and self-sufficiency.
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they are to be pardoned perhaps if they therefore feel that henceforth
there is laid up for them a.crown of glory. Those who remained in
Kansas from 1875 to 1895 must have originally possessed staying quali-
ties of no ordinary sort, qualities which the experience of those years
could only accentuate. And as success has at last rewarded their ef-
forts, there has come, too, a certain pride, an exuberance, a feeling of
superiority that accompany a victory long delayed and hardly won.
The result has been to give a peculiar flavor to the Kansas spirit of
individualism. With Kansas history back of him, the true Kansan feels
that nothing is too much for him. How shall he be afraid of any danger,
or hesitate at any obstacle, having succeeded where failure was not
only human, but almost honorable? Having conquered Kansas, he
knows well that there are no worse worlds to conquer. The Kansas
spirit is therefore one that finds something exhilarating in the chal-
lenge of an extreme difficulty. “No one,” says St. Augustine, “loves
what he endures, though he may love to endure.” With Kansans, it is
particularly a point of pride to suffer easily the stings of fortune, and
if they find no pleasure in the stings themselves, the ready endurance
of them gives a consciousness of merit that is its own reward. Yet it is
with no solemn martyr’s air that the true Kansan endures the worst
that can happen. His instinct is rather to pass it off as a minor annoy-
ance, furnishing occasion for a pleasantry, for it is the mark of a Kan-
san to take a reverse as a joke rather than too seriously. Indeed, the
endurance of extreme adversity has developed a keen appreciation
for that type of humor, everywhere prevalent in the west, which con-
sists in ignoring a difficulty, or transforming it into a difficulty of pre-
cisely the opposite kind. There is a tradition surviving from the grass-
hopper time that illustrates the point. It is said that in the midst of that
overwhelming disaster, when the pests were six inches deep in the
streets, the editor of a certain local paper refined his comment on the
situation down to a single line, which appeared among the trivial hap-
penings of the week: “A grasshopper was seen on the court-house
steps this morning.” This type of humor, appreciated anywhere west
of the Alleghanies, is the type par excellence in Kansas.

I have already said that the type of individualism that is char-
acteristic of America is one of achievement, not of eccentricity. The
statement will bear repeating in this connection, for it is truer of Kan-
sas than of most communities, notwithstanding there is a notion abroad
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that the state is peopled by freaks and eccentrics. It was once popu-
larly supposed in Europe, and perhaps is so yet, that Americans are
all eccentric. Now, Kansans are eccentric in the same sense that Ameri-
cans are: they differ somewhat from other Americans, just as Ameri-
cans are distinguishable from Europeans. But a fundamental charac-
teristic of Kansas individualism is'the tendency to conform; it is an
individualism of conformity, not of revolt. Having learned to endure
to the end, they have learned to conform, for endurance is itself a kind
of conformity. It has not infrequently been the subject of wondering
comment by foreigners that in America, where every one is supposed
to do as he pleases, there should nevertheless be so little danger from
violence and insurrection. Certainly one reason is that while the con-
ditions of frontier life release the individual from many of the formal
restraints of ordered society, they exact a most rigid adherence to lines
of conduct inevitably fixed by the stern necessities of life in a primi-
tive community. On the frontier men soon learn to conform to what is
regarded as essential, for the penalty of resistance or neglect is extinc-
tion: there the law of survival works surely and swiftly. However ec-
centric frontiersmen may appear to the tenderfoot, among themselves
there is little variation from type in any essential matter. In the new
community, individualism means the ability of the individual to suc-
ceed, not by submitting to some external formal authority, still less by
following the bent of an unschooled will, but by recognizing and vol-
untarily adapting himself to necessary conditions. Kansas, it is true,
has produced its eccentrics, but there is a saying here that freaks are
raised for export only. In one sense the saying is true enough, for what
strikes one particularly is that, on the whole, native Kansans are all so
much alike. It is a community of great solidarity, and to the native it is
“the Easterner” who appears eccentric.

The conquest of the wilderness in Kansas has thus developed quah—
ties of patience, of calm, stoical, good-humored endurance in the face
of natural difficulties, of conformity to what is regarded as necessary.
Yet the patience, the calmness, the disposition to conform, is strictly
confined to what is regarded as in the natural course. If the Kansan
appears stolid, it is only on the surface that he is so. The peculiar con-
ditions of origin and history have infused into the character of the
people a certain romantic and sentimental element. Beneath the placid
surface there is something fermenting which is best left alone—a la-
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tent energy which trivial events or a resounding phrase may unex-
pectedly release.

This trait finds expression in the romantic devotion of the people
to the state, in a certain alert sensitiveness to criticism from outside,
above all in the contagious enthusiasm with which they will without
warning espouse a cause, especially when symbolized by a striking
phrase, and carry it to an issue. Insurgency is native in Kansas, and
the political history of the state, like its climate, is replete with sur-
prises that have made it “alternately the reproach and the marvel of
mankind.” But this apparent instability is only the natural comple-
ment of the extreme and confident individualism of the people: hav-
ing succeeded in overcoming so many obstacles that were unavoid-
able, they do not doubt their ability to destroy quickly those that seem
artificially constructed. It thus happens that while no people endure
the reverses of nature with greater fortitude and good humor than the
people of Kansas, misfortunes seemingly of man’s making arouse in
them a veritable passion of resistance; the mere suspicion of injustice,
real or fancied exploitation by those who fare sumptuously, the pres-
sure of laws not self-imposed, touch something explosive in their na-
ture that transforms a calm and practical people into excited revolu-
tionists. A people which has endured the worst of nature’s tyrannies,
and chéerfully submits to tyrannies self-imposed, is in no mood to
suffer hardships that seem remediable.

II

Idealism must always prevail on the frontier, for the frontier,
whether geographical or intellectual, offers little hope to those who
see things as they are. To venture into the wilderness, one must see it,
not as it is, but as it will be. The frontier, being the possession of those
only who see its future, is the promised land which cannot be entered
save by those who have faith. America, having been such a promised
land, is therefore inhabited by men of faith: idealism is ingrained in
the character of its people. But as the frontier in America has hitherto
been geographical and material, American idealism has necessarily a
material basis, and Americans have often been mistakenly called ma-
terialists. True, they seem mainly interested in material things. Too
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often they represent values in terms of money: a man is “worth” so
much money, a university is a great university, having the largest en-
dowment of any; a fine building is a building that cost a million dol-
lars, better still, ten millions. Value is extensive rather than intensive
or intrinsic. America is the best country because it is the biggest, the
wealthiest, the most powerful; its people are the best because they are
the freest, the most energetic, the most educated. But to see a material-
istic temper in all this is to mistake the form for the spirit. The Ameri-
can cares for material things because they represent the substance of
things hoped for. He cares less for money than for making money: a
fortune is valued, not because it represents ease, but because it repre-
sents struggle, achievement, progress. The first skyscraper in any town
is nothing in itself, but much as an evidence of growth; it is a white
stone on the road to the ultimate goal.

Idealism of this sort is an essential ingredient of the Kansas spirit.
In few communities is the word progress more frequently used, or its
meaning less frequently detached from a material basis.

11

In a country like America, where there is such confident faith in
the individual, one might naturally expect to find the completest tol-
eration, and no disposition to use the government for the purpose of
enforcing uniform conditions: logically, it would seem, so much em-
phasis on liberty should be incompatible with much emphasis on
equality. Yet it is precisely in America, and nowhere in America more
than in the west, that liberty and equality always go coupled and in-
separable in popular speech; where the sense of liberty is especially
strong, there also the devotion to equality is a cardinal doctrine.
Throughout our history, the west has been a dominant factor in urg-
ing the extension of the powers of the national government, and west-
ern states have taken the lead in radical legislation of an equalizing
character. This apparent inconsistency strikes one as especially pro-
nounced in Kansas. The doctrine of equality is unquestioned there,
and that governments exist for the purpose of securing it is the com-
mon belief. “A law against it” is the specific for every malady. The
welfare of society is thought to be always superior to that of the indi-
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vidual, and yet no one doubts that perfect liberty is the birthright of
every man.

Perhaps the truth is that real toleration is a sentiment foreign to
the American temper. In America we imagine ourselves liberal-minded
because we tolerate what we have ceased to regard as important. We
tolerate religions but not irreligion, and diverse political opinion, but
not unpolitical opinion, customs, but not the negation of custom. The
Puritans fought for toleration—for themselves. But having won it for
themselves, straightway denied it to others. No small part of Ameri-
can history has been a repetition of the Puritan struggle; it has been a
fight, not for toleration as a general principle, but for recognition of a
civilization resting upon particular principles: in exterior relations, a
struggle for recognition of America by Europe; in interior relations, a
struggle for recognition of “the West” by “the East.” The principle of
toleration is written in our constitutions, but not in our minds, for the
motive back of the famous guarantees of individual liberty has been
recognition of particular opinion rather than toleration of every opin-
ion. And in the nature of the case it must be so. Those who create
frontiers and establish new civilizations have too much faith to be
tolerant, and are too thoroughgoing idealists to be indifferent. On the
frontier conditions are too hazardous for the speculative and the aca-
demic to flourish readily: only those who are right and are sure of it
can succeed. Certainly it is characteristic of Americans to know that
they are right. Certainly they are conscious of having a mission in the
world and of having been faithful to it. They have solved great prob-
lems hitherto unsolved, have realized utopias dreamed of but never
realized by Europe. They are therefore in the van of civilization, quite
sure of the direction, triumphantly leading the march towards the ul-
timate goal. That every one should do as he likes is part of the Ameri-
can creed only in a very limited sense. That it is possible to know
what is right, and that what is right should be recognized and ad-
hered to is the more vital belief.

That liberty and equality are compatible terms is, at all events, an
unquestioned faith in Kansas. The belief in equality, however, is not
so much the belief that all men are equal as the conviction that it is the
business of society to establish conditions that will make them so. And
this notion, so far from being inconsistent with the pronounced indi-
vidualism that prevails there, is the natural result of it. In Kansas at
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least, no one holds to the right of the individual to do as he likes,
irrespective of what it is that he likes. Faith in the individual is faith in
the particular individual, the true Kansan, who has learned through
adversity voluntarily to conform to what is necessary. Human nature,
or, at all events, Kansas nature, is essentially good, and if the environ-
ment is right all men can measure up to that high level. That the right
environment can be created is not doubted. It is not possible for men
so aggressive and self-reliant, who have overcome so many obstacles,
to doubt their ability to accomplish this also. Having conquered na-
ture, they cheerfully confront the task of transforming human nature.
It is precisely because Kansans are such thoroughgoing individual-
ists, so resourceful, so profoundly confident in their own judgments,
so emancipated from the past, so accustomed to devising expedients
for every new difficulty, that they are unimpressed by the record of
the world’s failures. They have dlways thrived on the impossible, and
the field of many failures offers a challenge not to be resisted.

To effect these beneficent ends, the people of Kansas turn natu-
rally to the government because they have a very simple and practical
idea of what the government is and what it is for. The government, in
Kansas, is no abstract concept. Kansans think of the government, as
they think of everything else, in terms of the concrete. And why, in-
deed, should they not? Within the memory of man there was no gov-
ernment in Kansas. They, Kansans, made the government themselves
for their own purposes. The government is therefore simply certain
men employed by themselves to do certain things; it is the sum of the
energy, the good judgment, the resourcefulness of the individuals who
originally created it, and who periodically renew it. The government
is the individual writ large; in it every Kansan sees himself drawn to
larger scale. The passion for controlling all things by law is thus not
the turning of the hopeless and discouraged individual to some power
other and higher than himself for protection; it is only the instinct to
use effectively one of the many resources always at his command for
achieving desired ends. Of a government hostile to the individual,
they cannot conceive; such a government is a bogus government, and
its laws are bogus laws; to resist and overthrow such a government,
all the initiative and resourcefulness is enlisted that is devoted to sup-
porting one regarded as legitimate. There is a higher law than the stat-
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ute book; the law of the state is no law if it does not represent the will
of the individual.

Kansans love each other for the dangers they have passed; a unique
experience has created a strong esprit de corps—a feeling that while
Kansans are different from others, one Kansan is not only as good as
any other, but very like any other. The philosophy of numbers, the
doctrine of the majority, is therefore ingrained, and little sympathy is
wasted on minorities.

It goes without saying that the general level in Kansas is thought
to be exceptionally high. Kansans do not regard themselves as mere
westerners, like Iowans or Nebraskans. Having passed through a su-
perior heat, they are westerners seven times refined. “It is the qualityk
of piety in Kansas,” says Mr. E. H. Abbott, “to thank God that you are
not as other men are, beer-drinkers, shiftless, habitual lynchers, or even

as these Missourians.” The pride is natural enough, perhaps, in men
whose judgment has been vindicated at last in the face of general skep-
ticism. Having for many years contributed to the gaiety of nations,
Kansas has ceased to be the pariah of the states. Kansans have en-
dured Job’s comforters too long not be feel a little complaisant when
~ their solemn predictions come to naught. It is inevitable that those
who think they have fashioned a cornerstone out of the stone rejected
by the builders should regard themselves as superior workmen.

To test others by this high standard is an instinctive procedure.
There is an alert attention to the quality of those who enter the state
from outside. The crucial question is, are they “our kind of men?” Do
they speak “the Kansas language?” Yet the Kansas language is less a
form of speech, or the expression of particular ideas, than a certain
personal quality. Some time since a distinguished visitor from the east
came to the state to deliver a public address. He was most hospitably
received, as all visitors are, whether distinguished or otherwise, and
his address—permeated with the idealistic liberalism of a half cen-
tury ago—was attentively listened to and highly praised. But to no
purpose all these fine ideas. The great man was found wanting, for
there was discovered, among his other impedimenta, a valet. It was a
fatal mischance. The poor valet was more commented upon than the
address, more observed than his master. The circumstance stamped
the misguided man as clearly not our kind of man. Obviously, no man
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who carries a valet can speak the Kansas language. Needless to say,
there are no valets in Kansas.

The feeling of superiority naturally attaching to a chosen people,
equally inclines Kansans to dispense readily with the advice or expe-
rience of others. They feel that those who have worn the hair shirt
cannot be instructed in asceticism by those who wear silk. In discuss-
ing the university and its problems with a member of the state legisla-
ture, I once hazarded some comparative statistics showing that a num-
ber of other states made rather more liberal appropriations for their
universities than the state of Kansas did for hers. I thought the com-
parison might be enlightening, that the man’s pride of state might be
touched. Not at all. “I know all about that,” he replied. “That argu-
ment is used by every man who is interested in larger appropriations
for any of the state institutions. But it doesn’t go with a Kansas legis-
lature. In Kansas, we don’t care much what other states are doing.
Kansas always leads, but never follows.” And, in fact, the disregard
of precedent is almost an article of faith; that a thing has been done
before is an indication that it is time to improve upon it. History may
teach that men cannot be legislated into the kingdom of heaven. Kan-
sans are not ignorant of the fact, but it is no concern of theirs. The
experience of history is not for men with a mission and faith to per-
form it. Let the uncertain and the timid profit by history; those who
have at all times the courage of their emotions will make history, not
repeat it. Kansans set their own standards, and the state becomes, as it
were, an experiment station in the field of social science.

The passion for equality in Kansas is thus the complement of the
individualism and the idealism of its people. It has at the basis of it an
altruistic motive, aiming not so much to level all men down as to level
all men up. The Kansan’s sense of individual worth enables him to
believe that no one can be better than he is, while his confident ideal-
ism encouraged him to hope that none need be worse.

vV

The Kansas spirit is the American spirit double distilled. It is a
new grafted product of American individualism, American idealism,
American intolerance. Kansas is America in microcosm: as America
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conceives itself in respect to Europe, so Kansas conceives itself in re-
spect to America. Within its borders, Americanism, pure and unde-
filed, has a new lease of life. It is the mission of this self-selected people
to see to it that it does not perish from off the earth. The light on the
altar, however neglected elsewhere, must ever be replenished in Kan-
sas. If this is provincialism, it is the provincialism of faith rather than
of the province. The devotion to the state is devotion to an ideal, not
to a territory, and men can say “Dear old Kansas!” because the name
symbolizes for them what the motto of the state so well expresses, ad
astra per aspera. '

32



Bleeding Kansans

Karl A. Menninger

Sometimes when I have just returned from the mountains or the
seashore, friends who meet me on the street exclaim sympathetically
but enviously about my trip: “Were you not sorry to leave?” They ask,
“Isn’t it hard to come back from such beautiful places into the drab
monotony of our Kansas scenery?”

When they say such things I cannot answer them; I cannot even
look at them for fear of betraying my thoughts. I look at the ground or
I look past them to the horizon. Inwardly I recall the words of a fa-
mous Kansan who wrote to his wife on December 10, 1854: ’

“. .. Our food is mush, molasses and bacon, mixed plentifully with
dirt three times each day. Thus we live in Kansas. A more lovely country
I certainly never saw—and yet it looks worse now than at any other
season. [ am told by those who know that in the spring and early sum-
mer when the grass and shrubbery and flowers appear it is beautiful
beyond conception. So I think it must be. And in a few years when
civilization by its magic influence shall have transformed this glori-
ous country from what it now is to the brilliant destiny awaiting it,
the sun in all his course will visit no land more truly lovely and desirable
than this. . ..” ~

This man was one of the truly great Kansans because he had vi-
sion, a vision not only for the future, but for the present realities. And
he had come to Kansas from one of the most beautiful states in the
union, Pennsylvania.

From Karl A. Menninger, “Bleeding Kansans,” Kansas Magazine (1939),
pp. 3-6.
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I am well aware that the other side of the road looks smoother
and the grass in the opposite field greener, but I believe this inability
of some Kansans to appreciate their own state has a far deeper psy-
chological origin. It is observable in so many different ways. I have
sometimes called it, in our professional jargon, a characteristic feeling
of inferiority. We seem to share it with the state of Arkansas which is
also a beautiful and creditable state, but whose citizens are often
ashamed of having originated there. I see the self-depreciation of Kan-
sans exhibiting itself in the form of a sense of uneasiness, an apolo-
getic manner when in the association of the representatives of older
and wealthier states, and in a tendency to join with them in a banter-

With his father and brothers Karl A. Menninger (1893-1990) founded the world-
famous Menninger Clinic. Menninger’s writings and ideas about mental health helped
change both attitudes toward mental illness and the public institutions that served
individuals with mental disabilities.

34



BLEEDING KANSANS

ing ridicule of our state instead of recognizing how much this repre-
sents a defense of their own ignorant provincialism. But more serious,
- I think, is a kind of asceticism, a willingness to accept as our fate and
lot a far less comfortable and joyous existence than could be ours al-
most for the asking. This, too, springs from our self-depreciation.

No one could ask for a better illustration of this than the prohibi-
tion sentiment of the state. I know;, as everyone else knows, that there
are relatively few total abstainers in Kansas, but to keep up appear-
ances we must not buy or sell liquor publicly. We must smuggle it in
from Missouri to the cynical but gratified amusement of our less hypo-
critical eastern neighbors. We comfort ourselves with the logic that
because some men are fools all men must be martyrs. The fact that
there may be joy in wine is forgotten in the face of the fact that there
may be tears in rum. Kansans have no sense of superiority about their
prohibition. Some comfort themselves with a puritanical sense of self-
righteousness, but it is cold comfort. For the same energies that have
prohibited the open sale of liquor would have gone much further had
they been invested in the promotion of beauty, the improvement of
highways, the enlargement of parks, the fostering of music and art.

Not but what we have done fairly well with music and art. I am
proud of what we have done. But I am afraid that most of my fellow
Kansans are not. They are not proud of it because they realize that it is
so much less than we could have done had we not had an ascetic dis-
approval of joy or anything that would make it appear that we were a
happy, progressive, successful state. We want to be “bleeding Kan-
sas.” When someone calls us a typical prairie state we get angry, not
because we think we have been misunderstood but because we fear
we have been understood too well and our shame publicly exposed.

I would be happy to believe that our feelings of inferiority are
only the expression of an innate modesty, a feeling of revulsion against
the flamboyant, bombastic egotism of California and the similar arro-
gance of a few other states. Unfortunately I cannot believe this. Kan-
sas does not refrain from announcing that it has the best of this or the
best of that because of our essential good taste; Kansas does not an-
nounce it because Kansas does not believe it. When I tell friends that I
think our scenery is beautiful and that our climate is delightful (Cyrus
Holliday said that it was better than that of sunny Italy) my friends
think that I am ironic or a little “touched.” They would much rather

35



Karl A. Menninger

read in the paper that we had broken a heat record so that they could
use it to prove their martyrdom than to reflect that hot weather is the
healthiest weather of all and that fewer people die from the effects of
the climate in Kansas than in almost any other state. Yesterday it was
97 in Los Angeles; it was 70 in Topeka. But I am sure this fact was not
headlined by any Kansas newspapers, and I am more certain that it
was not headlined by any California papers. Last week New England
was ravaged by a terrific wind storm which did more damage in one
hour than all the tornadoes have done in Kansas since the dawn of
civilized history, but I am sure that this was not noted by any Kansas
newspapers nor by any of the eastern newspapers which still play up
“Kansas cyclones.” '

Not long ago the son of a colleague came to me for advice in re-
gard to entering my Alma Mater, the Harvard Medical School. He was
afraid that he would not be admitted. I remarked that the fact that he
was a Kansan would probably be to his advantage in his consider-
ation by the committee. “Well,” he exclaimed, “that will be the first
time that coming from Kansas ever did me any good!” I could not
think of any reply to this. He was a handsome young fellow, a mem-
ber of the third generation since the pioneers. His family has pros-
pered (in Kansas!) and he was as nattily dressed, as sophisticated in
manner as the boys I have known from Harvard and Hopkins, and
Pennsylvania. But the poor fellow does not know it. He labors under
a sense of inferiority which is pitiful. He goes to college with a sensi-
tiveness which will probably make him either a recluse or a noisy ec-
centric.

I'am fairly familiar with the physicians of America, and I can hon-
estly say that I believe that we have within the confines of our state
medical men quite as capable as those in most other comparable lo-
calities. Ambitiously we endeavor to maintain a medical school, but
we do not trust it to be staffed by Kansas doctors. The students of the
medical school of the University of Kansas are instructed by men bor-
rowed from Missouri, Missouri doctors from Kansas City.

The phenomenon of the city of “Kansas City, Missouri,” is per-
haps the most brilliant illustration of my thesis. Poor Kansas City is
an orphan town; it has no parent state. Missouri disowns it as a me-
tropolis; St. Louis is the Missouri city, and Kansas City should be the
Kansas city, but it isn’t. Rather, it is and it isn’t. It is located largely in

36



BLEEDING KANSANS

Missouri, populated largely with ex-Kansans, depends upon Kansas
for its economic existence, supplies Kansas with traveling salesmen,
truckdrivers, and racketeers, instructs Kansans how to vote and con-
~ siders Kansas its great backyard. Kansans, none the less, think it is a
great metropolis and speak of it reverently as “the city.”

Think of a state smart enough to issue a Magazine [Kansas Maga-
zine] like this one! Think of a state with people wise enough to abolish
capital punishment fifty years ago. Think of a state with people in it
capable of erecting a structure like the Santa Fe Railroad or an organi-
zation like the Capper press. Think of a state with a Historical Society
such as ours. We have heard a lot about wheat, but consider the trees;
we are the only state in the union without a national forest, and yet
we are also the only state in the union with more trees in it than at the
time it was settled. Think of a state with people in it like William Allen
White and Ed Howe and Nelson Antrim Crawford, Howard Carruth
and Esther Clark, John James Ingalls, Charles M. Sheldon, Kirke
Mechem, and W. G. Clugston, Birger Sandzen, and many others. You
know this is not a state of mediocrities. The same humility of spirit is
to be observed in the Kansas intellectuals, in the Kansas voters, and
the Kansas press. In their eagerness to be broadminded, tolerant, demo-
cratic, they have listened receptively to many prophets, some false,
some true, and have followed them fervently. This fervent response—
a response sometimes bordering on fanaticism—is regarded by many
easterners as characteristic of the people of Kansas. In abolition, pro-
hibition, Populism, anti-tobacco legislation, Brinkley worship,
Winrodism, etc., they have gone off the deep end with desperate seri-
ousness, and in so doing earned for themselves the name of being a
humorless, puritanical people, incapable of joy and grudging in their
attitude toward those happier than themselves.

This is not a pretty reputation and naturally one shrinks from ac-
cepting this description of oneself and his friends and neighbors. Oddly
enough, however, we do accept it almost unanimously and meekly
endure the opprobrium and ridicule of other states. This I believe to
be due to a humility and self-distrust so great as to be crippling to our
energies.

For the fanaticism of Kansans is due, I believe, not so much to
puritanical self-righteousness, the desire to reform and inhibit, as it is
to a wish to identify themselves with the best, the most idealistic and
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fruitful ways of life. And because they feel pathetically unequal to
maintaining these ideals and to living at the high pitch at which they
conceive other more gifted people to be living, they fence themselves
about and reinforce their tense strivings with laws and prohibitions.

In discussing Kansans it is usually assumed that their strictness is
aimed at coercing other people to their beliefs, to reform the wicked.
The reformer’s psychology is often described as being a desire to keep
others from the sinful pleasures he secretly indulges in or at least burns
to indulge in. This unsympathetic portrayal of the reformer as a hypo-
crite and a dog in the manger has some truth in it; but this very intol-
erance of the intolerant betrays an unconscious hypocrisy in the hypo-
crite-hater. To put away the temptation to indulge in more paradoxi-
cal but perhaps confusing expressions, let us state it more plainly by
saying that at heart everyone is a reformer in the sense that he must
curb certain anti-social tendencies in himself which he openly depre-
cates but yearns to indulge. We say that his attitudes are unconscious
because he is not aware of such yearnings and would probably de-
velop all kinds of defensive symptoms if he began to be aware of the
strength of unlawful desires in himself. The activities of the zealot
who rushes about making life miserable for other people may be con-
sidered as one form of defensive symptom of this type. His activity
therefore is chiefly directed against himself, in spite of its apparent
direction toward the world in general. The world may avoid him, trip
him up, laugh at him, and find many ways of overcoming the discom-
fort he causes, but he has no way of circumventing his own unrelent-
ing harshness toward himself which drives him to take desperate
measures to reinforce his failing defense against anti-social urges.

I began by saying that we live in a beautiful state, a state settled
by brave, intelligent and far-visioned people; then I had to add that
our intelligence and our vision do not seem to have prevented us from
developing a vast inferiority, not a real inferiority but a feeling of infe-
riority. I related this inferiority to feelings of over-conscientiousness
which in turn I think may be an echo of the pioneer struggles of our
immediate ancestors. We need writers and artists to proclaim the
beauty of Kansas and to demonstrate the intelligence of the majority
and not the eccentricity of the lunatic fringe.

The members of the press have a special responsibility in this mat-
ter. Lhave long felt that the newspapers could modify the unfavorable

38



BLEEDING KANSANS

opinions of the outsiders if they would modify the feelings of Kan-
sans about themselves. For the men of the press reflect this attitude of
inferiority; indeed they encourage it; they exploit it. They like to brag
about breaking heat records and raising freaks. They feel a little shame-
faced in writing about our cultural attainments. The newspaper re-
porters seem to feel impelled to pull a wisecrack if possible, and the
desk man would rather think up a funny headline than an accurate
one. They deceive themselves into thinking the people like this. The
truth of the matter is that too many of the newspaper men do not take
their own work seriously. They do not take their state seriously. If the
Wichita newspapers, for example, would give more space to the glo-
ries of Kansas and less to the iniquities of Topeka; if the Topeka news-
papers would give more space to the cultural activities of the city and
less to the political goings-on in the State House, and if all the editors
of all the papers would read the Kansas Magazine and print excerpts
from it instead of lifting paragraphs from the Kansas City Star, we would
have an even better state than we have now, and we would have more
fun living in it or visiting outside of it.
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Cowboy, Yeoman, Pawn, and
Hick: Myth and Contradiction
in Great Plains Life

James R. Shortridge

Anyone who lives in Kansas knows that outsiders hold strong
and varied stereotypes of plains people. New residents innocently
inquire about cowboys, and many visitors expect to see heroic, self-
sufficient farmers, descendants perhaps of Laura Ingalls Wilder or
Antonia Cuzak. Still others talk about “victimized” Kansans—poor
peasants who suffer continuously under a series of discriminatory eco-
nomic practices initiated by eastern corporations and the federal gov-

_ernment. Finally, there is the yokel image: folks who still dress in flour
sacks and know only the Kansas versions of Minneapolis and Man-
hattan.

These common views raise complex questions for a person want-
ing to understand the true cultural personality of the plains. Do long-
time residents hold views similar to those of outsiders? How did the
stereotypes originate? How do plains people deal with contradictions
among the myths and between myth and reality?

The story can best be unraveled historically. Indians and cattle-
men, in the 1860s, were the first plainsmen to attract much attention

From James R. Shortridge, “Cowboy, Yeoman, Pawn, and Hick: Myth and
Contradiction in Great Plains Life,” Focus (October 1985): 22-27. Reprinted
. with permission of the American Geographical Society.
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from the American public. Neither group had a positive image. Indi-
ans were usually branded as dangerous, nomadic heathens, and the
cattlemen fared little better: they were “barons,” monopolizing the
land at the expense of small farmers. Horace Greeley provided a typi-
cal assessment in 1859:

I fear this cattle-ranching, with long intervals between the ranches, is
destined to half-barbarize many thousands of the next generation, whom
schools can scarcely reach, and to whom the sound of the churchgoing bell
will be a stranger. )

Acting on these negative judgments, the federal government
passed legislation to concentrate most of the Indian groups in one place
(Oklahoma) and to discourage large-scale ranching. Farmers were the
beneficiaries in both cases. It is impossible to know exactly how these
farmers saw themselves, but accounts of them in the popular press of
the time uniformly depict a resolute, yeoman society, soon hailed as
the latest and purest version of Jeffersonian democracy. Everyone could
own land and thus be independent; all were ennobled by contact with
the natural world. The land was rich enough to bring prosperity to a
diligent worker, yet sufficiently harsh to keep one humble and self-
reliant.

A special relationship has developed between the plains and the
yeoman farmer myth. This myth, fundamental to American self-iden-
tity, had previously found regional expression in the South and in the
old Northwest Territory. Neither location proved wholly satisfactory.
Slavery and its aftermath clearly distorted the image in the South,
whereas urbanization and industrialization in places such as Chicago
and Cleveland challenged rural society in the North. The focus for the
yeoman farmer or pastoralist rhetoric thus gradually shifted westward,
first to the central plains and then to the plains generally. There it has
seemed to find a permanent home. For a hundred years now the plains
have stood midway, both literally and figuratively, between eastern
industry and western wilderness. The wholesomeness of L. Frank
Baum'’s Dorothy or the ideals of “truth, justice, and the American way”
which Superman received from his Kansas stepparents are still seen
as quintessential human qualities of the plains.

Although pastoralism is the dominant symbol for plains culture,
it has never been without challengers. The first, what I call the pawn
image, was initiated in the late 1880s by economic depression and poor
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weather, which brought about a financial crisis. Defaults on farm loans
were common and, since eastern capital had financed much of the
plains development, the crisis assumed a sectional guise. Plainsmen—
especially western plainsmen—suddenly seemed to lack control over
their own destiny. They damned eastern businessmen as unfeeling
exploiters of their condition and found convenient scapegoats for the
problems in bankers, railroad owners, and even the federal govern-
ment. The experience united the plains states politically, but it also
created a cultural paradox that continues to blur the regional identity.
How could one believe in the ideals of self-sufficiency and indepen-
dence central to pastoralism and simultaneously see oneself “under
the lion’s paw,” a pawn of the eastern business establishment?

Good weather and agricultural prices returned to the plains in
the late 1890s. These favorable conditions placed a damper on mani-
festations of western discontent, and pastoralism began to reassert
itself. Soon, though, perhaps in 1902—the year Owen Wister published
The Virginian—a newly romanticized view of the cowboy arose as an-
other competing symbol. Cattlemen, a group largely ignored or deni-
grated during its heyday, became mythic as soon as the open range
had disappeared. The associated imagery—so familiar as not to need

Cowboys, Wallace, Kansas, about 1873. Like the pioneers on the sod-house frontier,
cowboys symbolized self-reliance and individualism.
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repeating here—also included values associated with the yeoman
farmer, particularly independence and self-reliance. In fact, given the
economic ups and downs of farming in previous years, the idealized
cowboy was the more fitting repository for such traits. Hundreds of
times, in pulp novels and in the movies, cowboys and farmers met
each other on the plains frontier. Most often the cowboy was the more
heroic figure, triumphing over the rather dull, unimaginative crea-
tures known derogatorily as “nesters” or “sodbusters.”

The pastoralist view of life again became ascendant during the
second decade of this century. Farm prices were good, and a new gen-
eration of yeomen extended wheatfields across the Montana prairies.
This mood lasted until the mid-1920s, when economic conditions again
deteriorated. Hard times revived the pawn concept of the 1890s to
some extent, but as depression continued into the 1930s, beliefs grew
more complex. The “Okies” emerged as a new central symbol. Views
toward these farmers who had failed were initially sympathetic, but
perhaps only during the worst drought years. To the outsider, the gaunt
faces caught in photographs suggested poor education, lack of intelli-
gence, dependency, and even laziness—the very antithesis of a heroic
yeoman.

The “Okie” image, expanded to the plains generally, continues
today in modified form. Its “victim” associations receded with the
return of prosperity, but the socially backward stereotype remained,
reinforced by the dullard view of farmers commonly portrayed in
“westerns.” The result was the final plains stereotype: the simple-
minded hick or yokel.

Oscillations among the four images characterize the recent past.
Cowboy romanticism has waned perhaps, judging by the output of
motion pictures on the subject. Pastoralist ideas have revived with
the wave of urban disillusionment that has swept the nation. The re-
cent crisis in farm credit has even revived the pawn concept. The Posse
Comitatus, an extremist action group, sees another plot by eastern
bankers to gain control of the nation’s food supply. Failures of small
local banks, it argues, are part of the grand scheme.

The persistence of the four idealizations of plains life can be at-
tributed largely to the rapid changes that have occurred during the
short Anglo history of the region. Eastern sections of the country have
experienced periods of relative stability, enabling a local value system
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and regional personality to emerge; the plains has not. The closest
regional parallel may be southern California. Each place lacks a well-
established past and thus has become a focus for a complex series of
national myths. In California, a rapid progression of economies has
led to an identification of the state with the concept of change itself
and with worship of the new. The plains serves a nearly opposite func-
tion for the nation. It is the regional repository for several contradic-
tory historical myths that apparently need to be maintained. Cow-
boys are perfect symbols for self-reliance and individualism, yeoman
farmers for morality and democracy. The yokel appeared when urban
America required a rural cousin to stand in contrast to its newly ac-
quired sophistication.

Characteristics associated with the cowboy and the yeoman farmer,
the two most positive myths, currently dominate the way plains resi-
dents and others see the region. A large national survey of college-age
people in 1980, asked to characterize plains residents, produced the
following familiar terms: friendly, easy-going, natural, honest, thought-
ful, moral, and modest. Another set of traits traditionally associated
with the plains is missing, however. Instead of imagery comparing
the region to a vigorous and idealistic young adult, the identification
is now with an older person. Survey participants from the plains and
elsewhere identified conservative and materialistic traits as more de-
scriptive of the region than liberal and idealistic ones.

Living with these myths is not easy for plains residents. Young-
sters and thoughtful adults alike find no satisfactory answer to ques-
tions of who they are and what they stand for. The imagery of cow-
boys and yeomen is somewhat flattering and therefore believed; still,
they know that these myths cannot be more than partially applicable
to their now largely commercial and urban existence. The hick asso-
ciations too are half-believed, and plains residents fight against them
feverishly with slogans such as “Oklahoma is O.K.” and “everything's
up-to-date in Kansas City.” Overall, young plainsmen view their home
region somewhat negatively and would move away from their states
if they could. Such a perception of home was not found in other re-
gions surveyed. Older plains residents seem to be happier, although
no formal survey for this age group exists. Perhaps these people iden-

tify with the aging yeoman of the myth and focus on the advantages
of rural life rather than on its limitations.
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Some observers see signs that plains residents may eventually re-
place the myths with a culture more closely aligned with the realities
of modern plains life. They point to the imposition of minerals sever-
ance taxes by several states. These new laws, by which the producer
areas acquire money to invest in various economic development
projects, let the region assume more control over its own destiny. Farm-
ers too are becoming better organized, less willing to be under the
thumb of forces beyond those of nature; this may lead to the disap-
pearance of the pawn association. In short, it may be that enough time
has passed for plainsmen to begin to develop a realistic self-identity.

The evolution of a more contemporary plains culture, however, is
not yet complete; the region is still somewhat defensive and paro-
chial. Nevertheless,“ there is reason for optimism. Plains life, through
its isolation and agricultural heritage, is strongly connected to the land
and to the past. As such, it can provide for the nation a touchstone for
some fundamental values. A sense of morality survives here, along
with a sense of community. Faddish, artificial values have not taken a
strong hold. One key to a mature plains culture is a growing aware-
ness that the positive values coming from a rootedness in place are
important in giving meaning to life. Just as important, however, is the
simultaneous realization that these values may be maintained today
without the stagnation and provincialism that traditionally have ac-
companied them. Modern communication and transportation systems
have eliminated the extreme isolation that once produced these nega-
tive traits.
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Chapter 2

Environment and Early Peoples of Kansas

The Great Plains is the original home of man in the New World.
As Roy E. Gridley, University of Kansas professor of English, explains
in his article “Images from an Older Kansas,” in 1898 fossil hunters in
Logan County unearthed the skeleton of an extinct species of bison
embedded with a man-made stone spearhead—clear evidence that
man has lived on the Plains for at least ten thousand years. Gridley’s
article, originally published in The Kansas Art Reader, investigates “the
images and perspectives that tell us what it is like to be human and,
especially, to be human in Kansas.” His collection of images of the
land before it was settled discusses such issues as “counterfeit geog-
raphy” (the desert-garden myths), pre-historic man, and early explor-
ers and adventurers. One can see early Kansas through the writing of
such early travelers as William Gilpin, Zebulon Pike, Josiah Gregg,
and Francis Parkman.

James C. Malin (1893-1979), a brilliant and controversial Univer-
sity of Kansas historian trained in ecology, agronomy, and social sci-
ence methodology, focuses his attention on “Kansas: Some Reflections
on Culture Inheritance and Originality.” In the study of the American
West, he is part of the triumvirate, which also includes Frederick Jack-
son Turner and Walter Prescott Webb, from which this field of knowl-
edge derives its theoretical constructs. Malin calls Kansas’ boundaries
artificial and its environment a transition zone, a meeting ground
where an intermingling of cultures occurs, where differences, not like-
nesses, were the rule. He traces Kansas population origins and town
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planning and answers the question, “How did New England wield as
much influence as it did, and how was the legend about New En-
gland parentage and Puritanism imposed upon Kansas tradition con-
trary to so conspicuous a weight of available facts?” '

The Kansa Indians are of special interest to William E. Unrau, pro-
fessor of history at Wichita State University and author of several books
on this tribe. Unrau concludes that while epidemic diseases such as
smallpox and cholera were devastating to the Kansa, the white man’s
policy of negligence and self-interest virtually destroyed the tribe. This
frank account of neglect parallels the experiences of other American
Indians throughout the country.
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Roy E. Gridley

I'want to offer a collection of images of the land before it was settled
and before those straight lines we call the boundaries of Kansas were
drawn. It will be a brief portrait of the land before its wilderness, in
the poet William Stafford’s phrase, “subsided and became a state.” I
hope this perspective from an earlier time will add to the rich variety
of Kansas images.

The Prairie-Plains region was the subject of a letter written to the
New York National Intelligencer in October of 1857. The letter writer
was William Gilpin, who lived in Independence, Missouri. Gilpin was
an interesting man. He was a visionary and a dreamer who had the
habit of looking (in his mind’s eye) out over the unsettled areas of
western America and imagining what the future might bring. He was
also a systematic and rather tough-minded collector of information
and statistics about the western regions. When he looked westward
across the recently created Territory of Kansas, Gilpin did not see the
bloody border warfare going on in eastern Kansas or the struggle be-
tween Free-Staters and Slave-Staters that made Kansas such an im-
portant national issue in the 1850s. Rather, he saw sométhing that led
him to attack what he called the “counterfeit geography” that had for
half a century described the Plains as the Great American Desert. Gilpin
recognized the fertility and future productivity of the region and was
angry at Eastern misunderstanding. Three years later, Gilpin included

From Roy E. Gridley, “Images from an Older Kansas,” in The Kansas Art Reader,
ed. Jonathan Wesley Bell. Lawrence, KS: Independent Study, 1976, pp. 25-49.
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the letter as one chapter in his geographical treatise The Central Gold
Region, a title probably designed, as James Malin suggests, to attract
public attention so that Gilpin could tell his readers of treasures other
than gold that lay in the American interior. The gold was in the moun-
tain West. The notion that there might be gold on the Plains was never
seriously entertained once Coronado reported to his king that in 1542
at Quivira the “natives there gave me a piece of copper that an Indian
wore suspended from his neck. I am sending it to the viceroy of New
Spain, for I have not seen any other metal in this region except this
and some copper jingle bells. . . .” Gilpin was but one of several writ-
ers who, in the 1850s, were revising the image of the Plains as a desert.
But the prophetic tone of Gilpin’s language separates him from the
more tentative and careful prose of, say, the reports of the topographi-
cal engineers. Gilpin opens his letter with a fine declamatory asser-
tion:

There is a radical misapprehension in the popular mind as to the true
character of the “Great Plains of America,” as complete as that which
pervaded Europe respecting the Atlantic Ocean during the whole historic
period priorto COLUMBUS. These PLAINS are not deserts, but the opposite,
and are the cardinal basis of the future empire of commerce and industry
now erectingitselfupon the North American Continent. They are calcareous,
and form the PASTORAL GARDEN of the world.

So Gilpin opens his letter. Had not events during the next three or
four decades proved him a fairly accurate prophet, he might seem to
be using language in a rather magical manner: by calling something
by a different name he could change its reality. The Great American
Desert did not immediately blossom into “the PASTORAL GARDEN
of the world” because of Gilpin’'s loud words to the New York news-
paper. But within three, at most four decades, the “desert” of Kansas
had been banished and was replaced with farms and towns. Railways,
telephone systems, steam-driven farm machinery, electricity were all
there before the century turned. And there were about a million people,
just as many as in California.

The “counterfeit geography” that Gilpin and others had to attack
so that people could even imagine such rapid settlement and devel-
opment had been built up during the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury. In 1810 Zebulon Montgomery Pike had foreseen that “These vast
plains of the western hemisphere may become in time equally cel-
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ebrated as the sandy deserts of Africa.” The region must of necessity,
Pike thought, be left “to the wandering and uncivilized aborigines of
the country.” A year later, 1811, Henry Brackenridge found in these
grasslands a “resemblance to the Steppes of Tartary, or the Saara’s of
Africa.” Stephen Long and Edwin James made the same comparisons
in 1823, and James prophesied that “this region may forever remain
the unmolested haunt of the native hunter, the bison, and the jackall.”
By 1832, Washington Irving, with yet livelier imagination foresaw that
in this region “may spring up new and mongrel races, like new for-
mations in geology, the amalgamation of the ‘debris’ and ‘abrasions’
of former races, civilized and savage. ...” These were the notions
Gilpin challenged. As he comes to the close of his letter of 1857, Gilpin
rather surprisingly accepts the comparison to the Old World deserts;
but he accepts the comfvarison only to the extent that the ancient Middle
East was the “cradle of civilization.” “The atmosphere of the Great
Plains,” he writes almost lyrically, “is perpetually brilliant with sun-
shine, tonic, healthy and inspiring to the temper.” The region, he says,

corresponds with and surpasses the historic climate of Syria and Arabia,
from whence we inherit all that is ethereal and refined in our system of
civilization, our religion, our sciences, our alphabet, our numerals, our
written languages, our articles of food, our learning, and our system of
social manners.

The vast stretches of prairie were considered the “Great American Desert” by some
explorers, the “pastoral garden of the West” by others.
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The Territory of Kansas has become in Gilpin’s imagination the future
seat of a great and refined civilization.

I'have lingered over Gilpin's letter because it is a brief and force-
ful expression of an idea that runs through a lot of Kansas art: the
dramatic change of the Great American Desert from a sterile waste-
land fit only for the primitive and nomadic savage into a productive
agricultural region (a kind of garden), a fertile and healthy home for
farmer and townsman alike. The theme receives its fullest expression
in those stories and novels in which the homesteaders coming to an
empty land do—by hard work and hope-—create farms, schools,
churches and towns.

More recently the wilderness that was Kansas remains as a useful
measure of what man has been able to make out of it. In a land where,
in the novelist Wright Morris’ phrase, “there is little to see but plenty
of room to look.”

Before the Spanish came out onto these plains in the sixteenth cen-
tury, Europeans had not known such extensive grasslands since the
end of the last Ice Age when forests invaded the savannas of Europe
and drove out the large grazing animals. People long accustomed to
living among mountains and forests found the empty rolling grass-
lands strange and unusual. They still do. The historian Walter Prescott
Webb comments on this experience in his The Great Plains. Most of
Webb’s book is an account of the difficulties forest men or “timber-
dwellers” experienced when they tried to adapt their old ways of life
to the Plains. In the final chapter, Webb allows himself to speculate on
what he calls the “Mysteries of the Plains.” “It may be permitted to
approach,” Webb begins cautiously, “the mysterious effect of the Plains
on the human mind through an inquiry into the place of man’s origin
or differentiation.” If man’s “primal home,” he goes on, were the for-
est then man might upon encountering the Plains feel alien sensations
of fear, wonder, awe and surprise so often expressed in Plains writ-
ing. But what if “he became man on the plains and not the forest?”

If man did become what he is on the plains, and not in “warm forest-clad
land,” then perhaps it was natural for him to reenter the old familiar
environment with dim stirrings of deeply embedded racial memories; to
return with a certain abandon and joy to a closer association with horses
and cattle, after an interval of some millions of years in the forests.

54



ImaGEs FROM AN OLDER KANSAS

All great ideas, we are told, are essentially poetic. The notion of grass-
lands as the original home for man and of that “home” persisting in
racial memory is such an idea. And it is an idea that may find expres-
sion in the art of Kansas.

Not even our most imaginative artists, I suppose, would ever claim
that human beings first evolved here on our own Prairie-Plains. But
artists might find suggestive the thought that the Plains were the first
home for man in the New World. In 1898 some fossil hunters in a draw
above the Smoky Hill in Logan County unearthed the skeleton of an
extinct species of bison. Embedded in this fossil was a man-made stone
spearhead: clear evidence that human beings were hunting on the
Plains of western Kansas when now-extinct animals grazed that land.

Human beings have been making artifacts in Kansas for a long
time. That spearhead found in Logan County deserves a place in the
minds of people who think about art in Kansas. Numerous later finds
of large bison and elephant kills have confirmed that human beings
have lived on the Plains for at least ten thousand years. And it is gen-
erally assumed that these early hunters, after crossing over the Bering
Straits, came directly to the Plains, then dispersed later through the
mountain passes to the west, down the streams to- the east, or along
the mountains into Mexico and eventually into South America. These
plains are the original home of man in the New World.

Recently computers have been pressed into service to try to esti-
mate the numbers of these early hunters as well as the numbers of the
animals they hunted. The question has even been raised about whether
widespread early hunting contributed to the extinction of the giant
bison and elephants of the Plains. This question, like the one that asks
how much the prairie fires set by early man helped to keep trees out
of the grasslands, is extremely speculative. Perhaps they are stuff for
artists rather than scientists. How might a Kansas artist use the rich
record of human experience found in Waldo Wedel's Archeology of
Kansas or Prehistoric Man on the Great Plains? The only person I know
who has quite literally used fossils—shark teeth, vertebra, rib bones
and fins—as artistic material is the folk artist Mrs. Earnest Fick of
Oakley.

In the early 1800s travellers on the Plains were curious about just
where the Indians had originally come from, but these travelers were
less certain about the answer than are anthropologists today. In the
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1830s the notion was widespread that the Indians were descendants
of the Lost Tribes of Israel. The painter George Catlin, who had lived
among the Plains Indians for nearly a decade, spent many pages of
his Letters and Notes (1844) comparing the similarities of the Indians to
the ancient Hebrews. Catlin, however, éventually rejects the idea and
suggests instead that the Indians may have migrated across the Bering
Straits. To Francis Parkman in 1846, the idea of ancient Hebrew de-
scent for the Indians is an “absurd notion.” Watching a group of Oglala
Sioux mourn a member of their band, he comments with light humor:

... the Indians raised in concert their cries of lamentation over the corpse,
and among them Shaw clearly distinguished those strange sounds
resembling the word “Halleluyah,” which, together with some other
accidental coincidences, has given rise to the absurd notion that the Indians
are descended from the ten lost tribes of Israel.

A part of the general idea was that the North American Indians, who
had domesticated no grazing animals, had not only descended from
but had degenerated from the Old World herding tradition of Abraham
and Isaac. A year after Parkman, Lewis Garrard, watching some Chey-
enne take sweat baths near the Arkansas, comments wryly:

To those fond of speculation on the origin and probability of the North
AmericanIndians belonging to thelost tribes of Israel, Iwould say here that
these Indians purify themselves before entering upon the performance of
their religious duties.

In Commerce of the Prairies (1844), Josiah Gregg, an older, better in-
formed and more systematic man than either Parkman or Garrard,
declined to enter into such speculations. He did, however, find in the
Plains Indians “a strong resemblance to the patriarchs of old” and
thought that resemblance some proof of their “Asiatic origin.” Gregg,
who always felt awkward and uncomfortable when forced to return
periodically to “civilization,” compared the Indians to the Queen of
Sheba’s tribe when, in a humorous passage, he expresses his desire

to spread my bed with mustang and the buffalo, under the broad canopy
of heaven, —there to seek to maintain undisturbed my confidence in men,
by fraternizing with the little prairie dogs and wild colts, and the still
wilder Indians—the unconguered Sabaeans of the Great American Desert.
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Travellers on the Prairie-Plains before 1800 were not as given to
comparing the Indians to more ancient and less civilized peoples of
the Old World. (There are lots of comparisons to Tartars, Huns,
Mongols in accounts written from, say, 1810 to 1860). In the early Span-
ish and French accounts life among the primitive peoples of the re-
gion is portrayed in fact, quite favorably. Indeed, in some of these
accounts there appears to be something like an evocation of the Golden
Age, that ideal early world of legend in which all life was innocent,
free, prosperous, and pleasant.

The acknowledged father of the Great American Desert is Zebulon
Montgomery Pike. His account of his 1806-1807 expedition across
present Kansas and eastern Colorado clearly fixed the image of a dry
and sterile desert upon the landscape. Yet, read as a whole, his note-
books and his appendix to An Account (1810), “Dissertation on Louisi-
ana,” reveal rather careful discriminations in his descriptions of the
grasslands as he moves from east to west. Coming up the timbered
and well-watered Osage River valley, Pike had by early September,
1806, come out onto the grasslands of eastern Kansas. On Septem-
ber 4, on the Marmaton near Fort Scott he made this entry in his note-
book:

We found a most delightful bason of clear water, of 25 paces diameter and
about 100 circumference, in which webathed; found it deep and delightfully
pleasant. Naturescarcely ever formed a more beautiful place fora farm. We
returned to camp about dusk, when I was informed that some of the
Indians had been dreaming and wished to return. Killed one deer, one
turkey, one racoon. Distance 13 miles.

Pike’s notebook style is generally prosaic and factual. The measuring
of the “bason” and the listing of the game killed and miles traveled is
typical of that style. That his Osage guides had been “dreaming” and
wished to return to their villages is, as subsequent entries show, not
an exotic primitive phenomenon but a mere inconvenience. But the
pleasant bathing in the clear water leads to unexpected dreaming by
Pike himself: here nature had formed a “beautiful place for a farm.”
In his “Dissertation,” Pike expanded and elaborated this brief note to
describe the general region:

_The country around the Osage Villages, is one of the most beautiful the eye
ever beheld. . . . the extensive prairies crowned with rich and luxuriant
grass and flowers—gently diversified by the rising swells, and sloping
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Zebulon Montgomery Pike. Pike
crossed what is now Kansas in his
1806-07 expedition. His descrip-
tions of its “sandy deserts” raised
questions about whether these lands
were fit for habitation or farming.

lawns—presenting to the warm imagination the future seats of husbandry,
the numerous herds of domestic animals, which are no doubt destined to
crown with joy those happy plains. . . . From the Osage towns to the source
of the Osage river, there is no difference in the appearance of the country,
except that on the south and east, the view of the prairies becomes
unbounded, and is only limited by the imbecility of our sight.

Pike moved eastward from the Marmaton, across the Flint Hills,
and crossed the Smoky Hill somewhere between Lindsborg and Salina.
He then turned northward, spent some rainy days in the “mountain-
ous” terrain along the Saline, then continued through Republic County
to meet with the Republican Pawnee in an effort to get them to re-
place their Spanish flag with an American one. Moving southwest-
erly from the Pawnee villages, some of his men became temporarily
lost in the Cheyenne Bottoms. By the time Pike’s party came onto the
Arkansas River the aspect of the country had changed. The imagined
future farms to the east gave way to the version of primitive life quite
similar to that we have seen in earlier Plains writing:

The borders of the Arkansaw river may be termed the paradise (terrestrial)
of our territories, for the wandering savage. Of all countries ever visited by
the footsteps of civilized man, there never was one probably that produced
game in greater abundance. . . .
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The future herds of domestic animals Pike had dreamed of on the
Marmaton have given way to wild game, the future farmers to the
present savage. Farmers, Pike thinks, will never be able to make this
land their own. And he believes this land will form a useful barrier to
hold back the American pioneers who are too “prone to rambling and
extending themselves.” From the Great Bend of the Arkansas west-
ward, the September landscape became progressively drier and more
akin to the “sandy desarts of Africa.”

Pike’s “sandy desarts” are, of course, on the upper reaches of the
Arkansas, perhaps in southwest Kansas but probably in eastern Colo-
rado. In 1811, the year after Pike’s Account, George Sibly was on the
lower Smoky Hill. Sibly saw something quite different when he came
over a rise from the east and looked out over the country around,
perhaps, present Chapman or Solomon:

We overlooked a vast extent of level meadow ground through which were
tobe traced a great number of rivulets and creeks, glittering in the sunshine
and hastening to the main branches of the Konza. Numerous herds of elk
and antelope frisked in the gay flowering plain giving life and animation
to the charming scene.

The same year, Henry Brackenridge was out on the grasslands. His
assessment of the land is quite similar to that of Pike’s, especially in
his emphasis that the Plains will always form a barrier to farmers.
However, he muses, if there are no Indians the country might support
some small, widely scattered settlements:

This country, it is certain, can never become agricultural, but is in many
respects highly favorable for the multiplication of flocks and herds. Those
delightful spots where the beauty and variety of landscape might challenge
the fancy of the poet invite the pastoral life. How admirably suited to that
interesting animal, the sheep, are those clean smooth meadows, of surface
infinitely varied by hilland dale, covered withashortsweet grass intermixed
with thousands of the most beautiful flowers, undeformed by a single
weed.

In 1831, Josiah Gregg, a sickly Independence lawyer, made a tour
onto the Plains on the advice of his doctors. He joined a Santa Fe cara-
van, and for over a decade he was engaged in trade between the east-
ern settlements and Mexico. In 1844 he published Commerce of the Prai-
ries. The book is so full of accurate information for travelers and trad-
ers, of careful and scientific observation of geography, flora, fauna,
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climate, of interviews with Indians and their white captives, of anec-
dote and humor, that Gregg’s book remains the best ever written about
the Plains. His description and classification of Indian tribes accord-
ing to language and custom has not been greatly improved by mod-
ern anthropologists. It is a big, rich book; here I can only relate a few
specific passages.

On his first journey, Gregg’s party was only about a month be-
hind the party of William Sublette and Jedediah Smith. Gregg would
not learn that Smith had been killed by Comanche on the Cimarron
until he arrived in Santa Fe. But there was great anxiety within his
party when they met nearly three thousand Comanche on the
Cimarron. They parleyed with some of the chiefs, then moved into
encampment; guards were doubled. That evening when some forty
Indians approached the camp, Gregg’s party made ready to fire; the
Indians, however, turned out to be women. They were turned away,
but a horse was apparently stolen by them. The next day Gregg's party
continued into extremely dry country, south of the Cimarron. The In-
dians followed at a distance. When the party was rather desperate for
water and feeling “lost on that inhospitable desert, which had been
the scene of so many former scenes of suffering,” a couple of Indians
approached. To the surprise and relief of the party, the Indians re-
turned the “lost” horse, then led them into an “elysian vale” where
there was water, wood, and grass for the stock. However, Gregg goes
on, the traders were not “destined to rest long in peace”:

About midnight we were all aroused by a cry of alarm the like of which had
not been heard since the day Don Quixote had his famous adventure with
the fulling-mills; and I am not quite sure but some of our party suffered as
much from fright as poor Sancho Panza did on that memorable occasion.
But Don Quixote and Sancho only heard the thumping of the mills and the
roaring of waters; while we heard the thumping of Indian drums,
accompanied by occasional yells, which our excited fancies immediately
construed into notes of the fearful warsong.

Alarms and guns were raised but nothing happened. The “fearful
warsong” had been but a “serenade.” During the next several days
the horde of Indians crowded into the party’s various encampments
serenading, trading, raising dust and noise, stealing a little. Soon the
fearful three thousand savages had become, in their excessive friend-
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liness, a nuisance and annoyance. The party finally stole away early
one morning, glad to be rid of the Comanche.

In this incident and others Gregg successfully debunks, with hu-
mor and commonsense, the image of the Plains Indian as a dangerous
and treacherous savage. He consistently counsels trade and recipro-
cal gift giving. Toward the end of the book he summarizes this atti-
tude, beginning with a slightly sarcastic allusion to Washington Irving’s
A Tour on the Prairies (1835), which was but one of many books of the
period to romantically exploit the dangers of the Plains:

A “tour of the Prairies” is certainly a dangerous experiment for him who
would live a quiet contented life at home among his friends and relatives;
not so dangerous to life and health, as prejudicial to his domestic habits.
Those who have lived pent up in our large cities, know but little of the
broad, unembarrassed freedom of the Great Western Prairies. Viewing
them from a snug fireside, they seem crowded with dangers, with labors
and sufferings; but once upon them, and these appear to vanish—they are
soon forgotten. :

As well as debunking popular notions about the Plains, this passage
also sounds what is a persistent personal theme in the book: Gregg’s
almost pathological discomfort whenever he is periodically forced to
live within “civilized communities.” By Gregg’s time the Plains have
become a place of escape for civilized men, not merely a refuge for
degenerate men like James Fenimore Cooper’s Ishmael Bush. The Santa
Fe trader or the Easterner or European tourist can now participate in
the natural freedom previously reserved for the nomadic aborigine.
The white man on the Plains

knows no government—no laws, save those of his own creation and
adoption. Helives in no society which he must look up to or propitiate. The
exchange of this untrammelled condition—this sovereign independence,
for a life of civilization, where both his physical and moral freedom are
invaded at every turn, by the complicated machinery of social institutions,
is certainly likely to commend itself to but few, —not even to all those who
have been educated to find their enjoyments in the arts and elegancies
peculiar to civilized society; —as is evinced by the frequent instances of
men of letters, of refinement and wealth, voluntarily abandoning society
for a life upon the Prairies. . . .

By Gregg’s time the wilderness of the Plains has become a place
to escape to. We all know that use of the natural world. It is a place to
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get away from it all. This human impulse is not new or unusual. The

‘pattern is found in all literatures, Greek and Roman classics,
Shakespeare’s plays, Chinese stories, modern novels. It goes some-
thing like this: people get tired and dissatisfied with the complexity
and often the corruption of life in the city; they flee to the simplicity
and freedom of the natural world. There in “Nature” one has the time
and the peace to remember or to learn for the first time the essential
simple truths of human life. In the older literature the character will
usually return to the city a happier and wiser person. What Gregg
learns from the wilderness is the delight of freedom from artificial
social codes, and he learns the importance of relying not upon others
but upon himself. For Gregg, there can be no willing return to civili-
zation once one has known the Plains. It is rather odd to see a reversal
of this pattern in later Kansas literature in which characters feel op-
pressed and hemmed in by the small farms and towns and escape to
the city.

I must linger a bit longer with Gregg. His is a difficult book to
leave. Gregg accepts the general notion that “these great Steppes seem
only fitted for the haunts of the mustang, the buffalo, the antelope,
and their migratory lord, the prairie Indian.” Yet during his long ex-
perience he has seen changes in the Plains: increased travel, decrease
in buffalo, changes in Indian ways. Toward the end of his chapter on
the “Geography of the Prairies,” Gregg allows himself a moment of
visionary speculation about the future of these “Steppes”:

The high plains seem too dry and lifeless to produce timber; yet might not
thevicissitudes of nature operatea change likewise upon the seasons? Why
may wenotsuppose that the genial influences of civilization—that extensive
cultivation of the earth—might contribute to the multiplication of showers,
as it certainly does of fountains? Or that the shady groves, as they advance
upon the prairies, may have some effect upon the seasons? . . . Then may
we not hope that these sterile regions might yet be thus revived and
fertilized, and their surface covered one day by flourishing settlements to
the Rocky mountains?

Gregg is one of the first to dream the dream of more trees and rainfall
on the High Plains. He seems unaware, though, that a more genial
climate, cultivated earth, shady groves and settlements will limit or
end the primitive freedom he has elsewhere celebrated.
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'One of the young men of “refinement” who had abandoned soci-
ety for a “life upon the Prairies” had a much different vision of the
future of the Plains. He was George Catlin, who had spent nearly the
whole of the 1830s living among and painting the Plains Indians. In
1844, the same year as Gregg’s book, Catlin published his London
edition of Letters and Notes, Customs, and Conditions of North American
Indians. Toward the end of his first volume, Catlin laments the increased '
slaughter of the buffalo “in those desolate fields of silence”; he knows
that once the buffalo'is “extinguished” so too will be the “peace and
happiness (if not the actual existence)” of the Indians. Catlin then has
a “splendid contemplation” about the Plains Indians as he

imagines them as they might in the future beseen, (by some great protecting
policy of government) preserved in their pristine beauty and wildness, in
a magnificent park, where the world could see for ages to come, the native
Indian in his classic attire, galloping his wild horse, with sinewy bow, and’
shield and lance, amid the fleeting herds of elks and buffaloes. What a
beautiful and thrilling specimen for America to preserveand hold up to the
view of her refined citizens and the world, in future ages! A nation’s Park,
containing man and beast, in all the wild and freshness of their nature’s
beauty!

By the early 1840s, the “desert” and its primitive peoples are no longer
thought to be a barrier to agricultural settlement; in Catlin’s mind, at
least, the Prairie-Plains were now something to be “preserved” for
the future contemplation of America’s “refined citizens.” The end of
the nomadic stage of human life on the Plains was in sight.

One of America’s most refined young men, Francis Parkman, vis-
ited Catlin’s London exhibition of paintings and Indian artifacts in
1844; back-in Boston the following year, he made plans for his “tour of
amusement and curiosity” on the Plains. By the time he left Boston for
Westport in the spring of 1846, he had probably read both Gregg and
Catlin. If so, Parkman came to the Plains in full knowledge that this
wilderness would soon pass away; he wanted to see it before it was
gone.

His The Oregon Trail (1849) has become the best-known book about
travel on the Prairie-Plains. But the title is misleading, suggesting as it
does covered wagons loaded with families making' their way to the
Pacific coast. Parkman never got to the mountains and almost his en-
tire journey lay within the area that would, in 1854, become the Terri-
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tory of Kansas. The book is packed with images-of an older Kansas
from the minute Parkman leaves the “mudholes of Westport” to ride
out onto the “green, ocean-like expanse of prairie, stretching swell
beyond swell to the horizon” in present Johnson County. He is lost for
several days north of Leavenworth and eaten up by mosquitoes while
trying to bathe near, probably, Seneca. Feeling strongly the immense
emptiness of the land, he stands late at night on the Little Blue, watch-
ing a huge red moon rise and imagining that he is the only being who
has “consciousness for many a league around.” Near Lakin the party
fearfully prepares for a night attack from Comanche or Pawnee, who
never show up. There is an especially successful buffalo hunt near
Larned; they gather ripe wild grapes and plums on Cow Creek. One
member of the party tries, unsuccessfully, to cadge some whiskey off
the Missouri Volunteers of Price’s regiment on its way to the Mexican
War. After months on the Plains, Parkman is delighted with the “for-
ests and meadows of Council Grove. .. ash, oak, elm, maple, and
hickory, festooned with enormous grape-vines, purple with fruit.” He
rides out again “with regret into the broad light of the open prairie.”

Of course, we can still experience much of what Parkman did. We
can watch the moon, pick wild plums, get soaked by a sudden rain-
storm or bitten by mosquitoes. We can hunt deer instead of buffalo.
We can even know the fear of attacks at night by savages as the people
around Holcomb knew that fear and recorded it in Truman Capote’s
In Cold Blood. But the sense of the land being a wilderness is gone. It
was already passing when Parkman came to Kansas. That is why he
came. But Parkman was unprepared for the suddenness with which
the primitive world would be swept away.

The Oregon Trail was published in 1849. Three years later, in 1852,

Parkman added a preface to a new edition. In it he laments the loss of
the wilderness:

This, too, shall pass away, was the doom long ago pronounced on all that is
primitive inlife or scenery within the limits of our national domain; but no
onecould have dreamed that the decree would find so swiftan execution. . . .

Primeval barbarism is assailed at last in front and rear, from the
Mississippi and from the Pacific; and, thus, brought between two fires, it
cannot long sustain itself. With all respect to civilization, I cannot help
regretting this final consummation;and such regret will not be misconstrued
by anyone who has tried the prairie and mountain life, who has learned to
look with affectionate interest on the rifle that was once his companion and
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protector, the belt that sustained his knife and pistol, and the pipe which
beguiled the tedious hours of his midnight watch, while men and horses
lay sunk in sleep around him.

In another two years, Kansas would become a territory, stretching from
Missouri to the Continental Divide. Soon it would be a state crossed
by railroads, dotted by farm towns and cattle towns and rapidly fill-
ing up with homesteaders.

By 1872, Parkman added a second preface. He now recognizes
that his book “reflects the image of an irrevocable past.” He complains
that “buffalo give way to tame cattle, farm-houses [are] scattered along
the water-courses, and wolves, bears, and Indians are numbered
among the things of the past.” The “disenchanting screech of the loco-
motive” breaks the earlier silence; and “woman’s rights invade the
fastnesses of the Arapahoes.”

Parkman, we might say, is getting a little crotchety. Twenty years
later he becomes downright grouchy about rapid settlement, as he
writes yet another preface, this time for the 1892 edition illustrated by
Frederic Remington. He describes the change much to the detriment
of the new “civilization”:

For Indian teepees, with their trophies of bow, lance, shield, and dangling
scalplocks, we have towns and cities, resorts of health and pleasure
seekers, with an agreeable society, Paris fashions, the magazines, the latest
poem, and thelast novel. The sons of civilization, drawn by the fascinations
of a fresher and bolder life, thronged the western wilds in multitudes
which blighted the charm that had Iured them.

The buffalo is gone, and of all his millions nothing is left but bones.
Tame cattle and fences of barbed wire have supplanted his vast herds and
boundless grazing grounds. . . . the wolves that howled at evening about
the traveller’s camp-fire have succumbed to arsenic and hushed their
savage music. The wild Indian is turned into an ugly caricature of his
conquerbr; and that which made him romantic, terrible, and hateful, is in
large measure scourged out of him. The slow cavalcade of horsemen armed
to the teeth has disappeared before parlor cars and the effeminate comforts
of modern travel.
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Kansas: Some Reflections on
Culture Inheritance
and Originality

James C. Malin

Kansas as a Geographical Area

Kansas as a geographical area is an accident of politics, or possi-
bly, a consequence of a series of accidents. Its boundaries have not
made sense according to any frame of reference based upon tangible
facts and logical conclusions drawn from facts. For many reasons the
eastern boundary would lie more appropriately about fifty miles east
of its historical position, but repeated attempts to effect even modest
adjustments were futile. In terms of types of farming, the northern
tier of counties has belonged to the Nebraska corn belt. On the other
hand, however, serious consideration was given at least twice to pro-
posals for the annexation to Kansas of that part of Nebraska that lies
south of the Platte river. Several plausible, if not sound, reasons were
advanced for such a change. But many Kansans objected that the area
in question contained too many Democrats. The southern boundary
line was bungled on account of the slavery prohibition, the Indian

From James C. Malin, “Kansas: Some Reflections on Culture Inheritance and
Originality,” Journal of the Central Mississippi Valley American Studies Association
IT (Fall 1961): 3-19. Reprinted with permission of American Studies and Jane
Wofford Malin.
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barrier, and misunderstanding about Indian reservation limits. The
territory of Kansas extended to the Rocky Mountains, but for peculiar
reasons, when Kansas became a state, Kansans voluntarily restricted
themselves to the country east of 102° west longitude. The foregoing
citations applied to Kansas limits in relation to other states and terri-
tories, but still other boundary schemes referred primarily or only to
internal matters. Numerous proposals were made to divide Kansas
either into an East and West Kansas, or into a North and South Kan-
sas. But tangible facts and logic made little headway against emotional
attachments to the combinations of historical traditions associated with
a geographical area and its people.

Subsequent to Lincoln’s dictum of 4 July 1861, denying the sa-
credness of a state, so-called state government in the nation was re-
stricted by successive assumptions of power on the part of the central
government until all true self-government disappeared. The vestiges
of state structure survived, to be sure, but as little more than adminis-
trative agencies of the central authority. Yet, the symbols and legends
of state sovereignty survived, so far as they had any meaning, and
were filled in by each generation and social group according to the
subjective need of the hour. In states other than Kansas, each in its
own peculiar character, the people behaved in a similar fashion. Per-
sistent always, however, was an overriding loyalty to the symbols and
legends embodied in its traditions. Few, and Kansas was not among
them, were willing to discard even their antiquated constitutions.

Kansas in an Ecological Perspective

Plant and animal life of Kansas necessarily is that of midlatitudes
regardless of whether or not “native,” in the popular pre-Columbian
discovery sense, or introduced by recent European man. Thus the spe-
cies and varieties of life found in the area represent those peculiarly
adapted to such a geographical habitat, as well as outliers of those
most specifically adapted to the high and low latitudes. In this latter
sense, Kansas lies in a transition zone, or a belt of overlapping mar-
gins of dispersion patterns occupied by marginal species of life forms.

In this belt, the more distinctly northern and southern life forms meet
and intermingle.
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The Kansas area is transitional also in its east-west variations of
both diminishing moisture and rising elevation to the westward. Thus
such species as lie in the fringes of optimal environment, both in a
north-south and an east-west orientation, represent elements of un-
usual risk as pertains to survival in relation to the short-term fluctua-
tions of weather and other hazards.

Kansas is situated in the central portion of the North American
grassland. In its mid-latitude position, between the Platte river on the
north and the Canadian-Arkansas rivers on the south, both the east-
west zoning and the north-south zoning of life forms are more sharply
differentiated than in any other part of the grassland. This is particu-
larly conspicuous as relates to the east-west orientation. The true for-
est country lies to the east, and the true moist-desert to the west.

Kansas According to Primitive Peoples

In this area called Kansas the occupancy by primitive peoples who
had attained a Folsom type culture dates from about ten thousand
years ago. Within some two thousand years of the present, later primi-
tive cultures had invaded the area from the desert southwest, from
the forested southeast, and from the woodlands of the continent east
of the Mississippi river. Probably these invasions occurred more than
once. If so, this central grassland was long a meeting ground where
an intermingling of cultures occurred. Individual village sites reveal
to the archaeologist successive periods of occupance, in some cases,
interrupted by periods of apparent abandonment in which the site
was covered by several inches of wind-blown material. Thus the dust-
storms of the grass country, and of major proportions, are demon-
strated to have occurred long before Europeans appeared on the scene.
For several centuries prior to the modern European discovery of the
western world, the Great Plains as well as the prairie was occupied by
people living in villages and dependent largely upon agriculture for
food supply, but supplemented by wild game. These were the peoples
who were displaced by European culture within the four centuries
usually Jabeled modern history and documented by written records.
In this perspective it would not be unexpected if resemblances oc-
curred in some of the patterns of behavior of European man in America.
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European-American Forest Culture in the Grassland

In the process of displacing an occupying Indian population and
of resettling the area with men of European-American culture, each of
the invading people was a unique individual and new to the area. He
brought with him his peculiar personality and his cultural heritage.
By the experience of living together, diverse elements were blended
into a new culture. Even people coming from the same eastern state
brought variants of their unique localities. Differences, not likeness,
were the rule. Railroads within land-mass interiors had not exercised
extensively their leveling effects until late in the nineteenth century.
These points are more than commonplaces and have usually been lost
from view. More attractive have been the over-simplified generali-
zations about Puritan, slaveholder, abolitionist, northerner, southerner,
republican, democrat, etc.

The high degree of mobility of population poses problems for the
consideration of the historian. To what extent did first comers deter-
mine or impose a pattern of culture that would survive in spite of a
. rapid turnover of population? To be more specific, do the political

institutions once established mold the culture regardless of the chang-
ing population that implements them? Stated in opposite extremes,
“did the changing population modify and direct the functional opera-
tion of the institutions regardless of their origin and their first institu-
tional form as established in Kansas? If the answer rejects both ex-
tremes, may the pragmatic adjustments be determined quantitatively,
or only subjectively? ‘

The sources of Kansas population (107,209), according to the fed-
eral census of 1860, assigned to states of birth are given on the follow-
ing page. The first generalization to be made from these figures is
both the absolute and relative statistical unimportance of the New En-
gland contribution, 3.9% of the whole. The contribution of the strictly
northern states’ 16% is only slightly larger than the lower south’s 13.5%.
Clearly, the border states peopled Kansas and most conspicuous as a
group were the three Ohio valley states north of the river of that name:
Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, totaling 28.8%. A special explanation is in
order about that group of states. They had been peopled largely from
south of the river and south of the Mason-Dixon line. A conspicuous
culture trait is critical to this discussion. Although they were antisla-
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Sources of Kansas Population

New England 3.9%
Northern tier of states west of New England 8.4
Towa » 3.7

Total, northern states 16.0%
Lower South 13.5
Border states east of Appalachian Mountains

North 6.5
Border states north of Ohio river 28.8

Total northern border 35.3
Border states east of Appalachian Mountains »

South ) 5.0
Border states south of Ohio river. -85

Total southern border 13.5
Missouri - 10.6
Total border states 59.5
Foreign born 11.8

very in sentiment, they were even more pronounced anti-Negro. So
far as generalization can be accurate in the matter, they tended to take
a position that the only way in which Negroes would be tolerated
among them was as slaves—but emphatically, they did not want Ne-
groes, either free or slave. The seeming paradox involved in this situ-
ation is that people so